
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  In this village, when the ripened ears of wheat sway in the breeze, it is said that a wolf runs through them.


  This is because one can make out the form of a running wolf in the shifting stalks of the wheat fields.


  When the wind is too strong and the stalks are blown over, it is said that the wolf has trampled them. When the harvest is poor, it is said that the wolf has eaten it.


  It was a nice turn of phrase, but it had a troublesome aspect that flawed it, she felt.


  Still, lately it was a popular sort of expression, and there were few remaining who wielded it with the sort of familiarity or awe it had held in the past.


  Although the autumn sky that was visible between the swaying stalks of wheat had not changed in hundreds of years, conditions below that sky had indeed changed.


  The villagers who tended the wheat as the years passed lived for seventy years at the most.


  Perhaps it would be worse for them to go centuries without changing.


  Maybe that is why there is no need for them to honor the ancient agreement, she thought.


  In any case, she knew she no longer had a place here.


  The mountains that rose in the east caused the clouds over the village to drift mostly north.


  She thought of her homeland beyond those drifting clouds and sighed.


  Returning her gaze from-the sky to the fields, her eyes fell upon her magnificent tail, which twitched just past her nose.


  With nothing better to do, she set to grooming it. The autumn sky was high and clear.


  Harvest time had come again.


  Many wolves were running through the wheat fields.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  “So that’s the last, then?”


  “Hm, looks like… seventy pelts, on the nose. Always a pleasure.”


  “Hey, anytime. You’re the only one who’ll come this far into the mountains, Lawrence. I should be thanking you.”


  “Ah, but for my trouble I get truly fine pelts. I’ll come again.”


  The usual pleasantries concluded, Lawrence managed to leave the village just around five o’clock. The sun was just beginning its climb when he left, and it was midday by the time he descended from the mountains and entered the plains.


  The weather was good; there was no wind. It was a perfect day for dozing in the wagon as he crossed the plains. It seemed absurd that only recently he had felt the chill of the approaching winter.


  This was Lawrence’s seventh year as a traveling merchant, and his twenty-fifth since birth. He gave a huge yawn in the driver’s box.


  There were few grasses or trees of any notable height, so he had an expansive view. At the very edge of his field of vision, he could see a monastery that had been built some years earlier.


  He didn’t know what young noble was cloistered in this remote location. The masonry of the building was magnificent, and unbelievably it even had an iron gate. Lawrence seemed to remember that roughly twenty monks lived there, attended to by a similar number of manservants.


  When the monastery had first been built, Lawrence had anticipated fresh clientele; the monks were somehow able to secure supplies without employing independent merchants, though, so his dreams were fleeting.


  Admittedly the monks lived simply, tilling their fields, so trade with them would not be especially profitable. There was another problem in that they would probably solicit donations and leave their bills unpaid.


  As far as simple trade went, they were worse partners than out-and-out thieves. Still, there were times when trade with them was convenient.


  Thus Lawrence looked in the direction of the monastery with some small regret, but then his eyes narrowed.


  From the direction of the monastery, someone was waving at him.


  “What’s this?”


  The figure did not look like a manservant. They wore dark brown work clothes. The waving figure was covered in gray clothing. His deliberate approach likely meant some hassle, but ignoring him could make matters worse later. Lawrence reluctantly turned his horse toward the figure.


  Perhaps having realized that Lawrence was now headed his way, the figure stopped waving but made no move to approach. He appeared to be waiting for the cart’s arrival. It would hardly be the first time that a Church-associated person demonstrated arrogance. Lawrence was in no mood to take every such insult personally.


  As he approached the monastery and the figure became clearer, Lawrence muttered in spite of himself:


  “… a knight?”


  He at first dismissed the idea as ridiculous, but as he drew nearer he saw that it was unmistakably a knight. The gray clothing was in fact silver armor.


  “You, there! What’s your business here?”


  The distance between them was still too far for conversation, which is why the knight yelled. He apparently felt no need to introduce himself, as if his position were obvious.


  “I am Lawrence, a traveling merchant. Do you require my service?”


  The monastery was now directly in front of him. He was close enough to count the number of servants working in the fields to the south.


  He also noted that the knight in front of him was not alone. There was another one past the monastery, perhaps standing guard.


  “A merchant? There’s no town in the direction you came from, merchant,” said the knight haughtily, sticking out his chest as if to display the golden cross that was engraved there.


  But the mantle draped over his shoulders was gray, indicating a knight of low rank. His blond hair looked freshly cut, and his body did not look as if it had been though many battles; so his pride most likely came from being a new knight. It was important to deal with such men carefully. They tended to be excitable.


  So instead of replying, Lawrence took a leather pouch out of his breast pocket and slowly undid the twine that held it closed. Inside were candies made of crystallized honey. He plucked one out and popped it in his mouth, then offered the open bag to the knight.


  “Care for one?”


  “Mmm,” said the knight, hesitating momentarily before his desire for the sweet candy won out.


  Still, perhaps because of his position as a knight, a considerable amount of time passed between his initial nod and when he actually reached out and took a honey drop.


  “A half-day’s travel east of here there’s a small village in the mountains. I was trading salt there.”


  “Ah. I see you’ve a load in your cart. Salt as well?”


  “No, but furs. Look,” said Lawrence, turning around and removing the tarp that covered his load, revealing a bundle of magnificent marten pelts. A year’s salary of the knight before him was paltry compared with its worth.


  “Mm. And this?”


  “Ah, this is wheat I received from the village.”


  The sheaf of wheat in the corner of the mountain of furs had been harvested in the village where Lawrence had traded his salt. It was hardy in cold weather and resisted insects. He planned to sell it in the northwest, where crops had sustained heavy frost damage.


  “Hm. Very well. You may pass.”


  It was a strange way of speaking for someone who’d summoned him over so high-handedly earlier, but if Lawrence were to meekly say, “Yes, sir,” now, a fine merchant he’d be.


  “So, what occasions your post here, sir knight?”


  The knight’s brow knitted in consternation at the question and furrowed still deeper as he glanced at the bag of honey drops.


  He was well and truly caught now. Lawrence undid the bag’s string closure and plucked out another sweet, giving it to the knight.


  “Mmm. Delicious. I should thank you.”


  The knight was being reasonable. Lawrence inclined his head gratefully, using his best trader’s smile.


  “The monks have caught wind of a big pagan festival that’s approaching. Thus the increased guard. Do you know anything of this festival?”


  If his face had betrayed any hint of his disappointment at the explanation, calling it a third-rate performance would have been generous. So Lawrence only affected a pained expression and answered, “Sadly, I know nothing.” This was of course a huge lie, but the knight was just as mistaken, so there was nothing for it.


  “Perhaps it truly is being held in secret, then. Pagans are a cowardly lot, after all.” The knight was so mistaken it was amusing, but Lawrence merely agreed and took his leave.


  The knight nodded and thanked him again for the honey drops.


  Undoubtedly they had been delicious. Most of a knight’s money went to equipment and lodging; even an apprentice cobbler lived a better life. It had surely been a long time since the knight had eaten anything sweet.


  Not that Lawrence had any intention of giving him another piece.


  “Still, a pagan festival, they say?” Lawrence repeated the knight’s words to himself once the monastery was well behind him.


  Lawrence had an inkling of what the knight was talking about. Actually, anyone from this area would know about it.


  But it was no “pagan festival.” For one thing, true pagans were farther north, or farther east.


  The festival that happened here was hardly something one needed knights to guard against.


  It was a simple harvest festival, of the sort to be found nearly anywhere.


  True, this area’s festival was somewhat grander than the typical celebration, which is probably why the monastery was keeping an eye on it and reporting to the city. The Church had long been unable to keep control over the area, which undoubtedly made it all the more nervous about goings-on.


  Indeed, the Church had been eager to hold inquisitions and convert heathens, and clashes between natural philosophers and theologians in the city were far from rare. The time when the Church could command the populaces unconditional submission was vanishing.


  The dignity of the institution was beginning to crumble – even if the inhabitants of the cities said nothing, all were gradually beginning to realize it. In fact, the pope had recently had to petition the monarchs of several nations for funds when tithes had come in below expectations. Such a tale would have been preposterous even ten years before.


  Thus the Church was desperate to regain its authority.


  “Business everywhere will suffer,” said Lawrence with a rueful smile, popping another honey drop into his mouth.


  The western skies were a more beautiful golden hue than the wheat in the fields by the time Lawrence arrived in the plains. Distant birds became tiny shadows as they hurried home, and here and there the frogs sang themselves to sleep.


  It appeared that the wheat fields had been mostly harvested, so the festival would undoubtedly begin soon – perhaps even as soon as the day after tomorrow.


  Before Lawrence lay the expanses of the village of Pasloe’s fertile wheat fields. The more abundant the harvest, the more prosperous the villagers. Furthermore, the noble who managed the land, one Count Ehrendott, was a famous area eccentric who enjoyed working in the fields himself. Naturally the festival also enjoyed his support, and every year it was a riot of wine and song.


  Lawrence had not once participated in it, though. Unfortunately, outsiders were not permitted.


  “Ho there, good work!” Lawrence called out to a farmer driving a cart heaped high with wheat in the corner of one of the fields. It was well-ripened wheat. Those who had invested in wheat futures could breath a sigh of relief.


  “What’s that?”


  “Might you tell me where to find Yarei?” Lawrence asked.


  “Oh, Yarei’ll be over yonder – see where the crowd is gathering? That field. It’s all youngsters at his place this year. Whoever’s slowest will wind up being the Holo!” said the farmer good-naturedly, his tan face smiling. It was the kind of guileless smile a merchant could never manage.


  Lawrence thanked the farmer with his best trader’s smile, and turned his horse toward Yarei’s place.


  Just as the farmer had said, there was a crowd gathering within its confines, and they were shouting something. They seemed to be making sport of the few who were still working the field, but it wasn’t ridicule at their lateness. The jeering was part of the festival.


  As Lawrence lazily approached the crowd, he was able to make out their shouting.


  “There’s a wolf! A wolf!”


  “A wolf lies there!”


  “Who will be the last and catch the wolf? Who, who, who?” the villagers shouted, their faces so cheerful one wondered if they were drunk. None of them noticed Lawrence pulling his cart up behind the crowd.


  What they so enthusiastically called a wolf was in fact not a wolf at all. Had it been real, no one would have been laughing.


  The wolf was the harvest god, and according to village legend, it resided within the last stalk of wheat to be reaped. Whoever cut that stalk down would be possessed by the wolf, it was said.


  “It’s the last bundle!”


  “Mind you, don’t cut too far!”


  “Holo flees from the greedy hand!”


  “Who, who, who will catch the wolf?”


  “It’s Yarei! Yarei, Yarei, Yarei!”


  Lawrence got off his wagon and peered at the crowd just as Yarei caught the last bundle of wheat. His face was black with sweat and soil as he grinned and hefted the wheat high, threw his head back, and howled.


  “Awooooooo!”


  “It’s Holo! Holo, Holo, Holo!”


  “Awooooooo!”


  “Holo the wolf is here! Holo the wolf is here!”


  “Catch it, now! Catch it quick!”


  “Don’t let it escape!”


  The shouting men suddenly gave chase after Yarei.


  The god of the bountiful harvest, once cornered, would possess a human and try to escape. Capture it and it would remain for another year.


  None knew if this god truly existed. But this was an old tradition in the area.


  Lawrence had traveled far and wide, so he put no stock in the teachings of the Church, but his faith in superstition was greater even than that of the farmers here. Too many times had he crossed mountains only to arrive in towns and find the price of his goods dropping precipitously. It was enough to make anyone superstitious.


  Thus he didn’t bat an eye at traditions that true believers or Church officials would’ve found outrageous.


  But it was inconvenient that Yarei was this year’s Holo. Now Yarei would be locked in a granary stocked with treats until the festival was over – close to a week – and would be impossible to talk to.


  “Nothing for it, I suppose…” said Lawrence, sighing as he returned to his wagon and made for the village head’s residence.


  He had wanted to enjoy some drinks with Yarei and report on the events at the monastery, but if he didn’t sell the furs that were piled high in his wagon bed, he wouldn’t be able to pay for goods purchased elsewhere when the bills came due. He also wanted to sell the wheat he’d brought from the other village and couldn’t wait around for the festival to end.


  Lawrence talked briefly of the midday happenings at the monastery to the village head, who was busy with festival preparation. He politely declined the offer to stay the night and put the village behind him.


  Years before the Count began to manage the region, it had suffered under heavy taxes that drove up the prices of its exports. Lawrence had bought some of this unfavorably priced wheat and sold it for but a meager profit. He hadn’t done it to win favor with the village, but rather because he simply didn’t have the resources to compete with the other merchants for the cheaper, finer grain. Nevertheless, the village was still grateful for his business then, and Yarei had been the middleman for the deal.


  It was unfortunate that he couldn’t enjoy a drink with Yarei, but once Holo appeared Lawrence would soon be chased out of the village as the festival came to its climax. If he’d stayed the night, he wouldn’t have been able to stay long. As he sat on his wagon, Lawrence felt a sense of loneliness at being excluded thus.


  Nibbling on some vegetables he’d been given as a souvenir, he took the road west, passing cheerful farmers returning from their day’s work.


  Having returned to his lonely travel, Lawrence envied the farmers with their friends.


  Lawrence was a traveling merchant and twenty-five years old. At twelve he’d apprenticed under a relative, and at eighteen he set out on his own. There were many places he had yet to visit, and he felt that the true test of his mettle as a trader was yet to come.


  Like any number of traveling merchants, his dream was to save enough money to open a shop in a town, but the dream still seemed distant. If he could seize upon a good opportunity it might not be so, but unfortunately the larger traders seized such opportunities with their money.


  Nevertheless, he hauled loads of goods across the countryside in order to pay his debts in a timely fashion. Even if he saw a good opportunity, he lacked the wherewithal to seize it. To a traveling merchant, such a thing was as unreachable as the moon in the sky.


  Lawrence looked up at the moon and sighed. He realized such sighs were more frequent lately, whether as a reaction to years of frantic trading simply to make ends meet, or because recently he’d gotten slightly ahead and was thinking more about the future.


  Additionally, when he should have been thinking about little else besides creditors, payment deadlines, and getting to the next town as quickly as possible, thoughts chased one another through his head.


  Specifically, he thought of the people he’d met in his travels.


  He thought of the merchants he had come to know when visiting a town repeatedly on business and the villagers he had become acquainted with at his destinations. The maidservant he’d fallen for during a long stay at an inn, waiting for a blizzard to pass. And on and on.


  In short, he longed for company more and more frequently.


  Such longing was an occupational hazard for merchants who spent the better part of a year alone in a wagon, but Lawrence had only recently begun to feel it. Until now, he’d always boasted that it would never happen to him.


  Still, having spent so many days alone with a horse, he started to feel that it would be nice if the horse could speak.


  Stories of cart horses becoming human were not uncommon among traveling merchants, and Lawrence had since the beginning laughed off such yarns as ridiculous, but lately he wondered if they could be true.


  When a young merchant went to buy a horse from a horse trader, some would even recommend a mare with a completely straight face, “just in case she turns human on you.”


  This had happened to Lawrence, who’d ignored the advice and bought a sturdy stallion.


  That same horse was working steadily in front of him even now, but as time passed and Lawrence grew lonely, he wondered if he mightn’t have been better off with a mare after all.


  On the other hand, that horse hauled heavy loads day in and day out. Even if it were to become a human, it seemed impossible that it would fall in love with its master or use its mysterious powers to bring them good fortune.


  It would probably want to be paid and given rest, Lawrence mused.


  As soon as this occurred to him, he felt that it was best if a horse stayed a horse, even if it did make him selfish. Lawrence smiled bitterly and sighed as if tired of himself.


  Presently he came to a river and decided to make camp for the night. The full moon was bright, but that did not guarantee that he wouldn’t fall into the river – and if that happened, calling it a “disaster” would be an understatement. He’d have to hang himself. That kind of trouble he didn’t need.


  Lawrence pulled back on the reins, and the horse stopped at the signal, heaving two or three sighs as it realized its long-anticipated rest was here.


  Giving the rest of his vegetables to the horse, Lawrence took a bucket out of the wagon bed and drew some water from the river, setting it before the animal. As it happily slurped at the bucket, Lawrence drank some of the water he’d gotten from the village.


  Wine would’ve been nicer, but drinking without a partner only made the loneliness worse. There was no guarantee he wouldn’t get staggering drunk, either, so Lawrence decided to go to bed.


  He’d half-heartedly nibbled on vegetables most of the way, so he had only a bit of beef before hopping back in the wagon bed. Normally he slept in the hempen tarp that covered the bed, but tonight he had a wagonload of marten pelts, so it would be a waste not to sleep in them. They might make him smell a bit beastly in the morning, but it was better than freezing.


  But jumping right into the pelts would crush the wheat sheaf, so in order to move them aside, he whisked the tarp off the wagon bed.


  The only reason he didn’t shout was because the sight that greeted him was flatly unbelievable.


  “…”


  Apparently, he had a guest.


  “Hey.”


  Lawrence wasn’t sure his voice actually made a sound. He was shocked and wondered if the loneliness had finally broken him and he was hallucinating.


  But after he shook his head and rubbed his eyes, his guest had not disappeared.


  The beautiful girl was sleeping so soundly it seemed a shame to wake her.


  “Hey, you there,” said Lawrence nonetheless, returning to his senses. He meant to inquire what exactly would motivate someone to sleep in a wagon bed. In the worse case, it might be a village runaway. He didn’t want that kind of trouble.


  “… hrm?” came the girl’s defenseless response to Lawrence, her eyes still closed, her voice so sweet that it would make a poor traveling merchant – accustomed only to the brothels of the cities – lightheaded.


  She had a terrifying allure despite her obvious youth, nestled there in the furs and illuminated by the moonlight.


  Lawrence gulped once before returning to reason.


  Given that she was so beautiful, if she was a prostitute, there was no telling how much he could be taken for if he was to so much as touch her. Considering the economics of the situation was a tonic far more effective than any prayer. Lawrence regained his composure and raised his voice once again.


  “Hey, you there. What are you playing at, sleeping in someone’s cart?”


  The girl did not awaken.


  Fed up with this girl who slept so obstinately, Lawrence grabbed the pelt that supported her head and jerked it out from under her. The girl’s head flopped into the gap left by the pelt, and finally he heard her irritated squawk.


  He was about to raise his voice at her again, but then he froze.


  The girl had dog ears on her head.


  “Mm… hah…”


  Now that the girl seemed to be finally awake, Lawrence summoned his courage and spoke again.


  “You there, what are you doing, climbing in my wagon bed?”


  Lawrence had been robbed more than once by thieves and bandits as he crossed the countryside. He considered himself bolder and more courageous than the average person. He wasn’t one to quail just because the girl in front of him happened to have the ears of an animal.


  Despite the fact that the girl hadn’t answered his questions, Lawrence did not pose them again.


  This was because the girl, slowly awakening before him and entirely naked, was unspeakably beautiful.


  Her hair, illuminated by the moonlight in the wagon, looked as soft as silk and fell over her shoulders like the finest cloak. The strands that fell down her neck to her collarbone drew a line so beautiful it put the finest painting of the Virgin Mary to shame; her supple arms were so fine they seemed carved from ice.


  And exposed now in the middle of her body were her two small breasts, so beautiful they gave the impression of being carved from some inorganic material. They gave off a strangely vital scent, as if housed within her arresting charm was a warmth.


  But such a fascinating spectacle could just as soon go awry.


  The girl slowly opened her mouth and looked skyward. Closing her eyes, she howled.


  “Auwoooooooooooo!”


  Lawrence felt a sudden fear – it blew through his body like a wind.


  The howl was the song a wolf would use to call its comrades, to chase and corner a human.


  This was no howl like Yarei had uttered earlier. It was a true howl. Lawrence dropped the bite of beef from his mouth; his horse reared, startled.


  Then he realized something.


  The moonlit girl’s form – with the ears on her head. The ears of a beast.


  “… Hmph. ’Tis a good moon. Have you no wine?” she said, letting the howl fade away, drawing her chin up, and smiling slightly. Lawrence came back to himself at the sound of her voice.


  What was before him was neither dog nor wolf. It was a beautiful girl with the ears of such an animal, though.


  “I have none. And what are you? Why do you sleep in my cart? Were you to be sold in town? Did you escape?” Lawrence meant to ask as authoritatively as he could, but the girl did not so much as move.


  “What, so you have no wine? Food, then…? My, such waste,” said the girl unconcernedly, her nose twitching. She spied the bit of beef Lawrence had almost eaten earlier, snapping it up and popping it into her mouth.


  As she chewed it, Lawrence did not fail to note the two sharp fangs behind the girl’s lips.


  “Are you some kind of demon?” he asked, his hand falling to the dagger at his waist.


  As traveling merchants often needed to convert large amounts of currency, they often carried their money in the form of items. The silver dagger was one such item, and silver was known as a holy metal, strong against evil.


  However, when Lawrence put his hand to the dagger and posed his question, the girl looked blankly at him, then laughed heartily.


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha! Me, a demon now?”


  Her mouth thrown open wide enough to drop the piece of meat, the girl was so adorable as to be disarming.


  Her two sharp fangs only added to her charm.


  However, being laughed at made Lawrence angry.


  “H-how is that so amusing?”


  “Oh, it’s amusing, it is! That is surely the first time I’ve been called a demon.”


  Still giggling to herself, the girl picked up the meat again and chewed it. She did have fangs. Add in her ears, and it was clear enough that she was no mere human.


  “What are you?”


  “Me?”


  “Who but you would I be talking to?”


  “The horse, say.”


  “…”


  When Lawrence drew his dagger, the girl’s smile disappeared. Her red-tinged amber eyes narrowed.


  “What are you, I say!”


  “Drawing a blade on me now? How lacking in manners.”


  “What?!”


  “Mm. Ah, I see. My escape was successful. My apologies! I had forgotten,” said the girl with a smile – a completely guileless and charming smile.


  The smile didn’t particularly sway him, but nevertheless Lawrence somehow felt that pointing a blade at a girl was an unseemly thing for a man to do, so he put it away.


  
    
  

  “I am called Holo. It has been some time since I’ve taken this form, but, well, it is quite nice.”


  As the girl looked herself over approvingly, Lawrence was so caught on the first half of what she’d said that he missed the second half.


  “Holo?”


  “Mm, Holo. A good name, no?”


  Lawrence had traveled far and wide over many lands, but there was only one place where he’d heard that name.


  None other than the harvest god of the village of Pasloe.


  “What a coincidence. I also know of one that goes by Holo.”


  It was bold of her to use the name of a god, but at least this told him that she was indeed a girl from the village. Perhaps she’d been hidden, raised in secret by her family, because of her ears and fangs. That would fit with her claim to have “escaped successfully.”


  Lawrence had heard talk of abnormal children like this being born. They were called demon-children, and it was thought that a devil or spirit had possessed them at birth. If the Church discovered them they – along with their families – would be burned at the stake for demon worshiping. Such children were thus either abandoned in the mountains or raised in secret.


  But this was the first time Lawrence had ever actually seen such a child. He had always assumed they would be disgustingly bestial, but judging from appearance alone, this one was a plausible goddess.


  “Oh, ho, I have never met another Holo. Whence do they hail?” As the girl chewed the meat, it was hard to see her trying to deceive anyone. It seemed possible that having been raised in confinement for so long, she really did believe herself to be a god.


  “It is the name of this area’s harvest god. Are you a god?”


  At this, the girl’s moonlit face was slightly troubled for a moment before she smiled.


  “I have long been bound to this place and called its god. But I am nothing so great as a deity. I am merely Holo.”


  Lawrence guessed that this meant she’d been locked away in her home since she was born. He felt a certain sympathy for the girl.


  “By ‘long,’ do you mean that you were born here?”


  “Oh, no.”


  This was an unexpected answer.


  “I was born far to the north.”


  “The north?”


  “Indeed. The summers there are short and the winters long. A world of silver.”


  Holo’s eyes narrowed as she seemed to gaze into the distance, and it was hard to imagine that she was lying. Her behavior as she reminisced about the lands of the north was too natural to be an act.


  “Have you ever been there?”


  Lawrence wondered if she was counterattacking, but if Holo was lying or merely repeating things she’d heard from others, he would have been able to tell immediately.


  His travels as a merchant had in fact led him to the far north before.


  “I’ve been as far as Arohitostok. The year-round blowing snow is terrifying.”


  “Hm. Haven’t heard of it,” replied Holo, inclining her head slightly.


  He’d expected her to pretend to have knowledge. This was strange.


  “What places do you know?” he asked.


  “A place called Yoitsu.”


  Lawrence forced himself to say, “Don’t know it,” to quell the unease that rose within him. He did know of a place called Yoitsu, from an old story he’d heard at an inn in the north.


  “Were you born there?” he asked.


  “I was. How is Yoitsu doing these days? Is everyone well?” Holo asked, slumping slightly. It was such a fleeting gesture that it couldn’t be an act.


  Yet Lawrence could not possibly believe her.


  After all, according to the story, the town of Yoitsu had been destroyed by ursine monsters six hundred years ago.


  “Do you remember any other places?”


  “Mmm… it’s been so many centuries… ah, Nyohhira, there was a town called Nyohhira. It was a strange town, with hot springs. I would often go to bathe in them.”


  There were still hot springs in the north at Nyohhira, where royalty and nobility often visited.


  But how many people in this area would even know of its existence?


  Ignoring Lawrence’s confused reverie, Holo spoke as if she were even now relaxing in the hot water, then suddenly she sneezed.


  “Mm. I do not mind taking human form, but it is unavoidably cold. Not enough fur,” said Holo, laughing and hiding herself again in the pile of marten pelts.


  Lawrence couldn’t help laughing at her appearance. There was something that still worried him, though, so he spoke to Holo as she snuggled into the fur pile.


  “You said something about changing forms earlier – what was that about?


  At his question, Holo poked her head out of the pile.


  “I meant just what I said. I haven’t taken human form in some time. Charming, no?” she said with a smile. Lawrence couldn’t help agreeing, but he kept a straight face as he replied. The girl could make him lose his composure, that was certain.


  “Aside from a few extra details, you’re a human. Or what else? Are you a dog turned human, like the stories of horses turning human?”


  Holo stood at the slight provocation. Turning her back to him, she looked over her shoulder at him and responded steadily.


  “You can doubtless tell from my ears and tail that I am a proud wolf! My fellow wolves, the animals of the forest, and the people of the village all acknowledge me. It is of the white tip of my tail that I am proudest. My ears anticipate every misfortune and hear every lie, and I have saved many friends from many dangers. When one speaks of the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, they speak of none other than me!”


  Holo sniffed proudly but soon remembered the cold and dove back under the furs. The tail at the base of her back was indeed moving.


  Not just ears, then – she had a tail as well.


  Lawrence thought back on her howl. It was a true wolf’s howl, unmistakably. Was this then truly Holo, wolf-god of the harvest?


  “No, it can’t be,” muttered Lawrence to himself as he reconsidered Holo. She seemed unconcerned about him as she narrowed her eyes in the warm furs. Seen thus, she was rather catlike, although that was not the issue at hand. Was Holo human or wasn’t she? That was the question.


  People who were actually possessed by demons didn’t fear the Church because their appearance was different – rather they feared it because the demon within them could cause outward calamities for which the Church made it widely known the penalty was death at the stake.


  But if Holo was instead a transformed animal like in the old tales, she might bring good fortune or perform miracles.


  Indeed, if she was the Holo, god of the harvest, a wheat trader could ask for no finer companion.


  Lawrence turned his attention back to Holo.


  “Holo, was it?”


  “Yes?”


  “You said you were a wolf.”


  “I did.”


  “But all you have are a wolf’s ears and tail. If you are truly a transformed wolf, you should be able to take a wolf’s form.”


  Holo stared absently for a while at Lawrence’s words before something seemed to occur to her.


  “Oh, you’re telling me to show you my wolf form.”


  Lawrence nodded at the truth of the statement but was in fact mildly surprised.


  He had expected her to either be flustered or to flatly lie.


  But she had done neither, instead looking simply irritated. This expression of irritation was far more persuasive than the clumsy lie – the assurance that she could transform – that he expected.


  “I don’t want to,” she said plainly.


  “Why not?”


  “Why do you want me to?” she shot back, pouting.


  Lawrence winced at her retort, but the question of whether Holo was human or not was an important one to him. Recovering from his stumble, Lawrence put as much confidence as he could muster into his voice, trying to regain the conversational initiative.


  “If you were a person I would consider turning you in to the Church. Demons cause calamity, after all. But if you are really Holo, god of the harvest, in human form, then I needn’t turn you in.”


  Were she genuine, well – tales of transformed animals acting as envoys of good fortune still remained. Far from turning her in as a demon, he would happily offer her wine and bread. If not, the situation would be different.


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo wrinkled her nose, and her expression grew darker and darker.


  “From what I have heard, transformed animals can change to their original forms. If you are telling the truth, you should be able to do so as well, yes?”


  Holo listened with the same irritated expression. At length she sighed softly and slowly extracted herself from the pile of furs.


  “I have suffered many times at the hand of the Church. I’ll not be given over to them. Yet–”


  She sighed again, stroking her tail as she continued. “No animal can change its form without a token. Even you humans need makeup before you can change your appearance. Likewise, I require food.”


  “What kind of food?”


  “Only a bit of wheat.”


  That seemed more or less reasonable for a god of the harvest, Lawrence had to admit, but her next statement brought him up short.


  “That, or fresh blood.”


  “Fresh… blood?”


  “Only a bit, though.”


  Her casual tone made Lawrence feel that she couldn’t be lying; his breath caught, and he glanced at her mouth. Just a moment ago, he’d seen the fangs behind those lips bite into the meat he’d dropped.


  “What, are you afraid?” said Holo at Lawrence’s trepidation as she smiled ruefully. Lawrence would’ve said “Of course not,” but Holo was clearly anticipating his reaction.


  But soon the smile disappeared from her face, and she looked away from him. “If you are, then I’m even more disinclined to.”


  “Why, then?” Lawrence asked, putting more strength into his voice, feeling that he was being made sport of.


  “Because you will surely quake with fear. All, be they human or animal, look on my form and give way with awe, and treat me as special. I have tired of this treatment.”


  “Are you saying I would be afraid of your true form?”


  “If you would pretend to be strong, you might first hide your trembling hand!” Holo said, exasperated.


  Lawrence looked down at his hands, but by the time he realized his mistake it was too late.


  “Heh. You’re an honest sort,” said an amused Holo, but before Lawrence could offer an excuse, her expression darkened again and she continued, quick as an arrow. “However, just because you are honest does not mean I should show you my form. Was what you said before the truth?”


  “Before?”


  “That if I am truly a wolf, you would not give me over to the Church.”


  “Mm…”


  Lawrence had heard that there were some demons capable of illusions, so this was not a decision he could make lightly. Holo seemed to anticipate this and spoke again.


  “Well, I have a good eye for both men and beasts. You are a man who keeps his word, I can tell.”


  Lawrence was still unable to find his tongue at the mischievous Holo’s words. He certainly could go back on his word. He was understanding more and more that she was toying with him, but there was nothing he could do about it.


  “I’ll show you a bit, then. A full transformation is difficult. You’ll forgive me if I only do my arm,” said Holo, reaching down into the corner of the wagon bed.


  For a moment Lawrence thought that it was some sort of special pose she had to assume, but he soon realized what she was doing. She was picking a grain of wheat from the sheaf in the corner of the wagon.


  “What are you doing with that?” asked Lawrence without thinking.


  Before he could even finish the question, Holo popped the grain of wheat in her mouth and, closing her eyes, swallowed it like a pill.


  The shell of the unhusked kernel was not edible. Lawrence frowned at the thought of the bitter taste in his mouth, but that thought soon vanished at the sight that came next.


  “Uh, uughh…” Holo groaned, clutching her left arm and falling onto the pile of furs.


  Lawrence was about to say something – this could not be an act – when a strange sound reached his ears.


  Sh-sh-sh-sh. It was like the sound of mice running through the forest. It continued for a few moments, then ended with a muffled thud, like something treading on soft ground.


  Lawrence was so surprised he could do nothing.


  The next moment, Holo’s formerly slim arm had transformed into the forepaw of some huge beast and was totally unsuited to the rest of her body.


  “Mm… whew. It really doesn’t look very good.”


  The limb appeared to be so large that she would have trouble supporting it. She rested the giant leg on the pile of furs and shifted herself to accommodate it.


  “Well? Do you believe me now?” She looked up at Lawrence.


  “Uh… er…” Lawrence was unable to reply, rubbing his eyes and shaking his head as he looked and looked again at the sight before him.


  The leg was magnificent and coated in dark brown fur. Given the size of the leg, the full animal would be huge, roughly as big as a horse. The paw ended in huge, scythe-like claws.


  And all that grew from the girl’s slender shoulder. It would be strange to think it wasn’t an illusion.


  Unable to believe it, Lawrence finally took a skin of water and doused his face with it.


  “Aren’t you the doubtful one. If you still think it’s an illusion, go ahead and touch it,” teased Holo, smiling, curling the giant paw in a come-hither motion.


  Lawrence found himself irritated, yet still he hesitated. Besides the sheer size of the limb, it also gave off a certain ineffable sense of danger.


  It was the leg of a wolf. I’ve dealt with goods called Dragon Legs, Lawrence told himself, irritated at his cowardice. And just before his hand could touch it…


  “Oh–” said Holo, seeming to remember something. Lawrence snapped his hand back.


  “Wha–! What is it?”


  “Mm, oh, nothing. Don’t be so surprised!” said Holo, now sounding annoyed. Adding embarrassment to his fear, Lawrence became angrier and angrier at what he felt was his failure as a man. Getting hold of himself, he reached out once again.


  “So, what happened?”


  “Mm,” said Holo meekly, looking up at Lawrence. “Be gentle, will you?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help stopping his hand short at her suddenly endearing manner.


  He looked at her, and she looked back, grinning.


  “You’re rather charming, aren’t you?” she said.


  Lawrence said nothing as he made sure of what his hand was feeling.


  He was irritated at her half-teasing manner, but there was another reason he failed to reply.


  It was of course because of what he was touching.


  The beast-leg that thrust from Holo’s shoulder had bone as thick and solid as a tree’s limb, wrapped in sinew that would be the envy of any soldier, and covering that, a magnificent coat of brown fur, from the base of the shoulder all the way down to the paw. Each pad of the paw was the size of an uncut loaf of bread. Past the soft pink toes was something denser – the scythes of her claws.


  The leg was solid enough, but those claws were anything but illusory. In addition to the not warm, yet not cold sensation peculiar to animal claws, Lawrence felt a thrill at the sensation that these were not something that he should be touching.


  He swallowed. “Are you really a god…?” he murmured.


  “I’m no god. As you can tell from my forepaw, I am merely bigger than my comrades – bigger and cleverer. I am Holo the Wisewolf!”


  The girl who so confidently called herself “wise” looked at Lawrence proudly.


  She was every bit a mischievous young girl – but the aura that the beast-limb exuded was not something a mere animal could ever manage.


  It had nothing to do with the size of the thing.


  “So, what think you?”


  Lawrence nodded vaguely at her question. “But… the real Holo should be in Yarei now. The wolf resides in the one who cuts the last wheat stalk, they say…”


  “Heh-heh-heh. I am Holo the Wisewolf! I know well my own limitations. It is true that I live within the wheat. Without it, I cannot live. And it is also true that during this harvest I was within the last wheat to be harvested, and usually I cannot escape from there. Not while any were watching. However, there is an exception.”


  Lawrence listened to her explanation, impressed with her rapid delivery.


  “If there is nearby a larger sheaf of wheat than the last one to be harvested, I can move unseen to that wheat. That’s why they say it, you know, the villagers. ‘If you cut too greedily, you won’t catch the harvest god, and it will escape.’”


  Lawrence glanced at his wagon bed with a sudden realization.


  There was the sheaf of wheat – the wheat he’d received from the mountain village.


  “So that is how it was done. I suppose one could call you my savior. If you hadn’t been there, I would never have escaped.”


  Although Lawrence could not quite bring himself to believe those words, they were lent persuasion when Holo swallowed a few more wheat grains and returned her arm to normal.


  However, Holo had said “savior” with a certain distaste, so Lawrence decided to get even with her.


  “Perhaps I should take that wheat back to the village, then. They’ll be in a bad way without their harvest god. I’ve been friends with Yarei and others in Pasloe for a long time. I’d hate to see them suffer.”


  He concocted the pretense on the spot, but the more he thought about it, the truer it seemed. If this Holo was the real Holo, then wouldn’t the village begin suffering poor harvests?


  After a few moments his ruminations ended.


  Holo was looking at him as if stricken.


  “You… you’re jesting, surely,” she said.


  Her suddenly frail mien rocked the defenseless merchant.


  “Hard to say,” Lawrence said vaguely, trying to conceal his internal conflict and buy some time.


  Even as his head filled with other concerns, his heart grew only more uneasy.


  Lawrence agonized. If Holo was what she claimed to be, the god of the harvest, his best course of action would be to return her to the village. He had long associated with Pasloe. He did not wish them ill.


  However, when he looked back at Holo, her earlier bravado was entirely gone – now she looked down, as apprehensive as any princess in an old knight tale.


  Lawrence grimaced and put the question to himself: Should I return this girl to the village, even though she clearly does not want to go?


  What if she is the real Holo?


  He mulled the matter over in a cold sweat, the two questions battling in his mind.


  Presently he became aware of someone looking at him. He followed the look to its source and saw Holo gazing at him beseechingly.


  “Please, help me… won’t you?”


  Unable to stand the sight of Holo so meekly bowing her head, Lawrence turned away. All he saw, day in and day out, was the backside of a horse. The life left him completely unable to resist a girl like Holo looking at him with such a face.


  Agonizingly, he came to a decision.


  He turned slowly back toward Holo and asked her a single question.


  “I must ask you one thing.”


  “… all right.”


  “If you leave the village, will they still be able to raise wheat?”


  He didn’t expect Holo to answer in a way that would weaken her own position, but he was a merchant. He had dealt with any number of dishonest negotiators in his time. He had confidence that if Holo attempted to lie, he would know.


  Lawrence readied himself to catch the prevarication he was sure would come, but come it didn’t.


  When he looked at her, she wore an expression completely different from what he had seen so far; she looked angry and near tears as she stared into the corner of the wagon bed.


  “Er… what’s wrong?” Lawrence had to ask.


  “The village’s abundant harvests will continue without me,” she spat, her voice surprisingly irate.


  “Is that so?” asked Lawrence, overwhelmed by the piercing anger that emanated from Holo.


  Holo nodded, squaring her shoulders. She gripped the furs tightly, her hands white from the effort.


  “Long did I stay in that village; as many years as I have hairs on my tail. Eventually I wished to leave, but for the sake of the village’s wheat I stayed. Long ago, you see, I made a promise with a youth of the village, that I would ensure the village’s harvest. And so I kept my promise.”


  Perhaps because she couldn’t stomach it, she did not so much as look at Lawrence as she spoke.


  Earlier her wit and words had been quick and easy; now she stumbled uncertainly.


  “I… I am the wolf that lives in the wheat. My knowledge of wheat, of things that grow in the ground, is second to none. That is why I made the village’s fields so magnificent, as I promised. But to do that, occasionally the harvest must be poor. Forcing the land to produce requires compensation. But whenever the harvest was poor, the villagers attributed it to my caprices, and it has only gotten worse in recent years. I have been wanting to leave. I can stand it no longer. I long ago fulfilled my promise.”


  Lawrence understood Holo’s anger. Some years ago, Pasloe had come under the care of Count Ehrendott, and since then new farming techniques had been imported from the south, increasing yield.


  Holo thus felt that her presence was no longer necessary.


  Indeed, the rumor was proliferating that not even the god of the Church existed. It was not impossible that a countryside hamlet’s harvest god had gotten wrapped up in such talk.


  “The village’s good harvests will continue. There will be a poor yield every few years, but that will be their own doing. And they’ll overcome it on their own. The land doesn’t need me, and the people certainly don’t need me either.”


  Getting her words out all in one breath, Holo sighed deeply and fell over on the pile of furs yet again. She curled up, pulling the furs around her and burying her face in them.


  He could not see her face to make certain, but it seemed not impossible that she was crying. Lawrence scratched his head, unsure of what to say.


  He looked helplessly at her slender shoulders and wolf ears.


  Perhaps this was how a real god acted: now full of bluster and bravado, now wielding a sharp wit, now showing a childish temper.


  Lawrence was at a loss at how to treat the girl now. Nevertheless, he couldn’t very well remain silent, so he took a new approach.


  “In any case, setting aside the question of whether or not that’s all true…”


  “You think me a liar?” snapped Holo at his preamble. He faltered, but Holo seemed to realize that she herself was being too emotional. She stopped, abashed, and muttered a quick “Sorry,” before burying her head in the furs again.


  “I understand your resentment. But where do you plan to go, having left the village?”


  She did not answer immediately, but Lawrence saw her ears prick at his question, so he waited patiently. She had just delivered a significant confession, and Lawrence expected that she simply couldn’t face anyone for a moment.


  At length, Holo guiltily looked into the corner of the wagon bed, confirming Lawrence’s suspicions.


  “I wish to return north,” she said flatly.


  “North?”


  Holo nodded, turning her gaze up and off into the distance. Lawrence didn’t have to follow it to know where she was looking: true north.


  “My birthplace. The forest of Yoitsu. So many years have passed that I can no longer count them… I wish to return home.”


  The word birthplace left Lawrence momentarily shocked, and he looked at Holo’s profile. He himself had not visited his hometown once since embarking on the life of a wandering merchant.


  It was a poor and cramped place of which he had few good memories, but after long days in the driver’s seat, sometimes loneliness overcame him and he couldn’t help thinking fondly of the place.


  If Holo was telling the truth, not only had she left her home hundreds of years ago, but she’d endured neglect and ridicule at the place in which she’d settled…


  He could guess at her loneliness.


  “But I’d like to travel a bit. I’ve come all the way to this distant place, after all. And surely much has changed over the months and years, so it would be good to broaden my perspective,” said Holo, looking at Lawrence, her face a picture of calm. “So long as you’ll not take me back to Pasloe or turn me in to the Church, I’d like to travel with you. You’re a wandering merchant, are you not?”


  She regarded Lawrence with a friendly smile that suggested she’d seen right through him and knew he would not betray her. She sounded like an old friend asking a simple favor.


  Lawrence had yet to determine whether or not he believed Holo’s story, but as far as he could tell, she was not a bad sort. And he’d begun to enjoy conversing with this strange girl.


  But he wasn’t so won over by her charm as to forget his merchant’s instincts. A good merchant had the audacity to face a god and the caution to doubt a close relative.


  Lawrence thought it over, then spoke quietly.


  “I cannot make this decision quickly.”


  He expected complaint but had underestimated Holo. She nodded in comprehension. “It is good to be cautious. But I never misread a person. I don’t believe you’re so cold as to turn someone away.”


  Holo spoke with a mischievous smile playing across her lips. She then turned and hopped back into the pile of furs, albeit without the sulkiness she’d shown before. It seemed as though she was saying, “Enough talk for today.”


  As she’d derailed of the conversation yet again, Lawrence could only grin in spite of himself as he watched Holo.


  He thought he could see her ears moving, then her head popped out and she looked at him.


  “Surely you’ll not tell me to sleep outside,” she said, obviously aware that he could do no such thing. Lawrence shrugged; Holo giggled and returned to the fur pile.


  Seeing her like this, Lawrence wondered if her actions earlier were something of an act, as if she were trying to play the part of the imprisoned princess.


  Nevertheless, he doubted that her dissatisfaction with the village or her desire to return home were lies.


  And if those weren’t lies, then he must believe that she was the real Holo, because a mere demon-possessed girl would not be able to make it all up. Lawrence sighed as he realized that more thought would not yield any new answers; he decided to go to sleep and leave further ruminations for the morrow.


  The furs that Holo slept in belonged to Lawrence. It was ludicrous to think that their owner would forgo their comfort and sleep on the wagon’s driving bench. Telling her to move over to one side, he, too, snuggled into the fur pile.


  From behind him, he heard the quiet sounds of Holo’s breathing. Although he’d told her he couldn’t make a quick decision, Lawrence had already decided that as long as Holo had not made off with his goods in the morning, he would travel with her.


  He doubted that she was that sort of troublemaker – but if she was, he thought, she would surely make off with his entire load.


  He looked forward to the next day.


  After all, it had been a long time since he’d slept beside another. It was impossible to be unhappy with her slightly sweet scent piercing the strong-smelling furs.


  The horse heaved a sigh, as if reading Lawrence’s simple thought.


  Perhaps horses really could understand humans and simply preferred not to speak.


  Lawrence grinned ruefully and closed his eyes.


  Lawrence rose early the next morning. He was like most merchants who awoke early in order to extract the most profit from the day. However, when he opened his eyes to the morning mist, Holo was already up, sitting next to him, and rummaging through something. For an instant Lawrence wondered if his estimation of her had been wrong, but if so, she was truly audacious. He raised his head and looked over his shoulder, and it appeared she had gone looking for clothes among his things and was just now tying her shoes.


  “Hey, now! Those are mine!”


  Even if it wasn’t actual theft, even a god shouldn’t be rummaging around through other people’s things.


  Holo turned around at Lawrence’s rebuke, but there was not so much as a trace of guilt on her face. “Hm? Oh, you are awake. What think you of this? Does it look good?” she asked, completely unconcerned as she spread her arms. Far from chastened, she seemed actually proud. Seeing her like this made the uncertain, overwrought Holo of yesterday seem like something out of a dream. Indeed it seemed that the real Holo, the one he’d have to contend with from here on out, was this impudent, prancing thing.


  Incidentally, the clothes she now wore were Lawrence’s best, the one outfit he reserved for negotiations with rich traders and the like. The top was an indigo blue shirt underneath a three-quarters-length vest. The trousers were a rare combination of linen and leather, with a skirt that wrapped fully around her lower body, tied with a fine sheepskin sash. The boots were a rare prize, made of tanned leather and triple-layered, good even in the snowy mountains. Over all this she wore a bearskin greatcoat.


  Merchants take pride in their practical, dignified clothing. To buy these Lawrence had saved gradually beginning in his apprenticeship – it had taken him ten years. If he showed up to a negotiation wearing these with a nicely groomed beard, he would have most people at a disadvantage.


  And Holo now wore those garments.


  He couldn’t find it in himself to be angry with her, though.


  All the clothes were clearly too big for her, which made it all the more charming.


  “The greatcoat is black – my brown hair looks lovely against it, eh? These trousers, though – they get in the way of my tail. Might I put a hole in them?”


  The trousers she spoke of so lightly had been made by a master craftsman only after significant effort on Lawrence’s part. A hole would likely prove impossible to repair. He shook his head resolutely.


  “Hrm. Well, fortunately they’re still large. I’ll find a way to make them work.”


  Holo seemed not to harbor the faintest concern that she would be asked to take the clothes off. Lawrence didn’t think she was likely to run away while wearing them, but nevertheless he rose and regarded her. If she were to go a city and sell them, they would fetch a tidy amount of gold.


  “You’re a merchant through and through, that’s sure enough. I know just what you anticipate with that expression on your face,” said Holo, smiling. She jumped lightly down from the wagon.


  
    
  

  Her movement was so unassuming and natural that he had no reaction. If she’d run just then, he would have been unable to pursue.


  Or perhaps he didn’t react because he didn’t believe she would run.


  “I’ll not run. If that had been my aim, I’d have gone long since.”


  Lawrence glanced at the wheat sheaf in the wagon bed, then looked back at the smiling Holo. She took the bearskin cloak off and tossed it back in the wagon; evidently the cloak, which had been made for Lawrence’s height, was too big for her. She was even smaller than he’d realized yesterday, having seen her only in the dim moonlight. Lawrence was on the tall side, but even so she was fully two heads shorter than him.


  Then, as she verified the fit of the rest of the clothes, she spoke offhandedly. “So, I wish to travel with you. May I?”


  She smiled but did not seem to flatter. If she’d tried to flatter him, Lawrence felt there might have been reason to refuse her, but she simply smiled happily.


  Lawrence sighed.


  She didn’t seem to be a thief, at least. He couldn’t let his guard down, but it wouldn’t hurt to let her come along. And sending her away would only make the constant loneliness harder to bear.


  “This must be some kind of fate. Very well,” Lawrence said.


  Holo did not appear especially overjoyed – she merely smiled.


  “You’ll have to earn your keep, though. The life of a merchant isn’t easy. I expect the god of abundant harvests to bring an abundant harvest to my coin purse.”


  “I’m not so shameless as to thoughtlessly freeload. I’m Holo the Wisewolf, and I have my pride,” said Holo sullenly. Lawrence was not so blind as to think she wasn’t making a show of childish indignation, though.


  Sure enough, Holo chuckled. “Though this proud wolf made a bit of a spectacle of herself yesterday,” she said self-deprecatingly, as if her flustered demeanor reflected her true feelings. “In any case, it is good to meet you… er…”


  “Lawrence. Kraft Lawrence. When I’m working I go by Lawrence.”


  “Mm. Lawrence. I shall sing your praises for all eternity,” said Holo with chest thrust forward, her wolf ears pricking up proudly. She seemed oddly serious. It was difficult to tell if she was being childish or cunning. She was like the ever-changing mountain weather.


  Apparently that ever-changing mood was part of her craftiness. Lawrence hastily revised his opinion and offered his hand from the wagon bed. It was the proof that he’d truly acknowledged her presence as a companion.


  Holo smiled and took his hand.


  Her hand was small and warm.


  “At any rate, it will soon rain. We should make haste.”


  “Wha…? You should have said so sooner!” exclaimed Lawrence – loudly enough to startle the horse. The previous night hadn’t brought so much as a hint of rain, but looking up at the sky he could indeed see clouds beginning to gather. Holo chuckled at him as he hurriedly made preparations to depart. She scampered on board the wagon, and it was obvious enough from the ease with which she rearranged the slept-in furs that she would be more handy than some fresh-faced apprentice child.


  “The river is in a foul temper. ’Twould be best to cross a short distance from here.”


  After Lawrence roused the horse, collected the bucket, and took the reins in hand, Holo joined him in the driver’s seat.


  It was too big for one person, but slightly too small for two. But to ward off the chill, too small was just right.


  With the neigh of a horse, the pair’s strange travels had begun.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  The rain was a true downpour. The threatening storm finally caught up with Lawrence and Holo, but fortunately they caught sight of a church through their rain-blurred vision and hurried into it. Unlike the monastery, the church survived on tithes from travelers and pilgrims who would stay the night and pray for a safe journey, so Lawrence and Holo were greeted warmly, without so much as a single fell glance.


  Nonetheless, a girl with wolf ears and a tail would hardly be allowed to walk into a church. Holo thus covered her head and face in a hood, and they spun the lie that she was Lawrence’s wife, whose face was badly burned.


  He knew Holo was snickering to herself beneath the veil, but she understood her relationship with the Church, so her performance was good enough. That she had suffered many times at the hands of the Church was surely no lie.


  Even if she weren’t a demon, but an animal incarnation, that was little distinction as far as the Church was concerned. To the Church, all spirits besides the god it worshiped were anathema, tools of evil.


  But it was through the gates of that church that the two passed easily and rented a room, and when Lawrence returned to the room after attending to his soaked wagonload, he found Holo, naked to the waist and wringing out her hair. Water fell in great, undignified drops from her beautiful brown locks. The floor was already full of holes, so a little bit of water wouldn’t hurt – Lawrence was more concerned with the problem of averting his eyes.


  “Ha-ha, the cool water soothes my burns, it does,” said Holo, indifferent to Lawrence.


  Pleased by their lie or otherwise, Holo smiled. Brushing aside the hair that stuck to her face, she swept it up and back in a grand motion.


  The boldness of the gesture was undeniably wolflike, and it was not hard to see that the wet hair, disarrayed as it was, resembled the stiff fur of a wolf.


  “The furs will be all right, surely. They were good marten skins, and martens live in the mountains, mountains where my kind live as well.”


  “Will they sell high?”


  “I hardly know. I’m no fur merchant, am I?”


  Lawrence nodded at the entirely reasonable answer, then began to disrobe and dry his own clothes.


  “Oh, that’s right,” he said, remembering. “What shall we do with that wheat sheaf?”


  He finished wringing out his shirt and was about to do the same with his trousers when he remembered Holo’s presence; he looked to her and discovered that she was now quite naked and wringing her own clothes free of water. Feeling somehow vexed, he ventured to strip nude and do the same.


  “Mm, what do you mean, ‘what’?”


  “I mean, shall we thresh it, or shall we leave it as it is? Assuming the talk of you residing in the wheat is true, that is.


  Lawrence was teasing Holo, but she only cracked a slight smile.


  “As long as I live, the wheat will neither rot nor wither. But should it be burned, eaten, or ground into the soil, I will likely disappear. If it’s in the way, you could thresh it and keep it safe somewhere; that might be better.”


  “I see. I’ll thresh it and put the grains in a pouch, then. You should hold it, right?”


  “’Twould be a boon. Still better to hang it ’round my neck,” Holo said.


  Forgetting himself for a moment, Lawrence glanced at Holo’s neckline, but hastily looked away.


  “I’d hoped to sell some of it elsewhere, though. Could we set aside a bit for sale?” Lawrence asked after he’d calmed himself.


  He heard a rustling, and turned to see that it was Holo’s tail waving wildly. The tail’s fur was very fine, and shed water readily. Lawrence frowned as his face was dampened by the flying drops, but Holo seemed not the least bit contrite.


  “Most of the crops grew well because of the region. They’ll soon wither – that’s the point. No use taking them elsewhere.”


  Holo looked thoughtfully at the clothes she’d finished wringing out, but as she had nothing else to change into, she put the wrinkled items back on. Since they weren’t cheap like what Lawrence wore, they shed water well. Lawrence thought the situation rather unreasonable but said nothing and changed back into his own damp, wrinkled clothes, then nodded to Holo.


  “Let’s go dry ourselves in the great room. With this rain, there should be plenty of other people gathering around the furnace.”


  “Mm, a good idea, that,” said Holo, covering her head with the thin cloak. Once covered, she giggled.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Heh, I would never have thought to cover up my face because of burns.”


  “Oh? What would you have done?


  “The burns would become part of me, just like my ears or tail. Proof of my uniqueness.”


  Lawrence was somewhat impressed with her statement. Nonetheless he wondered uncharitably if she’d feel the same way if she were actually injured.


  Holo interrupted his reverie. “I know what you are thinking,” she said.


  Underneath the cloak, she smiled mischievously. The right corner of her mouth curled up in a smirk, showing a sharp fang. “Want to injure me and see for yourself?”


  Lawrence was not entirely disinclined to respond to her provocation, but he decided that if he actually reacted and drew his dagger, things could really get out of hand.


  It was possible that she meant it. More likely, though, it was just her mischief-loving nature.


  “I’m a man. I could never injure such a beautiful face.”


  Hearing him say so, Holo smiled as if having received a long-anticipated gift and drew playfully near to him. A sweet scent swirled vaguely around him, rousing Lawrence’s body. Completely indifferent to his reaction, she sniffed him, then drew slightly back.


  “You may have been caught in the rain, but you still smell foul. A wolf can tell these things.”


  “Why, you–”


  Lawrence threw a half-serious punch, but Holo moved adroitly aside and he hit only hair. She laughed, cocking her head and continuing.


  “Even a wolf knows to keep its coat clean. You’re a good man, aye, but you need to keep neat.


  He didn’t know whether she was joking or not, but hearing it from a girl like Holo made it impossible to deny. For as long as he could remember, Lawrence maintained his appearance only in so far as it would help his professional negotiation, with no thought given to whether it would appeal to a woman.


  Had his negotiation partner been a woman, he might have taken the trouble, but unfortunately, he had not once met a female merchant.


  He didn’t know how to answer, so he simply turned around and fell silent.


  “The beard, though, is quite nice.”


  The medium-length beard that grew from Lawrence’s chin had always been well received. Lawrence accepted the compliment gracefully, turning back to face her, somewhat proudly.


  “I daresay I’d prefer it a big longer, though.”


  Long beards were not popular among merchants. The thought automatically occurred to Lawrence, but Holo drew a line from her nose across her cheeks with her index finger, continuing her jape.


  “… Like so, like a wolf.”


  Lawrence was now finally aware that he had been made sport of. He ignored her and walked toward the room’s door, even as he felt childish for doing so. Holo giggled and followed. Truthfully, he was not actually angry with her.


  “There will be many people around the furnace. Best not to let anything slip.”


  “I am Holo the Wisewolf! Long ago I traveled clear to Pasloe in human form. Worry not!”


  The churches and inns far from the cities were important sources of information to a merchant. Churches in particular attracted all kinds of people. An inn might house poor travelers and grizzled merchants, but churches were different. One might find anyone from master brewers to wealthy nobles in a church.


  The church Lawrence and Holo had stopped in housed twelve guests. A few looked to be merchants; the others were of various professions.


  “Aha, so you’re here from Yorenz, then?”


  “Yes. I delivered salt from there to my customer and got marten furs in trade.”


  Most of the guests sat on the floor in the main hall, taking their meals or picking fleas from their clothing. One couple monopolized the bench in front of the furnace. Despite being a “great hall,” it was not particularly spacious, so no matter where one was in the crowded room, the generously stoked fireplace would dry one’s clothes. The couple’s clothes did not appear wet, so Lawrence imagined they were probably wealthy, and having made generous donations to the church could be here as they pleased.


  Lawrence was not wrong; he pricked up his ears to listen for a point in the couple’s conversation where he could enter and waited for his chance.


  The wife had gone silent, possibly because of the exhausting journey, and her middle-aged husband welcomed conversation.


  “Still, going all the way back to Yorenz, isn’t that rather arduous?”


  “That depends on how canny the merchant.”


  “Oh ho, interesting!”


  “When I bought the salt in Yorenz, I paid no money. Rather, I’d already sold a measure of wheat to a different branch of the same company in another city – but when I sold the wheat, I took no payment; neither did I pay for the salt. So I completed two separate deals with no money exchanged.”


  This system of barter had been invented by a mercantile nation in the south about a century earlier. When Lawrence’s master had explained it to him, he’d agonized over the concept for two weeks before finally understanding. The man in front of him had apparently never heard of it himself and appeared similarly unable to grasp it, hearing the explanation but once.


  “I see… what a strange contrivance,” he said, nodding. “I live in the city of Perenzzo, and my vineyard has never employed such a method when selling our grapes. Will we be all right?”


  “This barter system was invented by merchants who needed a convenient way to deal with people from many different lands. As the owner of a vineyard, you’d need to be careful not to let vintners claim your grapes to be poor and buy them cheaply.”


  “Yes. We have such arguments every year,” said the man with a smile – but to the accountants he employed, the red-faced arguments they had with sly vintners were no laughing matter. Most vineyard owners were noble, but almost none of them took a personal hand in the farming or sale of their product. Count Ehrendott, who managed the region surrounding Pasloe, was highly eccentric in this regard.


  “Lawrence, was it? Next time you’re in Perenzzo, do come by for a visit.”


  “I shall, thank you.”


  As was common among the nobility, the man did not give his own name, assuming his name would already be known. It was seen as plebeian to give one’s own name.


  Undoubtedly if Lawrence were to visit Perenzzo and ask after the master of the vineyard, it would be this man. Had this been Perenzzo, though, a man of Lawrence’s stature would find it practically impossible to simply arrange an audience with him. Churches were therefore the best place to establish such connections.


  “Well then, as my wife appears tired, I’ll take my leave of you.”


  “May God allow us to meet again,” said Lawrence.


  It was a standard phrase within the Church. The man rose from his chair and, along with his wife, gave a polite nod before leaving the hall. Lawrence, too, vacated the chair the man had requested that he bring over from the corner of the room. He then returned the chairs the couple had occupied to the corner.


  The only people who sat on chairs in the great hall were nobility, knights, and the wealthy. Most people disliked all three.


  “Heh-heh, you’re not a man to be trifled with, master!”


  Once Lawrence had cleared the chairs and returned to Holo’s side in the middle of the hall, a man approached them. Given his dress and affect, he, too, was a merchant. His bearded face looked young. He had probably not been working on his own very long.


  “I’m merely a traveling merchant like any other,” said Lawrence shortly. Beside him, Holo straightened. The hood over her head shifted slightly; only Lawrence would know that it was her ears pricking.


  “Far from it, master. I’d been wanting to speak with him for some time but couldn’t find the opportunity. Yet you slipped right in. Thinking that it’s traders like you that I’ll be going up against in the future, why, it’s hard not to despair.”


  The man grinned as he spoke, revealing a smile that lacked one front tooth, giving it a certain charm. Perhaps he’d pulled the tooth on purpose to lend his foolish smile persuasion. As a merchant, he’d know how to use his appearance to best effect.


  Lawrence realized he’d better not be careless.


  Nonetheless, he himself had struck up conversations just like this one when he was starting out, so he held a spark of empathy for the man.


  “That’s nothing – when I was starting out, all the established merchants seemed like monsters to me. Half of them still do. But I’m still eating. You just have to keep at it.”


  “Heh-heh, it’s a relief to hear you say so, sir. Oh, by the way, I’m Zheren – and you’ve probably figured it out, but I’m just starting out as a merchant. Begging your indulgence, sir!”


  “I’m Lawrence.”


  Lawrence remembered that when he himself had just started out, he’d also tried to strike up conversations like this one and gotten frustrated by the cold responses. Now on the receiving end of a solicitous young merchants conversation, he understood those cold responses.


  A young merchant just starting out had nothing to share and could only receive.


  “So, then… is this your companion?”


  It was unclear whether Zheren broached the subject because he truly had nothing to share or if he’d committed the common beginner’s mistake of trying to gain without offering anything in return. If this had been a conversation between veterans, they would already have traded information on two or three locations by this point.


  “My wife, Holo.” For a moment Lawrence hesitated, wondering if he should use a false name, but ultimately decided there was no need.


  Holo bowed slightly in greeting as her name was mentioned.


  “My, a wife and a merchant both?”


  “She is an eccentric and prefers the wagon to the village home.”


  “Still, covering your wife in a cloak this way, she must be very precious to you.”


  Lawrence had some grudging respect for the man’s charisma; perhaps he’d been the town rogue. For his part, Lawrence had been taught by his relatives that it was best not to say such things.


  “Heh-heh, but it is a man’s instinct to want to see hidden things. God has led us together here. Surely you can let me have a look at her.”


  What shamelessness! thought Lawrence in spite of the knowledge that Holo was not actually his wife.


  But before Lawrence could take the man to task, Holo spoke.


  “The traveler is happiest before the journey; the dog’s bark fiercer than the dog itself, and a woman most beautiful from behind. To show my face in public would dash many dreams, and thus ’tis something I cannot do,” she said, smiling softly underneath the veil.


  Zheren could only grin, chastened. Even Lawrence was impressed with her lilting eloquence.


  “Heh-heh… your wife is something else, master.”


  “It’s all I can do to avoid being quite henpecked.”


  Lawrence was more than half-serious.


  “Yes, well… it’s certainly providential that I’ve met the both of you. Can you spare a moment to hear my tale?” said Zheren. Silence descended as he flashed his grin that was one tooth short and moved closer to the pair.


  Unlike typical inns, churches only provided lodging – not food. However, the hearth could be used for cooking, provided one gave the proper donation. Lawrence did so and placed five potatoes into a pot to boil. Naturally the firewood for cooking had to be purchased as well.


  It would take time for the water to boil, so Lawrence threshed the wheat that housed Holo and found an unused leather pouch to keep it in. Remembering that she’d said she wanted to keep it around her neck, Lawrence took a leather strap and attended to the hearth. Altogether the potatoes, firewood, pouch, and strap came to a significant cost, so he mused over how much to charge her as he brought the potatoes back to the room.


  Because his hands were full, Lawrence couldn’t knock on the door – but Holo’s sensitive wolf ears could identify his footfalls. When he entered the room, however, her back was turned to him as she sat on the bed, combing her tail fur.


  “Hm? Something smells good,” she said, raising her head. Evidently her nose was as sensitive as her ears.


  The potatoes were topped with goat cheese. Lawrence would never have indulged in such luxury had be been alone, but now that he was in a party of two, he decided to be generous. Holo’s happy reaction made it entirely worthwhile.


  Lawrence set the potatoes on the table beside the bed, and Holo immediately reached out to help herself. Just before she could grab a potato, Lawrence tossed the pouch full of wheat to her.


  “Wha… oh. The wheat.”


  “And here’s a strap, so you can work out a way to hang it around your neck.”


  “Mm. My thanks. But this takes precedence,” she said, tossing the wheat aside with surprising nonchalance, then licking her lips and reaching for a potato. Apparently eating was a priority for Holo.


  Once she had a potato in hand, she immediately broke it in half. Her face fairly glowed with delight at the steam that rose from the food. With her tail wagging back and forth she looked undeniably canine, but Lawrence was sure that if he pointed it out she’d be irritated, so he said nothing.


  “So wolves find potatoes delicious, do they?”


  “Aye. It is not as though we wolves eat meat year-round. We eat tender buds from trees. We eat fish. And the crops that humans raise are better still than tree buds. Also, I rather like the human habit of putting meat and vegetables to a fire.”


  It is said that a cat’s tongue cannot stand hot food, but wolves did not appear to have this problem. Holo held half of the potato in her hand and popped the entire piece into her mouth at once after blowing on it two or three times. Lawrence felt that she’d bitten off more than she could chew, and indeed she soon appeared to choke. Lawrence tossed her a water-skin, and with it Holo managed to get the potato down.


  “Whew. Rather surprising, that. Human throats are so narrow. It’s rather inconvenient.”


  “Wolves swallow things whole, right?”


  “Mm. Well, we lack this, so we cannot chew at our leisure.”


  Holo pulled at the edge of her lips; presumably she was talking about her cheeks.


  “But I’ve choked on potatoes in the past, it’s true.”


  “Oh ho.”


  “I suppose potatoes and I are ill-fated.”


  Lawrence resisted telling her that it was her gluttony that boded ill, not potatoes.


  “Earlier,” he began instead, “you said something about being able to tell when someone is lying?”


  Upon hearing the question, Holo turned to face him mid-bite, but suddenly looked aside and moved her hand.


  Before Lawrence could ask what was wrong, her hand stopped, frozen in midair as if she’d grabbed something.


  “There are still fleas.”


  “It’s that nice fur of yours. I bet it’s a lovely bed for them.”


  Transporting fur or woven goods often involved smoking the fleas out of them, depending on the season. Lawrence spoke from experience, but Holo seemed quite shocked, and thrust out her chest as she spoke proudly.


  “Well, it’s a credit to your eye for quality that you can tell as much, then!” she said haughtily. Lawrence decided to keep his thoughts to himself.


  “So is it true that you can tell truth from lies?”


  “Hm? Oh, more or less.” Wiping off the hand that had grabbed the flea, Holo turned her attention back to the potato.


  “So, how good at it are you?”


  “Well, I know that what you said about my tail just now was not meant as praise.”


  Lawrence, stunned, said nothing. Holo giggled happily.


  “It’s not perfect, though. You may believe me or not… as you wish,” said Holo impishly, licking cheese from her fingers.


  She’d gotten the better of him again, but if he were to react, that would only give her another opportunity. Lawrence composed himself and tried again.


  “So let me ask you this – was the lad’s story true?”


  “The lad?”


  “The one who spoke to us by the furnace.”


  “Oh. Heh, ‘lad,’ you say.”


  “Is something funny?”


  “From where I stand you’re both but lads.”


  If he tried a comeback she’d only toy with him more, so Lawrence stifled the reply that rose within him.


  “Heh. I daresay you’re a bit more grown than he, though. As for your lad, it seems to me he is lying.”


  Lawrence calmed himself; this confirmed his suspicions. During their conversation in the hall, the young merchant Zheren had spoken to Lawrence about an opportunity for profit.


  There was a certain silver coin in circulation that was due to be replaced by a coin with a higher concentration of silver. If the story was true, the old silver coins were of poorer quality than their replacements, but their face value would be the same. However, when being exchanged for other currencies, the new silver coins would be worth more than the old. If one knew in advance which coin was due to be replaced, one could buy them up in bulk, then exchange them for the new coins, thus realizing what amounted to pure profit. Zheren claimed that he knew which coin among all those circulating in the world would be replaced, and would share the information in exchange for a piece of the profit. Since Zheren would certainly have made the same offer to other merchants, Lawrence could not simply swallow the story whole.


  Holo stared into space as if thinking back on the conversation, then popped the piece of potato into her mouth and swallowed it.


  “I don’t know which part is a lie, though, nor do I understand the finer points of the conversation.”


  Lawrence nodded and considered. He had not actually expected that much from Holo.


  Assuming that the transaction itself wasn’t a lie, Zheren must be lying about the coins, somehow.


  “Well, currency speculation isn’t rare in and of itself. Still…”


  “You don’t understand why he’s lying… no?”


  Holo plucked a bud from the surface of her potato and ate the rest. Lawrence sighed.


  He had to admit that she’d long since gotten control of him.


  “When someone’s lying, what’s important is not the content of the lie, but the reasoning behind it,” she said.


  “How many years do you think it took me to understand that?”


  “Oh? You may have called that Zheren person a lad, but you’re both the same to me,” said Holo proudly.


  In times like these, Lawrence wished Holo did not look so frustratingly human. To think that the youthful Holo had long understood the principles that he had suffered so much to grasp was too much for him to take.


  “If I were not here, what would you do?” asked Holo.


  “First I’d work out whether it was true or not, then I’d pretend to believe his story.”


  “And why is that?”


  “If it’s true, I can turn a profit just by going along with it. If it’s a lie, then someone somewhere is up to something – but I can still come out ahead if I keep my eyes and ears open.”


  “Mm. And given that I am here, and I’ve told you he’s lying, then…”


  “Hm?”


  Lawrence finally realized what had been eluding him. “Ah.”


  “Heh. See, there was nothing over which to agonize so. Either way you’ll be pretending to accept his proposal,” said Holo, grinning. Lawrence had no retort.


  “I’ll be taking that last potato,” said Holo, snatching the potato from the table.


  For his part, Lawrence was too abashed to even split the potato he held in his hand.


  “I am Holo the Wisewolf! How many times longer do you think I have lived than you?”


  Lawrence’s mood only worsened with her concern for his feelings. He took a vindictive bite out of his potato.


  He felt like an apprentice traveling with his teacher all over again.


  The next day was beautiful with clear autumn skies. The church awoke still earlier than the merchants, so by the time Lawrence rose, the morning routine was already finished. Lawrence anticipated this and was unsurprised, but when he went out to the well to wash his face, he was shocked to see Holo walking out of the worship hall with the members of the Church. She had her head bowed and was wearing her cloak, but even so she stopped frequently to chat pleasantly with the churchgoers.


  The sight of the devout chatting with the god of the harvest whose existence they refused to acknowledge was amusing, though Lawrence lacked the nerve to find it so.


  Holo took her leave from the congregation and quietly approached a dumbfounded Lawrence. She clasped her small hands together in front of her chest and spoke.


  “Lord, grant my husband courage.”


  The well water was chilly due to the approaching winter; Lawrence poured it over his head anyway and pretended not to hear Holo’s laughter.


  “It’s gotten a bit more important, the Church has,” said Holo.


  Lawrence shook his head to clear it of water, just as Holo had done with her tail the previous day. “The Church has always been important.”


  “Hardly. It was not so when I came through here from the north. They’d always be going on about how the one god and his twelve angels created the world and how humanity was but borrowing it. Nature is not something created, though. Even then, I thought to myself, ‘When did these people learn to tell such jokes?’”


  This centuries-old harvest god was talking like a natural philosopher criticizing the Church, which made it all the more amusing. Lawrence dried off and dressed. He wouldn’t forget to leave a coin in the tithe-box that was prepared there. One was expected to leave money in the box if one used the well, and the people of the church would be checking. Anyone who failed to leave a donation would have unlucky things said about him. The constantly traveling Lawrence needed all the luck he could get.


  Nonetheless, what he tossed in the box was a worn, blackened copper coin that could barely be counted as money.


  “I suppose this is a sign of the times, then… much has changed.”


  Presumably she referred to her homeland, given the desolate expression on her face.


  “Have you yourself changed?” asked Lawrence.


  “…” Holo shook her head wordlessly. It was somehow a very childish gesture.


  “Then I’m sure your homeland hasn’t changed, either.”


  Despite his youth, Lawrence had endured much. He’d been to many nations, met many people, and gained a wide variety of experiences, so he felt qualified to say as much.


  All traveling merchants – even those who had run away from their homes – couldn’t help holding their homeland dear, since when in a foreign land, one could only trust one’s countrymen.


  Holo nodded, her face emerging slightly from underneath the cloak.


  “’Twould be a disgrace to the name Wisewolf to be comforted by you, though,” she said with a smile, turning and heading back toward their room. She gave him a sidelong glance that could’ve been interpreted as gratitude.


  As long as her attitude was that of a very sly, very old person, Lawrence could cope.


  It was her childish side that he found difficult.


  Lawrence was twenty-five. If he lived in a town he’d be married and taking his wife and children to church. His life was half over, and Holo’s childish demeanor penetrated his lonely heart.


  “Hey, what keeps you? Hurry!” shouted Holo, looking over her shoulder at him.


  It had been a mere two days since Lawrence met Holo, but it felt like much longer.


  Lawrence decided to accept Zheren’s offer.


  However, Zheren could not simply rely on Lawrence’s word and hand over the information; neither could Lawrence afford to pay up front. He would have to sell his furs first. Thus the two men decided to meet in the riverside city of Pazzio and sign a formal contract before a public witness.


  “Well then, I’ll be on my way. When you arrive in Pazzio, find a tavern called Yorend; you’ll be able to contact me there.”


  “Yorend, is it? Very well.”


  Zheren smiled his charming smile again as he took his leave, hefting his burlap sack of dried fruit over his shoulder as he walked on.


  Besides actual trading, the most important task that faced a young merchant was exploring the many regions, becoming familiar with the locals and their goods, and making sure his face was remembered. To accomplish this, it was best to carry something well preserved that could be sold at churches or inns and used as an excuse for conversation, like dried fruit or meat.


  Lawrence watched Zheren, feeling a certain nostalgia for the time before he’d acquired his wagon.


  “Are we not going with him?” Holo asked as Zheren’s form disappeared into the distance. Having checked to see that there was no one around to see her, she was grooming her tail fur.


  Possibly because she had to cover her ears with the cloak, she did not bother combing her fall of chestnut hair, merely tying it back with a length of hempen rope. Lawrence felt that she could at least comb it, but he had no comb to offer. He resolved to acquire a comb and hat when the arrived in Pazzio.


  “It rained all day yesterday, so he’ll make better time on foot than we can on the wagon. There’s no need for him to slow down on our account.”


  “True, merchants are always on about time.”


  “Time is money.”


  “Ho-ho! An interesting saying. Time is money, is it?”


  “As long as we have time, we can make money.”


  “’Tis true. Though it’s not how I think,” said Holo, casting a glance to her tail.


  Her magnificent tail was long enough to hang past the back of her knees. The abundant fur would probably fetch a good price if shorn and sold.


  “I imagine the farmers you watched over for so many centuries were mindful of time.”


  As soon as Lawrence said it, he realized he probably shouldn’t have. Holo glanced at him as if to say “I’ll let you have that one,” smiling impishly.


  “Hmph. At what have you been looking? The farmers care nary a whit for time. It’s the air they’re mindful of.”


  “I don’t follow you.”


  “They wake in the dawn air, work the farm in the morning air, pull the weeds in the afternoon air, twist rope in the rainy air. They worry over their crops in the windy air, watch them grow in the summer air, celebrate the harvest in the autumn air, and in the winter air they wait for spring. They think not of time – like me, they note only the air.”


  Lawrence couldn’t say that he understood all of what Holo said, but there were parts he followed. He nodded, impressed, which seemed to satisfy Holo; she puffed up her chest and sniffed proudly.


  The self-proclaimed Wisewolf evidently didn’t feel the slightest need for humility.


  Just then, a person who seemed to be another traveling merchant came across the road.


  Although Holo’s ears were hidden by the cloak, her tail was in plain view.


  The passerby stared at Holo’s tail, although he didn’t speak.


  In all likelihood he didn’t realize it was a tail. Lawrence imagined that if it were him, he’d wonder what kind of fur it was and how much it was worth.


  Still, when it came to keeping a straight face, that was a separate matter entirely.


  “You’re quick enough, but you lack experience.”


  Apparently having finished her grooming, Holo tucked her tail back underneath her skirt and spoke. The face underneath the cloak was that of a girl barely in her mid-teens, which showed occasional glimpses of someone much younger.


  Yet her words had the air of someone much older.


  “Still, one will grow wiser with age.”


  “How many hundreds of years do you think it will take?” Lawrence headed off her attempt to tease him.


  Surprised, she laughed loudly. “Ah-ha-ha-ha! You are rather quick, aren’t you?”


  “Perhaps you’re just old and slow.”


  “Heh-heh. Do you know why we wolves attack people in the mountains?”


  Lawrence was unable to keep up with Holo’s sudden segue, so he could only answer with a confused, “Er, no.”


  “It is because we wish to eat human brains and gain their knowledge.” Holo grinned, baring her fangs.


  Even if she was joking, Lawrence shivered unconsciously, his breath catching.


  A few seconds passed; he realized he’d lost.


  “You’re still a pup. Hardly a match for me.”


  Holo sighed. Lawrence gripped the reins tightly and stifled a frustrated expression.


  “Still, have you ever been attacked by wolves in the mountains?”


  It was a strange feeling being asked such a question by a girl with ears, fangs, and a tail. He was having a conversation with a wolf – the same wolf whose presence in the mountains he feared.


  “I have. Perhaps… eight times.”


  “They’re quite difficult to handle, are they not?”


  “They are. Wild dogs I can handle, but wolves are a problem.”


  “That’s because they want to eat lots of humans, to get their–”


  “I’m sorry, all right? So stop.”


  The third time Lawrence had been set upon by wolves, he was part of a caravan.


  Two of the men in the caravan had been unable to clear the mountains. Their cries echoed in Lawrence’s ears even now.


  His face was expressionless.


  “Oh…”


  Apparently the perceptive wisewolf had figured it out.


  “I am sorry,” said a contrite Holo, slumping, almost shrinking.


  Lawrence had been attacked by wolves many times. With the memories of the encounters swirling in his head, he was in no mood to answer.


  Splish, splosh, went the horses hooves in the muddy road.


  “… Are you angry?”


  Such a crafty wolf – she must have known that if she asked like that, he’d be unable to truthfully answer that he was angry.


  So he answered. “Yes, I’m angry.”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence in silence. When he looked back at her out of the corner of his eye, he saw her pouting – it was charming enough that he almost forgave her.


  “I am angry. No more jokes like that,” he finally turned to her and said.


  Holo nodded resolutely and looked ahead. She now seemed quite meek.


  After a period of silence she spoke again. “Wolves live only in the mountains, but dogs have lived with humans. That’s why wolves make tougher opponents.”


  He probably should have ignored her, but doing so would make later conversation difficult. He turned slightly in her direction and gave a sign that he was listening.


  “Hm?”


  “Wolves only know that they are hunted by humans, and that they are terrifying creatures. So we are always thinking about what to do when they enter our forest.”


  Holo stared straight ahead as she spoke, as serious as Lawrence had ever seen her.


  He didn’t think she’d made that story up; he nodded, slowly.


  But there was something in her vagueness that worried him.


  “Did you ever–”


  But Holo stopped him before he could continue. “There are some things I simply cannot answer.”


  “Oh.” Lawrence chided himself for speaking without thinking ahead. “Sorry.”


  Holo then smiled. “Now we’re even.”


  A twenty-five-year-old was not, it seemed, a match for a Wisewolf.


  There was no further conversation, but neither was there any bad air between the two. The horse plodded along, and soon the day had passed and night fell.


  A merchant never continued his travels after dark when it had rained. If the wagon became stuck in the mud, seven times out of ten it meant that the goods would have to be abandoned.


  To turn a steady profit as a traveling merchant one had to minimize losses, and the road was full of dangers.


  Holo suddenly spoke, nestled in the fur pile beneath a sky she’d promised would be clear the next day.


  “The worlds we live in, you and I, are very different,” she said.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  The river Slaude meanders slowly across the plains. It is said to trace the path left behind by a giant snake that slithered from the mountains to the west through the plains to the eastern sea, and its wide, slow path is an essential transportation route for the region.


  Pazzio is a large port town situated near the midpoint of the river. Not far upstream lie large fields of wheat; still farther are thickly forested mountains. Logs are floated downstream year-round; barges carrying wheat or corn, depending on the season, navigate up and down the river. That alone would be enough to ensure the town’s prosperity, but because there are no bridges across the Slaude, its ferries make it a natural gathering place.


  It was past afternoon but not yet dusk; Lawrence and Holo arrived during the busiest time of the day.


  Pazzio’s trade had grown since the town recovered its autonomy from the monarchy – now merchants and aristocrats ruled it. Consequently, there were heavy tariffs levied on goods entering the town, but there were no immigration checks or demands for identification. Had it been a castle town, the opposite would be true, and Holo’s nonhuman status would be a problem.


  “Have they no king here?” was Holo’s first utterance upon arriving in the city.


  “Is this your first time coming to a city of this size?”


  “Times surely change. In my day, a city this large would have been ruled by a king.”


  Lawrence felt a slight sense of superiority – he’d been to cities many times the size of Pazzio. He tried not to let it show lest Holo point it out. And in any case, he’d been just as naive when he first started out.


  “Heh. I’ll just say that your intentions are admirable,” quipped Holo.


  Apparently Lawrence had been a bit careless about hiding his thoughts.


  Although Holo’s attention was focused on the many shops that lined the road, she’d still noticed his expression. Had it just been a lucky guess? The idea that she could discern his thoughts so easily was unsettling and far from funny.


  “This isn’t… a festival, is it?”


  “If it were a Church celebration day, the streets would be so crowded we couldn’t pass through them. Today, though, there’s still space.”


  “Ho. Difficult to imagine that,” said Holo with a smile, leaning out of the cart and scanning the merchant stalls they passed.


  She looked every bit the country bumpkin on her first visit to the town, but Lawrence suddenly thought of something else.


  “Hey.”


  “Mm?” was her only reply as she continued to stare at the many vendors.


  “Will it be all right, not covering your head?”


  “Huh? Head?”


  “I know it’s festival time in Pasloe right now, so most of the villagers will be drinking and celebrating – but not all of them, and some of the ones who don’t may be visiting Pazzio right now.”


  “Oh, that,” said Holo, sitting back down in the wagon, suddenly irritated. She looked back at Lawrence, her cloak just barely covering her ears. “Even if they could see my ears, nobody would notice. They’ve all long forgotten about me.”


  There was such vehemence in her voice it was a miracle she didn’t shout. Lawrence reflexively raised his hands as if calming a startled horse. Holo was no horse, but it seemed to have some effect.


  She snorted derisively and pulled the cloak down, facing ahead and pouting.


  “You lived there for hundreds of years – surely there are some legends passed down about you. Or did you never take human form?”


  “There are legends. And sometimes I’d appear as a human.”


  “So there are stories about you appearing as a human?”


  Holo gave Lawrence a belabored sidelong glance, sighed, then spoke. “As far as I remember, it went something like this. She looks like a beautiful girl of about fifteen. She has long, flowing brown hair and wolf ears, along with a white-tipped tail. Sometimes she would appear in this form, and in exchange for keeping her appearance a secret, she promises a good harvest.”


  Holo regarded Lawrence flatly with a look that said, “Happy?”


  “Well, it sounds like you pretty much told them everything about yourself. Is that really okay?”


  “Even if they were to see my ears or tail, they would doubt – just as you did. They’ll never realize the truth.”


  Holo slipped her hand underneath the cloak and fussed with her ears, perhaps because they pushed against the inside of the fabric uncomfortably.


  Lawrence looked sideways at her. He wanted her to be more careful, but if he said as much she would surely get genuinely angry.


  It seemed that discussion of Pasloe was taboo. He felt better when he considered that the legends of Holo made no mention of her actual facial features, only identifying her by her ears and tail. As long as she kept those concealed, she would go unnoticed. Legends were just legends – it was not as if she were on a Church wanted poster.


  A few moments after Lawrence resolved not to press the matter, Holo appeared to be considering something. At length, she spoke.


  “Hey…”


  “Mm?”


  “Even… even should they see me, they won’t know who I am… will they?”


  Her mood had changed completely from before; it was almost as if she wanted to be discovered.


  But Lawrence was no fool. He stared expressionlessly forward at the horse. “It is certainly my hope that they won’t,” he answered.


  Holo smiled slightly, almost ruefully. “You needn’t worry.”


  Once Holo started looking happily at the stalls again, Lawrence realized she’d been speaking to herself as well as him.


  There was no need to press the matter, however – Holo was quite stubborn.


  Lawrence couldn’t help smiling at Holo now. She’d cheered up completely and was excitedly looking at the delicious fruits they passed.


  “There’s quite a collection of fruit! Are they all picked nearby?”


  “It’s because Pazzio is the gateway to the south. When the season’s right, you can even see fruit from regions nearly impossible to visit.”


  “There is much fruit in the south, and good.”


  “Surely you have fruit in the north as well.”


  “Aye, but it’s tough and bitter. To make it sweet it must be dried and cured. We wolves can’t do such work, so we have to take it from the villages.”


  Lawrence would’ve expected birds, horses, or sheep to be more likely targets for wolves. It was hard to imagine them driven by a desire for something sweet. Perhaps a bear – bears often took the leather bags filled with grapes that hung from the eaves of houses.


  “I would think wolves would prefer spicy things. It’s bears that crave sweets.”


  “We don’t like spicy food. Once we found red fang-shaped fruit among the cargo of a shipwreck. We ate it and regretted it loud and long!”


  “Ah, hot peppers. Expensive, those.”


  “We dunked our heads in the river and decided humans were terrifying indeed,” said Holo with a chuckle, enjoying the memory for a moment as she gazed at the stalls. After a time, her smile faded, then finally reappeared as she sighed. The pleasure of nostalgia is never without its companion, loneliness.


  Lawrence was trying to decide what he should say when Holo seemed to perk up.


  “If it’s red fruit we’re talking about, I’d rather have those,” she said, tugging on his clothing and pointing out a stall.


  Beyond the stream of passing people and wagons, there was a stall with a generous pile of apples.


  “Oh, those are fine apples.”


  “Are they not?” Holo’s eyes glittered beneath the cloak. He wondered if she noticed that her tail was swishing back and forth underneath her skirts. Perhaps she really did like apples. “They look rather toothsome, no?”


  “Indeed.”


  What Holo was hinting at was clear enough, but Lawrence pretended not to notice.


  “Now that I think of it, I had a friend who invested more than half his worth in apples. I’m not sure where they were from, but if they turned out like these, he’s surely doubled his money.” Lawrence sighed regretfully. “I should’ve done the same.”


  Holo’s expression shifted as if to say “that’s not the point I was trying to make,” but again Lawrence pretended not to notice.


  “Hmph. Well… that’s most unfortunate,” Holo replied.


  “But the risk was very high. If it were me, I would’ve transported them by ship.”


  “A… ship, you say?” As they talked, they continued to move along the road with the clop-clopping of the horse’s hooves as accompaniment. Holo was becoming anxious. She clearly wanted the apples, but was just as clearly loath to say so, hence her agitated responses to Lawrence’s comments.


  “You see, a group of merchants will sometimes pool their money to hire a ship. The amount of money they raise determines the amount and type of cargo, but unlike land transport, if there is an accident you may lose lives as well as money. Even a strong wind can put you in danger. However, there is profit to be had. I’ve twice traveled by sea this way, so…”


  “Mm… ah…”


  “What’s wrong?


  They passed the apple booth, and it began to recede behind them.


  There is nothing more fun than knowing the heart of another. Lawrence smiled his best merchant smile.


  “Right, so about shipping…”


  “Mm… apples…”


  “Hm?”


  “I… I want… I want apples…”


  Lawrence thought she’d be stubborn until the end, but since she’d finally admitted her desire, he decided to go ahead and treat her.


  “Earn your own food, why don’t you.” Holo glared at Lawrence as she munched away on an apple; he made a show of shrugging helplessly.


  She’d been so charming when she finally gave in and admitted her desire that Lawrence had generously given her a silver trenni coin of considerable value. She’d returned with more apples than she could carry. She appeared not to know the meaning of the word restraint.


  By the time her face and hands were sticky with juice, well into her fourth apple, she got around to complaining again.


  “You… munch… earlier, you… mmph… pretended like you didn’t… chomp… notice!”


  “It’s amusing knowing what someone else is thinking,” said Lawrence to Holo as she ate the apple down to its core.


  Thinking he’d have one for himself, Lawrence reached back to the pile of apples in the wagon bed, but Holo slapped his hand away even as she started on her fifth apple.


  “Mine!”


  “Hey, I paid for them.”


  
    
  

  Holo’s cheeks were stuffed; she waited until she had finished swallowing to reply.


  “I’m Holo the Wisewolf! I can make this much money any time I want.”


  “Don’t let me stop you. I’d planned to use that money for lodging tonight.”


  “Mmph… grm… But, I… munch…”


  “Answer once you’re done eating, please.”


  Holo nodded and didn’t speak again until her stomach contained no less than eight apples.


  Did she still intend to have dinner after all that?


  “… Whew.”


  “You certainly ate a lot.”


  “Apples are the devil’s fruit, full of tempting sweetness as they are.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help laughing at her overstatement.


  “Shouldn’t a wisewolf be able to conquer temptation?”


  “While one may lose much because of avarice, nothing was ever accomplished by abstinence.” The sight of Holo licking her fingers clean of the sweet juice strengthened her argument. If it meant missing such pleasure as this, asceticism was the height of folly.


  All this was merely academic, of course.


  “So, what was that you were going to say earlier?”


  “Hm? Oh, yes. I’ve no money and no immediate means to earn money, so as you do business I’ll just put a few words in to help you bring in more profit. Agreed?”


  No merchant worth his salt simply answers “agreed” when so asked. It’s common sense to refrain from answering until making sure of the other party’s intentions. A verbal contract is still a contract and must be honored, come what may.


  Thus Lawrence didn’t answer right away. He didn’t understand what Holo was getting at.


  “You’ll soon be selling the marten furs, yes?” As if guessing at the reason for his hesitation, Holo turned to the wagon bed behind them.


  “Today, hopefully. No later than tomorrow.”


  “Well, I’ll try to say something to bring your profit up, if I can. Whatever the difference I make, I keep,” she said, licking her little finger clean as if it were nothing.


  Lawrence mulled it over. Holo seemed confident that she could sell the marten pelts higher than he could. Wisewolf or no, he had seven years of experience as a traveling merchant. He wasn’t such a weak dealer that a few words tossed in from the side would bring up his prices, and there was no guarantee the buyer would accept such prices.


  Yet his curiosity at exactly how she would attempt this farce overpowered his doubt that it would actually happen, so in the end he said, “Agreed.”


  “It’s done, then!” replied Holo, burping.


  “But this isn’t just limited to our pelts. You’re a merchant, too – there may be no chance for me to talk up our price.”


  “How modest of you.”


  “Wisdom is knowing thyself first.”


  The statement would’ve sounded better had she not said it while casting her gaze longingly back toward the remaining pile of apples.


  The pelts’ destination was the Milone Company, a brokerage house that acted as an intermediary for a variety of goods. The Milone Company was the third-largest house in the city; the two above it were local businesses that had their headquarters in Pazzio. The Milone Company was headquartered in a mercantile nation far to the south and run by a powerful trader of noble lineage; the Pazzio location was a branch.


  Lawrence had chosen the Milone Company over the local brokerages because it would pay higher commodity prices in order to best its competitors and also because, having so many branches in different places, it could provide valuable information.


  His aim was to dig up information akin to the story he’d heard from the young merchant Zheren. Who better to ask about currency exchange than traders who routinely crossed borders to do business?


  After securing lodgings for the two of them, Lawrence trimmed his beard and set out.


  The Milone Company was the fifth building from the docks and the second-largest shop in the area. It had a huge gate that faced the docks to accommodate wagon traffic, which made the shop seem even bigger at a glance. Commodities of all kinds were piled around the gates, as if to show off the company’s prosperity. It might have been their peculiar way of competing with the local businesses, which could trade on their long-standing local connections and didn’t need flashy displays to prove they were turning a profit.


  Lawrence stopped his wagon at the loading area, and presently an employee came out to meet them.


  “Welcome to the Milone Trading Company!”


  The smart-looking man tasked with unloading had a neatly trimmed beard and hair. Normally a trading company’s unloading dock was a chaotic swirl of bandit-like men shouting this way and that – Milone was an exception.


  “I’ve sold wheat here before, but today I have furs to sell. Will you take a look?”


  “Yes, yes, but of course! The man inside and to the left will be happy to see you.”


  Lawrence nodded and with a flick of the reins drove the wagon inside. Around the area were stacked all sorts of goods – wheat, straw, stones, timber, fruit, and more. The staff was quick and efficient, which is how the Milone Company was successful even in foreign countries, a fact that would impress any traveling merchant.


  Even Holo seemed impressed.


  “Ho there, sir, where are you headed?”


  The two were watching the busy loading and unloading in the shop but stopped at the sound of the voice. They looked in its direction and saw a large man with steam rising from his suntanned body. He didn’t seem like the man Lawrence had been directed to find, but he was certainly huge.


  “Is he a knight?” Holo said under her breath.


  “We’re here to sell furs. I was told to come to the left side of the shop.” Lawrence met the man’s eyes and smiled.


  “Right, then, I’ll just take your horse. This way, if you please.”


  Lawrence did as he was told and angled his horse toward the man. The horse snorted. Apparently he sensed the man’s vitality.


  “Ho-ho, a good horse, sir! He looks stout of heart.”


  “He works without complaint; I’ll say that much,” said Lawrence.


  “A horse that complains – now that would be something to see!”


  “You’re not kidding.”


  The two men laughed, and the worker led Lawrence’s horse inside the unloading area, and after hitching him to a sturdy wooden fence, called out.


  The person that answered was a man who looked more fit to be carrying a quill and ink than hay bales. He seemed to be the buyer.


  “Kraft Lawrence, I presume? We thank you for your patronage.”


  Lawrence was used to being greeted politely, but he was impressed that the man knew his name before Lawrence had given it. He’d last visited the company during a winter three years ago, selling wheat. Perhaps the man that now greeted Lawrence in the entryway still remembered him.


  “I’m told you’ve come to sell furs today.” The buyer skipped over the usual pleasantries about the weather and jumped straight to the heart of the matter. Lawrence coughed slightly and shifted into his trader persona.


  “Indeed I have. These are the very ones, here in the back of the wagon, seventy total.” He hopped down from the wagon and invited the buyer to view the furs. He was followed by Holo, who jumped down from the wagon a moment later.


  “Ho, these are good marten furs indeed. The year has been a good one for crops, so marten fur is scarce.”


  About half the marten fur that reached the marketplace came from farmers who hunted in their free time. When the harvest was plentiful, they were too busy to hunt, and marten fur was scarcer. Lawrence decided to push his position.


  “You only see furs this fine once every several years. They were drenched with rain on the way here, but look – they’ve lost none of their luster.”


  “’Tis a fine luster, to be sure, and with good lie. What of their size?”


  Lawrence pulled a largish pelt from the bed and offered it to the buyer, since it was generally prohibited for people other than the owner of the goods to touch them.


  “Oh, ho. They’re not lacking in size. You said you had seventy?” He didn’t ask to see all the pelts; he was not so unrefined. Here was the challenge of trade – there was no buyer that would not want to see each pelt, but likewise was there no seller that would want to show each.


  This was the intersection of vanity, propriety, and desire.


  “Well, then… Sir Lorentz… ah, my apologies, Sir Lawrence, you’ve come to trade with us because you sold wheat here in the past?”


  The same name was pronounced differently in different nations. It was a mistake Lawrence himself made often enough, so he forgave it with a smile and produced a wooden abacus from his pocket, which the man looked at. Different regions and nations had different ways of writing numbers, and because nothing was harder than trying to puzzle through these differences, merchants hardly ever wrote figures down while negotiating. Moving the wooden beads of the abacus would make the numbers completely clear, although one still had to be mindful of exactly what currency was being counted.


  “I can offer… say, one hundred thirty-two silver trenni.”


  Lawrence pretended to think on the matter for a moment. “You don’t see furs like these often. I brought them to you because I’ve done business with you in the past, but…”


  “We certainly appreciate your business.”


  “For my part I’d like to continue our association.”


  “As would we, I assure you. In light of friendly relations, then, what say you to one hundred forty?”


  It was a somewhat transparent exchange, but within the mutual deception was truth – which made the dealings more interesting.


  One hundred forty trenni was a good price. It wouldn’t be wise to push past that.


  But just when Lawrence was about to say “It’s done, then,” Holo – who’d been silent up until that point – tugged slightly on his sleeve.


  “Excuse me a moment,” said Lawrence to the buyer, then leaned down, putting his ear level with Holo’s hood.


  “I don’t quite know – is that a good price?”


  “Quite good, yes,” said Lawrence simply, smiling to the company representative.


  “Well then, do we have an agreement?” It seemed the buyer was ready to conclude the deal. Lawrence smiled and was about to reply.


  “Wait just a moment.”


  “Wha–” said Lawrence, without thinking.


  Before he could say anything further, she kept speaking – just like a canny merchant would.


  “One hundred forty trenni, you said, yes?”


  “Uh, er, yes. One hundred forty in silver trenni pieces,” answered the representative, a bit taken aback by the sudden question from the up-to-now silent Holo. Women were rare in places of trade – not unheard of, but rare.


  For her part, Holo either didn’t know or didn’t care; she spoke as freely as she pleased. “Ah, perhaps you didn’t notice?”


  The buyer, quite taken aback, looked at Holo. He seemed not to understand what she was getting at; Lawrence didn’t know, either.


  “My apologies, but have I overlooked something?” The buyer, a merchant from a neighboring country, looked to be roughly the same age as Lawrence. He was a veteran of countless negotiations, who’d dealt with innumerable parties in his career.


  It was to his credit that despite his experience, he appeared to be sincerely apologizing to Holo.


  Of course it was far from surprising that he was taken aback. Holo had effectively asked him if he knew what he was looking at.


  “Mm. I can see you’re a fine merchant, so surely you pretended not to notice? I can see I won’t need to hold back with you.” Holo grinned underneath her cloak. Lawrence nervously hoped she wasn’t showing her fangs, but more than anything he wanted to know what she was doing.


  The buyer had been accurate and honest. If Holo was telling the truth, then Lawrence himself had also missed an important detail.


  Which was impossible.


  “My intention is anything but, I assure you. If you’ll kindly point out what you’re speaking of, we will be happy to adjust the price appropriately…”


  Lawrence had never seen a buyer act so meekly. To be sure, he’d seen them pretend meekness, but this was no act.


  Holo’s words had a strange weight, and her delivery was perfect.


  “Master,” she said to Lawrence. “It’s not polite to make sport of people.”


  It was hard to tell whether she called him “master” to mock him or because it was appropriate to the situation, but in either case, if he bungled his response here, he knew he’d hear about it later. He frantically groped for a response.


  “Th-that was certainly not my aim. But perhaps you should be the one to tell him.”


  Holo grinned a lopsided grin at Lawrence, flashing a fang. “Master, pass me a fur, if you please.”


  “Here.”


  It struck Lawrence as silly that he had to exert himself to maintain his dignity in the face of being called “master.” Holo was the only master here.


  “Thank you, master. Now, if you please, sir…” said Holo, turning to the buyer and showing him the fur. At a glance its lay, size, and luster did not seem to merit an increased price. Even if she were to talk up the lay as being especially fine, the buyer would unavoidably ask to examine the fur more closely, and would inevitably find flaws. The price was unlikely to drop, but the relationship between buyer and seller would suffer.


  “These are fine furs, as you can see,” Holo said.


  “I quite agree,” replied the buyer.


  “You won’t see their like in many years. Or perhaps I should put it this way – you won’t smell their like in many years.”


  Holo’s words froze the air in an instant. Lawrence had no idea what she was talking about.


  “’Tis a scent, but to miss it you’d need to be blind!” Holo laughed. She was the only one. Lawrence and the buyer were too stunned to be amused.


  “Well, a smell is worth a thousand words. Would you care to sample the scent?” Holo handed the pelt to the buyer, who took it and looked uncertainly toward Lawrence.


  Lawrence nodded slowly, hiding his confusion.


  What was the point in smelling the pelts? He had never heard of such a thing in all his dealings.


  Neither had the buyer, surely, but he had no choice but to placate his vendors. He slowly brought the fur up to his nose and sniffed.


  At first, his face showed a mixture of confusion and surprise. He sniffed again, and only the surprise remained.


  “Oh? Smell something, do you?” Holo said.


  “Ah, er, yes. It smells like fruit, I’d say.”


  Lawrence looked at the fur in surprise. Fruit?


  “Fruit indeed. Just as fur is scarce this year because of the harvest, so did the forest overflow with fruit. This marten was scampering about in that same forest until just a few days ago, and it ate so much of that plentiful fruit that the scent suffused its body.”


  The buyer sniffed the fur again. He nodded, as if to say “true enough.”


  “The truth is that while the fur’s luster might be better or worse, it generally changes little. Does the problem not come, then, when the fur is made into clothing, when it is actually used? Good fur is durable; bad fur soon wears thin.”


  “True, as you say,” said the buyer.


  Lawrence was astonished. How much did this wolf know?


  “As you can tell, this particular fur has the sweet scent of marten that has eaten very well indeed. It took two strong men to pull the hide clear of the body, it was so tough.”


  The buyer tugged on the fur experimentally.


  He couldn’t pull too hard on goods he hadn’t yet purchased, though – something Holo knew full well.


  She was a perfect merchant.


  “The fur is as strong as the beast itself was, and will keep the wearer as warm as a spring day, shedding rain from dawn ’til dusk. And don’t forget the scent! Imagine coming across a perfumed piece of clothing like this among coats made from nose-wrinkling marten fur. Why, ’twould sell so dear your eyes would pop out.”


  The buyer was indeed imagining the scenario, gazing off into the distance. When Lawrence thought about it, he could see that the goods would sell high – or perhaps, he could smell as much.


  “So, what do you think would be a fair price, then?”


  The buyer snapped out of his reverie and straightened himself, then played with some figures on his abacus. The beads flew back and forth with a pleasant tak-tak-tak sound, finally displaying a figure.


  “What say you to two hundred trenni?”


  Lawrence’s breath caught in his throat. One hundred forty pieces was already a respectably high price. Two hundred was unimaginable.


  “Mmm,” Holo murmured to herself. He wanted to beg her to stop – this was going too far, but she was implacable.


  “How about three pieces for each fur – two hundred ten in total?”


  “Er, well…”


  “Master,” she said to Lawrence. “Perhaps we should try elsewhere–”


  “Uh, no! Two hundred ten pieces, then!” said the buyer.


  Hearing this, Holo nodded, satisfied, and turned to her “master.” “You heard the man, master.”


  She was definitely teasing him.


  The tavern called Yorend was on a slightly removed alleyway, but it looked well kept enough. Local craftsmen appeared to make up the bulk of its clientele.


  Lawrence found himself suddenly tired when they arrived at the Yorend tavern.


  Holo, on the other hand, was quite energetic, probably because she’d managed to outwit two merchants at once. The hour was yet early, so the tavern was mostly empty, and their wine was out very quickly – Holo drained hers in one huge draft, while Lawrence was content to nurse his.


  “Ah, wine!” said Holo, belching a fine belch. She lifted her wood cup and ordered another round, which the tavern girl acknowledged with a smile.


  “What troubles you? Aren’t you going to drink?” said Holo, munching away on some fried beans.


  She didn’t seem to be particularly dizzy with success, though, so Lawrence decided to broach the subject directly.


  “Have you ever worked as a merchant?”


  Holo, still munching the snack and holding her refilled glass, smiled ruefully. “Oh, I’m sorry, have I injured your pride?”


  Naturally, she had.


  “I don’t know how many deals you’ve done in your life, but I watched countless transactions when I was in the village. Long ago, I once saw a man use that technique – I didn’t invent it myself. When was that, anyway…?”


  Lawrence didn’t speak, but his eyes held the question: Is that true? Holo looked slightly troubled as she nodded, and Lawrence sighed even as he felt somewhat relieved.


  “I really hadn’t noticed, though. Last night when I slept in the furs, I didn’t smell any fruit.”


  “Oh, that. That was from the apples we bought.”


  Lawrence was speechless. When had she pulled that trick?


  And suddenly, he felt a chill of worry.


  It was fraud!


  “It’s his own fault for being tricked,” said Holo. “He’ll be impressed once he figures it out.”


  “… You may have a point.”


  “There’s no point in being angry when you’ve been tricked. A real merchant knows to be impressed.”


  “That’s quite a sermon. You sound like a wizened old trader.”


  “Heh. And you’re just a babe in arms, yourself.”


  Lawrence had to laugh. He shrugged as he drank his wine. It had a keen taste to it.


  “All this aside, did you do as you were supposed to?” Holo was talking about the Zheren matter.


  “I asked around the Milone Company to see if anybody knew about nations that would be issuing new silver currency, but they didn’t seem to be hiding anything. As long the information isn’t something that needs to be monopolized, they’ll normally share it. Makes for good business relations.”


  “Hm.”


  “But chances for this kind of deal aren’t common. That’s why we’re involved.”


  It wasn’t vanity. It was reality. In currency speculation, prices either rose, fell, or held steady. Even if the details became complex, all one had to do was turn it over in one’s head until one hit upon the solution.


  Once the proposed deal was reduced to the party that would gain and the one that would lose, there were few decisions to make.


  However…


  “Still, whatever the trick, as long as we can avoid getting fleeced and come out ahead, we’ll be fine. “


  Lawrence drank some wine and popped some beans into his mouth – Holo was paying, so he decided he might as well take advantage of it.


  “I don’t see the owner anywhere. I wonder if he’s out,” he said.


  “Zheren did say we could contact him through the bar. He must be on good terms with the establishment.”


  “Well, traveling merchants usually base their operations out of either a tavern or a trading house. In fact, I’ve got to get to a trading house later on. And the owner really isn’t around, is he?” said Lawrence, scanning the tavern yet again. It was a fairly spacious establishment, with fifteen round tables; only two other people – craftsmen from the look of them – were in the tavern.


  He couldn’t very well just go talk to them, so he asked the girl when she brought them another round of wine along with some roasted herring and smoked mutton.


  “The owner?” said the girl as she set the wine and food on the table. Her arms were very slender; Lawrence wondered where she got the strength to handle the heavy food. “He’s gone to buy ingredients at the marketplace,” she continued. “Do you have some business with him?”


  “Could you possibly tell him we’re trying to get in touch with a man named Zheren?”


  If they didn’t know Zheren here, that was fine, too. Many merchants used taverns as convenient points of contact, so a misunderstanding was entirely possible.


  But it turned out to be unnecessary concern on Lawrence’s part. The girl’s eyes brightened immediately at the mention of Zheren.


  “Oh, Mr. Zheren? I know of him.”


  “Do you?”


  “He normally comes soon after sundown. Feel free to stay here until then.”


  She was a shrewd girl indeed, but she had a point. It was an hour or two until dusk, which would be just enough time to enjoy a nice leisurely drink.


  “We’ll take you up on that, then,” said Lawrence.


  “Do enjoy yourselves!” said the girl with a bow, then turned to attend to the taverns other two patrons.


  Lawrence drank from his cup of wine. Its tart scent wafted across his nose, fading to sweetness on his tongue. Some liquors, like rum, traded on their intensity, but Lawrence preferred the sweetness of wine or mead. Sometimes he’d have cider just for a change.


  Beer was good, too, but its flavor depended on the skill of the craftsman and the tastes of the person drinking it. Unlike wine, whose quality depended entirely on price, a beer’s deliciousness was unrelated to its cost, so merchants tended to avoid it. There was no way to know if the particular brew would suit your taste unless you were from the region or town – so when he wanted to appear local, Lawrence would order beer.


  Lawrence thought on this when he noticed that Holo, sitting opposite him, had stopped eating. She appeared to be deep in thought. Lawrence spoke up to get her attention, but she was slow in answering.


  “… That girl, she’s lying,” she finally said, once the girl had disappeared into the kitchen.


  “Lying how?”


  “Zheren doesn’t necessarily come in here every day.”


  “Hm.” Lawrence nodded, looking into his wine cup.


  “Well, I hope we’ll see Zheren soon, as she says.”


  The girl’s lie meant that she was already in touch with Zheren. If not, things would be complicated now for both Lawrence and the mysterious young merchant.


  “As do I,” said Holo.


  The reason for the lie was unclear, though. It could be that she was able to call Zheren anytime she wanted and simply wanted to keep Lawrence and Holo at the table and ordering wine for a little while longer. Merchants and traders told lies large and small all the time. Worrying over every single one would soon drive one to distraction.


  So Lawrence wasn’t particularly worried, and he imagined Holo was the same.


  And other than Holo’s delight at the honeycomb-shaped honeyed stew, the sun set without incident, and soon customers began filtering into the tavern.


  Among them was Zheren.


  “I rejoice at our reunion!” said Zheren, raising his wine cup. It knocked against Lawrence’s with a pleasant klok. “How fared your furs?”


  “They fetched a good price – as you can tell from the wine.”


  “I envy you! I daresay you had an angle?”


  Lawrence didn’t reply immediately, instead taking a drink of wine. “That’s a secret.”


  Holo was busily devouring the beans, possibly to hide her smirk.


  “Well, in any case, I’m glad you were able to sell them for a good price. For my part, more capital means more profit.”


  “Just because I have more capital doesn’t mean I’ll be increasing my investment.”


  “Say its not so! I’ve prayed for your good fortune in anticipation of just that!


  “Then you’ve been praying at the wrong place. You should’ve just prayed for me to up my investment.”


  Zheren gazed upward, his face a mask of exaggerated tragedy.


  “So, to business, then,” said Lawrence.


  “Ah, right.” Zheren composed himself and looked at Lawrence, but looked briefly to Holo as well, as though he knew she, too, was a figure not to be underestimated.


  “In exchange for selling me the information of which silver currency is due to become purer, you want a portion of the profit I’ll make. Does that sum it up?”


  “Indeed.”


  “Is this story of a purer coin true?”


  Zheren faltered slightly at the directness of the question. “Well, I’m predicting it based on information I got from a small mining town. I think it’s trustworthy, but… there are no guarantees in business.”


  “True enough.”


  Lawrence nodded, satisfied at seeing Zheren cringe. He brought some stew to his lips and continued.


  “If you’d told me it was a sure thing, I’d have had to walk away. Nothing is more suspicious than a guarantee.”


  Zheren sighed in relief.


  “So, what would you want for a percentage?”


  “Ten trenni for the information, plus ten percent of your profit.”


  “That’s a very conservative demand given the potential gain.”


  “It is. If you should take a loss, I won’t be able to compensate you. If I had to, all my assets would be forfeit. So I’ll take ten percent of whatever you make, but if you take a loss, I’ll refund you the information fee, and no more.”


  Lawrence mulled the issue over, his mind long since fuzzy from liquor.


  Zheren’s proposal boiled down to roughly two possibilities.


  The first was that he, Lawrence, would sustain a loss, and Zheren would use that for his own gain.


  The second was that Zheren’s proposal was basically sound.


  However, thanks to Holo, he knew that Zheren’s claim that the currency in question would rise in value owing to an increased silver content was a lie. If so, Zheren planned to profit from Lawrence’s loss, but Lawrence didn’t yet know how.


  Given this, Lawrence began to wonder if Holo’s estimation of Zheren was mistaken after all. It didn’t make sense that Zheren’s goal was the paltry information fee.


  But it wouldn’t matter how much time he spent thinking about it. Only when he got the information from Zheren would he be able to get a fresh perspective.


  If it became obvious that he would sustain a loss, he could just get his information fee back. With a little bit of speculation he could dodge any problems, and now his interest in whatever Zheren was planning was greater than ever.


  “That sounds good enough to me.”


  “Oh, er, thank you very much!”


  “Just to confirm, you want ten trenni to provide me with the information, and ten percent of my earnings. However, if I lose money, you’ll return the fee to me, and you won’t be liable for further losses.”


  “Yes.”


  “And we’ll sign a contract to this effect before a public witness.”


  “Yes. As for the settlement day, can we make it three days before the spring market? I expect the currency to change within the year.”


  The spring market was still half a year out. It was enough time for the currency to settle into its new value, be it up or down. If it actually rose, there would be an accompanying increase of confidence in the currency, and people would be happy to do business using it. Its market value would rise rapidly. Those who sold it impatiently would lose out.


  “That will do. It should be sufficient time.”


  “In that case, I look forward to seeing you at the public witness’s office early tomorrow morning.”


  There was no reason to refuse. Lawrence nodded, and raised his cup. “To profit for both of us!”


  At the sight of both men raising their cups, the listless Holo scrambled to get her cup in her hand.


  “To profit!”


  There was a pleasant klok as the cups knocked against each other.


  The public witness, just as the name implies, is a public service for providing witnesses for contracts. However, just because a contract was signed before a public witness, the town guard would not necessarily catch someone who breached it. Even the monarchy, in charge of the public good as it was, would not do that.


  Instead, the offending party’s identity would be spread around by the public witness. This was fatal to a merchant. For larger deals, this was even truer – a merchant with a bad reputation wouldn’t even be able to deal with traders from foreign countries, at least not in that particular city.


  The consequences weren’t particularly effective for people who were going to retire from trading, but as long as they planned to continue as a merchant, the incentive was enough.


  It was before such a public witness that Lawrence signed the contract, paid Zheren the ten trenni, and received the information without incident. Lawrence and Holo then parted ways with Zheren and headed into the town marketplace. The empty wagon would only cause problems in the crowded town center, so they left it at the inn and went in on foot.


  “This is the silver the boy mentioned, yes?” Holo held a silver trenni. It was the most widely used currency in the region because among the hundreds of different kinds of currency in the world, it was one of the most trusted, and also simply because this town and the region around it were within the nation of Trenni.


  Nations that did not have their own currency were doomed to either collapse or become client nations of larger powers.


  “It’s a well-trusted coin in this region,” said Lawrence.


  “Trusted?” Holo looked up at Lawrence as she played with the coin on which the profile of the eleventh ruler of Trenni was engraved.


  “There are hundreds of currencies in the world, and the amount of gold or silver in each varies constantly. Trust is an important part of currency.”


  “Huh. I only knew of a few different kinds of money. It used to be that business was done in animal skins.”


  Lawrence wondered exactly how many hundreds of years ago she was talking about.


  “So, how about it? Have you worked something out now that you know which coin he was talking about?”


  “Well, there are several possibilities.”


  “For example?” asked Holo as they walked past the stalls in the marketplace. She stopped suddenly, and a big man who had the look of a worker about him bumped into her. He was just about to shout at her when Holo looked up from underneath her cloak and apologized. The man reddened and managed to say, “W-well, be more careful.”


  Lawrence silently resolved not to be swayed by this particular tactic of Holo’s. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “Mm. I want to eat one of those.”


  Holo was pointing at a bread stall. It was just before midday, so fresh-baked bread was lined up in neat rows. In front of a stall, a maid was buying more bread than she could possibly eat, probably for the midday meal of some craftsman and his apprentice.


  “You want some bread?”


  “Mm. That one, there, with the honey on it.”


  Holo indicated some long, thin loaves that were being showily displayed from the eaves of the stall. The honey-drizzled bread was popular in most places. Lawrence seemed to remember that the tradition was started in a certain city where a baker had hung the loaves from the eaves of his shop as he drizzled them with honey as a way to attract customers. The tactic had been so successful that fights broke out among the people who wanted to buy the bread, and the bakers union had made it official policy that all honey bread would be henceforth hung from the eaves.


  The bread did look delicious, but Lawrence couldn’t help grinning at Holo’s sweet tooth showing itself yet again.


  “You have money,” he told her. “Go ahead and buy some if you want.”


  “I don’t imagine bread and apples are far apart in price. Will you carry the mountain of bread I’ll bring back with me? Or shall I ruin the baker’s day by asking him for so much change?”


  Lawrence finally understood. All Holo had were silver trenni coins – each of which was worth far more than it took to buy a loaf of bread. She’d bought more apples than she was able to carry with a similar coin.


  “All right, all right. I’ll give you a smaller coin. Here, hold out your hands. One of these black coins should get you one loaf.”


  Lawrence took the silver coin from Holo’s hands and replaced it with several brown and black copper ones, pointing at the coin he wanted her to use.


  Holo scrutinized the currency carefully. “You’d best not be cheating me,” she said suspiciously.


  He thought about kicking her, but Holo soon turned on her heel and headed for the baker’s stall.


  “Always with the quick tongue,” retorted Lawrence, but in truth he couldn’t claim he wasn’t enjoying himself.


  When he saw Holo walking back, her face the very picture of contentment as she sank her teeth into the bread, he couldn’t help laughing.


  “Don’t bump into anybody else,” Lawrence said. “I don’t want to have to deal with a fight.”


  “Don’t treat me like a pup, then.”


  “Its hard to see you as anything else when your mouth is covered in sticky honey.”


  “…”


  For a moment Lawrence thought she was sulking in anger, but the aged wolf was not so easily provoked.


  “Am I charming, then?” She looked up at Lawrence with her head cocked slightly, whereupon he slapped her on the head. “You certainly can’t take a joke,” she grumbled.


  “I’m a very serious person,” said Lawrence.


  Her faintly flustered demeanor went unnoticed.


  “So, what was it you were thinking about?”


  “Oh, right, right.” It was better to bring up the previous topic of conversation than stay in this uncomfortable territory. “So, back to the trenni coin. Zheren may well be telling the truth.”


  “Oh?”


  “There are reasons to raise the silver content. So… here, take this coin, a silver firin. It’s from a nation three rivers south of here. Its got a respectable silver content and is quite popular in the marketplace. You could say it’s the trenni’s rival.”


  “Huh. Seems one thing never changes: a nation’s power is in its money.” The always-quick Holo munched away on her bread.


  “Exactly. Nations do not always fight through strength of arms. If your country’s currency is overwhelmed by a foreign coin, you’ve been just as thoroughly conquered. All the foreign king needs to do is cut off your supply of money, and your marketplace will die. Without money, you can neither buy nor sell. They control your economy.”


  “So they’re increasing the silver content in order to gain advantage over their rival,” said Holo, licking her fingers after finishing the bread.


  Having come that far, Lawrence imagined that Holo might realize she had something to say.


  “I suppose my ears aren’t completely omniscient.” Evidently she did.


  “It’s entirely possible that Zheren wasn’t actually lying,” agreed Lawrence.


  “Mm. I quite agree.”


  She was being so reasonable that Lawrence found himself taken aback. Even though she’d admitted she wasn’t perfectly accurate, he fully expected her to angrily chide him for doubting her senses.


  “What, did you think I was going to be angry?”


  “I surely did.”


  “Well, I might be angry at that!” she said with a mischievous smile.


  “In any case, Zheren might not have been lying.”


  “Hmm. So where are we going now?”


  “Now that we know which coin to look into, we’re going to look into it.”


  “So, to the mint?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help laughing at her naive question, which earned him a sharp, angry look. “If a merchant like me showed up at the mint, the only greeting I’d get would be the business end of a spear. No, we’re going to see the cambist.”


  “Huh. I guess there are things even I don’t know.”


  Lawrence was understanding Holo’s personality better and better. “Once we’re there, we’ll see how the coin has been performing recently.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “When a currency’s value changes drastically, there are always signs.”


  “Like the weather before a storm?”


  Lawrence smiled at the amusing analogy. “Something like that. When the purity is going to increase a lot, it increases a little at a time, and when it’s going to drop, it will drop gradually.”


  “Mmm…”


  It didn’t seem like Holo fully understood, so Lawrence launched into a lecture, sounding for all the world like a determined school-teacher.


  “Currency is based on trust. Relative to the absolute value of the gold or silver in them, coins are obviously more highly valued. Of course, the value is set very carefully, but since what you’re actually doing is arbitrarily assigning a value to something with no inherent worth, you can think of it as a ball of trust. In fact, as long as the changes to a coin’s purity aren’t large, they’re impossible to detect. Even a cambist has difficulty with it. You have to melt the coin down to be sure. But because a currency is based on trust, when it gains popularity its actual value can exceed its face value – or do the opposite. There are many possible reasons for changes in its popularity, and one of the biggest is a change in the gold or silver purity of the coin. That’s why people are so sensitive to changes in a currency – so sensitive that even changes too small to detect with eyeglasses or a scale can still be considered major.”


  He finished his lengthy digression. Holo stared off into the distance, appearing to be deep in thought. Lawrence suspected even the canny Holo wouldn’t understand everything from the first explanation. He prepared himself to answer her questions, but none were forthcoming.


  When he looked more carefully at her face, she seemed not to be trying to piece things together in her head, but rather as if she was confirming something.


  He didn’t want to believe it, but she may well have understood perfectly the first time.


  “Hmph. So when whoever makes the coins wants to change the purity, first they’ll make a minute change to see what the reaction is, then they’ll adjust it up or down, yes?”


  Having an apprentice like this was certainly a mixed blessing. A superior apprentice was the pride of any merchant, but humiliation lurked.


  Lawrence hid the frustration he felt – it had taken him a full month to understand the concept of currency valuation. “Y-yeah, that’s about right,” he answered.


  “The human world certainly is complicated.” Despite the admission, her comprehension was terrifyingly quick.


  As the two conversed, they approached a narrow river. It wasn’t the Slaude that flowed by Pazzio, but rather an artificial canal that diverted water from the Slaude, so that goods coming down the river could be efficiently transported into the city center without having to bring them ashore first.


  To that end, rafts were constantly floating along the river, tended by boatmen whose voices as they shouted at one another were now audible.


  Lawrence was headed for the bridge that spanned the canal. Cambists and goldsmiths had long situated their businesses on bridges. There they would set up their tables and their scales and do business. Naturally, they were closed on rainy days.


  “Oh ho, it’s quite crowded,” remarked Holo as they reached the largest bridge in Pazzio. With the sluice gates closed, flooding was impossible, so a bridge far larger than could ever be constructed over an ordinary river connected both sides of the canal, with cambists and goldsmiths packed elbow-to-elbow along its sides. All were highly successful, and the cambists in particular were kept busy changing money from lands near and far. Next to them, the goldsmiths busied themselves with their jewelry and alchemy. There were no crucibles for melting metal, but small jobs and orders for larger ones were common. As one would expect from a place where the bulk of the city’s taxes were levied, the place fairly smelled of money.


  “There are so many; how does one choose?”


  “Any merchant worth his salt has a favorite cambist in each town. Follow me.”


  They walked up the congested bridge, Holo scurrying to keep up with Lawrence.


  The bridges were crowded with passersby even in the best of times, and even though it was now illegal everywhere, the apprentices of the cambists and goldsmiths would jump from the bridge on errands for their masters, turning the milieu carnivalesque. The liveliness inevitably resulted in fraud – and it was always the customers who risked being cheated.


  “Ah, there he is.” Lawrence himself had been swindled many times in the past, and only once he’d made friends with certain money changers had it stopped.


  His favored cambist in Pazzio looked a bit younger than him.


  “Ho, Weiz. It’s been a while,” said Lawrence to the fair-haired cambist, who was just finishing business with another customer.


  Weiz looked up at the mention of his name and smiled broadly upon recognizing Lawrence. “Well, if it isn’t Lawrence! It has indeed been a while! When did you get into town?”


  The association between the two professionals had been long. It was like a friendship, formed not out of kindness but necessity.


  “Just yesterday,” replied Lawrence. “Took a detour from Yorenz to do some business.”


  “You never change, old friend. You look well!”


  “I’m all right. How about yourself?”


  “Hemorrhoids, my friend. Finally caught the curse of our trade! It’s not pleasant.”


  Weiz spoke with a smile, but it was the unpleasant proof of the true cambist. Sitting all day in one place so as not to miss a customer, nearly all of them suffered from hemorrhoids eventually.


  “So, what brings you here today? Coming by at this hour means you must have need of my services, eh?”


  “Yeah, actually, I have a favor to ask… uh, are you all right?” asked Lawrence. As if coming out of a dream, Weiz looked back to Lawrence from somewhere else. His eyes soon drifted away to elsewhere, though.


  He was looking at the figure next to Lawrence.


  “Who’s the girl?”


  “Picked her up in Pasloe on my way here.”


  “Huh. Picked her up, you say?”


  “Well, more or less. Wouldn’t you say?”


  “Mm? Mm… might not be quite the word for it, but more or less, I’ll allow,” said Holo with some reluctance, pausing her curious glancing here and there to answer Lawrence.


  
    
  

  “So, what’s your name, miss?”


  “Mine? ’Tis Holo.”


  “Holo, eh? Good name.”


  Weiz grinned shamelessly; Holo returned it with a not-altogether-displeased smile that Lawrence did not particularly appreciate.


  “Well, if you have nowhere in particular to go, why not work here? I just happen to find myself in want of a maid. Someday you might follow in my footsteps, or perhaps even become my bride–”


  “Weiz, I’ve come for a favor,” said Lawrence, cutting him off. Weiz looked suitably offended.


  “What? Have you already had your way with her?” Weiz had always had an indelicate manner of speaking.


  Far from having “had his way with her,” Lawrence found himself being toyed with by Holo, so he answered with an emphatic negative.


  “Well, then, you should let me have a go,” snapped Weiz, looking to Holo and smiling sweetly. Holo fidgeted nervously, occasionally pausing to say things like “Oh, my,” an affectation Lawrence failed to find amusing.


  Naturally, he concealed his irritation. “We’ll discuss that later. Business first.”


  “Hmph. Fine, then. What do you want?”


  Holo snickered.


  “Have you any recently minted trenni coins? If you can, I’d like the three most recently issued coins.”


  “What, do you know something about the purity changing?” Weiz knew his business – he’d immediately realized what Lawrence was up to.


  “Something like that,” said Lawrence.


  “Well, watch yourself, friend. ’Tisn’t so easy to get ahead of the crowd,” said Weiz – which meant that even the cambists hadn’t heard of any imminent changes.


  “So, do you have any or don’t you?”


  “I do indeed. There’s a new coin came out just last month, at Advent. Then the one before that… here it is.”


  Weiz produced four coins from slots in the wooden box behind him and gave them to Lawrence. The year of issue was carved in the wood.


  There was no visible difference between any of the coins.


  “We handle money all day and haven’t noticed anything. They’re cast in the same mold, using the same ingredients. The lineup of artisans at the mint hasn’t changed in years. There’ve been no coups, and there’s no reason to change the coin,” said Weiz.


  The weight and color of the coins had already been scrutinized, but Lawrence still held them up to the sun and looked at them carefully. It seemed there really hadn’t been any change.


  “It’s no use, friend. If you could tell just by looking, we’d have noticed long ago,” said Weiz, his chin in his cupped hands. “Give it up,” he seemed to be saying.


  “Hm. What now, I wonder,” said Lawrence with a sigh, returning the coins to Weiz’s outstretched palm. They made a pleasant clinking sound as they fell.


  “Don’t want to melt them down, eh?” said Weiz.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t do that,” Lawrence retorted.


  Melting down currency was a crime in any country. Weiz laughed at the preposterous notion.


  However, Lawrence was now at a loss. He’d been sure that if there had been any change in the coin, Weiz would’ve had some idea of it.


  What to do?


  It was then that Holo spoke up.


  “Let me see them,” she said, at which point Weiz looked up and gave her his best smile.


  “Oh, certainly, certainly,” he said, handing the coins over – though when she reached out to take them, he took her hands, not letting go for some time.


  “Oh, sir, you’re such a cad!” said Holo with a smile, to shattering effect. Weiz reddened and scratched his head.


  “Can you tell something?” Lawrence asked, ignoring Weiz. He doubted even Holo would be able to discern the purity of a coin.


  “Well now, let’s see,” she said.


  Just when he wondered what she would do, Holo brought the hand that contained the money to her ear and shook it, jingling the coins.


  “Ha-ha, now that’s impossible,” said Weiz with a grin.


  It was said that master money changers with decades of experience could tell a coin’s purity just by listening to its sound, but that was mostly legend. It was like saying a merchant’s goods would always appreciate.


  But Lawrence wondered. Holo had a wolf’s ears, after all.


  “Hmm,” said Holo once she was finished. She chose two coins and returned the rest to the money changing table.


  She jingled those two coins together, then repeated the process with different combinations of coins, a total of six times to check all possible combinations. Then she spoke.


  “I cannot tell,” she said.


  Perhaps possessed by the memory of how bashful Holo had been when he’d grabbed her hands, Weiz put on an expression of sympathy so exaggerated it was hard not to wonder if he’d ever return to normal. “Oh, too bad! Too bad, indeed!” he said.


  “Well, we’ve wasted enough of your time,” said Lawrence. “We’ll have a drink sometime.”


  “Indeed! That’s a promise – a promise, you hear me!”


  Overpowered by Weiz’s vehemence, Lawrence promised, then the pair put the cambist’s stall behind them.


  Nonetheless, Weiz waved enthusiastically at them as they left. Holo looked back several times and waved shyly in return.


  Once the crowds closed around them and Weiz could no longer be seen, Holo looked ahead again. She burst into laughter.


  “He’s an interesting sort!”


  “For a matchless philanderer, I suppose so.” It wasn’t a lie, but Lawrence felt he had to take Weiz down a notch anyway. “So, what about the silver purity? Has it risen or fallen?” he asked, smiling down at Holo. Her grin disappeared and she seemed surprised.


  “You’ve gotten quite good at ferreting the truth out, haven’t you?”


  “I’m the only one who knows about those ears of yours, after all. I know I saw them twitch.”


  Holo chuckled. “Can’t let my guard down.”


  “But what surprised me is that you didn’t say anything about it there. Your lie was unexpected.”


  “Whether or not he would’ve believed me, aside, we don’t know what the other people nearby would’ve done. The fewer people as know a secret, the better, no? I suppose you can consider it compensation.”


  “Compensation?” Lawrence parroted back. He wondered what he’d done that merited compensating.


  “You were a bit jealous back then, no? This is in exchange for that.”


  Lawrence’s expression stiffened at Holo’s teasing glance.


  How had she known? Or was she just a little too good at luring him into tipping his hand?


  “Oh, don’t worry about it. All men burn with foolish jealousy.”


  It was painfully true.


  “But women are fools to take delight in it. This world is full of fools no matter where you look,” said Holo, drawing slightly nearer to Lawrence.


  It seemed that Holo had experience with romance as well as matters mercantile.


  She chuckled. “Though to me, you’re both just lowly humans.”


  “Yet here you are, in human form. Best not bare your fangs now, in front of your beloved wolves.”


  “Ha, a flick of my lovely tail charms human and wolf alike!” Holo put a hand on her hip and swayed insouciantly. Somehow Lawrence got the feeling that she wasn’t lying.


  “Joking aside,” she said, to Lawrence’s relief, “it was just a bit, but the new coins have a slightly duller sound.”


  “Duller?”


  Holo nodded. A duller sound meant that the silver purity had dropped. A small change was hard to discern, but if the purity dropped enough for the silver coins to become visibly darker, any plebian could tell the difference in sound. If what Holo said was true, it could be a sign that the trenni was going to become less pure.


  “Hmm… but if that’s true, it’s reasonable to assume that Zheren was lying all along,” said Lawrence.


  “I wonder. The boy will have to return your ten trenni, depending on how this plays out.”


  “I’d gotten that far. If he’d just wanted to swindle some money by selling bad information, he’d have done it at the church without going to all the trouble of meeting at a bar.”


  “’Tis a puzzlement.”


  Holo laughed, but in his mind Lawrence was frantically trying to figure out the situation.


  But the more he thought about it, the stranger it got. What was Zheren planning? He was unquestionably planning something. If Lawrence could figure out the motive, he knew he might be able to profit as well. That’s why he’d taken this risk in the first place, but the fact that he still hadn’t the faintest idea of Zheren’s true motivation bothered him.


  How did anyone make money from a drop in silver price and coin purity in the first place? All he could think of was long-term investment. If gold or silver fell from a high price to a low, you could sell at the high price, then buy up exactly what you sold after it fell. You’d end up with exactly as much gold as you started with, plus the difference in price. Speculation on gold and silver was always fluctuating. If you waited for it to return to its original price, you could realize a profit in the end.


  However, he didn’t have time for that kind of long-term planning. For one thing, half a year simply wasn’t enough time.


  “Well, Zheren brought me the deal, so he must have something to gain. He must.”


  “Assuming he’s not some kind of fool,” added Holo.


  “He did mention not being responsible for losses. Which means…”


  “Heh-heh,” Holo began to laugh.


  “What?”


  “Heh. Ha-ha. Ha-ha-ha! You’ve been taken, my friend!”


  Lawrence turned to Holo, startled. “Taken?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “For… what? The ten trenni?”


  “Hee-hee-hee. Forcing money out of someone isn’t the only kind of swindle.”


  Lawrence had heard of and seen many scams in his seven years of experience, but he had trouble understanding what Holo was talking about.


  “What a scam! A plan where his opponent may or may not gain, but he is guaranteed to never lose!”


  Lawrence’s head swirled, white-hot. He nearly forgot to breathe. Soon the blood rose to his face.


  “That boy will never lose. In his worst case, his profit is zero. If silver drops, all he does is return your money to you. If it rises, he gets part of whatever you make. It’s a business that requires no capital. Even if no profit appears, he’ll be fine.”


  Lawrence was overwhelmed by exhaustion. To have been had by such a frivolous scheme!


  But it was true. He had been the one who’d sworn there was some larger ulterior motive. A traveling merchant so used to using every trick he could would naturally assume so. And so he had.


  Zheren had predicted a profit was almost sure to appear.


  “Heh. Humans are pretty smart,” said Holo, as though they were talking about somebody else’s problem. Lawrence could only sigh. Fortunately, he hadn’t yet gone out of his way to invest in trenni. All he had risked was what he had on hand. There was nothing in the contract he had with Zheren about how many he was obligated to purchase. All he could do now was pray there were no fluctuations in the marketplace. He could then point out Zheren’s lie, and there’d be nothing stopping him from getting his ten silver pieces back. Naturally if the price dropped, he’d be able to regain them legitimately, so losing only a single piece to him felt downright inexpensive.


  When a merchant let his guard down, normally he lost everything.


  But here, all Zheren had really done was hurt Lawrence’s pride. He slumped a bit before Holo, who snickered at him out of the corner of her mouth.


  “Although…” Holo began.


  Lawrence looked at her beseechingly, as if to say, there’s more? Holo looked back predatorily


  “Isn’t it quite common for the silver purity to drop slightly?”


  Suspecting that his redemption might start with this, Lawrence forced himself to straighten his leaden back. “No, normally the purity is controlled with extreme care.”


  “Hm. And yet out of nowhere, there’s a deal that hinges on the purity of silver coins. Can that just be chance, I wonder?”


  “Uh…”


  The grinning Holo seemed to be enjoying this state of affairs. No – she was definitely enjoying it.


  “Now, you being in that village, at that time, with that sheaf of wheat – that was chance. There is nothing so hard as discerning chance from fate. It’s harder than romance for a shut-in.”


  “That’s a strange analogy,” was all Lawrence could answer.


  “You’re lost in the maze of your own thoughts. When that happens, you need a new perspective. When I’m hunting prey, sometimes I’ll climb a tree. The forest looks different from on high. For example” – said Holo the Wisewolf with a crooked grin that bared her left fang – “what if the person who’s planning something isn’t that kid?”


  “Oh…”


  Lawrence felt like he’d been struck over the head.


  “There’s no reason Zheren’s profit had to come from you. For example, perhaps he was hired by somebody else, and those wages motivated him to pull you into the strange deal.”


  Though she was fully two heads shorter than him, Holo seemed a giant.


  “If you’re looking at a single withered tree, it can seem like a grievous wound to the forest. But from the forest’s perspective, that tree’s remains will nourish other plants, acting for the good of the whole forest. If you change your perspective, a situation right in front of you can reverse itself. So – have you seen anything new?”


  For a moment, Lawrence suspected that Holo already knew something, but from her tone it seemed that she was not testing him but rather was genuinely trying to help. Nothing was more important to a merchant than knowledge. But such knowledge was no mere commodity to be priced.


  The situation before him. His knowledge of that technique.


  Lawrence thought – thought about it from a different perspective.


  Zheren, the only man he’d talked to directly – what if Zheren’s gains were coming not from Lawrence, but from some other party?


  Lawrence’s breath caught in his chest the instant the thought came to his mind.


  If that were indeed the case, he could think of only one possible explanation.


  He’d heard the setup from another traveling merchant when they drank together in another town. The sheer scope of the tale was so huge he’d assumed it was yet another tavern-story.


  Still, the story could conceivably explain why someone would do something so apparently meaningless as buying up a depreciating silver currency.


  He could also see why Zheren would be lying even as he signed a contract before a public servant, and would use his influence in a tavern, acting in a way that didn’t make sense for a swindler.


  Zheren had been trying to lend the transaction as much credibility as he could in order to tempt Lawrence into buying up silver coins.


  If Lawrence was right, Zheren had been hired by another party to buy up silver coins. Whoever it was wanted to collect silver as discreetly as possible.


  The best way to collect a particular currency without attracting any attention would be to hire merchants to do it for you, appealing to their self-interest. Merchants who stood to turn a profit by buying up silver currency would not want to share information with others and would naturally be extremely careful. Then, you could just wait for an opportune moment and smoothly take over the collected currency, accomplishing your goal without influencing the marketplace or tipping anybody off.


  It was a common technique for buying up a commodity in advance of a higher price.


  The really clever part of this plan was that if the silver currency fell, the merchants would want to unload their silver in order to minimize their losses. This would make taking over their silver holdings far from difficult, and pride would keep the merchants who’d sustained losses from admitting that they’d invested in silver currency.


  It was a perfect plan for collecting coinage without anyone knowing.


  The massive scale of the plan could yield obscene profits. At least, the profits mentioned in the stories about such plans were stupendous.


  Lawrence chuckled in spite of himself.


  “Heh. You’ve figured something out, have you?” said Holo.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Hm? Uh, where?”


  Lawrence had already started jogging away. He turned to Holo, impatient. “The Milone Company. That’s how the plan works. The more depreciating silver currency that can be bought up, the more profit there will be!”


  Once he’d discovered the motivation behind someone’s plan, he could profit from it.


  And the bigger their plan, the better.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The whole of the Milone Company went from shocked to vigilant upon Lawrence’s visit. Unsurprisingly – as Lawrence proposed that together they deal with the plot behind Zheren’s swindle. If Lawrence had found Zheren’s initial proposal difficult to believe, the Milone Company found Lawrence’s scheme that much harder to swallow.


  And of course there was the matter of the furs. They weren’t so angry as to have it color future transactions, but the supervisor did smile ironically upon seeing Lawrence.


  Even so, what spurred the Milone Company into tentative action was seeing the contract that Lawrence had signed with Zheren before the public witness, proving that they could investigate the deal as much as they wished before proceeding.


  Lawrence also asked them to check into Zheren’s background, impressing upon them that this was no simple fraud.


  If they did so, the Milone Company would naturally have to wonder why the plan was so intricate for a mere swindle. They’d want to investigate it simply for their own future reference, Lawrence anticipated – and he was right.


  After all, if everything Lawrence said was true, the Milone Company stood to reap enormous profit.


  The Milone Company, like any company, was ever-watchful for a chance to get ahead of its competitors. Lawrence’s expectation that they would overlook a proposal’s shadiness if it promised sufficient gain was correct.


  Having sparked an initial interest in the plan on their part, Lawrence’s next task was to prove Zheren’s existence. He and Holo hurried to the Yorend tavern that evening and informed the bar-maid that they wished to meet with Zheren. As expected, Zheren did not frequent the place every night, and the barmaid told Lawrence that he’d not yet come by that particular day. But at length as the sun sank low Zheren arrived.


  Lawrence made idle merchant chatter about this subject and that, and all the while a Milone employee sat at a nearby table, eavesdropping. In the days to come, the Milone Company would investigate Zheren and determine whether Lawrence’s proposal was true or not.


  Lawrence believed that Zheren had to have the support of a powerful merchant. If that was true, it would be easy for the Milone Company to trace.


  There was, however, a problem.


  “Will we be in time?” Holo asked upon returning to their inn that evening.


  Just as Holo suggested, the problem was time. Even if Lawrence’s expectations were correct, depending on circumstances they could miss the chance to realize any gain. No – there would be profit either way, but perhaps not enough to induce the Milone Company to act. Without them, it would be difficult for Lawrence to turn a profit on his own. On the other hand, if the Milone Company moved quickly, the potential gain would be stunning


  Both his own plan and the plan he suspected Zheren of being a part of depended on time.


  “We should have enough time. That’s why I came to the Milone Company in the first place.”


  By candlelight, Lawrence poured some wine he’d bought at the tavern into a cup. He looked down into the cup briefly before draining half of it in one go. Holo was sitting cross-legged on the bed; she drank her cup dry and looked at Lawrence.


  “Is this company really so capable?” she asked.


  “Doing business in foreign countries requires very keen ears – hearing merchants talking in a bar or customers in the market-place. If they weren’t much better at collecting information than their competition, they’d never be able to open up branches in foreign countries, much less have those branches flourish. The Milone Company is very good at this sort of thing. Investigating someone like Zheren is child’s play for them.”


  Lawrence poured more wine for Holo – at her urging – as he spoke. By the time he finished, Holo had already drained her cup again. It was astonishing.


  “Huh.”


  “What is it?” Holo asked, staring listlessly off into the distance. At first Lawrence thought she must have been pondering something, but soon it was clear that she was merely drunk.


  “You’ve had quite a bit,” he said.


  “The charms of wine are many.”


  “I suppose this is a good vintage. Normally I never drink anything so fine.”


  “Is that so?”


  “When there’s no money, I’ll drink wine thick with grape drippings, wine so bitter it can’t be drunk without adding sugar, honey, or ginger to it. Wine transparent enough to see the bottom of the cup is a true luxury.”


  Hearing this, Holo looked vaguely into her cup. “Hm. And I thought this was normal.”


  “Ha! Well, you’re higher and mightier than I.”


  Holo’s expression stiffened. She set her cup down on the floor, then immediately curled up into a tight ball on the bed.


  Her reaction was so sudden that Lawrence could only look on in shock. He assumed that it wasn’t simply because she was now sleepy.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, not having the faintest idea what her problem was, but Holo’s ears didn’t so much as twitch.


  He said nothing more as he racked his brain trying to figure out her problem, and finally hit upon it – the conversation he’d had with her when they’d first met.


  “Are you angry because I said you have more status than I do?”


  When Lawrence had demanded to see Holo’s wolf form, she’d said she hated being feared.


  She also despised being celebrated as some kind of deity.


  Lawrence remembered a song he’d heard from a traveling minstrel. It claimed that the reason a god needed a festival every year was because it was lonely.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”


  Holo didn’t move.


  “You’re a… how shall I say it? You’re nothing special – wait, no, that’s wrong. You’re not a commoner. Ordinary? No, that’s not it…”


  Lawrence became more and more agitated as he failed to find the right words.


  All he wanted to say was that Holo wasn’t special, but he simply couldn’t articulate that.


  As he continued to cast about for something to say, Holo’s ears finally pricked, and he heard her snicker slightly.


  Holo rolled over and smiled indulgently at Lawrence. “How inarticulate. You’ll never attract a female that way.”


  “Urgh.”


  Lawrence immediately remembered a time when he had stayed over at a certain inn, waiting for a blizzard to pass, and become taken with a girl there. She flatly rejected him, for no reason other than the one Holo gave: he was desperately inarticulate.


  The sharp-eyed wolf soon discerned this. “I was right, eh?” she chuckled. “Still, that was… immature of me.”


  Lawrence softened at Holo’s apology, and he offered his own again. “Sorry.”


  “I do truly dislike it, though. Younger wolves were friendly enough, but there was always a line. Weary of it, I left the forest. I suppose” – Holo looked off into the distance then down at her hands again – “I was looking for a friend.”


  Holo gave a self-deprecating smile.


  “A friend, eh?”


  “Mm.”


  Lawrence would have thought this topic unpleasant for her, but Holo’s answers had been strangely upbeat, so he asked the question that was on his mind.


  “And did you find one?”


  Holo smiled bashfully and did not immediately answer.


  Given her expression, her answer was obvious. She smiled as she was thinking of the friend she’d made.


  “Yes.”


  But Lawrence didn’t find her happy nodding at all funny.


  “He’s a fellow from the village of Pasloe,” she continued.


  “Oh, the one whose wheat you borrowed?”


  “Mm. He’s a bit foolish, but very cheerful. He wasn’t the least bit surprised when he saw my wolf form. I suppose he is a bit odd, but a good fellow nonetheless.”


  To hear her speaking as though of a loved one, Lawrence wrinkled his nose but hid it behind his wine cup – he didn’t want her to see.


  “He really is a fool though. Sometimes I’m at a loss.”


  Holo spoke happily, seeming slightly bashful to be discussing the past. She no longer looked at Lawrence but hugged her tail, playing absently with its fur.


  Suddenly she let out a childish giggle and tumbled back on the bed, sounding for all the world like a child sharing a secret with a friend.


  She was probably just tired, but to Lawrence’s eyes it seemed as though she had left him behind and was letting her memories flood over her.


  That was no reason to rouse her, though, so with a small sigh, he drained his wine cup.


  “Friends, eh?” he murmured, then placed the cup on the table and stood. He walked over to the bed and drew the blanket up over Holo.


  Her cheeks were slightly flushed as she slept innocently, but the longer he looked at her the more clouded his thoughts became, so he turned his back to her and headed for his own bed.


  But as he blew the tallow candle out and lay down, he felt a certain regret.


  He wished he’d claimed a lack of money and gotten a room with a single bed.


  Lawrence sighed more deeply this time as he faced away from her.


  If his horse had been there, it probably would’ve sighed at him, too, he thought.


  “We accept your proposal,” said the head of the Milone Company’s Pazzio branch, Richten Marheit, in an even tone. It had been only two days since Lawrence had come to the Milone Company with his proposal. The company was indeed very efficient.


  “I am very grateful. May I assume that you’ve discovered who is backing Zheren?”


  “He has the support of the Medio Company. I hardly need mention that they’re the second-largest company in the city.”


  “The Medio Company, eh?”


  Based in Pazzio, Medio had many branches. They were the largest agricultural broker in Pazzio, particularly for wheat, and were all the more impressive for having their own ships with which to move their product.


  Yet something stuck in Lawrence’s mind. The Medio Company was large, but he’d expected Zheren’s backer to be even larger – perhaps a nobleman.


  “We believe there is a still-larger figure behind the Medio Company. With their resources alone, it would probably be impossible to enact the plan you’ve described. There is probably a nobleman operating behind the Medio Company, but there are many such figures who deal with them, and we’ve been unable to narrow it down to a single person. But as you yourself said, it won’t matter as long as we’re first to act.”


  Marheit smiled slyly, showing a confidence borne of having the immense resources of the Milone Company to call on, the likes of which Lawrence could barely imagine. Their main branch was patronized by none but royalty and high priests. They had nothing to fear from a deal like this.


  It was important for Lawrence not to betray any temerity. In negotiation, showing weakness or servility was tantamount to losing. He had to be bold.


  He replied in an even tone.


  “Well, then, shall we discuss how to split the profits?


  
    
  

  It went without saying that these negotiations would give rise to his dreams.


  Seen off by all the employees of the Milone Company branch except the boss, Lawrence left humming a tune, unable to suppress his happiness.


  He’d proposed that the company give him five percent of its profits from the currency exchange. This was a mere one-twentieth of its take, but Lawrence couldn’t stop smiling.


  After all, if the Milone Company moved as he suggested, the amount of trenni silver that could be bought up was not one or two thousand, but rather two or three hundred thousand. If – as the rough estimates suggested – they exacted a ten-percent return from the deal, Lawrence’s share could exceed a thousand coins of pure profit. If he topped two thousand coins, and wasn’t too extravagant, he would be able to set up a shop in a town somewhere.


  However, when compared to the gain the Milone Company was anticipating, the profit made from unloading the silver coin was a mere bonus. They moved as a company, so such profits were insignificant.


  Lawrence could never actually hold that kind of gain. It was simply too huge and would never fit in his purse – but if the Milone Company could realize the profit, Lawrence would be owed a significant debt and, once he opened his shop, could make a large profit on that loan.


  So it was no surprise that he was humming so cheerfully.


  “You seem pleased,” said Holo, finally at the end of her patience as she walked beside him.


  “I’d like to see the man who wouldn’t be pleased at a time like this. This is the greatest day of my life.” Lawrence gestured expansively. The gesture matched his mood – as if he were ready to catch anything in those outstretched arms.


  The shop he’d long dreamed of opening was right before him.


  “Well, I’m glad it’s going so well,” said Holo listlessly, her mood in stark contrast to Lawrence’s. She covered her mouth with her hand.


  It was nothing – she was merely hungover.


  “I told you to go sleep in the hotel if you’re feeling unwell.”


  “I was worried you’d get sucked into something unsavory unless I came with you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why, precisely what I said… urp.”


  “Honestly – just bear up a little longer. There’s a shop ahead. We’ll rest there.”


  “… All right.” Holo nodded with a vulnerability that seemed deliberate and grabbed hold of his outstretched arm. Wisewolf or not, one could hardly accuse her of having any self-restraint.


  Lawrence, at a loss, muttered “honestly,” again. Holo had no response.


  The shop they entered was a tavern attached to a small inn. Though it was ostensibly a drinking establishment, it specialized in light meals and morning to night had a constant stream of merchants and travelers that used it as a rest stop. It was about a third full when they entered.


  “Juice for one – any kind’s fine – and bread for two,” said Lawrence.


  “Coming right up!” said the shopkeeper behind the counter cheerfully, then repeated the order to the kitchen.


  Lawrence listened to the shopkeeper as he led Holo to an empty table inside the tavern.


  Holo’s manner was more kitten than wolf as she sprawled over the table. The walk from the Milone Company exacerbated the fatigue of the alcohol working its way through her system.


  “Your tolerance is far from weak – you drank a lot yesterday,” said Lawrence.


  Holo’s ears pricked under her hood at Lawrence’s statement, but she seemed to lack the energy to look at him.


  “Uugh,” she groaned.


  “Here y’are, apple juice and two servings of bread.”


  “The bill?”


  “You’ll pay now, then? It comes to thirty-two lute.”


  “One moment, please,” said Lawrence, opening the coin purse that was attached to his waist and rummaging inside it. As he collected the black coins that could easily be mistaken for bronze, the shopkeeper noticed Holo’s condition and smiled ruefully.


  “A hangover, eh?”


  “Too much wine,” said Lawrence.


  “Such are the mistakes of youth! It’s the same with drinking as it is with anything else – there’s a price. Plenty of young merchants stagger out of here with pale faces.”


  Any traveling merchant had indeed experienced this a few times. Lawrence himself was guilty of it on any number of occasions.


  “Here you are, thirty-two lutes.”


  “So it is. You should rest here awhile. I take it you couldn’t make it all the way back to your own inn?”


  Lawrence nodded, at which point the shopkeeper laughed heartily and retreated behind the counter.


  “Have some juice,” said Lawrence. “It was pressed at just the right time.” Holo raised her head lethargically. Her features were so fine that even her pained expression had a certain charm. No doubt Weiz would’ve been happy to take the day off to nurse her back to health. Even the slightest smile from her would’ve been thanks enough. Lawrence chuckled at the thought as Holo sipped the juice and regarded him strangely.


  “Whew… I’ve not been hungover in centuries,” sighed Holo after drinking half the juice and regaining a bit of vigor.


  “A hungover wolf is a sad sight indeed. I suppose I can imagine a bear drinking too much, but a wolf…”


  Bears often took bags filled with fermenting grapes hanging from the eaves of buildings. They had to be fermented to make wine, and as they did, they exuded a sweet scent.


  There were even stories of bears making off with such bags only to later collapse drunkenly in the forest.


  “It was probably bears I drank with the most in the forest,” said Holo. “There was a bit of tribute from humans, too.”


  The idea of bears and wolves drinking wine together sounded like something out of a fairy tale. What would the Church make of this if they overheard?


  “No matter how many times I’m hungover, though, I never seem to learn.”


  “Humans are the same way,” said Lawrence to the ruefully grinning Holo.


  “Now that you mention it… what was I going to say? I had something to tell you, but now it’s gone. I feel like it was something rather important, too…” said Holo.


  “Well, if it’s that important, you’ll remember eventually.”


  “Mmm… I suppose. Ugh. It’s no good. I can’t remember,” she said, slumping back down on the table and closing her eyes.


  She had probably felt like this all day. The shopkeeper hadn’t said it, but it was a good thing they weren’t about to depart. The wagon’s shaking wouldn’t make her feel any better.


  “Anyway, all we have to do is leave the rest to the Milone Company. ‘Good things come to those who wait,’ after all. Just rest until you feel better.”


  “Ugh… it’s so undignified,” said Holo, sounding even more pathetic than before – she would likely feel ill for some time yet.


  “I suppose you’ll be off all day, then.”


  “Mm… it’s pathetic, but you’re right,” she answered, still sprawled on the table, opening a single eye to look at Lawrence. “Did you have plans of some kind?”


  “Hm? Well, I was thinking of doing some shopping after checking in with the Company.”


  “Shopping, is it? You can go on your own. I’ll rest here awhile then return to the inn on my own,” said Holo, raising her head and sipping the apple juice again. “Or what – did you want me to come along?”


  Her teasing was by now standard, almost a greeting; so Lawrence simply nodded.


  “Oh, you’re no fun,” Holo pouted at Lawrence’s tranquility. Sipping perfunctorily at her drink, she must have expected him to become flustered, but even Lawrence could maintain his composure at times.


  Lawrence couldn’t help smiling down at Holo again as he chewed on a piece of bread.


  “I was thinking of buying you a comb or a hat,” he said. “Perhaps some other time.”


  Holo’s ears twitched underneath the cloak.


  “… Just what are you planning?” she asked, her eyes half-lidded, but watching Lawrence carefully nonetheless.


  Lawrence could hear the swish, swish of her restlessly twitching tail. Apparently she was worse than he expected at hiding her thoughts.


  “What a way to talk.”


  “As the saying goes, one has to be even more careful with meat in ones mouth than with meat that’s about to be taken away.”


  Hearing Holo’s bitter words, Lawrence drew close to her face and whispered into her ear.


  “If you’re going to act the prudent wisewolf, at least do something about your restless ears and tail.”


  Surprised, Holo felt for her ears. “Oh!” she said.


  “That should make us even,” said Lawrence with a hint of arrogance. Holo glared at him, thin-lipped and frustrated.


  “You’ve got such lovely hair, it seems a shame for you not to have a comb for it,” he continued briskly.


  He was happy having finally gotten the best of her, but if he pushed, it was quite possible she’d put him in his place again.


  However, upon hearing Lawrence’s words, the bored-looking Holo sniffed and sprawled across the table once more. “Oh, you’re talking about my hair,” she said shortly.


  “All you do is bind it back with a hempen string. You don’t even comb it.”


  “My hair isn’t important. A comb would be nice, though – for my tail.” A swish, swish sound could be heard after she spoke.


  “… Well, if you say so.”


  Lawrence did think that her flowing, silken hair was beautiful, and hair of any kind that was so long was very rare. It was difficult for anyone other than nobility to be able to wash their hair in hot water daily, so having such long, beautiful hair was a mark of high birth.


  So like anyone else, Lawrence had a weakness for a girl with long, beautiful hair. Holo’s hair was so lovely that few among even the nobility could match it, yet she seemed not to understand its value at all.


  If she were to hide her ears with a veil rather than a heavy cloak and wear fine robes instead of the rough clothes of a traveling merchant, she’d be the equal of any maiden from a minstrel’s poem – but Lawrence shied away from saying so.


  There was no telling how she’d react, after all.


  “So, then.”


  “Hm?”


  “When will you buy this comb?”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence from her prone posture on the table, her eyes shining with a certain anticipation.


  “I thought you didn’t need one,” said Lawrence without rancor, his head cocked slightly.


  “I never said that. I would like a comb. A fine-tooth one, if possible.”


  Lawrence didn’t see the point of buying a comb if it wouldn’t be used to comb hair. In his mind, a fine brush of the sort used by weavers would be best for her tail.


  “I’ll buy you a brush. Shall I introduce you to a good weaver?”


  It was best to leave fur to experts with specialized tools, after all. Lawrence was only half-serious, but when he finished speaking and looked at Holo, his voice caught.


  She was angry – so angry she was gnashing her teeth.


  “You… you would treat my tail as a simple piece of fur?” she said, her intonation flat – surely not because she was afraid that talk of tails would be overheard by the other patrons.


  Lawrence winced at her vehemence, but Holo looked as unwell as she had all day. There was a limit to how much she could counterattack.


  “I cannot take this anymore,” she said.


  Lawrence suspected that her threats were empty.


  He imagined that she might try crying, so he nonchalantly drank some apple juice. “What, are you going throw a tantrum now?” he asked, a note of accusation in his voice.


  Naturally his resolve would waver if she actually burst into tears, but he didn’t say this.


  Perhaps chastened by his words, or possibly for some other reason, she opened her eyes slightly to regard Lawrence then looked away.


  Her childish demeanor was rather charming. With a small smile, Lawrence mused that it would be nice if she were always like this.


  Holo was silent for a moment. Then, in a small voice, she said, “I can’t take it. I have to vomit.”


  Lawrence almost tipped the cup of apple juice over as he scrambled to his feet and called out for the shopkeeper to bring a bucket.


  Well after the sun had set in the west and the clamor from outside his window had subsided, Lawrence looked up from the desk. Pen in hand, he raised both arms and stretched expansively. His back popped gratifyingly, and he turned his head left and right to work out the kinks in his neck, which also popped.


  He looked back down to the desk. On it was a sheet of paper with simple plans for a shop – the town it would be situated in, the goods it would sell, and plans for its expansion. Written separately were construction costs, plans for securing citizenship, and a variety of other anticipated expenditures.


  It was a plan for realizing his dream – to own a shop.


  Even a week ago, this remained only a fantasy, but since Lawrence had made his deal with the Milone Company, it suddenly felt much more imminent. If he could bring in two thousand trenni, then after selling some ornaments and jewels that amounted to his savings, he would be able to open his shop. Lawrence would be a traveling merchant no longer, but a town merchant.


  “Mmph… what’s that sound?”


  While Lawrence had been absorbed in gazing at the picture of the shop he’d drawn, Holo had at some point awoken. Her eyes were still blurry with sleep, but she appeared mostly recovered. She looked at Lawrence, blinked a few times, and dragged herself out of bed. Her eyes were slightly swollen, but she looked well enough.


  “How do you feel?”


  “Better. A bit hungry, though.”


  “If your appetites back, you must be fine,” said Lawrence, smiling and indicating the bread on the table. It was dark rye bread – the worst, cheapest bread you could get, but Lawrence enjoyed its bitter flavor and bought it frequently.


  Unsurprisingly, Holo made her displeasure with the bread known after a single bite but ultimately gave up, since there was nothing else to eat.


  “Is there anything to drink?”


  “The water jug’s right there.”


  Holo checked to see that the jug actually contained water and, after taking a drink, moved next to Lawrence as she munched away on the bread.


  “… A drawing of a shop?”


  “My shop.”


  “Oh ho, not bad,” said Holo, looking intently at the paper as she ate.


  When traveling in a country whose language he didn’t speak, Lawrence would use drawings to make deals. Sometimes he simply couldn’t remember the name of a particular commodity, and interpreters were not always available. Hence, most traveling merchants were good at drawing. Whenever Lawrence turned a healthy profit, he would draw a picture of his future shop. It made him feel even better than drinking wine.


  And while he had confidence in his drawing abilities, it was nice to be praised.


  “What’s this writing?”


  “Location and expense planning. I don’t expect it to go exactly like this, of course.”


  “Hmm. You’ve drawn parts of a city, too, I see. What city is it?”


  “None in particular – just an idealized city for my shop.”


  “Ho-ho. You’ve been very detailed here – I suppose you’re planning to open it soon, then?”


  “If the deal with the Milone Company goes well, I will probably be able to.”


  “Hm.” Holo nodded, not looking terribly excited at the idea. She popped a piece of bread into her small mouth, then walked back over to the table. Lawrence imagined that the ensuing gulping sound was her finishing the water.


  “It’s every traveling merchant’s dream to have a shop. I’m no different.”


  “Heh. I know. You’ve even gone so far as to sketch out your ideal city, so you must have done this many times before.”


  “When I draw it, I feel that it will happen someday.”


  “An artist I knew long ago said something like that – that he wanted to paint all the scenes he saw before him.” Holo bit into a second slice of bread and sat on the corner of the bed. “I doubt the artist would have fulfilled his dream even now, but it seems that yours is getting closer.”


  “Indeed. When I think about it, I can hardly stay still – I want to run around the Milone Company, swatting the ass of every employee I see.”


  It was a bit of an exaggeration, but far from a lie. Perhaps that was why Holo refrained from making fun, simply chuckling and saying, “I hope your dream comes true, then.”


  She continued. “Still, is having a shop such a good thing? Can’t you do well as a traveling merchant?”


  “If you profit, sure.”


  Holo cocked her head slightly. “What else would there be?”


  “A traveling merchant might make the rounds between twenty or thirty towns – if you don’t keep moving, you won’t make any money at all. Most of your year is spent on a wagon.” Lawrence sipped a bit of wine from the cup on the table. “The life being what it is, you don’t really make any friends – just business associates.”


  Hearing his explanation, Holo seemed to realize something and to regret asking the question.


  She really is a good sort, Lawrence thought, and he continued, hoping to assuage her regret. “But if I could open a shop, I’d become a true citizen of a town. I could make friends, and it would be simple to search for a wife. It would be a great solace to me to know where I would be buried when I die. Though finding a bride who’ll stay beside me even in death… that will take some luck.”


  Holo laughed slightly.


  Among traveling merchants, the act of going to a new city to dig up new goods was known as “searching for a wife,” as it carried the sense of going to find something rare and valuable.


  In reality, though, simply opening up a shop did not guarantee that one would be close to the citizens of the town.


  Nonetheless, being able to stay on the same piece of land for a long time was every merchant’s dream.


  “It will be bad for me if you open a shop, though,” said Holo.


  “Why’s that?” said Lawrence, turning around. Although her smile had not disappeared, it was tinged with sadness.


  “If you open a shop, you won’t want to leave it. I’ll have to either travel alone or find a different companion.”


  Lawrence then remembered that Holo had said she wished to travel the world for a while then return to her homeland in the north.


  But she had her wits. She had the money she’d made from the fur sale. Surely she would be fine on her own.


  “You could travel alone, though, right?” Lawrence had no particular agenda behind the words, but upon hearing them, Holo silently looked down as she ate her bread.


  “I’m tired of being alone,” she blurted out, looking suddenly childish as she swung her legs – which didn’t quite reach the floor – over the edge of the bed. She fell back and seemed so small that even the flickering candlelight threatened to swallow her.


  Lawrence recalled the time Holo had so fondly reminisced about her friend from centuries earlier.


  Dwelling so nostalgically on the past proved she was lonely. He remembered how she looked then, curled up as if to protect herself from a storm of isolation.


  Lawrence chose his words very carefully to avoid hurting her feelings – she didn’t often show this side of herself. “I expect I’ll stay with you until you’re back home in the north country, though.”


  He had little choice but to say as much, but nonetheless Holo looked up with an expression that said “Really?” in a rather humble manner. Lawrence carefully concealed the excitement he felt and continued.


  “Even when the money comes in I won’t be able to open up a store right away.”


  “Truly?”


  “Why would I lie?” said Lawrence. He couldn’t help smiling bitterly; Holo, too, smiled, but in relief. The slight downward cast of her eyes made her seem somehow tinged with loneliness. Lawrence was struck with the incongruous realization that her eyelashes were really quite long.


  “So come on, don’t make that face,” he added.


  A city merchant would probably have been able to come up with something more effective to say, but unfortunately Lawrence was always traveling and forced into a life absent of women. Still, Holo looked up and smiled slightly. “Mm-hm,” she assented with a nod.


  Seeing such a small girl so meek made her seem almost fleeting somehow. The wolf ears she normally held so high lay flat and directionless, and her proud tail curled up uncertainly next to her body.


  It was suddenly silent.


  Lawrence continued to watch Holo, who seemed unable to return his gaze.


  She glanced at him just once, then quickly looked away. Lawrence felt he’d seen this before. Sifting through his memories, he realized it had been the apple incident, shortly after they’d arrived in Pazzio.


  She’d wanted apples then – what did she need now?


  Understanding another person’s desire was a singularly important skill for a merchant.


  Lawrence took a deep breath and stood. Surprised by the sudden noise, Holo’s ears and tail twitched, and she regarded Lawrence. Flustered by his sudden approach, she looked away.


  She reached her hands out to him as he stood before her – tremulously, almost frightened.


  “Was it crying in your sleep that made your eyes red?” Lawrence took her hand and sat beside her. He pulled her close and held her gently.


  “When I…”


  “Hm?”


  “When… when I open my eyes, they’re gone. Yue, Inti, Paro, and Myuri… they’re all gone. They’re nowhere.”


  She was talking about her dream. Lawrence stroked her head softly as she sniffled. The names she’d mentioned must have been her wolf friends, perhaps even fellow wolf-gods – but he was far from insensitive enough to ask.


  “I – I can live for centuries. So I thought I would go traveling. I was sure, so very sure, that I’d see them all again. But… they were gone. There was no one.”


  Holo’s hand trembled as she grasped Lawrence’s shirt. Lawrence himself didn’t want to be plagued by such dreams.


  If he were to return to his hometown, not a soul would remember him – sometimes he had similar nightmares.


  There were tales of merchants who’d left their homeland and not returned for twenty or thirty years. They would finally return home to find their village simply gone. It might have been razed to the ground in a war or stricken by plague or famine – there were any number of possible reasons.


  This is why traveling merchants dreamed of owning a shop.


  A shop meant a home, making a place for oneself.


  “I don’t want to open my eyes and find no one there… I’m tired of being alone. It’s cold. It’s… lonely.”


  Lawrence remained silent at her outpouring of emotion, only stroking her head. She was so distressed that anything he said would likely fall on deaf ears, and he couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say anyway.


  He himself had been assailed by the winds of loneliness when riding his wagon or entering a new town.


  There was nothing one could do in such times – nothing one could hear and find consoling. The only thing to do was find something to grab hold of and wait out the storm.


  Holo continued to cry.


  
    
  

  Lawrence held her, and at length the waves of emotion subsided and she let go of his clothes, looking up at him.


  He let go of her, and she sat up, still sniffling.


  “… How humiliating,” said Holo, her nose and eyes still red but her voice calm.


  “Traveling merchants have dreams like that, too,” said Lawrence.


  Holo giggled shyly and sniffled through her stuffed-up nose. “Your face is a mess. Hang on.”


  Lawrence stood and took the paper from the desk. The drawings and figures on the sheet were dry, so he thought it would be okay for her to blow her nose on it.


  “But… this is your…”


  “I always throw them away when I’m done. The deal isn’t even finished yet – it’s too early to be optimistic,” said Lawrence with a smile.


  Holo returned his smile and took the paper. After blowing her nose mightily on it and wiping her eyes, she looked much better. She sighed and took a deep breath, then looked sheepish once more.


  Seeing her like this, Lawrence wanted to embrace her again but refrained. Holo was herself again, and he would likely be made light of.


  “I’m in your debt now,” she said, picking up the now-crumbled bread and eating it. It was unclear whether or not she’d discerned his thoughts.


  Relieved in any case that he hadn’t been chided, he watched her as she finished eating and yawned, dusting her hands free from crumbs. She was probably tired from crying.


  “I’m still sleepy. Can you sleep?” she asked.


  “Soon, yes. Staying awake any longer would be a waste of candlelight.


  “Heh, spoken like a true merchant,” said Holo, smiling as she sat cross-legged on the bed, then lay down.


  After taking one last look at her, Lawrence blew the candle out.


  Darkness fell instantly. As his eyes were still used to the light, it seemed pitch-black. The weather was clear and the stars were out. He couldn’t yet see the faint light that filtered through the wooden window. As he waited for his eyes to adjust, Lawrence felt his way to his own bed beneath the window in the corner of the room, careful not to trip over Holo’s bed on his way.


  Finally he made it and, after feeling the edge of the bed, lay down on it. In the past, Lawrence had bruised himself by carelessly flinging himself toward the bed and accidentally hitting the edge. He’d learned to be careful.


  But there was no way for him to be prepared for what awaited him.


  As he started to lie down in the bed, he realized someone was already in it.


  “Wha– what are you–”


  “Don’t be such a prude,” said Holo in an irritated voice that was nonetheless flirtatious.


  Lawrence let himself be pulled down, and Holo pressed herself against him.


  Unlike before when he’d held her gently, this embrace was tight. He felt her unmistakably soft body.


  Lawrence’s rising heartbeat could not be controlled. He was a healthy man, after all. He’d embraced her tightly almost before he realized it.


  “… Can’t breathe…” came Holo’s constricted voice. He returned to his senses and relaxed his arms but did not let go of her. She made no move to push him away.


  Instead, she drew close to his ear and whispered.


  “Have your eyes adjusted yet?”


  “What do you–”


  –Mean, he was about to say, but Holo cut him off with a finger pressed to his lips.


  “I finally remembered what I was going to say to you.”


  Her whispering voice was itchy. Itchy, indeed – though her sweetly intimate tone was gone, replaced by an alarming edge to her voice.


  “It’s a bit late. There are three people outside the door. I doubt they are guests.”


  Lawrence finally realized that Holo was already wearing her cloak. She rummaged around quietly, and soon all of Lawrence’s belongings appeared on his chest.


  “We’re on the second story. Fortunately there is no one outside. Are you ready?”


  Growing excited in a completely different sense now, Holo got up. Lawrence pretended to draw the blanket over himself, and put on his clothes. Just as he was affixing his silver dagger to his waist, Holo spoke loudly, her voice purposely carrying beyond the closed door.


  “Come, see my body ’neath the moonlight!”


  As soon as she finished, Lawrence heard a window clatter open. Holo perched on the windowsill and jumped down without hesitation. Lawrence scrambled after her, putting his foot on the sill. He didn’t hesitate, either – because behind him came the sound of the door being pried open, followed by heavy footsteps.


  He felt unpleasantly weightless for a moment, but his feet soon collided with the hard ground.


  Unable to bear the force of the impact, Lawrence landed in a squatting position.


  He was lucky not to have broken his leg, but Holo still laughed loudly at him, although she did extend her hand.


  “We’ll have to run. We’ve no time to collect the horse.”


  A stunned Lawrence glanced back at the stables. The horse had been strong and cheap but more importantly was the first thing he’d ever bought.


  Part of him wanted to make a break for the stables, but prudence told him not to. Holo’s course of action was the right one.


  Lawrence clenched his teeth and restrained himself.


  “They will gain nothing by killing your horse; we’ll wait for things to calm before retrieving it, yes?” said Holo by way of consolation. Lawrence could only hope that it was true. He nodded and took a deep breath, grabbing her outstretched hand and pulling himself up.


  “Oh, also–”


  Holo took the pouch that hung from her neck and undid the string that bound it closed. She poured roughly half of the wheat it contained into her hand.


  “Just in case. You should take some, too,” she said, casually thrusting the grains into the pocket on his chest without waiting for his reply. They felt warm; it was probably Holo’s body heat.


  After all, it was the wheat in which she lived.


  “Right, now let’s run.”


  Holo smiled as though speaking with a trusted friend. Lawrence was about to reply but simply nodded his head and dashed with her toward the town in the night.


  “So, what I was going to say to you was this – if the Milone Company could check up on that boy, surely the reverse is true. His backers were bound to be alerted. If they discover we’re gone to another company with a deal, they’ll try to silence us, no?”


  The only light on the cobbled path was the moon, but it was enough to see by. They continued to run without spotting another person, then turned down an alley.


  Lawrence could barely see anything in the darkness there. Holo led him on, tugging on his hand as she ran, Lawrence stumbling after her.


  They ran near an intersection and saw a group of men behind them, shouting. He caught the words “Milone Company” among their shouts.


  They, too, knew that the only place Lawrence and Holo would find sanctuary was the Milone Company.


  “Oops. I don’t know the way,” said Holo, still pulling on Lawrence’s hand as they came to a fork. Lawrence looked up and checked the moon’s position and phase and mentally roughed out a map of Pazzio.


  “This way.”


  They ran down the western fork. This part of Pazzio was old. Buildings were constantly being rebuilt, and the road wound through them like a snake. But Lawrence had visited Pazzio many times. Furtively checking their position against the main road as they went, the pair came closer and closer to the Milone Company.


  But their opponents were no fools.


  “Stop. There’s a guard.”


  They needed only to turn right at this intersection, follow the road to its end, then turn left. Four blocks later, they’d be at the Milone Company. There should still be men loading and unloading wagons at this hour. If they could make it there, the thugs wouldn’t be able to touch them. In a city of commerce, the best security was the wealth implied by the signboard of a large business.


  “Tch. We’re so close.”


  “Heh-heh. I’ve not hunted in many years, but this is my first time being hunted.”


  “This is no time for jokes. Oh, well, we’ll have to take the long way around.


  Lawrence backtracked to the original road, turning right along it. He decided that they’d take an alley after the next block and circle around to the Milone Company.


  But he was stopped after he made his first right turn.


  Holo grabbed his shirt and pushed him against the wall.


  “Did you find them? They should be close by! Find them!”


  The current of fear that ran through him was worse than when he’d been chased by wolves in the forest. Two men came dashing violently out of a nearby alley. If Holo hadn’t stopped, she and Lawrence might have run right into them.


  “Damn. There are too many of them. And they know the area.”


  “Mmm… ’tis a bad situation,” said Holo. Her hood was down, exposing her wolf ears as she scanned left and right.


  “Shall we split up?”


  “Not a bad idea, but I’ve a better one.”


  “Which is?”


  Footsteps could be heard nearby. Undoubtedly every main road now had a guard on it. They’d be cornered as soon as they tried to use one.


  “I’ll head down the main road and draw them off. Then you can take the chance to–”


  “Wait. You can’t–”


  “Now you listen. If we split up, you’re the one that will be caught. On my own, I won’t be caught, but you will. And when that happens, who is going to go to the company? Shall I show them my ears and tail and beg for your rescue? Well?”


  Lawrence had no retort. He had already informed the Milone Company about the depreciating trenni silver. They might even abandon him and Holo both. Should that happen, his only recourse would be to play himself as a trump card and threaten to invest in their opponent.


  And only he could conduct those negotiations.


  “Either way it’s no good. If the Milone Company sees your ears and tail, they may turn you over to the Church. And I needn’t mention the Medio Company.”


  “So all I need do is avoid capture? And should I be caught, I’ll just hide my ears and tail for a day while you come to rescue me.”


  Perhaps because of her bravado, Lawrence wanted to stop her from doing this that much more. She smiled up at him.


  “I’m Holo the Wisewolf. Even if my ears and tail are discovered, I’ll pretend to be a mad wolf, and none will want to come near me.” She grinned, showing her fangs.


  Yet all Lawrence could think of was embracing the sobbing girl who spoke of loneliness, with her impossibly slight form. He couldn’t imagine turning her over to these hired thugs.


  Still smiling, Holo continued. “Your dream is to own a shop, is it not? And just a moment ago I said I was in your debt. Are you trying to make a dishonorable wolf of me?”


  “Don’t be foolish! If you’re caught, you’ll be killed! What honor is there in that? I’ll wind up owing you a debt I can never repay!” raged Lawrence, his voice low.


  Holo smiled thinly and shook her head. She poked him lightly in the chest with her slender forefinger. “Loneliness is a deadly illness. We are even.”


  Lawrence had no words at the sight of her calm, grateful smile.


  Holo took advantage of the silence and continued. “Besides, you’re a quick thinker and clever – I promise. I trust you. I know you’ll come for me.”


  She quickly embraced the silent Lawrence and then slipped free of his grasp, dashing away.


  “There they are! On Loinne Road!”


  As soon as Holo ran out of the alley, the shouts could be heard, and the pursuers’ footsteps grew distant.


  Lawrence clamped his eyes shut for a moment, then forced them open and ran. If he missed this chance, he might never see Holo again. He quickly ran down the dark alley – stumbling a few times, but always moving forward. He crossed the wide road and entered another alley, heading west. The commotion continued, but his opponent could not afford to make noise for long lest they alert the town guard.


  He continued running, sprinting again across the main road, and heading down another alley. He needed only to turn right, then left on the next main road, to reach the Milone Company.


  “Just one? There should be two!”


  Lawrence heard the voice come from behind him. Had Holo been captured? Did she escape? If she’d escaped, that was fine. No – he hoped desperately that it was so.


  He jumped onto the moonlit boulevard and turned immediately left. Soon he heard voices behind him. “There he is!”


  Ignoring them, he sprinted with all his strength, hurling himself against the gates of the Milone Company’s loading area.


  “I’m Lawrence – I came earlier today! Help! I’m being pursued!”


  Wakened into action by the commotion, the men on duty opened the iron gate.


  Immediately after Lawrence disappeared behind it, a group of men carrying wooden staves rushed up to the gate.


  “Wait, you! Give that man to us!” said one of them, hitting the gate with his stave. The men began trying to use force to pull the gate open.


  But those who held the gate closed on the opposite side were used to long days of loading and unloading. The gate would not open so easily.


  A bearded man on the far side of middle age emerged from within the company building. “Scum!” he roared. “Whose house do you think this is? It is the Milone Company’s Pazzio branch, owned by the honorable Marquis Milone, recognized by His Grace, the thirty-third Archduke of Raondille! Anyone within these walls is a guest of the Marquis! Know that when you strike these gates, you strike His Grace’s throne!”


  Cowed by the man’s grand speech, the attackers faltered. Just then, the whistle of the city guard sounded.


  The men seemed to realize this was their chance to escape. They soon scattered.


  Within the gates, everything was still for a while. At length, the sounds of footfalls and guard whistles faded, and the man who’d delivered the impressive speech finally spoke up again.


  “That’s quite a commotion so late at night. What’s going on here?”


  “My humblest apologies, sir. I offer my deepest gratitude for your sanctuary.”


  “Save your thanks for the Grand Marquis of Milone. What did they want?”


  “I expect they were from the Medio Company. Undoubtedly they are displeased with the deal I’ve struck with your company.”


  “Oh ho. You’re a merchant who’ll take risks. I haven’t seen many of your kind lately.”


  Lawrence wiped the sweat from his forehead and smiled. “It’s my partner that’s the reckless one.”


  “Must be rough.”


  “I don’t want to think about it, but that same partner may have been captured. Would it be possible for me to speak with the branch manager, Sir Marheit?”


  “We’re a foreign company. Raids and arson are a fact of life for us. He’s already been contacted,” said the man with a hearty laugh.


  It drove home to Lawrence how formidable the man who ran this operation must be.


  Perhaps they really would be able to guarantee his safety.


  Uncertainty swirled in his mind, but Lawrence soon composed himself. He would get them to guarantee not only his safety, but his profit, too.


  His pride as a merchant and his debt to Holo, who’d taken such a risk for him, demanded no less.


  Lawrence took a deep breath.


  “Anyway, come inside, will you? Even wine gets better with time,” said the man. Lawrence, thinking about Holo as he was, found it hard to calm himself.


  Still, the old man was used to situations like this, and seeing Lawrence’s agitated state, he offered some consolation. “In any case, if your partner’s all right, he’ll come here, eh? As long as you give us his name and description, we’ll shelter him even if the Church itself comes after him!”


  It was an exaggeration, but it put Lawrence at ease.


  “My thanks. Surely… no, without question she’ll come. Her name is Holo. She’s a small girl, and wears a hood over her head.”


  “A girl, eh? Is she a beauty?”


  Lawrence understood that the man was asking in order to ease his fears, so he smiled and answered. “Of ten people, all of them would turn to look at her.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! That’s something to look forward to, then,” laughed the big man heartily, and he led Lawrence into the company building.


  “Eight or nine out of ten of them will be Medio men.”


  Although he had probably just been awakened, Marheit’s manner was no different than it had been earlier in the day as he skipped the pleasantries.


  “I agree. They have discovered that I came to you for assistance with my plan for the silver coin and are trying to stop us.”


  Lawrence didn’t want his agitation to be obvious, but he couldn’t help worrying about Holo as he talked. Holo being who she was, he thought there was a chance she’d escaped, but it was best to assume the worst. In any case, he needed guarantees of both his and Holo’s safety as fast as he could get them.


  And for that, he needed the Milone Company.


  “I believe my companion may have been captured. If so, it seems obvious to me that negotiations will be impossible. Will the Milone lend its aid?” asked Lawrence, only avoiding leaning over the table with effort. Marheit seemed deep in thought and did not face Lawrence.


  Finally he looked up, slowly.


  “You say your companion may have been captured?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see. After the commotion here, I sent some of my men to follow them. They reported seeing a girl taken, apparently against her will.”


  Despite more than half-expecting Marheit’s words, Lawrence felt them grab hold of his heart and shake him desperately.


  He swallowed his shock and managed to get some words out. “That is probably my companion, Holo. She acted as a decoy so I could make it here.”


  “I see. But what would make them want to capture your partner?”


  Lawrence had to almost physically restrain himself from shouting. He couldn’t afford to lose his temper in the presence of a man like Marheit. “I expect it’s because we joined with your company in trying to thwart their plans.”


  Marheit’s countenance remained impassive in spite of Lawrence’s heated response. He stared down at the table and appeared deep in thought. Lawrence, distressed, couldn’t help bouncing his leg impatiently. He was about to jump up from the chair and begin shouting when Marheit spoke again.


  “It’s a bit strange, though, don’t you think?”


  “What’s strange?!” demanded Lawrence, finally jumping out of his chair, causing Marheit to blink rapidly for a moment before regaining his composure.


  Marheit reached his hand out to his distressed visitor. “Please calm yourself. Something is strange about all this.”


  “What’s strange about it? Just as your company was able to easily check up on Zheren, it was simple for the Medio Company to see if anybody was interfering with their plan!”


  “… True, given that their headquarters are here…”


  “So what is strange?”


  “Indeed, I understand now. This truly is strange,” said Marheit. Lawrence had no choice but to hear him out. “I was thinking, how did they come to realize that you were conspiring with our company?”


  “Surely because I came here frequently. Also, if they noticed that you’d started collecting trenni silver, all they’d have to do is put two and two together.”


  “That is the strange part. You’re a traveling merchant, after all – visiting us several times to negotiate is entirely natural.”


  “But if they linked that to your company’s interest in trenni silver and the fact that I’m the one Zheren contacted…”


  “No, it’s still strange.”


  “Why?”


  Lawrence did not understand. Impatience colored his voice.


  “Naturally, the point at which we started gathering trenni silver was after we finished negotiating with you. Consider this, Mr. Lawrence: ‘I cannot say how it will happen, but if you collect trenni silver your profit is guaranteed.’ We certainly wouldn’t do anything based on that alone, would we?”


  “T-true…”


  “The fact that we are indeed collecting trenni silver means we understand the entirety of this opportunity. Undoubtedly the Medio Company also knows this. There’s simply no reason to take you as hostages.”


  “Surely you don’t mean–”


  Marheit nodded, his face expressing sad regret. “I do. We already have all the information we need to turn a profit. What happens to you now is not our concern.”


  Feeling dizzy, Lawrence listed to one side. It was true. Lawrence was a single traveling merchant; no one was looking out for him.


  “I hope you will understand how difficult it is for me to say this. But we’ve already invested a significant amount of capital based on the information you brought us. The profit will be immense. If we must choose between bearing your grudge or giving up the return, then…” Marheit sighed. “I’m sorry, but I must choose the former,” he said quietly. “Still…”


  Lawrence didn’t hear what Marheit said after that. In some small corner of his mind, he wondered if this was what it felt like to meet with bankruptcy. His arms, legs – indeed, his entire body – felt frozen. He wasn’t even sure if he was still breathing.


  He was now, as of this moment, abandoned by the Milone Company.


  Which meant Holo had also been abandoned; Holo, who’d given herself up to let him escape believing that Lawrence would be able to negotiate her rescue with the Milone Company.


  Lawrence recalled the expression on her face when she spoke of returning to the north country.


  When hostages had outlived their usefulness, their subsequent prospects were clear. Men were sold to slave ships and women to brothels. Although Holo had her wolf ears and tail, there were rich eccentrics who collected such “demon-possessed” girls. Undoubtedly the Medio Company knew one or two such collectors.


  Lawrence thought of Holo being sold – he thought of how a wealthy, demon-obsessed collector would treat such a girl.


  No. He would not allow it.


  Lawrence straightened himself in the chair and immediately began thinking. He had to save her.


  “Please wait,” he said after several moments. “If your company has come to this conclusion, surely the other side has done so as well.”


  The Medio Company wasn’t run by fools. They had gone after Lawrence and his companion and had dispatched many men to do it, even risking confrontation with the town guard.


  “Yes. That is what struck me as so strange. I hadn’t finished speaking, you see – if the need arises, I will bear the grudge that you would harbor toward the company.”


  Lawrence now remembered that Marheit had ended his statement with a “still” and hung his head in red-faced shame.


  “I can see that your companion is very precious to you. But letting your emotions dull your thinking is misplacing your priorities.”


  “My apologies.”


  “Not at all – if my wife were in danger, I, too, would likely find it impossible to calm myself,” Marheit said, smiling.


  Lawrence saw this and bowed his head again, though his heart thudded at the word “wife.” He realized that if Holo were a mere traveling companion, he would not be so upset, and Holo herself would not have sacrificed herself to help him escape.


  “Back to the problem at hand, then. Our opponent is a canny company that will not easily be thwarted. You and your partner have no theoretical value to them, yet they’ve targeted you – there must be a reason. Do you have any idea what it might be?”


  Lawrence did not have any such idea.


  When he thought the situation through, though, he realized that there must be some special reason for them to be captured.


  He mulled it over.


  There was only one possibility.


  “No, that can’t be…”


  “Have you thought of something?”


  Lawrence had immediately dismissed the possibility when it first occurred to him. It simply couldn’t be – yet it was the only thing he could think of.


  “The profit before us is almost unimaginable. We need only realize it. If you’ve thought of something, no matter how trivial, please tell me.”


  Marheit’s request was entirely reasonable, but Lawrence’s realization was not something to be shared lightly.


  Lawrence thought about Holo, who was undeniably not human. Most people would call her a demon. Such “demons” were either hidden away at home or given over to the Church. Neither was any way to live. Once the Church cast its eye on such a person, he or she would certainly be executed.


  Holo was indistinguishable from such a possessed individual. The Medio Company could use her to blackmail the Milone Company.


  If the Milone Company did not want it revealed to the Church that they’d had dealings with someone possessed by a demon, they would have to withdraw.


  If it came to an Inquisition, the Medio Company could righteously accuse the Milone Company and Lawrence of having entered into an evil contract with a demonic entity. It went without saying that Holo would be burned at the stake.


  Yet Lawrence still found himself skeptical.


  Who had discovered Holo’s wolf’s ears and tail, and when?


  Given Holo’s normal appearance, it wasn’t something easily discernible. He believed that no one except himself knew the truth of her identity.


  “Mr. Lawrence,” said Marheit, putting an end to Lawrence’s musings. “Have you thought of something?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help nodding at Marheit’s patient question, which meant he would now have to divulge the truth. But if the real reason for their pursuit was something else, he would have exposed Holo’s secret for naught.


  In the worse case, the Milone Company could turn the tables on the Medio Company by accusing them of using a demon girl to blackmail them.


  If that happened, there would be no hope for Holo.


  Marheit gazed seriously across the table.


  Lawrence saw no avenue of escape.


  But they were interrupted.


  “Excuse me,” said a Milone Company representative, entering the room.


  “What is it?”


  “We just received a letter. It regards our current situation.”


  The employee held out a neatly sealed envelope. Marheit took it and flipped it over. The sender’s name was missing, but it did have a destination.


  “‘To the wolf… and the forest in which it resides?’”


  In that instant, Lawrence realized he’d been right.


  “I’m sorry, but might I look at that letter first?”


  Marheit looked at Lawrence dubiously but at length nodded and handed the envelope over.


  Lawrence thanked him and, taking a deep breath, broke the seal.


  There was a letter inside and a bit of what might have been Holo’s brown fur.


  The letter was brief.


  “We have the wolf. The Church’s doors are always open. If you don’t want the wolf in your home, shut your doors and keep your family inside.”


  There was no longer any room for doubt.


  Lawrence returned the letter to Marheit. “My companion, Holo, is the wolf-god of the harvest,” he said in a wrung-out voice.


  Marheit’s eyes opened as wide as they ever got.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  Marheit was everything one would expect from a trader who’d opened a branch in a foreign land.


  Though initially shocked by Lawrence’s revelation, he soon calmed himself and began to think the situation through. He uttered not so much as a single word of blame for Holo, who’d been captured, or Lawrence, who’d made his escape. He was entirely focused on protecting the interests of the Milone Company and extracting any available profit from the situation.


  “There’s no doubting the threat implied by this letter. They wish you, Mr. Lawrence, to know that if you don’t want your partner given up to the Church you must stay inside and not interfere.”


  “They must want us to keep out of their way until their plan for the trenni silver is concluded, but that doesn’t mean they won’t still turn Holo in when they’re through.”


  “Quite right. Furthermore, we’ve already invested quite heavily in the coin. Pulling out now means our losses would be huge because the trenni is guaranteed to depreciate.”


  In such a situation, there was essentially no choice at all.


  They could sit and await ruin, or they could strike.


  The former was hardly an option.


  “I suppose this means we have no choice but to strike first,” said Lawrence.


  Marheit took a deep breath and nodded. “However, merely rescuing your companion won’t be enough. Even if we hide her here, once the Church gets involved, we’ll have no choice but to roll over and let them have their way. She can’t hide as long as she’s in this city.”


  “What if we flee the city entirely?”


  “It’s a great plain as far as the eye can see, and even if you reached another city, there’s a chance you could be extradited. Then there’d be no hope for you at all.”


  They were cornered. Even meek compliance with the Medio Company’s demands would probably still result in Holo being delivered to the Church. There was no reason for them to avoid ruining a foreign company – in fact, the fewer competitors they had, the better.


  Yet striking first carried with it a host of difficulties. No – “difficult” was the wrong word. Every possibility available to them was the height of recklessness.


  “Is there nothing we can do?” mused Marheit as if talking to himself. “At this rate, we won’t even be able to avoid unfounded accusations, to say nothing of actually making a profit.”


  Lawrence felt as if he were sitting on a carpet of needles as he listened to Marheit speak, but he bowed his head and listened – he would do whatever it took to bring about a favorable result. Merchants lacked the pride of knights or nobility. They were prepared to lick a stranger’s boots if it meant coming out ahead.


  So Lawrence did not hear sarcasm or scorn in Marheit’s words, simply analysis. He had clearly summarized the situation they now faced.


  “You’re saying we need some kind of card we can play against them.”


  “You could put it that way. But even if we invest more capital, it’s meager compared with what they stand to gain from trenni silver. So the problem can’t be solved with money. We could report their abduction of your companion to the Church, but that would cause problems for you, and you might even deliver an unfavorable testimony about our company.”


  “That… is quite possible.”


  There was no point in lying, so Lawrence told the truth. He simply couldn’t cut Holo loose, but if he did, unquestionably that would solve the problem.


  Marheit was undoubtedly aware of that fact. If it came down to it, he would certainly try to persuade Lawrence to take that option, though unsuccessfully. Lawrence knew he would choose death with Holo first.


  Though naturally he hoped he wouldn’t have to.


  This left him no alternative but to come up with some kind of plan to alter this indefensible position.


  “All I can think of,” Lawrence interjected, “is to finish negotiating the trenni silver deal and use the resulting profit as a trump card.”


  Marheit’s eyes went wide at Lawrence’s proposal. He didn’t want to lose the Milone Company’s profit – that almost-magical return made possible by exploiting a depreciating currency – any more than Lawrence wanted to lose Holo.


  Such opportunities came around only once in a great while.


  That was what made Lawrence’s proposed trump card so potent. If it came down to it, the Medio Company would happily turn Holo over rather than lose the profit.


  Still – or perhaps because of that – Marheit covered his eyes in worry. Losing that opportunity would be like losing a child.


  This magical trading partner could bring them staggering gains.


  That partner was none other than the King of the Kingdom of Trenni.


  “The greatest gain that can be extracted from trenni silver is securing special privileges from the king. According to our research, the finances of the royal family are in decline. In other words, if this deal succeeds, we’ll have substantial favor with the royal family. Abandoning that…”


  “Abandoning it for my companion makes no sense at all,” said Lawrence.


  “Are you suggesting that they purchase it from us?”


  Lawrence nodded. He had heard of deals on this scale before but had never been involved with one. He had no assurances that it could actually be done, but his long experience as a merchant suggested that it could.


  “If it comes down to a choice between destroying the Milone Company or obtaining special privileges from the king, perhaps we could simply have them pay the equivalent value.”


  Lawrence was speaking off the top of his head, but it seemed plausible.


  The idea that you could make money from a depreciating currency by collecting as much of it as possible was predicated on the presupposition that the same Kingdom of Trenni that minted the coins would be willing to buy up the currency.


  They would do so because after recalling the currency, they could melt it down. They would then mint more coins with a lower silver content, resulting in more physical currency. If ten coins became thirteen coins, that meant a gain of three coins.


  This was the best way to increase immediately available funds, but it hurt the nation’s credibility, which would result in a loss over the long term. For the royal family to be willing to do this implied that it was in dire financial straits. What was worse, if they didn’t have enough of the crucial coin, diluting it wouldn’t create the extra funds the nation needed for breathing room.


  The Medio Company was trying to assemble a large amount of trenni silver to exploit this opportunity. Depending on the circumstances, they might attempt to collect all of the trenni silver circulating in the marketplace.


  Then they would go to the king, and say something like “If you will agree to the price we set and give us certain considerations, we will sell you the currency.”


  With a few exceptions, a king was a king only because his fortune or lands were greater than those of other nobility – and because he had garnered the support of the population who did not question his legitimacy. But simply being the monarch did not guarantee perfect control over the lands of the kingdom. The royal family could not simply control assets administered by other nobility.


  Thus, the assets of royalty were not appreciably more significant than those of the various nobles. What made them special were the assorted duties that fell under royal prerogative: authority over mines, mints, tariffs, market administration, and so on. While such authority didn’t bring with it automatic gains, if one knew how to manipulate the authority, it was like shaking money out of a tree.


  In all likelihood, the Medio Company wanted control over one of these domains. Precisely which one was unclear, but if whatever they were planning was successful, they stood to gain a major advantage for their business.


  What Lawrence brought to the Milone Company was a proposal to snatch this opportunity away. They aimed to collect more trenni silver than the Medio Company and negotiate with the king first.


  From the king’s perspective, dealing with two companies competing for the same privileges would be troublesome. Thus, if he were to deal with anyone, it would be with a sole company.


  If the Milone Company could conclude the negotiations first, it would be impossible for the Medio Company to secure any privileges.


  Those privileges were entirely unique.


  For the Medio Company’s part, if said privileges were something that could be simply purchased, they would pay any price. The Milone Company was no different, but held by the scruff of the neck as they now were, they would have to be content with moderate compensation.


  “Still… if they play their card, it won’t just destroy this branch – we’ll be burned at the stake. Will they deal with us?”


  Now was the time for nerve. Lawrence leaned forward and murmured, “Surely the king would be troubled to learn that the company with which he was dealing was to be burned as heretics.”


  Marheit gasped at the realization. The Church’s authority surpassed even national borders. Its power was significant even within mighty empires, to say nothing of small kingdoms like Trenni.


  And in any case, the king of Trenni was having financial difficulties. The last thing he would want was trouble with the Church.


  “If we can sign a contract with the king, the Medio Company won’t be able to touch us. Even if they try to turn us over to the Church, the king will not be pleased with the company that brought such trouble down upon him.”


  “I see. Still, they won’t just stay silent. They might just try to bring us down with them.”


  “True.”


  “So in addition to the price for the privileges we’ll hand over, we’ll be demanding your companion.”


  “Yes.”


  Marheit stroked his chin, his face expressing admiration. He looked down at the table. Lawrence knew what Marheit was going to say next. He took a deep breath and gathered his wits in anticipation of his answer. This unique plan could break the deadlock and bring both Lawrence and the Milone Company great profit.


  But it had its difficulties.


  If Lawrence couldn’t overcome those difficulties, he would either have to cut Holo loose or be burned alongside her by the Church.


  The former would not happen – not ever.


  Marheit looked up.


  “Hypothetically, it’s a sound strategy. But I’m sure you realize it will be nearly impossible to execute.”


  “You’re talking about how we’ll surpass the Medio Company, yes?”


  Marheit put his hand to his chin and nodded.


  Lawrence was prepared for this. “As far as I can tell, the Medio Company has not yet collected a significant amount of silver.”


  “And your basis for saying so is…?”


  “My basis is that they didn’t immediately turn Holo over to the Church upon capturing her. If they already had enough silver, they would’ve gone directly to the Church in order to destroy us. Instead, they’re trying to prevent us from moving, probably because they’re concerned that in the time it would take for the Church to conclude our trial and sentencing, we would reach an agreement with the king. To put it another way, they think you’ve already collected enough silver to begin negotiations. It shows they have no confidence in their own position.”


  Marheit listened with eyes closed. Lawrence took a breath and continued.


  “Also, I don’t think the Medio Company wants anyone to know they are collecting trenni silver – this helps them take advantage of the kings weak position. From the standpoint of a nobleman dealing with the king, it shows consideration for the king’s position and their relationship in the future to say that he just happened to have a large amount of silver on hand, no matter how transparent the lie. But to have people like Zheren target traveling merchants and suck us into the deal, I think their aim is to begin by having merchants gather the silver for them, then buy it up at the opportune moment. Even if they suspect Zheren’s motives, if someone’s willing to buy the currency, they’ll be happy to sell. This is all speculation on my part, but I don’t think I’m wrong. If the Medio Company started buying trenni silver in bulk, every company in the area would notice the strange trend in the coin, and we’d be far from their only problem.”


  Marheit nodded slowly. “Given all that, this may be possible,” he murmured reluctantly, his eyes still closed.


  The speculation was plausible, but it was still mere speculation. Perhaps they hadn’t turned in Holo because they didn’t wish to provoke the main branch of the Milone Company.


  For whatever reason, the Medio Company was hesitating.


  Given that hesitation, Lawrence and his partners had no choice but to take advantage.


  “All right, we’ll assume the Medio Company is not prepared to move. Based on that assumption, what action do you suggest, Mr. Lawrence?”


  Lawrence took those words at face value. He couldn’t afford to show any weakness.


  He took a deep breath and spoke. “I will find Holo, rescue her, and we’ll run until the negotiations are finished.”


  Marheit’s breath caught. “You can’t be serious.”


  “Escape may be impossible, but we’ll buy you some time. Use it to gather as much silver as you can and conclude the negotiation.”


  “It’s not possible.”


  “So you’re going to turn Holo in, then? I’ll be forced to publicly denounce the Milone Company.”


  It was an unmistakable threat.


  Marheit’s mouth gaped at Lawrence’s near-betrayal, stunned.


  The fact remained, though, that even if they chose to sacrifice Holo, the Milone Company had a contract with her and Lawrence. If it came to a Church trial, the company had perhaps a four-in-ten chance to be judged blameless, and even then, heavy fines would be levied. It went without saying that Lawrence would testify against the Milone Company.


  Marheit agonized.


  Lawrence took the opportunity to push.


  “With the Milone Company’s help, we should be able to escape for a day or two. She is a wolf spirit, after all. If she sets her strength to escape, none will be able to catch her.”


  Lawrence had no idea if that was true, of course, but it sounded convincing.


  “Mm… hm…”


  “Holo was caught because she acted as a decoy. If we hadn’t had a destination and sought only escape, that would’ve been easy. Might I ask how long your company will need to assemble sufficient coin to command the king’s attention?”


  “… How much time, you say?”


  Though Marheit appeared overwhelmed by Lawrence’s bravado, his mind was racing at the possibilities. His gaze flicked around the room, and it was clear he was deep in thought.


  Lawrence thought that if he could rescue Holo cleanly and the Milone Company was willing to help, he’d be able to stay on the run for an even two days.


  Pazzio was an old city. There were many buildings, and the roads and alleyways were complex. If one wanted to hide, there were innumerable places to do so.


  Assuming he was running from only the Medio Company, Lawrence believed he could stay hidden.


  Marheit opened his eyes. “If we send a rider to Trenni now, he’ll make it there by sunset if all goes well. Assuming we can commence negotiation immediately, he’ll return here by dawn tomorrow. Longer negotiation will lengthen his stay.”


  “Can you send a rider immediately? You haven’t confirmed the amount of silver you have.”


  “There’s a limit to how much coin we can house, so we can place a rough estimate on how much we’ll be able to collect. As long as we have that much by the day of the actual transaction, we’ll be fine.”


  Even if they negotiated optimistically, there would be no problem as long as the currency was assembled by the day of the settlement.


  The idea was sound enough in theory, but it took a big merchant to actually accomplish such reckless dealing. Additionally, they had to be able to offer enough capital that the king would think he couldn’t afford to depend solely on his own resources. Using a mere approximation of available monies to carry out such negotiations was the height of recklessness, but the very fact that Marheit was proposing the idea lent it credence, Lawrence thought.


  “We wanted to negotiate only after we discovered who was backing the Medio Company, which would reveal their funding. Then we’d be able to both preempt their deal and estimate our own. But we’ve neither time to think nor to look for more information.”


  Though he knew it was impossible, Lawrence worked the problem around in his head and came up with nothing. He sighed as if to voice his powerlessness.


  He had to keep looking ahead. He straightened himself and regarded Marheit.


  “Can you reach a fast settlement with the king?”


  Lawrence would have to run whether or not negotiations were speedy. He was powerless to change the situation but would feel better knowing.


  “If the Milone Company wills it, negotiations will be brief.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help chuckling bitterly, but Marheit certainly sounded reliable.


  He reached out with his right hand. “I imagine you know where Holo is, then?” he asked, as though inquiring about the weather.


  “We are the Milone Company.”


  Lawrence shook Marheit’s hand, glad to have chosen the right company to deal with.


  “Assassination of our employees and arson of our facilities are facts of daily life for us. That’s why we make it a point to know the city better than anyone. We have contingencies for any emergency. Even if a legion of knights should storm the city walls, we’ll survive. But we do have a rival.”


  “The Church?”


  “Indeed. The Church, like us, has a far-reaching presence. Their front-line missionaries are especially like us in this regard, exceeding even our abilities. You’re aware of this, no doubt.”


  “They are ubiquitous and elusive, yes.”


  “Should the Church launch a search in earnest, you must not run before thinking – stay hidden in one place. Of course we hope to have the deal concluded by then. The password will be ‘Pireon, numai.’”


  “Two great gold coins, then?”


  “It seemed auspicious. I shall pray for your success.”


  “I understand. Your hopes will be well met.”


  Lawrence shook Marheit’s hand again, then climbed into the cart. The cart was completely unremarkable, the kind you’d see anywhere, but it had a roof that made it impossible to see who was riding within. This was not, however, to help Holo escape, but rather to deliver Lawrence to Holo. In fact, it was less about delivering Lawrence than it was about hiding his whereabouts.


  Agents of the Milone Company had caught wind of the commotion the previous day and had followed the thugs without knowing at the time what was going on. Just as they’d learned where Holo was being held, they assumed that the Medio Company had people watching them as well. There was no such thing as too much caution.


  Merchants would try to deceive each other just as soon as look at one another – all the more so when they weren’t looking.


  Together with another Milone employee that was riding along, Lawrence dismantled the floorboards of the carriage and looked down at the slowly passing cobblestones.


  “Once I’ve descended, I should touch the right-hand wall and go forward, right?”


  “Your destination is at the end. If all goes well, a hatch will open above you. Should you hear the word ‘racche,’ please wait for the escort to arrive. If you hear ‘peroso,’ though, make your escape with Holo along the planned route immediately.”


  “The good outcome and the bad, eh?” said Lawrence.


  “Easy to understand, isn’t it?”


  Lawrence gave a wry grin and nodded his comprehension. “We’ll be there soon.”


  Immediately after the Milone employee spoke, the horseman on the driver’s seat knocked on the wall. It was the stop signal.


  The carriage braked to the sound of neighing horses as the driver shouted angrily at someone. Lawrence jumped down through the hole left by the missing floorboards and pushed aside a large stone at his feet. Beneath the stone was a dark hole. Lawrence jumped into it immediately and landed on his feet with a splash. Having confirmed their passenger’s safe drop-off, his companions above slid the stone back into place, returning the passage to total darkness.


  A few moments later, the carriage resumed its advance as though nothing had happened.


  “I’m surprised they’re so prepared,” said Lawrence, half-shocked as he put his hand to the wall on his right and walked slowly forward.


  The tunnel had once been used to carry water, but since water pipes now connected the marketplace, it was no longer used. That’s as much as Lawrence knew about it, but the Milone Company’s knowledge of the system was complete, and they had dug unauthorized extensions to the tunnels to connect various buildings.


  The Church also excelled at such subterfuge. It was said they would use the digging of graves as a pretense to construct secret underground passageways to be used for spying on heretics and evading taxation. The Church was powerful, which meant it had many enemies. Escape routes were always useful.


  Large towns that housed main branches of the Church or companies like Milone were so riddled with passageways that they were scarcely different from fell catacombs where demons lived. It was like making your living on a spider’s web, a merchant had once said to Lawrence.


  Lawrence now understood the terrifying truth of that statement.


  The tunnel was dark and clammy but still better than some of the alleys he’d walked down, which meant it was well maintained.


  This reassured Lawrence. The Milone Company was powerful.


  “Ah, here it is.”


  Lawrence heard the echoes of his splashing footfalls and realized he’d reached the end. He reached out and soon felt the wall.


  A traveling merchant was used to being attacked by wild dogs on moonless roads. Lawrence was confident that if the worst happened and he had to run down this tunnel, he’d be able to find the wall.


  Above and to the right, there was supposedly the warehouse of a general store with connections to the Medio Company. This was where Holo was being held. Directly above Lawrence was their temporary base of operations, and apparently they’d secretly constructed a path between the two. The degree of preparation was chilling, but it might also have been built to facilitate the company’s expansion into other lands, Lawrence reminded himself.


  A distant bell sounded from somewhere. It was the signal to open the marketplace. It was also the signal to begin the plan, so undoubtedly all hell was breaking loose above him. If they couldn’t free Holo in the time between now and the bell that signaled the beginning of work, they would be in real trouble – the general goods merchant would return to his warehouse.


  He might have been a Medio protege, but bills came due whether or not he was housing a hostage. Commerce never stopped, after all.


  The problem was the number of people guarding Holo. If their opponents used too many people, it would be obvious to the Milone Company, but if they used too few, it wouldn’t be an effective guard. Lawrence hoped they had allocated people with the intention of keeping Holo’s location secret their top priority.


  The more people there were, the worse the fight would be. The attackers wouldn’t be holding ropes and blindfolds, but edged weapons and clubs.


  This would further complicate an already difficult situation, and Lawrence desperately wanted to avoid that.


  Lawrence wondered how much time had passed while he’d been thinking. He was calm initially, but his legs now shook enough to splash the water around him. He was deeply troubled. He tried to calm his trembling legs, to no avail.


  He tried stretching, but it only exacerbated his worry and made his heart pound harder.


  He looked up, hoping the trapdoor above him would open soon.


  Suddenly he froze, stricken with fear.


  Had he come to the wrong place?


  “S-surely not,” he answered himself, making sure that it was the correct dead end.


  Just then, he heard a voice above him.


  “Racche,” it said, immediately followed by the sound of floorboards cracking free of a foundation.


  “Racche,” said the voice again, to which Lawrence said, “Numai!” “Pireon,” came the reply, along with a blaze of light as the floorboards slid aside.


  “Holo!” exclaimed Lawrence in spite of himself when he saw her face.


  Unmoved, Holo said something to the person standing next to her. She looked back down at Lawrence.


  “How am I to get down there if you don’t make way?”


  It wouldn’t be wrong to say Holo was her usual self, but when he heard her speak, Lawrence realized he wanted to see her happy face and hear her lively voice.


  He did as Holo suggested and stepped aside, waiting for her to descend – yet what filled his heart was not satisfaction at seeing her face, but rather disappointment at missing her joyful voice.


  Of course, he knew it was nothing more than wishful thinking and said nothing, but once Holo descended and looked up to receive a bundle from above, paying him not the slightest heed, the discontent in his heart grew stronger.


  “What are you daydreaming about? Here, this is for you. Take it, and let’s go.”


  “Wha– oh.”


  Lawrence held the bundle that was shoved at him and headed down the tunnel as if pushed. Something jingled in the bundle – they must have stolen some valuables to give the appearance of thieves. Soon another person descended from the trapdoor, whereupon it shut. The tunnel was completely dark again. That was the signal to move. Lawrence said nothing to Holo and began walking.


  They would turn right at the end of the passage, feeling along the left-hand wall until reaching its end. They would then climb out of the tunnel and into the carriage that awaited them there to be taken to another underground passage.


  Walking the tunnel wordlessly, they finally reached their destination.


  Lawrence climbed the ladder that had been prepared and knocked three times against the ceiling.


  If the escort failed to make the rendezvous, they would have to take a different route – but just as the possibility crossed Lawrence’s mind, a hole opened in the ceiling, and immediately above it sat the carriage.


  After confirming each other’s identities with an exchange of “Pireon,” “Numai,” Lawrence crawled up into the carriage.


  
    
  

  “Looks like you made it safely,” said the Milone employee as he pulled Holo up. He was understandably surprised to see her wolf ears. “Business is full of surprises,” he said with a smile, sliding the large cobblestone back into its original position.


  “There was another with us,” said Lawrence.


  “He’ll be collecting the ladder and emerging elsewhere,” said the employee. “Once he’s delivered the information about those Medio rascals to our friends, he’ll leave the city.”


  The almost frightening efficiency was due to their daily execution and refinement of plans and counterplans. Once the employee replaced the carriage floorboards, he said a quick “good luck to you” and took Lawrence and Holo’s bundles before exiting the cart. At the employee’s signal, the driver started the carriage moving. So far, everything was going according to plan.


  Everything except for Holo’s reaction, that is.


  “I’m so glad you’re all right,” was all Lawrence could manage. He could say no more to Holo, who sat opposite him, unfolding a strip of cloth that had been around her neck in an attempt to cover her ears.


  She only replied after finishing a few adjustments to the fit of her makeshift hood. “It’s good that I’m all right, is it?”


  Lawrence wanted to say yes, but the words caught in his throat. Holo was glaring at him as if she were about to bite his head off.


  Perhaps she wasn’t well.


  “Say my name, then!”


  If she could shout like that, she wasn’t in the condition Lawrence feared. Still, her vehemence made her seem twice her normal size, and he flinched at it.


  “Uh… Holo?”


  “Holo the Wisewolf!”


  It sounded almost like a threatening growl, but Lawrence had no idea what she was angry about. If she wanted an apology, he was ready to apologize a hundred times over. She’d been a decoy for him, after all.


  Or had something happened to her that she couldn’t say?


  “I can remember every single person that’s ever shamed me in my life. And now I must add another name to that list. Yours!”


  Something had happened to her. Still, her anger seemed different from the manner of girls he’d seen in villages that had been taken by thugs or brigands. And if he said something foolish, it would only be throwing oil on the fire of her rage.


  Thus the silence grew longer; and perhaps the silence itself began to irk her because she rose from her seat and closed in on Lawrence.


  Her white, clenched fists trembled.


  There was nowhere for Lawrence to run. Holo stood directly in front of him.


  Their heads were at the same height, which lent Holo’s level gaze an incredibly penetrating quality. She opened her small fists and grabbed the chest of Lawrence’s shirt. Her strength matched her appearance – Lawrence hadn’t imagined her grip would be so weak.


  Again he noticed how long her eyelashes were.


  “You told me, didn’t you – you told me you’d come for me.”


  Lawrence nodded.


  “And I… I utterly believed that you would come… grrh… just thinking about it is infuriating!”


  Just then, Lawrence came to a sharp realization, as if waking from a dream.


  “You’re a man, aren’t you? You should’ve been in the front, fighting tooth and nail! But you were in that hole in the ground – you let me make a fool of myself–”


  “But you’re unhurt, right?” asked Lawrence, interrupting her. Holo sneered at him, displeased.


  She hesitated for some time before finally nodding, as if forced to drink something very unpleasant.


  Holo had probably been blindfolded. She may have mistaken whoever came to her aid for Lawrence and said something meant for him alone. That was probably why she felt – and blamed him for – such needless shame.


  The realization made Lawrence happy. He knew that if he’d been the one to rescue her, she would have shown the expression he longed to see.


  Slowly putting his arms around Holo, who was still gripping his shirt, he drew her closer. Holo resisted a bit, irritated, but soon relented. The once angry-looking ears that were clearly visible underneath her makeshift hood now drooped. A mildly sulky expression replaced her original anger.


  Though he might travel the world and amass a great fortune, the one thing Lawrence could never have was right here.


  “I’m glad you’re all right,” he said.


  The eyes that had flashed in anger only a moment earlier threatened to close. Holo nodded, her lips slightly pouting.


  “So long as you carry that wheat with you, I’ll not die.” Holo poked his breast pocket without moving his arms away. “For a girl, there is a kind of suffering no easier than death.”


  Lawrence took Holo’s hand, and Holo drew near to him, resting her chin on his shoulder. He felt her weight intensely, heavier than a burlap sack full of wheat.


  “Heh. I’m so lovely that even human males fall for me. Not that a one of them is fit to be my mate,” said Holo mischievously.


  When she finally released Lawrence, she wore her usual grin. “If they tried to touch me, I’d just remind them that they might lose a limb, or worse – they’d pale at that, oh yes! Hee-hee-hee,” she chuckled, her sharp fangs visible behind her pink lips. It was true; anyone would falter at such a sight.


  “But there was an exception,” she added, her delight vanishing. This was a new anger, a quiet anger, Lawrence thought.


  “Who do you think was there among those who captured me?”


  Her expression was the height of disgust. She bared her fangs slightly in rage, and Lawrence unconsciously let go of her hand.


  “Who was there?” he asked.


  Who was it who could so enrage Holo? Perhaps someone from her past.


  Holo wrinkled her nose as Lawrence considered. She spoke. “It was Yarei. You remember him, no doubt.”


  “That–”


  Can’t be, he was going to say – but Lawrence never got that far because something else suddenly occurred to him.


  “That’s it! The figure backing the Medio Company is Count Ehrendott!”


  Holo had been ready to vent her spleen at Lawrence, but now her eyes widened in surprise at his outburst.


  “As someone with huge tracts of wheat, he can request payment in whatever coin he wants! And if he could arrange favorable duties for his wheat, it would be like a gift from heaven to the Medio Company, the count, or even the villagers! Of course! And that explains why there was someone there who knew you were a wolf!”


  Holo looked at Lawrence blankly, but Lawrence didn’t notice her as he leapt up to the window that faced the carriage drivers. He opened the small window, and one of them leaned down to listen.


  “Did you hear what I just said?”


  “I did indeed.”


  “The one backing the Medio Company is Count Ehrendott. The count and the merchants that deal with his wheat are the reason silver is being collected. Please inform Mr. Marheit.”


  “It shall be done,” he said, then jumped immediately off the carriage and took off running.


  Lawrence imagined that the horses carrying the negotiators bound for Trenni had already left, but if the negotiations were at all prolonged, they would be able to propose additional conditions. Knowing the source of the Medio Company’s silver meant it might be possible for a company with the reputation and resources of Milone to snatch the deal right out from under them.


  If he’d figured this out earlier, perhaps Holo’s capture could have been avoided and this entire transaction could have gone much more smoothly.


  It frustrated Lawrence to think about it, but there was nothing to do about it now. It was good they’d discovered the truth when they had.


  “… I do not follow you.”


  Lawrence returned to his seat, arms folded as the possibilities raced through his head, when he heard Holo’s complaint. That’s when he realized he’d cut her off mid sentence.


  “Explaining it all could take some time. Let’s just say that your information was the key to figuring everything out.”


  “Huh.”


  Lawrence knew that it would not take much effort on Holo’s part to understand what was going on, but she didn’t seem inclined to bother.


  Holo simply nodded her head, uninterested, and closed her eyes.


  She seemed irritated at the sudden change of subject.


  Lawrence chided himself for finding her sulking as charming as he did.


  It might have been a trap she’d set for him, after all, to demonstrate how irritated she was at the interruption.


  “I’m sorry I interrupted you,” said Lawrence by way of an honest apology.


  She opened a single eye briefly to glance at him, then brushed off his apology with a small “It’s nothing.”


  Undaunted, Lawrence continued speaking. Holo was either childish or cunning – one extreme or the other.


  “Yarei should still be locked away in the storehouse for the harvest festival. If he’s in the city, that means he’s involved in the deal. He’s acquainted with the merchants that buy wheat from the village, and the village leader trusts him to do the dealing. Also, the bulk of the wheat sales are conducted immediately after the festival,” said Lawrence.


  Her eyes closed, Holo seemed to consider this, finally opening both eyes at length. Her mood appeared to have brightened.


  “He must have heard my name from that boy Zheren. That Yarei was wearing clothes far too fine for any village and thought rather highly of himself.”


  “He must be deeply connected to the Medio Company. Did you talk to him?”


  “Just a bit,” said Holo. She rid herself of the last of her anger with a sigh. Perhaps it was the recollection of her conversation with Yarei that had angered her so.


  Lawrence wondered what he could have possibly said to her. Holo had no love for the villagers, that was true enough, but she had decided to leave. He didn’t think her grudge went any further than that.


  As Lawrence pondered these things, Holo spoke.


  “I don’t know how many years I lived there. Maybe as many as there are hairs on my tail.”


  Holo’s tail swished beneath her coat.


  “I am Holo the Wisewolf. In order to provide the greatest harvest, there were years I had to let the land rest, so there were seasons of meager harvest, too. Still, the fields I lent my aid should’ve been more productive than others over time.”


  This was the second time she’d explained this, but Lawrence nodded for her to continue.


  “The villagers did treat me as the god of the harvest – but not out of respect. It was akin to a desire to control me. Do they not chase after the person who cuts the last sheaf of wheat, after all? Do they not bind him with rope?”


  “I’ve heard they lock the harvester away in the storehouse for a week with treats to eat and all the tools they’ll use in the following year.”


  “The pork and duck were tasty, ’tis true.”


  It was an amusing reflection. The tales were apparently true – tales of people locked up for a week only to be released with no recollection of having eaten all the food. And the perpetrator sat right in front of him.


  The vague fear that accompanied these stories now possessed a concrete form: the image of Holo in her wolf form, devouring duck and pork.


  “Still,” said Holo seriously as she set out to explain the reason for her anger. Lawrence composed himself.


  “What do you think Yarei said to me?” Holo bit her lip, momentarily at a loss for words. She rubbed the corner of her eye with her finger and continued. “He said he heard my name from Zheren, and it made him wonder. I… it is pathetic, but I was so happy to hear that…”


  Holo’s head hung low, and tears overflowed from her eyes.


  “Then he told me that the days when they had to worry about my mood were over. That they need no longer fear my fickle nature. That since the Church was already after me, they should just hand me over and be done with the old ways for good!”


  Lawrence knew about Count Ehrendott’s exchanges with natural philosophers and how he’d introduced new agricultural techniques to boost crop yield.


  Even the most devout prayer must eventually show results, or the spirit or god responsible will be discarded, and people will begin to find the idea of depending on their own efforts much more appealing. If new farming methods brought prosperity where prayer failed, it was not surprising that the people would start to believe that the god or spirit to whom they prayed was capricious, unreliable.


  Lawrence himself sometimes ascribed the vicissitudes of fortune to some inscrutable god.


  But the girl before him was not what came to mind.


  She had said her reason for staying in the village was that she got along with the villagers, that her friend from long ago had asked her to see to the harvest. She had always meant for the fields to prosper. But after she oversaw the land for centuries, people began denying her existence, and now to hear that they wished to be rid of her – how must that feel?


  Tears fell freely from Holo’s eyes. Her face showed a mixture of frustration and sorrow.


  She’d said she hated being alone. When a god forced people to worship it, perhaps it was only out of loneliness.


  If Holo’s predicament elicited such wild-eyed notions in Lawrence, it was hardly surprising it also made him want to wipe her tears away.


  “It doesn’t really matter, in the end. I want to return to the northland, so I must leave one way or another. If they have no love for me, I’ll simply kick the dust from my hind legs and leave. ’Twill be a cleaner break that way. Still… I can’t just leave it like this.”


  She seemed to have stopped crying, but Lawrence could still hear her sniffing as he stroked her head gently. He smiled as broadly as he could manage and spoke.


  “I – no, we – are merchants. As long as we profit, we triumph. We laugh when money comes in, and cry only in bankruptcy. And we will laugh,” he said.


  Holo glanced up momentarily, then down again, tears falling from her eyes once more. She nodded, then looked back up. Lawrence wiped her tears away a second time, and Holo took a deep breath. She wiped the lingering tears from the corners of her eyes almost violently.


  For several moments afterward, her long, damp eyelashes sparkled.


  Holo sighed. “… I feel better.”


  She smudged away the final remnants of tears with one hand and, looking sheepish over her outburst, lightly punched Lawrence in the chest with a small fist.


  “It’s been centuries since I’ve had a proper conversation. My emotions are far too fragile. I’ve cried before you twice now, but I would have done it even if you had not been here. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Lawrence raised his hands and shrugged. “You’re telling me not to misunderstand.”


  “Mm-hm.”


  Holo happily rubbed her balled-up fist around on Lawrence’s chest.


  She was being almost unbearably dear just then, and Lawrence couldn’t help but tease her a bit.


  “I only brought you along to help me make money anyway. Until the Milone Company concludes its negotiations, our job is to escape. Having someone crying and carrying on in the middle of that is just a burden. So regardless of who was crying in front of me, I’d–”


  Lawrence could proceed no further with his jape.


  Holo looked at him as if stricken.


  “… That’s not fair,” he grumbled.


  “Mm-hm. Female privilege.”


  Lawrence poked her head lightly for being so shameless.


  The window by the drivers seat opened, as if the driver had been waiting for the opportune moment. He smiled reluctantly.


  “We have arrived. Are you quite finished with your conversation?”


  “We surely are,” said Lawrence with affected enthusiasm as he removed the carriage floorboards. Beside him, Holo snickered madly.


  “It’s true, then, that people who bring talk of profit are rather odd,” said the driver.


  “What, you mean my ears?” said Holo mischievously.


  The driver laughed – she’d gotten the better of him. “It makes me want to return to my traveling merchant days, looking at you two.”


  “I wouldn’t if I were you,” said Lawrence, shoving the stone and confirming the tunnel was the right one. He then climbed back into the carriage to let Holo go first. “You might end up running into someone like her.”


  “Ah, but a wagon bench is too wide for just one. I’d wish to be so lucky!”


  Lawrence chuckled; nearly any merchant would feel the same way.


  Without another word, he descended into the tunnel. Had he continued, he was sure he’d embarrass himself. And in any case, Holo awaited him.


  “Surely I am the unfortunate one, to be picked up by the likes of you!” said Holo there in the darkness once the driver replaced the stone and drove away with a quiet rumble.


  Lawrence thought about how to turn the tables while the sound of a horse’s neigh echoed faintly above them, but ultimately decided that no matter what he said, Holo would win in the end. He gave in.


  “You’re too clever by half.”


  “’Tis what makes me so charming,” said Holo, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. What could he say to that?


  No, it’s because I’m always searching for a retort that I fall into her trap, he thought to himself.


  He decided to take the most unexpected route.


  Lawrence coughed quietly.


  Then he looked away. “Well… yes, you’re quite charming,” he said in the shiest, most bashful tone he could manage.


  There was no way she would anticipate such an answer, he was certain.


  He forced himself not to laugh in the darkness. As he expected, she was silent.


  Now, for the finishing blow, he thought.


  As he turned to face her, the softest sensation filled his hand. His mind went blank at the realization that it was Holo’s small, impossibly soft hand.


  “… I’m so happy.”


  Lawrence’s heart couldn’t help stirring at those sweet, reticent, girlish words. As if to punctuate it, her hand squeezed his ever so slightly, as if she were embarrassed with her admission of happiness.


  So it was Holo who dealt the finishing blow.


  “You really are an adorable boy,” she said, amused at her own joke – which was even more irritating. Lawrence wasn’t angry with her for saying so, but rather himself for giving her the chance.


  And yet he didn’t think of letting her hand go, which felt somehow pathetic – and Holo’s holding his hand made him feel unreasonably pleased.


  “Too clever by half,” he murmured to himself.


  It was quiet in the tunnel.


  Then it filled with the echoes of Holo’s giggling.




  
    
  

  Chapter Six


  Holo stopped short, surely not because of the rat that scampered away with a squeak at her feet.


  There in the inky darkness, Lawrence turned to Holo. He wouldn’t lose her, as even now he held her hand.


  “What is it?”


  “Do you not feel a stirring in the air?”


  Lawrence wasn’t sure where exactly in the city they were, but the scent of clean water in the air suggested that it was somewhere near the marketplace. He could at least tell that they were well away from the river that flowed alongside the city.


  It was easy to imagine the countless people and horse-drawn carts passing above them. A bit of movement in the air was hardly surprising.


  “Isn’t it coming from above?” he asked.


  “No…” said Holo. He could tell she was glancing this way and that. But they were in a tunnel – there were only two directions to go.


  “If I had whiskers I would be able to tell…”


  “Are you sure it’s not your imagination?”


  “No… there’s a sound. I can hear it. Water? The sound of splashes–”


  Lawrence’s eyes widened at his instinctive thought – they were being pursued.


  “It’s from ahead. This won’t do. We must retreat.”


  Before Holo could finish, Lawrence had turned on his heel and began running. Holo scrambled to follow him.


  “There are no forks in this path, yes?”


  “The path we were taking was direct. Going the other way, there’s one branch. Take that, and it becomes a complicated labyrinth.”


  “I don’t know that even I could keep from getting lost here… whoops!” said Holo as she stopped in her tracks again. Their hands came apart at the sudden stop, and Lawrence stumbled. As he hurried to turn around, it seemed like Holo was facing back the way they’d came.


  “You, cover your ears.”


  “What? Why? “


  “Even if we run, they’ll catch us. They’ve loosed the hounds on us.”


  If they were being pursued down a straight path by well-trained hounds, it was hopeless. Holo could see quite well in the dark, but the dogs had their noses and ears. They had no weapons with which to fend the beasts off save the silver dagger Lawrence always carried.


  They did have something rather hound-like, though – Holo the Wisewolf.


  “Heh. So foolish-sounding, that baying,” said Holo. Lawrence could now faintly hear the hounds cry.


  It may have only been the overlapping echoes, but from the sound, Lawrence guessed there were at least two animals.


  What was Holo planning?


  “I’m not certain what I’ll do if they’re too stupid to understand this. Anyway, cover your ears!”


  Lawrence did as he was told and plugged his ears. He’d figured it out – Holo was going to howl.


  Holo took a long, deep breath. It lasted so long Lawrence began to wonder where all that air was going. There was a brief pause, and then she unleashed an earth-shaking howl.


  “Awooooooooooo!”


  The force of the great noise was enough to send shivers down his hands and set the skin on his face trembling. It seemed as though the tunnel was about to collapse.


  The wolf-howl was enough to strike fear into the heart of the strongest man. Lawrence forgot it was Holo howling and curled up into a ball.


  The merchant remembered being chased across the plains by packs of wolves. They possessed overwhelming numbers, knowledge of the terrain, and physical strength no human could hope to match. They would bring all three to bear and attack – and the howl was the signal. That was why some villages, when stricken with plague, would imitate a wolf’s howl to drive away the disease.


  Holo coughed, jaggedly. “Ugh… my throat…” Lawrence heard her coughing once the howl had subsided and took his hands down from his ears. It wasn’t surprising that such a great howl from such a small throat came with a price.


  “An apple… I want an apple… koff–”


  “You can have as many as you want once we’re free. What of the hounds?”


  “They turned tail and ran.”


  “Then we should do likewise. They’ll know where we are now.”


  “Do you know the way?”


  “More or less.”


  Before starting to run, Lawrence held his hand out to Holo, who gripped it firmly.


  Ensuring that they wouldn’t be separated, Lawrence ran. It was about then that he heard the voices of their pursuers.


  “Still, how did they find us?” Holo asked.


  “I doubt they knew exactly where we were. They probably came underground after being unable to find us above and then happened to run into us.”


  “Ah.”


  “If they knew exactly where we were, they would’ve cornered us by now…”


  “I see. You’re quite right.”


  Directly ahead of them muffled voices could be distinguished, then a faint ray of light penetrated the dark tunnel. It was where they had first entered the passage.


  Lawrence had never been so optimistic as to think that the Milone Company would come to their rescue.


  He drew a sharp breath as the realization washed over him like a splash of cold water and quickened his pace.


  Then a voice echoed down the passage.


  “The Milone Company has betrayed you! There’s no point in runnin’!”


  As if to avoid the voices, they turned down the single branch, and from behind them came the same words. Lawrence ignored them and continued to run, but Holo was uneasy.


  “Sounds like we’ve been sold out.”


  “And for a high price, no doubt. As long as you’re here, the Milone Company will lose a branch, at the very least.”


  “… I see. That’s a high price, indeed.”


  If they were truly betrayed, Marheit would’ve been forced to put the entire branch on the line. If he’d really done so, he must’ve been planning to keep the branch’s money and escape by himself to some far-off land. But it seemed unlikely that the huge Milone Company would let that happen, nor did he take Marheit for the kind of man to run.


  Which meant their pursuers were simply lying on the spot – but to someone unused to such tactics, like Holo, it could be effective.


  Holo nodded her head to indicate understanding, although her grip on his hand grew faintly tighter.


  “Right, we turn right here.”


  “Wait–”


  Lawrence stopped immediately after rounding the corner.


  At the end of the slightly winding tunnel a lantern swayed. “There they are!” cried a voice.


  Lawrence immediately took Holo’s hand again and ran back along the path they’d first taken. Their pursuers broke into a run as well, but their footfalls did not reach Lawrence’s ears.


  “Do you know–”


  “–the way? I do, it’s all right,” said Lawrence impatiently, but not because he was out of breath. The paths were strangely complicated, and all he could remember from what the Milone employees had told him were the paths that connected the entrance and exit.


  It wasn’t a lie to say he knew the way, but it wasn’t the truth, either.


  If which way to turn left or right, and after how many intersections, then it was true. If not, it was a lie.


  His head filled with strange illusions that threatened to blank everything out – the sound of a column of mice running through the forest – tripping over the rubble of a crumbled stonewall. Traveling merchants had to remember complicated figures about how much they owed and how much they were owed, so they tended to have confidence in their memory.


  But Lawrence’s confidence lasted for only a moment after he asserted it.


  The twisting tunnels were just too complicated.


  “Another dead end?”


  They’d gone a short distance after turning right at a T-junction before reaching the end. Lawrence kicked at the wall, breathing heavily. His actions made his worry clear, but Holo, her breathing also ragged, simply squeezed his hand tighter.


  The Medio Company had apparently decided it was important to capture both of them – and they’d sent ample manpower to accomplish it.


  Their footfalls and shouted voices echoed through the halls. They were so many that even Holo couldn’t be sure of their number.


  The companions’ anxiety made them imagine a great swarm of men pursuing them, more numerous than ants.


  “Damn. We’ll have to head back. I don’t remember anything else.”


  If they pushed ahead into unknown passages, there would be no going back.


  Lawrence’s memories were already quite shaky, but seeing Holo nod her assent, he didn’t say so, not wanting her to feel any more uncertain.


  “Can you still run?” he asked.


  Lawrence was a hale and hardy traveling merchant, and despite his fatigue, he knew he could still run – but Holo could only nod her head in answer.


  Perhaps her human body wasn’t as capable as her wolf form.


  “Just a bit,” she said hastily as she gasped for air.


  “Let’s find a place to…” Lawrence began. He was going to say “rest,” but he caught Holo’s glance and the word never got out of his throat.


  Her pupils glowed keenly in the darkness, every inch the forest predator scanning its surroundings.


  Heartened to have someone like Holo as his companion, Lawrence quieted his breathing and listened carefully.


  Crunch, crunch, came the sound of their pursuer’s cautious footsteps.


  From where Lawrence was standing, it sounded as if they were coming from a passage that led off to the right some distance ahead.


  The path they’d taken was now directly behind them. If they doubled back on it, many possible paths branched off of it. They hoped to guess the timing and run back, then escape down one of those paths


  Crunch, crunch, came the sound as the footsteps grew closer. There was still a wall between them and the source of the noise, which was encouraging, but the footfalls were incessant – it was as though the Medio men were purposefully causing a commotion as they talked in some kind of incomprehensible code.


  Lawrence felt as though they’d already fallen into the trap, and their pursuers needed only to toss a net out to capture them.


  He gulped painfully, gauging the timing for their sprint.


  He hoped to run as soon as there was another shout from the Medio Company people.


  It was not a long wait.


  “Ah, ah…”


  Another sound came from the direction of the footsteps. A sneeze.


  Lawrence took this as a blessing from the gods and grabbed Holo’s hand tightly in preparation to run.


  “Ah-choo!”


  It sounded as though whoever sneezed realized his mistake and tried to muffle the sound with a hand.


  But it was more than enough for the two to begin their flight. They turned left at the first junction.


  Just then, something black crossed in front of their faces.


  Lawrence realized it was no mere rat when Holo began to growl.


  “Rrrrrr.”


  “Wha– shit! Here! They’re here!”


  A small, almost child-sized clump of darkness wove this way and that before Lawrence. He felt something hot on his left cheek. He realized it was a knife wound when he put his hand to it and felt the warm wetness there.


  When he realized that Holo had abandoned escape and even now had her teeth in the arm of their knife-wielding attacker, Lawrence, too, lost control.


  Strengthened by hauling loads heavier than themselves over mountains and across plains, traveling merchants had fists as hard as silver.


  Lawrence put all his strength behind his right fist as he punched, hitting the man Holo was attacking square in the face at a slightly upward angle.


  There was an awful squishing sound, as though a frog had just been stepped on, as Lawrence’s fist connected.


  With his other hand, Lawrence reached out for Holo and snagged the back of her shirt, pulling her back to him.


  The shadow that the fist had struck tumbled slowly backward. There was no time to say anything – Lawrence took off running, trying to find a different path.


  But he soon realized that the sneeze had been a ploy to flush them out.


  As the body hit the ground with a whump, Lawrence felt a shock, as if the blood in his veins suddenly reversed direction.


  The moment they tried to turn, a blade thrust directly into Lawrence.


  “O holy God, forgive me my sins…”


  Hearing his opponent’s words, Lawrence realized this man intended to kill him.


  There in the darkness, his assailant held his breath, surely thinking he had in fact slain his target.


  But the gods had not yet abandoned Lawrence. The knife found purchase in his left arm, just above his wrist.


  “Before you think about your sins,” said Lawrence, raising his leg and delivering a vicious kick to the mans thigh, “regret your daily deeds!”


  The man dropped soundlessly, and Lawrence grabbed Holo’s sleeve with his right hand and sprinted past him.


  The sounds of the Medio Company closing in echoed all around them.


  They veered down a path to the left, then went immediately right – but not because of some plan or because Lawrence remembered the way.


  They simply ran. Stopping was not an option. Lawrence’s left arm felt heavy, as if it were sinking into a swamp, and it burned as though impaled on a piece of red-hot iron. His left hand was cold, perhaps from the blood that flowed freely from the wound in his arm.


  He would not be able to run much farther. Lawrence had been wounded several times in his travels. He knew the limits of his own body.


  It was hard to tell how far they’d come in the darkness. The confused echoes of their pursuers eroded his fading consciousness like rain over grasslands.


  When even their pursuers started to sound distant, he had no energy left with which to worry about Holo. He didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep going.


  “Lawrence.”


  When he heard someone calling his name, he wondered if it was the Grim Reaper already.


  “Lawrence, are you all right?”


  He returned to himself with a start, realizing that he was leaning against the wall of the tunnel.


  “What a relief. You weren’t moving when I called to you.”


  “… Ugh. I’m okay. Just a little sleepy,” Lawrence said.


  Lawrence wasn’t sure if he succeeded in smiling. An irritated Holo hit him in the chest.


  “Pull yourself together! We’re almost there.”


  “… We’re almost where?”


  “Did you not hear me? I said I can smell the warmth of the sun ahead. There must be a way to the surface close by.”


  Lawrence had no memory of hearing this at all, but he nodded, righting himself, and staggered forward. He realized his arm had been bandaged with cloth.


  “… This bandage?”


  “I tore my sleeves off to patch you up. You didn’t notice?”


  “Uh, no, of course I noticed. I’m fine.” Lawrence made sure to give a reassuring smile; Holo said nothing. When they continued walking, though, she led the way.


  “Just a bit farther. We’ll take this passage, then turn right…” she began, taking Lawrence’s hand – but then stopped short. He could tell why.


  More footsteps behind them.


  “Hurry, hurry,” said Holo hoarsely. Lawrence quickened his pace, feeling near the end of his strength.


  Although their pursuers were getting closer, they were still some distance off. As long as they could climb to the surface, Lawrence imagined they would be able to convince the citizenry to help them, given his condition.


  The Medio Company probably wouldn’t want a scene in front of so many witnesses.


  As long as she took the opportunity to contact the Milone Company, Holo’s escape would be enough. The top priority now was to meet with the Milone people again and restrategize.


  Lawrence mulled this over as he heaved his body forward, though it seemed to grow heavier by the second. At length, just as Holo said, he saw light ahead.


  The light shone from the upper right down to the left. The footsteps behind them grew closer, but it looked as if they were going to make it.


  Holo pulled harder on Lawrence’s arm to hurry him forward; he tried his best to keep up.


  At the end of the path, they turned right.


  “It goes to the surface – just a little farther!”


  Vitality had returned to Holo’s voice, and Lawrence pressed forward, encouraged.


  The prey had escaped the hunter by the slimmest of margins.


  Of that much Lawrence was certain.


  That is, until he heard Holo’s voice on the verge of tears.


  “N-no…” she said.


  Lawrence looked up.


  Even when he looked down, the light stung his eyes, which had adjusted to total darkness. It took him a few moments to focus, but once he did, he understood the reason for Holo’s dismay.


  Perhaps it was left over from when these tunnels supplied water. There was an unused well there with light stabbing down through a round opening in the ceiling.


  But the hole in the ceiling was too high. Lawrence stretched and could just barely touch the ceiling, but the well opening was even higher than that.


  Without a rope or a ladder, it was simply impossible for the two of them to escape.


  Lawrence and Holo fell silent, despairing like loan sharks looking down the long path to heaven.


  Then, as if to confirm that they were well and truly cornered, the source of the footsteps behind them rounded the corner.


  “Found them!” a voice cried, at which point the pair finally looked back.


  Holo looked up at Lawrence, who drew his dagger with his good right hand, and with a movement so slow it was as if he were underwater, blocked the path between her and their pursuers.


  “Back up.”


  Lawrence planned to advance, but his legs had no more strength left in them. He was rooted to the spot, unable to take another step.


  “You cant – you’re through!” said Holo.


  “Hardly. I can still move,” Lawrence managed in a nonchalant tone. Turning to look at her over his shoulder would’ve been impossible, though.


  “Fool, you don’t need my ears to know that’s a lie,” snapped Holo. Lawrence ignored her and fixed his gaze straight ahead.


  He saw five Medio men at a glance. Each wielded a knife or staff, and more footsteps signaled reinforcements on the way.


  Despite their overwhelming advantage, the five men did not converge, choosing instead to stop at the corner and scrutinize the pair.


  Lawrence imagined they were waiting for backup, though five men were more than sufficient to take both him and his companion. Lawrence was obviously in no shape for a fight, and Holo was just a girl.


  But the men held fast, and at length more arrived. The first five looked back, then stepped aside.


  “Ah–” Holo made a sound as a figure rounded the corner.


  Lawrence, too, nearly spoke.


  The man rounding the corner was none other than Yarei.


  “I wondered, given the description we got,” he said. “But to think it really was you, Lawrence.”


  Unlike the residents who lived within the city walls, or the dusty, sweaty merchants that traveled between them, Yarei wore the colors of the sun and the earth and looked almost sad as he spoke.


  “I’m just as surprised,” said Lawrence. “Most of Pasloe thinks only of sickle or hoe at the mention of metal – to think they’d be involved in such a grand silver scheme.”


  “There are few who understand this transaction,” said Yarei, as if it wasn’t his village at all, which was understandable given his attire. The depth of his connection with the Medio Company was self-evident in its color and texture.


  A humble farmer would never be able to afford such finery.


  “Let’s catch up later, shall we? We’ve no time for it now.”


  “Come now, Yarei – I came all the way to your village and still wasn’t able to see you.”


  “Ah, but you met someone else, didn’t you?” Yarei glanced past Lawrence to Holo behind him. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but she really is right out of the fairy tales. The wolf-spirit incarnate, responsible for harvests great and poor.”


  Lawrence felt Holo flinch but didn’t turn to look at her.


  “Hand her over,” Yarei demanded. “We’ll give her to the Church and put the old ways to rest forever!” He took a step forward. “Lawrence, if we have her, we can destroy the Milone Company. Then once we’ve abolished the wheat tariff, the wheat of our village will be hugely profitable, and we who sell it rich men. Nothing is so profitable as an untaxed commodity.”


  Yarei was two paces from them when Holo grabbed Lawrence’s shirt. Despite his dizziness, he could feel her hands trembling.


  “Lawrence, our village still remembers that you bought wheat from us when we were suffering under heavy taxation. It would be no trouble to give you purchasing priority now. And we’re friends, nay? Surely as a merchant you can figure gain and loss.”


  Yarei’s words sank slowly into Lawrence’s consciousness. Selling untaxed wheat would be like plucking gold from the stalks. If he took Yarei up on his offer, his fortunes would surely rise. When he’d saved enough, he could open a shop in Pazzio – and with those wheat options as his weapon, he’d continue to expand his business.


  Yarei promised the fulfillment of his dreams.


  “Oh, I can figure gain and loss all right,” said Lawrence.


  “Ho, Lawrence!” said Yarei brightly, his arms wide in welcome. Holo tightened her grip on Lawrence’s shirt.


  Lawrence used the last of his strength to turn back to Holo, who looked up at him.


  Her amber eyes saddened as she looked at him; she soon closed them.


  Lawrence slowly turned back around.


  “However, a merchant must always honor his contracts,” he said.


  “Lawrence?” asked Yarei suspiciously.


  Lawrence continued. “As fate would have it, this strange girl I’ve picked up wishes to return to the northlands. I have a contract to accompany her there. Breaking that contract is something I cannot do, Yarei.”


  “You–” a shocked Holo began as Lawrence stared down Yarei.


  Yarei shook his head in disbelief, sighing deeply, then looked at Lawrence. “In that case, I have no choice but to fulfill my contract.”


  He raised his right hand, and the gathered Medio henchmen, who’d only watched until that point, took aggressive stances.


  “I’m sorry our friendship was a short one, Lawrence.”


  “A traveling merchant is always saying good-bye,” replied Lawrence.


  “You can kill the man. Bring the girl alive.” Yarei’s voice was cold now, like a different person entirely. The Medio lackeys advanced.


  Lawrence held the dagger fast in his right hand, but he was still unable to take a step either forward or back.


  If he could somehow buy them just a bit more time, the Milone Company might yet come to their rescue. He clung to that hope as he waved the dagger about clumsily.


  In that moment, Holo flung her arms around him.


  “H-Holo, what are you–”


  Her slender arms held him fast, then forced him to the ground.


  He wondered where she’d gotten this sudden strength, but then realized it was probably because he had no power left to resist.


  Holo couldn’t actually support his weight, so Lawrence half-fell backward, landing on his rear. The impact dislodged the knife from his hand.


  Lawrence reached for the dagger and tried to get up, but he couldn’t manage it. Unable to support even his outstretched arm, he fell forward.


  “Holo… the dagger…”


  “That’s enough.”


  “Holo?”


  She gave no response save putting her hand to Lawrence’s outstretched arm.


  “This may hurt a bit. Please bear it.”


  “What–”


  Lawrence failed to utter another word before Holo undid the bandage on his left arm and sniffed at the exposed wound.


  Suddenly his memory returned. He recalled their conversation when they first met, when he made her prove she was truly a wolf.


  He remembered her nonchalant reply.


  To assume her wolf form, she needed either a bit of wheat or…


  … Fresh blood.


  “What are you doing! Hurry, take them!” Yarei shouted, and the Medio henchmen – whose advance had been stalled by Holo’s strange actions – regained their senses and began to close in.


  Holo closed her eyes, bared her fangs, and sank them into Lawrence’s wound.


  “Sh-she’s drinking his blood!”


  Holo opened her eyes slightly at the shout and glanced at Lawrence.


  He couldn’t have conjectured as to his own expression, but Holo seemed to smile sadly at him.


  After all, only a demon would drink blood.


  “Don’t fall back! She’s only a possessed girl! Get her!” Yarei’s exhortations were no use; the men were frozen in their tracks.


  Holo slowly pulled her mouth back from Lawrence’s arm; her transformation had already begun.


  “I’ll always…” she began as her long hair began to stir, transforming into animal fur. Her arms, visible through her torn sleeves, took the form of wolf paws.


  “I’ll always remember that you chose me.”


  She cleaned the blood from the corner of her mouth with her bright red tongue rather than her hand, an image that lingered with Lawrence.


  “Lawrence–” she said, standing and facing him. She had a small, sad smile on her face as she spoke her final words.


  “Please don’t look at me.”


  Her body grew up and out rapidly to the sound of tearing fabric, brown fur nearly exploding through it. Her wheat pouch fell to the ground among the tatters of clothing.


  Lawrence automatically reached out for the wheat in which Holo lived. When he looked back up, a massive wolf stood before him.


  Its paws were tipped with scythe like claws, and its teeth were so large that the shape of each fang was clearly visible. It looked capable of eating a man in a single bite.


  The wolf was so massive that the very air around it felt heavy and hot – as if one might melt by mere proximity. In spite of that, its eyes were cool and calculating.


  There was no escape.


  Every man in the tunnel came to the same conclusion at once.


  “Aaaaauuggh!” The single cry was the trigger. Most of the assailants dropped their weapons and ran. Two men hurled their weapons at the wolf, mostly out of terror.


  The beast moved its muzzle adroitly, picking up each iron weapon in turn and crushing it between massive jaws.


  This was a god.


  In the northlands, the word “god” was used to describe anything beyond a human’s ability to engage.


  
    
  

  Lawrence had never understood that definition until now – and now he understood it all too well.


  There was nothing anyone could do to this wolf. Nothing at all.


  “Guh–”


  “Wha–”


  The two that threw their weapons made strangled exclamations that were barely worthy of the term.


  The wolf swatted them aside with a massive paw, then ran forward, seeming almost to slide over the ground.


  “None of you will leave here alive!” a low, bestial voice echoed. The sounds of claw striking iron mingled with the cries of the felled as Lawrence frantically tried to right himself.


  But the massacre ended in an instant.


  The wolf paused, and the voice of perhaps the last man left alive was audible.


  “G-gods are always like that… always… unfair…” It was Yarei’s voice.


  There was no response but the sound of the colossal wolf opening its jaws. Lawrence cried out.


  “Holo, no!”


  There was a snap, surely those same jaws closing.


  The image of Yarei’s torso in Holo’s fangs came unbidden to Lawrence’s mind. It was unthinkable that Yarei could escape. He was a bird with no chance to avoid the hound’s attack.


  But after a few moments of silence, Holo turned around in the narrow passageway, and her teeth were not smeared with the blood Lawrence expected.


  Instead, an unconscious Yarei dangled helplessly from her fangs.


  “Holo…” Lawrence murmured her name in relief, but Holo merely dropped Yarei to the ground and did not look at him.


  A low voice sounded.


  “The wheat…”


  The growl suited the great body, and Lawrence cringed to hear it.


  He knew it was Holo, but he couldn’t help himself. If she looked straight at him, he didn’t know if he’d be able to stay composed.


  The wolf demanded his awe.


  “The wheat – bring it to me,” repeated Holo. Lawrence nodded and held out the pouch of wheat in his hand.


  Just then, Lawrence felt a heavy pressure, and his body recoiled from it.


  When he saw Holo’s lip curl over her fanged jaw, he realized he’d made a terrible mistake.


  “That is your answer. Now, the wheat–”


  Although he knew that Holo intended to take the wheat and leave, her words, as if by some strange magic, compelled his arm to reach out and hand it over.


  But he lacked the strength to support the arm or even to hold the pouch.


  First the pouch fell from his limp hand to the ground, then his arm collapsed against him.


  He wouldn’t be able to pick it up again.


  Lawrence looked at the pouch in despair.


  “I thank you for taking care of me,” said Holo as she approached, deftly picking up the small bag in her massive jaws.


  Those amber eyes never once glanced at Lawrence as she backed up one, two, three steps, then turned dexterously in the small tunnel and began to walk away.


  The white-tipped tail that was Holo’s pride and joy caught his eye. It was magnificent as it waved sadly and receded down the passage.


  Lawrence shouted. His voice was so weak it could barely be considered a shout, but he sounded with all his remaining strength.


  “W-wait!”


  Holo kept walking.


  Lawrence despised himself for recoiling at her approach earlier. How many times had she said that she hated when people regarded her with fear.


  But his body had reacted instinctively. Humans couldn’t help that they feared the unknown, and so he had cowered before Holo.


  Still, Lawrence thought. Still, he called out her name.


  “Holo!” shouted his hoarse voice.


  It was useless, he realized – and just then, Holo stopped.


  This was his chance. If he couldn’t change her mind here, he would never see her again.


  But what to say? Scenarios flitted in and out of his mind.


  He couldn’t convincingly claim he wasn’t afraid of her. Her form still terrified him. But he wanted to stop her. He couldn’t find the words to express the conflict he felt.


  His mind worked frantically. No doubt Holo would’ve mocked him for being inarticulate as he tried to put together the words that would bring her back.


  “How… how much do you think the clothes you destroyed cost?” was what he finally came up with. “I don’t care if you’re a god or not… I’ll see you pay me back! You earned but seventy silver pieces – that’s not nearly enough!”


  He yelled at her, trying to sound angry – no, he was genuinely half-angry.


  He knew that begging her not to go would be pointless. As he was still terrified of her form, he could only conjure this single reason to prevent her going.


  The grudge a merchant will bear over money is deeper than a valley, and a merchant collecting a debt is more persistent than the moon in the night sky.


  Lawrence put as much venom into his words as he could to convey that. He was not telling her that he didn’t want her to leave. He was telling her that leaving would be pointless.


  “How many years do you think it took me… to save up that much money? I’ll follow you… I’ll follow you all the way back to the northlands, if I have to!”


  Lawrence’s voice echoed through the underground tunnels for a while before finally fading.


  Holo stood there awhile, then flicked her large tail.


  Was she going to turn around?


  Lawrence’s strength finally failed him, and he collapsed to the ground even as his chest filled with a nervous impatience.


  Holo began walking again.


  Her paws pattered softly against the floor of the passage: tupp, tupp.


  Lawrence felt his vision grow dim.


  I’m not crying, the merchant told himself as his consciousness sank into eternity.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  Lawrence stood in utter darkness. Where he was and what he was doing there he did not know.


  Darkness hung in every direction, but strangely, he could see his own body.


  He wondered where he was.


  As he pondered it, he caught a flash of something out of the corner of his eye.


  He turned to face it reflexively, but there was nothing. He rubbed his eyes, thinking it had been his imagination, when again the shape flitted across the corner of his vision.


  Was it a flame?


  He turned again to face it and this time managed a good view of the shape.


  It was a chestnut-brown something, waving.


  He stared at it, finally realizing that it was no flame.


  It was fur. It was a long clump of brown fur that waved.


  And it was tipped with a white tuft.


  Lawrence’s eyes widened and his breath caught. He sprinted toward it.


  That tail – that white tuft–!


  It was Holo. There was no mistaking Holo’s tail.


  It grew smaller as it waved, and Lawrence called out for it as he ran with all his might.


  But no sound issued from his mouth, and the distance to Holo’s tail never diminished.


  His feet seemed to grow heavier, which frustrated him. He gritted his teeth and, even as he realized the futility of it, stretched out his right hand.


  Holo’s tail abruptly disappeared.


  At that moment, Lawrence blinked and looked up at an unfamiliar ceiling.


  “Ugh–”


  He sat up with a start and pain immediately shot through his left arm. For a moment he was confused, but the pain brought his memories back in a rush.


  The Medio Company pursuing him. His arm being stabbed. Being cornered.


  And Holo leaving him.


  Remembering her tail waving forlornly as she receded, Lawrence sighed.


  Trapped in a body that could sit up only with effort, he wondered if there was anything else he could have said to her.


  The question loomed in his mind, dwarfing the more immediate issue of where he was.


  “Ah, so you’re awake, are you?”


  Lawrence turned to face the unexpected voice, and saw Marheit in the doorway.


  “How are your injuries?” Marheit walked toward Lawrence, documents in hand, and opened the window beside the merchants bed.


  “Better… thanks to you.”


  A pleasant breeze blew in through the window, carrying sounds of hustle and bustle from which Lawrence inferred that he was in a room at the Milone Company.


  Which meant they had come to his rescue after all.


  “I must apologize for putting you in such danger through our ineptitude.”


  “No, no, my companion was the cause of all this originally.”


  Marheit nodded at Lawrence’s words and paused, seeming to choose his next statement carefully.


  “Fortunately you were never discovered by the Church, and the disturbance happened underground. If the Church had seen your companion’s true form, well… it’s quite possible the entire company would’ve been burned as heretics.”


  “You saw her true form?” Lawrence asked, stunned.


  “Indeed. The people we sent to rescue you returned with a report that there was a giant wolf that said it wouldn’t hand you over until I came personally.”


  There was no reason for Marheit to lie. Which meant that after Lawrence lost consciousness, Holo returned to him.


  “What of Holo, then? Where is she?”


  “She’s gone on to the marketplace. She was quite impatient and said she needed traveling clothes,” said Marheit lightly, not knowing the circumstances – but Lawrence guessed that Holo planned to set off on her own.


  She was probably on her way to the northland even now.


  The thought left a hole in Lawrence’s heart but perversely also helped him feel that he could now make a clean break.


  The days they had spent together had been nothing more than a strange coincidence.


  Lawrence forced himself to consider it thus, bringing himself back to the mindset of a merchant.


  Aside from Holo, there was another important implication in Marheit’s words.


  “You said Holo went to the marketplace. Does that mean negotiations with the Medio Company went well?”


  “Yes. Our messenger returned from the Trenni castle this morning, concluding negotiations with the king. We’ve obtained the considerations that the Medio Company so desperately wanted, and they seem to have acknowledged their defeat. Everything has gone very smoothly,” said Marheit, pride filling his voice.


  “I see. That’s good to hear… So I’ve slept for a full day then, have I?”


  “Hm? Oh, yes, yes you have. Would you care for some lunch? I was just in the kitchen, and I doubt they’ve turned off the stoves yet, so you could have something hot.”


  “No, that’s quite all right. Could I perhaps hear the final results of our negotiation?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Lawrence found it slightly odd that someone from the south wasn’t forcing food on him. Perhaps if he’d been from this area, Marheit would’ve been more insistent.


  “The amount of silver we collected came to 307,212 pieces. The king plans to significantly cut the silver content of these coins, so he agreed to pay an amount equivalent to 350,000 pieces.”


  It was a staggering figure. Lawrence was not thinking about the absolute numbers, though – he was busy figuring his own approximate gain.


  He was contractually entitled to five percent of the Milone Company’s profit. Lawrence estimated it would come out to something in the neighborhood of two thousand silver pieces.


  It would be enough for him to fulfill his dream, to open his own shop.


  “According to our contract with you, Mr. Lawrence, we owe you five percent of our profit. Is that correct?”


  Lawrence nodded, and Marheit nodded back.


  Marheit then handed Lawrence a single sheet of paper. “Please confirm this,” he said.


  Lawrence didn’t hear him.


  An unbelievable figure was written on the paper.


  “Wha… what’s…”


  “One hundred and twenty pieces – five percent of our profit,” said Marheit coolly.


  Yet Lawrence did not become angry. The paper made it clear what had happened to the gain they’d expected.


  “The cost of transporting the coins, the transfer fee when the king paid us, the silver tax, and the cost of processing the contract. His advisers undoubtedly put him up to it. They knew they would have to give up those special privileges but wanted to limit their losses on the silver exchange as much as they could.”


  Looking at the details, he could see that the king had very cleverly exploited his position to get as much money back from the Milone Company as he could.


  In addition to requiring that the company pay for the collection and transport of the coins, he made them remit the silver coins directly rather than using a note of exchange. The transportation had been hugely expensive, running into the tens of thousands of pieces after including horses, lockboxes for the money, and guards.


  The king had even charged them an exorbitant amount for the drawing up of the contracts.


  Though the signer on the Milone side was a wealthy merchant of noble descent from the south who operated his own branch of a large company, he was far from a king. There was no question of who held the upper hand. The Milone Company had to simply accept the charges.


  “We calculate that our final profit was twenty-four hundred pieces, five percent of which we’re remitting to you as per our agreement.”


  Lawrence had schemed like a man possessed, been stabbed in the arm… for one hundred twenty silver coins.


  When he considered that if he hadn’t gotten involved in this business, Holo might not have left him, the only figures he saw in his mind were red. It simply hadn’t been worth one hundred twenty coins.


  But a contract was a contract. He had no choice but to accept it. Sometimes there were gains in life, and sometimes there were losses. It was a simple reality of being a merchant. He supposed that he should be happy not to have lost his life and to have come out one hundred twenty silver pieces ahead.


  Lawrence slowly nodded.


  “This was not something we expected. The outcome is regrettable,” said Marheit.


  “Unexpected outcomes are part and parcel of business,” replied Lawrence.


  “It is generous of you to say so. However,” said Marheit, getting Lawrence’s attention again – Marheit’s tone had brightened for some reason. “Unexpected situations can also work out happily. Here.”


  Lawrence accepted a second sheet of paper from Marheit, his eyes flicking over its contents.


  He immediately looked back up at Marheit in shock.


  “The Medio Company badly wanted those special privileges, and they knew the silver they’d collected was going to depreciate rapidly soon, so it was like holding on to debt. They expected they’d be able to turn a profit with that tariff authority, and they would do anything to get it. They made us an offer almost immediately.”


  The document in Lawrence’s hand stated that his share of the profit from this exchange was one thousand silver pieces.


  “A thousand pieces… is this really acceptable?”


  “It is a trifle,” said Marheit with a smile. The Milone Company had no doubt made much more than that, but Lawrence was not so rude as to ask the exact figure. After all, being offered an extra-contractual amount like this was like picking up a bar of gold on the street.


  Contracts were the core of commerce – monetary exchanges without them might as well have been nonexistent.


  “Also, we’ve taken care of the fees for your convalescence, and we’ll handle the care of your horse and wagon.”


  “Was my horse unhurt?”


  “Yes – it seems even the Medio Company didn’t find much worth in him as a hostage.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help smiling at Marheit’s hearty laugh.


  This was all far better treatment than he had any right to expect.


  “We’ll discuss the payment details and so on another day, then, shall we?” said Marheit.


  “That will be fine. Thank you so much, truly.”


  “Hardly; the pleasure is all ours. It is a small price to pay to remain in the good graces of a merchant of your ability, Mr. Lawrence.”


  Marheit looked at Lawrence with eyes that rarely missed a calculation, and he smiled his best merchant’s smile – probably on purpose.


  Still, the fact remained that Lawrence had received a thousand silver pieces from the branch supervisor of the huge company. They clearly thought of him as a person with whom a good relationship was important.


  A mere traveling merchant like Lawrence should be pleased by that.


  He nodded and thanked Marheit from his bed.


  “Oh, I suppose I should ask,” said Marheit, “do you wish payment to be in silver? If you would prefer a different commodity, that can be arranged.”


  A thousand coins would be heavy and would bring no particular benefit for the weight. Lawrence considered Marheit’s proposal, thinking about the amount he’d been promised and the size of his wagon, and a single item came to mind.


  “Have you any pepper? It’s light and compact, and as winter falls, its price will surely rise as meat becomes more available.”


  “Pepper, you say?”


  “Is there a problem?” asked Lawrence, seeing Marheit chuckle.


  “No, not at all. I recently read a play we received from the south, and that reminded me of it.”


  “A play?”


  “Indeed. A demon appears before a wealthy merchant and says, ‘Bring me the most delicious, succulent human you can, or I’ll devour you.’ Not wanting to die, the merchant presents the demon with the youngest, most beautiful maids in his house, and the plumpest footmen. But the demon shakes his head in disapproval.”


  “I see.”


  “So the merchant scatters money throughout the city, searching for a suitable person. Finally he finds a handsome young monk who smells of milk and honey. He throws gold at the monastery to buy the lad and brings him before the demon. But the boy says, ‘Oh ye demon who fights the gods, the most savory human in the land is not I.’”


  Lawrence was completely absorbed in the tale. He nodded wordlessly.


  “‘The most succulent human is before your very eyes – he has carried spices day in and day out in his quest for money, and his fattened soul is perfectly seasoned,’” continued Marheit cheerfully, gesturing expansively as he related the tale. In the end, he even imitated the wealthy merchant’s terrified face before catching himself and grinning sheepishly.


  “It’s a religious play that the Church uses to preach moderation in commerce,” he explained. “That’s what I remembered. Pepper is surely appropriate for a merchant about to make his fortune, I think.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help smiling at the amusing tale and Marheit’s praise. “I hope I soon have a body suffused with spices myself!” he said.


  “We’ll look forward to that, and to many fruitful dealings in the future, Mr. Lawrence,” said Marheit, and the two smiled at each other again.


  “I’ll see to your pepper. In the meantime, I have work to do…” Marheit backed toward the exit.


  Just then, there was a knock at the door.


  “Perhaps that’s your companion,” said Marheit, but Lawrence was confident that such a thing was impossible.


  Marheit left the bedside to open the door, and Lawrence, his head on a pillow, looked out the window.


  He could see the blue sky.


  “Overseer, sir. We’ve received this bill–” Lawrence heard the door open and a reserved voice speaking to Marheit, along with the sound of a slip of paper being handed over.


  It was undoubtedly some urgent business. Lawrence looked up at the small clouds in the sky and wondered when he would be able to have his own shop.


  He soon heard Marheit speak.


  “This is definitely addressed to our company, but…”


  Lawrence looked back over at Marheit, who was looking at him.


  “Mr. Lawrence, a bill’s come for you.”


  The names of Lawrence’s many trading partners and the debts he owed flashed through his mind.


  He tried to think of which among them had an approaching settlement date, but in any case the amount of time he would remain in a given city was uncertain. Even if there’d been a settlement date yesterday, he couldn’t think of anyone that would hold a traveling merchant to such a strict time frame.


  And who would even know he was here?


  “Could I see it, please?” he asked.


  Marheit took the bill from his subordinate and brought it to Lawrence.


  Lawrence took it and skipped past the standard contractual section, coming to the details at the end.


  He thought that if he could see what the bill was for, it might tell him who it was from.


  But the items on the bill did not ring any bells.


  “Hmm…” Lawrence said, cocking his head curiously, but suddenly he sat bolt upright.


  Marheit, shocked, tried to say something, but Lawrence ignored him and ran for the door, pushing it open and ignoring the pain in his left arm.


  “Urn, excuse me–”


  “Let me by!” shouted Lawrence, and the shocked employee made way. Lawrence ignored the strange look he received and ran down the hallway before stopping.


  “Where’s the loading dock?” he demanded.


  “Er, follow this hall to the end, turn left, and it’ll be–”


  “Thanks,” said Lawrence shortly, dashing off.


  The rather expensive bill crumpled in his hand as Lawrence ran as fast as his strength would allow.


  It was the contents of that crumpled bill that had Lawrence in such a state.


  The date on the bill was today, and it included items from a Pazzio textile merchant and a fruit seller.


  There were two high-quality women’s robes with silk sashes, a pair of traveling shoes, a tortoiseshell comb – and a large amount of apples.


  In total it all came to a hundred and fifty silver pieces, and the apples in particular were far too numerous for one person to carry.


  Despite that, there was no entry on the bill for the use of a horse or cart.


  There was an obvious conclusion.


  Lawrence arrived at the loading dock.


  Mountains of products of every sort were lined up, with everything from goods brought from afar to exports about to leave. The dock overflowed with the horses and the shouts of people – the chaotic scene was just another day at the prosperous Milone Company.


  Lawrence scanned the surroundings for what he knew must be there.


  The large loading area was filled with horses and carts. Lawrence ran around, even slipping on a clump of scattered hay, before catching a glimpse of his own familiar horse and wagon and approaching it.


  The other people working in the loading area looked at him strangely, but Lawrence took no notice of them, fixated on just one thing.


  In front of a wagon bed piled high with apples, a small figure held a beautiful piece of fur in her hand, combing it with a tortoiseshell comb.


  She wore an obviously expensive robe and a hood pulled low over her head. After a time, she ceased her combing and sighed.


  Not turning toward Lawrence, the figure in the seat of the wagon spoke. “I wouldn’t wish you to come to the northern forests simply to collect on a debt.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help laughing at her sullen tone.


  He approached the seat, and though Holo stubbornly refused to look at him, he extended his right hand.


  Finally she glanced at him, and although she soon returned her gaze to the tail in her hands, she reached out to him.


  Lawrence took her hand, and she finally relented to a smile.


  “I’ll return home only after I’ve paid my debt.”


  “But of course!”


  Holo’s hand gripped Lawrence’s very, very tightly.


  It seemed as though the travels of this strange pair would last a bit longer.


  That is to say, the travels of the wolf and the spice.
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  Chapter One


  The rolling hills continued endlessly.


  Boulders were prominent; grass and trees were few.


  The road wound thinly between the hills, frequently becoming so narrow that even the single cart was enough to block it entirely.


  Just when it seemed the climbing would continue forever, the road turned down, and the seemingly endless naked rocks and dried shrubs suddenly changed to a wide awaiting vista.


  While the journey had been more interesting than endless grass plains, most anyone would find the travel tiresome by the fifth day.


  From the road, tinged with a loneliness that suggested the coming winter, the voice that once sounded its delight at the undulations of the stony, ocher path was now gone. Its owner was now apparently too bored to even sit on the bench of the cart; she lay instead in the bed, grooming the fur of her tail.


  A young man drove the cart, apparently used to such selfish behavior on the part of his companion. The man, Kraft Lawrence, was instantly recognizable as a traveling merchant. This year made the seventh since he’d struck out on his own, and he appeared to be around twenty-five. As if in acknowledgment of the chill that came with the deepening autumn, he tightened the fur coat that was wrapped around his body.


  Occasionally, the chill also caused him to stroke his chin, covered in the sort of beard one often saw on traveling merchants, since when he sat still, he became slightly cooler. Letting a breath escape that would have turned foggy once the sun set, Lawrence glanced over his shoulder at the bed of the cart.


  Normally filled to the brim with various goods, the bed was enjoying a brief respite. All that stood out was the firewood and straw that provided warmth at night, along with a single bag, small enough for a child to carry.


  However, the contents of the bag were more valuable than an entire cart full of wheat would have been. The bag was full of high-grade pepper worth roughly one thousand silver trenni. If it could be sold in a mountain town, it might fetch as much as seventeen hundred pieces, but the bag was currently being used as a pillow by Lawrence’s companion, who continued lazily grooming her tail.


  She was small with a face that was somehow imperious despite its apparent youth, reminiscent of a queen relaxing in her palace. The hood of her robe was thrown back, exposing her pointed ears as she attended to her tail, her expression listless.


  Given the tail, the pointed ears, and the fact of her status as a merchant’s traveling companion, one might reasonably think of a dog, but unfortunately she was no dog.


  She was apparently a “wisewolf,” a wolf-god from the taiga in the distant north – but Lawrence felt there was some question as to whether she could be properly called a wolf.


  After all, this “wolf” appeared to be a young girl. Calling her a wolf seemed slightly inaccurate.


  “We’ll be reaching the town soon. Be careful,” he said.


  It would be disastrous for the girl’s ears and tail to be seen by others. The truth was, her canniness would put the instincts of even the sharpest merchant to shame, thus Lawrence didn’t need to warn her of the danger. However, she was so thoroughly relaxed that he simply had to speak up.


  Not so much as glancing at him, she only yawned hugely.


  Her yawn concluding with a vacant exhalation, she now nibbled puppy-like on the snow-white tip of her dark brown tail, as though it itched. She did not appear to have the slightest inclination to “be careful.”


  Having introduced herself as a wolf and possessing these ears and this tail, Holo certainly relaxed with the carelessness of an animal, if nothing else.


  “… Hrm.”


  A slight vocalization that could have been a reply (or it could simply have been a small utterance of satisfaction at having conquered the itch) reached Lawrence’s ears. Tired of waiting for her reply, he looked forward again.


  Holo and Lawrence had met two weeks earlier. Owing to a strange event in one of the villages Lawrence stopped at, Holo had joined him, and the two had been traveling together since. With her ears and tail, she was currently regarded as an evil spirit, and the Church sought to end her life to preserve order.


  Lawrence had not a shred of doubt that she was in fact a wolf rather than a simple girl, who happened to have a wolf’s ears and a tail.


  Just nine days earlier, in the river town of Pazzio, as a riot of silver chasing had come to a close, he had seen her true form.


  The huge brown wolf named Holo had understood human speech and possessed an overwhelming presence that was undeniably that of a god.


  Yet Lawrence believed his relationship with Holo the Wisewolf to be one of money, of partners in lending and borrowing, of companions in travel, and of friends.


  He looked behind him again, and Holo appeared to be curled up in sleep. Although her legs were covered by the pants she wore under her robe, the robe was still hitched up around her waist from her earlier tail grooming, and there was no denying the fact that the sight was slightly lascivious.


  Her sleeping expression was the very picture of defenselessness, and coupled with her slight form, Holo looked less like a wolf and more like the sort of girl a wolf was likely to eat.


  Nevertheless, Lawrence did not take her lightly.


  Her wolf ears pricked suddenly, and she stirred, pulling her hood over her head and drawing the edge of her robe down to cover her tail.


  Lawrence looked ahead just as the road drew near the face of a hill and curved. Before them, the figure of a single merchant on foot could be seen.


  Cautioning Holo had indeed been unnecessary.


  Holo the Wisewolf was hundreds of years old, and the young man’s twenty-five years of experience were far from sufficient to make him her equal.


  However, Holo looked to be the younger of the two, with her true age being many times greater than what she appeared to be, a fact that occasionally irritated Lawrence.


  It was Lawrence’s hope that Holo would act more in keeping with the apparent difference between their ages, obediently minding him when she was told. A variety of problems could have been avoided this way, and the wolf would have him to thank for this – but unfortunately, the opposite was much more common.


  Lawrence glanced back at the cart bed once more.


  Despite the surreptitious nature of Lawrence’s backward peek, Holo returned his look from where she lay, curled up around the bag of pepper.


  She threw him a mean-spirited grin as if to say that yes, she could see everything ahead just fine, before closing her eyes once more.


  Lawrence looked back to the road.


  Perhaps enjoying the cart ride, Holo’s tail flicked back and forth.


  The town ahead bore the strange name of Poroson.


  Beyond the town to the north and east (they would travel toward towns and villages that lay many days beyond the highlands in the foreground), the dress and food of the people would change – even the gods worshiped would be different. The pair would find themselves in a truly foreign land.


  Lawrence had heard that Poroson was until recently known as a gateway to another world.


  Descending to the west of these rock-strewn highlands, one would find abundantly fertile, forested land in all directions. Yet the land, hemmed in as it was by the surrounding rocks, which yielded little spring water, was difficult to farm. The only reason to take the trouble of founding a town here was its position as this gateway to another world.


  They continued through the fields. Lawrence could hear the faint cries of goats through the morning haze as he counted the many gravestone-like posts he saw. The posts were carved with the names of many generations of sages in the Church’s long history and continued to purify the land even now.


  Long before it was known as a gateway to another world, Poroson was a holy land to a certain pagan faith.


  Many years had passed since the Church, following the will of its god, sent missionaries to convert the heathens, starting a war to purify this land tainted by impure beliefs. Poroson was a psychological turning point in the process of the destruction of the old faith. Once the Church was on the verge of wiping out the pagan faith in the area, the priests commanded that a town be founded there.


  Poroson soon became the staging area for the missionaries and knights heading north and east after the remaining pagans, and it came to have a reputation as a crossroads for both goods and people.


  The missionaries with their tattered, hermit-like robes and the knights with righteous swords in hand, ready to reclaim land in the name of their god, were now gone.


  All that passed through the town these days were woven goods, salt, and iron from the north and east and grain and leather from the south and west. The holy wars of the past were long gone, replaced by the continuous comings and goings of shrewd merchants.


  Holo’s presence made it necessary for Lawrence to take roads with little traffic, but along certain ancient trade routes, they continually passed carts laden with rare goods. Many of the textiles they saw were of particularly fine quality.


  Despite the brisk trade, Poroson was rather modest, thanks to the habits of its residents. The wealth of commerce provided for a magnificent wall around the town, but the buildings within it were of humble stone construction, their roofs thatched with straw. It’s true that wherever goods and people intersect, money will be left behind and the area will prosper, but Poroson’s circumstances were slightly different.


  The residents were all highly devout and gave most of their money to the Church. Furthermore, Poroson was not the holding of a particular nation, but rather of the religious capital of Ruvinheigen to the northwest, so tithes did not stay in the town’s own church, but instead flowed to the larger city. In fact, the Church offices managed land taxes as well, so Poroson did not even control its own tax revenue.


  The residents of the town had no interest in anything beyond their own humble lives.


  When a bell sounded through the morning haze, the workers in the fields paused in their labors and turned to face the sound, putting their hands together and closing their eyes.


  In a typical town at this hour, red-faced merchants would be busy jockeying for position in the town square, but here there was no such rude commotion.


  Not wanting to intrude upon the residents’ prayers, Lawrence stopped his cart horse. Then, putting his hands together, he offered a prayer to his own god.


  The bell rang a second time, and when the people returned to their work, Lawrence made his cart horse walk again. Suddenly, Holo spoke.


  “Oh, so you are a religious man now, are you?”


  “I’ll pray to anyone who can promise me safe travels and tidy profits.”


  “I can promise you a fine harvest.”


  Holo faced Lawrence as he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.


  “You want me to pray to you, then?”


  Holo knew and hated the loneliness felt by gods. Lawrence believed she couldn’t possibly be serious, but he ventured to ask.


  He suspected she was joking with him out of boredom.


  As expected, her reply came in a purposefully sweet voice.


  “Yes, I certainly do.”


  “What shall I pray for, then?” asked Lawrence, by now used to this sort of treatment from Holo.


  “Whatever you like. I can provide a bountiful harvest, naturally, but safe travels are also no problem for me. I can predict the winds and rain and tell whether spring water is good or bad. And I’m just the thing for getting rid of wolves and wild dogs.”


  She sounded just like a village youth extolling his virtues to a merchant guild, but Lawrence thought for a moment before answering.


  “I suppose safe travels would be worth praying for.”


  “They would, would they not?” answered Holo with a self-satisfied smile, inclining her head slightly.


  Seeing her carefree, innocent smile, Lawrence wondered whether she wasn’t simply trying to praise her own abilities over the god of the Church. Every once in a while, Holo exhibited a certain childishness.


  “Well, I suppose I’ll ask for safe travels, then. It would be heartening to be able to avoid wolves.”


  “Mm. Safe travels, is it?”


  “Indeed.”


  Lawrence tugged on the reins to avoid a donkey grazing on the grass.


  The gateway to the town walls would be upon them soon. The end of a line of people waiting for inspection was visible even in the morning mist.


  Though the entire town was part of the Church, many merchants came to it from pagan lands, so Poroson was remarkably accommodating – its inspection of goods was much stricter than its inspection of people. Lawrence was considering the tax likely to be levied on the pepper he carried when he became aware of someone looking at him from the side. There was only Holo.


  “What, is that all?” Her voice sounded slightly irritated.


  “Hm?”


  “I am asking you if all you require is safe travel.”


  Staring blankly at Holo for a few moments, Lawrence realized what she was talking about.


  “What? You wanted me to put my hands together and pray?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said with a vexed glare. “I’m guaranteeing you safe travel – surely you don’t think that a single, useless prayer is compensation enough.”


  Lawrence’s mind turned like a waterwheel as he arrived at the obvious conclusion.


  “Ah, you want an offering.”


  “Hee-hee-hee.” Holo gave a self-satisfied chuckle.


  “What do you want?”


  “Dried mutton!”


  “You gorged yourself on the stuff yesterday! It must’ve been a week’s worth that you ate.”


  “I’ve always room for mutton.”


  Never shy, Holo licked her chops at the memory of the meat. It seemed even the noble wolf was a mere dog when presented with dried victuals.


  “Cooked meat is good, too, but I simply cannot resist the texture of dried meat. If you would pray for safe travels, dried mutton is the price.”


  Holo’s eyes blazed, and her tail switched restlessly underneath her robe.


  Lawrence ignored this completely, instead looking at the goods loaded on the horse that was being led by the merchant in front of them. The horse’s back was piled high with a mountain of wool.


  “What about that wool – is it good or bad?”


  Wool evidently suggested sheep. Holo looked at the mountain of wool, her eyes brimming with anticipation, before answering quickly.


  “It is quite good – so good I can almost smell the grass they ate.”


  “I thought as much. My pepper should fetch a good price here.”


  If the wool was of high quality, the meat would be excellent, too. And as the quality of meat rose, so did its price. Expensive meat made his pepper, which could be used to flavor and preserve it, all the more valuable, and Lawrence began to look forward to selling his wares.


  “Also, dried meat with lots of salt is good. Just a little bit of salt will not do. Also, meat from the flanks is the best, better than meat from the legs. Here now, are you listening?”


  “Hm?”


  “Salted meat! From the flanks!”


  “You have excellent taste. That’ll cost us.”


  “Hah, ’tis a bargain at twice the price.”


  It was true that some good mutton was a bargain if it meant Holo would guarantee safe travels. After all, her true form was a giant talking wolf. She could probably even protect him from the kind of ill-mannered soldiers that were hard to distinguish from out-and-out thieves.


  Nonetheless, Lawrence assumed a purposefully blank expression as he regarded Holo.


  Her eyes were fixed greedily upon the imagined food. He couldn’t help but tease her.


  “Well, now, you must have quite a bit of money indeed. If you’ve got so much, perhaps you should repay me.”


  Yet his opponent was a canny wisewolf. She soon discerned his motive.


  Her demeanor tightened suddenly as she glared at him.


  “That approach will no longer work.”


  Apparently she had learned from the apple incident. Lawrence clicked his tongue in irritation, his face grim.


  “You should’ve just asked nicely in the first place, then. It would’ve been so much more charming.”


  “So if I ask charmingly enough, you will buy some for me, then?” asked Holo without a trace of charm.


  Lawrence eased the horse forward as the line moved, answering flatly, “Of course not. You could stand to learn something from those cows and sheep – try chewing your cud, hm?”


  He grinned to himself, proud of his wit – but Holo’s face went blank with anger, and without a word, there on the driver’s seat of the wagon, she stomped on his foot.


  The road was nothing more than hard-packed dirt, the simple houses made of rough-hewn stone and thatched with grass.


  The people of Poroson bought nothing but the barest necessities from the merchant stalls, so there were surprisingly few such stalls.


  A goodly number of people moved about the town, among them merchants with carts or backs fully loaded, but the atmosphere seemed to suck up the normal town chatter like cotton, so it was oddly quiet.


  It was hard to believe this quiet, simple, proud town was a nexus of foreign trade that earned dizzying amounts of money every day.


  After all, missionaries whose street-corner sermons went largely ignored in other cities could count on gratefully attentive crowds here – so how was profit so effectively made?


  To Lawrence, the town was nothing less than a mystery.


  “’Tis a tedious place,” came Holo’s assessment of the uniquely religious town.


  “You’re only saying that because there’s nothing to eat.”


  “You speak as though I think of nothing else.”


  “Shall we take in a sermon, then?”


  Just ahead of them, a missionary preached to a crowd, one hand on a book of scripture.


  The listeners were not only townspeople – there were several merchants whose prayers were normally for naught but their own profit.


  Holo regarded them distastefully and sniffed.


  “He’s about five hundred years too young to be preaching to me.”


  “I daresay you could stand to hear a sermon on frugality.”


  Toying idly with the silken sash at her waist, Holo put her hand to her mouth and yawned at Lawrence’s suggestion. “I’m a wolf yet. Sermons are complicated and difficult for us to understand,” she said shamelessly, rubbing her eyes.


  “Well, as far as the teachings of the god of frugality go, they’re more persuasive here than anywhere else, I’d reckon.”


  “Hm?”


  “Nearly all the money made here flows to the seat of the Church northwest of here, Ruvinheigen – now there’s a place I’ve no desire to hear a sermon.”


  The Church capital of Ruvinheigen was so prosperous some said its walls had turned to gold. The upper echelons of the Church Council that controlled the region had turned to commerce to support their subjugation of the heathens, and the priests and bishops of Ruvinheigen put the merchants to shame.


  Lawrence wondered if that was precisely why opportunities for profit there were so absurdly plentiful.


  Just then, Holo tilted her head quizzically. “Did you say Ruvinheigen?”


  “What, do you know it?” Lawrence gave Holo a sidelong glance as he steered the wagon to the right once the street forked.


  “Mm, I remember the name, but not as a city – it was a person’s name.”


  “Ah, you’re not wrong. It’s a city now, but it was the name of a saint who led a group of crusaders against the pagans. It’s an old name – you don’t hear it much anymore.”


  “Hmph. Maybe ’tis him I’m remembering.”


  “Surely not.”


  Lawrence laughed it off but soon realized – Holo had set out on her travels hundreds of years ago.


  “He was a man with flaming red hair and a great bushy beard. He’d hardly gotten a glance at my lovely ears and tail before he set his knights after me with spear and sword. I’d had enough, so I took my other form and kicked his knights around before sinking my teeth into that Ruvinheigen’s backside. He was rather lean and far from tasty.”


  Holo sniffed proudly as she related the gallant tale. The surprised Lawrence had no response.


  In the holy city of Ruvinheigen, there were records of Saint Ruvinheigen having red hair and the city itself having originally been a fortress that fought against pagan gods.


  However, in his battles against the heathen deities, Saint Ruvinheigen was said to have lost his left arm. That is why on the great mural in the city cathedral he was pictured with no left arm, his ragged clothing smeared with blood, resolutely ordering his crusaders forward against the pagans, the protection of God at their backs.


  Perhaps the reason Saint Ruvinheigen was always pictured in clothes so ragged he might as well be nude was because Holo had shredded them. Her true form was that of a massive wolf, after all. It was easy to imagine her bloodying someone after a bit of sport.


  If what Holo said was true, Saint Ruvinheigen had probably been ashamed of being bitten on his rear and had omitted that bit from the story. In that case, the tale of the saint losing his left arm was pure fabrication.


  Had Holo bitten the real Saint Ruvinheigen?


  Hearing the story behind the history, Lawrence chuckled.


  “Oh, but wait a moment–” said Holo.


  “Hm?”


  “I only bit him, I’ll have you know. I did not kill him,” said Holo quickly, anticipating Lawrence’s reaction.


  For a moment, Lawrence didn’t understand what she was getting at, but soon he realized.


  She must have assumed he would be angry if she killed one of his fellow humans.


  “You’re considerate at the strangest of times,” said Lawrence.


  “’Tis important,” said Holo, her face serious enough that Lawrence capitulated without any further teasing.


  “Anyway, this surely is a tedious city. The middle of the forest is livelier than this.”


  “I’ll unload my pepper, pick up a new commodity, and we’ll be on our way to Ruvinheigen, so just bear it until then.”


  “Is it a big town?”


  “Bigger even than Pazzio – more properly a city than a town really. It’s crowded, and there are lots of shops.”


  Holo’s face lit up. “With apples even?”


  “Hard to say if they’ll be fresh. With winter coming, I’d think they’d be preserved.”


  “… Preserved?” said Holo, dubious. In the northlands, salt was the only method of preservation, so she assumed preserved apples would also use salt.


  “They use honey,” said Lawrence.


  Pop! went Holo’s ears, flicking rapidly under the hood she wore.


  “Pear preserves are good, too. Also, hmm, they’re a bit rare, but I’ve seen preserved peaches. Now those are fine goods. They slice the peaches thin, pack them in a cask with the odd layer of almonds or figs, then fill up the spaces with honey, and seal it shut. Takes about two months for it to be ready to eat. I’ve only had it once, but it was so sweet the Church was considering banning the stuff… Hey, you’re drooling.”


  Holo snapped her mouth shut as Lawrence pointed it out.


  She took a nervous glance around, then looked back at Lawrence dubiously. “You… you’re toying with me, though.”


  “Can’t you tell if I’m lying or not?”


  Holo set her jaw, perhaps at a loss for words.


  “I’m not lying, but there’s no telling whether they’ll actually have the preserves. They’re mostly for rich nobles, anyway. The stuff isn’t just lined up in a shop.”


  “But if it is?”


  Swish, swish – Holo’s tail was switching back and forth beneath her robe so rapidly it almost seemed like a separate animal altogether. Her eyes were moist and blurred with overflowing anticipation.


  Holo’s face was so close to Lawrence that she rested her head on his shoulder.


  Her eyes were desperately serious.


  “… Fine, fine! I’ll buy you some!”


  Holo gripped Lawrence’s arm tightly. “You have to!”


  He felt that if he looked sideways at her, he’d be bitten on the spot.


  “A little, though. Just a little!” Lawrence said. It was not clear if Holo was listening or not.


  “That’s a promise, then! You’ve promised!”


  “Okay, okay!”


  “So let us hurry on, then! Hurry, now!”


  “Stop grabbing me!”


  Lawrence shrugged her off, but Holo’s mind had wandered elsewhere. She seemed to look off into the distance and muttered as she nibbled on the nail of her middle finger.


  “They may sell out. Should it come to that…”


  Lawrence was beginning to regret having said anything about honeyed peach preserves, but it was too late for such regrets. If he dared to suggest he had decided not to buy any after all, it seemed likely she’d tear out his throat.


  
    
  

  It didn’t matter that honeyed peach preserves weren’t something that traveling merchants could afford.


  “It’s not a question of selling out – they may not have any at all,” Lawrence said. “Just understand that.”


  “We are talking about peaches and honey, sir! It beggars belief. Peaches and honey.”


  “Are you even listening to me?”


  “Still, it’s hard to give up pears,” said Holo, turning to Lawrence and looking up at him.


  Lawrence’s only reply was to heave a long-suffering sigh.


  Lawrence planned to sell his pepper to the Latparron Trading Company, whose name was every bit as odd as the town in which it was located – Poroson.


  If one were to trace the name, it would surely hearken all the way back to the time before Poroson was a town and only pagans inhabited the area. The strange names were all that remained of the past, though. After all, everyone here was a true believer in the Church, from the tops of their heads to the tips of their toes. The Latparron Company would soon have its fiftieth master, and each seemed to be more devout than the last.


  Thus it was that no sooner had Lawrence called upon the company – which he’d not visited in half a year – than he was regaled with praise for the newly arrived priest, whose sermons he simply had to hear, as would they not save our very souls?


  Still worse, the master of the Latparron Company seemed to take Holo in her robes for a nun on pilgrimage and exhorted her to minister to Lawrence as well.


  Holo took the opportunity to rail at Lawrence at length, occasionally grinning in a way that only he could see.


  After some time, their preaching ended, and Lawrence swore to himself that he wouldn’t spare so much as a single coin for any honeyed peach preserves.


  “Well, then, that went a bit long, but shall we talk business now?”


  “I await your pleasure,” said Lawrence, clearly tired – but the Latparron master had put on his business face now, so Lawrence couldn’t let his guard down.


  It was possible that the master’s lengthy sermon was a tactic to wear his opponents down, making them easy prey.


  “So, what goods have you brought me this day?”


  “Right here,” said Lawrence, regaining his composure and bringing out the pepper-stuffed sack.


  “Oh, pepper!”


  Lawrence kept hidden his surprise at the master’s correct guess of the bag’s contents. “You know your goods,” he said.


  “It’s the smell!” said the master with a mischievous smile – but Lawrence knew pepper yet to be ground has little scent.


  Lawrence stole a sidelong glance at Holo, who looked on amused.


  “It seems I’m still a novice,” said Lawrence.


  “Just a matter of experience,” said the master. As far as Lawrence could tell from the man’s broad, easy manner, his mistaking Holo for a nun might also have been an act.


  “Still, Mr. Lawrence, you always bring the best goods at the most opportune time. By God’s grace, the hay grew well this year, and the pork has gotten fat merely walking the streets. Demand for pepper will be high for a while. Had you gotten here even a week sooner, I’d have been able to take it off your hands for a pittance!”


  Lawrence could only offer a pained smile in response to the cheerful man. The Latparron master had taken complete control of the conversation. He could now use strong-arm negotiating tactics. It would be hard for Lawrence to regain the upper hand.


  Traders like these in small companies were why the life of the merchant was a hard one.


  “Right, then, let’s take its measure. Have you a scale?”


  Unlike the money changers whose reputations depended on the accuracy of their scales, the scales that merchants carried were doctored as a matter of course. With commodities like pepper or gold dust, a small “adjustment” to a scale’s gradations could make a large difference, so both buyer and seller weighed items on their own scales.


  However, it wasn’t every day that Lawrence dealt with high-priced goods like pepper, so he had no scales.


  “No, I don’t have a scale – I trust in God.”


  The master smiled and nodded at Lawrence’s reply. There were two sets of scales on a shelf, and he deliberately brought out the set farther away.


  Though he was careful not to show it, Lawrence internally sighed in relief.


  Be he the most devout, faithful follower of the teachings of the Church, a merchant was still a merchant. Undoubtedly the first set of scales had been doctored. If Lawrence’s pepper was weighed on such scales, there was no telling how much of a loss he might sustain. It could be as bad as a silver piece for every peppercorn.


  Lawrence gave God his thanks.


  “Even if you believe in a just God, man should be able to discern whether the scripture before him is true or false. A righteous man still trespasses against God if he commits to memory false scripture, after all,” said the master, setting the scales down on a nearby table.


  He was probably trying to reassure Lawrence that his scales were accurate.


  Although merchants were always trying to outsmart one another, that didn’t mean trust was never necessary.


  “If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” said Lawrence, at which point the master nodded and took a step back.


  On the table was a beautiful set of brass scales, which gleamed a dull gold. It was the sort of set one would expect to see in the offices of a wealthy cambist in a large city and seemed a bit out of place in this shop.


  The Latparron Trading Company’s storefront was so plain it was easily mistakable for a simple home, and the only employees were the master and a few men. The interior of the shop was also plainly furnished with two shelves situated against the wall, one holding jars that seemed to contain spices or dried food-stuffs and another holding bundles of documents, paper, and parchment.


  While the scales seemed not in keeping with the rest of the shop, the balance of those scales was clear.


  The scales balanced in the center with plates of counterweights to the left and right.


  They did not seem to have been tampered with.


  Relieved, Lawrence looked up and smiled. “Shall we proceed to weigh the pepper, then?”


  There was no reason not to.


  “Let’s see, we’ll need paper and ink. Wait just a moment, please,” said the master, walking to the corner of the room and retrieving an ink pot and paper from the shelf. Lawrence was idly looking on when a tug at his sleeve pulled him out of his reverie. There was no one else there – it was Holo.


  “What is it?”


  “I’m thirsty.”


  “You’ll have to wait,” said Lawrence shortly – but he immediately reconsidered.


  She was Holo the Wisewolf after all. She wouldn’t make a complaint like that out of the blue. There had to be some kind of reason behind it.


  Having changed his mind, Lawrence was about to ask her to explain herself when the master spoke again.


  “Even the saints themselves needed water to live. Would you like water or perhaps wine?”


  “Water, if you please,” said Holo with a smile. Evidently she had only been thirsty after all.


  “Just a moment, then.” The master left the contract paper, ink, and quill on the table and walked out of the room, going to fetch the water himself.


  In this regard he seemed to be no merchant, but the model of a devout adherent of the Church.


  Yet even as Lawrence was impressed at the master’s faith, he gave Holo a sidelong glare.


  “I know this may seem like nothing to you, but to us merchants this is a battleground. You could have had as much water as you wanted later.”


  “But I am thirsty,” said Holo, looking away stubbornly – she hated being scolded. Despite her frightening intelligence, she could be strangely childish at times. There was no point in saying anything more.


  Lawrence sighed, and to chase away his frustration with Holo, he set his mind on estimating how much pepper he had.


  At length the master returned, carrying a wooden tray with an iron pitcher and cup. Lawrence’s shame at having made a business associate and an elder perform such a menial task was very real, but the master’s smiling face seemed to have dispensed with business for the moment.


  “Well, then, shall we proceed with the weigh?”


  “Indeed.”


  They began to weigh the pepper as Holo looked on, leaning against a wall a short distance away, iron cup clasped between her hands.


  The weigh was a simple enough task, with a set weight being prepared on one side of the scales and the other being loaded with pepper until it balanced.


  It was simple, but if one grew tired of seeing the counterweight sink and was tempted to call it good enough and proceed to the next load, a merchant could unwittingly sustain a significant loss.


  So both the master and Lawrence carefully balanced each load until each was satisfied before proceeding to the next.


  For all its simplicity, the weighing was sensitive work, and it took forty-five loads to finish. Pepper varied depending on its origin, but a load of Lawrence’s product balanced roughly with a single counterweight should have been worth about one gold lumione piece. Based on his most current knowledge of exchange rates, one lumione equaled thirty-four and two-thirds trenni, the silver coin commonly used in the port town of Pazzio. Forty-five loads at that rate would come to 1,560 trenni.


  Lawrence had bought the pepper for a thousand trenni, so that meant a profit of 560 pieces. The spice trade was indeed delicious. Of course, gold and jewels – the raw materials for luxury goods – could fetch two or three times their initial purchase price, so this was a meager gain in comparison, but for a traveling merchant who spent his days crossing the plains, it was profit enough. Some merchants would haul the lowest-quality oats on their very backs, destroying themselves as they crossed mountains, only to turn a 10percent profit when they sold in the town.


  Indeed, compared with that, clearing more than five hundred silver pieces by moving a single light bag of pepper was almost too savory to believe.


  Lawrence grinned as he packed the pepper back into its leather sack.


  “Right, that’s forty-five measures’ worth, then. Where does this pepper come from?”


  “It was imported from Ramapata, in the kingdom of Leedon. Here’s the certificate of import from the Milone Company.”


  “From Ramapata, then? It’s come quite a ways, then – I can scarcely imagine the place,” mused the master, narrowing his eyes and smiling as he took the certificate parchment Lawrence offered him.


  Town merchants often spent their entire lives in the villages of their birth. There were some who would go on pilgrimages after their retirement, but there was no time for such things when they were actively working.


  However, even Lawrence the traveling merchant knew little of the kingdom of Leedon, save that it was famous for its spices. To get there from Pazzio, one had to take the river all the way to the coast and then board a long-distance sailing ship south across two separate seas, a journey of roughly two months.


  The language was different, of course, and apparently it was hot like summertime year-round in Leedon, and the population was permanently tanned near black from the time they were born.


  It seemed unbelievable, but there was spice, gold, silver, and iron that supposedly came from the place, and the Milone Company vouched for the origin of the pepper, which the certificate claimed was Ramapata.


  Was it a real country?


  “The certificate seems authentic,” said the master.


  The kinds of bills of exchange, trusted promissory notes and contracts that passed through town merchants were huge. Supposedly they could even recognize bills signed by small companies in faraway lands to say nothing of huge organizations that had their main branches in a foreign country.


  Recognizing the seal of a company as large as Milone would be but the work of a moment. Signatures were important, but the soul of a contract was the seal.


  “Right, then, it’ll be one lumione per measure. Will this do?”


  “Can you tell me what the lumione is trading at currently?” Lawrence asked suddenly, even though he had some grasp of the coin’s market value.


  Gold coin was generally used as an accounting currency – that is to say it was the basis for calculating the values of the many other currencies in the world. Calculations were performed in gold currency and then remitted in other, more convenient forms. Of course, in that situation the market value of the currency in question became an issue.


  Lawrence was suddenly very nervous.


  “Mr. Lawrence, as I recall, you follow the path of Saint Metrogius in business, like your teacher did, correct?”


  “Yes. Perhaps it’s the protection of Saint Metrogius that’s kept my travels safe and my business sound.”


  “So I presume that you’ll take payment in trenni silver?”


  Many traveling merchants wanted to repeat the successes of the past, and so rather than move randomly from one town to another, they trod the paths of the saints of old.


  Thus it was that the currency they used at a given time was quite predictable.


  For the master of the Latparron Trading Company to come to that conclusion so quickly meant he was very shrewd merchant indeed.


  “In trenni silver,” he continued, “the current rate is thirty-two and five-sixths.”


  The rate was lower than Lawrence remembered. But given the town’s importance as a trade center, it was within the realm he could allow.


  In places where currencies from many different places all converged, the exchange rate with respect to accounting currencies tended to be lower.


  Lawrence did the calculations in his head at lightning speed. At this rate he’d get 1,477 trenni for his pepper.


  The amount was less than he’d anticipated but a tolerable price nonetheless. It would be a huge step toward realizing the dream of opening his own shop.


  He took a deep breath and extended his right hand toward the master.


  “That price will be fine, sir.”


  The master’s face broke into a smile, and he accepted Lawrence’s hand. A merchant’s spirits were never better than at the moment of a successful contract.


  This was one such moment.


  “Ughh…” Holo cut in with a listless voice.


  “Whatever is the matter?” asked the master worriedly as he and Lawrence looked to Holo, who leaned unsteadily against the wall.


  In that instant, Lawrence remembered the sale of his furs to the Milone Company and grew suddenly nervous.


  The master of the Latparron Company was a canny merchant who managed his shop alone. Trying to outwit him was likely to end badly. Having Holo around didn’t mean they had to try to trick their trading partners every single time.


  Even as Lawrence thought this, he stopped short. Holo was acting strangely.


  “U-ugh… I’m, I’m dizzy…”


  Holo held on to the cup as her unsteadiness grew worse, and the water seemed like it would spill out at any moment.


  The master walked up to her, looking worried as he stilled the cup and supported her slim shoulders.


  “Are you recovered?”


  “… A bit. Thank you,” said Holo weakly, finally standing straight again with the master’s help.


  She looked every bit the fasting nun suffering from a bout of anemia. Even someone who wasn’t as devout as the master would have wanted to help her, but Lawrence noticed something strange.


  Underneath Holo’s hood, her wolf ears had not drooped very much.


  “A long journey will tire even the strongest man,” declared the master.


  Holo nodded slightly, then spoke. “I may well be tired from the travel. My vision seemed to tilt suddenly…”


  “That won’t do. Ah, I have it – shall I bring some goat milk? It’s fresh from yesterday’s milking,” he said, offering her a chair and briskly going to fetch the milk without waiting for her response.


  Lawrence was surely the only one who had any premonition that Holo was going to do something else when she did not sit in the offered chair and instead went to set the iron cup on the table.


  “Sir,” she said to the master, whose back was turned. “I believe I am yet a bit dizzy.”


  “Heavens. Shall I call a physician?” asked the master, looking over his shoulder with heartfelt concern.


  Underneath the hood, Holo’s expression was anything but the weak dizziness she feigned.


  “Look here. It’s tilting before my very eyes,” said Holo, taking the cup and spilling a few drops on the surface of the table – whereupon it flowed smoothly to Holo’s right and off the edge of the table, dripping to the floor with a small plip sound.


  “Wha–!” Lawrence walked swiftly to the table and put his hand on the scales.


  It was the same set of scales he’d so carefully gauged the accuracy of earlier. If they were even slightly off, it would mean a large loss for him, and so he’d checked the scales’ accuracy carefully – but they aligned perfectly with the direction in which the water had flowed off the table.


  This led to a single conclusion.


  The weighing was over, and the plates of the scale were empty save for the counterweights on them. Lawrence took the set of scales and rotated it to face precisely the opposite direction.


  The scales tipped this way and that owing to the sudden movement, but when set back on the table, their movement slowed and eventually stopped.


  According to the gradations, the scales balanced perfectly – despite the incline of the table. If they had been accurate, the reading would have been skewed by the slant of the table.


  The scales had clearly been tampered with.


  “So, then, did I drink water, or was it wine?” inquired Holo. She looked back to the master – as did Lawrence.


  The master’s expression froze, and sweat appeared on his forehead.


  “What I drank was wine. Was it not?” Holo’s voice sounded so amused that even her smile was practically audible.


  The master’s face paled to a nearly deathly pallor. If the fact that he used fraudulent scales to swindle merchants was made public in a god-fearing town like this, all his assets would be forfeit, and he would face instant bankruptcy.


  “There’s a saying that ‘no one drinks less than the master of a full tavern’ – this must be what that means,” said Lawrence.


  The stricken master was like a cornered hare, unable to cry out even as a predator’s fangs pierced its skin.


  Lawrence walked back toward the master with an easy smile.


  “The secret to prosperity is being the only sober one, eh?”


  So much sweat beaded up on the master’s forehead that you could trace a picture in it.


  “It seems I’m drunk on the same wine as my companion. I doubt we’ll be able to remember anything we’ve seen or heard in here… though in exchange I may be a bit unreasonable.”


  “Wh-what do you…?” The master’s face shivered in fear.


  Taking easy revenge here would be failing as a merchant, though.


  There wasn’t even a mote of anger at being deceived in Lawrence’s mind.


  All he thought of were cold calculations of how much more profit he could extract from his opponent’s fear.


  This was an unexpected opportunity.


  Lawrence drew near the man, his expression still smiling, his tone still every bit the negotiating merchant.


  “Let’s see… I think the amount we agreed to, plus the amount you were going to gain, plus, oh… you’ll let us buy double on margin.”


  Lawrence was demanding to be allowed to buy more than he had the cash to secure. It’s self-evident that the more money a merchant can invest, the greater profit he can realize. If he can buy two silver pieces’ worth of goods with a single piece, he will double his profit, pure and simple.


  But to buy two pieces’ worth with one piece, he would obviously need collateral. Since the merchant is essentially borrowing money, the lender has the right to demand collateral from the borrower.


  However, the master was in no position to make such a demand, which is why Lawrence pushed such an unreasonable position. It’s a third-rate merchant that doesn’t take advantage of weakness.


  “I, uh, er, I can’t possibly…”


  “You can’t do it? Oh, that’s a shame… I’m feeling significantly less drunk.”


  The master’s face was so wet it seemed to nearly melt as the sweat mixed with tears.


  His face a mask of despair, he slumped, defeated.


  “As for the goods, let’s see. Given the amount, perhaps some high-quality arms? Surely you have lots of goods bound for Ruvinheigen.”


  “… Arms, you say?”


  The master looked up, seeming to see a glimmer of hope. He had probably been assuming that Lawrence never planned to pay him back.


  “They’re always a good bet for turning a tidy profit, and I can get the loan back to you quickly that way. What say you?”


  Ruvinheigen served as a resupply base for the efforts to subjugate the pagans. Any items that served in the fighting flew off the shelves year-round. It was difficult to sustain depreciation losses when selling such goods.


  Since Lawrence would be able to purchase double the normal amount on margin, he’d have double the insurance against depreciation, which made weapons a good choice for a margin buy.


  The master’s face shifted to that of a shrewdly calculating merchant. “Weapons… you say?”


  “Since I’m sure there’s a trading company in Ruvinheigen with connections to yours, selling them there will balance out the books.”


  In short, after Lawrence sold the weapons he bought with money borrowed from the Latparron Company to another company in Ruvinheigen, he wouldn’t have to come all the way back to Poroson to return the money.


  In certain situations, the give-and-take of money could be accomplished with nothing more than entries in a ledger.


  It was the great triumph of the merchant class.


  “What say you?”


  At times, the business smile of a merchant could be an intimidating thing. Even among such smiles, Lawrence’s was exceptionally intimidating as he cornered the manager of the Latparron Trading Company, who – unable to refuse – finally nodded.


  “My thanks! I’d like to arrange for the goods immediately, as I hope to depart for Ruvinheigen very soon.”


  “U-understood. Er, as for the valuation…”


  “I shall leave that to you. After all, I trust in God.”


  The master’s lip twisted bitterly in what must have been a pained smile. It was unavoidable that he’d appraise the weapons rather cheaply.


  “Are you two quite finished?” said Holo, guessing that the strong-armed “negotiation” was over. The master gave a sigh of dismay. It seemed there was still one person who wanted a say.


  “I daresay my drunkenness is lifting as well,” said Holo, her head tilted charmingly to one side – but she must’ve seemed like a devil to the master.


  “Some fine wine and mutton would do much for my spirits. Make sure the mutton’s from the flanks now!”


  The master could only nod his head at her casual imperiousness.


  “Make it quick now,” said Holo, partially in jest, but hearing these words from the girl who adroitly saw through his doctored scales, the master turned around and scampered from the room like a pig smacked on the rear.


  One couldn’t help but feel the master was overdoing it a bit, but if his fraud was made public, he would be ruined. To that extent, a little bowing and scraping was a small price to pay.


  Lawrence would have taken a huge hit to his own assets if the trick hadn’t been noticed.


  “Hee-hee. Poor little man,” said Holo with a delighted chuckle that made her seem even nastier.


  “You’ve certainly a keen eye, as usual. I didn’t notice a thing.”


  “I’m beautiful and my tail fur is sleek, but my eyes and ears are also keen. I noticed the moment we entered the room. I suppose he would’ve been sly enough to fool the likes of you, though,” said Holo, sighing and waving her hand dismissively.


  Lawrence would have been happier if she’d said something sooner, but the reality was he had not noticed the fraud, and the fact that Holo did had turned a great loss into a great gain.


  It wouldn’t kill him to be polite.


  “I’ve nothing to say for myself,” Lawrence admitted. Holo’s eyes twinkled at his unexpected meekness.


  “Oh ho! I see you’ve matured a bit.”


  Lawrence – indeed having nothing to say for himself – could only smile, chagrined.


  There is something known as “spring fever.”


  It is most common during the winter in places far from rivers or seas. The streams freeze, and people survive on salted meat and stale bread day in and day out. It’s not that no vegetables can survive the frost, but rather that such produce is better sold than eaten. Eating the produce does nothing for the chill, but with the money gained from its sale, firewood can be bought and furnaces stoked.


  Eating naught but meat and drinking nothing but wine takes its toll, and by spring, many have broken out in rashes.


  This is spring fever, and it is proof of neglect for one’s health.


  Naturally it is well-known that resisting the temptation of meat and the comfort of wine will spare one this fate. Eat vegetables and meat only in moderation – such will the Church’s sermon be every Sunday.


  Thus come spring, the sufferers of spring fever will often find themselves being terribly scolded by the priest. Gluttony is, after all, one of the seven deadly sins – whether or not the glutton knows it.


  Lawrence heaved a long-suffering sigh at Holo’s overindulgence.


  She burped. “Whew… that was tasty.” She was in high spirits after washing down the fine mutton with some fine wine.


  Not only was it all free of charge, but after eating and drinking her fill, she could curl up in the wagon bed for a nap.


  Even the most extravagant merchant will, as a matter of course, think ahead and limit his excesses, but not Holo.


  Tapping her feet in delight, she had eaten and drunk with glee and only stopped to take a break.


  Lawrence reckoned that if it had been their travel provisions, she would’ve eaten three weeks’ worth – and she drank so much wine he began to wonder where it was going.


  If she had turned around and sold the food she extorted from the Latparron master, she would have put a big dent in her own debt to Lawrence.


  This was yet another reason Lawrence was stunned.


  “Now, then, I daresay I’ll take a nap,” said Holo.


  Lawrence didn’t even bother to look at the source of this exemplar of depravity.


  In addition to squeezing some fine wine and mutton from the Latparron Company master, Lawrence had obtained a large load of arms at a very reasonable price. He and his companion left the town of Poroson without so much as waiting for the noontime bells. Little time had passed since then, and the sun was just now overhead.


  With the clear skies and warm sunshine, it was perfect weather for a midday drink, followed by a nap.


  Owing to the load, the wagon bed was in a state of disarray, but with wine enough in her, Holo probably wouldn’t mind.


  The trade road that they took to Ruvinheigen was full of steep inclines and sudden turns just outside of Poroson but smoothed out and gave a grand view as it slowly descended.


  The road meandered on.


  It was well traveled, which made for a firmly packed surface with holes being quickly filled.


  Even though her “bed” was packed full of sword hilts, Holo was easily able to nap on top of them and pass the afternoon away since the road was so smooth.


  Then there was Lawrence, who had drunk no wine and spent the day looking at a horse’s backside, reins in hand. His jealousy made it easy for him not to look at Holo.


  “Mm, I ought to tend to my tail,” said Holo – her tail the only thing she was diligent about. She pulled it out of her robes without a hint of concern.


  Not that any was warranted; the expansive view meant there was no danger of being surprised by an approaching traveler.


  Holo began to comb her tail, occasionally picking a flea out or pausing to lick the fur clean.


  The care she took with her tail was visible in her silent, single minded attention to the job.


  She worked from the very base of the tail, which was covered in dark brown fur, finally reaching its fluffy white tip, and then suddenly looked up. “Oh, that’s right.”


  “… What?”


  “When we get to the next town, I want oil.”


  “… Oil?”


  “Mm. I’ve heard it would be good to use on my tail.”


  Lawrence turned away from Holo wordlessly.


  “So will you buy some for me?” asked Holo with a charming smile, her head tilted.


  Even a poor man would be hard-pressed to resist that smile, but Lawrence only glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.


  Figures larger than her smile danced before his eyes – specifically, the debt she owed him.


  “The clothes you’re wearing now, plus the extras, the comb, the travel fee, the wine and food – have you added them all up? There’s the head tax when we enter a town, as well. Surely you’re not telling me you can’t do sums,” said Lawrence, mimicking Holo’s tone, but Holo still smiled.


  “I can surely do sums, but I’m still better at subtraction,” she proclaimed, then laughed at some private amusement.


  Lawrence knew she was hiding some kind of comeback, but her manner was strange. Perhaps she was still drunk.


  He glanced at the wineskins that lay in the wagon bed. They’d taken the Latparron master for five skins of wine, two of which were now empty.


  It wasn’t impossible that she was drunk.


  “Well, perhaps you should try adding up all you’ve used. If you’re such a wise wolf, you should be able to work out my answer from that.”


  “All right, I shall!” said Holo with a smile and a cheerful nod.


  Just as Lawrence looked forward again, thinking how nice it would be if she were always so agreeable, Holo continued.


  “You will definitely buy me some,” she said.


  Lawrence cast his eyes askance to spy her grinning at him. Maybe she really was drunk. It was a very charming smile.


  “Just look what happens to the wits of the proud wisewolf when she has too much wine,” muttered Lawrence to himself. Holo’s head flopped from one shoulder to the other.


  If she fell drunkenly out of the wagon, she could be injured. Lawrence reached out to steady her slim shoulder, and Holo grabbed his hand with a quickness that was nothing short of wolflike.


  Surprised, Lawrence looked into her eyes. She was neither drunk nor laughing.


  “After all, it’s thanks to me that your wagon bed was so cheaply filled. You’ll pull in a tidy profit.”


  Her charm had vanished.


  “O-on what basis–”


  “I won’t have you belittle me. Surely you don’t think I missed you strong-arming that master? I’ve a sharp mind, keen eyes, aye; but don’t forget, my ears are good, too. I couldn’t have missed your negotiations.” Holo grinned unpleasantly, showing her fangs. “So you’ll buy some oil for me, yes?”


  In fact, Lawrence had taken advantage of the master’s weakness during his negotiations, and it was also true that things had gone just as Lawrence had hoped.


  He cursed himself for being so obviously pleased upon signing the contract. Once it was known that someone was going to make a lot of money, they were obvious targets for sponging and wheedling – it was human nature.


  “Uh, er, well, how much do you think you’re in debt to me for? It’s one hundred forty silver! Have you any idea how much money that is? And now you think I’m going to spend more on you?”


  “Oh? What, you want me to pay you back?” Holo looked at Lawrence with an expression of mild surprise, as if to say she could pay him back at any time she chose.


  There are none in this world who don’t wish to be paid back money they have lent. Lawrence gritted his teeth and glared at Holo, enunciating his response very carefully. “Of. Course. I. Do.”


  If Holo paid back what she owed in a lump sum, he’d be able to fill his wagon bed with more and better goods, which would mean improved profits. More investment equaled greater return – it was at the very center of a merchant’s world.


  Yet Holo’s expression changed completely at Lawrence’s words. She regarded him coldly, as if to say, “Oh, that’s how it is.”


  Lawrence faltered at the completely unexpected change.


  “So that’s how you’ve been thinking,” said Holo.


  “Wh-what do you–”


  Lawrence would have finished with mean, but Holo’s rapid-fire response cut him off.


  “Well, I suppose if I pay my debts, that makes me a free wolf. I see. I’ll just pay you back, then.”


  Hearing these words, Lawrence understood what Holo wanted to say.


  Some days earlier, during a disturbance in Pazzio, Lawrence had seen Holo’s wolf form and retreated in fear. Deeply hurt, Holo tried to leave Lawrence, but Lawrence stopped her by saying he would follow her all the way to the north country to collect the money she owed him for destroying his clothes.


  “Come what may, you’ll pay me back,” he had said. “So leaving me now won’t get you anything.”


  Holo stayed with Lawrence based on the reasoning that making him come all the way out to the north country would be a bother, and Lawrence had thought that the business about debt repayment was just a pretense for both of them.


  No, he’d believed it.


  He believed that even if she were to repay the debt, she would still wish for him to travel with her to the forests of the north country – though her bashfulness would prevent her from admitting it.


  And Holo had now turned the tables on him. She used the fact that the debt was his own pretense against him.


  A single word jumped into his mind.


  Unfair. Holo was truly unfair.


  “In that case, I’ll just give your money back and head myself north, shall I? I wonder how Paro and Myuri are faring.”


  Holo looked away, purposefully letting a small sigh escape.


  Lawrence, at a loss for words, glared sourly at the wolf girl that sat beside him and wondered how to retort.


  He imagined that if he was stubborn and demanded that she pay him now and go on her merry way, Holo would really do it – and that wasn’t what Lawrence wanted. This was where he’d have to cry uncle.


  There really wasn’t anything charming about Holo.


  Lawrence stared at her, furiously trying to think of a comeback, but Holo looked away from him obstinately.


  Some time passed.


  “… We didn’t decide the due date for repayment. Just as long as I get it by the time we arrive in the north country. Will that do?” Some part of Lawrence was still stubborn. He simply couldn’t let the cheeky wolf girl have everything she wanted. This was as far as he could give in.


  Holo seemed to understand that. She slowly turned toward him and smiled, satisfied.


  “I should think I’ll be able to repay you by the time we’ve arrived in the north country,” she said purposefully, drawing near him. “And it’s my intention to pay you back with interest, which means the more I borrow, the greater profit for you. So you’ll do it for me, yes?”


  Holo’s eyes met Lawrence’s as she looked up at him.


  They were beautiful eyes with red-brown irises.


  “The oil, you mean?”


  “Yes. Make it part of my debt, but please – buy it for me, won’t you?”


  The plea was strangely rational, and Lawrence couldn’t think of a good rejoinder.


  All he could do was slump his head sideways as if exhausted.


  “My thanks,” said Holo, brushing against Lawrence’s arm like a cat asking for affection – which wasn’t a bad feeling at all.


  He knew that was what Holo wanted, and it was an unavoidable part of his long, lonely time as a traveling merchant.


  “Still, you really did haggle him down, didn’t you?” asked Holo, attending once more to her tail as she reclined against Lawrence.


  This particular wolf could sense lies, so Lawrence didn’t bother lying and answered truthfully. “Rather he put himself in the position of having no choice but to be haggled down.”


  Yet the interest rate on the arms was not good. The most profitable method would be to import the materials and then assemble and sell the weapons. As far as the business of selling completed weapons went, simply by going somewhere with a constant demand for large amounts of weaponry and turning a fair profit, the amount by which the goods could be bargained down was limited.


  Lawrence headed to Ruvinheigen for that very same fair profit.


  “How much?”


  “What’s the point of asking that?”


  Holo glanced up at Lawrence from her position leaning against him and then looked quickly away.


  At which point Lawrence more or less understood.


  Despite her forcing of the oil issue, she was actually quite concerned about his profits.


  “What? I was just worried about sponging off a traveling merchant, who is barely scraping by. That is all.”


  Lawrence tapped Holo’s head lightly at the nasty comment.


  “Weapons are the best-selling product in Ruvinheigen, but many merchants bring them into the city. Thus, the interest rate on them drops, and the amount I could bargain him down is limited.”


  “But you bought so much, you’ll yet come out ahead, yes?”


  The wagon bed was not full, strictly speaking, but it was well laden. The goods were solid, and though the interest was low, in comparison to Lawrence’s initial investment, the actual amount of material was nice indeed. The fact that he was getting double the material for his investment was icing on the cake. Like the saying goes, “One raindrop raises the sea,” and so Lawrence’s gain might be second only to his profit from the pepper.


  In truth, the proceeds would be enough to buy more apples than would fit in the wagon bed, to say nothing of oil, but if Lawrence told Holo that there was no telling what demands she might make – so he held his tongue.


  Holo, blissfully ignorant, simply groomed her tail.


  Looking at her, Lawrence couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty.


  “Well, I should think we’ll make enough to pay for some oil, anyway,” he said.


  Holo nodded, apparently satisfied.


  “Still, now that I think about it, some spice would be quite tasty,” Lawrence murmured, as he estimated the likely gain against the cost of the weapons.


  “You’ve eaten it?”


  “I’m not like you, you glutton. I’m talking about the profit.”


  “Hmph. Well, why don’t you load up on spice again, then?”


  “The prices in Ruvinheigen and Poroson aren’t so very different. I’d take a loss after paying the tariff.”


  “Then give it up, I say,” said Holo shortly, nibbling the tip of her tail.


  “If I could get a rate about like what I’d normally get for spices or maybe a little more, I’d make enough to open a shop.”


  Saving enough money to open his own shop was Lawrence’s dream. Though he’d made a sizable amount in the kerfuffle in Pazzio, the goal remained distant.


  “Surely there’s something,” said Holo. “Say… jewels or gold. Those are sure things, no?”


  “Ruvinheigen is not a profitable place for such things really.”


  Perhaps catching a bit of fluff in her nose, Holo gave a small sneeze as she licked her fur. “… Why’s that?” she asked.


  “The tariff is too high. It’s protectionism. They levy serious taxes on all but a certain group of merchants. There’s no business to be had there.”


  Towns that weakened the foundation of commerce with this kind of protectionism were not uncommon.


  But Ruvinheigen’s policy was aimed at turning monopolistic profits. Gold brought to the Church in Ruvinheigen could be stamped with the Church’s holy seal, and such gold would bring safe travels, happiness in the future, or triumph in battle, all by the grace of God. There was even gold for guaranteeing happiness in the afterlife, and it all sold for exorbitant prices.


  The Church Council that controlled Ruvinheigen colluded with the merchants under their power to preserve the monopoly, so taxes on gold entering the city were terrifying and punishments for smuggling harsh.


  “Huh.”


  “If we somehow smuggled gold in, we’d be able to sell it for, oh, ten times what we paid. But the danger rises with the profit, so I’ve no choice but to make money bit by bit.”


  Lawrence shrugged, thinking wistfully of the end of his road.


  In a city like Ruvinheigen, there were plenty of merchants who made in a single day what Lawrence had spent his entire life striving for.


  It seemed unfair – no, worse than unfair, it was downright strange.


  “Oh truly?” came Holo’s unexpected reply.


  “Do you have some idea otherwise?”


  This was Holo the Wisewolf, after all. She might have come up with some unheard-of scheme.


  Lawrence turned to her expectantly. Pausing in her grooming for a moment, Holo looked up at him.


  “Why don’t you just sneak it in?”


  If she was always this foolish it would be charming, thought Lawrence to himself upon hearing her suggestion.


  “If that were possible, everyone would do it.”


  “Oh, so you can’t do that.”


  “When tariffs go up, smuggling does, too – it’s a basic principle. Their inspections are very thorough.”


  “Surely a small amount wouldn’t be found.”


  “If they do find anything, they’ll cut off your hand at the very least. It’s not worth the risk. It would be worth it if you were bringing a larger amount in… but that’s impossible.”


  Holo smoothed her tail fur and nodded, satisfied with her grooming. Lawrence couldn’t see much difference, but apparently Holo had her standards.


  “Mm, ’tis true,” she said. “Well, your business is steady enough. It is well as long as you make steady coin.”


  “Right you are, but I seem to have a certain companion bent on wasting that same steady coin.”


  Holo yawned, pretending not to hear the gibe as she squirmed to hide her tail. She rubbed her eyes and crept back to her place in the wagon bed.


  Lawrence had not been terribly serious. He stopped following Holo’s movements and looked to the road ahead. Trying to talk to her once she decided to sleep was an exercise in futility, so he abandoned the prospect.


  For a while he could hear the clattering of weapons as she pushed them aside to make a place to nap, but soon silence returned, and he heard her sigh contentedly.


  Lawrence glanced back and saw her curled into a ball, just like a dog or cat. He couldn’t help smiling.


  He couldn’t very well say what he thought for many reasons, but he did want her to stay with him.


  As Lawrence pondered this, Holo suddenly spoke.


  “I forgot to say it earlier, but the wine we got from the master – I’ve no intention of drinking it all myself. This evening we must drink together – and enjoy that mutton, too.”


  Mildly surprised, Lawrence turned to look at her, but she was already curled back up.


  But this time, she was smiling.


  Lawrence looked ahead, holding the reins, and drove the horse carefully, so as not to shake the wagon any more than he had to.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  The rolling hills ended, replaced by undulations in the landscape that barely rated the term, which made for easy traveling.


  Lawrence hadn’t yet shaken the effects of the previous night’s wine, so the easy road suited him just fine.


  With a companion to partake of the fine wine and food, he had overindulged. If he’d had to navigate a mountain trail in his current state, he would likely have tumbled straight to the bottom of the valley.


  But here, there wasn’t so much as a river, let alone a valley, so Lawrence could safely leave the horse to simply follow the road.


  Occasionally he would nod off for a brief moment, and in the wagon bed Holo was sound asleep, snoring away without a care in the world. Every time Lawrence started awake, he thanked God for such peaceful times.


  After passing many quiet hours this way, Holo finally stirred herself awake just past noon. She rubbed her eyes, her face still clearly bearing the marks of whatever she had slept against.


  She hauled herself up to the driver’s seat and gulped some water from a water-skin, a blank expression on her face. Happily, she did not seem hungover. Had she been, Lawrence might have had to stop the wagon – otherwise, she might wind up vomiting in the wagon bed, an outcome that didn’t bear thinking about.


  “’Tis good weather today,” said Holo.


  “It is.”


  The two exchanged lazy pleasantries, then both yawned hugely.


  The road that they were on was one of the major northbound trade routes, so they encountered many other travelers while following it. Among them were merchants flying flags of countries so far away that Lawrence only knew of them from import receipts. Holo saw the flags and seemed to think they were simply advertising the merchant’s home country, but generally the small flags were displayed so that merchants from the same nation could identify a fellow countryman should he pass. Generally such encounters would give way to exchanges of news from the old country. Arriving in a foreign land, where the language, food, and dress were all different, could lead even a constantly traveling merchant to homesickness.


  Lawrence explained this to Holo, who then gazed at the small flags of passing merchants, deep in thought.


  Holo had left her homeland hundreds of years ago, and her desire to speak to someone from her birthplace was stronger than any traveling merchant’s homesickness.


  “Ah, well, I’ll be back soon enough, eh?” she declared with a smile, but there was a touch of loneliness in it.


  It seemed to Lawrence that he should have some response to this, but none came to mind, and as he drove the horse along the road, the afternoon sun made the thought hazy in his mind.


  There was nothing finer than warm sunlight in the cool season.


  But the stillness was soon shattered.


  Just as Lawrence and Holo started to doze off in the driver’s seat, Holo spoke abruptly.


  “Hey.”


  “… Mm?”


  “There is a group of people.”


  “What’d you say?” Lawrence asked as he scrambled to grab the reins, his sleepiness gone in an instant. He narrowed his eyes and looked ahead into the distance.


  Despite the slight undulations in the road, the generally flat terrain offered a good view ahead.


  But Lawrence saw nothing. He looked to Holo, who now stood, staring forward intently.


  “They are certainly there. I wonder what happened.”


  “Are they carrying weapons?”


  There were only a few ways to explain a group of people on a trade road. Lawrence hoped for a large caravan of merchants, a column of pilgrims all visiting the same destination, or a member of the nobility visiting a foreign country.


  But there were other, less-pleasant possibilities.


  They could be bandits, rogues, hungry soldiers returning home, or mercenaries. Encountering returning soldiers or mercenaries might mean giving up everything he owned – if he was lucky. His life could well be forfeit.


  What would happen to his female companion went without saying.


  “I… do not see any weapons. They don’t seem to be annoying soldiers, at any rate.”


  “You’ve encountered soldiers?” asked Lawrence, slightly surprised.


  “They had long, sharp spears, which made them quite a bother. Though they couldn’t keep up with my wits,” Holo said so proudly that Lawrence didn’t venture to ask what had happened to the unlucky mercenaries.


  “There’s… no one about, yes?” Holo looked around quickly, then pulled her hood back, and exposed her wolf ears.


  Her pointed ears were the same brown as her tail, and like her tail, they expressed her mood so effectively that they were a good way to tell when she was (for example) lying.


  Those same ears pricked forward intently.


  Holo’s attitude was every inch the wolf searching out its prey.


  Lawrence had encountered such a wolf once before.


  It had been a dark, windy night. Lawrence had been following a road across a plain, and by the time he heard the first howl, he was already within the wolves’ territory. Baying sounded from every direction, when he realized he was surrounded, and the horse that pulled his wagon was half-mad with fear.


  Just then, Lawrence caught sight of a single wolf.


  Its posture was fearless as it had looked straight at Lawrence, its ears so keenly fixed upon him that he was sure it could hear him breathe. He had known that forcing his way free from the wolves’ snare would be impossible, so he immediately took out a leather bag and, making sure the wolf could see, dumped all the meat, bread, and other provisions he had onto the ground. Then he urged his horse onward, the wolf watching him all the while.


  He could feel the beast’s gaze on his back for some time, but eventually the howls seemed to cluster around the food he had dropped, and he escaped unscathed.


  Lawrence would never forget that wolf. And at this moment, Holo looked just like it.


  “Hmm… seems there’s some kind of to-do,” said Holo, bringing Lawrence out of his reverie; he shook his head to clear it.


  “Is there a market I’ve forgotten about?” said Lawrence. Roadside meetings to exchange information and advance trade were not unheard of.


  “I wonder. It doesn’t smell of a fight. That’s for sure.”


  Holo pulled her hood back over her head and sat down.


  Lawrence was preoccupied with driving the cart as she regarded him with an expression that said, “So what shall we do?”


  The merchant was deep in thought as he visualized a map of the area.


  Lawrence knew he had to get the arms in his wagon bed to the Church city of Ruvinheigen. He had signed a contract to that effect with a company in Ruvinheigen. If he detoured now, he would have to backtrack along a very roundabout route – the only other roads were so poor as to be passable only on foot.


  “You don’t smell any blood, do you?” asked Lawrence.


  Holo shook her head decisively.


  “Let’s go, then. The detour is a bit too far.”


  “And even if they should be mercenaries, you have me,” said Holo, pulling out the leather pouch filled with wheat that hung from her neck. A better bodyguard didn’t exist.


  Lawrence smiled trustingly as he drove the horse down the road.


  “So, to detour around here, take the path of Saint Lyne?”


  “No, it’s surely shorter to take the road that crosses the plains to Mitzheim.”


  “Anyway, is that talk about the mercenary band true?”


  “Buy this cloth, won’t you? I’ll take salt in exchange.”


  “Anyone here speak Parcian? I think this guy’s got a problem!”


  Lawrence and Holo caught snatches of conversation as they reached the throng of people.


  Some of the people stopped in the road were recognizable at a glance as merchants. Others were artisans from different lands on pilgrimages to improve their skills.


  Some walked; others traveled by wagon or carriage. Some led donkeys loaded with bundles of straw. Conversation was everywhere, and those who didn’t share a common language gesticulated wildly in efforts to make themselves understood.


  Getting into a confrontation because of a language barrier is a terrifyingly unforgettable experience – all the more so when you happen to be carrying your entire fortune with you.


  Sadly, Lawrence didn’t understand the man, either. He empathized, but there was nothing he could do, and he didn’t know what the precise problem was anyway.


  Lawrence glanced at Holo – a sign that she should stay quietly sitting in the driver’s seat – and hopped out of the wagon, hailing a nearby merchant.


  “Excuse me,” he said.


  “Hm? Oh, a fellow traveler. Have you just arrived?”


  “Yes, from Poroson. But what’s going on here? Surely the local earl hasn’t decided to open a market here.”


  “Hah! Nay, were that so, we’d all have mats spread on the ground and be trading the day away. In truth, there’s tell of a mercenary band crossing the road to Ruvinheigen. So we’re all stopped here.”


  The merchant wore a turban and loose, baggy pants. The man had a heavy mantle wrapped about his neck and large knapsack slung over his back. Judging by his heavy clothes, the merchant frequented the heart of the northlands.


  The dust of the road lingered on his snow-burned face. The many wrinkles and the tanned leather pallor of his skin were proof of a long life as a traveling merchant.


  “A mercenary band? I know General Rastuille’s group patrols these parts.”


  “No, they were flying crimson flags with a hawk device upon them.”


  Lawrence knitted his brow. “The Heinzberg Mercenary Band?”


  “Oh ho. I see you’ve traveled the northlands. Indeed, they say it’s the Hawks of Heinzberg – I’d sooner run into bandits than them when carrying a full load of goods.”


  It was said that the Hawks of Heinzberg were so hungry for wealth that wherever they passed, not so much as a single turnip leaf would be left behind if they thought it could be sold. They had made their name in the northlands, and if they were on the road ahead, trying to pass it would be suicidal.


  The Heinzberg mercenaries were reputed to spot their prey faster than a hawk on the wing. They would be upon a lazily traveling merchant in an instant, surely.


  However – mercenaries acted purely out of self-interest, and in that sense, they were not far from merchants. Essentially, when they behaved strangely, there was often something similarly unexpected happening in the marketplace.


  For example, a sharp jump or drop in the price of goods.


  Being a merchant, Lawrence was naturally pessimistic, but pessimism would get him nowhere, he knew – he was already on the road, loaded with goods. All that mattered now was how he would get to Ruvinheigen.


  “So it seems taking a long detour is the only course,” said Lawrence.


  “Most probably. Apparently there’s a new road to Ruvinheigen that heads off from the road to Kaslata, but it’s been on the unsafe side lately, I hear.”


  Lawrence had not been in this region for half a year, so this was the first he had heard of a new road. He seemed to recall that on the northern side of the plains that stretched out, there was an eerie forest that was the source of constant unpleasant rumors.


  “Unsafe?” he asked. “Unsafe how?”


  “Well, there have always been wolves in the plains, but it’s been especially bad lately, they say. There’s a story going around that an entire caravan was taken two weeks ago – and the wolves were summoned by a pagan sorcerer.”


  Lawrence then remembered that the unpleasant rumors were mainly of wolves. He realized Holo was probably listening in on this conversation and stole a glance at her. A smile danced around the corners of her mouth.


  “How do you get to this new road?”


  “Hah, you’re going to go? You’re quite the rash one. Take this road straight, then turn right when it forks. Keep going for quite a while, then it will split again, and you bear left. Though peacefully whiling away two or three days here should be all right. It’d take but five minutes to tell if the mercenaries really are there, but by the time you saw them, it’d be too late. The merchants with fish or meat will have to head to a different city, but I’ll play it safe.”


  Lawrence nodded and looked back to the contents of his own wagon. Fortunately his cargo was in no danger of spoiling, but he still wanted to sell it in Ruvinheigen.


  He pondered silently for a moment, then gave his thanks to the other merchant, and returned to the wagon.


  Holo had behaved herself, but once Lawrence sat down in the driver’s seat, she started giggling. “Summoned, eh?”


  “So, what is Holo the Wisewolf’s take on this?”


  “Hm?”


  “The wolves in the plains,” Lawrence clarified as he took up the reins and mulled over the question at hand – to go or not to go.


  “Mm,” sniffed Holo, idly biting her little fingernail with a sharp fang. “I think they’d be more interesting than humans. At the very least, we’ll be able to talk.”


  It was a good joke.


  “That decides it, then.” Lawrence flicked the reins and turned the wagon around, heading down the road and away from the chattering merchants.


  A few of them saw and raised their voice in surprise, but most simply took off their hats or capes and waved.


  “Good luck,” their gestures said.


  There was no merchant that would shy away from a dangerous bridge – if across that dangerous bridge waited a larger profit.


  The news of a mercenary band traveling the roads would spread faster than a plague. Such was the threat that they posed.


  But for a merchant, time was an indispensable tool. Wasting it always led to loss.


  This is why Lawrence decided that with Holo along, he would risk traveling the plains, despite the rumors of wolves.


  The stories of a nearby mercenary band would surely have an impact on the Ruvinheigen market, and Lawrence meant to take advantage of that to make a nice bit of pocket money. At first he’d jumped to the assumption that things had taken a turn for the worse, but in reality, it was just the opposite.


  And in any case, unexpected developments were part and parcel of the life of a traveling merchant – that’s what made it fun.


  “You certainly seem happy,” remarked a bemused Holo.


  “I suppose,” was Lawrence’s short reply.


  The road ahead led to profit, the watchword of the traveling merchant.


  They arrived at the plains in question before noon the next day.


  There were times when new trade routes naturally occurred, and other times when the powers that be in the region created them. Sometimes grass was cleared to make the road, but in extreme cases, gravel would be laid, then topped with wooden planks, allowing carts to cross the terrain at relatively high speeds.


  Such roads did not come cheaply, of course, and tolls to use them were high, but since robbers along these roads were dealt with harshly, the price was a good value in terms of time and safety.


  The road ahead, with its rumors of wolf appearances, was somewhere between the two types.


  A sign had been erected, indicating the destination of the road that now branched off. There at the fork was a pile of weather-beaten planks, as if there had once been a plan to build something at this junction. Perhaps the builders had intended to collect a toll to maintain the road well, but now all that remained was that one lonely sign.


  The junction sat atop a small hill, and from its crest, one could see down the road as far as one cared to. This seemed like a good spot for lunch. Despite the approaching winter, the grass was still quite green, and Lawrence could look out across plains that he would have rushed to pasture his sheep upon were he a shepherd.


  All that was left of the road that cut through the plains was a pair of wagon tracks, mostly overgrown with grass. Naturally, there were no other travelers.


  According to Lawrence’s mental map, the forest to the north of this road was the most suitable spot for the wolves to make their home, but it was hardly true that all wolves lived in forests. In the distance stood patches of tall grass, and this looked more and more like an ideal plain for wolves.


  Lawrence could guess that much without asking Holo, but he went ahead and consulted her anyway.


  “What do you think? Any wolves about?”


  Holo, who was in the process of devouring a piece of dried mutton, gave Lawrence an exasperated look. “We wolves are hardly so foolish as to be spotted from a place with such an obviously good vantage,” she said, sniffing with disdain. Her fangs occasionally showed as she chewed the meat, revealing her non-human nature.


  Holo’s statement and her fangs brought her essential wolf nature to the forefront of Lawrence’s mind, and he considered complications.


  If they did encounter wolves, the situation would become problematic.


  “It should be well, though. Should we happen into a pack, we’ll just throw them some jerky. We wolves don’t get into pointless fights, after all.”


  Lawrence nodded and snapped the reins to start across the plains; the gentle breeze smelled faintly of wild beasts. Lawrence murmured a quiet prayer for safe travels.


  “A faram silverpiece.”


  “Nope. It’s a counterfeit marinne.”


  “Wait, was not the counterfeit marinne this one?”


  “No, that’s a piece of late Radeon bishopry silver.”


  “…”


  Holo fell silent, holding several pieces of silver in her hand.


  Lawrence was teaching her the names of various currencies as a way to combat boredom, but even Holo the Wisewolf struggled with coins whose size and design were so similar.


  “Well, you’ll pick it up as you use them, no doubt,” said Lawrence.


  Holo was so serious that Lawrence was afraid to tease her, but his effort to be considerate only seemed to hurt her pride even more. She glared up at him, her ears flicking angrily under her hood.


  “Once more, then!” she said.


  “All right, from the top.”


  “Mm.”


  “Trenni silver, phiring silver, ryut silver, fake marinne silver, faram silver, bald king Landbard silver, Mitzfing temple silver, fake Mitzfing temple silver, Saint Mitzfing silver, Miztfingmas silver, and this one is…”


  “… W-wait, now.”


  “Hm?”


  Lawrence looked up from Holo’s palm, where he’d been pointing at the various coins. Her expression was complicated – angry and on the verge of tears.


  “Y-you’re making sport of me,” she said.


  Lawrence remembered accusing his own teacher of the same thing, when he’d had to learn the names of all the different currencies – so without thinking, he laughed.


  “Rrrrrr.”


  Holo growled and flashed her fangs, and Lawrence quickly composed himself. “The Mitzfing diocese in particular issues a lot of coin. I’m not teasing you, truly.”


  “Then don’t laugh,” Holo grumbled, looking back down at the coins. Lawrence couldn’t help but smile.


  “Anyway,” Holo continued, “why are there so many coins? It seems such a bother.”


  “They’re made when a new nation is established – or collapses. A powerful regional lord or church can issue coin, and of course, there’s no end to counterfeiting. Even the ryut silver started out as a fake trenni piece, but it was so widely used it became an independent currency.”


  “But when pelts were used, you always knew what you were dealing with,” said Holo, sniffing and then finally heaving a sigh of irritation. She might be able to tell the coins apart by scent, but Lawrence didn’t know how serious she was about it.


  “Still, it’s a good way to kill time, eh?” he offered.


  Without so much as a smile, Holo thrust the collection of coins back into Lawrence’s hands. “Hmph. Enough. ’Tis time for a nap.”


  Holo stood, ignoring Lawrence’s pained smile. He spoke to her as she made her way to the wagon bed.


  “Even napping, you’ll know if wolves come near?”


  “Of course I shall.”


  “It’ll be a hassle if we’re surrounded.”


  To be cornered by mercenaries or bandits was, of course, troubling, but at least they could be reasoned with. Wolves, on the other hand, cared little for human words. One never knew what might cause them to attack.


  Even with Holo at his side, Lawrence was uneasy.


  “You worry excessively,” said Holo, turning around with a grin, perhaps sensing his concern. “Most animals are quite aware, be they sleeping or awake. ’Tis only you humans who are defenseless in slumber.”


  “You’d be more convincing if you snored less.”


  Holo’s face hardened at Lawrence’s words. “I do not snore!”


  “… Well, it’s not too loud, I suppose,” admitted Lawrence. He found her snoring rather charming, but the furrows in Holo’s brow only deepened.


  “I do not snore, I say.”


  “Fine, fine,” said Lawrence, chuckling, but Holo came back up to the driver’s seat and leaned close to him.


  “I do not.”


  “All right! Fine!”


  Holo seemed to consider this a question of honor, and Lawrence found her sharp expression irritating. She had constantly gotten the best of him since they’d met, and he realized he was generally used to her treatment.


  She seemed to have nothing more to say; her expression sour, she turned her back on Lawrence unceremoniously.


  “Still, there really doesn’t seem to be anyone around,” murmured Lawrence casually, smiling to himself at Holo’s antics.


  In truth there wasn’t a single soul on the expansive plain, as far as the eye could see.


  Even given the rumors of wolves, Lawrence would have expected a few people to be taking the shortcut to Ruvinheigen, but when he looked back, there was no one to be seen.


  “Rumors are a powerful force,” said Holo.


  Even when her back was sullenly turned, her way of carrying on the conversation was amusing, and Lawrence chuckled in spite of himself. “True enough,” he said with a nod.


  “Though it’s not quite true that there’s no one about,” said Holo, her tone slightly different now and her tail switching restlessly underneath her robe.


  Then she sighed, bored.


  So far, Holo had tended to her tail without alarming the merchants they passed on the road. When Lawrence saw her now deliberately hide it away, he wondered why – and soon had his answer.


  “I smell sheep. There will be a shepherd ahead – I so hate shepherds.”


  If there were sheep on the plains ahead, there would be shepherds as well. Shepherds were legendary for their ability to detect wolves, and Holo must have known this.


  Her small nose wrinkled when she spoke of them, making her distaste entirely evident.


  Shepherds and wolves were natural enemies.


  But as merchants and wolves were also basically antagonistic, Lawrence kept silent on that point.


  “Shall we detour?”


  “Nay, it’s them who should run from us. There’s no need for us to move aside.”


  Lawrence found himself chuckling at Holo’s displeasure. She glared at him, but he pretended not to notice and looked elsewhere.


  “Well, if you say so, we’ll stay the course. The fields suit our wagon quite well.”


  Holo nodded silently as Lawrence took up the reins.


  The wagon traveled along the thin road through the plains, and at length, white dots that might have been sheep became visible in the distance. Holo’s irritated expression remained.


  Lawrence noticed when he stole a glance at her, and the sharp-eyed wolf girl seemed to notice.


  She sniffed, twisting her lip. “I’ve despised shepherds longer than you’ve been alive. Getting along with them now is impossible,” she said, sighing as she looked down. “There’s all that delicious meat just walking about, but imagine just having to look at it, never tasting it – you’d hate them, too, would you not?”


  Her somber tone was amusing, but it was clear that she was in fact very serious, so Lawrence made an effort to keep a straight face as he looked ahead.


  They had now gotten close enough to the flock of sheep that Lawrence could tell one from another.


  The sheep were grouped closely together, so it was hard to be sure of the precise number, but it was a score, certainly, that roamed lazily across the grass, chewing away placidly.


  Of course, it was not only sheep on the plains. Holo’s nemesis, the shepherd, was there as well, accompanied by a sheepdog.


  The shepherd wore a robe the color of dry grass, and he had a horn fixed at the waist with a mist-gray sash. He also carried a staff longer than he was tall, with a palm-sized bell affixed to the top.


  A black-furred sheepdog paced to and fro about its master, as if keeping guard. Its long fur made it seem like a tongue of black flame as it sprinted across the plains.


  It was said that there were two things travelers needed to be careful of when encountering a shepherd on their travels.


  The first was not to offend the shepherd. The second was to make sure the shepherd robes did not conceal a demon.


  The shepherds, who wandered the vast plains with naught but sheepdogs for company, evoked such strange warnings because their lives were even lonelier than those of traveling merchants – they were often seen as nearly inhuman.


  Leading their flocks across the plains alone, controlling the animals with nothing but staff and horn in hand – it was easy to imagine shepherds as some kind of pagan sorcerers.


  Some said that meeting a shepherd while traveling ensured protection from accidents for a week, thanks to the spirits of the land – others said that shepherds were demons in disguise, and if you let your guard down, they would imprison your soul within one of the sheep they tended.


  For his part, Lawrence found nothing strange in these beliefs. Shepherds were mysterious enough to warrant such ideas.


  He raised his hand and waved it thrice in the way that had become ritual for greeting shepherds, and he was relieved to see the shepherd raise and lower his staff four times in the traditional fashion. At the very least, this shepherd was not a ghost.


  This first barrier had been cleared, but the real test would come when he got closer and could ascertain whether or not the shepherd was a demon in disguise.


  “I am Lawrence, a traveling merchant. This is my companion, Holo,” declared Lawrence by way of introduction once he got close enough to make out the patchwork on the shepherd’s cloak and brought his horse to a stop. The shepherd was rather small of stature, only a bit taller than Holo. While Lawrence talked, the dog that had been rounding up the sheep came trotting over to its master, sitting beside the shepherd like a faithful knight.


  Gray eyes tinged with blue steadily scrutinized Lawrence and Holo.


  The shepherd was silent.


  “I have come by this road and met you by the grace of God, and if you are a good shepherd and true, you’ll be well met.”


  A true shepherd would be able to prove himself with the traditional hymn and dance of his kind.


  The shepherd nodded slowly and planted his staff directly in front of him.


  Lawrence found himself surprised at the shepherd’s small, slender hand, but he was even more surprised at what came next.


  “By the blessing of God in the heavens…”


  The voice that intoned the shepherd’s hymn was that of a young girl’s.


  “By the protection of the spirits of the land…”


  Moving her staff with skill, the shepherdess drew an arrow in the dirt with practiced ease and then, starting from the tip of the arrow, inscribed a circle around herself counterclockwise.


  “The word of God is carried on the wind, and the blessings of the spirits of the land inhabit the very grass eaten by the lamb.”


  Once her circle reached the tip of the arrow, she began to stamp her feet in the earth.


  “The lambs are led by the shepherd, and the shepherd by God.”


  Finally, she held her staff still, aligned with the tip of the arrow in the earth.


  “By the grace of God, the shepherd follows the path of righteousness.”


  No matter the country, the shepherd’s hymn was always the same. It was not the habit of shepherds to associate the way craftsmen or merchants did, but it was no exaggeration to say that the hymn and its dance were universal.


  It was enough to lend credence to the idea that shepherds could converse across great distances by sending their words on the wind.


  “My apologies for doubting you. You surely are a shepherdess,” said Lawrence as he climbed down from the wagon. The shepherd girl’s mouth quirked in a smile. Her hood still obscured much of her face, so it was difficult to be sure, but based on what was visible, she was a beauty.


  Even as he remained gentlemanly, Lawrence was filled with curiosity.


  Female merchants were rare, but shepherdesses were rarer still. Given that she was also a fetching young lass, a curious merchant could hardly fail to be interested.


  However, merchants are completely hopeless at anything outside of the mercantile world.


  Lawrence was a fine example of this. Unable to find a topic of conversation beyond their encounter on the road, he suppressed his curiosity and stuck only to the most standard of greetings.


  “Having met you by the grace of God, I would have you pray for our safe travels, shepherdess.”


  “With pleasure.”


  At the sound of the girl’s voice, calm as a grazing sheep, Lawrence’s curiosity grew larger than a summer cloud. He didn’t show it, but it was only with effort that he kept his inquisitiveness hidden. It was not his nature to ask shamelessly personal questions – nor did his nature grant him any gift for smooth talk. As he approached the shepherdess to receive her prayer, he thought of Weiz, the money changer in Pazzio, and envied him his easy way with women.


  Added to that was Holo sitting in the wagon – Holo who hated all shepherds.


  Somehow, that last fact was the weightiest reason for stifling his curiosity.


  
    
  

  As Lawrence considered this, the shepherdess held her staff high to give the prayer for safe travel that had been requested of her.


  “Palti, mis, tuero. Le, spinzio, tiratto, cul.”


  The ancient words from scripture, used by shepherds in every country no matter what the language, retained their mysterious quality no matter how many times Lawrence heard them.


  Shepherds did not know the true meaning of the words, but when praying for safe travels, they always used the same ones as if by some ancient agreement.


  The way in which the shepherdess lowered her staff and blew a long note on her horn was also thus.


  Lawrence gave his thanks for the prayer of safety and produced a brown copper coin. Copper, rather than gold or silver, was customary as a token of thanks for a shepherd, and it was also traditional for the shepherd not to refuse the token. The girl extended her hand, just slightly larger than Holo’s, and Lawrence thanked her again as he placed the coin in her palm.


  Unable to find any reason to continue his conversation with her, Lawrence reluctantly gave up.


  “Well, then,” he said, taking his leave – though his feet were slow to move as he tried to return to the wagon.


  Unexpectedly, it was the shepherdess who spoke next.


  “Er, are you perchance bound for Ruvinheigen?”


  Her clear voice was different from Holo’s, and it was hard to imagine that she could be counted among those who chose the harsh life of the shepherd. Lawrence glanced over his shoulder at Holo, who looked off in a different direction. She seemed quite bored.


  “Yes, we’re on our way there from Poroson.”


  “How did you come to hear of this path?”


  “It’s the pilgrimage road of Saint Metrogius. We heard of it just the other day.”


  “I see… Er, have you heard about the wolves, then?”


  With these words, Lawrence understood why the girl had gone to the trouble of starting a conversation.


  She no doubt took Lawrence for a simple merchant who had chosen this route without any information.


  “I have indeed,” he replied. “But I’m in a hurry, so I decided to take the risk.”


  There was no need to explain about Holo. For enough profit, any merchant would risk a wolf-infested road so there was no reason for suspicion.


  But the shepherdess’s reaction was strange.


  She seemed almost disappointed.


  “I see…” she muttered quietly, her shoulders slumping. She had clearly been hoping for something – but what?


  Lawrence mulled the conversation over – there were not many possibilities.


  Either she had hoped he didn’t know about the wolves or she was in no hurry.


  That was all he could guess from their brief exchange.


  “Is something the matter?” he asked.


  Were he not to ask the girl what her troubles were, it would be his failing not as a merchant, but as a man. He put on his most gentlemanly manner and gave her a businesslike smile.


  Behind him, Holo was probably quite irritated by now, but he put the thought out of his mind.


  “Er, well, um… that is…”


  “Anything at all – is there something you need?”


  When it came to negotiating, Lawrence was in his element. Selling her something would let him find out more about this rare female shepherd – even fairies were more common. Of course, behind his smile he was trying to work out exactly what he could sell her.


  But with her next words, such thoughts evaporated.


  “Well, I… I was wondering if you mightn’t… hire me.”


  Faced with this shepherdess looking up at him as she held, no, clung to her staff, Lawrence’s mind raced.


  When a shepherd asked to be hired, it was equivalent to being asked if you would leave your sheep in their care.


  But Lawrence had no sheep. What he did have was a single clever, cheeky wolf.


  “Ah, well, as you can see, I’m a merchant, and I don’t trade in sheep. I’m sorry, but…”


  “Oh, no, not that–”


  Flustered, the girl waved her hands hastily, then glanced from side to side as if to buy herself some time.


  Her head was deep enough in the hood that her gaze wasn’t visible, but it was clear that she was looking for something.


  Perhaps that something was a tool that would help her explain her request.


  Soon it seemed as if she had found it – from underneath her hood, she somehow communicated a sense of relief, almost as if she had expressive ears hidden under there, like Holo.


  What the shepherd girl was looking for sat alertly beside her, a four-legged portrait of a faithful knight executed in black fur – her sheepdog.


  “I’m a shepherd. Um, I tend my flock, but I can also drive off wolves.”


  As she spoke, she waved her right hand slightly, and the black dog stood at attention.


  “If you’ll be so good as to hire me, I can protect you and your companion from wolves. Would you consider it?”


  As if to punctuate his mistress’s clumsy sales pitch, the dog barked once, then dashed off to round up the flock, which was beginning to disperse.


  Though knights or mercenaries were often hired as protection on dangerous roads, Lawrence had never heard of hiring a shepherd to drive off wolves, but now that he thought about it, having a shepherd at your side would give you a keen set of eyes and ears. He’d never heard of such an arrangement, though, because shepherds that would propose such a thing were nonexistent.


  Lawrence looked at the dog as it rounded up sheep, as if practicing for possible wolf attacks, then turned back toward the girl.


  Living the lonely life of a shepherd, she probably had no occasion to give a fake, ingratiating grin. Under the hood, she smiled awkwardly.


  Lawrence thought a moment, then spoke.


  “Wait a moment, if you would. I’ll consult with my companion.”


  “Th-thank you!”


  For his part, Lawrence was ready to hire the girl unconditionally, but hiring the shepherdess meant paying her money, and whenever money was involved, a merchant could think of nothing beyond the possible losses and gains.


  Lawrence trotted back to the wagon bed and raised his voice to Holo who lounged there, looking bored. If he wanted to know about a shepherd’s ability to repel wolves, he thought his best bet would be to ask the nearest wolf.


  “What do you think of that shepherdess?”


  “Hm? Mm…” Holo rubbed her eyes lazily and looked at the girl; Lawrence did likewise. The shepherdess did not return their gaze as she gave orders to her dog.


  She didn’t seem to be trying to show off her skills – she was merely rounding up the scattered sheep. Sheep, after all, tended to disperse when they stopped to graze and came closer together when forced to walk.


  Holo turned away from the girl and spoke irritably. “I’m far more fetching.”


  The horse neighed, as if chuckling.


  “Not that – I mean her skills.”


  “Skills?”


  “What can you tell of her, as a shepherd? If she’s good, she might be worth hiring. You heard us, surely.”


  Holo glanced at the girl, then gave Lawrence a bitter glare. “You already have me, do you not?”


  “Of course. But it never occurred to me to use a shepherd to drive off wolves. There could be new business in it.”


  Holo the Wisewolf could tell when a person was lying. Despite the truth of Lawrence’s statement, she still regarded him with suspicious eyes.


  Lawrence soon understood why.


  “I’m not being blinded by charm. You are the fairer, after all,” he said, shrugging his shoulders as if to add, “Okay?”


  “I suppose that’s a passing mark,” came the reply. It was a bit harsh being graded like that, but Holo smiled pleasantly, so surely it was a joke.


  “So, what of her skill?” he asked.


  Holo’s face was instantly tense again. “I cannot say for certain without seeing her in action, but I suppose she’ll be in the top half.”


  “Can you be a bit more concrete?”


  “I could take a sheep from her. However, normal wolves would be dealt with, even if they attacked together.”


  It was an unexpectedly high appraisal.


  “Her treatment of the sheep is very proficient. The worst shepherds are the ones with clever dogs who know how to cooperate with them. That one does both, I daresay. Her voice suggests that she’s young, which makes it even worse. Before she gets any more dangerous, I’ve half a mind to–”


  “All right, all right. Thanks.”


  Lawrence wasn’t sure whether Holo was joking or not, but the swishing of her tail suggested she was half serious.


  It was enough to know that the shepherdess was a good one. If he just provisionally hired her, it would still cost money, which would be wasted if she turned out to be clumsy. Lawrence turned to approach the girl but was stopped short by Holo speaking up.


  “Hey.”


  “Yes?”


  “Are you really going to hire that?” Holo’s voice had an accusing tone.


  Lawrence heard her and remembered that Holo had no love for shepherds.


  “Aah. You hate her that much?”


  “Well, as long as you’re asking, no, I don’t care for shepherds, but that’s not what I mean. I’m talking about you.”


  This was the very definition of being caught off guard.


  “… Excuse me?” asked Lawrence with all sincerity, having no idea what Holo meant. Holo sighed in irritation and narrowed her eyes. Her red-tinged amber irises were keen, burning with a cold fire.


  “If you’re going to hire her, that means she will be traveling with us for a time. I’m asking you if you have no problem with that.”


  Holo’s eyes fixed Lawrence coolly in their gaze.


  She sat in the wagon bed and thus looked down on him.


  That wasn’t necessarily why, but Lawrence couldn’t shake the feeling that she was very angry with him.


  Lawrence frantically thought it through. Holo was furious at him because he was going to hire a shepherd. If it wasn’t because she hated shepherds, there were not many other possibilities he could imagine. The options disappeared one after the other, leaving only one.


  Perhaps Holo preferred traveling as a pair, just the two of them.


  “You don’t like it?” he asked.


  “I didn’t say that,” came her quick, sulky reply.


  Musing fondly on this peevish side of Holo’s, Lawrence smiled slightly as he spoke. “It’s about two days to Ruvinheigen. No good?”


  “… Nor did I say that,” she said, shooting him a glance that he couldn’t help but find charming.


  “Well, in that case, I’m sorry, but I’ll have to impose upon your patience,” he said. He smiled openly, unable to resist Holo’s unexpected charm.


  Holo knitted her brow. “What exactly am I to endure, then?” she asked.


  “Mm, well…” said Lawrence, hesitating. He couldn’t very well suggest that she was jealous to her face. Once Holo’s contrariness was roused, her opposition would be tireless.


  “I’d just like to see how effective a shepherd is against wolves. You can manage for two days, can’t you?”


  “… ’Tis not impossible. But that is not the issue.”


  “Well…” Lawrence began, concerned about the shepherdess – but Holo took the opportunity to continue.


  “If we travel carelessly with someone else, they might find out about me, might they not? And I could manage, aye, but what about you?”


  In those words, Lawrence heard something that made him stiffen. It was not his imagination, nor was it some grandiose thing, and even the shepherdess some distance away cocked her head as she looked on.


  Of course. That was it. That was the other possibility. How had he overlooked it? He wished the sudden cold sweat that broke out all over him would wash away his mistake.


  Thinking that Holo wanted to travel alone with him had distracted him from the obvious. He’d been presumptuous.


  Holo’s gaze bored into the back of his head.


  The change in Lawrence’s demeanor was obvious even from a distance, and the ancient wisewolf sitting next to him surely discerned his inner workings.


  “Oh ho. I see how it is.”


  Lawrence reddened.


  “You wanted me to say something like this, mm?”


  He turned slowly back to her, facing the wolf girl with an expression that was downright desolate.


  Holo put a closed hand to her mouth and spoke with a hesitant, modest tone. “I… I wanted to travel with just you…”


  She twisted her body away fetchingly, averting her gaze with mock bashfulness, then looked back at him suddenly. In that brief interval, her expression shifted from demure to cold as she delivered the final blow.


  “I jest.”


  Lawrence had no reply, and whether from frustration or embarrassment, it was doubtful if he would even be able to remain standing.


  Wanting in any case to put some distance between himself and Holo, he turned and began to walk away before he was stopped by her call.


  Lawrence looked over his shoulder, wondering if she hadn’t had her fill of tormenting him, and saw Holo smiling there in the wagon bed.


  It was an exasperated sort of grin.


  He felt better as soon as he saw it.


  “Honestly,” he said with a sigh, giving her a rueful smile.


  “I doubt I’ll be exposed in two days. Do as you will,” said Holo with a yawn and looked away as if to say, “This conversation is over.”


  Lawrence nodded, then trotted over to the shepherdess.


  He had the feeling he’d grown a bit closer to Holo.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Oh, n-not at all. So–”


  “How does forty trie for the trip to Ruvinheigen sound? With a bonus if wolves attack and we make it through safely.”


  Lawrence wondered if she would refuse, since the conversation with Holo had wasted some time. The shepherdess’s mouth hung open for a moment, but eventually Lawrence’s words seemed to sink in, and she nodded hastily.


  “Y-yes, please!”


  “It’s a deal, then,” said Lawrence. He was about to extend his hand to shake, thereby sealing the contract, when he realized he hadn’t asked the girl her name.


  “Might I inquire as to your name, miss?”


  “Oh, um, my apologies,” said the girl. She seemed not to have realized that her hood was up, and now she hurried to pull it back.


  Lawrence had spent a lot of time being humbled in front of Holo lately, and this was a sight for sore eyes.


  The face that emerged was soft and meek, not unlike the sheep she tended, with faded, obviously uncombed blond hair tied back into a ponytail. She was slightly bedraggled and underfed, but her eyes were a beautiful dark brown, and on the whole she gave off an honorably impoverished impression.


  “It’s N-Norah. Norah Arendt.”


  “Again, I’m Kraft Lawrence. I go by Lawrence in business.”


  He took Norah’s timidly offered hand and noticed that it – which was just slightly larger that Holo’s – was shaking a bit. Soon, though, she calmed herself and gripped Lawrence’s hand lightly. Though her hand was small, its roughness marked her unmistakably as a shepherd.


  “I’ll be counting on you ’til Ruvinheigen!”


  “My thanks,” said Norah.


  Her smile was like soft summer grass.


  Lawrence had assumed they would only be able to go as fast as the sheep could walk, but he was mistaken.


  The sheep were deceptively quick, and when climbing hills, the wagon was easily left behind.


  Their baaing was as pastoral as ever, and the flock was like a white thread as it flowed quickly along the land.


  Norah, of course, kept up with no difficulty. At the moment the sheep led the way, followed by Norah, who in turn was followed by Lawrence’s wagon.


  “Enek!” Norah called out, and like a bolt of black flame, the dark-furred dog came streaking back to his master, leaping into the air, barely able to wait for his next order. No sooner had the bell on Norah’s staff rung than Enek charged off to the head of the group of sheep.


  Lawrence didn’t know much about shepherds, but he could tell that Norah’s sheepdog handling was clearly excellent. The rapport she enjoyed with Enek was not gained in a single day.


  But Enek did not seem like a young dog. Norah couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen herself, so perhaps her parents had been shepherds and the sheepdog was her inheritance.


  His merchant curiosity was obvious.


  “So, Norah, you…”


  “Yes?”


  “Have you been a shepherd long?”


  After hearing Lawrence’s question, Norah gave her bell one long ring, then slowed her pace, and came up along the wagon’s right side.


  Holo napped along the left edge of the wagon bed.


  “Just four years now.”


  Since the profession required only that one memorize the hymn, dance, and phrases for blessing travelers who requested it, it was not uncommon to find even young shepherds with ten years’ experience.


  Even without a proper staff or sheepdog, one could guide a flock with a piece of dead wood and still be a fine shepherd.


  “So your sheepdog – er, Enek, I mean – you trained him yourself?”


  “No, I found him.”


  It was an unusual answer. A competent sheepdog was a prized possession – it was unthinkable that a shepherd would just let one go.


  Lawrence could think of but one scenario. Its former master must have retired, leaving the dog to another.


  “I became a shepherd after I found him.”


  “And before that?” Lawrence asked without thinking.


  “I helped at an almshouse attached to an abbey and in return was allowed to live there.”


  It wasn’t polite to pry into someone’s past, but Norah answered smoothly, her feelings apparently unhurt. As a rare female shepherd, perhaps she was used to such questions.


  If she had once lived at an almshouse, that suggested she had neither relatives nor inheritance, but now she was a fine shepherdess – the gods did still bless some with luck, it seemed.


  “When I was relying on the almshouse, I thought I would never leave such work. It was good fortune meeting Enek.”


  “The result of daily prayer, surely.”


  “Yes, I can’t help but think that I have God to thank for our meeting.”


  Her bell rang out again, and Enek came streaking back to her side.


  As the dry sound of Enek’s footfalls reached Lawrence’s ears, Holo stirred, leaning lightly against the inside of the wagon. It seemed true, surely, that she could detect the approach of a wolf even while sleeping.


  “I met him after the almshouse had lost its land to a swindling merchant,” said Norah.


  It pained Lawrence to hear of a fellow merchant’s misdeeds, but the fact was such things were common.


  “When I found him, he was in a sad state, covered in wounds,” continued Norah.


  “From wolves?”


  Holo seemed to twitch. Perhaps she was only feigning sleep.


  “No, I think it was brigands or mercenaries… There weren’t wolves in the area. He was wandering about at the base of a hill with this staff in his mouth.”


  “I see.”


  Enek barked his pleasure at having his head petted.


  Undoubtedly the dog hadn’t been the only one wandering half dead at the foot of that hill. Most of those who were driven from an almshouse would have likely died from hunger. The bond between the girl and dog – they had suffered great hardship together – was no superficial thing.


  And the life of a shepherd was lonely and mean. Enek was surely a welcome companion.


  Certainly better than the goods Lawrence found himself transporting. Horses, too, were poor conversationalists.


  “Still, this is the first time I’ve had a shepherd offer their services as an escort.”


  “Hm?”


  “Normally they’d refuse such a request, to say nothing of offering work,” he said with a laugh. A flustered Norah looked hastily at the ground.


  “Um…” she began.


  “What’s that?”


  “I just… wanted to talk to someone…”


  Apparently her way of clinging to her staff – which was taller than she – was something of a habit.


  Still, Lawrence certainly understood her feelings.


  Outside of townspeople, those who did not find themselves stricken by loneliness were few.


  “Although there is one other thing,” the girl continued. Her demeanor brightened as she looked up. “I’d like to become a dressmaker.”


  “Ah, so it’s the guild membership dues you need.”


  Norah again seemed embarrassed by Lawrence’s words. Not being a merchant, it appeared she was unused to frank talk about money.


  “They’re high nearly everywhere. Though not necessarily so in a new town.”


  “Really? Is that true?” Her pretty brown eyes lit up with a frank anticipation that was entirely charming.


  It was the fondest wish of most who lived by travel to settle in a town. Such a life was difficult even for an adult man, so the shepherdess must have felt the hardship still more keenly.


  “Sometimes the guild dues are free, in newly founded towns.”


  “F-free…” whispered Norah with a countenance that betrayed her disbelief.


  After days of enduring Holo’s japes, seeing such a guileless face put Lawrence’s heart at ease.


  “If we meet any other merchants on the road, you should ask them if they know of any plans to found new towns in the area. If they know, they’ll probably be happy to tell you.”


  Norah nodded, her face shining with good cheer, as if she had been told the whereabouts of some grand treasure.


  If such news made her this happy, there was clearly value in telling her.


  And there was something about the girl that made him want to help her – something clearly conveyed in the way she worked so hard with her slender arms.


  He found himself wishing that the wolf nearby – who could make a sly old merchant into her plaything with a single word – would take a page out of the shepherdess’s book.


  She’d be more likable that way, he thought to himself after a moment’s hesitation.


  “Fewer towns have been founded recently, though, so you’d do well to save steadily as you pray for good fortune, of course,” said Lawrence.


  “Yes. God can become angry if you rely on him too much.”


  He’d thought the girl was serious, so her joking tone took him by surprise.


  If Holo hadn’t been sleeping behind him, he would have invited her to sit in the driver’s seat.


  The moment the thought crossed his mind, though, Holo stirred; Lawrence spoke up hastily. “Uh, er, so, speaking strictly from the standpoint of a merchant, you might make more money escorting my kind like this than you do tending sheep. Surely the territory disputes are difficult.”


  “… They are,” said Norah with a pained smile after a short pause. “The safest places already have shepherds occupying them.”


  “So all that’s left are wolf-strewn fields.”


  “Yes.”


  “Wolves certainly can be troublesome – ow!”


  Lawrence felt a sudden pain in his buttock and rose involuntarily from the driver’s seat. Norah looked at him, puzzled, and he forced a smile before sitting back down.


  Holo’s sleep was evidently feigned. She had pinched him soundly.


  “I’m sure the wolves are only looking for food, but sometimes they take lives in the process… A safer place would be nice,” said Norah.


  “Well, wolves are sly and treacherous creatures,” said Lawrence, partially to get even for the pinch.


  “If I speak ill of them, they may hear, so I won’t.”


  Norah’s humble manner was very charming, but Lawrence’s reply, “Indeed,” was mostly for the benefit of the wolf behind him.


  “Still,” he continued, “if you’ve skill enough to defend your flock even through wolf-infested fields, shouldn’t your services be in great demand and your flock huge?”


  “No, no, it’s only by the grace of God that I remain safe… and I’m thankful to have any work at all. A huge flock, I just couldn’t…”


  Perhaps she was just being modest, but it seemed as though there was something else behind her sad smile. Lawrence couldn’t think of many possibilities. Was she dissatisfied with her employer?


  Though he knew it wasn’t healthy, Lawrence’s inquisitive nature voiced itself again. “Well, then your employer has no eye for skill,” he said. “Mayhap it’s time for a change.”


  Shepherds, after all, were merchants, too. It was only natural they should seek more favorable conditions.


  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly!” gasped Norah, taken aback.


  It didn’t seem like she was protesting out of fear of being heard, either. She was sincere.


  “My apologies. I am sorry. As a merchant, I am always thinking of gains and losses.”


  “N-no, it’s all right,” said Norah, as if surprised at her own outspokenness. “… Um,” she began.


  “Yes?”


  “I, I was wondering… do people change their employers… often?”


  It was a strange question.


  “Well, yes, I think it’s normal if one is unsatisfied with one’s terms of employment.”


  “I see…”


  When she talked like this, it sounded as if she was somehow dissatisfied.


  Yet Norah’s total shock at the suggestion of changing those terms implied that she found the very idea outrageous. If that was the case, one might deduce the identity of her employer.


  She had no relatives, so finding someone who would entrust his sheep to her would be difficult. Even the stoutest shepherd could expect to lose two sheep for every ten they herded – and such was an acceptable loss. It would be normal for someone to worry about a seemingly frail girl being able to bring back even half the flock.


  Given that, whoever hired Norah had to be someone motivated by charity rather than self-interest.


  In other words…


  “If you don’t mind my asking, is your employer by any chance the Church?”


  Norah’s expression was so stunned that Lawrence was glad he’d seen it. “How did you–”


  “Call it a merchant’s secret,” said Lawrence with a laugh. Holo stomped her foot lightly. “Don’t get cocky,” she seemed to be saying.


  “Er, well… yes. I receive my flock from a priest of the Church, but…”


  “If it’s the Church, you should have no troubles with your work. You’ve found a good employer.”


  Her employer was probably a priest connected with the alms-house she’d mentioned earlier. Personal connections were overwhelmingly more useful than either good fortune or strength.


  “Yes, I was truly blessed,” answered Norah with a smile.


  But to Lawrence, whose very livelihood was based on discerning the truth among flattery and lies, her smile was obviously false.


  As Norah turned aside to work with Enek, Lawrence looked at Holo, who had been feigning sleep. Holo returned his gaze, then she sniffed and turned away, shutting her eyes.


  If she’d spoken, she would likely have said something like, “I’ve no sympathy at all.”


  “They’ve entrusted me with a flock,” said Norah, “and they’ve aided me in many other ways.”


  She spoke as if to remind herself of the fact – it was pitiable to see.


  The reason for Norah’s downcast expression was clear. The Church was not employing her. It was watching her.


  Of course, at first it probably had been out of charity that they’d entrusted her with a flock – which is precisely why she never thought of changing employers.


  Shepherds were often thought of as being vaguely heretical. They weathered constant accusations of being “the devil’s hands,” so it was far from strange that the ever-suspicious Church would come to doubt a falsely accused woman who took such a job – all the more so when she excelled at it. It was just more evidence of pagan magic.


  Even the most oblivious person would eventually notice such suspicion.


  At the same time, the shepherdess’s wages could not be high. She was worked hard for meager pay – there would certainly not be enough to set any aside. Lawrence guessed that was the reason she offered her services as an escort.


  But Lawrence’s merchant sense told him not to get any more deeply involved in the issue.


  His curiosity was sated. Pursuing it any further would make him responsible for further developments.


  “I see,” he said. “I daresay you need not worry about finding a different employer.”


  “Do you think so?” asked Norah.


  “Yes – with the Church’s insistence on honorable poverty, your pay will always be a bit low, but so long as God doesn’t abandon us, the Church will always exist. You’ll not want for work. As long as you have work, you’ll eat. Isn’t that something to be thankful for?”


  Having roused her concerns and suggested changing employers, Lawrence knew that the hard fact was nobody would hire a shepherd who’d caught the eye of the Church. It wouldn’t do for his actions to rob a lone girl of her livelihood.


  Lawrence wasn’t lying, in any case, and Norah seemed to accept it. She nodded several times, slowly. “I suppose so,” she agreed.


  It was true that having a job – any job – was good, but hope was important, too. Lawrence cleared his throat and spoke as cheerfully as he could manage.


  “Anyway, I’ve many acquaintances in Ruvinheigen, so we’ll try asking there after any merchants that might need protection from wolves. After all, God never said anything about having a nice little sideline, eh?”


  “Truly? Oh, thank you!”


  Norah’s face lit up so brilliantly that Lawrence couldn’t help but be a bit smitten.


  At such times, he was unable to muster his usual disdain for Weiz, the womanizing money changer in the port town of Pazzio.


  But Norah was not a town girl nor was she an artisan girl or a shopgirl. She had a unique freshness to her. Part of it was a serious demeanor likely inherited from nuns at the almshouse, who had a slightly negative way of thinking, as if trying to suppress their feelings.


  Norah seemed to have taken that unpleasant tendency and replaced it with something else.


  It didn’t take a womanizer to notice it. Lawrence was willing to bet that Enek, who even now wagged his tail at Norah, was a male.


  “Settling in a town is the dream of all who live by travel, after all.”


  These words were still true.


  Norah nodded and raised her staff high.


  Her bell rang out and Enek bolted, turning the sheep neatly along the road.


  They began to talk about food for traveling, becoming excited at the prospect.


  Stretching across the wide plain, the road ahead was clear and easy.


  Shepherds’ nights come early. They decide where to camp well before the sun sets and are already curled up and sleeping by the time its red disc is low in the sky and the peasants are heading home from the fields. They then rise once the sun is down and the roads free of traffic, and they pass the night with their dogs, watching over the flock.


  When dawn begins to break, shepherds sleep on alternate shifts with their dogs. There is little time for sleep in the life of a shepherd – one reason why the profession is such a hard one. The life of a merchant, who can count on a good night’s sleep, is easy by comparison.


  “Hard work, this,” Lawrence muttered to no one in particular as he lay in the wagon bed, holding a piece of dried meat in his mouth. It wasn’t yet cold enough to bother with a fire.


  He glanced frequently at Norah’s form, curled up like a stone by the roadside. He’d offered her the wagon bed, but she had begged off, saying this was how she always slept, before laying down in the meager padding afforded by the grass.


  When he looked away from her, his eyes landed on Holo, who was at his right. Finally free from the prying eyes of humans, she had her tail out and had begun grooming it.


  She never tires of that, thought Lawrence to himself as he looked at the busily grooming Holo, her profile the very image of seriousness. Suddenly she spoke, quietly.


  “Daily care of one’s tail is important.”


  For a moment Lawrence didn’t understand, but then he remembered what he’d just said a moment ago to himself; she was merely responding. He chuckled soundlessly, and Holo glanced at him, a question in her eyes.


  “Oh, you meant the child,” she said.


  “Her name’s Norah Arendt,” explained Lawrence, amused at Holo’s derisive use of child to refer to the girl.


  Holo looked past Lawrence at Norah, then back. Just as Lawrence opened his mouth, she snatched the jerky from it. Lawrence was stunned into silence for a moment. When he came to his senses and tried to take the meat back, he received such an evil eye from Holo that he withdrew his hand.


  It wasn’t necessarily because of his teasing, but she was clearly in a foul temper.


  She had gone out of her way to sit next to Lawrence as she groomed her tail, so presumably the object of her anger wasn’t him.


  The source of her bad mood was obvious, really.


  “Look, I did ask you,” said Lawrence.


  It sounded like an excuse. Holo sniffed in irritation.


  “Can’t even groom my tail in peace.”


  “Why don’t you do it in the wagon bed?”


  “Hmph. If I do it there…”


  “If you do it there, what?” Lawrence pressed the suddenly silent Holo, who sneered at him, the jerky still held between her teeth. Evidently she didn’t want to discuss the matter.


  Lawrence wanted to know what she was going to say, but if he pushed any further, she would become genuinely angry.


  He looked away from Holo, whose wounded-horse mood made her entirely too difficult to deal with, and put a leather flask filled with water to his lips.


  Lawrence had just managed to stop thinking of her, and as the sun set, he considered starting a fire when Holo snapped at him. “You certainly seemed to enjoy your little chat with her,” she said.


  “Hm? With Norah?”


  Holo still had the stolen jerky in her mouth as she looked down at her tail – but her proud tail was obviously not what was on her mind.


  “She wanted to talk. I didn’t have any reason to refuse, did I?”


  Apparently the indulgence of a wisewolf was not so broad as to forgive pleasant conversation with a hated shepherd.


  Holo had pretended to sleep the entire time. Norah had glanced at Holo and seemed inclined to engage the girl – who after all appeared to be roughly her age – in conversation but had stopped at asking her name. If Holo had wanted to speak to Norah, there had been opportunities aplenty.


  “Also, I haven’t spoken to a normal girl in some time,” said Lawrence jokingly as he looked back to Holo – and faltered at what he saw.


  Holo’s expression had completely changed.


  But it was nothing like the tears of jealousy he’d hoped to see.


  She looked at him with nothing less than pity.


  “You couldn’t even tell that she hated speaking with you?”


  “Huh…?” said Lawrence, casting a look back in Norah’s direction, but stopped himself after a moment. As a merchant, he couldn’t keep falling for the same trick twice.


  Pretending he hadn’t looked back at all, he calmed himself and remembered the words of a minstrel he’d once heard.


  “Well, if she fell in love with me at first sight, she’d miss the fun of falling for me over weeks and months, eh?” he said.


  Lawrence hadn’t been convinced by this statement when he’d first heard it, but saying it now lent it a kind of conviction. Perhaps it really was more fun to fall in love gradually, rather than all at once.


  But apparently, it was too much for Holo.


  Her mouth dropped open in shock, and the piece of jerky fell to the floor.


  “I’ve some wit myself, eh?” said Lawrence.


  He’d said it to get a laugh out of Holo, but he was also half-serious.


  As soon as she heard it, the wave that hit Holo became a tsunami on its way back, and she exploded with laughter.


  “Mmph… bu-ha-ha-ha! Oh, oh, that’s too good! Oh! Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Holo was doubled over, clutching her stomach, as she laughed, trying occasionally to stifle it only to dissolve into giggles yet again. Eventually her face turned red and she pitched forward into the pile of armor in the wagon bed, her pained laughter continuing.


  Lawrence joined in at first, but as he saw more of Holo’s reaction, his expression darkened.


  Her tail, fluffier than normal thanks to its recent grooming, slapped against the wagon bed, almost as if begging for help.


  “Okay, that’s too much laughing.”


  It was no longer funny.


  “… Ye gods,” Lawrence muttered, taking another drink from the water flask, as if to wash down both the irritation at being laughed at, as well as the embarrassment he now felt for quoting a minstrel of all things.


  “Haah. Whew. Oh… oh my. That was amusing.”


  “Are you quite done?” inquired Lawrence with a sigh, looking off to the sun that now sank into the horizon. He didn’t much feel like looking at Holo, mistake or not.


  “Mm. That was quite a trump card you had there.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Lawrence saw Holo nestled atop the pile of armor, her laughter-fatigued face angled toward him.


  It was as though she was exhausted after an all-out sprint.


  “Well, as long as you’re happy now.”


  No matter how much she hated shepherds, Holo’s foul temper had been a bit too foul, Lawrence felt. It was hard to imagine that she was actually jealous of the conversation he’d had with the girl, nor was it true that she’d had absolutely no opportunity to groom her tail.


  For a moment he wondered if it was simply shyness, but then he recalled their first meeting and decided that was entirely impossible.


  “Hm? Happy?”


  The wolf ears of the individual in question – which had become uncovered when she collapsed in laughter – now pricked up curiously as she regarded him with tear-blurred eyes, as though he had said something quite strange.


  “You were in a foul temper earlier – because you couldn’t tend to your tail, you said.”


  She seemed to remember something.


  “Oh, quite,” she said, her face calm.


  She hauled herself up off of the cargo, then plopped herself back down, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes.


  Looking at her now, Lawrence thought she could not care less about whether or not she had sufficient opportunity for tail grooming. Had that just been an excuse to vent her irritation about something else entirely?


  “Can’t be helped,” she said.


  The tip of her tail slapped lightly against the floor of the wagon.


  “Anyway, your trump card made me laugh so hard I turned giddy,” said Holo, chuckling at the memory. She then looked outside the wagon. “Is the child not cold, I wonder?”


  Her observation brought Lawrence back to the present. The sun was mostly down, and the sky was a darkening blue. He had best build a fire.


  He had heard that shepherds didn’t generally build fires, though that was because they had to watch over and chase down their sheep, not out of any particular resistance to cold.


  Lawrence mused on this as he looked at Norah, curled up on the grass’s paltry cushion.


  He felt a sudden movement near his mouth and turned to find Holo thrusting a piece of jerky in his direction.


  “Payment for your services as a jester.”


  “Only one piece of jerky for such laugher?”


  “Oh, you don’t want it?” taunted Holo, amused. Despite his embarrassment, Lawrence decided to accept the offering.


  –but his teeth closed on air. Holo had drawn her hand back at the last moment.


  The wisewolf snickered; Lawrence realized that going up against her was a fool’s errand. If she decided to be so childish, he could only ignore her.


  If he didn’t build a fire soon, then they would all be eating dinner in the cold. Lawrence moved to get off the wagon, but Holo grabbed his sleeve and drew near.


  Lawrence’s heart skipped a beat.


  Her eyelashes still had traces of tears in them, which caught the red light of the setting sun.


  “I do think, from time to time, that some raw mutton would be nice – what say you?”


  With the mournful bleating of the sheep echoing through the twilight air, Holo’s words – spoken through her ever-keen fangs – could not have been entirely in jest.


  After all, she was a wolf.


  Lawrence patted Holo’s head as if chiding her for making a bad joke, then hopped off the wagon.


  Holo’s lip curled in a brief snarl, but she soon smiled slightly and passed Lawrence the bundle of straw, tinder, and firewood.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  Entering Ruvinheigen required passing through two separate checkpoints. One controlled passage through the city walls, and the other was situated out on the main road, which encircled the sprawl of greater Ruvinheigen.


  Owing to the heavy traffic in and out of a city this size, one had to obtain a passage document at the outer checkpoint in order to pass through the station at the city walls. Legitimate travelers would use the legal routes into the city, obtain proper documents, and pass through the walls – any who lacked the passage document would be turned away on the spot.


  The checkpoints also provided some degree of control over the inevitable smuggling and counterfeiting that large cities attracted.


  The road that Lawrence and his companions took was evidently less traveled as their checkpoint – while not exactly crude – was rather simpler than checkpoints on more common routes, and the guard there seemed to know Norah. Using some strange power, she guided her sheep through the purposefully narrow checkpoint gate, and Lawrence followed after having his wares inspected.


  The plain checkpoint stood in sharp contrast to the grand, august walls of Ruvinheigen.


  It would be completely impossible to breach Ruvinheigen’s walls without control of the surrounding areas. Walls of earth and timber were spoken of with pride in other areas, but here a barrier of stone surrounded the city with lookout towers positioned at regular intervals. Ruvinheigen was nearer a castle than a city, and Holo let out an involuntary gasp of wonder as they regarded it from a convenient hill just past the first inspection point.


  Just outside the walls were cultivated fields, and between the fields, roads stretched radially out from the city.


  Here a group of pigs was driven by a farmer; there a long merchant caravan was visible. Farther in the distance, a white carpet moved slowly over the ground – probably a flock of sheep some shepherd had brought to pasture. Shepherds with flocks numbering over one hundred were not rare, but this shepherd was likely biding his time before finally bringing his sheep into Ruvinheigen to support the city’s consumption of meat.


  Everything about the place was extraordinary.


  Lawrence and his companions descended the hill and took one of the roads that ran between the fields.


  The city was so large that from the hill it had seemed close, but traversing the distance took some time. Norah had to be careful that her sheep didn’t eat the crops growing at either side of the road. At length, the group was close enough to make out the designs on the city walls.


  At this point, Lawrence carefully produced two silver coins and held them out to Norah.


  “Right, then, here’s your forty trie.”


  Trie were simple copper coins. However, that many coins would be unwieldy, and Lawrence reckoned that the two silver coins he gave her could be exchanged for forty-five trie.


  He had paid Norah extra because he felt indebted to her. He and Holo had been fortunate not to encounter any wolves, but Lawrence was still impressed by the girl’s skill. Even Holo would concede it, and it was easy for Lawrence to see Norah distinguishing herself in the future. The extra money was just an investment to that end.


  “Er, but, if I exchange this, won’t it come to more than…?”


  “Call it an investment,” said Lawrence.


  “An… investment?”


  “Now that I know such a skilled shepherd, I might be able to turn a surprising profit on wool,” said Lawrence in a purposefully greedy tone. Norah laughed and grudgingly accepted the two silver coins.


  “We’ll be at the Rowan Trade Guild for a while. If you’ve plans to take your flock afield again, come by there first. I might be able to introduce you to a merchant in need of escort.”


  “I shall.”


  “Oh, one last thing. The area where you can provide escort – is it just the route we took?”


  “Er, I can go as far as Kaslata and Poroson. Oh, and also to Lamtra.”


  Kaslata was a remote town with little to recommend it, and Lawrence was surprised to hear Norah mention Lamtra. Lamtra was one of the few places in the area not under the influence of Ruvinheigen, which controlled the rest of the region. It was not so very far north from the great city – Lawrence and his party could have gotten there by heading north from the midpoint of the road they had just taken. However, to reach Lamtra required passing through a dark and eerie forest, which even knights blanched at, so it had long resisted invasion from Ruvinheigen and was the only city where significant numbers of pagans still lived.


  All the legitimate routes to Lamtra were incredibly roundabout, so Norah must not be suggesting she could provide escort along them. She clearly had confidence in her ability to navigate the forest.


  If that was true, there were many merchants who would want to go with her.


  “Lamtra, eh? I daresay you’ll have some business,” said Lawrence.


  Norah’s face lit up. “Thank you very much!” she said, bowing low as if she was still living in an almshouse.


  “My pleasure. Well, then, I’ll be entering from the southeast gate, so here’s where we part ways.”


  “Certainly. I hope we meet again,” said Norah.


  Lawrence nodded and reined his horse to the left as Norah rang her bell. Ruvinheigen was large enough to have no less than seventeen great gates. Between those were smaller gates used for large groups of sheep and other livestock, which Norah would have to use.


  Also, given the city’s labyrinthine interior, it was common sense to enter via the gate nearest one’s destination – the city was just that big.


  As they parted, Lawrence looked back over his shoulder at the girl and saw that Norah was still watching him and Holo. When she saw Lawrence turn, Norah waved wistfully to them.


  He couldn’t very well not wave back, but he was afraid of being mocked by Holo. Lawrence stole a sideways glance at her, which the wolf girl noticed.


  “You think me so ill-natured?”


  Lawrence grinned, pained, then faced forward after returning Norah’s wave.


  “Hmph. Well, now we’ll see how those honeyed peach preserves taste! I am surely looking forward to that.”


  “Hm. So you remembered that, did you?” Lawrence said. As they approached the gate, he considered how much of his load of armor he would lose to the entrance tax.


  “Surely you’re not saying you won’t buy any!” Holo was intimidating, despite her sweet smile and modestly tilted head.


  Lawrence averted his eyes and muttered almost as if he were praying. “We can’t buy any if they aren’t selling any.”


  “Well, naturally,” said Holo, as if entirely confident that the preserves would be for sale.


  “Oh, and you probably know this already, but try to act a little more nun-like at the next checkpoint. They’ll be more lenient on a nun.”


  “Hmph. I’m not so foolish as to stir up trouble in a city such as this. But do I even resemble a nun?”


  “There’s no trouble on that count.”


  As soon as he said it, Lawrence regretted it. Holo had endured much suffering at the hands of the Church. Saying she looked like a nun might make her angry.


  “Heh, is that so?” Holo said, giggling. She seemed happy – surprisingly so.


  “… What, you’re not angry?”


  “Hm? Why would I be?”


  “Well, I mean… the Church is your enemy, more or less.”


  “Not necessarily. ’Tis the same as having someone like you around. Nuns are all fundamentally kind, and even a wolf like me can tell that most of them are quite lovely. Beauty transcends species.”


  For his part, Lawrence understood well enough but was mostly glad she wasn’t cross.


  And it was true that many nuns were beautiful. This may well have been partially because they were so assiduously meek, pure, and ascetic, but there was also the fact that the illegitimate child of many a noble became a nun.


  Many a beautiful woman contrived to use her beauty to become the mistress of a wealthy noble, and many a fetching noble daughter was seduced by a rake, who wielded poetry and art like a weapon.


  Often the children resulting from such liaisons were more hale and healthy than their legitimate siblings – most likely because the men and women able to seduce nobility were formidable themselves.


  Such children were the cause of a fair share of succession struggles, but most of them would enter an abbey – thus many of the abbey’s brothers and sisters were handsome indeed.


  “I don’t think I could suffer the constant fasting, though,” said Holo.


  Lawrence laughed openly.


  As they progressed down the road that ran alongside the great wall, a lively group of people became visible at its end.


  It was the southeast entrance.


  The huge gate was flung open, and while some people entered the city, others left, setting out on their travels.


  The inspections of people and goods were conducted as one passed through the walls, and despite the volume of travelers, there was little waiting since so many inspectors were on duty.


  However, unlike Poroson, not a single person bothered to form a line, so unless one was familiar with the protocol, it was possible to wind up standing outside the gate for hours. Lawrence knew the procedure, though, and he guided his horse forward, trying his best to avoid colliding with anyone; threading his way past less-knowledgeable folk; and finally arriving at the road that passed under the archway, carved out of the stone wall, which led into the city. In times of war, this was an important point to defend, so the walls here were very thick. Lawrence glanced up to see a thickly timbered gate suspended above the crowds, and with a chill, he wondered what would happen if it were to fall – though he’d never heard of such an accident. Just past the gate, there was an opening in the roof through which boiling oil could be poured on invading enemies should they breach the wall. The stone around the opening was discolored, perhaps due to frequency of use.


  Just past the walls was the inspection checkpoint, and beyond that, Lawrence could see the streets of Ruvinheigen.


  Any large city hemmed in by walls – not just Ruvinheigen – had to expand upward, rather than outward, owing to limited space. Ruvinheigen was particularly challenged in this regard, and the city which greeted Lawrence was reminiscent of a ship’s hold piled high with goods. Several buildings looked ready to overflow at any moment. Still beyond those, he could see the high, high roof of Ruvinheigen’s great cathedral.


  “You there, merchant!” a voice called out.


  Lawrence shifted his attention to a guard wearing thin leather armor who pointed at him.


  “Staring at the city will get you in an accident!” chided the guard.


  “My apologies.”


  There was a titter at Lawrence’s side.


  “Next! Uh, you there! The merchant that just got scolded!”


  It was difficult to navigate without a proper line. Lawrence choked down the embarrassing brand and guided his horse toward the inspector, bowing in greeting.


  “Passage papers,” demanded the inspector impatiently.


  “Right here.”


  “Hm. Out of Poroson, eh? Your goods?”


  “Twenty sets of armor.”


  Commerce was prohibited outside the walls, so it was required that a merchant’s load match the travel document.


  The inspector blinked rapidly. He seemed surprised.


  “Armor? From Poroson?”


  “Ah, yes. I bought them from the Latparron Company in Poroson. Is there a problem?”


  Ruvinheigen had been founded when knights’ companies tasked with suppressing the pagans had set up fortifications, and to this day, the city remained an important supply depot for soldiers heading north. Weapons and armor from surrounding areas were imported here and flew off shelves immediately.


  Lawrence was thus puzzled by the inspector’s reaction, but the official just shook his head and turned his attention to the wagon bed. The cart contained twenty sets of helms, gauntlets, breast-plates, and greaves – all fashioned out of leather and chain mail. The wine had not been merchandise for sale but would still have been taxed. However, it had long since been drunk dry.


  There was nothing suspicious, and the inspector seemed satisfied. He climbed atop the wagon to verify that no taxable items like gold or jewels were hidden within the armor; then, appeased, he climbed back down. He gave the bundle of firewood a cursory check, but hiding anything within it would have been impossible.


  “This does seem like Poroson armor. Will you be paying in coin or stock?”


  The armor was worth one hundred lumione total, so the 10 percent tax would amount to ten lumione.


  Ten lumione itself came to more than three hundred pieces of trenni silver, and no merchant would travel carrying so much coin. It would have been inconvenient for the inspector to count out three hundred pieces even if Lawrence had them.


  Handing over some of the armor itself as tax solved all these problems.


  “Stock,” said Lawrence.


  “Good answer,” replied the inspector, which elicited a sigh of relief from Lawrence. “Turn in two sets of armor over there,” he said, recording something with a quill on a piece of paper, which he handed to Lawrence.


  Two suits of armor out of twenty satisfied the 10percent tax.


  Lawrence nodded after confirming the accuracy of the receipt.


  For Holo’s part, she was every inch a nun and thus went unquestioned. This was a city of the Church, and suspicion of priests or nuns was likely more trouble than it was worth.


  In any case, relieved that he’d gotten through the checkpoint smoothly, Lawrence descended from the wagon, then took hold of the reins, and walked on. It would only become more crowded – and thus dangerous – ahead.


  The area around the tax collection point was like a war, a din of colliding languages and clothing. Lawrence could hear the same haggling and begging one heard at any site where taxes were remitted.


  Naturally, he didn’t engage in anything so foolish as haggling over taxes and obediently handed over the required two suits of armor.


  However, the clerk took a look at the receipt Lawrence received from the inspector and knitted his brow.


  Lawrence was suddenly nervous – had there been some impropriety? But no, it seemed everything was in order.


  Unclear as to what had just happened, Lawrence passed through the checkpoint and into the city, climbing back atop the wagon.


  The reaction of the inspector on seeing the cargo of armor was a mystery, but Lawrence had made it through, so there no more cause for concern.


  He muttered reassurances to himself, but a certain uneasiness remained.


  “Hey, merchant,” said Holo.


  Lawrence was suddenly unsettled at the sound of Holo’s voice, as though he was about to hear something unpleasant. “What?”


  Holo spoke slowly in response to Lawrence’s question. “Mm. I am hungry.”


  “…”


  Lawrence looked ahead again, ignoring both Holo’s complaint and his own lingering unease.


  The great cathedral of Ruvinheigen is so massive that it is visible from anywhere in the city. The metropolis spreads out around the cathedral – the district closest to it is known as the old city, hemmed in by the old city walls, and surrounding those walls, in turn, is the rest of Ruvinheigen.


  In the southern part of the roughly circular municipality was its biggest gate, and passing through the structure – which was large enough to allow siege engines through – there was a plaza so wide as to be the envy of any foreign king, with a fountain created using the latest craftsmanship available in the south and a permanent marketplace.


  Around the edges of the plaza sat the great trading firms of the region, the homes of true power and influence in the city, all linked at the eaves. Beyond them were smaller trading companies and the homes and shops of a wide variety of craftsmen.


  The great cathedral stood in the middle of another of Ruvinheigen’s plazas, which were arranged as a great pentagon with the southern gate at its peak. Each plaza had its own characteristics, almost like a city within a city.


  Lawrence and Holo passed through the southeast entrance, and though the square they entered could hardly be compared to the great southern plaza, it was still sizable.


  In the center of the square stood striking statues of knights, who had accomplished some memorable deed in the war against the pagans, and saints, who had made some important contribution to the faith.


  Scores of stalls were lined up in the plaza with people on straw mats hawking their wares within the structures.


  There were no stalls around the bronze statues, though. Instead, an ensemble traded musical phrases with a minstrel playing a plain wooden flute while a famous troupe of comedic actors plied their trade. Mingling with the entertainers were pilgrim priests, clad in rags and wielding tattered books of scripture as they preached; their rapturously attentive disciples wore even worse clothing.


  It seemed like the order of the day in the district was getting a light snack at one of the booths, watching the performers, and taking in a sermon after you had your fun.


  After Lawrence and Holo arranged for a room at an inn and stabled the horse, they started for the trading house to begin their business arrangements when they found themselves drawn toward the commotion of happy voices and delicious scents.


  They held some fried lamprey eel, which seemed to be a popular snack. The sweetness of the oil masked the earthy smell of the stuff, and no sooner had you finished a piece than you wanted another, which seemed to be human nature. The next thing Lawrence knew, he and Holo had stopped in front of a drink stand, taking in the comedy show over some beer.


  “Mmm, that’s tasty,” said Holo after she drained one cup, and with foam still clinging to the corners of her mouth, she ordered another round. The barman was only too happy to serve such a profitable customer.


  Having snacked on fried eel and beer all afternoon, Holo no longer looked anything like a nun.


  The outfit she used upon entering the city would have been less convincing because of Lawrence’s presence – nothing was fishier than a person of faith traveling with a merchant, after all.


  So Holo had switched her robe for a rabbit-skin cape, but she folded the robe up and wrapped it about her waist, using the resulting makeshift skirt to hide her tail. Her perpetually troublesome ears were concealed under a triangular kerchief.


  Thus had Holo transformed from nun to town lass. The square was packed with girls who had abandoned work for an afternoon of fun, so she hardly stood out. The way she drank, with no regard for her coin purse, made it easy to think she was parting some guileless merchant from his money.


  Actually, as Lawrence paid in advance, the barman seemed to think it was he who had been tripped up by this casually expensive girl.


  Lawrence gave the man a pained smile to deflect the issue, but the barman wasn’t necessarily wrong, either.


  “The liquor is good and the people lively – ’tis a good city, no?”


  “The liveliness comes at a price – we have to watch ourselves, especially around any knights or mercenaries. A quarrel with their ilk will be more trouble than we need.”


  “You can count on me,” said Holo.


  Lawrence sighed instead of voicing his thoughts on the matter. “Right, well, we should be moving on.”


  He had finished his second beer while Holo had downed four in the same amount of time, so it seemed an opportune moment to leave.


  “Mm? Already? I’ve not yet begun to drink.”


  “You can drink more tonight. Let’s go.”


  Looking back and forth from Lawrence to her cup, Holo finally seemed to give up and backed away from the stall. The barman called out “come again!” and his voice disappeared into the crowd alongside Lawrence and Holo.


  “So, then, where do we go?”


  “To the trading house – and at least wipe your mouth, hm?”


  Only now aware of the foam at the corners of her mouth, Holo brought her sleeve to her lips as if to wipe them.


  However, thinking better of this at the last second, she instead grabbed Lawrence’s sleeve and wiped her mouth on it.


  “Why, you – I’ll remember that.”


  “And yet you’ve already hit me,” said Holo, holding his head off with one hand and glaring at him, her other hand firmly clamped around Lawrence’s. Her anger at being poked lasted but a moment.


  “Still,” she continued.


  “Hm?”


  “Why must you drag me along to this trading house? I’d just as soon drink my fill in the square.”


  “It’s too dangerous to leave you alone,” warned Lawrence.


  Holo looked blank for a moment, then giggled bashfully–


  perhaps she’d misunderstood.


  “Mm, ’tis true. I am a bit too lovely to be left alone!”


  It was true that Holo, with the fall of her red-brown hair swaying, tended to attract attention, and some of those who looked on must have envied Lawrence, who held her hand.


  It wasn’t that he didn’t take a bit of pride in walking around with Holo, but the fact was that there was no telling what trouble she would get into if left on her own.


  The square was a fun, lively place, but fun, lively places seemed to attract more than their share of trouble. If by some fluke her true form was exposed there, it would be disastrous.


  “No amount of loveliness will put Church guards or temple knights off your tail,” said Lawrence. “What if you get drunk and let your ears or tail show?”


  “Why, I’ll just turn on them. I’ll grab you in my jaws, and we’ll dash from the city. I can surely leap over those walls. Isn’t there some old story about a knight and a princess like that?”


  “What, the one where the knight rescues the captured princess?”


  “That’s the one!” said Holo, amused. For Lawrence, there wasn’t a trace of romance in the idea of Holo assuming her wolf form and escaping with him between her teeth.


  Quite the contrary, just the thought of being clamped between those great jaws made Lawrence want to shudder.


  “Well, don’t do that,” he said.


  “Mm. If you’re the one that’s captured, there’s little gain in rescuing you.”


  Lawrence made a pained expression and looked at Holo, who eyed him mischievously.


  The two of them passed around the swirl of people and headed north on a narrow lane where storefronts stood under the sparkling, sunlit eaves that lined the block. There were no trading companies here, but rather buildings with merchant unions and trading houses. Some were economic associations created by mixed groups of merchants from different areas; others were buildings for craft unions created by textile merchants who cooperated regardless of their origin.


  The world offered no protection for merchants who met with danger or accidents. Just as knights wore helms and breastplates, merchants banded together to assure their own safety. The largest economic alliances were a match for even a merchant’s worst enemy: a nation bent on abusing its power.


  One famous story had eighteen regions and twenty-three guilds coming together in the most powerful economic alliance ever created, matching forces with an army fourteen thousand strong and claiming victory almost instantly. The union that was formed to preserve profits transcended borders and was a good example of the solidarity to which such groups could give rise.


  For that reason, the buildings these unions and associations made use of were somehow quite orderly, and those that frequented them conducted themselves politely.


  Without civility, a long-standing rivalry between (for example) a fishmonger and a butcher might escalate into violence and overflow into the town.


  Such manners generally sprung from an aversion to sullying one’s organization’s good name, but they were still very important to merchants. Commerce depended on trust and reputation, after all.


  “Right then, I’ve got business to take care of, so just wait here,” instructed Lawrence once they arrived at the trading house with which he was associated. He saw the building painted in the local style and could not help but feel a certain nostalgia. He kept it to himself, though, out of consideration for Holo, whose homeland was still far away.


  Holo regarded him as he feigned indifference. “What, are you not going to bring me in and show me off to your old village mates?”


  It seemed she had spotted the bit of pride he’d mustered along the way, but that wasn’t enough to bother him anymore.


  “That would basically amount to a preamble to marriage. My town’s marriage ceremonies are quite rowdy – are you sure you’re up for that?”


  This sort of thing was quite universal. Holo’s knowledge of the human world seemed to give her some idea.


  She shook her head in distaste.


  “I’ll be done soon. If you wait nicely, I’ll buy you some sweetbread,” said Lawrence.


  “I’ll thank you not to treat me like a child.”


  “Oh, you don’t want any?”


  “I do.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh at Holo’s serious reply, and leaving her there, he ascended the steps to the building and rapped on the door of the trading company. The door had no knocker, which was a sign that only members should knock.


  After waiting some time, however, there was still no answer.


  Lawrence ventured to open the door on his own. Given the time of day, it was possible that everyone was out in the marketplace – and as he expected, the interior was silent. The first floor was a spacious lobby set up as a drinking hall in which the members could relax, but the chairs were set atop the round tables, and a mop leaned against one wall. Evidently the room was being cleaned.


  Nothing had changed in the year Lawrence had been away, save the hairline of the guild master who tended the front counter – which had receded. He imagined the master’s already large belly had grown larger, but unfortunately the man seemed to find it difficult to stand, so Lawrence couldn’t be sure.


  The master lifted his gaze from the counter and with a friendly smile began his usual ribbing. “Well, now, what a poor merchant is this! Wandering around a trading house at this hour – cares not a whit for making money. You’d do better changing into a thief’s clothes and getting yourself to an alehouse!”


  “The greatest merchants make money without dirtying their shoes with so much as a speck of dust; their only stain is the ink upon their fingers. Running around the marketplace all day is the sign of the third-rate merchant. Am I wrong?”


  Every time they met like this, Lawrence used to get angry recalling the master’s inexplicable habit of jesting at him when he was a young apprentice. Somewhere along the line, he had learned to spar right back without getting flustered.


  Lawrence easily returned the master’s jape, then straightened and brought his heels together smartly, squaring himself to the counter as he approached it.


  The man ensconced behind the counter was squarely built and stout and slapped his forehead at Lawrence’s reply, grinning. “You’ve gotten clever, boy. Welcome home, my son!”


  “Stop the ‘my son’ nonsense.”


  “What are you saying? All in the Rowen Trade Guild are my sons and daughters.”


  The two shook hands over the familiar exchanges.


  “And yet I know of all the times you wet your bedroll after we made camp – and is it not the teaching of God that a good father knows well his son? Or should I mention the time you stole the cash box and snuck off with your friends, trembling, to the whorehouse?”


  “All right, all right. I’m Kraft Lawrence, then, son of the great Jakob Tarantino.”


  “So, Kraft my boy. You’re back in Ruvinheigen after a year gone. How fares our family in other towns?”


  Jakob’s manner was as overbearing as always, and it hit Lawrence with all the harsh edge and warmth of liquor. The trading house was truly his homeland in a foreign city.


  This was the kind of harsh hospitality he only tasted at home.


  “They’re all doing well by the grace of the saints.”


  “Good, good. Well, now, if you’ve gone the rounds among family, you must be fairly brimming with profit! If your purse is heavy, your trousers sag. If your trousers sag, the ladies won’t like you. And you, lad, are a vain one. Am I wrong?”


  Lawrence had no comeback. Laughing at the master’s heavy handed way of seeking a contribution, he replied, “I’ve heard that the ability to handle figures gets bad with age, but old Jakob’s eyes are still sharp, I see.”


  Lawrence seamlessly withdrew ten silver pieces from the purse fixed at his waist and slapped them down on the counter with a flourish.


  If he’d grudgingly handed over two or three copper coins, he would have gotten an earful.


  He wanted to show the old man up, and in any case, his profit from the spice had been sizable. The generous donation was a kind of report that he was doing business on this scale now – and Jakob broke into a grin at it.


  “Ha-ha-ha, the little bed wetter’s bringing in real silver now! How lovely.”


  “Enough about the bed-wetting.”


  “You still are one to me, boy.”


  Lawrence shrugged, at which point Jakob’s laugh rang out again.


  “Well, then, you’ve come all the way out here in the middle of the day, so you must be here on business. You need a certificate?”


  “Yes.”


  “I surely look forward to the day when you’re a famous enough merchant that people flinch at the mention of your name,” said Jakob.


  “You’re telling me,” agreed Lawrence – then remembered he had something else to mention. “Oh, right. Do you know of any traders in the guild that’re headed to Lamtra?”


  Jakob placed a pen and ink pot on the desk, then looked up, and raised his eyebrows at Lawrence. “Now that’s a strange question,” he remarked.


  “I was just thinking of providing a shortcut to Lamtra in exchange for a consideration…”


  Jakob’s gaze swung around for a moment before settling again on Lawrence. He wore a meaningful smile.


  “Oh ho. Have you met a certain young shepherdess?”


  
    
  

  Lawrence was taken so off guard that his breath momentarily caught in his throat, but when he stopped to consider it, he found it was far from surprising that merchants in Ruvinheigen would know of Norah the shepherd girl.


  Which meant that Lawrence’s radical idea had already occurred to others.


  “You’re far from the first to have that idea, boy. Especially after the road that went through the area she wanders was finished. But nobody makes a business of that now, and nobody asks that girl for escort. Do you know why?” Jakob spoke smoothly as he wrote out the certificate.


  Lawrence answered with a sigh, “Because there’s no business in it?”


  Jakob nodded and looked up. “That girl’s the only one who wanders that area unscathed. Sure, Norah the Nymph’s pretty popular with her charm and skill, but I don’t have to tell you what the Church thinks about that. Nobody wants to get tangled up with those sons of bitches.”


  He dipped the tip of his quill in the ink pot and continued, a malicious leer on his face. “I know Norah the Nymph is the type of girl you like, but here’s some free advice: Give it up.”


  It was just everyday morning conversation, but it cut a little too close to the quick, and Lawrence could only offer a pained sort of smile in reply.


  “So, who do I make the certificate out to? Or should I leave it blank?”


  “No, make it out to the Remelio Company, please.”


  Jakob paused again for a moment.


  He looked back at Lawrence with the appraising eyes of a merchant.


  “Remelio, eh? If you already know who you’re selling to… you must be selling on margin, then, hmm?”


  “Yes. Out of Poroson. Is there something I should know?” asked Lawrence, only to be hit by a sudden, severe look that surfaced like a fish from the depths of a pond.


  “Mm. Well, you’ll see when you get there. Here, your certificate.”


  When a merchant first sold goods to a trading house, the worst problem he might encounter was if a competing merchant forced their prices down. Such things didn’t happen too often in smaller towns like Pazzio and Poroson, but Ruvinheigen was large, and because of the connections between the many trading firms and associations, it happened often. Ruvinheigen was an obvious place for large transactions, and the smaller transactions of individual merchants were like grains of sand.


  Thus, Lawrence would state which trading guild he was associated with and make it clear that he could not be trifled with. With the name of a guild behind him, he wouldn’t be treated badly.


  “The Rowen Trade Guild is under the protection of Saint Lambardos. I’ll pray for your good fortune,” said Jakob.


  “My thanks…”


  Lawrence took the certificate that proved his affiliation with the Rowen Trade Guild, vaguely thanking Jakob, who clearly knew more than he was saying.


  Lawrence knew from experience that if he asked for more information, he would not get it.


  However, in such situations, it was likely that he would come to the answer after either further thought or investigation.


  What could it possibly be? he wondered.


  “Yes, yes, you’ll see when you go. It’s you we’re talking about here, so I’m sure you’ll turn it to your advantage.” Jakob’s words only served to further confuse Lawrence, but if going to the trading house would lead to understanding, he had no choice but to advance. In all likelihood, some commodity’s price had destabilized, and the Remelio Company was in some kind of chaos.


  Lawrence put the thought out of his mind, gave Jakob his thanks, and turned to leave. He had come here to sell his goods, and getting distracted before he did that accomplished nothing.


  The moment he put his hand to the door, he was stopped short by Jakob’s voice.


  Lawrence looked back and saw Jakob smiling pleasantly.


  “Oh, and just you wait before getting involved with any girls, you hear? Even a mild one like Norah’s too much for you to handle – a city girl would take up all your profits just like that!”


  There were windows in the guild house’s walls, but they were not made of glass like the great trading companies’ – instead oil-soaked sheets of linen cloth served as the panes. This let a bit of light in, but one could hardly see through them.


  Yet it seemed Jakob had spotted Holo just beyond the door.


  It was proof the man possessed the cunning to run a trade guild in a foreign land; his was far beyond that of a normal person.


  “You can’t invest without capital.”


  “Ha-ha! Well met, you bed wetter!”


  Lawrence grinned sheepishly and opened the door; Jakob was still laughing when he closed it behind him.


  He remembered his days as an apprentice. When faced with people like Jakob, he had been in such a hurry to grow up, to surpass them. It was nostalgic, but bitter and biting at the same time.


  Lawrence reflected on how young he still was as he looked toward the base of the stone steps. Just at that moment, Holo glanced over her shoulder at him.


  “Oh, there he is. That’s my companion,” said Holo.


  She was sitting at the base of the steps as she pointed rudely at him. In front of her were two boys, probably apprentices to some tradesman. They looked to be around fifteen or sixteen, about the same age Holo appeared. They were carrying packages, perhaps out on an errand for their parents.


  The boys, just barely old enough to shave, regarded Lawrence with animosity after hearing Holo’s words. Dealing with them could have been a hassle, but they flinched slightly when Lawrence sighed.


  There was a world of difference in the social position of a craftsman’s apprentice and a guild merchant. The boys had probably approached the obviously bored Holo, but now, confronted with Lawrence, they realized there was nothing they could do, so looking to each other, the two apprentices scampered off.


  Holo giggled. “They were precious. Called me a beautiful rose, they did,” she said, laughing as she watched the boys dash off, but Lawrence’s face showed his distress.


  “Don’t mess around with them. Apprentice boys are like wild dogs. You could get taken.”


  “And in that case, you could come rescue me again. Am I wrong?”


  Faced with her unexpectedly guileless response, Lawrence couldn’t help but feel a bit happy, but his face remained stern. “Sure, I’d rescue you.”


  Holo grinned and stood. “Of course, in the end, I was the one who rescued you.”


  She had him there.


  Lawrence covered his eyes out of irritation and descended the steps. She took his right arm, snickering.


  “I don’t know what kind of return you’re expecting, but I’ll take that investment,” she said.


  “… You heard all that?”


  “My precious little ears can tell when you so much as twitch an eyebrow. So you have a thing for fair hair, do you?”


  Lawrence only managed a confused “Huh?” at Holo’s utterly inexplicable reasoning before she continued.


  “And so scrawny, too. Or do you like the careworn look? Or do you just have a thing for shepherdesses?”


  Her rapid-fire interrogation made Lawrence think of a suspension bridge with its ropes being cut one after another. He stared at Holo, alarmed, but she just smiled back.


  Her smile was the most frightening thing yet.


  “Now wait just a minute – that’s just Master Jakob’s way of saying hello. If he’s got an opportunity, it’s like a game for him to say stuff like that. I’m not–”


  “Not what?” Lawrence saw in Holo’s eyes that she wouldn’t tolerate a lie.


  He had no choice but to tell the truth. “W-well, sure, I thought Norah was nice. I can’t say our conversation wasn’t nice. But… that doesn’t mean I’m not thinking of you, or… well, it doesn’t mean that.”


  He got flustered halfway through, and it was suddenly very hard to face Holo. He’d never had to say anything like this in his entire life.


  Having gotten it out, he took a deep breath. After composing himself a bit, he glanced over at his companion, who regarded him with a measure of surprise on her face.


  “I was just teasing…”


  The embarrassment and anger Lawrence felt at these words was sliced clean through by the smile Holo gave him.


  “I didn’t think you’d take me at my word, there… it’s nice.”


  She looked down and squeezed his arm just slightly.


  For Lawrence, it hadn’t been the dissembling or prevarication of a business negotiation, but a way of seeing how close they could become.


  Mostly unconscious of and unconcerned with how it might look, Lawrence moved to put his left arm around Holo but embraced only air.


  She had soundlessly slipped from his grasp.


  “Still, males are ever thus. They’ll say anything.”


  Looking at her sad, serious manner, even Lawrence could easily imagine that sometime in Holo’s past, someone had said something careless and hurtful, something that she still felt resentment over.


  But Lawrence was a merchant. He was always careful with his words.


  “So – you’ll need to show me something. Do knights not entrust their swords and shields as proof of their good faith? You’re a merchant, so what will you show me?”


  Lawrence had also heard the tales of knights who would hand over their swords and shields – said to be their very souls – when swearing oaths of loyalty.


  So what, then, of a merchant? The answer was obvious: money.


  Lawrence could just imagine Holo’s unamused expression if he handed her a purse full of coins.


  He needed to buy something for her, something that would both make her happy and stand for the money – his merchant’s soul – that he would unhesitatingly use for her sake.


  The item that sprang immediately to mind was the ultimate luxury: honeyed peach preserves.


  “Fine,” said Lawrence. “I’ll show you I don’t say such things lightly.”


  Her eyes filled with a mixture of suspicion and anticipation. If he could somehow answer the question in those red-brown pupils of hers, well – then honeyed peach preserves would be a bargain.


  “I’ll buy you some honeyed peach…”


  That was as far as Lawrence got before a strange feeling came over him, specifically regarding the triangular kerchief on Holo’s head.


  Holo cocked her head curiously at the frozen Lawrence.


  Then, with a quick “Oh,” she hastily put her hands to her head.


  “Don’t tell me you–” Lawrence started.


  “Wh-what? What’s wrong? You were about to say you would buy me something?”


  He had to give her credit for staying shameless, but Lawrence wasn’t going to simply laugh this off.


  Looking at the kerchief on her head made it obvious. Beneath it, her ears had been twitching strangely, vigorously. That was the proof.


  This was all part of her plan.


  “You know, there are some things you just can’t do!” he said. Holo seemed to realize that her plan had failed, and now suddenly sullen, she stuck her lower lip out in a pout. “You said I should ask more charmingly!”


  For a moment Lawrence didn’t follow her, but then he remembered their conversation on the outskirts of Poroson. Exasperated, he looked up to the heavens.


  “No, I said you should ask nicely. I never said anything about feminine wiles!”


  “But I was charming, was I not?”


  Lawrence hated himself for not having a ready reply, and hated himself still more for not becoming angrier with her.


  “Though I must say,” continued Holo, “you were twice as charming. That was far more exciting than if my plan had gone as I meant it to.”


  Finally, at a loss for words, Lawrence simply walked down the road.


  Holo laughed and followed him.


  “Come now, don’t be angry!”


  When he gave her a look that said “whose fault is that?” she just laughed at him harder.


  “I was happy, though, truly. Are you still angry?”


  Lawrence found his expression softened by the way Holo’s swaying, chestnut-brown hair complemented her smile.


  He suddenly very much wanted to share a drink with his reliably silent horse – who was male.


  “Fine, I’m not mad. I’m not mad – okay?”


  Holo let slip a private smile as if enjoying her victory, exhaling before she spoke again.


  “It won’t do to get separated. May I take your hand?”


  To return to their lodgings, they would have to reenter the crowded streets, but even separated from Lawrence, Holo would have no trouble finding her way.


  So it was an obvious pretense.


  She was a canny old wolf, indeed. Lawrence relented. “Yes, we mustn’t get separated,” he agreed.


  Holo smiled, and her hand slipped into his.


  All Lawrence could do was tighten his grip ever so slightly on that hand.


  “So, what about my honeyed peach preserves?”


  The cathedral bells rang out to signal noontime – and the beginning of a new battle.


  The Remelio Company was a wholesaler that operated a shop in the Church city of Ruvinheigen.


  Lawrence, betting that he would be able to turn a profit, had half threatened the Latparron Company into letting him buy up more armor than he had assets to secure. In order to pay them back, he planned to sell to the Remelio Company, which Latparron often dealt with – and there would be no need to return all the way to Poroson to repay his debt. He’d just have them record it in their ledgers and that would be that.


  He entered a street one block removed from a crowded main road and arrived at the Remelio Company.


  It was the rear entrance, where a large area was reserved for loading and unloading goods.


  In a city the size of Ruvinheigen, unloading goods through a shop’s front entrance was considered uncivilized. If you tried it on a street with heavy traffic, you’d be laughed at, at best, and at worst, you would not be able to sell your goods at all. In fact, in many places, merchants weren’t even supposed to take their wagons on streets with heavy traffic.


  This was why, on the side streets running parallel to the main street, horses pulling wagons often outnumbered pedestrians. Lawrence knit his brows.


  The area around the Remelio Company seemed oddly quiet.


  “Is this company managed by monks?” Holo asked.


  “With monks, I’d at least expect to hear prayers. But I don’t hear a thing.”


  Holo, munching on a bread roll, lightly took off her kerchief and started to prick up her ears, but Lawrence had no time for such roundabout methods. He got off the driver’s seat, crossed the slope for wagons to pass through, and entered the loading dock.


  Buildings were densely packed, and maintaining a loading dock in Ruvinheigen – a city where people constantly joked that buildings were so close together that “poor people can sleep between them standing up” – was not easy. Yet the Remelio Company’s dock could accommodate at least three wagons with space for easily a hundred sacks of wheat. There was a table for conducting negotiations and an exchange stand in the corner, and the walls were decorated with parchment on which blessings for good commerce had been written.


  It was a magnificent dock.


  But livestock feed was scattered everywhere, along with pieces of horse dung and the remains of this and that cargo. Clearly, no one was tending to its upkeep, and there was not a dockmaster in sight.


  Business comes and goes, so it would not be outlandish to have times when there are simply no customers. But it was still common sense to keep your shop neat and tidy.


  It was as if the company had been destroyed. Lawrence withdrew and got back in the wagon’s seat. Holo appeared to have finished her bread and now rummaged around for her meat pie, which, if Lawrence remembered correctly, was supposed to be his.


  “If you eat that much, the sound of your chewing is going to wreck that hearing you’re so proud of.”


  “Nicely put – but for the sake of my reputation, I should tell you I can hear the sound of someone in the building.”


  Holo then bit down enthusiastically on the meat pie. She was clearly not going to have just a bit.


  “There’s someone there?”


  “Mm… mmph… mrgh. Seems dangerous, though. At the very least, it’s nothing pleasant.”


  Hearing this, the five wooden stories of the Remelio Company, given the state of its loading dock, started to seem downright sinister. Nothing was so cursed as a trading company that had gone bankrupt. When that happened, the local church usually found itself very busy conducting funerals for the newly deceased.


  “Well, there’s no point wandering around here. We can’t make money if we can’t sell the goods.”


  “A meat pie’s no good until you eat it,” agreed Holo.


  “I was saving that!”


  Lawrence shot Holo a glare before moving the wagon and got an equally sour look for his trouble.


  But perhaps eating the whole thing would have been a bit too much guilt – Holo split the pie and offered one half to Lawrence. It was about a quarter of what he had originally planned to eat, but as complaining might have cost him what little was left, he snatched the piece up.


  Normally meat pies were made with ground beef that was approaching the expiration date set by the butchers guild, but here in Ruvinheigen, the meat pies were as noble as the city itself. The meat was entirely tasty, and Lawrence ate his pie in two bites as he drove the wagon up to the deserted loading dock.


  The horse’s hooves clopped against the ground, and it seemed as though their familiar sound reached the ears of the people within. Lawrence drove the wagon up, climbing down from the driver’s seat just as the dockmaster finally emerged.


  “I daresay there are a few hours left before the sabbath – so what is the matter?” said Lawrence.


  “Er, well, that is… did sir come to the city today…?” The middle-aged dockmaster slurred his words initially, but his faculties seemed to return to him as he appraised Lawrence.


  Those eyes were like a thief eyeing his mark’s coin purse, and Lawrence’s merchant instinct sensed danger. The dockmaster seemed ragged now that Lawrence got a look at him. This was a place of physical labor, so he would hardly be standing ramrod straight, but even so, Lawrence could tell if someone was filled with vigor.


  This was not good. This was clearly not good.


  “No, I came a few days ago. You know how it goes. Well, you seem busy, so I’ll come by later. I’m in no special hurry.”


  Lawrence avoided making eye contact, and without waiting for the dockmaster’s reply, he turned back to the wagon.


  Holo seemed to sense something off as well. She looked to Lawrence questioningly but soon nodded. Despite her appearance as a normal town girl, her wits were extraordinary. She didn’t boast of being a wisewolf for nothing.


  But the dockmaster did not give up so easily.


  “Well, now, do wait just a moment, sir. I can tell sir is a trader of some repute. It would be rude of me to let sir leave empty-handed.”


  If Lawrence just refused the man, there was no telling how his reputation might spread around the city.


  But the merchant blood fairly frothed in his veins.


  Run, it said. This is dangerous.


  “Not at all,” replied Lawrence. “I’m a merchant with little besides complaints to sell.”


  It was only a third-rate merchant who was so clumsily self-effacing when selling. Humility was a virtue for men of the cloth, but for traders, it was like sticking one’s head in a noose.


  But Lawrence had judged that escape was the best plan. Holo’s frozen posture reinforced this decision.


  “Sir shouldn’t sell himself so cheaply! Even a blind beggar could tell sir is a man of stature!”


  “Flattery will get you nowhere,” said Lawrence, sitting in the wagon seat and grabbing the reins. The dockmaster seemed to be able to tell that it was time to relent. He had been leaning forward so earnestly that he almost stumbled, but now he righted himself.


  It seemed like Lawrence was off the hook, so he spoke briefly to the dockmaster. “Well, then, I’ll take my leave…”


  “Yes… most unfortunate. I await sir’s return,” said the dockmaster with an ingratiating smile. Lawrence took that as his cue to exit, so he started to move the wagon.


  The dockmaster, however, took advantage of this small gap in Lawrence’s defense. “I believe I forgot to ask sir’s name,” he said.


  “Lawrence. From the Rowen Trade Guild.”


  Lawrence gave his name without thinking, then suddenly, he wondered if giving his name to someone he didn’t know, in a situation he didn’t understand, was a mistake – but he could think of no reason why it would matter.


  Most likely, the dockmaster simply hadn’t known what Lawrence had come to this place to do.


  However–


  “Lawrence, you say. Indeed. From the Latparron Company.”


  The dockmaster grinned unpleasantly.


  The jolt that ran through Lawrence’s spine was impossible to describe.


  There was no reason he could think of for the dockmaster to know his name.


  “You were bringing some armor to our company, yes?”


  Lawrence was suddenly nauseated as he sensed he had fallen into some kind of trap. His instinct screamed it at him.


  He looked slowly over to the dockmaster.


  It can’t be. It can’t be. It can’t be.


  “Actually, last night a messenger on a fast horse came to us. The Latparron Company has had their obligations assigned to our company. So, you see, you have a debt to us, Mr. Lawrence.”


  With those words, everything changed.


  Normally, obligation transfers did not take place over messenger horse. But the abnormality made the transfer all the more believable – for example, if two companies were engaging in fraud.


  If Lawrence hadn’t been sitting in the wagon, he would have collapsed.


  Even sitting, he lurched over from the force of the words.


  Holo, surprised, caught Lawrence as he toppled.


  “What is wrong?” she asked.


  He didn’t want to consider it.


  The dockmaster answered for him.


  “The merchant beside you has failed at business – just like us.” His happiness was clearly no more than schadenfreude.


  “What?” asked Holo.


  Lawrence wished desperately for this all to be a dream.


  “The price of armor must have plunged some time ago. The old fox at Latparron shifted his dead stock onto us.”


  The future was dark.


  “We’ve been had…”


  Lawrence’s hoarse voice was all that tied him to reality.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  “We both live by such agreements. You understand, right?”


  These were the words every merchant feared.


  And every merchant would lament his fate upon such a collapse.


  “Of course I do. I’m a merchant, after all.” It was all Lawrence could do to say even that much.


  “It’s simple. Of the exactly one hundred lumione worth of armor you bought from the Latparron Company, you will need to remit to us the amount recorded in the obligation deed, to wit – forty-seven and three-quarters lumione. You are aware of what this amounts to, correct?”


  Remelio looked as stricken as Lawrence felt.


  The man’s eyes and cheeks were sunken, his shirt hadn’t been changed in several days, and his eyes glittered strangely. He was not a big man to begin with, but Remelio’s weary, thin features made him look like a wounded bear cub.


  He didn’t just seem wounded – he was wounded, nearly fatally.


  Hans Remelio, the master of the Remelio Company, unconsciously ran his hand through his slightly graying hair as he continued to press Lawrence.


  “We’d like you to settle your debt immediately. Otherwise…”


  Lawrence thought about how much he would rather be threatened at knifepoint than hear this.


  “… We’ll have to demand that the Rowen Trade Guild assume the debt in your place.”


  It was the threat every merchant who was attached to a trading house feared.


  The guild was a merchant’s second home, but it could turn into an angry debt collector in the blink of an eye.


  In that moment, merchants who go about their work, prepared to half abandon their homes, have nowhere to go for respite.


  “Well, the term of the loan was through the day after tomorrow, so give me two days. I’ll pay back the forty-seven and three-quarters lumione by then,” said Lawrence.


  It was not an amount he could hope to collect in two days. Even if he were to call in all the credit from every conceivable source he had, the money wouldn’t amount to half of what he owed.


  A person could live for three months on a single lumione. Even a child knew that forty-seven lumione was a huge amount of money.


  As did the bearlike master of the company, Remelio.


  Ruin.


  The word seemed to hang before Lawrence’s eyes.


  “What do you wish to do with the armor you brought, Mr. Lawrence? It will only sell for a pittance if it even sells at all, regardless of where you go.”


  Remelio’s thin, derisive smile was not meant to mock Lawrence.


  After all, Remelio himself had been brought to the edge of ruin by the same plunge in armor prices that now threatened Lawrence.


  Ruvinheigen served as a supply depot for knights, mercenaries, and missionaries heading north to suppress the pagans. Thus, armor and scriptures were reliable sources of profit.


  Every winter there was a major campaign. The march was timed to coincide with the birthday of Saint Ruvinheigen, and in order to equip the mercenaries and knight brigades that amassed from surrounding nations, goods like armor, scriptures, rations, cold-weather clothes, horses, and medicine all flew off the shelves.


  This year the march had been hastily canceled. There was political unrest in the nation that stretched out between the pagan territories and the Ruvinheigen-controlled land where the battles normally occurred, and that nation’s disposition toward Ruvinheigen had suddenly soured. If it had been a normal nation that would have been one thing, but this particular nation bordered the pagan lands, and even within its borders, there were here and there pagan villages. One of the closest was Lamtra. Those who had to fight the pagans could cross into the other nation, but if they marched through it like they would any other year, there was no telling when the pagans, who silently watched them, might attack. The archbishop that controlled the grand diocese was in attendance, as were members of the imperial family from the south. They could not let the unthinkable happen.


  Thus, the campaign was canceled.


  As to how stricken the city’s merchants were because of this decision, one had to look no further than the predicament of the Remelio Company, which had operated in Ruvinheigen for many years. Even so, Lawrence should have realized something was awry while he was traveling – if the mercenaries that fought in the battlegrounds of the north were wandering around Ruvinheigen, there had clearly been some kind of change in the battlefield.


  What’s more, given the drop in armor prices and the way Lawrence had learned of it, he had to assume that when he’d gotten the armor in Poroson, the master of the Latparron Company had already known.


  In other words, when he’d thought he was taking advantage of a weakness in order to force favorable terms for himself, he had actually been used.


  Having sold devalued armor to Lawrence at such a price, the Latparron Company master was probably still laughing to himself. And because the price of armor had dropped so much, he knew that it would be either impossible for Lawrence to pay him back or would take a significant effort. Thus, he had sold the obligation to the long-standing Remelio Company, perhaps judging that it would salvage his position.


  In the middle of all of this, Lawrence had drawn the worst lot.


  It was a failure that made Lawrence want to tear his own limbs off.


  And yet, Lawrence found some strength.


  “I’ll sell it high somewhere. You’ll see. We’ll settle the debt in two days. Will that do?”


  “Yes, we’ll be waiting.”


  You could have put out a fire with the cold sweat that both men were bathed in, but somehow they managed to preserve the decency of a business negotiation.


  They were both people, after all.


  However, they were also both merchants.


  Lawrence stood, and Remelio gave him some parting words.


  “I should say,” he began, “that our company’s stalls are near the city gates. If you plan to use them, do let us know.”


  In other words, don’t try to run away.


  “I expect I’ll be busy with negotiations, so although I appreciate your informing me, I doubt I will use them.” If Holo had been there, Lawrence would have had to laugh at the battle of wills, but as both he and Remelio were on edge, he had to be honest.


  
    
  

  Bankruptcy meant death in society. It would be better to be a beggar, shivering from cold and hunger. If creditors caught up with you, they would sell off everything you owned. Even your hair would be cut off and sold for wigs – and if you had good teeth, they would be pulled and used for someone’s dentures. Your very freedom could be sold, and you could be made to toil as a slave in a mine or aboard a ship. And even that wasn’t the worst that could happen. If a nobleman or wealthy person demanded it, you might even pay with your very life – but you would have no grave, and none would mourn your passing.


  That was the inevitable reality of bankruptcy.


  “I’ll take my leave, then,” said Lawrence.


  “We look forward to seeing you in two days. May God’s protection go with you.”


  The weak devour the still weaker; it was the way of the world.


  Nonetheless, Lawrence clenched his fists until his knuckles were white from the rage he felt.


  But half of that anger was at himself. He could not undo this error.


  Unescorted, he walked down from the negotiation room on the third floor to the loading dock on the first floor.


  Holo was dressed as a town girl and was thus unable to be present for the negotiation; she waited in the driver’s seat of the wagon, watched over by someone from the trading company. The moment Lawrence emerged onto the dock, Holo turned around with a start.


  Lawrence wondered how terrible he must look.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, climbing onto the wagon. Holo gave a vague nod, peering at Lawrence curiously.


  “Let’s go.”


  Lawrence took the reins and ignored the dockmaster, heading the horse away from the loading dock. The dockmaster had apparently been informed of the situation in advance, so he silently watched Lawrence and Holo leave.


  As they descended the slope from the dock down onto the cobbled street, Lawrence let slip a great sigh.


  It escaped with all the anger, frustration, and regret piled up within him.


  There was so much sheer defeat in the sigh that if a rabbit had been nearby, it might have died on the spot.


  But it was not as though the sigh had taken Lawrence’s merchant sense from him.


  This was no time for despair. His mind swirled with cold fury as he began to calculate how he might raise the funds.


  “… Hey.”


  A timid voice cut through his trance.


  “Hm?”


  “What… what happened?” Holo asked with an awkward, anxious smile – Holo, whose true wolf form Lawrence had fully accepted. She had surely overheard the conversation with Remelio, so her question must have some other intent.


  Lawrence imagined what he looked like to Holo.


  Image was a merchant’s life. He took his hands off the reins and forced himself to relax his tense facial muscles.


  “If you want to know what happened, the load behind us is worthless.”


  “Mmph. Then I suppose I didn’t hear wrong.”


  “Incidentally, this could mean bankruptcy for me.”


  Holo’s face twisted, pained – perhaps she understood the sad fate that awaited the bankrupt, like a lamb being led to the slaughter. Then her expression changed.


  Her cool wolf’s eyes regarded Lawrence evenly.


  “Will you run?”


  “If I run once, I’ll be on the run forever. The information networks of the trade guilds and companies are like the very eyes of God. No matter where I went, if I tried to do business, I’d be found out immediately. I’d never be able to be a merchant again.”


  “But the going rate for an injured animal to free itself is gnawing through its own limb. You won’t content yourself with that?”


  “Impossible,” answered Lawrence flatly.


  Holo turned away, as if thinking.


  “If I pay back the equivalent of forty-seven lumione gold pieces, that’ll be enough. I still have my goods on hand. I can settle my debts here and sell the armor somewhere far away, where it’ll fetch a decent price. It’s not impossible,” said Lawrence, as if it were simple. In reality, the ease with which he explained it was equivalent to the impossibility of the task.


  But he had no other choice. His merchant’s spirit was part of it – if he tried to run, his life as a merchant was over. His only option was to struggle until the end.


  After averting her gaze for a while, Holo turned back to Lawrence.


  As if weary of looking at his stricken face, she smiled thinly. “I’m Holo the Wisewolf. I’m sure I can be of some help.”


  “This is rather different from covering your meals.”


  Holo jabbed Lawrence in his side with her fist. “I said all along I’d pay for my own food.”


  “I know, I know,” replied Lawrence as he brushed her fist away.


  Holo’s eyebrows were raised as she sniffed slightly, her anger dissolved.


  She looked expressionlessly at the horse. When she spoke, it was as though she was uttering a grave oath.


  “If it becomes necessary, I swear on my honor to free you – even if I must use the power within this wheat.”


  Within the pouch that hung from Holo’s neck was the wheat that contained her essence. If she used it, she could easily return to her true form.


  Yet Holo loathed above all else the terrified gazes of those who saw that form. Those reactions were a prison that condemned her to loneliness. She had once returned to that shape deep in the underground canals beneath the port city of Pazzio, but that had been because Holo herself was in danger.


  This was different. The danger now confronted Lawrence alone.


  He was meekly gratified that Holo was prepared to go to such lengths for his sake.


  “You promised to accompany me back to the northlands. I can’t have you getting tripped up here.”


  “I’ll keep that promise, and–”


  Lawrence closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


  “–if it comes to it, I may need saving.”


  Lawrence felt a new sense of relief, knowing that there was someone he could rely on.


  Holo grinned. “Count on it,” she said.


  Holo would come to his rescue.


  That option did exist.


  But it wasn’t something he wanted to resort to. If the situation got that bad, it meant Lawrence’s place in the world was entirely gone.


  That was what it meant to have to leave your home, to desert your native soil. Failure left nothing behind.


  “So, what will you do now?” asked Holo in front of the inn after they had left the wagon with the innkeeper.


  It was exactly what Lawrence himself wanted to ask, but he had no time for such weakness.


  The inn had been paid for up front, so they didn’t have to immediately worry about where to sleep and stable the horse. He had a fair amount of cash on hand. It was fortune within misfortune that they wouldn’t immediately lack for food and shelter.


  But the remaining options were few and time in short supply.


  “We’ll go to the guild house first. That’s all we can do.”


  “Mm. If they’re truly your comrades they’ll come to your aid.”


  She meant it as encouragement, but Lawrence knew all too well that the world was not so simple. In his ten years spent in the world of merchants, he had seen any number of people whose support would disappear as soon as you found yourself in a predicament.


  “Right, I’m heading out for a moment, so you just wait here–”


  Holo stamped her foot before Lawrence could finish his sentence.


  “Do I look like the kind of ungrateful wolf that lets her companion face a crisis alone?”


  “No, but–”


  “Do I?!”


  She looked up at him, feet planted.


  “You don’t, but that’s not the issue.”


  “What is the issue, then?”


  She moved aside for the moment, but the look in her eyes made it clear that she would block him again depending on his answer.


  “The guild house is like home for merchants like me. You understand what bringing a girl home means, right?”


  “It is not as though I’m playing at ignorance of the situation.”


  “Explaining our situation is impossible! How am I supposed to account for my relationship to you?”


  Holo would be burned at the stake as a demon if the Church was to find her. Although Jakob, who ran the guild house in this city, was an even more understanding man than himself, Lawrence knew that it would be a disaster if he for some reason decided to turn Holo in to the Church. And besides, many merchants from the Rowen area came through the guild – and not all of them were so understanding. He couldn’t risk it.


  Lawrence would have to engage in at least a bit of deception in order to explain his connection to Holo. But could he pull it off? Jakob could spot a lie a hundred leagues away.


  “Just claim we’re lovers, then. “Tis better by far than being left here,” said Holo.


  It was clear she was worried about him.


  Lawrence knew that if their positions were reversed, he would be angry if she tried to go off and solve her problems alone. He knew he would feel betrayed if she told him to “stay at the inn.”


  Holo averted her eyes.


  He would just have to pray.


  “Fine. Come along. You’re the smart one, anyway.”


  “Mm. You can rely on me.”


  “However–” Lawrence stepped aside to allow a traveler to enter the inn “–this is a business meeting. Don’t do anything crazy. That lot can give a rough welcome.” Lawrence said this with a tone that made it clear he would brook no argument on the matter – his colleagues’ idea of a welcome could be a real baptism by fire.


  But Holo seemed happy as long as he was taking her with him. She nodded agreeably.


  “Right then, let’s go.”


  “Let’s!”


  The two walked off briskly and soon disappeared into the crowds.


  Just as Lawrence was about to knock on the door of the guild house, someone came out.


  It was obvious at a glance that he was a town merchant, but no sooner had he spotted Lawrence with surprise than his face soured and he looked away – he was clearly a messenger from the Remelio Company. The most likely scenario was that he had come to inform the guild of Lawrence’s position and the possibility that the Remelio Company would turn to them to guarantee Lawrence’s debt.


  Lawrence said nothing, simply giving way to the man as though he was no one in particular.


  The merchant himself would probably never have deigned to undertake such a role if his own company were not in such dire straits. As it was, though the Remelio Company was trying to force Lawrence to pay up, the man practically scurried away from Lawrence.


  A person who liked bringing others to ruin was actually rare among merchants, who spent their days trying to outwit their competitors. Destruction and competition were totally different things.


  “I daresay I thought he was going to take a swing at you.” Holo seemed to have noticed that the man was from Remelio, but Lawrence only gave a pained grin at her joke.


  “At least he spared us the trouble of explaining the worst of the news. I should thank him.”


  “I suppose it depends on perspective.”


  Finally able to smile, Lawrence entered the guild house.


  The merchants that dealt with fish, vegetables, and other perishable goods had mostly concluded their work for the day. Unlike the morning when Lawrence had come, the guild was now filled with men sitting at the tables, drinking wine, and having a grand time. Lawrence could put a name to each face. Some raised a hand in greeting to him as soon as they noticed him.


  However, when Holo entered just behind him, the activity came to a sudden stop, and a strange commotion rippled through the assemblage. It was like a sigh. And the look – calling it “envy” or “jealousy” didn’t do it justice. Holo was entirely indifferent to the situation, but Lawrence found it almost painful.


  “Oh ho, this must be God’s will.”


  Jakob was the first to speak – the smile he displayed failed to reach his eyes.


  “You’ve caught a rare jewel here, Lawrence.”


  Holo ignored the myriad eyes fixed on her and walked smoothly toward Jakob, leading Lawrence by the hand.


  The fact that Jakob had called him Lawrence rather than Kraft stabbed at him.


  It meant that Jakob would no longer treat him as a member of the guild, but only as a merchant like any other.


  “I didn’t catch her – I was caught by her, Chief Tarantino.”


  Jakob grinned so widely his face became distorted, then he rose laboriously and patted Lawrence heavily on the shoulder, gesturing inside. “Let’s talk.”


  The sharp-eyed merchants in the room had noticed the unusual mood of the exchange. None spoke.


  Past the lobby was an enclosed courtyard. Looking out over the courtyard with its sparse seasonal decoration as he led them in, the giant Jakob spoke.


  “Didn’t you pass the fellow from the Remelio Company?”


  “I did. At the front door.”


  “Ah. I thought you’d be lucky and miss him.”


  “… Why is that?” Lawrence didn’t understand what Jakob was getting at, but he could see Jakob’s shoulders shaking with mirth.


  “Because there was no noise when we came to blows.”


  Holo smirked slightly, and Lawrence relaxed.


  Jakob opened the door to a room on the right side of the hallway they were in and motioned for the two to enter.


  “This is where I work. There’ll be nobody to listen to our conversation here, so you can relax on that count,” said Jakob.


  It was not a large room, but it gave the impression of housing limitless knowledge.


  Looking through the open door, they could see the walls were almost entirely covered with shelves, upon which rested carelessly stacked bundles of documents.


  There was a small table in the middle of the room wedged between two simple couches of wood and leather construction.


  Also facing the door was a desk piled high with a mountain of documents. Though paper was becoming less expensive with each passing year, there were still fine varieties to be had. It was proof that Jakob spared little expense in the preservation of knowledge. Even a well-regarded theologian might not have collected so much.


  “Well, then, where shall we begin?”


  Jakob faced the table and sat on one of the couches, which heaved a creaky sigh under his significant weight. Normally that was the seed from which a friendly chat would bloom, but in these circumstances, it was only the authority that bore down on Lawrence.


  Lawrence was glad Holo was beside him.


  If he had been alone, his mind might simply have gone blank.


  “First, I’d sure like to know who and what that beauty of yours is.” Jakob’s gaze fixed steadily on Lawrence.


  It was admittedly preposterous for a merchant facing bankruptcy to be walking around with a town girl. Were Jakob a less-patient man, he would have given Lawrence the boot as soon as he had shown up with Holo in tow.


  “She’s a business partner. We’re traveling together.”


  “Ho, a business partner?” Jakob looked at Holo for the first time, seeming to think this was a grand joke. Holo smiled and inclined her head.


  “The Milone Company in Pazzio offered me one hundred forty trenni for the furs I was selling, but in the end, they bought them for a full two hundred trenni. She’s the one who made it happen.”


  Holo’s face betrayed a certain amount of pride in opposition to Jakob’s doubtful expression.


  His doubt was understandable. If someone had told Lawrence a similar story, he would have assumed it to be a lie. The Milone Company was known in many nations, and those who worked for it were first-rate traders – bargaining them higher in price was not something that happened easily.


  “I said it this morning when I was here. ‘You can’t invest without capital.’” Since the story of the furs was true, Lawrence spoke without fear.


  He had not thought about whether Holo would be angry at him for talking about it, but she seemed to understand that it was for expediency’s sake.


  Jakob closed his eyes, and strangely, his expression shifted.


  “I don’t need to know the details. Your like does show up every once in a while, after all.”


  “Huh?”


  “One day they just show up at the guild, stunning beauty in tow, everything going well in business and life. And they never want to give details about the woman. So I don’t ask anymore. The scriptures say not to open strange boxes, after all.”


  Lawrence wondered if it was a trick to make him tell the truth, but he didn’t know what purpose it would serve. He tried to rethink his position.


  Perhaps the story of the cart horse turning into the goddess of fortune and traveling with a merchant was true.


  Lawrence himself was traveling with a wolf spirit who had taken the form of a girl. Merchants like him were too realistic to assume they were somehow special.


  “’Tis a prudent decision,” said Holo, which elicited a hearty laugh from Jakob.


  “Well, then, let’s speak frankly then, shall we? If you two were a couple, I’d have tried to convince you to head straight to the church and make it official. But if you’re in business together, well, that’s different. You’ll hang together or hang separately – your partner’s fall is your own misfortune. The bonds of gold run thicker than blood!”


  Jakob’s couch creaked.


  “Let me get the story straight. The fellow from Remelio that just left told it like this: Kraft Lawrence, attached to the Rowen Trade Guild, bought one hundred lumione worth of armor from the Latparron Company in Poroson. We’re liable for roughly half. Now the Remelio Company holds the debt. Is that it?”


  Lawrence nodded painfully.


  “I didn’t hear what kind of armor it was, but the armor is going for about one-tenth what it previously was, so even if you sell it for that price, you’ve still got to make up about forty lumione. That comes out to fifteen hundred pieces of trenni silver.”


  After all was said and done, Lawrence had come away with about a thousand pieces of silver from the Pazzio affair. Even if he were able to repeat the stunt, there would be debt left over.


  “It looks like you were completely taken in by the Latparron Company. I won’t ask the details. From what I’ve heard, that won’t change the situation. No matter what anyone thinks, you got greedy and made a mistake. Is that right?”


  “It is, exactly.”


  Lawrence didn’t try to make excuses. Saying he had become greedy and failed summed up his predicament precisely.


  “If you understand that, this will be a simple conversation. You must pay back on your own the debt that the guild will, in all likelihood, shoulder. When you meet with fraud or extortion, when you become sick or injured and suffer losses, we in the trade guild put our credit on the line to save you. But not this time. The only ones to come to your aid now will be the gods–”


  Jakob pointed a finger at Holo, who glanced at Lawrence.


  “–or that beauty.”


  “I understand.”


  Unlike craft guilds, a regional trade guild was built around assurances of mutual assistance. It ran on contributions from its members, and as Jakob said, it gave aid to merchants who had suffered misfortune and would otherwise be unable to get by. Members would also assemble in foreign lands to protest unfair treatment.


  The guild had not been created to guarantee the debts of merchants whose greed led them to ruin.


  In such cases, even if the guild temporarily assumed the liability, it would pursue repayment relentlessly. The other guild members wouldn’t stand for the loss, and it served as a lesson in the restraint of greed.


  Jakob’s eyes were like bows drawn tight.


  “Unfortunately, I’m not in a position where I can show you any compassion – and the reason why I must be so strict is just outside in the lobby. It is guild law. If it became known that this trade house goes easy on its members, it would be a target for riffraff from all around.”


  “Of course. I myself would be angry if I heard some other member had been saved from his own failure.”


  Lawrence put on a brave face, for if he didn’t, he would have collapsed.


  “Also, you surely know this, but guild members are forbidden from lending money to each other. Neither can the guild lend you money. It would set a bad example.”


  “I understand.”


  Lawrence’s second home was barring its doors to him.


  “Based on what the Remelio Company messenger told me, your obligation comes due in two days. Their own investments in armor have failed, so they’re feeling the heat as well. They won’t hesitate in demanding repayment. In other words, your failure will become public the day after tomorrow, and I’ll have to detain you. What have you concluded from this?”


  “If I do not collect forty-seven lumione in two days and pay the Remelio Company back, there is no future for me,” said Lawrence.


  Jakob shook his head slowly, then looked down at the table. “That’s not quite true.”


  There was a slight rustling sound next to Lawrence; probably Holo’s tail.


  “You future will come,” continued Jakob. “But it will be black, bitter, and heavy.”


  The implicit message was that suicide in the face of this bankruptcy would not be acceptable.


  “Forty-seven lumione could be paid off in ten years of rowing on a trade ship – or working in a mine. Of course, you’d have to avoid injury and sickness.”


  Anyone who had ever seen correspondence between a ship’s captain and its owner knew that was pure fantasy. Nine-tenths of such correspondence was devoted to the captain requesting fresh rowers and the owner trying to make them last a little longer.


  About 80 percent of rowers on long-distance ships were worthless after two years, another 10 percent were finished after two more years, and the remaining 10 percent – unbelievably strong-bodied men – wound up on anti pirate vessels and never returned. And even that was preferable to mine labor. Most miners died of lung disease within a year, and the lucky few who avoided such a fate died in collapsed tunnels.


  In contrast, some who encountered misfortune might have their trade house cover their debts and then gradually repay their creditors at low interest – far better treatment.


  Those who failed as a consequence of greed had to understand the seriousness of their crime.


  “But it is not as though I wish death on you. Don’t forget that. A sin must be punished – and it is my duty to enforce that simple principle.”


  “I understand.”


  Lawrence looked into Jakob’s eyes. For the first time, a flicker of empathy appeared there.


  “There’s nothing I can do besides wish you luck over the next two days, but if there is anything I can do, I will. Standard business assistance is no problem. Also, I trust you. I ought to tie you up for the next two days, but you can go free.”


  The word trust weighed heavily on Lawrence’s shoulders.


  Holo had promised to rescue him if it came to that.


  But taking her up on that offer meant betraying the trust Jakob was showing him.


  Lawrence wondered if he could do that.


  He unconsciously muttered the problem to himself before speaking up.


  “I thank you for your consideration. I’ll try to find the money in the next two days, somehow.”


  “There are always possibilities in business – and some you can only see when you are in true danger.”


  Lawrence’s heart thudded at the statement. It could be interpreted as suggesting illegal activity.


  As the master of the Ruvinheigen branch of the Rowen Trade Guild, Jakob had to confront Lawrence with harsh reality, but he was also worried about the young merchant. A person who was capable only of severity would be unfit to be the master of the merchants’ second home.


  “Have you anything you want to ask or say?”


  Lawrence shook his head, but then spoke as something suddenly occurred to him.


  “I want you to think of what you’ll say when I repay the money.”


  Jakob blinked, then laughed loudly. The inappropriate timing of the joke made it all the funnier.


  “I’ll think of something, don’t you worry! And you, my dear, have you anything to say?”


  Lawrence was sure she would say something, but Holo – surprisingly – shook her head wordlessly.


  “Right, that should wrap things up. We shouldn’t talk too long. They’re a suspicious lot out there, you know. If rumors get around, it’ll be harder for you to act.”


  Jakob stood from the couch, which creaked again. Lawrence and Holo did likewise.


  Jakob and Lawrence knew it was a bad idea for merchants to wear dark expressions, so they made every effort to appear normal, as if the business they had just discussed was nothing more than a bit of small talk.


  When the reached the lobby, Jakob returned to his usual spot and waved Lawrence off lightly.


  Yet the people drinking wine in the lobby said nothing to him, as if they had sensed something was amiss.


  Lawrence felt the weight of eyes on his back; he closed the door behind him and Holo as if to seal the guild members away.


  They might even have been thinking about restraining him. He couldn’t help but feel grateful at Jakob’s generosity in letting him go free.


  “Well, we’ve got two days of freedom. We’ve no choice but to see what we can do with it,” murmured Lawrence to himself, but the notion of raising forty-seven lumione without any capital was delusional at best.


  If there were any such method, the beggars of the world would all be rich men.


  Yet he had to think of something.


  If he didn’t, his future wasn’t worth contemplating.


  His dream of having a shop would collapse; his recovery as a merchant would be hopeless; and his life would end either in the gloom of a mine shaft or the bowels of a ship, where the cries of anguish were said to drown out the crashing of the waves.


  He tried to buck himself up, to put on a brave face, but the more he tried to reassure himself, the more the impossibility of his situation closed in around him.


  Jakob trusted Lawrence enough to give him his freedom for two days.


  But now Lawrence began to wonder if it was just Jakob giving a doomed man his last days of freedom. As he thought about it realistically, raising forty-seven lumione in two days seemed impossible.


  He noticed his hand was trembling.


  Shamed, Lawrence made a fist to stop the shaking. Then a small hand rested atop his.


  It was Holo – he suddenly remembered she was there.


  He wasn’t alone.


  Coming to that realization, Lawrence found the composure to take a deep breath.


  At this rate, he would break his promise to accompany Holo to the northlands.


  His frozen mind began to turn. Holo noticed this and spoke.


  “So. What will you do?”


  “First, before we do any more thinking, we need to test something.”


  “And that is?” Holo asked, looking up to Lawrence.


  “Debt for debt.”


  None can feel at ease when lending large amounts of money unless they are very wealthy or generous indeed.


  On the other hand, one does not nag for repayment of a trivial loan unless they are especially petty or especially strapped for cash.


  Debt was like a looming mud slide. Even if it were impossible to stop, if one could manage to divert it into other rivers, it could be managed.


  One way to manage a debt of forty-seven lumione would be to borrow small amounts from many different people to pay it off and then gradually pay each lender off in turn.


  However.


  “Well, well, Lawrence! It’s been a while. What’s your angle today?”


  Every merchant Lawrence knew greeted him roughly the same upon seeing his face again, but when the talk came of lending their expressions grew grim.


  “Five lumione? Sorry, friend, times are tough for me at the moment. It’s the end of the year, prices of wheat and meat are up, and I’ve got to lay in stock for spring. Sorry, I just…”


  Everyone gave the same answer, as if their responses had been prearranged. They were merchants just like him, sensitive to exactly what he was trying. If traveling merchants could just head to a company and borrow money instead of borrowing from their guild, that would put the trade companies in the same position that forced guilds to have rules against lending.


  And no one wanted to load their goods aboard a sinking ship.


  When Lawrence pressed them for even a single lumione, they regarded him as if he was especially foul smelling.


  With no island to cling to, he was often just kicked out or sent off.


  One who came not for commerce or negotiation but simply to borrow was little more than a thief.


  That was common sense in the world of merchants.


  “We’ll try another one.”


  After Lawrence met back up with Holo, who waited outside the row of companies and mansions, he didn’t bother with a fifth rendition of that same line.


  He had only put on a brave face for the first three stops, and Holo stopped asking him how it had gone after four.


  As a “by the way” to his request for a short-term loan, Lawrence had asked after any opportunities for profit, but that, too, had withered into silence. After all, merchants used capital to turn a profit. It was obvious that without money on hand, there was nothing to be done.


  Lawrence unconsciously quickened his pace as he walked, opening a bit of distance between himself and Holo.


  When he noticed, he told himself to calm down, but the words merely echoed in his empty mind, and he began to find Holo’s words of encouragement irritating.


  He was in a bad way.


  Despite the chilly air that descended as night drew near, Lawrence’s forehead and throat were slick with sweat.


  Though he had thought himself prepared, the reality of his circumstances affected him more than he’d anticipated. The seriousness of the situation seemed to spill out of him like water from an overtaxed ceramic cup.


  Why had he made that deal in Poroson? The feelings of regret warred with the uselessness of such recriminations within him.


  Again, Holo’s voice reminded Lawrence that he had put too much distance between them. He was assailed by an exhaustion that made him wonder if he would ever be able to walk again were he to stop.


  But he had no time for exhaustion.


  “Excuse me,” Lawrence asked at yet another door.


  The bell signaling the close of the market rang; all the companies would soon be closing their doors for the day.


  The ninth location Lawrence visited was already tidying up its loading dock, and a wooden sign was posted on the entrance, indicating that the day’s trading was over.


  A trading company was home to the master and men working there, so it wasn’t as if no one was about. Lawrence used the knocker and took a deep breath.


  He hadn’t many acquaintances left. The merchant had to get someone to lend him money.


  “Who is there?” asked the woman who opened the door. She was well built, and Lawrence remembered her face.


  Just as Lawrence steeled himself to ask after the master, the woman looked back over her shoulder. Flustered, she went back into the house.


  In her place appeared the master of the company.


  “It has been a while, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “It has. I’m very sorry to trouble you after the market’s closed, but I have a favor to ask…”


  The first couple of stops Lawrence made, he had had the luxury of beginning with small talk, feigning normal business.


  But he no longer possessed such a luxury. As he plunged into his request, the master regarded him scornfully.


  “I happened to hear that you’ve been making the rounds with your request.”


  “Er, yes… though it embarrasses me to say so…”


  The ties between merchant companies in a city were strong. The master had clearly heard from one of the companies Lawrence visited earlier.


  “And it’s a sizable amount. Is this because of the drop in armor prices, I wonder?”


  “Yes. I was naive and made a mistake.”


  Even if he had to grovel and throw himself on the mercy of others, Lawrence had to borrow the money. Starting penniless and raising forty-seven lumione in two days was simply impossible.


  And if he was refused here, he would be turned away at the gates everywhere else.


  If even one of the other companies had lent to him, Lawrence felt that others would have too. But the fact that none had offered him aid made him wonder if they all thought his recovery so impossible that they wouldn’t bother lending.


  Merchant companies were closely connected. Once a piece of information escaped, the news would be all over town in an instant.


  The master’s tone was unchanged and cold.


  “A naive mistake? I suppose it was at that.”


  This was something that it didn’t take the skill of a merchant used to discerning others’ feelings to grasp.


  This was not the tone of a man prepared to lend money.


  The master furrowed his brow and let slip an exasperated sigh. It seemed as if he might have known that Lawrence had gotten greedy and amassed an oppressive debt by buying armor on margin.


  Trustworthiness was a merchant’s life. If you couldn’t be trusted, none would extend their hand to aid you.


  And your debt was your own responsibility – if you couldn’t pay it back, it was your own fault.


  Lawrence hung his head, feeling the strength drain from him like so much water.


  The master continued speaking.


  “Yet only the gods can predict a sudden fall in price. It’s unfair to rebuke you for being unable to do so.”


  Lawrence looked up in spite of himself. He saw a glimmer of hope. If he could get a loan here, it would be easier to get loans from others, and his skill as a traveling merchant would be acknowledged to a degree. If he promised to pay it back with interest, he might yet save himself.


  Hope, he thought, dangled now before his eyes.


  But when he looked at the master, the face that greeted him held only scorn in its eyes.


  “If you’re in trouble, Mr. Lawrence, I thought that I might be able to be of some help to you. You’ve helped me turn a profit many a time. But while I’m a merchant, I also live by the teachings of God, and I need to know your sincerity.”


  Lawrence did not understand what he was hearing, but nonetheless, he frantically began to formulate an excuse when he was cut off by the particularly mercantile form of the master’s speech.


  “You’ve got a woman in tow even as you make the rounds, depending on the compassion of others to lend you money? Preposterous. How far the Rowen Trade Guild has fallen!”


  The words froze Lawrence cold as the master slammed the door in his face.


  He could neither move forward nor backward.


  It was as though he’d forgotten to breathe.


  The closed door was so quiet it seemed painted on stone. It was surely as cold and heavy as stone. The door would not open again; Lawrence’s connections with the merchants of the city had been cut.


  They would lend him no money.


  He backed away unsteadily from the door, not of his own volition, but rather because his body seemed to move on its own. When he finally noticed his surroundings, he was standing in the middle of the street.


  “Don’t just stand in the middle of the road!” the driver of a horse-drawn cart shouted at him, and like a stray dog, Lawrence moved to the edge of the lane.


  What should I do? What should I do? What should I do?


  The words passed endlessly before his eyes.


  “Hey there. Are you all right?”


  At the sound of the voice, Lawrence started.


  “Your face is quite pale. Let’s hie to the inn–”


  Holo extended her hand by way of comfort, but Lawrence slapped it away.


  “If only you hadn’t–” he shouted. But by the time he realized his error, he was too late.


  Holo looked at him as though she had been stabbed though the heart. Having nowhere to go, her hand hovered there in midair for a moment before she slowly lowered it.


  She looked down, her face blank with neither anger or sadness on it.


  “I’m… sorry…” she managed in a strangled voice, but she did not offer her hand again.


  Lawrence could do nothing but curse himself.


  The sound of the appalling thing he had done pressed in on him.


  “… I’m going back to the inn,” announced Holo quietly, walking off without a second look at Lawrence.


  Holo could hear conversations within the next building, so she had certainly heard Lawrence’s exchange with the master.


  Of course, she would feel responsible and want to get away – she had been worried enough about him to accompany him, after all.


  Yet just because her actions had backfired, she hadn’t lightly apologized or acted confused; instead, she had been genuinely concerned for Lawrence. He knew it was the most appropriate response. He knew that, which made his treatment of her all the more reprehensible.


  He couldn’t find the words to speak to Holo, whose back was disappearing into the crowds – and he didn’t have the courage, either.


  Lawrence cursed himself again.


  If the goddess of fortune existed, Lawrence wanted to punch her square in the face.


  Lawrence finally returned to the inn only after the stalls that had permission to conduct business past sunset had closed their doors for the day.


  He wanted to drown himself in wine, but he had no money and sensed that it would be a kind of betrayal.


  Standing drunkenly before Holo – that was something he simply could not do.


  It was his visits to the various trade companies that had kept him out so late.


  If he abandoned pride and dignity altogether, he reasoned they would give him a bit of money simply to be rid of him.


  In the end he’d gotten three lumione from four people. Three of them had told him he didn’t need to bother returning it. They knew who was borrowing, after all.


  His goal of forty-seven lumione was still clearly distant. He had to take this small amount and multiply it significantly in the little time that remained. It was not as if his situation had improved. The relationships he had destroyed in order to raise even this much money were important, even necessary, for doing business.


  There were essentially no legitimate opportunities that remained for making more money.


  And in any case, there was something that had to be considered before that – something that had to be regained before he could even think of making more money – which is why he had gone thither and yon asking after loans with no care for the consequences.


  The memory of how Holo’s hand felt when he unwittingly drove her away came back to him. Pain swirled in his chest, seeming to pierce his very heart.


  When Lawrence entered the inn’s lobby, the sleepy innkeeper stood behind his counter, enduring a large yawn. The city required that the innkeeper remain awake until all the guests had returned to the inn. If a guest hadn’t returned by the next day, the town guard had to be notified.


  It was a precaution against thieves and criminals entering the city and perpetrating foul deeds.


  “Well, you’re back early” came the sarcastic greeting from the innkeeper. Lawrence waved it off and headed to his room.


  It was a single room on the third floor. Lawrence didn’t want to consider the possibility that Holo had simply gone off somewhere else.


  For the second time that day, he took a deep breath and opened the door.


  Whether he opened the door slowly or quickly, the creaking would have been the same, so he did it briskly and entered.


  Between the terrible building conditions and the huge number of travelers who passed through Ruvinheigen, a room with a bed was already fairly luxurious. This room, with its crude bed in the center, had a simple table by the window and still cost a pretty penny.


  But now Lawrence was grateful it was so small.


  If it had been even a little bit bigger, he probably would have hesitated to speak.


  Holo was curled up on the bed, illuminated faintly by the moonlight that entered through a crack in the shuttered window.


  “Holo.”


  The brief utterance diffused in the small, dark room, and Lawrence was beset by the illusion that he had never said anything at all.


  On the bed, Holo did not so much as move.


  If she had never wanted to see his face again, she would not have come back to the inn. The fact that she was curled up there on the bed soothed him that much at least.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Those were the only words he had, all he could think of to say, but Holo remained still.


  He could not imagine that she was sleeping, so he took one step toward the bed and gulped.


  Instantly, he felt a sharp sensation at his feet. He stepped back quickly as a sweaty chill ran up his spine, and the frightening feeling vanished.


  He looked back and forth between Holo and his feet.


  When someone is truly angry, Lawrence thought, just getting close to them can almost feel like being burned. Disbelieving, he slowly reached his hand out; it was met by an overwhelming aura. Her anger was literally palpable. There was a distinct layer of air that felt strangely hot and cold at the same time.


  Lawrence steeled himself and reached his hand out again. It felt as if he were plunging his fist into burning sand laced with blades. His senses told him that his flesh was charring and being cut into pieces.


  He remembered his first glimpse of Holo’s true form in the underground passageways.


  He willed himself to take a step forward.


  And in that moment.


  “–!”


  There was a rustling sound, and just as Lawrence thought he saw Holo’s blanket move slightly, his hand was deflected by something hard. He saw her bristling tail had been flicked away, but a pain lingered in his hand, distinctly enough so that he didn’t have time to wonder whether it was illusory or not.


  Then he realized that Holo had felt the same pain when he struck her hand. Lawrence had been prepared for this reaction, whereas his rejection of Holo came utterly without warning. The surprise alone must have hurt her.


  Again, he cursed his own mistake.


  Lawrence took a leather pouch out from underneath his shirt and tossed it onto the bed.


  It was all the money he had spent the day burning bridges to acquire.


  He had cashed in all the relationships he’d built up in this city.


  “This is all the money I was able to get on my own. Three lumione. I still have to raise over forty more, but I’ve no way to do it. I can think of no way to use that as capital to raise what I need.”


  It was like he was talking to a cobblestone, so complete was Holo’s lack of reaction. Still, Lawrence cleared his throat slightly and continued.


  “All I can think of to do is take the money to a gambling house and hope for luck. But if I give it to the person who really should have it, I feel it may yet increase. So I entrust it to you.”


  Drunken singing could be heard from the street outside the window.


  “And if everything goes bad, well, adding three lumione won’t make a difference anyway.”


  Lawrence had sacrificed possibilities for cash half in the hopes that Holo would be able to use her wits to find a way to increase their funds and half because he wanted to leave her some money in the event that the worst happened.


  Though it was only a verbal contract, Lawrence had promised to take her to the northlands, and parting on such bad terms would leave a bad taste in his mouth.


  He felt that the least he could do for Holo, as a merchant, was to give her some coin.


  Still, there was no response.


  He backed up a step, then turned, and pulled the door open, going into the hall.


  He couldn’t stay in the room when it was like that.


  Lawrence descended the dark stairs and went outside, ignoring the rebuking voice of the innkeeper.


  Off to his right, he heard the drunken singing that previously had filtered through the room’s window.


  The town guard would soon be making the rounds. Having no particular place to go, Lawrence thought of going to see Jakob, who was quite involved with his problems at the moment. Since Lawrence had gone around practically forcing his request on every merchant in the vicinity, Jakob had undoubtedly received a flood of complaints.


  But he stopped after taking a step.


  The realization that tonight could well be his last opportunity to walk around as a free man seized his heart.


  He looked up unconsciously. He started to angle his sights toward the room on the third floor where Holo was. Holo, who surely had some terrible knowledge that could help him now; Holo, who he couldn’t possibly ask a favor of now.


  His gaze didn’t even reach the third floor before he stopped and lowered it.


  Just as he resigned himself to go to the guild house, something hit him on the head.


  Lawrence’s field of vision swam from the sudden shock, and he fell to his knees. The word robbery came to mind, and he reached for the dagger at his waist, but there was no assailant. Instead came the distinctive clinking of coins jingling against one another…


  He searched around and saw the bag containing the three precious lumione he had left on the bed.


  “You fool” came the words above his head.


  He looked up to be met with Holo’s scowl, as cold as moonlight.


  “Get back in here, then,” she said and immediately disappeared into the room. Just as she did, the innkeeper opened his door and emerged.


  If a traveler staying at an inn were to perpetrate any misdeeds, the innkeeper could also be held responsible. As someone going out in the middle of the night had to be up to no good, the innkeeper had come to bring Lawrence back in.


  But Lawrence no longer had any reason to stay out.


  He calmed himself and picked the purse up, holding it up lightly to the innkeeper.


  “My companion threw it out the window, you see,” he said with a rueful smile.


  The innkeeper made a put-upon face. “Try to keep it down, please,” he chided, opening the door.


  Lawrence nodded cursorily and headed back up the stairs to the room.


  In his hand was the purse with the three lumione.


  He stood before the door to the first room on the third floor and opened it without much hesitation.


  Holo had taken off her robe and sat cross-legged on a chair by the window.


  “You fool!” was the first thing she said.


  “Sorry.”


  Lawrence could think of no better reply. It accurately reflected what was in his heart but was too brief.


  Yet no other words came.


  “The money…” said Holo with equally short words, a displeased expression on her face. “How did you collect it?”


  “You want to know?”


  Holo looked away, as though presented with her least favorite food. “What was I to do, run off with your precious money?”


  “That’s half the reason I collected it. If my failure means I can’t fulfill my end of the bargain, the least I could do is leave you some travel money–”


  He swallowed the rest of the sentence.


  Holo still averted her gaze, her lips tight – but tears welled up in her eyes.


  It was as if the emotion within her was overflowing, and she was trying desperately to hold it back.


  Then a single tear sparkled as it fell. The dam had broken. ‘“Travel… money’…?”


  “Well, yes…”


  “Of all the absurd…”


  Defiantly, Holo wiped her tears with both her sleeves, then stood, glaring at Lawrence, her eyes still blurry.


  “It is my fault, is it not? If I were not here, you’d shoulder no debt! Why aren’t you angrier? If I were… if I were…!”


  Her small fists quivered as the words within her became tears, overflowed, and fell.


  Yet Lawrence did not understand.


  Holo had come with Lawrence to the trade guild because she was worried about him. She certainly had not known that he would be turned down for loans because he had a woman with him.


  And though it had been but a moment’s passion, he had slapped her hand away.


  No matter how he considered it, he was the one at fault. He couldn’t find a reason to be angry with Holo.


  “But I was the one at fault. You came along because you were worried about me. I can’t be angry at you for–”


  She looked at him sharply. The moment he started speaking, Holo turned and grabbed the back of the chair.


  “You–”


  She picked the chair up–


  “–fool!”


  Alarmed, Lawrence winced, but Holo did not throw the largish chair.


  Soon he realized it took all her strength to lift the chair, and she couldn’t throw it.


  “Urgh… damn this…” she said, perhaps cursing the heavier than expected chair – or perhaps Lawrence.


  But there was one thing he knew. Holo’s thin arms could not hurl the chair by force of emotion alone. Her moonlit body leaned toward the window, hands still on the chair, eyes still glaring at Lawrence.


  “Look out!”


  Just as the chair leg clattered against the window frame, Lawrence sprang forward, grabbing the chair with his left hand and Holo’s thin wrist with his right.


  Despite the fact that she had nearly fallen out the window, chair and all, Holo continued glaring at Lawrence.


  Unable to bear that gaze, he looked away.


  Not knowing what else to say, he pulled the chair away from her to set it back on the floor and Holo relinquished it unexpectedly readily.


  Then, as if that chair had been the entirety of her anger, the strength drained from her small body.


  “… You…”


  Her eyes dropped as tears hit the floor; her voice was low.


  “You’re so naive…”


  Lawrence put the chair down as she said it.


  “I’m… naive?” he asked reflexively, so unexpected was her statement.


  Holo nodded, childlike, her hands still balled up into fists.


  “But… you are… are you not? No one would loan you money because I was with you, yet… yet…”


  “I hit your hand away! I was mad at you – unjustifiably mad!”


  Holo shook her head and hit Lawrence’s chest with her free hand.


  Her face looked like she wanted to be angry, but she had forgotten how.


  “I… I… I followed you because I was selfish. When it went awry, of course you were angry. But I never thought you’d hit my hand away like that, so I wanted to be angry – I wanted to, but…”


  Lawrence started to understand now.


  “H-how could I be angry at you when you looked at me like that?”


  Holo wiped her tears again with her free hand.


  “I became so foolishly vexed…”


  She had been angry when he slapped her hand away, but looking at Lawrence’s face once he realized what he’d done had caused that anger to subside.


  Lawrence thought he must have looked quite pathetic.


  But that didn’t mean the rage inside Holo had entirely vanished. She had still been irritated at having her hand slapped.


  And wanting to be truly furious but not being able to – that was only more frustrating.


  She hadn’t responded to him when he returned to the inn because she had not known what to say. Her mind worked far faster than Lawrence’s, yet it had been thrown into confusion without a clear object for her anger.


  Then, completely misunderstanding her, Lawrence left her at the inn with the three precious lumione.


  That was like throwing oil on a fire.


  Holo was already upset at herself for not being able to be properly indignant, and him leaving the coin with her only made it harder to be angry.


  “I’m sorry… No, what I mean is, when I hit your hand away, I thought I’d done something I’d never be able to take back, no matter how much I apologized,” said Lawrence slowly.


  Holo looked at him with eyes that seemed tired of fighting.


  She probably was tired. Despite her quick mind and quicker tongue, she had been angry enough to try to pick up and throw a heavy chair. Her wolf form notwithstanding, Lawrence did not think that her small body could sustain such ferocity for long.


  “Anyway, I… I just wanted to undo what I’d done. And if it didn’t come across, well… I’m sorry.”


  Lawrence inwardly cursed his limited eloquence. Holo lightly hit his chest again with her raised right hand.


  “… Right, you.”


  “Hm?”


  “Just answer me one thing.”


  Lawrence had no reason to refuse, so he nodded at Holo, whose hand clutched his shirt.


  But Holo did not say anything immediately. She hesitated several times before finally speaking.


  “Why… why are you so…”


  She glanced up at him only for a moment.


  “… softhearted?” she finished and then looked immediately away, as if to escape.


  Nonetheless, the whole of her attention was focused on Lawrence and Lawrence alone.


  It felt like she was anticipating something.


  Her wolf ears, which until a moment ago drooped dejectedly, now pricked up slightly, and her tail swished just a bit.


  Her small body was illuminated by the moonlight that fell through the open window.


  The truth was the reason he had been so stunned by his own actions when he hit her and the reason he had so frantically gathered travel money for her were one and the same: Holo was very special to him.


  And that was surely the answer she wanted to hear.


  Lawrence looked down at her and tried to answer.


  When he opened his mouth to speak, he realized that what emerged was something other than what was in his heart.


  “Just my personality, I guess.”


  He was afraid of the reaction he would get if he answered honestly.


  There was no telling what would come of a frontal assault on the unassailable Holo.


  He feared her response, hence his answer. It seemed unfair.


  It seemed a consequence of his own weakness.


  However.


  “Y-you…”


  Just as he realized her hand was shaking, Holo smoothly slipped her wrist from his grasp, delivering a punch to his gut as she spoke.


  “… Fool!”


  Staggering back at the surprisingly forceful impact, he saw Holo glaring at him, still holding on to his clothes as if to prevent his escape.


  “Y-your personality? Your personality? At least be a man and tell a lie worth falling for, you dunce!”


  Lawrence winced in spite of himself. Holo could see through that much.


  “S-sorry. The truth is–”


  But that’s as far as he got.


  Still grabbing his collar, Holo grinned.


  “Hear this, you. There are times when I want you to tell me something even if it’s a lie, and times when if you lie to me it makes me want to give your face a sound beating. Which of these do you think we now face?”


  He was so stunned by her malicious smile that he barely managed to say, “The latter,” whereupon Holo gave a long-suffering sigh and shoved him away.


  Her ears and tail twitched her displeasure. Her anger was easy to understand.


  “Oh, you’re a rare dunce indeed! How many males are there in the world, do you think, who would not have managed to say, ‘I’m in love with you,’ or ‘You’re precious to me,’ or any other line to get a female to fall for him? I can see quite clearly what you are thinking, but I simply cannot believe it – I cannot believe you are such a soft touch!”


  Her eyes had gone past amazement and into disdain, but she didn’t seem too irked.


  Thinking about it the other way, Holo had wanted him to say it.


  “But I suppose ’tis that same quality that lets me travel with you so easily. One can’t have everything one wants.”


  Her comments were scattered, but Lawrence had no real rebuttal.


  What had Holo really wanted him to feel when he delivered this supposed line?


  Had she just been acting spoiled, teasing him? Or perhaps…


  As soon as it occurred to Lawrence, Holo reached her hand smoothly over to him and drew him near.


  Lawrence was immediately on guard for whatever she was planning, but she soon made her motive clear.


  “Still, I did want to hear you say it. So come now, try again.”


  All he could think of to say was “Give me a break, please,” but he knew doing so would call down a fiery wrath upon him.


  Holo gave a slight cough and looked at him entirely expectant; Lawrence took a deep breath, preparing himself. The way she looked at him couldn’t possibly be an act.


  “Why are you so softhearted?” she asked again.


  She looked even more serious than before, her sad eyes glistening and her lip trembling slightly.


  He could feel the blood rising to his face, but Lawrence steeled himself and spoke anyway.


  “Because you’re very special to me.”


  She looked happy – so happy that it couldn’t be an act – and bowed her head, resting it against his chest.


  The unexpected gesture took Lawrence by surprise. Holo looked up at him, pouting, then took his arms and guided them around her back.


  Apparently he was supposed to hold her.


  It was so absurd and oddly endearing that he was stunned for a moment. Her tail swished as he embraced her slim body. It made him so happy, he dared to squeeze a bit tighter.


  It was not long, but somehow the moment seemed to last.


  Holo moved in his arms, which brought Lawrence back to himself – at which point, she laughed.


  “Ha-ha-ha, what are we doing?”


  “You made me do it!” said Lawrence, releasing her.


  “Hee-hee. I suppose it was a good rehearsal for you,” said Holo mischievously.


  Lawrence was in no mood to give her a serious reply.


  When he slumped, she laughed hugely.


  “Still, I must say–” she said, apparently not finished. “Next time, just make me angry, yes? ’Tis nice you were so thoughtful, but sometimes it is quicker to have a nice loud row and solve our problems that way.”


  It was a strange thing to say, but Lawrence couldn’t bring himself to disagree.


  It was not an idea he would ever have come up with himself, but it seemed fresh and somehow warm to him.


  
    
  

  “Right, then. Looking at your face I can imagine how you got the money together – how much?”


  “Three lumione and two-sevenths.”


  Her ears twitching, Holo again put her forehead against Lawrence’s chest. If she tried to blow her nose against him, he was going to push her away, but as she was just wiping her tears, he let her be.


  When she finally looked up, she was back to her old self.


  With a proud smile, she began to speak.


  “You were right to count on my wit. I have a cunning plan.”


  “Wha… what is it?”


  Lawrence leaned forward unconsciously out of a mix of curiosity and surprise; Holo made a face and pulled away.


  “Don’t look too forward to it, or else I’ll worry about not being able to do it,” prefaced Holo, and then she launched into a very brief description of her scheme.


  It was simplicity and straightforwardness itself. It was so simple, in fact, that Lawrence’s eyes bulged.


  “What think you? Can it be done?”


  “I’m sure everyone’s thought the same thing, but it’s actually impossible. I’m sure there are those who’ve tried it and been caught.”


  “Oh, surely, if you have to get a bunch of different people to cooperate. You’d never make it past the first gate.”


  Holo had suggested smuggling in gold, using an incredibly simple, straightforward method.


  Lawrence would never have imagined Holo the Wisewolf could make such a dangerous, hopeless proposal.


  Unsurprisingly, she then made the case for why the plan was, in fact, possible.


  “I swear on my own ears and tail, I happen to know exactly who we can count on to turn this plan into reality. From what I saw, she can certainly do it. In truth, I’m reluctant to ask her.


  “Even I can jump over the city walls if need be. But with your predicament, we don’t have that luxury.”


  Lawrence, of course, soon understood who Holo was talking about.


  Holo was almost certainly right as far as this person’s ability was concerned.


  But smuggling gold into Ruvinheigen wasn’t simply a matter of getting it through the checkpoints. Being caught meant death, so everyone involved had to understand the risks and be willing to trust each other with their very lives.


  There were many other problems, as well. There was no question that persuading the carrier was a daunting task. No matter how great the potential reward, you were still placing your life in the hands of another.


  However, if smuggling gold in were a possibility, Lawrence could not afford to ignore it. It couldn’t be dismissed out of hand.


  “So if help can be secured, you think it’s possible?” asked Lawrence.


  “I should think so, as long as nothing extraordinary happens.”


  “I see…”


  Lawrence’s mind was already thinking about what would be necessary to smuggle in gold.


  To even propose it, he and Holo would need to offer the carrier enough money to offset the danger and ensure his or her silence. The amount they could make by smuggling in gold bought in some other town with the three lumione they had on hand wouldn’t be enough. They would lose all the potential profit just by compensating their partner. And compensation aside, it was doubtful that the gain made on three lumione could even approach the amount of Lawrence’s debt. They had to pull in more capital. Holo, who said she could get past each checkpoint, realized this and suggested an alternate plan. Even if they proposed this plan to a potential investor, explaining the smuggling part would be a problem. Even more, they had to trust that the person lending them this money and aiding in the smuggling would not betray them. And those weren’t even the biggest problems. The biggest problem of all was that Lawrence had no time.


  He was deep in thought when he felt a tug on his hand, bringing him out of his reverie.


  He soon realized that nothing had pulled him – rather Holo had extricated her intertwined fingers from his and had withdrawn her hand.


  “Right, I’ll leave you to work out the little details,” she said. “I’m going to sleep.”


  She yawned, and then her tail flicked once in a sort of sigh as she walked slowly over to the bed.


  “What, now?” Lawrence had planned on borrowing her intelligence again, but she had crawled under the plain blanket on the bed and popped out only her head to regard him.


  “I know nothing of the city. I’ve nothing to offer save the fact that it is possible to get gold into the city.”


  Lawrence internally conceded the point, at which Holo smiled.


  “Or, what, do you want me to stay beside you there?”


  Unfazed, Lawrence remembered the “rehearsal.” “I certainly do.”


  “It’s cold, so no.”


  Holo’s head disappeared beneath the blanket, but her tail – which seemed much warmer than the blanket – waved happily.


  Lawrence took a deep breath, smiling at this, the sort of pleasant exchange that never happened when one traveled alone.


  If he didn’t figure something out between the sun rising and setting tomorrow, everything pleasant in his life would wind up sacrificed as an offering at the feet of the gods.


  However, there was hope. He had no choice but to make that seed of hope bloom into a flower of success.


  He sat in the chair Holo had lifted earlier and picked up the leather coin purse from the floor.


  The familiar sound of jingling coins echoed in the quiet room.


  A wagon clattered noisily along the cobblestone road, and Lawrence looked out the window to see the wagon’s bed piled high with produce – probably a merchant heading to the marketplace first thing in the morning. Other people started to emerge here and there as well.


  Just as Lawrence thought that it was about time for the morning sermon bell, the great cathedral bells echoed out through the whitening morning sky. Despite the considerable distance, the weighty sound carried quite well.


  Then, before the echo of the great bells had faded, the bells from the many smaller churches that dotted the city answered the call; a little riot of sound to start the morning.


  The townspeople were used to this, but for travelers used to dawn breaking with naught but birdsong, it was a bit raucous. And to a wolf whose hearing far surpassed that of any human, the noise was more than a bit raucous. She moaned her displeasure before rolling out of bed.


  “…”


  “Good morning.”


  Holo said nothing, only nodding glumly.


  “I’m hungry” were finally the first words from her mouth.


  “If we head to the plaza, the stalls should be opening soon.”


  “Mm,” said Holo, stretching almost catlike, then combing her silky hair. “So, having thought about it for a night, what do you think?”


  “We can do it.”


  It was such a short, blunt answer that Holo, who had finished with her hair and was now combing her much more important tail, looked up, surprised.


  “That’s an awfully quick answer for you,” she said.


  “What do you mean?”


  Holo looked away purposely. Lawrence continued, ignoring her.


  “Although, in any case, there are two barriers we have to overcome.”


  “Two?”


  “In addition to whoever’s carrying the gold, we have to find an investor who will help us buy up our supply. The three lumione I have on hand won’t even be enough to compensate the carrier.”


  Holo thought for a moment, then looked at Lawrence doubtfully. “There is one more problem, is there not? You only have today. Can you bring the gold into the city so quickly?”


  The self-proclaimed wisewolf’s thinking was quick as usual.


  But he’d had all night to think, and his mind had reached a place the wisewolf’s had yet to settle.


  “Naturally I’ve thought of that. It seemed like the biggest problem to me, as well. Call it strange, call it a miracle, but there is a key to solving all of those problems.”


  “Oh ho.”


  Lawrence smiled proudly at Holo, who regarded him as a master would a student about to be tested.


  “We’ll get the Remelio Company to invest.”


  Holo tilted her head slightly.


  The Remelio Company was in the process of failing, just as Lawrence was. But it was hard to imagine that they were so stone broke that they would need to do the same kind of naive door knocking as Lawrence. They would probably have enough capital to fund one last attempt at a grand comeback, and those last precious funds would support the gold smuggling. Since the Remelio Company itself was on the verge of ruin, they would have every reason to be interested in a reliable plan to move gold.


  Such smuggling was extremely susceptible to betrayal. In other words, once the smuggling was proposed to them and they were on board, it would be bad for them if Lawrence preceded them on the road to ruin. There was no need for discretion on the part of those already headed for death. Lawrence would have only to say, “The Remelio Company is planning to smuggle gold,” and their plans for a comeback would be destroyed.


  Thus, they would have no choice but to postpone the repayment of Lawrence’s debt, and in order to protect against betrayal, Lawrence had no choice but to make them his accomplice.


  This was his conclusion the previous night.


  “But, in any case, we still lack time.”


  This was the biggest problem that faced them.


  “Mm. Shall we then go right after breakfast?”


  “Breakfast?”


  “One can hardly fight on an empty stomach.”


  Now that Holo mentioned it, Lawrence thought back and realized he had not had a bite since lunch the previous day, but either because of the all-nighter he had pulled or because of the intense work that was left to do, he did not have much appetite.


  But Holo was entirely cheerful as she hopped off the bed, fastened her robe and skirt snugly around her waist, and put her kerchief on her head.


  “Some meat would be nice!”


  Even if he had been fit as a fiddle, Lawrence would have found the idea of meat first thing in the morning entirely distasteful.


  After taking breakfast at a stall, Lawrence and Holo headed on foot to the Remelio Company. Since they weren’t arriving on a cart and horse, they called this time at the front door entrance.


  As one might expect given that the entrance faced the street, it did not seem much different from normal, but once they opened the door, which bore no sign reading either OPEN or CLOSED, the unmistakable odor of financial troubles filled Lawrence’s nose.


  It was clearly a different atmosphere from outside, where hope bloomed in the morning air. Here, despair lurked in every nook and cranny, and there was a hungry impatience, a feverish aura scattered throughout the place. The simple presence or absence of money could change the very atmosphere.


  “Er, might I ask who is there?”


  The middle-aged man who greeted them wore a hard expression; it was early for a sudden visit. Nonetheless, he was relatively calm and his voice polite. He was thin and probably always had been.


  “My name is Lawrence. I visited yesterday. There is something I would very much like to speak with Mr. Remelio about…”


  “Is that so? This way, please… Oh, I’m terribly sorry, your companion–”


  “She’s my apprentice. It’s convenient for her to be dressed as a town girl at the moment, but I look forward to her becoming a fine merchant woman in the near future. I’d like her to sit in on the meeting.”


  Lawrence spun the great lie without any hesitation, and the man seemed to accept it. Female merchants were uncommon, and girls aiming to become one were even less so.


  “If you’ll follow me, then…”


  Lawrence followed the man into the building, Holo trailing after him. The workers on the first-floor office sported blood-shot, dark-circled eyes. Just like Lawrence’s previous days, they had been working frantically through the nights on ways to raise money most likely.


  “Please wait here.”


  They were led to a room on the third floor. This was probably the room normally used for negotiations about jewels, spices, and other high-priced items. Lawrence sat not on a plain cloth chair, but on an overstuffed couch with leather cushions.


  “May I convey what your business with us is today, Mr. Lawrence?”


  “I’d like to discuss a way to settle my debt with this company, and possibly for this company to settle its own debts as well,” said Lawrence smoothly and evenly, looking straight into the man’s eyes.


  The man straightened as if struck by lightning, his eyes widening. He considered Lawrence with obvious doubt in his eyes, probably wondering if this visit to a struggling company was the last-ditch effort of a thief.


  “Your doubt is entirely understandable. That is why I’d like to speak with Mr. Remelio as soon as possible.”


  The man appeared flustered at having been seen through. “I will take the message to the master,” he said, taking his leave.


  Eight or nine times out of ten, Remelio would have taken the bait – nothing Lawrence said was a lie. The only people who called on a company whose bankruptcy was near were those proposing liquidation arrangements. Merchants trying to salvage as much money as possible from a sinking ship would gather like ravenous ghosts. They could not possibly ignore someone coming along with even the flickering possibility of turning their fortunes around.


  Holo’s gold-smuggling proposal would potentially yield enough profit to wipe out the Remelio Company’s vast debt, to say nothing of Lawrence’s relatively meager liability.


  However, the plan would never succeed unless the Remelio Company was fully involved.


  Additionally, if people in the company were caught, they wouldn’t be spared execution. The Remelio Company’s employees and their families would never be able to live in this city again. The danger was very real.


  However, sitting and waiting would bring much the same outcome. Given that, the company would certainly take the chance. Then once Lawrence had repaid his debt, they would be able to lend on an absurd scale.


  The greater the risk, the larger the potential gain.


  It was the same as in Poroson when Lawrence had seen through the Latparron Company master’s cheat and forced him into a deal.


  Lawrence chuckled ruefully to himself at the memory, but the past was done; there was only the future now.


  He had to convince the Remelio Company to take the risk. That was the first mountain to climb. He took a deep breath and straightened himself, then felt eyes on his face. There was no one else in the room; it was Holo.


  “I’m with you. Don’t worry.” Holo gave him a lopsided smirk, exposing one sharp fang. It was a fearless smile.


  “Yeah.”


  Lawrence’s reply was short. His brevity was proportional to his trust in her. The closer a relationship, the less the need for lengthy contracts; the more a simple handshake suffices.


  There was a knock at the door.


  It opened, and there stood Hans Remelio, looking every bit as careworn as Lawrence.


  “You said you have something important to discuss?”


  The first step in the plan had been taken.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  There was no need for elaborate tricks. First, Lawrence explained the objective.


  Unsurprisingly, Remelio’s eyes became wide. “You don’t mean–” he said.


  “I mean exactly that,” said Lawrence, but soon the common sense he would expect from a merchant running a trading company in Ruvinheigen showed on Remelio’s face. It turned scornful as the master sat in a chair.


  “I understand that your debt is a difficult one to repay, but I can’t have you making such ridiculous chatter.”


  He began to stand, as if unwilling to waste any more time, when Lawrence stopped him.


  “I’m sure there have been those who tried to smuggle gold this way before and were caught.”


  “Well, if you understand that, this will go quickly. It’s easy for someone on the brink of ruin to mistake a reckless plan for a perfect one.”


  It occurred to Lawrence that this statement was half aimed at Remelio himself, but he continued undaunted.


  “What if you could entrust it to someone especially talented at smuggling?”


  Remelio looked at Lawrence gravely and sat back down. “What you propose is not possible. Someone so skilled as to be able to smuggle gold in would already be making plenty of money on his own. He wouldn’t cooperate. If you plan to bring in someone from outside, you might as well give up now. There’s no end to gold-smuggling plots like this, so inspections of anybody not registered with the city are especially thorough.”


  Remelio’s objections were exactly the arguments Lawrence had been expecting.


  “What if there were someone who was highly skilled but not making good money?”


  “If he is so skilled, finding work in this city is not difficult. There’s already a shortage of labor.”


  Remelio sat and waited for Lawrence’s reply.


  His expression was faintly reminiscent of Holo’s the previous night.


  He’d given his objection and waited for Lawrence’s counter-objection. He wanted to give up but couldn’t.


  Lawrence took a deep breath.


  “What if this skilled person had only ill-paying work in the city and a need for money? More importantly, what if this person’s current employer left something to be desired? I’m referring to the Church. Importing gold flies directly in the face of the Church. We’ll offer not only the opportunity for profit, but to exact some small revenge against the Church – it will be irresistible and the probability of betrayal very low, owing to a fair distaste for the employer.”


  “Th-that’s far too convenient a tale.”


  “That’s when business is most profitable. Am I wrong?”


  Procuring produce when the crop has been bad, buying fashions that go out of style only to find them booming in another city – the biggest profits are realized from the most improbable coincidences.


  Remelio’s face twisted.


  He wanted to believe but couldn’t quite manage it.


  “If I tell you this person’s name, I think you will be able to accept it.”


  “I-in that case, why would you go to the trouble of coming to me and having another party demanding a share?”


  Having established smuggling as the topic, Lawrence proceeded to this tangential problem, setting aside issues of possibility or impossibility.


  “There are two reasons. The first is that the debt I owe this company comes due today, and at sundown I will surely be taken into custody in lieu of payment. The second is that this is all the coin I have on hand.”


  Lawrence produced the coin purse, untied its drawstring, and emptied its contents onto the table.


  It was a mixture of silver and copper coins totaling three lumione.


  The coins glittered in Remelio’s eyes – Remelio, who faced bankruptcy, just as Lawrence did.


  “It’s three lumione. If you want to know how I raised it, just ask around among the merchant houses; you’ll soon find out.”


  Hearing this, Remelio took a deep breath.


  Given the situation, he surely knew how Lawrence had collected the money.


  “This is truly everything I have. I want you to take it as collateral and trust what I am saying.”


  Lawrence leaned forward and looked straight into Remelio’s eyes.


  “I also want you to suspend the repayment of my debt and for your company to finance the purchase of gold for us to smuggle.”


  Remelio’s haggard face was covered in a cold sweat, wrinkles gathering at his chin.


  The only reason he didn’t deny Lawrence and Holo on the spot was that he had just enough funds to finance the plan.


  –And just enough hope to want to believe them.


  All it would take was one more push, but if Lawrence pushed too hard, it would only make Remelio more doubtful.


  Gold smuggling could yield enormous profit, but it came with terrible risk. And given the current condition of the Remelio Company, the deal to finance the smuggling could itself be seen as fraud.


  There were plenty of people willing to destroy a struggling company in order to make a quick profit, so these doubts were hardly strange.


  Lawrence had to choose his words carefully.


  But before he could–


  “Listen, you,” said Holo.


  Surprised, Remelio looked at Holo, blinking, as if only just now realizing that there was somebody else.


  Lawrence, too, turned to Holo. Holo herself regarded the floor.


  “Do you think you have the luxury of wavering?”


  “Wha–” Remelio was tongue-tied at the provocative, threatening question.


  Thinking this an unwise approach, Lawrence was about to stop her. However–


  “Another person left just now. Can you keep dilly dallying like this?”


  Transfixed by Holo’s sharp look, Remelio froze, as if he had swallowed a stone. “E-er…”


  “I’ve excellent hearing. Shall I tell you about your workers and their plans being hatched downstairs right now? Their plans to escape while they can?”


  “Uh–”


  “Whoops, there goes another one. At this rate the shop will be–”


  “Stop!” cried Remelio, clutching his head.


  Holo regarded the man, her expression entirely unperturbed.


  Lawrence half agreed with her. A company was like a boat. If there is a hole in the hull and no hope of patching it, the crew ignored the captain and abandoned ship.


  But it was clear enough that Holo had chosen that line of attack for a reason. She knew better than anyone the meaning of the word loneliness.


  She certainly understood Remelio’s distress.


  “Mr. Remelio,” began Lawrence mildly, having understood Holo’s angle. “I propose that you take these three lumione – everything I have – as a deposit and invest in gold. We know someone who will make the smuggling possible. If this person is paid well enough, trustworthiness is assured. And given your company, I’m sure you have a means to move the smuggled gold. What say you? If you’ll postpone my loan and give me a fair portion, I want to conduct this operation with no unfavorable conditions placed on you.”


  A moment passed.


  “What say you?”


  Remelio looked down, head in hands.


  Lawrence’s words, more seductive than wine, were surely filtering through the man’s mind now. He still hadn’t looked back up.


  Time silently passed.


  It was quiet, as if the entire company was focused on Remelio’s decision.


  Just as Lawrence began to say, “Mr. Remelio,” the master finally spoke.


  “All right.” He lifted his head, his face exhausted, a flame burning in his eyes. “Let’s do it.”


  Lawrence stood up without thinking and extended his hand.


  The two men, both of whom faced bankruptcy, shook.


  “May God forgive us.”


  After settling the arrangements regarding roles and compensation with the Remelio Company, Lawrence and Holo found themselves in front of a smallish church in the eastern part of Ruvinheigen. The level of ornamentation, the size of the bells, and so on were decided based on the chapel’s standing within the Church’s organization – the reasoning being that the higher the abbey, the closer to God it was.


  The church Lawrence and Holo visited was in the bottom middle of that hierarchy. Its adornment was not at all poor, but for Ruvinheigen, the church was rather subdued.


  It was just after noontime, and the midday service was in progress within the parish.


  “Now, then,” said Holo abruptly, sitting on the stone steps as a hymn praising the holy mother wafted out of the chapel. “Think you can really pull one over on the girl?”


  “Such things you say.”


  “Am I wrong, then?” asked Holo, amused.


  Lawrence made a stern face and stared straight ahead as he answered. “You don’t change.”


  He and Holo waited at the entrance of this house of worship because they had business with Norah the shepherdess. They did not know which church in particular she was affiliated with, but there weren’t many that housed a female shepherd. Their search had been quick.


  And having gone to all the trouble of searching, they weren’t here to make idle gossip.


  They had come to ask her to play a crucial role in the gold-smuggling operation – the carrier.


  However, Norah was not facing financial ruin the way that Lawrence and the Remelio Company were. Still, proposing the gold-smuggling plan would certainly involve deception because they would need to make the profit that would come in with the plan’s success seem equal to the danger.


  Any who smuggled gold bet their life on it – and nothing could compensate for loss of life. Yes, some fudging of the details would be necessary.


  Yet both Norah’s skill as a shepherdess and her standing in the city were indispensable to their scheme.


  And the merchant had faith that she would be their accomplice.


  Lawrence felt a pang of conscience at treating someone’s heart as a commodity in the marketplace. If Norah had been a merchant, he would have no such compunctions, but she was an innocent shepherdess. Nonetheless, the fact was not lost on Lawrence’s keen merchant insight.


  In addition to being a shepherd – and thus already regarded as vaguely heretical – she was a woman, which made her all the more likely to be a tool of demons. It was simple to conclude that the Church was not sheltering her out of some sense of charity, but rather to keep an eye on her. That was probably the root of her unease, which he had picked up on when talking to her about the shepherding work she did for the Church.


  Also, though Norah had expressed her desire to save up enough money to become a dressmaker, it was not in the girl’s personality to be avaricious – and the extra income afforded by doing escort work did not give her that luxury. He could understand if she didn’t want to be exposed to a rather harsh work environment.


  Toiling the day away doing the difficult work of a shepherd, yet never quite making ends meet – it would make it impossible to greet the morning with any joy. The future would stretch out endlessly ahead, holding only bitterness and suffering.


  In contrast to that, Lawrence would propose the gold-smuggling stratagem to her: Rather than scraping tiny amounts of money together, she would make enough in one fell swoop to not only pay her guild membership dues, but also to end any worries about making ends meet. Sure, there was danger, but how could she let this opportunity pass? This was how he would persuade her.


  Lawrence would hardly force her, so in that sense he wasn’t doing anything wrong, but he still had misgivings about using her adverse circumstances in this fashion.


  Nonetheless, it had to be Norah.


  The fact that she was a skilled shepherdess who could lead her small flock through wolf-infested areas, where few humans ventured; the fact that she was unsatisfied with her employer, the Church; the fact that she needed money to fulfill her dream – it truly seemed like every condition was divinely arranged specifically to help Lawrence succeed in smuggling gold into Ruvinheigen. It was impossible to imagine anyone better positioned to help them.


  Yet Lawrence heaved a sigh. Convincing her still weighed on him.


  While he was absorbed in thinking about it, Lawrence grew conscious of Holo’s eyes on him. He looked over and saw her grinning at him resignedly.


  “You really are just too softhearted by half.”


  It was what she had said yesterday. It was true that Lawrence was quite sentimental for a merchant. There were plenty of merchants who would happily bring misfortune to their families if it meant making money in the process.


  “Still, though,” said Holo, standing and looking out over the ever-lively city street. “It’s thanks to that softheartedness that I’ve been able to travel so easily,” she announced casually, descending a couple of the stone steps to stand next to Lawrence. “I suppose I’ll have to talk her into it. I need to be of some use, after all.”


  She gave a thin smile, but her words lacked a certain spark, Lawrence thought.


  He studied her and sure enough, her eyes were downcast. Maybe it was because he and Holo were close to the boisterous, busy lane, but she seemed smaller than usual.


  “What, are you still thinking about yesterday?” he asked.


  Holo shook her head but said nothing. It was an easy lie to see through.


  “There’s no telling what would’ve happened back there if you hadn’t leaned on Remelio. I’d say you were plenty useful.”


  Holo nodded; perhaps she accepted the truth of the statement, but her face remained crestfallen.


  Lawrence patted her head lightly. “I’ll talk to her myself. It was my eyes that were blinded by greed and got us into this mess, after all. It’d be absurd to make you do all the talking because of my reluctance.”


  Though he was half trying to cheer up Holo and half being self-derisive, everything he said was certainly true.


  “And anyway, if I let you help me too much, there’s no telling how much I’ll be taken advantage of later,” he said with a shrug.


  After a moment, Holo looked up and smiled with a soft sigh. “And here I was thinking I’d be able to call in some favors later.”


  “I certainly avoided quite a trap there,” joked Lawrence.


  Holo casually put her arm to her forehead. “Indeed, you did, but you’re backing into a still larger trap. I don’t hunt a rabbit caught in a trap. ’Twould be too feeble.”


  “Do you know the sort of wolf snare that uses a trapped rabbit as bait?”


  “Make sure not to cower at the wolf howls when you set the trap. You’ll foul the snare else.”


  It was the empty banter of familiarity.


  Lawrence shook his head at the ridiculousness of it. Holo couldn’t contain herself anymore and started laughing.


  “Anyway, merchants are like sabers – they’re no good if they’re not straight. They break otherwise,” said Lawrence mostly to himself, and then he cast his eyes to the sky, as if searching for the sound of the bells.


  It was a beautiful blue sky with a scattering of clouds. He shifted his gaze to the east and spied a few more white clouds.


  It was a fine day – and fine weather meant good business.


  As Lawrence considered that, he heard a quiet knocking sound behind him – the chapel doors were opening. Lawrence and Holo backed away to the sides of the stone steps. Soon the congregation began to filter out of the church, their faces full of post-prayer serenity as they descended the steps. The crowd divided into smaller groups as they dispersed to finish the day’s work – a scene that repeated itself daily.


  At length, the exodus subsided.


  There was once a time when it was groundlessly believed that the longer one remained in the church, the deeper one’s faith – until priests started becoming angry with anyone who lingered in the chapel. Now such things did not happen.


  That said, it was not good to leave a church too quickly, lest it seem like one is trying to escape.


  As a result, butchers, tanners, and other craftsmen likely to attract the Church’s baleful attention tended to leave the sanctuary more slowly.


  As shepherds were counted among those suspicious professions, the shepherdess was last to leave. Her downcast eyes and reserved posture were no doubt due to the fact that the church was not a place of rest for her.


  “Good day,” declared Lawrence as he stopped in front of Norah, smiling as pleasantly as he could manage. A good smile was an important part of negotiation.


  “Er, L-Lawrence and… Holo, yes?” said Norah, reddening slightly and looking over at Holo, then back to Lawrence.


  “It is clear that us happening to meet in front of a church is the will of God,” said Lawrence with a slightly grandiose gesture. Norah seemed to notice something and giggled in amusement.


  “I won’t be fooled, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “And thank heavens for that. I have heard that lately there are those at services who have drunk a bit too much of the holy blood.”


  Lawrence was referring to wine. Were she drunk, he might be able to convince her to join him, but she might also lose her nerve or turn him down. He was glad for her sobriety.


  “I cannot drink much wine, so I mostly avoid it,” she said with a shy smile, then looked around nervously. Perhaps she had been contacted with an offer of escort work.


  Lawrence did not hesitate to use that expectation. “Actually, I am here about some work for you.”


  Norah’s face lit up so quickly you could nearly hear it.


  “This place being what it is, perhaps we should away to a stall somewhere…”


  The reason Lawrence didn’t suggest a bar was because nothing would be more conspicuous given the hour. Secret negotiations were best conducted in busy public spaces.


  Norah nodded agreeably. Lawrence began walking with Holo at his right side and Norah to his left, trailing behind him slightly.


  The three strolled along the busy, boisterous lane until they passed through the crowds and arrived at the plaza.


  The plaza was as loud and festive as ever, but fortune smiled on them as the trio found a table at a beer stall where Lawrence ordered beer for the lot of them. Ale was cheaper, but as Norah was with them, he couldn’t very well order any.


  The service was quick but rough as the three cups arrived; Lawrence paid a pittance in silver for them, then put his hand to his mug.


  “Here’s to our reunion.”


  The tankards clacked together noisily.


  “So, Norah, did you say you were able to go as far as Lamtra?”


  Taken off guard by the sudden broaching of the subject of work, Norah, who hadn’t touched her beer, eyed Lawrence guardedly. Holo watched the two, nursing her drink.


  “Y-yes, I can go that far.”


  “Even bring your flock?”


  “As long as it’s not too large.”


  She answered so directly that Lawrence wondered how many times she had crossed the fields and forests on the way to Lamtra.


  But just to be sure, Lawrence glanced to Holo to check the truth of the statement. Holo nodded so imperceptibly that only Lawrence could tell.


  Evidently Norah was not lying.


  Lawrence took a deep breath to avoid arousing Norah’s suspicion. Being excessively roundabout might damage her resolve. Better to plunge straight in.


  “I want to hire you for a certain job. Compensation will be twenty lumione. Not in a cheap banknote, of course – it will be hard coin.”


  Norah looked at him blankly, as though he were speaking in a foreign tongue. In fact, it took time for the words to penetrate her mind – it was as if they had been written down in some faraway land and sent to her.


  To some people, twenty lumione was that much money.


  “However, there is risk, and the compensation is only if we succeed. Failure earns us nothing.”


  Looking at someone’s finger as it traced circles or x marks on a table was one way of telling if he or she was real and not a dream or hallucination.


  Norah followed the movements of Lawrence’s finger, and it seemed that he was quite real.


  Yet still she had trouble believing, it seemed.


  “The job will be moving sheep – then moving them back again as safely as possible. That will be all we need of your services as a shepherd.”


  Norah finally seemed to wrap her head around Lawrence’s proposal, and realizing that the work and the compensation he had offered were far from comparable, she began to voice her skepticism. Lawrence seemed to have been waiting for that and cut her off.


  “However, the work itself involves significant danger – proportional to the risk.”


  Having explained the unimaginable profit, he now explained the risk. Both could inspire shock, but the first detail would leave a stronger impression.


  “Nevertheless, the pay is twenty lumione. Even the highest guild dues are but a single lumione. You could rent a house and take care of your daily expenses, working without worry. With that much, you could easily buy your own business. You would be the mistress of Norah Dressmakers.”


  Norah’s face was troubled and then on the verge of tears. The enormity of the amount of money seemed to be sinking in – and with it, undoubtedly, the concern over the danger.


  She had taken the bait. Now the real challenge began. If he muddled his statements at all, she would clamp a shell around her like a clam.


  “Oh, that’s right – had you planned to join the tailors guild in this city, Norah?”


  She was waiting, prepared, to hear the bad news, but Lawrence seemed to have thrown her off the trail. Inside her head, Lawrence knew thoughts raced of both the ridiculous amount of money and the fact that she had not yet heard the risk. There wasn’t much room to ponder extraneous things, so her answer should be quite honest, Lawrence thought.


  “N-no, I was thinking a different town.”


  “I see! Do you not like the sprawling size of this city compared with others? It can be quite hard to live in an unfamiliar city with no friends, I find.”


  While her mind was occupied with other matters, she couldn’t easily voice her thoughts – such was the plan.


  Norah nodded, looking troubled, saying nothing.


  That was enough for Lawrence, whose merchant intuition told him a person’s heart based on the expression on their face.


  The shepherdess’s mind was like glass to him.


  “Well, I suppose you’ll want to get away from this city and its churches, won’t you?”


  The trap was set.


  Holo gave Lawrence an obvious look, but the result was instantaneous.


  “N-no, I mean, not at all… Well, but…”


  “The harder you work for them, the better you protect the sheep they’ve entrusted you, the more they’ll suspect you of witchcraft. Am I wrong?”


  She froze, her head moving neither up nor down, left nor right – Lawrence was spot on the mark.


  “And as they try to expose you, you’ll have to venture where other shepherds would never go – because the alternatives are already taken by those selfsame shepherds, you said.”


  That instant, Norah’s eyes snapped wide open, and she looked at Lawrence. Perhaps it was something she had vaguely considered before, since even if other shepherds had their territories, if she was willing to travel far enough, there would be safe places that remained.


  “The priests will keep pushing you farther away until you’re attacked by wolves or maybe mercenaries. And every day you’re not, they’ll suspect you of being a pagan.”


  Lawrence clenched his fist under the table, as if to crush his guilty conscience.


  He had lit a fire under the small doubt that had always lingered within Norah’s heart. There was no way to take it back. Whether it was true or not was irrelevant.


  Merchants are like sabers – useless unless straight.


  “I’ve been in a similar situation myself. Let me say it plainly.” He looked straight at Norah and spoke in a voice just low enough for people around not to hear.


  “The Church here is lower than pigs.”


  Speaking ill of the Church was a serious crime. The shocked Norah peered around, the flames of her doubt suddenly scattered. Lawrence placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward.


  “But we have a plan. We’ll give the Church some trouble, make some money, and head to a different town – that kind of plan.”


  The flames of her doubt turned to anger and burned hotter, but once they burned out, they would leave behind the cinders of confidence. Within Norah, the seed of justified defiance would begin to flower.


  Slowly, Lawrence articulated the heart of the matter.


  “We will smuggle gold.”


  Norah’s eyes widened, but she soon calmed herself. Surprise could, at best, only be felt as a slightly strong wind.


  She finally spoke, her mind working again.


  “But… what can I possibly do?”


  It was a good question. Her skill as a shepherd wasn’t her only merit.


  “As I’m sure you know, gold coming into the city is heavily regulated. Every road that enters Ruvinheigen has checkpoints and two stages of examination. If you hide something in your sleeves or among your luggage, they’ll find it on the spot. If you’re trying to bring in a lot of something, it’s even harder.”


  Norah nodded fervently at Lawrence’s plain explanation, as though she was a devout believer listening to a sermon.


  “We plan to get gold past the checkpoints by hiding it in the sheep’s stomachs.”


  The look on Norah’s face was so astonished that Lawrence could practically hear her say, “Impossible,” but the notion gradually percolated through her mind, like water sinking into hard clay.


  Many animals that eat grass year-round, including sheep, tend to swallow stones in the process. There was no reason not to scatter grains of gold among the grass and have the animals swallow them, though they might cough up gold during the long inspection process. And then there was Norah, who despite her skill as a shepherd, had but a small flock that she took far afield, wandering places where few humans traveled. When coming in from Poroson, the first checkpoint was a modest one; heavier traffic would mean a larger scale checkpoint.


  Norah nodded slowly. “I see,” she murmured.


  “But gold prices are absurdly high in any city affected by Ruvinheigen policy. That makes the pagan town of Lamtra the most convenient place from which to start. If you come via the safest routes from Lamtra, there’s a lot of traffic, and much of that territory has been claimed by other shepherds. This is what makes you perfect for the job. No one will find it suspicious that you’re bringing your sheep through a low-traffic route – and that route is the quickest path from Lamtra to boot.”


  Lawrence paused, clearing his throat slightly and looking carefully at Norah before continuing.


  “You’ve suffered at the hands of the Church in the city, Norah,” he said sharply. “This is your best chance to turn the tables on them. The Church’s two biggest sources of income are tithes and the gold trade, after all. But if we’re caught, the punishments will be heavy, and once the job is done, we’ll have to leave the city to be safe. And depending on circumstances, we may have to ask you to butcher the sheep.”


  There were few shepherds who had never had to butcher an animal – and still fewer who didn’t find the job painful. It was a good way to measure her resolve.


  “On the other hand, it’s twenty lumione,” Lawrence said.


  You’re being unfair, he told himself, but the more unfair her situation seemed, the more effective the result.


  Finally, the girl across the table from him – who had endured heat and cold, suspicious gazes, and terrible treatment, all the while silently tending her flock – weighed the profit, risk, and nature of the job and seemed to come to a conclusion.


  Lawrence could see her eyes become calm.


  Strong words were uttered from a small mouth.


  “Please, let me do it.”


  In that moment, Lawrence had convinced another person to make a bet with her own life.


  Yet he swiftly aligned himself with Norah and extended his hand – it was that hand that reached out for his own future.


  “I shall count on you.”


  “… And I on you.”


  Now the promise was firm. Norah and Holo shook hands as well, and now all three of their fates were inextricably linked. All three would laugh together or all three would weep.


  “Right, now for the details.”


  Lawrence then asked Norah about when she would take the sheep, how many she would take, the specifics of the landscape around Lamtra, and how much gold she thought she could compel the sheep to swallow. He would take this information to the Remelio Company.


  Midday passed in a twinkling, and by the time they finished talking, business was ending and the merchants and craftsmen appeared in the streets on their way home. Having left her beer untouched, Norah stood. She had absorbed everything while entirely sober and made her decision.


  If Lawrence had thought otherwise, he would have followed Norah when she left, giving her parting thanks to the man who had brought such an extraordinary opportunity. He would have tried to convince her to rethink her position.


  Lawrence drained the lukewarm beer in the cup in one go. It was bitter and unpleasant.


  “Come, should you not be more happy? Everything has gone well and yet!” said Holo to Lawrence with a wry grin.


  But Lawrence could not be unreservedly happy. He had persuaded Norah to choose a dangerous path.


  “I don’t care how great the profit; nothing exists to balance out the wager of a person’s life,” he said.


  “I suppose that’s true.”


  “And just talking up the profit like that is the same as fraud. Merchants have always said that it’s a fool who’s bound by an unfair contract. But what is she? Just a shepherdess!”


  Though all he had done was raise his voice, regret swirled within his chest.


  If all he cared about was survival, he could have accepted Holo’s help, abandoning his life as a merchant and all the people in it.


  But to Lawrence that was not so very different from death.


  So he had leapt at the heaven-sent chance to turn Holo’s scheme into reality, tricking Norah into helping him.


  He knew what he had done but couldn’t help regretting it.


  “Come, now,” chided Holo after a time, swirling the remaining beer around in her cup as she stared at its contents.


  Lawrence looked over; she kept her attention focused on the cup.


  “Have you heard the terrible cry that a sheep makes when you tear out its throat?”


  Lawrence’s breath caught at the sudden question. Holo finally faced him.


  “Sheep have no fangs, no claws, no fleet feet with which to escape when wolves come flying across the field like arrows with claws, teeth, and speed to tear at their throats. What think you of this?”


  Holo spoke as if making everyday conversation – and in truth, she was.


  What she talked about happened frequently – no, more than frequently.


  One hunted one’s food with every method available. It was simple, obvious.


  “The death cry of a lamb is indescribable, yet my empty stomach complains constantly. If I must listen to one of them, I’ll lend my ear to the louder of the two, will I not?”


  Lawrence understood.


  If having to sacrifice something in order to survive was a sin, then the only path remaining was to die while fasting as a saint.


  But that didn’t excuse just any behavior.


  It took someone else saying what he needed to hear in order to free himself from the conflict.


  “You’re not so very bad.”


  Lawrence saw Holo smile at him helplessly and felt his black guilt melt away.


  He had very much wanted to hear those words.


  “Hmph. Such a spoiled boy.”


  Lawrence made a grim face at having been seen through so easily, but Holo just finished off her beer and stood.


  “Still, neither humans nor wolves can live alone. Sometimes one needs a pack mate to curl up with. Am I wrong?”


  Surely this was the definition of flexible strength.


  Lawrence nodded in acknowledgment of Holo’s smile and stood himself.


  “Still, you’re quite the dangerous one,” she said.


  She was probably talking about his skillful manipulation of Norah – but a fine merchant he would be if he could not do at least that much.


  “You’d best believe it. Watch yourself, lest I trick you as well.”


  Holo giggled. “I’ll look forward to that.” She laughed as though she truly did anticipate it, which made Lawrence wonder if he was not the one being led on. He didn’t say it, but as Holo let slip a private smile when they began to walk, it seemed best to assume she could see right through him.


  “In any case, we’ve no choice but to try and make sure we all end up laughing,” said Lawrence.


  “That’s the spirit. Still…”


  Lawrence looked at Holo, who had trailed off in midsentence.


  “… Would it not be even better for the two of us to have the last laugh?”


  It was a seductive notion, but no – better that everyone was happy.


  “You really are simply too softhearted.”


  “Is that so bad?”


  “Far from it.”


  The two smiled slightly as they walked through the city.


  The road ahead was far from bright, but each sensed in the other’s face that the future was clear enough.


  The smuggling would succeed.


  The thought was unfounded, but Lawrence believed it anyway.


  “My name is Marten Liebert, of the Remelio Company.”


  “Lawrence. And this is my companion, Holo.”


  “Um, I’m N-Norah. Norah Arendt.”


  The Church city of Ruvinheigen had many entrances and exits, and it was in a plaza just before the northeast gate that the three introductions were made.


  The morning air before the market bell rang was crisp and pleasant, and the plaza, though still cluttered with litter from the previous night’s commotion, was somehow beautiful.


  Among the people gathered there, only Holo had the luxury of looking at the city.


  The faces of the other three were all drawn tight with nerves.


  The crime of smuggling gold into Ruvinheigen carried heavy punishments, up to and including being drawn and quartered. Under normal circumstances, they would have met many times to ensure there were no unpleasant surprises, but unfortunately the situation did not allow that.


  There were many creditors who wanted to crush and devour the Remelio Company. Even a firm facing bankruptcy had land and houses and accounts receivable – all of which could be converted to money.


  These creditors could hardly wait for the loan deadlines, so the Remelio Company was under pressure to finish the gold smuggling quickly and turn the results into coin.


  Thus, Norah picked up her sheep from the church right after morning services, then headed immediately to join up with the others. Evidently, she had not expected anybody besides Lawrence to be involved and was surprised to hear the Remelio Company’s name, but she kept any doubts to herself. She seemed prepared to play her part.


  “Let us go, then. Business is like fresh fish in the kitchen,” declared Liebert. It spoils easily was the unspoken conclusion.


  Liebert was the man Hans Remelio had entrusted with the role of smuggling in the gold. Lawrence had no objection, and of course, neither Norah nor Holo seemed opposed.


  Arousing only the slightest curiosity from the sleepily yawning guards at the gate, they left the city of Ruvinheigen without incident.


  Lawrence wore his usual merchant’s clothes; Liebert dressed in the kind of traveling clothes a city merchant might wear on a hunting trip. Holo had returned to her nun’s outfit, and Norah looked as she always did.


  However, neither Lawrence nor Liebert used a wagon. Liebert sat astride his own horse, and Lawrence had put Holo upon another horse, which he led by the reins as he walked. The road was likely to be poor, and traveling without a wagon was significantly faster.


  With Norah leading the way as she guided her seven sheep and her sheepdog Enek, the group headed northeast to the town of Lamtra.


  It was like the road from Poroson – the route was unpopular with travelers, and the group went the entire day without encountering so much as one other person.


  There was nothing worth calling conversation, and the only sounds were the bell on Norah’s staff and the bleating of her sheep.


  The first interaction that even approached conversation came at sunset, when Norah stopped and began to make camp, which Liebert took issue with. With his almond-shaped eyes and smooth blond hair, he was every inch the spirited young employee entrusted with an important job. He advocated, in a rather high-strung fashion, for making more progress before stopping to camp.


  But Liebert lacked travel experience. Once Lawrence explained things like how shepherds work and the risks of nighttime travel, Liebert was surprisingly understanding. He may have been high-strung, but he was by no means unreasonable.


  Far from it, in fact, Lawrence realized Liebert was probably a good-natured man under normal circumstances once he offered a sincere apology.


  “I am sorry. The pressure is getting to me, I think.”


  Liebert had been entrusted with the continued existence of the Remelio Company. Sealed securely in the inside of his coat was a note for buying up gold – in the amount of six hundred lumione. Even his master, Remelio, was probably clasping his hands in prayer back in Ruvinheigen.


  “Well, unlike me, you’re carrying an entire company on your back. It’s to be expected,” said Lawrence. Liebert looked slightly relieved and smiled.


  The night passed quietly, and soon it was morning.


  Among townspeople, breakfast is often regarded as a luxury, and many do not take it – but for those who live by travel, it is common sense.


  Thus, they set off with all but Liebert chewing away on flat bread and jerky.


  They stopped again just before noon.


  It was just at the crest of a small hill; the road beneath their feet headed straight east, bending south at the summit of the next hill. All around them grew grass ideal for grazing; it stretched out in every direction.


  But the road now turned away from their destination. Faintly visible to the north was the dark green line of the forest, and tracing that line west, they could see the craggy faces of the steep hills in the distance.


  They would be heading between the hills and the forest, across fields where no wagon rolled and no traveler’s foot trod.


  The fields dividing the craggy hills, which were so rugged that they were impassable even on foot, from the thick, eerie forest (that even knights hesitated to enter) were the quickest path to Lamtra.


  No one in their right mind would take that route, which despite its entirely mundane appearance was ineffably terrifying. Though Holo sniffed at rumors of pagan sorcerers summoning wolves, it was hard not to wonder at them.


  Unless they navigated the pass and arrived safely in Lamtra and unless they returned with gold, none of them had a future. Their faces met, and they all nodded with unspoken understanding.


  “If we encounter wolves, do not panic. We will arrive safely,” said Norah with surprising resolve – it was reassuring, though Holo did not seem to find it at all amusing.


  No doubt Holo the Wisewolf had something to say. When Lawrence met her eyes, she sneered slightly, but she soon regained her composure.


  “God’s protection be with us,” Liebert prayed.


  The rest followed suit.


  The weather was good.


  There was an occasional wind that stirred the cold air, making it brush against the travelers’ cheeks, but as they were walking, it was easily ignored.


  Norah headed up the group along with Liebert on horseback; behind them came the seven sheep; and trailing the sheep was Lawrence, leading the horse on which Holo rode.


  The farther north through the fields that they headed, the closer the hills drew, nudging them toward the forest’s edge. They kept as close to the forest as they could, since the horses might injure themselves on rockier terrain. However, as they got close enough to make out the gloomy form of the forest, its eeriness grew.


  It was hard to say, but Lawrence thought he might have just heard a wolf howl.


  “Hey.”


  “Hm?”


  “Do you think wolves will be a problem?” he asked, lowering his voice.


  “No good. We’re already surrounded.”


  Even that obvious joke made his breath catch in his throat for a moment.


  Holo chuckled soundlessly. “I can guarantee your safety. The others, I don’t know about.”


  “We’ll be in trouble unless everyone’s okay.”


  “I truly do not know. The forest is downwind; if there are wolves, they’ve long since noticed us and started sharpening their fangs.”


  Lawrence suddenly got the feeling that something in the forest was watching him.


  He heard the sudden patter of an animal’s footfalls, and surprised, he turned to face the sound, seeing Enek run past him in a blur of black fur.


  Enek chased after two stray sheep.


  “Clever dog,” said Lawrence.


  He had not meant anything by it, but Holo still sniffed in irritation.


  “Being half-clever only invites death,” she said.


  “… What do you mean?” he asked. It would be complicated if Liebert or Norah, ahead of them, were to overhear the conversation, so Lawrence spoke in a hushed voice.


  On the horse above him, Holo wore a sour expression.


  “That dog, it knows what I am.”


  “It does?”


  “Hiding my ears and tail will fool humans but not a dog. Ever since we first met, it’s been looking at me in the most irritating way.”


  Lawrence could tell Enek had been looking at them, but he had not realized why.


  “But, here, what really irritates me” – Holo flicked her ears underneath her hood; she was quite angry – “is that dog’s eyes. Those eyes, they say, ‘Just you try touching the sheep. I’ll rip your throat out.’”


  Lawrence smiled awkwardly, as if to say “surely not.” The flinty-eyed look he got from Holo made him wince.


  “Nothing makes me so angry as a dog that doesn’t know its place,” said Holo, looking away.


  Perhaps dogs and wolves were enemies in much the same way that crows and doves were.


  “And anyway, I am Holo the Wisewolf. I won’t fall for some mere dog’s provocation,” she complained with a scowl. It was nearly impossible not to laugh.


  But since it would be a problem if Holo got angry, Lawrence stifled his chuckle. “Indeed, that dog is no match for you. You’re stronger, smarter, and your tail fur is finer.”


  It was obvious flattery, and the last compliment seemed to work.


  Holo’s ears pricked up beneath her hood, and her face broke into a proud smile that no mask of composure could hope to hide.


  She giggled. “Well, I see you understand the way of it, then.”


  It was true – Lawrence did understand by now how to handle Holo, but of course, he didn’t say that and only inclined his head in a vague bow.


  Eventually the grass grew sparse and the ocher soil more prominent.


  The hills that spread out to the west were closer than ever and looked like an angry sea.


  The group continued down the road, though it barely rated as such when they had to cross large tree roots that occasionally slowed progress.


  Soon the sound of the wind through the trees reached their ears.


  Yet still they pressed onward, passing the second night of the journey without incident.


  According to Norah, if they left at daybreak the next morning, they would reach Lamtra by midday. Thus, they would have spent less than half the travel time that it normally would have taken to use the established route. Their route was closer to a third or a quarter of the distance. If this path was cleared, trade with Lamtra would become simple. Looking back on the distance they had covered thus far, Lawrence realized that wolves had not been a problem. It was easy to wish there was a more proper road.


  Of course, a road would also make Lamtra much more susceptible to assault. Ruvinheigen would find it hard to tolerate a pagan city situated so close. That had not happened yet, which made it easy to suspect that Lamtra secretly paid Ruvinheigen specifically to prevent such a road’s construction. Wherever there is power, there is also bribery, after all.


  After a bland dinner, Lawrence sat deep in thought as he sipped some wine Liebert had brought. With no one to talk to, he was left to his own devices.


  Holo had quickly finished her own wine and was now wrapped up in a blanket, leaning against Lawrence, fast asleep. Liebert, tired and unaccustomed to travel, dozed before the campfire.


  Lawrence looked around and spotted Norah a bit farther from the campfire, stroking Enek on her lap. Evidently, if she stayed too close to the fire, her eyes would become accustomed to the light and that could cause problems if something were to happen.


  Norah seemed to notice Lawrence looking at her; she glanced over at him.


  She looked down at her hands, then back up, smiling pleasantly.


  For a moment Lawrence didn’t see why she was smiling, but then he looked down at his own hands and understood.


  Holo snored away on Lawrence’s lap – “the same as me,” Norah’s smile said.


  Lawrence, though, was quite afraid to stroke Holo’s hair. The wolf on his lap was far more fearsome than Enek.


  As he looked at Holo, peaceful and innocent as she slept, the temptation to caress her grew keener. Surely there would be no problem if he mimicked Norah with Enek.


  Liebert was asleep, and Norah minded her sheep as she tended to Enek.


  Lawrence set down the roughly hewn wooden cup he held and slowly moved his hand toward Holo.


  He had stroked her head many times before, but suddenly it now seemed somehow sacred.


  His hand trembled. Then, at that moment–


  “–!”


  Holo lifted her head up.


  Lawrence hastily withdrew his hand; Holo eyed him warily but soon turned her attention elsewhere. Lawrence wondered what was happening when he noticed that Norah had gotten to her feet, as had Enek, teeth bared.


  Everywhere he looked it was the same – pitch-black forest.


  “Mr. Lawrence, get back!” shouted Norah urgently, and mostly by reflex, the merchant tried to do as he was told, but he was caught on something and could not stand.


  He turned only to find that it was Holo, holding fast to his clothes, keeping his hands behind him. He was about to protest when a warning glare from Holo over his shoulder pierced him. If he had to guess, the look meant something like “ignore the girl and get behind me.”


  Holo seemed to harbor an intense hostility toward Norah, and afraid to oppose her, when Holo stood, Lawrence stayed behind her.


  Norah was absorbed in her own work, ringing the bell on her staff and directing Enek, rounding up the sleeping sheep and bringing them closer to the campfire, and then tapping the sleeping Liebert on the shoulder. Finally, she threw several more pieces of firewood onto the campfire.


  Norah’s movements were practiced and calm, and her awkward manner around other people reminded Lawrence of his own clumsiness when dealing with people outside of business.


  Liebert finally awoke and, sensing the tense atmosphere, followed Norah’s and Holo’s gazes, searching for wolves.


  He retreated, hand clutching his chest – no doubt feeling for the six hundred lumione note that was concealed there – as he got behind Enek, whose tail fur was standing on end as he bared his fangs.


  The camp’s defense arrangements settled, the only sounds that remained were the uneasy baas of the sheep, Enek’s ragged breathing, and the crackling of the campfire.


  There was no sound from the ebony woods. The moon was out, and there was no wind. Naturally being a mere merchant, Lawrence could hardly sense any presences in the forest.


  But Norah, Enek, and Holo were utterly motionless as they looked into the woods.


  For all he could tell, they might have been staring at catfish swimming in a black pond.


  Strangely, he could not hear so much as a hint of a wolf’s howl. Lawrence had been attacked by wolves many times in his travels, and such attacks always came with howls. And yet none were audible.


  He wondered if there really were any.


  Time crawled by with agonizing slowness.


  There was no baying. The only reason Lawrence could keep his guard up was Holo – he trusted her implicitly, and she was still the very picture of seriousness.


  Liebert, seeing Norah and Holo as mere girls, was another matter entirely.


  The color returned to his previously frightened, pale face, and he began to cast his gaze here and there doubtfully.


  There was movement the instant he opened his mouth.


  Norah held her staff in the crook of her right arm and with her left hand took hold of the horn affixed to her side. Holo saw the gesture and was unamused – perhaps because wolves and hunting horns were ever in conflict.


  Just as wolves howled and bears scratched themselves on trees, shepherds announced their presence with the blow of a horn. No animal could reproduce that long, drawn-out note, which unmistakably betrayed the presence of a shepherd.


  The note rang out in the night and was swallowed by the forest. If there were indeed wolves nearby, they now knew that a skilled shepherd was among them.


  But still, no howling rang out. The group’s opponents maintained absolute silence.


  “… Did we chase them off?” asked Liebert uncertainly.


  “I’m not sure… At the very least, they seem to have backed away.”


  Liebert knitted his brow at Norah’s vague answer, but seeing Enek stop baring his teeth and set about the work of rounding up the sheep, he accepted that the immediate danger had passed.


  Perhaps he had decided that animals understood other animals.


  “The wolves in this area are always like this. I hardly ever hear them howl, and they do not seem to attack – they just watch…”


  The young employee of the Remelio Company paled at Norah’s words, as though she had been talking about corpses returning to life and rising from their graves. Liebert was more timid than he looked.


  “’Tis a bit strange they don’t even howl,” murmured Holo, still looking into the forest. Liebert gave her a skeptical look – this town girl who wasn’t even a shepherd, what did she know of wolves?


  It wasn’t that Liebert had an especially bad disposition – many townspeople were like this, but their assumptions still grated on Holo’s nerves.


  “It could be aught besides wolves. For example, the spirit of a traveler who died here.”


  Liebert’s face went sheet white. The wisewolf had exposed his cowardice.


  “Still–”


  Holo tugged at Lawrence’s sleeve once she had finished teasing the poor lamb. Her voice was low, so Lawrence leaned down to put his ear level with her.


  “I was half-serious. I have a bad feeling.”


  This journey was no ordinary one. They had to make it safely to and from Lamtra. If the group failed, whether they ran or met their fate, Lawrence’s life as a merchant would be over.


  He gave Holo a baleful look as if to say, “Don’t try to frighten me with your foolish stories,” but she just vaguely surveyed the forest.


  Apparently she wasn’t joking.


  “Hmm, we seem to be out of firewood,” said Norah brightly, perhaps to dispel the still-tense atmosphere. Lawrence agreed, and Holo finally averted her gaze from the forest and nodded. Liebert nodded as well, probably mostly out of a sense of obligation.


  “I’ll just go gather some more then, shall I?” said Norah, perhaps confident in her night vision.


  Lawrence felt bad leaving it just to her. “I’ll come as well.”


  Holo chimed in. “As shall I.”


  Not knowing the first thing about starting a campfire, Liebert had not raised a finger to tend it, but now he must have felt entirely ill at ease.


  “I-I’ll help, too!” he said, clearing his throat, afraid of being left all alone.


  Holo smiled unpleasantly at him.


  They walked into the forest to gather firewood, and Lawrence wondered if the bestial aura he felt was just his imagination.


  Yet there were no further incidents, and the night passed quietly.


  When Lamtra finally came into view, Lawrence breathed a sigh of genuine relief.


  With the deep forest to their right and the rugged hills to the left, their passage had felt akin to going down an endless back alley.


  But his sigh of relief did not come from reaching the end of that alley. He had experienced far worse trails many times in the past. No, the relief came from the fact that the strange gaze he had felt upon him the previous night was gone.


  Lawrence knew it wasn’t simply his imagination since Holo and Norah had been continuously on guard as well. There was definitely something within the forest that separated Ruvinheigen and Lamtra – something that even knight brigades feared.


  Even so, they had made the trip out successfully, so the return trip should also be possible. Lawrence was still uneasy about it, but Norah was with them, and she had made the trek many times and never been attacked once. Relying on her shepherding skills – as well as Holo – would see them through somehow.


  Then all they had to do was bring in the gold.


  Lawrence was deep in thought as he watched Liebert head into town to make the purchase – there was no point in the lot of them filing into Lamtra.


  “I hope everything goes well,” said Norah, no doubt referring to Liebert’s task.


  So far, everything they did was perfectly legitimate, so there was little to worry about, but pointing that out seemed excessive.


  “Indeed,” replied Lawrence.


  There was a reason he used his best merchant smile when he said this.


  Norah was simply making small talk.


  But in Lawrence’s heart, misgiving mingled with regret.


  He worried that Norah didn’t truly understand the consequences that awaited them were they to fail. The shepherdess before him was the one who would be in the most danger when they moved the gold.


  The gold would be hidden in the stomachs of her sheep when they passed the checkpoints. If one of the sheep should happen to cough up any of that gold, the shepherd responsible would face immediate punishment.


  In contrast to that, if Liebert and Lawrence were to keep silent, they might be able make it through the checkpoint.


  There was a huge difference in their risks. He wondered if Norah understood that.


  Lawrence looked on as Norah tended to her flock as at any other time, petting Enek when he returned to her side after performing this or that task. The merchant felt he needed to ascertain Norah’s awareness of her peril.


  It simply did not seem as though she grasped the difference between what could happen to her compared to what the people around her might face.


  If so, taking advantage of her ignorance was not far from fraud. Lawrence considered this and concluded that his conscience was most definitely somewhere near the pit of his stomach.


  Were Norah to learn that she would be made to take the fall if caught, she might refuse to cooperate, turning a cold shoulder to them. That had to be avoided. Thus, Lawrence kept silent.


  “Now that I think of it…” Norah piped up, jolting Lawrence out of his reverie.


  However, when he lifted his head, he saw that she was not speaking to him.


  Norah looked at Holo, who had plucked a single stalk of tall grass and was now wandering about aimlessly.


  “Miss… Holo, I mean…” Norah hesitated after saying Holo’s name, perhaps needing to muster up more courage to speak.


  Lawrence had noticed Norah trying to engage her female companion several times, but Holo’s curtness made her hesitate.


  In his mind, he encouraged her, but he was genuinely surprised at the words that next came out of her mouth.


  “Do… Do you know a lot about wolves?”


  Lawrence was shocked for a moment, but Holo – ever the canny Wisewolf – did not alter her expression a bit. She finally tilted her head curiously at Norah.


  “Um, I mean… I just, last night you noticed the wolves so quickly, so I…”


  She trailed off there, perhaps because she wondered if Holo also had experience as a shepherd. Were that the case, it would be like one white crow finding another – one rare shepherdess meeting another would make for lively conversation.


  If so, Holo’s unapproachable attitude left few opportunities to speak up.


  “What? I simply noticed them, that’s all.”


  “Oh, I see…”


  “I mean, the men are generally useless, after all,” said Holo with a mischievous smile, glancing at Lawrence, who gave a small shrug in reply. “Don’t you think?” she finished.


  “Um, I, I don’t…”


  “Hmph. So you think you can count on that?” prodded Holo, pointing sharply. Norah followed where Holo indicated–


  –only to meet Lawrence’s eyes.


  In that moment, Norah looked genuinely awkward as she averted her eyes. Holo asked her again, and Norah glanced apologetically at Lawrence as she whispered something to Holo, who had drawn near the shepherdess.


  Given the cheeky wolf’s smile, it had to be that kind of answer.


  Lawrence watched and realized the conversation was about to turn farcical.


  He waved his hand back and forth as if to admit defeat, while Holo and Norah laughed.


  “In the first place, ’tis not strange to ask if someone like me, traveling alone with a man, knows a lot about wolves!”


  Going by looks alone, Norah appeared to be the older of the two girls, but as soon as Holo spoke, she took the upper hand. She put one hand on her hip and held up the index finger of the other looking for all the world like a theologian giving a lecture.


  “You see, the answer is completely self-evident! Because–”


  Because? Norah leaned forward as if to say.


  “Because! Come nighttime, a wolf will always appear – tempted by this helpless, adorable rabbit. Surely you’ll agree that a rabbit who is devoured by a wolf every night could not fail to know something about wolves!”


  Norah looked blank for a moment but soon understood what Holo meant. Her face turned beet red as she searched back and forth between Holo and Lawrence; then, embarrassed, she looked at her feet.


  Holo giggled. “Ah, ’twas a lovely reaction. But no – my first answer is the one to remember,” she said delightedly, at which Norah blushed to her ears and averted her gaze as she seemed to remember something.


  It then sounded like she raised her voice in a quiet “Oh.”


  “In truth, it’s my companion that’s more like a rabbit. If I left him on his own, he’d likely die of loneliness.”


  Holo whispered into Norah’s ear, but her voice was loud enough to reach Lawrence quite distinctly. He gave Holo a bitter smile, but it was Norah’s credulous nodding that hurt the most.


  As if he really seemed that way.


  “But, in any case, I just happened to notice the wolves last night.”


  In truth, it was not an obvious conclusion, but Norah had been sufficiently confused by Holo at this point that she seemed to accept it. She put her hands to her cheeks (the blush was now subsiding) and nodded.


  Then taking a deep breath, she spoke, her nervousness evidently dispelled.


  “Actually, I thought perhaps you were a shepherd, Miss Holo.”


  “Oh, because I was quick to notice the wolves?”


  “Well, there is that, too,” admitted Norah, pausing to look at her black-furred companion, who was content to pause in his work while his mistress had her chat. “Actually, it was because Enek seems to be very aware of you.”


  “Mm, is that so?” Holo – whose nerve was such that she had no trouble exposing her tail when she knew she would not be caught – smiled, totally unperturbed as she folded her arms and regarded Enek. “It’s hard to say in front of a pet dog, but I daresay he’s smitten with me.”


  As if he had heard her, Enek looked back to Holo and then struck out once again to tend to the flock of sheep.


  His mistress, on the other hand, was struck dumb by Holo’s words.


  “Wha-what? Er, you mean, Enek is?”


  “My, it’s nothing to be sad about. Any male will get overconfident if spoiled. I’m sure he’s quite important to you, but that only makes him feel secure that he’s gained your affection. There’s no mistake; he’ll go looking for others to frolic with. No matter how delicious the bread, sometimes you want soup.”


  Perhaps feeling some sympathy with Holo’s intricate argument, Norah nodded, apparently impressed.


  “Put another way, sometimes you have to be cold. It’s a good leash.”


  Norah nodded firmly, as if she had been told some deep truth, but then called Enek’s name and crouched down to greet him.


  She caught him head-on as he streaked over to her, then looked up to Holo, and smiled.


  “If he ever has an affair, I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Good.”


  The wrongly accused Enek barked once, but Norah put her arms around him, and he was soon calm.


  “I think I’d like to indulge him as long as I can, though,” said Norah, lightly kissing Enek behind his dangling ears.


  Holo looked on, a slight smile playing about her lips.


  It was a somewhat bemused smile, inappropriate to the occasion, Lawrence realized, when Holo looked at him.


  “Because… whether this job goes well or fails, I’ll be giving up my work as a shepherd,” said Norah quietly as she held Enek in her arms. It was clear that she had a firmly rational grasp of the situation and was prepared to act according to that understanding.


  She understood both the position she had been placed in and the likely outcomes.


  Lawrence’s concern was unnecessary.


  Though Norah might have looked frail, she had survived being cast out of an almshouse and lived through any number of difficulties. She was no pampered noble’s daughter.


  At the same time, Lawrence had renewed respect for Holo.


  She had discerned Lawrence’s misgivings and, after seizing the conversational initiative from Norah, casually drawn out evidence of how prepared the girl actually was.


  That explained Holo’s bemused smile earlier.


  The merchant wondered if Holo’s pronouncement that men were generally useless was not necessarily off the mark.


  Lawrence covered his eyes in defeat and then sprawled out on the ground to rest.


  The autumn landscape was cold with the approaching winter, but the scattered clouds in the sky looked warm.


  The smuggling would succeed.


  Lawrence muttered encouragement to himself as a sheep meandered over and peered down at him.


  
    
  

  After some time, Liebert returned, riding his horse back at a leisurely pace.


  When one carries a large amount of money, he will see everyone around him as a thief, but true to his position as a trusted employee of a trading company in a big city, Liebert appeared unperturbed.


  He produced a bag of gold grains just large enough to be held in one hand, and after all present had confirmed the bag’s contents, Liebert tucked it into the inside of his jacket, patting it lightly.


  “Now all we have to do is make it safely back with this and feed it to the sheep at an opportune time,” he said as if to emphasize that any real problems would be from here on out. “Then once we’ve gotten them through the gates, the sheep will be received as previously discussed. Are we agreed?”


  “We are,” said Norah with a nod.


  Liebert faced straight ahead. “Then let us go. A golden tomorrow awaits us.”


  The small band headed back onto the narrow path between forest and hills.


  The next morning, Lawrence opened his eyes as he felt something cold on his face.


  Is a sheep licking me again? he wondered, but he saw only the lead-colored sky. Evidently there was going to be a rare autumn rain.


  And it was cold. Lawrence lifted his head off the tree root he had been using as a pillow and saw that the fire had gone out. In order to have a small gap between the time Norah went to sleep and everyone awoke, one person had been tasked with having Norah awaken them early to tend the fire. That person was supposed to have been Liebert, but he lay there snoring away, firewood clasped in his arms.


  It was so foolish that Lawrence could hardly be angry with him.


  “… Mmph.”


  Lawrence sat up, apparently awakening Holo, with whom he had shared a blanket.


  Without so much as a “good morning,” she shot him a truly withering glare and yanked the blanket away.


  “If you’re awake, you don’t need it” seemed to be her logic.


  If he argued the point, she would likely become genuinely angry, so although it was a bit early for him, Lawrence forced himself up. He had to toss another log on the campfire. The sheep were all huddled together from the cold, and with no work to do, Enek slept stretched out by the cinders – nestled up to his beloved mistress, of course. Lawrence stood, joints creaking, and tossed a log onto the fire to get it started, glancing wearily at the comfortable-looking Enek.


  As the dry wood began to crackle in the fire, Enek yawned contentedly. Lawrence smiled; it reminded him of Holo.


  Still, it was cold. It was as if winter had suddenly arrived.


  The cause was obvious to Lawrence, looking at the weather, but as they would be arriving in Ruvinheigen at midday the next day, he had wanted it to hold until then.


  But the sky seemed unlikely to wait. Lawrence sniffed bitterly. Rain would likely fall by the afternoon, surely by evening.


  The trees were thick enough in the forest that the group could probably take shelter under them, but with the sheep along, that was hardly an option. The forest was an ominous one, too. Lawrence was not terrified of it, but neither was he eager to spend the night there. Using the edge of the trees as a rain shelter would be quite close enough.


  Lawrence thought it over as he gazed into the growing campfire, and then something suddenly loomed over his back.


  He didn’t have time to turn around before a familiar face appeared directly beside him.


  It was Holo with the texture of the tree root she had slept on still imprinted on her face.


  “’Tis warmer over here.”


  Lawrence was not so humble as to take those words purely at face value.


  Holo wrapped the blanket around Lawrence’s back and deliberately huddled under it with him again. Stealing the blanket away was all well and good, but perhaps she had decided that was excessive. Hunger and cold were every traveler’s companions, after all.


  But as Holo had said nothing to apologize, Lawrence said nothing by way of forgiveness.


  He stirred up the embers with a stick, then tossed it into the fire.


  “Oh, that’s right,” he said casually. “Didn’t you say you could predict the weather?”


  “Surely. It will rain just past midday today,” she replied sleepily.


  “Anyone could tell that, looking at this sky,” teased Lawrence.


  Instead of scowling, Holo bumped her head against his shoulder lightly.


  “Wish we could take fast horses and make it to town before the rain. Anyway, what say you to some potato soup? It’s been warming by the fire.”


  “I’ve no complaints. Also–”


  “Your tail grooming, right?” said Lawrence, lowering his voice still further.


  Holo sighed and nodded. “I want to return to the inn as soon as we can. Though…”


  Her face was melancholy as she looked up at the sky.


  A chill wind blew through her bangs, and she narrowed her eyes as though it had touched her long eyelashes.


  “A rain is coming, though I haven’t wished it so.”


  It was then that Lawrence remembered. When he had met Holo, she’d been the harvest god of a bountiful area. Farmers hated a chilly rain during the harvest months of autumn, so though she was far from the wheat fields now, such weather was not something she could welcome.


  Though Holo herself hardly had good memories of the wheat fields, owing to the many things that had happened there, she had still been the god of the harvest.


  It didn’t take a harvest god to find the cold rain distasteful. In the worse case, the rain might turn to sleet.


  Lawrence got cold just thinking about it, and he briskly tossed another log onto the fire.


  There was a bit more time before everybody woke up.


  Yet he still hadn’t realized something.


  Holo never said anything meaningless.




  
    
  

  Chapter Six


  White breath trailed behind them as they walked. The exhalations warmed their cheeks momentarily, but with every breath, they soon turned to a painful chill.


  The darkening sky had finally lost its patience, and just after midday, a thin drizzle began to fall as if shaved from some giant block of ice. Thus, Lawrence’s face was so cold he wondered if it had actually frozen, but whenever a bit of air found its way into his clothes, it was just pleasantly cool.


  They ran – the people, the horses, the sheep, and the dog.


  There were eyes on them, many of them. There were presences, too.


  But no matter how watchful the group was, not a single howl was heard nor a single clump of fur seen, and eventually the weather and the hard effort robbed them of their ability to worry about wolves.


  It was as if something had aimed for that gap.


  By the time Holo noticed this, they were already surrounded by the wolves.


  “Enek!”


  Norah’s voice echoed, and Enek sprinted to the rear of the flock in a blur of black fur and white breath, driving on a lagging lamb.


  The lamb sprinted desperately but was unable to distinguish between dog and wolf, and a wolf’s howls echoed as if to mock it.


  The situation was clear. The cry had come from a wolf atop the rocky hills to the right as it tried to collect the sheep. In contrast, little howling could be heard from the forest on the left side – what could be heard were footfalls and panting.


  On the far side of the ferns and undergrowth beneath the trees, Lawrence and the others ran side by side. Lawrence and Holo sat astride their horse; likewise, Liebert rode his. Norah’s bangs were plastered to her forehead from the sleet and sweat as she used both Enek and her staff to control the sheep.


  When it came to the wolves – well, if they were surrounded, that would be the end. Wolves hunted very carefully, making sure none in their pack was injured in the process. There would be no plan to use a single wolf as bait, nor would a single member make a heroic attack on its own. Wolves were cautious to the end and always conducted themselves with cunning.


  Thus, if the group could put themselves in a position to kill just one wolf as the pack tried to tighten the noose, they could free themselves from any further harassment.


  Lawrence listened to Holo’s hasty explanation and saw that Norah moved to do just that.


  A single wolf was visible in brief flashes, trying to get ahead and cut off their route, but it would be instantly diverted by either Enek being sent out ahead or Lawrence himself plunging ahead.


  When the wolves moved to slowly close the loop, the sheep would be made to dash in some wild direction, breaking the line. For a shepherd, sheep are not poor children to be protected, but a shield – a weapon to be wielded like any other.


  It was not Lawrence’s or Liebert’s time to act. Liebert was fully engaged holding his reins in one hand and keeping the gold within his jacket secure with the other.


  For his part, Lawrence could only ask Holo what he should do.


  “What to do, eh?”


  The road was terrible and much worse on the back of a trotting horse. Impacts were constant, and it felt like one’s head was about to separate from one’s body. Keeping Holo, who sat in front of him, from being thrown off was work enough.


  “What to do, indeed.”


  Her enunciation was bad, and not necessarily just because the bumpy ride made it easy to bite one’s tongue when talking.


  “Listen–”


  “What?”


  “About my explanation before – I take it back.”


  “Explanation before?” Lawrence was about to ask when the grass diagonally behind them in the forest rustled, and immediately thereafter came the sound of claws digging into dirt.


  Lawrence felt an intense chill run down his back, as if wings were about to sprout there. It was not a chill that could be described as merely hot or cold. It was a message of danger from the very grave.


  “Enek!”


  With nearly superhuman intuition, Norah sensed the attack as she ran well ahead with the sheep. She quickly raised her staff to summon her black-furred knight, but their last hope was the hill that lay ahead.


  Naturally the wolves realized this as well.


  A brown whirl came streaking at the legs of Lawrence’s horse.


  It was do or die. Lawrence was about to pull back on the reins with all he had, but Holo put her hand out and stopped him.


  Then looking over her shoulder, she spoke.


  “Fall back.”


  The reason Lawrence understood that she had spoken to none other than the wolves themselves was that the surging pack suddenly wheeled aside and stopped, as if struck by arrows.


  Norah, Lawrence, and the others weren’t the only ones surprised. The bemusement of the halted wolves themselves was obvious just by looking at them.


  Yet Lawrence could neither praise the feat as amazing nor give his thanks to Holo for saving them.


  Holo’s normally red-brown eyes flashed ruby bright.


  To look on her was to be afraid; Holo the Wisewolf was among them.


  “The humans, as well.”


  Her cold voice reminded Lawrence of when he’d first seen her true form.


  “Youngsters these days, I suppose I could say.”


  Lawrence wondered for a moment what she was talking about, when suddenly he realized what she meant.


  Though the immediate danger had passed, Norah did not understand why; doubt tinged her face. But there was no time to think. Preparing to face whatever crisis came next, Enek steadily carried out the rapid-fire orders given to him by his mistress.


  Liebert clung desperately to his horse, trying only to avoid dropping the gold.


  If they kept going at this speed, they would be able to put the forest behind them by sundown.


  And to put this danger behind them, they had no choice but to try.


  Then it resounded.


  At first it seemed like the wind – there was a whoosh as the icy drizzle was blown back momentarily into the sky.


  But it was soon clear that this was a strange wind indeed.


  A normal gale didn’t chill one’s core the way this one did.


  The wind was immediately followed by the sound.


  A tremendous, forest-splitting roar battered their eardrums from one side.


  “…!”


  The overwhelming blast was enough to freeze a person’s breath.


  The horses stopped. The sheep stopped. Even the gallant sheep-dog was frozen in his tracks.


  The violent roar seemed to nail everyone to the ground.


  They stood as statues, looking into the forest.


  “Listen–” said Holo quietly to Lawrence. Everything was still; the only sound was the drizzle falling on the earth. “This is a trouble I must bear. When I send the girl and the kid on, you’ll have to stay back for a time as well.”


  “Wha– why?”


  There in the stillness, Norah and Liebert did not seem to take notice of Holo and Lawrence’s exchange as they glared unblinkingly into the forest.


  But it wasn’t that they hadn’t noticed.


  It was the same as a hound that had cornered a bird – even as the hunter moved its hand to strike, the bird could not fly away.


  They were unable to take their eyes off the forest.


  “Because what’s in that forest is no normal wolf. You understand, yes?”


  Holo slowly looked away from the forest, turning to Lawrence.


  His legs went weak at those eyes.


  Her expression was well past displeasure; her eyes flashed with such anger that Lawrence wondered if she might rage at the very cobblestones in the road.


  Her breath was slow, like the breathing of a demon-horse in hell.


  “If I go along with them, the pack will chase the sheep no longer. Those sheep are not their aim.”


  She turned back to the forest.


  “Such cheap bluster. Such rough pride. Both prized by the young, I suppose.”


  Holo was still mostly within Lawrence’s arms, and she seemed almost to swell as she spoke.


  It took Lawrence a moment to realize that it was from the swishing of her tail beneath her robe.


  “Go! They won’t move until you speak. You’re my partner – and partners cooperate, do they not?”


  Holo’s expression was suddenly softer, and Lawrence found himself nodding.


  He was a merchant and generally hopeless at anything save business.


  For Holo’s part, there was none who knew more of wolves than she did.


  “We’ll take it from here. The two of you take the gold and go on as planned!” Lawrence hadn’t planned to shout, but Norah and Liebert snapped out of their reveries as though they had heard voices in the middle of the night.


  There were no objections. In situations like this, to leave the seemingly weak ones behind as a sacrifice so that the strong can live on was a well-used tactic.


  But they did look at him questioningly – “Is it really all right?” their eyes asked.


  No matter how established the tactic, what was possible for a grizzled mercenary band was not so for a regular traveler.


  “We shall meet at the walls of Ruvinheigen. And we’ll all be rich.” Of course, Holo had no intentions of becoming a sacrifice, but there was no way for the others to know that. At the same time, she could not very well explain herself, so she just smiled lightly as she spoke.


  She was taking advantage of human nature. People wouldn’t waste the sacrifice of someone facing near-certain death with a smile and a faint hope. A clever wolf knew how to use that fact.


  Liebert was the first to nod his agreement, followed by Norah.


  Norah waved her staff, and time seemed to start moving again.


  “The fortunes of war be with you,” said Liebert. Norah gave Holo a look more eloquent than words and then soon turned away. As he heard the sound of the sheep starting to run, Liebert followed after them.


  Holo watched all this, then turned to Lawrence.


  “You’ll need to stay away. If you get close, it could go badly. You understand, I know.”


  Instead of answering, Lawrence took Holo’s hand before she dismounted from the horse.


  “I won’t let you lose,” he said.


  Her hand was surprisingly hot, and she returned his squeeze.


  “Were you a proper male, I’d at least get a kiss for my trouble here.” Holo grinned for a moment before her expression tightened, and she hopped off the horse.


  “Oh, that’s right. Here, take this for me,” she said, undoing the sash at her waist and taking her robe off quickly.


  Her flowing chestnut hair, pointed wolf ears, and fluffy wolf tail were all exposed.


  As was the slightly swaying wheat-filled leather pouch around her neck.


  “It is my hope that this will all conclude peacefully, but I don’t know how it will go. When we meet up again, it will be cold if I’m naked, and a bit of a problem for you, too, I should think,” she said with a smile and then looked to the forest, unmoving.


  Her tail bristled as though struck by lightning.


  Lawrence hesitated over what to say.


  What finally came out was short: “Let’s meet again.”


  He didn’t wait for a reply before spurring the horse on.


  Saying he didn’t want to remain there would have been a lie.


  But what could he accomplish if he did? Lawrence knew Holo’s true form. Even if she were cornered by mercenaries or bandits, she could get away.


  Lawrence drove the horse on. The sleet got heavier.


  His face was strained and not just because of the cold.


  For the first time in his life, he cursed himself for not being born a knight.


  It appeared that Norah and Liebert had traveled some distance ahead in a short time. Lawrence did as he was told and had the horse at a gallop in order to put distance between himself and Holo, but even running at a fair pace, he had yet to catch sight of Norah or Liebert.


  He no longer felt those unpleasant gazes, so this was probably a good opportunity to make progress. That was certainly true from Norah and Liebert’s perspective – they would not want to waste Lawrence and Holo’s deaths.


  Lawrence smiled grimly to himself at the thought, and the concern about losing his way flitted in and out of his mind.


  However, it soon dispersed. He was not especially familiar with the territory, but once the sun went down, he would have to stop, and he couldn’t lose his way while at a standstill.


  As long as he kept the hills to his right and the forest to his left, he would not stray too far off course.


  Additionally, farther down the way the grass was clipped short and called a road, and if he followed that, it would take him straight to Ruvinheigen. Even if he never caught up with Norah and Liebert, there was little to be worried about.


  Lawrence was more worried that his horse would stumble over a stone and fall, so he pulled back on the reins to slow the animal and then looked back over his shoulder.


  Holo had long since disappeared behind him, but if the wolves changed their minds and came after him, they would cover the distance quickly.


  He fought back the temptation to stay there and turned forward again, spurring the horse on to a walk.


  He had Holo’s robe; it was still warm. It seemed like a bad omen to leave clothing behind as a token. Lawrence felt himself grip the robe tightly.


  But if Holo found it necessary to take wolf form, she would be in trouble if she had no clothes to change into.


  She was even more rational than Lawrence the merchant.


  Lawrence sighed deeply, shaking out the robe, which had a good deal of shed fur on it, probably from Holo’s tail. He folded the garment up and stuffed it inside his own coat, which was already fairly wet, but that was better than holding it under his arm. Holo had taken the most dangerous role of all, so the least he could do was make sure her clothes weren’t soaking wet when she returned.


  The drizzle was getting heavier; it would be real rain by nightfall.


  Lawrence continued on horseback for a bit, then stopped in the middle of the path, deciding that he had come far enough. Even if he had not put a lot of distance between them, it would require some effort for Holo to catch up with him – assuming she was in human form.


  However, standing there in the middle of the road was tantamount to suicide. The cold had already numbed Lawrence’s hands as they gripped the reins. It would be better to take shelter in the forest and keep an eye out for Holo coming down the road. He was worried about freezing to death before she ever found him.


  Lawrence dismounted under the trees at the edge of the forest, looking back up the road. The space between the forest and the hills was mostly open. Norah and Liebert had probably already cleared the edge of the forest and were making their way straight to Ruvinheigen.


  They were moving faster than normal, so it was entirely possible.


  If so, then truly the only thing that remained to be done was feeding the gold to the sheep and entering the city.


  As long as that went well, the gold smuggling would have wiped out his debt and turned a large profit for him to boot.


  Lawrence’s promised share would clear his debt and leave him with 150 lumione. That was a staggering amount of money, but still small in comparison to the total profit the smuggling would yield. They had bought up roughly six hundred lumione worth of gold, and avoiding the taxes on it meant that it would be multiplied tenfold. If he had been greedier, he probably could have gotten a larger share. After all, he was an accomplice to smuggling, a fact the rest could hardly ignore.


  He stopped himself. Being greedy invited misfortune. It was the way of the world.


  Lawrence tried to keep his mind off the cold as he gathered up what dry wood he could find, taking some tinder from a carefully waterproofed bag on the horse and starting a fire.


  There was nothing around him. It was quiet without so much as a hint of an animal in the area.


  As he dried his clothes, Lawrence wondered if Holo was all right, thinking of the robe she had taken off.


  Such thoughts did him no good, he realized, but he couldn’t help himself. His was the sin of helplessness, he felt.


  He kept watch over the plains as the drizzle continued to fall.


  How long had he stared at the unmoving scenery? His clothes were mostly dry. The first log he had set fire to was now ash.


  Perhaps he would go check on her.


  The seductive thought began to fill his mind.


  There was a change in his field of vision. He rubbed his eyes. There was no mistaking it. It was a person.


  “Holo!” he shouted, standing in spite of himself and grabbing Holo’s now-dry clothes as he began to run. He would not possibly encounter anybody else in a place like this.


  But as he ran out in the rain, he soon realized that it was not Holo.


  There were three human forms, and they were on horseback.


  “Mr. Lawrence, is that you?”


  Apparently they had heard Lawrence’s voice as he called out.


  And, when they called his name, Lawrence realized they were from the Remelio Company.


  But what where they doing here?


  “Mr. Lawrence, are you all right?”


  He had no recollection of any of their faces. One had a bow at his back, a sword hung from the belt of another, and the third carried a long spear. Their faces and postures showed that they were more used to travel than a town merchant like Liebert, and they wore rain gear as though they were used to it and were ready to fight at a moment’s notice.


  “We heard from Mr. Liebert – we couldn’t just stay at the company – so we came out and waited at the edge of the forest. Thank goodness you’re–”


  The words cut off there.


  The men, perhaps slightly older than Lawrence, had caught sight of the robe that he held.


  It was Holo’s and thus on the smallish side and obviously for a woman.


  The obvious conclusion was not a good one.


  They must be thinking he held on to the robe as a last memento, that she had met with tragedy. They had surely heard him call out Holo’s name before.


  As Lawrence expected, they looked at him sympathetically.


  He tried to think of how he might clear up the misunderstanding when he noticed something strange.


  The three men had simultaneously taken a deep breath, and Lawrence caught a glimpse of something like relief on their faces.


  No doubt not a one of them thought this showed, but his merchant’s eye caught it. They were probably glad that Lawrence had not succumbed to despair and become impossible to manage.


  “And your things?”


  If they felt pity for this poor man whose beloved companion had been killed by wolves, the point for broaching the subject had passed. If they dwelt on the topic too long, there was no telling when his emotions would explode. It was often the strangely composed ones who were dangerous.


  Knowing it would be foolish to try and explain the misunderstanding, Lawrence merely gestured behind him.


  “Over there. The horse, as well.”


  “I see. Let’s take some shelter for a bit.”


  The tone was casual, but the three men’s expressions were tight as they dismounted.


  They were probably wondering if they were going to find the girl’s wolf-mauled body.


  Lawrence turned on his heel to lead them to his horse.


  Some moments later, his mind went blank from shock.


  “I won’t ask you not to think badly of us,” came a calm voice.


  Lawrence’s left arm was twisted from behind, and a spear pointed at his flank. There was a sword at his throat.


  The droplets that ran down his face were not only rain.


  “… So the Remelio Company is betraying me?” Lawrence somehow managed to ask, stifling the cry as he felt his shoulder twisted.


  It was luck that kept him from dropping Holo’s clothes.


  “It’s insurance.”


  The sword at his throat was pulled away so that he could be tied up.


  The men confiscated Holo’s robe and bound Lawrence up like a piece of luggage.


  “It weighed heavy on us to hear there would be a girl with you, so that’s lucky, anyway.”


  The expressions of relief earlier were because Holo had not been there.


  The men had known that if someone tried to be a hero, they would not pass the day without seeing blood.


  “I know it will sound like an excuse, but we’re on the brink here. We have to eliminate any danger we can.”


  The Remelio Company clearly assumed that Lawrence planned to blackmail them. Even if they did manage to come back from the edge of bankruptcy by smuggling gold, anyone who knew that fact had as good as a knife to the company’s throat.


  I would never do something so stupid, Lawrence thought to himself, but then he realized he had been thinking of it just a moment ago.


  A large enough amount of money could cloud anyone’s eyes.


  Those who chose the path of the merchant knew this.


  “You can keep the robe.”


  Holo’s clothing was tossed at Lawrence’s bound hands.


  Lawrence grabbed at the robe with all his strength, somehow sealing away his anger at this betrayal.


  The fact that they had tied him up meant that he was not going to find himself impaled on a blade immediately. He could not get himself killed for pointless resistance. However, it was plain to see that the men had no intention of letting him live, either.


  They were probably wondering whether to simply leave him in the cold or in the forest, where the wolves might come. It was a reasonable question, as far as it went.


  But there was something important the men had overlooked. They thought Holo was dead.


  If Lawrence could rejoin her, all kinds of revenge became possible.


  He could not die here. He had to repay this betrayal.


  The anger was a cold stone in his gut as Lawrence feigned meek resignation.


  “Don’t think it doesn’t wound me that I can’t say we’ll meet again.”


  Lawrence’s forehead burned at the man’s casual speech, but he bore it silently, not looking over his shoulder.


  “It’s depressing to think about what happens next.”


  “Hey,” interrupted another of the Remelio Company men, as if to warn off unnecessary chatter.


  What could possibly be depressing now at this last stage?


  It was something that Lawrence mustn’t hear apparently, even though he was about to die.


  “C’mon, let us talk. I can’t just keep quiet. You’re the same, right?”


  The one being addressed was at a loss for words for a moment. Lawrence ignored his own rage in order to listen.


  What were they talking about?


  “But that’s the girl this guy had with him. Who cares if he hears–”


  It can’t be, his heart cried out within him.


  “See, look–”


  The man in front of Lawrence delivered a vicious kick to him at the same time that another punched his face.


  Lawrence’s head swam from the brutal shock, and when he came to, he was lying prostrate on the ground.


  He couldn’t tell whether the blockage in his nose was mud or blood. All he felt was a terrible fury that raced through him.


  His vision sparkled from the shock, and he wasn’t even sure what had happened to his body.


  But he heard every word that was said.


  “What if we just tie her up like this poor bastard? The wolves will just finish them off for us.”


  “Don’t be stupid. Who knows what kind of pagan magic she used to get the sheep through that forest unharmed. We could blindfold her, tie both hands, and leave her here, and they’d still survive. And then we’d be the ones in trouble. But… it’s depressing, I’ll say that. Won’t be able to eat for a while if we lay a hand on the girl, that’s for sure.”


  They were clearly talking about Norah.


  They were talking about killing her.


  If the Remelio Company’s solution to the risk of blackmail was murder, they could not very well let Norah live, either.


  They would probably pass the checkpoint on the way to Ruvinheigen and then kill her after handing off the sheep to another shepherd. Norah was the only shepherd whose presence in this area wasn’t suspicious, so they could not kill her until after the checkpoint.


  “Shouldn’t we finish this guy off?”


  “What, you wanna do it?”


  “Hey, the less killing the better, as far as I’m concerned.”


  “I’m with you.”


  “We’ve got the horse, so let’s go. If we don’t hurry, we’ll catch it from Mr. Liebert.”


  Their footsteps receded only to be followed by the sound of horses’ hooves.


  After that, all Lawrence could hear was the sound of the drizzle. Pathetically, he began to cry.


  The sin of helplessness.


  Lawrence squeezed his eyes shut.


  If only he were as strong as Holo, he would not have had to leave her to face danger alone, and he would not have to be resigned to this betrayal, to say nothing of having to listen while his enemies plotted the murder of the girl he himself had hired.


  Norah was not like Holo. She didn’t have pagan magic or any special powers. If sliced with a sword, her skin would split and her blood would flow.


  Enek might be of some help, but it was a faint hope. No matter how gallant a dog, he would be helpless in the face of a surprise attack.


  Lawrence wanted to at least spare Norah this.


  He thought of her when they had spoken on the hill overlooking Lamtra.


  She was smarter and tougher than she looked, and she knew her shepherding days were over. She had pinned her hopes on this unusual job.


  She wanted to become a dressmaker after the severe life of the shepherd. It must have seemed a nearly impossible dream.


  How much the possibility that it might come to pass must have thrilled her heart!


  It was, of course, a fool’s errand letting one’s heart go aflutter at a mere hope, but for one’s demise to be brought through treachery – that was another matter.


  Norah would do the job given her. She had to receive her compensation.


  This was true of Lawrence himself as well, of course, and once he reunited with Holo, he had the hope of exacting as much retribution as he wanted.


  However, Norah’s journey would end at the tip of a sword.


  Using his maddening frustration as fuel, Lawrence forced his prostrate body to move. His hands were still bound behind his back, but by putting his face against the ground, he brought his knees under him to his chest, and in one movement, he raised his head and righted himself.


  Apparently one nostril was blocked with mud and the other with blood. He snorted violently to clear his nose and then inhaled the cold air to cool his head – not that his head became any cooler.


  He stood and began to walk unsteadily. He did not notice that his bound hands still held Holo’s clothing until he came to the spot where his horse had been taken from him.


  The fire had been kicked apart and scattered, but there were still some red glowing embers.


  Lawrence left Holo’s clothing where it wouldn’t get wet and took a deep breath.


  Then, he sat down very carefully next to the largest ember, checking his orientation to it several times.


  He paused to ready himself.


  Throwing himself down, Lawrence pressed his bound wrists against the hot coal.


  The rope crackled as it burned, and a terrible heat assaulted his wrists. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his jaw to withstand the pain.


  The next moment, his hands were suddenly free.


  He had loosened his bonds.


  Lawrence stood immediately and looked at his wrists. There were a few burns but nothing serious.


  He was not so stupid as to grab the nearest handy stick and go chasing after his betrayers.


  He knew that waiting for Holo was his best and only option. A simple traveling merchant was powerless alone.


  A merchant did not have pride the way a knight or a townsperson did. He was prepared to lick anybody’s boots if it meant turning a profit.


  So whence came this feeling of humiliation?


  Lawrence stood rooted to the spot and looked up at the sky.


  The leaves on the trees shielded him from the rain and made him think of whatever cosmic force it was that allowed him only to crawl in the dirt; he couldn’t bear it and looked down.


  His eyes landed upon the robe Holo had worn. Once again, he shed tears at his own helplessness.


  “A tearful reunion, eh?”


  Eventually unable to contain himself, Lawrence had run through the rain and encountered Holo just as he was running out of breath.


  Holo was in her human form, uninjured and looking much the same as when they had parted ways. The knees of her trousers were dirty; perhaps she had tripped somewhere along the way.


  “You look terrible,” she said with an amused smile.


  “We are betrayed.”


  “I’m not so naive as to think you saw that and fell,” said Holo with a sigh. “I cannot say it didn’t occur to me. They were from the company, yes?”


  Her lack of surprise or shock suggested that she had vaguely anticipated betrayal, but since the entire plan was founded on mutual trust, she could not easily suggest the possibility. For Lawrence’s part, even if he had been told in advance, he would not necessarily have known what to do. It was an unmistakable reality that nothing could happen without the Remelio Company’s cooperation.


  Holo smiled briefly and drew close to Lawrence, sniffing as she took his hands. She seemed to notice the burns. “Honestly, I would’ve found you soon enough. You didn’t have to do this.”


  She twitched her nose again, then stuck her hand into Lawrence’s coat, pulling her robe out.


  Holo seemed surprised and wiped her face against the cloth. Her drizzle-soaked face was much improved.


  She giggled. “You are a strange one, protecting my clothes with your life.”


  Holo’s tail bristled in contrast to her delighted expression upon seeing the folded robe.


  When she looked back at Lawrence, she still smiled, and he could have melted into her burning red eyes.


  “There is something I need to say. I must be completely frank,” she said, her fangs showing when she flashed a grin. “I may have to kill someone,” she said, then continued before Lawrence could interrupt.


  “I thought that if this plan didn’t go well, I’d no longer be able to travel with you. The thought made me dreadfully lonely. Thus, I bore it. I let things go peaceably, I came along with you quickly, and I put up with things because I thought we’d soon be sipping hot potato soup in front of the fireplace. I am the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, Holo. I can forget the pride of a youngster if need be…”


  Lawrence looked down at the mud on Holo’s knees.


  It had been no normal wolf in the forest, and it had not been after the sheep. There were few possibilities.


  A territorial dispute.


  Given that, the actions Holo took to “let things go peaceably” became clearer and clearer.


  A wisewolf would never stumble clumsily over a stone, dirtying her knees.


  “No, listen. That was all well and good. I am Holo the Wisewolf. If I am made to act like a mere dog, I – I shall still not be angry. But what is this? This soaked mouse standing in front of me, face swollen, covered in mud? Has my companion been so foolish as to trip and fall? And with burns on his wrists! Oh, indeed. Before me is a fine fool, who doesn’t give a second thought to his own appearance but protects my robe against the rain with his life. A dunce indeed! I’ve no idea what to do with such unbelievable softheartedness.”


  Holo gave her whole speech in one long breath, then inhaled deeply as she rubbed her eyes. “Well, then. I take it we’re off to Ruvinheigen?” she said, suddenly back to her normal self.


  Her arms and legs were covered with scratches and trembled. Lawrence didn’t think it was because of the cold. This was Holo when she was truly angry.


  “If we go now, we can enter the city under cover of darkness. The master always takes responsibility for betrayal. This is the truth of the world.”


  Holo thrust her robe back at Lawrence, then untied the opening of the leather pouch around her neck, and popped a few grains of wheat into her mouth. There was no hesitation.


  “Wait, there’s Liebert and Norah,” interjected Lawrence, now that he finally had an opportunity to speak.


  Holo’s eyebrows shot up. “Think it through. Betrayal demands revenge. Sin must have punishment. But plunging in without thinking will give us no satisfaction. We can’t be satisfied until we’ve taken everything from them. Do you not agree? Consider. If we attack the lot that came for you, dealing with the gold afterward becomes difficult. But we’ll go first to the master’s house and make him good and sorry, then strike at the ones who so happily betrayed you. Then, we have but to butcher the sheep, take the gold, and go wherever we may please. I daresay this is the best plan.”


  Despite her anger, Holo’s mind was as clear and agile as ever. Her plan almost entirely eclipsed Lawrence’s.


  However, there was a reason he had to abandon this excellent plan.


  “I feel the same way, but we must first get to Liebert – and quickly.”


  “You have a better plan?” asked Holo after gulping down the grains of wheat.


  Her expression was unreadable, and Lawrence got the feeling that if he misspoke here, he would feel the full force of whatever swirled behind that mask.


  Nonetheless, he could not abandon Norah.


  “The Remelio Company plans to murder Norah.”


  Holo smiled thinly. “Yes, and those fools planned to kill you as well, yet you lived. She, too, may survive, don’t you think?”


  “If you go to save her, she will definitely be safe.”


  “Is that so?”


  Lawrence found himself faintly irritated at Holo’s mischievous look.


  Why was she acting like this?


  Time was short. If Norah and Liebert ran through the night, they might make it through the checkpoint to Ruvinheigen before dawn. And if it came to that, Norah would be killed shortly thereafter.


  The probability was high.


  “You could defeat a hundred armed men in a flash, could you not?” asked Lawrence impatiently, but Holo only shook her head slowly.


  “That is not the problem.”


  Then what is the problem, Lawrence wanted to say.


  “I am a wolf. The girl is a shepherd. We are eternal antagonists.”


  For just a moment, Lawrence wondered why Holo was dragging that out again now, but then he realized something important…


  If Holo attacked Liebert and the others in her wolf form, it was quite possible that Norah would try to protect them.


  In that case, there was a risk that Liebert would kill Norah, so could Holo explain that she was only there for the Remelio men? Would Norah even accept that?


  If she didn’t, Holo would wind up playing the villain.


  Even in the best of times, Holo hated shepherds. It was obvious that she did not want to go to such lengths just to save Norah, and Lawrence couldn’t force her to.


  “I know there’s nothing in it for you – far from it, in fact. But can I not ask this of you? An innocent person is about to die, and I can’t just turn the other way.”


  Holo looked askance irritably as Lawrence tried to convince her. She was the only one who could save Norah.


  “I’ll owe you some thanks, of course.”


  Holo twitched one ear and looked at him.


  “… What sort of thanks?”


  “As long as you don’t say anything like ‘In exchange for her life,’ I’ll give you whatever I can,” said Lawrence, trying to strike out the possibility of Holo making such a demand.


  Upon hearing his words, her face turned severe; she had probably been planning to do just that.


  “Please. You’re the only one.”


  Holo’s face stayed as irritated as ever as she lazily waved her sodden tail with discontent. She held her leather wheat pouch in her hand and folded her arms, exhaling whitely in the cold air.


  “Holo…”


  Lawrence knew there was a limit to what he could do. Moreover, Holo had endured humiliation in order that his gold smuggling could proceed. She had dirtied her knees and been made, she said, to act like a dog – he could imagine any number of awful appearances that might have been forced on her.


  Then having endured that humiliation, she finds that her partner has been betrayed and made to look like a fool.


  He couldn’t criticize her and was already thankful that she was willing to assume her wolf form and strike at the Remelio Company. Asking for any more was the height of selfishness.


  Holo exhaled a puff of air.


  She smiled, looking almost resigned.


  “Come now, don’t use that voice with me,” she said, heaving a sigh. “Here, take this. Also, I suppose I’d best take off my clothes. It would be troublesome to arrange for new ones.”


  “You’ll do it?”


  “There is a condition,” said Holo as she undid the sash that held her trousers up. Her expression was unreadable.


  Lawrence gulped and waited.


  “You’ll understand if I don’t guarantee the lives of those who bother me.”


  If Norah took Holo for an enemy and protected Liebert and company, she would be spared no mercy, in other words.


  He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.


  No – she was surely serious.


  Holo had spoken without particularly looking at Lawrence. Her breathing was neither fast nor slow.


  Lawrence mustered all of his business cunning in response. “Very well. I trust you.”


  Puffs of white vapor appeared as Holo laughed as if giving in. “You’ve gotten quite clever. Exactly what sort of troublesome fellow am I traveling with?”


  She shook her head lightly and quickly took off her blouse and trousers. She then kicked off her shoes roughly and, after collecting them, tossed them at Lawrence.


  “What, no words of admiration yet?” she said, putting a hand to her hip, turning around, and looking over her shoulder.


  It was a small price to pay.


  “It’s a magnificent tail,” Lawrence said.


  “Mm, that was a bit monotone, but I suppose it will do.”


  Holo turned to face him. “Now, then, be so kind as to close your eyes.”


  She had no problems being nude, but evidently she did not want him to witness her transformation.


  Lawrence had no desire to oppose Holo on this. His feelings on the matter were complicated as he well knew from the Pazzio incident.


  He closed his eyes and waited.


  Soon there was a murmuring sort of rumble, like a great throng of mice running, and it was followed by the sound of something growing larger. Then he heard the shifting of something huge waving to and fro in the air and finally the heavy footfalls of a large animal.


  Lawrence felt hot breath on his face.


  When he opened his eyes, there was a gigantic mouth directly in front of him.


  “If you’d flinched, I was thinking of eating you head first.”


  “Well, it is fairly frightening,” answered Lawrence honestly as Holo’s red-tinged irises seemed to stare right through him.


  He trusted her, after all.


  Perhaps she smiled a bit with her well-fanged mouth. There was a slight snarl.


  “Shall I carry you in my mouth or on my back, then?”


  “Spare me your mouth, please.”


  “You might find it surprisingly comfortable.”


  “I might be tempted by the warmth and find myself in your stomach.”


  “Hee-hee-hee. Come, on my back now. Grab on to my fur; it won’t hurt. Hold on as tightly as you need.”


  
    
  

  Holo’s body had a mysterious heat to it, like standing by a campfire.


  Lawrence faltered a bit at her intimidating aura, which seemed to make even the rain move aside, but once he had roughly wrapped up her clothes and slung them under his arm, he did as he was told and, grabbing her fur, climbed atop the great wolf.


  She had an animalistic scent to her, unlike a human, but it was distinctly Holo nonetheless.


  “If you fall, I’ll snatch you up in my jaws.”


  “I’ll make sure not to.”


  He could tell that she smiled.


  “You know–”


  “What?”


  “I truly hate shepherds.”


  For a moment, Lawrence didn’t know why she bothered repeating this, but when he realized it was simply her true feelings, he pointed one thing out.


  “Norah knows that whether this job succeeds or fails, she’ll have to give up shepherding.”


  Lawrence felt a low rumbling; Holo was growling.


  “By way of thanks, you’d best buy me more honeyed peach preserves than I can possibly eat.”


  Then Lawrence was assaulted by a terrible sensation that he was about to slip off as, beneath him, Holo’s huge body began to run.


  He held on to her fur for dear life, pressing himself down, desperate not to fall off the wisewolf, who accelerated with shocking force. The wind in his ears sounded like a rushing, flooding river.


  But he also felt something else from the huge body that had left him so terrified when he had first seen it – it filled him with an indistinct warmth.


  Holo’s endurance was infinite, and she could run faster than any horse, but even so, they were unable to put the forest behind them until the sun was beginning to set.


  Her feet bit into the earth and the landscape grew dimmer, as though candles were being put out one by one. The rain was relentless, and Holo’s breath trailed behind them like a cloud.


  Soon they found the road to Ruvinheigen. Holo turned right with no hesitation and gathered still more speed.


  Occasionally, while on her back, Lawrence could hear a sound distinct from her breathing; perhaps it was her growling.


  She had said she might kill someone.


  At the time, Lawrence had thought she planned to stop just short of killing anyone.


  If not, there was no “might” about it. There was not a human alive who could survive Holo’s claws and fangs.


  “Hey,” came Holo’s sudden voice. There was too much tension in her voice for it to be idle chatter. “We’ll be upon them soon. I don’t mind a bit if you stay on my back, but you might not like it. I’m going to jump clear over them. I’ll crouch down right afterward, so you jump off then.”


  “Understood.”


  “If you dillydally, I’ll shake you right off.”


  Lawrence couldn’t respond, and Holo plunged ahead, accelerating with terrifying speed.


  He wondered if this was what it would be like to ride an arrow shot from a bow when he heard Holo take a deep breath.


  Then it echoed, a thunderous howl.


  Suddenly the steady pounding of Holo’s stride ceased.


  They were flying.


  The only way to come close to the sensation would be to jump a horse off a cliff – but terrifyingly, the feeling lasted. Lawrence clung to Holo’s body as they fell for an agonizingly long time. Now? Now? Now? Lawrence’s mind cried out, wondering when the landing would come.


  When he finally felt the impact of Holo’s feet striking the ground, Lawrence wasn’t sure if he was still alive.


  He was afraid he would be flung off from the sudden deceleration when Holo suddenly wheeled around and crouched low.


  “Off you go,” she said quietly.


  Lawrence remembered what he had been told before. The terror of the leap had not faded, but he managed to climb off Holo’s back and make it to the ground without falling. There was a tiny moment of relief, then Holo got to her feet.


  “Leave the rest to me,” she said and dashed off, Lawrence scrambling to follow her.


  Holo leapt into her hunting grounds in a twinkling, and despite the gathering gloom, Lawrence could clearly see the confusion caused by the giant wolf appearing in her prey’s midst.


  There were close to twenty people. The Remelio Company men raised a cry, and Lawrence somehow saw that Norah was among them. They had made it in time.


  Holo stood in the middle of the maelstrom. Some of the men brandished long spears, but they might as well have been waving white flags. With the spear tips pointed high, they flourished the weapons uselessly back and forth; the extent of their disarray was obvious.


  In the middle of all that, something that looked like a ball of mud would occasionally be sent flying. It was difficult to tell in the darkness, but they seemed to be people – Lawrence could see their hands flap wildly as they searched for the ground that had suddenly disappeared.


  If Holo had been seriously striking people with her paws, they would surely be dead, so perhaps she was batting them aside on purpose.


  One man was flung into the air – now two – and the long swords that were hurled at Holo in panic made high keening sounds as they were deflected away.


  With the darkness beginning to take control, the swords were hit away from Holo so high and hard that Lawrence’s eyes could not follow them. He got close enough to Holo to hear her breathing before the swords started to strike the earth near him.


  Lawrence could tell they had been hurled quite high because the swords came down with such force that they buried themselves up to their hilts in the ground.


  The Remelio Company had bet everything on this operation and had dispatched too many people to kill Lawrence and Norah.


  However, the majority of them now lay unconscious, sprawled on the ground like stunned frogs, occasionally trampled on by the panicked sheep that ran around in circles.


  “Protect the sheep and the shepherd!”


  Lawrence drew a sharp breath at the voice.


  It was Liebert.


  He looked and saw that the young manager was one of the few taking rational action.


  Keeping his panicking horse in check, Liebert waved a spear and shouted orders from a slight remove.


  His timid nature while traveling with Lawrence and the rest had apparently been an act to get them to lower their guard.


  If the man was cunning and careful enough to carry off this intricate betrayal, he was certainly capable of that much.


  “Protect the shepherd! Run! Run!” Liebert called out again. Even if he planned to kill Norah eventually, she was still critical for getting the gold through the checkpoint.


  Despite the resolute orders and the brave attempts of some Remelio men to carry them out, in the face of an attack by Holo obviously designed to smash their hopes, many of the men cried out and took flight. Holo ignored the stout few who still brandished their swords or spears and chased after the panicked.


  It was a devilish tactic.


  Once Holo pounced on one from behind, she would roll him over, then send the poor cowering fellow flying with a flick of her nose.


  This all happened so quickly that it seemed it could not last much longer.


  The number of men still standing had been steadily winnowed.


  Now it was just Liebert on his horse, a petrified Norah, and Enek valiantly trying to protect her.


  Holo shook her great head.


  Something splattered – rain or sweat or blood.


  “Sh-sh-shepherd! Protect me! Protect me!” Liebert cried out, clutching his chest, but it was unclear whether that was because his heart was on the verge of failure or to protect the gold in his coat.


  Liebert screamed, looking not unlike the statues of sinners suffering in hell that decorated churches, but by some miracle, he controlled his horse and stayed behind Norah along with her sheep.


  She may have been a shepherd, but Norah was a girl of delicate build.


  The display made Lawrence nauseous – and Liebert had planned to kill both him and the girl.


  Just as Norah was about to crumple from terror, the shepherdess seemed to remember her duty.


  With an uncertain hand, she raised her staff aloft, ringing the bell at its end, and Enek crouched low, as though ready to receive directions.


  Holo looked at Norah head-on, lowering her huge body like a loaded catapult.


  Lawrence’s breath caught. Holo was serious. At this rate, Norah could be killed.


  Between the darkness and the sudden confusion caused by Holo’s appearance, no one had noticed Lawrence some small distance away.


  He thought if he identified himself, then at least Norah would recognize the giant wolf as Holo.


  There was the risk of tipping Liebert off, but Lawrence was trying to think realistically.


  There was no way that Holo would let him leave unharmed.


  Lawrence had to make his presence known.


  He was about to shout when–


  “Shepherd! I’ll give you three hundred lumione to protect me!”


  In the midst of her fright, having raised her staff mostly by reflex, Norah’s expression suddenly changed.


  Three hundred lumione could do that to a person.


  Norah silenced her bell. Her face began to fill with resolve.


  Liebert, with his snakelike cunning, seemed to sense it.


  He turned his horse’s head around and began to gallop away at full speed.


  Lawrence cried out in a strangled voice.


  Norah, true to her profession, swung her staff.


  It was too late.


  The realization exploded in Lawrence’s head as time seemed to slow down.


  Enek and Holo, though their sizes were vastly different, assumed the same posture, like arrows in a bow the moment before taking flight.


  Norah’s staff was still, pointing straight at Holo.


  Lawrence thought he heard a bell ring, quietly – ting!


  “–!”


  Lawrence shouted something, but whether it was Holo’s name or Norah’s, he didn’t know – if it even was a name.


  His strained eyes watched Enek and Holo for the barest hint of movement.


  Thus, he saw the instant when the gallant sheepdog and the huge, godlike wolf pounced.


  He was sure that in the next instant he would see Enek’s body ripped through by Holo’s massive claws before those same claws were turned on his mistress.


  Then those paws would stretch farther out and render their judgment on another unworthy existence, turning it into a mass of gore not even fit to be butchered.


  Regret.


  Lawrence didn’t even know what or how he regretted, only that regret now filled his soul.


  And then–


  “Enek, wait!”


  Those words were like some magic signal, restoring time to its normal flow.


  Holo’s huge form leapt through the air like a stone hurled from a catapult, clearing both the dog and his mistress and landing among the sheep, which scattered chaotically.


  Immediately upon landing, Holo sprung forward after the fleeing Liebert, whose desire for money had reduced him to a swine.


  When the man turned back and saw the wolf pursuing him, Lawrence caught a glimpse of his pathetic face.


  A short scream tore the air, but it was soon silenced.


  Holo ran lightly for a few more paces, then stopped.


  Norah still held Enek.


  However, Lawrence could tell that it wasn’t from fright that she clung to him.


  Somehow, Norah knew. She either knew that the giant wolf was Holo or that it wasn’t trying to attack them, but in either case, she knew not to let Enek give chase.


  She had cast aside her staff – something no shepherd ever did – and desperately held on to Enek to stop him.


  That wasn’t fear.


  “Norah!” Lawrence shouted and ran toward her, still worried that she was hurt.


  Still restraining Enek, Norah looked up, shocked, and was doubly so upon seeing Lawrence. She then turned slowly to Holo, this time unsurprised.


  Her aspect suggested that she both did and did not understand.


  The emotion in Lawrence’s chest practically exploded from his mouth. “I’m so glad you’re all right!”


  Norah could see that the giant wolf responsible for all of this was still unhurt, so she had no idea how to react to these words. She looked to Lawrence with a dazed expression on her face, overwhelmed.


  “The wolf is Holo. My companion, I mean.”


  Norah smiled awkwardly; she probably thought it was some kind of joke.


  She gave a little gasp as Holo came bounding up to them. A pair of legs protruded from Holo’s mouth.


  “You didn’t kill him?”


  Lawrence himself had felt a certain homicidal urge when he had seen Liebert use Norah as a shield. If it had been up to Lawrence, he would have killed the man.


  Given the legs dangling from Holo’s mouth, the matter would seem to be settled, but instead of replying, Holo shook her head slightly and let the man drop to the ground. Soaked with saliva, Liebert fell with an unpleasant splat.


  “I thought about swallowing him, I’ll admit.” Holo seemed to smile. “But gold doesn’t agree with my stomach.”


  She sniffed lightly and inclined her chin toward Liebert.


  “Take the gold,” she seemed to be saying.


  “I think it was in his coat… Ugh, he’s soaked,” Lawrence complained, when a huge snout poked him. He begrudgingly peeled back Liebert’s warm, wet clothes and easily found the bag of gold.


  “There it is. The genuine article,” he said upon opening the bag and seeing the gold grains inside.


  “Norah,” he said, tossing the bag to the shepherdess.


  Holo gave Lawrence an aggravated look, which he ignored.


  “The job’s still not done. You’re the one that has to get that gold into the city.”


  The massive wolf heaved a huge sigh. Surprised, Norah glanced at Holo but then turned back to Lawrence. “B-but… how are you still alive?”


  Lawrence gave a pained grimace. After meeting up with his comrades, Liebert had sent men back to the forest to “save” Lawrence.


  But those same men had returned without him, which meant that Lawrence and Holo had surely died.


  Lawrence tried to think of where to begin his explanation of events when he felt the air stir and, looking over his shoulder, saw Holo raise her front leg and bring it down hard.


  “–Urghyaaaaa!”


  There was a loud crack, like a thick tree branch breaking, followed by an ear-splitting shriek that echoed in the darkness.


  It seemed excessive to Lawrence, but also well deserved.


  After his shriek died down, Liebert – whose left leg had just been broken by Holo’s forepaw – flapped his mouth wordlessly, eyes open.


  “Good evening, Mr. Liebert! And how fare you tonight?”


  “Wh-wha… Uh? H-how are youuuugghghh!”


  “Holo. Honeyed peach preserves.”


  As if by magic, those words dispelled Holo’s reinvigorated anger, and she reluctantly took her paw off the man’s broken leg.


  “Mr. Liebert. Mr. Liebert! Would you be so kind as to explain to Norah how while you were getting dressed you, shall we say, got the buttons wrong, please?”


  Liebert wiped the sweat from his forehead, and for a minute, his merchant sense showed past the terror and pain – it was the shrewd face of a merchant who understood the situation and was trying to discern how to save his own life.


  “Mr. Liebert!”


  “It – it wasn’t me! It was Remelio’s orders. I told him not to do it. I told him betrayal would call down God’s wrath. I swear, I was against it–”


  “As you can see, this is no ordinary wolf. Think of it as a representative of almighty God. In other words, lies will not avail you,” said Lawrence.


  Liebert’s mouth snapped shut, and he looked up at Holo with despair in his eyes.


  Slowly, very slowly, Holo’s white breath emerged from between her teeth.


  “I-I-I, I th-thought, I thought we were paying too much compensation. Remelio, too. At this rate we’d use all the p-profit paying our debts and have nothing to keep. Remelio told me to do something about it. I h-had to. I had no choice. Y-you understand, don’t you? After all, we’re both merch–”


  He was cut off when Lawrence punched him in the nose.


  “I’m nothing like you.”


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Holo laughed heartily, taking her paw off the again unconscious Liebert.


  “So that is how it is. The Remelio Company had planned to kill you, Norah. I swear this to you – they betrayed us.”


  Norah’s expression was blank, but the situation seemed to be slowly seeping into her head nonetheless.


  She looked up slowly at Lawrence.


  “B-but, what about the wolves in the forest…?”


  “That was something else,” interjected Holo, causing Norah to give a small yelp of surprise. Holo’s voice carried well, after all.


  “I am Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. What was in that forest was nothing more than a brat whose only redeeming feature was its sense of territory. I’ve prudence enough to avoid a pointless fight over something like that.”


  Norah listened to Holo with a half-credulous expression, then smiled helplessly as she slowly let go of Enek. “I don’t know why, Miss Holo, but somehow when you say it, I kind of believe you.”


  “Incidentally, your dog was never smitten with me. He simply realized my true form. I thought I should let you know.”


  “Wha–?” said Norah, surprised, at which point Enek gave a single angry bark.


  “Now then, Norah, back to the issue at hand,” said Lawrence. He felt bad about changing the subject yet again, but the affair was not yet settled.


  The gold was still in transit, and Lawrence’s debt was yet unpaid. There was also the issue of what to do about the Remelio Company.


  “We’re in the middle of a kind of storm right now. However, by the grace of God, somehow we’ve recovered the gold. If Liebert is to be believed, it’s worth six hundred lumione. However, if we can bring it into Ruvinheigen and sell it to a broker, we should get close to ten times that – six thousand lumione.”


  Norah seemed to quail at the huge figures, which were so big that even Lawrence had trouble wrapping his head around them.


  “Six thousand is far more than we could possibly take receipt of, and even without facing that danger, we have six hundred in hand right now. However…”


  “How… ever?”


  “However, while it is true that it’s the Remelio Company’s fault that this plan has been more eventful than anybody would’ve liked, it is also true that without their investment, we never would have been able to buy the gold. And if we take the gold and run, they will be left ruined, bankrupt immediately. Thus–”


  Holo nudged the side of Lawrence’s face with her nose and not in a playful fashion.


  Lawrence understood what she was trying to do.


  “Thus, I propose the following.”


  “Now, hold–” Holo began, her tone displeased, but Lawrence would not yield.


  “Holo. We do not live in a fairy-tale world. We cannot simply take revenge on those who have betrayed us and say, ‘The end.’ We have to live on after this. And taking revenge for betrayal only invites more revenge.”


  “Well, then–”


  “Are you going to tell me you’d kill the entire ruined company?”


  “Um–”


  “In the end, I don’t want the bread I buy tomorrow to have been paid for in blood. There are many ways to end this, but if we want to have a life tomorrow, we have to choose to do so.”


  Holo’s amber eyes closed.


  She looked away.


  “If it weren’t for you, I’d be freezing to death by the forest right now. I’m well aware that if you hadn’t been here, all would be lost, and I thank you for hearing my plea. But–”


  “Enough. Enough, I say. Ah, my travel companion is tiresome beyond words!” said Holo, hitting Lawrence’s head lightly with her chin. It hurt, but if this satisfied her selfishness, it was a small price to pay.


  “Then here’s what I’ll have you do.”


  “You may as well! Let me just say this – I’ll carry out whatever duties your undoubtedly tiresome plan asks of me, so you may as well ask away.”


  Lawrence smiled, thankful beyond words, and took a deep breath before turning back to Norah.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting. Here’s what I propose we do.”


  Having listened to the strange exchange between Holo and Lawrence, Norah straightened herself and looked up.


  “I’d like you to decide whether or not to bring the gold into Ruvinheigen.”


  “Wha–?”


  It was an obvious question. Without any further risk, she had six hundred lumione on hand. Of course, six thousand was an unimaginable gain over that, but it would mean risking her life again.


  “However, if you bring it into Ruvinheigen, the huge profit will save both us and the Remelio Company.”


  At this, Norah let slip a small “Oh.”


  “On the other hand, if you decide to take it, then all of these fallen men here, along with their families in Ruvinheigen and the other remnants of the company, will all glimpse hell. Some of them will not be spared its wrath. But in their hearts, they will bear a grudge against three demons – that is to say, me, Holo, and you, Norah.”


  Even for someone who lived by travel, being the object of such animosity from so many people could make life far more dangerous. Business consisted of exchanges between people. The location of Lawrence, Holo, and Norah would eventually be found and swords put to their throats.


  There was another important point to make.


  “Of course, if we flee to some foreign land with a foreign tongue, we can live as though nothing happened. But even living without the fear of revenge, suppose you came across a slave with a familiar face being whipped like a workhorse? Would you be able to sleep that night?”


  Lawrence paused, allowing the words to sink in.


  “However, I will have the Remelio Company make amends.”


  Holo grinned unpleasantly.


  “We’re headed there next. For your part, Norah, please make your decision by tomorrow morning. If you decide to bring the gold into Ruvinheigen, we’ll meet at the same plaza where we first discussed this. I’ll go into the city first, secure a trustworthy butcher, and wait by the eastern gate for one day. If you decide not to bring it in… Hm. Let us meet in Poroson.”


  This plan did, of course, leave room for another betrayal.


  Norah could take all of the gold herself and set off for some other town.


  For all of them to live on without regret, though, it would be best if she brought the gold into Ruvinheigen so the Remelio Company could be saved and the money divided equitably.


  Lawrence had to consider what to do if Norah were caught at the checkpoint, though. Without exception, gold smugglers were executed in the plaza, so he would just have Holo rescue her if need be. Holo had promised to do as he asked, after all, no matter how tiresome the task.


  Lawrence wasn’t particularly trying to give Norah time to think, but in any case, while waiting for her reply, he went among the unconscious Remelio men and tied them up. He had no rope, so he used the sleeves of their coats. Even if the men cooperated to undo the knots, none of them seemed in any condition to do anything strenuous.


  “Well then, Norah. We’ll meet again,” said Lawrence once he finished binding the men and had Holo knock out the few who were regaining consciousness.


  He didn’t say that to try and persuade her of anything in particular.


  It was merely to ascertain her trust and bring about a favorable outcome for all.


  The moon shone vaguely through the thick clouds.


  “M-Mr. Lawrence!”


  He stopped as she called his name.


  “We-we’ll meet again!”


  He looked over his shoulder to see her holding her staff.


  “We will,” he said. “And we’ll be rich.”


  Norah smiled and nodded.


  Enek barked and began to round up the sheep.


  “Well, now.”


  After they walked for a while, Lawrence starting thinking about riding on Holo’s back, but she had apparently already anticipated that and spoke up just in time to cut him off.


  “What?” he said, just slightly irritated. He was sure she had chosen that exact moment on purpose.


  “Might I hear the truth now?”


  Holo looked at him evenly with her large eyes. Lies would not avail him – he had told Liebert the same thing.


  Lawrence was aware of the pained grimace that distorted his face.


  “Let me keep up the pretense a bit longer.”


  “Heh-heh. No.”


  Looking at her happily wagging tail, Lawrence knew she would keep asking until he relented.


  He quickly gave up the deception.


  “That’s not enough gold.”


  “Oh ho.”


  “There is no way that’s six hundred lumione. It’s a hundred, at best.”


  “Your share would be used up just paying your debt. If she doesn’t smuggle it in, there’ll be no profit at all.”


  The tip of her big tail brushed against the back of his neck. He slapped it away; she growled playfully.


  “The Remelio Company must be up against the wall. They must have scraped together a hundred lumione hoping just to get by on that. Of course, they knew from the start they’d have to pay us enough to keep our mouths shut, but that’s precisely why they got on board the plan with us in the first place.”


  And yet Lawrence’s position was such that he had no choice but to trust and rely on that same company.


  “Hmph. Still, that was certainly a skillful excuse you gave her. You’re like unto a saint.”


  “It was mostly sincere.”


  “…”


  Holo chuckled through her nose, then stopped, and crouched down.


  “Get on.”


  “What, no more interrogation?”


  “I tire of your foolishness.”


  Narrowing her amber eyes, she nudged him with her muzzle. It was but a light touch, yet Lawrence nearly stumbled and fell, though his fear at Holo’s wolf form was by now entirely gone.


  “Still, we’re not just saving the Remelio Company out of charity.”


  “Oh?”


  Lawrence grabbed on to Holo’s fur and brought his legs up.


  “No. We’re doing it to make more money for ourselves.”


  He swung his legs quickly over her back.


  “More money, eh? I cannot say I follow you.”


  “Merchants can convert all sorts of things into money. I have to be of some occasional use.”


  At first, he thought she was teasing him, but Holo’s laugh was genuine.


  “I look forward to observing your skill, sir!”


  Holo got to her feet and began to walk, soon breaking into a run.


  The golden moon was occasionally visible in the dark sky.


  Perhaps owing to the rain that had fallen since noon, the Ruvinheigen night was exceptionally quiet.


  “… Th-there must be some kind of problem. Right? Like when you’ve forgotten to put salt in the soup.”


  Lawrence knew only too well that merchants were people who, no matter the circumstance, lived by telling lies.


  However, trust was important, even among liars – merchants were strange creatures indeed.


  Lawrence pondered this.


  “I-I don’t know what Liebert said. I’m sure it sounded like heaven’s own truth, as if he were confessing before an altar. But it was a lie! He lies about everything! I’ve been thinking about firing him – I swear!”


  The man’s voice was hoarse and difficult to hear through the emotion, but this was no delicate business negotiation. As long as Lawrence could understand the gist, it was good enough.


  “Mr. Remelio.”


  “Y-y-yaaagh!”


  Remelio gave a short cry because his head was firmly clamped between Holo’s jaws, and he felt her increase the pressure just a bit.


  Lawrence and Holo were fortunate that he had been alone in the office, waiting for his employees to return.


  Just a moment ago, Holo had jumped over the city walls with unbelievable ease. Lawrence had planned to reenter the city with Holo in human form and simply claim they had been way laid by bandits, but Holo, who could sense any presence on the other side of the wall, said simply, “It’s safe,” and cleared it with a single leap. It had been so easy that Lawrence wondered if they could have avoided all this trouble in the first place and smuggled the gold in themselves.


  They entered the city unseen and, once Holo had temporarily returned to her human form, stole quietly to the Remelio Company.


  Remelio had been expecting the return of his men, so when he saw Holo and Lawrence, he made quite a face.


  He was now tied up and on the floor, head trapped between Holo’s terrifying teeth, looking as though he might die from terror.


  It seemed imprudent to let Remelio see Holo’s wolf form, but he and Lawrence both shared the secret of the gold smuggling. If Remelio wanted to go to the Church with the revelation, let him – there was a mountain of circumstantial evidence.


  No merchant would speak of his opponent’s weakness when his opponent could easily do the same to him.


  Also, letting Holo terrify Remelio would make her feel better, and the overwhelming terror would discourage the master from trying to exact revenge on them later.


  Unsurprisingly, the results had been immense.


  “The jaws that now hold your head between their teeth are the jaws of truth, my friend. If you lie, they will know. Also, this wolf is hungry from being made to run all night, I hear. If you lie, your head may just be devoured.”


  Holo’s fangs squeezed just slightly harder against Remelio’s temple.


  He couldn’t even scream anymore.


  “All right, Mr. Remelio. Know that I have not returned to take revenge for your betrayal. I’ve come to talk business.”


  A bit of light returned to Remelio’s eyes at the word business, perhaps realizing that business was about making deals, and if a deal could be made there was the possibility that he would not die here.


  “Our negotiations begin now. Feel free to lie in your interest as much as you wish. However, the wolf here is far more discerning than I, and can see the hidden meaning behind your every word. If you do anything clumsy, you may wind up a head shorter. Are we clear?”


  With his head stuck in Holo’s jaws, Remelio couldn’t very well nod, but he tried to, and that was good enough.


  “Then let’s begin,” said Lawrence frankly. “In the event that we succeed in the gold smuggling, might I ask you to purchase it from us at five hundred lumione?”


  Remelio’s eyes were literally dots.


  “We are still accomplices to smuggling. Surely you didn’t think we’d come back to take revenge on you after making off with the gold?”


  The salt-and-pepper-haired Remelio nodded like a chastened child, at which Lawrence grinned bitterly. “Well, I won’t say there’s no chance of that, but no, I don’t think so. But if we don’t talk about what to do when we succeed – well, we might wind up disagreeing, mightn’t we?”


  Holo chuckled deep in her throat, causing Remelio’s head to quiver along with her mouth; his face tensed in a nervous grin.


  “So, I’ll say it again. Might I ask you to purchase the gold from us at five hundred lumione?”


  Remelio’s face was distorted with despair – he knew how much the gold bought in Lamtra was really worth.


  “I can’t possibly do–”


  “Of course, I don’t expect it all in cash up front. Let’s see. Perhaps you could write me an IOU?”


  In that moment, the master of the Remelio Company showed the intelligence that had gotten him his position.


  He made a pained expression when he understood what Lawrence was saying and begged for mercy. “F-five hundred, that’s simply–”


  “Too much? Well, hmm. In that case, I’ll just take whatever you’ve hidden away here and sell the gold to someone else.” Lawrence exchanged a look with Holo, then added, “Also, I’ll let that demon there have your life.”


  Holo hated being called a god, but she apparently didn’t mind being called a demon.


  Her tail swished through the air, and she panted dramatically.


  All expression drained rapidly from Remelio’s face.


  If Lawrence’s guess was right, it meant Remelio would now do whatever they asked.


  “You see, Mr. Remelio, I don’t think it’s fair to lose everything because of a single failure. We can’t perfectly predict every price drop, can we? So I want to give you another chance. But I want you to be grateful for it, and I want that to take the form of five hundred lumione. You’ve built a wonderful company with a magnificent loading dock in a city like this. If you think in terms of decades, surely five hundred is a bargain.”


  Remelio’s eyes opened wide, and after a moment, he began to cry.


  If he could rebuild his business, paying five hundred lumione back over the course of ten years was far from an unreasonable proposition. A traveling merchant was no match for a trading company in that regard.


  Perhaps those tears were from the prospect of managing a revived company.


  “So you’ll write the note, then? Holo–”


  Upon hearing her name, Holo sighed and reluctantly released Remelio, nudging his head with the tip of her nose.


  Lawrence untied the rope that bound Remelio and continued. “The terms will be yearly installments over ten years. The first will be ten lumione. The last will be one hundred. You understand, yes?”


  It meant that the debt would increase every year. Added all up it came to 550 lumione, but that was still an excellent interest rate.


  If Remelio could get his company running successfully again, it would not be a difficult amount to manage.


  “You can write it out at that desk.”


  Remelio nodded and accepted Lawrence’s hand to get to his feet. His feet were still tied, so he tottered over to the desk and sat.


  “S-so, should this be payable to…” began Remelio, turning around.


  Lawrence smiled and answered, “The Rowen Trade Guild.”


  Remelio grinned almost sadly, realizing he would never be able to run from this debt.


  If Lawrence held the loan personally, then as the years passed and Remelio gained strength, he could get revenge or default on the repayment. Also, Lawrence dreaded the thought of having to return every year to the people who had wronged him in order to demand his money.


  And more important still was the Remelio Company’s current utter lack of assets. No matter how many IOUs he might hold, Lawrence would see none of this money for a year. Even if the debt he had originally owed the company was now gone, the profits from the gold smuggling might be used up compensating Norah and paying obligations for the Remelio Company’s recovery. In the worst case, Norah might not even get her consideration.


  But all those problems were solved by having the trade guild to which Lawrence was attached hold the loan. By selling the IOU to the Rowen Trade Guild relatively cheaply, he could cut his ties with the Remelio Company and convert ten years of repayment into immediate cash.


  Also, defaulting on a loan held by a trade guild was like declaring war on another city. The Remelio Company would never dare to default.


  “You’re a formidable man.”


  “Not as formidable as the wolf,” Lawrence answered smoothly.


  The wolf found the joke funnier than anyone.


  “Now, all we need to do is pray the smuggling succeeds.”




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  Afterward, things were busy.


  First, Lawrence and Holo had to borrow changes of clothes from the Remelio Company while the dirt and blood were washed from their own clothes. While those clothes dried, Lawrence took the IOU to the Rowen Trade Guild, leaving Holo (who said she was hungry) at a late-night tavern. Apparently, it was Lawrence’s job to take care of the details.


  Lawrence was greeted heartily by the members of the trade guild, who had gathered there to drink after the end of the business day. He endured many vulgar questions about the wound on his face before finally reaching Jakob.


  It wouldn’t have been at all strange for people from the Remelio Company to come beating down the door demanding repayment, but neither they nor Lawrence had been seen. Jakob had probably been worried sick ever since Lawrence’s debt had been incurred.


  Unsurprisingly, Jakob’s first reaction upon seeing Lawrence’s face was to angrily give his skull a sound rapping.


  But then his face split in a tearful smile, and he threw his arms wide, relieved that Lawrence was safe.


  Lawrence turned the IOU over to Jakob, who could probably guess, in a broad sense, at what had happened. He brought a purse full of seldom-seen gold lumione coins out from within the guild and bought the IOU on the spot.


  Of course, now there was a merchant who had entered his term of service. It had been entirely possible that the gold smuggling would not succeed, in which case the Remelio Company’s physical assets and accounts receivable would have been sold off to pay its debts. Normally, when a company failed, its assets were liquidated and divided proportionally among the creditors, so a five hundred lumione note from the Remelio Company would not be immediately worthless even if the gold smuggling had failed. In short, Jakob bought the IOU up at an amount that corresponded to the smuggling gamble.


  Taking all those possibilities into account, Jakob had valued the IOU somewhat conservatively at thirty lumione.


  If the smuggling succeeded, there was the promise of an additional hundred lumione. That was significantly less than the face value of the IOU, but there was a high probability that the recovered Remelio Company would still go bankrupt within ten years. It was a reasonable price.


  Lawrence gave twenty lumione to Jakob as a way of compensating him for the damage caused to the Rowen Trade Guild’s good name. He intended to use the rest that Jakob gave him as a bribe to keep the butchers quiet if they had to slaughter the sheep.


  With the hundred additional lumione he might have from the success of the smuggling, Lawrence had to compensate Norah the twenty lumione she was due, and he planned to give more by way of apology to the various trading companies he had begged for loans. If that came to thirty lumione, that still left him with fifty for himself.


  Somehow, he would be back to where he was when he had sold off his pepper in Poroson.


  Given that at one point he had resigned himself to dying aboard a slave ship, this could only be called a miracle.


  Next, Lawrence used his guild connections to get introduced to a butcher whose discretion could be trusted. He secured a promise from the butcher to receive the sheep from Norah and butcher them, no questions asked, for ten lumione. He was paying the butcher very well and had every expectation that things would proceed smoothly.


  After making the various preparations, Lawrence returned to the Remelio Company to retrieve his clothes and then left Remelio to round up and rehire his former employees, who were probably all huddled together, shivering in the cold weather. Lawrence also ordered Remelio to return his cart horse, which he had forgotten about entirely. He was a bit sharp in saying so, as he expected his orders to be carried out quickly.


  By the time Lawrence finished all his preparations, the night sky was beginning to pale with the dawn.


  He walked along the street quietly in the early morning, a chill still in the air from the previous day’s rain.


  His destination was a tavern that was able to remain open all night, courtesy of bribes paid to the appropriate authorities.


  The distinctive pale blue sky of dawn hung over the city. An out-of-place lamp, still burning, marked the tavern.


  “Welcome.”


  The voice that greeted him was listless – not from illegality necessarily, but rather from the exhaustion of staying up all night.


  The tavern was perhaps half-full, though surprisingly quiet; the patrons drank their wine quietly, perhaps mourning the inevitable daybreak.


  “Ho there.”


  Lawrence turned to face the voice and found Holo, who had appeared at his side holding a small cask and some bread. If a priest had spotted Holo (who was dressed again as a town girl) in the all-night tavern, there might have been some real problems – but nobody seemed to mind her presence.


  Holo caught the eye of the tavern master behind the counter, and he sleepily waved to her. Holo had probably charmed the goods she was carrying out of the master with some sweet talk.


  “Come, let’s go.”


  Lawrence had actually wanted to sit and rest for a moment, but Holo took his hand and would not be argued with.


  “Come again,” said the tavern master as they left.


  The two had no particular destination and for the time being were content to walk.


  It was cold outside. Thanks to the humidity, their breath hung in the air.


  “Here. Bread,” Holo said, and Lawrence’s stomach groaned as he realized that he had not eaten since midday the day before. Lawrence took the bread – actually a bacon and vegetable sandwich – from the happily smiling Holo and bit into it without hesitation.


  “Also, this.” Holo held out the small cask.


  Once he uncorked and put his lips to the cask, it proved to contain a warm mixture of mead and milk.


  “’Tis good for what ails you.”


  The warm, sweet liquor was perfect.


  “Now, then,” said Holo. She probably hadn’t meant the food and drink to loosen his tongue per se, but as he finished eating, she began to speak.


  “I have two questions to put to you.”


  Lawrence braced himself for the worst.


  Holo paused for a moment.


  “How far do you trust that girl?” she asked, not looking at him.


  It was a question he both had and had not expected. The fact that Holo had left the time, place, and circumstances unclear meant that there was probably some vague doubt in her own mind.


  Lawrence took another drink from the cask. “I don’t know how far I trust her,” he said without glancing at Holo. “However, I do know that if Norah were to take the gold and disappear somewhere, she would be easily followed. I don’t trust her enough to think that would happen and still have handed her the gold.”


  Holo was silent.


  “Unless she travels a significant distance, no one will buy it up at a reasonable price, and tales of a shepherdess just happening to sell off gold are rare enough to travel far and wide. She would be easy to follow.”


  It was certain that he did not trust Norah absolutely. As a merchant, Lawrence was always thinking of the contingencies.


  “I see. I suppose that is the size of it, then.”


  “And the other question?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo faced him with an inscrutable expression.


  It wasn’t anger. It was, perhaps, hesitation.


  But hesitation about what? Lawrence wondered.


  He found it hard to imagine that she was vascillating over whether or not to ask the question at all.


  “Whatever it is, I’ll answer it. I owe you a huge debt, after all.”


  He took a bite of the now-cold sandwich, washing it down with liquor.


  The golden light of the dawn began to reflect on the cobblestone streets.


  “Are you not going to ask?” inquired Lawrence.


  Holo took a deep breath. She grabbed his sleeve. Her hand trembled – either because of the cold or something else.


  “Hm?”


  “Do– do you remember…” Holo looked at him with uncertain eyes. “When I was facing the dog and the girl… whose name did you call out?”


  She did not appear to be joking.


  Her eyes were seriousness itself.


  “The blood was rushing in my head, and I couldn’t hear. But it’s been gnawing at me. I am quite sure you called someone’s name. Do you remember?”


  Lawrence hesitated as they walked slowly through the city streets, the sun now beginning to rise.


  How should he answer? The truth was that he didn’t remember.


  But what if Holo actually did remember, and she was only trying to get him to confirm it?


  If he had called Holo’s name, that would be fine. The problem would come if he had called for Norah.


  In that case, saying he didn’t know would mean he’d blurted out Norah’s name without really knowing or remembering what he was saying.


  And in that case, Holo would certainly be angry. It would be better to honestly admit he had called Norah’s name and come up with some vague reason as to why.


  There was another possibility, of course – that Holo really hadn’t heard at all.


  In which case, it would be best to say he had called her name.


  Having thought it through so thoroughly, Lawrence realized the extent of his own stupidity.


  The girl next to him was the Wisewolf Holo. She would see right through any lies.


  In which case, the correct answer was–


  “I called your name.”


  After looking for a moment like the eyes of an abandoned puppy, Holo’s eyes flashed with hatred.


  “That is a lie.”


  She tightened her grip on his sleeve, and Lawrence answered immediately.


  “It is. The truth is I don’t remember. However–”


  Holo’s ears flicked underneath the kerchief on her head faster than her facial expression could change.


  She should know that what he had just said wasn’t a lie.


  “–In those circumstances, I certainly think I would’ve called your name,” he said, looking steadily back at her.


  As quickly as her eyes had flashed with hatred, Holo now looked back at him with a hint of doubt in her gaze.


  There was no way to tell whether or not that was the truth; she would have to decide.


  For his part, Lawrence put forth the most persuasive argument he could think of.


  “Time was of the essence. I’m sure I would’ve unconsciously chosen to call your name. After all–”


  Holo’s grip tightened.


  “After all, it’s one letter shorter.”


  He could almost feel the expression drop from her face.


  “Also, if I’d shouted ‘Norah’ even hastily, you’d be able to tell. But Holo takes but a moment to say – it would be easy to miss with blood roaring through your head. What do you think? Quite a persuasive argument–”


  He didn’t finish his sentence because Holo struck him in the mouth.


  “Shut up.”


  Even her small, soft hand hurt quite a bit since Lawrence’s lip was split slightly where the Remelio Company mook had struck him.


  “So you called my name because it was shorter? Dunce! Fool!” she said, yanking on his sleeve. “It’s infuriating that you would even think that!” She looked flatly opposite him as if to turn him away.


  Lawrence wondered if it would have been better to just tell an obvious lie, but he had the feeling Holo would’ve been angry either way.


  As they walked, they approached the east gate; there were more people around now busily setting about their day.


  Holo walked slightly in front of him, alone.


  Just as he wondered what she was going to do, she stopped.


  “Just–” she stood there–


  “–call it out,” said Holo, her back turned to Lawrence.


  Past her, Lawrence saw a bell at the end of a long staff.


  He heard the bleating of the sheep behind a figure.


  What he saw beyond Holo was a shepherd girl leading a black sheepdog.


  In that very instant, he knew the smuggling had succeeded. He couldn’t help but be happy. He might easily have called out Norah’s name.


  Lawrence smiled at Holo’s clever, bald-faced actions.


  The moment he opened his mouth to call out the name, he sneezed.


  “Achoo!”


  Now the truth of which name he called out would remain forever a mystery.


  Holo looked over her shoulder, chagrined. He had gotten the better of her.


  Lawrence ignored her and waved broadly three times just as when he had first met Norah on the road.


  Norah noticed and returned the wave.


  Holo regarded Norah over her shoulder.


  That was the moment Lawrence was waiting for.


  “Holo.”


  Her wolf ears twitched.


  “Holo really is easier to call.”


  A puff of vapor appeared at Holo’s mouth as she exhaled, admitting defeat.


  “You dunce.”


  Lawrence loved her ticklish smile even more than the warm late-autumn sunshine.




  Afterword


  It has been a while! This is Isuna Hasekura. Well, here’s volume 2. I know; I’m shocked, too.


  But if you wish to know what is most shocking of all, it’s that when I started to write this second volume, I utterly forgot the personalities of the two main characters.


  I know it sounds unbelievable, but it’s true, even though I myself can barely believe it. You always hear about birdbrained people who forget everything after taking three steps, and that definitely fits a chicken who reads a horror story on the Net and gets so freaked out he can’t even go to the bathroom, right?


  Now that I think about it, there’s one more surprising thing. What is it, you ask? Well, I bought stock. Having won a prize for writing a novel with a merchant as the protagonist, I put half the prize money into a certain stock. I wrote about it in the afterword for volume 1, too, and I get this evil grin on my face when I think about multiplying my money in the stock market. This time my delusions have just gotten wilder, but perhaps as a consequence of some shadowy group’s trap, the stock dropped steadily for two weeks. It even fell on a day when 90 percent of the stocks on the market rose. Right behind the window I’m writing this afterword in, there’s a stock tool that tells me every minute change in the price, and today it seems to be trading in a very narrow range. Although it is dropping. It seems that it’s not going well, just like the novel. How odd…


  I’m a sad piece of work, but I hope you’ve enjoyed this book.


  Once again Jyuu Ayakura provided wonderful illustrations; they fit the images in my head perfectly. Thank you so much. Also, to my editor – I am so sorry for all the mistakes in my Japanese. Next time – next time, I promise! – I’ll try to write the novel so we can finish in a single meeting.


  And of course, to all those who hold this book in your hands, my heartfelt thanks.


  I hope to see you all again in volume 3.


  –Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Chapter One


  Lawrence and Holo were six days out of Ruvinheigen. With each passing day, the cold grew more severe, and the sky remained frustratingly cloudy, so that even at the height of noonday, the meager wind was enough to bring a chill.


  Once they drew alongside the river, the cold from the mist combined with the frigid air to make it that much more bitter.


  Even the river water looked icy. It was hazy, as though the cloudy sky itself had melted into the flow.


  However Lawrence and Holo may have been bundled up in secondhand winter-weather clothing they had bought in Ruvinheigen, cold was still cold.


  Nevertheless, the frosty edge was dulled when Lawrence reflected with a mixture of chagrin and nostalgia on the times when, as a young merchant, he had to forego cold-weather gear in favor of cargo.


  Evidently, seven years of experience would whip even a rank amateur like him into some kind of shape.


  Besides the warm clothing, there was something else that mitigated the cold this year.


  Lawrence had now entered the winter of his seventh year as a merchant since becoming independent at age eighteen, and he looked sideways at the person sitting next to him in the drivers seat.


  Typically, he’d sat in that seat alone.


  Even on those rare occasions when he did happen to be traveling with another, he would not sit in the drivers seat with Lawrence – and they certainly wouldn’t have shared the same tarp over their knees for warmth.


  “Is aught the matter?” asked his companion, her slightly archaic speech evident as ever.


  She was a lovely girl who appeared to be in her teens, with a stunning fall of chestnut hair that would have been the envy of any noblewoman.


  But what Lawrence envied was neither her flowing locks nor the expensive robe wrapped about her body.


  No, what he envied was the thickly furred tail that lay across her lap as she carefully groomed it.


  It was the same chestnut brown as her hair, save for its snow-white tip, and the tail was every inch as warm as it appeared to be. Were it made into a stole it would be every nobleman’s wife’s object of desire, but unfortunately, it was not for sale.


  “Will you hurry your grooming and put your tail under the tarp again?”


  Sitting there wrapped in a robe, neatly combing her tail fur, Holo looked for all the world like a nun doing some kind of handicraft.


  She shot Lawrence an unpleasant glance with her red-tinged brown eyes before her lips parted, showing a flash of white fangs.


  “My tail is not your personal muffler.”


  The tail in question flicked slightly.


  That same tail, which a passing traveler or merchant would surely mistake for a simple fur of some kind, was indeed attached to its original owner, who so fastidiously groomed it. And she didn’t just have a tail; underneath her hood was also a pair of pointed wolf ears.


  Naturally, these ears and tail indicated that she was no mere human.


  Though there were people who, possessed by fairies or demons, had this or that inhuman feature when they were born, this girl was not such a person.


  Her true form was that of a colossal wolf who dwelled within wheat; she was Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. An adherent of the common Church faith would fear such an entity as a pagan god, but Lawrence was past such fear.


  He was much more likely to reappropriate the tail Holo was so proud of as a lap warmer.


  “It’s such fine fur, though; putting it under the tarp keeps my legs as warm as a mountain of pelts would.”


  Just as Lawrence hoped, Holo sniffed proudly and tucked her tail back underneath the tarp across their legs.


  “Anyway, will we make the town soon? We will arrive before the day is out, no?”


  “Just a bit farther along this river,” said Lawrence.


  “And then, finally, a hot meal. I’ve had my fill of cold gruel. I can’t stand another bite!”


  Lawrence could brag of more experience eating bad cooking than Holo could, but he was in complete agreement with her.


  Eating well was one of the few pleasures of travel, but even that pleasure disappeared with the arrival of winter.


  In the freezing cold, the only choices were crusty rye bread or porridge made from the same, with tasteless jerky or those few vegetables that could be stored for long periods of time – garlic and onions.


  With her keen sense of smell, Holo couldn’t eat the aforementioned garlic or onions, and though she hated the bitter taste of rye bread, she managed to choke it down with water.


  For Holo the glutton, this was not far from torture.


  “Well, the town we’re bound for is in the middle of a huge fair, so you can look forward to all kinds of food.


  “Oh ho. But will your coin purse handle such extravagance?”


  A week earlier in the city of Ruvinheigen, Lawrence’s greed led him to fall into a desperate trading company’s trap, and he had been on the verge of accepting complete ruin.


  However, after a series of twists, he avoided that but still had not turned a profit, and indeed had come away with some loss.


  As for the armor that was the cause of it all, he had wound up unloading it in Ruvinheigen for rock-bottom prices rather than transporting the heavy goods farther north, where prices were likely to be even worse.


  Despite Holo’s frequent requests to buy her this or that bauble, her last remark showed some consideration for Lawrence’s rather dire straits.


  She was frequently abrasive and high-handed, but her heart was fundamentally a good one.


  “Don’t worry, your food bill’s within the budget.”


  Holo still seemed to be worried about something. “Mm…”


  “Besides, I wound up not being able to get you those honeyed peach preserves I promised you. Just think of it as payment for that.”


  “’Tis true… and yet…”


  “What?”


  “I’m half-worried about your balance but half-worried about myself. If I eat too extravagantly, we’ll have to stay in that much poorer lodgings.”


  Lawrence smiled in understanding. “Well, I was planning on staying in a decent inn. Surely you’re not going to tell me it must have separate bedrooms with a fireplace in each?”


  “I would not go so far as that, but it wont do to have you use my appetite as an excuse.”


  “An excuse for what?”


  Lawrence looked ahead to correct the horse’s path, at which point Holo leaned over and whispered in his ear, “For only renting a single bed, saying you lack the coin to do more. Sometimes I prefer to sleep alone.”


  Lawrence yanked on the reins, and the horse neighed its uncertainty.


  Having become quite used to this sort of teasing from Holo, he was quick to recover.


  He forced calm to his face and gave her a cold look. “I’m not sure someone who snores so readily should be talking.”


  Perhaps taken aback by the rapidity of Lawrence’s recovery, Holo drew away from him, twisting her lip unpleasantly.


  Lawrence pressed the attack, so as not to let this rare opportunity for victory escape.


  “Besides, you’re hardly my type.”


  Holo’s keen ears could easily tell truth from lies.


  What Lawrence had just said was – just barely – not a lie.


  Holo’s face froze, perhaps from surprise at the truth of Lawrence’s words.


  “Surely you know I’m telling the truth,” said Lawrence, closing in on the final blow.


  Holo stared at him, dumbfounded for a moment, her mouth opening and closing wordlessly. Eventually she realized that her response itself was letting Lawrence get the better of her.


  Her ears drooped underneath her hood, and she looked down, dejected.


  It was Lawrence’s first victory in quite some time.


  Nonetheless, it was not a true victory.


  While it was not precisely a lie to say that Holo wasn’t Lawrence’s type, neither was it precisely the truth.


  All he needed to do was tell her as much, and his revenge for all the times he had suffered as her plaything would be complete.


  He reflected on how fond he was of Holo’s laughing face or how innocent she looked as she slept.


  And, indeed, her dejected mien was quite dear to him, as well.


  Or, put another way–


  “So you like to see me this way, do you?”


  Lawrence met Holo’s upturned gaze and was unable to stop himself from blushing.


  “Such foolishness. The more idiot the male, the weaker a girl he fancies, never realizing his head is the weakest part of all,” mocked Holo, flashing her white fangs as she turned the tables on Lawrence.


  “If I’m to be the helpless princess, you’ll need to play the intrepid knight. And yet what are you, really?”


  She pointed her finger at him and pressed him for an answer.


  Countless scenes flashed through Lawrence’s mind – scenes that served as a painful reminder that he was no chosen knight, but an ordinary traveling merchant.


  Holo gave a short sigh, evidently satisfied by his reaction, but then she put her index finger to her chin as something seemed to occur to her.


  “Though come to that, I suppose you are a knight of sorts. Hm.”


  Lawrence sifted through his memories but could not think of any time when he had been particularly gallant.


  “What, have you forgotten? Did you not stand between me and my attackers? ’Twas in the tunnels beneath Pazzio, during that silver coin nonsense.”


  “… Oh, that.”


  Lawrence remembered the incident but still didn’t feel particularly knightly. He had been shaking so badly he could barely stand, his clothes in tatters.


  “It’s not physical strength that makes a knight. ‘Twas the first time I’ve been protected by anyone.”


  Holo smiled sheepishly and drew near to Lawrence. The rapidity of her mood swings was always alarming – fast enough to make a merchant, even one used to the vicissitudes of profit and loss, run away screaming.


  Lawrence, however, had nowhere to run.


  “And you’ll look after me henceforth, yes?” The “wolf” smiled a soft, innocent smile that was distinctly kittenish. No hardworking merchant, used to years of toil and travel, had any right to see such a smile.


  But the smile was fake. Holo was still angry at Lawrence’s claim that she was not his type – extremely angry, in all likelihood.


  Lawrence was well aware of this.


  “… Sorry.”


  Like magic, Holo’s smile became genuine when she heard that word. She sat up and giggled indulgently. “That’s what I like about you.”


  In their back-and-forth teasing, Holo and Lawrence were like two frolicking pups.


  In the end, they were very comfortable with each other.


  “Anyhow, I suppose I don’t mind a single bed, but I’ll take twice as much dinner to compensate.”


  “I know, I know,” answered Lawrence, wiping the unpleasant sweat from his brow – it wasn’t even cold.


  Holo raised her voice in a laugh once more. “So, what’s tasty in this part of the world?”


  “The local specialty, you mean? Well, I don’t know if it counts as a specialty, really, but…”


  “Fish, is it not?”


  Lawrence was about to say just that, so Holo’s quick answer surprised him.


  “Indeed, it is. Yes, west of here there’s a lake. Dishes made with fish taken from that lake are what passes for the local specialty. But how did you know?”


  Holo could generally discern people’s motives, but Lawrence didn’t think she could simply read his mind like that.


  “Oh, I’ve just been catching the scent on the wind,” she said, pointing to the opposite shore of the river along which they traveled. “That caravan, it’s carrying fish.”


  Lawrence looked and noticed for the first time a caravan of wagons that was so far away it was all he could manage to count them – he certainly couldn’t tell what they carried. The caravan would probably meet up with Lawrence and Holo eventually, based on the direction and speed with which the horses were pulling the wagons.


  “Though I can’t fathom what a fish dish would be. Would it be anything like the eel we had in Ruvinheigen?”


  “That was just fried in oil. There are more involved dishes – steamed with meat or vegetables or cooked with spices. Also, this town’s got another specialty.”


  “Oh ho!” Holo’s eyes glinted, and beneath the tarp, her tail wagged to and fro in anticipation.


  “You can look forward to it once we get there.”


  Holo puffed her cheeks out a bit in frustration at Lawrence’s teasing, but she was far from angry.


  “What say you to buying some fish from yonder caravan if they prove to be of good quality?” she asked.


  “I don’t have an eye for fish. I took a loss on dealing fish once, so I try to avoid them.”


  “But you’ve my eyes and nose now.”


  “Can you sniff out the quality offish?”


  “I’ve half a mind to sniff out your quality!” said Holo with a mischievous smile. Lawrence had to surrender.


  “Mercy, please! I suppose if they have anything worth buying, we can pick some up and have it prepared for us in town. It’s a better deal that way, too.”


  “Quite! You may rely on me.”


  Though it wasn’t exactly clear where Holo and Lawrence would meet up with the caravan that ostensibly carried fish, the distance between the two was steadily closing. Lawrence guided the horse down the road.


  And yet – thought Lawrence to himself, looking first to the caravan, then aside at his traveling companion.


  If her eyes and nose were good enough to tell the quality of a fish, perhaps she really could take the measure of a person the same way.


  Lawrence laughed the notion off, but it still nagged at him.


  He casually brought his right shoulder up to his nose and took a whiff. Despite living on the road, he didn’t think he smelled too bad – and Holo herself had but a single change of clothes.


  He was mulling this excuse over when he felt a gaze upon him.


  “Goodness. You really are so charming, I’ve no idea what to do with myself,” said Holo, exasperated.


  Lawrence had no response.


  The river flowed so slowly that at a glance, it seemed not to be moving at all. Soon, people who had stopped to let their horses drink or shift their loads came into view. There was also a rare traveling sword sharpener – a sword stuck in the ground served in place of a sign. The sword sharpener yawned, chin in hands, leaning on his large whetstone.


  There was also a raft moored at a pier, where a knight stood with his horse, arguing with the boatman. The knight was only lightly equipped, so he was probably a messenger from this or that fort. Most likely, the boatman did not want to embark on a trip without more passengers, which was the source of the argument.


  Lawrence himself had been angry at boatmen unwilling to set out when he was in a hurry, so the scene brought a pained smile to his face.


  As the land shifted from endless wild plains to cultivated farmland, peasants doing their work popped up more and more frequently.


  No matter how many times he saw it, a change of scenery that came along with human activity always made Lawrence happy.


  It was about then that Holo and Lawrence finally met up with the caravan.


  There were three wagons in all, each drawn by a pair of horses. The wagons lacked drivers’ seats, and one well-dressed man sat in the bed of the last cart while a hired laborer guided each cart as he walked.


  Lawrence was impressed by the extravagance of using two horses per wagon, but as they got closer to the caravan, he realized it was not just for show.


  Piled on the wagon beds were barrels and crates big enough to hold a person. Some had been filled with water – apparently for the captured fish to swim in.


  Unsalted fish of any kind was a luxury. Live fish was all the more so.


  Although the transport of live fish was rare in and of itself, there was something else about the caravan that surprised Lawrence even more.


  The person who evidently transported these three large wagons of fresh fish was a merchant even younger than Lawrence.


  “Fish, you say?” said the young man in the last cart, responding to Lawrence’s question. He wore the traditional oiled leather coat of a fishmonger.


  “Yes, I was wondering if you might sell me a few,” said Lawrence, who had traded places with Holo.


  The young merchant’s reply was quick. “I’m terribly sorry, all of our fish have been spoken for already.”


  It was an unexpected answer; the young man seemed to realize the surprise he had caused in Lawrence, and he pulled back his hood to show his face properly.


  The young man’s face was as boyish as his youthful voice. Though he could not strictly be called a “boy,” he was certainly not yet twenty. Fishmongers were a generally rough and manly lot, but this young man was unusually slender. His wavy blond hair only added to his aura of refinement.


  Even if the man was as young as he looked, the fact that he transported three wagonloads of fresh fish meant he was not a merchant to be underestimated.


  “You’ll pardon me for asking, but are you a traveling merchant?” asked the lad.


  Lawrence couldn’t tell whether the young man’s smile was genuine or mercantile, but in any case, the only reasonable response was to smile back. “Yes, I’ve just come from Ruvinheigen.”


  “I see. Well, there’s a lake about a half day’s journey up the road we’ve just come down. I’m sure you can deal with the fishermen there. They’re bringing in excellent carp of late.”


  “Ah, no, I’m not buying for business. I was merely hoping you could sell me a few fish for dinner. That is all.”


  The young merchant’s smile quickly disappeared in favor of surprise – this was probably the first time he had heard such a request.


  A merchant hauling salted fish over long distances would be quite used to selling a little on the road, but such a practice was quite out of the ordinary when transporting fresh fish from a nearby lake.


  The young merchant’s expression of surprise soon shifted to one of careful consideration.


  Having met with an unexpected situation, he was probably trying to decide whether there was a new business to be had here.


  “You’re quite serious about your trade,” said Lawrence.


  “Oh–” said the lad, returning to himself and obviously flustered. “My apologies! Er, incidentally, if you’re looking for fish for dinner, you must be stopping in Kumersun, yes?”


  “Indeed. For the winter market and also to take in the festival.”


  Kumersun was the name of the city they were bound for, just in time for the town’s great market, which was held twice a year in the summer and the winter.


  There was also a festival that coincided with the winter market.


  Lawrence didn’t know the specifics, but he had heard it was a pagan celebration that would make any devout follower of the Church faint dead away.


  Six days’ travel north from Ruvinheigen, a city which even now functioned as a resupply depot for Church-funded incursions against pagans, relations between Church followers and pagans were not as simple as they were in the south.


  The nation that controlled the vast lands north of Ruvinheigen was known as Ploania, and there were many pagans among the royalty and nobility there. It was only natural that there would be cities where the Church and pagans coexisted.


  Kumersun belonging as it did to the nobility of Ploania, distanced itself from troublesome religious issues. It was a large town devoted to economic prosperity, and the Church was forbidden from proselytizing there. Inquiring as to whether the town’s festival was of the Church faith or the pagan one was likewise prohibited – the explanation being that it was simply a tradition of the town.


  Given that such festivals were a rarity and that pagans could safely attend them, people would pack themselves into the town every year to attend the event, which was known as the Laddora festival.


  Based on what Lawrence had heard, he planned to arrive a bit early in order to beat the crowds, but it seemed he’d been naive.


  “Might I ask if you’ve already arranged for accommodations?” asked the young merchant with worry on his face.


  “The festival is the day after tomorrow. Surely the inns aren’t all occupied already.”


  “I assure you, they are.”


  Holo shifted restlessly next to Lawrence, no doubt worried about where they would stay.


  Whatever her abilities in wolf form, Holo’s human form was just as susceptible to cold as a true human. She wanted to get out of the cold weather just as much as Lawrence did.


  Lawrence had an idea.


  “Ah, but the trade guilds will have made arrangements to put their members up for the great market, so I’ll inquire with them,” he said.


  Contacting the trade guild would mean enduring endless questioning about Holo, so Lawrence would have preferred to avoid asking any favors from them, but it didn’t seem like that would be possible.


  “Oh, you are associated with a trade guild – might I ask which guild?” inquired the merchant.


  “The Rowen Trade Guild out of Kumersun.”


  The young merchants face brightened instantly. “What a wonderful coincidence! I, too, am a member of the Rowen Guild.”


  “Ah, surely God has ordained this… Ah, I suppose such talk is taboo here.”


  “Ha-ha, do not worry. I, too, am a Church follower from the south.”


  The young merchant smiled, then gave a small, polite cough. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Fermi Amati, a fish dealer out of Kumersun. I go by Amati in business.”


  “I’m Kraft Lawrence, a traveling merchant – likewise, I go by Lawrence.”


  They each sat on their respective wagons, but were nonetheless close enough to shake hands.


  Lawrence would now have to introduce Holo.


  “This is Holo, my traveling companion. Circumstances have led to her accompanying me, though she is not my wife,” said Lawrence with a smile. Holo inclined her head in Amati’s direction, looking at him with a small smile.


  Holo was quite something when she deigned to be polite.


  A flustered Amati reintroduced himself, his cheeks flushed. “Is Miss Holo… a nun?”


  “She is a nun on a pilgrimage or something like it, yes.”


  It wasn’t only men whose hearts were stirred into piety; women also regularly went on pilgrimage.


  Such women generally introduced themselves as nuns, rather than giving their true identity as townswomen on pilgrimage, since this tended to avoid various troubles.


  However, as entering Kumersun dressed in clothes that were instantly recognizable as Church garb presented problems, the custom was to attach three feathers somewhere on the clothing. Holo’s cloak indeed had three magnificent, brown chicken feathers pinned to it.


  Despite his youth, Amati understood all of this instantly, hailing from the south as he did.


  He did not inquire further, reasoning that the young woman probably had a good reason to be traveling with a merchant in such a fashion.


  “In any case, the troubles we encounter on our journeys are naught but tests from the heavens. I say this because while I may be able to arrange for a single room, two rooms may unfortunately be difficult,” said Amati.


  Lawrence seemed taken aback at Amati’s statement. Amati smiled and continued, “Surely it is by Gods grace that we are of the same trade guild. If I inquire at an inn I’ve sold fish to, I’m sure I can arrange for a single room. Trying to arrange for a room through the guild will surely lead to all sorts of troublesome questions about your female companion from the old-timers.”


  “You’re quite right, but I don’t think we can impose upon you so.”


  “I’m a businessman, so naturally this is a business proposal. I hope that you will enjoy lots of delicious fish while staying at the inn.”


  Despite his youth, this Amati with his three wagonloads of fresh fish was clearly a man to be reckoned with.


  This was the very image of a shrewd operator.


  “You’re quite a trader. We’ll be happy to take you up on your offer,” said Lawrence, half-jealous and half-grateful.


  “Understood. Please leave the arrangements to me.”


  Amati smiled, and for just a moment, his gaze flicked away from Lawrence.


  Lawrence pretended not to notice, but Amati had clearly looked at Holo.


  It was possible he had been generous not only out of a shrewd business sense, but also from a desire to show his best side to Holo.


  For a moment, Lawrence indulged himself in a sense of superiority, as he was the one traveling with Holo, but such silly thoughts would surely bring her ridicule upon him.


  
    
  

  He banished the notion from his mind and gave his attention to the task of improving his relationship with the successful young fish merchant before him.


  It was only as the sun began to set that they arrived, finally, in Kumersun.


  The dinner table was arranged around a bowl of soup made with slices of carp and root vegetables, around which were situated a variety of shellfish dishes.


  Amati the fish merchant’s presence surely influenced the cuisine, which was quite different from the meat-based meals of the south. It was the steamed snails that stood out the most.


  Sea snails were thought to aid longevity, whereas freshwater snails brought only stomach cramps, so they were avoided in the south, where only bivalve shellfish were eaten. The Church even forbade eating snails, claiming that evil spirits inhabited them.


  However, that was more practical advice than it was the teachings of God as laid out in scripture. Lawrence himself had long ago become lost, and having arrived at a river, he resorted to eating snails. The memory of the excruciating stomach pain they caused him had made him avoid eating them ever since.


  Fortunately the meals were not served in individual portions, and Holo seemed to enjoy the snails greatly.


  Lawrence left all the food he couldn’t stomach to Holo.


  “Hmm. So this is what shellfish tastes like, eh?” said Holo, impressed, as she ate snail after snail, pried free from their shells with a knife Lawrence lent her. For Lawrence’s part, he was digging into a salt-broiled river barracuda.


  “Don’t eat too much, or you’ll get a stomachache.”


  “Mm?”


  “Evil spirits live in those river snails. Eat them carelessly, and you’ll regret it.”


  Holo took a quick look at the snail she had just extracted from its shell, then cocked her head, and popped it into her mouth. “Just who do you think I am? It’s not just the quality of wheat I can judge.”


  “Didn’t you say something about eating spicy peppers and regretting it?”


  Holo seemed to take offense at the reminder.


  “Even I can’t determine taste purely from appearance. They were bright red, I’ll have you know – like a perfectly ripened fruit,” said Holo as she extracted yet another snail. Occasionally she would pause to put her cup to her lips and take a drink, closing her eyes as she did so.


  Since the region fell outside the Church’s baleful eye, distilled liquor – which the Church felt was dangerous – was freely sold and drunk here.


  Holo’s cup was filled with a nearly transparent liquor known as burnwine.


  “Shall I order you something sweeter?”


  “……”


  Holo shook her head wordlessly, but with her eyes so tightly shut, Lawrence was sure that if he peeked under her robe, he would find her tail fluffed out like a bottlebrush.


  At length, she drained the cup, and exhaling deeply, she wiped the corners of her eyes with her sleeve.


  Given what she drank (which was also known as “soul-shaking liquor”), it was good that Holo was no longer dressed as a nun. With her head covered by a triangular kerchief, she looked every inch a normal town lass.


  Holo had changed clothes before dinner and come to give her regards to Amati once again. Amati’s face was so pathetic from Holo’s charms that not only Lawrence, but also the innkeeper had been unable to avoid laughing.


  As if to add to her burden of sins even more, Holo greeted Amati with even more grace and charm than she normally used.


  However, if Amati was to see Holo’s ravenous eating and drinking, no doubt he would quickly awaken from his dreams.


  Holo sniffed. “’Tis a nostalgic flavor,” she said, her eyes a bit teary, either from the liquor or the memories of her homeland.


  It was true that the farther north one went, the more common such soul-shaking liquor.


  “I can hardly tell any flavor at all when the liquor’s been so distilled,” said Lawrence.


  Perhaps tired of snails, Holo reached for the baked and boiled fish, answering happily as she did so.


  “One forgets the sight of something after only ten years, but the taste and the scents linger in the mind for many tens of years longer. This liquor brings back many memories. It’s not unlike the liquor of Yoitsu, you know.”


  “Strong drink is common in the north. Is this all you ever drunk?” Lawrence looked from the contents of the cup to Holo’s face.


  “Sweeter liquor hardly suits a wisewolf of such noble stature,” she answered proudly, a bit of fish clinging to the corner of her mouth.


  Of course, based on her appearance, it was sweet milk and honey that would best suit Holo, but Lawrence chuckled and agreed with her.


  Surely the taste of the liquor had brought back memories of her homeland.


  Holo’s happy smile could not be explained away simply by the fact of their first delicious meal in some time.


  Hers was the delight of a girl who had received an unexpected gift – the first concrete evidence that they were drawing near to Yoitsu and her home.


  Yet Lawrence found himself looking away.


  It wasn’t that he was afraid of his gaze being noticed and of receiving the teasing that would surely follow.


  The fact was that he heard Yoitsu had long since been razed to the ground; Lawrence had concealed this from Holo since the beginning of their partnership. Keeping this secret turned Holo’s happy smile into a blinding sun too painful to look at.


  He couldn’t bring himself to destroy the pleasant evening meal.


  To avoid Holo noticing his turmoil, Lawrence forcibly turned his thoughts to other things. He smiled at Holo, who reached for the carp stew.


  “I see you’ve taken to the stew?”


  “Mm. Who would have guessed that carp, boiled, would be so tasty? Another bowl, please.”


  The large bowl holding the carp stew was outside Holo’s reach, so Lawrence retrieved it for her, but each time he did so, more onions appeared on his wooden plate. It seemed that even boiled, Holo couldn’t stand onions.


  “Where’d you manage to eat carp? There aren’t many places that serve it.”


  “Hm? I got it from the river. They’re sluggish creatures, easy to snare.”


  Lawrence understood – she’d gone fishing in her wolf form.


  “I’ve never had raw carp. Is it good?” he asked.


  “The scales get stuck twixt my teeth, and there are too many bones. I’d seen fish swallow the smaller ones whole and so imagined them to be delicious, but in the end, they did not suit me.”


  Lawrence imagined Holo’s huge form as she wolfed down a large carp headfirst.


  Carp were renowned for their long life and were both revered as holy and reviled as tools of the devil by the Church. For that reason, the eating of carp was confined to the north.


  To be fair, it seemed mildly ridiculous to hold the carp, with its moderate longevity, in such esteem when there were wolves like Holo wandering about.


  “Human cooking is indeed good, but it’s not just that – the fish was chosen very well. That Amati lad has quite an eye.”


  “For his age, yes. And that was quite a load he was moving.”


  “And on the other hand, there’s you. What was it you’re hauling, again?” Holo’s eyes were suddenly cold.


  “Hm? Nails. Like this table… Oh, I guess it doesn’t use them.”


  “I know what nails are. I’m saying you should’ve gone for something a bit more impressive. Or are you still reeling from your failure in Ruvinheigen?”


  Lawrence felt rather aggrieved by this, but it was the truth, and so he could say nothing.


  He had become overenthusiastic and bought armor on margin that amounted to roughly twice his personal net worth, and as a result, he had faced bankruptcy and lifelong slavery. In addition, he had caused Holo significant trouble and humiliation.


  Having been humbled, Lawrence chose to buy simple nails on his way out of Ruvinheigen, to the tune of about four hundred silver trenni. It was a conservative purchase that left him with quite a bit of cash on hand.


  “It may not be the grandest load, but it should turn a fair profit. And it’s not as though there’s nothing attractive in my wagon.”


  Holo cocked her head at Lawrence, holding a river barracuda in her mouth as though she were an alley cat.


  Lawrence had come up with a nice bon mot.


  He coughed slightly. “I mean, you’re riding in it as well, after all.”


  It was a bit affected, but Lawrence flattered himself to think that it was a charming line nonetheless.


  As he smiled, took a drink of his burnwine, and looked to Holo, he saw that she had stopped moving and seemed quite at a loss.


  “… Well, I suppose that’s about all you’re capable of,” she finally said with a sigh.


  “You know, it wouldn’t kill you to be a little nicer to me,” said Lawrence.


  “Ah, but if you treat a male too well, he’ll soon come to expect it all the time. And then you’ll hear naught but the same foolish words over and over.”


  “Ugh…” Lawrence couldn’t let this slight go unanswered. “Fine, then. From now on I’ll–”


  “You dunce,” said Holo, cutting him off. “How precious do you think a male’s kindness is?”


  “……” Lawrence frowned and escaped into his drink, but Holo was on the hunt now.


  “And all I need do for your kindness is to seem downcast, nay?”


  Her innocent face accused him, and Lawrence had no response.


  Holo was unfair.


  He looked at her, resentful, but she only smiled pleasantly.


  Having finished their first proper meal in many days, Holo and Lawrence returned to their inn, where the streets were quiet.


  They had arrived in Kumersun around sunset, but the streets had been much more congested than Lawrence anticipated.


  If they hadn’t encountered Amati, they certainly would have had to prevail upon the trade guild for a room and might even have wound up staying in a room at the guild house itself.


  All around the city, wooden carvings and wheat dolls, whose inspiration was unclear, lined the streets, with bands and jesters flooding even the narrowest of alleyways.


  The great market that took place in the large plaza in the south end of the city had its hours extended, and it bustled with an energy that befit the word festival. Even craftsmen who were normally not allowed to sell their wares here had stalls set up along the wide street.


  Back in the inn, Lawrence opened the window to cool his body, still flushed from the strong liquor. He could yet see some shopkeepers tidying up their stalls, illuminated by moonlight.


  The room that Amati had arranged for them was in one of the very finest inns in the town, one that Lawrence would never have considered staying at himself. The room was on the second floor, overlooking the wide street that ran from north to south through the center of the city, not far from the intersection with the street’s east-west counterpart. Just as Holo had hoped, it had two beds. Of course, Lawrence could not help harboring a suspicion that the two beds of the room were also due to Amati’s insistence.


  It mollified Lawrence to think this, but he was still grateful for Amati’s assistance, so he abandoned that train of thought and looked out onto the street.


  Everybody on the wide boulevard seemed to be staggering home.


  Lawrence chuckled and looked behind him to see Holo sitting cross-legged on the bed, pouring herself another cup of wine as if she hadn’t already had enough to drink.


  “Don’t come crying to me if you’re hungover tomorrow. Have you already forgotten what happened in Pazzio?”


  “Mm? Oh, this is fine. Fine liquor never lingers past its welcome. And who am I to turn down its friendship?”


  Now finished pouring, she happily put the cup to her lips, then ate a bit of dried trout left over from dinner.


  Left to her own devices, Holo would most likely eat and drink herself into a stupor, but Lawrence was still grateful for her pleasant mood.


  He had to broach a subject that was far from his favorite.


  The reason he had altered his usual yearly route, which included Kumersun only in the summer months, was because he was heading for Holo’s homeland.


  Lawrence was not clear on precisely where Holo’s home of Yoitsu was. Although he had heard of its name, that was in a story from ancient times, which provided no concrete sense of its location.


  He had avoided pressing her for more information thus far, because every time the subject came up, she would smile with nostalgia but soon sink into a depression at the realization of the distance, both temporal and spatial, that separated her from home.


  As sad as it was, that was reason enough for him to hesitate to bring up Yoitsu.


  But if Lawrence were to mention it now that they were closer, there would be nothing to be sad about, he decided. He sat on the desk that was placed against one wall and spoke.


  “So, before you’re three sheets to the wind, there’s something I want to ask you.”


  Holo’s exposed ears immediately pricked up.


  Her gaze soon followed. “What might that be?”


  Evidently her keen wolf senses had already picked up that Lawrence was not engaging in idle banter. A thin smile curled her lips, a sure sign of her good mood.


  Lawrence forced the words out of his mouth. “It’s about your home village.”


  Holo immediately grinned and took another sip.


  This was odd; Lawrence had expected her to turn serious at the mention of Yoitsu.


  Just as he concluded that she must already be drunk, Holo swallowed her wine and spoke.


  “So you don’t know where it is, eh? I was starting to wonder when you were going to ask.” Then looking down as if gazing at the reflection of her smile in the wine, Holo said, “Do you really think I go to pieces at every mention of Yoitsu? Do I seem so weak?”


  Lawrence considered mentioning the time she had cried over a dream of her homeland, but Holo was certainly aware of this. Her tail wagged happily.


  “Not at all,” said Lawrence.


  “Fool. That was your chance to say ‘Aye, you do!’”


  Her tail flicked once, as if she had received the answer she actually wanted.


  “Still, you do worry over the strangest things. So you decided to finally bring this up now, after seeing my mood at supper? Such a soft touch.” She giggled as she drank her wine, then continued, “I can’t say it doesn’t make me happy, though its mostly your foolishness that is so amusing. Did you plan on getting lost in the northlands before finally asking me?”


  Lawrence shrugged. “Will you tell me where Yoitsu is, so I don’t look any more foolish than I have to? “


  Holo paused, taking a sip from her cup.


  She gave a long sigh.


  “I do not exactly remember.”


  She continued, as if to preempt Lawrence’s imminent protest that she had to have been joking.


  “I know the direction, certainly. It is that way.”


  Lawrence looked in the direction she pointed, which was obviously north.


  “But I do not remember how many mountains to cross, nor how many rivers, nor how long one must walk across the plains. I had thought I would remember as we get closer – will that not do?”


  “Can’t you even give me a hint as to where it might be? The path is not a straight one, and once we arrive in the north country, maps will be hard to come by. Depending on the location, the path could be very roundabout. Do you remember the names of any nearby places, for example?”


  Holo pondered this for a moment, a finger pressed to her temple. “I remember Yoitsu and Nyohhira. And… hmm… What was it… Pi–”


  “Pi?”


  “Pire… no, Piro… That’s right! Pirohmoten.”


  Holo seemed quite happy to have recalled the name, but Lawrence only cocked his head. “I haven’t heard of that place. Is there anything else?”


  “Er… there were many towns, but they didn’t all have names the way towns do now. One could just point and say a town was beyond that mountain, and that was enough. We didn’t need names.”


  It was true; Lawrence had been surprised by this the first time he visited the north. He had arrived at a certain town and found that its name was used only by travelers. Neither its residents nor the people living nearby knew or cared about the town’s name.


  There were elderly people who claimed that naming a town would bring it to the attention of evil spirits.


  Undoubtedly what they really meant by “evil spirits” was the Church.


  “Well, we’ll start at Nyohhira, then. I know where that is.”


  “That name brings back such memories. Are the hot springs still there?”


  “I’ve heard that nobles and bishops secretly visit the town for its hot springs, despite the fact that it’s in pagan lands. According to rumor, it’s even exempt from Church attacks because of those same hot springs.”


  “Those springs don’t belong to any one group, after all,” said Holo before coughing slightly. “If Nyohhira’s our goal, then from Nyohhira it is that way.”


  Holo pointed southwest – not north to Lawrence’s relief.


  Any farther north than Nyohhira meant lands where the snow never melted, even in the summer.


  Yet even knowing that Yoitsu was southwest of Nyohhira left too wide a region.


  “How long did it take to get from Nyohhira to Yoitsu?”


  “For me, two days. For a human… I do not know.”


  Lawrence thought back to the time he had ridden on Holo’s back when she was in wolf form, near Ruvinheigen. She would have no trouble traversing unimproved roads.


  That left too much area to search, even starting from Nyohhira. Searching for a town that itself might only be a tiny village would be like looking for a needle in a desert. It was precisely because Lawrence himself was a traveling merchant, who was used to walking from town to town, that he understood the difficulty involved.


  There was also still the fact that Lawrence had heard Yoitsu had been destroyed by a great bear spirit.


  If that was true, finding the remains of a town that had been destroyed centuries earlier would be truly impossible.


  Lawrence was not a nobleman with the luxury of passing his days in idleness. He could only stray from his original trade route for six months at the outside. His mistake in Ruvinheigen had set him still further back from his goal of opening a shop, and he did not have anything like a surplus of free time.


  He was thinking all this over when something finally occurred to him.


  “Could you not find it yourself from Nyohhira? You know the general direction, right?”


  If it was just two days from Nyohhira, then just as Holo said, she would most likely be able to remember the details as she got closer.


  The words had simply fallen from his mouth without any particular ill intent, but no sooner had Lawrence spoken than he realized his mistake.


  Holo looked at him, stunned.


  Surprise also registered on Lawrence’s face as Holo looked away.


  “Y-yes… if I got as far as Nyohhira, I could certainly find my way to Yoitsu.”


  Holo forced a smile. Lawrence wondered what was wrong, then voiced a sudden “Ah–” as the realization dawned.


  In the port town of Pazzio, Holo had said that loneliness was a deathly illness.


  Holo feared loneliness above all else. Even if he didn’t mean anything by it, she was likely to take his suggestion hard, and she had been drinking.


  She probably took his suggestion to mean that he had grown weary of searching for her homeland.


  “Hey, now, wait just a minute. Don’t take it the wrong way. There’s no reason I couldn’t wait in Nyohhira while you searched for a couple of days.”


  “Yes. That would be enough. You’ll guide me as far as Nyohhira, won’t you? I had hoped to see a few more towns.”


  The conversation moved so smoothly it was almost a letdown, and Lawrence had to attribute this to Holo’s agile mind.


  Despite her apparent agreeability, a disconnect lay beneath it.


  Holo had been away from her homeland for centuries. Just as in the legend Lawrence had heard, she had to have considered the possibility that Yoitsu no longer existed, and even if it did, the countless months and years would have wrought great changes. She must have been filled with uncertainty.


  No doubt she was afraid of going to her homeland alone.


  That uncertainty was disguised by Holo’s innocent, happy smile when she claimed the liquor reminded her of Yoitsu.


  A few moments’ thought made this clear, and Lawrence regretted his rash suggestion.


  “Listen, I have every intention of helping you as much as I can. What I said before–”


  “Didn’t I ask before how precious a male’s kindness was? I can’t have you being too kind.”


  Holo’s forced smile mixed with her troubled expression as she set her cup down on the bed and continued, “I’m in the wrong. I can’t help thinking of things from my own perspective. But you humans, you become old in what seems like the blink of an eye to me. I always forget how precious a single year is for someone with such a brief life span.”


  The moonlight streamed in through the room’s large window, illuminating Holo. She seemed almost unreal to Lawrence in that moment; he hesitated to approach her for fear that she would disappear.


  Holo looked up after staring into the contents of her cup, still with that same troubled smile.


  “You really are too softhearted. What am I to do with you when you look at me so?”


  What was the right thing to say? Lawrence could not find the words he wanted.


  A rift had undeniably formed between the two of them.


  Yet the words to heal it would not come. A convenient lie would be useless as Holo would see through it instantly.


  Holo’s words had made it hard for Lawrence to say anything at all. He couldn’t very well tell her he would see her through to Yoitsu no matter how many years it took. Merchants were too practical by far for such grandiosity. The many centuries of Holo’s life were too distant.


  “I am the one who lost sight of the obvious. I have gotten too comfortable by your side. I presumed… too much,” said Holo with a self-conscious smile, her ears twitching with her embarrassment. She spoke like a maiden from somewhere near the bottom of her heart.


  But such honesty did not bring Lawrence any pleasure.


  It was as though Holo was saying good-bye.


  “Heh, I seem to be a bit drunk. I’d better sleep, or who knows what I’ll wind up saying.”


  Holo was never reticent at the best of times, but the way she talked made it seem like she was simply putting on a brave face.


  In the end, Lawrence was unable to say anything to her.


  All he could do was take note of the fact that she had not yet simply packed up and left. It seemed simultaneously unthinkable and entirely likely that she would do such a thing.


  Lawrence wanted to scream at himself for being so powerless to help her.


  The night silently deepened.


  The cries of drunken revelers could be heard from beyond the window.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  No matter how plagued with worry merchants may be, it is said that they always manage to sleep well.


  So it was that despite Lawrence’s concern that Holo might depart on her own during the night, Lawrence slept soundly and awoke to birdsong coming in through the window.


  He didn’t do anything so flagrant as jumping frantically out of bed, but Lawrence did glance at the bed next to his and sighed in relief when he saw that Holo was still there.


  He got out of bed to look outside the window. It was quite cold within the room, but the early-morning air outside was still colder; his breath turned smoke white in it.


  Yet the cold air was perfectly clear – a morning made of crystal.


  There were already people on the street that the inn faced. Looking down at the town merchants, who rose still earlier than the notoriously early-rising traveling merchants, Lawrence arranged the day’s plans in his mind, finally saying “all right” to himself when they were in order.


  Though it would not exactly compensate for the previous night’s blunder, Lawrence wanted to be able to fully enjoy the festival – which started the next day – with Holo, and that meant concluding his business today.


  The first order of business would be selling the merchandise he’d gotten in Ruvinheigen, he thought to himself as he turned around to look back at the room.


  Still a bit heavy-hearted from the previous evening, Lawrence walked over to his companion, who slumbered away as usual, intending to wake her – when he stopped and furrowed his brows.


  It wasn’t unusual for Holo to sleep as late as she pleased, but something else was amiss.


  Her usual guileless snoring was entirely absent.


  Lawrence wondered if the silence was what he thought it was, reaching out to her. She seemed to sense it; the blanket stirred minutely.


  He lifted the covers up gently.


  What he saw made him sigh.


  Holo’s face beneath the covers was more pathetic than any abandoned kitten.


  “Hungover again, eh?”


  Her ears twitched slightly; perhaps it hurt too much to move her head.


  He thought about teasing Holo about it but remembered the previous night and thought better of it. And in any case, she would be in no mood to listen.


  “I’ll bring a cup of water and a bucket just in case. You just be good and rest.”


  He put extra emphasis on the “be good” part, which her ears twitched at yet again.


  Lawrence didn’t think she would behave just because he told her to, but she was unlikely to go wandering off in her current state. Given the impossibility of her packing up and striking off on her own, he let himself relax a bit.


  He knew Holo was fully capable of faking a hangover, but her face had been so pale he doubted this one was fake.


  Turning the thoughts over in his head, he finished his preparations for going out without saying another word and then came back to her bedside – she was evidently incapable of so much as turning herself over.


  “The festival doesn’t get going until tomorrow, so you needn’t rush yourself.”


  Relief showed instantly on Holo’s exhausted, alcohol-ravaged face; Lawrence had to laugh.


  It seemed that even suffering a hangover was less important to Holo than attending the festival.


  “I’ll be back in the afternoon.”


  Holo’s ears were still; this statement did not interest her.


  Lawrence gave a strained smile, at which point the corners of Holo’s mouth curled ever so slowly into a grin.


  She seemed to be doing it on purpose.


  Lawrence slumped over and drew the covers back over Holo. She was undoubtedly still grinning away under there.


  Still, he was genuinely relieved that she seemed not to hold a grudge from the previous night.


  As he left the room, Lawrence took one more look back at Holo. Her tail stuck out from underneath the blanket, and it flicked twice, as if waving good-bye.


  Thinking he would buy her something tasty, he closed the door behind him.


  Trying to do business before the ring of the bell that opens a market is not generally smiled upon in any town – and this is even truer when one is smack-dab in the middle of the marketplace.


  However, depending on the time and circumstances, this rule can be bent.


  In Kumersun it was even half-encouraged to mitigate the congestion that came with the opening of the market during the festival.


  So despite the early hour, with the sun just beginning to rise above the buildings, the marketplace – which took up half of Kumersun’s southern plaza – was already busy with merchants.


  Here and there were stacks of crates and piles of burlap sacks, and pigs, chickens, and all manner of livestock stood tied up or caged in the cramped spaces between goods and the stalls. As Kumersun was the largest exporter of fish in the landlocked region, it was easy to spot fish swimming in huge barrels of freshwater, not unlike the ones Amati had been hauling the previous day.


  Just as Holo was unable to hide her excitement when faced with a line of eateries, Lawrence’s pulse could not help but quicken when he saw the vast array of goods in the marketplace.


  How much profit could one make transporting this good to that town? This other commodity was so plentiful that there must be a surplus of it in that location – would the price be lower? Such thoughts chased each other through Lawrence’s mind.


  When he was just starting out as a merchant, Lawrence had no sense of what was a favorable price for a good, so he wandered about aimlessly without knowing what to do – but now he could discern all kinds of things.


  Once a merchant fully grasped this intricate web of commodities, he became like an alchemist, transmuting lead into gold.


  Lawrence felt giddy at the power this notion afforded him until he remembered his failure in Ruvinheigen, which he chuckled at, chagrined.


  Turning one’s eyes to avarice made it all the more easy to stumble, after all.


  He took a breath to calm himself, grasping the reins and heading into the center of the marketplace. The stall he finally arrived at was already well into its business day, like all the others. The shop’s owner was just a year removed from Lawrence and had also started out as a traveling merchant. The fact that he had become a proper wheat merchant – complete with stall, which despite its small size even had a proper roof – was generally attributed to the man’s good fortune. He had even adopted the squarish facial hair style that was common in the region.


  Said wheat merchant – Mark Cole – was momentarily surprised upon seeing Lawrence, but he immediately composed himself and raised a hand in greeting, smiling.


  The other merchant that Mark dealt with turned to regard Lawrence as well, nodding in greeting. One never knew when he might encounter someone who could become a business partner, so Lawrence flashed his best merchants smile and gestured at them to by all means please continue their conversation.


  “Le, spandi amirto. Vanderji.”


  “Ha-ha. Pireji. Bao!”


  Evidently their exchange was just ending; the man spoke to Mark in a language Lawrence didn’t understand and then took his leave. Naturally, Lawrence did not forget to give the man another professional smile as he left.


  He committed the man’s face to memory in case they were to meet again in some other town.


  These were the tiny interactions that accumulated over time, eventually turning into profit.


  The merchant – who was probably from somewhere in the northlands – disappeared into the crowds, and Lawrence finally descended from his wagon.


  “I guess I interrupted your business.”


  “Hardly! He was just talking my ear off about how grateful he was to the god of Pitra Mountain. You saved me,” said Mark, rolling up a sheet of parchment as he sat atop a wooden chest. He smiled at the tedium of the man’s conversation.


  Mark, like Lawrence, was a member of the Rowen Trade Guild. Their acquaintance was the result of showing up every year in the same marketplace to trade, and the two had known each other since the very beginning of their respective careers. They could easily skip the usual formalities.


  “If I’d known better, I wouldn’t have bothered learning their language. They’re not bad men, but once they figure out you can understand them, you’ll never hear the end of how great their god is.”


  “Might be that a local deity’s still better than a god who never leaves the shrine except when they spy a flash of gold, eh?” Lawrence said.


  Mark laughed, tapping his own head with the now rolled-up parchment. “You’re not lying! And they say harvest gods are all beautiful women.”


  Holo’s face appeared in Lawrence’s mind. He nodded and grinned but of course did not say what sprang to mind: But they have terrible personalities.


  “Anyway, enough of such talk. I’ll be scolded by the missus for sure. Shall we talk of trade? I presume that’s why you’re here.”


  Mark’s expression shifted from friendly banter to business. Though there was no need for formalities between the two, their relationship was a calculated one. Lawrence readied himself for the exchange and spoke.


  “I’ve brought nails from Ruvinheigen. Thought you might want to buy them up.”


  “Nails, eh? I’m a wheat seller. Did you hear somewhere that we now nail our sacks of wheat closed? I think not.”


  “Ah, but you’ll soon have many customers laying in supplies for the long winter. You could sell those nails just as you sell the wheat. People need them to brace up their homes against the snow.”


  Mark looked skyward for a moment before rolling his gaze back to Lawrence.


  “I suppose that is true… Nails, you say. How many?”


  “I’ve one hundred twenty nails of three pate in length, two hundred in four pate, and two hundred in five pate, along with a statement of quality from the Ruvinheigen blacksmiths’ guild.”


  Mark scratched his cheek with one end of the rolled-up parchment and sighed. This feigned reluctance was a common merchant trait.


  “I’ll take the lot for ten and a half lumione.”


  “What’s the lumione trading at now? Against trenni silver.”


  “Thirty-four even when yesterdays market closed. So that’d be… three hundred fifty-seven trenni.”


  “Too low by far, sir,” said Lawrence.


  The amount wasn’t even as much as Lawrence had spent to buy the nails. Mark’s brow furrowed at Lawrence’s quick answer.


  “Have you heard about the crash in armor prices?” Mark asked. “With no military expeditions into the north this year, people are unloading armor and swords left and right, which means there’s a glut of raw iron. Even nails are cheaper now – even ten lumione is a generous price.”


  It was the response he had expected, so Lawrence calmed himself and replied.


  “Aye, but that’s in the south. When there’s so much iron to be melted down, the price of fuel will rise enough to make it impractical. If you can buy enough firewood to melt iron this time of the year in Ploania, I’d sure like to see it. Anybody that tries it is likely to have their head split with a kindling ax.”


  Once winter came to regions with a lot of snow, the supply of firewood stagnated. The iron forges, with their bottomless appetite for fuel, were abandoned during the winter. If some blacksmith did decide to forge in the winter, the price of firewood would immediately skyrocket, and he would soon find himself showered in the curses of the shivering townspeople. Thus, even if the raw material for nails was suddenly abundant in the region, the original price of those nails should hold steady.


  Any merchant with a bit of experience would be able to put this much together.


  Unsurprisingly, Mark grinned. “Come now, must you be selling nails to a poor wheat merchant? If it’s grain, then sure, I know how to buy it cheap, but nails are far from my specialty.”


  “Sixteen lumione, then.”


  “Too dear. Thirteen.”


  “Fifteen.”


  “Fourteen and two-thirds.” Marks medium frame stiffened, leaving him log like.


  Lawrence could tell he would get no further in his negotiations.


  Pushing it would only damage the business relationship. Lawrence nodded and extended his right hand. “It’s done, then.”


  “Well met, guild brother!” said Mark with a smile, shaking Lawrence’s hand.


  The price was undoubtedly quite a compromise on Mark’s end, as well.


  As a wheat merchant, Mark was not, strictly speaking, even allowed to buy or sell nails. Which merchant could sell what good was decided by the respective guilds, so to stock a new item, a merchant had to either obtain the permission of the other merchants already selling that item or cut them in on the profits.


  At a glance, this rule would seem to obstruct free trade, but if it was absent, giant companies with huge amounts of capital would soon swallow the entire marketplace. The rule was designed to prevent that from happening.


  “Would you prefer to settle up in coin or credit?” asked Mark.


  “Credit, if you please.”


  “Thank goodness. There are so many cash deals this time of year it’s hard to keep up.”


  While traders had no trouble keeping track of their deals in their ledger books, plenty of people bringing goods into the villages and towns would want coin and only coin.


  But currency shortages were serious problems in any town. Even if a merchant had assets to buy a particular good, without the currency to make the payment, there could be no commerce at all. And an illiterate farmer wouldn’t even blow his nose on a promissory note.


  In the wilderness, it was the knight with his sword who was strongest, but in the cities, coin equaled power. This was why the Church had grown so wealthy. Collecting tithes week after week, it could not help but become powerful.


  “So since I’m taking credit, I’ve got a favor to ask of you,” said Lawrence as Mark approached to unload the sack of nails from the wagon bed. The wheat merchant’s face grew instantly wary.


  “It’s nothing terribly important. I’ve got to head north to take care of something, and I wondered if you’d ask after the conditions of the roads and passes up that way. Your customer before me, he was from the north, no?”


  Seeing that Lawrence’s question had nothing to do with business, Mark visibly relaxed.


  His shift in expression was obviously intentional, Lawrence noted with chagrin. It was probably Mark’s way of getting back at Lawrence a bit for selling the nails so dear.


  “Aye, that’s easy enough,” said Mark. “Though it would’ve been easier for you to come in the summertime as you normally do. Must be something pretty big to get you heading up north in midwinter.”


  “Well, you know, this and that. I will say it’s nothing to do with business, though.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. Even the ever-traveling merchant can’t free himself from life’s little obligations, eh? So where are you headed?”


  “A place called Yoitsu. Heard of it?”


  Mark leaned on the cart as he raised a single eyebrow. “Can’t say I have. But who knows how many little towns and villages I’ve never heard of. You want me to find someone who knows it, then?”


  “Well, in any case, we’re heading for Nyohhira, so you can ask about Yoitsu sort of ‘by the way’; that’ll be fine.”


  “Right, then. So if you’re bound for Nyohhira you’ll be crossing the Dolan Plains.”


  “You know the way, then? That makes it easier for me.”


  The wheat merchant nodded and thumped his chest, as if to say “leave it to me.” Mark would surely be able to collect the information Lawrence needed.


  This was exactly why Lawrence had come to Mark in the first place, but if he had interrupted the wheat merchant during this most busy of seasons simply to gather information without bringing some business along as well, it would have weighed on his conscience – and Mark would’ve been none too pleased.


  That is why he brought the nails to sell. Lawrence was well aware that Mark knew many of the area blacksmiths. It would be easy for Mark to sell off the nails to any of them for a tidy profit.


  Mark would even be able to ask for a portion of the payment for those nails in cash. As a wheat merchant – for whom the last chance to save up money was rapidly approaching – the chance to get a bit of hard coin into his hands would probably make him happier than any meager profit.


  And as Lawrence had expected, Mark readily agreed. That took care of the need to gather information on the upcoming travel.


  “Oh, yes. There was another thing I wanted to ask you about. Don’t worry, this will be quick,” said Lawrence.


  “Do I look that stingy?”


  Lawrence met Mark’s chagrined smile. “Does this town have any chroniclers?”


  “Chroniclers…? Oh, you mean the people who write those endless diaries of town events?”


  Chroniclers were paid a retainer by nobles or Church officials and kept histories of a given area or town.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh at hearing Mark dismiss their work as “endless diaries.”


  It wasn’t entirely accurate, but nor was it far from the truth, which made it all the funnier.


  “I don’t think they’d like you putting it that way, but yes,” Lawrence said.


  “Bah, it just bothers me that all they need do to earn coin is sit in a chair all day and write.”


  “That’s a little hard to take from someone who got so lucky in a deal he was able to open a shop in a town.”


  The story of Mark’s good fortune was a famous one.


  Lawrence laughed again, this time at Mark’s momentarily stunned expression.


  “So, are there any chroniclers or nay?”


  “Ah… yes, I think there are. But I wouldn’t get mixed up with them were I you,” said Mark, taking hold of the bag of nails in Lawrence’s wagon. “Rumor has it one was accused of heresy by a monastery somewhere and had to flee. The town’s filled with people like that who had to run.”


  The townspeople of Kumersun were less concerned with the animosity between pagans and the Church than they were with economic prosperity, so the town had naturally become a refuge for a variety of naturalists, philosophers, and other such heretics.


  “I just have some things I want to ask after,” said Lawrence. “Chroniclers collect local legends and such, yes? I’ve an interest in such matters.”


  “Now, why would you care about that? Do you need conversation starters for when you travel north?”


  “Something like that. I know it’s sudden, but do you think you might introduce me to one?”


  Mark turned his head slightly and called out toward his stand, with the bag of nails still in one hand.


  A boy emerged from behind a mountain of wheat sacks. Evidently Mark had reached a point where he could have an apprentice.


  “I do know one. Better if it’s someone from Rowen, right?” said Mark, handing bag after bag of nails to his young apprentice.


  Seeing this, Lawrence was filled with a renewed sense of urgency to get to Yoitsu and return to his normal business routine as quickly as he could.


  Yet it would be trouble if Holo discerned that fact – and for his part, it was not as though Lawrence wished to be rid of her.


  He found it impossible to reconcile his two feelings on the issue.


  If he lived as long as Holo did, taking a year or two off from business would hardly be an issue.


  But Lawrence’s life was too short for that.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Hm? Oh… nothing. Yes, if there’s a chronicler in the trade guild, that would be convenient. Can I ask you to introduce me?”


  “I can certainly do that much, yes. I’ll even do it for free.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but smile at the effort Mark put into saying “free.”


  “Is sooner better?” asked Mark.


  “If possible, yes.”


  “I’ll send the boy out, then. There’s a fearless old peddler named Gi Bates there, and if I’m remembering right, he’s close with a pagan hermit who’s done chronicle work. Old Batos takes the week before and after the festival off, so if you go by the guild house around midday, you should find him drinking the day away.”


  Even within a single guild, such as Rowen Trade Guild, traveling merchants like Lawrence might not know many others within it – like Amati whose business was unrelated to Lawrence’s own.


  Lawrence repeated Gi Batos’s name to himself, carving it into his memory.


  “Understood. I’m in your debt.”


  “Ha-ha. If that’s all it takes to be in my debt, I’d hate to think what comes next. Enough of that talk – you’ll be in town until the festival ends, yes? Stop by for a drink, won’t you?”


  “I suppose I should let you brag of your success at least once. I’ll be by.”


  Mark raised his voice in a laugh and then sighed as he handed the last bag of nails to his apprentice. “Even a town merchant endures endless troubles and worries, though. Sometimes I wish I could go back to traveling.”


  Lawrence could only smile in vague agreement as he was still toiling day in and day out to achieve what Mark already had. Mark seemed to realize this. “Uh, forget I said that,” he said, smiling apologetically.


  “All we can do is keep our noses to the grindstone. It’s the same for all merchants.”


  “True enough. Good fortune to the both of us, then!”


  Lawrence shook hands with Mark, and after seeing another customer come to call on the wheat merchant, he put the stall behind him.


  He slowly maneuvered his wagon into the crowd and then looked back at Mark’s stand.


  There stood Mark, who seemed to have forgotten about Lawrence entirely and was now embroiled in negotiations with his next customer. Lawrence was frankly envious.


  But even Mark the successful town merchant said he sometimes wished to return to traveling.


  Lawrence remembered a story. Long ago, there was a king who planned to alleviate the poverty in his own kingdom by invading the prosperous nation next to his own, but a court poet had said this: “One always sees the wretched parts of one’s own land and the best parts of one’s neighbor s.”


  Lawrence thought on the story.


  He had been focusing on the troubles involved in finding Holo’s homeland or the setbacks he’d suffered in Ruvinheigen, but the fact was he had been able to travel with a companion of rare quality.


  If Lawrence had never encountered Holo, he would have continued along his usual trade route, enduring the endless loneliness that came with it.


  It had once been so bad that he started to seriously fantasize about what it would be like if his horse became human. As he pondered this, Lawrence realized that one of his dreams had already come true.


  There was a good chance that eventually he would be traveling alone again, and when that time came, Lawrence knew he would look back on this time with Holo with no shortage of fondness.


  Lawrence gripped the reins once again.


  Once he finished making the rounds through the trade guilds and merchant firms, he would make sure to buy a truly delicious lunch for Holo.


  


  Kumersun lacked a church, so it was a bell tower atop the highest roof of the tallest noble house in town that grandly rang the noontime bell each day. The bell, of course, was decorated with carvings of the finest sort, and the roof, visible throughout the entire town, was maintained by the finest artisans that could be had.


  It was said that the roof – constructed solely because of the vanity of the nobility it housed – had cost fully three hundred lumione, but the people of the town bore the nobles no ill will, reasoning that it was doing such things that made one nobility.


  Perhaps the reason most wealthy merchants, who hoarded their money in great vaults, were so richly resented was because they lacked that playful sense of extravagance. Even the most famously violent of knights would be beloved if he spent freely enough.


  Lawrence thought on this as he opened the door to his room – and was struck face on by the sharp tang of liquor.


  “So it smelled this bad, did it…”


  Lawrence suddenly regretted not rinsing his mouth before venturing out, but the greater part of the smell was surely the fault of the wolf that even now slept before him.


  Holo showed no signs of stirring even when Lawrence entered the room, but her artless snoring suggested that she had mostly recovered from her hangover.


  The stink of liquor was too much for Lawrence, so he opened the window before approaching the bed. The water glass next to it was empty as was – fortunately – the bucket. Her face, sticking out of the bedclothes, looked haler than it had before. Lawrence had bought real wheat bread, which he rarely indulged in, instead of honeyed crackers; this had been the right choice, he felt.


  He was quite sure that the first words out of Holo’s mouth upon awaking would be “I’m hungry.”


  Lawrence held the bag of bread up to Holo’s nose, which twitched slightly. Unlike the tough, bitter oat and rye bread they often wound up eating, the scent of the soft, tender wheat bread was wholly enticing.


  Holo’s sniffing at the bag was enough to make Lawrence doubt whether she was actually asleep. At length, she made a small, artless mmph sound and then buried her face within the covers.


  Lawrence looked down at the foot of the bed, where he saw Holo’s tail sticking out of the covers, trembling slightly.


  She seemed to be in mid yawn there beneath the bedclothes.


  Lawrence waited a spell, and sure enough, Holo’s bleary-eyed face eventually emerged from underneath the covers.


  “Mmph… Something smells amazing…”


  “Feeling better?”


  Holo rubbed her eyes, yawned again, and spoke as if to herself. “I’m hungry.”


  Despite his best efforts not to, Lawrence burst out laughing.


  Not seeming particularly interested, Holo slowly hauled herself up and yawned a third time. She then sniffed the air and turned her gluttonous gaze to the bag Lawrence held.


  “I figured you’d say that. I splurged and got some wheat bread.”


  As soon as Lawrence handed over the bag, the proud wisewolf became like a cat presented with a treat.


  “Will you not eat some?”


  Holo sat there on the bed, clutching the bag and devouring the pure white bread, looking anything but willing to share.


  Even as she posed the question to him, her mien was now closer to that of a hunting dog who had no intention of letting its prey escape.


  It was probably at the limits of Holo’s generosity to even venture to ask him before she finished the entire bag.


  “No, I’m fine. I had a taste earlier.”


  Normally she would have regarded him with some suspicion, but Holo – true to her ability to see right through a lie – seemed to accept this as the truth. Visibly relieved, she returned to her assault on the bread.


  “Careful, you’ll choke.”


  
    
  

  Lawrence remembered when shortly after he and Holo first met, she nearly choked on some potatoes at the small church they had passed the night in. She shot him a glare, which he chuckled at. He pulled a chair out from the desk and sat.


  Upon the desk were several wax-sealed envelopes. After making the rounds among the various trading firms, Lawrence had received several letters addressed to him.


  Despite their itinerant lifestyle, traveling merchants had many opportunities to send and receive letters as their seasonal stops were very predictable.


  Some offered to buy a certain good at a high price if they happened to be passing through a given town that was selling it; others told of a good’s price in their towns and asked how it was doing elsewhere – the correspondence was diverse.


  Yet it was strange, Lawrence felt. He generally came through Kumersun in the summertime, so it was out of the ordinary for letters to be reaching him here now on the very threshold of winter. In the worst case, the letters would have wound up languishing in the files of the trading companies for more than half a year. If the letters had not found Lawrence in Kumersun within two weeks, they were to be sent south. It went without saying that such arrangements cost a pretty penny.


  It was clear that the letters were urgent.


  The senders were all town merchants situated in northern Ploania.


  Lawrence carefully removed the wax seals with a knife when he sensed Holo peering intently at him.


  “They’re letters.”


  “Mm,” came Holo’s short reply as she sat herself on the desk, bread in hand.


  Lawrence didn’t mind if she saw the envelope’s contents, so after breaking the seal, he took the letter out right there on the spot.


  “Dear Mr. Lawrence…”


  The fact that the letter did not begin with “In the name of our Lord” was very much in keeping with a northerner’s style.


  Lawrence skimmed the pleasantries and moved his gaze down the page.


  Following the messy, hurriedly composed handwriting, he quickly discerned the letter’s import.


  It was indeed critical information for a merchant to have.


  He read the second letter, confirming that its contents were the same as the first, and then sighed, smiling slightly.


  “What do they say?” Holo asked.


  “Care to take a guess?”


  Perhaps irritated at having her question answered with another question, Holo frowned and rolled her eyes. “They hardly seem like love letters.”


  Even a love of a hundred years would find its ardor cooled by such messy handwriting, Lawrence thought.


  He handed the letters to Holo and grinned. “You always get important information after you most need it.”


  “Hmph.”


  “These letters were sent out of sincere concern, so I owe them some gratitude at least. What think you?”


  Holo licked her fingers, either out of contentment or because she had simply eaten all there was to eat, and looked at the letters she held in the other hand.


  She then shoved them back at Lawrence, a sour expression on her face.


  “I cannot read.”


  “Oh… you can’t?”


  Lawrence took the letters, and Holo narrowed her eyes at him.


  “If you’re feigning ignorance, I must say you’re getting better at it.”


  “No, no, sorry. I really had no idea.”


  Holo regarded him for a moment as if to ascertain the truth of his words, and then she turned away with a sigh.


  “First of all,” she said, “there are too many letters to remember and too many baffling combinations. You might say all one needs to do is write as one would speak, but that is clearly a lie.”


  It seemed Holo had once tried to learn to read.


  “You mean the consonant notation and such?”


  “I’ve no idea what you call them, but the rules are too complex by far. If there’s one way in which you humans exceed us wolves, it is your mastery of those inexplicable symbols.”


  Lawrence very nearly asked if other wolves were similarly unable to write, but he swallowed the question at the last second, merely nodding his agreement.


  “Though it’s not as if it’s a simple matter for us to memorize them, either,” he said. “I had no easy time of it, and every time I made a mistake, my teacher would strike me on the head for it. I thought I’d have a permanent lump.”


  Holo regarded him dubiously. If she thought he was merely humoring her, she would undoubtedly become angry.


  “Surely you can tell I’m not lying,” said Lawrence.


  Holo finally turned her doubtful gaze away. “So what is it that’s written there?”


  “Ah, it says that the northern campaigns have been canceled, so be careful of buying up armor,” Lawrence said, tossing the letters aside. He grinned ruefully at Holo’s blank look.


  “So if you had but received that letter sooner, you wouldn’t have gotten in trouble?”


  “Indeed. Such is hindsight. But the fact that these two merchants would spend coin to deliver this message to me is worth knowing. I can trust these two.”


  “Mm. And yet the difference between reading and not reading the letters was the difference between heaven and hell.”


  “It’s no joke. You’ve the right of it, no question. A single letter can determine your fate. A merchant without information might as well be heading out onto a battlefield with a blindfold.”


  “I don’t know about your eyes, but you surely cover your shame often enough.”


  Lawrence was about to put the letters back into the envelopes when he heard this and froze, muttering an oath.


  “Hmph. Even teasing you does not dispel my drowsiness.” Holo yawned and hopped off the desk, walking over to the bed. Lawrence watched her bitterly. She turned to him.


  “Oh, yes – we can go to the festival now, yes?” she asked as she picked up the robe that had been discarded on the bed, her eyes twinkling so brightly they were nearly audible. Seeing her thus, Lawrence wanted to take her out, but he had other business to attend to first.


  “Sorry, not ye–”


  Lawrence was cut off midsentence. Holo clutched her robe tightly, seemingly on the verge of tears.


  “Even if you’re joking, please – stop that, I beg you,” he said.


  “Ah-hah, so you are weak against this sort of thing. I’ll remember that,” said Holo, abandoning the act. Lawrence found he had nothing to refute her with.


  Having had yet another weakness exposed, he turned back to the desk, defeated.


  “Mm. But – can I not go into the town myself?”


  “You’ll go whether or not I give you permission.”


  “Hm, I suppose that’s true…”


  Lawrence returned the letters to their envelopes and turned to Holo once again; she held onto her robe, looking awkward.


  At first he sighed inwardly – was she really playing this game again so soon? – but then he realized that without any money, she would be able to do little else than stare at the stalls, which to Holo was akin to a living death.


  In other words, she needed marching money, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask for it.


  “I don’t have any small change right now, so… don’t spend it all in once place.”


  He stood and produced a silver irehd from the coin purse at his waist, then walked over to Holo, and handed it to her.


  The coin bore the image of the seventh ruler of Kumersun.


  “It’s not as valuable as a trenni piece, so you shouldn’t get the evil eye if you try to buy some bread with it. They’ll make change without a fuss.”


  “Mm…” replied Holo indistinctly even as she took the coin. Lawrence instantly wondered if what she wanted was more money.


  But if he betrayed this suspicion, she would really have him cornered.


  Lawrence forced himself to maintain a neutral expression. “What’s wrong?”


  “Hm? Oh…”


  One had to be careful when she was being so meek.


  Lawrence’s head shifted into negotiation mode.


  “I was… I was just thinking that it would be a bit of a waste to go alone,” Holo said.


  And just like that, his mind spun fruitlessly.


  “What business have you remaining? If you’ll take me along, I’ll return the silver piece,” she said.


  “Oh, uh, I was– I was just meeting with someone.”


  “Well, I’m going to wander about anyway. If you don’t want me near, I’ll keep my distance. Take me along, won’t you?”


  She wasn’t being especially fawning or wheedling – she simply wanted to come along, it seemed.


  If she’d cocked her head and said something like “Oh, do please take me with you!” he would have suspected her of putting on an act.


  But her request was entirely normal.


  If it really was an act, Lawrence felt like he wouldn’t mind falling for it.


  And in case it wasn’t an act, Holo would surely be hurt by his suspicion.


  “I’m really sorry – can you let me go alone today? I’ve got to meet with someone, and then I expect we’ll be going elsewhere, so I can be introduced to someone else. If you came along, you’d have to wait outside nearly the whole time.”


  “Mm…”


  “I should be able to finish up all my business today, and then starting tomorrow, we can take our time and enjoy the festival. So can you manage on your own for one more day?”


  He talked with the same tone he would use on a girl of ten, but Holo – standing there beside the bed – looked roughly that vulnerable.


  Lawrence understood how she felt.


  It was precisely because he was not over-fond of going to the winter festival alone that he came to Kumersun only in the summer.


  Once the crowds became so thick that one could not help bumping into people, the loneliness became that much keener.


  Going to a party at one of the trading firms and then returning alone to a lonely inn was similarly desolate.


  Lawrence dearly wanted to bring Holo along with him, but this particular errand made that impossible.


  He was going to be introduced to Gi Batos, thus making contact with the town chronicler that Batos evidently knew. One of the head masters of a trading firm Lawrence had visited also knew of the chronicler. Lawrence had taken the opportunity to find out more while he picked up his letters. As he suspected, the chronicler collected not only information on Ploania, but also wrote down pagan tales from farther north.


  If the tales of Yoitsu were to come up, it could go badly if Holo was there to hear them. Since Lawrence knew one such tale– wherein Yoitsu had-been destroyed by a bear spirit – he had trouble imagining that he would hear that Yoitsu was now prospering.


  Hiding the fact forever would be difficult, but Lawrence thought he should at least try to reveal the truth to her at a suitable time. It was a delicate issue.


  A moment of silence passed between him and Holo.


  “Mm. Well, I do not wish to get in your way. I can’t have you slapping my hand away again,” she said, seeming even sadder – which was probably an act.


  Nonetheless, the fact that Lawrence had slapped Holo back in Ruvinheigen still gnawed at him. The clever wisewolf in front of him knew this and was taking a bit of revenge for his refusal to give in to her request.


  “I’ll buy you a souvenir. Just abide one more day.”


  “So I’m to be bought off again, am I?” she said accusingly, but her swishing tail showed her anticipation.


  “Shall I sweet-talk you instead?”


  “Hmph. Your words are far from sweet; they’re practically inedible. I shall pass.”


  It was a nasty thing to say, but Holo was smiling; her mood seemed to have improved. Lawrence waved a meek hand to indicate his defeat.


  “I suppose I shall just wander about on my own.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Lawrence, whereupon Holo spoke again as if she just remembered something.


  “Oh, that’s right. If when you return there are two people in the room, would you mind staying out for a while?”


  For a moment, Lawrence did not understand what she was getting at, but he finally realized she was suggesting she might pick up a man while she was out.


  Given her particular charms, Lawrence thought it could certainly happen.


  But Lawrence had no idea what sort of expression he should assume in response to the statement.


  Should he be angry? Should he laugh? By the time he concluded that ignoring her was the best course, Holo grinned at him with genuine delight.


  “Seeing your adorable face will be quite enough to tide me over for the day,” she said.


  Lawrence found he could only sigh at her teasing.


  Holo could be an infuriating wolf.


  “I’d rather be in your arms than not, still,” she said airily. “Do not worry.”


  Lawrence had no words.


  She could be an incredibly infuriating wolf.


  Lawrence opened the door to the trading company. It was afternoon, and the company indeed much more crowded than it had been earlier.


  The building was filled with both town merchants based in Kumersun and traveling traders who operated in the area. The company was open but doing no real business since nearly everyone was there to enjoy the festival; the room overflowed with drinking and merriment.


  Batos – the man acting as the intermediary between Lawrence and the chronicler – was evidently not as much of a drunkard as Mark has insinuated and had been out of the building on business when Lawrence came in the morning.


  Lawrence asked after him with the chief of the trading company; Batos had still not returned, it seemed. Since he was meeting someone, Lawrence could not very well drink, and he mused on how to pass the time.


  There were several other merchants in similar circumstances, but they had been seduced by the festive atmosphere and were absorbed in a card game, so Lawrence couldn’t very well try to engage them in conversation.


  There was nothing for it but to strike up some idle chatter with the trading house chief, who drank but likewise could not let himself get drunk. During their conversation, the doors opened and a single figure entered the trading house.


  Lawrence and the chief were situated directly across from the entrance, so Lawrence could immediately see who came into the building. It was Amati, looking more like the young son of a nobleman than any merchant.


  “Mr. Lawrence,” said Amati after briefly greeting the men drinking by the door.


  “Good afternoon. And thank you for your assistance with the inn.”


  “Not at all. I should be thanking you for ordering so much fish for dinner.”


  “My finicky companion praised it to the heavens. Said that you had an excellent eye for fish.”


  Lawrence felt this was a more effective compliment than saying he himself had enjoyed the food. He was correct.


  Amati’s face lit up like an excited boy’s.


  “Ha-ha, I’m delighted to hear it! If she has any other requests, I’ll be buying some truly excellent fish tomorrow.”


  “She seemed to have a special love for the carp.”


  “I see… very well, then. I’ll go find more that she’ll enjoy.”


  Lawrence chuckled internally; at no point had Amati asked what he thought of the fish, but Amati no doubt had not even noticed this.


  “Oh, incidentally, Mr. Lawrence – have you any plans at the moment?”


  “I am killing time before I meet with Mr. Batos.”


  “I see…”


  “Why do you ask?”


  Amati’s expression clouded over as he fumbled for words, but he resolutely overcame this in a manner befitting a merchant used to battling the fish markets day in and day out. “Er, yes, actually I was thinking perhaps I could show you and your companion around the town. Our meeting on the road was the will of God, surely, and I don’t doubt I could learn much from talking with a traveling merchant such as yourself.”


  Amati sounded quite modest, but Lawrence knew that the boy had his sights set on Holo. If Amati had a tail, Lawrence was sure that it would be swishing back and forth excitedly.


  Lawrence had an idea.


  “I surely appreciate the invitation, and my companion Holo has been wanting to get a look at the town, but I don’t think…”


  Amati’s expression changed. “If it’s all right with you, I would be happy to show just Miss Holo around! In truth, I’ve finished my work for the day and am quite free.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly…”


  Lawrence wasn’t sure whether or not his feigned surprise was convincing, but Amati did not seem able to read Lawrence’s expressions quite that well.


  Amati, after all, was thinking only of Holo.


  “Not at all. If left to my own devices, I fear I’ll simply drink all my profits away. To be blunt, this works out nicely for me. I would be happy to escort her.”


  “I see. Well, she is not so well behaved as to stay in the inn simply because I told her to – she may not be there at all.”


  “Ha-ha! As it happens, I need to go by the inn and discuss a purchase with them, so I’ll inquire after her while I am there, and if she is there, I’ll invite her out.”


  “I’m so sorry to impose,” said Lawrence.


  “No, not at all. Please allow me to show you around town as well next time!”


  Amati’s skill with pleasantries marked him as a merchant through and through.


  He must have been five or six years younger than Lawrence, but despite his callow appearance, he was no doubt a canny trader.


  Though Amati’s attention had been quite diverted by Holo, he remained thoroughly poised.


  Lawrence was just musing on how he would have to be careful not to let his guard down around the boy when the trading company’s door opened once again.


  Amati looked toward the door at the same time as Lawrence. “Looks like I had good timing,” said Amati, and Lawrence soon understood why.


  As the saying goes, his party had arrived.


  “Well then, Mr. Lawrence – I’ll take my leave.”


  “Ah, yes. Thank you, again.”


  Whether he had no further business in the trading house or his head was so full of visions of Holo that he forgot why he’d come, Amati left the building.


  Though Lawrence left her with some silver, he thought Holo was still probably lounging about in bed at the inn.


  Given Amati’s state, he’d be a perfect mark for Holo, who would have no trouble getting him to buy her whatever she wanted.


  For a moment, Lawrence almost felt sorry for the poor boy, but he knew Amati would be all too happy to undo the strings on his coin purse for Holo.


  Nothing would make Lawrence happier than Holo’s mood being lifted on someone else’s coin.


  If only he could be so clever when dealing directly with Holo, he thought.


  She did not just pull his leg – she swept it clean out from under him.


  As Lawrence wondered if Holo’s wit exceeded his own by as much as her age did, the man who entered the trading house just as Amati left scanned the room and then began to walk toward Lawrence.


  Mark’s apprentice had apparently run about the town to inform Batos of Lawrence’s request, which was undoubtedly why Batos now approached him.


  Lawrence greeted the man with a glance, flashing his merchant’s smile.


  “Kraft Lawrence, I presume? I am Gi Batos.”


  The hand that Batos extended in greeting was hard and rough, like a veteran soldier’s.


  Listening to Mark tell it, Batos was the sort of man who preferred drinking his profits away to actually making any, but upon meeting the man in person, Lawrence got precisely the opposite feeling.


  As he walked down the street, Batos had a stocky stability about him that brought to mind a stout coffin, and his face had a tough, leathery quality (from years of exposure to wind and sand) out of which grew a spiky beard that was almost sea urchin-like. When Lawrence shook Batos’s right hand in greeting, it felt nothing like the hand of an easygoing merchant who passed the days carrying nothing heavier than his cart horses reins; it was rough and strong enough, telling that this was a man who did heavy lifting year-round.


  Yet despite Batos’s appearance, he was neither stubborn nor ill-mannered; the words he spoke had a priestly serenity to them.


  “I daresay merchants who travel across many provinces, like yourself, Mr. Lawrence, are more numerous these days. Traveling to and fro between the same places, selling the same things as I do, gets quite boring.”


  “Ah, but the town peddlers and craftsmen would surely be angry if they heard you say so.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! Right you are. There are plenty of men who’ve spent fifty years selling naught but leather rope. No doubt I’d get an earful if I claimed to be tired of it,” Batos said with a laugh.


  He told of how he was a trader of precious metals from the mines of Hyoram and that he’d spent nigh thirty years going back and forth between those rugged mountains and the town of Kumersun.


  Any man who could carry those heavy loads through the mountains of Hyoram – where the wind was strong and the trees were few – was a man to be reckoned with.


  “Still, I must say you’re a curious fellow, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Oh?”


  “I refer to your search for a chronicler to learn the ancient tales of the northlands. Or has it something to do with a business prospect?”


  “Oh no, nothing like that. It’s just something of a whim, I suppose.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! You’ve got good taste for one so young. I’ve only recently become interested in the old tales. Originally I intended to make a business of it, but I’m afraid they’ve quite become my master rather than the other way around!”


  Lawrence couldn’t quite imagine what Batos meant by making a business of the old tales, but the man’s talk was intriguing, so he kept his mouth shut and listened.


  “It came to me after so many years of going back and forth between the same places. The world I knew was very small, you see. But even there, people had been coming and going for hundreds of years, and I knew nothing about those times at all.”


  Lawrence had an inkling of what Batos meant.


  The more he traveled around, the more the world seemed to spread out before him infinitely.


  If that was the breadth of the world, in a sense, then what Batos felt was the world’s depth.


  “I’m old, you see, and I’ve not the vigor to go journeying afar. Neither can I travel back in time. So even if it’s only by stories, I came to want to visit the places I’ve never been able to see in person and to travel back to those ages that God in his capriciousness has prevented me from experiencing. When I was a young man with nothing on my mind but profit, such things would never have occurred to me, but now I often wonder if I’d had the chance to consider them, my life would have turned out quite differently. So I must admit I’m a bit envious of you, Mr. Lawrence. Hah, I must sound quite ancient.” Batos laughed at his own folly, but his words left a deep impression on Lawrence.


  It was true that the old tales and legends allowed one to know of things that were impossible to experience directly.


  He felt a new weight behind the words Holo had said to him not so very many days after they had first met.


  “The worlds we live in, you and I, are very different.”


  For the greater part of the time Holo had lived, the people from her own era had been long since dead, the era itself lost to time.


  And Holo was not human, but wolf.


  Thinking on it, Lawrence saw that Holo’s very existence began to seem special in more ways than one.


  What had she seen and heard? Where had she traveled?


  He began to want to ask her about her travels – perhaps when he returned to the inn.


  “But when the Church looks at the old tales and legends, all they see are superstitions and pagan stories. Where the Church’s eye falls, tales become hard to collect. Hyoram is a mountainous region and had many fascinating stories, but the Church was there, too. Kumersun is quite nice in that regard.”


  Ploania was a country where both pagans and the Church existed side by side, but it was precisely because of that coexistence that the Church was much stricter in those towns and regions where it held power.


  Pagan towns that resisted Church control had to be constantly prepared for battle. Kumersun was unique in Ploania for its peaceful avoidance of those problems.


  Even in Kumersun, it was not the case that there was a complete lack of conflict.


  Lawrence and Batos headed to the north district of Kumersun in order to meet with the chronicler.


  The town had been built with expansion in mind, so the city walls were constructed of wood that could be easily disassembled and the streets and buildings were spacious.


  Yet even within this town, there existed a high stone wall.


  The wall encircled the district housing those who had fled to Ploania because of Church persecution.


  The very fact that the district was walled off with stone proved that the people of the town considered the presence of the persecuted a burden. While they were not considered criminals in Kumersun, in Ruvinheigen – for example – they would have been beheaded as a matter of course.


  Upon reflection, Lawrence changed his mind.


  The wall did not exist simply to isolate these people; it was probably necessary for their protection.


  “Is that… sulfur?” Lawrence asked.


  “Aha, so you’ve handled medicinal stones as well, have you?”


  Hyoram boasted a variety of very productive mines, and while Batos may have been used to the distinctive odors of the region, Lawrence couldn’t help but make a face.


  The smell reached his nose as soon as they passed through the door in the stone wall, and he immediately knew what sort of people lived here.


  The Church’s greatest enemy – alchemists.


  “No, I’ve knowledge of it is all.”


  “Knowledge is a merchant’s greatest weapon. You’re good at your job.”


  “… It’s kind of you to say so.”


  The area within the walls was several steps lower than the outside ground.


  The spaces between the buildings in the district were narrow, and although they called to mind alleys Lawrence had seen in other towns, there were some strange differences.


  For one, many of the alleys they walked in were scattered with bird feathers.


  “One can’t always smell the poison wind. People keep small birds – and if the bird suddenly dies, they know to be careful.”


  Lawrence knew of the practice as it was used in mines, but having come to a place where it was actually employed sent a shiver up his spine.


  The phrase poison wind was certainly descriptive, but for Lawrence’s part, he felt the Church’s phrase – the hand of death – to be more apt. Apparently it came from the fact that no sooner did one notice a strangely cold wind than one was paralyzed, unable to move.


  Lawrence wondered if the cats that he saw here and there as they walked down the street were kept for the same purpose as the birds or if they instead gathered to prey on those birds.


  In either case, it was eerie.


  “Mr. Batos–”


  It had been some time since Lawrence had found walking in silence to be so difficult.


  The street was dim and strange, the silence punctuated by the meowing of cats and the flutter of birds; mysterious metallic sounds rang out occasionally, and the smell of sulfur was constant. Lawrence couldn’t help raising his voice.


  “How many alchemists are in this district, would you say?”


  “Hmm… counting apprentices perhaps twenty, give or take. But in any case, accidents are common, so it is hard to know for sure.”


  In other words, there were a lot of fatalities.


  Regretting having asked the question, Lawrence shifted to more mercantile concerns.


  “Do you find that trading with alchemists makes good business? I would think it would bring significant danger.”


  “Mm…” said Batos slowly, stepping around a barrel that had held some green substance that Lawrence didn’t want to look at too long. “There’s a lot of profit to be had in trading with alchemists that have nobility backing them up. They buy a lot of iron, lead, quicksilver, and tin – to say nothing of copper, silver, and gold.”


  They were all quite normal commodities; Lawrence was surprised.


  He had been expecting something much weirder – five-legged frogs, perhaps.


  “Ha-ha-ha, are you surprised? Even here in the north, there are people who think alchemists are basically sorcerers. In truth, they’re not so very different from metal smiths. They heat metals or melt them down with acids. Of course…”


  They turned right at a narrow intersection.


  “… In reality, there are some who research sorcery.” Batos looked behind them and then twisted his lip in a feral grin.


  Lawrence faltered and stopped walking for a moment, at which Batos immediately smiled, apologetic.


  “But I’ve only heard rumors of them, and I don’t believe any of the alchemists in this district have met any such people. And incidentally, everyone living in this area is basically a good person.”


  This was the first time Lawrence had heard alchemists – who practiced their arts without any fear of God – described as “good people.”


  Whenever the subject came up, alchemists were spoken of in fearful, incurious tones, as though they had committed some unspeakable corruption.


  “They’re my bread and butter, after all, so I can’t very well accuse them of being bad people now, can I?”


  A slightly relieved Lawrence smiled at Batos very merchant-like statement.


  Shortly thereafter, Batos stopped before the door of one of the buildings.


  The street received no sunlight and was riddled with holes and dark puddles of water.


  The stone wall facing the alley had a wooden window that was cracked open, and the entire two-story building seemed to lean to one side.


  It could have been a building from any slum in the world, but there was one important difference.


  The area was completely silent; no peals of childish laughter sounded.


  “Come now, you needn’t be so nervous. They really are fine people here.”


  No matter how many times Batos tried to reassure him, Lawrence could only give an uncertain smile in return.


  It was impossible for him not to be nervous – this was, after all, a place where people lived who had been branded criminals of the most serious sort by an authority that brooked no opposition.


  “Excuse us – is anybody home?” Batos called out casually, knocking upon the door without any such fear.


  The ancient door seemed like it had gone years without being opened.


  Lawrence could hear a cat’s quiet meow from somewhere.


  A monk accused of heresy, chased out of a monastery – what kind of person would that be?


  A shriveled old frog of a man appeared briefly in Lawrence’s mind, clad in a tattered robe.


  This was no world for a traveling merchant.


  The door slowly opened.


  “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Batos!”


  The moment was so anticlimactic that Lawrence very nearly collapsed.


  “It’s been a while. You seem well!”


  “I could say the same of you! Spending all your time in the mountains of Hyoram. God must favor you indeed.”


  It was a tall, blue-eyed woman who had opened the thin wooden door. She seemed a few years older than Lawrence, but the fashionable robe draped comfortably around her body gave her a nonetheless fascinating aura.


  Her speech was lively and pleasant – she was indisputably beautiful.


  But in that instant, Lawrence thought of that which all alchemists sought – the power of immortality.


  Witch.


  The word appeared in his mind just as the woman looked at him.


  “You’re quite a handsome man, but you think me a witch – I can see it in your eyes.”


  The woman had seen right through him; Batos spoke quickly to smooth things over.


  “In that case, perhaps that’s how I should introduce you?”


  “Don’t be absurd – this place is already quite tedious enough. And in any case, is any witch as pretty as I am?”


  “I hear many women are exposed as witches because of their beauty.”


  “You never change, Mr. Batos. No doubt you’ve hideaways all over Hyoram.”


  Lawrence had no idea what was going on, so he abandoned his attempts to grasp the situation and concentrated instead on calming himself.


  He took one and a half deep breaths.


  Then he straightened himself and became Lawrence the traveling merchant.


  “So, m’dear. It’s not me that has business with you today, but Lawrence here.”


  Batos seemed to have noticed Lawrence regain his composure; at his well-timed statement, Lawrence took a step forward, put on his best merchant’s smile, and greeted the woman.


  “Please excuse my rudeness. I am Kraft Lawrence, a traveling merchant. I’ve come to call upon one Dian Rubens. Might he be in the house?”


  Lawrence rarely spoke so formally.


  The woman stood with her hand on the door, silent for a moment, before smiling, amused. “What, did Batos not tell you?”


  “Oh–” Batos lightly smacked his head with his hand as if to punish his own carelessness, and then he looked to Lawrence apologetically. “Mr. Lawrence, this is Miss Dian Rubens.”


  “Dian Rubens at your service. It’s quite a masculine name, is it not? Please call me Diana,” said the woman, her manner suddenly very elegant as she smiled. It was enough to make Lawrence feel that she must have been attached to a very well-to-do monastery indeed.


  “Well, enough of that. Please, come in. I don’t bite,” said Diana with a mischievous smile as she gestured into the house.


  The inside of Diana’s home was not so very different from the outside – it called to mind the captains quarters in a battered vessel that had been through a bad storm.


  Wooden chests reinforced with iron bands were everywhere, piled in every corner of the room, their drawers left sloppily open, and there were sturdy, expensive-looking chairs mostly buried under clothes or books.


  Also within the room were countless quill pens, as if some great bird had done its grooming in the room.


  The only places in the room that seemed even marginally free from the chaos were the bookshelves and the large desk where Diana plied her trade.


  “So, what might your business be?” asked Diana, pulling a chair out from under her desk, on which by some miracle of planning sunlight fell. She neither put hot water on nor gestured for her guests to sit down.


  Tea or not, just as Lawrence was wondering if she wouldn’t do something about a place to sit, Batos took the liberty of removing items from one of the chairs turned into storage and gestured for Lawrence to sit.


  Even the most arrogant nobleman would invite his guests to sit.


  Lawrence felt no special malice behind Diana’s eccentricity; it seemed part of her strange charm.


  “First, I should apologize for my sudden intrusion,” Lawrence said.


  Diana smiled and nodded at the standard pleasantry.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and continued, “Actually, Miss Rubens, I was–”


  “Diana, please,” she corrected him immediately, her expression serious.


  Lawrence concealed his perturbation. “Excuse me,” he said, and Diana’s face resumed its soft smile.


  “Yes, as I was saying, I have heard that you are quite knowledgeable about the old tales of the northlands. I was hoping you would share some of that knowledge with me.”


  “The north?”


  “Yes.”


  Diana’s countenance became thoughtful, and she looked at Batos. “And here I thought he’d want to talk business.”


  “You jest. Had he spoken of business you’d have had him out on his ear.”


  Diana laughed at Batos’s words, but Lawrence got the sense that it was probably true.


  “But you don’t even know if I know the tale you seek.”


  “That might mean the tale I heard was made up from whole cloth,” said Lawrence.


  “Well then, it appears you will have to tell me this tale, and I shall do the listening.”


  Lawrence had to look away from Diana’s kind smile as he cleared his throat again.


  He was grateful Holo was not there.


  “In that case, the story I wish to hear of concerns a village called Yoitsu.”


  “Ah, the one said to have been destroyed by the Moon-Hunting Bear.”


  Diana seemed to have immediately opened the drawers of her memory.


  Given how quickly the subject of the town’s destruction had come up, Lawrence again felt that leaving Holo behind was the right choice. It looked as though Yoitsu really had been destroyed. His head hurt when he thought of how he would have to break this news to Holo.


  As Lawrence thought this over, Diana stood slowly and approached the room’s strangely well-ordered bookshelves, taking down a single volume from a neat row of large tomes.


  “I seem to recall… Ah, here it is. The Moon-Hunting Bear, also known as Irawa Weir Muheddhunde, and Yoitsu, the village it destroyed. There are many stories of this bear. All quite old, though,” said Diana smoothly as she scanned the pages. She had a callus on her index finger from writing, and it was swollen, making it seem quite possible that she had written all of these books.


  How many pagan tales and superstitions were contained in those pages?


  Something suddenly occurred to Lawrence. Batos had said he was thinking of making a business out of the old tales – no doubt he meant selling Diana’s books to the Church.


  With the stories in the books, the Church leaders would be able to instantly ascertain which heretical beliefs had penetrated which lands; they would do nearly anything for such information.


  “It’s not the bear I’m interested in, but the town.”


  “The town?”


  “Yes. I’ve occasion to be searching it out. Is there anything in your tales that might reveal its location?”


  Anyone would have been puzzled by Lawrence’s question, which had nothing to do with the source for a commodity but rather the setting for an old legend.


  Diana made an expression of surprise and then set the book on the table and began to think.


  “Location, eh? Location, indeed…”


  “Have you any ideas?” Lawrence asked again, at which Diana put one hand to her head as though suffering a headache and gestured for Lawrence to wait with the other.


  As long as she was silent, it was easy to imagine this striking woman as the head of some solemn convent, but seeing her like this revealed an amusingly comical side to her personality.


  Diana’s eyes were screwed shut as she groaned with the effort of searching her memory, but then she suddenly looked up, happy as a maiden who had just succeeded in threading a needle.


  “I have it! At the headwaters of the Roam River, which flows north of Ploania, there’s a story like this in a town called Lenos,” she said, suddenly and surprisingly as affable as she had been when speaking to Batos.


  She seemed to forget herself when talking about old tales.


  Diana cleared her throat, closed her eyes, and began to recite from an ancient legend.


  “Long ago, a lone wolf called Holoh appeared in the village. Its great height was such that one had to look up to keep it in view. The villagers were certain that it was the punishment from the gods, but Holoh told of her journey from the deep forests of the east, explaining that she was bound for the southlands. She loved wine, and at times would take the form of a maiden and dance with the village girls. Her form was both fetching and youthful, though she kept her wolf tail. After frolicking with them for a time, she blessed their harvest and continued south. Since that time, bountiful harvests have continued, and we of the village remember her as Holoh of the Wheat Tail.”


  Lawrence was doubly surprised – both at Diana’s smooth recitation and at the mention of Holo’s name.


  The name’s pronunciation was slightly different, but it was unmistakably a story about Holo. Her blessing of the village’s harvest supported that as did her maiden’s form and retaining her lupine tail.


  Yet this surprise paled in comparison to the content of Diana’s tale.


  The town of Lenos still existed at the headwaters of the Roam River. Using that as a reference point and knowing that there was a forest to the east Lawrence could draw a line southwest from Nyohhira and east from Lenos, which would put Yoitsu right at the intersection.


  “Was that any use?”


  “Yes, as it limits the area to the forest east of Lenos. It’s a great help!”


  “I’m so glad.”


  “I’ll surely repay you as soon–”


  Lawrence was cut off by a gesture from Diana. “As you can see, even if the Church pursues me for it, I love the old pagan tales – the ones that haven’t been twisted out for consideration of Church beliefs. As you are indeed a traveling merchant, Mr. Lawrence, surely you have even one story you could share with me. If you’ll do that, I’ll require no further payment.”


  Those who composed histories for the Church did so to preserve the Church’s authority. Historians retained by the nobility composed works praising their employers – this was simply the way of the world.


  The Church’s tale of Saint Ruvinheigen, namesake of the great Church city bearing the same name, was quite different from Holo’s story of the man. The tale was deliberately rewritten to protect and extend Church authority.


  Diana loved the old tales enough that she was willing to live in the slums of Kumersun, a town devoted to religious and economic freedom.


  Lawrence wondered what terrible knowledge she must possess to have been chased from her cloister on charges of heresy, but now he saw that she simply loved the old tales enough to die for them.


  “Understood,” he said and began to tell his tale.


  It was the tale of a place known for its bountiful wheat harvests.


  And the tale of the wolf that ruled over them.


  Eventually, once they had all gotten into some wine, they wound up talking of old tales and legends from all sorts of lands.


  The sun was low in the sky when Lawrence finally remembered himself, and politely refusing Diana’s invitation to stay, he left the house with Batos.


  As he and Batos walked along the narrow street, neither could help laughing as they talked of the many stories they had shared.


  It had been some time since Lawrence had enjoyed the tales of dragons and golden cities – he was well past the age when such stories were taken with anything but a large grain of salt.


  Even after Lawrence had begun his merchant apprenticeship, he still longed to take up sword and shield and battle his way across the lands as a valiant knight-errant. As he traveled with his master across the countryside, the tales of fire-breathing dragons, birds so large their wings blotted out the sky, and sorcerers powerful enough to move mountains at will still set his heart secretly racing.


  Of course, eventually he had dismissed such tales as pure fantasy.


  It was meeting Holo that allowed Lawrence to enjoy them again.


  Many of those old tales and legends were not fantasy at all, and even a humble traveling merchant might have adventures as great as any knight-errant.


  That realization alone was enough to cause a warmth he had not felt in many years to spread throughout his heart.


  In the midst of his giddiness, however, he remembered the events that happened during the attempt at smuggling gold into Ruvinheigen. He smiled at his folly.


  He hadn’t seen its form, but there was no doubt that a wolf not unlike Holo in those eerie woods near Ruvinheigen were the source of so much rumor. Lawrence, though, had been no strapping protagonist of a thrilling adventure. He was merely a helpless minor character caught up in the tale.


  A merchants life suited him much better, he felt.


  Lawrence mused on this as they came to the broad street that led back to the inn. He took his leave from Batos there.


  When Lawrence thanked Batos for acting as a go-between, Batos’ reply was quick. “People tend to gossip if I go to Diana’s place alone, so you were a fine excuse.”


  The lot back at the trading company were very fond of such talk.


  “Ask me along anytime,” Batos said. It was no mere pleasantry. He seemed to genuinely mean it. Lawrence, too, had enjoyed himself, so he nodded in the affirmative.


  The sun was beginning to sink below the rooftops on the broad avenue, which was crowded with craftsmen returning home from a long day, traders winding up their negotiations, and farmers on their way home, having sold the produce and livestock they brought from their villages.


  Lawrence headed south down the street into the central part of the town, where drunkards and children were added to the mix of the crowd.


  Normally the number of town girls in the street tended to drop after sunset, but today they were plentiful, adding to the atmosphere of anticipation for the next day’s festival. Here and there, circles of people gathered around fortune-tellers and the like, who did their business brazenly amid the crowds.


  Lawrence cut his way through the throng and passed right by the inn along the street, heading straight for the market in the center of Kumersun.


  Thanks to Diana, he had a general grasp of Yoitsu’s location, and thus would not be heading for Nyohhira, but rather the town of Lenos.


  Lenos was closer, and the road leading to it was better maintained. He also expected that once he was in Lenos he would be able to get more detailed information about the legends of Holo.


  Thus it was that Lawrence found himself visiting Mark again. As Mark was gathering travel information for him, he needed to know about this change in destination.


  “Hey there, lover boy.”


  As Lawrence approached Mark’s shop, he saw Mark with a bottle of wine in one hand, looking merry indeed; the young apprentice he’d sent out to contact Batos earlier was now red faced and prone in the back of the shop.


  It was Mark’s wife, Adele, that attended to the closing of the shop, covering the piles of goods with a canopy against the evening dew.


  As soon as she noticed Lawrence, Adele gave a slight nod and pointed to her husband with a chagrined smile.


  “What’s wrong?” said Mark. “Bah – here, have a drink.”


  “So about that information I asked you about this morning… Whoa, that’s too much.”


  Mark didn’t seem to hear Lawrence’s protest at all as he poured wine from a ceramic wine bottle into a wooden cup.


  His expression suggested that he would have nothing to say until Lawrence picked up the cup, which was now nearly overflowing with wine.


  “Fine, fine.” Exasperated, Lawrence took the cup and put it to his lips; it was good wine. He suddenly wanted some jerky to go with it.


  “So, what was that? Have you changed your travel plans?”


  “Indeed. There’s a town, Lenos, at the headwaters of the Roam River. That’s where I’m going.”


  “Well, that’s quite a change indeed. And here I’d already collected quite a bit about the way to Nyohhira.” If he had not been able to think clearly despite the wine, Mark would never have been a merchant.


  “Apologies. Circumstances have changed a bit.”


  “Oh ho!” said Mark with a smile as he gulped down wine as if it were water. He then regarded Lawrence with a look of amusement. “So it’s true that things have gone bad with that companion of yours?”


  There was a pause.


  “What did you say?” Lawrence finally asked.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha. Word’s gotten around, lover boy. Everyone knows you’re holed up in a nice inn with a gorgeous nun. You’ve surely got no fear of God.”


  Kumersun was a large enough town, but it wasn’t so large as Ruvinheigen – word spread quickly from one merchant to another until nearly all of them would have heard the news. The bonds between traders here were strong. If someone had seen Holo with Lawrence, word would get around.


  If Mark knew about Holo, then everyone at the trading company would also know. He was glad he hadn’t returned with Batos.


  What he did not understand was why Mark said things had gone sour between Lawrence and Holo.


  “We don’t have the sort of relationship that makes for a good story over wine, but I don’t see why you’d say things have gone bad with her.”


  “Heh-heh. The lover boy knows how to play dumb, that’s for sure. But I can see the worry on your face.”


  “Well, there’s no mistaking that she’s a beauty. If things were to go poorly with us, it would be a shame.”


  Lawrence was surprised at his own ability to stay cool during the exchange – no doubt it came about because he was used to constant teasing from Holo.


  Although truth be told, he felt he would have preferred for his business acumen to have gotten sharper rather than his patience.


  Mark burped. “Why, just a moment ago, I heard that your companion was seen in the company of a young lad from our trade guild. Evidently they were getting on quite well.”


  “Ah, you mean Mr. Amati.” Lawrence didn’t feel comfortable calling the boy simply “Amati,” and yet “Mr.” suddenly seemed unnecessarily subservient as well.


  “Oh, so you’ve given up already, then.”


  “You seem to be sadly mistaken. I simply had business today and was unable to accompany her, and Mr. Amati found himself with free time and wished to show us around town. These two events happened to coincide; that is all.”


  “Hmm…”


  “You don’t believe me?”


  Lawrence had fully expected Mark to appear disappointed, so he found himself confused at Mark’s look of genuine concern.


  “I used to be a traveling merchant like you, so I’ll give you some advice. Amati is more formidable than he seems.”


  “… What do you mean?”


  “What I mean is, if you’re careless, he’ll snatch that pretty little companion of yours right out from under you. Men his age will do anything to gain the object of their obsession. And do you know how much fish Amati moves? It’s a lot. And what’s more, he was born in a pretty nice region of the south, but once he figured out that as the youngest child he’d never be allowed to make anything of himself, he ran away from home and came here to open his business. That was just three years ago. Quite a story, eh?”


  It was hard to imagine the slight Amati doing all that, but Lawrence had seen for himself the boy’s three cartloads of fresh fish.


  What’s more, Amati had been able to easily arrange a room at an inn facing a main avenue – albeit one to which he sold his fish. During a time when the town was overflowing with travelers coming and going, this was no mean feat.


  A seed of fear began to take root in Lawrence’s heart, but at the same time, he could not believe that Holo would transfer her affections so easily.


  “No need to worry. My companion is not so fickle.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. You’ve a lot of faith. If I heard my Adele was out with Amati, I’d give up right on the spot.”


  “What’s this of me and Amati?” said Adele, a truly frightful smile on her face. She had been behind Mark for some time as she cleaned up the shop in place of her husband.


  Adele and Mark had fallen in love four years earlier when, as a traveling merchant, Mark had visited Kumersun. Their love story was quite famous in the town, and it was enough to make even a third-rate minstrel throw up his hands in disgust. She now possessed all the dignity of a wheat merchant’s wife.


  When Lawrence first met her, Adele had been quite frail, but now she was even more robust than her husband.


  Two years previous she’d given birth to their first child – perhaps it was the strength of motherhood that she now had.


  “Uh, what I was saying was that if I ever saw you out with Amati, why, you’re so dear to me that the flames of my jealousy would burn my very flesh!”


  “Burn away, dear. I’ll just light a fire with the cinders you leave behind to make some tasty bread for Mr. Amati.”


  Adele was so caustic that all Mark could do in response was take another drink.


  Perhaps women everywhere really are stronger.


  “So then, Mr. Lawrence,” said Adele. “Drinking in the company of this sot must make the wine taste poorly. We’ll be closing up shop here, so why don’t you come by the house and help yourself to some dinner? The baby may be a bit noisy, though.”


  Lawrence couldn’t even begin to imagine how much mischief Mark’s child would be capable of.


  He was not especially good with children, but that wasn’t why he declined the offer.


  “I’ve still more business to attend to, unfortunately.”


  It was a lie, of course, but Adele nodded her regret without any trace of suspicion.


  Mark, on the other hand, smiled as though having seen right through Lawrence. “Oh, indeed, you’ve unfinished business aplenty. And good luck to you.”


  Yes, Mark had seen the truth of it. Lawrence managed a weak smile.


  “Ah, yes, so I’ll keep your new destination in mind. I’ll be keeping the shop open all during the festival, so I should be able to ask all about the route to Lenos.”


  “I appreciate it.”


  Lawrence finished off his remaining wine, thanked the couple again, and took his leave.


  He noticed himself walking more quickly through the lively, bustling night and laughed at his own folly.


  He’d actually claimed to have unfinished business – ridiculous!


  But articulating the real reason made Lawrence hate himself, so admitting it to anyone else was out of the question.


  Amati and Holo walking happily together – the image flashed briefly through his mind.


  Despite his frustration, he noticed himself quickening his step more and more.


  The boisterous clamor outside grew louder as the evening deepened. Lawrence was well into working out his upcoming travel plans with ink and pen borrowed from the inn when Holo finally returned.


  Lawrence had hurried back to the inn only to find that Holo was still out, and although he’d had to swallow his disappointment, the time did give him a chance to calm himself, for which he was grateful.


  Amati had taken his leave from her in front of the inn, Holo said, so she had come up to the room alone. Judging from the fox kit-skin muffler around her neck, Amati had been taken for quite a ride. There was no doubt in Lawrence’s mind that she’d gotten him to buy her more than that.


  His relief and happiness at seeing Holo’s safe return was nothing compared to the headache that came with trying to figure out what would be an appropriate way to thank Amati.


  “Ugh… it’s too tight. Come… help me with this, won’t you?”


  However much she had eaten and drunk, Holo seemed incapable of taking off her own clothes.


  Lawrence sighed and got out of his chair, walked over beside the bed, and undid the sash Holo struggled so valiantly against. He also removed the robe that was cinched up against her skirts.


  “If you’re going to lie down, take off your muffler and shawl. They’ll wrinkle otherwise.” Holo grunted vaguely in reply.


  Lawrence managed to stop her from falling over onto the bed right then and there, and he helped her take off the muffler and rabbit skin shawl, as well as the triangular kerchief that she wore on her head.


  Holo nodded off as she let Lawrence have his way with her clothing. She had probably parted ways with Amati in front of the inn because she was unable to keep herself together any longer.


  Once Lawrence managed to get her out of the muffler, shawl, and kerchief, she immediately flopped down onto the bed.


  Though he couldn’t help smiling when he looked at the carefree wolf, Lawrence sighed when he glanced at the fox kit-skin muffler. He couldn’t imagine buying such an item for resale, let alone as a gift.


  “Hey, you – what else did you get him to buy you, eh?”


  If Amati had gone this far, it seemed likely he’d bought her something still more costly.


  Holo didn’t even have the energy to lift her legs onto the bed, and her strange position remained unchanged as she took the long, slow breaths of the deeply asleep. The ears she was so proud of gave nary a twitch at Lawrence’s question.


  Realizing there was nothing else to do, Lawrence lifted her legs up onto the bed, and even then she did not so much as open her eyes.


  He wondered if this utter defenselessness was due to trust or simply disdain.


  He mulled it over for a while, but ultimately decided that such thoughts would only lead to disappointment, so he banished them from his head. Putting the muffler and shawl on the desk, he began to fold up her robe.


  As soon as he did so, something fell out of the robe and hit the floor with a dunk.


  He picked the object up; it was a beautiful metallic cube.


  “Iron…? No.”


  It had sharp, carefully filed edges and a surface that was beautifully smooth even in the dim moonlight. Even if it were just metalwork, the cube would have been a valuable piece, but there was no telling how angry Holo would be if he woke her up just to ask about it.


  He set the cube on the desk, deciding to ask about it the next day.


  He put the robe over the back of the chair and folded the kerchief; then he rolled up the sash after smoothing out its wrinkles.


  For a moment, he wondered why he was attending to these menial tasks – he was no manservant, after all – but one look at the sleeping Holo, snoring away artlessly on the bed there, was enough to dispel his indignation.


  She had made no move to do it herself, so Lawrence walked over to the bed and drew the covers over her, chuckling.


  He then returned to his desk and his travel plans.


  If his circumstances didn’t allow him to stay in the north while he searched for Yoitsu, he would simply have to change his business plan to accommodate some travel in the north. Whether or not he would actually follow those changes, there was no harm in making the plan.


  Also, it had been some time since he’d really sat down with pen and paper and listed the towns, trade routes, commodities, and profit margins that made up the life of a traveling merchant.


  He was filled with nostalgia when he remembered the times he had once burned the midnight oil to make such plans.


  There was one large difference between then and now, though.


  Were the plans being made for his own sake – or for someone else’s?


  Lawrence worked, pen in hand, listening to Holo’s quiet snores, until the tallow candle burned itself out.


  “Food, drink, the scarf, and this die.”


  “Anything else?”


  “That was all. Well, that and enough sweet talk to fill a lifetime,” said Holo lightly, chewing on the comb she used to groom her tail. Lawrence regarded her wearily.


  He’d been relieved when she woke up without a hangover and had immediately interrogated her about the events of the previous night. Looking at the gifts she had received in the light of morning, Lawrence could tell they were of considerable value.


  “So you ate and drank the night away, but then there’s this muffler. I can’t believe you’d go and accept such a thing…”


  “It’s fine fur, is it not? Though nothing compared with my tail.”


  “Did you make him buy this thing?”


  “You think me so shameless? Why, he practically pressed it upon me. Rather fashionable of him, though, giving a muffler as a gift.”


  Lawrence looked at the fox skin piece, then at Holo. She continued, sounding pleased, “He’s quite mad about me, you know.”


  “I’m sorry, did I ask for a joke? You can’t just call it over and done when you receive a gift this valuable. Here I just thought to let someone else show you a good time, but now look at the debt I carry!”


  Holo giggled. “So that was your plan all along, was it? I thought as much.”


  “I’m taking the consideration for this scarf out of your funds for the festival, just so you know.”


  Holo glared at him but turned away, doubly annoyed upon seeing that Lawrence glared right back at her.


  “I trust you didn’t show him your ears and tail at least?”


  “You needn’t worry. I am not quite that foolish.”


  Based on her state the previous night, Lawrence had not thought to worry about such a possibility, but now he wasn’t so sure.


  “I suppose you were asked what sort of relationship you have with me.”


  “What I would like to know is precisely why you’re asking.”


  “If our stories do not match, people will begin to suspect things.”


  “Mm. Right you are. Yes, I was quite thoroughly questioned. I am a traveling nun and you saved me from being sold off by evil men is what I told him.”


  Aside from the part about Holo being a nun, that was more or less consistent with the truth.


  “But once you saved me, I fell deeply into your debt, and as I cannot hope to repay it, I am gradually working it off by praying for your safety as we travel. Oh, alas and alack, woe is me! My voice was desperately sad as I told the tale. What do you think, eh? It has the ring of truth!”


  Although it irked Lawrence that he seemed to be the villain of the story, it did seem convincing.


  “As soon as I told the tale, he bought me the muffler,” said the fake traveling nun with a frankly devilish smile.


  “I suppose that will do. But what of this die? What made him buy you something like this?”


  Lawrence had been unable to discern the color of the thing in the dim moonlight, but he could now tell that the cube of metal, so perfect it seemed the work of a master smith, had a distinctly yellow tint, like unpolished gold.


  Lawrence had seen this kind of gold-like mineral before.


  It was not the work of any human but entirely natural.


  “Oh, that? The fortune-teller was using it. They say it’s a die that can divine the future. It has a lovely shape, has it not? I can scarcely fathom how it was made. There’s no doubt it’ll sell for some fine coin.”


  “You fool. Do you actually think you can sell this?” said Lawrence, using the same tone she often rebuked him with. Holo’s ears pricked up at the sudden harshness.


  “This is no die. This is a mineral called pyrite. And no man made it.”


  His information was obviously unexpected. Holo regarded him dubiously, but Lawrence ignored this, plucking the yellowish crystalline cube off the desk and tossing it at Holo.


  “I suppose the wisewolf that guarantees the harvest would know little of rocks. That die-shaped stone was mined just as you see it.”


  Holo smiled uncertainly, clearly disbelieving him, as she toyed with the pyrite.


  “You should be able to tell that I’m not lying.”


  Holo murmured quietly and held the pyrite up between her fingers.


  “It’s not good for much, but it’s often sold as a souvenir. And since it looks like gold, sometimes it’s used by swindlers. Was anybody else buying it?”


  “Oh, indeed. Many. The fortune-teller had great skill, enough to impress even me. He claimed that with dice like his, anyone could read the fates, so all that were gathered wanted the pyrite dice he was selling. He made up all manner of reasons why they were desirable.”


  “You mean the dice?”


  “Indeed. Even the ones less perfect in shape than this he claimed would ward away sickness or evil.”


  Lawrence felt a certain professional respect for anyone who could invent such a lucrative business. Festivals and fairs often sparked strange fads.


  The charged atmosphere made for great business, but pyrite – that was quite an angle, indeed.


  “Amati bid down the price on that die, too.”


  This genuinely surprised Lawrence. “He bid it down?”


  “The crowd had gotten quite enthusiastic. I’d not seen that sort of competition before – it was something to see, indeed. I expect I could sell the die quite dear now.”


  Lawrence thought of Batos, who traveled the Hyoram regions.


  Did Batos know of this? If he had pyrite on hand or connections to gain it, there might be excellent business to be had here.


  Lawrence had gotten that far in his train of thought when there was a knock at the door.


  “Hm?” For a moment, he considered the possibility that Amati had spotted Holo’s ears and tail, but then he decided that the perceptive Holo would have noticed if that were the case.


  He looked from the door to Holo and saw that she drew the bedclothes up over herself. Evidently the visitor at the door was not of the dangerous sort they had encountered in Pazzio.


  Lawrence walked over to the door and opened it.


  On the other side was Mark’s young apprentice.


  “I apologize for calling so early in the morning. I have a message from my master.”


  It was hardly “early in the morning,” and Lawrence couldn’t imagine what was so pressing that it would inspire Mark to send his apprentice on an errand just when the market would be opening.


  He wondered if Mark had perhaps fallen gravely ill, but no – were that the case, the boy would not claim to have a message from his master.


  Holo shifted underneath the blankets, popping her head out.


  The boy noticed and glanced her way. Seeing a girl on a bed covered from the neck down in blankets was evidently more than he had bargained for. He turned away, red faced.


  “So what was the message?”


  “Oh, er, yes. He said you needed to know right away, so I ran over immediately. Actually–”


  The shocking news had Lawrence running through the streets of Kumersun a moment later.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  The town of Kumersun rose early.


  Lawrence crossed the broad north-south avenue and headed west toward the trading company. Here and there on the way, he spotted many people erecting what looked like signposts.


  Lawrence glanced at them as he ran with Mark’s apprentice. They seemed to indeed be signposts of some kind, but he could not tell what was written on them. It was a script he had never seen before, and the signs were decorated with flowers, turnips, or bundles of hay.


  Undoubtedly they were used in the Laddora festival, which began today, but Lawrence had no time to investigate.


  The boy was fleet of foot and showed no signs of tiring, perhaps from being worked so hard day in and day out by Mark. Lawrence had a fair amount of confidence in his own stamina but was hard-pressed to keep up. It was just as he was running short of breath that they arrived at the trading company.


  The normally forbidding, tightly closed doors of the company were thrown open. A handful of merchants stood at the entrance, wine cups already in hand despite the early hour.


  Their attention had been directed into the building, but upon noticing Lawrence’s arrival, they beckoned him in with gusto.


  “Hey! It’s the man himself! Haschmidt the Knight has arrived!”


  Hearing the name Haschmidt, Lawrence now knew for a certainty that Mark’s apprentice had been neither jesting nor lying.


  There was a romantic tale from the country of Eleas, a passionate nation of seas and vineyards.


  The protagonist was Hendt La Haschmidt, a knight of the royal court.


  However, Lawrence was far from happy to be called a knight.


  Haschmidt the Knight fought bravely for Ilesa, the princess he loved. He challenged Prince Philip the Third to a duel for the right to her hand and died a tragic death.


  Lawrence ascended the stone steps, pushing through the jeering merchants into the trading company.


  Their gazes pierced him, spear-like, as though he was a criminal about to be crucified.


  There at the back of the room, at the counter behind which sat the master of the firm, was his Prince Philip the Third.


  “I say again!” cried a reedy, boyish voice that echoed through the lobby.


  It was Amati – not wearing the standard oiled-leather coat of the fishmonger, but rather an aristocratic formal robe. He looked every inch the young son of a nobleman.


  He leveled his gaze directly at Lawrence as the entire assemblage of merchants held their breath.


  Right then and there, Amati held up a dagger and a sheet of parchment and made his declaration.


  “I will pay the debt that now weighs upon the slender shoulders of this traveling nun – and when this goddess of loveliness does regain her freedom, I swear by Saint Lambardos, who watches over this Rowen Trade Guild, that Holo the nun will have my undying love!”


  A commotion arose in the hall, laughter mixing with cries of admiration to create a strangely feverish atmosphere.


  Amati ignored the noise. He lowered his hands and spun the dagger around, gripping it by the blade and holding the hilt out to Lawrence.


  “Miss Holo has told me of her misfortune and ill treatment. I thus propose to use my fortune and position as a free man to regain for her the feathers of freedom, and furthermore to wed her.”


  Lawrence instantly recalled Mark’s words the previous day.


  Men his age will do anything to gain the object of their obsession.


  He regarded the hilt thrust at him with a bitter gaze and then looked at the parchment.


  Amati was just far enough away that Lawrence could not make the writing out, but it surely reiterated what the boy had just said in more concrete terms. The red seal at the bottom left of the sheet was probably not wax, but blood.


  In regions without a public witness, or when one needed a contract with far more weight than a public witness could provide, there was contract law. The party who put their blood seal upon the contract would give the knife they used to the opposite party and swear an oath in God’s name.


  If the first party failed to fulfill the contract, they would be bound to kill the opposing party with that knife or else turn it to their own throat.


  As soon as Lawrence took the knife offered to him by Amati, the contract would be sealed.


  Lawrence did not move. He’d had not the slightest inkling that Amati’s infatuation would come to this.


  “Mr. Lawrence.” The words were as piercing as Amati’s gaze.


  Neither flimsy excuses nor disregard would sway the boy, Lawrence guessed.


  Desperate to buy himself some time, he said, “It is true that Holo is indebted to me and that she prays for me as we travel to repay that debt, but she will not necessarily abandon our journeying once that debt is lifted.”


  “True. But I am confident she will for my sake.”


  A murmur ran through the crowd, which was impressed at Amati’s audacity.


  He didn’t seem drunk, but he was the very image of Philip the Third.


  “Also, while she may not be perfectly devout, Holo is a nun, which makes marriage–”


  “If you are worried that I do not fully understand the situation, then your concern, sir, is misplaced. I am aware that Holo is unattached to any convent.”


  Lawrence snapped his mouth shut to avoid the expletive that came to mind.


  There were two types of so-called traveling nuns. The first type were women in a church-sanctioned mendicant order that nonetheless lacked a fixed base of operations. The second type were totally self-styled, unattached to any Church organization.


  Such self-proclaimed itinerant nuns made up the greater part of the group, and they referred to themselves as such simply for the convenience it afforded them while traveling. Since they were not officially attached to any Church organization, they were not disallowed from marriage the way true nuns are.


  Amati knew Holo was a self-styled nun, so it was too late to arrange any sort of pretense with a convent now.


  Amati continued speaking, his voice smooth and confident. “It is in truth not my desire to propose a contract to you thus, Mr. Lawrence. No doubt everyone here thinks me like Philip the Third from the tale of Haschmidt the Knight. However, according to Kumersun law, when a woman is indebted, her creditor is considered to be her guardian. Of course–”


  Amati paused, clearing his throat, then continued, “If you will unconditionally assent to my proposal of marriage, there is no need for this contract.”


  This sort of rare competition over a woman made for the best drinking stories.


  The assembled merchants spoke in low tones as they watched the developing drama.


  Most experienced merchants would not take Lawrence and Holo’s relationship at face value. It would have been the height of naivete to think that an indebted nun was really paying off her obligation by praying for her creditor as they traveled. It was much more likely that she didn’t want to be sold off by whoever held her debt or that she was traveling with him simply because she wanted to.


  Amati certainly realized this and undoubtedly thought it was the former.


  Freeing the poor, beautiful maiden from the bonds of debt was a moral imperative that justified this ridiculous display of gallantry, Amati must have felt.


  And even if he didn’t think this, Lawrence still came away looking like the villain.


  “Mr. Lawrence, will you accept this contract dagger?”


  The merchants looked on, grinning silently.


  The traveling merchant was about to lose his fetching companion to the young fishmonger out of sheer inattentiveness.


  It made for rare entertainment – and there was no acceptable way for Lawrence to escape.


  His only option was to best Amati by being the nobler man.


  In any case, he didn’t believe that if Holo’s debt were paid she would stop traveling with him just because Amati told her to.


  “I am not so careless to agree to a contract I have not read,” Lawrence said.


  Amati nodded, withdrawing the knife and extending the contract to Lawrence.


  Lawrence walked toward Amati, watched by everyone in the room, and took the parchment, scanning its contents quickly.


  As he expected, what was written there was a more tortuously worded version of the declaration Amati had just made.


  What Lawrence was most interested in was the amount that Amati proposed to pay.


  What had Holo claimed her debt to be?


  For Amati to be so brimming with confidence, it had to be a relatively small amount.


  Finally, he found the amount in one of the lines of the contract.


  For a moment, he doubted his eyes.


  One thousand pieces of trenni silver.


  Relief washed over him, bodily.


  “I assume this contract is to your satisfaction?”


  Lawrence checked again, making sure there were no obvious traps hidden in the contracts language. He also looked for any points he might turn to his own advantage.


  But the contract language was stiff enough to leave no such room to trip up the first party.


  Lawrence had no choice but to return Amati’s contract.


  “Understood,” he said, handing the contract back to the boy and looking him in the eye.


  Lawrence reached out to grasp the knife, and the contract was sealed.


  Every merchant in the hall – and more importantly, the patron saint of the trade guild, Saint Lambardos – was witness to the dagger contract.


  The merchants raised their voices in a cry, clinking their cups together, bringing an end to the entertainment.


  Amid the din, the two men looked at each other and left the contract parchment and dagger with the firm’s master.


  “The terms of the contract extend until the end of the festival – sundown tomorrow, in other words. Will that do?”


  Lawrence nodded. “Bring the thousand trenni in cash. I will not accept a partial payment or anything less than that.”


  Even if Amati was the sort of merchant that routinely hauled three wagonloads of fresh fish, there was no way he would be able to simply produce one thousand trenni. If he were that successful, Lawrence would know about it.


  Of course, if it was stock whose worth amounted to a thousand trenni, that could easily be produced.


  To put it in the ugliest manner possible, this agreement amounted to Amati buying Holo for a thousand pieces of silver. Assuming Amati had no intention of trying to resell her somewhere else, it was as though a thousand pieces of silver were simply moving from Amati’s pocket to Lawrence’s.


  If that was the case, Amati would surely have problems paying for his next day’s stock of fish. Even if by some wild chance Holo did accept his proposal of marriage, what awaited them was a difficult future. The minstrels might claim that coin could not buy love, but the opposite was also true.


  “In that case, Mr. Lawrence, we’ll meet again here tomorrow.”


  His face still betraying his heightened emotion, Amati strode out of the guild hall. No one said a word to him, and soon all eyes were on Lawrence.


  If he did not say something here, all would think him a mere rube taken for a ride by the cleverer Amati.


  Lawrence straightened his collar. “I don’t expect my companion will follow him simply because her debt has been lifted.”


  A grand huzzah arose from the gathered merchants, immediately followed by cries of “Double for Lawrence, four times for Amati – who’s betting?”


  It was a salt merchant of Lawrence’s acquaintance who offered his services as a bookmaker – he caught Lawrence’s eye and grinned.


  The fact that the odds for Lawrence were lower meant that the merchants in this hall thought Amati’s chances of winning were worse. The sense of relief he’d felt at seeing the sum of one thousand trenni in the contract was not wild-eyed optimism. Common sense dictated that Amati had overextended himself.


  The bets rolled in, the majority of them on Lawrence. The more money that was placed on his odds for victory, the more his confidence grew.


  Though his blood had run cold momentarily when Amati had made his proposal of marriage, the odds of it happening in reality were low.


  Not only were the numbers against Amati – Lawrence took solace in knowing there was another barrier he would have to surmount.


  Amati could never marry Holo unless she gave her assent.


  On this point, Lawrence had absolute confidence.


  There was no way Amati could know that Holo was traveling with Lawrence to the northlands.


  He had told Holo already that knowledge was a merchant’s best friend and that an ignorant trader was like a soldier walking blindfolded onto a battlefield.


  Amati’s situation was a perfect example. Even if he did manage to run all over town and scrape together a thousand trenni, in all likelihood Holo would remain with Lawrence as they traveled north.


  He mulled the subject over as he apologized to the master for the unavoidable commotion and then put the guild hall behind him.


  It seemed prudent to leave before the merchants finished placing their bets and the attention returned to him. He did not want to be the appetizer for their drinking.


  Once Lawrence made his way through the considerable crowd and out of the hall, he recognized a familiar face.


  It was Batos, who had introduced him to Diana the chronicler.


  “It seems you’ve gotten wrapped up in quite a to-do.”


  Lawrence grinned, embarrassed, at which Batos smiled sympathetically.


  Batos then continued ominously, “However, I think the young Mr. Amati has hit on a way to raise the capital.”


  Lawrence’s smile disappeared at Batos’s unexpected statement. “Surely not.”


  “I can’t say it’s the most admirable method, of course.”


  He couldn’t be doing anything like Lawrence did in Ruvinheigen.


  Kumersun lacked the steep import tariffs of Ruvinheigen, and with no tariffs, there was no point in smuggling.


  “It won’t be long before the news is all over town, so I can’t say too much. If I show too much support for you, it wouldn’t be fair to poor Amati – after all, he screwed up his courage and made that impressive declaration. But I wanted to give you some warning.”


  “Why?”


  Batos grinned boyishly. “Whatever the circumstances, it is a good thing to have a traveling companion. It’s hard to watch one be taken from a fellow wandering merchant.”


  Lawrence felt the sincerity in the man’s smile.


  “You might do well to return to your inn and formulate a counterplan.”


  Lawrence bowed to Batos as though Batos was a business partner who had just agreed to very favorable terms on a very large deal, and then he hurried back to the inn.


  Amati had found a way to secure the funds.


  Lawrence had miscalculated, but there were still things between him and Holo that Batos knew nothing about.


  He turned the situation over in his mind as he walked down the broad avenue, whose traffic was limited owing to the festival.


  He was confident that there was no way Holo would be swayed by Amati.


  When Lawrence had returned to the inn and explained the situation to Holo, her reaction was unexpectedly vague.


  She had been surprised enough upon hearing the message that Mark’s apprentice delivered, but now she seemed to find the grooming of her tail to be the weightier matter. She sat cross-legged, her tail curling around her lap as she tended to it.


  “So did you accept this contract?”


  “I did.”


  “Mm…” she said vaguely, looking back down at her tail. Holo was unimpressed; Lawrence felt sorry for Amati.


  He looked out the wooden window, telling himself there was nothing to be worried about, when Holo spoke abruptly.


  “Listen, you.”


  “What?”


  “What will you do if the boy actually gives you the money?”


  He knew if he answered by saying “What do you mean, what will I do?” she would be unamused.


  When she asked him questions like this, Holo wanted to know the first thing that came to his mind.


  Lawrence pretended to think about it for a moment and then purposely gave a less-than-ideal answer. “After I’d calculated the amount you’ve used, I’d give it to you.”


  Holo’s ears moved up slowly and she narrowed her eyes. “Do not test me.”


  “It’s a bit unfair that I’m the only one who’s tested, eh?”


  “Hmph.” Holo sniffed, unamused, then looked back down at the tail she tended to.


  Lawrence had purposefully avoided saying the first thing that came to mind.


  He wanted to test whether she had noticed that fact.


  “If Amati should fulfill his part of the contract, I will certainly fulfill mine,” he said.


  “Oh ho.” Holo didn’t look up, but Lawrence could tell she wasn’t really looking at her tail, either.


  “Of course, you’ve been free all along. You may act as you wish.”


  “Brimming with confidence, aren’t you?” Holo straightened her legs and dangled them off the edge of the bed.


  It looked as if she was getting ready to spring upon him like she so often did, and Lawrence flinched but regained his composure and answered.


  “Its not confidence. I merely trust you.”


  That was one way to put it.


  There were any number of ways to indicate the same idea, but this one seemed the most gallant.


  Holo was speechless for a moment, but her quick wits divined this soon enough.


  She smiled and then stood up suddenly.


  “In truth, you’re much more charming when you’re nervous.”


  “Even I can tell how much I’ve matured.”


  “So it’s more adult to simply pretend composure?”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “Having room to boast because you’ve seen a gamble that’s to your advantage just means you’re a bit clever. It does not an adult make.”


  Hearing the sage words of the centuries-old wisewolf, Lawrence made a suspicious expression, as though he were the subject of a shady sales pitch.


  “For example, when Amati proposed the contract to you, would it not have been more admirable to refuse it?”


  Far from it, Lawrence was about to say, but Holo cut him off. “But you looked around and judged whether or not you would be embarrassed.”


  “Uh–”


  “Consider if our positions had been reversed. For example, thus–”


  Holo cleared her throat, put her right hand to her breast, and began to recite:


  “I cannot consider entering into such a contract. I wish to stay always with Lawrence. It may be a bond of debt that binds us, but it is still a bond. No matter how many different threads may entwine us, I cannot bear to cut even a one. Even if it shames me, I cannot accept your contract – or some such statement. What do you think?”


  It was like a scene from a stage play.


  Holo’s expression had been absolutely serious, and her words echoed in Lawrence’s heart.


  “If someone said something like that about me, I would be beside myself with joy, I daresay,” said Holo.


  That was undoubtedly a joke, but she had a point.


  Lawrence was not willing to simply admit her correctness – doing so was tantamount to admitting he was a coward who had only accepted the contract in order to avoid embarrassment. And in any case, being so frank and open in front of so many people was all well and good, but it would have had consequences.


  “Well, that might have been the manly thing to do, but whether or not it’s the adult thing to do is another issue.”


  Holo folded her arms, looking aside and nodding minutely. “True. It might be both the action of a good male and a reckless, youthful thing to do. One might be happy to hear it, but it is still rather rich.”


  “You see?”


  “Mm. Now that I think on it, the actions that make a good male and those that make a good adult may be mutually exclusive. A good male is like a child. A good adult has a measure of cowardice.”


  It was easy to imagine a stalwart knight drawing his sword in anger at Holo’s light dismissal of the male sex.


  Lawrence naturally felt obligated to strike back. “Well then, how would Holo the Wisewolf, who is both a good woman and a good adult, respond to such a proposal?”


  Holo’s smile remained.


  Her arms still folded, she replied, “Why, I would smile and accept it, of course.”


  Her light, effortless smile as she so easily claimed to agree to the contract made Lawrence realize just how profound her confidence and ease was.


  He would have had no such ideas.


  It truly was Holo the Wisewolf that stood before him.


  “Of course, upon accepting the contract, I would return to the inn and, saying nothing, draw near to you like so–” she continued, unfolding her arms and walking toward Lawrence, backing him up against the windowsill. She reached out to him. “Then I would look down…” Her ears and tail drooped, her shoulders slumped, and she looked positively miserable. If this was a trap, it would be impossible to see through.


  Holo’s snicker that came soon after was genuinely frightening.


  “Still,” she said lightly, “you’re a good enough merchant. You entered the contract because you think you can win. No doubt you’ll do some under-the-table deals just to make sure.”


  Holo looked back up, her tail and ears flicking playfully. She spun around and arrived smoothly at Lawrence’s side.


  He soon understood what she was getting at.


  “‘Take me to the festival,’ is it?”


  “Surely a fine merchant like yourself isn’t shy of bribery to fulfill a contract, right?”


  Lawrence’s contract with Amati did not directly involve Holo, but the true issue was whether or not Amati’s marriage proposal would succeed. To put it bluntly, one thousand pieces of silver might or might not find their way into Lawrence’s pocket depending entirely on Holo’s mood.


  For his part, Lawrence could hardly afford not to bribe Holo, on whose judgment this all depended.


  “Well, I’ve got to go gather information on Amati either way. I may as well bring you along.”


  “What you mean is you’ll take me to the festival and gather information on the way.”


  “Fine, fine,” Lawrence replied, sighing as Holo jabbed him in the ribs.


  The first thing that needed to be investigated was Amati’s assets.


  Batos had said the boy was going to use some not altogether admirable methods to get the cash, which Lawrence guessed was probably true. He couldn’t imagine that Amati could produce a thousand trenni out of nowhere.


  But it would be trouble if Amati actually pulled it off, so Lawrence headed to Mark’s stall to ask his cooperation.


  As Mark kept his stall open for the duration of the fair, he had missed the commotion at the guild hall and so readily agreed to help. With rumors spreading like wildfire but so few merchants having actually seen Holo’s face, Lawrence’s bringing her along to the stall was quite effective.


  If it meant Mark would get to see the developments from a front-row seat, Lawrence thought it was a small price to pay for whatever favors were required.


  “And anyway, it won’t be me that’s running about the town,” Mark added.


  Lawrence felt bad for Mark’s young apprentice, but his was a path every merchant had to travel – it was a complicated emotion.


  “Still, is it all right to be running around with the beautiful maiden of the hour?”


  “She wants to see the Laddora festival. And besides, if I locked her up in the inn, it really would look like I was keeping her bound by debt.”


  “So Sir Lawrence says, but what is the truth of it?” Mark asked Holo, smiling. Holo was dressed in her usual town-girl clothes with the fox skin muffler Amati had given her wrapped around her neck. She seemed to understand what Mark was getting at. “The truth is just that. I am bound by heavy chains of debt. Through them I can see no tomorrow, and from them I cannot escape. If you were to free me from them, I would happily coat myself in wheat flour working for you.”


  Mark’s face immediately split as he erupted with raucous laughter. “Bwa-ha-ha! Oh, that poor Amati lad. Lawrence is the one bound by you, aye!”


  Lawrence looked away, not deigning to respond. He could see clearly enough that going up against both Mark and Holo would lead only to frustration.


  Perhaps as a reward for his daily good conduct, Lawrence’s savior appeared. Mark’s apprentice arrived, pushing his way through the crowds.


  “I’ve checked it out,” he said to Mark.


  “Oh? Well done. What do you have?”


  The apprentice greeted Lawrence and Holo as he delivered his report to Mark.


  
    
  

  There was no question that what he wanted was not a reward from Lawrence or Mark, but a smile from Holo.


  Understanding this, she graced him with her loveliest, most demure smile. Holo’s undeniable mischief caused the poor boy to turn red all the way to his ears.


  “So what have you learned?” Mark grinned at his apprentice, who flailed for a moment before answering. Knowing Mark, Lawrence was sure the poor lad had been teased for some time.


  “Ah, yes. Er, according to the taxation records, he was taxed on two hundred irehd.”


  “Two hundred irehd, eh? So that’d make it… what, about eight hundred trenni that Amati has on hand that the city council is aware of.”


  With a few exceptions, every merchant with a certain amount of assets was subject to taxation. The amount was recorded in the tax ledger, and anyone with a reason to do so could examine the records. Mark had gone through his acquaintances to take a look at Amati’s tax records.


  But there was no guarantee that a merchant would report his assets to the city council accurately, so it was better to assume he had some amount hidden away. In any case, as a merchant, most of his worth would exist in credit with other sources.


  But Amati wouldn’t be able to easily produce a thousand silver pieces to buy Holo.


  Which meant that if he truly planned to fulfill the contract, he would have to resort to either borrowing, gambling, or some other method of realizing short-term gains.


  “Where’s the town gambling hall?”


  “Hey, just because we keep the Church in check doesn’t mean it’s a free-for-all. It’s pretty much limited to cards, dice games, and rabbit chasing. There’s also an upper limit on how much you can bet. He’s not going to raise the money gambling.”


  Given the precision and detail with which he had answered the short question, it seemed Mark, too, was trying to work out how Amati could possibly raise the funds.


  After all, Amati was essentially proposing to spend a thousand silver pieces on something he would never be able to resell, so any merchant would be curious as to the source of such wealth.


  Lawrence was deep in thought, trying to decide what to investigate next, when Mark suddenly spoke.


  “Oh, that’s right. Apparently there’s another bet on – about what’s going to happen after the contract.”


  “After the contract?”


  “Yes, if Amati wins the contract, who will be the victor after that.”


  Mark grinned provocatively; Lawrence turned away, his face betraying his irritation.


  Holo had evidently taken an interest in the grain and flour laid up in Mark’s shop, and she wandered about, listening to the apprentice’s grand explanations.


  She seemed to hear Mark and Lawrence and looked their way.


  “But you’ve got the advantage as far as the odds go.”


  “Maybe I should demand the bookmaker give me a cut.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. So what are you actually going to do?”


  Mark was obviously trying to get some information that would allow him to make some money on the wager, but he also seemed genuinely curious.


  Lawrence only shrugged, not giving a proper answer to the question, but then Holo (who had evidently approached the two at some point during their conversation) spoke.


  “Even if a question has a proper answer, sometimes one cannot simply give it away. For example, the mixing of your flour there.”


  “Erk–” Flustered, Mark shot his apprentice a sharp look, but the boy merely shook his head, as if to say, “I didn’t tell her anything!” The mixing of the flour surely referred to its purity. Mixing in cheaper grades of flour with wheat flour to increase its volume was a standard merchant trick.


  Even a merchant that dealt with flour day in and day out would probably have a hard time noticing small fluctuations in purity, but for Holo, whose very spirit resided within the wheat, it was simplicity itself.


  She continued, “You want to ask what I’ll do if he truly pays my debt, do you not?”


  She gave the unfriendly smile that was her specialty.


  Mark now shook his head frantically, much like his apprentice, as they looked to Lawrence with beseeching eyes.


  “At this point, all we can do is observe our opponent’s actions,” said Lawrence.


  “How treacherous.”


  Holo’s sharp appraisal pierced Lawrence’s heart.


  “I’d be happier if you called it a hidden contest. He’ll certainly have someone watching our moves as well, you know,” Lawrence said.


  Mark recovered his composure enough to differ. “I wonder about that. Amati ran away from home and came alone all the way to this town, achieving all his success independently. And there’s his youth to consider. He’s very self-confident. Not only does he not give much thought to the connections between merchants, he would probably consider tricks like that beneath him. He trusts only in his eye for good fish and his ability to sell them. That and the protection of the gods.”


  Amati sounded more like a knight than a merchant to Lawrence, who found himself envying the boy’s ability to achieve such success on his own.


  “That’d explain why he’d fall so hard for a charming girl who’d just arrived in town,” Mark continued. “The townswomen are even more closely connected than the merchants. They seem to care only about reputation and are always watching each other. If one starts to stick out a little more, the others beat her down. I’m sure he finds it distasteful. Of course, not all women are like that, as I found out when I married my Adele.”


  As a traveling merchant, Lawrence well understood Mark’s explanation. The town could certainly look that way from the outside.


  Lawrence glanced sideways at Holo. He felt that yes, if he was in similar circumstances and saw a girl like Holo, he might well fall for her instantly – all the more so if he thought she was just an ordinary girl.


  “Amati may well be as you say, but I will not hesitate to use any connection I need to. Treachery may be forbidden when knights duel, but there’s no crying in a contest of merchants.”


  “I surely agree,” said Mark. He looked at Holo.


  Lawrence likewise looked at her again. Holo put her hands to her cheeks in a gesture of embarrassment, as though she had been waiting for the moment, and spoke.


  “I wish just once someone would attack me from the front.”


  No doubt Mark was finally realizing, Lawrence mused, that there was no winning against Holo.


  In the end, Lawrence decided to use Mark’s connections to get more information on Amati. He made sure to mention to Mark the peddler Batos’s hint regarding Amati’s potential reserves of capital.


  Lawrence trusted Holo, but there was no telling what she would do if he rested on his laurels in this contest. And there was always the possibility of being able to make some money in Amati’s wake.


  Holo and Lawrence couldn’t very well hang around Mark’s shop all day long, so after Lawrence asked Mark to help him with information, they put the stall behind them.


  The town was becoming livelier and livelier, and the crowds did not diminish at all as they passed from the market to the plaza.


  Midday approached, and people lined up in front of every stall alongside the road. Holo was not shy about lining up herself, clutching the money she’d relieved Lawrence of.


  Lawrence watched her from afar, thinking it was just about time for the midday bell to ring, when he heard a low, lazy tone sound.


  “A horn?”


  The horn’s sound made him think of shepherds, and for a moment, he remembered Norah and the danger they had faced together in Ruvinheigen. If the keen-eyed Holo saw through him, though, it would be trouble.


  Lawrence chased the thought from his mind and tried to see where the sound came from just as Holo returned, bearing the fried bread she’d managed to successfully buy.


  “Did I not just hear a shepherd’s horn?” she asked.


  “You did. I wasn’t sure, but if you call it a shepherds horn, then it must be so.”


  “It fairly overflows with the scent of food here. I cannot tell if there are sheep or not.”


  “There would be sheep aplenty in the marketplace, but there’s no need to blow a horn in town.”


  “And no comely shepherdesses.”


  Lawrence had been expecting the jab, so he was relatively unaffected.


  “Hmph,” said Holo. “When you fail to react, it does rather feel like I am trying to win your affection.”


  “I’m just terribly delighted. Scarify so.”


  Holo happily bit into her bread with an audible crunch. Lawrence chuckled and looked out over the plaza again, realizing that the crowd seemed to be flowing in a particular direction. People were heading for the center of the city. Perhaps the horn had been the signal for the opening of the festival.


  “Sounds like the festival has begun. Shall we go see?”


  “’Twould be boring to do naught but eat.”


  Lawrence’s smile was a bit forced as he started walking; Holo took his hand and followed.


  They moved with the crowds, bearing north along the marketplace’s edge, until eventually they began to hear cheers amid the sounds of drum and horn.


  All manner of people were gathering – town girls dressed much like Holo, apprentice craftsmen (their faces black with soot after having snuck away from their work), itinerant priests with the customary three feathers pinned to their robes, and even lightly armored men who might have been knights or mercenaries.


  The noise seemed to come from the intersection of the two main streets that quartered the town, but the crowds made it impossible to see. Holo craned her neck to try and catch a glimpse ahead, but even Lawrence couldn’t see past the crowds, and he was much taller than Holo.


  Lawrence remembered something, and taking Holo’s hand, he ducked into an alleyway.


  Once they were a few steps into the alley, things were much quieter, unlike the clamorous street. Here and there were beggars clothed in rags, dozing away as though to proclaim their disinterest in the festival, along with craftsmen who busily prepared the wares they would sell in their stalls, their workshops open to the alley.


  Holo soon seemed to understand where they were heading and silently followed.


  If the festival was being held in the main streets, they would be able to see the sights perfectly well from their room at the inn.


  Holo and Lawrence walked easily down the uncrowded back alleys, entering the inn from its rear door and climbing to the second floor.


  It seemed that someone else had the same idea and was making a business out of it. As they arrived on the second floor, they noticed several of the doors along the hallway leading to their room had been left open and a bored-looking merchant sat on a chair in front of them, idly playing with a coin.


  “We’ll have to be thankful to Amati on this count anyway.”


  Upon entering their room and opening the window, they immediately had front-row seats.


  To see everything that was happening at the large intersection, Holo and Lawrence had but to lean a bit out the window, and even without leaning, they had a perfectly acceptable view.


  The musicians playing pipes and drums in the intersection were clad head to toe in ominous black robes that obscured even their sex.


  Behind the group in black walked another strangely dressed troupe.


  Some of the costumes consisted of sewn-together pieces of clothing large enough to cover any number of people. Such a costume had several people hidden underneath it and was topped with a mask where the head would be. Other performers wore robes that concealed what must have been one person riding on another’s shoulders, their head popping out of the top of the garment. Some carried great swords made from thin pieces of wood; others had bows taller than they were. They brandished the weapons wildly to great cries from the crowd.


  But just as Lawrence thought that was all there would be, there was a noticeably louder shout from the crowd, and a new set of instruments could be heard.


  Holo gave a small cry of surprise, and Lawrence leaned his head out the window so as not to block her view.


  The inn sat at the southeast corner of the intersection, and it seemed another group in strange costumes was emerging from the east.


  Leading the group were people clad in black, but behind them followed another group whose dress was wholly different from those who currently occupied the intersection.


  Some people had paint-blackened faces and wore cow horns upon their heads; others carried bird wings on their backs. Many were covered in animal skins of some sort, and it seemed likely that if Holo was to walk among them with her ears and tail exposed, no one would bat an eye. After that column passed, there arose a riotous cry and with it appeared a giant straw figure far bigger than a human. It was vaguely lupine in shape, four legged, and larger even than Holo’s wolf form. The figure was supported on a wooden rack, which was carried by ten men or so.


  Lawrence was about to say something about it to Holo, but he abandoned the notion when he saw the intense focus with which she watched the festival.


  Animal costume after animal costume appeared in the intersection-cum-stage as the column continued along.


  The black-painted marchers at the head of the procession now pointed at the signposts that had been erected here and there in the intersection, milling about as they did so.


  Seeing this, Lawrence guessed that this was no mere costume parade. He thought there was some kind of tale being told– unfortunately, he was not sure. He was just thinking he would ask Mark about this later when he saw another procession arrive from the north.


  These were normal folk, though some were dressed in tatters, some in noble robes, and some as knights and soldiers. The single commonality was the spoon that each one of them carried. Lawrence wondered why spoons, of all things, when the three groups collided in the intersection and began crying out in a language he had never heard. A slight ripple of nervousness ran through the assembled spectators as they watched the exchange; Lawrence, too, felt some trepidation.


  Just as he was wondering what would happen next, the black-clad group all pointed in the same direction as one.


  It was southwest that they pointed, and everyone’s gaze soon turned that way.


  Carts loaded with large barrels had evidently been prepared beforehand. Their stewards laughed loudly (if somewhat forcedly) and pushed the carts into the intersection.


  The black-clad people began to play the instruments they held, the people in costumes began to sing, and the barrel carriers opened the barrels and began to sprinkle their liquid contents about.


  As if that were some kind of signal, the onlookers now flooded into the intersection and began to dance.


  The ring of dancers expanded rapidly. Many of the strangely dressed revelers had jumped out of the intersection and danced along the sides of the streets.


  The merriment spread, and in no time at all, the entire boulevard was a huge ballroom. In the middle of the intersection, the participants of the original procession linked arms and began to dance in a circle. The festival was well and truly under way now; the singing and dancing would continue into the night.


  It seemed that the opening of this festival – this revel–was complete.


  Holo pulled her body – which heretofore had leaned well out of the window – back into the room.


  “I’m going to go dance,” she said, though it was not clear if she spoke to Lawrence or not.


  Lawrence could count the number of times he’d danced like this on one hand. He tended to avoid festivals such as this one, and dancing alone was always a depressing affair.


  Thus he hesitated for a moment, but he soon changed his mind after seeing Holo’s outstretched hand.


  Everyone would be drunk anyway – no one would notice if his dancing was a little clumsy.


  And Holo’s outstretched hand was worth ten thousand gold pieces.


  “All right,” said Lawrence, taking Holo’s hand and preparing himself.


  Holo laughed at his over-serious resolve. “Just mind you don’t tread on my feet,” she said with a smile.


  “… I will do my best.”


  The two exited the inn and plunged into the reveling crowds.


  How many years had it been since he’d celebrated so much?


  Lawrence had danced, drunk, and laughed so much he could not help but wonder.


  This was also certainly the first time he had basked thus in the post-revel afterglow.


  Normally, once the fun had passed, it was followed by a rush of terrible loneliness.


  But as he helped Holo, unsteady on her feet from a surfeit of merriment and wine, up the inn stairs, the heat of the moment faded to a pleasant warmth. As long as Holo was with him, he felt, the celebration would continue.


  The inn room’s window had been left open, and the sounds of the continuing festival filtered though it. The night was young, and the merchants and craftsmen who had to work through the day were only now beginning to join in the festivities.


  The festival seemed to have entered a new phase. As they returned to the inn, Lawrence had looked back at the intersection to see it filled with people busily coming and going.


  If Holo had had any strength remaining, she surely would have wanted to see. Unfortunately, she was exhausted.


  After putting her to bed and setting her things in order (continuing his manservant duties from the previous day), Lawrence sighed.


  It was not, however, an unhappy sigh. It came out as he looked at Holo’s flushed cheeks as she lay sideways and innocent on the bed.


  He felt a bit bad for Amati. He was no longer even remotely worried about having to fulfill the contract.


  Far from it – in fact, he’d forgotten about it entirely until they had returned to the inn.


  Once they came back, the innkeeper told Lawrence there was a message for him. It was from Mark; the message was “I’ve found how Amati plans to make the money – come to the shop as soon as you can.”


  The first thought that crossed Lawrence’s mind was I’ll go tomorrow. Normally such procrastination would never have occurred to him, and when he thought on it, it illustrated just how low of a priority it was for him.


  What concerned him more than Mark’s message was the letter that had come with it. It was sealed with a wax stamp and had “Diana” written in a lovely hand on the envelope. The letter had apparently been delivered by a stout man with a coffin-like build, which had to be Batos.


  Lawrence had asked the chronicler to please let him know if she should happen to recall anything more about Yoitsu, which is what he expected the letter to be about. He considered opening it right then and there, but he decided that once he sat down and opened the envelope, he would be even less inclined to go visit Mark, so he decided against it.


  Lawrence slipped the envelope back into his coat, and closing the window against the clamor still wafting in from the street, he headed out.


  Just as he was about to open the door, he felt a gaze on his back, and looking behind him, he saw Holo forcing her sleep-heavy eyes open to look at him.


  “I’m just going out for a bit.”


  “… Quite, and with a letter from a female tucked near your breast?” Her irritation did not seem to come from her struggle to stay awake.


  “Aye, and she’s a beauty, I might add. Does it bother you?”


  “… Fool.”


  “She’s a chronicler. Do you know what that is? She’s the one telling me about Yoitsu. She’s quite knowledgeable about the tales from the northlands. I haven’t read the letter yet, but just talking to her yesterday gained us some excellent information. I even heard a story about you.”


  Holo rubbed her eyes like a cat washing its face, and then she sat up. “… A story? About me?”


  “A town called Lenos has a story of you. Holoh of the Wheat Tail. That’s you, is it not?”


  “… I’ve no idea. But what do you mean by ‘excellent information’?” With her homeland as the subject of conversation, Holo was now fully awake.


  “Part of the tale included the direction from which you arrived in the town.”


  “I-in…” Holo’s eyes widened and she froze, emotion writ large on her face. “In truth?”


  “I’ve no reason to lie, do I? Evidently you arrived in Lenos from the forest east of it, so the mountains southwest of Nyohhira and east of Lenos are where we’ll find Yoitsu.”


  Holo’s hands gripped the bedclothes tightly, and she looked down upon hearing the unexpected news. Her wolf ears trembled as though each hair were overflowing with joy.


  Hers was the relief of a girl who’d long ago lost her way but had finally found a familiar path.


  Slowly and carefully she took a deep breath, which she then exhaled forcefully.


  It was only her wisewolf’s pride that kept her from bursting into tears right there on the spot.


  “I’m surprised you didn’t cry.”


  “… Fool.” Her sneer proved how close to tears she had actually come.


  “Knowing only that it was to the southwest of Nyohhira would have made the search difficult, but now it will be much narrower. I haven’t opened the letter yet, but I’m sure it has additional information. It should be much easier to find our destination now.”


  Holo nodded and looked aside; then still holding the bed-clothes, she looked back to Lawrence searchingly.


  Her red-tinged amber eyes sparkled with a mixture of anticipation and doubt.


  The white tip of her tail flicked to and fro uncertainly, and she looked so much the frail maiden that Lawrence couldn’t help but smile weakly.


  If he’d failed to understand what she was saying with that gaze, he would have no cause for complaint when she ripped his throat out.


  Lawrence cleared his throat. “I daresay we’ll be able to find it within a half year.”


  He could tell that the blood was once again flowing through her stone-still form.


  “Mm!” said Holo happily with a nod.


  “So the sender of this note is like a dove bearing good news. Go reflect on your misguided assumptions.”


  Holo’s lips twisted in displeasure, but Lawrence could not fail to notice that it was an affectation.


  “In any case, I’m now off to see Mark.”


  “With a letter tinged with a females scent tucked near your breast?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh at Holo repeating her pointed question.


  No doubt she wanted him to leave the letter.


  She could not come right out and say as much, though, because it was too embarrassing to admit she was so nervous that she wanted him to leave a letter she could not even read.


  Amused at the normally opaque Holo’s transparent state of mind, Lawrence handed her the letter.


  “You said the sender was a beauty?”


  “Oh, indeed, and fairly wrapped in adulthood.”


  Holo raised a single eyebrow. She took the letter and then looked back to Lawrence, her eyes narrowed. “You’re becoming a bit too adult and cunning.” She grinned, revealing her fangs.


  “Also, apparently Amati’s found a way to raise the thousand silver pieces he needs. I’m off to ask about that.”


  “Oh, aye? Well, do try to come up with some way to prevent me being purchased away, hmm?”


  Given their exchange thus far, Lawrence did not take Holo’s words too seriously.


  “If you want to read the letter, feel free to open it. If you can read, that is.”


  Holo sniffed and flopped over on the bed, letter in hand, her tail waving as if to say, “Well, run along now.” She was like a dog carrying a bone back to its den.


  He wouldn’t dare to say as much, though, so he smiled wordlessly and, opening the door, left the room.


  Just before he closed the door behind him, Lawrence looked back at Holo one last time, whose tail waved as though she had expected him to take one last look.


  He chuckled and closed the door slowly so as not to make a sound.


  “I must say, for someone asking a favor, you don’t seem too worried.”


  “Apologies.”


  Lawrence had debated going straight to Mark’s home but decided the man was probably still at his marketplace stall, which turned out to be correct.


  Among the stands scattered here and there in the marketplace, people toasted each other’s health in the moonlight, and even many of the guards responsible for watching over their masters’ goods had succumbed to their desires and were drinking.


  “Though I suppose I’ve time to spare aplenty during the festival,” Mark admitted.


  “Oh?”


  “Oh, indeed. No one wants to lug heavy goods about while they take in the sights, do they? Especially something as bulky as wheat, which I sell before the festival begins and buy once it ends. Of course, the night festival is a different matter, though.”


  The night festival was held after the two-day festival finished, and it amounted to a great feast, Lawrence had heard. It was not as though he didn’t understand the desire to use the festival as an excuse to drink and revel.


  “And anyway, I’ve already turned a bit of a profit thanks to your information, so I suppose I’ll let you off the hook this time.” Mark’s smiling face was every inch the pleased merchant.


  Evidently he’d taken advantage of whatever it was Amati was up to.


  “So you’re on board, eh? What’s his trick?”


  “You’re going to like this. I don’t mean the trick is just clever – I mean it’s like picking up gold off the street.”


  “I’m all ears,” said Lawrence, sitting down in a conveniently close split-log chair.


  Mark grinned at what this implied. “I hear tell the knight Haschmidt is quite a dancer. If he keeps making merry like this, he may have to take the thousand silver and lose the lovely maid.”


  “You’re certainly welcome to bet your whole fortune on Amati – it makes not a whit of difference to me.”


  Mark blocked Lawrence’s attack not with his shield, but his sword. “That Philip the Third has been saying some interesting things about you.”


  “Oh?”


  “That you keep the poor girl in debt simply so you can take her wherever you please, that you treat her cruelly and feed her nothing but cold porridge – and so on.”


  Mark was obviously amused, as though it were a grand joke, but Lawrence could only listen and smile uncomfortably.


  Amati was obviously spreading rumors about Lawrence as a way to justify his own actions. Lawrence’s cheek twitched, more from the annoyance of this mosquito buzzing around his face than from the damage done to his reputation.


  A traveling merchant was no sword-wielding mercenary – he couldn’t simply foist debt off on any girl he wished, forcing her to travel with him. Even if a note of debt was written in a city where the merchant had some pull, it would be meaningless as soon as they were on the road.


  Likewise, anyone used to long journeys would know there was nothing surprising about the meager food one ate during travel. Any merchant who’d tried to maximize profit knew that there were times one went without food.


  So Amati’s slander of Lawrence would not be taken seriously. That was not the problem. What irked Lawrence was that Amati spread the notion that he and Lawrence were in the same ring, fighting over a woman.


  Even if that didn’t have a direct effect on Lawrence’s business, it was hardly something to be happy about in regards to his standing as an independent trader.


  Mark surely knew how irritating this would be, which explained his self-satisfied smirk. Lawrence sighed and waved his hand as if to end the discussion. “Anyway, what’s this talk of profit?”


  “Ah, yes. Once I’d heard that old Batos had figured it out, I put the pieces together.”


  So it was something to do with Batos’ business.


  “Precious gems, then?”


  “Close, but no. You can hardly call it ‘precious.’”


  The commodities that ore merchants bought and sold as they traveled through mining country ran through his mind. Suddenly, Lawrence had it.


  The mineral he’d talked about with Holo that looked like gold–


  “Pyrite?”


  “Oh, so you’ve already heard?”


  Apparently that was the answer.


  “No, I’d just thought it might make a good business myself. Because of the fortune-teller, right?”


  “That’s what they say. Though that fortune-teller’s already left town.”


  “I see.”


  A sudden cheer grabbed Lawrence’s attention; he looked to see a group of men in traveling clothes joyfully greeting some town merchants, embracing one another heartily at their evidently happy reunion.


  “Yeah, the public story is that his fortune-telling was too good, so he was attracting the eye of a Church inquisitor, but that sounds pretty suspicious.”


  “Why suspicious?”


  Mark took a sip of wine and removed a small burlap sack from the shelf behind him.


  “First of all, if an inquisitor had actually come to town, it would be huge news. Secondly, there’s just a little too much pyrite in circulation right now. My guess is he bought up somewhere else and left as soon as he’d sold all his stock. Also…”


  Mark dumped the contents of the bag out onto the table. Some of the pyrite pieces had that beautiful die shape; others were as misshapen as flattened bread.


  “I think he was trying to exaggerate the rarity of pyrite. How much do you think this is worth right now?”


  In his hand, Mark held a die-shaped piece, which was generally considered the most precious form of pyrite. Standard market value was perhaps ten irehd, or one-quarter of a trenni piece.


  But Holo had said the pyrite piece Amati gave her had been bought at an auction, so Lawrence made a bolder guess.


  “One hundred irehd.”


  “Try two hundred seventy.”


  “Im–”


  –possible, he was about to say, but he swallowed the word, cursing himself for not buying up stock immediately after Holo told him of the pyrite.


  “To men like us, that’d be a ridiculous price even for a precious gem. But when the market opens tomorrow, it’s going to rise even higher. Right now every woman in town is scheming to buy. Fortune-telling and secret beauty potions will always be in demand.”


  “But still – two hundred seventy? For this?”


  “It doesn’t even have to be die shaped. Other shapes have risen in value, too, thanks to the idea that each one serves a different purpose. The women come to the market and sweet-talk their fat-walleted merchant and farmer husbands into buying them the stuff. And if you want to talk about miracles, they’re even starting to compete among each other, these women, to see who’s been given the most pyrite. It’s gotten to where the price rises with every word of flattery a woman speaks.”


  Lawrence had bought wine and trinkets for town girls before; this was difficult for him to hear.


  But that difficulty paled in comparison to his regret at having let this opportunity get away.


  “It’s not a question of what percentage of profit can be made on an investment now. It’s a question of how many times, how many tens of times you’ll multiply your money. Your Philip the Third has his eye on your princess, and he’s making tremendous amounts of money to get her.”


  If Amati had come up with this plan as soon as he’d bought Holo her piece of pyrite, he might very well have made a fair amount of money already. It was entirely possible he would have the thousand pieces of silver on the morrow.


  “I’ve just barely gotten my foot in the door, and I’ve already made three hundred irehd. That’s how much the price is going up. It’s not an opportunity to let go.”


  “Who else knows?”


  “Apparently, it was spreading around the market this morning. I was actually late to the game. Incidentally, the line in front of the ore merchant’s stall was going mad just about the time you were dancing with your princess.”


  Despite being long-since sober, Lawrence’s face was redder than the still-drinking Mark’s.


  It was not because Mark teased him about Holo, but rather because just when even the dullest of traders would have known to get in on the action, Lawrence had been right next to the marketplace, dancing the night away.


  No amount of red-faced frustration could adequately express his feelings.


  He was a failure as a merchant.


  For the first time since the Ruvinheigen debacle, he wanted to hold his head in his hands and cry.


  “If Amati were doing something complicated, there would probably be something we could do to block him. As it is, I don’t think we can. I’m sorry, friend, but you’re a fish in a barrel here.”


  Mark was trying to say, All you can do is wait to be cooked, but that wasn’t what depressed Lawrence. He was simply upset with himself for putting fun with Holo before business.


  “Ah, I should mention that the news has already spread through the market, so the number of merchants looking to buy up pyrite to sell has driven the price even higher. What I’m saying is that the wind is just now picking up. If you don’t hoist your sail, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”


  “True enough. I’ll not sit by and watch those ships sail away.”


  “That’s the spirit! And hey, if worst comes to worst, you’ll need money to buy a new princess, eh?”


  Lawrence smiled wryly at Mark. It would be a good opportunity to make up for his losses in Ruvinheigen at least.


  “In that case, I’ll just use some of my credit with you from those nails to take that pyrite off your hands,” said Lawrence.


  Mark immediately scowled as if he suddenly regretted mentioning anything.


  Lawrence paid Mark thirty trenni for four pieces of pyrite and then made his way back to the inn through the crowds that sang and danced by the light of the bonfires.


  The festival seemed to have entered its second stage, and he heard the sound of drums powerfully beaten.


  The crowds were dense enough that it was difficult to see, but in contrast to the festivities of the day, the revelry seemed to have become wilder. Straw puppets collided with one another and sword dancers whirled.


  It was a surprising development since people had already been dancing and drinking all day long.


  But if he wanted to view the festival, it would be easy to do so from the front-row seat that was the inn room.


  He hurried through the throng and made for the inn.


  Lawrence had some thinking to do.


  Amati’s chances of actually pulling together a thousand trenni had increased, but Lawrence still didn’t feel perturbed or worried about losing Holo.


  What he worried about was how much he could make with the pyrite he had on hand and how cheaply he could convince Holo to sell him the piece she’d gotten from Amati.


  Sometimes worthless items turned into gold.


  Festivals were special times indeed.


  Along the quieter alleys slightly removed from the clamor and lights of the festival, knights and mercenaries made passes at girls or draped their arms around the already-convinced.


  The girls who leaned so easily into the arms of dark-eyed, dangerous, bandit-like knights did not seem to be women of the night, but rather ordinary town girls, who on any other night would only speak to men of more serious disposition and stature.


  The strange aphrodisiac that was the passionate festival atmosphere clouded their eyes – and so long as it also did things like drive the price of pyrite upward, Lawrence had no complaints.


  As he was mulling this over, Lawrence caught sight of a shop selling sweet melons to soothe throats burning from too much wine and bought two for Holo.


  There was no telling how angry she might be should he return empty-handed. The melons were like the eggs of some huge bird; he smiled, resigned, carrying one under his arm and one in his hand.


  The inn’s first-floor dining hall was just as lively as the streets, but Lawrence only glanced at it as he made his way up to the second story.


  Upon reaching the second floor, Lawrence noticed that the noise from below seemed strangely unreal, as though he were watching a fire burn from the opposite shore.


  The sound of the chatter brought to mind a babbling brook; he listened to it as he opened the door and entered the room.


  For a moment, he wondered why it was so well lit, but then he saw that the window had been left open.


  It had probably been too dark to read the letter otherwise.


  Suddenly, Lawrence realized something was wrong with that notion.


  The letter?


  He met Holo’s eyes as she stood before the window with the letter in her hand.


  Those frightened eyes.


  No – not frightened.


  The eyes of someone who had just come back to their senses after being utterly stunned.


  “You…”


  … can read? Lawrence was going to ask, but the words stuck in his throat.


  Holo’s lips quivered, followed shortly by her shoulders. He saw her try to gather strength in her numb, slim fingers, but the letter slipped from them and fluttered to the floor.


  Lawrence did not move. He was afraid she would shatter like an ice sculpture if he moved.


  It was the letter from Diana that she’d held.


  If reading that letter brought Holo to this state, there were not many possibilities Lawrence could imagine.


  It had to be about Yoitsu.


  “Whatever is the matter?” she asked.


  Her voice sounded as it always did. Despite being visibly on the brink of collapse, she managed a thin smile; the contrast was unreal, dreamlike.


  “Is there something s-stuck to my face?” Holo tried maintaining her smile, but her lips trembled and it was clearly difficult for her to speak.


  Lawrence looked into her eyes, which were unfocused.


  “There’s nothing on your face. You might be a bit drunk, though.”


  He couldn’t bear standing silently before her like that, so he tried to choose the least offensive words he could.


  What to say next? No, he had to figure out first how much she knew. Lawrence had gotten that far when Holo spoke again.


  “Y-yes, quite. I-I must be drunk. Drunk i-indeed.”


  Her teeth chattered as she smiled, and she stiffly walked over to the bed and sat.


  Lawrence finally moved away from the door and very slowly, so as not to cause this frightened bird to fly, made his way to the desk.


  He set the two melons down on the desk and casually glanced down at the letter Holo had dropped.


  Diana’s lovely handwriting was clearly illuminated by the moonlight.


  

    Regarding the matter we discussed yesterday of the town of Yoitsu, destroyed long ago…


  


  Lawrence’s eyes flicked over the words. He couldn’t help closing his eyes.


  Holo had claimed to be unable to read – probably she had planned to surprise or to tease him sometime in the future. No doubt she was surprised that the chance to do so had come so quickly, and she had read the letter immediately.


  But it had backfired.


  The letter had been about her home of Yoitsu – of course, she would want to read it.


  The image of an excited Holo tearing into the envelope suddenly flickered into Lawrence’s mind.


  And then she saw the words about Yoitsu’s destruction. He couldn’t even imagine how bad the shock must have been.


  Holo sat on the bed, staring at the floor.


  While Lawrence struggled to think of the right words, she looked up.


  “What– what shall I do?” Her lips curled into a forced smile. “I’ve… I’ve nowhere to return to…”


  She neither blinked nor cried, but a steady stream of tears rolled down her cheeks.


  “What shall I do…” she murmured again, like a child who had broken her favorite toy. Lawrence couldn’t bear to see her this way. Everyone was a child when they remembered their homelands.


  Holo was a wisewolf of many centuries’ experience; she had certainly considered the possibility that Yoitsu had been buried within the flow of time.


  But just as logic has no hold over a child, it was of no use in the face of such strong emotions.


  “Holo.”


  Holo flinched momentarily at the sound of her name before regaining some composure.


  “It’s just an old story, a legend. There are many legends that are mistaken.”


  Lawrence spoke almost admonishingly, in order to give his words as much weight as he could. As far as possibilities went, the chances of Yoitsu being intact were very low. The towns that survived unharmed for hundreds of years were typically large ones; that everyone knew.


  But he could think of nothing else to say.


  “Mis… mistaken?”


  “That’s right. In places where a new king or faction takes over, they’ll spread all kinds of tales like this to stake a claim to the new territory.”


  It wasn’t a lie. He had heard many such examples of this.


  But Holo shook her head suddenly, her tears streaming left and right across her cheeks.


  The stillness in her eyes was the calm before the storm.


  “No, if that were true, why – why would you hide it from me?”


  “I was looking for the right time to speak. It’s a delicate issue. So–”


  “Heh,” Holo laughed, though it sounded like a cough.


  It was as though a demon had possessed her somehow.


  “I-It must have been terribly amusing, seeing me be so carefree.”


  Lawrence’s mind went instantly blank. He could never feel anything of the sort. Anger surged up within him, seizing his throat, but he restrained it somehow.


  He realized Holo just wanted to hurt something, anything.


  “Holo, please, calm down.”


  “I’m qu-quite calm. Am I not the very picture of lucidity? You must have known about Yoitsu all along.”


  Lawrence was speechless; she had discerned the truth.


  He realized that his ultimate mistake lay in hiding it from her.


  “You did, did you not? Did you not? You knew as soon as you met me. That explains so much.”


  Holo’s expression was now that of a cornered wolf.


  “Hah. Y-you like sad, weak little lambs. So how was I, as I talked of returning to the homeland you knew was destroyed? Was I foolish enough? Charming enough? Was I sad and lovely enough? So much so that you’d forgive my selfishness and take pity on me?”


  Lawrence tried to speak, but Holo continued.


  “And then you told me to go back to Nyohhira alone because you’d grown tired of me, no?”


  Her smile was a despairing one. Even Holo herself should know that what she said was a deliberate, malicious distortion.


  He knew that if he was to lose his temper and strike her, she would only wag her tail happily.


  “Is that really what you think?”


  Lawrence’s words struck her; she stared through him with blazing red eyes. “Yes, it is!”


  Holo stood up, her fists trembling and white.


  Her sharp teeth clattered, and her tail puffed out like a bottle-brush.


  Lawrence still did not flinch. He knew that Holo’s rage came from a place of deep sadness.


  “Yes, I do think that! You are human! The only animal that raises other animals! It must have been so amusing for you as I foolishly took the bait that was Yoitsu and–”


  “Holo.”


  Holo had been gesticulating wildly; Lawrence quickly drew close to her and grabbed her arms with all his might.


  She was as angry and frightened as a trapped stray dog, and she could put up no more resistance than that of the young girl she appeared to be.


  With Lawrence holding on to her arms, the difference in their strength was clear.


  “I-I’m all alone. Wh-what shall I-I do? No one awaits my return. There is no one for me. I’m… I’m alone…”


  “You have me, don’t you?” he said, completely serious.


  They were not words that could be said lightly.


  But Holo merely scoffed and shot back, “What are you to me? Nay – what am I to you?”


  Lawrence had no quick reply. He had to think.


  It was a moment later that he realized he should have answered quickly, even if it had to be a lie.


  “No! I do not want to be alone anymore! I can’t!” shouted Holo, then froze. “Come now… Would… would you lie with me?”


  Lawrence was just about to loosen his grip on her arms.


  But then he noticed that her smile was empty. She was mocking her own unhinged state.


  “I am all alone, I am. But with a child, that would make two. Look, I have taken human form. It is not impossible that with you, I could… Come, please…”


  “Don’t talk. I’m begging you.”


  Lawrence understood the overflowing emotions that boiled up within her, which could only come out as sharp, poisonous words. He understood too well.


  But he could not manage the trick of tying those emotions up and setting them aside to cool.


  Telling her not to speak was all he could do.


  Holo’s smile strengthened, and a new wave of tears poured from her eyes.


  “Heh. Aha… ha-ha-ha-ha. ’Tis true. You’re too softhearted. I can expect nothing like that from you. But I care not. I’ve remembered, you see. There’s… Yes, there’s someone who loves me.”


  She couldn’t overcome Lawrence’s grip with force, so in order to take advantage of any gap that might appear, Holo relaxed her fists and let the tension drain from her body. Lawrence let go of her wrists, and words now came from her like so many sickly butterflies.


  “That is why such talk did not cause you worry, is it not? That if you could receive a thousand silver coins for me, it would not be so regrettable to let me go?”


  Lawrence knew that anything he said would be meaningless, so he only listened silently.


  The silence continued, as if Holo had burned up the last of her fuel.


  At length, just when Lawrence reached out to her again, Holo spoke weakly.


  “… I am sorry,” she said.


  Lawrence felt he could hear the slam that came with those words as Holo closed the door to her heart.


  He froze. It was all he could do to back away.


  Holo sat down again, staring at the floor, unmoving.


  Lawrence retreated, but he found himself unable to stand still, so he picked up the letter from Diana that Holo had dropped, reading it as if to escape.


  In it, Diana said that there was a monk who lived in a town on the way to Lenos, specializing in the legends of the northlands, and that Lawrence would do well to visit him. On the back of the letter was written the name of the monk.


  Lawrence closed his eyes, anguished.


  If only he had looked at the letter first. If only.


  He was filled with a sudden urge to tear it into pieces, but he knew such an outburst was pointless.


  The letter was still an important clue to finding Yoitsu.


  It felt like one of the few thin threads still connecting Holo to him; he folded the letter and slipped it beneath his coat.


  He looked back at Holo, who still stared at the floor.


  In his mind, he heard again the word she had spoken – “sorry” – when he reached out to her.


  All he could do now was silently leave the room.


  He took one step back. Two steps.


  A loud cheer came through the window. Lawrence took this opportunity and left the room.


  For just an instant, he thought that Holo had lifted her face to look at him, but he knew it was just hopes illusion.


  He reached behind himself to close the door, averting his eyes as if to make it clear he wished to see nothing.


  But that would not undo all of this.


  He would have to do something.


  He would have to do something – but what and how?


  Lawrence left the inn.


  The streets were again overflowing with strangers.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  Lawrence headed out into the town only to find there was no place for him there.


  The festival that had started when the sun set was the precise opposite of its daytime counterpart, and it lacked the latter’s sense of fun entirely.


  Every straw or wooden puppet was now armed with a weapon, to say nothing of every costumed reveler. The larger puppets that had no weapons were themselves used as weapons as the fighting spread.


  The straw puppets collided amid angry cries, the crowds yelling each time debris went flying. Around them instruments blared their raucous tunes so as not to be drowned out by the clamor of fighting. The black-robed figures sang an ominous war hymn.


  Lawrence avoided the crowds and headed north. The awful din churned over and over in his head unbearably.


  No matter how long he walked down the long avenue, the festival noise seemed endless. It ate into his nerves like some witch’s spell, causing his exchange with Holo to echo through his mind. He could see her before him. He wanted to cry out at his own worthlessness but managed to restrain himself.


  If he had enough energy to scream, Lawrence reasoned, he should put that toward improving the situation.


  Yet evaluating the situation rationally, he could find no such possibilities.


  Given the state Holo was in, Lawrence saw it was entirely possible that she would accept Amati’s proposal.


  Amati was probably the first merchant to have taken advantage of the pyrite boom, so it was best to assume that he had already made a fair amount of money.


  In the worst case, Amati might not even have to wait until sunset to bring the money and declare the contract fulfilled.


  Lawrence knew he was not just being pessimistic.


  “…”


  The anxiety seized his gut, and a whimper escaped his lips.


  He looked up into the dark sky and covered his eyes.


  If he couldn’t stop Amati’s profit machine, he could at least go back to the inn and try to make up with Holo.


  But Lawrence could see plain as day that reconciling with Holo would be even more difficult than stopping Amati.


  What am I to you? Holo’s question had thrown him into contemplation.


  Even now, having had a bit of time to consider the question, he could not answer it.


  He wanted her to keep traveling with him – that much he knew – and he couldn’t bear even thinking about her going to be Amati’s bride.


  Yet after ruminating on the memory of the scene, his face only contorted at the terrible acidity of it.


  He knew that Holo was precious to him, but precious in what way? If asked, it was not something he could articulate clearly.


  His jaw was clenched, and Lawrence rubbed his face to try and relax it.


  How could this have happened?


  The fun they’d had at the festival now seemed like a fleeting dream. Even an omniscient god could never have anticipated that in a few short hours, things would turn out this way.


  Ahead of him, Lawrence saw a procession of sword dancers moving down the street. The savage, sinister atmosphere was completely changed from the daytime revels. It echoed the shift in Lawrence’s relationship with Holo, and he quickened his step, averting his eyes.


  He regretted leaving the letter on the desk. It felt to him like none of this would have happened if he had only taken it with him. If he had only found the right time to talk to her, surely the clever Holo would not have become distraught.


  Beyond that, Holo’s words had laid bare his own selfishness and lack of resolve. He couldn’t imagine being able to speak to her properly now.


  Eventually Lawrence realized he’d made it all the way to Kumersun’s lonely northern district without having come up with any good ideas.


  He’d been walking slowly, and it had taken some time, but he hadn’t even noticed.


  Despite the sense that the town was crowded everywhere one might go, here in the northern section there were few pedestrians. The festivities did not extend this far.


  There in the silence, he was finally able to calm down and take some deep breaths.


  He turned on his heel and began to walk back, rethinking the situation.


  First–


  Sincerity alone would not be enough to convince Holo to hear him out. He didn’t even have enough confidence to look her in the eye anyway.


  So setting aside whether or not he would be able to salvage his relationship with her, he could at least avoid giving her a good reason to leave him and be with Amati.


  As long as Amati was unable to raise a thousand silver pieces, Holo’s debt to Lawrence would still stand. There was no telling if that would be enough to get her to stay with him, but he could at least try to make that assertion.


  So the problem lay in preventing Amati from fulfilling the contract.


  It was due to the strange mood of the festival that the price of pyrite had risen so high, and to hear Mark tell it, the price was going to rise still higher. Lawrence did not know how much pyrite Amati had on hand or how much profit he had turned. Since the pyrite was selling for many times – even many tens of times – its cost price, depending on how much money Amati had been able to invest, he might already have raised the thousand silver.


  However, there was a factor that worked in Lawrence’s favor – pyrite did tend to exist in large quantities.


  Even if it could be sold for ten times the purchase price, one had to have the pyrite in quantity before making truly large amounts of money.


  Of course, Amati wasn’t necessarily relying solely on pyrite to raise the money, but the thought that he might have trouble obtaining sufficient quantity to do so was some consolation to Lawrence.


  Lawrence had to prevent Amati from making this kind of deal. More accurately, he had to force him to take a loss, because if Amati was pressed and didn’t care about the future of his business, he might liquidate all of his assets just to raise the money.


  But if Lawrence found it difficult to stop him from turning a huge profit, forcing him to suffer a loss was nearly impossible.


  
    
  

  A frontal assault was out of the question. The rising demand for pyrite meant there was no need to push any deals through by force; the profit would naturally come.


  If there was no urgency, there was no way to swindle.


  So what to do…?


  He turned the problem over and over in his mind, always running into the same walls. Eventually without thinking, Lawrence said, “Say, Ho–”


  He managed not to say “lo,” but a passing craftsman did look at him strangely.


  Again, he realized how largely Holo’s small figure and invincible smile loomed in his mind.


  It seemed impossible that he’d gotten along on his own for so long before her.


  Holo would certainly be able to come up with some good ideas or at least set him on the right path.


  Somewhere along the line, Lawrence realized, he’d become quite dependent on her.


  What am I to you?


  He simply could not answer the question with any kind of confidence.


  “If I were Holo, what would I do?”


  Lawrence didn’t imagine that he could imitate the endlessly mysterious Holo’s thought process perfectly.


  But he was a merchant.


  When a merchant came upon a new idea, it was his job to make that idea his own and get ahead of his competitors.


  Holo always considered every facet of a situation.


  Given the situation before him, Lawrence knew she would look at the whole problem from every possible angle.


  It seemed easy but wasn’t. Sometimes the most brilliant idea would seem obvious in retrospect.


  Amati was making a profit on the rising demand for pyrite. Lawrence needed to make him suffer a loss.


  What was the simplest, most obvious way for that to happen?


  Lawrence mused.


  Unconstrained by the bonds of common sense, he thought.


  One answer occurred to him.


  “The demand for pyrite needs to fall.”


  Lawrence said it out loud, then laughed foolishly.


  So this is what happened when he tried to imitate Holo?


  If the value of pyrite was to drop, that truly would be cause for celebration.


  But demand was climbing and showed no signs of stopping. The price was already past increases of tenfold, twentyfold. It would climb and then–


  “… And then?”


  Lawrence stopped dead in his tracks as the realization hit him.


  “Ten times? Twenty times? And then what… thirty? And after that?”


  He felt as if he could see Holo snickering at him.


  The price would not rise forever. The craze would end as it always did.


  Lawrence almost felt like he might sob again. He clamped his hand over his mouth to stifle it.


  There were two questions he had to answer:


  The first was when the crash would come, and the second was would it be possible to make Amati fall with it?


  Lawrence started walking again, his hand still over his mouth.


  Even if the price of pyrite were to crash, would Amati really be pulled down with it? Lawrence doubted it. It would be underestimating the boy to assume so.


  So the problem would be contriving to make that situation happen. If he could articulate the problem concretely, Lawrence didn’t think his mind was so very far behind Holo’s.


  The ideal situation appeared in his mind, settling heavy and cold into his stomach. He’d experienced this sensation before. It wasn’t logic, but the intuition that an important contest was upon him.


  He took a deep breath and thought about a critical point: When would the crash occur?


  It was obvious that the price could not continue to rise forever, but when would it crash – and more to the point, would it crash sometime before the end of the next day, when the contract between Lawrence and Amati was up?


  Even a fortune-teller would find it impossible to predict such a thing, as would anyone short of the gods themselves.


  Lawrence pictured in his mind the farmers in a wheat-producing region, using their own ingenuity to carry out the harvests that had once been the sole purview of the gods.


  Rather than waiting terrified for the gods to make the price drop, why not become those gods?


  A moment after the outrageous arrogance of the idea occurred to him, a great cry arose, and he turned to look.


  Lawrence realized that he’d walked all the way back into town and arrived again at the center of the great intersection.


  The straw puppets still collided with one another amid angry shouts, each collision bringing a shower of twigs and cries. It was like an actual war.


  Lawrence set aside his scheming for a moment to appreciate the intensity of the scene, and he saw something that immediately brought him back to his senses.


  He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.


  Amati.


  Amati was right there.


  At first he thought it was some cruel joke of the gods, but then he wondered – even this coincidence might be somehow significant.


  Lawrence stood in the heart of Kumersun at the intersection of the main streets running north to south and east to west.


  Amati’s back was toward the inn where Holo presumably still was.


  Amati stopped and slowly looked behind him.


  For a moment, Lawrence was afraid that Amati saw him, but no, Amati didn’t notice him at all.


  Lawrence followed the boy’s gaze.


  Its direction was obvious.


  But what was there? Lawrence had to know.


  And there, at a window on the second floor of the inn, facing the broad avenue, fox skin muffler wrapped about her neck, was Holo.


  A terrible anxiety roiled in Lawrence’s stomach that was bitter with anger and a kind of impatience.


  Holo nuzzled the muffler and then nodded.


  Lawrence saw Amati put his hand over his chest in response, as though swearing an oath before God.


  Whether Holo had invited him in or Amati had forced his way in, Lawrence did not know.


  However, based on what he was seeing, Lawrence thought there was little reason to be optimistic.


  Amati turned his back on the inn and walked away. He leaned forward and seemed hurried, as though he was escaping, which only exacerbated Lawrence’s suspicions.


  In a moment, Amati had disappeared into the crowd, and Lawrence looked back to the inn window.


  He held his breath.


  Holo was clearly looking directly at him.


  If Lawrence was able to spot Amati in the crowd, there was no reason the sharp-eyed Holo would have difficulty spotting Lawrence.


  Although Holo did not look away immediately, neither did she smile. She simply looked at him steadily.


  They stayed that way for some time. Lawrence was about to finally exhale when Holo suddenly withdrew from the windowsill.


  If she had closed the window, he might have stayed frozen there.


  But she didn’t. The window was left open.


  It seemed to exert a pull on him, drawing him toward the inn.


  Lawrence was of course not so naive as to think that Holo and Amati had simply spoken through the window.


  Holo was no simple town girl, and Amati’s feelings for her were far from coolheaded. There was no reason to think that they hadn’t had a conversation in the room.


  Holo had looked quietly unflustered and unconcerned, probably because she hadn’t been seen doing anything she would need to be concerned about.


  Which meant she was provoking him.


  Lawrence thought back to the conversation they had once had in Ruvinheigen. He believed that if he spoke to her honestly, she would understand.


  He steeled himself and then headed for the inn.


  Immediately upon entering the inn, Lawrence was greeted by a lively feast.


  The tables were piled with all manner of food, and the guests were drinking, talking, and even singing.


  It occurred to Lawrence that he and Holo should have been at one of those tables enjoying themselves, and despite his merchant’s aversion to regret, he felt a pang nonetheless.


  But there was still a chance. If Holo had wanted to utterly reject him, she would’ve closed the window.


  Lawrence held onto that tenuous idea, which gave him confidence, and ascended the stairs next to the counter, leading to the second floor.


  Immediately, someone called out to him.


  “Mr. Lawrence–”


  Not particularly serene to begin with, Lawrence started and turned around; the innkeeper was also surprised, blinking as he looked at Lawrence while leaning over the counter.


  “… I’m sorry, is there something…?”


  “Ah, yes, I was told to give you a letter.”


  The mention of a letter sent a surge of uneasiness through Lawrence’s chest. He stifled it with a cough.


  Descending the stairs, he walked over to the counter and took the proffered letter.


  “Who is this from?”


  “Your companion left it just a moment ago.”


  Impressively, Lawrence managed to hide his surprise.


  It went without saying that the innkeeper had knowledge of all the comings and goings of his inn’s residents.


  Lawrence had left the inn, and Holo had remained. While Lawrence was out, Amati paid Holo a visit, and Holo now chose to communicate with Lawrence not directly but via letter.


  No innkeeper could observe these events and not suppose something was afoot.


  Yet the innkeeper betrayed no such suspicions as he looked at Lawrence.


  Connections between merchants in a town like this ran deeply.


  If Lawrence was to behave in an unseemly fashion here, the rumors would be all over town almost instantly.


  “Might I borrow a light?” Lawrence said with careful control. The innkeeper nodded and brought out a silver candlestick from the back.


  The bright candle was not tallow, and Lawrence felt that his inner turmoil might be laid bare underneath its strong light.


  In his mind, he smiled derisively at himself for entertaining such thoughts, and then he cut open the envelope with the dagger at his waist.


  The innkeeper moved away, as if realizing it would be rude of him to read the contents of the letter, but Lawrence could tell the man still glanced at him from time to time.


  He coughed lightly and removed the letter from its envelope.


  One sheet was parchment; the other was normal paper.


  His heart pounded. Hesitating here meant that he did not completely trust Holo.


  It was well within the realm of possibility that within the letter, Holo would attempt reconciliation.


  He opened the letter – which was folded in half– slowly, and a bit of sand fell from the surface of the paper.


  It had probably been used in order to persuade the ink to dry more quickly, which meant the letter had only just been written.


  Would it be a letter that repaired their relationship or destroyed it?


  The words on the paper leapt out at Lawrence’s eyes.


  

    Cash on hand, two hundred silver pieces. Pyrite on hand, three hundred silver pieces’ worth. Salable assets–


  


  He looked up, taken aback at the list of assets that began without so much as a preamble.


  Cash? Pyrite?


  He had expected a letter that would echo in his mind with her voice, but what he held here was a sheet of paper with a list of figures and nothing more.


  Lawrence looked back to the paper and, gritting his teeth, continued reading.


  

    … on hand, three hundred silver pieces’ worth. Salable assets roughly two hundred silver pieces worth.


  


  This was obviously a list of Amati’s assets.


  Lawrence felt his shoulders slacken, as if they were stale bread loaves sprinkled with water.


  Holo had allowed Amati into the room so she could get this information from him.


  She had to have done so for Lawrence.


  It was her roundabout way of reconciling.


  Lawrence smiled widely. He didn’t even bother trying to hide it.


  At the end of the note was written “These contents transcribed by another.”


  There were many people who could read but not write. Holo had gotten this information, slipped from the room under the pretense of visiting the restroom perhaps, and gotten a merchant or someone to write out the list for her. Lawrence remembered Amati’s handwriting from the contract. This was not his writing.


  Lawrence carefully folded up the note, which was now suddenly beyond value to him, and tucked it near his breast, and then he pulled the parchment free.


  Perhaps she’d used her wiles to fool Amati into signing some sort of ridiculous contract.


  Lawrence flashed to the memory of Amati’s self-satisfied face after his meeting with Holo.


  Holo still wants to travel with me, Lawrence thought to himself.


  Flooded with a sense of incredible relief, he unfolded the parchment without hesitation.


  

    In the name of God…


  


  It was unmistakably Amati’s bold, gallant handwriting.


  Lawrence quashed the rush of emotion that came and kept reading.


  He read the first line, the second line, the third line–


  And then–


  

    By these terms shall the two be bound in marriage.


  


  As he got to the end of the document, it felt like the world was spinning around him.


  “… Wha…?”


  He heard himself murmur in a voice that sounded very faraway indeed.


  He closed his eyes, but the contents of the parchment, the words that he’d just read, remained there in his vision.


  It was a marriage certificate.


  There on the parchment, sworn in the name of God, were written the names of a young fishmonger named Fermi Amati and Holo.


  The line for the signature of Holo’s guardian was blank.


  But once it had been signed and sealed by her guardian and delivered to a church, Amati and Holo would be husband and wife.


  Holo’s name had been written in an uncertain hand.


  Hers were the letters of someone who could read but who could only write by imitation.


  An image flashed through Lawrence’s mind – Holo watching Amati write the contract and then clumsily signing her own name.


  Lawrence pulled the first sheet of paper out of his breast pocket – that desperately valuable paper – and reread it.


  It had to be a list of Amati’s property. The amounts were entirely plausible.


  She must have composed the list not to help Lawrence, but rather to show him just how dire the situation was.


  Why would she do that? It was silly even to ask.


  Taken along with the marriage certificate, Lawrence thought the answer was obvious.


  Amati was on the verge of fulfilling his contract with Lawrence, whom Holo was planning to leave.


  Their meeting, Holo’s and Lawrence’s, had been pure chance.


  Despite Amati being young, rash, and honest to a fault, Holo had perhaps found the overachieving, self-important boy to be a more suitable partner.


  There was no reason not to think so.


  Even if Lawrence was to dash up the stairs and beg her not to marry, clutching the marriage certificate in his hand, Holo would simply turn him out. She excelled at that.


  He had no choice but to steel himself.


  Holo had revealed Amati’s assets to Lawrence; she had to be telling him that if he could successfully defeat the young fishmonger, she would hear him out. On the other hand, if Lawrence failed – that would be the end of it.


  There was a way to defeat Amati. There was hope.


  Lawrence quickly put the note and contract away, and then he turned to the innkeeper.


  “Fetch me all the coin I’ve left with you, if you please.”


  Traveling with Holo was worth all the gold he’d ever have.


  Lawrence knew it was possible to legally bankrupt Amati.


  The problem lay in getting Amati to accept a deal that held such a possibility.


  Lawrence suspected Amati was unfamiliar with the sort of deal he would propose. This wasn’t because he looked down on the boy; it was simply because Amati’s business did not involve transactions like the one that Lawrence had in mind.


  Nobody wants to get involved in deals they don’t fully understand, after all.


  Lawrence had the additional disadvantage of being Amati’s enemy.


  Given all that, he expected the odds of Amati accepting his deal at one in nine on the outside. Lawrence didn’t care if he had to provoke the boy – he had to get Amati to take the bait.


  Unfortunately, no matter how normal the deal appeared on the surface, Amati was bound to notice how antagonistic it really was.


  The provocation Lawrence considered was thus entirely justified.


  This was not business because Lawrence had no intention of turning a profit.


  Any time a merchant’s thoughts strayed from gains and losses, losses were inevitable. But Lawrence had long since abandoned his merchants common sense.


  He asked the innkeeper which taverns Amati frequented and began searching them one by one. Despite the festivities that continued in the streets, he found Amati quietly drinking alone.


  The boy appeared fatigued; perhaps it was the aftermath from the tension of negotiating his hoped-for marriage with Holo, or perhaps he had not yet raised the thousand silver pieces.


  In any case, Amati’s emotional state was completely irrelevant.


  Lawrence knew he couldn’t always count on completely favorable negotiation conditions. When it came to that, a merchant had only his own abilities to fall back on.


  If he waited until tomorrow, the negotiations could become even more difficult.


  The deal he was going to propose to Amati could not wait.


  He took a deep breath and moved into Amati’s field of vision before the latter noticed him.


  “Ah–”


  “Good evening.”


  Amati was apparently not so naive as to betray his irritation at Lawrence’s arrival.


  He was surprised enough to be speechless for a moment, but the young fishmonger soon recovered his professional demeanor.


  “No need for suspicion. I’m here for business.” Lawrence surprised himself by managing an easy smile.


  “If you’re here on business, it’s all the more reason not to let down my guard,” said Amati, unamused.


  “Ha-ha, fair enough. Can you spare a moment?”


  Amati nodded, and Lawrence sat down at the table with him. “Wine,” Lawrence simply said to the annoyed-looking tavern keeper.


  Lawrence reminded himself not to underestimate the slender, effeminate boy who sat across the table from him. Amati had left his home and was on his way to success with his fish-selling business.


  At the same time, he could not let Amati keep his own guard up.


  Lawrence cleared his throat casually, glancing around before speaking. “This is a nice, quiet place.”


  “You can’t drink peacefully at most taverns. This place is special.”


  Lawrence wondered if Amati was implying that his peace had been disturbed by a certain unpleasant character, that is, himself, but decided that was overthinking.


  He was of one mind with Amati in that he wanted to finish the conversation as quickly as possible.


  “So I know you must be surprised to see me but no more surprised than I was earlier today, so I think I can beg your indulgence.”


  Lawrence didn’t know what Amati had said to get Holo to sign the contract. No matter how clever and impulsive she was, he could not imagine what would make her actually sign.


  Which meant that Amati had somehow persuaded her, and she had agreed.


  However, Lawrence knew he had no right to blame her.


  The one who had let Amati into the room was Holo, but the one who had caused the situation in the first place was Lawrence.


  He did not know then what Holo had heard from Amati. Amati opened his mouth to explain just that presumably, but Lawrence raised his hand and cut the boy off.


  “No, that is not the matter I am here to discuss. It does however inform my decision to come and talk business with you certainly, but that is all. Holo is entirely free to act as she will.”


  Amati looked at Lawrence angrily for a moment and then nodded.


  He was clearly still suspicious of Lawrence, but for his part, Lawrence would expend no more effort to allay those suspicions.


  After all, what he was going to say next would only heighten them.


  “However, given the reason for my proposing this deal to you, I can’t very well call it normal.”


  “Just what is it you’re scheming?” Amati asked.


  Unfazed, Lawrence continued, “I’ll get right to the point, then. It is my wish to sell you pyrite.”


  Amati’s blue eyes seemed to look through Lawrence into some far-off place for a moment. “What?”


  “I wish to sell you pyrite. By current market value, it is roughly five hundred silver pieces’ worth.”


  Amati, mouth half-open and eyes unfocused, regained his composure. He laughed and then sighed. “Surely you jest.”


  “I am quite serious.”


  Amati’s smile disappeared, his keen eyes now almost angry. “You must be aware that I have done quite well reselling pyrite. What are you playing at, trying to sell it then to me? The more I have, the more money I can make. I cannot believe you would help me in this. Unless” – Amati paused, his gaze now definitely angry – “it’s true that as long as you collect the debt, you care not what becomes of Miss Holo.”


  “Far from it. Holo is very important to me.”


  “In that case, why–”


  “Of course, I do not mean to simply sell it to you outright.”


  Amati might have been the better man when it came to the frenetic business of auctions, but when negotiating one-on-one, Lawrence had confidence in his own abilities.


  Keeping his tone even, he continued on with his proposal.


  “I wish to sell it to you on margin.”


  “On… margin?” Amati repeated the unfamiliar phrase.


  “Quite.”


  “And what does that–”


  “It means I will sell you five hundred trenni of pyrite tomorrow evening at its current market value.”


  Holo sometimes bragged of being able to hear the sound of someone frowning in consternation – Lawrence now felt he heard that very sound, so complete was Amati’s look of non-comprehension.


  “In that case, simply come to me tomorrow evening–”


  “No, I’d like to receive the payment now.”


  Amati’s dubious expression grew still more dubious.


  Unless he was as good at acting as Holo, Amati obviously knew nothing of margin selling.


  A merchant that lacked knowledge might as well be entering a battlefield while blindfolded.


  Lawrence pulled his bowstring tight, preparing to fire his arrow.


  “In other words, I’ll accept five hundred silver pieces from you now, and tomorrow I’ll give you five hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite at today’s market value.”


  Amati thought hard. On the surface, it was not a difficult arrangement to understand.


  After a time, he seemed to work out the implications.


  “So what this means is that come tomorrow evening, even if the market value of pyrite has risen, I’ll still receive what I would have gotten at today’s price.”


  “Correct. For example, if I sold you a single piece of pyrite worth twelve hundred irehd on margin tonight, even if tomorrow’s price is two thousand irehd, I still have to give you the pyrite.”


  “… Contrariwise, if the value has dropped to two hundred irehd by tomorrow, I still receive only the one piece, despite having paid twelve hundred the night before.”


  “Also correct.”


  The boy was clever.


  However, Lawrence still worried whether Amati would understand the true meaning of margin transactions.


  In a sense, they were no different from when a merchant sold a commodity on the spot.


  If the price of a good was to rise after it had been sold, a merchant would regret not waiting to sell it. Likewise, if it fell, he would be relieved at having gotten a better deal.


  But the time interval between the cash transaction and the commodity transaction was an important one.


  Lawrence wanted Amati to understand this.


  If Amati failed to see the significance of it, he would in all likelihood turn down the proposal.


  Amati spoke.


  “How is this different from an ordinary transaction?”


  He did not understand.


  Lawrence stifled the urge to click his tongue in irritation and prepared to deliver a lecture on margin purchasing.


  Just then, Amati cut him off before he could begin.


  “No, wait. It is different.” Amati smiled in understanding, his boyish face now every inch a merchant’s, calculating gain and loss. “You, Mr. Lawrence, are trying to salvage some profit despite having arrived late to the game. Am I right?”


  It seemed a lecture would be unnecessary.


  A merchant would not propose a meaningless deal. It only appeared meaningless when viewed in ignorance.


  Amati continued, “If buying on margin allows you to gain a commodity without having the cash on hand, then selling on margin allows you to gain cash without having the commodity on hand. Buying on margin yields profit when the good rises in price, but selling on margin allows you to profit when the goods market value drops.”


  When selling on margin, one did not even need to have the goods on hand until they were due to be delivered, since the deal was made by promising to deliver goods at a later point in time.


  “This is quite a business, indeed. It seems my focus on fish has left me ignorant of much of the world. You chose me for this deal because… No, it goes without saying. If I buy five hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite from you, I stand to gain if the market value of pyrite rises, but if it falls, my losses increase. When you profit – that is when I lose.”


  Amati thrust out his chest, his face fairly brimming with confidence.


  Lawrence was acutely aware of his own even expression.


  His hand trembled upon the bowstring.


  Amati continued, “So in other words, this is–”


  Lawrence cut him off and let fly the arrow.


  “Mr. Amati, I am challenging you to a battle.”


  The fishmonger’s lips curled into a smile.


  It was every bit a merchants smile.


  “Surely this cannot be called a ‘battle.’ A battle presupposes that both sides are equal, and this is not equal at all. I’m sure that you’re not suggesting that this transaction would be meaningful only between you and me?”


  “By which you mean…?”


  “Surely you don’t plan to conduct the deal without a certificate, and I assume this certificate could be sold to someone else, correct?”


  Outside of remote areas, it was quite common for debt obligations to be bought and sold.


  Certificates for margin selling were no exception.


  “I would hardly expect you to accept my proposal otherwise,” replied Lawrence. “It would be far too much risk; you would never accept it.”


  “Quite so. Even supposing the value of pyrite drops by tomorrow evening as you’re predicting it will, as long as it reaches the value I need sometime during the day, I’ll want to sell the certificate. If I weren’t allowed to do that, I doubt I would accept the deal. But if I keep that ability, the deal remains unfair.”


  Lawrence listened silently as Amati continued.


  “It’s unfair to you, Mr. Lawrence, since all I need is a slight increase in the price of pyrite to reach my goal. And yet I cannot accept a deal that leans in your favor.”


  So either way, Amati was unwilling.


  But no merchant worth his salt would give up after a single refusal.


  Lawrence calmed himself and replied.


  “That may be true if you look at this transaction by itself, but if you’ll look at the bigger picture, you’ll see this amount of unfairness is actually quite fair.”


  “… By which you mean…?”


  “By which I mean it is quite possible that Holo will simply tear up that marriage certificate. I assume you have a copy as well?”


  Amati paled.


  “Even if you pay me the thousand silver to lift Holo’s debt, there’s no way for you to avoid the risk of her simply shaking her head no. Compared to that risk, the marginal unfairness I face is nothing.”


  “Hah. Don’t you think that worry is unfounded? I understand you had quite a row with her,” Amati shot back with a snort and a chuckle.


  Lawrence felt his body grow hot as though he was impaled from behind on a red-hot iron bar, but he summoned every ounce of his merchant’s self-control and revealed nothing. “In our travels together, Holo has cried in my arms three times.”


  It was now Amati whose face betrayed his emotion.


  He’d had a smirk, but his face now froze, and he took a long, slow breath.


  “She was quite charming all three times, Holo was,” continued Lawrence. “So it’s a shame she’s usually so stubborn. She often says and does things that are contrary to her true feelings. In other words–”


  Amati cut Lawrence off forcefully, like a knight challenged to a duel. “I accept! I accept your proposal, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Are you quite sure?”


  “I say again: I accept. I was… if you’ll pardon me, I was worried that it would be too cruel to take absolutely everything from you, Mr. Lawrence. But if this is the way you want it, I accept. I will take from you your fortune and everything you have!”


  Amati’s face was red with anger.


  Lawrence had to smile.


  As he extended his right hand to Amati, his was the smile of the hunter that reaches into a trap to retrieve his prey. “So you’ll accept these terms?”


  “I shall!”


  The two hands that then clasped tightly together each planned to take everything from the other.


  “In that case, let us sign the contract and be done with it.”


  Lawrence remained coolheaded and came to a conclusion.


  The two of them, Lawrence and Amati, were on equal footing when it came to the deal at this time. Amati might even be shouldering a slightly greater risk.


  But it was far from clear whether Amati realized this. No, it was precisely because he had not realized it that he was willing to agree.


  But even if he were to realize now, it would be too late.


  They borrowed pen and paper from the tavern keeper and signed the contract on the spot.


  Amati couldn’t produce five hundred pieces of silver right there, so Lawrence let him substitute his three horses for the remaining two hundred. The coin would be handed over in the morning at the toll of the market bell. The horses would follow in the evening.


  If Holo was to be believed, Amati had two hundred silver coins, pyrite worth three hundred pieces of silver, and another two hundred pieces of silver of salable assets.


  Evidently, though, he had a hundred more silver pieces than that, and the two hundred silver pieces of salable assets were clearly the three horses.


  All this meant that Amati had the equivalent of eight hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite. If the value of pyrite was to rise by even 25 percent, he’d have more than the thousand silver he needed. If Amati had more assets than what Holo reported, the price wouldn’t even need to go up that much.


  “We’ll settle this tomorrow evening, then,” said Amati, visibly excited as the final seal was stamped on the paper. Lawrence nodded calmly.


  All he’d had to do was mention Holo crying in his arms.


  Merchants truly were useless once matters strayed from business.


  “I’ll take my leave, then. Enjoy your wine,” said Lawrence once the contract was signed and complete.


  The arrow was well and truly buried in Amati’s chest. Amati himself must have felt it, but there was something Lawrence had failed to mention.


  The arrow had been tipped with a slow-acting poison known only to those familiar with margin selling.


  The merchant’s hunt lay between truth and deception.


  There was no obligation to tell the whole truth.


  Merchants were all of them treacherous.


  As soon as he completed the margin-selling contract with Amati, Lawrence headed straight to the marketplace.


  Though business hours were long since over, the marketplace was as lively as it had been during the day. The merchants drank wine and made merry by the light of the moon, and the festivities soon spread to include the night watchmen.


  So it was that Mark was still at his stall and not at home as he might have been at such a late hour.


  That he was drinking alone, with only the noise of the festivities to accompany the wine, proved he had once been a traveling merchant himself.


  “What’s this? Does the princess not require an escort?” were the first words from Mark’s mouth.


  Lawrence shrugged, smiling unhappily.


  Mark laughed. “Well, no matter – have a drink,” he said, pouring ale from an earthen bottle into an empty cup.


  “I’m not disturbing you?”


  “You will be if you stay sober!”


  Lawrence sat in the sawed-log chair and set down the sack containing the gold and silver coins. He put the proffered ale to his lips. Its foamy fragrance filled his head as the bitter stuff washed down his throat.


  The hops had been good in this batch.


  Lawrence supposed it was unsurprising that a wheat merchant would know good ale.


  “It’s fine ale.”


  “It’s been a good harvest this year for all wheat. When there’s a bad harvest, the barley that normally goes to ale is put toward bread instead. I’ll have to thank the god of the harvest.”


  “Hah, quite so,” said Lawrence, setting the ale cup down on the tabletop. “Listen, this may not be the best discussion to match good ale, but…”


  Mark gulped and burped. “Is there profit in it?”


  “That’s hard to say. There might be gain in it, though that’s not my aim.”


  Mark popped a piece of salted fish into his mouth, speaking as he crunched away on it. “You’re too honest, friend. You should’ve said there’s money in it. I’d have gladly helped you.”


  “I’ll pay you for your trouble, and there may yet be profit in it.”


  “Do tell.”


  Lawrence wiped a bit of ale foam from the corner of his mouth. “After the festival ends is when the wheat buying begins in earnest, yes?”


  “Oh, aye.”


  “I’d like you to spread a rumor for me.”


  Mark’s expression turned shrewd, as though he was appraising wheat. “I won’t do anything risky.”


  “It might be risky for you to spread it, but your apprentice can do so with no trouble at all.”


  It was a trifling rumor.


  But rumors can wield a terrible power.


  There was a tale of a kingdom long ago that met its destruction because of a simple rumor that the king was ill, which was started by a young town boy. The rumor eventually circulated beyond the kingdoms borders, leading to the dissolution of alliances and finally invasion.


  It turns out that people do not have that much to talk about in their daily lives.


  It seemed that their ears existed only to pick up on small rumors, so they could then shout them to the world.


  Mark gestured with his chin, as if to say, “Go on.”


  “At my signal, I want someone to begin saying that it seems about time for the price of wheat to rise.”


  Mark froze, his eyes staring through Lawrence and off into the distance. He was considering the implications of what Lawrence had said.


  “You’re trying to lower the price of that mineral.”


  “Exactly so.”


  Lawrence imagined that most of the people who were trying their hand at the pyrite business had come to town to sell something, and they would be buying something before they left.


  And as they left, the product they would buy the most of was undoubtedly wheat.


  If people heard that wheat was going to rise in price, they would surely sell off their pyrite in order to buy whatever it was they had originally come to town to buy.


  And as a result, demand for pyrite would fall off.


  As the price fell with less demand, it would reach a certain point and then plunge uncontrollably downward.


  The wheat merchant drank deeply from his ale cup before speaking. “I wouldn’t have figured you to come up with such a simpleminded idea.”


  “What if I told you that I was planning to sell off a considerable amount of pyrite at the same time?”


  Mark blinked, and after a moment of thought, he asked, “How much?”


  “One thousand trenni worth.”


  “Wha–! One thousand? Are you insane? Do you have any idea how much you might lose in the process?”


  Mark scowled and scratched his beard, muttering as he looked about. Judging by his reaction, he had no idea what Lawrence was thinking.


  “So long as I’ve five hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite when this is all over, it matters nothing to me whether the price rises or falls.”


  It was Amati who had greater risk in the deal Lawrence had brought to him.


  And this was the reason.


  “Damn. Selling on margin, are you?”


  Obviously no one complained when a commodity they had on hand went up in price, but there weren’t many situations where someone didn’t mind if their goods dropped in value.


  If the goods sold on margin depreciated, all one had to do was repurchase the product at the new lower price to ensure a profit. If the product rose in value, as long as it were paired up with a conventional transaction, Lawrence could create a situation where he would come out the same whether or not the price rose or fell.


  His most decisive advantage was that the price of pyrite would definitely fall once it was sold in large quantities, but Amati absolutely needed the price to rise in order to turn a profit.


  Lawrence’s plan was, in essence, to use the five hundred silver pieces he’d received from Amati plus his own assets to buy up as much pyrite as possible; then he would sell it off all at once in order to drive the price sharply down.


  It was only possible to do this upon abandoning any notion of profit.


  Mark, once a traveling merchant himself, soon worked all this out – including who the victim was.


  “I must say I feel bad for that poor, ignorant fishmonger.”


  Lawrence shrugged in reply.


  Although the plan looked flawless, there was a reason why Lawrence was not completely comfortable with it.


  There was no such thing as a perfect plan.


  “You’d think he would understand how dangerous it is to take part in a deal he’s not used to,” said Mark.


  “No – he knows the risks, and he accepted. I explained that much.”


  Mark gave a throaty chuckle and polished off his beer. “So, was that all you needed?”


  “No, there’s one more thing.”


  “I’m all ears.”


  “I want you to help me buy up pyrite.”


  Mark stared blankly at Lawrence. “You didn’t secure a source before making the margin contract?”


  “There wasn’t time. Will you help me?”


  This was the flaw in his plan.


  No matter how ideal the plan, without all the components in place it would come to nothing.


  And what Lawrence needed to do was far from easy.


  He could wait until dawn to purchase pyrite in the marketplace like any other merchant. But if he bought several hundred trenni worth of pyrite all at once, a sudden spike in price was inevitable.


  He had to work behind the scenes and buy up pyrite in such a way that his purchasing would not disturb the market value.


  To do this, the best way would be to make many small purchases via various town merchants.


  “Payments will be in cash. I’ll even pay over market value. If the quantity is enough, I can even pay in lumione.”


  If trenni silver was a sword, then lumione gold was a phalanx of spears. When buying high-value commodities, a more powerful weapon did not exist.


  Lawrence had coin but lacked connections, and outside of Mark, he had no one he could turn to for aid.


  If Mark refused, Lawrence would have no choice but to gather pyrite on his own.


  He couldn’t even consider how difficult it would be to buy up the mineral in an aboveboard fashion in this town, where he only did business a few days of the year.


  Mark was unmoving, staring off in some unclear direction.


  “I’ll make it worth your trouble,” Lawrence added. It was clear he was offering more than a simple service fee.


  Mark glanced over upon hearing those words.


  He was, after all, a merchant. He wouldn’t work for free.


  Mark’s answer was short. “I can’t.”


  “I see, so… Wait, what?”


  “I can’t,” he said again, looking Lawrence in the eye.


  “Wha–”


  “I cannot help you with this,” he said flatly.


  Lawrence leaned forward. “I’ll pay you a consideration and not a paltry service fee, either. You’ve nothing to lose. It’s a good trade, is it not?”


  “I’ve nothing to lose?” He frowned, his square-cut beard making his face look even stonier.


  “But you don’t, do you? I’m asking you to help me find and purchase pyrite, not shoulder a risky investment. What have you to lose?”


  “Lawrence.” The sound of his name cut Lawrence off.


  Yet Lawrence did not understand what Mark was thinking. It made no sense for a merchant to refuse a deal that promised a sizable reward with no risk.


  Why then the refusal?


  He wondered if Mark was trying to take advantage of him, and something like anger roiled in his gut.


  Mark continued, “You’d be able to pay me, say, ten lumione at the outside, am I right?”


  “Well, given that you’re simply making some purchases for me, that’s more than generous, I should think. It is not as though I’m asking you to cross a mountain range alone and bring back an entire caravan’s worth of ore.”


  “But you are asking me to go about the marketplace and buy up pyrite, are you not? It amounts to the same thing.”


  “How is that–?” Lawrence stood suddenly, knocking back the log chair with a clatter. He was a moment from bodily grabbing the wheat merchant when he regained his composure.


  Mark was unmoved.


  His even, businesslike expression did not change.


  “Er – I mean, how is that the same thing? I’m hardly asking you to run around all night or to traverse some treacherous mountain pass. I’m simply asking you to help me buy pyrite with your connections.”


  “It’s the same thing, Lawrence,” said Mark almost patiently. “You’re a traveling merchant who crosses the plains; I do battle in the marketplace. The dangers you see, they’re the dangers of the traveling merchant.”


  “So…” Lawrence swallowed his protest. Mark’s face was also strained, as if he’d swallowed something bitter.


  Mark continued, “To a town merchant, leaping at every chance to make a quick profit is no virtue. It’s making a steady living through an honest, reliable business that makes my reputation, not making big profits on fleeting side jobs. I may be the owner of this stall, but its reputation is not just mine. It extends to my wife, my relatives, and anyone connected with it. If it’s making a bit of coin on the side, that’s surely not a bad thing…”


  Mark paused here, taking another quaff of ale. His knit brow was surely not owing to the ales bitter taste. “… But helping you find and buy five hundred trenni of pyrite is quite another matter. How do you think the townspeople would view me and mine? Would they not think of me as a villain, who cares nothing for his real business and has eyes only on easy riches? Can you pay me enough to take that risk? I was once a traveling merchant myself, and I’d venture to say the trifling sums a traveling merchant handles cannot compare to the amounts town merchants deal with.”


  Lawrence could say nothing.


  Mark made his final statement. “This shop may seem small, but the value of its name is surprisingly high. If the name were to be tarnished, ten or twenty gold pieces would be far from enough to cover it.”


  It was a compelling statement.


  Lawrence had nothing to say in return and stared at the table.


  “That’s how it is.”


  Mark was neither taking advantage of Lawrence nor mocking him.


  It was simply the truth.


  Lawrence saw that though both he and Mark were merchants, they lived in different worlds.


  “I am sorry,” said Mark.


  Lawrence still had no good reply.


  It was hardly worth counting the number of allies that remained to him.


  “N-no, I should apologize for asking the impossible.”


  Lawrence tried to think of who else he might turn to; only Batos came to mind.


  Since Mark would not help him, Batos was the only option.


  But Lawrence remembered that when Batos tipped him off about Amati’s plan, he’d said the boy’s plan was not exactly praiseworthy.


  Batos hauled ore through dangerous mountain passes – he would no doubt consider the quick buying and selling of pyrite to be rather odious.


  He doubted that Batos would help him, but Lawrence had no choice but to put aside his misgivings and ask nonetheless.


  Lawrence steeled himself and looked up.


  It was just then that Mark spoke again. “So even the ever-composed Lawrence gets like this sometimes, eh?”


  Marks face was neither upset nor amused; he simply seemed surprised.


  “Ah, apologies,” Mark continued. “Don’t be angry. It just seems unusual,” he said, hurriedly explaining. Lawrence was also surprised at his own behavior and far from angry.


  “I can’t say I’m surprised with your companion being who she is and all. But you needn’t go to all this effort to stop Amati, do you? Surely she won’t leave you so easily. I thought as much the first time I saw her at your side. Have more confidence, man!”


  Mark finally smiled, but Lawrence was expressionless as he replied, “She gave me a signed marriage certificate. The other party is Amati naturally.”


  Mark’s eyes widened, and he realized that he’d said the wrong thing. He scratched his beard awkwardly.


  Lawrence saw this and slackened his shoulders. “If nothing had happened, sure, I’d have more confidence. But something did happen.”


  “So it happened after you came by here? We never know what lies even a step ahead in life, do we? But you still have hope, so you’re still running – I see.”


  Lawrence nodded, and Mark stuck out his lower lip and sighed.


  “Still,” said Mark, “I knew she was a person to be reckoned with, but I can’t believe she’d be so bold… Anyway, do you have any other leads?”


  “I expect I’ll go talk to Mr. Batos next.”


  “Batos, eh? Ah, so you’re going to have him talk to the woman for you,” murmured Mark.


  “… The woman?” asked Lawrence in reply.


  “Huh? Oh, so you’re not going to have him talk to her for you? The chronicler, I mean. You met her, right?”


  “If you mean Miss Diana, I’ve met her, but I don’t see what she has to do with this.”


  “So long as you’re not worried about the consequences, you might try dealing with her.”


  “Look, what are you talking about?” asked Lawrence.


  Mark looked over his shoulder conspiratorially, then lowering his voice, he spoke. “She practically coordinates the northern regions. Especially the alchemists – you might as well call her their storefront. It’s because of her that the alchemists that have managed to escape persecution gather here, from our perspective. Of course, only the local nobility and elders of the town council know the details. Oh, and–”


  Mark took a sip of ale and continued, “Everybody knows that the alchemists have pyrite, but nobody wants to make waves, so they don’t do business with alchemists. In old Batos’s case, he deals mostly with the alchemists and rarely with anybody else. No – it’s more accurate to say he can’t deal with anyone else because he deals with alchemists. So if you can risk the trouble it might bring, getting Batos to talk to the woman for you is an option.”


  It wasn’t clear to Lawrence whether this sudden revelation was the truth, but Mark had nothing to gain from lying.


  “Depending on the circumstances, it might be worth trying. The flames are getting quite close, after all, are they not?”


  It was pathetic, but Lawrence had to admit that with Mark’s refusal to help, the situation was quite desperate.


  “I’m actually quite pleased that you’d turn to me for help, but this is all I can do for you,” said Mark.


  “No, I appreciate it. I nearly overlooked a huge opportunity.”


  Even Lawrence felt that Mark’s reason for refusing him was completely justified.


  Mark was a town merchant, and Lawrence was a traveling merchant. The abilities and limitations of each were naturally very different.


  “I know I refused you… but I’ll be praying for your success nonetheless.”


  Now it was Lawrence’s turn to smile. “You’ve taught me something valuable. That alone was worth my time,” he said with complete sincerity. In the future, when he dealt with town merchants, Lawrence would have today’s experience to draw upon. It was indeed something valuable.


  Whether or not it was in response to Lawrence’s words, Mark stroked his beard noisily.


  He frowned and looked off to the side as he spoke. “I may not be able to help you directly, but I might be able to whisper the condition of someone’s wallet in your ear.”


  Lawrence was visibly surprised, at which Mark closed his eyes.


  “Come by the shop later. I can at least tell you who to buy from.”


  “… Thank you, truly,” said Lawrence with complete honesty.


  Mark shook his head as if at a loss, sighing. “When you make that face, I guess I see why that girl would be so bold.”


  “… What do you mean?”


  “Ah, nothing. Just that merchants should stick to business.”


  Lawrence wanted the laughing Mark to explain himself, but he was already focusing on Batos and Diana.


  “Good luck to you,” said Mark.


  “Thanks.”


  Lawrence’s chest was still tight with anxiety, and if he was to go negotiate, the sooner he did so the better.


  He thanked Mark again and put Mark’s stall behind him.


  It was often said that the traveling merchant has no friends. As he walked the streets, Lawrence decided this was not true.


  Lawrence first headed directly to the trade guild.


  He had two goals: first, to discover whether Batos had a stock of pyrite on hand or any connections to buy some, and second, to have Batos take him to Diana.


  He remembered Batos’s dismissal of Amati’s plan to raise money – not entirely praiseworthy, Batos had said.


  The man hauled ore and precious stones from the mines over dangerous mountain paths. He might well find this pyrite-speculation business downright shameful.


  Even though he knew he might be asking the impossible, Lawrence still had to go.


  He made his way through the back alleys to the guild house, turning a blind eye to the festival, which was even at this late hour continuing with an atmosphere that was near riotous.


  He finally arrived at his destination – a street lined with trade companies. Each company had lit lanterns, and there were circles of people dancing about here and there. Now and then, Lawrence caught sight of employees continuing the festivities by holding clumsy mock sword battles.


  Pushing his way through the congested street, Lawrence approached the Rowen Trade Guild building. He silently slipped through the open doors and passed the guild members that were drinking and carrying on there.


  The delineation between those who wanted to quietly drink inside and those who wished to join in the clamor outside seemed quite clear. Beneath the glow of the distinctive-smelling fish oil lamps, the guild hall was filled with quiet conversation and pleasant laughter.


  A few seemed to notice Lawrence’s arrival and looked at him curiously, but the greater part were wholly concerned with enjoying themselves.


  Lawrence spied the man he was looking for among those gathered and walked straight toward him.


  The man sat at a table with several other older merchants. Beneath the dim lamplight, he looked somehow hermitlike.


  It was Gi Batos.


  “I apologize for interrupting in the middle of your celebration,” said Lawrence quietly. The older merchants with their decades of experience immediately understood that he was here for business.


  They sipped their wine wordlessly, glancing at Batos.


  Batos smiled briefly. “Ho there, Mr. Lawrence. What can I do for you?”


  “I’m sorry this is so sudden, but I need to speak with you.”


  “Business, is it?”


  After a short hesitation, Lawrence nodded.


  “We’ll talk over there. We can’t let these old codgers steal all our profit, after all.”


  The other merchants at the table laughed, raising their cups as if to say, “We’ll keep on without you.”


  Lawrence gave a quick bow and then followed Batos, who was heading farther into the guild house.


  Standing in sharp contrast to the lively lobby, the halls of the guild house were like back alleys; the lamplight soon failed to reach them, and the clamor from those gathered faded like a fire burning on a river’s distant shore.


  Batos then stopped and turned. “So what is it you want to speak about?”


  There was no point in beating around the bush. Lawrence spoke simply and to the point. “I’m trying to lay in pyrite. I’m looking for someone with a stockpile, and I thought you might have some idea of where to start.”


  “Pyrite?”


  “Yes.”


  Batos’s eyes were a dark blue that bordered on black. They looked gray in the faint yellow light of the lamp.


  Those eyes looked evenly at Lawrence.


  “Have you any leads?” Lawrence asked again.


  Batos sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Mr. Lawrence, you–”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you remember what I said when I told you about what the young Amati was planning?”


  Lawrence nodded immediately. Of course, he remembered. “Not only that, I remember that Miss Diana hates business discussions.”


  Batos took his hand from his eyes and then stopped, his gaze now for the first time what one would expect from a merchant.


  It was the look of a man whose life was devoted to the safe transport of goods through incredible hardship, unconcerned about how much profit would be made.


  Those eyes seemed somehow wolflike.


  “So you’re eyeing the alchemists’ stock, are you?”


  “That will make this conversation easy – yes. However, I’ve heard that without Miss Diana’s permission, no business can be had. That is why I’ve come to you.”


  Lawrence suddenly remembered when he was just starting out as a merchant – with no connections, he would visit without notice and say whatever it took to increase his business.


  Batos’s eyes widened slightly in surprise before he forced them back to their usual expression. “Is pyrite so lucrative that knowing all this, you still wish to deal with them?”


  “No, that is not it.”


  “Then… you want to know your fortune or ward away illness as pyrite is rumored to do?” Batos smiled indulgently, as though he were playing with a grandchild. It was his way of poking fun.


  Lawrence was neither angry nor impatient.


  If it was for his own gain, a merchant could stare at a swinging scale all night, if that’s what it took. “I am acting in my own interest. That I will not deny.”


  Batos stared wide-eyed, unmoving.


  If he was turned away here, his best chance of finding a stockpile of pyrite would be gone.


  Lawrence did not have the luxury of allowing that to happen.


  “But I’m not after it because I’m trying to gain from the pyrite bubble. My aim is more… more basic.”


  Batos did not interrupt him, and Lawrence took this as his cue to continue.


  “Mr. Batos, you’re a traveling merchant, so surely you’ve had times when the goods you’re hauling fall into a crevasse.”


  Still silence.


  “When our wagon sinks in a mire, we weigh the difficulty of saving it against abandoning it to the mud. The value of the goods, the gain, the amount of cash on hand, the cost of getting assistance – the danger of being attacked by brigands even – we weigh it all and decide to abandon the cargo or not to.”


  Batos spoke slowly. “And you’ve found yourself thus, have you?”


  “I have.”


  Batos’s keen eyes seemed as though they could see to the end of a dark road.


  He’d traveled the same road for a lifetime and came to Diana to hear tales of the roads he hadn’t taken.


  Those eyes would surely see through any lie.


  But Lawrence did not waver.


  For he was telling no lies.


  “I am determined not to abandon my load. So long as I can get it back on my cart, I am willing to risk a bit of trouble.”


  Batos had to realize what the “cargo” was and why Lawrence was so desperate.


  But the old merchant just closed his eyes, saying nothing.


  Was there something more to say? Lawrence wondered. Should he push further?


  The laughter that echoed from the lobby sounded derisive and mocking.


  Precious time was slipping away.


  Lawrence readied himself to speak.


  And at the last possible moment, he stopped himself.


  He remembered his master telling him that waiting was the most powerful weapon when asking another’s favor.


  “That’s what I wanted to see,” said Batos at that moment with a little smile. “It’s a good merchant that can wait, even if time is short, when that’s the only option left to him.”


  Lawrence realized he had been tested; cold sweat ran down his back, making him shiver.


  “Of course, I was even pushier back in the old days.”


  “Er…”


  “Ah, yes. I’ve no supply of pyrite, sad to say. But surely the alchemists do.”


  “So, then–”


  Batos nodded slightly. “All you need say is ‘I’ve come to buy a box of white feathers.’ That should get you in the door. The rest is up to you. You’ll have to be quite clever with dear Diana. I doubt anyone has gone to buy pyrite there yet.”


  “Thank you very much. By way of thanks–”


  “As long as you’ll tell me a good tale, I’ll call it even. What do you think? Do I sound as dignified as Diana?”


  Batos grinned childishly; Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh.


  Batos continued, “You never know when she’s sleeping, Diana, so you should be able to go over there right now. And if you’re going, you should go soon. Time is money and all.” He pointed to the back of the trade guild. “If you take the back way, you can leave without answering any questions.”


  Lawrence thanked Batos and headed down the hall. He looked back to see the old merchant still smiling.


  There with his back to the lamplight from the lobby, Batos looked a bit like his old master, Lawrence thought.


  Leaving the guild house and heading north, Lawrence soon ran right into the stone wall.


  He hadn’t been lucky enough to arrive at the entrance, so he ran along the wall for a while until he found it, levering the rickety door open and slipping inside.


  There were, of course, no lights, but as Lawrence ran, his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and as a traveling merchant who camped on the road quite a bit, he was used to a bit of darkness.


  However, the slivers of light that sliced out from between the cracks in the district’s wooden doors, the meowing of cats in the distance, and the sudden occasional beating of birds’ wings were all much more unsettling than they had been during the day.


  Without the keen sense of direction common among traveling merchants, Lawrence might have become lost and wound up sprinting away in fear.


  When he finally found Diana’s house, his relief was genuine.


  It was like he’d arrived at a friendly woodcutters cabin after a long walk through an ominous forest.


  But on the other side of the door, which Lawrence stood in front of, there was perhaps not a friend who’d welcome him with open arms.


  Even though he’d gotten the password from Batos, when Lawrence thought back on his exchange with Diana, he felt she truly did hate business.


  He wondered if he would really be able to buy any pyrite.


  The uncertainty grew in his chest, but he took a deep breath and pushed it back down.


  He had to obtain the mineral.


  “Excuse me, is anyone home?” Lawrence asked hesitantly, knocking lightly on the door.


  The silence of someone home but asleep is subtly different from the silence of no one being present.


  When it is the former, it was somehow hard to raise one’s voice.


  There was no reaction from behind the door.


  A bit of light shone through the cracks, though, so even if Diana might have been asleep, she seemed to be there.


  The town leveled harsh punishments at those who left their lamps burning as they slept, but it was hard to imagine the evening patrols venturing into this district.


  Just as Lawrence was about to knock on the door again, he heard someone move behind it.


  “Who is it?” The voice sounded sleepy, weary.


  “I apologize for disturbing you at this late hour. I am Lawrence; I visited you yesterday with Mr. Batos.”


  A short pause followed, after which he heard the rustling of fabric. Next, the door slowly opened.


  Light poured out of the house, along with the air from within the room.


  Diana’s eyes were annoyed and sleepy.


  She wore the same style of robe she’d had on when he visited her before. Being a former nun, she probably wore that style year-round, morning and night, making it impossible for Lawrence to tell from her dress whether he’d woken her.


  In any case, it was extremely rude to visit a woman living alone in the middle of the night; Lawrence knew this but spoke without hesitation.


  “I know it’s very rude, but I had to come.” He continued, “I wish to buy a box of white feathers.”


  Diana’s eyes narrowed for a moment upon hearing the password that Batos had told Lawrence. She moved aside and wordlessly gestured for him to come inside.


  The inside of her house – which was free from the stench of sulfur – seemed to be even more cluttered than it had been the previous day.


  Even the room’s sole trace of organization – the bookshelves – were a mess, with most of the books now off the shelves, left open with their pages staring up at the ceiling.


  And there were even more white quill pens scattered about than before.


  “My goodness, so many guests all on the same day. The festival really does bring people out,” said Diana, mostly to herself. She sat – and as before, she did not offer Lawrence a chair.


  Lawrence was about to sit anyway in one of the chairs not piled high with things, but then he realized something.


  So many guests.


  So people had come before Lawrence.


  “I expect it was Mr. Batos that told you to ask for a box of white feathers?”


  Lawrence was still worried about who had come calling here, but he shook his head to clear it. “Ah, yes. I’m sorry to say I forced the issue and made him tell me how to meet with you…”


  “Goodness, really? I have a hard time imagining anyone forcing Batos to do anything,” said Diana with an amused smile.


  Lawrence had nothing to say to that.


  Her personality was different, but something about Diana reminded Lawrence distinctly of Holo.


  “So what business is it that’s so pressing you managed to convince that stubborn old coot?”


  There were any number of people who would desire the skills and products alchemists possessed for a variety of reasons.


  Diana was a dam that held those desires in check.


  Lawrence did not know why, but Diana – sitting in her chair and looking evenly at him – seemed somehow like a great bird, guarding her eggs with iron wings.


  “I need to purchase pyrite,” said Lawrence, despite being half-overwhelmed by Diana’s mien.


  Diana put one white hand to her cheek. “I hear the price has gotten quite high.”


  “That’s not–”


  “Of course, dear Mr. Batos would never have helped you over something as simple as mere profit. So there must be some other reason, no?”


  He felt like Diana was always one step ahead of him. She was quicker than Lawrence and seemed fully willing to demonstrate that.


  Mustn’t get angry, Lawrence told himself. He was being tested.


  He nodded. “It’s not business. I need pyrite for a battle.”


  Diana’s eyes narrowed as she smiled. “A battle with whom?”


  “It’s…”


  He hesitated to mention Amati’s name. It wasn’t because he thought it would be inappropriate.


  It was because he wondered whether Amati was his true opponent in this battle.


  He shook his head. “No, it’s–” Lawrence looked back to Diana. “It’s against my cargo.”


  “Cargo?”


  “A traveling merchant’s enemy is always his cargo. Estimating its value, planning for its transport, deciding upon its destination. If he errs in even one of these, he will lose. At this very moment, I am trying to recover a piece that has fallen from my wagon. Having reevaluated the value, the transport, and the destination, I have realized that this is a piece of cargo I cannot afford to lose.”


  Diana’s bangs fluttered in what seemed like the breeze – but no, it was her own breath as she exhaled.


  She smiled softly and retrieved a quill pen that was at her feet.


  “‘Buying a box of white feathers’ is nothing more than a glorified password. All it means is that I don’t mind so long as I’m able to have a bit of fun. Does a bird not drop feathers when it beats its wings excitedly? Those people that I give my password to help me choose my visitors carefully, so all I need to do is glance at them to tell. I don’t mind a bit as far as pyrite goes. Buy it up as you please.”


  Lawrence jumped to his feet. “Thank–”


  “However,” said Diana, cutting him off. Lawrence suddenly had a very bad feeling.


  Several visitors in a single day. A chair with nothing piled on it.


  It can’t be– the black words floated up in Lawrence’s mind.


  Diana’s face was now apologetic. “Someone has already come to buy.”


  It was just as he’d feared.


  He immediately asked the questions any merchant would ask.


  “How much did they buy? What did it sell at?”


  “Do calm yourself. The customer in question bought on credit and did not leave with the pyrite. You could say they simply made an order. For my part, I wouldn’t mind letting you have the material instead. Let us try to negotiate with the first party, shall we? As for the amount, I seem to recall it being sixteen thousand irehd worth at current market value.”


  That was four hundred trenni. If he could acquire that much, it would be a giant boon to his plans. “I understand. Might you tell me who the buyer was…?”


  If Diana were to say it was Amati, Lawrence’s hopes would be obliterated.


  But she only shook her head slightly. “I will handle the negotiation. For safety’s sake, we do not allow others to know the identity of those who have dealt with us alchemists.”


  “B-but–”


  “You have an objection?” She smiled coldly.


  Lawrence was the one asking the favor; he could only remain silent.


  “You’ve said this is a battle, so I presume the circumstances are not ordinary. I will help all I can and let you know the results as soon as possible. Where will I be able to find you tomorrow?”


  “Ah, er… the marketplace in front of the stone seller’s booth. I’ll be there the entire time the market is open. Otherwise, if you contact Mark the wheat seller, his stand is…”


  “I know the place. I’ll send a messenger as soon as I’m able.”


  “Thank you.” Lawrence couldn’t think of anything else to say.


  Yet the fact was that depending on the results of Diana’s negotiation, it was still possible that he would be unable to buy any pyrite. The consequences would be near fatal.


  There was only so much he could say.


  “I won’t hesitate to pay a considerable sum. I can’t pay double market value or anything like that, but please inform them I will be quite generous.”


  Diana smiled and nodded, standing up from her chair.


  Lawrence realized it was time for him to take his leave. The fact that he hadn’t been turned away after showing up uninvited at this ridiculous hour was enough of a miracle already.


  “I do apologize for calling so suddenly at this hour.”


  “Not at all. Night and day are meaningless to me.”


  Somehow he knew she wasn’t joking, and yet he laughed anyway.


  “And so long as you’ve brought interesting stories, you could stay all night and I wouldn’t mind a bit.”


  Her words could have been interpreted as seduction, but Lawrence knew she was just being sincere.


  Unfortunately, he’d already told her the one interesting story he knew.


  In its place, a question appeared unbidden in his mind.


  “Is something wrong?” asked Diana.


  Lawrence was stopped in his tracks by the thought that struck him.


  Flustered, he claimed it was nothing before heading for the door.


  The question was preposterous. He couldn’t possibly ask it.


  “Being so mysterious when you leave a woman’s home – honestly, you’ll be lucky if the gods don’t punish you,” said Diana girlishly. Her playful smile made him think that she really would answer whatever question he cared to ask.


  And she was probably the only one who could.


  He turned to speak even as he reached for the door.


  “I… have a question.”


  “Ask whatever you like,” she said without hesitating.


  Lawrence cleared his throat. “Are there any stories of gods… and humans, that is… falling in love, becoming a pair?”


  He knew he wouldn’t be able to answer if Diana asked why he wanted to know this.


  Yet despite the risks, Lawrence had to ask.


  Holo had wept, saying if she had a child, she would no longer be alone.


  If this was at all possible, he wanted to tell her and perhaps give her some small hope.


  Diana was stunned for a moment by this question, but she soon regained her composure and answered in a slow and measured voice.


  “There are many.”


  “Really?” said Lawrence in spite of himself.


  “Yes, for example – ah, but I’m sorry. You were in a hurry.”


  “Ah, er, yes. But perhaps later… if you wouldn’t mind, I would very much like to hear the details.”


  “Certainly.”


  Fortunately, she did not ask his reasons for wanting to know.


  Lawrence thanked her profusely and made ready to leave Diana’s house.


  Just as he was closing the door, he thought he heard her say something very softly: “Good luck to you.”


  When he turned to ask, the door was already closed.


  Did she know of the battle between him and Amati?


  Something was strange about the conversation, but Lawrence had no time to dwell on it.


  
    
  

  Next, he needed to return to Mark’s stall and then search out others who might possess pyrite in quantity.


  He was short on time – and as if that wasn’t bad enough, he had essentially no pyrite on hand.


  Were this to continue, it would be no contest at all. His only recourse would be to pray for divine intervention.


  Even if it meant leaning on his friend, Lawrence had to get Mark to give him some names, and even if he had to pay more than it was worth, he had to get pyrite.


  Lawrence wondered to himself if his frantic nocturnal dealings would bring him any closer to Holo, and his only answer was uncertainty.


  When he arrived back at Mark’s stall, Lawrence found Mark sitting at the same table, still drinking ale, though now his apprentice was beside him, devouring a piece of bread.


  Just as Lawrence thought it an odd time for the boy to be taking dinner, Mark noticed his presence.


  “Any luck?” he asked.


  “Just what you see,” said Lawrence, waving his hands lightly as he looked Mark in the eye. “I spoke with Diana, but someone’s beaten me to it. No telling how this’ll turn out.”


  “Someone got there first?”


  “I’ve no choice but to place my hopes in what you told me.”


  Given Diana’s willingness to cooperate, Lawrence guessed the odds were maybe 70-30 of that working out.


  But he expected that acting like there was no hope would make Mark a bit more sympathetic.


  In his previous exchange with Mark, Lawrence had learned that his request for aid was an unreasonable one from the perspective of a town merchant.


  Which left an appeal to emotion as the only other option.


  However, Mark’s reply was slow in coming.


  “Ah… yes, about that.”


  Lawrence listened to the noncommittal statement as the blood drained from his face.


  Mark thwacked his apprentice on the head, gesturing with his chin. “So? Let’s hear the results.”


  The boy gulped down a bite of bread and quickly stood up out of the log chair. “If we pay in trenni silver, then… three hundred seventy pieces’ worth of py–”


  “Don’t just say it in front of everyone!” Mark looked around hastily as he clamped a thick hand over the boy’s mouth. If the conversation were overheard, it would be trouble. “So that’s how it is.”


  Lawrence was confused.


  Paying in trenni silver? Three hundred seventy pieces’ worth?


  “Ha-ha, I can’t help but enjoy it when you make that face. See, after you left, I thought it over.”


  Mark took his hand from the boy’s mouth and reached for his ale cup, his tone amused.


  “I refused your request because I have a reputation to uphold. Any other town merchant would do the same. But even I have bought some you-know-what to make some money on the side – and many others have done likewise. The reason I can only buy a limited amount is that I have very little cash on hand. By all rights, the price of wheat should be dropping since the people laying in goods for their return trips haven’t been buying wheat. And yet the people who’ve come to sell wheat are selling it right off – which is where all my cash has gone. So…”


  Mark gulped down some ale, belching comfortably before continuing.


  “So what of the people who do have cash? I can’t believe they’d be able to resist. They’ve probably been buying up you-know-what in large quantities behind the scenes. And here’s where you need some backstory. You see, these merchants aren’t lone wolves like you. Each one has their business, their position, their reputation. And they’ve bought this stuff, but the price has risen so high that it’s getting hard to sell. All they need do is sell a little bit to bring in a surprising profit, but this makes some of them even more nervous. So what happens next? I’m sure a clever fellow like you can figure it out.”


  Lawrence nodded his head after a moment.


  Mark must have had his apprentice running all over town, spreading a rumor – a rumor that had to go something like this: There’s a mad traveling merchant in town who wants to buy pyrite with cash. Why not take the chance to unload some of that pyrite that’s not selling?


  It would be a perfect opportunity for those merchants.


  And to be sure, there was no question that Mark had signed a contract promising him a service fee for brokering the hidden transaction.


  It was brilliant – conducting a pyrite deal under the pretense of doing someone a favor.


  But to have been able to pull together 370 trenni worth – there was clearly pressure to sell in the marketplace.


  “So that’s how it is. If you’re on board, I’ll send the boy out immediately.”


  There was no reason to refuse.


  Lawrence undid the tie of the burlap sack he had on his back.


  But then he stopped. “Still–”


  Mark regarded him dubiously.


  Lawrence returned to himself and quickly retrieved a bag of silver coins from the sack and placed it on the table. “Sorry,” he muttered.


  Mark seemed momentarily at a loss for Lawrence’s strange behavior. “This is when you thank me, right?”


  “Ah, er, yes, sor… no, I mean–” Lawrence suddenly felt like he was speaking to Holo. “I mean, thanks.”


  “Bwa-ha-ha-ha! If I’d known you were such an amusing guy, I’d have… Actually, I suppose not.”


  Mark took the bag of silver from Lawrence and quickly looked at it; then he undid the string and handed the bag to his apprentice, who quickly emptied its contents and began counting the silver pieces.


  “You’ve changed,” said Mark.


  “… Is that so?”


  “Quite. You used to be not an excellent merchant, but a merchant wholly from head to toe. That’s all there was of you. You never even truly thought of me as a friend, did you?”


  Mark had the right of it. Lawrence had no response.


  The wheat seller just smiled, though. “But what of now? Am I merely a convenient merchant to do a deal with?”


  Lawrence was momentarily stunned. He couldn’t possibly nod at this statement.


  Feeling as though he were trapped in the center of some strange illusion, he shook his head no.


  “That’s why I could never content myself with the life of a traveling merchant. But there’s something even more interesting.”


  Was this because Mark had been drinking? Or was there some other reason?


  Mark continued, sounding truly amused. His face was chestnut round now despite the square cut of his beard.


  “Let me ask you one thing. If it were me whose separation you were faced with, would you be running around town as frantically as you are now?”


  The boy, who lived every day with Mark as his master, looked up at the two men.


  Lawrence found this all very mysterious.


  Though he certainly thought of Mark as a friend, he could not honestly bring himself to nod and say “yes” to that question.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha. Well, I look forward to the future. Still” – he paused, then continued quietly – “it’s for your companion that you’re so desperate.”


  Lawrence felt as though he’d swallowed something hot and felt it pass down into his stomach.


  Mark looked at his apprentice. “This is what a man looks like when he’s obsessed with a woman. But it’s the unbending branch that breaks in a strong wind.”


  A single year weathered alone was worth less than half a year with company.


  So how much older than Lawrence might Mark be?


  “You’re no different from me. You’ve got the traveling merchant’s curse,” said Mark.


  “C-curse?”


  “But it’s almost broken, which is what’s made you so amusing. Do you not see? Did you not begin traveling with your current companion out of nothing more than good fortune?”


  Holo had happened to hide herself in his wheat-filled wagon as Lawrence had passed through the village.


  That he’d become close to her was nothing more or less than good fortune’s gift.


  “Bwa-ha-ha! I feel like I’m looking at myself when I first met Adele! You’ve got the curse, all right.”


  Lawrence felt like he finally understood.


  Though Holo was very important to him, there was a part of him that always preserved a certain cool distance between them.


  He hadn’t realized how blind he’d become to his surroundings because of Holo.


  It was an unbalancing situation.


  “The curse… You mean that famous ‘traveling merchant’s complaint’?”


  Mark guffawed, then smacked his apprentice – who’d stopped working – upside the head. “The poets will tell you that money can’t buy love, and the priest will tell you that there are things more precious than money. But if that’s so, why is it we labor so hard to earn money, then gain something even more precious?”


  Lawrence had thought so little about what exactly Holo was to him because she was always right there beside him.


  If her presence had been something he had gained only after laboring long and hard, he would not have been so ambivalent.


  He’d always believed that anything truly precious required much effort to gain.


  If she was to ask him “What am I to you?” now, Lawrence was sure he could answer.


  “Ah, such a fine tale I’ve not told in a long time. Combined with the information on conditions in the north, why, ten lumione seems a bargain!”


  “If you’d made all this up, it’d be extortion,” said Lawrence indignantly. Mark only grinned, which, in turn teased a smile out of Lawrence.


  “I hope all goes well for you.”


  Lawrence nodded, his mood clear like a cloudless evening sky.


  “Though I suppose how it turns out is up to you…”


  “Hm?”


  “Ah, nothing,” said Mark with a shake of his head. He gestured to the boy, who had finished counting up the silver coins. The apprentice was a model of competence as he made his preparations and was ready to depart a moment later.


  “Right, off with you, then.” Mark sent the apprentice on his way and then turned back to Lawrence. “So where will you be sleeping tonight?”


  “Haven’t decided yet.”


  “Well, then–”


  “Wait, I’ve decided. May I sleep here?”


  Mark gave Lawrence a blank look. “Here?”


  “Quite – you’ve wheat sacks aplenty. Lend me a few of those.”


  “I can certainly lend you some, but come to my house. I won’t even charge you.”


  “Ah, but this will bring luck.” The practice was something many a traveling merchant believed.


  Mark gave up on pressing his invitation further. “I’ll see you here, dawn tomorrow.”


  Lawrence nodded, and Mark raised his cup.


  “A toast then to your dreams.”


  Lawrence found he had no reason to refuse.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  Lawrence sneezed grandly.


  Of course, it didn’t make a difference when he traveled alone, but lately he’d had a certain cheeky, irritable companion, so Lawrence always minded himself. Now, though, it seemed he was slipping – hence the sneeze.


  He frantically checked to see if the other occupant of the blanket was still asleep – only to realize that side was rather cold.


  And then he remembered that he was alone, sleeping on the wheat sacks next to Mark’s stall.


  “…”


  He’d tried to prepare himself for it and had after all chosen to sleep alone, but upon awakening, he still felt a huge sense of loss.


  Lawrence was used to someone being beside him when he awoke.


  He had become so quickly accustomed to it that only now did he realize its value.


  Lawrence overcame his reluctance to part from his warm blanket and stood up suddenly.


  Frigid air immediately attacked him.


  The morning sky was still dim, but already Mark’s apprentice was sweeping the area in front of the stall.


  “Oh, good morning, sir.”


  “Good morning,” said Lawrence.


  It didn’t seem like this was a show put on for the benefit of his master’s acquaintance; undoubtedly it was the boy’s habit to wake this early in order to prepare the stall for opening. He casually greeted a few other boys that passed by.


  He was an admirable apprentice.


  More than whatever training Mark had given him, the boy simply seemed like an excellent individual.


  “Ah, that reminds me–”


  The boy turned around smartly as soon as Lawrence spoke.


  “Did you hear from Mark what’s happening today?”


  “Er, no… are we not forcing the dastardly villain into a trap?” asked the apprentice.


  The boy lowered his voice and spoke in such an exaggeratedly serious fashion that Lawrence was stunned for a moment. With a true merchant’s discipline, he managed to keep a straight face and nodded. “I can’t tell you all the details, but that’s it, more or less. I may have to ask a serious favor of you in the process.”


  The boy held his broom at his side like a sword and gulped.


  Seeing the boy made Lawrence sure of one thing.


  He might well have been the promising young apprentice of a wheat seller, but in his heart he still longed for the life of a knight.


  After all, one only sees “dastardly villains” in fairy tales.


  Lawrence got a ticklish feeling, as though he was looking back on his younger self.


  “What’s your name, lad?”


  “Ah, er, it’s–”


  When a merchant asked another person for their name, it was an acknowledgment of that person’s status.


  The boy had probably never been asked his name before in his life.


  Despite his visible fluster, he really was an admirable lad, Lawrence felt.


  The boy straightened up and answered. “Landt. My name is Eu Landt.”


  “Born in the northlands, were you?”


  “Yes, from a village frozen in snow and frost.”


  Lawrence saw that Landt’s description was not just an easy way to convey a sense of his hometown, but a literal description of how it must have seemed when he looked back on it for the last time.


  That was how things were in the north.


  “I see. Well, I’m counting on you today, Landt.” Lawrence extended his right hand, and Landt hurried to wipe his own hand off on his tunic before shaking Lawrence’s proffered hand.


  The boy’s palm was rough and callused, and who knew what sort of future it might grasp?


  Lawrence knew he had to win.


  He let the boy’s hand go.


  “Well then, first let’s fill our bellies, eh? Is there anyplace nearby that’s selling food yet?”


  “There’s a stand that sells dry bread to travelers. Shall I go and buy some?”


  “Indeed,” said Lawrence and produced two tarnished irehd pieces that were so dark they looked almost coppery.


  “Er, one piece should be plenty,” said Landt.


  “The other’s an advance on your help today. Of course, I’ll pay you a proper consideration when it’s all done.”


  The boy was stunned.


  Smiling, Lawrence added, “If you dawdle, Mark’s liable to arrive. No doubt he’ll claim breakfast is a luxury, don’t you think?”


  Landt nodded hastily and then dashed off.


  Lawrence watched his form recede for a while, and then he turned his gaze to the spaces between the many stalls across the street.


  “Don’t you spoil my apprentice now.”


  “You could’ve stopped me.”


  Marks form appeared in the space between crates. His expression seemed irritable, and he sighed. “It’s gotten cold lately. If he takes ill because I haven’t let him eat enough, that’s more trouble for me.”


  It was clear enough that Mark had a good deal of affection for Landt.


  But having Landt get some breakfast was no simple act of kindness; it was an important part of Lawrence’s plan.


  Merchants were not saints, after all. Whatever their actions, they always have ulterior motives.


  “Should be good weather today,” said Mark. “Good for selling,” he finished with a nod.


  Lawrence took a deep breath.


  The bracing morning air felt good.


  When he exhaled, all the unnecessary thoughts in his mind seemed to leave with his breath.


  All he had to think about now was making his plan succeed.


  Once success was his, he could second-guess and doubt all he wanted.


  “Right then, time to fill my stomach,” said Lawrence heartily as he caught sight of a winded Landt returning.


  The atmosphere itself was different.


  That was the first thing that struck Lawrence as he arrived at the marketplace.


  What at first look seemed to be as quiet as a glassy lake’s surface was a roiling boil as soon as one touched it.


  Ever since sunrise, a single corner of the marketplace was the focus of an unusually dense crowd, and every person’s gaze was turned to a single stall.


  It was the sole stone seller in the town of Kumersun, and the only detail the crowd cared about was a makeshift board with prices written on it.


  On the price board were written descriptions of the weight and shape of pieces of pyrite, and beside each description line was a wooden placard with the price and the number of people in line to buy it.


  There was another column on the board that listed sellers, but it seemed unlikely that there would be a chance for these placards to stay there for long.


  The board made obvious the supply and demand for pyrite, and the demand was high.


  “Looks like the average price is… eight hundred irehd.”


  That was eighty times the old price.


  It could only be described as absurd. Like a runaway horse with no rider to check it, the price kept rising and rising.


  Presented with an opportunity for easy money, human reason was like reins of mud – completely incapable of stopping this runaway horse.


  Though the market bell would not ring for some time, there seemed to be a tacit approval for doing early deals. Once Lawrence reached that stand, he caught sight of merchants approaching the master occasionally to whisper a few words. Once a number of deals had been reached, the master would quietly replace the relevant wooden placards.


  The master didn’t update the prices and line numbers immediately, probably to keep others from knowing exactly who had purchased pyrite and at what price.


  But in any case, the number of people waiting to buy kept rising.


  Just as Lawrence was estimating the total amount being spent, a figure appeared at the edge of his vision.


  He looked. It was Amati.


  Lawrence had seen Amati before Amati had spotted him the previous night, but the young merchant was sharp-eyed enough not to let chances for profit escape. His gaze was every bit as keen as Lawrence’s, and he soon caught sight of his rival.


  A friendly greeting would hardly have been appropriate.


  But since Lawrence had arranged to collect the cash he was owed upon the sounding of the bell that opened the marketplace, he could hardly ignore Amati, either.


  Just as he considered this, Amati revealed a smile and nodded slightly.


  Lawrence was taken aback for a moment but soon understood the reason.


  Beside Amati was Holo.


  For whatever reason, she was not dressed as a town girl, but instead wore her nun’s robes. Three pure white feathers, vivid enough to be visible at a distance, were affixed to her hood.


  She looked steadily at the stone sellers stall, not once meeting Lawrence’s eye.


  Heat rose in his belly at Amati’s smile.


  Holo whispered something in Amati’s ear before the young merchant made his way through the gathered merchants toward Lawrence, and Lawrence feigned total serenity, as if the anger he felt did not exist.


  He had confidence that as long as he did not have to fool Holo, his charade would go unchallenged.


  “Good morning, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “And to you.”


  It took some effort for Lawrence to maintain his facade in the face of Amati’s pleasant greeting.


  “Things are going to become quite hectic once the bell rings, so I thought it would be best to turn this over to you ahead of time,” said Amati, producing a small bag from near his breast.


  In size it was more of a coin purse than anything else. “What’s this?” Lawrence asked, having expected Amati to give him the agreed-upon silver coins.


  The bag was far too small to carry three hundred pieces of silver.


  “This is the promised amount,” said Amati.


  Having no other choice, Lawrence suspiciously accepted the bag.


  When he opened the bag’s mouth and looked inside, his eyes widened.


  “It might have been a bit presumptuous of me,” said Amati, “but three hundred silver pieces would be quite cumbersome, so I took the liberty of remitting in gold limar coins.”


  Though it was hard to imagine how he’d managed to obtain them, the bag was indeed filled with gold coins.


  The gold limar was not as valuable as the lumione, but it was a widely circulated coin within Ploania, the country in which Kumersun was situated. It was worth about twenty trenni.


  But managing to obtain this amount during a currency shortage – the service charge must have been incredibly steep.


  The only reason to do it was for Amati to prove how much coin he had on hand – it was a psychological attack.


  Amati had Holo in tow, too, probably as another way to divert Lawrence’s attention.


  Lawrence had inadvertently widened his eyes in surprise, so there could be no concealing his perturbation.


  “I’ve used today’s exchange rate to prepare the amount. Fourteen gold limar.”


  “… Understood. I accept.”


  “Do you not wish to count the coins?”


  Normally saying “There’s no need,” as Lawrence did, should’ve shown confidence, but now it just seemed as though he was merely pretending at strength.


  “In that case, I’d like the contract for three hundred silver.”


  Lawrence only did so after being asked.


  Amati was still one step ahead of him.


  Once the cash and the partially fulfilled contract had been exchanged, Amati was even the first to say, “Very well.”


  As he watched Amati’s receding form, one ill realization after another flashed through Lawrence’s mind.


  When they had signed the contract the previous day, Amati may have claimed to have insufficient cash as an excuse to provide the horses in lieu of coin.


  Always keeping a certain amount of cash on hand was a trait shared by all merchants.


  What was worse, Amati had surely searched out and bought pyrite just as Lawrence had.


  If Amati had gathered enough, all he would require was a very small increase in price.


  Thinking back on the way Amati had just bowed so gracefully and turned around after accepting the contract, Lawrence could not believe that it had been a bluff.


  Just how much pyrite had the boy managed to buy?


  Lawrence feigned rubbing his nose and instead bit his thumbnail.


  His original plan had been to observe carefully and then begin selling off quantities of pyrite starting at noon to check the rising price.


  Suddenly Lawrence wondered if he should move more quickly.


  But Diana’s messenger had not arrived yet.


  Until he knew whether or not he would be able to obtain the necessary amounts, Lawrence couldn’t act.


  He could purchase more pyrite using the gold Amati had paid him but if Diana’s negotiations on his behalf succeeded and he received another four hundred silver pieces’ worth, that would also be a problem.


  He’d set aside money to pay Diana with so that was not an issue, but he would have too much of the mineral.


  Of course, he’d been purchasing pyrite in order to be able to force a drop in its price, and he’d been careful to buy just enough to be able to control that drop, in order to avoid his own bankruptcy.


  Admittedly, if Lawrence was willing to ruin himself in order to stop Amati for Holo’s sake, she might finally accept his sincerity.


  Of course, the story would not end so easily – he still needed to live on something after that.


  The weight of reality bore down on him heavier than the gold coins in his hand.


  The stone shop’s price board was updated again.


  It seemed someone had just bought a large amount of pyrite; both the prices and the line numbers jumped dramatically.


  How much would Amati’s pyrite be worth after this jump?


  Lawrence felt unable to simply stand by and do nothing.


  But losing his cool could lead to defeat.


  He closed his eyes, lowered the hand with the fingernails he’d been biting from his mouth, and took a deep breath.


  Everything he had been thinking was all due to Amati’s bluffing.


  After all, behind Amati was Holo. If Lawrence could just discern everyone’s ulterior motives, he would be fine.


  Just then, the clear tone of a ringing bell swept overhead.


  It was the signal for the market to open.


  The battle had begun.


  The charged atmosphere seemed to induce everyone to stay scrupulously honest and calm.


  They had been waiting for some time in front of the stone seller’s stand but only began to move once the bell rang.


  An examination of the crown revealed travelers and farmers furtively selling small quantities of pyrite – but the small-scale selling only served to further heat the marketplace.


  In a situation where none were willing to sell, the only people with an advantage were those who already had a large stock of pyrite – it was thanks to the small-scale selling along with new buyers that kept people excited and close to the stall’s front.


  Since each person there thought they had a chance to profit, none left.


  Given such an environment, it would take a serious amount of pyrite in order to force the price down – nothing less would do.


  The price board, which occasionally disappeared behind the heads of the people in the crowd, was a thermometer for the marketplace, and it was constantly rising.


  Diana’s messenger still had not arrived.


  If her negotiations failed, he would have to take action quickly.


  The thoughts pained him as he stared at the price board, and suddenly Amati appeared in his field of vision in front of the stall.


  Panic washed over Lawrence, and he wanted to dash forward, clutching the bag of what pyrite he had to his breast.


  But if that was Amati’s plan to shake him up, such a move could be disastrous. If Lawrence sold off only a middling amount, it would just increase demand as buyers assumed they would be able to purchase pyrite so long as they waited long enough, and as the line grew longer, the price would continue to rise.


  Lawrence controlled his urge to sell, praying that this was a ploy on Amati’s part.


  Then he realized something.


  Holo was gone.


  Lawrence glanced around and saw that at some point Holo had moved outside of the strange crowd of people and was looking at him.


  When their eyes met, she narrowed hers in displeasure, then turned, and began to walk away.


  As he saw this, sweat sprung upon Lawrence’s back.


  This had to be a trap that Holo was hinting at.


  If she had heard of the circumstances surrounding pyrite from Amati, it was entirely possible she’d contrived a way to trap Lawrence. Someone as clever as Holo would surely notice things that Amati would miss, even if he was the one explaining the situation to her.


  And Holo excelled at discerning what was in peoples hearts. She was unparalleled at such times.


  As soon as he thought of this, Lawrence was assaulted by a vision of the quagmire that surrounded him.


  No matter where he stepped, he would sink into the mud; no matter whose movements he watched, they would be illusions.


  Lawrence suspected darkly that this was all part of Holo’s plan.


  The terror of having a sly wolf circling him thus sunk into his body.


  Yet Lawrence couldn’t abandon hope that Holo was merely doing this out of some perverse obstinacy.


  The poisons of assumption and doubt penetrated his mind.


  He stared blankly at the price board, though this was not his intention. It was simply all he could do at the moment.


  The price of pyrite continued to inch upward.


  Fortunately, since the price was already so preposterously inflated, the rate of the increase was quite slow.


  Still, if the price continued to increase at this rate, it would certainly reach by noon the 20 percent needed by Amati.


  To Lawrence’s knowledge, Amati’s current stock of pyrite was worth eight hundred silver pieces. If the price rose twenty percent, he would need only forty more silver pieces to reach the required thousand.


  And if all he needed was forty coins, Amati would surely be able to produce them.


  He could sell whatever of his fortune he needed to and complete the contract on the spot. If that happened, the margin sale poison that Lawrence counted on would undoubtedly have little effect.


  Where was Diana’s messenger?


  Lawrence muttered to himself, a consuming panic sinking into his gut.


  Even if he was to start scrambling to buy pyrite now, how much would he be able to collect?


  It was not like the previous night, where the market had already closed and no one knew whether the price would rise or fall next – no, now it was utterly obvious that the price was rising.


  Anybody who had pyrite knew it was like free money – nobody would sell to him under such circumstances.


  The realization hit him – his plan could only succeed if he got the pyrite from Diana, and at this rate, he might wind up taking a huge blow from Amati because of the margin-selling contract, as well.


  Lawrence rubbed his eye and thought hard. He had planned to pursue his goal coolly and logically, but he was starting to feel as though he’d been forced into a complete dead end.


  No, he told himself.


  He knew what the problem was.


  It was not because of the fluctuating price of pyrite.


  Behind that was the fact that he now regarded Holo with despair rather than trust.


  She had arrived with Amati at the marketplace – it was possible that rather than meeting up in the morning, they’d spent the night together.


  Holo might have invited Amati back to the inn after Lawrence had arranged the margin-selling contract with him.


  Depending on the circumstances, she might even have shown him her ears and tail and told him the truth of her existence.


  Lawrence wanted to believe such a thing was impossible, but he remembered that Holo had revealed her true nature to him the same day they’d met. It was the height of folly to believe that she had somehow marked him and only him as particularly open-minded.


  Amati was clearly and madly in love with Holo; no doubt she could evaluate anyone as quickly as she had Lawrence.


  And what if Amati had accepted her?


  He remembered the young merchants smile only moments ago.


  Holo feared being alone.


  And Lawrence was not sure that she wanted to be with him and only him.


  The realization that he should not be thinking this way hit him, and his legs nearly collapsed under him at the shock of it.


  It was out of sheer luck that he didn’t fall.


  Suddenly a murmur ran through the crowd, bringing Lawrence back to himself.


  He turned to look at the oohs! that arose, only to see that the price of the most expensive pyrite had jumped significantly.


  Someone had put in a large bid.


  Its acceptance meant that others would soon follow suit.


  It might already be impossible to stop Amati from fulfilling the contract.


  The fact that there was still no word from Diana suggested that the other party might be being stubborn; if the price of pyrite continued to rise, that would only make them more reluctant to sell.


  It was looking more and more as if Lawrence should abandon that hope and take action now.


  The weapons he had on hand were four hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite, along with the rumor that Landt had been given to spread.


  It was such a pathetic arsenal that Lawrence wanted to laugh. He now seriously doubted the idea he’d had such faith in the previous day, that a mere rumor could do any damage. Only yesterday it had been his secret weapon, the product of his years of experience.


  It was becoming more and more clear to him just how drunk he must have been.


  He realized he was already trying to think of a contingency plan.


  If he did nothing, he would still receive one thousand silver pieces from Amati, which would leave him a tidy profit even after subtracting the losses from the margin selling.


  Lawrence was disgusted by how much lighter this made him feel.


  … If you could receive a thousand silver coins for me, it would not be so regrettable to let me go – Holo’s accusation hit him.


  Lawrence remembered the letter from Diana that was tucked near his breast.


  It was the information that would help him find Holo’s home of Yoitsu. Perhaps he no longer had any right to hold this letter.


  I’m just a lowly merchant. Lawrence thought to himself as he looked around for Holo.


  The events that happened in the port town of Pazzio and the Church city of Ruvinheigen had been but a dream.


  As soon as the thought struck him, he realized that it seemed to be exactly so.


  Lawrence smiled weakly as he looked into the hotly swirling crowd, but Holo was nowhere to be found, so he moved elsewhere.


  Some time had passed since the opening of the market, but the day’s festival had not yet started, so more and more people seemed to be making their way in.


  Holo remained elusive.


  Cursing his inability to find her now – now of all times! – he realized something.


  After he’d met her gaze in the crowd, Holo had walked away.


  Had she simply left right then and there?


  If so, where had she gone? Had she decided his failure was a foregone conclusion, Lawrence wondered, and returned to the inn?


  It would stand to reason.


  The idea was so humiliating that Lawrence felt broken just thinking it – and yet he believed it himself.


  He wanted some wine.


  Immediately after the thought occurred to him, he uttered a small, questioning sound. “Huh?”


  He’d been scanning a fairly small area, so his eyes were bound to notice the detail eventually.


  Amati had entered his field of vision, which caused Lawrence to make a noise of confusion and surprise.


  Amati’s right hand was pressed up against his chest, probably holding a bag of coin and pyrite.


  The problem was not in what he was doing, but rather the expression of concern on his face and the way that he looked here and there, searching for something – just like Lawrence.


  Lawrence suspected Amati of putting on some kind of act.


  But then by some miracle, the crowd between them thinned, and Amati noticed Lawrence. He was clearly surprised to see his rival.


  And then Lawrence glimpsed a look of relief on Amati’s face. Though the crowd quickly closed in around them and blocked Lawrence’s view again, there was no mistaking what he had seen.


  A single thought jumped out at Lawrence.


  Amati – like him – was looking for Holo. Not only that, Amati had been relieved to see that Holo wasn’t with Lawrence.


  Lawrence felt a thump, as though someone’s shoulder had bumped into him from behind.


  He turned to see one mercantile-looking fellow talking excitedly with another.


  That’s odd, he said to himself, whereupon he felt the same thump reverberate from his back to his chest.


  Then he realized.


  It was the pounding of his heart.


  Amati had been frantically looking for Holo and was obviously very worried that she would be with Lawrence.


  The young merchant did not trust her fully.


  Which in turn suggested that there was a reason for his doubt.


  But what was it?


  “It couldn’t be–” said Lawrence.


  If Amati was looking for her, that meant she had not told him where she was going.


  And if that alone was enough to cause Amati stress, it was very unlikely she had revealed her ears and tail to him.


  It was enough to make Lawrence want to abandon the dark, dismal conclusions he’d come to only a moment ago and turn to brighter assumptions.


  He had no confidence in his ability to tell whether or not this was wishful thinking, however.


  It was vexing enough to make him nauseous.


  Suddenly there was another cry from the crowd.


  Lawrence looked hastily toward the stone seller’s stall and saw that somewhere along the line, the placard for the highest-value pyrite had been removed.


  Which meant that it had sold at that price.


  And that wasn’t even the reason for the shouts.


  The placards marking the highest values for various types of pyrite had all been taken down, and there was a drop in the number of plates for buyers in line.


  Someone had sold off a considerable amount.


  Lawrence fought back the nausea that rose and looked about frantically, trying to spot Amati.


  He was not in front of the stall.


  He wasn’t even near it.


  When Lawrence finally spotted him, Amati was in the crowd.


  He was watching the stall with a shocked expression.


  So it hadn’t been Amati who had made the large sale.


  Lawrence felt but a fleeting moment of relief before more placards for waiting buyers went up, along with a new round of cries from the crowd.


  Nearly everyone here had at least a small amount of pyrite; they were waiting for just the right moment to buy or sell. The market was starting to fluctuate, which would become another factor for them to consider.


  Essentially, now was the right time to sell.


  Lawrence was on the verge of giving up – but pushing him in the opposite direction was the thought that he could still accomplish something with his plan of carefully selling off a large amount.


  But he soon thought better of it, like some kind of cowardly hare.


  Lawrence had no idea what Holo was thinking or where she had gone. People’s hearts were not so easily understood. To think otherwise was to invite ruin.


  And yet– Lawrence could not help thinking.


  Expectation, suspicion, supposition, and reality were four hooks that tore at Lawrence’s thoughts.


  What would Holo the Wisewolf say at a time like this?


  Pathetically, Lawrence couldn’t help but wonder.


  He felt that he could make a decision based off even her most casual observation.


  He trusted her.


  Just then–


  “Um, excuse me–”


  Lawrence felt a tug on his sleeve as the words reached his ears.


  He whirled as if struck, expecting to see a certain cheeky girl behind him.


  But it was a boy – Landt, to be precise.


  “Um, Mr. Lawrence, may I have a moment?”


  Lawrence turned with such speed that Landt was taken aback for a moment, but the boy’s expression made it clear that there was urgent business.


  Anxiety swept over Lawrence as he looked around; then he knelt down to bring his face closer to the much shorter Landt and nodded.


  “A customer has come to our shop wishing to pay for wheat in pyrite.”


  Lawrence understood immediately. Mark was willing to take the offer and then sell Lawrence that pyrite, assuming Lawrence could pay cash.


  “How much?”


  If Mark had sent the boy all the way over here, it had to be a sizable amount.


  Lawrence swallowed and waited for the reply.


  “Two hundred fifty silver,” said Landt.


  Lawrence clenched his teeth to avoid shouting out at the unexpected development.


  The wolf-god of the harvest might have abandoned him, but the goddess of fortune was still on his side.


  Lawrence immediately pushed the small bag he’d gotten from Amati into Landt’s hands. “Go, as fast as you can.”


  Landt nodded, and then tore off like an envoy carrying a vital message.


  Meanwhile, the market continued to fluctuate.


  Perhaps indicating that the price had topped out, the number of buyers on the line placards had changed shockingly fast.


  It was clear that the buyers and sellers were beginning to turn completely against one another.


  With the price this high, some would start to sell while those who needed the price to go still higher would buy.


  Occasionally Lawrence would catch sight of Amati at the other side of the crowd; he had no doubt that Amati was watching him, as well.


  The fact that Amati kept such a close eye on both the stone seller’s stall and Lawrence suggested that he hadn’t yet raised the thousand coins he needed.


  No, that’s not it– Lawrence corrected himself.


  He might already have raised the money but was worried that if he sold off the pyrite he had on hand, trading might go awry and cause the price to crash before he could sell his entire stock.


  And because Amati was party to Lawrence’s margin-selling contract, a crash in price would hit him with a huge loss.


  There was one other important fact, as well.


  The five hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite that Amati held still only existed in the form of a paper contract.


  It could be bought or sold, yes, but the physical pyrite the contract represented could not be collected until that evening.


  The market had started to fluctuate instead of simply rise, and the possibility of a drop was now much more real. If Amati was to sell the certificate, what would happen?


  Margin transactions involved an interval of time between the exchange of money and goods.


  In an environment where a drop in price was anticipated, a margin sale certificate – which promised future goods for immediate cash – was a joker, a worthless card with a grinning witch on it.


  Once the market value of a product actually dropped, whoever held this joker would be ruined.


  The slow-acting poison of Lawrence’s margin sale was beginning to take effect.


  Amati was still glancing this way and that, desperate.


  He was obviously looking for Holo.


  Holo had probably guessed what Lawrence was up to and told Amati of the trap.


  The winds seemed about to change; offense and defense were reversing themselves.


  If Lawrence did not strike, he would be letting a once-in-a-millennium chance go by.


  People nearly attacked the stone sellers stall, and the price placards were swapped out one after another.


  Lawrence held tightly to the pyrite in his breast pocket, desperately hoping Landt would return soon.


  It did not take too much time to run to Mark’s stall and back.


  Just then–


  A voice echoed across the crowd. “A purchase is in!”


  Someone had been unable to contain their excitement.


  In that moment, as if the market were a wave-tossed ship that had suddenly regained its stability, the mood shifted again.


  Someone had purchased a large amount of pyrite. This suggested that the price would continue to rise.


  Buoyed by the expectation, the crowd seemed to settle down.


  Landt had yet to return.


  The more time passed, the more the market seemed to steady itself.


  But the number of possible buyers was dropping – Lawrence could take this opportunity to sell off a quantity of pyrite and sweep away this stability.


  If he did that, he might be able to clear out the buying line even if it was just for a brief amount of time.


  Doing so at this precise moment would surely have a profound effect.


  Lawrence made his move.


  He slipped between the crowds, pulling the bag of pyrite from his breast pocket as he arrived before the stone sellers booth.


  “I’m here to sell!”


  As everybody watched, Lawrence threw the bag of pyrite down in front of the stone seller.


  The stone seller and his apprentices were stunned for a moment, but they quickly came to their senses and resumed business.


  Lawrence had tossed a stone into a quiet lake; now came the rippling effect.


  The measuring was done quickly, whereupon the apprentices that held line placards took the pyrite pieces off to the various buyers who had ordered them.


  Lawrence immediately received his payment.


  Without bothering to count, he grabbed the bag of coins tightly and looked back out into the crowd.


  He caught a glimpse of Amati’s stricken face.


  Lawrence felt neither vindication nor pity.


  His sole concern was his own goal.


  He had sold all of the pyrite he had on hand. Any further attacks would have to wait until he had more.


  Where was Landt? Where was Diana’s messenger?


  If he had the four hundred silver pieces’ worth of pyrite he was expecting from Diana, there was no question he would be able to turn the marketplace around.


  He was at the crossroads of destiny.


  And then he heard a voice.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  It was Landt, his forehead shiny with sweat as he ran up to Lawrence and offered him another bag.


  It was 250 silver pieces’ worth of pyrite.


  Lawrence was torn between returning immediately to the stone sellers stall to sell the pyrite he now had on hand or waiting for Diana’s messenger to come so he could be sure.


  He cursed himself.


  Had he not even now given up on Diana?


  The negotiations had dragged on for so long. There was a limit to how optimistic Lawrence could afford to be.


  He had to take his chances.


  Lawrence turned and prepared to venture forth again.


  There was a loud cheer that froze him in his tracks.


  “Ooooh!”


  The crowd blocked his view; he couldn’t see what was happening.


  But the instant the cheer rose, Lawrence’s intuition almost compelled him to cry out and run – it told him the worst had happened.


  He pushed his way back through the crowd to a place where he could see the price board.


  It was admirable indeed that he didn’t fall to his knees on the spot.


  The top price on the board had been renewed.


  Demand had pushed it back up.


  It seemed some of the market buyers had decided that the disturbance a moment ago was a temporary fluctuation, and they had put in a wave of purchase orders.


  Purchase line placards were put back on the board.


  Lawrence suppressed the urge to vomit. The decision of whether or not to sell the pyrite he had again pressed in on him.


  There was still some small chance of success if he took quick action.


  No – the wise decision would be to wait for Diana’s messenger.


  The amount of pyrite he was negotiating for with her was worth four hundred pieces of silver then – it might well be as high as five hundred by now.


  If Lawrence could add that to what he already had, it would be enough for another big sell-off.


  As Lawrence was placing all his hopes in that small chance, he saw Amati, now looking much more at ease, walk away from the stall.


  The young merchant was planning to sell.


  It was unclear whether or not he was going to sell all he had, though.


  Lawrence didn’t have to know the boy’s plan to realize that he would only exchange some fraction of his pyrite for coin. Amati had probably realized the nature of Lawrence’s slow-acting poison, so he would want to unload the certificate first.


  Why had Diana’s messenger not come? Lawrence wondered if he had finally been abandoned by the gods.


  In his mind, he screamed.


  “Excuse me, are you Mr. Lawrence?”


  In his despair, Lawrence thought he’d heard wrong.


  “Mr. Lawrence, I presume?”


  A small figure stood beside Lawrence, his face – or possibly her face as it was impossible to tell the sex of the person – hidden behind a shroud that covered all but the eyes.


  It clearly was not Landt.


  Which meant it was the person Lawrence had been waiting for.


  “I have a message from Miss Diana.”


  The messengers pale green eyes had a tranquility completely unlike the swirling commotion that surrounded them.


  There was a mysterious aura about the messenger; Lawrence couldn’t help but feel this person was truly a messenger from the gods.


  And if so – perhaps a miracle was about to happen.


  “She wishes to tell you that the negotiations have failed.”


  A moment passed.


  “What?”


  “The other party is unwilling to sell. Miss Diana apologizes for being unable to live up to your expectations,” said the messenger in a clear voice, as if announcing a death.


  Was this – was this how it would be, then? Lawrence wondered.


  True despair did not come from hopelessness.


  No, when his last tiny speck of hope was crushed at the last moment – that was despair.


  Lawrence could not reply.


  The messenger seemed to understand this and turned around silently.


  Somehow the messenger’s form receding into the crowd became conflated in Lawrence’s mind with the memory of Holo, as she’d walked away from him in the tunnels under Pazzio.


  Lawrence felt like an ancient knight in rusted armor as he looked up at the price board again.


  The purchase line had returned to normal, and the price continued to climb.


  One could ride the changes of the market, but only the gods could control them.


  Lawrence remembered the words of a famous merchant.


  With just a bit more luck – just a bit more – a merchant can be a god.


  Having exchanged some amount of his pyrite for coin, Amati strolled away from the stall and returned to the outer ring.


  Lawrence expected the young merchant to flash him a cocky, triumphant grin, but Amati did not so much as glance at Lawrence.


  There must be someone else commanding his attention.


  Holo had returned to Amati’s side.


  “Mr. Lawrence…?”


  It was Landt that now spoke to Lawrence; Holo was speaking to Amati and looked nowhere else.


  “Oh, er, sorry… You’ve… you’ve done a lot of running around for me. Thanks.”


  “Oh no, not at all.”


  “Could you give Mark a message for me? Tell him my plan has failed,” said Lawrence, surprised at how easy it was to say.


  Yet despite the “failure,” from the standpoint of a merchant it was a very nice outcome.


  Lawrence still had some pyrite on hand. All he needed to do was buy a bit more to have what he needed to hand over to Amati in the evening and then subtract the cost of that from the money he’d made selling the previous lot of pyrite – the amount left over would probably be positive.


  On top of that, he would be receiving one thousand silver coins from Amati, which could not be called anything less than a huge windfall.


  Such profit would have been enough to make any merchant happy, but Lawrence felt only a vast emptiness.


  Landt was momentarily at a loss as he looked about, but just as Lawrence was about to hand over his compensation, the boy’s eyes filled with a steely resolve.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  Landt’s expression was enough to stop Lawrence’s hand, which held a few silver coins.


  “Are – are you giving up?”


  Lawrence remembered his days as an apprentice – any time he wanted to make a comment, he had to be ready for a beating.


  Landt was likewise prepared to be struck. His left eye twitched as if he expected a fist to come at him at any moment.


  “My master always tells me that merchants never give up.”


  Lawrence pulled his hand away, and Landt’s shoulder twitched in response.


  But the boy did not look away.


  He was entirely serious.


  “My master always says that it’s not– it’s not those who pray that the god of wealth watches over. It’s the stubborn ones who never give in that he blesses.”


  Lawrence did not disagree.


  But what he was after was not wealth.


  “Mr. Lawrence.” Landt’s gaze pierced him.


  Lawrence glanced over at Holo for a moment before looking back to Landt.


  “I…” began Landt. “I liked H-Holo from the first time I saw her. But my master told me–” said the faithful apprentice. He wordlessly completed every task given to him, yet now Landt was every inch a young boy. “He said that if I said that in front of you, I’d get a sound beating.”


  Landt was on the verge of tears as Lawrence raised his hand up high.


  “–!” Landt gasped and flinched.


  But with his fist, Lawrence only tapped the boy lightly on his cheek, smiling. “Yes, I suppose I should give you a beating. A sound one, too,” he said with a chuckle – though he wanted to cry.


  Landt seemed roughly ten years younger than Lawrence.


  Yet with things the way they were, he felt no different than the boy.


  Damn, he cursed himself.


  It seemed that before Holo, any man would turn into a runny-nosed lad.


  Lawrence shook his head.


  The stubborn ones who never give in, eh?


  
    
  

  It was a laughable phrase, and he sighed at its seductive charm, looking up at the sky.


  The words of a boy ten years his junior had wiped from his mind the maelstrom of supposition and doubt.


  Landt was right.


  He’d gotten this far, and the profit that remained in his hands was only proof of his true loss – he could lose it without regret.


  There was no reason not to think everything through one last time before taking action.


  Things of value did not always come with hard effort.


  Mark had only a short while ago made him realize that.


  Lawrence opened the spigot on his considerable memory, pulling out the materials he needed to construct a new approach.


  The pillar of his new plan was something he’d forgotten until just a moment ago.


  “The ones who just can’t give up – they’re the same ones who just can’t stop themselves from being so optimistic you wouldn’t believe it,” said Lawrence.


  Landt’s happy expression was even more appealing than the boy’s normal, overachieving nature usually tended to be.


  There was little doubt that Mark treasured the lad as he would his own child.


  “A merchant makes plans, predicts the outcome, and always holds the results up to the light of reality. Understand?”


  Landt nodded politely at what appeared to be an unconnected statement.


  “If selling one item causes something to change thus, another item will cause it to change so. Such hypotheses are also important, you see.”


  Landt nodded again. Lawrence knelt down so he was close to the boy’s face and spoke.


  “But if I’m honest, these hypotheses can be anything you might like them to be. If you make too many, you’ll become lost, seeing danger and risk in every deal you do. To avoid that, you need some kind of guidepost – something to believe. It’s the one thing every merchant needs.”


  The young Landt looked something like a real merchant as he nodded. “I see,” he said.


  “If you can believe in that guidepost, then no matter how absurd the idea it leads you to…”


  Lawrence looked up, closing his eyes.


  “… You can trust it.”


  Even so, a voice in Lawrence’s head told him it was impossible.


  And yet when he looked at Holo, he was almost convinced.


  There was a chance – a small chance – that Holo’s choice of dress said something.


  Despite the idea’s outlandishness, if he was to put it to the test, it might well prove to be true.


  But this idea required that one condition had to be met.


  It was what Lawrence had forgotten earlier – namely, the possibility that Holo had in fact not abandoned him.


  Considering this now was just the kind of thing a stubbornly optimistic merchant, who never gave up, would do.


  At this stage of the game, it seemed far better to think as much than to continue trying to stop Amati – it was enough to make Lawrence think he was in some kind of fantastic dream.


  He had no idea what Landt had heard from Mark that made the boy so willing to help him.


  In any case, it was clear that Landt told the truth when he said he liked Holo.


  It was impressive that he’d been able to admit that in front of Lawrence. Were their places reversed, Lawrence was not at all sure he would have been able to do the same.


  Before a display of such courage, it was the least Lawrence could do to live up to this idea of the fearlessly optimistic merchant.


  Lawrence patted Landt on the shoulder, took a deep breath, and spoke. “Once I sell my stones at the stall, start spreading the rumor I asked you to.”


  Landt’s face lit up. He nodded his head, once again the consummate apprentice.


  “Good lad.”


  Lawrence was about to turn around, but he stopped short.


  Landt’s eyes were full of questions, but Lawrence was the one who asked, “Do you believe in the gods?”


  The boy was unsurprisingly dumbstruck.


  Lawrence chuckled and repeated himself. “There’s a good lad,” he said before walking away.


  He had 250 silver pieces’ worth of pyrite on hand. Tallying up the purchase line markers on the board showed that there was already four hundred silver pieces’ worth of orders waiting – even if Lawrence sold all the pyrite he had on hand, it would have no real effect.


  But no – it would have an effect. If his new assumption was correct, it had to. He glanced back at Holo for just a moment; she was still standing by Amati.


  Just one second would be enough – if Holo would just look in his direction for a moment, that would be enough.


  And then–


  Lawrence stood in front of the stone seller’s stall. The influx of orders had slowed; the shopkeeper, having finally regained a measure of calm, looked at Lawrence with a face that said, “Yes?” He then smiled, an expression that seemed to add, “You’re making out pretty well today.”


  Despite no words being exchanged, Lawrence nodded. He was about to make a lot more.


  He thrust the bag of pyrite he’d received from Landt toward the stone seller and spoke. “I’m selling.”


  The shopkeeper received a cut from each transaction, so he smiled heartily and nodded, but then he looked strangely stunned.


  Lawrence closed his eyes and smiled.


  He had been right.


  “Master, I too shall sell.”


  The voice actually made Lawrence nostalgic.


  With a loud thud, a bag of pyrite at least twice the size of Lawrence’s was slammed down on the counter.


  Lawrence glanced sideways, and there was Holo, looking ready to bite his head off.


  “You fool,” she said.


  Lawrence’s only response to her accusation was a smile and a heartfelt “Sorry.”


  The shopkeeper stood there, amazed for a while, and then he quickly ordered his apprentices to remove all the purchase line placards from the price board.


  The two bags together came to at least 650 silver pieces’ worth of pyrite.


  The amount Holo had was appraised before the day’s bump in price, so it was probably worth even more than that. The mysterious party that had bought pyrite from Diana was, of course, Holo.


  Put simply, nearly a thousand silver pieces’ worth of pyrite had been sold all at once.


  There was no room for demand to push the price up in the face of that.


  Lawrence plucked at one of the white feathers affixed to Holo’s robe. “She’s quite the grown-up beauty, unlike a certain someone I could name,” he said.


  Holo jabbed Lawrence’s side with her fist.


  But then her hand remained there.


  That was enough, Lawrence thought.


  Though behind them a crazed mob pushed and shoved, Lawrence would not take his hand from hers.


  He did want to show off to Amati, though.


  Lawrence smirked at himself for being so childish.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  The price crashed in an instant.


  There were a few purchases that came in after all the existing purchase orders were filled, but the sale of close to one thousand silver pieces’ worth of pyrite tipped the market in favor of selling, and the price soon dived.


  The ones who were least fortunate – who held that old maid card in the end – were those who’d been waiting just a bit longer to sell their stock at the highest-possible price.


  Even the sharp-eyed merchants who noticed Lawrence and Holo’s actions and sold as quickly as they could had taken losses.


  Amati’s fate went without saying – he had been unable to sell off the margin contract.


  Just a moment ago, Amati had been witness to Holo dashing forward with a large bag and had reached out to stop her – and there he stood in the same pose, frozen in shock.


  No doubt Holo’s betrayal came as a far worse shock than the margin certificate he held now turning worthless.


  On that point, Lawrence had sympathy for him. Holo clearly had no intention of ever staying with him and had, in fact, separated from him in a particularly cruel way.


  Evidently Amati had said something to Holo that she simply could not abide.


  Lawrence didn’t dare ask Holo what it was for fear of her response, but he still wanted to know, if only so he wouldn’t make the same mistake himself.


  “So, this contract is over, then?” Holo asked, not even bothering to look up as she groomed her tail. Lawrence had just returned from finishing the contract with Amati and thanking Mark for his trouble.


  There was still an edge to Holo’s voice and not just because the two had only just finished a battle of wills.


  Lawrence, of course, knew the reason.


  He set his things down, took a chair, and replied. “It’s over, all right. As cleanly as we could ever hope.”


  It was not a joke.


  He had indeed just finalized the contract with Amati, who looked like his spirit had left his body.


  In the end, Amati hadn’t actually lost money. Against the margin loss he’d taken because of Lawrence, Amati had made a bit more on intermediary sales of pyrite.


  Yet Lawrence understood Amati’s despair all too well – up until not long ago, he too had felt every bit as low.


  In the end, Amati had been unable to meet the conditions of the contract that would’ve allowed him to propose marriage to Holo, and as for the margin sale of pyrite, that was completed when Lawrence handed over the bag, which was by that time essentially worthless.


  He’d been worried about the possibility of Amati losing his temper, so Lawrence had asked the chief of the guild house to act as mediator. “This is your punishment for trying to take another man’s woman,” the guild master had said to Amati.


  Whether or not Holo was in fact “Lawrence’s woman,” at least the proud Amati had learned a lesson.


  As Lawrence briefly explained all this, Holo, who was sitting on the bed, stopped grooming her tail and gave Lawrence an appraising look.


  “Surely you do not think that this is all over and done with.”


  She seemed to be trying to decide just how harsh his punishment should be.


  Lawrence understood the mistake he had made.


  He stood and raised both hands in a gesture of contrition. “I’m sorry.”


  Holo was unmoved. “Do you truly know where you went wrong?”


  It was a pathetic way for a grown man to be scolded, but Lawrence had no choice but to endure it.


  “I know.”


  Holo’s wolf ears pricked up.


  “At least… I think I know.”


  Holo exhaled through her nose and folded her arms in expectant displeasure.


  A mere “I’m sorry” was not going to suffice.


  Lawrence screwed up his courage and apologized as best he knew how.


  “When I started doing things on my own after the contract with Amati, I was being utterly self-centered.”


  Despite the all-consuming panic he’d felt, not only had all his frantic efforts to stop Amati come to nothing, he had been – just as he said – completely self-centered.


  “The point is… my biggest mistake was not trusting you.”


  Holo looked away, turning only a single ear toward Lawrence.


  “I shall hear you out,” she seemed to be saying.


  Her unpleasant attitude was of course frustrating, but Lawrence had to admit he didn’t have a foot to stand on.


  He looked up at the ceiling before he continued.


  “The feathers you attached to your hood – those were to let me know you’d bought pyrite from Diana.”


  Holo nodded, irritated.


  “Yet when Amati sold his pyrite at the stall, trying to bluff me, I thought it was a trap you’d set for me.”


  “Wha–” Holo said in a small voice; Lawrence hastily shut his mouth.


  He realized he’d said something he shouldn’t have said, but it was too late. Holo uncrossed her legs and hung one off the edge of the bed. “What exactly do you mean by that?” she asked.


  Holo’s chestnut brown eyes shone dully.


  “I thought it was a ruse to fool me into acting too soon. When I saw Amati make his move, I assumed you were completely on his side – the white feathers were the furthest thing from my mind. But – the truth was just the opposite… wasn’t it?”


  It certainly was, Holo’s eyes seemed to say.


  Of course, now he understood her intention.


  “You wanted to tell me that Amati had fully enough pyrite on hand and that I should move quickly to sell mine off. Right?”


  Lawrence had not trusted Holo, but Holo had trusted Lawrence.


  That was the crux of the matter.


  Holo had made Amati take an action that Lawrence could make no sense of, and for his part, Lawrence had decided it was not just Amati trying to destroy his confidence, but that Holo had also turned hostile and was trying to force him into a trap.


  The only part Lawrence had been correct about was in assuming that Holo knew what he planned to do.


  If Lawrence had but noticed the white feathers and made eye contact with Holo, she would have sold her pyrite with him right there on the spot.


  “Honestly…” muttered Holo.


  She gestured with her chin for Lawrence to continue.


  “And before that, the fact that you would sign the marriage certificate with Amati, that was…”


  It was humiliating, but he had to keep going.


  “… It was to make it easy for me to be angry… Wasn’t it?”


  Holo’s ears twitched, and she took a deep breath.


  It seemed likely that she was becoming increasingly angrier as the memories came back to her.


  She must have been waiting for Lawrence to come running up to the second floor at any moment, marriage certificate in hand.


  And yet no matter how long she waited, he had not come – she might have waited until dawn.


  Lawrence counted himself lucky that she hadn’t torn his throat out.


  “Didn’t I tell you in Ruvinheigen? Don’t be clever and subtle all the time – tell me what you’re thinking! If we can just yell at each other, problems get solved a lot faster.”


  Holo scratched the base of her ears, as though she could not possibly become any angrier.


  She’d purposely been unperturbed when Lawrence saw Amati walking out of the inn and even had a marriage certificate ready, all to make Lawrence angry, all to make it easier for him to speak his mind.


  And Lawrence had thought she was notifying him of her intentions.


  And now that he thought about it, Lawrence realized that the situation there in the inn had been a perfect one – perfect for him to pour out his heart and admit to Holo that he did not want her to accept Amati’s proposal.


  If he’d only said as much – it would’ve been enough.


  “So I was wrong from the start.”


  Holo drew in her chin and gave Lawrence a look that went past displeasure right on into resentment.


  That was how far wrong he’d gone.


  “When… when you lost control because of the business of Yoitsu… that last apology you gave me, that was–”


  … I am sorry, she had said that night, her voice hoarse.


  “–That was because you’d come to your senses… wasn’t it?”


  Holo glared at Lawrence. She glared, and her fangs showed.


  After her onslaught of verbal abuse, filled with ill intent and distortions, Holo had realized how awful she was being.


  Yet she had not continued to be stubborn.


  She had apologized immediately with all sincerity.


  But Lawrence had only made things worse by taking her apology as the final word that sealed away her heart.


  He had been reaching out to her but stopped short.


  If he’d managed to say something then, Lawrence thought, he might have been able to salvage the situation.


  Holo must have been stunned.


  She had truly apologized for the terrible things she said after losing her temper, but instead of accepting the apology, Lawrence had backed out of the room and run.


  She was no fool; Holo must have seen that Lawrence misunderstood her.


  Yet having realized this, Holo thought that chasing Lawrence down just to explain how he was mistaken would have been ridiculous.


  She must have assumed he would realize his mistake much sooner.


  Her eyes were now full of anger at Lawrence’s failure to see this.


  “You – you fool!” she shouted, standing up from the bed. “They say, ‘A fool’s errand is worse than sloth,’ it is even so! Not only did you render useless my efforts, but you thought I was your enemy? And then for some reason, you go and pursue that contract with the boy! Do you have any notion how difficult that made things for me? We may have only met recently, you and I, but I’m of the feeling that we share an uncommon bond! Am I deluding myself? Or do you really–”


  “I wish to continue traveling with you.”


  There were only a few steps between the desk and the bed.


  Human and wolf, merchant and non merchant – separated by only a few steps.


  If Lawrence but reached his hand out, it would soon reach her.


  “My life has been naught but business from dawn to dusk, and I plan to keep it that way. Just think of me as a little slow when it comes to anything besides business.”


  Holo’s expression turned sulky.


  “And yet – I do wish to travel with you.”


  “Well… what am I to you?”


  It was the question he’d been unable to answer.


  Now, however, he was completely certain.


  “It cannot be explained in words.”


  Holo’s eyes widened, her ears pricked up, and then–


  And then she laughed, so frustrated with Lawrence she was fit to cry. “What sort of dried-up old line is that?”


  “Ah, but I thought dried jerky was your favorite!”


  Holo chuckled, her fangs bared, her mouth very near Lawrence’s hand. “I hate it!”


  Lawrence felt pain shoot through his palm, but he quietly accepted it as his punishment.


  “Though I do have one question for you,” said Lawrence finally.


  “Oh?” said Holo. She looked up after biting Lawrence’s hand with considerable anger.


  “How did you know there was pyrite in the alchemists’ quarter – wait, no, Amati probably told you. What I want to know is, how did you get Diana to sell it to you? I just can’t see it.”


  Holo looked out the window as if to say, “Oh, that?”


  Dusk had arrived, and the second evening’s festivities were about to begin.


  It seemed that the same giant puppets from the first night were being used, though they were much the worse for wear. Half of the large lupine shapes had lost their heads. The participants’ fatigue was obvious, even from a distance, as they tottered along. Some even fell on their bottoms – and not in jest.


  Yet the column marched on, pulled forward by the sounds of flutes and drums.


  Holo looked back to Lawrence; her eyes beckoned him to join her at the window.


  Having no reason to refuse, he did so.


  “The boy Amati told me everything he knew, so I was able to make a fair guess at what you were planning. But your plan was, well – I should compliment you.”


  Holo looked out on the festival as she leaned back into Lawrence.


  He was unable to see her expression, but having been complimented, he felt he should accept it as gracefully as he could manage.


  “Yes, so – Diana, was it? I went to see her for a different reason truthfully.”


  “A different reason?”


  “I suppose you could call it a favor. I tracked down the location from the scent on the letter. The place stank like the worst hot springs – it was far from enjoyable.”


  While Lawrence was impressed at Holo’s keen sense of smell, he had to admit the alchemists’ quarter must have been quite an ordeal for her.


  Holo sighed softly and continued, not looking at Lawrence.


  “So I asked her thus. I asked her if she would not invent a story of Yoitsu still existing and if she would pass it on to you.”


  Lawrence cocked his head for a moment, confused.


  But then he understood.


  Had he heard such a tale from Diana, he would surely have found it easier to speak to Holo again.


  With that as a trigger, he would’ve needed nothing more.


  “However,” continued Holo, her tone suddenly irritated. “That girl just had me explain all the circumstances to her only to turn me down.”


  “Oh… really?” Lawrence thought back on the words Diana had spoken to him as he left her house: Good luck to you.


  Had it been sarcasm?


  “It was your fault that I was refused! Consider that, why don’t you!”


  Lawrence was jolted from his reverie by Holo stomping on his foot – though he did not follow her meaning.


  “Honestly… I suffer through the humiliation of explaining everything and am on the very cusp of success, then you show up and make that girl come up with her pointless plan.”


  He was stunned beyond words – Holo had been there when he’d visited Diana?


  “She said it would be good to test your resolve – the gall, acting as if she knows me!”


  Lawrence now understood whence came Diana’s Good luck to you.


  But he felt like he was forgetting something important.


  “I also heard that foolish question you put to her.”


  “Ah–!” Lawrence shouted, his voice strangled.


  Holo grinned devilishly and turned around to face Lawrence. “So there are many stories of gods and humans becoming mates, eh?” Her upward-cast eyes were frightening.


  She slid her slender arms around Lawrence, like a snake entrapping its prey.


  “If that is how you feel, I would not mind. Though I’d ask…”


  The light that fell through the window cast a red glow over Holo’s features.


  “… I’d ask you to be gentle with me.”


  She must really be a demon, Lawrence thought to himself half-seriously – but she soon dropped her act.


  “Mm. I just cannot seem to rouse myself after talking to that girl,” said Holo, looking tired as she gazed out the window, her arms still around Lawrence.


  She seemed to be looking not at the festival, but somewhere far away.


  “Did you notice that she was not human?” Holo finally said.


  Lawrence couldn’t even manage a “surely not.”


  “You saw the feathers scattered about her room, yes? Those were hers.”


  “… They were?”


  Although now that Holo mentioned it, Lawrence recalled that something about Diana had made him think of a bird.


  Holo nodded and continued, “Her true form is a bird, much larger than you. She fell in love with a traveling monk and spent many years building a church with him, but eventually he noticed that no matter how many years passed, the girl never aged – thus the monk grew suspicious. No doubt you can guess the rest.”


  Lawrence felt Holo’s arms tighten around him.


  He thought he now understood the reason why Diana collected stories and why she protected the alchemists so.


  But it would be painful to say it. Surely Holo did not want to hear it, either.


  Lawrence said nothing.


  Instead, he simply put his arm around Holo’s shoulders.


  “I wish to return to my homeland. Even… even if it’s no longer there.”


  “We will.”


  Outside the window, the giant human and lupine puppets collided, and a great cheer arose.


  But Lawrence realized the display was not reenacting some battle.


  The people controlling these battered puppets were all laughing, and each onlooker seemed to have a cup of ale in hand.


  They were not hitting each other, but putting their arms about one another’s shoulders.


  Soon they began to sing and dance, and the giant puppets in the center of the intersection were set ablaze.


  Holo giggled. “Humans are so showy.”


  “They surely are.”


  Despite their distance from the intersection, Lawrence could feel the heat of the flames on his cheeks.


  The ring of revelers that surrounded the fire gave a great cheer, and the bonfire itself seemed intense enough to overpower the pale moon.


  Once again in the town of Kumersun, various gods and humans from near and far had come together to drink and celebrate after putting an end to their quarreling.


  The conflicts were finally over.


  “Shall we go?” asked Holo.


  “I suppose we shall?”


  But Holo did not immediately move. She looked up at the puzzled Lawrence. “For my part, I would not mind you being as passionate as those flames.”


  The flaming puppets had begun to collapse into a single pile.


  Lawrence laughed. “I suppose if I were drunk enough.”


  
    
  

  Holo laughed, her sharp fangs flashing. Her tail wagged as she spoke, delighted. “If you become drunk, who’s to watch over me? Fool!”


  Lawrence took the laughing Holo’s hand and led her out of the room.


  The Kumersun night had once again been set ablaze with festivities.


  Some time thereafter, it was spoken of in rumors that a true goddess had walked amid the crowds.




  Afterword


  It has been a while! I’m Isuna Hasekura, and this is the third volume, which makes it the third story in the series.


  This time I feel like I was able to write without forgetting the personalities of the characters. Instead of that, I’ve managed to forget the deadline for this afterword, and just a moment ago, I got a phone call from my editor, whose unfriendly smile I felt I could hear over the phone.


  I’m starting to wonder if I’m not just going to be forgotten by the readers.


  Well then, volume 3 means there are three books, of which this is the third novel. Around this time last year, I’d passed the first-round selection for the Dengeki Novel Prize and was camped out next to the phone, waiting for the results of the second-round selection. Back then, writing even one volume was a major effort – I’d write, then throw it away, write again, then throw it away again.


  So since the end of last year, I’ve been writing at a nigh-heroic pace, and even in that year, I feel like maybe I’ve grown up just a bit.


  My latest hobby is surfing real estate sites. And not normal ones. I’m talking about the big time – hundred-million-yen condos and mansions.


  I like the view from high places, so I was thinking I’d like to live someday in a high-rise condo with a view of the city lights at night. I’ve been looking at model homes along those lines, and they’re crazy. Everything’s just done up in this unimaginably overwhelming fashion, and before I knew it, I was sucked in.


  The prices had so many zeros I was rubbing my eyes just to make sure my vision still worked right, and when I saw the mere two-hundred-yen neighborhood association fee, I was genuinely relieved. Somehow I felt like I could work hard and keep on living. When I realized that using the parking lot and wine cellar (it had a wine cellar, guys!) of one of these mansions would cost more than the rent of my entire apartment, well, I guess I’m just a commoner at heart. I hope you’ll all bear with me.


  And now, my thanks.


  To illustrator Jyuu Ayakura-sensei, thank you for making time in the midst of your busy schedule to draw such wonderful pictures. They make me want to have my writing be worthy of them every day.


  And to my editor, Koetsu-sama. For your patient grammatical guidance, I thank you. As basic corrections to my Japanese become less and less frequent, I will devote myself more thoroughly to everything that comes after those corrections.


  Finally to all of my readers, thank you for taking this book into your hands.


  Let us meet again in the next volume.


  –Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Chapter One


  The six days of winter travel had taken a toll on his body.


  While it was fortunate that there had been no snow, cold was still cold.


  What blankets he had were bought by the bundle and closer to softish boards than proper bedding. Anything that could plausibly ward off the chill had been stuffed under those blankets.


  The warmest thing of all, naturally, would have been another warm-bodied creature, ideally one with fur.


  If said creature could talk, though, well – that would be a problem.


  “I cannot but muse that I am on the losing end of this bargain, ’tis true.”


  The sky was growing faintly brighter, the last vestiges of the night still caressing his face as though reluctant to leave.


  Normally after being awakened by the cold, he would stare up at the paling sky for a time, unwilling to emerge from the blankets – but today his furred companion was obviously in a terrible temper.


  “Look, I said I was sorry.”


  “Oh, aye, if it’s a question of who is in the wrong and who should be apologizing, ’tis you and sure enough. I help ease night’s chill as I can, and I’m even generous enough not to charge you for the favor.”


  The young man buried underneath the blankets, his face exposed and looking up at the sky, was Kraft Lawrence. He turned his head to the left.


  Lawrence had been on his own as a merchant since he was eighteen – seven years now – and he had a fair amount of confidence in his ability to talk around even the most unreasonable of customers.


  But even this seasoned merchant found himself at a loss for words when confronted by his companion, who lay to his right, directing at him a displeased stream of words with a sharp gaze to match.


  The girl with her dark red eyes and flaxen hair was named Holo.


  It was a rare name, but that was not the only rare thing about her.


  After all, she sported a pair of keen, beastlike ears atop her head, and a splendid wolf tail sprouted from her waist.


  “And yet! There are things one may do and things one may not, nay?”


  Holo would not have been as angry, presumably, if Lawrence had done something as easily understood as assaulting her in her bed while his wits were still dulled by sleep.


  She would have simply mocked him mercilessly until he could barely stand, laughed a hearty laugh, and called it a day.


  But no – the reason Lawrence endured this ceaseless stream of recrimination was because he had done something unforgivable.


  What had he done? Owing to the cold, he’d unconsciously nestled his feet on Holo’s furry tail. Worse, when he turned over in his sleep, he had caught her fur.


  The centuries-old Holo, the self-styled wisewolf, the girl who was sometimes called a goddess (though she hated it) had uttered a piercing, girlish cry – the pain alone must have been insult enough.


  Nevertheless, Lawrence felt a bit aggrieved at his subsequent treatment. He had been asleep, after all.


  Despite the fact that even now Holo continued to rail at him, the instant his feet tangled in her fur and he stepped on her tail, she had punched him hard, twice, in the face.


  Surely that was punishment enough, he felt.


  “’Tis bad enough that you humans tread so easily upon one’s feet when you are fully awake. But even when you are asleep! But lo – this tail is my pride! The only proof that I am me!”


  Though the tail that Lawrence had rolled over was unharmed, a bit of fur had come free.


  More than any pain, it was that indignity that infuriated Holo so.


  Worse, before he’d rolled over, his feet seemed to have flattened a section of fur on her tail as they slept.


  After staring dazedly at her tail for a moment, Holo tackled Lawrence, who had sensed that the situation was turning ugly and tried to escape from underneath the blankets, and she began to verbally assault him.


  When angered, most would either turn cold and cruel or demand a duel of some kind. Holo’s method of reprisal was far more effective.


  It had been quite warm sleeping underneath the blankets with Holo, and the hour was just before dawn, and Lawrence’s body was beleaguered after many days of winter travel.


  It would hardly have been surprising if he began to doze off in the face of such unrelenting abuse.


  If Lawrence’s face betrayed even a hint of sleepiness, though, no doubt he would never hear the end of it.


  It was like torture.


  Holo would have made an excellent sheriff.


  “Honestly, though…”


  The interrogation did not cease until Holo exhausted herself with anger and dozed off again.


  Lawrence was well aware that Holo’s wrath was something to be feared and that anger could take many forms. He’d had no particular desire to discover yet another facet of it, but discover it he had – and having done so, he started the wagon moving along.


  Worn out by her own tirade, Holo had stolen the blankets entirely and curled up like a caterpillar against the cold.


  But she wasn’t in the wagon bed. Instead, she lay sideways in the driver’s seat, her head resting upon Lawrence’s lap.


  She certainly looked suitably meek and lovely, but given the timing… No, the depth of her calculation was frightening.


  If she’d bared her teeth, that would have given Lawrence an excuse to fight back. If she’d ignored him, he could have ignored her in turn.


  But forcing her head onto the merchant’s lap only further worsened his position.


  He couldn’t get angry; he couldn’t ignore her. And if she were to beg him for something to eat, he’d be unable to refuse her. Her actions, after all, made it clear that she was mollified.


  Though the sun had now risen, taking the chill off the morning air, the sigh that came from Lawrence’s mouth was a heavy one.


  Despite warning himself that he would need to be more careful of Holo’s tail in the future, it was hard to resist such warmth when camping in the winter.


  If there had been a god to ask, he would’ve prayed: “What should I do?”


  But then the mute morning travels came to an unexpectedly sudden end.


  As the pair had not passed anyone so far that day, Lawrence assumed that they had a long way yet to go. But as they crested a small hill, a town came into view.


  He’d never been to this region before and lacked any sense of the lay of the land.


  It was slightly to the east of the central region of Ploania, a vast nation that was home to both pagans and church followers. Lawrence wasn’t sure about the military importance of the area, but he knew it held little to interest a merchant such as himself.


  The only reason he was here at all was because of the devilish girl who lay asleep on his lap.


  He was guiding her back to her homeland, Yoitsu.


  Because of the centuries that had passed since she had left, her memories of the details of the place were blurry and dim. Much had changed in the world over such a span of time, and Holo was eager to learn even the tiniest rumor of her homeland – all the more so now that she had learned of the legend recounting Yoitsu’s destruction.


  Six days earlier in the town of Kumersun, they’d made the acquaintance of Diana, a chronicler who collected folklore. Diana had told them of a monk who specialized in tales of pagan gods.


  The monk in question lived in a remote monastery, and only the Church priest in the town of Tereo knew its location.


  The path to Tereo was not widely known, however, so the pair headed first to another town, Enberch, to ask directions.


  It was that town at which they had finally arrived.


  “I wish to eat sweetbread.” As they approached the town’s gatehouse, Holo stirred and awoke, and these were the first words from her mouth. “And by sweet bread, I mean – you know. Wheat bread.”


  What she requested was not inexpensive, but Lawrence had no right to refuse her.


  Lawrence didn’t know what would sell in the region, so he’d brought wheat with him – wheat he had bought from his friend Mark the wheat seller, to whom he owed a favor. But as Lawrence and Holo traveled, it was bitter rye bread he’d chosen for their rations.


  His miserly decision had made him the target of no small amount of complaining on Holo’s part.


  He couldn’t help thinking darkly of the high-quality, grandly risen bread Holo would no doubt demand.


  “We’ve got to sell our goods first, in any case.”


  “I suppose I’ll allow that.”


  Truthfully it had been Holo who begged Lawrence to allow her to accompany him, yet most of the time Lawrence felt like her valet.


  She seemed to notice Lawrence’s irritation. “Ah, but my lovely tail has been trampled ’neath your feet. ’Tis only fair that I trample upon you a bit in return,” she said mischievously, stroking her tail beneath her robe.


  He’d expected Holo to continue complaining for some time, but it seemed she had spoken her piece.


  Lawrence sighed inwardly, relieved, and turned the wagon toward the miller’s.


  Though Enberch was remote, it seemed to be the acknowledged trade center of the region and fairly busy.


  Lawrence and Holo had merely happened to approach the town from a less-trafficked direction.


  Throughout the town square were carts loaded with grain, produce, and animals that had been brought from nearby villages. Buyers and sellers jammed the area.


  There was a large church that faced the square, its doors flung open to accommodate the bustling trade it seemed to do. Through the doorway passed a steady stream of townspeople coming to pray or to attend service.


  Enberch was the sort of rural town you could find anywhere in the world.


  Upon asking at the gatehouse, Lawrence learned that the largest miller in town was the Riendott Company.


  Though it was little more than a miller’s shop, the word company had been tacked onto the end. It struck Lawrence as awfully countrified.


  Yet past the north edge of the square on the right side of the clean, straight road, there stood the Riendott Company – complete with a wide storefront and grand loading dock. The merchant understood why this business would want to maintain its reputation.


  He’d bought up about three hundred trenni worth of grain in Kumersun.


  About half of this had carefully been winnowed and ground into flour. The remainder had merely been threshed.


  The farther north one went, the harder it was to raise wheat – thus the price rose.


  If a merchant was unlucky enough to encounter a few days of rain on his journey, the wheat would quickly rot – and in any case, it was too expensive for northlanders to afford as a staple, so finding buyers could be difficult.


  Lawrence mostly carried wheat simply because, as a merchant, he hated to travel with an empty wagon.


  It was also because, having made a large profit in Kumersun, he’d decided to err on the side of prudence.


  In any case, a town the size of Enberch should have a few nobles or Church officials rich enough to afford wheat, so Lawrence expected the Riendott Company would be willing to buy from him.


  “Ho, is that wheat?”


  It was Riendott himself who emerged to greet Lawrence, probably because Lawrence’s wagon was loaded with wheat. Riendott was a round man, giving the impression more of a butcher than a miller, and his face seemed a bit troubled.


  “Indeed. Half as flour and the other half in grain. I’ve a writ of quality to go with it.”


  “I see. I’ll allow as how kneaded and baked it would make fine bread – but as you can see, we’ve had a huge harvest of rye this year. We simply lack the resources to deal with extra wheat.”


  The company’s loading dock was indeed piled high with sacks of rye, and on the wall next to them, placards were affixed, upon which delivery destinations had been scrawled in chalk.


  “Though for our part, wheat does yield a nice profit. We’d like to buy from you given the chance, but we’ve no spare funds on hand…”


  The owner was surely thinking that rye – which was guaranteed to sell – was more important to him than wheat that might or might not be easy to sell, depending on the whims of wealthy customers.


  Interpersonal relationships were important in business. This was doubly true in remote areas like Enberch. The miller could scarcely afford a single traveling merchant disrupting his business with farmers who would bring in rye year after year.


  “I gather that you’re a traveling merchant – have you come to create a new trade route?”


  “Nay, this is merely a side business.”


  “I see. May I ask your destination?”


  “I’m bound for Lenos, but there’s a place nearby I’d like to visit first.”


  Riendott blinked his surprise.


  Though Lenos was yet farther north, it was sure that the master of a trade company – even one like this, a glorified mill – would know it at least by reputation.


  “Good heavens, you’re headed quite a ways… quite a ways, indeed.”


  It was obvious that Riendott assumed Enberch was the only town in the region worth a merchant’s time.


  “Aye, though I plan to stop in Tereo first.”


  Riendott’s surprise was obvious.


  “Goodness, what would take you there?”


  “I’ve business with the Church there. Ah, and merchant matters aside, would you happen to know the way?”


  Riendott’s gaze swam for a moment, as though he’d been asked the price of the very first good he had ever sold. “The road that leads there has no forks, so you needn’t worry about losing your way. I’d say it’s about half a day’s travel by wagon. The road is poor, though.”


  Maybe it really had been a strange question to ask. Maybe there truly was nothing of note in Lenos.


  Riendott hemmed and hawed for a moment, glancing toward Lawrence’s wagon. “Will you be coming through Enberch on your return?”


  “Unfortunately, no; I’m taking a different route.”


  No doubt the miller was contemplating buying on credit if Lawrence had been coming back through Enberch.


  But no – Lawrence had no plans to add the region to his regular route.


  “I see, well… unfortunately, I’m afraid we’ll have to leave it at that, then,” said Riendott, his face twisted with regret that was probably at least half-false.


  Buying up expensive wheat from a traveler just passing through was a dangerous gamble.


  The wheat flour could easily have been cut with flour from other grains, or it might merely appear to be of fine quality, only showing its true colors upon baking.


  If the miller could buy on credit and defer payment for a while, then even if the quality was bad, he could con some distant countryside nobility into buying the wheat.


  But Lawrence had no particular need to sell his wheat immediately.


  The time was not right. He shook hands with Riendott and prepared to take his leave.


  “I suppose ’tis true – the fastest way to sell wheat is not as flour, but as baked bread,” said Lawrence.


  Bread’s quality could be easily determined with a single bite. A taste was far more effective than the grandest tale of a sack of flour’s supposed quality.


  “Ha-ha-ha. All us merchants think so. It’s a sore spot with the town bakers!” declared Riendott.


  “Ah, so the bakers here are tough, are they?”


  “Aye, and how. If anyone besides the bakers begins selling bread, they’ll come running, stone rolling pins brandished high!”


  Merchants bought and sold, and bakers baked – this division of labor could be found anywhere in the world.


  It was a reality, though, that if a merchant was to take over the entire process, from buying wheat to baking bread, the profits would be substantial.


  As it was, the process between harvesting wheat to selling baked bread was long and involved many different people.


  “Well then – God go with us,” said Lawrence.


  “Indeed. I look forward to your future patronage.”


  Lawrence gave Riendott a smile and a nod, and then he and Holo put the shop behind them.


  Though Lawrence was mildly disappointed about not selling off the wheat, he was more concerned with Holo’s ominous silence.


  “You didn’t say anything this time,” he said casually.


  Holo’s reply was quick. “That miller, he said Tereo was a half day’s journey from here, yes?”


  “Huh? Oh yes, he did.”


  “So if we leave now, we can be there by nightfall,” said Holo, being strangely confrontational.


  Lawrence leaned away from the tone of her voice. “I was thinking it would be nice to rest. You’re tired yourself, are you not?”


  “If it’s rest you need, we can rest in Tereo. If we’re going, I’d prefer to go sooner.”


  Lawrence finally realized the reason for her unusually obstinate tone.


  Though she rarely spoke about it, Holo clearly wanted to meet this monk who collected tales of pagan gods as soon as she possibly could.


  Holo was stubborn and could be strangely proud.


  She would consider it beneath her dignity to be constantly urging Lawrence to hurry.


  But with their destination so close, the embers that smoldered in her chest were turning to blazing flames.


  No doubt she was tired. The fact that she urged him on nonetheless proved how desperate her need for knowledge was.


  “All right, then. But let’s have a hot meal first? Surely you won’t mind that.”


  Holo looked stunned at Lawrence’s statement. “Need you even ask?”


  Lawrence grinned – just as surely as Holo’s stomach growled.


  Just when it seemed that the gently rolling hills would never end, the landscape shifted – here it appeared that God had taken a more active hand in the molding of the terrain.


  The undulating geography was like bread dough, carelessly folded over upon itself. A river flowed through the valley between the mounds, and here and there were lush stands of woods.


  The wagon on which the pair rode made little creaking sounds as it bumped along the road following the river.


  Lawrence looked over at Holo, wondering if he should have forced her to rest while they were in Enberch.


  Between nightfall and dawn, the chill of winter made deep sleep difficult. One was always waking, then sleeping, and then awake yet again. Though Holo’s true form was lupine, as a maiden she seemed to possess a maiden’s constitution.


  The long journey could not have been anything but difficult for her.


  She leaned against Lawrence, asleep, looking utterly exhausted.


  He considered asking for lodgings at the monastery.


  It was possible that the accommodations would be plain, which Holo might grumble at… As Lawrence considered the matter, he noticed that the river was beginning to widen.


  The river wound around a slope ahead so he could not see where it led. The basin was certainly widening, though, and the flow slowing.


  And then a certain unmistakable sound reached his ears.


  Lawrence immediately understood what lay ahead.


  Holo’s keen wolf ears picked up the noise as well. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and looked out from under her hood.


  Tereo was close.


  Just where the river’s flow slowed to a stop, forming a small pond ahead, a snug little waterwheel and millhouse were situated.


  “If there’s a waterwheel here, we must be close.”


  In places where water was limited, people would store it up, and then use the elevation change to power the waterwheel.


  Owing to the lack of water, the method worked for only so long – and with the harvest complete, the time when a line of villagers had waited to grind their grain at the millhouse was past.


  At the moment, the blackened, river weed-tinged millhouse merely sat there, forlorn.


  Just as Lawrence drew near enough to the mill that he could begin to make out the grain of the wood from which it was constructed, a shadow leaped out from inside.


  Surprised, Lawrence pulled back on the reins. His cart horse let out a disgruntled whinny, shaking its head from side to side.


  It was a young man who had rushed out. His sleeves were rolled up despite the cold weather, and his arms were white with flour.


  “Whoa – whoa there! Say, are you a traveler?” inquired the youth, coming around in front of the cart before Lawrence could either voice his irritation or continue along his way.


  “… I suppose if you put it that way, aye, a traveler I am. And you?”


  Though he was a boy, the youth could not have been more different from Amati, the lad against whom Lawrence had sparred in the marketplace a week earlier. The boy in front of him was slender but had a sturdiness born of physical labor. He was about Lawrence’s height with the black hair and eyes that were common in the northlands. He looked strong enough that Lawrence imagined him wielding an oxbow. His black hair was haphazardly dusted with flour.


  Asking this flour-dusted boy, who had just emerged from a millhouse, who he was would be like standing before a baker’s stall filled with bread and asking what was for sale.


  “Ha, well, as you can see, I’m a miller. So, where’d you come from? You don’t look like you’re from Enberch.”


  Lawrence found the boy’s carefree smile rather childish.


  He inwardly guessed the boy to be six or seven years his junior, and he was suddenly wary of Holo catching yet another hapless pup’s eye – creating yet another mess for Lawrence to clean up.


  
    
  

  “As you might guess, I’ve a question for you,” said Lawrence. “How much longer will it take to make the town of Tereo?”


  “The town… of Tereo?” repeated the youth, stunned for a moment. He then grinned and continued. “If Tereo’s a town, then Enberch is the royal capital! I don’t know what brings you out there, but Tereo’s a tiny smear of a village. Just look at this pitiful millhouse!”


  Lawrence was vaguely surprised by the lad’s words until he remembered that like Holo, Diana (who had given him the information about the town) was hundreds of years old. In her time, Tereo may well have been the largest, busiest town in the region. Decline was hardly rare.


  Lawrence nodded and posed his question again. “So how far, then?”


  “It’s just ahead. Of course, it’s not like there’s a grand wall surrounding the place – you could even say you’re already in Tereo.”


  “I see. Well, thank you,” Lawrence said shortly, guessing that left to his own devices, the lad would probably continue his rant.


  Lawrence flicked the reins and began to ease the wagon around the boy, who became flustered and quickly moved to block the wagon’s path. “H-hey now, don’t be in such a hurry, eh, kind traveler?”


  With the youth’s arms blocking the none-too-wide path, there was no way for Lawrence to get by.


  It would have been easy enough to force his way past, but if the lad was injured, it would hardly leave a good first impression on the people of Tereo.


  Lawrence sighed. “What business have you, then?”


  “Ah, er – well… Ah! Your companion – she’s quite the beauty!”


  Holo, her head covered by the hood she wore, suppressed a chuckle, though her tail wagged her amusement.


  Lawrence might feel the occasional frisson of superiority thanks to his charming companion, but lately his worries over the trouble she seemed to attract outweighed those brief flashes of pleasure.


  “She is a nun on pilgrimage. Will that do? Only a tax collector can block the path of a merchant, sir.”


  “A-a nun?” The youth’s surprise at the unexpected word was obvious.


  Given the grand church at the center of Enberch, it seemed unlikely that the tiny village of Tereo would be entirely pagan. Even in the northern regions of Ploania, a pagan village would need considerable defenses to resist a nearby Church stronghold like Enberch.


  Surely there was a church in Tereo – so why would the youth be surprised?


  As Lawrence thought on it, the youth noticed his contemplative state. It seemed he was more concerned about Lawrence than Holo.


  “Understood, traveler. I won’t obstruct you any further. But listen to my words – you’d best not bring a nun into Tereo.”


  “Oh?”


  It did not seem to Lawrence that the lad was joking.


  Just to be sure, he nudged Holo beneath the blankets to get her appraisal. She nodded quickly under her hood, confirming his assessment.


  “Why might that be? We’ve come with business at the Church in Tereo. Surely if there’s a church, there’s no reason for a nun not to enter the village. Or is there no–”


  “N-no, there is surely a church. But the reason… there’s a bit of a fight, you see. With an unpleasant lot from the Church in Enberch.” The youth’s expression was sharp, like a newly trained mercenary.


  The unexpected force of the youth’s gaze took Lawrence momentarily by surprise, but then he remembered the lad was just a miller.


  “So, that is how it is. How should I say it…? If a nun were to arrive now, things could become complicated. That is why I’d rather you didn’t go.” Putting away his hostility, the youth was now suddenly the picture of good-natured concern – but still, there was something strange about him.


  Given that he did not seem to bear Lawrence and Holo any particular ill will, Lawrence decided not to question him further.


  “I see. Well, we’ll be cautious. Surely we won’t be thrown out as soon as we arrive.”


  “Well… no, I don’t suppose you will.”


  “My thanks to you. I’ll keep your advice in mind. Suppose she’s not dressed as a nun – no one would mind, then, would they?”


  The youth seemed to relax. “That would be a boon, yes.” His wariness of Lawrence seemed to have turned to entreaty. “But what business have you with the church?”


  “We need directions.”


  “Directions?” The youth scratched his face, dubious. “So… so you haven’t come to do business, then. You’re a merchant, right?”


  “Aye, and you’re a miller, are you not?”


  The boy grinned as though his nose has been flicked, then slumped, defeated. “And here I was hoping I might be of some use to you in business.”


  “I’ll call on you if need be. Now, may I pass?”


  The youth seemed to have something yet to say, but unable to put the words together, he nodded briefly and gave way.


  The look he gave Lawrence was a deeply imploring one.


  It was clear, though, that he was not asking for an information fee.


  Lawrence loosened his grip on the reins and extended his hand to the youth. He looked directly into the boy’s eyes, speaking clearly and evenly. “My name is Kraft Lawrence. What are you called?”


  In an instant, the lad’s face blossomed into a smile. “Evan! I-I’m Gyoam Evan.”


  “Evan, then. Understood. I’ll remember that.”


  “Please – please do!” the young miller shouted in a voice loud enough to cause an easily startled horse to panic, gripping Lawrence’s hand tightly. “Come by upon your return, if you would,” he added as he stepped back from the wagon and into the doorway of the little millhouse.


  He stood there in front of the black wooden millhouse, his face whitened with flour, looking distinctly lonely as he watched Lawrence and Holo drive away.


  Then – just as Lawrence had expected – Holo turned to look over her shoulder, waving a hand tentatively to the youth. He started as if surprised, then returned her wave grandly with both hands, a huge smile on his face.


  He seemed less like a lad waving to a beautiful maiden and more like a boy happy to have found a friend.


  The path ahead curved to the right, putting Evan’s mill out of sight. Holo turned back around to face forward.


  “Hmph. The boy seemed to look at you more than he did me,” she announced, displeased.


  Lawrence smiled for a moment, then heaved a sigh and replied, “Well, he’s a miller. His is not an easy life.”


  Holo regarded Lawrence dubiously, her head cocked.


  There must have been a reason behind the lad’s desire to shake hands with Lawrence the merchant rather than Holo the maiden.


  But was it a pleasant reason? Surely, the answer was no.


  “It’s no different from being a shepherd. Both are necessary jobs, but the people who toil in them are held in contempt in towns and villages.”


  Naturally depending on the region, this was not always the case. But Lawrence was quite sure that the people of Tereo did not hold the millhouse here in much regard.


  “For example,” continued Lawrence, “think of the wheat that’s in the pouch about your neck.”


  Holo did indeed wear a small pouch around her neck – though it was hidden beneath layers of clothing at the moment – which contained the wheat in which her essence dwelled.


  “If you were to hull and grind that much wheat, how much flour do you think it would yield?”


  Holo looked down at her chest.


  She could control the harvest’s quality and quantity, but even she seemed not to be entirely sure how much flour would come from the handful of grain.


  “Suppose you have this much grain,” said Lawrence, putting the reins down for a moment and tracing the outline of a small mound in his hand. “If you hull and grind it, you’d probably get about this much flour,” he continued, making a much smaller circle with his index finger and thumb.


  Once ground in a mill, wheat’s volume became surprisingly small.


  So what must a farmer think, toiling day in and day out to raise his crop, praying always to the god of the harvest, only to see his months of labor ground into a depressingly small amount of wheat?


  Holo uttered a small sound of assent after Lawrence put the question to her.


  “They say that millers at the waterwheel have six fingers and that the sixth grows from the palm – for the purpose of stealing flour. Also, most waterwheels are owned by the local landlord, who levies a tax on all who grind their grain there. But the landlord can’t watch over the millhouse all day, so who do you suppose collects taxes in his place?”


  “I suppose it would be the miller.”


  Lawrence nodded and continued. “Aye, and no one is happy about paying taxes. But it is necessary. So who do you suppose bears the brunt of their resentment?”


  She might not have been human, but Holo’s understanding of the human world was deep.


  She knew the answer immediately.


  “Ah, I see the way of it. So the reason that pup was wagging his tail with such vigor at you, rather than me, was–”


  “Even so,” said Lawrence with a sigh and a nod. Ahead of them, the houses of the village of Tereo finally came into view. “He would like nothing better than to leave this village.”


  Millwork was an important job that had to be done.


  But those who did the thankless task were often resented.


  The more thoroughly grain was ground, the better the rise of the bread made from it.


  However, the finer the grind, the smaller the volume of the resulting flour.


  Doing a good job yet bearing the resentment of those who benefited from it – Lawrence had heard the story somewhere else. Holo looked straight ahead, as though sorry she had asked.


  “But it’s a necessary task, and there are those who appreciate it,” said Lawrence. He stroked Holo’s head gently before taking up the reins again. Holo nodded slightly under his touch.


  Though Evan had called it a tiny smear of a village, Tereo was not so bad as he would have Lawrence believe.


  The only real difference between a town and a village was the presence of a wall. There were plenty of “towns” with walls barely more than a rickety wooden fence, so for a supposed village, Tereo was rather grand.


  Like other villages, its buildings were not packed closely together (instead they had been erected in a more scattered fashion), but there was some stone-walled architecture in what seemed to be the heart of Tereo. The streets, while not cobbled, were clean and free from holes. The church was large enough to be visible a fair distance away, and it had a proper tower and bell.


  Truly, in order to be called a town, all Tereo lacked was a wall.


  Heeding Evan’s warning, Holo covered her head with Lawrence’s coat, cinching it up with a cord about her neck as though she expected rain. She eschewed her typical town-girl clothing. It seemed a bit too stylish and might attract attention.


  Holo stood out enough as it was.


  Once she had finished changing, Lawrence steered the cart toward the buildings of the village.


  Having no walls meant there was no gatehouse, which in turn ensured that travelers passing through the village could not be taxed.


  There was no one to stop the cart as it rolled into town. A man busy bundling sheaves of wheat stared openly at Lawrence and Holo; Lawrence nodded in greeting.


  The village was dusty, its smaller streets bumpy and pitted. Buildings of both stone and wood were on the large side with low roofs. Many of the houses had gardens – a rare sight in larger towns.


  Here and there along the roadside were piles of straw, the sign of the recently concluded harvest. Bundles of firewood were interspersed among them.


  Pedestrians were few; it seemed as if they were outnumbered by the pigs and chickens that wandered here and there.


  The one way that the village was like other places of its kind was the staring – upon noticing the travelers, every villager stared at Lawrence and Holo.


  In this sense, Tereo was every bit a small village.


  Lawrence felt his outsider status keenly in a way he hadn’t felt in many years.


  He had grown up in a poor village himself. He was well aware that such places offered little in the way of amusement and that a traveler was the perfect diversion.


  Lawrence thought on this as he drove. They eventually arrived at a wide square with a great block of stone placed in the center.


  It seemed to be the center of the village, surrounded as it was by various buildings.


  Based on the wrought iron signs that hung from the buildings’ eaves, there appeared to be a tavern, an inn, and a baker’s shop, along with what seemed to be a wool weaver’s workshop. A building with a larger entrance faced the street, and it was surely a common area where the harvested wheat could be threshed and sifted.


  Other buildings seemed to be the homes of the village’s older, more influential families – and of course, there was also the church.


  There were unsurprisingly a good number of people – children playing in the square and adults standing and talking. Lawrence and Holo found themselves yet again the subject of curious stares.


  “That’s quite a stone there. What’s it used for?” asked Holo casually, unconcerned by the villagers’ scrutiny.


  “Probably for ceremonial use in some festival or for dancing or maybe for holding meetings, I suppose.”


  The stone in question had a smooth, flat surface and came up to about Lawrence’s waist. A wooden ladder leaned against it, which suggested the stone hadn’t been placed here as a mere landmark.


  The only way to know for sure would be to ask a villager, but Holo merely nodded vaguely and leaned back against the wagon seat.


  Lawrence guided the wagon around the stone and toward the church.


  Despite the constant bombardment of curious gazes, it was clear that this was no isolated mountain hamlet.


  The wagon stopped in front of the church, at which point the villagers seemed to assume that the pair had come to pray for safe travel, and the level of interest dropped.


  “Seems like they’re almost disappointed,” muttered Lawrence to Holo once he’d stopped the wagon and climbed down. Holo smiled conspiratorially.


  The church was a grand stone building, its great wooden door framed in iron.


  It seemed to have weathered many a year. The corners of the stone blocks that made up the edifice were rounded with age, though the iron knocker affixed to the church door seemed strangely unused.


  It was odd, too, for the door to be closed. It wasn’t a cloister, after all, nor did there seem to be a service in progress. The doors of any normal church would have been open.


  If he had to put it simply, Lawrence would have guessed that the church was unloved by the village.


  But there was no point in conjecture. Lawrence grabbed hold of the knocker and rapped it several times.


  Klang, klang – the dry sound echoed strangely across the square.


  There was no reply for several moments, but just as Lawrence was beginning to wonder if anyone was there, the door creaked loudly, opening just a crack.


  “Who is it?” A girl’s voice, none too friendly, was audible through the crack.


  “I apologize for calling without notice. I am Lawrence, a traveling merchant,” said Lawrence with an ingratiating smile. The girl on the other side of the door narrowed her eyes suspiciously.


  “A… merchant?”


  “That’s right. I’ve come from Kumersun.”


  Churches so cautious in their admittance were rare.


  “… What about her?” The girl’s gaze turned to Holo.


  “Circumstances have led to her traveling with me,” said Lawrence simply.


  The girl looked back and forth between Lawrence and Holo before sighing softly, then slowly opening the door.


  As the great door creaked open, Lawrence was surprised to see that the girl wore a long-sleeved priest’s robe.


  “What is your business here?” she asked.


  Though Lawrence was confident he’d concealed his surprise, the robed girl bore a severe expression that matched her tone. Her dark brown hair was bound up tightly, and her honey eyes glittered with challenge.


  Her attitude aside, this was the first time Lawrence had ever been asked what his business was upon calling at a church.


  “Ah, yes – I’d like to speak to the priest, if that is at all possible.”


  Normally it was impossible for women to serve in the Church’s priesthood. The organization was entirely patriarchal.


  That had been Lawrence’s assumption when he’d asked the question, but the girl’s brows only furrowed more deeply at his words.


  She looked deliberately at her own robe before replying, “Though I am not a full priest, I am responsible for this church. My name is Elsa Schtingheim.”


  A woman in charge of a church – and such a young one at that.


  Lawrence would have been less surprised to discover that the owner of some large, successful company was a woman – and that would’ve been surprise enough.


  Elsa seemed to be used to this reaction. Again she calmly asked her question: “What is your business here?”


  “Ah, er, we wish to ask directions…”


  “Directions?”


  “Yes. We need to find a particular monastery – Diendran Abbey, under the care of Abbot Louis Lana Schtinghilt.”


  As Lawrence said it aloud, the similarity between the abbot’s name and Elsa’s occurred to him. Elsa’s surprise was immediately clear.


  But before Lawrence could so much as ask what was wrong, she wiped the look of surprise from her face. “I know it not,” she said.


  Elsa’s words themselves were polite enough, but her severe mien revealed her true feelings. She began to close the door without waiting for Lawrence’s reply.


  Yet what sort of merchant would he be to let the door be closed in his face?


  Lawrence quickly jammed his foot in the crack before it could close, smiling. “I have heard that there is a priest here by the name of Franz.”


  Elsa glared bitterly down at Lawrence’s foot before looking him dead in the eye. “Father Franz passed away in the summer.”


  “Wha–?”


  She took advantage of his surprise to continue. “Are you satisfied? I know not of the abbey you seek, and I’m very busy.”


  Lawrence felt that if he was to persist and she was to call out for help, he’d be in trouble.


  He withdrew his foot. Elsa gave one last angry sigh, then closed the door.


  “…”


  “She certainly hated you.”


  “Maybe it’s because I didn’t leave a tithe.” Lawrence shrugged and looked over at Holo. “Is it true that Father Franz is dead?”


  “She did not seem to be lying. However–”


  “She was lying when she said she didn’t know of the abbey.”


  Lawrence could have been blindfolded and still seen through that lie, so obvious was her surprise at hearing the abbey mentioned.


  But was it true that she was in charge of the church? It seemed a dangerous thing to joke about.


  Perhaps Elsa was Father Franz’s daughter, if not by blood, then by adoption.


  “What shall we do?” asked Lawrence.


  Holo’s reply was quick. “In any case, we cannot force our way in. Let us find an inn.”


  Still the object of many a curious gaze, the two reseated themselves in the wagon.


  “Ooh… It has been so very long…” said Holo, flinging herself onto the bed and stretching out.


  “It certainly trumps sleeping in a wagon bed, but mind yourself – there may be bugs.”


  This bed was not wool or cotton stretched over a wooden frame, but rather had a mattress made from tightly bound straw. Most likely there were insects hibernating within the straw, waiting for the summer breeding season.


  He knew that it mattered little whether she heeded his caution or not. Insects would love her fluffy tail.


  “Mind myself? Why, I’m already followed about by the largest bugs of all.”


  Holo grinned mischievously, her chin cupped in her hands. Lawrence sighed. It was true – she would attract that sort of insect, too.


  “This is a very small village. Don’t cause a fuss,” he said.


  “That will depend entirely on your attitude.” After sneering unpleasantly at Lawrence, Holo rolled over, her tail swishing, and yawned hugely. “I’m tired. Might I sleep?”


  “And if I say no?” Lawrence asked with a chuckle.


  Holo looked over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes suggestively. “Why, I would doze off at your side.”


  Humiliatingly, Lawrence considered the possibility and did not find it at all unpleasant. He coughed, avoiding her gaze – which made it all too clear that she saw right through him – and decided to avoid a confrontation. “Well, I suppose you really are tired, yes? If you rest now before you collapse from exhaustion, that would be a boon to your traveling companion.”


  “Hmph. Well, in that case, I shall take my rest.”


  Holo abandoned her offense and closed her eyes.


  Her swishing tail flicked to a halt as well. Lawrence felt like he might hear her snore any moment.


  “But first take off that cap and the robe about your waist as well and my coat that you just tossed aside there. Fold it neatly, and put a blanket on the mattress. Honestly.” Lawrence couldn’t help thinking of the spoiled princesses that showed up in stage plays.


  Holo did not so much as move her head at Lawrence’s nagging.


  “If the clothes aren’t folded by the time I get back, you won’t get a nice dinner.”


  It was as though he were scolding a disobedient child. Holo played the role to a tee as she looked up sharply. “You’re too kind to really do that.”


  “… You’ll meet a bad end someday.”


  “Oh, aye, if you can bring yourself to do something about it. Never mind that – are you going out somewhere?”


  Holo’s eyes were beginning to look bleary even as she spoke. Lawrence couldn’t help walking over and drawing the blanket over her. “I wouldn’t bother if we were just passing through, but as it seems we’ll be staying here for a bit, I’d best see the village elder. The elder might know where the abbey is as well.”


  “… I see.”


  “Quite. So you just sleep here.”


  Holo tugged the blanked up over her mouth and nodded.


  “I doubt I’ll find a souvenir for you, though.”


  “… I care not.” Holo’s eyes opened slightly, and she added in a sweet, soft voice that sounded like she might drift off to sleep at any moment, “So long as you return…”


  He knew it was a trap, yet was still unable to conceal his fluster.


  Holo’s ears pricked up happily.


  She might not be getting a souvenir, but she’d been able to see his foolish face.


  “I’ve already got my souvenir. Good night.”


  Holo snuggled in beneath the blanket. “Sleep well,” Lawrence replied by way of surrender.


  Lawrence unloaded some wheat from his wagon bed into a moderately sized bag, and once he’d asked the innkeeper where the village elder’s house was, he left the inn.


  The local children seemed very concerned with the traveler who had come to their village during the dead of winter. As soon as Lawrence opened the inn door, though, they scattered.


  To hear the innkeeper tell it, the festivals held in the spring and fall – for planting and harvest, respectively – attracted some people from outside the village, but since Tereo was well off the beaten path, visitors were generally rare. At the moment, Lawrence and Holo were the only guests at the inn.


  The Tereo village elder’s home was the grandest building facing the square. Its foundations and ground floor were made of stone while the second and third floors of the stately edifice were constructed from wood.


  The front door had the kind of iron frame Lawrence expected to see on a church door, and it was finely wrought with subtle designs.


  The door knocker was fashioned in the shape of a lizard or a snake and was a bit tasteless.


  It was probably to venerate a local deity of some kind. Snake and frog deities were surprisingly common.


  “Excuse me, is anyone home?” Lawrence said as he rapped the knocker. After a short while, the door opened and a middle-aged woman emerged, her apron and hands covered in a dusting of flour. “Hello – who might you be?”


  “I apologize for the intrusion. My name is Kraft Lawrence; I am a traveling merchant. I’ve–”


  “Oh, goodness. Elder, sir! The one everyone’s been talking about – he’s here!”


  Though Lawrence was taken aback at having been cut off so abruptly, the woman seemed not to take notice as she turned around and called out, “Elder, sir!” again, walking back into the house.


  Having been so roundly ignored, Lawrence cleared his throat in order to center himself.


  At length, the woman returned, escorting a small, elderly man carrying a cane back to the door.


  “See, here he is!”


  “Mrs. Kemp, you’re being rude to our guest.”


  Lawrence heard the entire exchange, though he was not so narrow-minded as to become angry.


  And anyway, a cheerful village wife could be a powerful ally when doing business.


  Lawrence smiled brilliantly at the two.


  “Please forgive our terrible manners. I am Sem, elder of the village of Tereo,” said the old man.


  “I’m very pleased to meet you. I am Lawrence, a traveling merchant.”


  “Well, now, Mrs. Kemp, do go back inside and take up with the others… Goodness, my apologies, sir. A visitor so late in the season sets all the idle goodwives’ tongues wagging.”


  “I surely hope the rumors are good ones.”


  Sem smiled. “Come, come in,” he invited, leading Lawrence into the house.


  A hall led straight in from the entrance. Lawrence could hear laughter issuing from a large room farther inside the house.


  As he walked, flour dust tickled at his nose. No doubt the women were chatting and laughing as they kneaded the newly ground wheat flour into bread dough.


  It was a common sight in the countryside.


  “If you head into the inner room, you’ll end up white with flour! Come, follow me,” said Sem, opening the door to a large room. He gestured for Lawrence to enter first, then followed.


  Lawrence was immediately stunned.


  A giant snake was coiled up atop the shelf against one wall of the room.


  “Ha-ha-ha, be at ease. It is not alive.”


  Lawrence looked again, and true enough, the black gleaming scales were dry, and the body was wrinkled. The skin had been dried, stuffed, and sewn back together.


  He remembered the snake-shaped knocker on the door. Perhaps the village truly did worship a snake deity.


  At Sem’s suggestion, Lawrence took a seat, thinking he would have to ask Holo about this later.


  “So, then, what business is it that brings you to our humble village?”


  “Ah, yes. First, as we’re staying in your village, I should offer my regards. Here is some of the wheat I have stocked,” offered Lawrence, producing the sack of wheat he had filled for the occasion. Sem blinked rapidly.


  “Goodness gracious! Most traveling merchants these days start talking business from the first word out of their mouths.”


  This was a bit unpleasant for Lawrence to hear, given that it described him perfectly – up until recently.


  “And what would your other goal be?” asked Sem.


  “Ah, well. We are looking for an abbey and were hoping you would know its location.”


  “An abbey?”


  “Yes. We inquired at the church earlier, but unfortunately they did not know it.” Lawrence’s expression was troubled, though his keen merchant eyes continued to watch Sem carefully for any reaction.


  He saw Sem’s gaze drift for just a moment.


  “I see… Unfortunately I, too, have heard of no abbey in this region. Where did you come by this information?”


  Lawrence’s gut told him that Sem knew.


  But if he were to lie about his source of information, it could become troublesome later. He decided to be honest.


  “In Kumerson. A chronicler there told me.”


  Sem’s mustache twitched.


  Lawrence was sure he was hiding something.


  No – not just that, Lawrence realized.


  Sem and Elsa did not just know where the abbey was, they knew what could be found there.


  Diana had told him about a monk there – a monk who specialized in collecting tales of pagan gods.


  If Sem and Elsa knew about this, too, they might have been pretending ignorance to keep from getting involved.


  In any case, Father Franz – the man Diana told Lawrence to ask about this abbey – had already been called to heaven.


  It was hardly surprising that those he left behind wanted to close the door on the matter.


  “The chronicler in Kumersun told me that if I spoke with Father Franz, he would be able to tell me where the abbey is.”


  “Ah, I see… Unfortunately, this summer, Father Franz…”


  “Yes, I heard.”


  “His loss was hard. He devoted many years to his labor for the village.” Sem’s sorrowful expression did not seem to be an act, but neither was it borne of respect for the Church.


  Something seemed awry.


  “And now Miss Elsa has taken his place?”


  “Even so. She’s quite young – no doubt you were surprised.”


  “Surprised indeed. So then–”


  Lawrence was about to continue when there was a pounding at the door, and a voice cried out, “Elder!”


  The questions Lawrence wanted to ask welled up in his throat, but there would be no gain in haste, he decided.


  “You seem to have another visitor. I had best take my leave. I am worried about my companion.”


  “Oh, goodness. I am most sorry I was unable to be of any service.”


  The knocking continued for a while until Mrs. Kemp went to answer the door.


  “I hope the tidings are good ones,” Lawrence heard Sem murmur when a man wearing traveling clothes, his face red and sweaty despite the cold, entered the room briskly, brushing past Lawrence on his way to Sem.


  “Elder, I’ve brought this!”


  Sem gave Lawrence an apologetic look, and with a smile, Lawrence left the elder’s home.


  He felt he had given a good representation of himself as a traveling merchant.


  It should be a bit easier to stay in the village now, Lawrence thought.


  But what was it that the man had brought to Sem?


  Upon leaving the elder’s home, he immediately saw a horse whose body fairly radiated heat. It had not been tied at a post, but simply left there. A group of children gazed at the animal from a distance.


  Based on the horse’s tack, Lawrence could tell that it had been ridden some distance; the man, too, had been dressed for travel.


  For a moment, he wondered what would cause a villager to go on such a journey, but then he remembered he had not come here to do business.


  His first priority had to be getting Elsa or Sem to tell him the location of the abbey.


  So how to do it?


  Lawrence remained deep in thought as he returned to the inn.


  Holo was sprawled out so comfortably on the bed that Lawrence couldn’t help but lay himself down beside her for a nap, only to fall fast asleep.


  When he awoke, the room was dim.


  “There’d be a poor dinner unless the clothes were folded, nay?”


  He opened his eyes and sat up, realizing he was now covered in a blanket he had no memory of using.


  “You’re too nice to really do that,” he said, repeating Holo’s earlier line back to her through a yawn.


  Holo giggled as she groomed her tail.


  “Seems I slept for some time. Aren’t you hungry?” asked Lawrence.


  “Even if I was, surely you know I am far too kind to wake you from slumber.”


  “And you didn’t take the opportunity to slip some coin from my coin purse?”


  Holo merely grinned in her peculiar way, baring her sharp fangs.


  Lawrence rose and opened the wooden window, gazing outside as he worked the kinks out of his neck.


  “Night falls early here. It’s not so late, but the square is deserted.”


  “And nary a stall to be found. Will we be all right for dinner?” said Holo, worried, suddenly concerned as she looked at Lawrence, who sat on the window frame.


  “We’ll be fine if we go to the tavern. It’s not as though this town sees no travelers at all.”


  “Hm. Let us hurry, then.”


  “I’ve only just woken– oh, fine. Fine!” Lawrence shrugged at the glare he caught from Holo, then noticed something as he got to his feet. “What’s that?”


  A single, shadowy figure moved across the dim, deserted town square.


  As he narrowed his eyes, Lawrence realized it was Evan the miller.


  “Oh?”


  “–!” Lawrence very nearly cried out in surprise as Holo appeared at his feet. “Don’t just appear like that!”


  “My, but you are a skittish one. Never mind that – what did you see?”


  Anyone would be frightened if someone appeared before them without so much as the slightest hint of rustling clothing, but Lawrence was not up to quarreling over every one of Holo’s japes. “Nothing important,” he said. “I just wondered where he was heading.”


  “Seems he’s bound for the church.”


  Millers had to be more honest than any other profession.


  Back in Ruvinheigen, Norah the shepherdess was probably attending Church services just as assiduously as ever, even though that same Church imposed difficult constraints upon her work.


  Evan might go to services just as often.


  “Quite suspicious,” said Holo.


  “We’re the suspicious ones.”


  As Lawrence and Holo bantered, Evan knocked lightly on the church’s door. His knocking had a strange rhythm to it, as though it were a secret sign to communicate his identity.


  There was a furtive quality to his movements, which only seemed strange until Lawrence recalled Evan’s vocation.


  And it did not seem that the Church was well regarded in this village, either.


  Lawrence turned away from the window with a sigh of faint disappointment when Holo tugged at his sleeve.


  “What?”


  In response to his question, Holo merely pointed her finger out the window.


  Assuming she was pointing at the church, Lawrence looked back out the window at the building.


  He was surprised by what he saw there.


  “Oh ho, so that’s how it is,” murmured an amused Holo as her tail swished as though sweeping the floor.


  Lawrence was mesmerized for a moment by what he saw, but he soon returned to himself and closed the window.


  Holo immediately looked up at him, annoyed.


  “Only the gods may spy on others’ lives,” he said.


  “… Hmph.” Holo said nothing further, only glancing in displeasure at the now-closed window.


  When Evan had knocked at the church door, it had of course been Elsa who answered.


  As soon as she emerged, Evan had gathered her up in a tight embrace, as though she was something very precious.


  Given Elsa’s manner as she leaned in to Evan, it was hard to dismiss the embrace as a mere greeting between friends.


  “Are you not interested, then?” Holo asked.


  “Perhaps if they were secretly talking of business, I would be.”


  “They may well be. My keen wolf ears could listen in – what say you?”


  Holo narrowed her eyes and grinned a lopsided grin that showed a single fang.


  “To think you’d be interested in such nonsense,” said Lawrence with a long-suffering sigh.


  Holo narrowed her eyes even further. “What’s wrong with being interested?” she growled.


  “Well, it’s certainly nothing to be complimented on.”


  Pressing one’s ears against the wall for hours at a time to overhear someone’s business secrets was no vice – indeed, it was the paragon of mercantile cunning. But eavesdropping on lovers – it was the height of boorishness.


  “Hmph. ’Tis not as though I am motivated by vulgar curiosity,” asserted Holo, folding her arms. She cocked her head and closed her eyes, as though trying to remember something.


  Lawrence was genuinely interested to hear what besides curiosity could possibly be her motivation.


  She stood that way for a while, and then she finally spoke. “If I absolutely must give a reason, I suppose it would be to study.”


  “Study?” It was such an ordinary response that Lawrence couldn’t help but feel disappointed.


  What would Holo possibly need to study?


  Did she have designs to swindle the monarch of some kingdom?


  He briefly considered demanding tax exceptions from this hypothetical king should her plan succeed before shaking his head to clear it of the ridiculous notion. He reached for the water jug to have a drink, and Holo continued.


  “Indeed, study. To see how you and I must look to other people.”


  Lawrence’s fingers bumped clumsily into the jug, tipping it over. He tried to recover it and failed.


  “Listen, you. Would you not agree that one needs an outside perspective in order to truly understand a situation? Are you listening to me?”


  Lawrence knew Holo was chuckling under her breath, and even without turning around, he could guess the expression that she wore.


  Fortunately, there had not been much water in the jug, so it was hardly a disaster – though the teasing he now endured was disaster enough.


  “So that is how I look to others when I’m with you…” said Holo, mulling it over, her voice serious.


  Lawrence shut his ears in an effort to stop himself from reacting further and began to wipe up the water he had spilled.


  He didn’t know what he should be angry about.


  He didn’t even know why he was so irritated.


  Perhaps it was the fact that he had been so obviously flustered.


  Holo giggled. “Well, at least I know we’re certainly a match for them.”


  Lawrence couldn’t guess what sort of trap he might fall into if he was to respond to this.


  He put the jug in its place after finishing what little was left with a gulp.


  He wished the water had been strong wine.


  “Now then,” Holo said shortly.


  Lawrence knew that if he ignored her, it would only bring down her ire.


  If it came to a fight, he would certainly lose.


  He sighed and turned to Holo, defeated.


  “I’m hungry,” she said with a smile.


  She was always a step – or two – ahead of him.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  “Hah, that’s the way to drink!”


  Surrounded by a happy tumult in the tavern, Holo – dressed now in her town-girl clothing – set her large rustic mug down on the table.


  A saintly beard of white foam rimmed her lips, and she kept her hand on the mug’s handle as if to say, “Another round!”


  One after another, the amused patrons of the bar added to Holo’s mug from the contents of their own, and soon hers was filled again.


  Though no one knew who the two mysterious travelers arriving in their town so suddenly were, the pair were generous in treating the tavern’s patrons to liquor and drank full well themselves – their conduct would be well received in any village.


  One of the pair was a beautiful lass to boot. They could hardly fail to impress.


  “Come now! You can’t call yourself a man if you’d lose to your pretty companion!”


  Holo’s hearty drinking ensured that Lawrence would be urged to drink as well, but unlike Holo, he had come for information.


  He could not afford to let himself be jollied into drinking himself into a stupor.


  He drank just enough not to spoil the festive mood, eating the food that was brought out and gradually making small talk with the villagers.


  “Ah, this is fine ale indeed. Is there some secret to its brewing?”


  “Ha-ha-ha, right there is! It’s Iima Ranel, the mistress of this tavern. She’s famous around here – her arms are as strong as three men, and she has the appetite of five!”


  “Don’t tell the travelers such lies! Aye, here you are, fried garlic mutton.”


  The woman in question, Iima, lightly knocked the edge of a wooden plate against the man’s head, then efficiently laid the food out on the table.


  With her curly red hair tied back and her sleeves rolled up to expose her powerful-looking arms, a glance at Iima’s robust build made it easy to understand why some said she had the strength of three men.


  The man’s reply, though, did nothing to answer Lawrence’s question. “Ouch, damn you! And here I was about to sing your praises!”


  “So what you said just now wasn’t praise? You got what you deserved, then!”


  Everyone at the table laughed. A different man continued the topic at hand. “The mistress here used to travel with a brewing jug over her shoulder!”


  “Ha-ha, surely not,” said Lawrence.


  “Ha! No one believes the tale when they first hear it. But it’s true, isn’t it?”


  Iima, who was by now serving the drunken patrons of another table, turned around at the question. “It surely is,” she answered. Once she finished serving the other table, she returned to the one at which Lawrence sat. “I was younger and prettier then. I was born west of here in a town along the coast. But it’s the fate of such towns to be swept away by the sea, and one day a huge ship pulled into port, and soon the town was swallowed into the waves.”


  
    
  

  Lawrence soon realized that she was talking about pirates.


  “Then I got mixed up with the crowd as it rushed away, and at some point, I noticed I was carrying a brewing jug and a sack of barley,” recalled Iima, her face wistful as she looked off into the distance. She wore a little smile, but it must have been hard at the time.


  A man at Lawrence’s table thrust out a mug. “Here, one for you, too, Iima.”


  “Ah, my thanks. Anyway, a girl on her own wouldn’t have a prayer of finding work in some strange town, and there’d been rumors of pirates striking towns three mountains away. So I just used the river water there along with my brewing jug and barley, and I started brewing ale. And who would be the ones to drink that brew but a passing duke and his men come from afar to check on the resistance against the pirates.”


  Iima was interrupted by applause. She took the opportunity to finish her ale in a single, great gulp.


  “Ah, in truth, I’ve never been so embarrassed as I was that day! And to have the duke discover that this young girl with the tangled hair and dirty face had been brewing ale in the forest – why, when I asked him about it later, he told me he’d thought I was a dryad! I suppose he had an eye for such things.”


  Again applause rose, this time from elsewhere. Lawrence looked and it appeared that Holo had won another drinking contest.


  “But then, wouldn’t you know it – the duke said my ale was delicious! He said that as the town they were heading to had been sacked by pirates, he and his men would be unable to get decent drink there, so he asked me to travel with his company and brew for them!


  “Indeed, the ambitious young maiden, Iima Ranel, thought things were finally going her way.


  “But alas! The duke already had a beautiful consort!


  “Ah, ’tis well, I thought – my beauty would be wasted on such a homely nobleman, anyway. Though I had hoped for a black marten fur coat.”


  “So you became his personal brewer, then?” asked Lawrence – but no sooner had he asked the question than he realized that couldn’t possibly have been the case.


  If she’d been the personal brewer to a nobleman, she would hardly deign to run a tavern in the village of Tereo.


  “Ha-ha, no, that would be impossible. At the time, I did not know the ways of the world, so it was surely my dream – but no. But as thanks for traveling with the duke and his men, I was able to dine in his absurdly large mansion, and I was given special permission to sell ale under the duke’s name, and that was boon enough.


  “So that’s where the story of the rare ale-selling maiden begins – call it ‘The Brewer Maid’s Tale.’”


  Iima pounded the table once with her fist, giving everyone sitting around it a start.


  “So that is how I came to wander the land, brewing and selling, selling and brewing – many things happened, but for the most part, the road was easy. But then I made a single mistake–”


  “Aye, Iima visited Tereo, and tragedy followed!” someone called out with perfect dramatic timing.


  It .seemed to Lawrence that Iima’s tale was probably told to every traveler that passed through the village.


  “I never drank the ale I brewed, you see,” continued Iima, “for I wanted to sell every drop. I’d never had a proper taste myself, but when I came to this village, I tried it for the first time, fell in love with it, and in my drunken state, stumbled right into the arms of my honorable husband!”


  Lawrence laughed as he imagined the rueful grin that had to be on said husband’s face at this moment as he toiled in the tavern’s kitchen. As for the rest of the audience, they feigned tears.


  “And so I became the tavern keeper’s wife. But this village is a good one – do take your time and enjoy yourselves,” finished Iima with a pleasant grin, then left the table.


  Lawrence watched her go, a guileless smile on his face.


  “Ah, but this is a fine tavern. I doubt you’ll find its equal even in Endima,” he said.


  Endima, capital of the kingdom of Ploania, was the largest city in the northern region of the kingdom – larger even than the Church city of Ruvinheigen.


  Saying something couldn’t be found even in Endima was a common way to extol the virtues of the smaller towns and villages of Ploania.


  “Aye, right you are! You may be but a traveling peddler, friend, but you’ve got an eye for quality.”


  Everyone liked to hear his or her hometown praised.


  The men around the table all grinned and drank from their mugs in unison.


  Now’s my chance, Lawrence thought.


  “Indeed!” he said. “And the ale’s fine, too. Truly this village must enjoy God’s blessings,” he continued, casually slipping the statement into the flow of conversation.


  Yet his words hung there like a drop of oil in water.


  “Ah, excuse my rudeness,” he added.


  He’d heard countless tales of other merchants who had misspoken while drinking wine in some pagan town.


  Lawrence himself had made such mistakes – and the reaction he now saw was no different from his previous experiences.


  “Ah, no – it’s no fault of yours, traveler,” said one of the men, as if to ease the suddenly tense atmosphere. “There is a big church here, after all.” The others nodded.


  “Ours is a remote village,” another added, “so things are a bit more complicated here. And ’tis true that we owe a great deal to the late Father Franz. But still…”


  “Aye, but still! Come what may, we mustn’t disobey Lord Truyeo.”


  “Lord Truyeo?”


  “Ah, Lord Truyeo is the guardian spirit of this village. He brings us good harvests, helps our children grow up strong and healthy, and keeps evil spirits away. He’s where the name Tereo comes from.”


  “Ah, I see,” Lawrence murmured to himself. This no doubt explained the great snake in the room at Sem’s house.


  He gave vague agreements and looked at Holo, who despite the great clamor that her drinking had been the center of a moment ago, looked back at him.


  The spirit right before his eyes was not one to take lightly, either.


  “A spirit of good harvest, eh? As a traveling merchant, I’ve heard such things. Is this Lord Truyeo a wolf spirit?”


  “A wolf? Ridiculous! As though such a devil’s spirit would guard a village!”


  It was quite a rebuke. Lawrence mused that he might be able to use this to tease Holo later.


  “Ah, so he is–”


  “A snake, merchant! Lord Truyeo is a snake!”


  If one was careless, both poison fangs and wagon bed stowaways could be equally troublesome, so Lawrence didn’t see much difference between snakes and wolves. But snake spirits were quite common here in the northlands.


  However, the Church held the snake as its sworn enemy. It was written in the scriptures that it was a snake that had caused man’s fall.


  “I’ve heard legends of snake spirits,” said Lawrence. “One once descended from the mountains to the sea, and the path left behind it became a great river.”


  “Oh, come now, you can’t put Lord Truyeo beside such things! They say he’s so long that the weather at his head is different from what’s at his tail and that he devours the moon for breakfast and the sun for dinner.”


  “Aye, that’s right!” came a cacophony of voices.


  “And besides, Lord Truyeo is nothing like those old fairy tales. After all, there’s a cave he dug to hibernate in not far outside of the village.”


  “A hole?”


  “Aye. One finds caverns everywhere, but this is one cave that bats and wolves dare not approach. There’s a story of a traveler that once went inside to prove his courage – he never returned. There’s a curse on anyone who enters – it has long been so. Even Father Franz told us never to enter. If you’d like to see it, it’s naught but a short walk from here.”


  Lawrence feigned horror as he shook his head, but he now realized why the town’s church went unused.


  As a matter of fact, it was something of a miracle that the church hadn’t been razed to the ground.


  But after Lawrence thought it over for a moment, he realized the reason why the church was still standing.


  The town of Enberch was not so very far away.


  “You passed through Enberch ere arriving here, did you not?”


  Just as Lawrence wondered how to broach the topic, a villager did it for him.


  “You saw the giant church there, then. A man named Bishop Van is in charge there, and every generation of bishop there has been a maddening presence,” continued the villager.


  “Enberch was once much smaller than Tereo, the story goes,” said another. “They, too, were looked over by Lord Truyeo until one day missionaries from the Church came, and the whole village rolled over and converted without so much as a second thought. A cathedral went up in a flash, more people came, a road was laid, and soon it was a grand town. Then they started making demands of Tereo…”


  “Aye,” continued a third. “And of course, they wanted us to convert as well. But thanks to the efforts of the people here two generations ago, they managed to hold off conversion by letting a church be built. But there’s no comparison between their grand town and our little village. They let us continue our devotion to Truyeo, but in exchange we pay heavy taxes. Ask any of our grandfathers; they’ll complain about it all day.”


  There were stories all the time of deals like this being made on the front lines of missionary work.


  “So it was about thirty or forty years ago that Father Franz arrived,” said a villager.


  Lawrence was beginning to understand the village’s situation more and more. “I see,” he said. “But I gather that a young lady by the name of Elsa now has charge of the church.”


  “Ah, yes, indeed she does…”


  Thanks to the ale, tongues were loosened all around.


  Lawrence decided he would get answers to all of his questions in one fell swoop.


  “When we stopped to pray for safe travels, I was quite surprised to find such a young girl wearing priestly robes. Are there special circumstances surrounding her, as I can’t help but assume?”


  “It’s strange, isn’t it?” agreed a villager. “It was more than ten years ago that Father Franz took Miss Elsa in. She’s a good girl, but as a priest? Surely not.”


  “If the responsibility becomes too heavy for her, would it not be possible to summon a priest from Enberch?” Lawrence asked.


  “Ah, about that…” said one man, who looked nervously at the fellow next to him, who in turn looked to his neighbor.


  In the end, the gaze traveled fully around the table before the first man spoke again.


  “You’re a merchant from a distant land, are you not?”


  “Er, yes.”


  “Well, then, perhaps – well, do you know any powerful men in the Church?”


  Lawrence did not immediately understand why the man was asking, but he got the feeling that if he had known any, the man would have told him everything.


  The man continued. “Someone that could really stick it to that lot in Enberch–”


  “Hey!” Iima had appeared just a moment earlier. She rapped the man smartly on the head. “What are you saying to our guest? Do you want a beating from the elder?”


  Lawrence almost laughed at the chastened man, who looked at the moment like a boy being scolded by his mother, but as he saw Iima’s gaze move to him, he quickly suppressed his smile.


  “I’m sorry – it must look like we’re hiding something. But even a traveler – no, especially a traveler – can understand that every village has its own problems.”


  Iima’s words carried weight, given her past spent traveling from village to village with a brewing jug on her back.


  And in any case, Lawrence saw the truth in what she said.


  “When travelers come through, we’d like them to eat our food and drink our wine, and when they visit another region, to talk about how nice the village was. That’s how I see it anyway.”


  “I quite agree,” said Lawrence.


  Iima grinned and slapped the village men on their backs. “Now then, you lot, your last job of the day is to drink and make merry!” she said, but suddenly her gaze flicked elsewhere. She then looked back at Lawrence and smiled apologetically. “I wish I could say the same to you, but it seems your companion has had quite enough.”


  “She hasn’t had anything to drink in some time; I daresay she went a bit overboard.” There wasn’t much ale left in Lawrence’s own cup. He drained it in one go and stood. “I’ll return to the inn before she makes a spectacle of herself. At least she hasn’t married anyone yet.”


  “Ha! She can take it from me, no good comes from a woman drinking!”


  The men all chuckled furtively at Iima’s hearty comment. There seemed to be a number of stories about the subject.


  “I’ll remember that,” said Lawrence, leaving some silver coins on the table.


  It had cost him ten trenni to treat everyone in the tavern, which he’d done in order to quickly fit in.


  Nobody wanted a spendthrift for a friend, but a generous traveler was welcome the world over.


  Once Lawrence had collected Holo – who was sprawled out over a table, having seemingly drunk herself into a stupor – he left the bar, sent off with a mixture of friendly teasing and thanks.


  It was fortune within misfortune that the tavern and inn both faced the town square.


  Despite Holo’s slender frame, being a wolf spirit she could eat and drink tremendous amounts – extra weight that Lawrence now felt. Lifting her took effort.


  Of course, that was only necessary if she truly had passed out from the liquor.


  “You ate too much and drank too much.”


  Lawrence put her arm around his neck, supporting her from the side. As soon as he spoke, she seemed to support her weight a bit on her own, lightening his burden.


  Holo burped. “Wasn’t it my job to eat and drink, leaving barely a space for chatter?”


  “Of course, I’m aware of that. But you kept on ordering the most expensive stuff.”


  Though Holo’s eyes may have been sharper, Lawrence could hardly fail to notice the food and drink Holo had brought to her table.


  “Ah, you’re a stingy male, you are. Ah, but enough of that – I need to lie down. It’s hard to breathe!”


  Lawrence gave a brief sigh – it seemed Holo’s unsteady footsteps were not an act after all – but he himself had had a bit to drink and wanted to sit down.


  The village square of Tereo, dimly lit by the lamps hanging on a few of the buildings that faced it, was deserted.


  Though it had been some time since sunset, the ways in which this village differed from a larger town were clear.


  When they reached the inn and opened the door, the front room was illuminated only by a single apologetic candle. The master was not there – which was hardly surprising as he’d been drinking merrily away at the same table as Holo.


  Noticing the return of her guests, the master’s wife came out, taking one look at Holo’s sad state and smiling sympathetically.


  Lawrence asked for some water, then climbed the creaking stairs to their second-story room.


  The inn seemed to have but four rooms in total, and at the moment, Lawrence and Holo were the only guests.


  Despite this, apparently a good number of people came for the spring seed-sowing and autumn harvest festivals.


  The only decoration in the inn was the embroidered cloth crest, which hung in the hall, left behind by a knight that had evidently passed through long ago.


  If Lawrence remembered correctly, the crest – now illuminated by a shaft of moonlight that streamed in through the open window – was the symbol of a mercenary group famous in the northlands of Ploania for killing saints of the Church.


  Lawrence didn’t know if the innkeeper was ignorant of this or if he displayed the crest because of its connotations.


  Looking at the crest made it clear to Lawrence just what the relationship between the Church and the village of Tereo was like.


  “Hey, we’re nearly there. Don’t fall asleep yet!” As they climbed the stairs, Holo’s footing became less and less sure, and by the time they came to the door of their room, she seemed to be at her limit.


  They entered, Lawrence guessing that she would be hungover again tomorrow, and he felt more sympathy than annoyance toward his companion as he managed to lay her down on the bed.


  The room’s window was closed, but a few slivers of moonlight found their way through the cracks. Lawrence opened the battered window and breathed out the hustle and bustle of the day, exchanging it for the solemnly cold winter air.


  Shortly after, there was a knock at the door. He turned to see the innkeeper’s wife enter, bringing water and some fruit he couldn’t immediately identify.


  He asked and she explained that it was good for hangovers – though unfortunately the one most in need of the cure had already fallen fast asleep. It wouldn’t do to refuse her kindness, so he accepted the fruit gratefully.


  The fruits were hard and round. Two fit in the palm of his hand. When Lawrence bit into one, the sourness was so intense it made his temples ache.


  The fruits certainly seemed effective. There might even be business to be had with them. He made a mental note to look into such the next day, if there was time.


  Lawrence thought back on the noisy evening at the tavern.


  Holo’s speed at blending into the tavern’s mood was genuinely impressive.


  Of course, he’d explained the goal to her ahead of time, as well as the part he wanted her to play.


  When a pair of travelers stopped in a tavern, generally they had to either endure endless questions from the patrons or be left out of conversation entirely.


  Avoiding these fates took money.


  There was no easy way to obtain coin in a village like this with little in the way of commerce – but unless it was completely isolated, Tereo wouldn’t be able to survive without at least some money.


  This was the main reason travelers were so welcome. Without money, they would have no reason to entertain people whose backgrounds were completely unknown.


  Next, the travelers had to eat and drink heartily.


  They had no way of knowing the quality of food and drink the village tavern had to offer. In the worst case, a traveler could be poisoned, and even if he didn’t die outright, he could be stripped bare and left in the mountains.


  Which meant that eating and drinking indicated trust in the village.


  It was important to be careful, but an interesting thing about the world is this: People tend not to be heartless if they feel they are trusted.


  Lawrence had learned these things as he had opened new trade routes, but Holo’s skill at fitting into the tavern’s atmosphere was even better than his – and it was thanks to her that he was able to get answers to difficult questions much more easily than he’d anticipated.


  Though Iima interrupted his last question, the visit had still gone well. If it had been a business visit, Lawrence would’ve been willing to give Holo some coin by way of thanks.


  That said, it wasn’t much fun to see her accomplish the task so effortlessly when he’d gotten along perfectly well on his own up until this point.


  With age came experience, he supposed.


  And yet.


  Lawrence closed the window and sank into contemplation as he lay himself down on the bed.


  Should Holo grasp the ways of business, it would clearly be the birth of a merchant with incredible prowess. With someone who could so adroitly penetrate social circles, Lawrence couldn’t help but dream of the new trade routes he might open. Holo could certainly become such a trader.


  Lawrence’s dream was to have a shop of his own in a town somewhere. For the shop to prosper, it was clear to him that two people working would be better than one, and three was still better than two. It was only natural for him to think about how reassuring Holo’s presence would be.


  Holo’s home of Yoitsu was not far, and its location wasn’t entirely a mystery anymore.


  Even if they were unable to discover the location of the abbey and even if they found no further clues, they would still probably find Yoitsu by the time summer came.


  What did Holo plan to do after that?


  Though it was only a verbal contract, he had promised to accompany her home.


  Lawrence looked up at the ceiling and sighed.


  He knew full well that parting was part and parcel of travel.


  But it was not just Holo’s talent that he would miss. When he thought of their constant verbal sparring, the notion that it would end with their travels together caused his chest to ache.


  Having thought it through this far, Lawrence closed his eyes and smiled to himself there in the darkness.


  No good would come of a merchant thinking of matters outside business.


  That was another lesson he had learned in his seven years of experience on the road.


  What he needed to worry about was the content of his coin purse.


  What he should be thinking about was how to rein in Holo’s constant gluttony.


  The thoughts chased each other through Lawrence’s mind until he finally began to feel sleepy.


  No good would come of it.


  No good at all.


  The room’s ragged blankets felt like they had been boiled in a pot, then dried in the sun. They were completely useless against the morning chill.


  Lawrence was awakened by his own sneeze. A new day had begun.


  At this hour, what little warmth could be found in the blanket was truly worth ten thousand gold pieces – not that he would be compensated for it.


  Far from it – the warmth was like a devil child sent to devour his time. Lawrence rose and looked over at the bed next to him. Holo was already awake.


  Her back was turned to him, and she looked down, as though busy with some task.


  “Ho–”


  He stopped in the middle of her name – her tail had suddenly fluffed out in a way he’d never seen before.


  “Wh-what’s wrong?” he managed.


  Holo’s ears pricked up, and at length she slowly turned around.


  The sun had not yet fully risen, and the air was bluish. White puffs of her breath were visible as she looked over her shoulder.


  Tears welled up in her eyes, and in her hand was a small round fruit out of which a bite had just been taken.


  “… Ah, you ate it?” Lawrence asked, half-smiling.


  Holo licked her lips and nodded. “Wh… what is this…?”


  “The innkeeper’s wife brought it after we came back to the inn last night. Apparently it’s good for hangovers.”


  Evidently some of the fruit lingered in her mouth. Holo squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to swallow, then sniffed and wiped the corners of her eyes. “Eating this would drag me back to sobriety after a hundred years’ drinking!”


  “It certainly looks like you could use its help.”


  Holo frowned and threw what was left of the fruit at Lawrence, then tended to her still-fluffed tail. “’Tis not as though I am hungover every morning.”


  “And thank goodness for that. It’s cold again today, I should say.”


  Lawrence looked at the fruit Holo had thrown at him. It was half gone. To have eaten half of the sour fruit’s flesh in a single bite without knowing what to expect – there was no wonder she’d found the taste a shock. While it was impressive she hadn’t cried out, that might have been because she was simply unable to.


  “I don’t mind a bit of cold, but no one in the village is yet awake.”


  “Surely someone is up… but I daresay shops will not be open until late.”


  Lawrence stood up from the bed and opened the rickety window, which seemed like it would be little use against even a weak breeze. He looked out; there was nothing but wisps of morning mist in the village square.


  Lawrence was used to seeing merchants jostle for space in town square markets. The contrast made this one seem quite lonely.


  “I surely prefer a livelier place,” said Holo.


  “You’ll find no argument from me there.” Lawrence closed the window and looked over his shoulder to see Holo burrowing underneath the blankets to go back to sleep.


  “You know, they say the gods made us to sleep just once a day.”


  “Oh? Well, I’m a wolf,” Holo said with a yawn. “There’s nothing for it if no one has yet risen. If I must be cold and hungry, I’d rather be asleep.”


  “Well, we are here in the wrong season. Still, it’s odd.”


  “Oh?”


  “Ah, it’s nothing you’d care about. I just can’t quite figure the sources of income for the people here.”


  Holo had initially popped her head out of the covers with interest, but at these words, she immediately retreated back within them.


  Lawrence chuckled slightly at her actions, and having nothing better to do, he thought the problem over.


  Though it was true that this was a slow season for farmers, villages prosperous enough to cease work entirely during the winter were few and far between.


  And based on what Lawrence heard in the tavern, they had to pay taxes to the town of Enberch.


  Yet the villagers did not seem to be engaging in any jobs on the side.


  The village was still very quiet just as Holo had said.


  Side jobs for farming villages like this were things like spinning and weaving wool or making baskets and bags out of straw. Such work wasn’t profitable unless the volume was high, so people were generally busy at work as soon as the sun was up. If taxes had to be paid, they would have to work that much harder.


  What was even stranger was the excellent ale and food at the tavern the night before.


  In truth, the village of Tereo seemed, somehow, to have money.


  While Holo’s nose for the quality of food was unmatched, Lawrence’s sense of smell was attuned to money.


  If he could learn something about the flow of coin in this village, he might be able to do some business here, he thought to himself.


  In any case, there weren’t any other merchants here, which by itself was a state Lawrence liked.


  He couldn’t help but grin at himself. Here he was on a journey that had nothing to do with business, yet his mind drifted there all the same.


  Just then, from outside the window, came the sound of a door creaking open.


  The sound stood out clearly in the quiet morning. Lawrence looked through a crack in the window. It was none other than Evan.


  But he was not entering the church as before – he was leaving it.


  From his hand dangled a bundle of some kind, perhaps a meal.


  As before, Evan looked around carefully, then trotted away from the church.


  After he’d gone a slight distance, he turned and waved to Elsa. When Lawrence looked over at Elsa, he saw her smile and wave back in response – she couldn’t have looked more different from when she had dealt with Lawrence.


  Lawrence found himself feeling a bit envious.


  He watched Evan recede into the distance.


  I see, he thought to himself, finally realizing why Evan was angry over the dispute between the church Elsa managed and the one in Enberch.


  But Lawrence was a merchant; his vision was hardly so narrow as to regard what he’d seen as nothing more than an amusing scene.


  What his eyes captured was nothing less than an understanding of what people stood to gain.


  “I know where we’re going today.”


  “Mm?” Holo popped her head out from under the blankets, looking at Lawrence curiously.


  “It’s your home we’re searching for, and yet why am I the one working so hard?”


  Holo did not immediately answer, instead flicking her ears rapidly as she sneezed and then rubbing her nose. “’Tis because I am that important, nay?”


  Lawrence could only sigh at her shameless answer. “Would it kill you to spare me such talk from time to time?”


  “You’re such a merchant.”


  “Large profit requires large purchases. Nothing comes of buying small.”


  “Hmph. What about your small courage, eh?”


  It was a good comeback; Lawrence had no response.


  Lawrence closed his eyes, at which Holo chuckled and then continued. “It’s harder for you to move when I am with you, is it not? This is a small village, and eyes follow us wherever we go.”


  Lawrence couldn’t manage so much as an “oh.”


  “If I could take action, I would – but all I would do is go to that impudent girl at the church and tear her throat out. Please, go and find the location of the abbey, truly. I may seem lazy, but I want nothing more than to go there and hear what the monk has to say.”


  “Understood,” said Lawrence to calm the flames of Holo’s emotions, which burned like a sheaf of straw set ablaze.


  Though she was sometimes utterly transparent with her feelings, other times she concealed her passions beneath a veil of apathy.


  She was a troublesome companion, but nonetheless, her words were right on the mark. It was because she was important to Lawrence that he did all this.


  “I’ll be back by midday at the latest,” said Lawrence.


  “Bring me a souvenir,” came Holo’s muffled voice from beneath the blankets. Lawrence’s only reply was his usual rueful grin.


  He descended the stairs and greeted the pale-faced innkeeper as he walked by the counter, then headed around to the stable, taking a sack of wheat from his wagon’s bed before going back outside.


  Even without farmwork to do, people began to rise once the sun was up. Here and there were villagers tending to their vegetable patches or taking care of their pigs or chickens.


  While yesterday he was greeted with only suspicion, a few people now looked at Lawrence with smiles. The night of revelry seemed to have had some effect.


  A few others couldn’t manage a smile, owing to their hangovers.


  But in any case, it seemed he had been more or less accepted as a traveler, which came as a relief.


  The increased recognition would make it harder to move, though.


  Holo’s impression had been correct. While Lawrence was impressed at her insight, he also felt a twinge of jealousy.


  His destination, as he mulled such thoughts over, was naturally Evan’s water mill, where he planned to ask about Elsa.


  Lawrence was not Holo. As such, he had no intention of trying to discover the nature of Evan and Elsa’s relationship.


  But in order to win over the touchy, reclusive Elsa, it would be faster for Lawrence to speak with Evan, who seemed to have a better understanding of her circumstances.


  As he walked down the path he had driven his wagon over the previous day, Lawrence nodded a greeting to a man who was plucking weeds from a field just outside the village.


  Lawrence didn’t have any memory of the man, but apparently he had been in the bar last night as he smiled and returned the greeting.


  “On foot, eh? Where’re you headed?” the man asked. It was a reasonable question.


  “I was thinking of having some wheat ground.”


  “Oh, the mill, eh? Careful you don’t get cheated!”


  It was probably a common joke when going to the miller’s to have wheat ground. Lawrence smiled by way of reply and continued on to the mill.


  A merchant was hardly ever trusted by anyone, save another merchant. Yet there were occupations that were still worse off.


  While Lawrence himself had no questions about the God of the Church, who claimed that all trades and occupations were equal, he remembered that the people of Tereo had no love for the servants of that God.


  The world simply didn’t go as one might wish. It was filled with hardship.


  With the harvest over, the wheat fields he passed as he walked the path between the hill and the stream were rather desolate, but soon the millhouse came into view.


  Evan seemed to hear the merchant’s footsteps as he approached and popped his head out of the entrance. “Ah, Master Lawrence!”


  He seemed cheerful as ever, though being called “master” after having met the lad only a day earlier irritated Lawrence.


  Lawrence raised the sack of wheat and spoke. “Have you a mortar free at the moment?”


  “Eh? I do, but… are you leaving already?”


  Lawrence handed the sack over to Evan, shaking his head.


  It was reasonable to assume that if a traveler was having his wheat ground, he was making preparations to leave.


  “No, I’ll be in Tereo for a time yet,” said Lawrence.


  “Ah, you must! Just wait a moment, then. I’ll grind this into flour that will rise beautifully, you’ll see.”


  It occurred to Lawrence that Evan might be trying to butter him up in order to win a chance at leaving the village. Evan seemed to give a short sigh of relief as he went back into the millhouse.


  Lawrence followed him in and was immediately surprised.


  Despite its dingy exterior, the inside of the mill was clean and well kept with three grand millstones.


  “This is quite a mill,” said Lawrence.


  “Isn’t it? It may not look like much on the outside, but I grind all the wheat in Tereo,” said Evan proudly as he connected the shaft that turned the mortar wheel to the shaft coming from the waterwheel.


  He then extended a thin pole out the window, undoing the rope that prevented the waterwheel from turning.


  Immediately the wheel creaked to life, moving the stone with a deep rumbling sound.


  Checking that everything was moving as it should, Evan poured Lawrence’s wheat into a hole at the top of the mortar.


  Now all they had to do was wait for the flour to collect at the plate underneath the stone.


  “I haven’t seen wheat in quite some time. We’ll weigh it out later, but my guess is that the fee will be maybe three ryut,” said Evan.


  “That’s quite cheap.”


  “Cheap? And here I was worried you’d find it too high.”


  In places with heavy taxes, Lawrence wouldn’t have been surprised at Evan’s figure being tripled.


  But perhaps three ryut seemed high to someone unfamiliar with the market.


  “The villagers are a tightfisted lot when it comes to grinding. But if I don’t collect in full, I’m the one to bear the elder’s ire.”


  Lawrence laughed. “That’s true no matter where you go.”


  “Were you a miller, too, once?”


  “No, but I once did work as a tax collector. It was for the butcher tax on meat. Things like how much tax they owed for slaughtering one pig, you see.”


  “Huh, so that is how it’s done, eh?”


  “Cleaning meat and bones taints the river and creates a lot of garbage, so it’s taxed in order to pay for the cleanup – but of course nobody wants to pay.”


  Taxation rights were auctioned off to the highest bidder by town officials. The bid went directly into the town’s coffers, and the winner could then go collect taxes at will. The more tax one could collect, the greater the profit – but if the tax collector wasn’t successful, he risked great loss.


  Lawrence had done this twice when he was starting out as a merchant.


  The effort collecting took and the money it yielded were totally out of proportion, he found.


  “In the end, I would have to cry and beg to get people to pay. It was awful,” he said.


  Evan laughed. “I surely understand!”


  Lawrence knew that this story of shared hardship would go far toward winning Evan’s trust.


  Well, now, he thought to himself as he laughed with Evan.


  “Incidentally, you did say that all of Tereo’s grain is ground here, yes?”


  “Yes, it’s true. There was a big harvest this year, so it’s hardly my fault it took so long to grind, yet they yell at me constantly!”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but imagine Evan staying up all night, tending the mortar.


  But Evan laughed at the memory of it, apparently happy, then continued. “What, then – have you changed your mind since yesterday? Are you planning to do wheat business in Tereo?”


  “Hm? Oh well, depending on circumstances…”


  “I’d counsel you to give it up,” said Evan flatly.


  “Merchants are particularly bad at giving up.”


  “Ha, spoken like a true merchant! But you need only go to the elder to understand. It’s been decided that the village must sell all its grain to Enberch.” As he spoke, Evan checked the progress of the mortar, carefully brushing the flour into the stone plate with a boar hair brush.


  “Ah, is Tereo part of Enberch’s fief, then?” If that was true, it would make the leisurely lives of the villagers even harder to explain.


  Unsurprisingly, Evan looked up and spoke proudly. “We’re their equals. They buy our wheat; we buy other things from them. What’s more, when we buy wine or clothing from Enberch, we pay no taxes. Impressive, isn’t it?”


  When he passed through Enberch, Lawrence had seen that it was a town of some size.


  The term poor might have been too harsh for Tereo, but the village certainly didn’t seem up to the task of confronting Enberch. It was impressive indeed, then, for such a small village to conduct commerce with such favorable terms.


  “What I heard at the tavern was that Enberch levies heavy taxes on Tereo, though.”


  Evan chuckled. “That’s ancient history. Want to know why?” He folded his arms like a boastful child. It was more amusing than irritating.


  “I’d love to,” said Lawrence, opening his palms in invitation.


  Evan suddenly unfolded his arms and ducked his head. “Uh, sorry. I don’t know myself,” he said bashfully. “B-but still–” he hastened to add. “I know who’s responsible for making it this way!”


  In that instant, Lawrence felt something he’d not felt in a long time – the pleasure of being one step ahead of another. “Father Franz, wasn’t it?”


  “Ah! Er – how did you know?”


  “Call it merchant’s intuition.”


  Holo would no doubt have grinned unpleasantly at him if she had been there, but sometimes Lawrence wanted to have a bit of fun. Since meeting Holo, he had always been on the receiving end of her teasing. It had been some time since he’d had the opportunity to dish it out.


  “A-amazing. You’re a man to be reckoned with, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Flattery will get you nowhere. Is my wheat done?”


  “Oh, er – yes. Just a moment.”


  Lawrence smiled slightly at Evan’s haste, then sighed to himself.


  It could be dangerous to stay in Tereo for too long.


  He had seen from time to time places like this village and its neighbor Enberch.


  “Ah, yes. It will indeed be three ryut. But since there’s nobody here, if you’ll keep mum about it, you don’t have to–”


  “No, I’ll pay. A miller’s got to be honest, don’t you think?”


  Evan held a measuring container with the newly ground wheat flour in it. He smiled helplessly and accepted the three blackened silver coins Lawrence offered. “Make sure you sift it well before you make bread with it,” he said.


  “I shall. By the way–” began Lawrence. Evan had already begun tending to the mortar now that its work was finished. “Do the church services here always begin so early?”


  Lawrence expected surprise from Evan, but the boy was only curious as he turned around. “Hm?” He then seemed to understand the implication behind the question and smiled. “No, hardly. It’s not bad in the summer, but I’m sure you’ll agree it’s far too cold to sleep in the millhouse in the winter. I sleep in the church.”


  Lawrence had already inferred as much, so it was easy for him to affect a natural “Ah, I see.” He continued. “Still, you seem to be quite close to Miss Elsa.”


  “Hm? Ah, well, ha-ha-ha…”


  If you mix pride, happiness, and embarrassment, add a bit of water, and knead until soft, you would wind up with something like Evan’s expression at that moment.


  Such a recipe would certainly rise well when baked in the fires of jealousy.


  “When we visited the church yesterday to ask for directions, we were treated with no small amount of disdain. She simply wouldn’t listen to anything I said. Yet this morning, she seemed as kind and gentle as the Holy Mother. Quite a surprise.”


  Evan laughed nervously. “Well, Elsa’s quite short-tempered for someone as timid as she is. Her shyness makes her like a wild rat when she first meets someone. If she really wants to follow in Father Franz’s footsteps, she’ll have to stop.” He disconnected the waterwheel from the mortar and adroitly refastened the rigging to the waterwheel.


  His smooth, competent movements combined with the words he spoke made Evan seem older than his years.


  “But still,” he continued, “it’s been some time since she’s been in such high spirits. I suppose your timing was bad. By yesterday evening, she was quite happy. Still… it’s odd. Why didn’t she mention you had visited? That girl usually tells me how many sneezes she’s had that day.”


  While Lawrence knew that Evan was only making idle conversation, he really had no interest in this.


  But if he wanted to get closer to Elsa, he needed to get Evan on board.


  “Surely it’s because in the end, I’m also a man,” he said.


  Evan was stunned silent for a moment, then burst out laughing. Finally he managed, “So she was worried I would get the wrong idea! That silly girl!”


  Lawrence looked at Evan and realized that he had much to learn from the lad despite his younger age.


  Problems of this sort were more complicated even than business.


  “But what would’ve made her so cheerful after being so irritable?”


  Evan’s face darkened. “Why do you ask?”


  “My own companion’s moods change more often than the mountain weather,” said Lawrence with a shrug.


  Evan paused, recalling Holo from his memory. He ultimately seemed to accept Lawrence’s statement.


  He flashed a sympathetic smile. “It must be quite rough going.”


  “It surely is.”


  “Sadly I don’t know how much I can explain. It’s simply that in Elsa’s case, a persistent problem has calmed down.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Well–” Evan began but then cut himself off. “I was told not to talk about it to people from outside the village. If you simply must know, perhaps you might ask the elder…”


  “Ah, no, if you can’t talk about it, that’s fine.”


  Lawrence withdrew easily, but of course, there was a reason for that as well.


  He had already gathered more than enough information.


  But Evan seemed now to be worried he’d somehow aggrieved Lawrence. His face was suddenly apprehensive. He cast about for something to say. “Ah, but – I can say that if you go now, she’ll probably talk to you. She’s really not a bad person!”


  Given that even the village elder had pretended ignorance of the abbey, Lawrence doubted the problem would be so simple. But it would a good opportunity to go and talk to Elsa once more.


  In any case, he now had a plan.


  Assuming his predictions were correct, it would work.


  “Well then,” he said. “I suppose I’ll go talk with her again.”


  “I think you should.”


  Deciding that there was nothing further to be gained here, Lawrence said, “I’ll be off, then,” and turned to leave.


  “U-um, Mr. Lawrence!” Evan called out hastily.


  “Hm?”


  “Is… is it hard being a traveling merchant?”


  Deep in Evan’s uneasy eyes there was a determination.


  Lawrence could not bring himself to snicker at the boy. “There’s no job in the world that’s not hard. But… yes, it’s quite nice at the moment.”


  Lawrence admitted to himself that it was nice in a completely different way since he’d met Holo.


  “I see… I guess you’re right. Well, thank you!”


  Though being a miller required honesty, there was a difference between honesty and artlessness.


  If Evan became a merchant, he would probably be quite popular, but actually turning a profit would take hard work, Lawrence knew.


  Naturally he said none of this, simply raising the leather sack of freshly ground flour by way of thanks as he left the mill.


  He ambled up the path that ran by the stream, deep in thought.


  Evan claimed that Elsa would tell him even the number of sneezes she’d had in a day. The statement had left a strangely deep impression on Lawrence.


  He could imagine Holo reporting the number of sighs she’d breathed in a day to convey her countless hardships and grudges.


  What was the difference?


  Then again, a stoic and lovable Holo would be downright eerie. Since she herself was not present, Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh at the very idea.


  Upon returning to the village square, Lawrence saw a few stands now open – not enough to be called a proper marketplace, but there were more than a few villagers gathered.


  Yet it seemed that the gathering was less about purchasing things and more about making affable small talk as the day began. There was none of the tense atmosphere that came with people straining to buy as cheaply as possible and selling as dearly as they could.


  To hear Evan tell it, Enberch purchased all of Tereo’s wheat at a fixed price, and the people of Tereo could buy Enberch’s goods tax free.


  It was hard to believe, but if that was true, it would explain the leisurely lives that Tereo’s citizens seemed to lead.


  Villages were often subordinate to nearby towns, the villagers themselves trapped by the need to work day in and day out simply to afford the wine, food, clothing, and livestock that was necessary for everyday life, but that they were unable to produce themselves.


  Such a village would sell its crops to a town and use the money to purchase what the villagers needed.


  But in order to buy the various goods that had been brought to the town, they needed coin. The only way to raise cash was to sell their wheat to the town merchants, converting it to money, then to use the funds to buy goods from those same merchants.


  The issue was that while the villagers needed money, the town merchants did not necessarily need the village’s wheat.


  The power imbalance meant that the town could force the villagers to sell cheaply, then set the prices of their own goods high with things like tariffs.


  The more dire a village’s financial situation, the more easily a town could take advantage of it.


  Eventually the villagers would be forced to borrow money, and with no hope of repaying it, they would effectively become slaves, forced to send all their produce to the town.


  To a traveling merchant like Lawrence, such slave towns represented excellent opportunities. Coin wielded terrible power in such places, and all sorts of goods could be bought for absurdly low prices.


  But naturally, once a village had secured a source of money, it would be able to again resist the town’s influence, putting the town in a bad place. At that point, the arguments would become constant, endlessly repeated over this or that privilege – yet Tereo seemed free from any such fighting.


  While he didn’t know how Tereo had avoided such a situation, Lawrence did have a sense of the problems and risks it faced as a result.


  After buying some dried figs at a stand with a master who seemed to think that merely being open was enough, Lawrence returned to the inn.


  When he got there, Holo was asleep on the bed, entirely free from the cares of the world. Lawrence laughed soundlessly.


  She opened her eyes eventually as Lawrence rustled about in the room. Once her face finally emerged from underneath the blankets, the first word out of her mouth was “Food.”


  Since he hadn’t been certain how long it would take them to get this far, Lawrence had been extremely thrifty with their provisions while they traveled. He decided they should finish off these first.


  “There was this much cheese left? I only restrained myself because you said it wouldn’t last,” said Holo.


  “Who said you could eat all of it? Half of that is mine.”


  As soon as he picked up the cheese and cut it in half with a knife, Holo glared at him, her grudge obvious. “Did you not make a tidy profit in the last town?”


  “Did I not explain to you that we’ve used it all already?”


  In point of fact, he’d paid off his remaining liabilities in Kumersun as well as a town nearby in one fell swoop.


  He did this partially as a precaution against their search for Yoitsu taking too much time – which could cause him to miss a payment deadline – and also because carrying too much cash was simply foolhardy.


  Some money still remained after that, which he’d left with a trading company. A company’s power lay in its cash reserves. Of course, Lawrence was earning interest on that balance, but Holo didn’t need to know that.


  “You only need to tell me once – I understand that. What I mean is, you made money, but I received nothing.”


  It pained Lawrence to hear this.


  The business in Kumersun got out of hand because of Lawrence’s misunderstanding, but Holo had received nothing for her trouble.


  However, if he showed weakness now, the wolf’s grip would only tighten.


  “How can you say something so shameless after eating and drinking so much?”


  “In that case, shall we do a careful comparison of the coin you made and how much I’ve cost?”


  Hit where it hurt, Lawrence looked away.


  “You made quite a tidy sum with the rocks I bought from that bird woman, you did. Not to mention–”


  “Fine, fine!”


  With her ears able to discern any lie, Holo was worse than any tax collector.


  If Lawrence struggled any further, it would only deepen the wound.


  He gave up, thrusting the entirety of the cheese at Holo.


  She chuckled. “Why, thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  It was surely rare to be thanked yet to remain as annoyed as Lawrence was.


  “Ah, so are your inquiries proceeding?” asked Holo.


  “More or less.”


  “More or less? So you’ve found half the directions we need?”


  Lawrence smiled. What he’d said could be interpreted that way, he had to admit. He thought for a moment, then replied, “If I’d gone to the church, I thought I’d get the same cold shoulder we got yesterday. So I went to see Evan at the millhouse.”


  “Ah, going after the person whose relationship with the girl is not uncomplicated. ’Tis wiser than I’d expect from you.”


  “… Yes, well.” Lawrence cleared his throat and got to the point. “Would you give up going to the abbey?”


  Holo froze. “… And the reason would be?”


  “There’s something strange about this village. It feels dangerous to me.”


  Holo was expressionless. She chewed a piece of rye bread on which she’d spread some cheese. “So you’re not willing to risk danger to look for my home, then?”


  So that’s how it’s going to be, Lawrence thought, clenching his jaw. “That’s not– wait, you’re doing that on purpose.”


  “Hmph.” Holo chewed the piece of bread rapidly, swallowing it in the blink of an eye.


  It was hard to know how many words she’d swallowed along with the bread, but her face made her displeasure clear enough.


  Lawrence essentially understood her desire to reach the abbey and ask her questions as quickly as she could, but perhaps those desires were stronger than he realized.


  But what little information he’d gathered in the village, along with the experience he had accrued as a merchant who had seen many other towns and villages, led him to believe that it would be dangerous to keep searching for the abbey’s location while in Tereo.


  After all–


  “If I’m right, I think the abbey we’re looking for is Tereo’s church.”


  There was no change in Holo’s expression, save for the tufts of her ears standing up bottlebrush straight.


  “I’m going to go through my reasoning point by point. Are you ready?”


  Holo fingered an ear tuft, then nodded slightly.


  “First, Elsa obviously knows where the abbey is but is pretending ignorance. If she’s hiding that information, it means that for whatever reason, she can’t talk about Church affairs. Also, when I went to the elder’s house yesterday asking the same question, he also seemed to know – and also pretended not to.”


  Holo closed her eyes and nodded.


  “Next, of all the buildings in the village, only the village elder’s house is grander than the church. Yet if you’ll think back to the conversations in the tavern yesterday, you’ll see that the Church doesn’t command much respect here. The villagers worship the local snake spirit that’s protected them for ages – not the God of the Church.”


  “Still,” said Holo, “did they not speak of Father Franz as someone who’d done the village good?”


  “They did. The elder said the same thing. So it’s clear that Father Franz did something to benefit the village – but it wasn’t saving them by preaching the word of God, which means he did something that materially benefited them. And I found out what that was just a while ago, talking to Evan.”


  Holo was prodding a piece of bread with her finger. She cocked her head.


  “Essentially, he created a contract between Tereo and Enberch that is disproportionately favorable to Tereo. That’s why everybody in the village can be so idle now that the wheat harvest is over. They don’t have any financial worries. And it was none other than Father Franz who made their lives what they are by negotiating a frankly unbelievably favorable contract with Enberch.”


  “Mm.”


  “So the dispute between Tereo and the Church in Enberch that Evan mentioned when we were first coming into town must be about this. Generally, internal Church disputes happen over who will take over vacated priesthood or bishop posts, trouble with the donation of lands, or arguments over religious doctrine. At first I assumed that the trouble was over Elsa – being so young and a woman – taking charge of the church. But even if that’s the reason on the face of it, the true cause is something else.”


  Elsa wished above all else to inherit Father Franz’s position, a man in traveling clothes had appeared at the elder’s house while Lawrence was visiting, and Evan said that Elsa’s troubles had lifted the previous day.


  Based on the map of relationships that Lawrence knew all too well, he came to understand the situation quickly.


  “Enberch would want to destroy the relationship that currently exists between itself and Tereo. I don’t know how or when Father Franz managed to execute the contract, but I’m sure that Enberch wants it as dead as Father Franz is now. The fastest way would be by sheer force of arms, but unfortunately Tereo also has a church. We can assume that the reason Enberch didn’t resort to force long ago is because Tereo’s church has supporters. So what to do? They need the village’s church to disappear.”


  The messenger that had arrived at the elder’s house the previous day might have brought a document from some distant church that recognized Elsa as Father Franz’s successor or a letter from some nobleman promising support.


  Either way, it was clear that something had secured Elsa’s position.


  “The villagers here make no secret that they worship a pagan spirit. If it was to be recognized as a pagan village proper, Enberch would have the excuse it needs to attack.”


  “If it was so simple as knowing how to get to the abbey, there’d be no need to lie about it,” said Holo. “But if the abbey is in the village, they must hide it.”


  Lawrence nodded and made his suggestion again. “So can we not abandon this? Given the situation, the abbey’s existence would be a perfect excuse for Enberch to attack, which means the people of Tereo will continue to hide it from us. And if, as I suspect, the abbey is the church, then the monk we’ve been looking for is Father Franz. His knowledge of the old pagan tales may have been buried with him. There’s no point in stirring up trouble when there’s nothing to be gained from it.”


  Additionally, Lawrence and Holo had no way of proving they were unconnected to Enberch.


  Most theologians were unwilling to accept the statement “I am not a demon” as proof that one was not, in fact, a demon.


  “What’s more, this involves pagan spirits. If this goes badly, we could be branded as heretics, and we would be in real trouble.”


  Holo sighed, scratching at the base of her ears. It seemed like she was having difficulty reaching the place that itched.


  She appeared to understand that the situation facing them was grave, but she was unwilling to give up so easily.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and tried again. “I understand that you want to gather information about your home, but I think there’s danger here that we should avoid. As far as the location of Yoitsu goes, the information we gathered in Kumersun should be more than enough. And it’s not as though you’ve lost your memory. We won’t have to go far to–”


  “Listen, you–” Holo interrupted suddenly, then snapped her mouth shut as if she’d forgotten what to say.


  “Holo, hear me out.”


  Hearing Lawrence call her name, Holo’s lip twisted slightly.


  “So I don’t misunderstand again, I want you to tell me clearly. Just what are you hoping to learn from these pagan tales?”


  Holo looked away.


  Lawrence didn’t want his questions to sound like an interrogation, so he carefully modulated his tone as he spoke. “Do you want to know more about the bear spirit that… er, destroyed your home?”


  Still looking askance, Holo did not respond.


  “Or is it… something to do with your friends?”


  These were the only possibilities Lawrence could think of.


  For Holo to be so stubborn, it had to be one of those two things.


  Maybe it was both.


  “And if it is, what would you do?” Holo’s eyes were piercing and cold.


  They were not the eyes of the proud wolf stalking its prey.


  They were the eyes of a cornered animal that would attack all who dared approach.


  Lawrence chose his words carefully. They came to him with surprising speed.


  “Depending on circumstances, there are some risks I will take.”


  In other words, the potential gain had to balance out the risk.


  If Holo truly needed information about the hated bear spirit that had destroyed her home or about the fates of her old friends, Lawrence would not be unwilling to help.


  Despite her youthful appearance, Holo was no child, and Lawrence expected that she could evaluate her own emotions and make logical decisions. If she did so and still asked for Lawrence’s help, he was prepared to respect her decision and to take the risks that she asked.


  Holo suddenly relaxed her tensed shoulders and uncrossed her legs. “Fine, then.” She continued. “It is fine. You hardly need prepare yourself for an outburst from me.”


  Of course, Lawrence knew better than to take Holo’s words at their face value.


  “Hark now – given my way, I would want to slap that insolent girl in the face and make her tell me everything, given what you’ve said. Also, I simply wish to know all I can about Yoitsu. Would you not likewise want to hear tell of your home?”


  Lawrence nodded his agreement. Holo returned his nod, looking satisfied.


  “However, I find the idea of you risking danger for my sake a bit troubling. We have a fair notion of where Yoitsu lies, do we not?”


  “Ah, yes.”


  “Then we need not risk this.”


  Despite Holo’s statement, Lawrence remained uneasy.


  While he had been the one that suggested abandoning their inquiries, he was willing to support her decision.


  Hearing her accede so readily made him wonder if she was lying.


  He said nothing as he thought about this. Holo sat on the edge of the bed, placing her feet on the floor.


  “Why do you suppose I do not speak of my hometown to you?” she asked.


  Lawrence couldn’t help showing his surprise at the question.


  Holo smiled faintly, though it did not seem as if she was making fun of him. “Now and again I remember things about my hometown, things I wish to boast of. Memories I wish to tell you. But I do not, because you are always so considerate – as you are being just now. I know that to complain that you are too kind is the height of selfishness. But it is a bit difficult for me.” As she spoke, she plucked at the fur of her tail. “Honestly, if you were simply a more perceptive male, I would not have to say such embarrassing things.”


  “I’m… I’m sorry.”


  Holo giggled. “Still, being softhearted is one of your few good points… It’s just a bit frightening for me.”


  She stood up from the bed, turning her back to Lawrence.


  Her tail, thick with its winter fur, swept back and forth quietly. She hugged herself, arms around her shoulders, then looked back at Lawrence. “Here I am, lonely and helpless, yet you do not leap to devour me. Truly you are a frightening male.”


  Lawrence shrugged slightly under Holo’s gaze, which seemed to challenge him. “One must be careful. Some fruits are more sour than they look.”


  Holo’s arms dropped to her sides, and she turned back around to face Lawrence, smiling. “Ah, ’tis true, they can be unbearably sour. But,” she said, slowly approaching him, her smile unwavering, “are you saying I’m not sweet?”


  What’s sweet about someone who does things like this? Lawrence thought to himself. He nodded immediately, as if to say, “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  “Oh, ho, you’ve some nerve.” Holo grinned.


  “Some things need to be bitter to be tasty – ale, say,” Lawrence quickly added.


  Holo’s eyes widened in apparent surprise before she quickly closed them, as if she’d slipped up and made a mistake. Her tail wagged as she said, “Hmph. Children shouldn’t drink liquor.”


  “Oh, indeed – we can’t have them getting hungover.”


  Holo pouted intentionally and thumped her fist against Lawrence’s chest.


  Leaving her hand there, she lowered her gaze.


  It felt somehow like they were acting in some kind of silly play.


  Lawrence took her hand gently. “Will you really give this up?” he asked slowly.


  Anyone with a mind as keen as Holo’s would have already quickly separated what was reasonable from what was not.


  But just as the spirits could not be understood through reason alone, emotions were not easily controlled.


  It was several moments before Holo replied.


  “Asking me in such a way… is hardly fair,” she said quietly, gripping Lawrence’s shirt. “If I can learn anything about Yoitsu, my friends, or that awful bear spirit, then I want to know it. What we learned from the bird woman in Kumersun was far from enough. It was like feeling thirst yet having but a few drops of water to quench it,” murmured Holo weakly.


  Being very careful now that he had understood the true nature of this conversation, Lawrence replied, “What do you want to do?”


  Holo nodded once. “Might I… ask this of you?”


  Her words gave off the sense that if he was to embrace her, her body would be soft and yielding.


  Lawrence took a deep breath and replied, “Leave it to me.”


  Holo was still looking down. Her tail wagged a single time.


  Though he was not sure how much of her current state was genuine, it was still enough to make him think the risk was worth the potential gain. He couldn’t help wondering if he was drunk.


  Suddenly Holo looked up to reveal a dauntless smile. “Actually, I’ve got an idea.”


  “Oh? Do tell.”


  “Well, about that…”


  Holo laid out her plan; it was simple and clear. Lawrence sighed softly. “Are you serious?”


  “We won’t get anywhere being circumspect. And did I not just now ask if I could ask this of you? Did I not just ask if you would take a risk for me?”


  “Still–”


  Holo grinned, baring her fangs slightly. “‘Leave it to me,’ you said. It made me very happy.”


  Written contracts were composed with detailed descriptions so there was no room for interpretation.


  But verbal contracts were dangerous because not only could there be arguments over what had or had not been said, but also it was hard to tell whether or not one had left room for interpretation.


  Not to mention that Lawrence’s opponent here was a centuries-old, self-proclaimed wisewolf.


  He had utterly let his guard down, all along believing that he held the initiative.


  “I have to grab your reins every once in a while, after all,” said Holo, amused.


  He had only answered so gallantly because it seemed like she was depending on him.


  Lawrence felt pathetic for having even dreamed such a situation existed.


  “Of course, if it doesn’t go well, I’ll leave things to you. So–” she said, smoothly taking his hand. “Right now I wish only to grab your hand.”


  Lawrence slumped.


  He couldn’t have brushed her hand away even if he’d wanted to.


  “Right, then! Let us eat and go forth!”


  Lawrence’s reply was brief but entirely unambiguous.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  In truth, if Father Franz had also been Louis Lana Schtinghilt, the abbot that Lawrence and Holo were seeking, then there was a good possibility that volumes and papers containing stories of the pagan gods were still in the church.


  Naturally, if the situation was as Lawrence surmised, it was likely that Elsa would not take even the slightest risk and would disclose nothing about the abbey.


  But the more important something was, the more likely it had been recorded, and the harder someone worked on something, the more difficult it would be to simply burn that work to ash.


  In all likelihood, the documentation of the pagan gods remained within the church.


  The problem was getting to this work.


  “Pardon, is anyone there?” Just like they had the previous day, Lawrence and Holo called at the church’s front door.


  However, unlike the previous day, they had not come unprepared.


  “… What business have you?”


  It had been but a day, so Lawrence did not know whether Elsa would be willing to open the door, but that at least seemed not to be a problem.


  Yesterday she had been palpably irritated. Today her face was dark and cloudy with displeasure.


  Seeing how much Elsa seemed to hate them, Lawrence found himself paradoxically fond of her.


  Lawrence gave an easy smile. “My apologies for yesterday. I heard from Mr. Evan that you’ve been facing a difficult situation.”


  She seemed to perk up a bit at the mention of Evan’s name, glancing through the only slightly open door at Lawrence, then Holo, then the travel-ready wagon behind them before looking back at Lawrence.


  He noticed that the displeasure on her face had lessened.


  “… I gather you’ve come to ask about the abbey again?”


  “No, no. As far as that goes, I’ve already inquired with the elder, who also said he knew nothing of it. It is possible that the information I got in Kumersun was mistaken. The source was a bit eccentric, truth be told.”


  “I see.”


  Though Elsa may have thought she had succeeded in her deception, a merchant’s eyes were keener than that.


  “Thus, though it be a bit earlier than we expected, we’ll be moving on to the next town. As such, we’ve come to pray for safe travels.”


  “… If that is the case…” Though she seemed suspicious yet, Elsa slowly opened the door. “Come in,” she said, inviting them to enter.


  The door closed with a thud once Holo followed Lawrence into the church. They were both dressed in traveling clothes with Lawrence even carrying a knapsack over his shoulder.


  Having entered the church from the front, they found themselves in a hallway that extended from the left to the right. Across the hallway was another door. Church construction was the same no matter where one traveled, which meant that the door directly ahead of them was the sanctuary. To the left would be the priestly offices or study with the residence to the right.


  Elsa pulled up her cassock and walked around the two, opening the door to the sanctuary. “This way, please.”


  Upon entering, Holo and Lawrence found the sanctuary to have considerable grandeur.


  At the front stood an altar and an image of the Holy Mother with light shining down from windows installed at the level of the second floor.


  The high ceiling and lack of any chairs added to the feeling of spaciousness.


  The stones of the floor were tightly joined. Even the greediest merchant would have had trouble prying them free to sell off.


  The floor leading from the sanctuary door to the altar was slightly discolored from the feet that had treaded that path so often.


  Lawrence followed Elsa as they made their way in and saw that the floor directly in front of the altar had been slightly worn down.


  “Father Franz–” Lawrence started.


  “Hm?”


  “He must have been a man of great faith.”


  Elsa was momentarily surprised, but then she noticed where Lawrence was looking.


  “Ah… yes, you’re right. I’d… I’d never noticed until you pointed it out.”


  This was the first smile from Elsa that Lawrence had ever seen, and though it was small, it had a tenderness to it that seemed to suit a girl of the Church.


  It struck Lawrence all the more, given how severe she had been at their first meeting.


  The fact that he would soon cause that smile to disappear filled him with regret, as though he was extinguishing a flame that had been difficult to light.


  “Then let us pray. Are you prepared?”


  “Ah, before we start,” said Lawrence, putting down his knapsack, removing his coat, and taking a step toward Elsa. “I must give my confession.”


  The unexpected request gave Elsa pause, but after a moment, she answered, “Er, well, in that case, there’s another room–”


  “No, I will give it here, before God.”


  Lawrence was adamant as he approached Elsa, and she did not quail, merely nodding. “Very well,” she said with a quiet incline of her head, every inch the devout priest.


  It seemed that Elsa’s desire to inherit Father Franz’s position was not solely for the village’s benefit.


  She saw Holo quietly retreat to the rear of the sanctuary, and then putting her hands together and bowing her head, she recited a prayer.


  When she lifted her face again, she was a loyal servant of God.


  “Confess your sins, for God is always forgiving to those who are honest.”


  Lawrence took a deep breath. He was just as likely to mock God as he was to pray, but here in the middle of the sanctuary, he couldn’t help but feel a certain trepidation.


  He exhaled slowly, then knelt down on the floor. “I have told a lie.”


  “What kind of lie?”


  “I have been deceptive for my own gain.”


  “You have confessed your sin before God. Now have you the courage to tell the truth?”


  Lawrence raised his head. “I have.”


  “Though God knows all, he still wishes to hear you speak your transgressions. Do not be afraid. God is always merciful to those whose faith is good.”


  Lawrence closed his eyes. “I lied today.”


  “In what way?”


  “I tricked someone using a false pretense.”


  Elsa paused for a moment, then spoke. “For what reason?”


  “There was something I had to know, and in order to learn it, I lied to get close to the source of that knowledge.”


  “… To whom did you lie…?”


  Lawrence looked up and answered, “To you, Miss Elsa.”


  She was obviously stunned.


  “I have now confessed my lie before God, and I have told the truth.” Lawrence stood. He was a full head taller than Elsa. “I am seeking Diendran Abbey, and I have come to ask you its location.”


  Elsa bit her lip. Though her eyes were filled with hatred, she lacked the resolve of their first encounter, the strength to turn away any request.


  There was a reason Lawrence had delivered his confession here.


  He had to trap Elsa, whose faith was plainly deep, here – here before God.


  “No,” Lawrence corrected himself. “I have lied again. I have not come here to ask the location.”


  Confusion spread over Elsa’s face like oil over water.


  “I have come to ask whether this is Diendran Abbey.”


  “…!”


  Elsa backed away, but the depression caused by Father Franz’s years of devotion caused her to stumble.


  She stood before God.


  Here, of all places, she could not lie.


  “Miss Elsa, this is Diendran Abbey, and Father Franz was also Louis Lana Schtinghilt. Do I not speak the truth?”


  On the verge of tears, Elsa looked away, as though she childishly believed that as long as she did not shake her head, her response was not a lie.


  But her reaction was as good as a confirmation.


  “Miss Elsa, we simply wish to know the contents of the pagan tales that Father Franz collected. It is not for business and certainly has nothing to do with Enberch.”


  Elsa gave a short gasp, then snapped her mouth shut so as not to let anything escape.


  “Am I wrong in thinking that the reason you wish to keep the fact that this is Diendran Abbey a secret is because Father Franz’s collected records are here?”


  A drop of sweat trickled down slowly from Elsa’s temple.


  It was as good as an admission.


  Lawrence casually closed his fist, signaling Holo.


  “What you’re worried about, Miss Elsa, is Enberch learning of Father Franz’s activities, correct? All we want is to see his writings. We want to see them badly enough that we’re willing to employ these upsetting methods.”


  Elsa opened her mouth almost involuntarily. “Wh-who… who are you?”


  Lawrence did not answer immediately, simply looking at Elsa.


  Elsa, who planned to bear the burdens of the church upon her slender frame, looked back at him uncertainly.


  And then–


  “Who are we? That is a question to which it is difficult to give a satisfying answer,” interjected Holo.


  Elsa suddenly looked over at Holo, as if only just realizing that she was present.


  “There is a reason, though, why we – no, why I am forcing this issue.”


  “… What… what reason?” managed Elsa, her voice choked as she seemed on the verge of breaking into tears.


  Holo nodded. “This reason.”


  Proving that they were not lackeys sent from Enberch was as difficult as trying to prove they were not demons.


  But just as an angel might show its wings to prove that it was, at least, not a demon, there was a way for Holo and Lawrence to prove that whoever they were, they were not from Enberch.


  Holo pulled her hood off, revealing her ears and tail.


  “They are quite real. Would you care to touch them?”


  Elsa’s head drooped forward. For a moment, Lawrence thought she was nodding, her hands clutched to her heart.


  “Ugh–”


  But then with a strange groan, Elsa fainted dead away.


  After placing Elsa on the simple bed, Lawrence sighed.


  He had thought that being moderately threatening would be effective, but evidently they’d gone too far.


  Elsa had fainted but would probably awaken soon.


  Lawrence found his eyes wandering around the room.


  Though the Church certainly extolled the virtues of frugality, this room was so bare and empty that Lawrence found himself wondering if Elsa truly lived in it.


  Turning right upon entering the church led to a living room with a fireplace. At the far corner of the room was a hall that ran parallel to the sanctuary, leading up to a staircase to the second floor.


  The bed was on the second floor, and Lawrence had carried her up the stairs and laid her on the bed. The only other objects in the room were a desk and a chair, an open book of scripture and exegesis, and a few letters. The only decoration was a loop of braided straw on one wall.


  There were two second-floor rooms; the other bedroom seemed to be used for storage.


  Though he was not intentionally looking around, Lawrence could tell at a glance that the room did not contain any of Father Franz’s writings.


  The storeroom contained various items used by the church throughout the year – fabric with ceremonial embroidery, candle-sticks, swords, and shields. They were all covered in dust, as though they had not been used in a very long time.


  Lawrence closed the storeroom’s door. He heard the sound of light footsteps coming up the stairs, and when he turned to look, he saw it was Holo.


  No doubt she had walked all the way around the hallway that encircled the sanctuary, making a quick check of the interior of the church.


  The vague displeasure on her face was probably not over concern for the still-unconscious Elsa, but rather because she had failed to find any of Father Franz’s writings.


  “I suppose it will be quickest to ask, after all. If they are hidden, we’ll never find them,” she admitted.


  “You can’t sniff them out?” said Lawrence without thinking, but Holo only smiled at him, and he hastily added, “Sorry!”


  “So, is she yet asleep? I hardly expected her to be so frail.”


  “I don’t know if that’s it. I’m starting to wonder if her circumstances are more difficult than I’d imagined.”


  He knew he shouldn’t, but Lawrence couldn’t help reading the letters that were on her desk. Once he finished, he had a much better understanding of the things Elsa had done to stave off Enberch’s intervention.


  She had claimed to other churches that like Enberch, Tereo followed the orthodox faith and had sought the support of a nearby feudal lord in order to prevent Enberch from attacking.


  But looking at the lord’s response, Lawrence noticed that he seemed to give his support more out of a debt to Father Franz than out of any trust Elsa had won on her own.


  There were also letters from large dioceses that even Lawrence had heard of.


  On the whole, everything was as Lawrence had guessed.


  It was not hard to imagine the days when Elsa would have been frantically anticipating the letter’s arrival. Even Lawrence, an outsider, could imagine the awful suspense she must have felt.


  Nonetheless, he had to guess that her greatest hardship lay somewhere else entirely.


  The dust-covered artifacts in the storeroom told a tale all too clear.


  Though she was holding off Enberch – with the elder’s assistance – it seemed doubtful that any of the villagers felt any gratitude.


  It was certainly true that they regarded the church with a measure of disdain.


  “… Mm.”


  As Lawrence was thinking on it, he heard a small sound coming from the bed.


  It seemed Elsa was awake.


  Lawrence raised his hand to stop Holo, who looked ready to pounce like a wolf that has heard a hare’s footsteps. He cleared his throat softly. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  Elsa did not jerk herself upright, but simply opened her eyes slowly. Her expression was complicated, as though she was unsure whether to feel surprised, frightened, or angry. She seemed to settle on a vaguely troubled look.


  She nodded her head slightly. “Are you not going to tie me up?” They were bold words.


  “If it seemed like you were going to call for someone, I was prepared for that. I have rope in my knapsack.”


  “And if I should call out now?”


  Elsa looked away from Lawrence to Holo – Holo whose wish to know the location of the old tales had brought them here.


  “That would benefit neither you nor us,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa looked back at Lawrence, closing her eyes. He noticed her long eyelashes.


  Despite her stoicism, she was still a young woman.


  “What I saw…” she began, trying to sit up. Lawrence extended his hand to help her, but she waved it off. “I’m fine.”


  She looked at Holo with neither malice nor fear, as though looking at heavy clouds that were finally beginning to shed rain. “What I saw was not a dream, was it?”


  “’Twould be better for us if you were to think of it as such,” said Holo.


  “It is said that demons trick humans through dreams.”


  Though he could tell that Holo was not being entirely serious, Lawrence was less sure about Elsa.


  He looked at Holo; her annoyed expression suggested that she was at least partly in earnest.


  The tension between the two had more to do with conflicting personalities, Lawrence guessed, than it did with the fact that one was a devout member of the Church while the other was a spirit of the harvest.


  “So long as we reach our goal, we will disappear like a dream and trouble you no further. I ask you again: Will you show us the writings of Father Franz?” asked Lawrence, coming between the two.


  “I… I still cannot be sure that you were not sent from Enberch. But if that is indeed the case… what is your goal?”


  Lawrence was unsure whether he should answer this question. He looked at Holo, who nodded slowly.


  “I wish to return to my home,” she said.


  “Your home…?”


  “But ages have passed since I was there. I have forgotten the way, and I know not if my old friends are well. Indeed, I cannot even be sure it still exists,” explained Holo plainly. “What would you do if you learned there might be someone who knew something of your home?”


  Even someone who had spent a lifetime in the same village would want to know how that village was viewed by others.


  It was all the more true for people who had left their homes.


  Elsa was silent for some time, and Holo did not press her.


  Her downcast eyes made it clear that she was deep in thought.


  Despite her youth, it was obvious that she was no maiden who blithely floated through life, picking flowers and singing songs.


  When Lawrence had claimed to want to confess his sins, he could tell that her solemnity was no affectation.


  Though she may have fainted upon first seeing Holo’s inhuman nature, Lawrence felt she was smart enough to make the best decision given the situation.


  Elsa put her hand to her chest and recited a prayer, then looked up. “I am a servant of God,” she said, continuing before Lawrence or Holo could interrupt. “But at the same time, I am Father Franz’s successor.” She got off the bed, smoothing the wrinkles in her cassock, then clearing her throat. “I do not believe that you have been possessed by a demon, because Father Franz always said there was no such thing.”


  Lawrence was more than a little surprised at Elsa’s statement, but Holo’s expression seemed to say that as long as she could see the records, all was well.


  Eventually Holo seemed to become aware of Elsa’s willingness to give in, and though her face remained serious, the tip of her tail wagged restlessly.


  “Please come with me. I will show you.”


  For a moment Lawrence wondered if she had only said this to escape, but Holo followed without question, so evidently there was no need to worry.


  Once they came to the living room on the first floor, Elsa lightly touched the brick wall next to the fireplace with her fingers.


  Then coming to a particular stone, she slowly pulled it free.


  Having pulled it out like a drawer, Elsa turned the brick over, and a slender golden key fell into her hand.


  From behind, her form was every bit the stoic girl she was.


  She lit a candle and put it on a stand, then turned to Lawrence and Holo.


  “Let us go,” she said quietly, then walked down the hallway that continued deeper into the church.


  The church was deeper than Lawrence had guessed.


  Unlike the sanctuary, clean and well used thanks to constant prayer, the state of the hallway could hardly be complimented.


  The candlesticks on the walls were covered with cobwebs, and little pieces of stone that had crumbled off from the walls crunched constantly underfoot.


  “Here we are,” said Elsa, stopping. The direction she pointed in was probably directly behind the sanctuary.


  There on a pedestal was a statue of the Holy Mother roughly as large as a young child. The Holy Mother held her hands together in prayer and faced the entrance to the church.


  The space behind the sanctuary was the holiest place in the church.


  Saintly remains or bones – so-called “holy relics” – and other items important to the Church were stored here.


  It was the standard place for the Church to keep precious things, and so to use it to store writings on pagan stories took a good deal of nerve.


  “May God forgive us,” murmured Elsa. She took the brass key in her hand and inserted it into a small hole at the base of the statue.


  The tiny keyhole was not easy to spot in the gloom. Elsa turned the key with some force, and from within the statue came the distinct sound of something unlocking.


  “In his will, Father Franz said that the statue could be removed from the pedestal… but I have never seen it opened.”


  “Understood,” said Lawrence with a nod.


  As soon as he approached the statue, Elsa backed away, worry in her eyes.


  Taking hold of the statue, Lawrence hefted it with force, but it lifted unexpectedly easily.


  Evidently it was hollow.


  “Oof!… There.” Lawrence set the statue down beside the wall, taking care that it didn’t fall over.


  Elsa looked at the space left by the statue, hesitating for a moment, but under Holo’s insistent gaze, she approached it again.


  She turned the key in the opposite direction and removed it, this time inserting it into a small hole in the floor some distance away from the pedestal and turning it twice clockwise.


  “Now… we should be able to lift the pedestal and stone free from the floor,” Elsa said, still crouching. Holo looked at Lawrence.


  Offering any opposition now would bring her sincere ire down upon him, so he sighed and prepared himself. But at that moment, he glimpsed her making an uneasy expression.


  She had made a similar expression before, only to then tease Lawrence by saying, “So you like to see me this way?” Thus he could not be sure whether or not she was truly concerned, but the possibility of it was enough to give him renewed vigor.


  “It seems like the only place to take hold of it… is the pedestal. Something like this–”


  Not knowing exactly how to open the floor, Lawrence looked it over, then planted his feet and took hold of the pedestal. Given the way the seams of the floor stones went, it appeared that the stone nearest the church entrance would lift.


  
    
  

  “Hng!” Lawrence braced himself and pulled up. There was an unpleasant grinding sound, like sand in a millstone – but sure enough, the pedestal lifted, along with the floor stones.


  Keeping his position, he shifted his grip and lifted with all his might.


  Stone ground against stone, and rusted metal creaked as the floor lifted up, revealing a dark cellar.


  It did not appear to be very deep; at the foot of the stone stairs was something that looked like a bookcase.


  “Shall we go in?”


  “… I will go first,” said Elsa.


  It seemed that at the very least, Elsa had no intention of letting Lawrence and Holo enter first and then closing the door behind them.


  And in any case, having come this far, there was no point in hesitation.


  “Understood. The air seems a bit stale, so be careful,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa nodded, and then holding the candle in one hand, she made her way carefully down the steep steps.


  Two or three steps past the point where her head was just beneath the floor, Elsa stopped to place the candle in a hollow carved in the wall. She then proceeded.


  Lawrence had worried that she planned to set fire to the contents of the room, but apparently he could relax on that count.


  “You seem still more suspicious than I,” said Holo, perhaps having noticed his concern.


  Elsa returned shortly.


  In her hands she carried a sealed letter along with a bundle of parchment.


  She was half crawling back up the steps, so Lawrence extended a hand to help her.


  “… Thank you. I apologize for the wait.”


  “Not at all. Are those…?” asked Lawrence.


  “Letters,” answered Elsa briefly. “The books within are what you seek, I believe.”


  “May we take them out to read them?” asked Lawrence.


  “I would ask you to read them within the church.” It was a reasonable answer.


  “I shall enter, then,” said Holo, quickly descending the stairs and entering the cellar. She was soon out of sight.


  Though he didn’t follow Holo down, it wasn’t because Lawrence wanted to watch over Elsa.


  “I know it’s late to be saying this, but I know that we forced you into this. I thank you and offer my apologies,” said Lawrence to Elsa, who stared vaguely down into the cellar entrance.


  “Yes, you did indeed force me,” said Elsa.


  Lawrence had no words in the face of her glare.


  “Still… still, I think Father Franz would have been pleased.”


  “Eh?”


  “He was fond of saying, ‘The stories I collect are no mere fairy tales.’” Elsa’s grip on the letter she held tightened.


  Those letters had probably been left behind by the late Father.


  “This is my first time entering this cellar as well. I did not expect there to be so many books. If you plan to read them all, you may wish to make new arrangements at the inn.”


  At her statement, Lawrence suddenly remembered that he and Holo had worn traveling clothes in order to trick her.


  They had of course also settled their account with the inn.


  “Ah, but you might call someone else while we go,” said Lawrence.


  He hadn’t been entirely joking, but Elsa in any case seemed unamused. “I serve this church. It is my intention to embrace the true faith. I would never lay such a trap,” she said, smoothing her tightly bound hair and shooting Lawrence a stern glance, even sharper than the ones he had received upon first meeting her. “Even in the sanctuary, I did not tell a lie.”


  It was true that her silence then did not constitute a lie.


  Yet in spite of her resolve and the keenness of her gaze, her childlike insistence on this point reminded Lawrence of a certain someone else he knew.


  So he merely nodded and agreed. “I was the one who set a trap. However, had I not done so, you would never have agreed to my request.”


  “I shall remember never to let my guard down around a merchant,” said Elsa with a sigh.


  Holo came staggering back up the stairs, carrying a heavy volume with her. “Hey– you–”


  Lawrence hurried to help Holo, who seemed unable to bear the weight of the book and looked as though she might topple over backward. He grabbed her arms, helping her support the book.


  The magnificent tome was bound in leather and reinforced at the corners with iron.


  “Whew. This is certainly not something one simply wanders about with. May I read it here?” asked Holo.


  “I do not mind, but please extinguish the candle when you are finished. This church is not wealthy, after all.”


  “Hmph,” said Holo, looking at Lawrence.


  Since none of the villagers attended services, there were no tithes.


  It was easy to assume that Elsa spoke not out of malice or spite but simply because that was the truth.


  Lawrence opened his coin purse, taking out some money – his thanks for having his confession heard and for having troubled her so.


  “I have heard that if a merchant wishes to rise to the kingdom of heaven, he must lighten his coin purse,” he said.


  “…”


  He offered three silver coins.


  They would be enough to buy a roomful of candles.


  “God’s blessing be on you,” said Elsa, taking the coins, then turning and walking away.


  Lawrence guessed that if she was willing to accept the coins, she must not consider them tainted.


  “So what do you think? Can you read it yourself?” he asked Holo.


  “I can. I am lucky on that count. I owe it to my exemplary conduct.”


  She had gall to make jokes like that in a church.


  “And which god is it that blesses people with luck according to their righteousness?”


  “If you want to know, you’d best get me an offering.”


  Lawrence felt sure that if he was to turn and look at the statue of the Holy Mother leaning against the wall, a bitter smile would have been on her face.


  Once they returned to the inn and secured their room again – after enduring some teasing from the laughing innkeeper – Lawrence pondered what he would do next.


  They had gotten Elsa to reveal her secret and discovered Father Fran’s books. So far, so good.


  Though Holo had revealed her ears and tail, as long as Enberch continued to watch for a chance to strike, Elsa could not reveal the truth.


  Lawrence admitted to himself that it was possible Elsa would tell the truth of Holo’s nature to the villagers in order to goad them into action, saying she was a servant of evil come to bring calamity upon the village.


  But as to the question of whether she had anything to gain from such an action, the answer was an obvious “no.”


  Though Elsa had fainted upon first seeing Holo’s ears, ever since she’d awoken, she had regarded Holo with neither fear nor loathing.


  Truthfully she probably saved her loathing for Lawrence.


  All that being the case, the next problem would be the people surrounding Elsa – Sem the village elder and Evan. If they were to learn of Holo’s nature, there was no telling what would happen.


  There were a considerable number of books to read in the cellar. Holo and Lawrence would need some time to go through all of them.


  If he could, he wanted to let Holo read to her heart’s content while he took responsibility for keeping her safe as she did so.


  Though she had accused him of being paranoid, he felt that he had not been suspicious enough.


  But there was no guarantee that taking this or that action wouldn’t rouse a sleeping snake, so to speak.


  He returned to the church, thinking that in any case they needed to come up with some kind of pretense for why they were spending time there.


  He found Elsa reading letters at a desk that looked far too big for her in the living room, which was every bit as painfully simple as her bedroom. She did not look as though she had secretly informed the villagers and was merely waiting for his return to spring the trap.


  When he had knocked on the church’s front door, there’d been no response, so he took the liberty of coming in. There was little reaction from her when he entered the living room.


  Elsa merely glanced at Lawrence, saying nothing.


  He couldn’t very well just walk by her into the back of the church without saying anything.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to keep an eye on us? We might steal the books, you know,” he said jokingly.


  “If you planned to do that, there would be no reason not to tie me up,” she shot back correctly.


  Evidently Holo was not the only tough girl in the world.


  “And if you were from Enberch, you’d already be speeding back to the town on a fast horse.”


  “Ah, but is that really true? There’s nothing to say you wouldn’t set fire to the books in the cellar. If the books were ash within the time it takes to get to Enberch and back, there’d be no proof.”


  The exchange was both light banter and irritated conversation.


  Elsa sighed and looked at Lawrence. “So long as you do not plan to bring calamity upon the village, I have not the slightest intention of raising a fuss. Though it’s true that your companion has no business being in a church, I…”


  She trailed off, closing her eyes as if not wanting to see a question that had no answer.


  “All we wish to do is learn more of the northlands. Your suspicion is completely understandable.”


  “No,” said Elsa, her voice unexpectedly firm.


  Having done so, she seemed to realize she hadn’t prepared for words that would follow this denial.


  It was only after letting out a deep sigh that she was able to continue. “No… if the question is whether I feel suspicion, I admit I do. If it were possible, I wish that I could consult with someone else. But… my problem is of a larger…”


  “You wish to know if my companion is truly what she claims to be?”


  Elsa’s face froze as though she had swallowed a needle. “There is that as well, yes…”


  She looked down, the only remaining hint of her steadfast nature being her ramrod-straight spine.


  She seemed unable to continue.


  Lawrence then asked, “And what else?”


  Elsa did not reply.


  Lawrence’s livelihood was negotiating with people.


  When a person withdrew, he knew when to pursue and when to wait for that person to open up again.


  This was undoubtedly the former.


  “I cannot take your confession, but I may be able to give you some advice. However…”


  Elsa peered at him as though from within a deep cave.


  “… However, you will only be able to get sincere answers on things outside of business,” Lawrence finished with a smile. He felt that just for a moment, Elsa also smiled.


  “No,” she said, “the question I have may well be best asked of a person like you. Might I ask you, then?”


  When asking a favor, it is a very difficult thing to avoid seeming servile and to also preserve one’s dignity without appearing high-handed.


  Yet Elsa managed it.


  She was the image of the clergy.


  “I cannot guarantee that any answer I give will be satisfying.”


  Elsa nodded and spoke slowly, as if to be sure of every word she said. “If… if the stories collected in the books in the cellar are not false…”


  “Yes…?”


  “Does that mean the God we believe in is false?”


  “…”


  It was a simple question but an extremely serious one at the same time.


  The God of the Church was omnipotent, omniscient; there were none but him.


  His existence was incompatible with the many gods of the pagan tradition.


  “My father – I mean, Father Franz – gathered many tales of the pagan gods of the northlands. He was suspected of heresy more than a few times, yet he was a fine priest who never once missed his daily prayers. If your companion truly is a pagan spirit, that means the God we believe in is a lie. And Father never once doubted God, not even on his deathbed.”


  If so, her tragic worries were not hard to understand.


  It seemed the adoptive father she’d loved and respected so had not spoken to her about a great many things.


  Perhaps he had thought they were not relevant to Elsa, that such matters didn’t concern her – or perhaps he’d meant her to ponder them on her own. There was no way to know.


  But to Elsa, who had no one with whom she could discuss her worries, they were a heavy burden indeed.


  No matter how heavy the load, it could be carried as long as it was placed firmly on one’s back. However, all it took was a small disturbance for the whole load to come falling apart.


  As soon as Elsa began to speak, her words became rapid, as though she could not hold them back if she wanted to.


  “Is it because my faith is lacking? I know not. I have not the courage to rebuke the two of you, scriptures and holy water in hand. Whether that is a good thing or a bad thing – no, what it is at all, I do not–”


  “My companion–” Lawrence interjected before Elsa could corner herself with her own words. “My companion, though her true form is a giant wolf, does not wish to be called a god nor worshiped as one.”


  Elsa listened quietly, desperately, a lost soul hoping for salvation.


  “I am, as you see, nothing more than a merchant of no special birth. I know little of the teachings of God. I cannot tell you what is right and what is wrong,” said Lawrence, very much aware that Holo was probably eavesdropping on the conversation. “But I do not believe that Father Franz was mistaken.”


  “Why… why do you believe that?”


  Lawrence nodded thoughtfully, taking a moment to prepare his opinions.


  It was possible that he was totally off the mark. Indeed, that possibility might have been the larger one.


  But he felt a strange certainty that he understood Father Franz’s point of view.


  Just as he was about to speak again, Lawrence was interrupted by the sound of a knock at the church’s door.


  “… That will be Elder Sem. I imagine he is here to ask about you and your companion.” She seemed to be able to tell who was at the door by the sound of the knocking; perhaps this came from a need to tell whether the noise was someone from Enberch.


  Wiping tears from the corners of her eyes, she stood, then glanced toward the interior of the church. “If you find yourself unable to trust me, you can get out there through an exit near the stove by the hallway. If you trust me–”


  “I trust you. I don’t know whether I can trust Sem.”


  Elsa neither shook her head nor nodded. “Then please stay in the back of the church,” she said. “I will explain that I’ve been asking you about the news from the churches of other lands. It is not really a lie…”


  “I understand. I’ll be happy to share my experiences,” answered Lawrence with a smile. He was about to do as he was told and hide away in the back of the church when he noticed that Elsa had returned to her usual stoic self.


  He asked himself in that moment if she would betray him. The answer came, No, she would not.


  Though Lawrence did not trust in God, he did trust in those who did.


  He decided he did not mind such ironies.


  Lawrence walked down the dimly lit hallway. Eventually he saw the vague flicker of candlelight from around a corner.


  There was no way Holo had not overheard his exchange with Elsa, so he prepared himself for whatever expression might await him as he rounded the corner.


  There was Holo sitting cross-legged with an open book in her lap. She lifted her face to him, displeasure written all over it.


  “Am I so very malicious, then?”


  “… You’re inventing cause for offense,” said Lawrence, shrugging.


  Holo snorted. “Your trepidation was plain as day; I could hear it in your footsteps.”


  “Merchants only read minds, not feet.”


  “… That was awful,” Holo pronounced of Lawrence’s joke “Still, you were quite considerate to the girl.”


  Lawrence both expected and did not expect this subject to come up.


  He did not immediately answer, instead sitting down next to Holo, careful not to step on her tail. He picked up one of the thick books that lay there. “Merchants must always be considerate to their customers. But that’s not important. Can you hear the elder’s conversation with Elsa?”


  When someone asked advice, it was important to maintain confidence and trust.


  But Holo’s displeasure at the change of subject was written large on her face, and she simply looked down at the book she was reading.


  Lawrence wondered to himself just who it had been, back in Ruvinheigen, that said if you have something to say, you should just come out and say it.


  He wanted very much to point that out to Holo, but he could scarcely imagine the fit she would pitch if he was to do so.


  However, Holo was not a completely unreasonable girl.


  Before she had completely cornered herself, she relented. “She’s acting more or less as she said she would. That Sem fellow, or whatever his name was, seems to have just been checking in on her… He’s just now leaving.”


  “If the elder would understand our situation, this would be a lot simpler.”


  “Can you not persuade him yourself?”


  For a moment, Lawrence thought Holo was mocking him; perceiving this, she glared at him.


  “You overestimate me.”


  “You don’t wish me to trust you, then?” asked Holo with a serious face.


  Lawrence chuckled ruefully. “As ever, time is the problem. If we dally too long here, it may snow.”


  “And what would be wrong with that?”


  She seemed to be asking in earnest, so his reply was likewise serious. “If we were to be snowed in somewhere, would a large village or a small town be better?”


  “Ah, I see. Still, we’ve a true mountain of books to get through. There’s no telling how long it will take us.”


  “True, but we need only find stories that are relevant to you. If we read quickly, the two of us together should be able to make short work of it.”


  “Mm.” Holo nodded, smiling as if somehow pleased.


  “What is it?”


  As soon as he asked, her smile disappeared.


  “This is hardly the time to be asking me that,” she said with a resigned sigh. “I don’t know whether you are truly that slow or… ah, ’tis well.”


  Seeing Holo waving him off, Lawrence thought back over what he had said.


  Could it be? he wondered.


  Had she been pleased to hear “the two of us together”?


  “’Tis too late for you to say it now. I would only become angry.”


  Lawrence took this as fair warning and closed his mouth.


  Holo flipped through a few pages, sighing.


  Slowly she let her body lean against his. “Did I not once say I was tired of being alone?” she reminded him reproachfully.


  The thought nagged at Lawrence. “Sorry.”


  “Mm.” Holo sniffed, then reached around and began to massage her left shoulder.


  Seeing this, Lawrence had to smile.


  She looked at him with a face that said, “Are you not going to help?”


  Lawrence obediently brought his hand around to attend to her shoulders.


  Holo sighed, satisfied, her tail brushing softly against the floor.


  Even half a year ago, it would have seemed impossible to Lawrence that he would be quietly passing time with someone this way.


  She was tired of being alone.


  Lawrence felt precisely the same way.


  Immediately after the thought passed through his mind, Lawrence heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps on stone. He hastily tried to pull his hand away from Holo’s shoulder when her hand grabbed his with uncanny strength.


  “The elder has gone, but about what you were…” said Elsa as she was coming around the corner. Lawrence had managed to withdraw his hand and put on his most neutral merchant’s face, but Holo continued to lean against him all the same.


  Her body trembled slightly, as though she were suppressing laughter. At first glance, it probably looked as though she was sleeping, her face pressed against his shoulder.


  Elsa took this in silently, then nodded as if having come to some kind of conclusion. “Well, then, I will return later.”


  Though her voice was as hard as ever, her consideration was evident from the way she lowered it.


  Once the sound of her footsteps faded into silence as she walked away, Holo sat up and laughed.


  “Look, you–” said Lawrence, but his accusatory tone went unheeded.


  She laughed and laughed, eventually having to wipe a tear from the corner of her eye, then smiled maliciously at Lawrence. “Is it so humiliating then for you to be seen holding my shoulder?”


  Lawrence knew that no matter how he answered, he would be falling into a trap.


  He had lost the moment he’d so happily agreed to massage her shoulders.


  “Though I will admit,” started Holo, her nasty smile disappearing as she contentedly lay her head against Lawrence again, “that I did wish to show off a bit.”


  Lawrence suppressed the urge to pull away from her.


  “I would hate for you to be taken away from me,” she said.


  As a man, he could not help but feel pleased hearing this.


  But he could hardly forget that it was Holo, the self-styled wisewolf, who said it.


  He sighed. “You mean you would hate for your favorite toy to be taken from you.”


  Holo grinned at him. “If that’s what you think, will you then play with me?”


  Lawrence could only sigh.


  The candle on the stand had lost its shape, and the pile of books they’d read had grown tall enough to lean upon when the church had another visitor.


  Holo lifted her head, her ears erect.


  “Who’s that?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo giggled happily, not offering a serious reply – which meant it was probably Evan.


  Lawrence didn’t have to guess why Holo was laughing.


  “It’s gotten late, though… It’s dark now.”


  He stood up straight and stretched, his spine popping gratifyingly.


  He had gotten sucked into reading. Trie tales were interesting in their own right, even without the motivation of reading for Holo’s sake.


  “I’m hungry also.”


  “Quite. Shall we take a rest?” Lawrence let his stiff body relax as he reached for the candle. “Let’s not let Evan see your true nature. The fewer people who know the secret, the better.”


  “Mm. Though that girl will likely tell him all the same.”


  “I don’t know… I don’t think so.”


  Elsa didn’t strike Lawrence as the kind of girl who would easily let a secret slip. Despite Evan’s statement that she told him how many sneezes she had in a day, she hadn’t mentioned Lawrence and Holo’s first visit to the church to him.


  “Oh no?” came Holo’s skeptical reply. “That girl seems troubled over something. Depending on what she decides, who can say what she will do?”


  “Ah, her questions about God. I suppose that is true now that you mention it.”


  At the time, Lawrence hadn’t found a chance to give Elsa his answer, winding up instead lost in a book.


  But as he thought on it, he wondered if that wasn’t for the best.


  “Incidentally, what were you planning to tell her?” Holo asked.


  “Well, I might have been completely mistaken anyway.”


  “I would hardly expect a perfect answer from you.”


  It was a nasty thing to say, but hearing it put so bluntly made it easier for Lawrence to answer. “The way I see it, Father Franz collected tales of the pagan gods to prove the existence of his own god.”


  “Oh, ho.”


  “Praying every day, day after day, yet never seeing so much as a hint of one’s god – anyone would begin to doubt, don’t you think?”


  Holo – who had been thus doubted – nodded, annoyed by the memory of it.


  “But if he then started to look around, he would have seen that there were many, many other gods that people worship. Does that god exist? What about this other one? It’s only natural that he would’ve started to wonder. If he could prove the existence of the gods worshiped by others, then that would mean his own God existed, too.”


  Of course, this manner of thought was a complete anathema to the Church.


  Shortly after Lawrence met Holo for the first time, the two had taken shelter from the rain in a church. Holo had some knowledge of Church beliefs and had been able to chat easily with the believers there – so this had to have occurred to her as well.


  “Aye, but the God of the Church is a supreme being, is he not? There are no other gods before him, and he created the world – people merely borrow it – is that not what they hold?”


  “It is. Which is why I believe this is truly an abbey, not a church.”


  Holo’s increasingly annoyed expression was no doubt because she did not follow Lawrence’s logic.


  “Do you know the difference between an abbey and a church?”


  Holo was not so vain as to feign knowledge when she was ignorant. She shook her head.


  “An abbey is a place for prayer. A church is a place for teaching about God. Their aims are entirely separate. Abbeys are built in remote regions with no thought given to guiding people down the correct path. The reason monks may spend their whole lives within one is that there is simply no reason to leave.”


  “Hm.”


  “So what do you think would be the first thing a monk would do if he began to doubt the existence of God?”


  Holo’s gaze drifted.


  The fish within her mind were surely swimming farther through the sea of knowledge and wisdom.


  “Indeed – he would seek to ascertain the existence of the God he worshiped, which means our treatment depends even more upon what that girl decides to do,” said Holo.


  “I’m glad I didn’t tell her any of this during the day. Elsa’s not a nun – she’s a member of the clergy.”


  Holo nodded briefly, glancing at the pile of books.


  They hadn’t yet looked at even half of the volumes in the cellar.


  Though they did not necessarily have to look at every book, they still had not found the stories that Holo sought.


  Had there been an index where they could have looked for gods of a certain region, that would have sped things up considerably, but as it was, they had no choice but to search page by page through the chronicles.


  “Well, in any case, all we can do is search the books as quickly as we can. There is still the problem with Enberch, after all.”


  “Mm. True, but” – Holo’s gaze turned to the hallway that led to the room where Elsa and Evan were – “first let us eat.”


  A moment later, they could hear Evan’s footsteps as he came to invite them to dinner.


  “We thank God for blessing us with bread this day.”


  After saying the traditional prayer, the four enjoyed a fairly luxurious meal – owing, Elsa explained, to Lawrence’s overgenerous donation.


  However, luxurious in a church meant bread enough for everyone, a few side dishes, and a bit of wine.


  On the table was rye bread along with some fish Evan had caught in the river and some boiled eggs. Based on Lawrence’s experience, for a church with coffers that were hardly deep and rules that were not unstrict, it was quite a feast.


  No doubt Holo was unsatisfied by the lack of red meat, but fortunately there were other side dishes for her.


  “Come, don’t be so messy. Take a piece of bread, then eat it,” corrected Elsa, eliciting a shrug from Evan every time she did so. Just a moment ago Elsa had been unable to watch Evan fumbling to shell a boiled egg and had helped him with it.


  Holo had watched this with a certain amount of regret, perhaps because she had already eaten her own egg. Lawrence noted this and realized it had been a close call.


  “Fine, fine!” said Evan. “Anyway, Mr. Lawrence, as you were saying…” Evan’s complaining was less that he was genuinely annoyed and more that he did not want to look bad in front of Lawrence and Holo.


  Though Holo was good at hiding it as she ate, she was clearly smiling.


  Only Elsa seemed to be seriously concerned with Evan’s sloppiness; she sighed.


  “Er, let’s see, where was I?” said Lawrence.


  “The ship had left harbor and gotten past the cape where rocks lurked beneath the waves.”


  “Oh yes, of course. That particular harbor was dangerous until you reached the open sea. Every merchant aboard was huddled up below deck, praying for their lives.”


  
    
  

  Lawrence was telling of a time he had transported cargo by ship. Evan knew little of the ocean and was keenly interested.


  “Once we learned we had safely passed the cape, we all came above deck to discover there were ships all around us.”


  “Even though it was the sea?”


  “Well, it’s only natural for there to be ships in the sea,” said Lawrence, chuckling in spite of himself.


  Elsa sighed a long-suffering sigh.


  Evan was the only one among them never to have seen the ocean, so his position was a bit unsteady.


  But Lawrence understood what Evan had meant to say, and so he continued. “It was an amazing sight. The sea was dense with vessels, all hauling in great mountains of fish.”


  “Wouldn’t… wouldn’t they run out of fish to catch?”


  Holo shot Lawrence a glance of extreme skepticism, as though to say, “Even if he’s lying, nobody could be that ignorant.”


  “Anyone who’s seen the sea there during that season will tell you about the black rivers of fish that run through the water.”


  The herring schools were a magnificent sight. It was said that a sharpened stick thrust at random into the water would come back with three fish upon it.


  It was unfortunate that short of having Evan see the sight with his own eyes, there was no way Lawrence could convey to him the truth or scale of the sea.


  “Wow… I can’t really imagine it, but I guess the outside world is a big place.”


  “But the most surprising thing on the ship was the food,” continued Lawrence.


  “Oh?” Holo was now the most interested party.


  “Yes, since there were merchants from so many different regions. There was a man from a place called Ebgod, which is near a salt lake. His bread was incredibly salty.”


  Everyone looked at the bread in the middle of the table.


  “I can understand making bread sweet, but his bread tasted as though it had salt sprinkled over it. It did not quite agree with my palate.”


  “Salt, eh? He must have been a rich man to put salt upon bread!” said Evan, impressed.


  Tereo was landlocked, and if there was no nearby source of rock salt, then it would have been a luxury item.


  “Yes, but Ebgod has a salt lake. Imagine a salt river running through town and every field as far as the eye can see turned to salt. There’s so much salt everywhere that the people there enjoy salty bread.”


  “Still, salty bread!” said Evan, disgust on his face.


  “There were other strange things on the ship, too – like flat bread baked in the bottom of a bowl.”


  A loaf’s value was in its rise – or at least, anyone used to baking bread in an oven would think so.


  “Ha, surely not.”


  Lawrence was pleased to hear the answer he had expected. “Ah, but if you make bread from oats, then it will turn out flat and even, will it not?”


  “Well, I suppose…” said Evan.


  “Would you not eat unleavened bread, then?”


  Lawrence was referring to bread that had not been blessed by the bread spirits but had rather been baked immediately after kneading.


  It was unlikely that Evan had never eaten it – but he probably hadn’t enjoyed it much.


  “While one could hardly call oat bread delicious even as flattery, the bowl bread was quite tasty, particularly topped with beans or the like.”


  “Amazing,” said Evan, impressed, his eyes staring distantly at some far-off imagined place.


  By contrast, Elsa had torn off a piece of rye bread and seemed to be comparing it to the flat bread in her imagination.


  The two were highly amusing.


  “Anyway, the world is a vast place with much to see,” said Lawrence, wrapping things up. Next to him, Holo had finished eating and seemed to be getting restless. “My deepest thanks to you for preparing such a feast for us,” he added.


  “Not at all. It is thanks to your generous donation. This is the least I could do,” said Elsa.


  If only she would spare us the slightest smile when she said so, Lawrence thought ruefully.


  Nonetheless, it did seem she hadn’t felt forced to make the dinner, which gave him some measure of relief.


  “So, about later…”


  “If you wish to read the books at night as well, I do not mind. I know your aim is the northlands, and if it starts to snow, it will make your situation difficult.”


  Conversation moved quickly with Elsa. Lawrence was grateful.


  “Well, then, Mr. Lawrence – you’ll have to tell me more stories later!” said Evan.


  “He already said he was in a hurry. And today you have to practice writing,” said Elsa.


  Evan ducked his head, looking to Lawrence with a pained expression that begged for help.


  That brief instant made Elsa and Evan’s relationship crystal clear.


  “When the opportunity arises, I shall. And we’ll impose upon your church’s hospitality a bit longer then, thank you.”


  “Yes, feel free.”


  Lawrence and Holo stood, giving their thanks for dinner one last time before leaving the living room.


  He noticed Elsa giving Holo a casual glance as they went, but Holo pretended not to see it.


  “Oh, that’s right.” Lawrence turned just as they were walking out the door and looked to Elsa. “About the question you asked me earlier.”


  “I will consider it on my own,” she said. “‘Think before asking,’ Father Franz used to say.”


  Elsa was not the timid, scared girl she had been earlier in the day, but instead showed the stoutness of heart she would need to support the church on her own.


  “I understand. If you want to hear the thoughts of another, please do come and ask.”


  “I shall, thank you.”


  Evan, unable to follow the conversation, looked back and forth between Lawrence and Elsa until a call from the latter put his attention to other matters.


  Despite his complaints, Evan seemed to be enjoying his exchange with Elsa as they started clearing the dining table.


  Though Evan seemed by turns put-upon or annoyed by Elsa’s constant corrections, he would sometimes take her hand or say her name, and the two would share a quiet smile.


  It was the sort of interaction Lawrence had deliberately avoided paying attention to as a merchant.


  No, he had even mocked them.


  He held the sconce with its lit candle and gazed at Holo’s form in front of him there in the hallway, illuminated by the candle’s flickering light.


  Eventually Holo turned the corner, and she was out of his sight.


  Lawrence thought back.


  He had plied the dark roads, stingy even with his candles, picking up gold coins as he traveled.


  Even though he’d become desperate enough for company to begin to wish he could talk to his horse, he still had never taken his eyes from the path of those gold coins. This behavior seemed truly strange in retrospect.


  He continued his slow walk down the hallway, relying on the small candle to light his way.


  As he turned the corner, he saw Holo there, already reading a book.


  Suddenly she spoke. “And what happened to you?”


  “Hm?”


  “That expression of yours – did a hole suddenly open in your coin purse?” she asked with a laugh.


  Lawrence put his hand to his cheek in spite of himself. Outside of business negotiations, he was quite oblivious to the expressions his face made.


  “Was I making a face?”


  “Mm.”


  “Oh. Wait… oh.”


  Holo’s shoulders shook with mirth. “Perhaps the wine has gotten to you?”


  Lawrence reflected on this; his head did feel a bit muzzy, come to think of it.


  No – he knew exactly what it was that had made him fall into such a strange mood.


  He was simply unsure where that left him.


  “Those two certainly get along well,” he said, meaning nothing in particular by this.


  He had truly not put any thought into the muttered statement.


  But the moment he said it, Holo made an expression that he would long remember.


  Her eyes were wide and round.


  “Wh-what’s wrong?” asked Lawrence – now he was the surprised one.


  But Holo merely stared, evidently too stunned to voice anything more than an inarticulate groan. Eventually she returned to herself, but merely stared off into space, an expression of deep distress on her face.


  “… Did I really say something that strange?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo did not reply, her fingers restlessly flipping corners of the book’s pages.


  Her expression was troubled, but whether she was stunned or angry or at a loss, it was hard to tell. Just looking at her, Lawrence himself was becoming upset.


  “Er– well, now– look, you–” she started.


  At length, she glanced over at him. Something in her eyes looked as though she had given up on something.


  She seemed so deeply distressed that Lawrence dared not ask what was wrong again. If he did, she might be likely to collapse on the spot.


  What was worse, when she continued to speak, he didn’t understand what she was saying.


  “I, er… for the most part, I… I know well my own good points and the bad as well.”


  “Ah, oh.”


  “But… er… perhaps it is strange to say so myself, but… having lived so many years, I can laugh off most things. Of course, sometimes I cannot. You should know this quite well yourself… yes?


  Somehow, Holo seemed to have been forced to make a difficult decision. Lawrence drew back a bit and nodded.


  Holo put down the book she held, sitting cross-legged and grasping her ankles, her head low. She seemed in truly dire straits, avoiding looking at Lawrence as though it would blind her to do so.


  Seeing her on the verge of tears, Lawrence could not help but feel deep concern. Then she spoke.


  “Come now, you–”


  Lawrence nodded.


  “I… I wish that you would not sound so envious when you speak of them,” she said.


  Lawrence stood there, stunned, as if he’d been walking a crowded street only to sneeze and find everyone around him suddenly vanished.


  “I, too… no, I understand. I understand, but I did not want to say it… that seen from the outside, we, too, must look quite the fools.”


  Quite the fools – the implications of the term sunk heavily into Lawrence’s ears.


  It was a terrifying sensation, not unlike having completed a large business deal only to discover the calculations had been performed in the wrong currency.


  Their relationship was something that had to be considered, yet considering it was terrifying.


  Holo forcedly cleared her throat, scratching on the floor loudly with her fingernails. “I myself do not… I do not know why it is so embarrassing. No, I should even be angry – ‘those two certainly get along well,’ you said so enviously, so what am I–”


  “No,” said Lawrence, cutting her off.


  Holo glared at him like an angry child looking at an adult.


  “No, I understand,” he continued. “I think.”


  Holo’s face became visibly darker at the way his voice grew hoarse at the end of his statement.


  “No – I do understand. I do. I always have. I just didn’t want to put it into words.”


  Holo began to rise, now on one knee rather than cross-legged. Her gaze was less doubtful and more of a warning – she seemed to be saying that she would not take betrayal lightly.


  She might well fly at Lawrence, should he speak clumsily.


  Her state seemed to be pushing him into saying something he normally would not have wanted to say.


  “I was envious, but not of their relationship itself.”


  Holo hugged her knee.


  Lawrence continued. “I should have made you give up searching this place.”


  She looked at him, stunned.


  “Those two are probably going to live together in the church. Elsa’s strength and cleverness will get her through the danger, and though I feel bad saying this, Evan will never be a merchant. But… what of us?”


  Lawrence thought he heard a small voice, perhaps the sound of Holo inhaling sharply.


  “I turned a profit in Kumersun. You learned more of your home. And you will probably learn still more here, and I am helping you. Of course” – here he spoke a bit louder, perceiving that Holo wanted to interrupt – “of course, I’m helping you because I want to. However…”


  That which he had been able to avoid thinking about now confronted him.


  Having gotten to this point, it would be a lie to say that the situation was impossible to explain.


  But doing so would put more distance between them than slapping Holo’s hand aside or not trusting her could.


  No matter how skillfully one evaded, all debts eventually came due.


  “However… what will you do after we reach your home?”


  Holo’s shadow on the wall became larger, perhaps because of the tail beneath her robe suddenly fluffing up.


  But Holo herself seemed to shrink.


  “I know not,” came her voice, also small.


  Lawrence had asked the question he did not want to ask.


  He did not want to ask it because he dreaded the answer.


  “I’m sure you will not be satisfied with a mere glance at your home.”


  Returning home after so many centuries gone – the words it’s been a long time hardly sufficed.


  Lawrence didn’t have to ask what would happen once they arrived there.


  He was filled with regret.


  If he hadn’t asked the question, the distance between them might well have grown.


  And yet – he wished he hadn’t asked.


  If only Holo would look at him plainly and say, “There we shall say our farewells.”


  Seeing her so troubled made him feel helpless.


  “No, forget it. I am sorry. There is no point in speculation,” he said.


  This was all pure speculation.


  Lawrence’s own feelings were conflicted.


  Although parting with Holo would bring with it the pain of loss, he felt he would be able to give her up.


  When he took a loss in business, he would spend a few days feeling as though it was the end of the world, only to return to working at making money again as though nothing had happened.


  But when the act of thinking rationally about the possibility itself filled him with sadness, what then?


  He did not know.


  “I am Holo the Wisewolf,” she murmured, staring at the flickering candle. “I am the Wisewolf of Yoitsu.”


  Holo rested her chin on her knee, then slowly stood.


  Her tail hung limp, as though it was mere decoration.


  She looked first at the candle placed on the floor, then at Lawrence.


  “I am Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu,” she said, as though the sentence was an incantation. With a quick stride she came to stand directly beside him, then immediately sat down.


  Before Lawrence had a chance to say anything, she was lying down on his lap.


  “Have you any complaints?” Holo’s normal impudence was undeniably godlike.


  But this impudence was entirely different.


  “None whatsoever,” said Lawrence.


  Neither tears nor anger nor laughter seemed to quite suit this delicate situation, which brimmed with tension.


  The candle burned soundlessly.


  Lawrence casually rested his hand on Holo’s shoulder as she lay in his lap.


  “I’m going to sleep for a bit. Will you read in my place?”


  Her face was hidden by her hair, and Lawrence could not see it.


  But he knew full well when her teeth came down on his index finger.


  “I shall,” he said.


  It was like a test of courage – not unlike seeing how close one can bring the point of a knife to a kitten’s eye.


  A bit of blood welled up from where his finger had been bitten.


  He expected Holo would become truly angry unless he actually did some reading.


  The only sound was the turning of pages.


  Her evasion of the problem had been very forceful, but she had saved herself and Lawrence both.


  She truly was a wisewolf.


  On this count, Lawrence had no doubts.


  Had the church been a monastery, it would have been time for the morning prayers thanking God for creating the new day.


  Of course, it was far too early for the morning worship service.


  The only sounds were of the turning pages and Holo’s soft breathing.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but feel impressed at the fact that she’d fallen asleep. At the same time, he was a bit relieved that she had.


  She had forcibly – so forcibly! – ended the conversation, demanding Lawrence neither say nor ask another thing.


  Though she had not answered Lawrence’s question, her actions alone were enough.


  After all, they made one thing abundantly clear: Holo did not wish to confront the problem any more than Lawrence did.


  If she had changed the subject while the true answer to his question lay within her, Lawrence probably would have been angry. But as neither of them had that answer, he was grateful she had ended the conversation by force.


  At the very least, this meant she did not have to come up with an answer right then and there.


  Their travels were not over, and they had not arrived in Yoitsu yet.


  It was the rare debt that was repaid in full before it came due, after all.


  As he thought these things over, Lawrence put down the book he was reading and picked up another volume.


  Father Franz had evidently been an intelligent fellow. Within the books, even the lineage of the various gods had been carefully organized, and a glance at the title of each chapter gave one a reasonable idea of its contents. This made the books easy to skim. Lawrence shuddered to think of how difficult this task would have been if Father Franz had simply collected tales at random as he heard them.


  However, while flipping through the pages of book after book, Lawrence realized something.


  In addition to the normal, common tales of snakes, frogs, and fish, there were many stories of mountain, lake, and tree gods. Likewise, there were tales of gods of thunder and rain, sun and moon and stars.


  But stories of bird spirits and beast spirits – there were few of those.


  In the pagan town of Kumersun, Diana had told many tales that concerned the bear spirit who destroyed Yoitsu. And near the Church city of Ruvinheigen, Lawrence himself had felt the unmistakable presence of a wolf-god not unlike Holo.


  And Diana herself was a bird spirit larger than any human.


  Given all this, the books should have been filled with beast legends. Yet Lawrence had found not one.


  Did the books that they had brought up from the basement simply not happen to contain any such tales?


  At that moment, Lawrence’s eye fell on a sentence written on a piece of parchment that was tucked into the book he had just opened.


  “It is not my wish to regard the tale of the bear spirit in this book with any kind of special treatment.”


  So far, every book Lawrence had looked through had simply been accounts of the tales Father Franz had heard, written in language as dry as any business contract. Having suddenly come upon this sentence in which he felt he could hear Father Franz’s own voice, he was momentarily stunned.


  “Regarding the stories in the other books – there are many which differ in time and place, but which I believe nonetheless refer to the same spirit. However, this particular spirit is the only one whose stories I have organized so thoroughly.”


  Lawrence wavered, trying to decide whether to wake Holo.


  He was unable to turn his gaze away from the yellowed page. Father Franz’s handwriting was neat, but at the same time, it seemed somehow excited.


  “Is the Pope aware of this? If I am correct, then the God we worship triumphed without a fight. If that is proof of His omnipotence, how could I possibly remain calm?”


  It seemed as though he could hear Father Franz’s decisive pen strokes.


  The passage concluded: “I do not wish to let bias cloud my view of all the tales. Yet I cannot help but wonder if the pagans of the northlands themselves did not realize the importance of the Moon-Hunting Bear. No, perhaps the very fact that I am writing this means that I am already biased. As I assembled these books, I felt strongly the existence of these spirits. If possible, I hope that one would judge not with the narrow mind of a worshiper of our God, but rather with the open heart of those whose love of God is like a zephyr in an open field. That is why I have ventured to leave this book in among all the others.”


  As soon as Lawrence flipped the piece of parchment over, the book’s story began, much like any of the other books he had read.


  Should he let Holo read it first? Or should he pretend not to have seen it?


  The thought flitted through his mind for a moment, but it was too late for that now – and in any case, it would be a kind of betrayal.


  He decided to wake Holo.


  He closed the book, whereupon he could hear a strange sound.


  Flip, plip, plip-plip came the small, dry sound.


  “… Rain, eh?”


  But as soon as he said it, he realized the raindrops were awfully large. Eventually he realized that the sound was of galloping hooves.


  It was said that the sound of a galloping horse at night would draw a throng of demons.


  When traveling by horse at night, one could never let it run.


  Church follower and pagan alike believed this.


  But its true meaning was common sense – a galloping horse at night never brought good tidings.


  “Hey, wake up.” Lawrence closed the book and tapped Holo’s shoulder, listening carefully.


  Judging by the sound of the hooves, there was a single horse, which entered the village square and came to an abrupt stop.


  “Mmph… what is it?”


  “I have two things to tell you.”


  “Neither good, no doubt.”


  “First, I found the book with stories of the Moon-Hunting Bear.”


  Holo’s eyes widened in an instant, and she looked at the book near Lawrence’s side.


  But she was not the type to have her whole attention stolen by a single thing.


  Her wolf ears flicked smartly, and she looked back at the wall behind them. “Did something happen?”


  “That seems very likely. There is nothing less welcome than the sound of a horse’s gallop at night.”


  Lawrence took the book and handed it to Holo.


  She took it, but he did not let go.


  “I don’t know what you plan to do upon reading this, but whatever thoughts you have, I’d like you to tell me about them.”


  Holo did not look up, but gazed evenly at the book. “Hmph,” she replied. “I suppose you could’ve easily hidden this book. Very well. I promise.”


  Lawrence nodded as he stood. “I’ll go look outside,” he said, walking away.


  Naturally, the church was dark and quiet, though not so dark that Lawrence’s eyes were useless.


  Once he arrived in the living room, there was a bit of moonlight filtering in through the cracks of the window, which improved visibility.


  He could see well enough to be able to instantly identify the figure that was creaking its way down the stairs as Elsa.


  “I heard the sound of a galloping horse,” she said.


  “Any notion of what is afoot?”


  He expected she did, otherwise she would not have come immediately downstairs.


  “More than I’d like.”


  A village like Tereo was too small for the hooves to be from a town lookout coming to warn of a mercenary attack.


  It probably had something to do with Enberch.


  But had the crisis not already passed?


  Elsa trotted over to the window and peeked out through the crack as she had no doubt done many times in the past.


  Unsurprisingly, the horse seemed to have stopped in front of the village elder’s house.


  “I only know what I have been able to piece together, but judging from the papers on your desk, Enberch should not be able to strike, should they?” said Lawrence.


  “A merchant’s eyes are keen indeed. But yes. I believe so myself. However–”


  “If you are going to tell me that the situation would be different if I’d betrayed you, I should tie you up immediately.”


  Unintimidated, Elsa looked sharply at Lawrence.


  She soon looked away.


  “In any case, I am a traveler. If things go badly, my position becomes very dangerous. There are scores of tales of merchants who became wrapped up in local problems and lost everything.”


  “So long as I am here, I will not allow anything like that to happen. But please, go and close up the cellar. If there is trouble with Enberch, the village elder will certainly come here.”


  “And what of the reason we are here so late at night?”


  Elsa’s cleverness was different than Holo’s. Somehow Lawrence felt an affinity with the girl. “… Bring a blanket to the sanctuary.”


  “Agreed. My companion is a nun, after all. No argument, then?”


  Though Lawrence had only wanted to confirm their cover story, Elsa did not reply.


  For if she had, she would have been telling a lie.


  She was a clergywoman through and through.


  “Elder Sem has come out,” said Elsa.


  “Understood.” Lawrence turned and went to Holo.


  In times like these, Holo’s keen ears were quite useful.


  She had already returned most of the books to the cellar and put her robes back on.


  “Take that one book with you. We’ll hide it behind the altar,” said Lawrence.


  Holo nodded, handing the remaining books one by one to Lawrence, who had descended halfway down the stairs to the cellar.


  “This should be all of them,” she said.


  “Then take the hallway opposite the living room. If you continue around the corner, it should take you to the entrance behind the altar. Head in there, and take the book–”


  Holo ran off without waiting to hear the end of the sentence.


  Lawrence climbed out of the cellar, replacing the pedestal and putting the statue of the Holy Mother back on top of it.


  He was nervous for a moment, unable to find the keyhole in the floor, but he managed to locate it, and after locking up with the brass key Elsa had given him, he gathered up the blanket and went after Holo.


  Church construction was very similar the world over.


  Just as he had expected, the entrance was there, its doors open.


  He trotted down the narrow path that he knew should lead to the altar, protecting the candle flame with his hand. Soon his view expanded.


  A few slivers of moonlight slipped past a window on the second floor, enough that Lawrence felt he did not need the candle.


  On the other side of the doors that faced the altar he could hear quiet voices.


  He motioned with his eyes to Holo – hurry!


  It could be problematic to explain the key if it was found on them, so he hid it behind the altar as well.


  They sat on the floor’s only indentation, the place where Father Franz had probably said his prayers for so many years.


  Lawrence extinguished the candle and wrapped himself and Holo up in the blanket.


  It had been some time since he’d acted so very like a thief outside the door.


  Once long ago in a harbor town, he had snuck into a trading company’s building with a friend to peek at the company’s order ledger.


  At the time, he had not yet learned how to judge which goods were in demand. Thinking on the situation now, Lawrence realized it was a terrifying risk to take, although still much less so than what he was doing at this very moment.


  After all, nothing he was doing in Tereo would make his coin purse any heavier.


  The door opened, and Sem’s voice filled the room. “Still, as the village elder, I–”


  Lawrence took a deep breath and looked up, dazed as though he had just woken from sleep.


  “My apologies for disturbing your holy time in the church,” said Sem.


  Behind him were Elsa and another villager wielding a wooden stave.


  “Did something… happen?” Lawrence asked.


  “I hope that as someone who has traveled much, you will understand. We may cause you some inconvenience for a time. Please bear with us.”


  The villager wielding the staff took a step forward. Lawrence noted this and stood.


  “I am a merchant who belongs to the Rowen Trade Guild. Many people in the guild’s house in Kumersun are aware that I have come to this village.”


  The villager looked back at Sem, surprised.


  If trouble was to arise with a trade guild, a village the size of Tereo could not hope to escape unscathed.


  In terms of financial strength, a merchant guild was like a nation.


  “Of course, Elder Sem, so long as you are taking appropriate actions as the representative of the village, then as a traveler I will certainly abide by them.”


  “… I understand. But the reason I appear before you and your companion is not out of any malice, I assure you.”


  “What has happened?”


  The patter of more footsteps was heard; Evan had probably awoken.


  Sem glanced in the direction of the footfalls, then looked back. He spoke slowly.


  “Someone in Enberch has eaten the wheat of this village and died.”




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The first thing that came to Lawrence’s mind was a poisonous wheat known as Ridelius’ Hellfire.


  If eaten, it rotted a victim’s limbs from the inside, and he or she would die screaming in agony. Even a small amount would cause terrible hallucinations and force a pregnant woman to miscarry.


  The wheat was believed to come from demons who added fake black wheat to normal ears of wheat, and if it went unnoticed during the harvest and was ground into flour, it would become impossible to find.


  No one would know the wheat was poison until someone ate it and developed symptoms.


  To a farming village that raised wheat, its appearance was a calamity as bad as drought or flood.


  The truly frightening thing about the wheat was not the suffering and death that it caused.


  What made it so terrible was that when Ridelius’ Hellfire was discovered in a year’s harvest, none of the harvest could be eaten.


  “And no one from our village has been poisoned?” asked Sem.


  “I don’t think so, Elder. Grandma Jean is sick in bed, but it’s just a cold,” said a villager.


  “The new wheat was used only to bake bread for the harvest festival, right? So at least we know the wheat we ground before that is safe.”


  The large, flat rock in the village square seemed to be the place where the villagers met to discuss important matters.


  The fire burned red as the sleepy-faced villagers rubbed their eyes and watched their leaders voice various opinions.


  “Hakim said that a shoemaker ate bread made from wheat he bought from Riendott, then died. His limbs turned purple, and he suffered greatly. The Enberch Council soon found out that it was made with wheat from our village. Hakim rode back to Tereo right away, so he doesn’t know what happened after that, but we can guess. The feudal lord, Duke Badon, is sure to send a messenger to ensure the return of the wheat. We can expect an official envoy from Enberch at dawn, no doubt.”


  “R-return the wheat… That means…”


  At the innkeeper’s murmur, all gathered there in the circle fell silent.


  It was Iima who finally spoke. She was one of the few women who had joined the gathering at the stone.


  “It means we’ll have to return the money. Isn’t that right, Elder Sem?”


  “… Yes.”


  The villagers went pale at the pronouncement, clutching their heads.


  Money used was money gone.


  And most of the villagers did not seem likely to have been carefully saving their earnings.


  There were a few, though, who did not clutch their heads in dread – Elder Sem, bar mistress Iima, and Elsa, along with the man who had delivered the letter to Sem during Lawrence’s first visit. And Lawrence and Holo, of course.


  It was not because these people had savings or were especially brave, but rather because they were all capable of rationally thinking about the problem.


  Seen from outside, it was a simple scenario to understand.


  This wheat crisis was a play directed by Enberch.


  “Elder, whatever shall we do? We’ve used the money to buy pigs and chickens and to repair our scythes and plows!”


  “That’s hardly the whole of it. This year’s harvest was abundant, so our tavern laid in fine food and drink. If our money went into such purchases, that means yours did as well,” said Iima.


  All who had drunk too much the night before now unavoidably hung their heads in regret.


  Iima’s words only deepened their shame. She turned to Sem. “But, Elder – that’s not the only problem, is it?” Iima, the woman who had hauled a brewing pot about on her back, selling her ale as she traveled, was an imposing figure indeed.


  “Indeed not. Once poison wheat is mixed in with the real wheat, the whole harvest is lost. This year’s harvest was great – but last year’s was not.”


  Once wheat had been sown and harvested, bringing in triple the sown amount was acceptable. Quadrupling the amount was an excellent harvest. Once the next year’s seed grain was removed, the amount set aside in case of a poor harvest was limited.


  It was possible that the villagers had already eaten last year’s reserve, having counted on this year’s good harvest.


  In any case, the village’s food supply was in dire straits.


  And they had no money with which to buy new wheat.


  “What shall we do? Poverty is bearable but not starvation!”


  “Indeed. However, I–” Sem was going to continue speaking, but he was interrupted when a man next to the innkeeper stood suddenly and pointed at Lawrence and Holo.


  “They’re the ones who mixed poison wheat in with the harvest! I asked him, and he admitted to bringing wheat in! He’s here to ruin our harvest and then force us to buy his wheat!”


  Lawrence had imagined this would happen.


  He also knew that Sem had not brought him and Holo to the square out of malice.


  The elder had known there was a good possibility that if Lawrence and Holo were absent, the villagers would take weapons in hand and go searching for them with suspicion and doubt in their hearts.


  “Th-that must be it! He went to Evan’s all alone to grind his wheat! No, Evan’s in it with him, and they’re trying to destroy the village!”


  “Aye, it’s Evan! Where did that lying miller scum go? Let’s tie them up together and make them tell us which wheat they poisoned!”


  The villagers stood up one after another, ready to pounce on Lawrence.


  Suddenly Elsa took a step forward and spoke. “Please wait.”


  “This is no time for women to interrupt. Get back!”


  “Excuse me?” Iima now stood beside Elsa; she was fully three times the size of the smaller girl. The men cringed, their spirits somewhat cowed.


  Elder Sem cleared his throat as if to settle things for a moment. “Evan is in the church. We can assign blame later. What is important right now is the wheat that may be returned and the money they’re sure to ask for.”


  “We can’t pay with money we don’t have! We’ll have to ask them to wait until next…”


  “If only it were so simple.”


  The men were stunned at the elder’s words. “Elder, what… what do you mean?”


  “Enberch will surely use this as an opportunity to restore the old arrangement,” he said.


  “Surely not…”


  The faces of the older men among the gathering were full of bitterness.


  “What are you saying, Elder? Enberch isn’t allowed to do anything to this village! Father Franz has already made it so!”


  Lawrence didn’t know whether Sem had not explained the nature of Enberch’s relationship to the village or whether the men simply didn’t want to understand it, but he soon found out.


  “Anyway, we should never have allowed Elsa to inherit Father Franz’s position! Enberch will never respect that!”


  “Quite so! She spends all day in that church, never once coming out to work the fields – though she eats her share of bread, ’tis sure. Everyone knows it was thanks to Lord Truyeo’s blessings that the harvest was so good this year. How could some church girl–”


  “Enough!” said Sem.


  Uncertainty only fanned the flames of discontent.


  They burned from the driest, most flammable places, then spread from there.


  It was easy for Lawrence to imagine how hard the serious Elsa had worked to preserve Father Franz’s legacy.


  Having cooperated with her, Sem would likewise have understood.


  But it was all too plain from the villagers’ words how they regarded the girl.


  Lawrence noticed Elsa’s clenched fists and her expressionless face.


  “What shall we do, Elder?” someone asked.


  “In any case, each of us must check to see how much harvest money we have yet, as well as how many provisions we’ve laid in for winter. Until the Enberch messenger arrives, we don’t know what they’ll demand. They may arrive as soon as daybreak. We should adjourn until then – each of you go now, and check as I’ve told you to.”


  Though the men’s sighs were heavy and dissatisfied, they reluctantly stood.


  The gazes that Lawrence and Elsa endured as the men left the meeting stone were full of resentment.


  Though the villagers were unreasonable, it was fortunate that Elder Sem seemed to be their ally.


  If Sem had been their enemy, then Lawrence would have had no choice but to ask for Holo’s help.


  As the villagers dispersed, Sem approached Elsa, his staff in hand. “Elsa, I know this is hard but please endure.”


  Elsa nodded silently. Sem next turned to Iima.


  “Iima, please go with Elsa to the church. The angriest ones may attempt to break in.”


  “You can count on me,” said Iima.


  Lawrence immediately understood the power relationships within the village.


  But where did that leave him and Holo?


  “Mr. Lawrence,” Sem finally said, turning to face him. “Like the other villagers, I have my doubts about you. The timing is too coincidental. However, I hope you would not think me such a fool that I would immediately jump to a conclusion.”


  “Were I in your place, Elder Sem, I would say the same thing,” replied Lawrence.


  His old age made his brow constantly wrinkled, but he seemed slightly relieved. “Both for your own safety and to prevent suspicions from growing still deeper, I’m afraid I will have to ask you to come to my house.”


  Holo and Lawrence were fortunate that he didn’t simply tie them up without any explanation. If they had resisted, it seemed to Lawrence that bloodshed would soon have followed.


  He nodded cooperatively and walked toward Sem’s house behind Sem and the villagers.


  “Y’know, there’s a locked cell somewhere in that village,” the rumor would go once everyone’s tongues were sufficiently loosened by wine.


  It happened after the merchant in question had drunk too much and told all of his tales of profit.


  Once he was told of more money to be made, he was all too happy to follow the villagers into the elder’s house, only to be locked in a cell, never to escape.


  As long as none of the villagers spoke of the event, no one would ever know what happened to the merchant.


  His belongings were all sold off, and the merchant himself was offered up as a sacrifice for a good harvest.


  Strangely, rumors like these seemed to be more common around wealthier villages.


  Fortunately, it did not seem like the sort of thing that was likely to happen in Tereo.


  The room into which Lawrence and Holo were shown was quite ordinary. It was right next to the one in which Lawrence and Sem had spoken when the merchant first arrived in the village.


  The door had no lock, and it seemed that if Holo and Lawrence needed to force their way out, it would not be impossible.


  If they had to come up with a plan, this place was as good as any.


  “What do you think?” asked Lawrence.


  The two sat opposite each other on benches separated by a low table in the center of the room. He spoke softly so as not to be heard by the guard that was no doubt just outside the door.


  “I should’ve given up on looking for the book and left the village with you,” came Holo’s uncharacteristically glum reply.


  However, her face did not look especially guilty nor did it show much regret.


  She focused on one particular spot, her mind furiously working.


  “It’s not clear that would actually have changed anything. Let’s say that we came in to ask after the abbey’s location and left the same day. That would’ve been the day before yesterday. Then the news of Enberch’s poisoned wheat reaches the village today. Obviously they would assume that someone malicious mixed the poison wheat in with the good. And who do you think they would then blame? Us,” said Lawrence.


  “There are no other groups made up of a foolish merchant and a beautiful maiden. They’d soon catch us on horseback,” added Holo.


  Lawrence winced at Holo’s bitter words, but then again, breaking down into sobs of self-recrimination was not exactly Holo’s style.


  “As soon as we set foot in this village, it was inevitable that we would be suspected of poisoning the wheat. Demons bringing calamity always come from without, after all.”


  “And there’s nothing we can say to prove our innocence.”


  Lawrence nodded.


  Whether a demon or a malicious human poisoned the wheat was irrelevant – when calamity occurred, people needed something to blame.


  It was not that demons were responsible for wrongdoing, but rather that when something bad happened, demons were blamed.


  “The circumstances are too perfect. The more I think about it, the more convinced I am that this is a move by Enberch to gain control of Tereo. Everyone in the region must be aware of the tax dispute between the two. If Tereo’s wheat suddenly turns up poisoned, Enberch is going to be the obvious suspect. Tereo has people supporting it, and those people would surely not keep silent. So Enberch needs someone else to blame. Then we just happened to show up, which gave them the perfect opportunity to execute their plan.”


  If this was all true, Lawrence had a good notion of what lay at the end of it.


  “Then when they hold their negotiations with the village, they’ll offer the condition of delayed payment so long as the villagers find the person responsible.”


  Thus Enberch would both be able to convince its neighbors that this was not Enberch’s own doing and to bring Tereo under its control while Lawrence and Holo evaporated like so much dew on the executioner’s block.


  “Enberch won’t want to get in trouble with our trade guild, so they certainly won’t have a trial to determine our guilt. They’ll simply declare us guilty and execute us, promising to lower Tereo’s debt so long as the villagers of Tereo keep quiet about who we were and where we came from, and that would be that.”


  Holo sighed and bit her thumbnail. “And you’re content with that?”


  “Of course not.” Lawrence laughed and shrugged, but admittedly he did not know what they should do to extricate themselves from the situation.


  “If we run, they’ll be certain to think it was us who poisoned the wheat, and if your face is then posted everywhere, you won’t be able to do business,” said Holo.


  “It would be the end of my life as a merchant, yes.”


  So what to do?


  Holo seemed to suddenly realize something and spoke. “Hm. Ah, could you not seek help with the guild you’re a member of?”


  “Help, huh. If I could do that I… ah. Hm.” Lawrence tapped on his own head. Holo peered at him uncertainly.


  “Wait – you’re here,” he finally said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Something good. If I was riding on your back, could we escape to another town faster than on horseback?”


  “Certainly.”


  “This isn’t long-distance trading, and in any case, the only thing faster than a horse is a ship. The net Enberch would throw out to catch us can only extend at the speed a horse can run. Which means–”


  Holo sniffed slightly through her nose. It was hard to know if it was a small sigh or a reply.


  “I was thinking that if I was traveling with you in the cart, we’d never be able to contact a guild house before they caught us. But if we can make it to the guild, we can get some measure of protection. If news of a guild member using poisoned wheat to do business got around, it would be a disaster – so they’ll do whatever they can to put a stop to it.


  “If the people trying to trap us are thinking similarly, they may give up the chase as soon as they see we’ve escaped.


  “However–”


  Lawrence’s pleasure at seeing a way out of the situation was short-lived; soon he saw its inevitable conclusion.


  “But after that, who do you think will be accused of being the culprit?” he asked.


  There was no need to ask. It would obviously be the person that all the villagers knew was a liar, the one who they had always regarded with suspicion and whose occupation afforded him the perfect opportunity to poison the wheat: Evan the miller.


  Holo was quick to grasp what Lawrence was getting at.


  She put on an annoyed expression. “Fine then, let him ride on my back as well. He wants to see the outside world anyway, yes? I won’t refuse him. If the girl’s in danger, put her on as well. You are absurdly softhearted, after all – honestly, the trouble I’m put through on your account…” she said, as though already having given up trying to protest.


  With Lawrence and Evan gone, Enberch would have no one to point to as the culprit.


  Not only that, but with both of them gone, Enberch would have to claim to surrounding towns that Evan was the criminal and that he had fled because he was guilty. There would be no need to go after Lawrence since doing so risked trouble with his guild.


  “The trouble, though, is that you’ll have to reveal your true form,” said Lawrence.


  Holo gave an incredulous smile, miffed at being underestimated. “I am not so narrow-minded as to be worried about that. ’Tis true, though… Being feared does wound my fragile heart.”


  There was a hint of accusation in Holo’s eyes, perhaps at the memory of Lawrence’s fear when he had first seen her wolf form in the sewers of Pazzio.


  But she soon bit her lower lip mischievously, flashing her fangs slightly, and said, “Or is it simply that you wish to be the only person who knows my secret?”


  At a loss for words, Lawrence cleared his throat.


  Holo chuckled throatily. “If this is what you wish to do, I do not mind.”


  It was unavoidable. He couldn’t think of another way out of the predicament. “It’s the worst-case solution, of course, but the chances of it turning out like this are very high. It would be a shame to leave behind the horse, wagon, and cargo, but there’s nothing for it but to think of them as fallen into a deep valley.”


  “I suppose I don’t mind being your new wagon.”


  It was a clever jest.


  “Oh? I’d like to see the cart horse that holds its own reins.”


  Just as Holo flashed her invincible smile, there was a knock at the door.


  The door opened to reveal Sem.


  The crisis that the village faced seemed too heavy a burden for his aged body.


  Though it was probably an effect of the light coming from the candles that hung from the ceiling, he seemed to have become even more haggard looking.


  “Might I have a word with you?” he asked.


  It did not seem likely that he had heard Lawrence’s hushed exchange with Holo.


  After all, Holo would not have let her guard down and spoken if that was a possibility.


  “Yes, we were just hoping to speak to you,” said Lawrence.


  “Well, if you’ll excuse me,” said Sem, holding himself up on his staff and entering the room. A villager stood behind him, guarding the door.


  Perhaps unused to the prospect of violence, the villager was obviously nervous.


  “Please close the door,” said Sem. The villager’s eyes widened in surprise, but he grudgingly did as he was told and closed the door.


  It was obvious that he believed Lawrence and Holo were guilty.


  “Well, then,” said Sem, placing the candle he held on the table. “Who exactly are you two, then?”


  He certainly got right to the point.


  Lawrence flashed his merchant’s smile. “We are nobody of note, I should say. I have already told you who I am.”


  “Yes, you have indeed told me who you are. Though I have not yet confirmed it, I do believe you.”


  Sem’s gaze moved from Lawrence to Holo.


  Holo looked down silently, her head covered by her hood.


  It almost appeared as though she were sleeping.


  “You were asking after Diendran Abbey. What business do you have there?”


  Sem had conceded that the abbey existed. This was progress.


  When Lawrence had originally inquired about the abbey’s whereabouts, Sem had pretended not to know anything about it.


  What he wanted now was to ascertain whether Lawrence and Holo were from Enberch.


  But what would he do after gaining that knowledge?


  “A person I met in Kumersun told me of the abbot of Diendran Abbey. To be precise, she did not tell me but rather my companion.”


  It was Sem’s greatest fear that Lawrence and Holo had been sent from Enberch.


  But it seemed that he did not have the patience for subtle questions that would draw out the truth.


  He took a deep, wheezy breath, his eyes imploring. “Did you not come here on the orders of Enberch? If you did, how much – how much did they pay you?”


  “We did come through Enberch, but it was only one stop on our travels. It is for our own goals that we sought out Diendran Abbey.”


  “Enough lies!” shouted Sem hoarsely, leaning forward, his expression almost monstrous in the candlelight.


  “We have nothing to do with the dispute between Enberch and Tereo. I only understood the problem by putting together things I heard at your tavern, things I learned by talking to Evan and Miss Elsa, and my own experience,” said Lawrence.


  Sem feared the possibility that Lawrence and Holo were spies from Enberch.


  The poison wheat problem did not center around heresy and the Church – it was about money.


  Depending on the negotiations, the village was not necessarily doomed.


  But if the Church got involved, it would not be so simple.


  “A-are… are you truly not from Enberch?” Sem himself was probably aware that no answer they gave would fully convince him.


  But he had to ask, and Lawrence could only answer one way.


  “We are truly not.”


  Sem looked down, his face a mask of suffering, as though he had swallowed a red-hot ingot of iron. Even sitting, he had to support his body with his staff.


  He raised his head slowly. “If that is true…”


  No doubt by now Sem knew the villagers’ financial situation.


  Lawrence thought this over, and this was immediately clear that if all the wheat was returned, the village would fall into ruin.


  This meant the profit that came once every half a year – perhaps only once a year – would vanish in an instant.


  “If that is true… might you lend us your wisdom… and your money?”


  Holo moved slightly.


  She might have remembered Lawrence having to beg for loans in Ruvinheigen.


  He’d been caught in a trap and had to frantically run around borrowing money.


  At the time, he had felt like a drowning man, trying to breathe even if it meant inhaling water.


  But Lawrence was a merchant.


  “I can lend you my wisdom. However–”


  “I would not ask you to provide it free of charge,” said Sem.


  Lawrence met Sem’s keen eyes.


  He did not imagine that Tereo had much to offer him by way of compensation.


  There were only a few possibilities.


  “In exchange, I will guarantee your safety,” said Sem.


  Tereo might have been a small village, but it was a community and Sem was its leader.


  In a poor village, a merchant’s coin was powerful.


  But against the scythes and hoes of angry villagers, a merchant was helpless.


  “Is that a threat?”


  “The reason I did not simply have you bound on the spot was because you first came to greet me with wheat,” said Sem.


  He was quite adroit.


  Lawrence did not feel that arguing would improve his situation.


  Besides, he had already conferred with Holo; he knew his course of action. Cooperating with Sem would make everything easier.


  “I suppose I have no choice but to agree.”


  “…”


  “However” – Lawrence straightened up and looked Sem in the eye – “should I succeed in turning the situation around, I will ask for appropriate compensation.”


  Lawrence was neither begging for his life nor asking to be left some small portion of his own money, but rather making demands of remuneration. Sem seemed momentarily stunned but soon came to himself.


  Perhaps he thought Lawrence’s self-confidence was warranted.


  Or perhaps he simply wanted to believe as much.


  But the truth was that Lawrence lied in order to win Sem’s trust.


  He wanted to get away from this village as peaceably as possible. Thus the best course of action was to wait for the messenger from Enberch to arrive, and then Lawrence would see for himself what Tereo’s fate would be.


  Assuming that Enberch wished to take control of Tereo as easily as possible, it was unlikely that the townspeople would have investigated whether the poisoned wheat had occurred naturally or was the result of foul play.


  They would probably leave the mystery unsolved.


  “Very well. Tell me all the details,” said Lawrence to Sem. Maybe by some miracle they could turn the situation around.


  The more of the story Lawrence heard from Sem, the worse it got.


  The contract Father Franz had negotiated with Enberch was unlike anything Lawrence had ever heard of, beginning with the stipulation that Tereo could simply name its selling price and amount when selling wheat to Enberch.


  But looking at the books that Father Franz had assembled in the church’s cellar, it was easy to imagine that he had powerful supporters somewhere.


  Bound in leather and reinforced at all four corners with iron, each volume would have cost a fortune.


  Based on the letters that Lawrence had spied on Elsa’s desk, Father Franz had been personally acquainted with the duke of a nearby border region, as well as the bishop of a very large bishopric.


  Though he was suspected of heresy time and time again, Father Franz had been able to live out his days peacefully, no doubt because of his powerful connections. Like the ropes that are woven together to create a net, the bonds between people could be a source of great strength.


  Sem claimed not to know how Father Franz had imposed the contract on Enberch, which was probably true.


  He speculated that Father Franz had learned something damaging about Duke Badon, the ruler of Enberch, which seemed likely.


  Father Franz had certainly been a remarkable man.


  However, this was no time to waste breath singing the praises of the deceased.


  If Lawrence could find a way to solve the village’s problem, it would be good business for him, so he wanted to give the matter serious thought.


  The extravagance with which the villagers squandered Father Franz’s legacy was nothing short of tragic.


  Even if Lawrence were to hand over all his gold and silver in the village’s name, the money would make little difference.


  It was clear that if all the wheat was returned, the village would be ruined.


  But nothing would come from such thoughts. Lawrence offered the only possibility he could think of.


  “Properly speaking, Enberch will want to purchase wheat from next year’s harvest to make up for whatever they’re left owing now.”


  “… Which means?”


  “It means that they’ll set a price now for the purchase of all the wheat from your fields next year.”


  Sem did not even understand the idea of green harvesting – it was obvious how long the village had been free of worry.


  “I-if that is possible, then we would have a reprieve, for the nonce–”


  “But the buying party has the advantage. As they are paying for something that does not yet exist, it is only favorable to them if they’re given a significant discount. And once the price is agreed upon, no matter how large the harvest, you must still sell it all at that price.”


  “B-but that’s absurd.”


  “So even if next year’s harvest is as abundant as this year’s, your income will drop so you will have to speculatively sell wheat from the following year to make up the difference, which means your third year’s income will be even lower. They may even take advantage of your weakness to cancel the deal in case of a poor harvest. I’m sure you understand what would happen after that.”


  It was for this reason that villagers normally spent so much time on side jobs during the winter.


  They had to save money to prevent others from stealing their land.


  “I always thought that all would be well so long as we avoided taxation… That is why I tried so hard to guard what Father Franz left us.”


  “You were not mistaken. However, the villagers did not understand how great the gift of Father Franz’s legacy was.”


  “I see… I know it is too late for such talk, but when Father Franz first arrived, he asked to stay at the church in exchange for his improving relations with Enberch. Though we had a church in our village, we could not abandon our faith in the ancient guardian of the land, Lord Truyeo. Father Franz claimed not to care about that, and he was never involved in any proselytizing. He simply lived in the church.”


  The villagers had probably thought of Father Franz as a blessing sent to them by Lord Truyeo.


  “I can’t believe it has come to this,” said Sem finally.


  “Elder Sem, surely you saw the potential for this to happen, did you not?” asked Lawrence bluntly.


  Sem’s face went blank, and he closed his eyes, sighing. “I suppose… I did. But to think that Khepas liquor would turn up…”


  “Khepas liquor?”


  “Ah, yes, that is what we call the poison wheat. It is made from rye, and we all know of it – I cannot imagine that any from the village would be so careless as to mix it with wheat at sufficient purity to kill a man.”


  Lawrence agreed. “So it will be assumed that someone did it intentionally,” he said.


  “The villagers will blame the traveler since outsiders are always the subject of suspicion,” said Sem.


  “And after that, Evan the miller.”


  Sem nodded and then nodded again. “I spoke with Elsa a moment ago, and she believes Enberch to be responsible. I am pathetic. I believed that so long as we could raise wheat and sell it easily, we would have peace. I thought of nothing else.”


  “When the messenger from Enberch arrives, it will be clear whether this is all their doing or not. If possible, I would like to speak to Elsa before then,” said Lawrence.


  All of the advice Lawrence had given Sem was simply a setup to deliver this line.


  “Understood.” Sem stood and opened the door, giving the villager there some brief instructions. He then turned to Lawrence. “This man will take you to her.”


  Sem clung to his staff as he moved aside for Lawrence and Holo to pass.


  “Embarrassingly this has taken… a toll on this old body of mine. Please tell me what you learn later.”


  The villager hastily pushed forth from the chair he had been sitting on. Sem sat on it now, pain in his features.


  Though it was convenient that Sem would not be following them to the church, he was also the one who could protect Holo and Lawrence from the ire of the villagers.


  Lawrence certainly hoped that this would all be resolved peacefully.


  He would feel bad if Sem were to collapse now, so he left the man with some kind words before leaving his house.


  The fire in the village square still burned brightly with small groups of villagers gathered here and there talking.


  As soon as Lawrence and Holo emerged from the elder’s house, the villagers’ eyes all fell upon them.


  “Well, that’s certainly unpleasant,” muttered Holo.


  If the villager leading them to the Church was to betray them, Lawrence and Holo would almost certainly be beaten and hanged by the angry mob.


  It was an incredibly delicate situation.


  Though the church was but a short distance away, it seemed very far indeed now.


  “Iima – the elder sent us.” They had finally reached the church, whereupon the villager knocked on the door and announced himself quite loudly.


  No doubt the loud voice was also to announce to the surrounding villagers that he was leading the two travelers on the elder’s orders.


  What a villager feared above all was to be singled out by his fellow villagers.


  Soon the church door opened, and Iima invited Lawrence and Holo inside. The villager that was their escort seemed visibly relieved, his shoulders sagging.


  The hate-filled gazes that Lawrence and Holo endured were dyed red by the firelight, but now the closing church door blocked them out.


  It was a magnificent door, but Lawrence was not sure how it would hold up against anything but hateful gazes.


  “The elder sent you, then? What is it?” Though she had let them into the church, Iima blocked their path, not letting them enter any farther.


  “I need to speak with Miss Elsa.”


  “With Elsa?” asked Iima, her eyes narrowed with suspicion.


  “Sem guaranteed my safety in exchange for my wisdom and coin. But to make that wisdom and coin as effective as possible, I need accurate information. I believe Miss Elsa has a better understanding of the situation than Sem does.”


  Lawrence expected that Iima, who had lived and traveled alone, would have some sympathy for him and Holo and the unreasonable situation they now found themselves in.


  Whether or not that hope was clear to her, she gestured with her chin in the direction of the living room. “She’s in there; follow me,” said Iima, heading into the church.


  Holo was still looking into the sanctuary.


  Had Lawrence not been there, she would have long since forced her way into the church, and once she had the book clenched between her wolf teeth, Holo would have run for the horizon.


  To the left of the sanctuary were the priestly offices and study.


  Candlelight shone from around the corner at the end of the hallway, and when the group rounded it, they found Evan.


  He stood there before the door to the living room, ax in hand. It was not hard to guess why he was there.


  When he noticed Lawrence and Holo, he was at first surprised before his face settled into a more complicated expression.


  There were two people in the village who were suspected of poisoning the wheat. Evan, of course, knew it wasn’t himself, so that left only one person to suspect. He was, though, one of the few people who could see the path that all the village’s wheat took.


  Perhaps he knew there was no chance Lawrence could have poisoned it.


  “Elsa is here, correct?”


  “Ah, yes, but–”


  “The elder’s already given permission. Elsa! Elsa!” said Iima as she shoved past Evan.


  The blade of the ax Evan held was rusted, and the handle looked as though it had been eaten away by termites.


  Lawrence could understand what would make Evan grab such a weapon and stand in front of the door like that.


  After all, Lawrence himself had stood in front of Holo, exhausted and beaten up, to protect her in the sewers beneath Pazzio.


  “What is it?” asked Elsa.


  “You’ve got guests.”


  “Huh? Oh–”


  “We’ve come to speak with you,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa’s expression was somehow even more neutral than it had been when he’d visited the church before. “Very well, come in–”


  Iima raised her voice. “Elsa.”


  Elsa was just about to retreat into the room when she turned around at Iima’s voice.


  “Is it really all right?” Iima asked.


  No doubt she was referring to Lawrence and Holo.


  Lawrence was not at all confident in his ability to best Iima in a scuffle. He considered it as she gave him an unintimidated glance.


  Evan swallowed hard and looked on.


  “We cannot depend upon them, but we can trust them,” said Elsa. “After all, they do at least know how to pray.”


  This was just the kind of sarcasm that Holo liked. Lawrence noticed that Elsa herself wore a slight smile.


  Beneath her hood, Holo’s expression suggested that she had no time for dealing with unimportant people – but what actually irritated her was no doubt that she wished to retort but could not.


  “Fine. Evan, boy – you protect her, you hear?” ordered Iima, slapping Evan’s shoulder and walking back down the hallway.


  It spoke well of Iima that she did not insist upon being included in the conversation.


  So long as she was around, Evan and Elsa would feel secure.


  “I apologize for the interruption,” said Lawrence, entering the room with Holo behind him.


  Evan, ax in hand, was about to follow them, but Elsa stopped him. “You wait outside.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Please.”


  Evan’s reluctance was understandable. He nodded grudgingly after Elsa asked again but still seemed dissatisfied.


  Lawrence untied the coin purse that was fixed at his waist and held it out to Evan. “Any merchant would weep if he lost his coin purse. I’m leaving it with you. Think of it as proof that you can trust me.”


  The coin purse contained only his cash on hand, so it was not a great deal of money to Lawrence, but Evan took hold of the bag like it was glowing hot, looking back and forth between the purse and Lawrence’s face, his expression on the verge of tears.


  “I’ll leave it in your care, then,” finished Lawrence.


  Evan nodded and took a step back.


  Elsa closed the door, then looked back into the room.


  “Quite an excellent performance. If Enberch was as skilled as you, we would have no choice but to surrender,” she said with a sigh.


  “Do you doubt us?”


  “If you were from Enberch, then it would be Church elders coming to the village, not a wagon loaded with wheat.”


  Elsa stepped away from the door and sat in a chair, gesturing perfunctorily for Lawrence and Holo to do the same. She massaged her temples, as though suffering from a truly awful headache.


  She continued. “Besides, it’s even harder to believe you came here to poison the wheat than it is to believe you’ve come in search of heresy.”


  “By which you mean…?”


  “Hmph. While Elder Sem still doubts you, all this… all this is clearly Enberch’s doing. I just never imagined it would come to this.”


  “Father Franz passed away this past summer, correct? It’s hard to have poison wheat ready in a mere six months. Anywhere you go, Ridelius’ Hellfire – er, I mean Khepas liquor – is hidden and disposed of as soon as it appears,” said Lawrence.


  If Enberch had prepared the poison wheat long ago and never put the plan into action, it was probably because no conveniently unseasonable travelers to foist the blame on had come through Enberch into Tereo until now.


  Thinking about this rationally, the townspeople had probably also feared Father Franz.


  By the same token, however, they had likewise no doubt decided that they could safely act against Elsa.


  “The village’s financial state is hopeless. I would very much like to ask for aid from my supporters, but they are all of them only supporting me because of my father’s legacy. It is all I can do to convince them to continue that support. If I ask for more, I risk losing what I have,” said Elsa.


  “… Undoubtedly.” Lawrence cleared his throat. “So, Miss Elsa – what do you think will become of us now?”


  A typical clergyman would tell him that as long as he trusted in God’s grace, there was no need to worry, that God knew the truth.


  A smile played at the corners of Elsa’s mouth. “Are you asking me?” she inquired quietly.


  “The ones who can best tell me how Enberch’s play will end are you and Iima.”


  “As well as the two of you, don’t you agree?”


  Elsa clearly did not want to say it herself.


  On the matter of what sorts of demands Enberch’s messenger would bring and who would be taken back to Enberch in exchange for the wheat, Lawrence and Elsa were likely of one mind.


  Lawrence nodded, then looked at Holo next to him.


  Beneath her hood, she looked sleepy.


  She was well aware of what her role would soon be, so she seemed to be saying, “Let me rest until then.”


  Lawrence suddenly looked back at Elsa. “We are planning to escape,” he said casually.


  Elsa was unmoved. If anything, her face betrayed displeasure, as if she were dealing with a particularly dense and slow child. “I believe the time for escape has long passed.”


  “Do you think Enberch already has the road under watch?”


  “That may well be. If they have indeed planned all of this, then they would need you two as well.”


  Elsa’s opinion reinforced Lawrence’s – which meant the same problem troubled both of them.


  “The village’s suspicion is aimed at you and Evan. It will be difficult to defend yourselves. Yet if you run, it will be the same as admitting your guilt,” said Lawrence.


  Had Elsa been a bit older and a man, she would have been able to easily inherit Father Franz’s great legacy, Lawrence felt.


  “Regardless, even if the two of you managed to escape on horseback, you might not even make it past the villagers.”


  “If my companion were merely the maiden she looks to be, that would be true.”


  Lawrence got the sense that Holo’s ears twitched, perhaps due to her irritation at Elsa’s gaze.


  “Speaking in terms of outcomes, we can escape. We can escape whenever we wish,” he said.


  “Then… why aren’t you?”


  Lawrence nodded. “First, we have not yet read through all the books in the cellar. Also, if we run, who do you think would be next in line to receive the villagers’ ire?”


  Elsa did not so much as swallow.


  Her quick, logical mind had already led her to that conclusion, and she already seemed to have been prepared to face it.


  “I do not know how you plan to escape, but do you have confidence that you can take Evan with you?”


  “Not only him, but you as well.”


  For the first time, Elsa smiled. “Ridiculous,” it seemed to say. “I will neither impede nor encourage your escape. As a villager, I cannot allow you to run as you are still the most suspicious party. But as a follower of the Church, I cannot allow you to be unjustly condemned and would hope for your successful flight.”


  She must have thought Lawrence was cornered and speaking nonsense – thus the strange carelessness of her manner.


  “In any case, regarding your first point, I have no reason to refuse you at this late hour. I would like to let you finish reading the books…” she continued.


  “At this point, there’s but a single volume we’d like to see.”


  Holo shifted and said, “’Tis directly behind the altar. I’d like to read just that book… given the situation. I will not ask for more.”


  Elsa closed her eyes slowly, seeming to come to a decision. She may have decided to grant some grace to people who she felt would soon be dead.


  She stood and opened the door.


  “Wh-whoa!”


  “Eavesdropping brings punishment,” said Elsa.


  “Er, no, I didn’t mean to–”


  “Honestly. It matters not either way. There is a book hidden behind the altar. Go fetch it, please.”


  The discussion that had just taken place was not a loud one, so Lawrence was not sure whether Evan had heard it.


  Evan hesitated for a moment but soon ran off down the hallway.


  Elsa watched him go and seemed to murmur something under her breath, but Lawrence couldn’t catch what it was.


  It might have been “If we could escape,” but before he could ask Holo, Elsa turned back to face him.


  “I will not try to stop you from escaping. However” – she was every inch the noble clergywoman – “until you do, would you lend us your wisdom? There are none in this village who know well the ways of coin.”


  Naturally Lawrence nodded. “I will, though I cannot guarantee that you will find my answers satisfying.”


  Elsa blinked in surprise, then gave the same small smile she seemed to use on Evan. “It seems you merchants quite enjoy that line.”


  “We are a careful lot,” said Lawrence, whereupon Holo stepped on his foot.


  “I’ve brought the book.”


  Evan must have found the book easily. He’d returned faster than Lawrence had expected.


  “But… isn’t this one of the books of pagan legends? Why do you need it?” Evan asked.


  Holo walked over to him and took – no, snatched – the book from him.


  The contents of the book were something so important that Father Franz had been careful to record them impartially. Holo had no time for Evan’s questions.


  Lawrence answered for her. “When one gets old, the ancient tales get more interesting.”


  “Huh?” grunted Evan cluelessly.


  Holo walked right past him and into the hallway.


  It was obvious that she didn’t want to read the book while others looked on. Lawrence had Elsa light a candle for him, then placed it on a sconce, and followed after Holo.


  When he arrived in the rear of the sanctuary, he found Holo crouched down, holding her knees like a scolded child.


  “No matter how good your eyes are, you can’t read in the dark.”


  She hugged the book, trembling faintly.


  Just when Lawrence wondered if she was crying, she looked up slowly. Her face betrayed no hint of weakness.


  “Listen, you,” she began. “If I destroy this book in anger, will you make amends?”


  She was not jesting. This was much more Holo-like than any tears would be.


  Lawrence sighed and shrugged. “I don’t mind paying for it, but don’t tear pages out to dry your eyes.” He felt it was a fairly good line.


  Holo grinned, showing her fangs as she looked up. “You’d happily buy my tears at a high price, though. ’Twould be a shame not to cry them.”


  “There are many counterfeit gems in the world. I’d hate to purchase a fake.”


  It was their usual banter.


  They both laughed at the absurdity of it.


  “Will you leave me alone for a while to read?” she asked.


  “I shall. But tell me your thoughts when you’re finished.”


  If possible, Lawrence wanted to be at her side as she read.


  Saying so, however, risked her anger.


  Worrying about someone was the same as not trusting them.


  Holo was a proud wisewolf. Lawrence could plainly see that treating her like a delicate, weeping maiden would bring furious reprisals.


  He would worry about her when she called upon him to do so.


  Leaving Holo to her reading, he said no more, nor did he look back. Holo took a deep breath as though she had already forgotten his presence.


  The next moment, he heard a decisive page flip.


  As he walked down the dim hallway, Lawrence tapped his head with his closed fist, trying to think about something else.


  Elsa had not given up on trying to restore the village’s position. If the knowledge and experience Lawrence possessed could be of any help, he would lend it.


  Also, in the back of his mind, he was searching for the words he would need to persuade Evan to flee with him should the worst come to pass.


  “Oh, Mr. Lawrence, aren’t you going to stay with her?” came Evan’s surprised query when Lawrence returned to the room.


  Noticing the change in mood, Elsa casually withdrew her hand from Evan’s, wiping the corners of her eyes. Holo was never so sweet.


  “Ah, if it would be better for me to be elsewhere, I can go.”


  Elsa cleared her throat, and Evan looked blank.


  Lawrence wondered if that was what he looked like from the outside, but he didn’t have the luxury of such pointless worries at the moment.


  No doubt Elsa, too, would prefer to simply be at Evan’s side, never having to worry about anything.


  She soon regained her neutral expression.


  “Well, then, how can my knowledge and experience help you?”


  “I heard from Elder Sem earlier that if all the wheat is returned, we will be short seventy limar.”


  The limar was a gold coin equal to twenty silver trenni pieces, which meant the debt would come to about fourteen hundred trenni.


  That was probably equivalent to the amount the town had spent on repairing their tools, laying in provisions for the winter, and on buying food, drink, and luxuries. Generously estimating Tereo’s population at one hundred households, that came to fourteen silver pieces for each one. The village’s farmland was not particularly large – fourteen silver pieces was far too high a figure.


  “Even if they collect everything I own, it would be like scattering water on a hot cooking stone. If Enberch is the buyer, they’ll beat the price down as low as they can. All the wheat in my cart would barely go for two hundred silver at best,” said Lawrence.


  “That’s not all we lack. We can’t very well eat the seed grain that’s been stored in the granary, so we’ll need to come up with funds to purchase more to eat…” said Elsa.


  “Could we not test the returned wheat for poison by feeding small amounts of it to, say, dogs?” Evan asked.


  In the worst case, that would be their only option.


  But would the villagers be able to survive mainly on bread from possibly poisoned wheat clear through to the next year’s harvest?


  Unlikely.


  “Khepas liquor is invisible, and even if you took a handful of safe wheat from a sack, the wheat directly beneath it might well be poisoned.”


  Even supposing that Holo could tell poisoned wheat from safe, they would never be able to make the villagers trust her.


  They could pick some flour at random and make a loaf of bread, but the next loaf might well be deadly.


  “It is not hard to see that this is all Enberch’s doing. And yet we cannot expose them – why? Why is it that the first one to tell a lie receives all the trust?” blurted Elsa, palm against her forehead.


  Such things happened in business all the time.


  Lawrence had seen any number of scuffles wherein the party to cast the first stone wound up winning.


  It was a common saying that while God reveals the model for righteousness, He does not execute its proof.


  Elsa’s feeling of powerlessness was understandable.


  “Bemoaning our fate will get us nowhere,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa nodded, her head still resting in her hand. She looked up and spoke. “True. I can’t very well cry now, my father… Father Franz, he would… would…”


  “Elsa!”


  Her legs seemed to lose all their strength, and she was about to collapse, but Evan managed to catch her just before she did.


  She seemed exhausted, her eyes half-lidded and unfocused. She’d had her hand pressed to her head out of dizziness – anemia, perhaps.


  “I’ll fetch Iima,” said Lawrence.


  Evan nodded, then lay Elsa down gently, pushing the chair aside.


  Elsa had fainted before when Lawrence and Holo had revealed the truth of Holo’s existence.


  This leader of a church that no one attended – she was not so different from a god without worshipers.


  With neither tithes nor offerings, she had only a poor miller for company.


  No matter how the two of them split their meager bread, it would come with intolerable suffering, Lawrence could tell.


  He headed to the entrance of the sanctuary where he found Iima planted in a chair. She stood as soon as she noticed Lawrence.


  “Miss Elsa has collapsed.”


  “Again? Anemia, right? She pushes herself too far, that girl.”


  Iima brushed past Lawrence and returned shortly carrying Elsa in her arms, heading for the living room.


  Behind them came Evan, holding a candle in one hand, his expression clouded.


  “Hey, Mr. Lawrence?”


  “Hm?”


  “What’s… what’s going to become of us?” asked Evan as he looked blankly toward the living room. He seemed a different person from the Evan of a few moments ago.


  Elsa’s collapse had clearly shaken him.


  No, that wasn’t it, Lawrence corrected himself.


  Evan couldn’t let himself look uncertain in front of Elsa.


  Even the stout Elsa had turned to Evan for reassurance as soon as Lawrence was no longer nearby.


  And as the one whose reassurance was sought, Evan could not let himself look weak.


  But that did not mean he didn’t have fears of his own.


  “Elsa keeps saying it can’t be, but the villagers – they all suspect you and me, don’t they?”


  Evan did not look at Lawrence.


  “That’s right,” Lawrence said, staring off vaguely.


  Evan inhaled sharply. “I knew it…”


  His face looked almost relieved.


  It seemed to Lawrence like an expression of defeat, but suddenly Evan continued. “Still–” he said, looking up. “Was what you said before true?”


  “Which part?”


  “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but… the part about being able to escape.”


  “Oh yes. Yes, we can escape.”


  Evan looked quickly toward the living room, then back at Lawrence. “With Elsa as well?”


  “Yes.”


  Evan was used to being the object of suspicion but unused to feeling that emotion himself; he looked uncomfortable.


  It was clear that beneath the flames of his doubt was a desire to believe.


  “If my companion and I escape alone, the blame will fall upon you and Elsa. It is thus my own selfish wish that if there is to be an escape, I would want to bring both of you with me.”


  “That’s not selfish at all! I don’t want to die here. I don’t want to let Elsa die here. If you’ll help us, I want to run. Even Elsa, I’m sure she–” Evan looked down, wiping the corners of his eyes before continuing. “I’m sure she wants to get out of this village. The villagers claim to owe Father Franz a great debt, but they never show a bit of gratitude. They never listened to his teachings, and even when they offered huge sacrifices to the old god of the village, they wouldn’t give so much as a loaf of bread to the church. If it hadn’t been for Elder Sem and Mrs. Iima, we’d have starved to death long ago.”


  Evan’s words were heavy and unpremeditated.


  It seemed like he had much more to say, and his mouth opened as if to speak. His thoughts could not keep up, though, and no words came.


  It was Iima emerging from the living room who interrupted. “The outside world isn’t great, either,” she said, hands on her hips and a weary expression on her face. “But it’s a lot better than this place. I don’t know how many times I’ve tried to tell her.”


  “You’ve some experience with the traveling life, don’t you?” asked Lawrence.


  “I surely do. You heard my tales at the tavern, didn’t you? I don’t think a person needs to stay in the same town or village her whole life. The villagers’ attitude changed just like that as soon as Father Franz’s health failed, but that girl’s so stubborn. She would’ve wanted to leave long ago, Evan, even without you telling her to.”


  Evan turned away, though out of embarrassment or anger it was difficult to say.


  “But what’s going on now… it’s a disaster for the village. I’m just as scared about our future as anyone else. But I have to admit that it would be a good chance for this misfit church to finally wash its hands of Tereo.”


  Saying the church would “wash its hands” of Tereo was putting a nice face on it. There was no getting around the fact that Elsa and Evan were being chased out. Lawrence hoped that Holo wasn’t listening in on this conversation.


  However, he didn’t feel that it made any sense for Elsa and Evan to stay behind just to die together.


  “So, if you… er…” started Iima.


  “Lawrence. Kraft Lawrence.”


  “Ah, yes, Mr. Lawrence. If you have some way of escaping with them, I think you should. No – I want you to. This place is my home, after all. I don’t want it to have the reputation that would come from putting innocent people to death. It would be too sad.”


  The village’s wheat had been poisoned and was going to be returned. How many people would worry about reputation in such a crisis?


  “I suppose we’ll need to persuade Elsa.”


  Iima nodded at Evan’s statement.


  People left their hometowns for many reasons. Some, like Lawrence, cut all ties while others left out of necessity. Still others – Iima, for example – had their homes destroyed.


  Holo had left to go traveling for a time and had ended up not returning home for centuries, during which time Yoitsu was destroyed.


  Sometimes things went as one wished; other times they did not. Why was the way of the world always thus?


  Perhaps it was because they were in a church that Lawrence’s thoughts strayed to such uncharacteristic places.


  “I expect everyone will stay quiet until Enberch’s messenger arrives. It would be best to make your preparations and leave by then if you’re leaving,” said Iima.


  Sem had said that the messenger would probably arrive around daybreak.


  They had some time until then.


  Evan nodded and dashed off to the living room.


  Lawrence was about to check on Holo when Iima stopped him.


  “There’s all this talk of leaving, but exactly how do you plan on escaping?” she asked.


  It was a perfectly reasonable question.


  Its answer, however, was anything but.


  “If one can enter a forest and chance upon a maiden who brews delicious ale, then surely there are other equally mysterious beings in the world?”


  Iima was taken aback for a moment, then smiled dubiously. “Don’t tell me you’ve met a fairy.”


  It was a gamble.


  Lawrence shrugged and gave a vague nod.


  Iima laughed heartily. “Ha! Do such things truly happen, I wonder.”


  “No doubt the duke who discovered you felt the same way.”


  Iima smiled, then touched her cheek thoughtfully. “I certainly heard such stories on my travels, but to think… I gather you speak of your companion?”


  The gamble had paid off.


  “I cannot very well lie in a church.”


  “Quite so. Well, I am but the mistress of the tavern and may as well be drunk the whole year long. All I wish is for this village to be a good one. I’m sorry for holding you up.”


  Lawrence shook his head. “Not at all.”


  Iima grinned. “I’ve heard tell that to capture a luck fairy in a bottle, you need to use liquor brewed from nectar. It’s liquor that lured me to this village as well.”


  “I’ll make sure to use wine next time I’m in trouble,” said Lawrence with a smile as he turned and walked back into the darkness.


  Heading toward the back of the sanctuary where he expected to find Holo, he rounded the second corner only to run face-first into a wall.


  Or so he thought – but what now appeared to be before him was a thick, heavy book.


  “Fool. As though I would be taken in by mere drink.”


  Lawrence took the book, rubbing his nose. He stole a glance at Holo.


  She did not appear to have been racked with sobs.


  This fact relieved him.


  “So are you finished talking?”


  “More or less.”


  “Mm. Well, for my part I’ve reached my goal. All I need to do now is keep you safe.”


  Lawrence looked at the book. Holo noticed his glance. “Half and half, I’d say,” she said.


  “Half and half?”


  “Half of me wishes I hadn’t read it, and the other half is glad I did.”


  It wasn’t a very clear answer. She gestured with her chin at the volume, as if telling Lawrence to see for himself, then sat down beside the candle and brought her tail out.


  The sheet of parchment stuck between the book’s pages probably marked the section that dealt with Yoitsu.


  Lawrence, though, started at the beginning.


  The book was organized as a narrative that began with the origins of the bear spirit and continued on into the many stories about the spirit from various regions.


  It was written in the book that the bear spirit was truly gigantic, well worthy of the epithet “moon hunter.” It was said to be so vast that even the highest mountain was but a cushion for the bear spirit to lie upon.


  The white-furred beast had a savage disposition and was said to be a harbinger of death. It killed without mercy all who opposed it. The bear spirit traveled from region to region, challenging any being that was worshiped as a god. Once it had killed, it devoured all the food in the region and moved on. The tales in the book were all thus.


  Aside from the section marked by the sheet of parchment, the stories were much the same.


  Among them, the longest tale concerned the bear spirit’s battle against the sea serpent of Teuperovan, a creature so vast that a continent and countless islands were carried on its back. There was even a song written about the great conflict, the lyrics of which contained a reference to an island in the region of Radoon, which had been created when earth fell from the serpent’s back in the course of the battle. The fight between the bear and serpent had been fierce, and many pages were devoted to recording its extent.


  The other tales, while not quite so epic, were still spectacular, and all served to confirm both the bear’s invincible savagery and the number of lesser spirits it had felled.


  It was easy to understand why Father Franz had wanted to judge the tales without bias.


  If these stories were to be believed, it would mean that the spirits in this area had already been ravaged before the Church moved in from the south.


  Once Lawrence read the section that dealt with Yoitsu, his feelings became rather complicated.


  Though Yoitsu was indeed mentioned, it seemed the spirits of the region had all tucked their tails between their legs and run, and Yoitsu itself had been torn apart in less time than it takes for fruit to drop from a tree’s branch to the ground. That was all that had been written. If one were flipping quickly through the pages, that section would be easy to miss.


  The spirits of the region were no doubt Holo’s old friends. If they had truly fled, that meant they were safe, but it also made them look unavoidably pathetic.


  Lawrence now knew what Holo had meant by half wishing she had not read it and being half glad that she had.


  Yoitsu’s story had not even been very interesting – it was but a brief, unexciting section. Holo could not have enjoyed it.


  All that said, the fact that Yoitsu had not been destroyed after a bitter, desperate struggle was good fortune within bad. If this was all true, then perhaps the spirits who knew the name Yoitsu had just moved elsewhere.


  Just as Holo was unable to be genuinely happy at this news, Lawrence did not know what to say to her. If her companions were alive, it was because they were cowards.


  He closed the book and glanced surreptitiously at Holo’s back.


  The time when the world revolved around the gods had passed. Even the Church with all its great influence in the south felt the effects.


  But there were many gods who had never held particularly strong influence, even in the distant past.


  In the face of this truth – that the world of the gods was not so very different from that of the humans – Holo’s form seemed smaller than usual.


  She had even been subjected to scorn in her own village.


  Lawrence felt as though he understood the source of her loneliness.


  She was no different from a person – in some ways, she was every bit the young girl she appeared to be. Just as it occurred to him–


  “Perhaps it is just my imagination, but I feel as though someone is looking at me in a truly infuriating way.”


  Holo turned around and gave Lawrence an overpowering glare.


  The monarch of a small country was a monarch nonetheless.


  “No, no, I’m not… No, I suppose I am. I am sorry. Don’t be so angry.”


  Normally Holo would have turned away. Lawrence had no choice but to capitulate under her withering gaze.


  He was surely correct about her.


  “Hmph. I am satisfied knowing my friends are safe. That is all there is.”


  No doubt she wanted to add, “So ask me no further,” but her pride as a wisewolf would not let her make such a pitiful request.


  Lawrence could not help but feel some amusement at her faintly childish manner.


  He coughed to conceal the smile that unavoidably rose to his lips, then spoke. “That is indeed good news, but we still have no more information about Yoitsu’s location.”


  He nipped through the pages once again.


  While information on Yoitsu itself was sparse, it seemed all of the tales of the bear spirit were very old, most of them taking place in towns or villages that Lawrence had never heard of and in nations with unfamiliar names.


  He had heard a few of the tales before – notably, the tale of the sea serpent – and though he knew of the Radoon region, there was nothing that helped him narrow down the whereabouts of Yoitsu.


  Yet of all the stories of massive destruction wrought by the bear spirit, what strange coincidence was it that Lawrence had heard of Yoitsu?


  It was pointless to consider, yet Lawrence could not help thinking about this.


  “The world does not go as one would wish,” he said, closing the book.


  Holo chewed on the tip of her tail. “Quite.” She sighed. “So what of those in this village for which the world goes not as they would wish? If you would escape, do decide quickly. It would be best to leave in the dark of night.”


  “Elsa and I are of one mind on our fates should we remain. We’ll need to make sure we’re correct, but in that case, I think discretion will be the better part of valor.”


  “A poor idea is worse than none,” she said with a yawn, standing. “Still, if it comes to that, you stand to take quite a loss.”


  “It can’t be helped. It’s not as though we can bring the wheat with us.”


  “Still, you don’t seem too upset about it.”


  “Don’t I?” asked Lawrence, stroking his chin. It was not the first time he had been caught up in this kind of dispute. Sometimes losses were unavoidable.


  It was true that his profit in Kumersun had far exceeded his expectations, but even given that, Lawrence was still surprised at his own calm.


  And in any case, a traveler’s life was a cheap thing in an isolated village. Knowing his own life was not actually in danger was profit enough.


  “Still, even with things as they are, there are some expensive things we can probably save,” said Lawrence.


  “The pepper, right?”


  Any merchant would have thought the same thing. Pepper and other spices were expensive because they were scarce. Though if they couldn’t stock up on any, there was no point in talking about transporting it.


  Something occurred to Lawrence as he was mulling this over. “There’s a high-value product even lighter than spices that we can bring with us.”


  “Oh?”


  “It’s trust.”


  Holo gave Lawrence a rare look of admiration, then smiled maliciously. “I’ll wait to sell off your trust in me until it’s a bit more valuable.”


  “Do you have any idea just how paranoid I’ve become since being teased so mercilessly by you?”


  Holo chuckled, then slipped her arm around Lawrence’s. “I suppose I will have to make it up to you.”


  “This is exactly the sort of thing I’ve learned to be suspicious of.”


  Holo was unmoved; she narrowed her eyes. “Lies will only lower the value of your trust.”


  She never played fair.


  “Still, you’ve never once blamed me for this trouble we’re in, and for that I am properly grateful.”


  “Huh?”


  “If I had not insisted upon coming here, you would not be suffering this loss.”


  So she was playing this card now, Lawrence mused.


  Yet they were probably her true feelings.


  “Well, what say you moderate your eating and drinking for a while to make up for the loss, hm?”


  Holo groaned. “You’ve certainly become less restrained.”


  “Feel free to take the reins and–” began Lawrence as he slipped the sheet of parchment back between the pages of the book. Their eyes met.


  The statue of the Holy Mother looked down on the two, her head drooping as though at a loss at the foolish conversation taking place below her.


  The sound that now echoed through the sanctuary loud enough for Lawrence to hear it was certainly not a blessing from the Holy Mother. Someone was banging on the door of the Church.


  “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Lawrence.


  “Bad feelings are usually correct,” said Holo, letting go of Lawrence’s arm. The two scampered down the hallway.


  Lawrence heard the sound of knocking again, along with Iima shouting something in response.


  It was obvious to both of them that the villagers were demanding that Iima hand over Lawrence and Holo.


  “No, not this way!” said Iima. “To the back of the church – go!”


  “But–”


  “They’re babbling on about if they hand you over to Enberch, Enberch will forgive all this! They were never planning to do anything themselves. Even wheat just grows up out of the ground on its own – they’re happy to harvest it so long as it’s convenient. So long as things are easy, they’ll do anything to keep it that way!”


  As Iima was talking, there were more heavy knocks on the door.


  It was a church in a pagan area and as such had a heavy wooden bolt on the door.


  It seemed unlikely that the villagers would be able to break through the main door, but there was a flimsy wooden window in the living room. If they got serious, they could easily break it and get inside the church.


  It was now a fight against time.


  Just then, Evan appeared with Elsa in tow.


  “I’ll go and persuade them to–” Elsa began.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Iima.


  “But–!”


  Iima gave the door a hard thump from the inside, then turned to face Elsa. “You going out to face them would be like throwing fuel on a fire. You think you’ve done a good job hiding it, but everyone knows you and Evan are close. In the worst case, they would call you a heretic just to be able to turn you over to Enberch.”


  Iima had a good grasp of the situation.


  Lawrence could easily picture it. Forced to choose between Elsa and the village, even Sem, who had been Elsa and Evan’s last ray of hope, would probably side with the village.


  No one wanted to throw away their life, their position, their name, and their home.


  “Listen well, now. You can’t stay here. Look at these two strange travelers, and you’ll understand – the world is vast. The villagers cannot comprehend it. You should at least try to begin your new life with companions you can trust,” said Iima.


  There was much Elsa and Evan had to abandon, but there was much they would gain.


  Elsa turned to look at Evan, and then both of them looked down.


  Lawrence took this in and realized that the two needed to exchange no words to convey their thoughts at the moment. Just then, Holo tugged at his sleeve.


  Though she had never said it, she must have given up many things in leaving the village she’d inhabited for so many centuries.


  “No matter the journey, when you come to a fork in the road, you must decide in an instant which path to take,” said Holo.


  “You’re quite right,” agreed Lawrence.


  Elsa squeezed her eyes shut and openly grabbed Evan’s hand.


  She opened her eyes. “I want to run.”


  Iima looked back at Lawrence, who looked at Holo.


  “Leave it to me,” said Holo. “I have one condition,” she continued, pulling back her hood and ignoring Iima and Evan’s surprise. “Think of everything that happens from now ’til dawn as a dream.”


  When it came to decisiveness, perhaps women were better than men.


  Elsa nodded, and only after seeing her agree did Evan also nod.


  “What am I but a fairy that brews ale in the forest? Drunkards remember nothing,” said Iima.


  
    
  

  Holo smiled. “Then leave this all to me. Now, if the lot outside have spears, I can jump past them easily enough, but they could still trouble you.”


  “Does the church have a back door?” Lawrence asked.


  For a moment Elsa began to shake her head, but stopped. “Perhaps – Father Franz told me about the cellar only once, but when he did, he said there was an underground passage accessible from its rear.”


  If the construction of churches was the same the world over, then so were the actions of the people within them.


  Any church with as many enemies as this one had would have secret passages for escape – it was a well-known fact among the kind of people that needed to know.


  “Well, let’s use that,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa nodded and looked at Iima.


  “Things should be all right for a bit longer. They haven’t decided exactly what they want to do out there yet.”


  It was true – once Iima had banged on the door from the inside, the hubbub seemed to have quieted.


  “We’ll go down to the basement, then,” said Lawrence.


  “We’re relying on you,” said Elsa, her tone firm, though uncertainty colored her features.


  Anyone would feel trepidation upon suddenly hearing they had to leave their birthplace forever, unless they’d spent their days dreaming of doing exactly that.


  “You’ve got it easy,” said Iima. “At least you can do a bit of preparation before you leave.” Iima’s own hometown had been razed by pirates, and she’d had to flee for her life.


  “Indeed,” agreed Holo. “It is not as though your home will have disappeared tomorrow. Be glad it will still exist.”


  “Oh, ho, Miss Fairy has lost her home as well?”


  “Don’t lump me in with those weaklings.”


  Knowledge of others’ suffering did not lessen one’s own suffering, after all.


  It could be used for a bit of encouragement, though.


  Elsa recovered her resolve. “We’ll make ready right way,” she said.


  “Do you have traveling money?” Iima asked.


  “Evan,” Lawrence said. Evan remembered the coin purse Lawrence had entrusted him with and produced it for Lawrence. “This should be enough for the four of us, provided we’re frugal,” said Lawrence.


  “Good. Right, off with you!”


  At Iima’s words, everyone sprang into action.


  She was the image of a heroic woman, mused Lawrence as he ran. Once they arrived at the statue of the Holy Mother, Holo spoke up as if having read Lawrence’s thoughts.


  “Even I cannot match her presence.”


  Lawrence opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it.


  This did not, of course, go unnoticed.


  “Worry not – this is the only form I can assume,” she said with a laugh.


  Lawrence harrumphed, partially out of embarrassment, and replied, “It’s a shame. I prefer a more generous figure.”


  Holo cocked her head and smiled, then smacked Lawrence in the face with her closed fist. “Just open the cellar.”


  Lawrence decided not to think too much about what had angered Holo lest it bring still more anger.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  Lawrence had been concerned that Elsa and Evan would have trouble getting their things together quickly, but perhaps thanks to Evan’s long-standing desire to leave, they were prepared in short order.


  The supplies they had prepared contained nothing unnecessary, save perhaps for a battered book of scriptures. It was a passing grade.


  “The passage?”


  “I’ve found it,” said Lawrence. “It’s blocked by a wall.”


  Directly opposite the foot of the staircase leading down to the cellar, there was a section of bare wall where no bookshelves had been set.


  Once he knew that there was a passage out of the cellar, that was the first place Lawrence looked. After knocking a few times upon the wall, it was clear that beyond it was a hollow space. He kicked at it, causing cracks to form in the mortar between stones and eventually breaking through.


  Beyond the wall was a perfectly round tunnel – so round it was eerie.


  It was less a passageway and more of a cave or den of sorts.


  “Shall we?” said Lawrence.


  Under the watchful gaze of the Holy Mother, Evan and Elsa nodded.


  Iima was probably still above them at the church door, keeping the villagers from doing anything reckless.


  Lawrence took a deep breath and, candle in hand, headed into the tunnel. Holo followed immediately behind him with Elsa and Evan bringing up the rear.


  There were still many unread books in the cellar. In one of them may well have been tales of Holo’s old companions.


  And from a strictly mercantile point of view, the magnificently bound volumes were worth a fortune.


  Lawrence very badly wished to bring one with him in order to add to their meager travel funds, but he didn’t have the nerve to try and bring a book chock-full of pagan stories along on such a trip.


  In case of trouble, a book was silent and unhelpful, whereas the strange girl with her ears and tail could muster eloquence that no merchant could match.


  And so Lawrence stepped farther into the tunnel.


  His body was immediately surrounded by a strange chill. The tunnel was not high enough for him to stand up straight; he had to duck his head slightly to pass. It was narrow enough that he could touch both sides simultaneously with his outstretched hands. Fortunately, the air did not seem stale or moldy.


  Candle in hand, Lawrence saw that the tunnel was as strangely circular as it had first appeared to be with large stones here and there deliberately and cleanly chiseled into the proper shape.


  And yet the tunnel was not straight; it wound to and fro.


  If the builders had not intended for the tunnel to be perfectly straight, then why go to all the trouble of deliberately carving it into these contortions? It made no sense to Lawrence.


  The passage also had a raw, animalistic smell, which conveyed a sense of unease wholly different from the smells that filled the sewers of Pazzio.


  Lawrence held the candle in his right hand and Holo’s hand in his left. He could sense a slight nervousness coming from her.


  All were silent as they walked.


  They had decided that Iima would close the entrance to the cellar after a time, but Lawrence now found himself worrying about whether she would open it back up for them should this tunnel turn out not to have an exit.


  They proceeded forward nonetheless, undaunted. The passage had no branches off it despite its winding nature.


  If a fork were to appear in the path, Lawrence knew he would probably succumb to the pressure and speak.


  Silently, silently, they walked farther along the passageway. It was hard to know how much time had passed, but eventually they could detect snatches of fresh air amid the fetid smell in the tunnel.


  “We are close,” murmured Holo, which elicited an obvious sigh of relief from Evan.


  Taking care not to let the candle blow out, Lawrence quickened his pace.


  Urged on by the unbearable eeriness of the tunnel, he saw moonlight in the space of time that it took to take three breaths.


  Trees grew thickly around the tunnel’s other entrance, which made Lawrence assume that it was hidden between crags. But no – as he approached, he soon saw that was not the case at all.


  The entrance was wide, seeming to almost gulp down the moonlight.


  He had assumed the entrance would be situated in a hidden, inconspicuous location, but before it stood something that was distinctly altar-like.


  As he approached to get a better look, Lawrence saw that a broad, flat stone had been placed carefully upon four square rocks. Upon the flat stone lay some dried fruit and wheat.


  Surely not, Lawrence murmured to himself.


  Holo likewise seemed to notice and looked at Lawrence.


  A moment later, Elsa’s voice called out, “Th-this is–”


  “Ha! Oh, this is great,” said Evan, laughing.


  The tunnel that led from the church seemed to pass through a hill at the outskirts of the village, emerging on the opposite side.


  If they followed the gentle slope down, there was a scattering of forest, and past that could be seen the faint reflection of moonlight off the brook.


  When all four had exited the tunnel and made sure there were no villagers nearby, they looked back at the hole.


  “Mr. Lawrence, do you know what that hole is?” Elsa asked.


  “Not really.”


  “It’s the burrow that Lord Truyeo used when he came from the far north to hibernate long, long ago.”


  Lawrence had more or less guessed as much upon seeing the altar with the offerings on it, but his face still betrayed surprise when his suspicions were confirmed.


  “Every year for sowing and harvest, the villagers come here to give prayers and celebrate. We don’t usually participate, but… why would the church passageway lead here?”


  “I don’t know why, but it’s certainly clever. The villagers would never dare to enter,” said Lawrence.


  Still, there were things about the tunnel that were strange.


  If Father Franz had dug it, it was impossible to imagine that the villagers wouldn’t have noticed him doing so, and in any case, the villagers had been worshiping Truyeo long before the church was built.


  Lawrence looked at Holo as he thought it over and saw that she was staring vaguely at the cave’s entrance.


  Suddenly he understood – the strange twisting of the tunnel, the perfectly carved rocks here and there, and the complete lack of any bats despite the perfection of the cave.


  And there was that raw, fetid smell.


  Noticing Lawrence’s look, Holo smiled, then turned to look at the moon that hung in the night sky.


  “Come, staying here is like asking them to find us! Let us first head down to the brook,” she said.


  There were no arguments.


  Elsa and Evan trotted through the dry grass of the hillside as Lawrence blew the candle out and took one last look over the area.


  “Is this den real?” He hadn’t dared ask the question in front of Elsa and Evan.


  “There was a great snake here. As to how long ago, that even I cannot tell.”


  It might not even have been Truyeo.


  It might have been sheer coincidence that the church’s cellar intersected with the path of the den. Properly speaking, the cellar had been constructed in the middle of the den, which probably continued past the cellar in the opposite direction.


  Lawrence had no idea whether or not there truly was a giant snake curled up somewhere deeper within.


  Holo regarded the entrance somehow both sadly and fondly as she spoke. “It just happened to make a burrow here, and yet people continuously come to worship. I doubt it has ever been able to get a proper nap.”


  “That’s not the kind of thing a merchant who superstitiously follows the paths of the saints wants to hear.”


  Holo smiled and shrugged. “’Tis hardly my fault humans are such queer creatures that they must find something to worship.” Her smile turned malicious. “Do you not wish to worship me?”


  Lawrence knew she hated being worshiped and feared as a god, so she was clearly not being serious.


  Yet he had no ready retort.


  After all, when she was in a foul temper, he would offer her sacrifices to calm her.


  Lawrence sighed and looked away; Holo chuckled.


  Suddenly he felt her take his hand. “Let us go,” she said, pulling him along as she ran down the hillside.


  He looked at her face in profile. She seemed less satisfied over her teasing of him and more relieved about something.


  Perhaps seeing the den of Truyeo, who the villagers all worshiped, reminded her of her own past and the village she had once inhabited.


  It was surely out of embarrassment over turning suddenly sentimental that Holo had resorted to teasing Lawrence.


  She continued to run under the moonlight.


  Aside from pretending not to notice, there was little Lawrence could do to help her with these pangs of weakness.


  It made him feel completely useless, and yet Holo was still willing to take his hand.


  Maybe this was the perfect distance to maintain, he mused – with just a bit of loneliness.


  Such were the thoughts that occupied his mind as they descended the face of the hill to catch up with the pair that had reached the riverbank ahead of them.


  “So, how do we escape?” asked Evan.


  Lawrence handed the question off to Holo.


  “We’ll need to first make for Enberch.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’ve been there once before. We’ll need some sense of the lay of the land if we’re to escape undetected.”


  Evan nodded, as if to say, “Oh, I see.”


  But Holo still looked vaguely displeased as she kicked pebbles around by the bank of the brook. She sighed. “Let me just say this,” she said, facing Evan and Elsa, who were still holding hands. “If you cower in fear, I’ll devour the both of you.”


  Lawrence fought back the urge to point out that this statement itself was threatening enough. Holo was probably aware of that.


  She was like a child who knew her demands were unreasonable but could not help making them anyway.


  The two nodded, unsurprisingly taken aback by Holo’s manner. Holo looked to one side, seeming somewhat embarrassed herself. “Both of you! Turn around and look the other way! And you–”


  “Right,” said Lawrence.


  Holo pulled her hood back and removed her cape. She handed her clothes to Lawrence piece by piece as she removed each item.


  Just watching her was enough to make Lawrence feel cold. Evan looked over his shoulder, apparently unable to resist peeking at the sudden sound of clothes rustling.


  Holo did not have to snap at him because Elsa did it for her.


  Lawrence sympathized with Evan.


  “Truly, why is the human form so weak against cold?” Holo complained.


  “It makes me chilly just looking at you,” said Lawrence.


  “Hmph.”


  She took off her shoes and tossed them to Lawrence, then finally removed the pouch containing wheat grains that dangled from her neck.


  There they stood amid the bare-branched trees dimly lit by the moon.


  The brook reflected the moonlight like a mirror.


  Before that brook stood a strange girl with keen wolf ears and a fluffy tail that seemed to be the only warm part of her body.


  It truly was a vision from a dream before daybreak.


  White puffs of breath escaped from Holo’s mouth. She suddenly looked at Lawrence.


  “Do you want words of praise now?” he asked with a shrug.


  Holo gave him a defeated smile in return.


  Lawrence turned his back to her, looking away.


  There beneath the sparkling moonlight, the maiden became a wolf.


  This world did not belong solely to the Church.


  The proof of that was now no farther away than the opposite bank of the babbling brook.


  “My fur truly is the finest.”


  Lawrence turned and looked at the source of the low, rumbling voice and was met by a pair of red-tinged eyes shining back at him, bright as the moon.


  “If you ever wish to sell it, just say the word,” said Lawrence.


  Holo curled her lips back, revealing a row of sharp teeth.


  He knew her well enough to understand this was a smile.


  Now all that remained was the test of Elsa and Evan. Holo seemed to sigh, looking at their shapes, their backs still turned in the gloom.


  “Hmph. Well, I cannot say my expectations were high. Come, climb upon me. ’Twill be bothersome if we’re discovered.”


  A bird stalked by a dog lacks the strength to take off and fly, and despite Holo’s words, this was so of Elsa and Evan.


  It was not until Lawrence circled around to stand in front of Elsa and Evan and gestured with his chin that they could bring themselves to turn around.


  Even Lawrence had been terrified almost past the ability to stand when he had seen Holo’s true form for the first time.


  In his mind, he applauded the couple for not fainting dead away.


  “This is naught but a dream before daybreak, remember?” he said, looking particularly at Elsa.


  They neither cried out nor tried to run, merely looking back at Lawrence for a moment before facing Holo again.


  “So Father Franz wasn’t lying,” murmured Evan, which elicited a long-fanged smile from Holo.


  “Come, let’s get on,” said Lawrence.


  Holo heaved a great, weary sigh, then crouched down low.


  Lawrence, Elsa, and Evan all climbed upon her back, each gripping her stiff, bristly fur.


  “If you should fall, I will pick you up with my mouth. Be prepared.”


  Evidently this was Holo’s standard warning when bearing humans on her back.


  Elsa and Evan took the warning to heart, tightening their grip on her fur, which gave Holo a chuckle.


  “Let us be off, then.”


  She ran, every bit a wolf.


  Riding on Holo’s back was like plunging into freezing water.


  Her feet were terrifyingly swift. She traced a wide circle around the village, then made for Enberch, arriving almost immediately at the path she and Lawrence had taken into Tereo with the wagon.


  Elsa and Evan were meanwhile feeling something well past mere terror.


  Though they shivered uncontrollably, they themselves had no sense of whether this was out of cold or fear.


  The path along which Holo ran was barely a path at all; her passengers would be pressed against her back one instant, only to be nearly flung off the next. They could not relax for a moment.


  Lawrence clung to Holo’s fur with all his might, praying that Elsa and Evan behind him would not be tossed off.


  It was hard to know how much time had passed, but after a span that seemed at once to be a crushing eternity and a brief nap, Holo’s run slowed to a stop, and she crouched down again.


  No one asked if they had been spotted.


  Holo was unquestionably the least tired of them all, despite carrying three people on her back.


  Lawrence’s body was stiff and cramped, and he could not so much as loosen his hands’ grip on Holo’s fur – yet he could hear her tail brushing across the grassy ground.


  She did not order her passengers off.


  Holo no doubt understood that they could barely move.


  She knew that if she had continued to run, one of her three passengers would surely have given out and fallen.


  “… How far have we come?” It took Lawrence some time to muster the strength to ask a question.


  “Halfway.”


  “So is this a break, or–” began Lawrence, when behind him, the exhausted Elsa and Evan seemed to twitch at the alternative.


  Holo noticed their reaction as well.


  “Our flight would be for naught if you die on the way. We’ve come far enough that it would take a horse some time to catch up. We’ll rest awhile.”


  The news of their escape from Tereo could only travel as fast as a horse could gallop.


  They could afford to rest until then.


  At Holo’s words, Lawrence felt fatigue press down on him.


  “Don’t sleep on top of me. Climb down.”


  She sounded displeased, so Lawrence and Evan were able to somehow climb down – but Elsa was at her limit and had to be lifted off of Holo’s back.


  Lawrence wanted to light a fire for warmth, but Holo had stopped in a small patch of woods between hills along the path that linked Enberch and Tereo – as long as they stayed quiet, they would not be discovered. Lighting a fire, however, would make them much easier to spot.


  In any case, the problem of warmth was quickly solved.


  They were, after all, right next to a giant ball of fur.


  “I suddenly feel like a mother.”


  Holo’s deep voice rumbled deep in Lawrence’s stomach as he leaned against her.


  Elsa and Evan wrapped themselves in a blanket they had brought from the church, snuggling up against Holo, and Holo curled her great tail around the three of them.


  Her fur was so warm that Lawrence could not even remember if he’d smiled the rueful smile he felt at her words, so quickly had he fallen asleep.


  Though merchants can sleep under nearly any circumstances, Lawrence did not sleep especially soundly.


  Holo shifted slightly, and he awoke.


  The sky had lightened; the morning mist was thin.


  Lawrence stood, careful not to wake the still-sleeping Elsa and Evan who lay beside him. His body felt lighter as he slowly stretched himself out.


  He gave himself one final, great stretch, arms reaching high, then relaxed with a sigh.


  His mind was filled with what they had yet to do.


  No matter which town he and Holo decided to go to, they would not be able to just drop Elsa and Evan off. All they could do was return briefly to Kumersun, explain the situation to the trade guild, and obtain its protection – then use the guild’s connections to negotiate with Enberch and Tereo.


  Next, he would reclaim the money he had deposited at the guild and make for Lenos.


  That was more or less the whole of it.


  He noticed that Holo was looking at him.


  Even lying down as she was, her form was huge, though he no longer found it terrifying so much as mysterious.


  Holo gazed at him for some time, as though she was an elaborate puppet constructed as a jest by some god. Eventually she looked away.


  “What is it?”


  Lawrence approached her, his feet rustling through the dry leaves underfoot. She gave him a weary look, then gestured with her chin.


  Since she was clearly not demanding to have her neck scratched, Holo must be pointing at something, Lawrence decided.


  Just past the hill lay the road that connected Enberch and Tereo.


  He soon understood.


  “So it’s safe to look, eh?”


  Holo did not answer, instead yawning hugely and resting her head on her forepaws. Her ears flicked twice, three times.


  Lawrence took her actions as an affirmative but still made his way over the hill with his body low and his footfalls light.


  It was obvious who would be coming up the path at this hour.


  He drew close to the hill’s peak, keeping his head even lower as he carefully took sight of the path.


  In his first quick glance, he saw no one, but when he looked farther out, Lawrence was able to hear a quiet jumble of noises coming from the direction of Enberch.


  Soon after he heard the sound, he caught sight of its source, hazy in the morning mist.


  It was the caravan returning Tereo’s wheat.


  Which meant that Enberch’s messenger had already reached Tereo, and depending on the specifics of the message, the villagers might have already forced their way into the church searching for Lawrence and company.


  He wondered if Iima, having aided their escape, would be safe.


  Her position within the village was a strong one, so she would probably be fine – but he still worried a bit for her safety.


  This was immaterial, though – none of them could ever return to Tereo.


  Just then, he heard the rustle of footsteps behind him. He looked back.


  It was Evan.


  “How is she?” Lawrence asked.


  Evan nodded – evidently Elsa was fine. He then crouched down next to Lawrence, looking off into the distance. “Are they from Enberch?”


  “Must be.”


  “Huh.” Evan wore a complicated expression, as though he both longed for a weapon with which to charge the procession and was glad he had no such weapon.


  Lawrence looked from Evan to Holo behind them.


  Holo was still lying there asleep with Elsa leaning against her.


  Elsa seemed to be awake, but she stared listlessly off into space.


  “Is Miss Elsa truly well?” Lawrence asked.


  She had fainted from anemia, after all, then spent the night on the move.


  As he considered what lay ahead of them, Elsa’s condition weighed heavy on Lawrence’s mind.


  “Hard to say,” said Evan. “Her complexion is well enough, but she seems to be thinking something over.”


  “Thinking?”


  Evan nodded.


  If this was all Evan could say, then Elsa must not have told him what was on her mind. Having been forced to suddenly leave her home, though, it was hardly surprising that she was dazed and contemplative.


  Evan turned and looked back at Elsa. Lawrence caught sight of his expression – he looked like a faithful dog who wanted nothing more than to rush to her side.


  But Evan seemed to understand that she was best left alone for a time.


  Evan forced his gaze back to the caravan from Enberch, which was now quite a bit closer.


  “It’s a sizable group,” he said.


  “They’re probably returning all of the wheat purchased from Tereo. And those long sticks the men around the wagons are holding – spears surely.”


  The spearmen were merely in case the caravan met resistance from the villagers, but they lent the procession an imposing, sinister air.


  “Say, Mr. Lawrence–”


  “Mm?”


  “Could we not ask your… um… the goddess that carried us here?”


  Though Evan lowered his voice, Holo would surely hear this.


  She pretended not to, though.


  “Ask her what?” Lawrence prompted.


  “To… to kill them all.”


  When all else failed, ask the gods – humans were ever thus.


  And their requests were often absurd in scale.


  “Suppose she did agree to such a request. It would certainly be done. But then Enberch would simply send an army to Tereo. And we can’t fight every army they could send.”


  Evan nodded, as though he had known what the answer would be. “I suppose.”


  The caravan had come quite close now.


  The pair crouched and looked on.


  “So what shall we do next?”


  “I am planning to make for a town named Kumersun first. If we can make it there, our lives will no longer be in danger. After that, well – we’ll figure that out once we’re there.”


  “I see…”


  “You should think about what you want to do. We’ve a connection, you and I – I’ll do what I can to help,” said Lawrence.


  Evan closed his eyes and smiled. “Thank you.”


  The caravan that carried with it Tereo’s undoing traveled noisily along the path, disturbing the morning peace.


  It included perhaps fifteen wagons with perhaps twenty spearmen to guard the caravan.


  However, what grabbed Lawrence’s attention the most was a group at the rear of the procession, who were dressed somewhat differently from the rest.


  The horse carrying the last cart had blinders and saddle flaps that indicated a high-ranking member of the clergy, and it was surrounded by four men bearing shields with several lower ranking clergymen in travel clothes following behind on foot.


  “So that’s how it is,” Lawrence murmured.


  Ridelius’ Hellfire had been mixed in with Tereo’s wheat harvest, and a citizen of Enberch had died from it.


  But unless the poison wheat had been there from the very beginning, there could not possibly have been any similar deaths in Tereo.


  Enberch was going to use this to its advantage.


  They would claim the absence of poison victims in Tereo was proof that the village was being protected by evil spirits and that all the villagers were guilty of heresy.


  “Let’s go back,” said Lawrence.


  Evan nodded wordlessly, seeming to have vaguely perceived something himself.


  Lawrence descended the hill and returned to Holo. Elsa gave him a questioning look, which he pretended not to notice.


  Whatever she might ask, the answer was that Tereo’s position was hopeless.


  “We’ll go a bit farther, then take breakfast,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa dropped her gaze, as if she had realized something.


  She said nothing but stood, which prompted Holo to stand up as well.


  Evan and Lawrence split the luggage-bearing duties, and the four started to walk with Holo in the lead.


  The dry leaves crunched underfoot.


  The first one to stop walking was Evan, followed by Lawrence.


  Holo proceeded a few more steps, then stopped, looking back.


  “Elsa?” asked Evan.


  Elsa stood there still, her body wrapped in a blanket.


  She stared at the ground.


  Evan exchanged looks with Lawrence, then nodded and started to approach Elsa.


  That very moment, Elsa spoke.


  “Holo…” She was not addressing Evan. “Are you… really a god?”


  Holo said nothing initially, merely swishing her tail once. She then turned to face Elsa. “I am Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. Long have I been called a god,” said Holo, sitting and looking directly at Elsa.


  The answer surprised Lawrence.


  Even more surprising was Holo’s expression as she regarded Elsa; it was very serious but not unkind.


  “I dwell within the wheat and can take both wolf and human form. Humans worship me as the god of the bountiful harvest, and I am able to respond to their prayers.”


  Holo seemed to have understood something.


  Elsa tightened the blanket that she had wrapped around her body and over her shoulder. Holo had discerned the thoughts that lay within the girl’s breast, hidden beneath her crossed arms and blanket.


  Holo must have seen the girl’s worry, or else she would never have called herself a god.


  “Bountiful harvest? Does that… Are you then Truyeo’s–”


  “The answer to that question is already within you.” Holo bared her teeth, perhaps in some approximation of a rueful grin.


  Elsa ducked her head in a slight nod. “Truyeo is Truyeo. You are you.”


  Holo half laughed and half sighed, and the dry leaves at her feet danced in the air.


  Her amber eyes were filled with a kindness Lawrence had never seen.


  If gods did exist, surely they were something like this with eyes that inspired reverence but not fear.


  Elsa looked up.


  “… If that is true, then–”


  “The question you would ask…” said Holo, her tail brushing audibly across the leaves.


  Elsa swallowed her words but still looked up at Holo.


  “… It should not be asked of me,” Holo finished.


  Instantly Elsa’s face twisted, a tear rolling down her right cheek.


  Evan took that as a sign. He rushed to her side and embraced her.


  Elsa sniffed a few times, nodding her head as if to show that she was, in fact, well. She sighed, the breath escaping whitely from her mouth.


  “I am Father Franz’s successor. That much I can say for certain.”


  “Oh, indeed?”


  Elsa smiled at Holo’s purely rhetorical question.


  It was a fresh smile, the result of tossing aside a heavy burden.


  Perhaps she had realized Father Franz’s true aim in collecting stories of the pagan gods.


  No – she had probably known long ago when Father Franz had told her of his secret cellar.


  She had simply refused to understand.


  It was just as Iima had said.


  The world was vast, but the villagers’ minds were narrow.


  Elsa had come to realize that vastness. Her next words came naturally.


  “I’m returning to the village.”


  “Wha–” came Evan’s strangled reply.


  Before he could say anything more, Elsa unwrapped the blanket she wore and thrust it into his hands.


  “I am sorry, Mr. Lawrence.”


  While he was not sure for what precisely she was apologizing, it seemed an appropriate statement nonetheless.


  Lawrence nodded, saying nothing.


  Evan’s acceptance, however, would be harder won.


  “What’s the point in going back to the village?! Even if you do, it’s already too late for–”


  “And yet I must.”


  “Why?!”


  Evan took a step toward her, but Elsa was unmoved. “I am responsible for the church. I cannot abandon the villagers.”


  Evan reeled as though he had been physically struck. He staggered back.


  “Evan – be a fine merchant, will you?”


  Elsa finally pushed him away, then dashed off in the direction of the village.


  Running at a woman’s pace and taking rests, she would probably reach Tereo by evening.


  Though he didn’t wish to think about it, Lawrence knew all too well what waited for her when she arrived.


  “Mr. L-Lawrence.” Evan looked devastated and on the verge of tears.


  Lawrence was astonished by Elsa’s words. “It seems she wants you to be a fine merchant.”


  “…!” Evan’s face twisted in fury; he seemed ready to fly at Lawrence.


  Yet Lawrence continued coolly. “A merchant must be able to logically weigh gain against loss. Can you do that?”


  Evan looked like a child seeing an optical illusion for the first time. He stopped in his tracks.


  “No matter how stout of heart she may be, no matter how firm her resolve, that doesn’t mean she is never uncertain.” Lawrence shrugged and continued. “Merchants must weigh gain against loss. You want to be a merchant, do you not?”


  Evan clenched his teeth, closing his eyes and squeezing his fists.


  He tossed the supplies he was carrying aside, then turned and ran.


  Lawrence sensed Holo approaching from behind. He turned.


  “So, what shall we–” he began but was unable to finish.


  His body was knocked to the ground as easily as a withered tree by Holo’s massive paw.


  “Was I wrong?”


  Holo’s paw pressed down against Lawrence’s chest, two of her claws making grinding noises as they pierced the earth next to Lawrence’s head.


  “Was I wrong?” she asked again, her eyes burning redly, her teeth bared and close.


  Lawrence could feel himself sinking into the soft ground.


  If she put even a bit more weight on him, she would crush his rib cage.


  Still, he managed to force a few words out. “Who… who can judge such a thing?”


  Holo shook her great head. “I cannot. Still, I… I…”


  “If you fight for your home, even against hopeless odds…” Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s paw. “… At least you’ll have no regrets.”


  Lawrence felt Holo bristle.


  He was going to be crushed.


  Just as fear was about to overcome rational thought, Holo’s form vanished.


  If someone had told Lawrence he’d been dreaming, he would have believed the person.


  Holo’s small hand grasped his neck softly, her light body atop his.


  “My claws can crush boulders. I can defeat any number of humans.”


  “As I well know.”


  “None in Yoitsu can best me. Not human, wolf, deer, or boar.”


  “What of a bear?” Lawrence did not refer to an ordinary bear.


  “Could I have matched the Moon-Hunting Bear?” It was not sadness that kept her from crying, but anger.


  Lawrence did not spare her feelings. “Surely not.”


  At that moment, Holo raised her right hand, which had previously held Lawrence’s throat. “At least it would have been a great battle. At least the tale of Yoitsu could’ve amounted to three pages in Father Franz’s books.”


  Her hand fell weakly against Lawrence’s chest.


  “I don’t know whether that is true. Still, this is all hypothetical. Am I wrong?” said Lawrence.


  “… You are not,” said Holo, lightly hitting his chest yet again.


  “If shortly after you left Yoitsu, you had heard that the Moon-Hunting Bear was coming, I’ve no doubt you would have rushed back. But that is not what happened. We don’t know how much time passed between when you left and disaster came to Yoitsu, but in any case it happened while you could not have known of it.”


  Holo had seen Elsa’s thoughts.


  Should she abandon her village? Or should she fight on despite being shunned, despite there being no chance of victory? This was the choice Elsa faced.


  Holo had never been given that choice – by the time she learned of her village’s fate, it was all over.


  What would Holo have felt, seeing Elsa thus?


  She would have wanted Elsa to choose the path of least regret.


  But by doing so Elsa made Holo see with perfect clarity the path she herself had never been able to take.


  “I cannot abandon the villagers,” Elsa had said – but to Holo, those words crossed time and space, accusing her.


  So it was that Lawrence came at her from the same time and place. “The fact that you’re not crying shows that you yourself understand how foolish it is to feel this way.”


  “I–!” Holo bared her sharp teeth, eyes red with anger.


  But Lawrence was unworried as he let Holo sit there on his chest. He brushed aside a bit of mulch that remained from when she had pushed him over.


  “I know that,” she finished.


  Lawrence sighed and propped himself up on his elbows.


  Still straddling him, Holo looked away like a scolded child.


  She slid stiffly to one side, moving her legs together to sit on Lawrence’s right leg, finally offering her hand.


  Lawrence took it and sat up, pulling his body from where it had half sunk into the soft earth. He sighed, fatigue showing on his face.


  “What excuse were you going to give Elsa and Evan if they’d returned?”


  The still-unclothed Holo turned away from Lawrence. “What do you mean, what excuse?”


  “For killing me.”


  Holo gave a rare look of genuine embarrassment, then wrinkled her nose. “Were I a human female, you’d have no cause to complain if I killed you.”


  “I’d have no ability to complain, being dead.”


  Holo looked so cold that Lawrence wanted to hold her simply to warm her up. She looked up at his face and waited for him to continue.


  “What do you wish to do?” he asked.


  “That’s what I should ask you.”


  Holo’s quick retort took him by surprise. He looked up at the sky.


  Even now, Holo was still Holo.


  She would always be grabbing the reins.


  Lawrence embraced her. “Just you wait,” he said as payback for that ever-present rein grabbing.


  She shifted slightly in his embrace. “Can we not do something for them?” she asked, obviously referring to Elsa, Evan, and the village of Tereo. “Yoitsu can no longer be saved, but this village might yet be.”


  “I’m a simple traveling merchant.”


  Holo’s tail swished audibly. “I am not a simple wolf.”


  She was offering her complete cooperation.


  Yet even with that, what could possibly be done?


  She could not very well kill every person she didn’t happen to like.


  “The problem is the poison wheat, yes? If it’s mixed in with the good wheat, I can still tell the difference.”


  
    
  

  “I’ve thought of that. I don’t think that can help us.”


  “So there is no way to make them believe, then.”


  “Short of a miracle, I don’t think so.” Lawrence paused, then said it again, “Short of a miracle…”


  “What is it?”


  Lawrence’s eyes moved to and fro, trying to connect the thoughts that rilled his mind.


  He had considered that Holo would be able to distinguish poison wheat from good. What had stopped him short was how to convince others of the wheat’s purity – or lack thereof.


  Somewhere, he had heard of a similar story.


  But where?


  He flipped through his memories rapidly.


  What finally emerged was an image of Elsa and her church.


  “That’s right… a miracle…”


  “Mm.”


  “What do you think is the single best way for the Church to increase its followers?”


  Holo made a face as though she had been made fun of. “Producing a miracle?”


  “Quite. But a miracle’s fruit is always half-seed. They are not what they seem.”


  Now it was Holo whose gaze darted to and fro as she chased her own frantic thoughts.


  “So it would need to be something that the eye can see…” she said thoughtfully. “Indeed. You – give me my wheat.”


  Lawrence pointed at the bags he had dropped when Holo had pushed him over.


  “Then reach out and fetch it for me.” Evidently she had no intention of moving from her place on his lap.


  Realizing that quibbling would be pointless, Lawrence twisted around as he was told, reaching out and grabbing the sack in question, then pulling it closer to extract the pouch of wheat from within – the pouch of wheat in which Holo dwelled.


  “Here,” said Lawrence.


  “Mm. Now watch closely.”


  She took a grain of wheat from the pouch, and placing it in the palm of her hand, she took a deep breath.


  The next moment–


  “Wha–!”


  Before Lawrence’s eyes the grain quivered minutely, then cracked, sending a green shoot straight up, which lengthened into a white stem as it pushed skyward, its green leaves expanding outward.


  Soon a new ear of wheat appeared, sagging as it ripened and the once-green wheat stalk turned golden brown.


  The process had taken but a moment.


  “That is about as far as it goes, and I cannot do many at once. Also” – Holo held the wheat stalk that she had grown, tickling Lawrence’s nose with the top of the wheat ear – “as you can see, this miracle, too, has seeds within it.”


  “If I were to laugh, it would hardly sound natural.”


  Holo frowned and thrust the stalk at Lawrence. “Well? This is all I can do that is visible to the eye. Well, this and assuming my wolf form.”


  “No, this will be quite enough,” said Lawrence. He took the wheat from Holo’s hand and continued. “All that remains is to see if Elsa will accept this trick. Also–”


  “Is there more?”


  Lawrence nodded. “Still…” he muttered, shaking his head. “Then it will be time to show my skill as a merchant.”


  Even showing beyond all doubt which of the wheat returned by Enberch was poisonous and which was safe would not instantly deliver Tereo from the danger it faced.


  By Sem’s estimate, the funds they would owe Tereo would come to around seventy limar. Without addressing that shortfall, the villagers could still be devoured by Enberch.


  Even if Enberch had poisoned the wheat to seize control of Tereo, even if the townspeople recognized Holo’s miracle, and even if they accepted her judgment on the good wheat and the bad, they would still not buy back the wheat they had returned.


  This meant that wheat would still need to be turned to cash somehow.


  If it came to that point, this fell within the purview of a merchant.


  And Lawrence was a merchant.


  “Right. Let us return,” said Lawrence.


  “Hmph. And here sit I, freezing my tail off.”


  Holo stood, blocking Lawrence’s vision with a quick swish of her tail – and in that instant, she was a wolf again.


  “You seem disappointed,” she said with a grin of bared teeth.


  Lawrence shrugged. “You seem happy.”


  They caught up with Elsa and Evan very quickly.


  It was midday when the group arrived in Tereo.


  Elsa had been unexpectedly quick to accept Lawrence’s proposal.


  Perhaps she had understood that without a plan, her resolve alone would not be enough to save the village.


  Even a day earlier, she would have been unable to make such a decision.


  “I still believe in my God – the God who is supreme among gods and creator of all,” she said firmly, standing before Holo’s wolf form – a form she had seen for the first time just hours earlier.


  She displayed no fear in the face of a being that could swallow her in one bite or rip her to shreds with a wave of its paw.


  Holo glared at Elsa wordlessly, showing her rows of sharp teeth.


  Evan swallowed and looked on, but Holo knew the world well enough to understand that she did not stand at its peak.


  She soon closed her terrible jaws and turned away indignantly.


  “Now we must determine just how we will show this to the villagers.”


  “Have you any ideas?”


  They were gathered at the peak of a hill outside Tereo, near Evan’s millhouse. Holo stood watch.


  “No matter the product, purchasing it at the source yields the greatest gain,” said Lawrence.


  “So, once the village has been cornered–?” asked Evan.


  Lawrence nodded.


  Evan continued. “Based on what we saw this morning, it looks like Bishop Van has come as well.”


  “Bishop Van, eh?”


  The bishop’s arrival meant that Enberch planned to corner Tereo both financially and religiously, but it also meant that there might be an opportunity to turn the situation around – a situation that earlier in the morning had seemed utterly hopeless.


  It was even better, in fact, if the Church leader of Enberch was present.


  No one was more qualified to witness a miracle than Bishop Van, after all.


  “The group from Enberch brought spearmen with them – they will have no patience for any objections from Tereo. I highly doubt the negotiations will happen in a civilized fashion,” said Lawrence.


  “I do not think Elder Sem will incite the villagers to take up arms, either,” said Elsa.


  “Not that the villagers would have courage enough to do that anyway,” added Evan. His criticism was not inaccurate.


  Given all that, the best time for Lawrence and company to make their appearance was clear.


  “Then we should go in after Sem has bowed to Enberch’s demands,” said Elsa.


  “The miracle will happen as I’ve just explained,” said Lawrence.


  Elsa nodded, looking at Evan. “Evan, will you be all right?”


  She referred to the task that had fallen to him.


  More than anyone else’s, his life was at risk.


  And more than anyone else, he had to trust Holo.


  He looked at Holo. “Why, it’s nothing – if I should eat the poisoned wheat, you have but to kill me before I die of the poison.” His fingers trembled slightly.


  He had no doubt said this to appear strong before Elsa, but Holo did not fault him for that.


  “I shall swallow you in a single bite. It won’t hurt a bit,” she answered gleefully.


  “Then once we’ve produced this miracle, we’ll leave the financial dealings to you, Mr. Lawrence,” said Elsa.


  “Obviously we hope they will simply take the wheat back on the spot, but yes – I’ll handle it.”


  Elsa nodded and put her hands together. “May God’s blessing go with us.”


  Holo then spoke quietly.


  “They have come.”




  
    
  

  Chapter Six


  In total, sixteen horse-drawn wagons rolled into Tereo, each one carrying three or four large burlap sacks.


  There were twenty-three spearmen, along with men equipped with shields and gauntlets who looked very much like foot soldiers in the company of knights.


  There were four clergymen on foot near a wagon. It was impossible to know how many were within their covered carriage, though Elsa said it probably contained Bishop Van and his assistant.


  Also traveling with the procession was a pudgy man who appeared to be a merchant. “Ah,” Lawrence muttered to himself upon recognizing him.


  Riendott was the most successful flour merchant in Enberch. It was hardly a surprise that he had been the one to purchase all of Tereo’s wheat. If that was so, then it would be easy to point to Tereo as the source for the wheat when someone died after eating bread made from it.


  If Riendott was truly the man at the center of this plan, then he had purposely avoided buying Lawrence’s wheat when Lawrence passed through Enberch.


  In fact, that might have been the precise moment Riendott had decided to set his plan in motion.


  Darkness lay but a step ahead, and none could say where human malice might be hidden.


  Lawrence sighed slowly.


  He lay prone atop the hill watching the proceedings, and Holo reassumed her human form and quickly put her clothes back on.


  Then the four of them took the long way around the village to Truyeo’s den.


  While it was possible that Iima had locked the cellar door, it was also just as possible that she had merely closed it, leaving it unlocked.


  They were betting on the latter.


  “Is this what you meant by God’s blessing?” Holo asked.


  They had won the bet.


  “Is there anyone inside?”


  “Nay. It’s deserted,” said Holo.


  Since Elsa and Evan had escaped, the villagers had no further business with the church, and it was empty.


  Lawrence pushed up against the pedestal. The statue of the Holy Mother tipped over and onto the floor with a clunk. The sound gave him a thrill of fear, but it was followed only by silence. He gave the pedestal a firm shove. Evan slipped through the gap that opened, and lifted the door properly open from the outside.


  “Right, now… Yes, we’ll need a sickle and a chalice,” said Lawrence.


  These were the tools needed for the plan the group was about to execute.


  Now out of the cellar, Elsa gave a quick nod and ran off with Evan in tow.


  Lawrence gave Holo, who remained in the basement, a small smile. “If everything goes well, you’ll have all the time you want to read.”


  Holo seemed to give up and finally climbed the steps out of the cellar. “So… how does it look outside?”


  “The window wasn’t broken fortunately. We’ll be able to see clearly.”


  Once Lawrence and company had made their escape, Iima had found an opportunity to open the front door.


  The bar that had hung on the tightly closed door now leaned against a wall, unbroken.


  Lawrence peered out through a crack in the window and saw that the procession had already arrived in the village square, where a man in the garments of a high-ranking clergyman – surely Bishop Van – and Riendott, the flour merchant, both confronted Elder Sem.


  “Mr. Lawrence,” said Elsa. She and Evan approached from behind him as quietly as they could.


  They brought a chalice that on its best day hadn’t been made of pure silver, along with a rusty old sickle.


  But for demonstrating a miracle, the older and dingier the instruments, the better.


  “Good. Now we just wait for the right moment.”


  Elsa and Evan swallowed nervously and nodded.


  Lawrence couldn’t hear what the men were saying, but given Sem’s frantic gestures, it looked like he was desperately trying to explain something to Bishop Van.


  Sem would occasionally point at the church, causing everyone gathered in the square to look in its direction, which Lawrence found unnerving.


  But no one approached the church since they seemed to assume it was completely empty.


  Bishop Van responded to Sem calmly, occasionally pausing to consult with the elderly assistant priest at his side.


  It seemed as though he considered the feelings of Elder Sem and the assembled villagers to be no more important than the wings of a fly that buzzed around his head.


  When Bishop Van produced a few sheets of parchment, Elder Sem was stunned into silence.


  “Can you hear what they’re saying?” Lawrence asked Holo.


  “They are demanding money,” came the answer.


  Just then a great clamor arose – Lawrence could see a spearman subduing a villager who had charged the proceedings.


  Seeing this, several other villagers charged, though the outcome was no different.


  Though their clothes were not uniform and they seemed little more than an impromptu militia, the spearmen seemed to have some discipline. They formed a ragged circle, spears out and at the ready.


  “Mm. The man Sem has stopped resisting. He is beginning to yield.”


  If he gave an inch, Bishop Van and Riendott would take a mile.


  Bishop Van would corner Sem until nothing could help him.


  “Who’s that?”


  Another villager had joined the discussion. He exchanged some words with Riendott, then soon became enraged and had to be restrained by Sem.


  Evan answered Lawrence’s question. “That’s the baker. He speaks ill of me the most.”


  Riendott, like Bishop Van, produced a sheet of parchment from his pocket and held it up proudly, causing the villagers to fall silent.


  He seemed quite happy to have silenced them so.


  “I suppose Father Franz was just too good,” said Lawrence vaguely, which elicited a slight nod from Elsa.


  Finally Sem fell to his knees on the stone. The villagers who had been glaring at Bishop Van now hurried to help him.


  Watching this, Lawrence heard a fist being clenched.


  When he looked, he saw it was Elsa.


  Though her face was calm, her feelings were all too evident.


  No villager had ever reached out to help her.


  “They are finished. A final decision has been given,” said Holo suddenly. Lawrence knew immediately what she meant.


  All at once, Sem and the other villagers looked at the building opposite the church – Sem’s house.


  Lawrence needed only to look at their backs to know what they were thinking.


  Next, two guards climbed atop the large, flat meeting stone.


  In their hands, they held the idol of Truyeo that Lawrence had seen in Sem’s house.


  “If you but burn this abomination and embrace the true faith, all shall be resolved. If not, Tereo will be guilty of heresy,” Holo said – no doubt repeating Bishop Van’s words.


  Sem and the rest of the people looked at the church, as though they could hear her speak.


  “Humans – always depending on others in times of need,” said Holo with a sigh, stepping back from the window. “Still, I have depended on humans in my time. Shall we?”


  Evan’s face made it plain that he could barely stand to forgive the selfishness of the villagers.


  But he swallowed his anger and looked at Elsa.


  Elsa stood quickly. “As a servant of righteousness, I cannot abandon the village,” she said shortly.


  Lawrence nodded. “Let’s go.”


  On that cue, the four of them opened the church’s front door.


  Apparently silence could indeed descend.


  That was what struck Lawrence about this particular silence.


  He would never forget the imploring look that Sem gave him as he stood before the stuffed snakeskin totem of Truyeo.


  “Elsa!” It was Iima who broke the silence.


  Iima was not standing on the meeting stone – perhaps because she had aided Elsa – but instead watched the proceedings with the rest of the villagers. Unconcerned with the villagers’ questioning glances, she ran toward the people she had tried to protect.


  “Elsa, why–”


  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Iima.”


  Iima turned to Lawrence, her face uncomprehending.


  Before Lawrence could reply, Bishop Van spoke from his place on the stone. “Goodness, what have we here? None other than Miss Elsa, the successor to Father Franz!”


  “It has been some time, Bishop Van,” said Elsa.


  “I was led to believe that you had snuck out of Tereo. Was the weight of your sin too much for your conscience to bear?”


  “God is always forgiving.”


  Bishop Van seemed momentarily cowed by Elsa’s firm answer, but he composed himself quickly and whispered something into the ear of the priest who stood next to him.


  The priest cleared his throat, then produced a sheet of parchment, and holding it up, read it aloud.


  “We, the Enberch Church of St. Rio, believe and declare that the village of Tereo has prayed to pagan deities and has moreover added the liquor of Khepas to their wheat in order to harm the believers of the one true faith. While believers of the one true faith suffer and die, not a single citizen of Tereo has fallen ill. As they eat of the same wheat, this can be nothing but proof that the village is protected by the evil deities they worship.”


  When the priest finished his pronouncement, Bishop Van continued. “As stipulated in the contract signed with Father Franz, we will first return this wheat. Moreover, we shall reestablish a righteous holy church. As for the false servant of God, who wears the skin of a lamb but underneath is a lying serpent, she shall face the judgment of the most high God.”


  When he finished, the soldiers with shields drew their swords and pointed them at Lawrence and company.


  But Elsa did not take so much as a single step back. “That will not be necessary,” she said coldly. “It is true that my faith has at times been misplaced. But almighty God has shown me the true path. I have met one of His divine messengers!”


  Bishop Van flinched, then glanced to the priest at his side, his brow furrowed.


  The priest said something to him quietly and briefly.


  Van raised one hand. “That you would claim so readily to have encountered a divine messenger is merely proof of your heresy! If I am wrong, then bring the proof before me!”


  The fish had swallowed the bait.


  Elsa looked first at Evan, then Holo.


  The miller and the wolf girl both nodded.


  “If you have doubts, let us show you!”


  Evan and Holo headed straight for the wagons that were loaded with wheat, but as they approached, the spearmen prepared to stave them off.


  Van gave a derisive snort. “Let them through!” he said.


  Evan held in his hand a grain of wheat he had received from Holo.


  Elsa watch the two of them go, then made her way to the gathering stone, ignoring Iima’s protests.


  “Worship of Truyeo the serpent god is indeed a mistake,” she said.


  The villagers that stood atop the meeting stone glared at Elsa as though she had forced them to swallow a rock.


  “However, that mistake is not itself a fundamental one.”


  She climbed the steps that led to the stone, walked directly past Bishop Van, and knelt down before the totem of Truyeo.


  In the church, she had been unwilling to lie even after having been trapped by Lawrence and Holo.


  She was still that girl, every inch a clergywoman.


  So why did she not denounce the snake totem as a false idol, and why was she kneeling before it?


  “It is my belief that Truyeo itself is one of God’s miracles.”


  Sem’s eyes widened, and the villagers were visibly disturbed.


  Elsa’s words neither denied nor acknowledged Truyeo.


  But Van smiled. “The words of men do not keep close company with the truth. Can you prove that your words were not whispered into your ears by a demon?” he sneered.


  “The divine messenger has promised to reveal a sign that will guide the wayward lambs back to the true path.”


  Holo and Evan looked to Elsa. It was the signal that their preparations were done.


  Even though he knew all was well, Lawrence was keenly aware of his own nervousness.


  Elsa, too, must have felt the overwhelming pressure of all those gazes – the villagers’ and Bishop Van’s.


  But her voice was still clear and strong.


  She had inherited the teachings of Father Franz and trusted in Holo’s supernatural power, which gave her new faith in the righteousness of the God that had created the world.


  “Hmph, you would presume to display the power of God…” began Van, but his voice was drowned out by the cries of fear and surprise that arose from the people who surrounded the wagons.


  “Th-the wheat, it’s–!”


  The crowd’s cries crew louder.


  From within the bags of wheat loaded on the wagons, ears of wheat began to sprout and grow skyward.


  Sem and the rest looked on, their faces as expressionless as badly made dolls, and Van was stunned into silence by the miracle before him.


  As the wheat stalks continued to grow, the people’s cries echoed throughout the square, at times sounding almost dismayed.


  “It’s God! God has created a miracle!” The shouting spread like wildfire, and in the end, even the clergymen bowed down.


  Only Bishop Van remained standing stock-still as he took in the sight.


  Another cry arose as one of the green stalks of wheat matured.


  Of the wheat that sprouted in the sixteen wagons, only one wagon’s wheat was different. Instead of ripening honey brown, it withered and turned to dust.


  All who saw knew exactly what that meant.


  Everyone’s attention was focused entirely on the wheat, save Lawrence’s.


  He looked at the ashen-faced Riendott and at Bishop Van.


  The ones responsible for poisoning the wheat could hardly laugh this miracle off.


  “God has shown us the correct path,” said Elsa, focusing the gaze of the crowd on herself.


  “This… can’t be… It’s absurd…!”


  “Bishop Van,” said Elsa, cool and logical. “I would like you to confirm that this is not the work of a demon.”


  “H-how–”


  “Use this,” said Elsa, producing a dull metal chalice and holding it out to Van.


  “Please bless this chalice. Once you have done so, Evan the miller will prove the truth of God’s teachings.”


  Bishop Van did as he was asked, taking the chalice, then speaking hurriedly. “Wh-what exactly do you plan to do with this?”


  “Even the poor may be baptized in God. I would have you, Bishop Van, cleanse this cup.”


  Van was overwhelmed and unable to protest further. He gave the assistant priest a look of anguish. The priest in turn ordered the other clergymen to fetch some water.


  They soon returned bearing water, which they handed over to Van.


  Any water poured by a clergyman of the Church became holy and pure.


  The chalice, now filled with holy water, shone dully in Bishop Van’s hands.


  “Take the water now to the miller there,” said Elsa. She refrained from doing it herself so as to make sure he could find no fault with her.


  This way, the purported righteousness of the clergy would be transferred to Evan in the very act of giving him the water.


  “Watch closely,” said Elsa.


  She turned to Evan and nodded. He nodded back firmly.


  Evan produced a small knife and climbed atop each of the wagons, cutting open a burlap sack in each one, taking a bit of flour out of the sack, and putting it into the chalice as he went.


  It was obvious to everyone what he planned to do.


  All eyes were on the young wheat grinder. The villagers’ nervous gulps were almost audible.


  Once he had taken flour from fifteen of the sixteen wagons, Evan took the cup, now filled with a mixture of flour and water, and raised it high.


  As if pulled by strings, the eyes of the clergymen followed the chalice. They murmured something – perhaps their last prayers to God.


  Evan slowly lowered the chalice, peering at its contents.


  He had seen Holo’s true form and knew that she was no ordinary being. He had seen stalks of wheat complete a full year’s growth in but a few moments.


  Evan looked suddenly away from the chalice.


  His gaze fell upon none other than Elsa.


  The next instant, he drank the contents of the chalice down in one great gulp.


  “This is the truth of the miracle that God’s messenger has revealed to us.”


  Evan jumped down and thrust the chalice back into the hands of the clergymen, flour still clinging to the corners of his mouth. The clergy then poured fresh water out from a water skin to purify the cup anew.


  Next, Evan climbed atop the one wagon from which he had taken no flour, and removed a small amount from one of the burlap sacks, placing it in the chalice.


  Elsa turned to the bishop, who was now trembling. “If this is a false miracle, then surely you will be able to demonstrate a true one.”


  If one had lied and claimed the wheat was poisoned, the only way to prove whether it truly was or not would be to eat all of the wheat.


  However, that was speaking in purely logical terms, and miracles went beyond the purview of logic.


  Only a miracle could oppose another miracle.


  To prove this was not a false miracle created by a demon, the bishop would have to produce a true miracle from God.


  “Bishop Van.”


  Elsa took the chalice from Evan and held it out to Van.


  Riendott fell backward on the spot.


  Van was frozen, unable to move.


  He could not accept the chalice before him.


  “V-very well. This… this is a miracle. A true miracle.”


  “And the church of this village?” came Elsa’s quick demand.


  Van had neither the words nor the miracle he needed to respond. “It’s… legitimate,” he growled. “A legitimate church.”


  “I’ll ask you to put that in writing,” said Elsa.


  She finally showed a smile as she addressed Elder Sem and the villagers and reverently gathered up the totem of Truyeo.


  Bishop Van could neither complain nor demand that the villagers cease their worship of Truyeo, a condition they welcomed gladly.


  Elsa had performed admirably.


  Though beneath the thin layer of courage that had let her confront Bishop Van without hesitation, uncertainty and fear surely swirled within her.


  She took a deep, deep breath; wiped the corners of her eyes; and bowed her head, her hands clasped in prayer.


  Though it was impossible to know whether she was praying to God or to Father Franz, either one would have praised her actions.


  Holo came running to Lawrence’s side. He had been watching her as a spectator would.


  “What say you? Impressive, no?” prodded Holo proudly, standing in stark contrast to Elsa, who remained humble despite having served Bishop Van his comeuppance.


  But their differences corresponded exactly to the differences between Lawrence and Evan.


  Evan shoved the chalice into the hands of one of the clergymen before running over to Elsa and embracing her tightly.


  Lawrence’s gaze, along with the villagers’, was drawn in by the sight. Holo sniffed her displeasure.


  “You seem quite envious.”


  Lawrence saw the challenge in Holo’s smile as she said this. Afraid, he could only shrug. “Aye, quite envious.”


  Holo appeared taken aback by the unexpected reply.


  “Envious because I was behind the scenes the whole time. Elsa and Evan were onstage. You sprung the trap.”


  This was a successful diversion.


  Holo sighed, her expression one of disappointment. “Still, the issue of coin has not yet been settled. That job falls to you, does it not?”


  “It does. Although…”


  Lawrence took the situation in and thought it over.


  The tables had been turned.


  The mouse had managed to bite the cat. It might as well try to come away with some meat, Lawrence felt.


  As the scene changed before his eyes so did his ideas.


  In his mind, Lawrence put together a plan that he would never dare try in any other town. It made him feel slightly sadistic.


  “Indeed. I suppose this might be worth trying,” he said to himself, unconsciously stroking his beard. He became aware of Holo’s gaze on him.


  She was looking up at him, clearly surprised.


  It was rare to see her genuinely surprised. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “Heh… are you sure you are not a wolf yourself?”


  The statement was so disconnected to anything that he couldn’t help looking dumbfounded. “Huh?”


  Holo chuckled, her fangs showing. “That face might suit you a bit better.”


  “…”


  Lawrence withdrew at this point, worried that continuing would only lead him to fall into yet another of Holo’s traps. Holo did not push the subject, evidently satisfied with just a bit of teasing.


  In any case, their usual banter would have to wait.


  There was still business to take care of and revenge to be had.


  Bishop Van and the rest of the people from Enberch were descending from the meeting stone, heading over to Sem’s house to draw up some documents. Lawrence jogged over to them.


  “They may go with Sem to settle matters of religion, but you, Mr. Riendott – you have matters of coin to attend to,” he said.


  Riendott looked like a criminal who had been unable to escape capture.


  Bishop Van did not know Lawrence and was about to demand to know who he was when Sem, having listened to a short whispered comment from Elsa, spoke softly to him.


  A surprised “ah” was all the bishop could manage.


  Likewise, the villagers regarded Lawrence with suspicion until hearing Sem’s explanation. Their expressions of surprise were different from Van’s, but eventually they nodded begrudgingly.


  Holo whispered in Lawrence’s ear, “It seems he is willing to leave everything to you.”


  Lawrence had gone from being suspected as the villain who’d poisoned the village’s wheat to the man responsible for negotiating on that same village’s behalf.


  Remaining there on the meeting stone, Riendott seemed painfully aware of the fact that he had set Lawrence up. He looked like he was about to cry.


  The stone was still surrounded by villagers, and even the people from Enberch discussed the miracle in excited tones.


  In this atmosphere, the negotiations would be simple.


  “Well then, Mr. Riendott.”


  “Er, yes!” came his hoarse reply. It was hard to tell whether he was deliberately trying to elicit sympathy or not.


  By the way Holo coughed and glared at the man, his actions were probably an act.


  “I have been asked by Miss Elsa and the village elder to conduct all financial negotiations. I would first ask whether every villager here can accept those terms.”


  “If the village elder says so, I don’t see that we have a choice,” said one villager.


  The baker piped up next, scratching his head. “We’ve always left everything to do with coin to the elder.”


  Lawrence nodded. “There it is, then. I shall begin with the greatest demand. I would have you keep the wheat.”


  Riendott sputtered, “Th-that’s preposterous! I couldn’t possibly!”


  “Why is that?”


  “Th-the reputation of the wheat! After all, a man has died! My shop’s reputation has been damaged!”


  Given everything else, the story of a death had also probably been a lie.


  Lawrence looked at Holo. Her eyes asked him what he wanted to do. Yes, the dead man was a lie surely.


  But there was nothing to be gained in exposing it. That could even prove fatal.


  “And besides – besides!” continued Riendott. “It’s written in the contract with Father Franz that any wheat touched by Khepas liquor will be returned!”


  This was an obvious position for him to take, and the villagers could hardly argue this point.


  Even if they suspected Riendott himself of planting the poison in the wheat, they could prove nothing.


  “Very well, then. Suppose we accept the returned wheat. What would the price be?”


  Riendott took a deep breath upon hearing Lawrence’s concession, as though he was finally breaking the surface after having been trapped underwater.


  “T-two hundred lim–”


  “That’s absurd!” cried the baker, grabbing Riendott by his collar. “That’s the price you paid us originally, you bastard!”


  It was true – Riendott must have sold off at least some of the wheat already, so he could hardly demand the same amount back.


  Moreover, if that was the amount the village truly owed, the people would still be short a full seventy limar.


  Lawrence couldn’t help admiring Riendott’s sheer nerve, quoting the highest possible price even in these circumstances.


  “F-f-fine then… O-one hundred ninety–”


  The baker tightened his grip, but Lawrence stopped him.


  His intention was not, however, to save Riendott.


  “Mr. Riendott, if another miracle was to happen, that would be quite disadvantageous for you, would it not?”


  The villagers did not understand the true meaning behind these words, but thanks to Holo seeing through Riendott’s lie, Lawrence knew what worried the man most.


  What he feared most was that Enberch’s lie would be exposed.


  Riendott’s face looked like a drowning pig’s. “O-one h-hundred… six… ty…”


  In trenni silver, this came to a concession of eight hundred pieces.


  The baker loosened his grip.


  Lawrence watched Riendott cough; this was probably the limit of how much the man could afford to concede.


  Pushing further would only serve to create more resentment.


  After all, the contract between Tereo and Enberch had been abnormal to begin with.


  “In that case, let us settle the return at that amount. Let all present bear witness.”


  Each villager nodded, and Riendott finally looked up.


  Now came the crux of the matter.


  Though Lawrence had extracted a significant concession, it still was not a sum that the village could afford to repay. In order to prevent this whole farce from repeating itself, a more proper contract needed to be established.


  “Incidentally Mr. Riendott,” said Lawrence.


  “Y-yes?”


  “Regarding this returned wheat – I presume it would not be possible to persuade you to repurchase it.”


  Riendott immediately shook his head. He would ruin his business in such a transaction.


  “Understood. However, according to Elder Sem, the village does not have enough cash to buy back the wheat. Even at one hundred sixty limar, there is still not enough.”


  The villagers raised their voices in surprise.


  Evidently the elder had hidden this truth from them in order to avoid a panic.


  “Thus I have a proposal for you,” continued Lawrence before the villagers could pounce on Riendott.


  “Wh-what do you…?”


  “It is but a simple thing. I would ask that you persuade the bishop to allow the village to sell wheat under his name.”


  Riendott thought hard, obviously trying to see what Lawrence hoped to gain in such a deal.


  He would not figure it out, though, Lawrence was confident.


  “I-if you plan to sell to another wheat broker… you had best give up as–”


  “Why?!” shouted the baker, causing Riendott to recoil in fear briefly. His look made it clear that this was not something under his control.


  “It’s been a good harvest this year… There’s a surplus of rye. No matter where you look, no town can possibly buy the amount this village is looking to sell. To preserve trust, we’ve already bought all we could…”


  Despite its purported poisoning being a lie, the wheat now had a history. Merchants would avoid it if they could.


  “No, even if that’s true, it will not matter,” said Lawrence. “So, will you do us this favor?”


  Riendott looked at Lawrence beseechingly, then nodded slowly.


  He seemed at once to be begging for God’s grace and praying that a miracle would not occur. It was a strange sight.


  “I-I s-suppose that would be a-acceptable…”


  “One more thing.”


  “Wha–”


  “It is possible that the people of Enberch may try to cause trouble with the business I am planning. I would ask that you be our ally in such a case.”


  Riendott’s mouth dropped open. “Ah – surely you don’t plan to make bread!”


  “Close, but no. The bakers would never allow such a thing, would they?”


  Riendott managed to nod despite his fleshy chin.


  Still, it was true that Lawrence’s plan was very near to a bread baker’s business.


  “Also, regarding payment, it will have to wait until the business is moving along well,” said Lawrence.


  “What– what are you–”


  “I certainly won’t force anything upon you. I’ll even add a condition you may well find attractive.” Lawrence looked over at the assembled villagers, then back to Riendott. “What would you say to dissolving Father Franz’s contract – the contract that requires Enberch to unconditionally purchase Tereo’s wheat?”


  The villagers instantly raised their voices in protest. “Hey, you can’t do that just because you’re negotiating for us!” said one.


  “Ah, but so long as this condition remains, it will be a source of resentment on Enberch’s part, is that not so?”


  
    
  

  It was a difficult question to answer, but Riendott, the largest wheat merchant in all of Enberch, finally nodded.


  “This was never a normal contract to begin with. Normally a village has one of its citizens who’s good with money take charge of such things – that’s business,” said Lawrence.


  Riendott nodded emphatically but soon shrank back at the angry glares he received.


  “What say you, Mr. Riendott? Will you agree?”


  “Hey! You can’t just–!” came the protests, but Lawrence did not back down.


  He was confident that he would be able to turn a large profit here.


  “If Mr. Riendott and Bishop Van are on our side, I can tell you a way for this village to create a business that will turn wonderful profits,” said Lawrence with a smile.


  His confidence was disarming; the villagers backed down.


  “What-what kind of business…?” asked one.


  Lawrence enjoyed the moment of superiority and then explained. “I suppose I’ll tell you. You’ll need some cooperation from the baker.”


  A bit surprised, the baker nodded.


  “Then can you make ready some eggs and butter? And honey if you have it.”


  All present looked at once amazed and confused.


  It was Holo alone who spoke. “It sounds like something rather tasty shall come from all this.”




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  After finishing the packing of their traveling gear and returning to the church’s living quarters, Lawrence could hear a loud crunching sound.


  The sound, like footsteps upon a gravel path, was probably Holo eating.


  He didn’t know how many times he had told her not to eat while reading, but she never listened.


  Elsa, too, would scold Evan any time she caught him eating and dropping crumbs everywhere, shaking her head with a sigh.


  Occasionally during such times, Elsa and Lawrence’s eyes would meet, and they would share a long-suffering smile.


  It had been three days since the conflict between Enberch and Tereo ended.


  Given the outcome, the deal Lawrence had struck was a great success.


  Tereo had wound up owing Enberch thirty-seven limar – over seven hundred trenni pieces. However, with the agreement that Lawrence had arranged with Riendott, Tereo would not only pay the debt off, but also stood to make money from Riendott.


  Lawrence had used the village’s wheat and the baker’s assistance to make cookies.


  They were not dissimilar to unleavened bread, which was made with flour and water but without the yeast that caused regular bread to rise. Adding butter and eggs to this unleavened bread mixture, however, created something surprisingly delicious.


  Cookies were common in the south, but for whatever reason, Lawrence had never seen them in the north.


  Having discovered during a dinner with Elsa and Evan that they were unfamiliar with the different types of bread in the world, Lawrence had been convinced that the villagers would not know of cookies – and he had been right.


  Cookies looked nothing like bread. While the baker’s guild strictly prohibited other businesses from baking and selling bread, foodstuffs aside from bread fell outside the scope of its rule.


  Though the baker’s guild would surely protest, as long as the villagers had the support of Riendott and Bishop Van, theirs would remain a mutually beneficial relationship.


  Cookies being a rare and delicious product, they sold well in Enberch. They sold so well that it seemed possible for the purported surplus of rye wheat to be insufficient for demand.


  However, business of this sort could easily be copied, so it was only in the beginning that large profits would come with relative ease.


  So it was that Lawrence had not demanded a share of the profits. Instead he had asked the villagers to buy the wheat he carried in his cart with a bit of extra coin included by way of apology.


  If the people of Tereo planned to turn the cookies into a local specialty, they had a lot of hard work before them.


  But the cookies’ deliciousness, at least, was guaranteed.


  After all, in the three days since the end of the dispute, Holo had eaten nothing else.


  To any who ate the cookies for the first time, their taste and texture could be addictive.


  “Well then, it’s about time to be off,” said Lawrence.


  Holo was happily spilling crumbs all over the pages of one of Father Franz’s books. She looked up, annoyed at the light tap Lawrence had given her.


  Elsa was right outside the church, praying intensely over Lawrence’s cart for a safe journey while Elder Sem and the villagers had decided on their own to pray to Truyeo that Lawrence’s business would thrive.


  The villagers’ attitude toward the church had changed. Some had even begun attending services out of gratitude.


  No doubt in the future, Tereo would worship two gods.


  Holo stood up from the chair in which she sat, grabbing a cookie from a mountain of the same on the table and holding it between her teeth.


  “You know we have piles of those things in the cart. If this is like when you bought so many apples we could hardly eat them all, you’ll have naught but cookies for every meal,” warned Lawrence.


  Holo took a bite out of the cookie with a loud crunch, regarding Lawrence with irritation. “Uh, just who was it, I wonder, that separated the good wheat from the bad and created that miracle? Had I not been there, you would’ve been tossed naked into a cauldron and boiled alive.”


  It pained Lawrence to hear it, but Holo had been eating cookies at an absurd rate – even the villagers, who felt they owed her a great debt, were stunned into silence by the sight of her devouring the treats.


  He felt he could warn her a bit without risking retribution.


  “Mmph,” Holo continued. “We surely met with calamity this time around.”


  It was a forced change of subject, but she was not wrong.


  “Well, at least we turned a profit in the end.”


  “Is that all you care about?” laughed Holo, her cheeks stuffed with cookie. “For my part, I cannot say that my hopes were met, but I did well enough. I suppose it was worth the effort.”


  She looked at the book that recorded the tales of the Moon-Hunting Bear – which she had now read fully three times – and sighed. “So, where are we going next?”


  “Lenos. There’s a legend there in which you personally appear.”


  “Mm. I suppose it would be a bother to get caught in snow because we dragged our feet. We’d best get on with it.”


  Lawrence knew that Holo’s true desire was to head north as soon as possible, but when he considered the journey that lay ahead, it was no wonder that the idea of lounging about in a suddenly comfortable village was appealing.


  He was somewhat surprised that she was ready to go after just three days.


  “Shall we?” she said.


  “Quite.”


  As soon as Lawrence and Holo emerged from the church, the villagers gathered to send them off.


  Gloomy apologies like “Sorry we doubted you” were long since done with.


  All that remained were happy wishes for safe travel.


  “May God’s blessing go with you,” said Elsa, a gentle smile on her face.


  This was enough to make a man happy – which Lawrence was despite the foot stomp he received from Holo.


  “Mr. Lawrence,” said Evan, holding Elsa’s hand. “Thank you for teaching me so much. I’ll work hard here.”


  It was the constant suspicion of the villagers that had made Evan want to leave the village to become a merchant.


  Things had changed now, though, and Evan chose to stay in the village and take responsibility for future negotiations with Enberch.


  Elsa and Evan’s hands were tightly clasped together. His decision to stay had obviously been the right one as anyone could tell.


  “A traveler does not leave regret behind in a village, but good memories. Farewell!”


  Lawrence gripped the reins, and the horse began its amble.


  Wrapped in the faint sunlight of winter, the wagon clattered its way out of the small village of Tereo.


  Elsa, Evan, and Sem all waved from where they stood in front of the church, and even Lawrence looked back twice to wave.


  But their forms soon shrank and disappeared.


  Lawrence’s travels with Holo had begun again.


  Their destination was Lenos.


  From there, they would head northeast.


  It would be just around the end of spring at the opening of summer, Lawrence mused, when they would finally arrive in Yoitsu.


  As Lawrence thought this over, Holo immediately took a bag of cookies out and dug in.


  The solemn, contemplative atmosphere that came with newly begun travel was shattered by the crunching of cookies.


  “Hm?” Holo looked up questioningly, her mouth full of cookies, and Lawrence decided her blank face had its own charms.


  The smile he had upon seeing her innocent face soon evaporated. “Summer,” he murmured to himself.


  Immediately thereafter, he noticed something approaching his face. He looked to find it was a cookie. “Don’t look at me so desirously,” she said sourly.


  “I’ve had plenty, thanks,” said Lawrence.


  Holo did not relent. “Your face says otherwise.” She shoved the cookie at him again.


  Lawrence gave up and accepted it, taking a bite.


  A particularly large amount of honey had been added to the cookies that the village had given Holo so they were quite sweet.


  Such things were not at all bad once in a while, he mused.


  Yet Holo still looked at him, somehow dissatisfied.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” said Holo, looking ahead and taking another bite of her cookie.


  She obviously wanted to say something – but what?


  Lawrence thought this over, and it came to him.


  Oh, but that – that was too unfair.


  She wanted to make him say it – it was a trap.


  And yet if he did not fall into the trap, she was sure to be angry.


  There was nothing to be done.


  Lawrence made his decision, popped the last piece of cookie into his mouth, and spoke.


  “Hey.”


  “Mm?”


  Holo turned toward him, the picture of innocence.


  Her tail swished expectantly beneath her robes.


  Lawrence played along with her ridiculous farce.


  “There’s some business where there’s good money to be made,” he said.


  “Oh?”


  “It’ll take us out of our way, though.”


  Holo made an exaggeratedly irritated face and sighed.


  Yet she did not ask for any further details, simply smiling in a vaguely resigned fashion. “I suppose it cannot be helped. I shall accompany you.”


  Holo did not want their journey to end.


  Lawrence believed this – and it was precisely because she didn’t want it to end that she affected this attitude.


  She would never have admitted this, though.


  What a charmless girl.


  “So, tell me about this business,” she said with a happy smile.


  Lawrence chewed his last piece of cookie and thanked whatever god had given him this bittersweet sensation.




  Afterword


  Hello! It has been quite a while. I am Isuna Hasekura, and this is the fourth volume.


  What’s more, this makes it a full year since Spice and Wolf debuted. Time certainly does fly.


  It seems like just the other day I was going to the Twelfth Dengeki Novel Prize party, dressed in a suit and desperately nervous – and just recently I attended the Thirteenth.


  Time has moved so fast, in fact, that I didn’t have time to get my suit cleaned and wound up going in my civvies. That’s the reason why there in the sea of suits and ties was me, wandering around in my dingy jeans. The roast beef was excellent.


  Speaking of which, the year-end party for Dengeki Publishing is coming up in a couple of weeks, and I cannot wait to see what delicious things they’ll serve. I really want to bring along some Tupperware to take leftovers home with me, but it’s been only a year since my debut, and I’m thinking that’s the kind of thing I shouldn’t do until I’m a more established veteran.


  It’s so beautiful in my mind: I’ll grow a beard, smoke a pipe, and wave my cane around as I swagger into the hall, making for the sushi table and taking it home with me. Part of me says that my idea of a veteran author is a little off, but I’ve decided not to worry about it. Oh yeah – I can’t forget to bring some pickled ginger back with the sushi. I’d be a failure as a gentleman otherwise.


  Now that I’ve filled some space, some thanks are due.


  To Jyuu Ayakura-sensei, whose illustrations have once again turned out just as I have imagined them, my sincere thanks. When I was looking at the roughs, there would be a single character who would look too much like I imagined him, and I would have to laugh.


  My deep thanks likewise go to my esteemed editor, Koetsu-sama, for carefully checking my shaky manuscripts. If they made me do that job myself, I’d probably give up halfway through. Thank you so much.


  And to all of you who now hold this book in your hands, my deepest thanks. I hope that you also enjoy the next volume.


  I shall see you then.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  It was a quiet journey.


  There was no conversation – only the clattering of the wagon.


  They woke, they rattled around in the wagon, they ate – only that.


  Kraft Lawrence sat in the driver’s seat, gripping the reins. It was his seventh year as a traveling merchant since setting out at the age of eighteen.


  Loneliness was the constant companion of the traveling merchant, and he’d often found himself talking to his cart horse. There had been a time when these episodes were frequent. These last few days his quiet travels had continued, and he’d spoken no words worthy of the term.


  Yet if asked if he was lonely, Lawrence’s reply would have been negative, which was unmistakably thanks to his companion, who sat next to him in the driver’s box.


  Though she now had a blanket wrapped around herself so thoroughly that it was hard to tell if she was a boy or a girl, the beauty of her features would turn any head, and her long, chestnut-brown hair, fine enough to be the pride of any nobleman’s daughter, easily holding the attention of male passersby.


  If she stayed quiet and polite, surely she could have entered the grandest of functions without so much as a hint of shame – yet there was a reason things were not so simple for Lawrence’s companion.


  After all, she had the beast ears and tail that marked her as an evildoer.


  His companion’s name was Holo.


  Her true form was that of a giant wolf so great it could swallow a human in one bite. She was the wolf-god of the harvest, who dwelled within the wheat.


  “…”


  For a moment, Lawrence wondered if Holo had said something, but perhaps she had simply opened her eyes. Her reasons for doing so were generally obvious.


  She had shifted her tail a moment ago, so next it would be her ears. With a deerskin-gloved hand, Lawrence took hold of Holo’s hood, pulling it slightly up off her head.


  Through his gloved hand, he could feel her shift her wolf ears beneath the hood to a new, more comfortable position. The twitching motion continued for a moment, then stopped. After a period of minute adjustments, she seemed to be satisfied. This called to mind for Lawrence a fastidious noblewoman carefully arranging a flower in a vase until it was just so. Holo sighed softly, then nuzzled her hooded, blanketed head lightly against Lawrence.


  Perhaps it was her way of expressing her thanks.


  Lawrence returned his gaze to the road, and the quiet journey continued.


  They no longer failed to understand each other.


  Even without words, their travels were no longer lonely.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  It had been a week since the incidents in the village of Tereo, where they’d very nearly been executed as criminals.


  Lawrence and Holo now made for Lenos, a town where tales of Holo’s exploits in the distant past were said to still exist.


  Lenos was a largish town for the northlands known for its lumber and furs.


  It received its share of visitors, so Lawrence and Holo passed many other merchants who came and went on the road to the town. Lawrence himself had visited it many times in the past, though this time he did not come for business.


  He instead sought information about the ancient home of his companion.


  Thus his wagon bed held none of the trade goods that usually filled it.


  Lawrence had originally planned to sell some of the mountains of cookies the villagers of Tereo had given him as thanks, but they had all been eaten by the wolf who now slept next to him. If there was something tasty to eat, she would devour as much of it as was there, becoming angry when there was no more to be had.


  She ate, drank, and slept a truly stunning amount.


  Lawrence had to admit, though, that between the cold and the boredom, he would fall asleep, too, if he didn’t have to hold the reins. In any case, her ability to sleep all night after drowsing all day was impressive. More than once he wondered if she was waking in the wee hours to sneak off and howl at the moon.


  They had journeyed thus uneventfully for a week before the rain came.


  Holo somehow contrived to predict the bad weather’s arrival two days in advance, so perhaps it was that memory or perhaps it was the falling rain… Either way, she stirred beneath the blanket and gave Lawrence a wordless, resentful glare.


  Lawrence turned away. No matter how accusatory her gaze, it was not as if he could do anything about the rain.


  It had been falling steadily since midday – not in big drops but rather in thin, misty sheets – which was nice enough as far as that went, but given the cold, it was hardly different from being sprinkled with ice shavings.


  Lawrence’s hands had immediately gone numb, and just as he was beginning to ponder the possibility of hiding himself beneath the wagon bed, some god evidently noticed his good behavior.


  Holo, too, noticed and popped her head out from underneath the blanket.


  She yawned hugely. “… At this rate, it looks like we’ll make it through without being frozen.”


  “That’s easy for you to say bundled up in that blanket while I shiver away here, reins in hand.”


  “Hmph. ’Tis my cold heart. It needs must be kept warm,” she said with a grin.


  Lawrence found himself unable to be angry.


  Ahead of them on the road stood their destination, a dark shadow that loomed in the otherwise pale white scenery.


  “There ’tis. Like a piece of burnt rice floating in stew,” said Holo, her empty stomach making a ridiculous growling noise. Evidently, even this displeased wisewolf had not expected her stomach to growl at such an inopportune moment. After a stunned moment, she smiled sweetly, having forgotten her teasing entirely.


  Lenos was a large port town built alongside the broad, slow Roam River, which meant that if they could see the town, the river should likewise be visible. At the moment, though, it was blurred from sight by the falling mist. Had it been clear, they would no doubt have seen the many boats that plied the rivers surface.


  Upon entering the town, it was clear that there were many boats tied up at their moorings in addition to the constant traffic on the river. Holo’s beloved food stalls were abundant as was strong liquor.


  If the coming winter’s snow was going to delay their progress, they would at least make certain to enjoy their time here.


  Lawrence did have one worry, though.


  “There’s something I should say, just to make sure you understand.”


  “Mm?”


  “I know you visited this place long ago, but you may have forgotten, so I’ll say it again: Lenos is a town of lumber and fur.”


  “Quite.”


  It was admittedly rather late to be bringing this up, but the treatment he could reasonably give her still depended on whether or not he’d made this point clear.


  “Will you be angry if some of those furs are wolf pelts?”


  Holo’s expression was maddeningly ambiguous as she pulled at her collar, unwrapping the fox fur muffler that she wore.


  It was a gift from Amati, the youth who had courted her in the town of Kumersun.


  There was nothing inherently wrong about her wearing it, and the muffler was admittedly very useful in the cold weather, so Lawrence had kept silent. Seeing it now, however, made him shift uncomfortably.


  No doubt aware of this, Holo wore the muffler in an especially warm-looking fashion, but she now removed it and pointed the fox’s head at Lawrence. “I’ve eaten mice, me, and been eaten by wolves!” she squeaked, her voice changing in a mockery of what he supposed was a fox.


  Lawrence sighed.


  He was up against Holo the Wisewolf.


  “Hmph,” Holo continued. “There is the hunter, and the hunted. And besides, you humans do far worse things. Do you not even buy and sell your fellow man?”


  “This is true. The slave trade is both necessary and very profitable.”


  “Just as you can accept that as the custom of your world, we can be calm toward those who are hunted. And besides, what if the position was switched?” Holo narrowed her red-brown eyes.


  Lawrence thought back to the exchange he’d had with Holo not long after they’d met – when she’d said that a wolf’s cleverness came from devouring humans.


  Even Lawrence felt that if a traveler strayed into wolf territory and failed to escape, the blame lay with the traveler. It was one thing to fear wolves, but actually hating them for this was a mistake, he felt.


  This much was obvious to Lawrence.


  “Still, I suppose seeing one’s fellows hunted before one’s very eyes is hardly an easy thing,” said Holo.


  Lawrence nodded his understanding.


  Holo continued. “And you were nice enough to get flustered when I was hunted by another man,” she said coyly, her mood now totally different from the state she had been in a few moments ago.


  “Ah, yes, I certainly did,” said Lawrence perfunctorily, returning his gaze to the cart horse ahead of him.


  “Whence this uncaring affect?”


  “Well…” began Lawrence, his eyes fixed steadily ahead. “It’s embarrassing.”


  It is a wholly embarrassing admission, Lawrence thought to himself.


  But to the wolf who sat beside him, such morsels were a delicacy, so it could hardly be helped.


  Holo laughed hard enough that in the cold air, the white fog of her exhalations blurred her face. “Embarrassing, eh?”


  “Entirely.”


  Conversation tended to naturally die down in the cold monotony of the long journey. Though knowing each others dispositions as well as they did meant wordless exchanges could set Lawrence’s mind at ease, they were still no substitute for real conversation like this. The two laughed at each other. The cart horse flicked its tail, as if to say, “Enough!” which only triggered another wave of laughter from its passengers.


  Holo rewrapped the fox fur muffler around her neck as she giggled while Lawrence turned his gaze back to the panorama of Lenos that now came into focus.


  It might have been twice the size of the pagan town of Kumersun. Surrounded by walls constructed perhaps a century earlier, the houses within the walls had long since filled the enclosed area. With no more room to build outward, buildings instead became more concentrated – and taller, always taller.


  The scene spread out now before Lawrence made it look for a moment as though the town had finally overflowed its own walls. Dozens of tents flanked the road on both sides as they made their way to Lenos through the misting rain.


  “Is this what they call a gate-front town, then?” asked Holo.


  “That sort of thing happens around churches, yes, especially when the church has been plopped in the middle of the wilderness somewhere. It would be strange, though, to be constantly setting up shop outside the town walls.”


  For a town to prosper, it had to collect taxes, and to collect those taxes, it had to make people pass through its gates.


  Of course, there were cramped towns that held their markets outside of the town, but even those were enclosed by temporary fences.


  “Hmm. It hardly seems as though these people are engaging in trade.”


  Just as Holo said this, they drew closer to the tents and could see that the people beneath them wore traveling clothes and were busy cooking or chatting. And though they all wore traveling garments, the styles were from far and wide. Some seemed to be from even farther north than here while others were from the west or the south. At quick count, there seemed to be around twenty tents, each sheltering perhaps three or four people.


  The one commonality was that they all seemed to be merchants who specialized in this or that commodity. Roughly half of them seemed to be hauling large loads with a few wagons even carrying giant barrels.


  All the merchants’ faces were tinged with dust and travel fatigue, and the occasional flash of irritation showed in their eyes.


  Lawrence wondered if there’d been some kind of a coup in Lenos, but that didn’t make sense given that only some of the people gathered there seemed to be quartered in tents. There were also farmers with donkeys in tow and merchant-like people carrying loads on their backs, all hurrying toward Lenos to get out of the rain or setting out toward any number of other destinations.


  As far as Lawrence could tell, the town seemed more or less as it always had.


  “Some kind of trouble again, perhaps?” mused Holo, emphasizing the “again” and grinning beneath her hood.


  Lawrence glanced at Holo out of the corner of his eye, as if to ask, “And precisely whose fault has that been?” but she simply shot the same look back at him.


  “It may be true that since meeting me you’ve had a few scrapes, but one can hardly claim that they were directly my fault.”


  “I–”


  “I will grant the first one – well, part of that might have been owing to me, but its true cause was your avarice, which was wholly to blame for the next disaster. And our last problem was simple bad luck. Am I wrong?”


  Holo was nothing if not precise.


  Lawrence stroked his beard, which was longer of late, given his reluctance to shave without hot water, but still he did not give in and agree with her. “I suppose I understand what you’re saying…”


  “Mm.”


  “But I simply cannot agree. It’s true that you weren’t necessarily there to trigger our troubles, but…”


  Lawrence couldn’t bring himself to agree with Holo’s assessment.


  He wanted to tell her that it was her fault.


  As his grumble trailed off, Holo gave him a look as if she couldn’t even believe they were having the conversation. “I can see all too clearly how you don’t want to agree with me, even though I am hardly the root cause of all these troubles.”


  Lawrence knitted his brows, wondering what trickery she was up to. She noted this and giggled.


  Holo continued. “’Tis because you always use me as the basis for your actions – hence you always feel I’m pulling you this way and that.”


  Lawrence’s left eyebrow twitched involuntarily.


  She was right.


  But admitting it would mean the wolf had gotten the best of him.


  In other words–


  “Heh. Always stubborn,” said Holo, her voice as grating as the chill mist that fell from the sky.


  Her smile was every bit as pure and fickle and cold as though she was about to run away forever.


  He had to catch her.


  In defiance of all reason, Holo’s smile made him want to shout out loud.


  The next moment, her small body would be in his arms.


  It felt like the most natural thing in the world.


  “Mmph.”


  The urge lasted no more than four of the cart horse’s steps.


  Lawrence managed to keep his cool as he guided the wagon into the line for the checkpoint into town.


  The reason for his restraint was simple.


  There was a crowd of people around them.


  As they plied their trade routes, traveling merchants loved to gossip, even about their own ilk. If Lawrence was seen openly flirting with his companion, no doubt the tale would spread.


  Holo looked aside, seeming bored.


  No doubt she was bored.


  Despite the fact that Lawrence had always perceived all women’s smiles to be the same, he could now follow the slightest changes of expression on Holo’s face. In addition to her boredom, there was a flicker of unease.


  He saw this and realized something. There were two basic motivations for his actions.


  One was Holo.


  The other was business.


  Holo feared loneliness even more than Lawrence did. No doubt she was sometimes frightened by the prospect of being weighed against business. In the end, only the gods could know which way the balance would tip in the end – or how close it might be.


  And the end of their journey was not far away.


  Would she venture to cause trouble just when Lawrence had to put on his merchant face, just to test which way he would choose, forcing the issue of whether she was more important than his ledger’s balance?


  Not that she was so insignificant as to warrant that kind of worry, Lawrence found himself thinking.


  The wagon inched forward in the slow-moving line, and a great puff of white fog issued from beneath Holo’s hood as she looked at him irritably.


  “Some stew would be nice,” she said.


  No doubt she was talking about dinner. Evidently the time for affirmations had passed.


  “Aye, with this cold. Depending on the price, I’d take a stew with a proper thick flour broth.”


  “Ho, ho! Sometimes the sweet smell of milk surpasses that of the finest wine.”


  Seeing her like this, face half-wrapped in the fox fur muffler as she nodded her delighted agreement, erased the past several days of irritated remarks he’d endured.


  Sometimes it was good to order something full of tasty ingredients. “A stew made with the vegetables of the season would be especially good,” said Lawrence.


  “Vegetables? Do you not understand the flavor of delicious stewed meat floating in the creamy broth?”


  Despite having spent centuries in the wheat fields, Holo’s tastes were more aristocratic than any noble’s.


  There before the walls of Lenos, Lawrence made one last counterattack. He regretted having indulged her.


  “They say fine foods can be bad for the eye and bad for the tongue.”


  “Oh? And how bad for my heart do you think it was to go so many centuries without so much as a taste?” Holo glared up at him sharply.


  She was completely unmoved, her red-tinged chestnut eyes glinting like polished jewels.


  In front of such shining gems, the only thing to do was fall to your knees.


  But Lawrence was a merchant, not some jewel-crazed noblewoman. If the price wasn’t right, there was only one thing to say, even in the face of the most precious gem.


  “Perhaps once I’ve consulted my coin purse.”


  Holo looked away like a stubborn child.


  Even after this exchange, Lawrence knew it was likely that they would wind up having a meat stew. No doubt Holo was confident of this as well.


  And yet still they played at arguing.


  Lawrence flicked the reins and eased the wagon forward.


  As they passed through the checkpoint, Lawrence looked up at the stone wall, which was moss colored from the rain.


  He looked down again shortly, though it was not to hide any of his goods from the import tax. No, he wanted only to hide the smile that spread under his beard.


  Perhaps it was because of the cold winter rain that there were so few people in the town’s streets.


  What few were there were mostly children, the mist of their exhalations trailing behind them as they ran here and there with hands clasped tight to their breasts – no doubt on errands for the town’s shopkeepers and craftsmen. The phantomlike forms with their bundles of rags were surely doing the same job.


  The stalls that faced the street were largely unattended as the light mist gathered and dribbled from their eaves. Without any shopkeepers to chase them away, a few beggars gathered under a handful of the stalls. It was the very image of a rainy day.


  But the fact that just outside the entrance to the town walls there were tents lined up with merchants cooking dinner beneath them meant something was afoot.


  Lawrence held in his hand the wooden plaque he’d received at the checkpoint that was proof of his status as a foreign merchant, and listened vaguely as Holo voiced her displeasure.


  “’Tis not as though I would place it at the very pinnacle of creation, but is that not an unreachable state, not some matter of relative merit? What say you?”


  “Oh, indeed.”


  “If we are to talk of that which falls short of being inherently superior and that which exceeds its humble origins to become great, I should think the latter more worthy of respect. Am I wrong?”


  “… Not at all.”


  Perhaps it was the fatigue of the long journey. Holo’s anger was not the complete rage it normally seemed to be. She expressed her displeasure as a lower, more constant grumble.


  In his mind, Lawrence cursed the loudmouthed checkpoint guard whose careless words had brought this upon him – but then he realized that if his replies to Holo were too perfunctory, she’d turn her anger upon him.


  “Yes, well, if the choice is between a nobleman with no fame, no charisma, no assets, naught but his lineage, and a canny commoner who’s amassed wealth and fame, then surely it’s the latter whom I’d respect,” agreed Lawrence.


  Normally such obsequiousness would only worsen Holo’s mood, but at the moment it seemed to be good enough.


  She gave an exaggerated, almost drunken nod, then sniffed like an angry bull.


  
    
  

  At the checkpoint, they’d been subjected to an extremely thorough search, and the guard had discovered Holo’s tail.


  Of course, Holo was nonchalant as always and easily passed it off as an underskirt, which the guard seemed to believe, but then he had said this:


  “Oh, just a cheap wolf skin.”


  Being a guard at a town that was a hub for lumber and fur, he’d known how to tell a wolf pelt from a dog or a fox.


  And he was not wrong about the value. Wolf pelts were ranked below dog. No matter how fine the quality, no matter how much it made a fur trader drool, the simple fact was that it would never be worth as much as a good deerskin.


  The problem arose when that wolf’s pride was not so cheap as its fur – and on that count, Holo was expensive indeed.


  This explained her angry, childish muttering. Lawrence felt so bad for her that he wanted to stroke her head to comfort her.


  Had they still been mid journey, he might have simply held the reins and exchanged snippy remarks with her, but now he only looked at her out of the corner of his eye. He scratched his chin with the corner of the foreign merchant plaque, wondering if some food would help her feel better.


  In truth, Lawrence was more concerned with the significance of that plaque.


  It appeared hastily made without any kind of official seal on it.


  He’d been told that if he wanted to buy commodities in the village, no one would sell to him unless he displayed the plaque.


  That was the only explanation he had received. He’d been quickly shooed through the checkpoint, through which a string of travelers passed like an eel wriggling through a trap.


  It was a situation no merchant could abide.


  This was the first time he’d encountered something like this –  not just in Lenos, but in any town.


  “So then,” said Holo.


  “Oh, uh, yes?” A poke at his leg jerked Lawrence out of his reverie, and he met Holo’s sharp gaze.


  For a moment he wondered if he’d missed her saying something, but before he could ask, Holo continued.


  “Will we make the inn soon?”


  No doubt she was cold and hungry and could not tolerate riding in the wagon any longer than she had to. “Just ahead around that corner,” Lawrence told her. She gave an irritated sigh at the fact that the inn was not immediately in front of her, sinking deeper into her hood.


  He would have to be very careful about the amount of meat in tonight’s stew. Lawrence thought the matter over as he drove the wagon, and soon enough they arrived at their destination.


  It was an ordinary four-story building that somehow fell short of striking one as elegant.


  The first floor, which faced the street, had a Dutch door. The lower section could be opened and turned sideways, becoming a surface on which to display goods, and the upper section could function as an awning. Both were currently closed fast, doing their best to hold back the cold winter air.


  Holo’s expression only darkened. Perhaps she expected to be taken to an inn with a properly maintained facade.


  Lawrence avoided explaining to her that even should they spend more money, it did not guarantee a restful inn. He climbed down from the drivers box to avoid her baleful gaze and trotted over to the inn’s front door, giving it a knock.


  The inn did not have so much as a sign out front, so it was very unlikely to be full, but there was a real possibility that the owner could have closed up because of the cold weather.


  So when Lawrence heard the shuffling of someone behind the door just before it opened a crack, he felt a certain amount of relief.


  “You staying or selling goods?” a gruff, white bearded old man brusquely demanded through the barely opened door.


  “Staying. Two of us.”


  The old man gave only a quick nod, then retreated back into the building.


  The door was left open, so apparently there were vacancies.


  Lawrence glanced back at the wagon. “Which do you want, a bright room or a warm room?” he asked.


  The question was unexpected. A crease appeared on Holo’s brow. “What else is there but a warm room?”


  “Right, I’ll take the horse around to the stables. You go on in and talk to the innkeeper – that older gentleman – and tell him that. He’ll show you to a room.”


  “Mm.”


  Lawrence climbed back into the driver’s box and took the reins, trading places with Holo, who got off. The horse, seeming to realize that he was finally about to get out of the driving winter wind and into a warm stable, shook his head as if to hurry them up. With a flick of the reins, Lawrence set the horse to walking, watching Holo enter the inn out of the corner of his eye.


  He’d be able to pick her dusty, multilayered robe out of a crowd of a hundred people with no problem.


  After all, no matter how many layers she wore, he’d recognize the movements of her swishing tail anywhere.


  Smiling to himself, Lawrence guided the horse into the barn, wherein there were two beggars doing lookout duty. They gave Lawrence an appraising glance.


  The lookouts never forgot a face, so naturally they remembered Lawrence, and with a gesture of their chins, pointed to where they wanted him to leave his horse. With no reason to refuse, Lawrence complied. In doing so, he noticed that next to his space was a wide-hooved mountain horse, which gave him a flinty glare from beneath its long, shaggy hair. No doubt it had hauled furs into town from the northlands.


  “You two get along now,” said Lawrence, patting his own horse on its flank as he climbed down from the wagon, leaving the two beggars with two copper coins before gathering his belongings and heading into the inn.


  This particular inn had once been the living quarters of a tannery. The first floor had been the leather strap makers’ workshop, and so it was mostly open with few walls and a stone floor. Now it was used to store things, and here and there were goods that various merchants had the inn keep under long-term storage.


  Slipping past the jumbled piles of goods that were taller than he was, Lawrence arrived at the only orderly place on the first floor –  the innkeeper’s room.


  On a small table was an iron bowl held up in a three-legged iron brace. The innkeeper burned charcoal in the bowl and drank mulled wine all day, daydreaming of far-off lands. “Next year, I’m going south on pilgrimage,” he would frequently say.


  The innkeeper noticed Lawrence, looking at him with keen blue eyes beneath bushy brows. “Third floor. Window side.”


  “Right, third floor – wait, window side?”


  Though inn patrons could either pay in advance or at the end of their stay, the stoic innkeeper’s mood was improved by pay in advance. Lawrence had thus placed a moderately generous fee on the table, but the innkeeper’s words came as a surprise, making him turn around.


  “Window side,” said the innkeeper again in a low voice, closing his eyes.


  The old man did not want to discuss the matter.


  Lawrence nodded his head. Oh well, he thought to himself as he left the room.


  Holding the handrails stained with age and use, he went up the stairs.


  Just like the living quarters of any other workshop, on the second floor was a living room with a fireplace, a kitchen, and the master’s bedroom. This building was a bit different in that the fireplace was in the center of the living room, and the rooms on the third and fourth floors were built to get as much heat as possible from the chimney that led upwards through the inn.


  In addition to the somewhat strange layout that this necessitated, the maintenance necessary to ensure that smoke didn’t leak from the chimney and into the rooms was often troublesome. The master of this building, however, had chosen the comfort of the apprentices that would live on the third and fourth floors.


  The current innkeeper was a kind, if quiet man. His name was Arold Ecklund, and he had been the head craftsman of the tannery.


  When night fell, the odd downstairs living room would be filled with friendly chatter as the guests each came bearing various wines. Now, though, all that could be heard was the quietly crackling fire.


  There were four rooms on the third floor.


  Back when the building had been a workshop, the fourth floor was used for new apprentices and as storage for odds and ends, so the third-floor rooms were larger.


  But not all of those rooms received the benefit of the warmth from the chimney. Only one of the third-floor rooms faced the street, and in order to accommodate a window to let in light, it sacrificed access to the chimney.


  In other words, having a window meant sacrificing heat.


  Lawrence was sure that Holo had said she preferred a warm room. As he entered their quarters, he saw that she’d already taken off and scattered all her wet clothes everywhere and was huddled beneath the covers of her bed.


  He wondered if she was crying from the indignity of it all, but looking at the way she lay curled up in the blanket, she seemed to have fallen asleep.


  Staying angry for so long must have tired her out, Lawrence supposed.


  He gathered up her discarded clothes, draping them temporarily over the back of a chair, and he removed his own traveling garb. This was the most relieving part of any journey – the moment when he could remove his wet things at an inn. They felt like damp clay as he peeled them off, set them aside, and changed into his normal clothes, which hadn’t yet been soaked with rain.


  His standard outfit was admittedly cold, but it was still better than staying wet.


  Without a fireplace, the room would be no warmer than a campsite once night fell.


  A mere blanket wouldn’t be enough to stave off the chill. He realized this as he bundled up Holo’s heavy, rain-soaked clothing like a manservant.


  Holo’s tail stuck out from underneath the blanket, which otherwise looked as if it had been thrown over a pile of bread, cheese, or bacon.


  She really didn’t play fair, thought Lawrence.


  It wasn’t quite the same thing as a nobleman’s daughter flashing her long, beautiful hair out the window of her chamber to catch the eye of a passing knight – but nonetheless, Lawrence felt compelled to respond.


  “I think your tail is lovely; it’s warm with fine fur.”


  A moment passed, and Holo pulled her tail in underneath the blanket.


  Lawrence could only heave a sigh.


  Holo was hardly the sort of sensitive girl whose wounded feelings could be soothed with a single compliment from him. Even at this very moment, she surely still harbored a smoldering grudge.


  And yet she had gotten Lawrence to praise her tail.


  Lawrence smiled ruefully to himself as he descended the stairs, sighing again. In her own way, Holo relied on him. That was all the reason he needed.


  It could be one of her clever traps, but being caught in them wasn’t such a bad feeling.


  He took advantage of the fact that a mind-reading wolf wasn’t planted next to him to mull over such thoughts as he entered the living room, which housed the fireplace.


  There was no one there. His only company was the echoes of the crackling firewood.


  Furniture was scarce. A single chair was illuminated by the flickering light of the fire. That chair alone wouldn’t be enough to dry the bundle of clothes Lawrence held in both arms, but he was unconcerned.


  Here and there on the walls of the living room were nails that had been only half pounded in, their heads turned up to act as hooks. A leather strap dangled from one of them, long enough to be connected to a hook on the opposite wall. On rainy days, this was excellent for drying the clothes of sodden travelers, and on clear days, it worked well for drying vegetables and meat to serve as supplies for people resuming their journeys.


  Lawrence quickly set up the line and hung the wet clothes across it.


  The robes were larger than he’d reckoned, and he wound up having to use the entirety of the line.


  “Just so long as no one else comes to dry their clothes,” Lawrence murmured to himself as he sat down on the single chair before the fireplace.


  The next moment, he heard the creaking sound of the staircase.


  “…”


  Apparently the creak had actually come from the hallway.


  Lawrence turned his gaze toward the sound and met the eyes of a figure who had climbed up the stairs and now peered into the living room.


  His head was wrapped in a cowl, which also covered most of his face, obscuring whatever expression he might have had, but his gaze was keen and steady. He was not especially tall, but neither short – perhaps a bit taller than Holo.


  His traveling clothes were heavy and squared his figure. The most outstanding feature of the fellow’s attire were his leather boots with thick, leather strap work that bound them to his calves. They were proof of a traveler who eschewed horseback in favor of his own two feet, and the tightness with which the straps were tied was evidence of the severity of the season.


  The pale blue eyes that regarded Lawrence through the gap in those heavy layers of clothing were pure and keen – and unsympathetic.


  After giving Lawrence a long, appraising look, the figure continued wordlessly up the stairs.


  Despite carrying a heavy load, his footsteps were nearly silent.


  The stranger also seemed to have secured a third-floor room. From above his head, Lawrence heard a door open, then close.


  Arold mostly left his guests alone, which made his inn particularly prized among those who weren’t interested in being sociable. Even among merchants, not all of them were extroverts.


  Lawrence used this inn when he was in Lenos because the price and facilities were good and because Arold had been a member of the Rowen Trade Guild. Once Arold had been a traveling fur merchant, but he’d married into the tannery and taken over as its master.


  Since the town didn’t have a Rowen guild house, many guild members used this inn when passing through.


  Arold’s tendency to leave his guests alone was especially convenient now with Holo along.


  In reality, the foremost issue on Lawrence’s mind was securing the meat stew that would hopefully improve Holo’s mood. If it would make her feel better, a bowl or two of stew was nothing, but the total cost of staying in this town could skyrocket if he let his guard down.


  The fatigue of his long journey crept up on him as he pondered the problem there before the fireplace, and soon he dozed off.


  He woke once when Arold came to add fuel to the fire, but Arold of course said nothing and in fact was rather generous in his use of firewood, prompting Lawrence to decide to enjoy the old man’s courtesy.


  Lawrence woke again after the sun had set, when but for the firelight, the darkness in the room was so thick it seemed one could easily ladle cupfuls of it.


  Realizing he had overslept, Lawrence scrambled to his feet, but he could not turn back time. No doubt the selfish Holo had long since awoken and was nursing a fine temper back in their room, unable to leave until Lawrence returned with her clothes.


  Lawrence sighed, and after checking to see that the clothes were in fact dry, he quickly collected them and returned to the third-floor room.


  It went without saying that Holo was fit to be tied.


  The stew Lawrence finally ordered at the tavern he chose at random was a luxuriously meaty one indeed.


  The next morning, Lawrence awoke to sunny weather. Warm slivers of light found their way in through the cracks in the wooden window. Despite their room not receiving the benefit of the fireplace, the morning chill was not so bad as it might have been, thanks either to the sunlight or to the merchant having grown accustomed to freezing cold nights on the road.


  Either way, given this warmth, Lawrence could understand why Holo had chosen the brighter room.


  The morning sun certainly earned its adoration.


  In a rare turn of events, Lawrence was awake before Holo, whose head protruded from the blanket under which she slept. Normally she slept curled up like a proper wolf, so to see her slumbering more like the maiden she appeared to be was novel.


  The few previous occasions when Holo had overslept were all the results of hangovers, but her complexion looked healthy this morning.


  Given the guileless expression on her exposed face, Lawrence supposed she was simply sleeping late.


  “Well then,” he murmured.


  It was all well and good to stare at Holo’s face for a while, but if the irritable wisewolf noticed him, he would hear no end of it.


  What he needed to be doing was preparing to venture out into the town. He stroked his beard.


  Naturally longer beards were commonplace in the north country, but his was still a bit too long, and a self-indulgently long beard was hardly attractive. As he retrieved a washcloth and blade from his things in preparation for borrowing some hot water from Arold, the keen-eared wolf on the bed stirred, seemingly wakened by the sound.


  After hearing her utter a displeased groan, Lawrence became aware of her gaze upon his back.


  “I’m off to tend to my pelt,” said Lawrence, putting the sheathed blade to his chin.


  Holo yawned, then smiled wordlessly, narrowing her eyes. She seemed to be in a good temper.


  “Have to make sure it’ll fetch a good price, after all,” Lawrence added.


  Holo hid her mouth behind the blanket. “I’m sure ’tis worth a king’s ransom.”


  Perhaps it was because she had just woken. Her eyes were gentle despite their drowsiness.


  No doubt she was at least half teasing him, but he couldn’t help but be a little pleased at her honest, straightforward words. He shrugged to hide his embarrassment.


  Holo continued. “Aye, a price so high none will buy it,” she said with a glitter of malice in her eyes now as she shifted from lying on her stomach to her back. “Has anyone so far?”


  She certainly had a talent for luring people into premature happiness, Lawrence thought to himself.


  He waggled the tip of the blade he held to signal his surrender, at which Holo giggled, snuggling back underneath the blanket and rolling over as if going back to sleep.


  Lawrence sighed.


  It was both frustrating and strangely amusing to be constantly toyed with like this.


  He left the room and headed down the stairs, hand on the banister, as he smiled ruefully to himself.


  But that smile vanished when he noticed someone else there before him.


  “Good morning,” said Lawrence pleasantly to the fellow lodger who appeared at the bottom of the stairs.


  It was the same hooded stranger he’d glimpsed briefly while drying his clothes the previous night.


  The stranger wore the same cowl, but his robes were somewhat looser now, and his feet were shod in sandals. Having perhaps bought a pastry for breakfast, he held a faintly steaming package in his right hand.


  “… Aye,” replied the stranger in a near whisper as they passed, glancing at Lawrence with blue eyes through the gap in his cowl.


  The voice was hoarse, the voice of a traveler well suited to dry sand and rocky terrain.


  Despite the stranger’s unsociability, Lawrence felt a certain kinship.


  In any case, once he smelled the scent of the meat pie that issued up from the lodger’s package, he knew for a certainty that Holo would soon be demanding one for herself.


  “What comes next, then?” asked Holo, a scrap of meat clinging to the corner of her mouth and a meat pie in one hand.


  “Well, first we’ve got to collect whatever stories about you we can find.”


  “Mm. Stories of me and of the whereabouts of Yoitsu…”


  Munch, munch, munch. Three bites were all it took to polish off the hand-sized remnants of the meat pie. They were swallowed and gone in a twinkling.


  “Just like in Kumersun, we need to find a chronicler,” said Lawrence.


  “I’ll just leave that to you. You know better than me how to accomplish the thing… What? What is it?”


  Lawrence waved his hand lightly at Holo’s questioning look, smiling. “So if I know how to accomplish the thing, what do you know?” He returned her blank gaze. “There’s a saying that goes: ‘He who knows how to do something is the servant of he who knows why that thing must be done.’”


  “Mm. I see. And I do know why it is that you work so gallantly.”


  “The men of old spoke true,” said Lawrence, biting into his own pie.


  Holo sat cross-legged on the bed and continued. “If I’m your master, then I suppose I should give you a reward.”


  “A reward?”


  “Aye. Such as, hmm…” began Holo with a smile that felt to Lawrence as if fairly painted with something bewitching. “What is it you desire?”


  The room was seductively dim, and Lawrence would have felt his heart skip a beat but for the scrap of meat that still clung to the corner of Holo’s mouth.


  Lawrence finished his own meat pie, then pointed at the corner of his own mouth. “Nothing in particular,” he told Holo.


  “Hmph,” said Holo, vaguely frustrated as she plucked the meat scrap from her mouth.


  “It would be nice if you were a bit more pleasant,” added Lawrence.


  Holo’s hand froze and her lip twitched. She flicked her finger, sending the scrap of food flying. “So now you treat me like a child?”


  “Not at all. Children actually do as they’re told, for one.” Lawrence took hold of a jug of chilled water, taking a swig, then paused. “Anyway, first I suppose we’ll ask the innkeeper here. He may be old, but he’s still the master of an inn.”


  Lawrence stood and put on his coat by way of preparation. For Holo’s part, she crawled off the bed.


  “You’re coming along, right?” asked Lawrence.


  “Aye, even if you slapped my wrist,” said Holo. As she bantered, she quickly put on her waistcloth, robe, and cape with such practiced ease that Lawrence looked on as though enchanted. The wolf twirled theatrically and spoke. “Should I clap my hands now, the spell I’ve cast upon you may well be broken!”


  So that’s what she was doing.


  Lawrence decided to play along.


  “Huh? What am I doing here? Oh, that’s right – this is Lenos, city of lumber and fur. I should stock up on furs and head to the next town,” he said, using exaggerated gesticulations. He’d seen his share of traveling theatrical troupes.


  Holo put her hands to her midriff and laughed as though watching a grand comedy.


  After giggling for a moment, she scampered over to Lawrence, whose hand was on the room’s door, ready to open it. “Oh, la, are you a traveling merchant? I’ve a good eye, me, for judging the quality of furs,” she said.


  Lawrence took her hand, then opened the door, answering, “Oh ho! You’ve a discerning eye, ’tis true. But can you judge the quality of a person?”


  The stairs creaked in the morning quiet of the inn.


  When they reached the second floor, Holo fixed Lawrence with her gaze. “I’ve an evil spell cast upon me.”


  Lawrence flashed a quick smile, as if to ask what she was getting at. “I suppose I’d best not clap, so as to avoid breaking it,” he said.


  “You’ve already clapped once.”


  “So you’re saying the spell’s coming undone?”


  There was no telling where the trap in this conversation was.


  This was how Holo would extort him into buying her treats.


  He pondered how to avoid that particular eventuality as they passed the second floor where he saw a pair of travelers who had evidently fallen asleep while chatting in front of the fireplace.


  As they continued down to the first floor, a tug at Lawrence’s hand pulled him out of his reverie.


  To be precise, Holo, who had been holding his hand the entire time, stopped descending the stairs.


  She looked down at him, smiling softly from underneath her hood. “So then, will you cast another spell upon me so that I do not wake?”


  It was a devilish play.


  No doubt Holo would be satisfied if Lawrence was unable to answer.


  But Lawrence wanted to get the best of her every once in a while, so he turned around and took her hand again in his.


  In all the world, there was only one reason a man would take a woman’s hand in this way.


  He cradled her pale hand gently, then lightly kissed it.


  “Will this do, milady?” he asked, his pronunciation appropriately archaic.


  If he wasn’t careful, blood would rush up to his face, ruining the effect.


  But he kept his composure and looked up into Holo’s eyes, which were wide and round as saucers.


  “Come, let’s go,” he said, a smile finally appearing on his lips – a smile both of recognition that he had done something ridiculous and of victory at having gotten the best of Holo.


  He pulled lightly on her hand, and she came down the steps like a slack-stringed puppet.


  Her face was downcast, and he could not clearly make out her expression, but she seemed to be irritated.


  Lawrence chuckled inwardly. Restraining his embarrassment had been worth the trouble. He felt a swell of triumph, but then Holo stumbled forward as if having missed a step, and he hurried to catch her.


  Just as he began to laugh, wondering if she was too frustrated to stand, she hugged him tightly and whispered in his ear, “That’s a spell too strong, foolish boy.”


  The voice was peevish, irritated.


  If Lawrence had been the person he was when they first met, either his mind would have gone blank or he would have simply returned her embrace.


  As it was he did neither and simply smiled, which he thought would only be more frustrating for her.


  Back in the village of Tereo, Lawrence had begun to open a box that contained an uncomfortable truth – the truth that these halcyon days with Holo might soon be coming to an end. But he did not want to open the box himself. Holo, too, had put her hand on it.


  But at the time, neither of them wanted to confront its contents, so for now the box remained closed.


  Yet there were some things he understood.


  Holo did not want to confront the issue unless she had to.


  Though he could now maintain his composure as she clung to him and whispered in his ear, he would never have imagined he could be of such help to her.


  Her uncombed bangs against his cheek were still straight and smooth and smelled sweet though untouched by any perfume. They were so fine he didn’t even bother to start counting the strands.


  Holo eventually realized that Lawrence had shown no reaction at all. She pulled away and looked up at him.


  “Just when are you going to become properly flustered?” she asked.


  “Mm, indeed. When you stop doing such things, I suppose.”


  Holo was extremely quick.


  She soon divined the meaning of his words and affected frustration. “You’ve become quite clever, you have.”


  “Mm, perhaps,” said Lawrence, at which Holo let go of him entirely, gave a soft sigh through her nose, and began descending the stairs.


  If she enjoyed seeing Lawrence flustered, then she would have to tease him, but if what truly flustered him was when she stopped doing so, then her only recourse was to behave herself.


  Lawrence allowed himself a bit of self-satisfaction at his skillful turnaround as he followed Holo down the stairs, but when she reached the bottom, she spun around.


  “Yes, you’ve certainly developed a way with words. Whoever has been teaching you, I wonder?”


  What surprised Lawrence most was her smile. It was strangely good-natured and warm enough to thaw a chilled hand.


  He’d thought for sure she was irritated with him, so this sudden change put him on his guard as he stood before her.


  “No – it just came to me in the moment, that’s all.”


  “In the moment?” Holo giggled. “That’s even better.” She seemed so pleased that if she had been a puppy, her tail would’ve been wagging rapidly.


  Uncomprehending, Lawrence looked at Holo as she took his left hand, intertwining her fingers with his.


  “When I stop doing such things, eh?” she murmured again, drawing flirtatiously close to him.


  When she stops doing such things…?


  A strange feeling came over Lawrence when he heard the words again.


  The moment he realized the other meaning they held, he froze in his tracks.


  Holo giggled. “Whatever is the matter?”


  The melted-snow clarity of her high spirits clashed with the swamplike stickiness of her wit.


  Lawrence could not bring himself to look at her.


  It was when she didn’t toy with him that he became flustered.


  What have I said, he wanted to cry out.


  Why, it was tantamount to outrightly declaring that he wanted her attention above all else!


  “What’s this? Your circulation seems to have improved,” said Holo.


  Indeed, Lawrence could not stop the flush that rose to his face.


  He covered his eyes with his free hand, wanting to at least show some shame that he’d not realized the true implications of what he was saying.


  Holo, however, had no intention of letting him do so. “Goodness, there’s no need to be ashamed of such sweet, childish words.”


  Swish, swish came the sound of her tail.


  Getting the best of a wisewolf in a duel of words was truly an impossible dream.


  Holo chuckled. “You surely are adorable, you are.”


  Through the spaces between his fingers, Lawrence caught sight of Holo’s face – cupped in her hands, sporting an infinitely malicious grin.


  Arold had evidently been busy with something in the stables, so fortunately he hadn’t overheard Lawrence’s foolish exchange with Holo.


  There was no question that Holo had been aware of this as she’d toyed with Lawrence.


  “A chronicler, you say?” asked Arold.


  “Aye. Or someone else who would know the old tales of the town.”


  Arold sat in his usual chair and poured some mulled wine into a cup fashioned from a sheet of thin, beaten metal. He raised his left eyebrow in curiosity. It was clear he never expected to hear this kind of question from a guest.


  But where other innkeepers would certainly begin inquiring about a guest’s background, Arold did no such thing. He merely stroked his snow-white beard for a moment before answering.


  “There’s a man named Rigolo who does such things… but unfortunately he’s at the Council of Fifty right now. I surely doubt he’ll take visitors.”


  “The Council of Fifty?” asked Lawrence.


  Arold poured mulled wine into two small earthenware cups, offering them to Lawrence and Holo.


  Just as the name suggested, the Council of Fifty was a council of fifty members – representatives of the town’s tradesmen, merchants, and noblemen. Each of them represented their own clan or trade guild and advocated that organization’s interests in vigorous debates. The outcome of those debates decided the fate of the town, so each representative carried a heavy burden of responsibility.


  Once there had been significant political jockeying around seats on the council, but a great plague some years previous had evidently left many seats empty.


  “Did you not see the state of things outside the town…?” asked Arold.


  “We saw. The merchant encampment, yes? If that’s connected with the Council of Fifty, then is there some trouble within the town?”


  Holo put the proffered wine to her lips but froze shortly thereafter.


  No doubt her tail was puffing up at the same instant. There was no telling the quality of a drink from a new region, after all.


  “It’s the furs, you see,” said Arold.


  “The furs?” Lawrence asked, suddenly excited. A chill ran down his spine at the mention of the word. It wasn’t because he was concerned about Holo – far from it. The word was so familiar to him that he felt a visceral reaction at the sudden remembrance of what he’d spent so much time pursuing – profit.


  But Arold continued as if he hadn’t heard the question. “Rigolo’s the secretary of the council,” he said. Apparently he didn’t want to discuss the council meeting, and Arold wasn’t a particularly loquacious person to begin with. “And you’re looking for people who know old tales, then,” he finished.


  “Er, yes. That would be fine. Do you know of any?” He couldn’t let the anticipation show on his face.


  Lawrence’s self-discipline seemed to have worked. Arold’s blue eyes, nearly buried in the wrinkles of his face, squinted off into the distance. “Bolta the tanner’s grandmother was a wise old woman… but she died in the plague four years gone.”


  “And there are no others?”


  “Others? Mm… the old man of the Latton Company, but no, the heat of the summer last year did him in…” Arold set his cup down with an audible thunk.


  Lawrence noticed Holo look over at Arold, probably at the sound he had just made.


  “I suppose the town’s old wisdom only exists as written word now,” said Arold, aghast at the realization as he continued to gaze somewhere far away, stroking his beard.


  Lawrence could tell that, beneath her robes, Holo’s body twitched in surprise.


  There was no one who had direct knowledge of her. Holo herself was that forgotten wisdom.


  Lawrence immediately forgot the thrill he had felt only a moment ago and wordlessly put his hand on Holo’s back. “So that means we’ve no course but to go to Mr. Rigolo and have him show us the chronicles?”


  “I suppose so… The months and years weather even stone buildings, to say nothing of the writings of men. ’Tis a dreadful thing…” Arold shook his head, closing his eyes and falling silent.


  The old man had been a recluse when Lawrence had first met him, and it seemed that tendency had only deepened with time.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but wonder whether it was the ever-clearer sound of death’s approach that drove this.


  Deciding that further conversation would only bring trouble, Lawrence finished his remaining wine in a single draught, and inviting Holo to go ahead of him, he went outside.


  In a sudden turnabout from the previous day, the street was busy, and the sun that shone down from Lawrence’s left was bright enough to make him briefly dizzy.


  He stood there on the still slick cobblestone street and looked at Holo.


  She seemed dejected.


  “Shall we find something to eat?” Even Lawrence thought that was roughly the worst thing he could have said, but things were so difficult at the moment that everything was turned inside out.


  Beneath her hood, Holo gave a long-suffering sigh, then smiled. “You ought to build your vocabulary,” she said, pulling on Lawrence’s hand.


  Apparently it was premature to worry that she was going to start something here in the crowds.


  Just as Lawrence was pulled away, the door to the inn opened once again.


  “…”


  It was the stranger from before that emerged.


  The man was the very image of a busy traveler, but when he looked at Lawrence and Holo, he froze, visibly surprised.


  “… Pardon,” was all he said in a high, hoarse voice after a moment and then immediately melted into the crowd.


  Lawrence looked at Holo just to be sure that her ears and tail weren’t visible. She cocked her head slightly.


  “Seemed a bit surprised to see me,” said Holo.


  “Surely he doesn’t suspect you’re not human.”


  “I did not get that sense from her. Perhaps she was merely taken aback by my comeliness.”


  “Surely not,” replied a smiling Lawrence to Holo, whose chest was thrust out with exaggerated pride. “Wait,” he added. “She?”


  “Hmm?”


  “That was a woman?”


  The well-traveled look and hoarse voice of the stranger had made him assume otherwise, but Holo could hardly be wrong about such things.


  Lawrence looked in the direction in which she had disappeared and wondered what a female traveling merchant could possibly be trading in when he felt another tug at his hand.


  “What exactly makes you think it is acceptable to be standing beside me and staring thus at another female?”


  “Must you be so direct? A more roundabout complaint would be far more charming.”


  “You’re such a dunce you’d never catch on unless I spoke plainly,” Holo shot back without flinching, scorn in her voice.


  Given their earlier conversation, it was sad indeed that Lawrence was unable to refute her.


  “So, what shall we do next?” Lawrence asked, putting an end to the foolish exchange. They needed to plan their day.


  “Will it be difficult to meet that man – whatever was his name?”


  “Rigolo or some such. If he’s the secretary of the council, it may well be difficult, though that may depend on exactly what the council is doing…” said Lawrence, scratching his just-tidied beard.


  Holo took a step forward. “’Tis clear enough from your face that you’re desperate to know what that meeting is about.”


  “Is it?” asked Lawrence, stroking his beard. Holo’s expression as she looked over her shoulder at him was mean-spirited indeed.


  “So we’ll instead loaf about town until the meeting is adjourned, I expect?”


  Lawrence smiled. “The wisewolf’s powers of observation are keen indeed. I’m dying to know what’s going on with this town. Not just that, I–”


  “You want to turn it into profit.”


  Lawrence slumped. Holo cocked her head at him and smiled.


  “Whatever it is, it’s serious enough that they’re passing out these wooden plaques. Something interesting must be happening,” said Lawrence, taking the foreign merchant registration plaque out of his back pocket.


  “Still, though, a warning–” said Holo.


  “Hmm?”


  “Try to restrain yourself.”


  Holo’s words were hard to laugh off ruefully since so far they had been through kidnappings, chased through sewers, faced bankruptcy, and most recently, caught up in a giant feud.


  “I will,” he answered, whereupon the wisewolf that had been so lovely up until a few moments ago turned suddenly angry.


  “I wonder about that,” she said.


  In the face of her sudden suspicion, Lawrence had but one recourse.


  He took her hand and used every ounce of his bargaining charm. “Shall we see the sights of the town, then?”


  The effect of his kissing her hand on the stairs a moment earlier seemed to be wearing thin. Either that or it had just reversed itself.


  Still, Holo seemed to give him a passing mark. Sniffing, she stood next to Lawrence. “I suppose so.”


  “Understood, milady.”


  Lawrence reflected that if his self from half a year earlier could see him now, he would be terrified.


  “So what sights are there to see? It’s changed so much that in truth I hardly remember ever coming here.”


  “Let’s go to the docks. I hear it’s only recently that ships have become so important. It won’t be as large as seaside docks, but I daresay, it’s still a highlight.”


  He held Holo’s hand tighter and began to walk.


  Who was it that said walking with another was slow and bothersome? As he walked in step with Holo next to him, Lawrence thought about this and smiled.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  “Well, I suppose this is how it goes,” Lawrence murmured.


  “Hmm?” Holo looked over at him, her face half hidden by the cup from which she drank.


  “Nothing. Don’t spill that.”


  “Mmm.”


  Holo drained her cup of Lenos’ famously strong ale, then picked up a slightly charred shellfish.


  The clams that were taken from the river that flowed past Lenos, the Roam, were about the size of Holo’s hand. A delicacy famous in the town was made by taking the soft clam meat, mixing it with bread crumbs, and then serving it on the shell. Served with mustard seed, it was hard to imagine a finer accompaniment to a good ale.


  Holo had uttered a cry of delight at seeing the many river scows anchored along the curve of the port, but her heart was soon stolen by the delicious scents that wafted from the food vendors, who had their stalls set up to feed the hungry passengers either beginning or ending their voyages.


  They sat at a table constructed from old wooden crates; in front of Holo were three servings of clams, plus the two ales she had already drained.


  Lawrence endured a nasty look from Holo when he ordered mulled wine, not unlike what Arold had been drinking earlier.


  With this tartness, all he needed now was time to properly enjoy the wine.


  “Still, at a glance it doesn’t look like there’s any particular problem with the town,” said Lawrence.


  Crates as big as a man were being unloaded from the scows and pried open by groups of merchants, who immediately began dickering over their contents, whatever they might have been.


  A port of this size handled a staggering amount of goods. And even without the port, it was clear at a glance that a town like this would demand a massive concentration of materials.


  It wasn’t just the food required daily. For example, the lumber industry needed not only timber, but also tools – saws, chisels, nails, hammers – so traveling metalworkers would come to the town to repair and maintain those tools. Packaging and overland transport of the lumber took rope and leatherwork and horses or donkeys along with the tack those animals required – the list went on and on.


  Also, the simple fact that the town was a port meant that ship-builders and their tools were a brisk trade as were ships themselves. Only an omniscient deity could hope to grasp the amounts and varieties of goods involved.


  Looking at the overwhelming liveliness and energy of this motley port town, any subtle, small problems would be immediately lost in the jumble.


  Using a knife she had borrowed from Lawrence, Holo deftly scooped the minced clam out of its shell and popped it into her mouth, scanning their surroundings upon hearing Lawrence’s words. She then took a drink of ale. “From far away, the forest can seem calm, even when two wolf packs are in a fierce battle for territory within it.”


  “Even with your eyes and ears, you cannot tell that from afar?”


  Holo did not immediately answer, instead looking down with exaggerated gravity and twitching her ears beneath her hood.


  Normally Lawrence would have grown impatient with Holo, who would have then teased him, but today he had his tart mulled wine. He sipped it and waited for her response.


  “Can you see over there?” she asked after a time, pointing with the knife she held to a man surrounded by some kind of steam. The man leaned against a large, waist-high bucket, which had been filled to heaping with finely crushed rock. He was thickly muscled, and it was not hard to imagine him as a pirate.


  He scowled, and the object of that scowl was a slim merchant holding a bundle of what might have been sheepskins.


  Lawrence nodded in response to Holo’s question.


  “The man’s angry,” she said seriously.


  “Oh?”


  “It seems the tax on the ship’s cargo was too high, and he does not want to hand over the goods at the original price. Something about a head price?”


  “A hostage tax. Because ships heading up the river are essentially hostages of the landlord that owns that section of the river.”


  “Mm. In any case, the skinny fellow’s reply is this: ‘The town’s in crisis because the military did not hold its northern campaign this year.’ He’s saying they should be grateful to get any money at all.”


  Every winter, the Church funded a great military campaign into the northlands as a way of displaying its power, but a shadow had fallen over the relationship between the Church and the nation of Ploania, through which its campaign passed, so this year’s incursion had been canceled. As a consequence, Lawrence had once been driven to the brink of bankruptcy.


  Lawrence looked at Holo a bit surprised. She continued to listen carefully, head bowed and eyes shut.


  Then Lawrence looked back at the two men. Even from this distance, he could see the merchant give what seemed to be his final word on the subject to the sailor.


  “‘In that case, you and those furs can just wait on the outcome of the meeting,’” said Holo, opening her eyes.


  Was it too far-fetched to consider if he was merely standing on Holo’s shoulders? Lawrence wondered.


  “There are many conversations like this one. I’d say… four. Taxes are too high. Northern campaign. Town imports – and so on.” Holo scraped the meat out of a clam as she spoke. The more meat accumulated on the blade of the knife, the more her attention turned to it.


  By the time she finally brought the pile of meat to her mouth, the blade might as well have been the whole of creation as far as she was concerned.


  “Now that you mention it… I reckon there’s no way a town founded on distribution wouldn’t feel the effects of a canceled northern campaign. That’s how I got into trouble back in Ruvinheigen. But what’s the relationship between that and the encampment of merchants outside the town?” mused Lawrence.


  If conditions in the town were abnormal, then abnormal business opportunities would follow.


  Lawrence was lost in deep thought until Holo gave a vulgar burp and pounded on the table.


  “You want seconds?”


  Lawrence’s attention was utterly captured by the situation in Lenos. A quick cost-benefit calculation made it clear that if he could get Holo to be quiet or to perhaps even help him in his conjectures, buying her a drink or two was a bargain.


  He hailed the shopkeeper and ordered again, at which Holo gave a satisfied smile, cocking her head.


  “I daresay the wine you just ordered was more for your sake than my own.”


  “Mm?”


  “I become drunk on liquor, but your liquor is something different entirely.” Her pleased face had a slight flush to it.


  Evidently she had noticed that though Lawrence would generally have hesitated and furrowed his brow, this time he’d ordered her another round without any trouble at all.


  “Aye, but it takes coin to buy liquor, while becoming drunk on the business possibilities right in front of your eyes is free.”


  “And you’re surely thinking that if I’ll stop my howling or even deign to assist you, a drink or two would be a small price to pay, are you not?”


  She was a girl-sized giant.


  Lawrence expressed his capitulation to Holo, who had a fleck of ale foam at the corner of her mouth.


  “Ah, though ’tis amusing to watch you puzzle things over, I’ll sit here drinking and watch from the side,” said Holo.


  When the order of wine and crackling, hot-from-the-fire clams came back, Lawrence handed a few worn-out copper ryut coins to the shopkeeper, looking steadily at Holo. “I imagine I should glance at you every so often to make sure you haven’t disappeared?”


  He passed the full cup of ale to Holo who smiled. “… Not bad.”


  Holo was a tough grader, so Lawrence took this as a compliment. “Why, thank you,” he said sagely.


  A bit before midday, Lawrence wound up walking around Lenos by himself.


  Holo found herself surprised by the degree to which the travel fatigue that still lingered exaggerated the effects of the alcohol. She could get to her feet easily enough, but she was so sleepy, there was nothing for it.


  Lawrence saw her back to the inn, simultaneously at a loss and slightly amused.


  Part of Holo hated the idea of Lawrence sticking his nose into whatever was going on in this town. Looking back at their experiences so far, Lawrence couldn’t really disagree with her, but if he looked even further back, to experiences before his time with Holo, it became even more difficult to sit still.


  Thus, it was rather convenient to now be able to wander around the town as he pleased.


  Not that he had any particularly close acquaintances here.


  After a moment of agonizing over it, Lawrence ultimately decided to head for a tavern with which he’d once done business.


  It was an establishment with the strange name of The Beast and Fish Tail. A large bronze sign cast in the shape of a rodent hung from the eaves. The curious, clever creature it depicted built dams across rivers and had a mammal’s body – except for its wide, flat tail and webbed, paddle like rear feet, which had caused the Church to declare it a fish.


  Thus, despite the delicious, savory smell of cooking meat that wafted out of the tavern, it attracted a not-insignificant number of clergy. No matter how much “fish” they ate, no one could criticize them.


  While the tavern’s ability to serve this rare meat made it popular in the evenings, at this hour, not yet midday, even the Beast and Fish Tail was mostly empty. There were no customers, only a shop girl sitting at a table in the corner, mending her apron.


  “Are you open?” Lawrence asked from the entrance.


  A piece of thread held in the corner of her mouth, the red-haired girl lifted her apron to examine her work, smiling playfully. “I just patched a hole. Have a look?” said the fetching lass in reply.


  “I’ll pass. You know what they say, ‘eyes like daggers’ and all. If I look too closely, I’m liable to open holes anew.”


  The girl put her needle away in a sewing box, then stood and tried on the newly mended apron, shaking her head playfully. “So the reason my apron wears thin is from customers staring at it rather than me?”


  No doubt the girl dealt with many a drunken patron.


  But as a merchant, Lawrence couldn’t very well lose this little duel of wits.


  “I’m sure they’re merely being thoughtful – they don’t wish to ruin your beauty by staring a new nostril into your nose, after all.”


  “Oh? That’s a shame. That might let me sniff out suspicious customers a bit more easily,” said the girl ruefully as she finished cinching up her apron.


  Lawrence slumped, defeated. He had to give the girl credit.


  She giggled. “I guess it’s true that out-of-town customers really are different. So what’ll it be? Wine? A meal?”


  “Two orders of fish tail. Wrapped, please.”


  A momentary look of worry passed over the girl’s face, probably because of the sounds of clattering pots that issued from the kitchen.


  They were most likely preparing the lunches to serve the rush of workers that would soon be coming from the docks.


  “I’m not in a hurry,” said Lawrence.


  “Perhaps some wine, then?”


  In other words, was he willing to wait?


  Lawrence smiled at the girl’s business acumen, then nodded.


  “We’ve barley and grape wine, as well as pear.”


  “Pear wine at this time of year?”


  Fruit wine spoiled quickly.


  “For some reason, it never went bad in storage. Oops–” said the girl, covering her mouth in an exaggerated fashion.


  The tavern had always been jam-packed when Lawrence had visited before, so he’d never had a proper conversation with this girl, but now it was easy to see that the tavern owed the comely lass much of its success.


  “Pear, then.”


  “Coming right up! Just a moment if you please.” She disappeared into the back of the tavern, her skirt – which was a dark, ashen red that made it impossible to know its original color – fluttering behind her.


  A clever, cheerful barmaid like her in a port town such as this might wind up the wife of the second son of a successful merchant with many ships to his name.


  Or she might turn a cold shoulder to any rich man or pretty lad that came courting, instead falling for a completely normal merchant that happened into the tavern.


  When it came to knowing where a purchased commodity should be taken, Lawrence had some idea, but this sort of thing was outside his area of expertise. If he asked Holo, she probably could have told him the truth, but that was somehow frustrating.


  “Here you are. The rest will take a bit of time, but that will give you a chance to ask any questions you might have.”


  She really was a clever girl.


  If he could get her to talk to Holo, it would be a magnificent display.


  “Merchants coming in here at this time of day really only have one thing on their minds. If it is something I can answer, I’ll be more than happy to,” said the girl.


  “I’ll pay first.”


  Lawrence put two dark copper coins down before taking the cup of pear wine.


  In this tavern, one copper was enough for two or three cups.


  The girl’s face was now the very image of a tavern barmaid. “And?”


  “Ah, yes, well, it’s nothing serious. The town seems a bit different from usual. Suppose I was to ask about the encampment of merchants just outside the walls.”


  Given the generosity of the tip, the girl probably expected to be asked for inside information on one of the trading companies. She seemed relieved to hear Lawrence’s actual question.


  “Oh, them. They all deal in furs or fur-related products.”


  “Furs?”


  “Quite. About half of them have come from afar to buy up furs. The other half deal in the materials needed for tanning and treating furs and skins. Let’s see…”


  “Lime and alum?”


  They were the most common materials needed for tanning work. Pigeon droppings strangely were also used. If the skins were to be dyed, many more goods would be needed.


  “That sounds right, yes.”


  Lawrence thought back to Arold’s words.


  There was no question that the Council of Fifty’s meeting had something to do with the fur trade.


  “And you wanted to know why all those merchants are camped out there, right? Well, right now, all the leaders of the town are meeting to decide whether or not to sell furs to them. In the meantime, buying and selling furs is forbidden. So naturally, the craftsmen don’t know whether there’s any point in buying any of the supplies they need for tanning, so – that’s where we are right now.”


  Having been asked about it over and over again, the girl was probably used to explaining the matter. But if it was true, the situation was serious.


  “So what caused this?” asked Lawrence, forgetting about his pear wine entirely.


  “That thing, you know – where lots of people come through in the wintertime.”


  “The northern campaign.”


  “Right, that. It was canceled, so they say none of the usual people are coming through to buy leather clothes. Usually there would be a lot more people in this city this time of year.”


  When people came, so, too, came coin. Furs from the north were especially popular in the south, so they made excellent souvenirs.


  But why then was there a meeting discussing whether to prohibit fur trade entirely?


  Were the merchants camped in front of the town not there to purchase furs? Even without the normal boom in leather clothing sales that came with the northern campaign, shouldn’t they sell to what buyers had come?


  He needed more information.


  “I understand that the usual people that come through to buy leather clothing aren’t around this year, but shouldn’t they still sell to the merchants outside of town?” Lawrence asked.


  The girl looked at the untouched cup of pear wine in Lawrence’s hand and with a smile gestured for him to drink.


  She had an instinctual understanding of how to incite a man.


  If he tried to resist, she would either become irritated or flirt emptily with him.


  He meekly put the cup to his lips, at which point the girl smiled as if to say, Good answer. “Knights and mercenaries, they’re free with their coin. But the merchants that come to town are as miserly as they come.” She played idly with the two copper coins that Lawrence had set down. “I’ve been given things, overly frilly dresses like some nobleman’s daughter would wear, really expensive ones. But…”


  “Oh,” Lawrence mouthed. When he was out drinking with Holo, his head had been dulled by the wine. “I see now. Before it’s made into clothing, skins are surprisingly cheap. But once they’re made into clothing, they won’t sell – the money coming into the town will drop,” he said.


  The girl smiled beatifically like a saint with a humble supplicant before her, as if to say, “Well done.”


  With this, Lawrence could see the basic situation.


  However, before he could take a step back and confirm all the details, the girl suddenly leaned forward across the table.


  Softly clutching one of the copper coins to her breast, her expression shifted. “So far, you could hear this from any floozy in any tavern in town,” she said, her words turning a bit vulgar as she looked at him through upturned eyes, chin tucked down. Lawrence tried to look at her, but her posture naturally drew his gaze to her slender, shapely collarbones.


  The lass certainly understood how to press an intoxicated patron.


  Lawrence reminded himself that this was about business.


  “One must treat generous customers properly, after all,” said the girl. “Let’s keep what I’m about to tell you between the two of us, shall we?”


  Lawrence nodded, pretending to be entirely taken in by the girl’s actions.


  “There’s an eight-or nine-tenths chance that the merchants outside town will be banned from buying furs, though I’m sure the craftsmen and fur brokers will be angry.”


  “How do you know this?” Lawrence asked.


  The girl only closed her mouth enticingly.


  Lawrence’s intuition told him that the girl’s source of information was solid. It was likely that a member of the Council of Fifty was also a patron of the tavern, but she, of course, could not say so.


  She did not even explain this fact since her statement had been nothing more than her talking to herself, and its veracity was impossible to gauge.


  In a way, she might have been testing Lawrence, as otherwise she would hardly be letting slip such vital information.


  “I’m a simple barmaid, so I care little for the price of furs, but merchants like you enjoy such things with your ale, do you not?”


  “Aye, enough that we sometimes drink too much,” said Lawrence with his best merchants smile.


  The girl smiled slightly, her eyes closing. “A good tavern sends all its patrons home drunk. I’d be pleased if you were among them.”


  “Well, I’ve drunk my wine, so I’m sure I’ll feel it soon.”


  The girl opened her eyes.


  The smile was on her lips, but it did not reach her eyes.


  Lawrence was about to open his mouth to speak, but a voice from the kitchen called for the girl.


  “Ah, it seems your food is ready,” she said, standing from the chair and returning to the barmaid she’d been when Lawrence had first entered the tavern. “By the way, sir–” she said, looking over her shoulder before leaving the table.


  “Yes?”


  “Do you have a wife?”


  Lawrence was taken momentarily aback at the unexpected question, but perhaps thanks to Holo constantly springing traps upon him, he was able to recover and reply. “My coin purse’s strings are not tied. However… my reins are firmly held,” he answered.


  The girl grinned widely as though she were talking to a friend. “My but that’s frustrating. I’m sure she’s a fine person, too.”


  She seemed to have some pride in her ability to cajole her drunken male customers.


  And even Lawrence might well have been drawn in easily had he not met Holo – or had he been a bit drunker.


  But if he was to say so, it would be like rubbing salt in the poor girl’s wounded pride.


  “If you’ve the chance, do bring her by the tavern,” she said.


  “Aye,” said Lawrence, and he mostly meant it.


  A conversation between this girl and Holo would be a thing to see, though as a bystander, he might get sucked into something terrible.


  “Wait just a moment, then. I’ll go get your food.”


  “My thanks.”


  The girl headed back into the kitchen, her skirt fluttering again behind her.


  Lawrence watched her go as he brought the cup of pear wine to his lips.


  Even other people could tell, he realized, that Holo was very important to him.


  Holding the hot, cloth-wrapped package of tail meat, Lawrence headed down the broad avenue that ran along the docks to take another look at the boats moored there.


  With the new information from the barmaid, the scows did indeed seem a bit different.


  Looking closely, Lawrence could see how straw or hempen cloth had been used to cover the goods piled high on the boats’ decks, and many of the boats themselves were tied fast to the wharves, as though they did not expect to leave anytime soon. Some of them, of course, were merely passing the winter in town, but the number seemed a bit high for that to be the only explanation. At a wild guess, those were the boats that were carrying either furs or the materials needed to process furs.


  The volume of fur transactions in Lenos was large enough that it was called the city of lumber and fur.


  Being a mere traveling merchant, Lawrence could not easily estimate the total amount of fur traded in the town, but if a fur merchant were to buy up a single chest-high barrel of squirrel pelts, that could easily come to 3,500, even 4,000 furs. The fact that such barrels were constantly rolling through the city made him feel practically faint.


  What kind of profound impact would freezing the fur trade have on the town?


  But he could understand Lenos’ efforts to try to collect as much tax as they could, and the fact was that foreign merchants who bought only raw furs instead of clothing left many town craftsmen by the wayside. It was common knowledge that in any business, crafted, processed items made from raw materials had much better profit margins.


  Nevertheless, with the northern campaigns canceled, the lack of travelers from the south meant there was absolutely no guarantee that there would be any way to turn such goods into coin.


  Setting aside the quality of the furs and the quality of the tanning, there was any number of towns whose clothing craftsmanship was superior to Lenos’. To take the clothing that would normally have flown off the shelves as souvenirs and instead pay the shipping costs involved in exporting it to some other town would involve significant difficulty.


  Lawrence felt that from the town’s perspective, it would be better for them to decide to go ahead and sell fur to the waiting merchants, even if they had to overcome the craftsmen’s resistance to do so.


  At least that way they’d be able to get some coin for the furs. The reason so many merchants gathered in Lenos was because of the high quality furs that came through the town. Such furs would command a fair price.


  But the barmaid had said that the Council of Fifty was going to prohibit fur purchasing.


  Which left only a few possibilities.


  To begin with, it was odd that the merchants were camped outside of the town.


  Merchants would happily drive someone else to ruin if they had decided that it would bring a profit, so it was unimaginable that a large group of them would simply assemble and wait patiently.


  There was clearly some other authority at work here.


  But whether it was the giant tailor’s guild headquartered in a town famous for its sartorial products far across the western sea or some dizzyingly massive company trying to monopolize the fur trade, Lawrence did not know.


  Whatever the thing was, it wielded tremendous power.


  And the minds that ran Lenos knew it, Lawrence determined, as he passed through the entrance of the docks and into the hustle and bustle.


  The merchants outside the town were no doubt making their case.


  “You’ll be in a tough spot if you don’t sell your furs,” they would say. “Shall we buy them up for you? Though that alone will not avail you forever. Shall we come next year and the year after that?”


  If Lenos swallowed this, it would become nothing more than a place where furs were gathered, then passed along. And once that happened, the consolidation of fur itself would eventually be taken over by some outsider and removed from the town.


  However, the reason the townspeople didn’t simply turn the merchants away wasn’t just because of the craftsmen’s opposition.


  This problem didn’t stop with the town; it would engulf the landed nobility to which the town was connected as well. When an economic problem turned political, the amount of money it took to solve it would jump by three, sometimes four digits.


  This was a battle between titans, where the expectations of individual merchants were utterly meaningless.


  Lawrence scratched his beard.


  “The coin involved must be incredible,” he said to himself. He hadn’t talked to himself in quite some time, and it felt good, like taking off shoes that had been worn for a week straight.


  The bigger the amount of money in play, the bigger the leftovers might be.


  And a merchant’s alchemy allowed him to turn the complicated relationships between goods and people into a spring from which money would gush forth.


  He pictured a sheet of yellowed parchment in his mind.


  On it he drew sketch after sketch of the fur situation, and gradually the page became a treasure map.


  So where was the treasure?


  When he put the question to himself, licking his lips, his left hand reached the door of the inn room and opened it.


  “…”


  He had almost no memory of when he’d come all the way back to the inn, but that was not why he fell silent.


  Holo, perhaps refreshed after a nap, had been grooming her tail, but she now hid it behind her back as she regarded him.


  “… What’s the matter?” asked Lawrence suddenly, after weathering a purposefully cautious look from an evidently now-sober Holo.


  “I shan’t abide it,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  “I shan’t abide my tail being sold,” said Holo, letting a bit of her tail show from behind her, like a shy maiden peeking out from behind a tree, before she concealed it again.


  Lawrence naturally understood.


  His face had been consumed by his merchant self.


  “I’m no hunter,” he with a smile and a shrug as he entered the room, closing the door behind him and walking over to the desk.


  “Oh no? You looked as though you were ready to sell anything you possibly could.” Holo’s glance fell but once upon the package Lawrence held, then came back to his face.


  “Yes, well, I’m a merchant. I buy from one person to sell to another. It’s a basic principle.”


  All merchants desired money, but when they forgot exactly what kind of merchant they were, that desire for money would run wild. When that happened, things like “trust” and “ethics” were nowhere to be found.


  In their place was only avarice.


  “So no, I will not be taking your tail from you. Though when summer comes, should you decide to shear some of your fur off, I’ll happily collect and sell that,” said Lawrence as he leaned against the desk.


  Still sitting on the bed, Holo childishly stuck her tongue out at him before taking her tail in her hands again.


  For Lawrence’s part, he had no interest in seeing Holo’s tail sans fur.


  “Hmph. So what is that?” asked Holo, looking at the package Lawrence held in one hand as she nibbled at her tail.


  “This? This is… indeed. If you can guess from scent alone what part of what animal this is from, I’ll buy you as much of your favorite foods for dinner as you want.”


  “Oh ho.” Holo’s eyes flashed.


  “I think there’s some garlic in there… but you should be fine.”


  Lawrence came away from the desk and gave Holo the package, whereupon her expression turned immediately serious, and she sniffed the wrapped food carefully, looking for all the world like a wolf. This was nothing so rare in and of itself, but her manner was so charming that Lawrence couldn’t help but stare.


  Holo seemed to notice his gaze. She suddenly looked up at him, scowling.


  She was comfortable being nude in front of him, but apparently this was a stare she could not abide.


  Lawrence supposed that everyone had his or her idiosyncrasies. He obediently began to turn around but then stopped short.


  “I’m sure no proud wisewolf would be thinking of sneaking a look inside the package while my back is turned,” he said.


  Holo’s expression did not change, but the tip of her tail gave a sudden twitch.


  Evidently he’d hit the bull’s-eye.


  He had to be careful; she had senses beyond those of ordinary humans.


  Holo gave a theatrical sigh, then turned away, her mouth in a pout that Lawrence was sure had a tinge of guilt to it.


  “So have you figured it out?”


  “Patience,” she said irritably, then sniffed the package again. Lawrence discreetly averted his eyes.


  Presently the sound of a girl sniffing back tears echoed uncomfortably through the room.


  Lawrence deliberately turned his attention to the clamor that filtered in through the room’s window. It was a fine day, so sunlight also found its way through the window.


  It was indeed cold, but having a room with a window was still a fine thing.


  A warm, windowless room would have made Lawrence feel like he was hibernating in a cellar somewhere. Holo’s judgment had been excellent.


  “Well, now.”


  At the sound of her voice, Lawrence turned both his attention and his gaze back to Holo. “Have you figured it out?”


  “Quite.”


  There were, of course, any number of animals whose meat was cooked and served. It was easy enough to tell them apart from their taste and texture, but what about by scent alone? Especially if it was something so rare and odd as the tail meat from a flat-tailed rodent. Even if Holo knew of the existence of such a creature, the odds of her having eaten it were low.


  Perhaps it was a bit mean-spirited, but Lawrence had offered her the freedom to eat whatever she liked for dinner in exchange.


  “So what’s the answer?” he asked, whereupon Holo regarded him with an angrier face than her positive answer had led him to expect.


  “I must say it seems a bit unfair, given the conditions you proposed.”


  Lawrence shrugged. It seemed she didn’t really know the answer after all.


  “You should have said so in the first place,” he said.


  “I suppose so…” Holo gazed vaguely at the floor as though thinking something over.


  It had been a simple bet, so even the clever Holo had no room to maneuver with her typical quibbles. The simplest contracts were always the strongest.


  “So the answer?” Lawrence asked again. Holo’s face suddenly showed total defeat. Though it was mean-spirited of him to think so, he couldn’t help feeling but that he wanted to see this face a bit more often.


  But it was only for a moment; just as that thought crossed Lawrence’s mind, Holo’s expression shifted to one of triumph.


  “I don’t know the name of the creature, but it’s a large rodent tail, is it not?”


  Lawrence had no words.


  He was stunned.


  “I told you it seemed a bit unfair,” said Holo with a malicious giggle as she began to open the package.


  “Y-you knew?”


  “If you’d accused me of opening the package and sneaking a look, I was thinking of ordering so much food for dinner you’d break down in tears, but I suppose I shall show mercy.”


  The food within the cloth wrapping had been carefully rolled in strips of bark and tied with fine tendrils; it would be nearly impossible to peek inside without disturbing the contents.


  And in any case, looking at the finished meal did not make the original form any easier to guess. Holo must have somehow been familiar with it.


  “I’m a wisewolf, don’t you forget it. There’s nothing in this world I don’t know,” she said, flashing her fangs.


  It was an obvious exaggeration, but her conviction was so strong that it was hard to dismiss.


  As she undid the tendrils and removed the tree bark, steam rose up from the food. Holo narrowed her eyes in pleasure, wagging her tail.


  “It’s not quite accurate to say I knew,” said Holo, mimicking Lawrence’s tone. The meat had been cut into small slices, and as they were, there really was no way to discern their origin. Holo picked up one of the pieces, tilted her head back, and slowly lowered the bite into her open mouth. She closed her mouth and her eyes and chewed languorously.


  It must have been delicious.


  Yet there was something different about her manner.


  “Mmph… yes, indeed,” said Holo. Instead of her usual, hurried devouring of her food, which gave one the impression that she was worried it might be taken from her at any moment, Holo ate slowly, savoring the flavor as though it made her remember something. “The master of this inn said something like this, did he not?” she continued, licking the oil from her fingers and looking at Lawrence. “The months and years weather even stone buildings.”


  “To say nothing of memories,” finished Lawrence.


  Holo nodded, satisfied. She then gave a small sigh and looked at the window, squinting a bit at the brightness. “Do you know what lingers longest in memory?”


  Another strange question.


  Was it a person’s name? Numbers, figures? Images of one’s home?


  These notions appeared one after another in Lawrence’s mind, but Holo’s answer was completely different.


  “’Tis scent, you know, that stays longer than all else.”


  Lawrence cocked his head in confusion.


  “We forget things we’ve seen and heard so easily, but scents alone remain clear and distinct.” Holo looked at the food and smiled.


  Her smile was what seemed so upsettingly out of place to Lawrence; it was soft, almost nostalgic.


  “I had no memory of this town,” she continued. “To be quite honest, it was a bit worrisome.”


  “You weren’t sure whether you really had ever come here?”


  Holo nodded, and she seemed entirely truthful.


  Now that he thought about it, Lawrence felt like he finally understood why Holo had been so constantly playful.


  “But this food – I remember it vividly. It’s such a strange creature after all, so even in the past, it was considered special. They’d put each one caught on a spit and roast them magnificently.”


  Holding the food in her hands like it was a favorite kitten sleeping on her lap, she looked up.


  “I wondered if that’s what you brought back, but when I smelled it, I nearly cried from the memories – and that was the turning point.”


  “So you did this on purpose?”


  Now that he thought about it, the idea of Holo actually doing something so shallow as to sneak a look inside the package while his back was turned seemed a bit strange.


  And when he looked away again, perhaps she had been crying a bit.


  “Are you saying I’m the sort who would take advantage of another’s goodwill?”


  “You take advantage of me all the time,” shot back Lawrence, and he saw Holo flashing her usual fanged grin.


  “So then,” said Holo, beckoning to Lawrence.


  Harboring a bit of suspicion, he approached her guardedly until she grabbed his sleeve and pulled him in close.


  “I shan’t forget this scent, either.”


  He’d expected words along those lines.


  But Lawrence found he could not manage his usual comeback as Holo had buried her face in his chest, unmoving.


  She was no mere traveling companion.


  He could look at her ears and tail and work his own form of mind reading on her.


  “Nor will I,” he replied, and with a soft sigh, he stroked her head with his hand.


  Holo rubbed the corners of her eyes on his clothing and smiled awkwardly. “You sound a dunce when you say it so. I’ll not forget that, either.”


  Lawrence gave a forced smile. “Sorry.”


  Holo smiled, rubbed her nose, then smiled again – and was back to her old self. “So it seems I have indeed visited this town.”


  “Then there must be legends of you left here.”


  He didn’t add “in books somewhere,” but Holo would certainly notice and appreciate his consideration.


  On the other hand, if he didn’t take such care, it would be impossible to avoid accidentally stepping on her tail.


  “So then, what news did you manage to hear tell of?” asked Holo, like a mother asking her child to boast about some new knowledge he had acquired.


  She never stayed frail for long.


  “This time around is going to be a lot of fun,” began Lawrence. Holo listened closely as she ate the tail meat.


  In the end, they had two reasons to meet Rigolo, the town chronicler and secretary for the Council of Fifty.


  The first was to ask if any legends of Holo remained and to have him show them the records where such legends might be found. The second was to discover the particulars of how the town came to be in the situation it presently faced.


  The latter reason was purely a result of Lawrence’s occupational sickness, and given the precedent set on their travels thus far, Holo listened to his explanation but was none too pleased.


  In point of fact, if Lawrence had been asked whether it was really necessary to risk the danger involved in performing the financial alchemy it would take to suck money through the cracks in the current conflict, the answer was no – it was not. Given the profit he had managed to make in the pagan town of Kumersun, so long as he continued to quietly ply his trade for a while longer, the day when he would be able to open his own shop was not so very far off. In which case, he would do better to use his time frugally, carrying his goods and turning his profits, rather than to risk sticking his neck out in dangerous speculation. In the long term, spending his time in town quietly and carefully making business connections would be much better for Lawrence’s future profits.


  Not being a merchant, Holo didn’t use terms like future profits, but her gist was the same: You’re not short on money, so relax.


  Simply standing there in the room was cold, so as they talked, Holo crawled into her bed and eventually started dozing off. Lawrence sat down on her bed as they spoke, and Holo had – with no particular intent – slowly grasped his hand in hers.


  Having sat there on the bed and passed the time quietly talking, Lawrence had to admit that Holo was absolutely right. The fact was, though, that no traveling merchant was so easygoing as to idle away his time in a town, particularly not while they were mid-journey.


  He wanted her to understand that, but it was probably impossible.


  It was perhaps fortunate, however, that Lawrence couldn’t do anything immediately.


  Given the situation in Lenos, none of the members of the Council of Fifty, including Rigolo, would casually meet with a foreign merchant.


  Since the affair centered around the fur trade that was the town’s lifeblood, meeting with a merchant of unknown background would be deeply suspicious and tantamount to societal suicide. No, Lawrence would not be able to see a council member.


  Which meant that if he wanted to engage one, he would need a mediator.


  Yet when Lawrence rethought the question of whether that would really be necessary, it was hard to convince himself of it. And if he were to force the issue and make a bad impression, they would never see the records of Holo.


  Though outwardly Holo pressed Lawrence to hold back and not get involved, deep in her heart there was no question that given an opportunity to see those records, she would want to. He couldn’t risk anything that would endanger their ability to do that. As he thought it through again and again, he eventually became aware of the sound of Holo’s breathing as she slept.


  When she was hungry, she ate, and when she was tired, she slept.


  Indeed, she was as free as any beast, and those who spent their days constantly toiling to keep their bellies full had dreamed of such a life at least once.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but feel a bit jealous of the life Holo took for granted. He extracted his hand from hers and lightly brushed her polished porcelain cheek with the back of his index ringer. Once she had fallen asleep, even a tap wouldn’t wake her. At Lawrence’s touch, her expression clenched in irritation, but her eyes stayed closed as she buried her face in the blanket.


  It was a quiet, happy moment. Nothing happened save for the passage of time itself, but this was one of the things Lawrence wished for when he drove his cart alone. The merchant knew this for a near certainty, and yet in the bottom of his heart, he felt a distinct impatience, a feeling that he was wasting this time.


  He couldn’t help feeling that if he wasn’t making money or collecting information for his business, he was sustaining a loss he would never be able to recover.


  The merchant’s spirit is a flame that never goes out, his master had said, but that flame might very well have been hellfire, charring his flesh.


  When one was alone, the flame provided warmth, but with two… with two, he felt it was too hot.


  Holo’s smile especially was very warm.


  The world did not go as one wanted it to.


  Lawrence stood up from the bed and paced around the room.


  If he wasn’t going to get involved in the happenings of Lenos, then he at least wanted to understand the details for his own enlightenment.


  The best way to do that would be to meet directly with a member of the Council of Fifty, and in order to get unbiased information, a witness who didn’t represent any particular interested party would be still more desirable.


  It was the chronicler and secretary Rigolo who best fit that description.


  But no council member would have any interest in meeting with an outsider.


  The problem began to seem intractable.


  Lawrence would have to take a different approach, but at the moment his sole source of information was the barmaid. Widening this to include more information from the town merchants would involve significant effort.


  There was certainly any number of people using this machination or that to collect information, and Lawrence sincerely doubted that his own intellect and tactics would be enough to give him any advantage over the rest. Who knew how high the price for that information might rise given the scope of the demand?


  Had it been a town where Lawrence had some old acquaintance, he might have been able to get nearer the essence of things and to make something happen. If it was goods you wanted, money could buy anything, but for information, you had to have trust.


  In the face of this fascinating situation, Lawrence would just have to watch and wait.


  Feeling like a frustrated dog pacing back and forth in a room while eyeing a piece of meat he could see through a tiny crack in the wall, Lawrence finally heaved a sigh.


  He felt as if he was moving further and further away from the merchant he wished to be.


  Even worse, the logic and prudence he should have long ago developed seemed to be gone. It was as though he had regressed to that period when he had just come of age; his head full of ridiculous get-rich-quick schemes.


  His feet were restless.


  He repeated the problem to himself, glancing at Holo.


  Was it because this cheeky wolf girl was constantly pulling the rug out from under him?


  It seemed possible.


  He enjoyed talking with Holo too much.


  That’s why he had begun neglecting other things.


  “…”


  Lawrence stroked his beard, murmuring to himself that shifting the blame might not be a bad idea.


  It was a wasted opportunity, but the fur problem would have to wait.


  Which meant that the next action would be to seek out information that would set them on the road to Nyohhira, still farther north from Lenos.


  If they were fortunate, the road would not yet have been rendered impassable with snow, and they would move forward.


  Information on furs… can be collected after that, Lawrence told himself as he left the room.


  Lawrence came down to the first floor where there was a rustling sound coming from the corner of the clutter-filled room.


  There was neither lock nor lookout, but a good number of merchants still used this storehouse, it seemed.


  The rate was not too high, and some used it as a relay for their peddling while others stored goods when their price fluctuated with the season. Lawrence would not have been surprised to learn that the odd smuggler or thief kept items there, too.


  Though he heard the sound of someone tampering with goods in the storehouse, the person was in shadow, and Lawrence could not tell who it was. But Arold the innkeeper did not appear to think for one moment that one of his guests was opening someone else’s luggage. He only poured a bit of water on the fire, which had grown slightly too strong.


  “A road to the north?”


  While Arold had reacted to Lawrence’s question about chroniclers this morning as though a child had asked him a difficult theological question, he seemed to be much more used to this sort of inquiry.


  He nodded slightly, as if to say, “Well, in that case,” then paying the flame no heed, he cleared his throat and spoke.


  “Not much snow this year. I don’t know where you’re headed, but I don’t reckon it’ll be too hard.”


  “I’m making for Nyohhira, as it happens.”


  Arold’s left eyebrow went up, and the sharp blue eyes buried in the deep folds of his eyelids glittered.


  Behind his merchant’s smile, Lawrence flinched a bit, and Arold continued, brushing a bit of ash that had flown up when he poured water on the coals a moment earlier.


  “Heading all the way into pagan country, eh?… Well, I suppose that’s merchants for you, carrying money bags over their shoulder and heading off anywhere.”


  “Aye, and we throw them away on our deathbeds,” Lawrence said, trying to lighten things up with the devout Arold, but the innkeeper only gave a derisive snort.


  “So why bother earning it in the first place? Gaining it only to throw it away…”


  It was something that many merchants pondered themselves.


  But Lawrence had heard an interesting answer to this question “You don’t ask the same question when you clean a room, do you?”


  If money was trash, then profit was the collection of trash.


  A famous merchant in a southern country had repented on his deathbed, saying that collecting and throwing away the money that polluted the world God had given man was the ultimate virtue.


  The clergy heard these words and were moved, but the merchants hid their uncertain smiles behind their wine cups – because the more successful one became, the less one’s assets were concrete things, and the more they were numbers on certificates and entries in ledgers.


  Thus if these written ledger entries and figures polluted the world, then the written teachings of God were no better, and so the irony was that those scriptures, too, should be thrown away for the betterment of the world – such was the view of most merchants.


  Lawrence felt much the same way. He felt bad for Holo, but he would take the business of a successful merchant over prayers to gods that never answered any day.


  “Heh,” Arold chuckled. “Fair enough,” he said in an uncommonly amused tone. His mood had improved.


  He seemed more cheered by the irony behind Lawrence’s words than by the words themselves.


  “Are you leaving soon? I seem to recall you giving me a good amount of coin for your stay…”


  “No, I expect to wait until the Council of Fifty has finished their meeting.”


  “… I see. You wanted to see Rigolo. You asked about a chronicler this morning, as I recall. That’s a word I’ve not heard in some time. Hardly anyone looks to the past these days…” said Arold, narrowing his eyes as he stared off into space.


  Perhaps the old man was looking back on his life thus far.


  But his gaze soon snapped back to Lawrence. “Well, if you’re heading north, ’twould be better to leave sooner. Your horse should be able to get you part of the way, but beyond that… you’d want a longhair and a sleigh. If you’re in a hurry, that is.”


  “There was a longhair in the stable, wasn’t there?”


  “Aye, its master is a man from the north. I reckon he knows the route quite well.”


  “His name?” Lawrence asked.


  Arold looked surprised for the first time. It was strangely charming. “Huh. He’s been coming here for some time, but I’ve never asked his name. He’s fatter every year, too. It’s quite clear in my mind. Strange… I suppose these things happen…”


  What sort of inn lacked even a guest register?


  “He’s a fur merchant from the north,” Arold continued. “He’s all over town at the moment… but if I see him, I’ll pass your questions on.”


  “I’d be very grateful.”


  “Aye. But if you keep waiting for the Council of Fifty to finish, you’re liable to be here ’til spring,” said Arold, putting the cup of mulled wine to his lips for the first time.


  This was the first time Lawrence had seen Arold so loquacious. He must have been in excellent spirits, Lawrence guessed.


  “Will the meeting take so long?” Lawrence asked, pressing for more information.


  Arold’s face turned unreadable, and he fell silent. No doubt the best response if he hoped to live out his remaining years in peace, Lawrence thought.


  Lawrence was about to offer his thanks as a way of ending the conversation, but Arold then spoke, cutting him off.


  “People’s lives tend up and down, and so do the towns that they live in. After all, those towns are just groups of people.” The words of a man who had retired from an active life.


  But Lawrence was still young. “It’s in people’s nature to resist fate, I think. Just like how we seek forgiveness after making a mistake.”


  Arold regarded Lawrence wordlessly with his blue eyes.


  There was anger in his gaze and scorn.


  But Lawrence liked the old man when he was like this, so he stood his ground.


  Arold chuckled. “It’s hard to argue with that… It’s been pleasant talking with you. This is your third time at the inn, yes? What’s your name?”


  Though he had never asked the name of the fur merchant who had long made use of his inn, Arold now asked Lawrence his name.


  He wasn’t asking as the innkeeper, but rather as a craftsman.


  When a craftsman asked the name of a customer, it was a mark of trust that they would complete the customer’s order, no matter how difficult the request.


  Evidently this old tannery boss liked Lawrence for some reason.


  “Kraft Lawrence,” said Lawrence, extending his hand.


  “Kraft Lawrence, eh? I’m Arold Ecklund. In the old days, I’d make you some fine leather strap work, but these days all I can offer is a quiet night.”


  “That’s more than enough,” said Lawrence, which Arold smiled at for the first time, showing a broken tooth.


  Lawrence was about to leave when Arold’s gaze fell on something behind his lodger. Lawrence turned to look and did not expect the person he saw there.


  It was the merchant Holo had earlier claimed was a woman, still wearing the same robes and carrying a burlap sack in her left hand. She must have been the one Lawrence heard rustling around in the storeroom earlier.


  “You didn’t ask me until my fifth visit. You ask him his name so soon, Mr. Arold?” came the hoarse voice. If Holo hadn’t told him otherwise, Lawrence still would have assumed she was male, an apprentice merchant just starting out.


  “That’s because I didn’t talk with you until the fifth visit,” said Arold, glancing at Lawrence before continuing. “And it’s so rare that you open that mouth of yours. Are you as sociable as I am, then?”


  “Perhaps,” said the woman, and a smile quirked beneath her cowl. Lawrence noticed that she didn’t just happen to have an especially thin beard for a man – no, definitely a woman.


  “You there,” she said, looking pointedly at Lawrence.


  “Yes?”


  “We should talk. You have business with Rigolo?”


  If Lawrence had been Holo, his ears would have twitched. “Yes,” he answered, confident enough that not a single hair of his beard had so much as moved.


  At the mention of Rigolo’s name, Arold turned away and reached for his wine cup. That was the effect that a merchant had these days when mentioning the name of one of the Council of Fifty.


  “Shall we go upstairs?”


  The woman pointed up. Lawrence had no objections and nodded.


  “I’ll take this,” she said, grabbing a pitcher from behind Arold’s chair, then heading immediately up the stairs. Though they were not related, she seemed to know Arold quite well – so what was their connection?


  Lawrence’s mind was full of questions, but Arold’s face had returned to its normal, unsociable mien.


  He took his leave and followed the woman up the stairs.


  There was nobody on the second floor, and the woman immediately bent her knees and sat down cross-legged in front of the fireplace. Her manner was that of someone used to sitting and standing in cramped places. If Lawrence had been a money changer, he would have figured her for a comrade-in-business.


  She certainly wasn’t someone who had started out in business just yesterday.


  “Ha, I knew it. This wine is too good to waste by drinking it warm,” she said after sampling the contents of the pitcher she had brought up.


  Lawrence sat down as well, wondering why the woman was suddenly so sociable, whether her behavior was genuine, and if it wasn’t genuine, what her goal could possibly be.


  After taking a couple of drinks from the wine pitcher, the merchant woman thrust it toward Lawrence. “You seem like you’ve got your guard well up. Can I ask why?”


  While her cowl covered her face, obscuring her expressions from Lawrence, evidently she could see his face perfectly well.


  “I’m a traveling merchant who does a lot of business with people I’ll never see again. I suppose it’s a habit,” he said, taking a sip of the proffered wine. It was indeed good.


  The merchant woman looked at him evenly past her cowl.


  Lawrence gave a pained grin and confessed, “Female merchants are rare. If one calls me over, I can’t help but be on my guard a bit.”


  He could tell that she was momentarily disturbed at his statement.


  “… It’s been years since anyone figured that out.”


  “We passed this morning in front of the inn. My companion has the keen senses of a beast, you see.”


  She was part beast, in truth, and if Holo had not been there, Lawrence would never have noticed the merchant was a woman.


  “One shouldn’t underestimate a woman’s intuition. Though I suppose I’m not one to talk.”


  “I learn that lesson every day.”


  Lawrence wasn’t sure if she smiled or not, but in any case, the woman put her hand to her neck and loosened the string that held her cowl in place; then with a practiced hand, she drew it back and off her head.


  He watched her with a bit more anticipation than was polite. What intrepid visage might emerge? When he saw her face, Lawrence was not at all confident that he had been able to perfectly conceal his surprise.


  “Name’s Fleur Bolan. But Fleur’s not much for intimidation, so I go by Eve.”


  The woman, Fleur – or Eve – was young.


  But she was not so young that youth was her only virtue. She was old enough to be polished and refined, making her all the more beautiful. At a guess, Lawrence would have put her at about his own age.


  Her eyes weren’t just blue; they seemed forged from blue steel.


  Her hair was short and blond. If she smiled, she would look like an uncommonly beautiful boy.


  And when she wasn’t smiling, she looked like a wolf – a wolf that would bite your finger off if you tried to touch it.


  “I’m Kraft Lawrence.”


  “Kraft? Or Lawrence?”


  “In business, Lawrence.”


  “Call me Eve. I’m none too fond of Bolan, and I know all too well how I look to men when I wear makeup and a wig, and I don’t like that sort of compliment, either.”


  His initiative stolen, Lawrence was silent for a moment.


  “I’d planned to hide it, if I could,” she continued.


  It surely being the fact of her sex.


  Not wanting to be discovered by anyone else, she replaced the cowl on her head and fixed it again with the tie.


  In his mind, Lawrence couldn’t help picturing a knife wrapped in cotton.


  “I’m really not a particularly retiring person. If anything, I’m talkative and quite courteous, if I do say so myself.”


  For whatever reason, Eve was now being open and garrulous, so Lawrence matched her small talk.


  She was a woman, yes, but hardly some sheltered princess. He had little reason to be nervous.


  “You’re an interesting fellow. I can see why the old man likes you,” said Eve.


  “Nice of you to say so. But I’ve only exchanged the briefest of pleasantries with you, so I’ve no idea why you would be interested in me.”


  
    
  

  “Merchants don’t get infatuated that easily, so unfortunately –  not quite. But you’re no fool, you know this. Anyway, the reason I talked to you is simple. I just wanted someone to talk to.”


  Judging by the features on the face beneath the cowl, something about her reminded Lawrence of Holo, despite Eve’s slightly crude manners.


  If he wasn’t careful, she’d pull the rug out from under him, just like Holo.


  “And the reason you chose me for that particular honor is…?”


  “One reason would be the fact that old Arold likes you. He’s got a good eye for people. Another reason would be your companion, the one who saw through my disguise.”


  “My companion?”


  “Yes. Your companion. A girl, yes?”


  If she had called Holo a boy, it would’ve been exactly the kind of story some wealthy libertine nobleman would love.


  But Lawrence understood what Eve was trying to say.


  If he was traveling with a woman, he would be a safe person to talk to.


  “It’s one thing when I’m negotiating, but hiding the fact that I’m a woman while making chitchat is no easy thing. I know I’m unusual. And it’s not like I don’t understand why someone would want me to take off the cowl sometimes,” said Eve.


  “This is going to sound like a compliment, but if you were to take it off while you were drinking with some fellow merchants, I’m sure they’d love it.”


  Eve smiled with a lopsided smirk, and even that was an impressive gesture. “Like I said, I think about who I can chat with, and in the end, you need to be either an old geezer or with a woman.”


  Female merchants were rarer than fairies. Lawrence couldn’t even begin to imagine her day-to-day worries.


  “You don’t see merchants traveling with women very often. Clergy, perhaps, or the odd artisan or minstrel couple. But none of them have anything interesting to say to a merchant like me.”


  Lawrence smiled a bit. “Well, there are quite a few circumstances around my companion.”


  “And I won’t be nosy. The two of you seem used to travel and don’t seem connected by money, so I figured you’d be safe to talk to. That’s all.”


  Eve finished talking and held her hand out for the pitcher.


  It wasn’t polite to hang onto a pitcher of wine that was being passed around in lieu of a cup, so Lawrence apologized and handed it back.


  “Anyway, that’s about the size of it, but you can’t just walk up to somebody and say, ‘Hey, how about a chat?’ That’s why I mentioned Rigolo’s name, but it wasn’t just talk. You want to see him, right?”


  Eve looked at Lawrence from underneath her cowl, but he couldn’t read her expression at all. She was clearly an excellent negotiator.


  This hardly seemed like small talk to Lawrence. He answered carefully. “Yes, as soon as I can.”


  “Might I ask why?”


  Lawrence could not imagine why she would want to know this.


  It may have been simple curiosity or she wanted to use that knowledge somehow or she was testing Lawrence based on his response to being asked such a question.


  If Holo had been with him, he would have had an advantage, but as it was, he felt like he was being cornered.


  The situation was frustrating, but he would have to go on the defensive.


  “I’ve heard Rigolo is the town’s chronicler. I’d like to ask him to let me see any of the old tales of Lenos.”


  The subject of fur was too delicate to broach. As long as he couldn’t see Eve’s expression, it was dangerous to bring up. He had no cloak to hide behind, so it would be easy for her to see if he was being too guarded.


  Nonetheless, Eve seemed to detect a certain truth to Lawrence’s words. “Now that’s a strange reason. And here I was sure you’d want information on the fur trade.”


  “Well, I am a merchant, so I wouldn’t pass that information up if I could get it. But it’s dangerous, and my companion doesn’t wish it.” Lawrence couldn’t help but feel that trying any ham-fisted trickery in front of Eve would get him burned.


  “It’s true that the man’s study is piled high with volumes passed down over the generations. His dream is to be able to spend his days reading them, I hear. He’s always going on about how he wants to resign his position as secretary to the Council of Fifty.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Quite. He’s not a very sociable fellow to begin with, but his position means he knows all the ins and outs of the council, so there’s no end of people trying to cozy up to him. If you tried to just go and see him now, he’d give you the evil eye and send you away at the gate.”


  Admirably, Lawrence managed a neutral “I see,” but he doubted that Eve thought he was as neutral as he tried to seem.


  Eve was, after all, hinting that she would be able to introduce Lawrence to Rigolo.


  “Oh, indeed. So if that’s what you’re interested in, I do quite a bit of trade with the church here. Rigolo normally works as a scribe for the church, you see. I’ve known him for some time.”


  Lawrence did not question her.


  If he was to do so, there was the danger that he would reveal his own motivations, which she would easily be able to see.


  So he spoke the plain truth.


  “It would certainly be of great help to me if you could arrange for me to see those records,” Lawrence said.


  The corner of Eve’s mouth might have quirked for just a moment, but perhaps it was just his imagination.


  She seemed to be enjoying something about this exchange.


  “Aren’t you going to ask me what I trade in?”


  “You didn’t inquire after the occupation of my companion so I’ll extend you the same courtesy.”


  This conversation made Lawrence nervous in a way entirely different from his exchanges with Holo.


  And yet this is fun, he thought to himself, which is why when a chuckle echoed through the room, he didn’t realize it wasn’t from him for a moment.


  “Heh-heh-heh. Excellent. Excellent indeed! More than a few times have I hoped to meet a young merchant with a female companion, but I’m truly glad I spoke up, Lawrence! I don’t know whether you’re as remarkable as you seem, but you’re surely not some two-copper peddler.”


  “I’m honored by your compliments, but I’d ask you to wait a moment before shaking my hand.”


  Eve grinned.


  Her smile reminded him so much of a certain someone that he half expected to see sharp canines bared.


  “I know you’re not some sweaty-palmed fool,” said Eve. “Your face has been unreadable from the start. I can see why old man Arold likes you.”


  Lawrence accepted the flattery. “Well then, instead of asking what it is you deal in, might I ask a different question?”


  Eve still smiled, but Lawrence was quite sure her smile did not reach her eyes.


  “And what might that be?”


  “How much will your introduction fee be?” Lawrence dropped a pebble into the dark and bottomless well.


  How deep was it? And was there water in the bottom?


  Presently the sound echoed back to him.


  “I’ll ask for neither coin nor goods.”


  Lawrence wondered if she was thirsty, but she offered him the pitcher as she continued.


  “All I ask is that you chat with me.”


  The wetly sentimental echo had returned.


  Lawrence wiped his face clean of any emotion as he coolly regarded Eve and her statement.


  Eve chuckled and shrugged. “You’re good. But no, it’s not a lie. It’s only natural you’d think it strange, but someone I can talk to without hiding the fact that I’m a woman – and a merchant, to boot – is worth more than limar gold.”


  “But less than lumione?”


  Her reaction to some teasing would reveal the depth of her character.


  Eve seemed to know this. “I’m a merchant. In the end, money is what matters most,” she replied with an even smile.


  Lawrence laughed.


  With someone like this to talk to, he could easily chat all night.


  “But I don’t know what sort your companion is. I prefer my conversations uninterrupted. A sulky companion spoils the wine.”


  Lawrence searched his memory. Was Holo the sort to be jealous over such things?


  He felt like she had been somewhat irritated by Norah the shepherdess, but had that not been because of her profession?


  “I don’t think that will be a problem.”


  “Oh? Nothing is more mysterious than the heart of a woman. I myself don’t understand a whit of what they talk about.”


  Lawrence opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it.


  Eve chuckled. “Still, I’m here for business. I can’t afford to waste time, but if we get along, then I’d be pleased to have your acquaintance. I may look harsh–”


  “–But you’re actually talkative and sociable, right?”


  At Lawrence’s counterattack, Eve laughed, her shoulders shaking with girlish delight despite her low, hoarse voice. “Ha, quite right.”


  Her words were casual, but they had the tone of sincerity.


  Lawrence had no notion of how a single woman would come to tread the path of the merchant, but any woman who could swim in the whirlpools of avarice that made up the mercantile world was a force to be reckoned with. No doubt she avoided casual conversation out of simple self-defense.


  He took a drink of wine from the pitcher, then stood and headed for the stairs to the third floor. “Well, so long as my companion isn’t jealous,” he said.


  “That’s a terrible condition, indeed.”


  The two merchants smiled wordlessly at each other.


  The council meeting would end shortly before nightfall. Eve had business to attend to and could not accompany Lawrence and Holo, but she went on ahead to speak to Rigolo’s family on their behalf.


  So after taking a moderate recess after midday, Lawrence and Holo left the inn.


  Rigolo’s house was apparently slightly north of the center of town.


  That particular district seemed relatively wealthy, given the stone foundations and ground floors of the buildings there, but the ambience was nonetheless poor. Many houses had been repeatedly expanded with carpentry, and their walls jutted into the street, almost meeting overhead.


  The area seemed to have once been a wealthy neighborhood but had declined over time.


  While families who had been prosperous for generations knew that money did not always bring happiness, the nouveau riche were different. So long as they had money, they wished to flaunt it by expanding their homes.


  That was all fine and good, but those expansions ruined the atmosphere of the neighborhood. Stray dogs and beggars began to wander the ever-dim streets.


  When that happened, the truly wealthy moved elsewhere, and the value of homes in the area fell, and with that value went the quality of the neighborhood. Once it had been mostly moneylenders and masters of middling trade companies that lived here, but now the area was populated by apprentice craftsmen and market stall owners.


  “Quite a cramped street this,” said Holo.


  Perhaps owing to the weight of the buildings on either side of it, the street was warped and buckled, and here and there cobblestones were missing, perhaps having been pried free and sold off by someone hurting for money. Water would then pool in the holes left behind, contributing to the feeling of general disrepair, an impression that the narrowness of the lane only heightened.


  Lawrence couldn’t walk side by side with Holo, and if someone was to come the other way, they would have to flatten themselves against the wall in order to pass.


  “I’ll admit it’s inconvenient,” Lawrence said, “but I like this kind of disorderly place.”


  “Oh ho.”


  “You can really feel how it comes out of years and years of change. Just like a beat-up old tool that gradually takes on a different shape over time, turning into something unique.”


  Lawrence looked back at Holo who walked behind him. She traced her fingers along the walls as she followed.


  “Like the way a river changes shape?”


  “… I’m sorry to say I don’t follow your comparison.”


  “Mm. In that case… like the way the heart changes shape. The soul, is it called?”


  Holo’s example was so much closer to home that Lawrence was a bit sluggish to keep up. “I suppose so,” he finally answered. “If we could take it out and get a look at it, I imagine that’s what it would look like. The heart becomes scratched and dented and repaired over time, and with one glance, you’d be able to tell your own from others.”


  As Lawrence and Holo walked, they encountered one of the large puddles that dotted the lane. Lawrence crossed with a single bound first, then turned and extended his hand to Holo.


  “Milady,” he said with courtesy. Holo offered her hand with exaggerated magnanimity in reply, hopping over the puddle to land next to Lawrence.


  “And what would your soul look like, eh?” she asked.


  “Mm?”


  “No doubt it would be tinged with my color.”


  Lawrence no longer flinched at the chestnut-red eyes that looked up at him.


  Their effect on him was indeed fading.


  Lawrence shrugged and resumed walking. “I’d say poisoned is a better word than colored.”


  “Then ’tis a potent poison, indeed,” said Holo over her shoulder haughtily as she ran ahead. “After all, my smile still knocks you right over.”


  “So what color is your soul?” shot back Lawrence, still and always impressed with her wit.


  “What color?” Holo repeated, then looked ahead as if pondering the matter. She slowed for a moment, and Lawrence caught up to her from behind. The street was too narrow for him to pass, so he simply peered down at her.


  She muttered, apparently counting something on her fingers. “Hmm,” she intoned. She then noticed Lawrence looking over her shoulder and tilted her head up, leaning back into him a bit. “There are many.”


  “… Oh.”


  For a moment, Lawrence didn’t follow her meaning, but then he understood that she was referring to the history of her romances.


  Holo had lived for centuries, so it stood to reason that she would have experienced love once or twice. Given her clever wit, no doubt some of her partners had been human.


  With Holo blocking the path ahead, Lawrence lightly pushed her small back, urging her forward.


  Holo obediently began to walk.


  They usually walked side by side, so Lawrence had few opportunities to see her form from behind. It was strangely novel.


  Seen from behind, she was slender, the lines of her body lovely even through the thick clothes she wore. Her strides were neither too long nor too quick; the word graceful came to Lawrence’s mind. There was also something lonely about her form, something soft when embraced.


  Is this what is was to feel protective? Lawrence wondered with a self-deprecating smile but was suddenly filled with doubt.


  Holo had ticked the numbers off on her fingers, but just how many men had held her slender shoulders?


  He wondered what her expression had been like. Had she been pleased? Had she narrowed her eyes, being coy? Or had her ears twitched and her tail swished to and fro as she was unable to conceal her happiness?


  They had held hands, embraced… Holo was not a child, after all…


  Who else has she had? Lawrence thought to himself.


  “…”


  As soon as the thought appeared in his mind, he hurried to dismiss it. An awful tongue of flame reached up from the depths of his heart.


  His chest pounded as though he had fallen from a cliff. The shock was like touching a hot coal, thinking the fire had gone out, only to be badly burned.


  She had counted them off on her fingers.


  It was the most obvious thing in the world, but as she ticked off each finger in his imagination, something deep in him collapsed, leaving only a smoldering anger.


  The feeling was unmistakable.


  It was the blackest jealousy.


  Lawrence was annoyed with himself. It was incredibly selfish of him, even if he had been born to the avarice that leads one to take on the occupation of merchant.


  But the love of money was nothing compared to this feeling.


  So it was that when Holo turned to him with accusation in her eyes, this had a deeper effect on him than any clergyman’s sermon ever could.


  “So, have you finished your introspection?”


  “… You see through just about everything, don’t you?” he answered wearily.


  His heart felt so heavy it made him want to sit and rest.


  But surprisingly, Holo smiled, showing her sharp canines. “I’m no better myself, though.”


  “…”


  “You simply sounded so happy, so desperately happy, to speak with someone without so much as a hint of charm–”


  In that instant, Holo’s face turned angry.


  He had seen her angry face any number of times before, but this one had a particularly savage edge to it.


  She is a wisewolf, Lawrence reminded himself.


  “Would it make sense if I said I enjoyed it as a merchant?” he asked, trying to offer an excuse.


  Holo stopped, then started walking again once Lawrence had closed the gap between them.


  “Do you want me to ask you which is more important – money or me?”


  That line was among the top three things that a lonely traveling merchant would dream of hearing from a woman.


  And it was a problem that would cause any merchant to tear his heart out in frustration.


  Lawrence raised both hands in defeat.


  “To be sure, the reason I would be angry is not one whit different from what you’re thinking. ’Tis an utterly selfish, childish notion. But the two of us have our wits; we can speak of this. Thus, I am not angry.”


  “…”


  Holo was a wisewolf of long experience.


  Lawrence could not hope to cross swords with her.


  For a while, he searched his small vocabulary for some suitable response but found nothing. “What I’m thinking is that it’s not fair of me.”


  “Truly?”


  Lies were hopeless against Holo.


  “Truly.”


  She did not turn around at his answer.


  He was not certain that it had been the right one.


  Holo continued to walk quietly, gracefully, finally coming to a fork in the road. According to the directions they had received from Eve, they needed to bear right.


  Lawrence didn’t feel good about it, but since Holo had stopped, he spoke up.


  “We head right here.”


  “Mm.” Holo turned to face him. “So this is the fork in the road.”


  Lawrence did not ask which road was forking.


  Evidently that had been the first barrier. Holo’s right eyebrow moved slightly.


  “How do you resolve your selfish jealousy toward me?”


  Was she now asking questions that sounded like they had come from some clergyman of the Church?


  Outwardly the right thing to do was to lose this black, selfish feeling, but inwardly Lawrence knew it would not disappear so easily.


  He looked back at Holo, a bitter expression on his face.


  This was Holo the Wisewolf. He could not imagine that she would corner him with questions like this for no good reason.


  In other words, even if the answer was wrong for nearly everyone, there was something that would be correct for Holo.


  But how to reach it?


  Lawrence’s mind raced.


  Holo had said just a moment ago that she was the same as him.


  So the answer, he reasoned, must be within Holo as he saw her.


  The most difficult problem for him might be the easiest thing in the world for someone else to solve.


  Holo was also having trouble dealing with her jealousy.


  And Holo herself wanted to know how to resolve it, did she not?


  So given that, all Lawrence needed to do was consider the problem from the outside, and the answer would come naturally.


  He opened his mouth to speak and saw Holo steady herself in preparation. “My answer is that there is no way to resolve it.”


  It was a single ripple in the smooth surface of a lake.


  He tossed another pebble into that lake, trying to bring expression back to Holo’s face.


  “And it makes you hate yourself.”


  Neither defiance nor selflessness was the correct response, he thought.


  If he imagined that Holo was the jealous one rather than himself, it was the most natural thing in the world, and it was actually quite nice to be the object of that jealousy.


  After all, jealousy was nothing more than wanting to have someone all to yourself, so how could it be anything but flattering as long as it wasn’t excessive?


  Hence Lawrence’s answer, but Holo still remained expressionless.


  Lawrence did not look away. He was certain this was the final barrier.


  “Hmph. So we bear right, do we?” she said with a smile, cocking her head. At this, Lawrence couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. “Still,” she added, giggling.


  “What?”


  “Jealousy and self-hatred, eh? Indeed,” said Holo with a smirk.


  This struck him as rather unnatural, and by the time he started walking down the right-hand path, he had fallen behind Holo.


  “Whatever is the matter?” she asked, grinning over her shoulder.


  If Lawrence had really managed to produce an answer that satisfied her, Holo shouldn’t have been smirking like this. He’d anticipated either a smile of happy relief or an out-and-out scowl.


  So what did this mischievous smile portend?


  Lawrence felt his face flushing. He had turned red so many times that day that he began to worry the color would stick.


  Holo giggled. “Have you figured it out, then?” she inquired over her shoulder. “You agonized over the problem, reversed the positions in your head, and arrived at the answer. ‘Twas plain as day on your face. But if you’d thought about it a bit, you’d see. When someone comes to you for advice, the answer you think is correct is what you want him or her to be. Which means?”


  Indeed.


  Holo had not been waiting for Lawrence’s words to solve her problems.


  She had, in fact, been waiting for him to reveal his own feelings.


  “You become jealous and agonize over it. Is that what you wish from me, so that you can play the role of offering your hand in consolation? Should I now collapse into charming tears of self-recrimination, pathetically clinging to the hand you so generously offer?”


  “Urgh–”


  So this was what it was like to have one’s heart laid bare.


  He felt like a shamed maiden, covering her face with her hands.


  The sharp-fanged wolf glided smoothly to his side.


  And yet there was some solace in seeing that Holo did this not simply for her own enjoyment.


  Even Lawrence could tell that much.


  Holo had been truly jealous about his enjoyable chat with Eve, and this conversation was something of a diversion.


  “Hmph. Come, let’s go,” Holo said, perhaps reading Lawrence’s unguarded expression. “We can leave it at this,” she seemed to be saying.


  Surely her mood had improved with all of this, and she would probably be more generous about him enjoying the odd merchant-to-merchant chat with Eve.


  Lawrence couldn’t help feeling that he had been careless, though.


  He had allowed his deepest wishes to be hauled out for all to see.


  “So then,” said Holo beside him, her tone completely casual. The atmosphere was still poor, but the street had widened enough for the two of them to walk side by side. “In truth, I’m asking you this simply because I want to tease you, but…”


  Even given a warning like this, Lawrence felt like a hare waiting for the slaughter.


  “Do you want to know how many I counted off?”


  Her pure, innocent smile came down upon him like a giant meat cleaver.


  “I’ve been reminded just how small and fragile my own heart is,” was all the battered Lawrence could manage, but this seemed to satisfy Holo.


  Sadistic satisfaction was written large all over her face as she clung to his arm. “Well, I have to get my claws into that fragile heart of yours before it freezes solid.”


  Lawrence looked down at her, unable to manage any sort of response.


  Unbelievably, her smiling face was like that of a winsome girl, pleased at her own mischief.


  But even the worst nightmare eventually comes to an end.


  Once they found the house that Eve had described to Lawrence with the green copper signboard cut in the shape of a three-legged chicken, Holo abandoned her harassment.


  “Well then,” said Lawrence to break the silence, his tone strangely light after the frustrating, embarrassing conversation that had preceded it. “I’m told this Rigolo is a difficult character, so let’s be careful.”


  Holo nodded her assent as she walked alongside him, still holding on to his arm. “I suppose this ends our lovely, dreamlike exchange. We’re now back to boring reality.”


  Lawrence had no idea exactly how serious this murmured statement was. “In that case, feel free to go back to the inn and sleep,” he shot back under his breath.


  “Mm… that might be nice. Of course, it wouldn’t be sheep that I count as I fall asleep…”


  Holo still held the upper hand when it came to being nasty.


  But now that the subject had come up, Lawrence felt strangely emboldened. “Oh? So how many men have there been?”


  He didn’t want to know every detail, but it would also be a lie to say he was totally uninterested.


  She had randomly brought the subject up, after all, so the answer might well have been zero.


  To suggest that some part of him didn’t hope that was true would also be a lie.


  But Holo said nothing in response to the question. Her expression was blank, and she didn’t so much as tremble. This made her look like a perfect, untouched doll.


  Once he realized it was an act, Lawrence knew he couldn’t win.


  “Men are fools, and I am their king,” he finally said. Holo came back to life and seemed quite tickled. Lawrence slumped in defeat, smiling.


  The three-legged chicken that hung from the eaves of the Rigolo house was carved in the image of the chicken that had long ago predicted the flooding of the Roam River, which flowed by Lenos.


  The Church claimed it was a messenger from God, but according to the tale, the flood had been predicted by the position of the stars, moon, and sun – in other words, by the astronomical records of the time.


  Ever since, the three-legged chicken had become a symbol of wisdom.


  Perhaps the Rigolo family, who had apparently served as chroniclers for ages, hoped that the monotonous records they kept would one day act as guideposts, pointing the way to the future.


  Lawrence rapped on the door using the silver-plated knocker, clearing his throat.


  Their introduction from Eve should have already arrived, but even Eve, whose negotiation skills were considerable, claimed that Rigolo was a tough nut to crack. Lawrence couldn’t help feeling nervous.


  Behind him, Holo had neglected to continue holding his hand, but her presence was embarrassingly reassuring.


  It was possible that he hadn’t been overwhelmed by Eve earlier precisely because he’d met Holo and it was her companionship that enabled him to think this way. Before meeting Holo, the only person Lawrence had been able to count on was himself. He had been filled with both a burning desire to win and a terrible fear of losing.


  Was it better or worse to have friends to count on? Just as Lawrence considered this question, the door slowly opened.


  That moment – the instant between the opening of the door to the point where he could see the person’s face – was the most nerve-racking of all.


  And as the door swung wide, an aged, bearded old man–


  –did not stand behind it.


  “May I ask who is calling?”


  Lawrence was surprised by the figure that opened the door, but it was not a nervous surprise.


  She couldn’t have been more than twenty, head covered all the way to her alabaster brow in the delicate cloth of a simple black habit. She was a nun.


  “I believe Eve Bolan explained that we were coming.”


  “Ah, we have been expecting you. Do come in.”


  Lawrence purposefully avoided introducing himself, but this nun was either a particularly nice person, or Eve was a particularly trusted person.


  Unable to know which was the truth, Lawrence did as he was bidden, entering the house with Holo behind him.


  “Please feel free to sit and wait here.”


  Upon entering the house, they immediately found themselves in a sitting room with a faded carpet on the floor.


  None of the age-faded furnishings were particularly grand, and they spoke clearly of the house’s master’s long tenure in the area.


  The first chronicler Lawrence had ever met was Diana in the pagan town of Kumersun, so he had expected this place to be as cluttered as Diana’s was – but no, it was surprisingly tidy.


  Instead of books crammed into every shelf, there were stuffed toys and works of embroidery, along with a small statue of the Holy Mother that a girl would be able to carry easily. Beside the statue hung bulbs of garlic and onion. The only things that suggested this house belonged to a chronicler were the quill pens and ink bottles and a small, sand-filled chest used for drying inked pages, along with parchments and bundles of paper tucked away in unobtrusive corners.


  Holo gazed around the room, her expression of mild surprise suggesting that she’d had similar expectations.


  In the first place, one hardly expected to see a nun, who looked ready to head out on a pilgrimage, in a house like this – though the statue of the Holy Mother and the relief of the three-legged chicken suggested a household of both financial security and deep faith.


  “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” said the nun when she returned.


  Having heard tales of Rigolo’s bad disposition from Eve, Lawrence was prepared to be kept waiting because of this or that imagined fault, but it seemed they would be able to meet him with unexpected ease.


  Led by the nun with her soft smile and warm, homey manner, Lawrence and Holo continued from the sitting room down a hallway to a room deeper within the house.


  Holo herself did not look completely unlike a nun, but a true nun’s graceful effect came from a different source. Of course, if Holo knew he was thinking this she would give him an earful, Lawrence thought – and immediately afterward, she stomped on his foot.


  No doubt she had simply been waiting for a good opportunity, but Lawrence couldn’t help feeling as though she’d undone the buttons to his heart and peered about within it.


  “Mr. Rigolo, we’re coming in.”


  The nun knocked on the door as though delicately cracking an egg. There was no telling what color the yolk would be, though.


  Lawrence cleared his head, and once the door opened at a muffled reply that came from within, they entered the room.


  Immediately thereafter, it was Holo who, impressed, uttered a quiet “huh.”


  Lawrence was even more impressed and could find no words at all.


  “My, what a delightful reaction! Melta, look; they are impressed!”


  The nun called Melta smiled her clear, bell-like smile at the young, forceful voice that echoed throughout the room.


  The room on the other side of the door was indeed every bit as cluttered as Diana’s had been.


  However, perhaps this could be called a calculated clutter, for beyond the stacks of books directly in front of them and the wooden bird model that hung from the ceiling was a wall made of floor-to-ceiling glass, through which sunlight flooded, revealing a verdant garden beyond. It was like being inside a cave and looking through the exit at the world beyond.


  “Ha-ha-ha, impressive, is it not? With enough effort, I can keep it green year round,” said a young, chestnut-haired man with a proud laugh as he emerged. He wore a collared, tailored shirt and pants without so much as a single wrinkle, fit for any noble. “Fleur told me of you – said that there were some people with a strange request to make of me.”


  “… Er, yes… uh, Lawrence – I mean, my name is Kraft Lawrence,” said Lawrence, finally coming to his senses and taking the hand that Rigolo offered, though he couldn’t pull his eyes from the magnificent garden.


  It was totally invisible from any of the surrounding streets – a perfect secret garden.


  The hackneyed phrase appeared in his head, and he couldn’t shake it.


  “My name is Rigolo Dedly. Nice to meet you.”


  “Likewise, I’m sure.”


  Rigolo’s gaze fell next to Holo. “Ah, this must be the companion…”


  “Name’s Holo.”


  Not only was Holo hardly the bashful type, but also upon a first meeting, she instantly knew how to act in order to make a good impression on whomever she wished.


  Far from being irritated with her high-handed self-introduction, Rigolo clapped his hands in delight, then extended one to her in greeting.


  “Well then! That’s it for introductions, and I’ve already gotten you to compliment my garden, so I’m quite satisfied. Was there something I could do for you by way of thanks, then?”


  Some merchants had terrifying personalities concealed by pleasant facades, and Lawrence was not yet sure Rigolo was not similar.


  Melta simply smiled as she thoughtfully brought small chairs over for Lawrence and Holo to sit in, so it seemed Rigolo was like this all the time – assuming that Melta, who gave a slight nod before leaving the room, was not a liar.


  “You may have heard this from Eve Bolan, but we were hoping that you could show us any old tales of Lenos you might have records of.”


  “Oh ho, so it’s true, then. Fleur – er, no, I suppose she goes by Eve among merchants. She’s a bit too feisty, that one. Once she gets to know someone, she’ll tell them all sorts of things.”


  Lawrence smiled in understanding. “Does that have anything to do with why you’re not a stern-faced, long-bearded, old hermit?”


  Rigolo laughed. “Seems she’s been talking again! Though the hermit part’s not necessarily untrue. Lately I’ve been doing all I can not to see anyone. Bit misanthropic of me.”


  Just when his tone of voice dropped a bit, Lawrence caught a glimpse of something chilly underneath Rigolo’s smile.


  He was the secretary of the Council of Fifty, a group made up of the most famous and recognized people in the city. A little chilli-ness was hardly worth being surprised at.


  “I’m a foreign merchant – is it all right for you to be speaking with me?”


  “Quite. Your timing is excellent, perhaps even the will of God. Take a look at my clothes; they’re like the garments a child leading a funeral procession would wear, are they not? I’ve just come from the council meeting. They reached a decision and were able to adjourn early.”


  If that was true, then this timing really was the will of God, but Lawrence felt like it was a bit early for the council to have arrived at a conclusion.


  After all, Arold had said it might drag on into the spring.


  Perhaps someone had forced a vote.


  “Goodness, you really are every bit the merchant that the feisty little minx said you were. Didn’t let your guard down for a second, did you?”


  Even if Rigolo had seen through his thoughts, it was a third-rate merchant that got flustered and tried to cover it up.


  Besides, Lawrence was with Holo, who could quite possibly read minds.


  Holo would certainly be able to tell whether Rigolo was trying to trick him into telling the truth.


  “Hmm?” Lawrence asked, feigning ignorance, but Rigolo’s smile remained steady.


  “When we spend all our time using wiles and tricks, we stop understanding. Just like the back of the back is the front.”


  He had seen through the trick and Lawrence’s feigning of ignorance.


  Lawrence had been fairly confident that Rigolo wouldn’t see through the ruse, but Rigolo’s smiling eyes were still keen.


  “I’m employed as the secretary for the Council of Fifty, you see. I can look at a group of people and perceive the changes in the expressions at a glance. Even if your expression alone doesn’t tell me enough, if I consider the expressions of your companion, the truth naturally comes to me.”


  Lawrence smiled in spite of himself. There were people in the world like this – and not all of them were notorious merchants.


  Rigolo laughed. “Ah, ’tis but a parlor trick. If I meant you ill, I wouldn’t lay my cards out like this. And even if I could discern your true motives, I’m still unable to convey my own demands. I’d be a failure as a merchant, would I not?”


  “… Unfortunately.”


  “I also don’t have any success with the ladies.”


  Lawrence smiled. He had to admit that Rigolo’s skill with words was rather un-merchant-like.


  As he talked like a poet from some imperial palace, Rigolo produced a brass key from within a drawer in the room’s desk.


  “All the old books are in the cellar.” He gestured lightly with the key, indicating that they should follow him, then proceeded into an inner room.


  Before following, Lawrence looked over at Holo.


  “The back of the back is the front apparently,” said Lawrence.


  
    
  

  “He was even watching my face…”


  “First time I’ve seen anyone do anything like that.”


  He had probably developed the ability while having to hear and transcribe all the various conflicting conversations that happened over the course of a council meeting.


  In order to grasp who said what, understanding their facial expressions would be of paramount importance.


  “Still, he doesn’t seem malicious. More like a child. But if you had someone like that at your side, you’d be able to pass your days without any worry at all,” said Holo with a smirk.


  Given how many times Lawrence had fallen prey to misunderstandings with Holo, that smirk was particularly painful to see.


  “Meanwhile, you are full of malice,” he said, not waiting for Holo’s reply before he went off to follow Rigolo.


  The first floor was constructed from wood, but the cellar below it was made entirely of stone.


  Even in the village of Tereo, the cellar had been stone. Perhaps it was natural to want to keep treasures hidden in stone vaults.


  But there was a huge difference between a cellar built to hide things and one built to store them.


  The ceiling was high enough that Lawrence had to reach over his head to touch it, and the bookshelves that lined the walls reached from floor to ceiling.


  Even more impressive, the shelves were organized by era and topic and had a numbering system.


  The bindings were thin and flimsy – nothing compared to the thick, leather-bound volumes in Tereo – but the effort spent on organization was on another level entirely.


  “Are fires common in this town?” Lawrence asked.


  “From time to time. As you may have guessed, my ancestors had the same fear, which is why they built this place.”


  Although she had not been in the room that adjoined the garden, Melta seemed to have overheard the exchange there and now appeared in the cellar’s entrance holding a candlestick.


  Holo allowed the nun to guide her as she looked for promising books.


  The pleasant light flickered in and out of visibility among the shadows of the bookshelves.


  “By the way,” began Rigolo once the two men were left to their own devices. “I’m the curious type, so I can’t help asking. Why exactly are you searching for these ancient stories?”


  Given that Rigolo hadn’t asked about Holo’s relationship with Lawrence, the heart of his interest was clear.


  “She’s searching for her origin.”


  “Her origin?” repeated Rigolo, the surprise obvious on his face. His powers of discernment might well have been the equal of any great merchant, but he had no control over his own expression.


  “For a variety of reasons, I’m escorting her to her homeland.”


  If he omitted a few details, well, Rigolo could come to whatever conclusions he wished, which would allow Lawrence to avoid telling a lie while simultaneously keeping the truth at a distance.


  Rigolo seemed to fall for it. “I see… So you’re heading north, then?”


  “Yes. We don’t know the precise location, so we’re trying to pinpoint it based on the stories she knows.”


  Rigolo nodded, a serious expression on his face.


  He probably concluded that Holo had been captured in the north, then sold into slavery in the south. It was commonly said that children from the northlands were hardier and more obedient. There were also many stories of nobility whose children had died or were precariously sick and in danger of having their inheritance taken by other relatives who bought such children to adopt.


  “It’s not uncommon for children from the north to stay in this town. It would be best if she could return to her home,” said Rigolo.


  Lawrence nodded his wordless agreement.


  Holo emerged from the bookshelves, holding five volumes that evidently held some promise.


  “You’re certainly a glutton for knowledge,” said Lawrence at a loss. It was Melta, not Holo, who answered him with a smile.


  “These were all we found, so I should think it would be best if you took them with you for the time being.”


  “I see. Here, let me carry some of those. We’ll be skipping meals for three days if we drop them.”


  Rigolo laughed as Lawrence wound up carrying the entire stack of books, and they returned to the first floor.


  “Normally I’d ask that you read them here,” Rigolo said, looking at the stack of books that Melta had bound into a convenient bundle. “But I trust Fleur, and Fleur trusts you, so I shall as well. I cannot say the same for others, though…”


  Anytime foreign merchants were involved, there were many reasons to be distrustful.


  “I certainly understand,” said Lawrence.


  “But if you drop, burn, lose, or sell them, it’s three days without food!”


  It was a joke, but Lawrence didn’t laugh. Being able to calculate the monetary value of nearly anything, he was well aware that these books were priceless.


  He nodded and picked up the bundle. “I’ll protect them as I would protect my most precious cargo, on my honor as a merchant.”


  “Right then,” said Rigolo with a boyish smile.


  Lawrence wondered if Eve’s heart would be moved by such things.


  “Just bring them back when you’ve finished reading. If I’m not here, Melta will be.”


  “Understood. Again, thank you.”


  Rigolo answered Lawrence’s nod with a smile, giving Holo a jaunty little wave.


  Such gestures made him seem less like a merchant and more like a courtly poet.


  Satisfied, Holo returned the wave as the two left.


  “It’s easy to wave when you’re not carrying anything.” Lawrence reasoned that a little grumbling was justified. Between carrying books and asking for directions, he had become quite the manservant recently.


  “Aye, and you’d do well to make sure you’re not waved off,” shot back Holo, traipsing ahead of Lawrence.


  Her teasing was frustrating, but at the same time, Lawrence was well aware that unless they were getting along well, such teasing would be impossible.


  The problem was, Holo did little else.


  “One can flatter a pig right up a tree, but flattering a male just makes him lose himself,” said Holo, sealing off any protest from him.


  There was no room for denial, that was the problem.


  “Oh yes, I’m at such a loss I may well lose my temper,” said Lawrence.


  Delighted at the joke, Holo clapped her hands, laughing high and loud.


  Once they had left the books at the inn, Lawrence made good on his promise to treat Holo to whatever she wanted for dinner, and having picked a tavern at random, Holo decided she wanted a whole roasted piglet.


  Such a dish was a rare pleasure – an entire pig, spit down the center and roasted slowly over an open flame, occasionally drizzled with nut oil squeezed from a certain fruit.


  Once the piglet was golden brown, its mouth was stuffed with herbs and it was served on a giant plate. It was customary for whoever cut off the piglet’s right ear to wish for good luck.


  Normally such a dish would feed five or six people; it was generally ordered for celebrations of one kind or another, and when Lawrence gave his request to the barmaid, her surprise was obvious. A murmur of envy was audible among the other men in the tavern when the dish was brought out.


  And when that same dish was set down directly in front of Holo, the voices became a sigh of sympathy.


  It was not uncommon for Lawrence to weather envious gazes because of his beautiful companion, but these men seemed mollified once they understood that his existence was an expensive one indeed.


  Seeing that Holo would be unable to carve the roast herself, Lawrence took it upon himself to do so, but he lacked the willpower to put any of the meat on his own plate, instead settling for the crunchy skin. The fragrant nut oil was tasty enough, but Holo beat him to the crunchy left ear. Wine went better with meat than ale, and it commanded a fair price.


  Holo literally devoured the meal, completely unconcerned when her chestnut hair slipped out from underneath her hood, becoming occasionally spattered with oil from the roast. She was the very image of a wolf taking its food.


  In the end, she made short work of the piglet.


  As she finished taking the meat from the last rib, a round of applause arose in the tavern.


  But Holo took no notice of the noise.


  She licked her fingers clean of oil, took a drink of wine, and burped grandly. Her actions were strangely dignified, and the drunken patrons of the tavern sighed with their awe.


  Still ignoring them, Holo smiled sweetly at Lawrence, who sat on the other side of the now-ravaged piglet carcass.


  Perhaps she was saying thanks for the meal, but having reduced the piglet to bones, she seemed even keener to hunt.


  Or perhaps it would serve as emergency rations for the next time she was hungry, Lawrence told himself when he thought of the truly painful bill, giving up all hope of escaping from Holo’s fangs. He would have no choice but to try not to forget about this emergency boon he had left buried in the den.


  They rested for a while, and after Lawrence paid the bill – ten days’ worth of bribery surely – they left the tavern.


  Perhaps being the center of the fur trade gave Lenos an excess of tallow. The road back to the inn was dotted with a number of lamps, which softly lit the way.


  In contrast to the bustle of daylight, people walked in small groups, speaking in low tones as if trying not to blow out the flickering lamps.


  Holo had a dreamy smile on her face as she walked, perhaps thanks to the satisfaction that came with demolishing the roast.


  Lawrence held her hand to keep her from straying off the path.


  “…”


  “Hmm?” Lawrence intoned. It had seemed like Holo was about to say something, but she merely shook her head.


  “’Tis a good evening, is all,” said Holo, looking vaguely down at the ground.


  Lawrence, of course, agreed. “Still, we’d soon turn rotten if we spent every evening thus.”


  A week of such indulgence would empty his coin purse and turn his brains to mush, no doubt.


  Holo seemed to agree.


  She chuckled quietly.


  “’Tis saltwater, after all.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Sweet saltwater…”


  Was she drunk, or was she trying to snare him yet again? Lawrence considered a reply, but the mood was too lovely to spoil with boorish chatter. He said nothing, and at length they arrived at the inn.


  No matter how drunk they are, town dwellers can always find their way home as long as they can walk, but it is a bit different for travelers. No matter how tired their feet, they can persevere until they reach their inn.


  Holo seemed to collapse as soon as Lawrence opened the door to the inn’s entryway.


  No, Lawrence thought, she’s probably just feigning sleep.


  “Goodness. At any other inn, you’d be scolded by the innkeeper,” came Eve’s hoarse voice. She and Arold were huddled around the charcoal hearth, Eve’s head covered as usual.


  “Only on the first night. After that, they’d give us a hearty laugh, no doubt.”


  “She drinks that much?”


  “As you can see.”


  Eve chuckled voicelessly and sipped her wine.


  Lawrence passed the two of them, staying next to Holo in order to support her, when Arold – who had been reclining in his chair, eyes closed and apparently sleeping – spoke up.


  “About that fur merchant from the north. I talked with him. Said the snow’s light this year, good conditions for travel.”


  “I appreciate your asking.”


  “If you want to know more… I forgot to ask his name again.”


  “It’s Kolka Kuus,” offered Eve.


  Murmured Arold, “Ah yes, that was his name.”


  Lawrence would have liked to stay longer in this relaxed atmosphere.


  “That Kuus fellow is staying on the fourth floor. He said he was mostly free in the evenings, so if you want to know more, go ahead and stop by his room.”


  Everything was going extremely well.


  But Holo pulled on his sleeve as if to hurry him, so Lawrence paid his thanks to Arold and took his leave, and the two began to ascend the stairs. Just as they did, Lawrence caught a glimpse of Eve raising a wine cup to him, as if to say, “Hurry back down.”


  Step by step, they climbed the staircase, finally arriving at their room and opening the door.


  How many times had Lawrence half carried Holo back to a room like this?


  Before he met Holo, he had drunk and celebrated any number of times, but he always returned to his inn room alone, where the fear lurked that shocked the intoxication and joy from him.


  Yet the fear was not gone.


  It had merely been replaced with a new fear, as he wondered how many times he would be able to do this with her.


  Though he knew it to be impossible, there was no escaping how much he wanted to tell Holo the truth – that he wanted to continue traveling with her forever. He now felt that whatever shape it took, being with her was his dearest wish.


  Smiling ruefully to himself, Lawrence turned down the blanket and had Holo sit on the bed. He had gotten so that he could tell when she wasn’t feigning sleep.


  He unwrapped her cape and removed her robe, took her coat off, and helped her out of her shoes and sash – all with such skill it was almost sad. He then laid her down on the bed.


  She slept so deeply he didn’t think she would notice if he was to fall upon her.


  “…”


  The wine helped such notions bubble up in his mind, but he suddenly remembered Holo’s shamelessness. She really wouldn’t notice, right up until the end.


  There is nothing so futile as all this, he thought, wilting faster than a popping bubble.


  “You’re awful,” Lawrence murmured to himself, blaming her for his own selfishness, when she surprised him by moving, drawing herself up a bit.


  Holo opened her eyes and gradually focused on him.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence asked, alarmed at the sudden thought that she might be feeling sick.


  But that didn’t seem to be the case.


  From beneath the blanket, Holo reached her hand out.


  He took it without thinking. Her grip was weak.


  “…”


  “Huh?”


  “… Scared,” said Holo, closing her eyes.


  He wondered if she had been having a bad dream. When she opened her eyes again, her face was tinged with a lingering embarrassment, as though she’d said too much.


  “What could you possibly have to be afraid of?” asked Lawrence in a cheery tone, and he thought he saw a grateful smile flicker on her face for a moment. “Everything’s going well right now, is it not? We have the books. We haven’t gotten swept up in any trouble. The path to the northlands is unseasonably clear. And” – he held her hand up for a moment, then lowered it –  “we have yet to quarrel.”


  This seemed to work.


  Holo smiled, then closed her eyes again and sighed softly.


  “You dunce…”


  She snatched her hand away and wrapped herself up in the blanket.


  There was only one thing Holo was afraid of.


  Loneliness.


  So was it the end of the journey that she feared? Lawrence himself feared it, and if that was the case, perhaps their travel proceeded too smoothly.


  But even so, that didn’t quite seem to fit the expression on her face right now.


  Holo did not open her eyes for some time. Just when Lawrence began to wonder if she was asleep, her ears twitched as if she anticipated something, and she stuck her chin out a bit. “… What I’m afraid of, it is…” she began, then lowered her head when Lawrence reached out to caress it. “This is what I fear.”


  “Huh?”


  “Do you not understand?” Holo opened her eyes and looked at Lawrence.


  Her eyes shone, not with scorn or anger but with terror.


  Whatever it was, she truly feared it.


  But Lawrence could not for the life of him imagine what that was. “I don’t. Unless… are you afraid of the end of our travels?” Lawrence managed to ask, though it took all his strength to do so.


  Holo’s expression softened somehow. “That is, of course… frightening, yes. This has been the most fun I have had in a great while. But there is something I fear still more…”


  She suddenly seemed very distant.


  “’Tis well if you don’t understand. No” – she said, pulling her hand out from underneath the blanket and clasping the hand with which Lawrence still stroked her head – “even more than that, ’twould be troublesome if you did.”


  She then laughed at some jest, covering her face with both hands.


  Strangely, Lawrence did not feel like this was a rejection.


  It rather seemed to be the opposite.


  Holo curled up into a ball beneath the blanket, seeming this time to truly intend on sleeping.


  –But then she popped her head out again, as though suddenly remembering something. “I do not mind if you go downstairs, so long as you do nothing to make me jealous.”


  
    
  

  She had either noticed Eve’s gesture or was simply luring him into a trap.


  In either case, she was correct about his plans. Lawrence patted her head lightly before answering. “Apparently I have a soft spot for jealous, self-loathing girls.”


  Holo smiled, flashing her fangs. “I shall sleep now,” she said, then dove again beneath the blanket.


  Lawrence still didn’t know what she feared.


  But he wanted to allay that fear if he could.


  He gazed at the palm of his hand, the sensation of her head beneath it was still palpable. He closed it lightly, as if to prevent it from disappearing.


  He wanted to stay longer, but he needed to go and thank Eve for introducing him to Rigolo.


  She was a merchant who might well be gone from the town tomorrow, depending on circumstances, and he didn’t want Eve to think of him as the kind of man who would tend to his companion before expressing proper gratitude.


  After all, Lawrence himself had been a merchant for nearly half his life.


  “I’ll be downstairs, then,” he murmured by way of some sort of excuse.


  It occurred to Lawrence that what he’d told the barmaid earlier was true – that while he controlled the strings of his coin purse, his reins were tightly held. Frustratirigly, he expected that fact was all too apparent from Holo’s perspective.


  “…”


  Yes, all he feared was the end of the journey.


  But what did Holo fear?


  Lawrence was lost in thought like a little boy.


  Lawrence saw three inn patrons drinking on the second floor. One of them seemed like a merchant; the other two were probably itinerant craftsmen. If they had all been merchants, it was unlikely they would have been able to drink together so quietly, so Lawrence was confident in his guess.


  He reached the first floor. Arold and Eve were still there.


  It was almost as if time had stopped. Nothing had changed since he went upstairs. The two of them did not speak and stared in different directions.


  “Did a witch sneeze?” Lawrence asked. It was a common superstition that a witch’s sneeze could stop time.


  Arold only looked in Lawrence’s direction with his deep-set eyes.


  If Eve hadn’t laughed, he would have worried he’d made some kind of faux pas.


  “I’m a merchant, but not so the old man. Hard to make conversation,” said Eve.


  Perhaps because there was nothing that served as a proper chair, she gestured at an empty wooden box.


  “I was able to meet with Rigolo thanks to you. He certainly was a melancholy sort,” said Lawrence, taking the cup of wine Arold offered him. Someone could tell the stoic old man that his beloved daughter had come, and he probably wouldn’t even go out to meet her.


  Eve laughed. “He is, isn’t he! There’s no helping a man that gloomy.”


  “I do envy that technique of his, though.”


  “So you saw that?” Eve said with a smile. “He likes you. If you could get him to help you with business, you’d be able to strip most merchants naked, don’t you think?”


  “Unfortunately, he didn’t seem inclined.”


  Rigolo was entirely indifferent to such things.


  ‘“That’s because he’s got everything he could ever want in that run-down, old place of his. You saw the garden, right?”


  “It was incredible. You hardly ever see glass windows that large.”


  Eve’s face was tilted down, but she looked up a bit and grinned at Lawrence’s purposefully merchant like answer. “I’d never be able to handle such a life. I’d go mad, I tell you.”


  Even if Lawrence didn’t feel as strongly about this, he understood Eve’s sentiment.


  Merchants thought of profit roughly as often as they breathed.


  “So did you hear about the meeting?” Eve’s eyes peered out from beneath her cowl. Arold turned an openly baleful gaze upon her. She looked away.


  Lawrence wore a smile, but beneath that, his merchant’s face was ready.


  “Apparently it’s finished,” he said.


  Of course, Eve had no way of knowing whether or not that was true; she probably half doubted his answer.


  That was assuming she didn’t have any background information. If she did, this new revelation might well tell her all sorts of things.


  “And its conclusion?” she asked.


  “Unfortunately, we didn’t get that far.”


  Eve looked closely at him from beneath her cowl, like a child staring at an hourglass waiting for it to run out, but presently she seemed to decide that no amount of gazing would reveal any more information.


  She looked away, sipping her wine.


  It was time to go on the offensive.


  “Have you heard anything yourself, Eve?”


  “Me? Ha! No, he’s completely suspicious of me. Still, whether or not I believe you… hmm. Did those words really come out of his mouth?”


  “It may well be the truth,” said Lawrence.


  If a conclusion had indeed been reached, then there might be others who knew what it was and whose lips would be looser. If the meeting’s conclusion wasn’t something that would profit foreign merchants, then no one would be harmed by its telling.


  In the first place, official town meetings were held based on the assumption that their contents would be made public.


  “What worries, me, though…” started Lawrence.


  “Mm?” Eve folded her arms and looked in his direction.


  “… is why exactly you are pursuing this avenue of conversation in the first place, Eve.”


  Lawrence thought Arold might have smiled.


  In a conversation between merchants, the interests and motivations of the participants were obscure, indistinct.


  “You certainly get right to the point. Either you’ve done more than piddling two-copper business somewhere along the line, or you didn’t come to do a proper negotiation.”


  It was hard to imagine a woman having such steady resolve.


  No, to be a woman and a merchant, she would have to have that resolve.


  “I’m like the rest,” said Eve. “I want to know how I can turn this into a huge gain. That’s all. What else would there be?”


  “You could be trying to avoid a huge loss.”


  Lawrence remembered the Ruvinheigen incident.


  Even if one understood such loss intellectually, it was impossible to truly imagine until one experienced it for him or herself.


  “People have two eyes, but it’s no mean feat to watch two things at once. Though I suppose from a certain perspective, you’re right about trying to avoid a loss.”


  “By which you mean…?” asked Lawrence. Eve scratched her head at this.


  Arold watched them, smiling beneath his bushy beard. The two were like longtime boon companions.


  “I trade in stone statues.”


  “Of the Holy Mother?”


  The statue in Rigolo’s house flashed through Lawrence’s mind.


  “Didn’t you see the one in Rigolo’s place? It’s from a port town called Gerube on the western seacoast. I buy them there and sell them at the church here. That was my business. Since it just amounts to transporting and selling stone, there’s not much profit in it, but if you can get one blessed by the Church, it’ll sell for far more. The pagans are stronger in this region, so when the northern campaign comes through, it brings throngs of people who want to buy statues.”


  It was the strange alchemy of the Church. Just like in Kumersun, where speculation and enthusiasm drove the price of iron pyrite sky-high, religious faith could easily be turned into cash.


  It was enough to make Lawrence want to have a go at it.


  “Unfortunately, I don’t see any of that profit, but in exchange, I moved a respectable amount. But that’s all wiped out with the cancellation of the northern campaign. I’ve learned firsthand that no one hangs you out to dry faster than the Church.”


  It was hard to imagine a greater tragedy than carrying all your assets as heavy, unwieldy statues.


  Transport costs would rise. Places to sell were limited. If she had gotten together credit to make her transaction bigger, her business might well suffocate.


  Lawrence didn’t think a merchant of Eve’s stature would put all her risk in one place like that, so she probably wasn’t facing utter ruin – but it was still a serious blow.


  It would hardly be strange if, in her frustration, she turned her eye to speculation.


  “The Church’s influence is waning in the south, I hear. I’d been thinking it was time to stop loading my goods on a sinking ship –  figured I’d make one last big deal, then make a break for it.”


  This suggested that she wouldn’t be able to make a break for it unless she was able to make that one last deal.


  “So,” continued Eve, “we were just talking about how if I manage to hit it big, we might as well head south.”


  Lawrence didn’t have to ask with whom.


  Beside her, Arold murmured, “Been thinking it’s about time for a pilgrimage.”


  A trip like that wouldn’t be much different than looking for a place to bury his old bones.


  Arold had been talking about going on a pilgrimage ever since Lawrence had started coming to his inn, but this time he sounded serious.


  “So, that’s how it is,” said Eve, pulling Lawrence’s gaze to her. “Want to lend me some coin?”


  The sudden request did not seem connected to anything.


  Yet Lawrence was not particularly surprised. He’d had a certain premonition that something like this was coming.


  “I’ve got some very accurate information about the content of the council meeting,” said Eve. “I can make all the arrangements. I just need money.”


  Her eyes were fixed steadily on Lawrence. She almost glared at him, but he could tell that it was something of an act.


  “If I look at the details of the investment and decide the risk is worth the profit – with pleasure.”


  “It’s the fur trade. You’ll double your money.” No merchant in the world would get on board with such a short explanation, but Eve seemed to understand that. She lowered her voice and continued calmly. “The Council of Fifty is going to provisionally allow fur sales to merchants.”


  “What’s your source?” It was probably useless to ask – like trying to get a barmaid to tell her real age.


  “The Church.”


  “Even though they turned their back on you?” Lawrence shot back.


  Eve shrugged, smiling. “We might have split on bad terms, but everyone knows to leave a few sympathetic contacts behind.”


  Lawrence obviously couldn’t trust her, but she didn’t seem to be lying, either. It was a lot easier to believe this explanation than if she had just claimed to have heard it from Rigolo. “So what’s the deal?”


  “The provision will be that anyone buying furs will have to do so with cash.”


  There on the brink of the possible monopolization of the town’s fur trade, Lawrence had wondered what decision would be handed down – but the cleverness of this particular plan made him speak without thinking.


  “So they’re not saying ‘no sales,’ but at the same time, merchants from distant places are hardly carrying significant coin.”


  “Exactly. But they can’t very well return empty-handed, so they’ll buy whatever fur they can afford with the miniscule cash they have on hand.”


  This meant that with cash, it would be possible to buy up the fine furs of Lenos and take them to some other town.


  But something bothered Lawrence.


  Now that Eve had told him this, there was nothing stopping him from cutting her out of the deal and doing it himself.


  “You seem strangely comfortable talking about this with me.”


  “If all you care about is making a little extra allowance, then by all means, go do this deal yourself.”


  Eve’s expression was unreadable beneath her cowl.


  Was she merely looking down on him, or was there some reason why this deal couldn’t work with just one person?


  He couldn’t say anything careless, Lawrence concluded, as he waited for her to continue.


  “In reality, you don’t actually have that much money, do you?”


  “I won’t disagree.”


  “Then you shouldn’t waste this opportunity. You didn’t even know Rigolo before I introduced you. Who in this town would be willing to lend you money?”


  She was quite correct.


  But something occurred to Lawrence, and it sent a chill down his spine.


  It was possible that the reason Eve approached him in the first place was in order to evaluate him as an investor. If so, there was a huge discrepancy in the information they had.


  Lawrence didn’t know anything about her.


  “True, but I could head back to a different city and raise the money there. But isn’t that what you’re counting on me doing anyway by proposing I invest in this opportunity?”


  He didn’t have a large amount of cash, and there was nowhere in this town where he could borrow the money, so that had to be it.


  But Eve shook her head slowly. “Naturally, I took a look at you and your companion, the way you paid for the inn, and I figured if you went all in, you’d be good for maybe a thousand pieces of trenni silver. But by the time you get it together, the furs will be bought up is my guess.”


  The back of the back was the front.


  The more careful Lawrence was to stay out of Eve’s trap, the more tangled up he felt his feet becoming.


  Wasn’t the decision of the council intended to prevent all the fur from being bought up?


  At a glance, the idea of limiting fur purchases to cash only had struck him as a clever plan.


  “You don’t actually think that all those merchants outside of town are just hanging out there separately for no reason, do you?”


  “Somebody with real money is using them to make an even bigger profit,” Lawrence suddenly realized.


  “Yup. This, friend, is a trade war.”


  “A trade… war?”


  It was an unfamiliar term and was the first time Lawrence had heard the phrase, but something about it made his merchant heart tremble.


  “I guess you don’t spend a lot of time near the sea. Go into any tavern in a port town and drink with the merchants there. You’ll hear talk of the trade wars, believe me. It’s not something that just happens out of nowhere. We’re merchants, not bandits. The attacker has to make preparations well in advance.”


  That stood to reason. There wasn’t a merchant in the world who didn’t carefully inspect his merchandise.


  “Odds are, the merchants camped outside the town are taking guesses at how the council decision is going to go and firming up their plans. How many people with money do you think there are in this town?”


  Posed this question out of the blue, there was no way to be sure – except Lawrence was a merchant.


  A rough estimate based on the size of the town appeared immediately in his head.


  “The number of trading firms worth mentioning… maybe twenty, of various sizes. Shops specializing in a particular kind of good… perhaps two or three hundred. Maybe the same number of prosperous craftsmen.”


  “Roughly, yes. And among those, the question is how many will put their own gain in front of the town’s.”


  Lawrence could not answer that question. Not because he lacked information about the town, but rather because people always hid their selfish desires even as they tried to fulfill them.


  “Anyway, if even one of those trading firms chooses treachery, they’ll sneak away with all the fur. If they operated through a branch office of another town, it would be easy to hide what they were doing.”


  Merchants were a generally sociable group and would not lightly betray a town in which they had operated profitably for years. But enough profit would cause anyone’s loyalty to waver.


  “Of course,” continued Eve, “I doubt a large trading company would turn traitor. Nowadays everything’s recorded in account ledgers, so it would be easy to see what they’d done. If they secretly lent money to an outside merchant, it could be traced.”


  Lawrence understood immediately. “Even if they had a hidden, unrecorded source of money, the council could stop that with a single line, ‘The source of all money used to purchase furs must be confirmed.’”


  He had thought that the foreign merchant registration plaques being handed out at the town gates were to prevent foreign merchants from laying unexpected traps, but now the practice felt much more significant than that.


  Lawrence thought back to the strangely thorough inspection he and Holo had undergone. In retrospect, it had probably been to prevent travelers from bringing large amounts of money into the city.


  Had the council arrived at its decision even then?


  “But there are many, many other people with money outside of trading companies. The heads of the tanneries and the people who trade in the fur-tanning materials all have reason to be pessimistic about the future of the fur trade in this town. They’re going to be looking for capital in order to get into new businesses, and they’ll be happy to deal with the merchants that are threatening the town in order to raise that capital. The council’s policy probably is the best choice they have, but hardly anyone actually thinks that such a policy is going to stop the fur from being completely bought up. Let me say it again–”


  Eve’s voice was cold.


  “–this town’s fur will be completely bought out.”


  Was she suggesting that they close that gap and buy it themselves?


  Defeating the merchants who planned to monopolize Lenos’ fur trade meant being both inside and outside the town.


  They must have understood that as long as they tried to infiltrate the town, not only would the council decision not come down, but the defensive measures the town took would only be redoubled – so they made camp outside of town.


  In that case, even when the council’s decision did come out, the merchants wouldn’t immediately enter the town. They would only make their move after the public proclamation, ensuring it couldn’t be reversed.


  It was not impossible that Lawrence and Eve would be able to buy up the fur.


  “You know then that there’s no time to go to another city and borrow the money, so I can’t help you. As you said, I have no connections here,” said Lawrence.


  This was the most puzzling part.


  What was Eve planning?


  Blue eyes peered out from beneath her cowl.


  “Ah, but you do have one huge asset.”


  Lawrence quickly ran through the list of what he had on hand.


  Nothing that could be called a “huge asset” came to mind.


  In any case, if Eve knew about it, then it had to be something that was immediately obvious.


  The only thing Lawrence could think of was his horse.


  Then something else occurred to him. He looked back at Eve in disbelief.


  “That’s right. You have your lovely companion.”


  “… That’s absurd.”


  Lawrence was now completely honest.


  Though what he meant was not that he couldn’t possibly sell Holo, but rather that selling Holo could not possibly raise the amount of money they required.


  While it was true that Holo was a striking beauty, that was not something that could immediately be turned into a thousand silver pieces. If it could, beautiful girls everywhere would be constantly getting kidnapped.


  It was possible Eve had figured out Holo wasn’t human, but even if that was so, it didn’t change the situation.


  “I figured you’d think so. But there’s a reason I chose you.” Eve wore a thin smile for a reason Lawrence did not understand.


  Perhaps she was merely that confident in herself, or perhaps she was drunk on her own plan. Or perhaps–


  Eve removed her cowl, exposing her short, beautiful golden hair and blue eyes. “We’ll claim she’s a nobleman’s daughter and sell her.”


  “Wha–?”


  “Think it’s impossible?” Eve grinned, baring her right canine tooth.


  It was a smile of self-derision.


  “My name is Fleur Bolan. Formally, I am Fleur von Eiterzentel Bolan, eleventh heir to the Bolan clan, which swears fealty to the kingdom of Winfiel. We are title-bearing nobility.”


  Laughter seemed impossible in the face of so ridiculous a joke.


  The eyes and ears that were Lawrence’s most important tools told him that Eve was not lying.


  “Of course, we’re fallen nobility that have trouble even finding food, but the name is grand, isn’t it? Once we fell so low that we couldn’t afford even bread to feed ourselves, I was sold to a newly wealthy merchant.”


  That was often the path down which fallen nobility were forced, and it explained her bitter smile.


  Despite having fallen from grace, these proud nobles often had their titles and their bodies bought by wealthy merchants.


  If this was true, it would explain Eve’s strangely world-weary merchant’s mien.


  “That’s the kind of woman I am, so that’s why I know one or two places to sell a girl with a noble name. What say you?”


  This was business territory Lawrence had never entered before.


  Once he had amassed some wealth, the first thing a merchant would do was gild his own name. The massively wealthy owner of a successful trading company might once have been a garbage collector’s orphan; such things were not rare. And apparently there were noble titles that one could buy with enough money. Lawrence had heard of such things but had never come face-to-face with the phenomenon.


  But here in front of him was Eve, who had been bought in exactly that fashion.


  “Your companion can easily pass as nobility. I would know,” she said with a smile.


  Her voice had turned low and hoarse after she’d suffered such a cursed fate, no doubt.


  “Naturally, selling her is not the objective. As I said before, they’re going to limit fur purchases to cash only in order to prevent a run on the fur market, but the trading firms here won’t lend money to an outside merchant, right? But there’s more than one kind of trading firm. If you can give them a good enough reason to, they’ll float you a loan in exchange for a cut of the profits, and I happen to know one. ‘Selling a noble maiden’ is just a pretense, and the trading firm understands that. They just need her as collateral in case our deal falls through. That’s how I can guarantee it.”


  Lawrence found himself half-impressed at the convoluted explanation, but there was no way he was going to toss Holo into hock. It was far too dangerous. Even setting aside the issue of her own safety, if things went badly, there was no question that his life as a merchant would be over.


  “I – no, we’re not asking you to pawn off your precious companion.”


  “We?” repeated Lawrence, doubt in his voice. Eve shot a side-long glance at Arold, who had been silent the whole time.


  “I’m going on a pilgrimage,” said Arold abruptly.


  The old man had said it every time Lawrence stayed at the inn.


  But Eve had said “we.” That meant that Eve had joined up with Arold. It had to be that he really was going on a pilgrimage, and he was leaving Eve in charge of his assets and inn.


  And pilgrimages could last for years, sometimes more than a decade. For Arold to go on such a journey at his age meant that he would never again set foot in Lenos.


  Which meant–


  “This may well be my last chance to go on the journey. I’ve thought to do it many times in the past and have been able to put away some capital for it. But I was never able to work up the resolve…”


  Lawrence’s stomach hurt from the suspense.


  Arold gave a tired smile and looked at Eve.


  He must have weathered some heavy persuasion from the woman.


  Then from beneath his wrinkled eyelids, his blue eyes turned toward Lawrence.


  “I’ll hand over this inn.”


  Lawrence’s breath caught in his throat.


  “After all, don’t all merchants dream of the same thing?” asked Eve, her voice only now as bright as the noble maid she had once been.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  Once he’d slept and woken, Lawrence found himself somewhat calmer.


  Though he had crawled into bed hoping for just that, Eve and Arold’s words were liquor that did not encourage sleep.


  “Let us know by tomorrow night whether you’re in or out.”


  The words had echoed through his head over and over.


  In exchange for Holo, who they would claim was the sole daughter of the Bolan clan, they would get two thousand, perhaps 2,500 pieces of trenni silver, with which they would buy furs to ship down the Roam River well ahead of anyone else.


  Given that it was high-quality Lenos fur, even allowing for tariffs, Eve claimed they would triple their investment.


  Despite feeling that this was overoptimistic, Lawrence couldn’t help doing a rough estimate in his head.


  Supposing that they were able to buy up two thousand silver pieces’ worth of fur and triple their money, that left four thousand pieces in profit. Eve, along with Arold, was demanding 80 percent of that. Then there were some needed preparations, along with information fees, and the inn building that Arold was putting up as collateral – which would be given to Lawrence outright.


  But the building alone was worth perhaps 1,500 silver, so immediately after he protested that 80 percent was too much, he fell silent.


  In addition to the building itself, if everything went well Arold would also turn the inn management rights over to Lawrence.


  There wasn’t a merchant in the world who didn’t understand the value of that.


  With an inn, as long as a person had a building, he could open up shop and anticipate steady income – which meant that existing inns had a vested interest in resisting new ones opening and did so vehemently. There was no telling how much it would cost for an outsider to buy the management rights to such an inn.


  And if Lawrence was to open an inn in Lenos, the hot springs town of Nyohhira was not far away, and it would be a good starting point to search for Yoitsu.


  Given all this, it would have been strange if Lawrence was able to stay calm and think rationally about the situation.


  But something about Eve’s explanations was too good. At a glance, the plan seemed like it would work, but Lawrence couldn’t help thinking that something was strange.


  He also wondered if the huge amount of money was making him overthink the situation.


  Or perhaps it was the fact that the plan relied on Lawrence raising the money, and to do that, he would have to sell Holo off –  even if it was just temporary.


  Holo had let herself be captured in Lawrence’s place once, back in the port town of Pazzio.


  But that time, she had been the one to propose it as the best course of action.


  This time, Lawrence would be selling Holo for his own gain.


  He suddenly understood why the Church reviled and persecuted his occupation.


  There in the darkness, Lawrence wondered if he was really so willing to let Holo pretend she was nobility.


  It was just as he was wondering when long night and its fitful slumber would ever end that Holo’s voice pulled him fully awake.


  “Come, you.”


  Lawrence opened his eyes at the sound of Holo’s voice.


  “… Ugh… is it morning?”


  It seemed the endless night had been a dream. When Lawrence opened his eyes, he was greeted by light streaming through the window, along with the sounds of a town already bustling about its morning business.


  Evidently sometime during his agitated mental calculations, he had managed to fall asleep.


  He took a look at Holo, who stood beside the bed, and when he went to sit up, Lawrence realized he was covered in a terrible night sweat.


  It made him think of the first time he had come into an opportunity to make a huge profit, shortly after setting out on his own. He’d woken up so drenched in sweat he was afraid he had wet the bed. And of course, the profit had turned out to be a scam.


  “Whatever were you doing last night?” Holo demanded.


  She seemed vaguely displeased, but there was no teasing in her voice. Perhaps she was genuinely concerned for him. Lawrence rubbed the slick sweat off the back of his neck. If Holo broke out with a sweat like this, he knew he would be worried about her.


  “It was a very… intense conversation.”


  After he emerged from under the blanket, the cold morning air seemed to freeze the sweat once it made contact with his body.


  Holo sat on her own bed and tossed him a cloth, which Lawrence accepted gratefully before stopping short of actually using it.


  “I, uh… appreciate the gesture.”


  “I ought to get my scent on you, after all.”


  Holo seemed to have used the cloth while grooming her fur; it was covered in the stuff.


  If he tried to dry himself off with it, Lawrence doubted it would go well.


  “I am worried about you,” said Holo.


  “Sorry.”


  When Lawrence was the one worried, she would give him no end of teasing, but apparently she could not abide the situation being reversed.


  “As you might have guessed, there’s talk of a huge business opportunity.”


  “From that fox?”


  Lawrence would have pegged Eve as a wolf, but Holo was a true wolf and seemed to see Eve as a fox.


  “Yes. Or more properly, from Eve, that merchant woman, and Arold, the master of this inn.”


  “Hnn.”


  “Oh, indeed?” seemed to be Holo’s reply, though it was far from indifferent.


  Her tail was slightly fluffed up.


  “Having only heard what they had to say, I haven’t figured out the angle yet, and of course, I haven’t given them an answer. But…”


  Holo smoothed down the fur of her fluffed-up tail, replying with narrowed eyes, “But?”


  “The profit is–”


  “Greater than my preference?” Holo interrupted.


  Lawrence closed his mouth, started to speak again, then stopped.


  Holo was undoubtedly trying to say that before great profit came great danger.


  A dog that burns itself on the hearth will never again approach it.


  Only humans were foolish enough to burn themselves trying to snatch a chestnut from a fire again and again.


  But roasted chestnuts were sweet indeed, so Lawrence reached into the blazing flames.


  “It is great.”


  Holo slowly narrowed her red-tinged eyes. She stopped tending to her tail and scratched audibly at the base of her ears. But even then, Lawrence could not give up on Eve’s proposal. He thought back to the first time he had argued with his old master.


  “The profit is this inn itself – or that and more.”


  Holo could not fail to understand what that meant.


  Lawrence anticipated that and spoke simply and plainly.


  There was silence for a time.


  All that kept it from being unbearable to Lawrence were Holo’s red-tinged eyes, which were now nearly as round as the full moon.


  “That would be… quite close to fulfilling your dream, would it not?”


  “It would,” replied Lawrence earnestly. Holo’s knife-sharp mood vanished as though it had never been there, and she flicked her right ear back for a moment.


  “What is there to debate, then?” she finally said. “I seem to recall that owning a shop is your dream, and if that’s so, I’ve no call to stop you.”


  Holo took her tail in her hands and began to groom it.


  She seemed somehow at a loss with him.


  Unable to cope with her unexpected reaction, Lawrence stood rooted to the spot.


  He’d prepared himself for her to categorically refuse – or if she had at least said the scheme was too dangerous, that would have been useful information toward determining the truth behind Eve’s words.


  Of course, the deal might be the chance of a lifetime, but if it seemed the danger outweighed the gain, he could let it go by.


  He could always make money again.


  But he would never meet another Holo.


  “What ails you? You look like a neglected hound,” she said.


  Lawrence had been reflexively stroking his beard, and he felt like she had somehow hit the bull’s-eye.


  “Were you so happy being opposed by me?”


  Holo’s tail was chestnut brown, but the underside of it was snow white in the middle.


  She combed it with her fingers, forming a white ball of fur.


  “I assumed you would refuse, then I could go with the prevailing winds and nicely withdraw,” said Lawrence honestly, and Holo grinned an exasperated grin at this.


  “So you expected I’d shine some light on things with my usual wits and foresight.”


  “That was part of it.”


  “And the rest?”


  There was no point in hiding what he felt. If he did, she would merely dig it up and toy with him.


  “Well, here you are making that irritated face–” he began.


  Holo chuckled dryly. “You dunce,” she said briefly.


  “–so I would ask you in return: Why the sudden change? You hated the idea of me getting involved in business here.”


  “Hmph,” Holo sniffed, but was it because a bit of fluff had stuck to her nose or was she sniffing at his words?


  Probably the latter, he decided, but she didn’t seem too upset.


  “You really are… ah, ’tis not worth saying. I know well what a fool you are. And ’tis a burden on me, ordering you about all the time.”


  You can’t be serious, Lawrence thought – and perhaps sensing this, she gave him a threatening glare, as though she would truly tear him to pieces.


  “Honestly…” Holo continued. “In the end, I spoke and acted only out of my own interest. For example, I do feel that simply being able to roam about with you is the best thing for me. All the times I acted as though I was teaching you some great truth of the world, it was just to keep traveling with you. In truth, it was painful.”


  She took the white ball of collected fluff and blew it aloft, then glumly turned her attention down to her tail.


  No, more than glum – her expression said concretely, “This is absurd.”


  “You should weigh the danger you risk against the profit you stand to gain and act if you feel it is worth it. Wasn’t it always your dream to own a shop? I don’t want to get in the way of that.”


  “You’re not in the way–”


  “And anyway, if I hadn’t come along, you’d be able to get involved in anything you wanted, and if your opponent tried to deceive you, you’d be at the ready, waiting to outsmart him and make a huge profit. You had the spirit and recklessness to do that, didn’t you? Have you forgotten it?”


  At Holo’s prodding, Lawrence felt an old memory return to him.


  Back in the port town of Pazzio, he had certainly possessed that much initiative. He had been desperate for profit, and would do things no one would believe to overcome what danger there was.


  But it was hard to imagine that was only a few months ago. Not even half a year had passed, and yet it felt like those things had happened in the distant past.


  Holo curled up into a ball on the blanket, facing Lawrence, her tail wrapped under her in such a way that it came up to the tip of her chin. “Nothing defends its nest like a human male does.”


  “Er–” was all that Lawrence could manage at her statement.


  He only realized it now that he’d been told. The fortress that had grown within him was a defensive one, created when he had felt he would be alone forever.


  “But I cannot blame you for that. You… no, I always found your face rather charming when it was so scared of me.”


  This last jape of hers threw Holo’s feelings into still sharper relief.


  Of course, that might have been part of her plan.


  “I was always quite selfish in my dealings with you. You could stand to be a bit selfish with me, too. And if you’d rather forget about me…”


  Lawrence was about to quickly say that he wanted to do no such thing, but he noticed what Holo was trying to do and swallowed his words.


  “You can safely turn your back to me. Right up until you get bitten.”


  Holo smiled, showing her fangs.


  There probably wasn’t a merchant alive who kept track of their debts and obligations as carefully as Holo did.


  And Lawrence knew many merchants who had established households, and though they were tenacious men, they had fully lost their fight.


  If he himself was happy being a thrifty, traveling merchant, then so be it.


  But when he asked himself if he was indeed happy with that, Lawrence found he was not so worn-out that he could answer in the affirmative.


  After he saw Holo to her homeland and returned to his travel and trading, it would not be so very long before he could raise the capital to open a shop.


  But when compared with an inn and the management rights to go with it, that dream seemed desperately humble. With a building and those rights, plus assets to spend as he wished, just thinking about the possibilities was almost frightening.


  Could he do it? Lawrence realized he wanted to try.


  “Still, there were things about the deal they proposed that made me hesitate.”


  “Oh?” Holo looked up, interested.


  Lawrence scratched his head and mustered his strength. “In order to raise the amount of money they need for the deal, they have to use you.”


  Holo’s expression remained neutral, as if to say, “Go on.”


  “They’re going to pass you off as a noble maiden and put you in pawn to a trading company.”


  Holo snorted as soon as she heard this. “Don’t tell me that’s what gave you such sweats last night.”


  “… You aren’t angry?”


  “I am only angry if you thought I would be.”


  He had heard that line before.


  Yet Lawrence did not understand what she was getting at.


  “You still do not understand?”


  Lawrence felt like a young merchant’s apprentice, who had been asked a simple question but was unable to answer it.


  “You truly are just unbelievable…” said Holo. “Am I not your partner? Or am I just a maiden you fancy yourself protecting?”


  When it was put to him that way, Lawrence finally understood.


  “Do I not have some of my own virtues? If I can be of some use to your trade, then happily would I turn myself in!”


  That was definitely a lie, but it was clear that as long as certain conditions were fulfilled, Holo trusted Lawrence enough to risk even a significant amount of danger.


  If Lawrence had failed to recognize her trust in him… well, no wonder she was angry.


  And those conditions were to trust her as a partner to grant his mildly unreasonable requests, to trust her as a wisewolf to keep him from falling into disaster, and finally, to respect her as a person of equal status.


  As long as he didn’t forget these things, Lawrence could ask her whatever he wished, and she wouldn’t feel used.


  “So I truly need your cooperation,” he said.


  “Hmph. I was a stand-in for you once before, but that was to thank you for being kind to me. This time, there’s no thanking.”


  It wasn’t as thanks nor was it a favor given or received.


  Then what was it?


  Not money nor obligation.


  All of Lawrence’s relationships so far had been zero-sum; the amount given equaled the amount taken. If something was lent, he expected it returned, and if he was the borrower, he had to pay the debt. Even “friendly” relationships were changed by credit into ones of transaction.


  Holo was different, an entirely new kind of relationship.


  But just as Lawrence realized what the most suitable term for it was, Holo gave him a look that said unmistakably, “Stop what you’re saying.”


  “So, is there aught else you’re worried about?” she asked.


  “Of course. I’m worried it may be a trap.”


  Holo giggled. “If your opponent has a scheme, counter it. The bigger their scheme…”


  She had said the same thing just after they’d met and a shady young merchant had tried to bring Lawrence in on a deal.


  “The bigger the scheme, the bigger the profit when you upset it.”


  Holo stroked her tail and nodded. “I am Holo the Wisewolf. ’Twould be a fine thing, indeed, if my partner were some worthless merchant.”


  Lawrence laughed – they had had this conversation before.


  Time did pass, and people changed.


  He didn’t know whether that was good or bad.


  But he did know that having a partner to share this with made him happy.


  “So, then,” said Holo.


  “Yes?”


  And in any case, her name was deeply engraved on his soul, it seemed.


  Her thoughts were entirely clear to him.


  Lawrence smiled. “Breakfast, right?”


  The first thing they needed to do was lay the groundwork.


  If they could ascertain whether Eve was truly a statue merchant, whether her source of payment was really the Church, and whether she had really quarreled with them, this would tell them a lot.


  Holo stayed in their room, saying she was going to read the books they had borrowed from Rigolo.


  When she told him to go run about the city as he wished, Lawrence found himself wanting to say thanks. That seemed rather awkward, though, so instead he told her, “Enjoy your books, and don’t cry too much.”


  Lying on her stomach, flipping through the pages, her only reply was to swish her tail dismissively. Her ears flicked minutely, probably because he had said something she didn’t want to hear.


  The mood downstairs was a bit strange given the previous night, but Lawrence gave Arold a quick greeting before heading out.


  As long as he had the brisk morning air, the energetic town, and the warm sunlight, things could not be so very bad.


  Lawrence started walking immediately.


  He had no acquaintances in this city, and his only source of information was the barmaid of the Beast and Fish Tail. As this time of day was particularly busy for wine sellers and butchers who needed to buy up their supplies, though, Lawrence decided to head first to the church.


  The town was of moderate size and the streets were complicated, so Lawrence had not yet seen the church, but he did have the impression that its standing within the town was reasonably strong.


  By the time one got into the vicinity of Lenos, pagans were hardly rare, and it was common enough to have one as a neighbor.


  One would think this would imply a lessening of power on the part of the Church, but on the contrary, it only drove the true believers’ morale higher.


  They believed that hardships were trials sent by God, so it made a certain amount of sense. Arold’s strong desire to go on a pilgrimage to the south was probably rather common here.


  The most fervent believers could always be found where the Church’s power was weakest.


  Perhaps this was because without being prepared to endure, the flame of their faith would surely be extinguished by the storms of paganism – or perhaps those storms were like a wind to a bonfire.


  On that count, there was no reason to doubt Eve’s importation of stone statues. There was surely a demand for them.


  But that didn’t mean there was no call for doubt at all.


  Lawrence bought some rye bread from a baker and asked directions, and when he saw the church, he immediately gave voice to his impressions.


  “It’s like a vault.”


  It was less a church and more a stone-carved temple.


  The design was familiar, but the atmosphere itself was different. He passed through the doors and into the church where a handful of people were performing their morning worship.


  One could tell if a church had money by looking at its entrance. Nobody appreciated a church interior that lacked a sense of age, of ancientness, but the entrance was different. As the entrance was worn down and warped by people walking through it, a church with money could pay for appropriate maintenance. It was purely a display of wealth.


  And this particular church’s entrance, despite all the people that passed through it, was a series of beautifully carved stone steps.


  It was clear that the church of Lenos had money.


  So – what about their expenditures?


  Lawrence cast his eye about, looking for a likely spot.


  Between the church and a group of three smaller buildings was an alley that ran into the interior of the block. Just a short distance down it was a space where the hustle and bustle of the town and the light of day did not reach – along with those who lived in that space.


  As Lawrence walked down the path, none of the people so much as looked up at him.


  It would take a keen incantation indeed to rouse them from their sleep.


  “The blessings of God be upon you,” said Lawrence to one of them.


  It had been hard to tell whether the man was dead or just sleeping, but his eyes now snapped open. “Hnn!… Oh. Not giving alms, are you?” he said, his voice a mixture of anticipation and disappointment.


  Lawrence looked the man over from head to toe – he certainly didn’t seem to be a man of the Church.


  Offering some of the still-warm rye bread to the man, Lawrence gave his best merchant’s smile. “No alms, I’m afraid. I’d like to ask you some questions.”


  The man’s face flushed at the sight of the bread. He didn’t seem to be one to quibble. “Hell, ask anything you like.”


  He devoured the rye bread with a speed that surprised even Lawrence, who had grown used to Holo’s gluttonous eating, then grinned a toothy grin.


  “It’s about the church,” Lawrence said.


  “What do you want to know? How many mistresses the priest has? Who the father of the child that nun gave birth to a while back was?”


  “Those are fascinating, but no. I was wondering how much bread this church bakes.”


  Obviously the church was not a bakery. He was asking instead how much bread the church distributed to the needy. There were churches and abbeys whose finances declined to the point where they did not do such work, but most of them did in proportion to the state of their coffers.


  And as a result, the recipients of that charity naturally knew the state of the church’s kitchen.


  “Heh, it’s been some time since I’ve been asked that.”


  “Oh?”


  “Used to be, merchants like you would come to ask all the time. You want to know how the church here fares, yes? Seems it’s not bringing people in the way it used to. Guess God needs more propaganda.”


  There was a saying in business: “Look at the feet.” It meant looking at your opponent to understand not just his weaknesses, but his entire situation.


  And on that count, who better to look at the feet than the beggars who spent their days lying in the street, looking at the feet of all who passed by?


  Occasionally, such beggars would be expelled en masse from a town because those in power were afraid of how much knowledge the beggars had of their coffers.


  “I’ve been to many towns in this area, but the church here is the best. They may not give out huge amounts of bread or beans, but the quality is always good. Although…”


  “Although?” repeated Lawrence back to the man.


  The man closed his mouth and scratched his cheek.


  There was a hierarchy among beggars. Those closer to the church entrance, where it was easier to solicit, had more complete information.


  Lawrence took two cheap copper coins out and handed them over to the beggar.


  The beggar chuckled. “Although – the bishop scatters more money about the town than he does bread among the beggars.”


  “How can you tell?”


  “Oh, I can tell. When a splendid carriage that has its own escort to drive away beggars like me drives up, I can tell. And it’s plain as day what kind of dinner was served from the garbage they throw away. And looking at how many cocky men about town come to that dinner, I can tell how important the guest was. Impressive, is it not?”


  People in power did not hold grand dinners without motivation to do so. Since they evidently had a business based on buying statues from Eve, then consecrating and selling them for far more money, such dinners had to be political in nature – nothing less than an investment.


  So while it still wasn’t clear what the Church was trying to achieve, given this information, Lawrence now saw that it wielded power within the Council of Fifty.


  And yet, thought Lawrence to himself as he regarded the beggar.


  When a town was invaded in times of war, he could see why it was always the beggars who were first put to the spear.


  Each and every one of them was like a spy.


  “Could you not use your insight to raise your position in society?” asked Lawrence in spite of himself.


  The man shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you, pal? God said, ‘Blessed are the poor,’ didn’t he? Do you get a warm, happy feeling in your gut from just a piece of crusty black bread and two copper coins?” The man stared hard at Lawrence. “I know I do.”


  Not all wise men wrapped themselves in leather coats.


  Lawrence had the feeling that this man was a better embodiment of God’s teachings than anybody within the church next to which he begged.


  “Anyway, so I don’t know what it is you’re planning,” continued the beggar, “but if you try to deal with this church, they’ll just hang you out to dry. I only know one merchant who worked with them for a long time, and even he wound up screaming at them in that hoarse voice of his.”


  Lawrence knew immediately who the beggar was talking about.


  “The statue dealer?” he asked.


  “Statues? Ah yeah, I guess he did haul some of those. He a friend of yours?”


  “Sort of. So… did he deal in anything else?” There hadn’t been any talk of side businesses, but merchants frequently packed smaller items in between their main cargo.


  That was Lawrence’s thinking, but the beggar s answer made his eyes widen in surprise.


  “I thought for certain he was a salt merchant. Wasn’t he?”


  If Lawrence had been asked to name three particularly heavy goods to haul, he would have been able to do it instantly – stones for masonry, alum for dying clothes, and salt as a food preservative.


  All of them were ill suited to running as a small sideline.


  Excited, Lawrence pressed the man. “Why would you think that?”


  “Whoa, easy there, friend. Is he some kind of rival? I don’t want to get in trouble just because you asked me some questions,” said the man, pulling away and looking at Lawrence dubiously.


  “Sorry,” said Lawrence, returning to himself. “He’s not a rival. He’s someone I’m going into business with myself.”


  “… Ah, so you’re looking for scraps from his background, eh? Well, you look like a good sort. I suppose you wouldn’t tell an out-and-out lie. Sure, I’ll tell you.”


  Lawrence, like any merchant, wasn’t sure whether he was happy about being told he looked like a good person.


  On one hand, it was good that people would let their guard down around him, but it might also keep them from taking him seriously.


  The beggar cackled. “Oh, I only meant that there are plenty of merchants who try to use us, but most of them think they’re better than us. And even fewer spare me any admiration for my words. That’s all I meant.”


  Lawrence was so flustered by this that he almost told the beggar that flattery wouldn’t gain him any more coin.


  “Ah, but anyway, it’s a simple thing,” said the beggar. “Sometimes when that merchant would visit the church, salt would fall from between the cracks of his cargo. I would have been able to tell from the smell if it had been salt used for packing fish or meat –  it would’ve made a fine addition to some liquor. But as salt goes, it tasted poorly. That’s why I made him as a salt merchant.”


  The farther inland one moved, the more precious salt became.


  Eve had said she brought statues in from a town that faced the western sea.


  It would be an easy matter to pack sea salt in the same boxes that carried the statues.


  Or she might have been smuggling it in.


  If she had been trading with the church for a long time, they might have eased up their inspections of her cargo as a perk.


  “So that’s how it is. Anything else you want to know?”


  It wasn’t just that the beggar had given him useful information; his prone, dirty form had a strange dignity to it.


  But Lawrence had heard everything he needed to hear. “You’ve given me the secret to living a happy life. That’s more than enough.”


  It seemed there really were gold nuggets to be found by the roadside.


  It appeared that Eve had indeed conducted deals with the Church.


  And Lawrence now knew that the bishop was throwing money around the town in order to accomplish some kind of political goal.


  If that was the case, it was hardly strange that she would be prepared to risk some blame and make some money. After the statues were cheaply bought and blessed, it was the selling of them so dear that had charm, no doubt.


  But if that was so, something was strange.


  The statue transactions were a stable source of income – would they be ruined with but a single stumble? Did the Church simply not take Eve seriously, or had they created a distribution system that let them procure the statues themselves?


  Eve had simply decided to leave the town for good, but she seemed to not have fully abandoned the possibility that the deal could be restarted the following year, which struck Lawrence as awfully gracious indeed.


  According to the beggar, Eve had quarreled with the church so fiercely that her shouting voice could be heard outside the building. Yet none of this was of enough importance to justify parting with such anger. Sometimes doing business meant winding up with worthless stock or having business partners turn their backs on you. It was hardly rare.


  Naturally such things were upsetting, and the deeper your trust, the stronger the feeling of betrayal. But Eve had not struck Lawrence as so young a merchant that she would think shouting would change the situation.


  Did the Church know that Eve was nobility, albeit fallen nobility?


  She had said that there was a trading firm in the town that knew about her noble background.


  The Church had information-gathering prowess that would put any trading firm to shame – it had to know.


  It was incomprehensible that the same bishop who invited moneyed nobility from all over to lavish dinners would discard Eve, who was herself nobility. She could be useful for any number of things.


  Or had her usefulness disappeared?


  Was that why she offered to bring Lawrence, a merchant she had just happened to meet, in on a deal worth thousands of silver pieces?


  Was it out of desperation? Or was she trying to recover? It couldn’t have been just a passing tip. The amount was far too high.


  Was he overthinking things to wonder if she had a motive beyond simple profit?


  But even if she was trying to lure Lawrence into a trap, there were only a few choices.


  She could run off with the goods once Lawrence had fronted the money or kill Lawrence midway through the export or possibly make a secret deal with the trade firm to sell Holo off, then pretend nothing had happened.


  Yet none of these seemed likely.


  The deal Eve had proposed was entirely legal (save for her passing off Holo as a relative of her noble house), so the contents of it would be declared before a public witness and Lawrence would have a copy. If he was to send this to a trading firm in some other town, his opponent would be unable to make any careless moves. As long as a third party had a careful record of all of Lawrence’s actions, none of these plans would be easy for her to put into action.


  Moreover, Lawrence didn’t expect that Eve took him so lightly as to think such simple schemes would work against him.


  Perhaps she really wasn’t planning anything.


  All deals lay somewhere in the gap between trust and suspicion.


  He was far from trusting her, but he would only be able to investigate for so long before the deal became impossible.


  He would have to decide.


  Lawrence mulled it over as he made for the Beast and Fish Tail.


  If the Council of Fifty had reached a decision, which seemed to be an open secret now, he expected there would be new information circulating.


  When he reached the tavern, it was completely empty; not a single person was to be found inside. Walking down the alley that ran to the rear of the building, he found the barmaid washing a large basin that looked as though it was used to hold wine.


  “Goodness, you’re here early,” she said.


  “I must assume it’s the cold wash water making you pull such a face.”


  “Oh, aye, and it’s on that account I may be a bit cold myself,” she said with a smile, putting down the balled-up length of hempen cloth she was using to wash the basin. “How many merchants do you suppose have come to speak with me?”


  All of them desperate for profit, no doubt.


  Lawrence didn’t know how many merchants within the town were trying to stake a claim in the fur trade, but Eve seemed to believe that she and Lawrence could make a profit. He wondered if that was really true. It was another thing that worried him.


  “Can you not imagine that your beauty was their aim?” asked Lawrence.


  The barmaid giggled. “Smiles are gold, words silver. How many boorish louts do you suppose offered copper coins?”


  It couldn’t have been too many yet more than a few, no doubt.


  “I’ll admit I’ve come to ask some rather boorish things myself.”


  “I’ve no doubt of that. Owe a merchant a favor, and he’ll always come to collect. So, what is it you want to know?” Apparently she had put down the cloth not to talk to Lawrence, but rather to empty the basin of its water. She tilted the basin, which was big enough for Holo to curl up inside when lain flat, and poured its contents onto the ground.


  “It’s about the Council of Fifty,” said Lawrence plainly. If he’d delivered a pick-up line so flatly, he could have gotten his tail kicked and had no call to complain.


  But the barmaid only shrugged and smiled. “I hear they’ve come to a conclusion. They say they’re going to allow fur sales but not on credit.”


  It was exactly what Eve had said.


  Just as Lawrence considered how to value this information, the girl swept the grape-tailings into a corner with her foot and continued. “Customers were asking me about it all last night. Honestly, one or two of them could’ve at least brought me a love letter.”


  Lawrence considered this new datum while skillfully replying, “A contract is a merchant’s only love letter.”


  “Ah, ’tis true that loving and being loved is not enough to fill one’s belly,” said the barmaid. “Hmm,” she added uncertainly, then smiled grandly, as if to add, “Though for a woman, that’s not really true.”


  Lawrence smiled ruefully, but he knew that if he was to go along with her game, he would be no better than her drunken patrons. “Though for my part all I need is but a glance, and I’m satisfied. I feel as though I should thank you for the meal!”


  The barmaid was stunned for a moment, then smacked Lawrence playfully with her hand, which was red from her kitchen chores. “Sir, you are unfair! That was what I was going to say!”


  Lawrence laughed, but his mind was keen and focused.


  It struck him as strange that since last night so many merchants had come here to confirm their information with this girl. Assuming the information had leaked to them via a colleague, there shouldn’t be any need to go talk to some tavern’s barmaid to confirm the story.


  And from whose mouth was she hearing the latest news anyway?


  Perhaps most of her knowledge could be inferred from the information that merchants inadvertently let slip as they asked her questions.


  “Were most of the people that came to ask you questions frequent customers?”


  “Huh? Frequent?” The girl wrung water out of the washcloth. Lawrence wondered if her hands hurt, given the cold water and chilly weather. She frowned and exhaled, her breath visible. “I guess I’d say it’s been about half regulars and half not. Only…”


  “… Only?”


  The girl looked around furtively, then lowered her voice and continued. “Only a lot of the new customers have been rather careless. You’re the only one among them who’s asked proper questions.”


  “Oh, come now,” replied Lawrence with his merchant’s smile.


  “I won’t tell them a thing when they’re like that. Foreign merchants may have sharp ears, but they’ve also loose tongues. They’ll come in and just blurt out, ‘So I hear fur buying is going to be cash only, is that true?’ It’s absurd!”


  “They’re failures as merchants,” Lawrence said with a chuckle, but internally he was far from calm.


  If all merchants were so foolish, business would be easier than it was.


  And it certainly wasn’t the case that only foreign merchants made such mistakes. Of course, the citizens of a town tended to believe that the people who called it home were the smartest and best, but that was nothing more than a widely held illusion.


  So what was their goal?


  Perhaps the foreign merchants were talking so freely of the council’s decision as a signal to show that they had that information in an effort to disturb and intimidate the local merchants. Or perhaps it was a tactic on the part of moneylenders and changers to temporarily drive the value of currency up in anticipation of cash-only fur transactions.


  But the foreign merchants had nothing to gain from spreading fake information, so whatever their goal, the meeting result that Eve had spoken of was probably true.


  If the group of merchants outside the town were all acting out of their own personal self-interests, then they might be trying to create confusion in order to lure other parties away from the truth. In that case, though, Lawrence would expect there to be more than one story about the council’s decision circulating.


  Likewise, the town insiders and those close to them would know the truth firsthand, so it seemed unlikely that the foreign merchants were trying to create a disturbance within the town.


  Eve had said she’d heard the news from sources within the Church.


  Whether or not that was true, Lawrence might learn something here that would help him divine something from it.


  “By the way,” he started.


  “Yes?”


  “I’d like to ask about the church here–” said Lawrence.


  “Uh, please lower your voice,” interrupted the girl, her face suddenly stiff, grabbing his arm and pushing him through the barely opened back door of the tavern.


  She then peered through the cracked door to make sure no one had seen them.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering what was going on, she turned to face him. “If you’re asking about the church, you must have heard at least a bit already.”


  “Well, I suppose…”


  “Take my advice, you shouldn’t get involved.”


  The barmaid’s expression was so serious there in the cramped back hall of the empty bar that he felt the mask of his coolheaded merchant’s face slipping, but Lawrence quickly recovered and responded.


  “So there is a power struggle, isn’t there?”


  If the girl hadn’t had acting ability to rival Holo’s, Lawrence would have known for sure he’d been dead-on.


  “We serve uncommon dishes here, so we’re one of the places that caters the church’s dinners.”


  This corroborated the beggar’s tale, and this was one of the few shops from which the church could order any meat dish they wished.


  The girl scratched her head, sighing uncomfortably. “I don’t know all the details, but it seems they’re inviting powerful figures from all over. Once we were up for two nights straight cooking for some Church bigwig who’d come from far away.”


  A distant Church dignitary.


  If this was a power struggle, Lawrence knew all too well what it pointed to.


  The conversation was taking a strange turn.


  “So they’re solidifying their power base,” said Lawrence.


  “Yes. And they’ve been very careful about their reputation, like it’s clay that hasn’t dried yet. They give generously to the poor, but whence comes their money, no one knows. So there’s no telling what might happen to whoever says anything. Everyone whispers to each other about how if the Church’s eye falls upon them, they won’t be able to stay in the city.”


  “If this is all true, why are you telling me?” asked Lawrence, slightly intimidated by the girl’s seriousness.


  “Well, I wouldn’t tell just anyone.”


  Just as Lawrence wore the mask of a merchant, this girl surely wore the mask of the barmaid.


  So if the back of the back was the front – which was this?


  “For future reference, might I ask why you’re making an exception?”


  “Well, if I had to venture to say…” she replied strangely coy, her face drawing near. “I suppose it would be because you have the scent of another woman about you.”


  Unable to retreat because of the wall behind him, Lawrence stared at the girl, his face faltering. “So it’s your pride as a barmaid, then?”


  The girl giggled. “There is that, but there’s something about you that just makes a girl with a bit of confidence want to have a go. Do you get that a lot?”


  Unfortunately, Lawrence’s experience was limited to being rejected by inn maids.


  All he could do was shake his head.


  “Well, then there’s only one explanation. You’ve only recently met the girl at your side.”


  She was not to be underestimated. Was this what they called female intuition?


  “It’s because you seem a very gentle person,” the girl continued. “I’ll bet no one gave you a second look when you were wandering about on your own, but once we see that you’re with another girl, we women get curious. If a beast sees a single sheep on its own, it might be too lazy to hunt it, but if a wolf is with that sheep, then we begin to wonder – is that sheep really so tasty? And we covet it for ourselves.”


  There weren’t many men who would appreciate being compared to a sheep, but it was sadly true that he did in fact have a wolf by his side.


  Was this girl really human?


  “That’s why I’d very much like you to bring your companion by the tavern.”


  Without interest in money or status, perhaps it was this sort of spice that was perfectly suited to adding a bit of flavor to life.


  Surprisingly, that was probably what she had taken in exchange for telling him the truth.


  “You’ve already given me that invitation,” he said.


  The barmaid gave a smile of frustration. “Oooh, that composure is so frustrating.”


  “I’m a sheep, after all. We’re unsympathetic creatures,” said Lawrence, putting his hand to the back door. He then turned back to the girl. “Of course, I’ll tell no one of this conversation.”


  “Not even your charming companion?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh.


  He wondered if this kind of girl was more his type than some mild maiden.


  “So, you’ve told me everything, you say?”


  “Without leaving out a bit.”


  Lawrence had returned to find Holo just as he’d left her – reading books, her tail swaying lazily. It flicked to a sudden stop.


  “It seems I need to teach that girl a few things about territory.” Holo looked at Lawrence, her expression mildly pleased. “But it seems you’re coming to understand the truth of certain things.”


  “For a draft horse to be free despite its reins, it must anticipate the will of its driver.”


  Holo smiled, satisfied. “So,” she said, sitting up. “What think you of all this?”


  
    
  

  It seemed safe to believe that Eve had indeed sold statues to the Church, that they had a disagreement, and parted ways.


  Also, Eve’s description of the outcome of the council meeting seemed to be accurate.


  What worried Lawrence was that in trying to gain control of the town, the Church was trying to establish a cathedral. Cathedrals acted as centers of power for the Church organization and were established based on the recommendations of influential landholders or clergymen, but generally the extant clergymen in such areas resisted the establishment of cathedrals because they represented a new power structure in the region.


  Of course, Lawrence had heard that this was all dependent on money and connections.


  If a cathedral was established here, the local church’s current bishop would go from a man who was appointed bishop to one who appoints them himself. He would have the right to collect a certain amount from the tithes given to churches all over the region and the right to sanction secular rulers in the region.


  Sole religious jurisdiction would be his, and while it was an extreme example, he could accuse all who disagreed with him of heresy, having his rivals burned at the stake. That said, most bishops’ interests lay in being able to levy fines, and no authority would exceed Church jurisdiction.


  It was anticipating such a situation that had made the barmaid so fearful of speaking out against the Church.


  Lawrence could certainly understand why, having parted with the Church on bad terms, Eve would want to leave town and why she wouldn’t be able to casually talk about restarting their arrangement next year.


  What he couldn’t understand was why she would fight with the Church in the first place. For Lawrence’s part, he would have eaten mud to avoid crossing them. It would’ve been worth it.


  It might not be a bad idea to make a gamble if it meant being able to understand the situation.


  Given the Church’s power in the Council of Fifty, no doubt the council’s decision was made by the bishop, and since that decision would have been made in the best interests of the town’s economy, Eve’s plan stood in opposition to the Church.


  Lawrence came to wonder if it was possible that his life might actually be at risk.


  If a foreign merchant was killed or went missing after making a legitimate transaction, suspicion would immediately fall on the party that stood to profit from that merchant’s death – the town’s authority figures. Lawrence was a member of the Rowen Trade Guild, so if he made that clear, it was unlikely that a bishop angling to establish a cathedral would take such drastic, violent action.


  And the scale of the deal that Eve was organizing, while a vast sum to a lone merchant, was not particularly significant in the context of the entire town’s fur trade. Lawrence doubted he would attract the wrong kind of attention over such a relatively small venture, and it surely wouldn’t become a matter of life or death. Of course, to some individuals, thousands of silver pieces could certainly be worth killing over.


  Lawrence explained this all to Holo.


  The wisewolf listened seriously for a while, but her posture grew lazier and lazier, and eventually she collapsed back onto the bed.


  Lawrence, however, was not angry.


  He could find no reason to object to her behavior.


  “What do you think?” he finally asked. Holo yawned at this, wiping at the corners of her eyes with her tail.


  “I find no fault with your explanation itself. It all more or less makes sense.”


  Lawrence was about to ask whether that meant he should go ahead with the deal or not but stopped himself short.


  He was the merchant; he would be the one to decide.


  Holo chuckled. “I’m a wisewolf, not a god. If you start to think me an oracle, I’ll vanish.”


  “Before a big deal, I always start to feel like I want to ask someone’s opinion.”


  “Hah, even though you’ve already come to a decision? Would you change your mind if I tearfully begged you to?” Holo grinned.


  Lawrence knew how he needed to answer. “Even if I did brush it off, you’ll still be there at the inn. I’ll complete the deal, then return. That is all there is to it.”


  Holo chuckled throatily, scratching at her neck as though Lawrence’s words were difficult to listen to. “Aye, and once you can say those words without blushing, then you’ll be a proper man.”


  Lawrence had grown used to Holo’s japes.


  He shrugged them off. They were no more than a greeting by now.


  “I must say, though, that you were certainly energetic during your explanation there. Of course” – continued Holo, cutting Lawrence off – “I’m not saying that is a bad thing. Males are at their best when chasing their prey.”


  Now it was Lawrence’s turn to scratch his nose in awkward embarrassment, but if he didn’t find some retort for Holo, she would surely become angry.


  He gave a deliberate sigh, then reminded himself that he was going along with her joke. “But you just want me to pay attention to you once in a while, too, yes?”


  “Got it in one,” said Holo, smiling happily. “However, what will become of me should the deal fall through?”


  “Well, you’re collateral. So if we can’t return the money, you’ll be sold off somewhere.”


  “Oh ho.” Holo lay facedown on the bed, her head resting on her folded arms, her tail and legs pointed up and waving lazily in the air. “So that was what gave you such nightmares?”


  “… That, too.”


  If their deal failed and they were unable to pay back what they owed, Holo would become the property of the trade firm.


  However, she would hardly sit there meekly and allow herself to be sold.


  That gave Lawrence some measure of relief, but he was not so optimistic as to think that once she bit through the ropes that bound her and escaped, she would come running back to him.


  “Should it come to that, I’ll have to pick someone a bit cleverer as my next partner,” said Holo, her red-amber eyes narrowed maliciously.


  “Indeed. It’d be best to cover such a fool in the dirt kicked up as you left him,” Lawrence quickly replied to Holo’s teasing.


  The wisewolf did not seem pleased. “Big words from the brat who practically cried when I nearly left before.”


  Lawrence made a face as though he had swallowed a walnut, shell and all.


  Holo grinned, satisfied, the pat-patting of her tail audible.


  It was after she ceased wagging it that her expression shifted and she spoke again. “But I shall cooperate because I trust you.”


  Her smile was genuine.


  Lawrence scratched his chin, then stroked his beard. “Naturally.”


  It was twilight.


  The sunset was red, and here and there shone the first lamplights of the evening, as though they were lingering fragments of the vanishing sunshine. As the chill of night settled in, people hurried home, their faces buried in their warm mufflers.


  Lawrence gazed out on the town for a moment; then once the sun was fully set and the town streets emptied, he closed the wooden window of their inn room. Holo continued to read her books by the light of a tallow lamp.


  The books seemed to have been organized chronologically, and Holo read the most recent chronicles first.


  Considering what they had learned in the village of Pasloe, Lawrence felt that she would find what she was looking for faster if she started from the oldest records, but he suspected that she avoided doing so in order to preserve some measure of composure in her heart.


  In any case, only two volumes remained, so the probability that she would soon find the accounts she sought was very high. Holo seemed to be very concerned about what would happen after that, and even after darkness fell, she said she wanted to read. Thus Lawrence gave her permission to read by lamplight, provided she was careful to keep soot – and especially flame – away from the pages.


  Holo did not wear her normal indoor robes when reading. She was fully dressed to leave at a moment’s notice.


  This was not because of the cold, but rather because they would soon be going to negotiate with Eve.


  “Well then, shall we go?” Lawrence asked.


  The time of the negotiation had not been set precisely, but Lawrence could be reasonably certain, since “at night” was a generally agreed-upon range among merchants. Once he headed downstairs with Holo and waited, it was hard not to feel like a small-time merchant who was overexcited by the notion of profit.


  But Eve was late – very late – which was rude.


  Perhaps this was her idea of a test.


  She hadn’t said to meet at sunset because merchants preferred to write their figures during the day, when no candles were necessary, and because it would take them a bit of time to return to the inn.


  So presumably she had wanted to wait until after that wave of merchants had returned to the inn and settled down.


  If he listened carefully, Lawrence could tell which occupants had returned to which rooms.


  Weighing that against the number of rooms in the inn, he expected Eve to arrive soon.


  “You merchants are a troublesome lot indeed,” said Holo, closing the book with a thud and sitting up on the bed, stretching.


  Even a normal girl would have been able to tell that Lawrence was fidgeting over when would be the best time.


  “If I must put on an act even in my own inn room, when am I to relax?” asked Lawrence, half joking.


  Holo got off the bed, seeming to think something over as she adjusted her ears and tail beneath her cloak. “For some time after we met… no, even recently, you’ve seemed to always put on a bit of an act around me.”


  “It’s the first time I’ve ever traveled with a girl. Took time to get used to.”


  It was also the first time he had let himself go this much around anyone else.


  He’d never felt so comfortable around anyone before.


  “And yet when we’d just met, your nostrils would puff just from walking about with me,” said Holo.


  “Aye, and would your tail puff up if you saw me with another woman?” Lawrence shot back.


  Holo looked up and regarded him as if to say, “You’ve got a lot of nerve.” She then said, “But just like that, a male will gradually reveal his true colors, and eventually turn into someone you never would have expected.”


  “Isn’t that true for more or less anyone as you become close to them?”


  “Fool. Don’t you humans have a saying, ‘Feed not the fish you catch?’”


  “That doesn’t apply here. I didn’t catch the fish, it snuck into my wagon bed on its own, didn’t it? Forget about giving it food; I should be charging it for transport.”


  But no sooner had he said it, than Lawrence flinched away.


  Holo’s keen gaze was illuminated by the faintly flickering light of the lamp. She was not joking.


  Had he treated her poorly? Or had his agitated state been even more irritating than he’d guessed? Perhaps she hadn’t liked his comeback.


  “Hmph… What I meant was, don’t forget your original intention.”


  Lawrence didn’t know what had triggered this, but he nodded meekly.


  Holo could be strangely childish at times, so perhaps she was annoyed at the fact that not only had Lawrence failed to be flustered but had actually counterattacked.


  Perhaps realizing her own fault, she backed off.


  Lawrence gave her a thin, tired smile and sighed.


  “There’s something irritating about that,” said Holo.


  “It’s your imagination… No, perhaps you’re right.” Lawrence cleared his throat, then looked back at Holo. “Can you see into my mind?” He asked the question he had put to her seriously when they first met.


  Holo grinned, then came in close. “Fool.”


  “Ouch!”


  She had kicked his shin.


  Holo’s smile remained undisturbed as she smoothly walked past Lawrence and put her hand to the door.


  “Are you coming?”


  Lawrence swallowed the remark that came to mind – that Holo would never have treated him like this when they had first met –  and followed her out the door.


  She had told him not to forget his original intention, but that was truly impossible.


  The words carried heavy significance. Time could never be turned back, and everybody knew there was no such thing as a person who never changed.


  Lawrence knew that, so there was no doubt that Holo knew it as well.


  “Of course, it’s also true that I can easily take your hand only because we’ve been traveling for so long together. But”  – Holo’s face was suddenly sad –  “do not poets speak of wishing to stay always as they were upon first meeting a lover?”


  It was for only the barest moment that Lawrence thought she was being her usual teasing self.


  He found himself surprised at Holo’s words, at how obviously she wished to turn back time as she became more conscious of the journey’s approaching end.


  Holo seemed to be always looking far to the future, but that was not actually true.


  And yet, Lawrence was touched that it wasn’t to the happy times centuries earlier when she first arrived at her village that she wanted to return, nor was it to the time before then, before she began her journey at all.


  She had taken hold of him with her left hand. Though it embarrassed him, he curled his fingers around hers as he spoke. “You might be well returning to that time, but for my part, I’d collapse from overwork.”


  Holo drew closer to him as they descended the stairs. “Worry not, for I would be there at your deathbed,” she said with a malicious smile, which Lawrence could only answer with a tired smile of his own.


  It was on the way to the first floor that Lawrence realized her words were not entirely a joke.


  If Holo was to say that the search for her homeland could be postponed, Lawrence would certainly die before she did. If Holo’s journey didn’t end, their journey as a pair surely would.


  Lawrence suddenly felt like he understood her reasons for not answering when, back in Tereo, he’d asked what her plans were after they reached her homeland.


  Such thoughts occupied his mind when they reached the first floor, and Holo let go of his hand. Lawrence was not bold enough to feel comfortable entering a room while holding a girl’s hand, even if that girl was Holo. At the same time, though, he did not want to be the one that let go. Her accommodation for his feelings warmed his heart.


  It was as though she was answering the question of what would happen when they reached her homeland.


  The feeling helped him muster more than his usual amount of gravitas when he greeted Eve and Arold, who were already there. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “Well then, shall we begin?” asked Eve in her hoarse voice.


  “So, what did you learn from your poking about?” Eve asked.


  There was no need to introduce Holo.


  What was visible of her face beneath the cloak and her posture and movements on the chair spoke volumes.


  Eve’s somewhat utilitarian manner was not unreasonable. Selling Holo was not, after all, their ultimate objective, but her affectation was a bit miserly nonetheless.


  “I learned that you did indeed sell statues to the Church, that you parted on bad terms, and that fur sales are going to be restricted to cash,” said Lawrence, watching Eve carefully for her response. This was a fundamental negotiation tactic.


  But on that count, Eve was skilled enough at hiding her face that Lawrence’s eyes could not discern much, and he did not expect to learn anything. It was like warming up before hard exercise.


  “Based on my experience and intuition as a merchant, I believe that what you’ve told me is all true, Eve.”


  “Oh?” came her disinterested, hoarse voice. She seemed to be well accustomed to negotiation.


  “But there is one thing I am worried about.”


  “Which would be?”


  “The reason for your angry split with the Church.”


  There was nothing more pointless than asking that of her, but Lawrence had decided he would try to compare Eve’s answer to the information he had already gathered. If it wasn’t consistent, he’d know she was lying.


  Holo, sitting next to him, could probably also tell whether she was being honest, but relying on Holo to do this was no different than treating her as an oracle. No, if Eve’s answer didn’t agree with what he was thinking, cutting her off would be the best course.


  After all, they would be selling Holo off based on Lawrence’s judgment, so the responsibility to make that judgment fell wholly to him, he felt.


  “The reason for my split? I suppose you would wonder about that,” said Eve, clearing her throat.


  He knew her mind would be racing.


  Whatever the undesirable outcome of Lawrence withdrawing from the deal might be, it would most certainly mean the failure of the plan.


  She was surely trying to guess at what he had seen and heard around town today.


  If she was going to lie, her chances of matching up with whatever information Lawrence had gathered today were almost nil.


  “The bishop of the church here is a relic of the good old days, a past he can’t forget,” began Eve. “He’s ambitious. In his younger days, he came here as a missionary, enduring hellish hardship, and what got him through it was his goal of becoming powerful and influential. He wants to establish a cathedral here. In other words, he wants to be an archbishop.”


  “An archbishop–” The word was practically synonymous with power.


  Eve nodded and continued. “As I said before, I may have fallen into disgrace, but I’m nobility. When I began searching this area for good business opportunities, I heard tell of a bishop turning an untoward profit. It was the bishop here. At the time, he was using a trade company as a front and using tithes to get in on the fur trade, but in the end, he just shut himself up in his church and counted figures. He was getting deeper and deeper in the red. So I proposed a way to kill two birds with one stone.”


  “And that would be the statue trade.”


  “Exactly. And I didn’t just sell him statues. I’m nobility of the kingdom of Winfiel, after all. I can still speak to those in power. I put him in contact with the archbishop there, whose power base is unshakable.”


  Lawrence found himself nodding internally.


  If that was true, then the statues were probably made by the same traveling stonemasons that the archbishop brought together to maintain his cathedral. Once the repairs to the intricate masonry of a cathedral were complete, they would normally either move on to another town or do piecemeal work.


  But even so, the amount of certain types of work is limited, which can be a source of friction between groups of masons in an area. And ironically, it was the itinerant stonemasons, who spent time polishing their skills, who were by far the most capable, and they were the only ones who could handle the maintenance on the intricate stonework of the cathedrals.


  So in towns that had a cathedral, whenever it required repair, the local stoneworkers worried about having their business stolen and being made superfluous.


  Which was how Eve’s business, based as it was on stonework, helped ease that concern.


  It was a bridge between the cathedral that wanted to hire traveling masons only when they were needed, the town, and the traveling masons themselves. Eve was then able to tell the archbishop there that the bishop in Lenos wanted to make his acquaintance and then ultimately make a profit moving stone statues from one town to another.


  It was an ideal situation; one in which all parties profited.


  “I’m glad you understand. That will make this easier to explain. It’s as you’ve said. The reason I contented myself with the thin margins I made by selling statues was because I was counting on the bishop here to become an archbishop. But then–”


  Lawrence could not tell whether the edge that crept into Eve’s voice was an act or a result of her suppressed anger.


  But so far all the facts fit; Eve’s story was all too plausible.


  “As the bishop profited from his deal with me and solidified his position, people around him started to divine what his goal was, and the bishop set about eliminating obstacles. The current affair was just a convenient excuse for him to cut me off. He owed me. He probably thought that the longer I was around, the more unfavorable demands I would make of him. And of course, I had planned to do exactly that. It was my right. But he decided he’d rather deal with an already-established trade firm instead of a single merchant just trying to establish herself. Even I can understand the reasoning, but that doesn’t mean I agree with it.”


  Lawrence mused to himself that anger burned as visibly as any flame.


  “So we argued, and we split,” finished Eve.


  Sitting next to Lawrence, Holo was so quiet that it was easy to forget she was there.


  Lawrence went over Eve’s story again in his head.


  It seemed to be entirely consistent. So consistent, in fact, that it made him suspicious.


  If it was a lie, it was a good enough one that he almost wouldn’t mind working with her anyway.


  “I see. So that’s what made it hard for you to turn your statues into cash and why you can’t very well just wait for next year’s northern campaign.”


  Eve’s silence beneath her cowl contrasted starkly with her previous garrulity.


  Lawrence took a slow, quiet breath.


  He closed his eyes.


  If he was going to doubt even this consistent of a story, any other deal would be difficult as well.


  On the other hand, he might just be fooling himself.


  Only merchants, constantly scheming and being schemed upon, had to worry about such things.


  “Understood,” he said, exhaling the breath he had been holding.


  He noticed Eve’s shoulders move ever so slightly.


  He was confident that this wasn’t an act on her part.


  No merchant was capable of remaining completely expressionless in such moments.


  “Let’s discuss the particulars of the deal,” he finished.


  “… Yes, let’s.”


  Lawrence got the sense that in the shadow of her cowl, Eve smiled.


  She extended her hand.


  Lawrence took it; it was trembling ever so slightly.


  Subsequently, Lawrence and Eve with Holo in tow ventured out into the town.


  Their expedition was not to celebrate their newly established contract. Merchants do not celebrate anything until profit is in their hands.


  There was no way of knowing exactly when the Council of Fifty would make their decision public and unleash the rush of merchants trying to monopolize the fur trade, so they needed to secure the necessary cash as quickly as possible.


  So out into the town they went to call upon the trading firm that would lend them the money with Holo as collateral.


  The trading firm was called the Delink Company.


  Though it was situated conveniently close to the port, the building was rather small and had no loading dock.


  The only thing that identified it as a trading company was a small flag hanging unobtrusively in the doorway.


  However, the building’s stone construction was so fine that not even a single hair could slip between the stones, and though it was fully five stories tall, it did not seem to lean against the adjoining buildings.


  As Lawrence examined the flag more closely, which was dimly lit by the flickering light of an oil lamp, he could see that it was an embroidered piece of the highest quality. Set against mist-gray stones, it gave the trading house the presence of a small giant, not some come-lately business.


  Lawrence wondered if this company’s approach to publicity was different from other houses’.


  “I’m Luz Eringin, representative for the Delink Company.”


  Merchants who dealt with different goods had widely varying customs.


  Four men from the Delink Company came out to greet Lawrence and his entourage, each of them dressed fit to represent their company, not a one of them standing out among the others.


  Lawrence had heard that groups dealing in human commodities always had multiple people judge the quality of their goods. These four were no doubt the managers of the company.


  “I am Kraft Lawrence.”


  Lawrence shook hands with Eringin.


  The man’s hands were strangely soft, and a vague smile stuck to his face, making it impossible to tell what he was thinking.


  Sheep merchants had loud voices like a barking dog. So was this the smile of a slave trader?


  Holo shook hands with him next, and his eyes as he regarded her were reptilian – a lizard’s or a snake’s.


  Eve removed her cowl but exchanged no particular greetings. Perhaps this firm had brokered the deal when she had been sold to that newly rich merchant.


  “Do have a seat,” invited Eringin, and they all sat on felt-covered chairs, fine ones, stuffed with cotton. “I have already heard the particulars from the honorable head of the Bolan house.”


  “So let’s not waste time with empty chitchat,” he seemed to be saying.


  Lawrence had no intention of negotiating the price. He knew nothing about the market for young noble girls.


  “I would ask you one thing,” said Eringin. “I have heard that you, Mr. Lawrence, are a member of the Rowen Trade Guild?”


  The three men behind Eringin stood there without so much as twitching, staring at Lawrence.


  While none of them wore any particular expression, they collectively gave off an aura that was altogether unsettling.


  Even Lawrence, well used to signing contracts, felt the pressure.


  Perhaps it was a technique of theirs; having been sold off to this company, one would have a hard time lying to them.


  “Yes,” answered Lawrence briefly, and the oppressive aura of the three men immediately vanished.


  It seemed they truly had been trying to wring the truth out of him.


  “Rowen, then. I do believe Lord Goldens has dealt with you many times. Perhaps it was he from whom I heard yours is a keen-eyed guild.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help being unsettled at the mention of one of the guild’s central figures – even though he knew Eringin brought it up to make Lawrence feel as though escape was impossible.


  “If you’re attached to such a guild, you’re a man to be reckoned with indeed, and your companion is a girl from the nobility. Now, if I might explain what the four of us have decided.”


  Eve said she wanted 2,500 pieces.


  Eringin’s affected smile widened.


  In any world, it was those with money who were strong.


  “Two thousand pieces of trenni silver.”


  It fell short of the goal, but with two thousand in their war chest, the plan would yield incredible success.


  It was all Lawrence could manage not to broadcast the way the strength drained from his nervous body. Eve seemed to be doing likewise.


  She forced her face to be expressionless.


  “Ms. Eve proposed 2,500, but we’re unable to deal in that amount with individual merchants. This is for that… fur business that’s going around, is it not? Thus, in exchange, we will waive our standard commission and lend you the full amount. But as we do not have that much silver on hand at the moment, the remittance will be in the form of sixty gold lumione”


  A single piece of lumione gold was worth roughly thirty trenni. Lawrence wasn’t sure of the details of Lenos’ marketplace, but when used in exchange for goods besides other currencies, the lumione possessed a singular might.


  Depending on the circumstances, it might garner significantly more fur than two thousand trenni would have.


  But what surprised Lawrence even more was the fact that they were willing to lend the lump sum.


  The mere possession of high-value coins held value. Gold or silver currency was a versatile asset that could be melted down if necessary and was far superior to records of money on paper.


  When one signed one’s name to paper and borrowed money, it was usual to have to pay a fee as well.


  But not this time.


  “That’s generous of you,” murmured Eve.


  “This is an investment,” said Eringin, deepening his smile. “You’re a clever person. You’ve managed to pull profit from the state and arrangement of this town. There is little doubt you will use this success to reach still greater heights, and we wish to share that good luck. And”  – he turned to Lawrence – “you are a fortunate man. It was nothing less than good fortune that led you two to meet. And you are not losing yourself to excitement about a deal this large. We believe this is because you’ve become accustomed to good luck. In our business, the element of fortune is a very important one. Unless one is accustomed to such fortune, one can make mistakes. On that count, we trust you.”


  Even as Lawrence admired the man’s method of estimating value, it did not escape him that the only thing being praised about him was his good luck.


  He tried to decide whether to feel pleased or aggrieved and suddenly got the sense that beside him, Holo was snickering at his expense.


  “Our job is not unlike prospecting for a gold mine. To find partners, we won’t shrink away from investing some money.”


  “So, how are we to accept the money that will silence so many wagging tongues?”


  Eringin smiled at Eve’s question, and for the first time, he seemed sincere. “You’ll be buying up fur from the Arkieh Company, correct? You certainly have a good eye. I would love for you to tell us your secret–”


  “My voice is a bit hoarse these days. Makes it hard to talk,” said Eve.


  It did not sound like a joke. Eve’s words were hard, and Eringin’s words were sly and menacing, like a snake.


  It was a strange conversation, different from any Lawrence had experienced before.


  Of course, there was no need for negotiating parties to get along particularly well, but basic human courtesy was lacking between these two.


  As long as they made their money, each cared not one whit for the other’s welfare.


  It was as obvious as air.


  “The transaction? That will be at your preference.”


  “What do you want to do?” Eve asked, looking at Lawrence for the first time.


  They hadn’t conferred ahead of time, so Lawrence said what came to mind.


  “’Tis hard to sleep with such brightly glittering coins lighting the darkness.” It was Holo’s presence next to him that helped him straighten up a bit and manage a thin smile.


  Eringin made an impressed face, then smiled, shrugging. “A memorable answer! As one handles larger and larger amounts of money, one’s pride rises as well. Such freedom makes it easy to become haughty and sarcastic. But your words, modest yet incisive – that is true freedom. We must all learn from your example.”


  Did Eringin handle such terrifying amounts of money on a daily basis? Even the service charge on two thousand silver pieces would be a significant sum, but he had waived it without a second thought.


  When a merchant rose in the world, was this what awaited?


  “Well then, shall we remit it to you immediately before you go to buy up your fur?”


  Wondering what Eve was thinking, Lawrence didn’t immediately answer in order to give her a chance to speak up if she chose – but ultimately, she said nothing.


  “Yes, if you please,” said Lawrence.


  “Very well.” Eringin extended his hand to shake.


  Lawrence accepted it. The handshake was ever so slightly stronger than the one that had preceded it.


  Instead of turning to Holo, Eringin faced Eve and offered his hand, which Eve accepted. Despite the sharp negotiations, it seemed there remained the barest hint of civility.


  “Let us pray for a successful transaction,” said Eringin, closing his eyes, though it did not seem as though he believed in any sort of god.


  There was something divine about that spirit, that merchant’s spirit that pursued profit above all else and trampled any god in its path.


  “An unpleasant man,” declared Eve as they left the trading house after having signed various papers.


  Her words brimmed with such feeling that Lawrence found this a bit unusual.


  “I’ve never met his like before. It made me realize just how small a merchant I am,” confessed Lawrence honestly. Eve looked at him past her cowl and was silent for a time.


  “… Do you really think so?” asked Eve.


  “Yes. Here I struggle to make a few hundred silver pieces, but now I’ve seen an entirely different level.”


  “And yet you managed to have quite the wit with him.”


  “Oh, that business about the gold coins?”


  Eve nodded and began to slowly walk.


  Lawrence took Holo’s hand and followed his new partner. Holo seemed to have perfectly understood the role she was to play and had been obediently silent the entire time. When Lawrence took her hand, though, he noticed it was hot.


  She must not have liked Eringin’s gaze, either.


  “It was quite refreshing to hear such wit,” said Eve. “You threw Eringin off balance. He won’t underestimate a traveling merchant again.”


  “I’m honored,” answered Lawrence. He heard Eve’s rough laugh.


  “Are you sure you’re not the son of some wealthy merchant house?”


  “There are evenings when I feel like that.”


  “I give up,” murmured Eve, and for once, the eyes beneath her cowl were not harsh as she spoke. “Are you not thirsty after such speech?”


  They hadn’t completed the entire deal, but the first barrier had been overcome.


  Lawrence was not so dry as to disagree.


  Even after nightfall, there were many stalls still selling liquor near the docks.


  Lawrence ordered three cups of wine, and the three of them sat on discarded packing crates nearby.


  “Here’s to success,” said Eve, raising her cup in a toast.


  The three of them merely pretended to bump their chipped wooden cups together before drinking the wine.


  “I suppose it’s a bit late to be asking this–” started Eve.


  “What’s that?”


  “Where did you pick up your companion?”


  “Wha–?”


  Lawrence was unable to conceal his surprise but not because he was relaxing after tense negotiations.


  It was simply because he had never expected Eve to care about such things.


  “Is it that odd for me to ask?” inquired Eve with a rueful grin. Thankfully, Holo merely held her earthen cup in both hands and said nothing. “I did say I wouldn’t pry, but I am curious.”


  “Yes, well… people often ask.”


  “So where did you pick her up? I won’t be surprised if you tell me she’s the daughter of some rich landlord, overthrown in a peasant uprising.”


  It was the kind of joke that could only have come from Eve, herself being fallen nobility, but even so it was surprising. Lawrence heard a faint swishing sound coming from Holo’s back, and ever so casually, he stepped on her foot.


  “Evidently she was born in the north. She lived for a long time in the wheat fields of the south.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’d done many deals in a town in the area, so I stopped in on my travels to see a friend, but then she snuck into my wagon bed.”


  Thinking back to that time, Lawrence realized Holo had been snuggled in among the furs he’d been hauling at the time.


  Perhaps her tail gave her some kind of strange connection to fur.


  “She said she wanted to return to her homeland, and after various twists and turns, I wound up acting as her escort.”


  It was a simple story to relate. There were no lies. Holo nodded, and Eve took a sip of her wine.


  “Sounds like an encounter dreamt up by some two-copper bard,” she said.


  Lawrence had to laugh.


  It was true, after all.


  And yet what had happened after that was something that couldn’t be turned into money.


  It was absurd, it was delightful, and Lawrence wanted it to continue for the rest of his life.


  “It’s those twists and turns that I wonder about,” said Eve. “But I doubt you’d even tell that to a priest.”


  “I certainly couldn’t tell a priest would be more accurate.”


  It was the truth, and yet what Lawrence meant and what Eve assumed were two very different things.


  Eve laughed loudly, but the port was not so quiet as to give someone cause to turn and look.


  “Well, you’ve surely dressed her nicely. It’s clear enough it was an encounter you cherish.”


  “The moment I let my guard down, she bought them herself.”


  “I don’t doubt it. She seems a clever girl.”


  No doubt the clever girl was smiling to herself beneath her hood.


  “And you seem to get along well,” continued Eve. “Though I’d recommend you keep your voices just a bit lower in the inn.”


  Lawrence’s hand froze just short of bringing his wine cup to his lips. For a moment he wondered if he and Holo’s exchanges had been audible to others in the inn, but then he realized Eve was trying to trick him into revealing something.


  Holo now stepped on his foot, as if telling him not to fall for the trick.


  “It’s to be treasured. Money can buy companionship but not its quality.”


  Lawrence’s gaze strayed to what lay beneath Eve’s cowl.


  Her blue eyes peered out at him – a rare, fine blue they were.


  “The rich merchant who bought me was a terrible man,” she said, looking away, glancing at Holo before her eyes strayed to the docks. It was her self-loathing smirk that finally drove Lawrence’s gaze away from her profile. “If I claimed not to want your sympathy, I’d be lying, but it’s ancient history now. And he died soon after.”


  “Is that… so.”


  “Yeah. You probably know this, but in my homeland, it’s the wool trade that prospers. He made a fortune competing with foreign rivals in wool futures, and just when he’d gotten gold sufficient to boost his own status, he went bankrupt when the king changed policies. The deal was huge, an unbelievable amount to fallen nobles like us, who had trouble even buying bread. But he was a proud man, prouder even than the nobility, so when his ruin was certain he slit his own throat. That was the only part about him worthy of the Bolan name.”


  Eve spoke with neither anger nor sadness nor grim amusement at the fate of her nouveau riche master. She sounded almost nostalgic.


  If this was an act, Lawrence would never be able to believe anyone again.


  “The marriage ceremony was grand. My butler cried, saying how it was one of the finest in the history of the Bolan house. Of course, to me it was a funeral. But there were good things about it. I didn’t have to worry about how I would eat. And I didn’t get pregnant.”


  Blood ties were more important to the nobility than to anyone else.


  Children were not gifts from God, but rather political tools.


  “And nobody saw me stealing money from his coin purse, bit by bit. Once he was bankrupt and the entire household was forfeit, it was enough for me to start on my own as a merchant.”


  To have enough wealth to buy a noble family outright, he must have owned a grand trading house indeed.


  For a noble girl like Eve to choose the path of the merchant, she must have had the help of those within the firm so that she could arrange such things.


  “It’s my dream, you see, to build something bigger than him and his company,” said Eve plainly. “It was only good luck that allowed him to buy me. In truth, I’m not so cheap as to be bought by a merchant like him, and I want to prove it. Childish, no?” she asked in her hoarse voice, and when she smiled, her face looked very young indeed.


  When they shook hands agreeing to do this deal, her hand had been shaking.


  No one was perfect. In this world, everyone had a weakness.


  “Ha, please, forget all this. Sometimes I just feel like I want to talk about it, that’s all. I suppose it means I’ve a ways to go yet,” said Eve, draining her wine cup and burping quietly. “No, that’s not it.”


  She lifted the edge of her cowl up. Lawrence wondered as to her aim.


  “I was jealous of you two,” said Eve. Her blue eyes narrowed and were bright.


  Lawrence wondered how to answer and finally escaped into his wine cup.


  Holo would make fun of him for it, no doubt.


  Eve chuckled. “How absurd. What we should be worrying about is profit. Am I wrong?”


  Lawrence looked at his reflection in the wine.


  Just like Eve’s, it was not the face of a merchant.


  “Right you are,” he said, tossing back his wine. He dreaded hearing what Holo would have to say about this later, but as Eve raised her voice in a short, dry laugh, both of them stood and resumed their proper merchant expressions.


  “We’ll make for the deal as soon as the council announces its decision. Keep Arold informed as to your location.”


  “I shall.”


  Eve was every inch the rugged merchant as she extended her hand to him. “This deal will go well,” she said.


  “Of course,” said Lawrence, taking her hand.


  Lawrence remembered Holo’s reply, back upon entering Lenos, when he had told her not to become angry should they happen to find wolf fur.


  He wasn’t worried about himself, but he could not be at peace with someone he knew was being hunted.


  That seemed to apply to business, too.


  Buying a child to adopt into a family or buying a slave to use for labor… this was a necessary trade and not something anyone questioned.


  But to even briefly consider the thought of actually selling Holo put Lawrence’s heart into disarray. He felt as though he understood for the first time the Church’s fussy denouncement of the slave trade.


  Once they returned to the inn, Eve remained on the first floor, saying she was going to drink with Arold.


  Holo was the only one involved in this affair to collapse onto the bed, a worn-out expression on her face.


  “That was certainly an aggravating way to spend time,” she declared.


  Lawrence smiled wearily as he lit the tallow lamp. “You were as meek as a kitten.”


  “Well, this ‘kitten’ is what you’re borrowing money on. I had no choice.”


  Lawrence had decided he could trust Eve’s story, and in return, Eve had helped the deal proceed smoothly. As long as nothing unexpected happened, it wasn’t blind optimism to believe that their fur deal would be successful and that their coin purses would soon swell with money.


  
    
  

  No one would laugh at him for prematurely feeling that fuzzy warmth in his stomach of which the beggar had spoken.


  It had been a very long time since he had felt that sensation.


  After all, his long-held desire of being a town merchant was finally beginning to materialize.


  “You were a great help” said Lawrence, stroking his chin lightly. “Thank you.”


  Holo looked at him in a none-too-friendly manner. She flicked her ears as if to brush the dust from them, sighed resignedly, then rolled over from lying on her back to her front and opened a book.


  Yet in truth, she seemed a bit bashful.


  “Was there anything that worried you?” asked Lawrence.


  Holo wriggled out of her robe as she looked at the book, a task Lawrence good-naturedly helped her with. She was not being difficult, so his guess that she was felt bashful about his thanks was probably not far from the mark.


  “There were many things that bothered me. There is a saying that there’s a demon who sings an ill-omened song buried at the crossroads.”


  “I’ve heard that one.”


  “Oh?” Her hair spilled out like oil over water after having taken her cloak off. She gathered it up.


  “There are traveling musicians who carry instruments and wander from town to town, and sometimes they’re accused of being servants of a demon and blamed for bringing bad luck or sickness with them. And the place where they hang such musicians is always the crossroads outside of town.”


  “Oh ho.” Holo’s sash, undone, had slipped off onto her tail; Lawrence took it off as she tried to brush it free. She nuzzled her tail as if in thanks.


  When he playfully made as if to touch it himself, she dodged quickly away.


  “Then, once the demon musician is dead, they wish for its spirit to go haunt some other place. That’s why crossroads near towns are kept so carefully free of stones with holes in the road quickly filled. If someone were to stumble there, it’s said the buried demon could come back to life.”


  “Hrnph. Humans believe all sorts of things,” muttered Holo, seeming genuinely impressed, then turned her attention back to her book.


  “Do wolves have no superstitions?”


  “…”


  Holo was suddenly serious, making Lawrence wonder if he had accidentally stepped on her tail, but she seemed to be simply thinking. After a time, she looked over at him.


  “Now that you mention it, I’ve realized – we don’t.”


  “Well, it’s nice you’ve nothing that stops children from being able to pee at night.”


  Holo looked stunned for a moment, then laughed.


  “Just so you know, I’m not talking about me,” Lawrence added.


  “Heh.” Holo smiled, her tail wagging.


  Lawrence patted her head ever so lightly, and she ducked away as though it tickled.


  He then casually placed his hand on her head.


  He was sure his hand would be swatted away, but Holo let it stay there, her ears moving slightly. Through his hand, Lawrence could feel the warmth of her body, just a fraction taller than a child’s.


  The room was so quiet as to be sad. This time was precious.


  Then, as if she was finally prepared, Holo abruptly spoke.


  “You never asked me if her words were true.”


  She had to be talking about Eve.


  Lawrence removed his hand from Holo, his only reply a nod.


  Holo did not so much as look at him. His gesture was all she needed.


  “As though if you had, I would’ve teased you, looked down on you, made fun of you. Then I would’ve told you, and you’d owe me.”


  “It was a close shave, indeed,” said Lawrence.


  Holo smiled happily.


  She let her head drop to the bed, then looked over at him.


  “I understand why it is that you’re trying to determine everything for yourself. Selling me is making you feel a strange sense of responsibility, isn’t it? But I also know that people aren’t that strong. If they have a way of knowing for certain what the truth is, they’ll want to use it. And yet you don’t – why?”


  Lawrence wanted to know what Holo’s intention was in asking this, but as clumsy attempts to get this out of her would only end badly, he answered honestly.


  “If I forget the distinction there, you’ll be the one that gets angry.”


  “… You’re so honest. Why don’t you try relying on me a bit more?”


  Once he started wholly relying on her, the threshold for doing so would certainly drop.


  People could become accustomed to anything. It took the self-awareness of a saint not to forget that.


  “I’m not so clever,” said Lawrence.


  “You can get used to anything with practice.” The hair that Lawrence had put in order swished quietly as it spilled out again. “Would you like to practice?”


  “Practice relying on you?” Lawrence retorted playfully. Holo’s gently waving tail gradually stopped moving.


  She closed her eyes, then opened them slowly. Her smile was gentle, as though she would forgive any mistake.


  Her face said that she would accept any way Lawrence could think of to rely on her.


  If she was doing this to tease him, then it was a cruel joke indeed.


  Who would fault him for being caught by something like this?


  Thus Lawrence’s mind became still colder.


  He went so far as to consider if this actually showed how irritated she was and if this was all a trap to try and get him to smile.


  It seemed Holo’s main goal was to enjoy watching him like this.


  Eventually he grinned, a touch maliciously.


  “Are you telling me not to set such a nasty trap? I’m not angry,” said Holo.


  “If you are, you are.”


  “Well then, this time ’tis no trap. Practice relying on me as much as you like.”


  “… That’s just what you’d say, isn’t it?”


  Lawrence shrugged as Holo snickered, then lay her head down on her arms once she was done laughing.


  “Being read by you – I’m a disgrace as a wisewolf.”


  “Even I learn eventually.”


  Holo neither laughed nor looked frustrated, but there was the barest hint of a smile on her face as she pointed to the corner of the bed.


  “Sit,” she seemed to say. “Ah, but you’re just as softhearted as you ever were.”


  Lawrence sat on the corner of the bed as Holo sat up and continued.


  “Even if I lure you into a trap and laugh my fill, and you become angry, you’ll still not exhaust your patience with me.”


  Lawrence smiled. “Well, I don’t know about that.” So you’d best mind yourself in the future, he was going to add but thought better of it, because when he expected Holo to smile her invincible smile and come back with her usual wit, she instead seemed sad.


  “No, you will not. I know it,” she murmured, before doing something completely unexpected.


  She sat up and inched over to Lawrence’s side, then sat herself sideways on his lap. Having accomplished that, she wrapped her arms around him without any hesitation.


  Her face pressed against his left shoulder.


  He couldn’t see her expression.


  Despite this frank display, Lawrence didn’t think she was planning anything untoward.


  “’Tis a truth that people change over time. Even a little while ago, you’d be frozen in fright if I were to do this kind of thing.”


  No matter what Holo was trying to feign, her ears and tail never lied.


  Between the sound of her tail and the way it felt as it brushed against his left hand, Lawrence could tell that it was waving uncertainly.


  He grabbed hold of it lightly.


  That instant, Holo flinched and stiffened. He let go immediately.


  Before he could apologize, her head roughly bumped into the side of his. “No careless touching!”


  From time to time, Holo would claim that she would let him touch her tail as some sort of reward, but this seemed to be a weak point of hers.


  Ascertaining that had not been Lawrence’s goal nor was he motivated by simple mischief.


  He didn’t know the cause, but inasmuch as Holo did not seem to be completely dispirited, he felt slightly relieved.


  “Fool,” she added, sighing.


  Silence descended.


  The intermittent sound of Holo’s swishing tail mingled with the quiet crackling sound of the tallow lamp’s wick.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering if he should say something, Holo spoke.


  “I truly am a failure as a wisewolf, having you fret over me so.”


  She must have sensed that he was about to speak.


  Her words seemed to Lawrence like simple bravado, but perhaps that was just his imagination.


  “Honestly, me relying on you is another story entirely. We were speaking of you relying upon me!”


  She lifted her head from his shoulder and straightened, her eyes now slightly higher than Lawrence’s.


  Those red-brown eyes looked down at him, and her lip twisted in irritation. “When will you get flustered for me?”


  “I might if you would tell me what you’re truly thinking about.”


  Immediately Holo drew away, her face contorted as though she had tasted something bitter.


  Yet when Lawrence failed to seem concerned, she soon seemed sad. “Come, now–” she said quietly.


  “What?”


  “I want you flustered.”


  “Fine then,” answered Lawrence, and Holo once again leaned against his chest, completely still.


  “Can we not end our travels here?” she murmured.


  If Lawrence had wanted to explain to someone else the surprise he felt at that moment, they would have to have seen him.


  He was so surprised; that was the only thing that occurred to him.


  But then what he felt was anger.


  This was the one joke he never wanted to hear.


  “Do you think I jest?”


  “I do,” replied Lawrence instantly but not because he was composed.


  It was quite the opposite. He grabbed Holo’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length, facing her.


  She smiled but not in a way that Lawrence could be angry at.


  “You really are quite charming.”


  Lawrence muttered under his breath that she could only say such things if she tickled his chin and smiled her devilish smile as she did so.


  “I am quite serious. If I were to say such a thing in jest, you would become truly angry.” Lawrence still held her shoulders; she covered his hands with hers and continued. “But you’ll forgive me, because you’re kind.”


  Holo’s fingers were slender, and her nails, while not properly sharp, were a lovely shape.


  And when they bore down on the back of his hands, they hurt.


  But even scratched so, Lawrence did not remove his hands from her shoulders. “My contract with you… it was to escort you to your homeland.”


  “We are nearly there.”


  “So why here, now–”


  “People change. Situations change. And my mood also changes.”


  After Holo spoke, she smiled a regretful smile, and Lawrence knew she was ruing her own pitiful visage.


  For just a moment, he felt terror.


  Was this something she would decide simply on a whim?


  Holo giggled. “It seems there are fields yet untilled. But this is no place to be treading with one’s boots on.”


  It was too late for her to be teasing Lawrence and enjoying his visibly flustered mien, but as he grew more and more resistant to her joking, her methods became more extreme in order to compensate.


  But just as Holo had said, this was one place he didn’t want her to play.


  “Why this, all of a sudden?” he asked.


  “’Tis just as that fox said.”


  “… Eve?”


  Holo nodded and removed her fingernails from the backs of Lawrence’s hands.


  A tiny bit of blood welled up; Holo apologized with her eyes and continued. “Money can buy companionship, but…”


  “… But not its quality?”


  “Aye, and so she said to treasure your encounters. That mere human girl, thinking herself so great…” Holo put Lawrence’s hand to her cheek. “I want our meeting to be something good. And so I think it is best that we part here.”


  Lawrence did not understand what she was saying.


  Back in Tereo, Holo had avoided the question of what she would do upon reaching her homeland.


  Lawrence had felt this was because worry hung between them that once they arrived there, their journey together would end.


  That much was only natural given the nature of their promise, and when he’d first met Holo, Lawrence had assumed that was what would happen. Surely Holo had felt similarly.


  But the journey had been a joy, and he wanted to extend it, if only by a day.


  He was driven unavoidably by that childish wish.


  And was Holo not the same? At the very least, Lawrence felt he could look back on their travels and be certain of that much.


  So how did ending their journey here follow from the idea that relationships needed to be treasured?


  When Lawrence looked at her with obvious bewilderment, Holo smiled sadly, still holding his hand to her cheek.


  “You fool. Do you still not understand?”


  She was neither teasing nor angry. Holo looked at him as she would look at a particularly difficult child, her frustration tinged with affection.


  He took his hand from her cheek as she looked up, slowly embracing her once again.


  “This journey has been truly wonderful. I’ve laughed, cried… This cunning old wolf has even screamed in anger from our fights. I had been alone for so long, so these days have been very bright indeed. I’ve even wished that they would go on forever.”


  “So just–” Lawrence began to say, but the words stopped in his throat.


  It was a conversation he could not have.


  After all, Holo was not human. Their life spans were too different.


  “You’re very clever, but you lack so much experience. Since you’re a merchant who toils for profit, I thought you would soon understand, but… I’m not saying this because I don’t want to watch you die. I’ve… already become used to that idea,” said Holo smoothly like a winter wind blowing across a brown, withered field.


  “If I’d had a bit more self-restraint, I might just have endured until my homeland. I had been confident of that when we put the last village behind us, but… you’re simply too soft hearted. You accept everything that I do and give me anything I wish for. It’s terrible to endure it… just terrible.”


  Lawrence was not the least bit happy to hear these words from Holo, which sounded like something one would find on the last page of some chivalrous tale.


  He still did not understand what Holo was saying, but there was something he did understand.


  He knew that at the end of all her words would come these: “So let us part here.”


  “It is just… too frightening,” she said.


  Her tail was puffed up to match her rising uncertainty.


  She had said the same thing after eating the roast pig – that she was scared.


  At the time he had not understood, but given all this, there was only one thing that could frighten her so much.


  But Lawrence did not understand why it scared her so.


  She wanted him to understand this.


  That night, she had said it would be troublesome if he understood, but now that the conversation had come to this point, it was quite clear she had decided that the opposite was true.


  Holo was a wisewolf. She did not do pointless things, and she was very rarely wrong.


  So this had to be something he could understand from what he had been presented with here.


  Lawrence’s mind raced.


  His keen memory, which was a point of pride for Lawrence as a merchant, worked to recollect everything.


  Eve’s words. Holo suddenly wanting to leave. Something that being a merchant, he should be able to understand. And Holo’s fear.


  None of them seemed to have anything to do with one another, and he didn’t have the faintest idea how they connected.


  Wasn’t the fact that the journey had been bright and joyful reason enough to want it to continue?


  Every journey came to its end, but Holo surely wasn’t trying to evade that inescapable fact. She should have understood that all along; Lawrence certainly did. He was confident that at the journey’s proper end, they would part with smiles.


  There had to be some meaning to her wanting to abandon the journey in the middle.


  The middle of the journey. This particular opportunity. Because she couldn’t hold out until they reached her homeland…


  When he got that far, Lawrence began to feel like he was finding the connections.


  Joyful. Journey. Timing. Merchant.


  He froze, stricken, unable to hide the shock he felt.


  “Have you realized?” she asked with a measure of exasperation, removing herself from Lawrence’s lap and standing. “In truth, I would have preferred you not to, but if I let it go any longer, I’d lose the best chance. You understand, don’t you, what I mean by this?”


  Lawrence nodded.


  He understood all too well.


  No. He had vaguely known all along. He just hadn’t wanted to accept it.


  Holo drew away from Lawrence without betraying much reluctance, then stood from the bed.


  Watched by those red-brown eyes of Holo’s, he murmured, “Even you haven’t seen such a tale?”


  “Tale? Whatever do you mean…? Oh, I see. You’re quite clever with your words.”


  Broadly speaking, there were two types of tales in the world. Some tales had happy endings while others had unhappy endings.


  In truth, there were really four types, but the remaining two were too difficult for humans to create, and humans were too imperfect to understand them.


  If there were any who could create and read those tales, that would be a god, and it was that which the Church promised after death.


  “Stories where they live happily ever after,” said Lawrence.


  Holo walked wordlessly over to the corner of the room, picking up the pitcher of wine that sat there next to their things. When she looked back, she smiled. “There is no such thing. Of course, I enjoy speaking with you. I enjoy it too much – so much I just want to eat you up.”


  If Lawrence had heard her say this when they’d first met, if he had looked into her narrowed, red-tinged eyes then, there was no doubt he would have been afraid.


  And yet now he felt no particular worry.


  Holo wanted to return to the way they were when they had first met. That fact pierced his heart.


  “But no matter how delicious the treat, one cannot go on eating the same thing forever, can they? It becomes tiresome, does it not? And worst of all, as I enjoy it more and more, I’ll begin to need more and more stimulation, and then what? You know, don’t you, what lies at the top of those stairs?”


  Once Lawrence had trembled to hold her hand, but now Holo could embrace him without incident, and he kissed her hand as easily as one could please.


  When he counted the things beyond that, Lawrence understood something that terrified him.


  In the face of the long time that stretched ahead of them, there was not much they could do.


  They could change hands and change goods, but the end would come before they knew it.


  They could continue to climb the stairs.


  But there was no guarantee those stairs would always exist.


  “Eventually I will not be able to get what I crave, and all the talk that was once such a delight will fade, its joy remaining only in memory. And it’s then that I will think back to how much fun it was when we first met.”


  Her unkind look seemed deliberate.


  “That is why I was frightened. Frightened of the way it sped the erosion of this delight. The way your” – Holo took a drink of wine from the pitcher – “kindness did,” she finished as though accusing herself.


  Holo the Wisewolf.


  A wolf who had lived for centuries, who had ensured the wheat harvest, and who feared loneliness above all else.


  There was an aspect of this fear that was difficult to understand. The way she hated being respected and feared as a god could not be understood simply with reason, Lawrence felt.


  Of course, because she lived for such a long time, the number of creatures who lived as long as she did was very low, which made her particularly susceptible to loneliness.


  But here and now, Lawrence finally understood the answer, the reason why despite living as long as she did, Holo did not seek out similar creatures to her – no, couldn’t.


  Holo had said that she was not a god.


  And this was the true reason.


  God, it was said, had created a heavenly kingdom where neither old age nor sickness existed, where bliss was eternal.


  But Holo could do no such thing.


  Just like a human, she could only become accustomed to something, then tire of it, passing the dim night thinking, Ah, it was such fun at first.


  She could not stay happy forever.


  And this wisewolf, having lived as long as she had, knew all too well that her simple, girlish wish could never come true.


  “I’ve long been impressed at how clever you humans are to have the saying, ‘All’s well that ends well.’ Though I might think to myself, ‘Oh aye, it’s quite so,’ I still find myself unable to summon the resolve to end something that gives me pleasure. I don’t know what would happen if you came with me all the way to my homeland. That’s why I wish to end our travels here, so that it can be a delight from start to finish.”


  Lawrence had no words. He took the pitcher when Holo walked over to him and offered it.


  There was nothing positive in her words, yet somehow he heard a note of resolve in her voice, perhaps because she was close to turning defiant.


  “Are you not close to achieving your dream? Is this not the perfect time to bring this chapter of your story to a close?”


  “I… suppose so,” said Lawrence. It was why he hadn’t interrupted her.


  “Also, I was thinking of telling you later and surprising you.” Holo suppressed a giggle, sitting down next to Lawrence as though the entire conversation had never happened. She twisted around and picked up the book that lay at the bedside. “I was in the book,” she said with a strangely rueful smile, which was surely because of Lawrence’s surprise upon hearing those words.


  Even though he had not betrayed the slightest emotion when she spoke of his dream being near.


  “There were all sorts of things in the past, things I’d forgotten about entirely until seeing them,” said Holo, flipping through the pages, then turning the book toward Lawrence.


  As if to say, “Read.”


  Lawrence traded the book for the pitcher, dropping his eyes to the page.


  The tales, written in a precise, ceremonious hand, were of a time when people still lived in ignorance and darkness.


  The name of the Church was nothing more than a mere rumor from a far-off land.


  And there, just as the chronicler Diana in the pagan town of Kumersun had said, was Holo’s name.


  “‘Wheaten tail,’ they say. Such complicated words,” said Holo.


  Lawrence felt as though the phrase was not far off the mark but said nothing.


  “Looks like you’ve been a heavy drinker since ancient times,” he said, resigned, as he read the relevant section, and far from injuring her mood, Holo puffed out her chest and sniffed proudly.


  “I remember it vividly even now. There was a rival drinker, a girl a bit younger than you, arid we weren’t so much drunk as we were unable to fit any more liquor in. And in the end, it was even more heroic, you see–”


  “No thanks. I don’t want to hear any more,” said Lawrence, waving her off. He didn’t even have to think about this in order to know how she had put an end to the contest.


  And yet, while there was indeed a tale of a drinking contest, it seemed more like a heroic saga of Holo and the girl she had drunk against than anything else.


  Perhaps that wasn’t surprising.


  Holo giggled. “Ah, but that’s nostalgic. And I’d forgotten it entirely until reading it.”


  “Drinking, eating, singing, dancing. I’m sure it’s been rewritten any number of times, but the fun atmosphere still comes through. Surely most of the old legends were comedies.”


  “Aye. ’Twas a delight. Come now, stand up.”


  “…?”


  Lawrence did as he was told, standing up from the bed.


  He then set the book down as Holo directed him to.


  Just as he wondered what she was doing, Holo strode toward him and took his hand.


  “Right, right, left, left, left, right – you see, do you not?”


  He didn’t even have to think about this.


  It was the ancient dance that Holo had danced in the story.


  But when he stood near her, Lawrence understood.


  It was obvious what lay beneath her bright exterior.


  Holo said that she wanted to stop traveling because it was too much fun.


  “This dance is bad if you’re drinking, though. Your eyes will start to swim before you know it,” she said, looking up at Lawrence and smiling, then dropping her gaze to the floor. “So it’s right, right, left and left, left, right – got it? Right, here we go!”


  Lawrence had never danced a proper dance before, although Holo had forced him out into the streets on Kumersun’s festival night where he had danced all night.


  With that much practice, anyone would be halfway decent.


  When Holo cried out “There!” and put her foot out, Lawrence matched her and did likewise.


  Norah the shepherdess had done the shepherds dance to prove her identity. Dances were everywhere. There were countless dances, but they all resembled one another.


  Lawrence matched his steps to hers on the first go, which visibly surprised Holo.


  “Hmph.”


  She had probably looked forward to making fun of his clumsiness, thinking it would not go so easily.


  Step, step, step… They moved their bodies lightly and easily, and soon it was Lawrence who was leading Holo, her feet being more prone to getting tangled. Once a person understood that this sort of thing was more about confidence than technique, all one needed was audacity.


  But Holo’s surprise only dulled her movements for a moment.


  Soon she was gliding smoothly, occasionally becoming slightly confused in an obviously deliberate manner. Lawrence wondered if she was trying to make him step on her feet.


  He would not fall for it, of course.


  “Hnn – hmph.”


  They looked like two puppets whose strings were being controlled in unison. That was how closely their movements matched.


  Right, right, left, left, left, right – the movements were simple, but they continued through the steps of the dance there in the small room without stopping once.


  
    
  

  It was only when Holo surprisingly stepped on Lawrence’s foot that the dance came to an end.


  “Whoops–” was all Lawrence had time to say before they fortunately wound up together on the bed.


  Their hands remained clasped together.


  Lawrence unpleasantly suspected Holo of doing this on purpose, but she looked stunned, as though she had no idea of what had just happened.


  At length, she returned to herself and met Lawrence’s eyes.


  “… What are we doing here?”


  “I suspect it would be better not to ask.”


  Holo ducked her head ticklishly and showed her canines.


  She seemed genuinely happy.


  Perhaps that is how she found the ability to continue.


  “The direction to my homeland was also written.”


  Lawrence remembered the contents of the book, a smile lingering on his face from their foolish exchange, and nodded.


  In the book, it was written that Holoh of the Wheat Tail came from the mountains of Roef, twenty days’ journey on foot in the direction of sleep and birth.


  North was sleep, and east was birth. Giving meanings to directions like this was not uncommon.


  And the most decisive part of the tale was the reference to the mountains of Roef.


  Lawrence knew the name.


  It was the name of a tributary of the Roam River, which itself flowed past Lenos.


  There was very little doubt that within the mountains of Roef were the headwaters of the Roef River. With this much information, Holo could easily find her way home, even on her own.


  And Lawrence doubted his expectations were wrong.


  His only mistake had been loading that wheat into his wagon bed that day in Pasloe.


  “So, have you read them all?” Lawrence asked quickly, lest the silence expose their lies for what they were.


  As Lawrence and Holo began to sit up, their joined hands separated.


  “I have. The oldest tells the tale of the beginning of this town, of the person who set up the first pillar of the first building for people to live in, though it was uncertain whether he was really a person.”


  “A friend of yours, then?”


  “Maybe.” Holo laughed at the banter. “Still,” she said, righting herself, “we ought to return the books before we spill wine on them. It’s not as though we need to copy them, and most of it was already in my head to begin with.”


  “Indeed. And there’s no guarantee you won’t fall asleep on them and get drool all over the pages.”


  “I do not do such things.”


  “I know. Just like you don’t snore,” said Lawrence with a smile, standing up from the bed – pretending as though if he didn’t, he was liable to be bitten.


  “Would you like me to tell you just what things you talk about in your sleep?” Holo asked, eyes half-lidded.


  Lawrence’s heart skipped a beat at her words.


  It was all he could do to keep the sadness he felt at this exchange from showing on his face.


  “I expect it goes something like this: ‘I beg you, please, don’t eat anymore!’”


  There were also frequent dreams where he was able to eat as much delicious food as he wanted.


  Yet since meeting Holo, he had seen his nightmare of having to foot the bill for someone eating like that come true many a time.


  “You’re making fully enough to pay for it,” retorted Holo, climbing off the bed opposite Lawrence.


  As if they were pretending to quarrel.


  “Sure, in hindsight. If we hadn’t made money in Kumersun, you would literally be devouring all my assets.”


  “Hmph. Doesn’t the saying go, ‘If you’ve eaten poison, you may as well eat the whole dish?’ If it came to that, I’d just gobble you up, too.” Holo licked her lips theatrically, looking at Lawrence with hunger in her eyes.


  He had known this was an act for ages.


  But something different lay behind that look that he now understood painfully well.


  Somewhere along the line, their bond had been broken. It was very sad, but not so sad that he couldn’t bear it.


  What was saddest was that it was because of a mean-spirited god.


  “I’ll just bet. So, once we’ve returned the book, what do you want to eat?” queried Lawrence.


  Holo’s tail swished as she smiled unpleasantly. “We’ll decide that once we’re there.”


  Their conversations, at least, were as fun as they always had been.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The next day Holo and Lawrence left the inn shortly past noon, telling Arold that they were going to Rigolo’s house but would return.


  It seemed unlikely that during the short time they would be out, the council’s decision would be made public, but there was always a chance. Arold nodded silently, never taking his eyes off the charcoal fire.


  They ventured out into the town, again walking down its cramped, narrow streets.


  Unlike the previous time, puddles were in short supply – as was conversation.


  Holo asked him over and over again about details of the deal she had long since understood, just to show she was being thoughtful.


  “Seems all is going well, then,” she finally said.


  One of the spots where Lawrence had so gallantly lent Holo his hand to help her cross was gone. In its place was a hole, perhaps dug by some mischievous youngster, and although the water level was lower, it was still a puddle.


  Thus, it was the only opportunity Lawrence had to once again extend his hand, which Holo accepted before crossing the hole.


  “Yes, all’s well. A little too well,” he said.


  “You’ve been burned many times in the past,” said Holo, eliciting a smile from Lawrence.


  His fear was mostly because of the size of the profit that awaited him on the other side of the deal.


  He didn’t think Eve was laying a trap for him, and in any case, luring someone into a clever setup was not such a simple thing to do.


  They were borrowing money, buying up goods, and selling them at a profit – that was all.


  As long as their trading succeeded, there was naught to worry about.


  If she were trying to strong-arm him into some kind of trap, like forcibly stealing the goods from him midway, she wouldn’t have suggested a ship for transport.


  The river was a more important trade route than the road, and many vessels plied it.


  It would be nearly impossible for a robbery to be carried out along it without someone noticing.


  There really seemed to be no problems.


  “How many thousands did my body fetch, I wonder?”


  “Mm, about two thousand.”


  More properly, this was the amount fetched by Eve’s house name, not Holo’s body.


  “Oh ho. How much wine would that buy?”


  “An unbelievable amount of the finest quality.”


  “And you’re going to take that money and profit with it, yes?”


  Holo was demanding her cut, and Lawrence had every intention of giving it to her.


  “If all goes well, I’ll treat you to as much drink as you like.”


  Holo giggled. “Then I’ll have…” she began but then hastily closed her mouth.


  After a moment of confusion, Lawrence realized what she was going to say.


  Then I’ll have enough to stay drunk my whole life.


  But that was an impossible dream.


  “Then I’ll have… enough so that I start vomiting even before I’m drunk,” said Holo the Wisewolf.


  Lawrence the traveling merchant could hardly fail to retort, “What? You lost the drinking game?”


  “Yes… Still, that’s quite natural. Think about it, will you? My opponent was not as beautiful as I, but she still had looks enough – and poured such wine into her guts as made her face turn red and her cheeks puff out. Once I, a proud wisewolf, saw what a disgrace I would have to become, I couldn’t stop my gorge from rising.”


  No doubt they had both been “a disgrace,” but Holo’s vain excuse was undeniably Holo-like. Lawrence had to laugh.


  Holo folded her arms and made a sour face. There was a tomboyish innocence about her.


  How fun the conversation would have been if it had not all been an act.


  “In any case, you seem to enjoy liquor well enough, despite your loss,” said Lawrence.


  To which Holo answered, “You are only and ever a fool.”


  When they reached Rigolo’s house, he was not there.


  Melta received them in her nun’s habit as always.


  “You were very fast to read them all. It takes me near a month to read even one short tale,” she said.


  She seemed to speak not out of humility but rather bashfulness, her smile carrying with it an aura of kindness.


  Lawrence couldn’t help noticing this, but as Melta retrieved the key from Rigolo’s desk and led them in, Holo didn’t kick him even once.


  “Mr. Rigolo said to tell you that if there is anything else you need, please feel free to borrow it,” said Melta, using the key to open the door to the archives, then lighting a beeswax candle.


  “Anything you want to read?” Lawrence asked Holo, who nodded vaguely.


  “Please do look around, then. No matter how valuable these books, it seems a bit sad to let them go unread,” said Melta.


  “Thank you very much,” said Lawrence, smiling and ducking his head by way of a bow.


  Melta’s personality seemed entirely genuine, instead of simply being a product of her occupation.


  “I should say that the books you borrowed were written by Mr. Rigolo’s grandfather, and as such use modern language. Some of the older books, however, use archaic writing styles and may be difficult to read.”


  Holo nodded at Melta’s statement, then took the wax candle from her and proceeded slowly into the archives. Lawrence doubted there were actually any books she wanted to read and assumed Holo just wanted to kill time.


  Her dancing with him in the inn, too, must have been something she anticipated in a way.


  Even having understood everything, this was fun, and she had anticipated being able to end their journey with smiles.


  But he knew that was impossible.


  “Er–”


  “Yes?” Melta had been watching the candle Holo held, but she now turned to Lawrence.


  “I hate to be presumptuous, but would you mind terribly showing me Mr. Rigolo’s garden?”


  The gloom of the archives was fostering dark thoughts in Lawrence’s mind, and he was starting to scare himself.


  But Melta showed not so much as a dewdrop of concern.


  “I’m sure the flowers in the garden will be pleased to see you,” she said with a smile that glowed like the wax candle.


  “Holo,” Lawrence called out, and her head appeared from behind one of the bookshelves. “Be careful with the books.”


  “I know, I know.”


  Melta laughed pleasantly. “It’s quite all right. Mr. Rigolo’s way of handling them is much worse, I assure you.”


  Lawrence more or less had the sense that this was true, and having warned Holo, he let Melta lead him out of the archives and back up to the ground floor.


  He looked forward to gazing upon that bright garden and thinking about nothing in particular.


  “Would you care for something to drink?”


  “Ah, er, no – don’t trouble yourself.” Lawrence waved off Melta’s kind offer, and she gave a short bow before quietly leaving the room.


  If he had come on business, then his presence would have profited his host as well, so he wouldn’t have worried about accepting their kindness. But as it was, Lawrence was presuming upon their good graces and didn’t want to accept any more than he had to.


  One of the Church’s core principles was “give all you are able to.”


  “Ah, well,” he ventured to say, putting an end to the thought. He didn’t want to think about anything.


  Lawrence turned his eyes to Rigolo’s garden.


  He had heard that making transparent glass was quite difficult. The price aside, constructing these huge windows must have involved many problems.


  On the other side of the wall, through countless pieces of glass all joined together, there was a garden that looked as if it had taken even more work.


  It was eerie, seeing the green plants, the white blossoms.


  Rigolo had bragged that with some effort, he could preserve such scenery within this room year-round.


  If that was true, then Rigolo must have sat at this desk, never bored with the scene that greeted him every time he looked at the garden.


  Surely Melta, who seemed to look after Rigolo, must have gazed in fond exasperation at his back.


  It made Lawrence frankly jealous. He grinned regretfully at his own folly, then looked back into the study.


  It overflowed with papers and parchment and looked quite messy at a glance, though on closer inspection, the room was revealed to be tidy indeed. Rather than calling it a home or workplace, the term nest seemed most appropriate, given its scattered state.


  Lawrence wondered if it was Eve’s closeness to Rigolo that led him to have one of her statues in the room.


  Or perhaps he’d had one of the leftovers foisted off on him.


  It was packed with cotton in a wooden box, along with a rolled-up piece of parchment that was probably the certificate of consecration from the Church.


  The statue was about the size of both of his hands with their fingers outstretched.


  Lawrence looked at it closely, wondering how much it went for when he noticed something strange.


  The statue’s surface was slightly faded.


  “What’s this?”


  In order to improve their appearance, statues were sometimes rubbed with lime and sometimes ink. This statue of the Holy Mother was white, so surely lime had been used on it.


  But in a place where that finish seemed to have come off, Lawrence saw something strange.


  He rubbed the statue lightly, trying to wipe it clean.


  “… This, it can’t be–”


  “Is something the matter?” The sudden voice brought him back to himself.


  He turned around. It was Melta. “Oh, goodness… this is rather embarrassing. I just thought this statue of the Holy Mother was so well made, I could do with having her hear my troubles.”


  “Goodness.” Melta’s eyes widened slightly, and she smiled. “I am a lamb in the Church’s flock, so I would be happy to hear your worries.”


  Evidently Melta was not a hardheaded nun.


  “I shall restrain myself,” said Lawrence.


  Melta carried a beautifully carved wooden tray with a compact wooden cup and a metal pitcher on it. “This is a drink made from bread, though I don’t know if it will suit you.”


  The tray and cup had such soft, lovely lines that Lawrence wondered if Melta had made them herself. “Kvass, is it?”


  “Goodness, sir merchant, you’re quite knowledgeable,” answered Melta, pouring a pale brown liquid from the pitcher into the cup.


  “It hasn’t been popular recently, so you don’t see it much these days.”


  “I myself prefer it to the Blood of God… ah, er – please forget I said that!”


  By the “Blood of God,” she surely meant grape wine.


  For the quiet Melta to make a joke, it was charming indeed.


  Lawrence nodded and put his index finger to his lips.


  If this were Ruvinheigen or Kumersun or Tereo, he would have treated Melta a bit differently, fearing Holo’s revenge.


  And yet if asked if he was truly enjoying this conversation, Lawrence would have answered in the negative.


  His mind was racing with the knowledge he’d gained from the statue of the Holy Mother.


  “Here you go,” said Melta, offering him the drink.


  Feeling as though Melta’s gentle demeanor was a balm on his frayed heart, Lawrence took the cup.


  “I take it Mr. Rigolo is at the meeting?”


  “Yes. This morning there was an urgent message, and… oh, heavens, I’m sorry, I was told not to say anything about it.”


  Lawrence flashed his best merchant’s smile at the apologetic Melta, shaking his head. “Not at all, and in any case I wouldn’t ask about the subject of the meeting. It was a poor choice of topic. I had wanted to ask about the glass here, so it is unfortunate I could not see him again.”


  “Oh, is that so…? Well, this glass was gathered piece by piece, and it took over three years to collect it all.”


  “I see. Mr. Rigolo’s passion for his garden is clear indeed,” said Lawrence with deliberate surprise in his voice. Melta smiled brilliantly, as though she herself had been praised.


  Eve had said she didn’t understand Rigolo’s lack of ambition and his passion for his garden, but with someone as understanding as Melta at his side, he could lose himself in his avocation. Rigolo’s days were pleasant ones, Lawrence mused.


  “With so much passion, I can understand why he would make such bold declarations as saying he wants to quit his post as the council’s secretary.”


  Melta’s smile was troubled as she nodded. “Though it is his job, he stays gazing at the garden until the last possible moment.”


  “I would say he might as well, but the secretary is an important post.”


  “God says that labor is valuable. But sometimes I feel that such a modest desire as being able to spend time in one’s garden could also come true,” said Melta, smiling.


  It was a decadent dream that no pious nun should be able to embrace, but perhaps it was the fact that Melta was in love that made her think of it as pleasant.


  No matter how Lawrence thought about it, she seemed to be saying that Rigolo’s happiness was her happiness.


  Perhaps it was Melta’s dream to stand by Rigolo’s side all day long as he watched his garden, bravely attending to him.


  “Ah, but modest desires are the hardest to fulfill.”


  She laughed. “You may be right.” Melta placed her hand to her cheek as she looked out on the bright garden. “And the most joyous times are the ones that you wish would last forever.”


  Stricken, Lawrence looked long and hard at Melta.


  “Is something the matter?” she asked.


  “I’m simply moved by your words.”


  “You flatter me.”


  He had been entirely serious, but Melta had taken his sincerity for a joke.


  Lawrence wanted Holo to stay. He wanted her to stay forever, but maybe he should simply treasure the time for as long as he felt that way. The thought pierced his chest.


  If they were truly always together, if they could always see each other again, perhaps that joy would unavoidably be destroyed.


  It was not such a difficult truth.


  Because it was so simple, Holo’s dream of overturning this was too difficult.


  “However, I do believe it’s a fortunate thing to be able to pursue a simple dream,” managed Lawrence, unable to forget his own reality.


  Soon Holo came up from the archives, holding the wax candle.


  She said the flame had gone out, but that was surely a lie.


  Just as Lawrence had fled, Holo had found the dark corners of the archives distasteful and had escaped.


  Lawrence knew this because as soon as Holo entered the room facing the brightly lit garden, she shot him a bitter glance.


  Saying nothing, she stood next to him.


  Lawrence looked straight at her, and spoke. “Did you find any good books?”


  Holo shook her head. Her eyes asked, “Did you?”


  Holo was Holo.


  She could easily detect the slightest change in his demeanor.


  “I had a very useful conversation,” said Lawrence.


  The next instant, there was the sound of banging on the door.


  Following this came the sound of the door opening.


  Heavy, graceless footfalls echoed through the house, and then someone appeared.


  Melta was shocked, but she did not become angry or flustered at the surprising intrusion, because it was someone she knew well.


  It was Eve.


  “Come with me,” said Eve. “Things are bad.”


  She was breathing heavily.


  “It’s an armed uprising.”


  “Lock your doors, and don’t open them for anyone you don’t know,” said Eve, and Melta nodded, gulping as though she had swallowed a stone.


  “Y-yes!”


  “I don’t care how displeased they are with the council’s decision, I doubt they’ll come to the secretary’s house, so you should be fine,” said Eve, giving Melta a light embrace. “And of course, Rigolo will be safe.”


  Melta nodded pathetically.


  She was far more concerned for his safety than for her own.


  “Right, let’s go.”


  Eve directed these words to Lawrence and Holo, and Lawrence gave a short nod.


  Holo stood a bit away looking disinterested, but Lawrence could tell that her ears were twitching to and fro beneath her hood. She probably had a good idea of what was going on in the surrounding area.


  “We’re off, then.” Eve stepped out of the door, and Melta clasped her hands as if to pray for their safety.


  Eve, Lawrence, and Holo walked down a deserted street at a fast stride that was almost a slow trot. “You said an ‘uprising,’ but who is it actually?” Lawrence asked.


  “The fur craftsmen and the people who supply them their tools and wares.”


  The first thing Eve had said upon getting to Rigolo’s house was, “This is bad.”


  The trigger had been the council making their decision public earlier than predicted.


  Just as the council was trying to set up the wooden plaques that displayed the decision in the town square, the craftsmen and suppliers rushed in wielding their tools in place of weapons, demanding that the council rescind its ruling.


  Though to Lawrence the decision seemed like an astute one, he could imagine that those who would find their businesses completely gone the next day could hardly swallow it.


  And Eve said the council’s decision was based on a naive forecast.


  It was hardly surprising that the uncertainty and worry would take the form of a violent uprising. Even if the town’s fur industry did survive, the townspeople themselves would be ruined, so it would be meaningless.


  News of the uprising had reached the center of town quickly, and it was now apparently in complete disorder.


  Lawrence could hear the distant cries and shouts.


  He looked to Holo, who nodded.


  “The council’s decision can’t be revoked, can it?” he asked.


  Eve shook her head.


  The Council of Fifty was an assembly of powerful people from all parts of town, and the decisions they made showed the town’s resolve. Such decisions were given preference above all others, and all who lived in Lenos had to abide by them.


  If a group whose interests lay in opposition to those of the council denied those decisions, there was the danger that it could severely damage the council’s authority and make it difficult for the council to conduct its normal management of the town.


  The fur craftsmen were no doubt well aware of that when they decided to revolt.


  “The council has to protect its credibility, so the decision will be upheld. The foreign merchants are already coming into the town. The craftsmen are desperate to prevent them from doing so, but it’s probably impossible.”


  Eve walked through the complicated maze of streets without any trouble.


  Occasionally they passed others with goals similar to their own. Several times they saw merchants running through the alleys as fast as they could.


  Lawrence was worried about whether Holo would be able to keep up, but she seemed fine for the moment. She held on to Lawrence’s hand, careful to stay close.


  “And our fur deal?” asked Lawrence.


  “The council’s decision was exactly what my information said it would be. Assuming it’s upheld, then the deal is still on.”


  If so, every second counted.


  “What shall we do? Shall we accept the money afterwards and do the fur buying in the meantime?”


  “No,” was Eve’s answer. “I don’t want any complications. We should go with the money in hand. You head to the Delink Company and pick up the coin.”


  Eve strode down the street, unconcerned with puddles, and continued speaking before Lawrence could say anything. “I’ll make ready a boat,” she said, stopping suddenly.


  The trio came out of the narrow, winding street to find the docks directly in front of them.


  Throngs of people walked to and fro, all of them with dark expressions.


  Lawrence could tell that the crowds of hurrying merchants were all running to procure furs, and a chill ran down his spine.


  It must be even worse in the town square, Lawrence thought, where the fur craftsmen were confronting those tasked with defending the signs that announced the councils decision.


  “We’re ahead of everyone here. We can’t act in haste.” Eve turned around. “Let us meet at the inn. We’ll finish the deal once everything is in order.” Her blue eyes were full of unwavering resolve.


  It was in front of these docks while drinking wine with Lawrence that Eve had said that she was saving money for the sake of her childish revenge.


  Whether that was a good motivation or not was not for him to decide.


  But he did know one thing. Eve was a motivated, capable merchant.


  “Understood.”


  He lightly grasped the hand that was offered to him. Eve smiled thinly, then turned and disappeared into the crowd.


  Eve would surely arrange a fine ship and secure a route for the fur.


  “Well then, shall we go?” asked Holo.


  She sounded neither worried nor rushed.


  “Yes, let’s,” replied Lawrence shortly. He started to walk but stopped short.


  One could say that he had been sewn into place by Holo’s piercing gaze.


  “You saw something – no, you saw it and thought something –  so why did you not tell me what it was?” Holo asked.


  Lawrence smiled; Holo already knew everything.


  “You’ve realized something dangerous about this deal. Am I wrong?”


  He answered immediately; there was no point in hiding it. “You are not.”


  “So why do you keep silent?”


  “Do you want to know?”


  Holo reached her hand out to Lawrence’s chest, but not simply because he had answered her question with another question.


  Lawrence took hold of her finger, lowered it, then let go.


  “As far as the danger inherent in this deal goes, let’s say I told you of it. It extends to me and to you. But having considered the possibilities, I’ve decided we should pursue the profit without worrying about the risk. The amount we stand to gain is worth risking my life for, and even should the danger extend to you, you can always avoid it with your own abilities. Of course–”


  Holo listened, her expression blank.


  “–if it comes to that, it will be hard for us to reunite,” Lawrence said.


  Holo was silent.


  Lawrence continued. “And if we were to have that conversation, this is what you would say–”


  “… Do not throw away all that profit just to cling to a single thread of hope,” finished Holo.


  Lawrence shrugged, smiling.


  He’d kept silent about his realization precisely because he hadn’t wanted to make Holo say that.


  If this deal succeeded, Lawrence’s dream would essentially come true. He would return to the town a rich man, and Holo would come out to greet him and then part ways with him forever with smiles and words of blessing.


  Or he would fail, and Holo would have to escape before she was sold off or worse, whereupon she would set off for her homeland alone, determination renewed. If he could be permitted a presumptuous thought, she might come to check on him and make sure he was well, but then she would leave him, and there would be nothing he could say to stop her.


  In other words–


  “The only chance I have to keep traveling with you is to abandon the deal entirely.”


  Lawrence held back the other words he felt – that even if it cost him his dream, he couldn’t expose Holo to danger.


  “Do you think that will make me happy?” Holo asked.


  “I do,” answered Lawrence without any embarrassment.


  His cheek was slapped the next instant. “I won’t say I’m happy. I’ll never, ever say I’m sorry.”


  Holo had slapped him with all the strength in her small hand, and it probably hurt her hand more than his face.


  The thought occurred to Lawrence as he looked at her trembling expression.


  With this, all chances for either of them to tell the other that they wanted to continue the journey were destroyed.


  It was what Holo had wished for and what Lawrence had not.


  He had given her what she wanted at the expense of his own desires.


  This was surely near the very pinnacle of what could be called kindness, and as such, Holo feared it.


  It amounted to a quiet revenge for her sudden pronouncement of the journeys end.


  “I’ll remember you as a cold, calculating merchant,” she said.


  At those words, Lawrence was finally able to smile. “It would be bad for my reputation if you thought me a foolish one. Come, let us go retrieve our war funds.”


  Lawrence started walking with Holo following a short distance behind him.


  The sniffling sound he heard was surely not from the cold air.


  Perhaps she thought it unfair, but Lawrence was not so magnanimous as to let Holo leave him without exacting some small vengeance.


  But vengeance was a hollow thing.


  When they arrived at the Delink Company, Holo was her usual self.


  Vengeance begat vengeance.


  This was for the best.


  “There is no God in this world,” murmured Holo flatly. “If your omniscient, omnipotent God truly existed, how could he just watch as such suffering goes on?”


  Lawrence stopped short of knocking at the door. “How, indeed,” he replied with a nod and only then knocked.


  The Delink Company was as simply decorated as ever, and within the building it was quiet, as though completely separate from the clamor outside.


  Of course, the merchants were aware of what was happening in the town, and upon seeing Lawrence’s face, they happily arranged for the money.


  Their unpleasant smiles disguised whatever they were thinking, but he could trust their proud assertion that they would guarantee the safety of his companion.


  No matter how coldhearted the merchant, you could rely on that cold-heartedness when it came to the careful treatment of their goods.


  However, when it came time to hand over the money, they put it not in Lawrence’s hands, but in Holo’s.


  It was the wisdom of the moneylender.


  In receiving the money from the hands of Holo, the collateral, its import would be more effectively branded into his mind. It was also meant to stop him from defaulting, and in any case, this took his desire to turn a profit with the money to a new level.


  Holo looked closely at the coin purse, which fit easily even into her small hands. She then looked at Lawrence.


  “When you make a profit, I want the finest wine,” Holo said with a sour look.


  Enough to be drunk forever.


  Enough that this last memory of him would remain in her heart forever.


  “Of course,” answered Lawrence, taking the coins.


  “We, too, shall pray for your good fortune,” said the Delink merchant.


  He had probably interrupted in order to bring the conversation to a close. Experience would have taught him that such good-byes could drag on.


  But Holo and Lawrence had long since said their good-byes.


  “When we next meet, I’ll be a town merchant,” said Lawrence grandly.


  Holo smiled. “I can’t have a worthless merchant for my companion.”


  Lawrence didn’t know what expression to assume in response to such a statement.


  He didn’t know, but when he left the shop and looked back, Holo was in the doorway, eyes downcast.


  Lawrence ran into town, the bag of sixty gold pieces in hand.


  He was in no mood to walk.


  He didn’t know if this was the right choice.


  He just didn’t know.


  Even though there was no other choice, he still didn’t know if this was the right one.


  Nothing felt strange about this. Ahead of him lay profit so large he’d never dreamt of it.


  Yet his heart was uneasy.


  Lawrence held the gold under his arm and ran.


  When he arrived at the inn, there were people in the doorway discussing something.


  Without even bothering to listen in, he expected they – who were perhaps inn guests and their friends, Lawrence thought –  were talking about the uprising in the town.


  Lawrence headed for the stables, entering through the storehouse.


  There were already two horses and one wagon there. Naturally, one of the horses and the wagon were Lawrence’s. It was an excellent wagon with a driver’s seat just a bit too big for one person alone.


  What made him knit his brows was not the weight of the gold he carried. It was the weight that settled into his chest; it was too heavy. Lawrence shook it off and entered the storehouse.


  As always, a variety of goods were piled as high as his head with paths finally cleared between piles of boxes. No single person knew all the things that were stored there. It was the perfect place to hide something small.


  The thought occurred to Lawrence as he made his way through the room when he bumped into someone doing just that.


  “H-ho there. I got tired of waiting,” Eve said, squatting down as she fished through a pile of goods.


  “I brought the money.” Lawrence produced the small burlap bag, and Eve closed her eyes as if taking a drink for the first time in three days.


  “I’ve arranged for a ship. I found a captain whose profit vanished in the uprising. When I named him a good price, he said he’d set sail even if the navy should send ships to blockade him.”


  She had a good eye, that was certain.


  Now all that remained was to safely move the fur through this uprising.


  Then they would take it down the river and triple their money.


  This made him dizzy just thinking about it.


  Eve took the small pouch she had fished out of the pile of goods and quickly secured it in her breast pocket, then stood. “The lot at the trading company won’t shake their heads once they catch sight of our gold coins. Their eyes will be nailed to the money, and they’ll nod in spite of themselves.”


  It was easy to imagine, and Lawrence smiled, though he was not certain how convincing his smile was.


  “In that case, let us go! This deal is a jest!”


  Eve’s talkativeness was a result of her nerves.


  The deal was huge. In trenni silver, the amount came to two thousand pieces, and even converted to the legendary lumione gold coins for convenience’s sake, it amounted to sixty of that coin.


  The amount of profit that could be extracted from such money made a human life seem unavoidably indistinct.


  No, it was indistinct.


  Eve seemed to be making for the stable’s exit behind Lawrence, but he didn’t move. He blocked the way, so she had to stop.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked, looking up, her face uncertain.


  “When we buy fur with this money, the profit will come to four thousand silver pieces in the end, correct?”


  Eve was about a head shorter than Lawrence. She retreated one step, then two, her cowl hiding her expression completely. “That’s right,” she said.


  “And you’ve arranged for a ship, so now all we need to do is buy the fur.”


  “That’s right.”


  “And you have a good sense for where to sell that fur.”


  “That’s right.”


  In exchange for borrowing the money from Lawrence, Eve was lending him her experience and wits.


  She had it all thought out, drawing a map of exactly how she would thread her way through the complicated relationships of the town, cinching up a deal and turning a profit.


  Eve appeared before him, utterly confident that no matter what sudden wind might blow, she would not so much as flinch.


  A traveling merchant who crossed the wilderness – that was the image of Eve he’d first embraced, her voice made hoarse by the dry wind.


  Though from time to time Lawrence caught glimpses of her weaker self beneath the thick cowl she wore, she had the nerve to be able to keep him fooled.


  She was a sly enough merchant for that.


  If he just stayed quiet, pretending not to notice anything, playing the fool while leaving the deal in her hands, there would be no trouble.


  If Eve was going to deceive him, it would not be to steal his share away.


  The flat, hard truth was that she was wise enough to make this deal go smoothly.


  She was no fool. He knew she wasn’t so reckless as to throw in for a deal with no chance of success.


  So he should just stay quiet.


  If the deal succeeded, Lawrence would become a town merchant at the very least.


  If only he could stay quiet.


  “Do you doubt me?” Eve demanded.


  “No.”


  “Then what? Have you lost your nerve?”


  Lawrence looked within himself.


  Was he weak? Timid?


  No.


  There was only one reason he couldn’t stay foolish and silent. He couldn’t get Holo out of his head.


  “If we don’t hurry, the merchants beyond the walls are going to get their money situations sorted. They’ve been making arrangements. We don’t know where they might raise it from. Do you just want to bite down on your knuckle and look on as others turn an absurd profit? Are you listen–”


  “Are you not frightened?” Lawrence asked, cutting her off.


  Eve looked stunned. “Me? Hah. Don’t be absurd,” she spat, her lip twisting. “Of course I am.”


  Her voice was low, but it still echoed through the storehouse.


  “It’s thousands of silver pieces we’re talking about here. How could I not be frightened? A human life is a fragile thing in the face of that much money. I don’t have the nerve to stay calm in that sort of scenario.”


  “There’s no guarantee I won’t change my mind and attack you,” said Lawrence.


  “Hah. Indeed. The reverse is also true. No, our suspicion of each other may only grow… but in either case” – Eve took a deep breath as if to calm herself – “we can’t continue taking these risks.”


  Eve did indeed understand the danger of this deal.


  No, it was precisely because she understood that she was deceiving Lawrence.


  So what was it that she saw on the other side of this profit for which she was willing to go to such lengths?


  Eve laughed in a dry voice. “I can tell by your face you want to ask me something stupid. You want to know why I’ll go to such lengths to earn money, no?” she said, seeming to wipe the palm of her right hand on her hip.


  That was how natural the motion was.


  “Sorry, but I can’t have you back out of the deal now.”


  Suddenly a thick-bladed cleaver was in her hand. It would have been rude to call it a knife.


  “To be honest, I didn’t want to use this. But consider the amount. I’ll be in trouble if you pull out now. You understand, don’t you?”


  Once they have a weapon in their hands, most people become excited as the blood rushes to their heads, but Eve’s voice was calm and dry to the end.


  “So long as the deal goes well, your profit’s guaranteed. So hand it over.”


  “A human life isn’t worth much in the face of sixty gold pieces.”


  “That’s right… and you don’t want to find that out in person, do you?”


  Lawrence flashed his merchant’s grin and produced the burlap pouch that Holo had given him, offering it to Eve.


  “God’s blessings be upon those with wit and wisdom,” murmured Eve, and she made as if to take the pouch. But then–


  “…”


  “–!”


  Each of them moved with wordless energy.


  Lawrence retreated, and Eve’s blade swung down.


  An instant later, there was a jingling sound as the bag of gold coins hit the floor.


  The instant passed.


  Eve’s eyes blazed with blue flame, and Lawrence looked back at her evenly, unsurprised.


  A few seconds later, their mutual failures occurred to each of them.


  “We’ve both of us fallen short. Am I wrong?”


  As she didn’t pull back her arm and retreat, Lawrence caught a clear glimpse of the blade.


  Eve was clever to the end.


  The blade had been reversed, striking with the dull side of the single-edged weapon. He could tell that Eve didn’t have any intention of cutting him.


  In contrast, Lawrence’s dodge had been in earnest, and yet the fact that he hadn’t been surprised meant that he was convinced that her blade would fall.


  Had he truly trusted Eve, Lawrence would have believed the opposite, standing still or betraying surprise when forced to dodge.


  He didn’t trust her, and he hadn’t been surprised because he knew she was hiding something.


  “My failure was in being sniffed out by you. That’s what you meant by asking if I was scared, is it not?” asked Eve.


  Eve didn’t as much as glance at the bag of coins on the floor.


  This was proof that she was used to violence.


  If he thought about the fact that his opponent was a woman, he would be dead in an instant.


  “The statue in Rigolo’s house is one piece of evidence, isn’t it?” asked Lawrence.


  Eve’s lip twisted, and she switched the knife from its reversed position to a proper grip.


  “You pretended to be dealing in stone statues, but what you were really doing was smuggling processed rock salt molded into statues.”


  “Could be…” she said, and Lawrence could see Eve lowering her stance.


  Whether or not he ran, this was looking like a bad bet.


  “I had reason to suspect you of smuggling salt, but it never occurred to me that it would be carved rock salt, since the Church would surely notice you carrying out smuggling on that scale.”


  But there was still a way around the problem.


  It went without saying that it meant cutting the Church in on the deal.


  Lenos’ parish had been desperate for money.


  The Church wouldn’t hesitate to dabble in salt smuggling, which surely brought in more money than stone statues.


  Lawrence had not realized this sooner due to the fact that Eve brought her statues in from a port town.


  If the material was being hauled in from a seaside town, from the standpoint of weight and volume, any salt would obviously have been grain salt.


  Hauling bulkier, more labor-intensive rock salt in from the coast flew against any merchant’s common sense.


  And it was that common sense that Eve had manipulated in order to get through the town gates.


  “I’m sure you and the Church had a lovely honeymoon for a while. I’ve heard that it was throwing so much money around that nobody could figure out where it was coming from. But then it all ended, I’m guessing because of the northern campaign. The Church started to solidify its base of power and pulled out of the salt-smuggling racket rather than risk an uprising or two. And just then, this fur trouble came up. And being clever, this is what you proposed to the bishop–”


  Eve raised the tip of her blade high.


  Lawrence backed up another step.


  “If the merchants waiting outside the town were going to buy up all the fur, why not just do it ourselves?”


  Eve had said that she had heard the results of the Council of Fifty’s meeting from her contacts inside the Church.


  Still, her skill had been far out of the ordinary.


  Rather than imagining Eve had come up with all of this on the spot, it made more sense for Lawrence to believe that she had plotted it all along, and only just then took action.


  And it went without saying who stood to profit the most from a rule that restricted fur sales to cash.


  It would be extremely lucrative for the Church, in whose coffers sat a nearly unimaginable amount of money from the tithes it collected.


  The bigger a trading firm became, the more of its business took place on paper, in entries on ledgers, with all of the money going into and out of the firm assiduously recorded, making raising money behind closed doors difficult.


  And with the careful body searches being conducted at the town gates, and in the case of merchants coming to buy fur, the questioning of the origin of their money, a significant number of merchants could be contained.


  But Eve still maintained confidence that she could buy up fur.


  It was true that the foreign merchants had made long preparations, but now that the craftsmen and suppliers had rioted, none of them would risk giving foreigners any money at all.


  And yet Eve was nervous.


  That could mean only one thing.


  She knew where the foreign merchants were going to get their money, and she knew there was nothing she could do to stop it.


  That was the true motive of the Church in deciding to cut ties with the fallen noble merchant who, in addition to smuggling salt, had approached the archbishop of the region by the sea.


  Eve said that the Church had claimed it was more advantageous to deal with a trade company than with an individual merchant.


  And that was exactly so.


  If the Church was going to partner with a trading company in an effort to buy up fur, then the action implied they had gained a powerful patron, thus allowing them to abandon her.


  Eve must have thought that none of the outside merchants could possibly be carrying a large amount of money, but what if the Church carefully moved its tithe money outside the town?


  The revolting craftsmen and merchants would discover that contrary to their belief, the foreign merchants had a large amount of money, probably because some entity within the town had betrayed them.


  There hadn’t been a single lie in the story that Eve had presented Lawrence.


  There had not been a lie… but it wasn’t the truth, either.


  “The statue in Rigolo’s house is certainly rock salt. And you’re right that I was the one who brought the furs to the attention of that lousy bishop and right about him cutting me loose and finding another patron, as well. I’ll leave it up to you as to whether to believe me or not,” said Eve with a laugh, tossing the knife to the floor.


  “Trust me,” she seemed to be saying.


  Lawrence didn’t even wonder whether or not there was a need for her to lie this far in.


  He would simply decide whether she was lying or not and act accordingly.


  That was all.


  “And the reason you think I brought the deal to you… that’s probably right, too.”


  “I’m a shield to protect you.”


  Eve shrugged. “I’m a salt smuggler who knows all the Church’s worst secrets. Of course, before we parted ways, they guaranteed my life. It was a verbal contract, so you never know. If a good opportunity were to arise, though, I’m sure they’ll use me again. So it must be true. And I did make a profit myself. I didn’t have any intention of starting an uprising, and I’m sure they know that.”


  “But you couldn’t let the deal that you proposed to them get away.”


  “Exactly. Even if it means I’ll be interfering with their expectations, I can t let this profit go.”


  “So you thought to yourself, ‘They can kill one person, but it’s hard to kill two.’”


  What would the Church think of Lawrence, a man who used his own companion as collateral in a deal that went against the interests of the town?


  From the outside, he surely looked like a conspirator who knew all the ins and outs of Eve’s plan.


  One person can be easily silenced, but as soon as there are two, things become difficult – all the more so when the second person is an outsider on whom they have no background information. Without knowing where Lawrence came from, there was no telling what trade firm or guild might come storming into the city if he was killed.


  Lawrence had unknowingly played that role.


  And because he hadn’t known anything about it, his performance had been magnificent.


  He must have either seemed simply reckless or looked like he believed the Church unworthy of fear.


  If he hadn’t known anything, if he had pretended not to know anything, the deal would surely have gone off well.


  “So what’s it going to be?” Eve asked.


  “It’s going to be this,” said Lawrence, and in that instant, he lunged for both the bag of gold and the blade.


  “…”


  “…”


  The two glared wordlessly at each other.


  A cold sweat broke out on Lawrence’s forehead.


  The moment he reached out for the blade, a small knife had appeared in Eve’s hand, and she plunged it down at him.


  And this time she was not striking with the flat of the blade.


  That much Lawrence could predict, but getting out of the way would be a gamble.


  “Do you crave money so much?” he asked.


  By some miracle, he was able to twist Eve’s left hand away by the wrist.


  While she was far from powerless, she was still a woman. The knife fell from her hand.


  “D-don’t you…?”


  “I do – no…” Lawrence paused before continuing. “I did.”


  “That’s a funny–”


  “Joke,” perhaps she would have said, but Lawrence twisted her arm around and shoved her against a stack of wooden crates, grabbing her collar with his free hand and yanking it back, cutting off her voice.


  “If you kill me and hide my corpse, it probably won’t be found until long after the deal’s done. The Church would never guess that our partnership had fractured. I have to say, I’m impressed. Or were you simply planning to take the gold and run?”


  Eve stood on tiptoes, her face contorted.


  The oily sweat on her brow was proof that this was no act.


  “No, you wouldn’t do that. The reason you tried to kill me is the bag you were looking for when I first entered the storeroom. You’re just dying to use it.”


  That instant, Eve paled.


  She realized that if he continued to choke her, her life could genuinely be in danger, and this showed on her face.


  Money was more important to her than her life.


  Lawrence laughed.


  “So, it’s the money you made smuggling salt? What you managed to pile up over time must be at least equal to what I brought – maybe more. And you were going to buy fur with all that, with me none the wiser.”


  Eve did not answer.


  The tortured expression on her face seemed to come more from her fear that the money in her breast pocket would be taken than the fact that her plan had been revealed.


  “The reason you couldn’t do the fur deal yourself is because you have too much money on hand. If you tried that alone, the Church would think nothing of killing you. So you brought me in. It’s easy to kill one person, but killing two – that’s hard. And you’ll continue to pull together money to invest until the Church gets serious about eliminating us. It’s one thing not to care about a stranger’s life, but you don’t even care about your own. All you care about is profit!”


  If it hadn’t been for that fact, Lawrence probably would have stayed quiet.


  He probably would have pretended to be ignorant of the salt smuggling and simply focused on the deal.


  But he couldn’t watch someone take such massive risks and simply let that go.


  No matter how great the profit, there had to be a limit to the amount of risk one allowed.


  What Eve was doing was tantamount to suicide.


  Having come this far, he wanted – needed – to ask her why.


  “What is it…?”


  “…?”


  “What is it at the end of all of this that makes taking such absurd risks worthwhile?”


  Even as Lawrence hoisted her off the ground, even as her face turned dark red, even then, Eve smiled.


  “I’m a merchant, too. Making money brings me happiness. But I don’t know what lies at the end of it all. First you make one silver piece, then two. Then after two, three. But have you never stopped to consider what awaits at the end of this drive to quench that constant thirst?”


  Of course, Lawrence hadn’t considered this, either.


  He didn’t have the luxury.


  That was because since meeting Holo, he suddenly felt freer. His constant quest for profit had somehow diminished.


  Its place had been supplanted by conversations with Holo.


  Eve was probably his exact opposite.


  She put profit above her own life.


  “Wh-what… what do…” she began, her voice hoarser than usual.


  Lawrence slackened his grip somewhat, and Eve wheezed as though asthmatic, coughing. Her smile never wavered as she continued.


  “What do I… think is waiting?”


  Her blue eyes stared straight into his. “Are you so childish as to think something is waiting?” she sneered.


  He didn’t tighten his grip again. She had hit her mark perfectly.


  “Every time I looked at the rich bastard that bought me, I wondered to myself – what could he possibly be doing with so much money? No matter how much you make, there’s no end to it, but the next day comes, and you can’t keep yourself from earning more. How awful to be rich, I thought.”


  Eve coughed, took a deep breath, and continued. “And I must look like a pathetic creature to you. After all, I chose the same path he did.”


  The next moment, Lawrence felt like he saw Eve’s hand move.


  And then without really understanding what had happened, by the time he realized he’d been punched, he collapsed to the floor.


  “I watched his vain efforts, even watched him die, and yet still I chose this path. Do you know why?”


  It wasn’t the small knife that was now perched beneath Lawrence’s throat.


  It was the large cleaver clutched in her hand, waiting vigilantly for a chance to do its job.


  “–– That’s why,” said Eve, striking Lawrence’s face a terrible blow with the blade’s handle. His vision exploded in red light, then half his face blossomed into hot pain.


  He realized his body felt much lighter, but he couldn’t get up.


  Neither could he close his mouth, and with what felt more like unbearable disorienting pressure all over his body, he couldn’t even raise his voice. Yet somehow, using his elbow, Lawrence managed to roll over and get into a crawling position. He couldn’t move any more than that, and he looked at the drops of blood that pattered to the floor through his tear-blurred eyes.


  His ears could still sort out the sounds around him, so he knew that Eve had left the storehouse.


  She had probably taken the money.


  That thought filtered like pleasantly cool water through his swimming head.


  He didn’t know how long he was in there before some random guest of the inn entered and rushed to his side, helping him sit up.


  He was a large, round man with clothes fringed in fur from all over. It had to be the old fur trader from the north Arold had mentioned.


  “Are – are you all right?”


  Lawrence laughed at the clichéd phrase in spite of himself, then managed a “sorry,” and nodded.


  “Was it a robber?”


  Finding a person collapsed in a storehouse naturally suggested as much.


  But Lawrence shook his head in the negative.


  “A broken deal, then?”


  There were only so many types of misfortune that could befall a merchant.


  “Oh, what’s this…” said the man, and when Lawrence saw what he had picked up, he forgot all about his painful face and laughed.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Evidently the fat man couldn’t read because he only cocked his head curiously at the paper, and when Lawrence reached for it, he handed it over, puzzlement written all over his face.


  Lawrence looked down at the paper once again.


  He really wasn’t misunderstanding.


  Apparently Eve couldn’t quite bring herself to toss Lawrence entirely aside.


  “Obsession maybe?” Lawrence murmured to himself, swallowing blood.


  But that didn’t seem quite right.


  Immediately after she had struck Lawrence with the haft of her cleaver, he’d caught the merest glimpse of Eve’s face.


  It was neither obsessed nor avaricious.


  “Hey, are you all right?” The man hastily tried to help Lawrence up when he started to stand, but Lawrence merely nodded and declined.


  Eve had left him Arold’s deed to the inn.


  As a fellow merchant, he could hardly fail to understand what she meant by this.


  Having gotten to his feet, Lawrence began to walk, albeit unsteadily.


  He tottered out of the storehouse and into the stable.


  “She needs to see, does she?”


  Eve had taken all his money.


  There was only one place for Lawrence to go.


  “She needs to see.”


  He laughed again, then spat blood.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  There were so many people in the streets that it was impossible to pass near the town square to get to the docks, owing to the fight between those trying to make the councils decision public and those who opposed that decision.


  Angry shouts and bellows were exchanged, and tensions were high.


  Not a one of them noticed Lawrence’s terrible state. That was how bad the riot was.


  As long as the sun or moon was out, he could navigate a complicated city with nothing but the date and the direction. He ran through the streets, heading for the Delink Company.


  Eve had probably gone directly to buy fur.


  It didn’t seem like Lawrence was going to make staggering amounts of money, but he felt he didn’t mind.


  Leaving behind the letter that proved Arold was surrendering the inn was probably Eve’s last concession, but for Lawrence it was enough.


  The letter of guarantee he held was probably worth just shy of the amount he had borrowed from the Delink Company. At the very least, the merchants wanted to curry favor with Eve, who was nobility, a goal they would be able to accomplish. Whether or not they would be able to quickly collect the money from Lawrence was a secondary concern, and they would probably be willing to wait a bit on however much he came up short.


  The problem was Holo.


  What sort efface would she make once she found out Lawrence had let the deal that would have given him his dream slip away?


  She would be enraged surely.


  “Well, well!” It wasn’t just Eringin. Each of the members of the Delink Company considered him, their expressions neutral. Lawrence expected nothing less.


  When he asked where Holo was being kept, they led him to a single room within the building.


  However, once he put his hand on the door, they stopped him with their eyes.


  “Don’t lay a hand on the collateral,” they seemed to say.


  Lawrence produced the deed that Eve had given him and handed it over to the Delink Company. They did the profit-loss computation so fast it put a traveling merchant to shame.


  Eringin smoothly put the deed into his breast pocket and smiled – genuinely for once – before withdrawing.


  Lawrence put his hand to the door and opened it.


  “I said no one may enter–!” cried Holo, then cut herself off.


  He had hoped she might cry, but evidently he didn’t give Holo enough credit.


  Nonetheless, she was clearly shocked, her face a mask of anger.


  “Why, you… you…” Her trembling lips seemed to make it difficult to articulate words.


  Lawrence nonchalantly closed the door behind him and sat on the chair in the middle of the room.


  “You fool!”


  Holo flew at him. Surely those words were made to describe exactly what happened this moment.


  He had expected it and so managed to avoid being thrown from the chair.


  “Don’t – don’t tell me – don’t tell me you called off the deal!”


  “I certainly didn’t. It was stolen right out from under me.”


  Holo’s surprise was like that of a maiden whose favorite dress has been stained, and she grabbed Lawrence by his lapels using all of her strength.


  “Was that not your dream?!”


  “It was my dream. No. It still is.”


  “Then why – why?”


  “Why am I so calm, you mean?”


  Holo looked on the verge of tears, her lips trembling violently.


  Lawrence had been certain that regardless of the outcome of the deal, he would be separating from Holo in this town.


  Holo felt the same way.


  “We merchants worked a few things out, so I was left enough to buy you back from this company.”


  At a loss for words… Lawrence wanted to label and frame Holo’s face as it was just then.


  “Do – do you not remember why I was so frightened?”


  “It’s too embarrassing. I can’t bring myself to speak of it.”


  Holo struck him in the face, right where Eve had hit him with the haft of the cleaver, and the pain was enough to make him collapse.


  Holo then mercilessly hauled him back up.


  “And then you came traipsing back, even knowing that, to appear before me, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu? What do you wish for? What do you desire? Tell me! Just tell me, damn you!”


  Lawrence remembered when he had seen her like this before.


  Back then, too, Lawrence had been beaten, had lost all his assets, and faced death.


  Holo had pitched in to help bail him out that time.


  What about now?


  He had been robbed, injured, yet had managed to get away while somehow safeguarding Holo’s life… Would she not see it that way?


  If not, the words Holo expected were obvious.


  She wanted to part ways from him here in this town, smiling all the way.


  “Your… wolf form.”


  Holo nodded, baring her fangs. “Leave it to me. You’ll become a full-fledged merchant thanks to meeting me. We can end the story with a smile. It must be so!” she said, producing the pouch that held the wheat grains about her neck.


  Lawrence watched her, smiling.


  “What’s the m–”


  She never got to finish the word.


  “Did you think I was going to ask you to use your wolf form to get the money back?”


  Lawrence pulled Holo’s body into his embrace. Immediately the sound of something scattering could be heard, no doubt the wheat grains upon the floor.


  Perhaps among them were some tears, but he dismissed that as wishful thinking.


  “Eve is pursuing a deal tantamount to suicide. If the Church learns of it, our lives will be in danger, too. We should leave this town before the disturbance is over.”


  “–!”


  Holo tried to twist away, but Lawrence stopped her and continued speaking as coolly as he could manage.


  “I didn’t see Eve’s true nature. She is obsessed with money. She thinks nothing of throwing her life away for it. But no number of lives will satisfy a deal like that.”


  “What deal are you going to go along with, then?” asked Holo. She again attempted to escape from Lawrence’s embrace but eventually surrendered.


  “When crossing a dangerous bridge, once is enough.”


  “…”


  Back when Lawrence had visited the village of Pasloe, there had been no particular reason for Holo, hiding in his wagon bed, to travel with him. She could have stolen his clothes and taken the wheat, and she would have been just fine on her own.


  If she had truly believed that becoming close to another led only and always to despair, if she genuinely feared that, no matter how much she longed for company, she would never have spoken to him.


  A dog that burns itself on the fireplace will always be wary.


  Those who approach the fireplace are the ones who think that within it smolder roasted chestnuts and are unable to forget that sweet taste.


  Even if he could see what hardships lay ahead or even if at the end there would be nothing at all, Lawrence had to reach out. He had to.


  He needed to see.


  He needed to see what was at the end of all of this.


  When Eve had struck Lawrence, he had laughed from the humiliation of it. He’d laughed like a girl.


  Lawrence was a bit too young to turn into an enlightened recluse.


  He put his hand around the back of Holo’s head, and she flinched.


  Becoming closer than they already were couldn’t possibly be the right decision. Holo’s view of the matter was the right one, he supposed.


  The end would surely come, and so staying like this was not the wisest course.


  And yet Lawrence embraced Holo. And then–


  “I love you.”


  He kissed her right cheek ever so lightly.


  Holo froze, then looked Lawrence straight in the eyes, so close that their foreheads nearly touched. Her expression shifted slowly to rage.


  “What do you even know about me?”


  “I don’t know much. I don’t know if the decision your centuries of life has led you to is correct. But I do know one thing.”


  He felt as if he might melt into her red-brown pupils.


  There was no doubt that he would die before her, and the fact of his aging meant that his values would be quicker to change.


  Surely Lawrence would be the one for whom delight would fade first.


  And yet, he didn’t let her go.


  “Wishing for you to be mine might not make it so. But if I don’t wish it, you’ll never be mine.”


  Holo looked down, then wrenched herself away violently, finally succeeding in pulling herself free.


  Her tail bristled and her ears pricked up with her overwhelming anger.


  But she did not change to her wolf form. She remained human, glaring at him.


  “Eve chases profit, even though it puts her life in danger. Even though the moment she gets what she wants, it fades. There’s a lesson to be learned there as a merchant. Call it a mirror. I thought I should try to be more like that,” finished Lawrence without any embarrassment, clearing his throat once.


  He then stooped to gather up the wheat grains that had been spilled beneath the chair.


  Holo stood there stock-still.


  She stood there without looking at anything in particular.


  When droplets began to hit the floor where Lawrence gathered up the wheat, he looked up.


  “You fool…” said Holo, wiping her tears with one hand. They welled up one after another, but she wiped them anyway.


  Lawrence offered the now-refilled wheat pouch up toward Holo’s free hand, whereupon she grabbed it.


  “You’ll take proper responsibility, won’t you?” Her smile was not deliberate.


  “When the times comes, we’ll part ways with smiles and leave it at that. There’s no such thing as a journey that doesn’t end. But–”


  Tears continued to fall, but by now it seemed Holo was crying more at her own pathetic visage than anything else.


  Even a human girl rarely looked so unsightly.


  Lawrence smiled. “But as it is, I don’t think we could part with smiles right now. That’s all.”


  Holo nodded at Lawrence’s words as she wiped her tears.


  “Anyway, why are you so pessimistic?” he asked.


  There had to be a reason.


  There was no question that the many years she had weathered contained within them reasons enough for her timidity.


  Nonetheless, Holo dried her tears, grasped the wheat pouch, and curled her index finger around Lawrence’s. Despite the many changes of heart and happiness, the many hardships, she had yet enough hope to crawl into his wagon bed that day.


  The conclusion that in order to achieve happiness one must wish for nothing was inadmissible.


  Even Holo, having lived so many centuries, could not have forgotten the innocence of her youth.


  Eventually she looked up at the ceiling, sniffing loudly.


  A moment passed.


  “You wish to know why I am pessimistic?” she asked, looking back at Lawrence. “Don’t you prefer me tearful and sobbing?”


  Lawrence could only laugh at the unexpected attack.


  He did not stand but sat there as he took Holo’s hand in his own and kissed it, as a knight kisses a maidens hand.


  She was Holo the Wisewolf. When she spoke next, it was in a tone that befit the situation, as though she was handing down a pronouncement from on high.


  “You’ve rejected my notion, so you had best be prepared to take responsibility for what may come.”


  “… I will,” answered Lawrence.


  Holo was silent for a moment, then sighed.


  “You took my foolishness seriously – seriously enough to lose all your profit. So I–”


  She stopped herself, shook her head, then continued.


  “I’ll go along with your foolish plan. However!”


  “However?”


  No sooner had Lawrence spoken than Holo kicked him hard on his shoulder, then looked down on him as a person looks down on an insect.


  “I can’t have a worthless merchant for my companion. Don’t tell me you’ll let your deal be stolen, then turn tail and run.”


  Given that this was what passed for kindness from Holo, Lawrence had but one thing to say.


  He took her hand and got to his feet, then wiped what remained of the tears from her face. “Your kindness is quite frightening as well.”


  Lawrence could not be sure whether or not she would call him a fool for this.


  As to why, surely Holo would not be spoken of in the tales that were passed down through eternity.


  There were only a handful of things that would stop her from speaking her mind.


  “… So, how will you get the money back?” Holo’s eyes were cool and piercing, as if to say that he had no choice.


  
    
  

  And yet Lawrence felt like making a joke.


  Those eyes of hers hid her embarrassment, after all.


  “Forget the profit. I’d rather have you give me back my initiative.”


  “Fool,” declared Holo flatly, slapping his swollen cheek and pulling away. “Do you think I would ever allow such a thing?”


  Lawrence wanted to double over in pain, but her tone suggested she was totally unconcerned with that.


  She spun around as if to show him the magnificent tail of Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, then put a hand on her hip and looked at him over her shoulder. “I’d be in trouble if I fell for you.”


  Lawrence would never forget her mischievous smile.


  Holo giggled, causing her chestnut fall of hair to shake.


  It was a foolish conversation.


  It really is, he thought.


  “I suppose you would be,” he said.


  “Mm.”


  Lawrence and Holo left the room.


  They held hands, and though neither of them had initiated it, their fingers were intertwined.




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  Holo’s strides were long and quick.


  She walked as though she meant to punch holes in the cobblestones with her heels, and although Lawrence usually found himself slowing his walking pace to let her keep up, suddenly the tables were turned.


  The town was still chaotic; the clamor of the waves of humanity was violent as they crossed the harbor. Lawrence found himself pulled toward the water’s edge by Holo, as she took his hand and led the way.


  From outside, it might well have looked as though a kind-hearted nun was pulling along a haggard traveling merchant in an effort to protect him.


  But in reality, there was nothing kindhearted about her.


  After all, just a short time ago, she had struck a forceful blow to the already-swelled-up right side of his head.


  “Come, can you not walk a bit faster?!”


  Holo showed not a shred of kindness now, pulling hard on his hand and scolding him roundly if he slowed even a little, her expression sharp, as though she had been about to eat some honey-drizzled raspberry tarts but had dropped them on the floor.


  But Lawrence said nothing.


  That her expression did not seem to accuse him made her actions difficult to criticize.


  Lawrence was well aware of the fact that she was angry at herself.


  That said, here in the town of Lenos, he had worked up a scheme to sell furs with Eve that had put his life on the line and even wound up injuring him, only to then have a dizzyingly difficult exchange with Holo.


  A bit of a rest would have been nice.


  “Can we walk a bit slower? Just for a little while.”


  It wasn’t as though Lawrence had lost a significant amount of blood, but the earlier scuffle involving knives and cleavers had left him more than usually tired. His feet were leaden, and his arms felt like those of a wood-carved mannequin.


  And in any case, hurrying was pointless.


  Lawrence tried to convince Holo of as much, but she looked back at him with a glare as hot as boiling oil.


  “Walk? Walk, you say? So did you walk when you came to meet me then?”


  The town of Lenos was on the edge of chaos; no one turned to look at Holo when she shouted.


  “N-no! I ran. I ran!”


  Holo looked ahead again without bothering to voice her reply – then a bit more running will hardly kill you – and continued to walk with large strides. Because she was still gripping his hand so tightly, he had no choice but to keep up.


  He was just as he had been when going to the Delink Company, pressuring them into giving up Holo, then convincing Holo not to go through with her plan of ending their journey right then and there, instead resuming their business together.


  Holo’s slender fingers intertwined tightly with his. She was not so much holding his hand as their hands were joined.


  And so Lawrence had no choice but to be pulled along. If Holo moved forward, so did he. If he stopped, his fingers would be yanked painfully, and the only solution was to catch up with her.


  The forced march brought them shortly to Arold’s inn.


  “Out of my way!” cried Holo to the crowd of merchants that had gathered there to exchange information on the upheaval in the town.


  Despite being well used to being yelled at, the merchants gave way to Holo’s threatening stance.


  Their eyes followed her in, peering closely at Lawrence as he trailed behind her.


  Lawrence felt a bit oppressed, already anticipating the things that would be said about him when next he returned to this town to do business.


  “Where is the old man?” Holo demanded.


  Upon entering the inn, instead of finding Arold in his usual place, there were two men who looked like traveling craftsmen sitting in front of the charcoal brazier and drinking mulled wine.


  “Th-the old man?”


  “The old man with the beard! The master of this shop. Where is he? “


  Going by their outwardly apparent ages, the two craftsmen would have been three times Holo’s age, but they were so cowed by her threatening attitude that they looked to each other hastily before one spoke. “Er, he just asked us to look after the place while he was gone, but we don’t know where…”


  “Rrrrrr,” growled Holo; it was enough to make even Lawrence flinch, to say nothing of the two craftsmen.


  Her sharp canines might well have been visible, and little was as intimidating as an angry woman baring her fangs.


  That would have been Lawrence’s answer, he guessed, had anybody said anything to him.


  “He must have gone off with that fox… Perhaps they think to make fools of us. Come, you! Let us go!” shouted Holo, pulling again on Lawrence’s hand and leading him farther into the inn and up the stairs.


  The two craftsmen watched them go.


  No doubt they had looked back at each other once Holo and Lawrence disappeared up the stairs. The scene seemed amusingly plausible in Lawrence’s mind.


  For Arold, the master of this inn, to do something like leaving these two craftsmen to watch over his place while he was out, Lawrence could think of only one possibility: It had to be because of Eve, whose plan for fur trading was so dangerous that not even Lawrence could be party to it. Arold must have headed downriver with her. While Eve’s goal was the port town of Kerube, Arold was probably taking his pilgrimage south.


  Arold had never talked about himself very much, so Lawrence didn’t know exactly what it was that could spur him to such action. Eve seemed quite familiar with him, so perhaps there was something in their shared past that led them to a mutual understanding.


  In the same way that one had nostalgia for one’s hometown, no place was so comforting as a house one had become used to living in.


  The inn was darkened with age, and the sediment of passing time had accumulated within its walls, which had once contained the leather strap tannery where Arold had worked as master.


  It would take something significant indeed to make him abandon all that and head south on pilgrimage.


  Would he count on Eve to handle traveling expenses and to act as a guide for the difficult journey?


  Just as Holo had lived for many years and experienced much, Arold’s life had not been a short one.


  What someone valued, and how he or she conducted his or her judgments, varied from person to person.


  Weighing that value on the balance of the world and testing which way the scales tipped was life itself – and so Lawrence had gone to see Holo at the Delink Company.


  Having let Holo pull him bodily into and out of the room, he now pulled back. Holo turned to face him.


  “There’s something I’d like to ask you,” he said.


  Holo had not been expecting Lawrence to pull away, and as she looked at him, her expression was so simple it was funny – her earlier fierceness had peeled away, revealing her true feelings.


  She seemed both upset and strangely resolute.


  In a word, she was lost.


  As to what it was that had her so confused, Lawrence could hazard a guess.


  “What do you plan to do next?” he asked.


  But that was that. As soon as Lawrence voiced his question, Holo, who was also called the wisewolf, regained her composure.


  “What shall I do, you ask?”


  Her tone was such that Lawrence would have been hardly surprised to hear her follow up by saying, I’ll rip your throat out for asking, that’s what I’ll do.


  Yet Lawrence didn’t flinch, instead bringing up his hand – which still held Holo’s – and brushing a red speck from the corner of her mouth with his knuckle.


  No doubt it was a fleck of dried blood from Lawrence’s own face.


  Her expression seemed angry, but even at a glance, it was clear that her mask was slipping.


  She was angry at herself.


  Her own feelings were too much for her to handle.


  “Even if we’re leaving the town,” said Lawrence, “we’ll need a travel plan.”


  “A-a travel plan, you say?!” Her expression was complicated; it seemed Holo was less and less certain of exactly why she was yelling at Lawrence.


  “It wouldn’t be good to charge out of town on some vague notion.”


  “Some… vague notion? Do you not wish to recover our profit from that vixen?” Holo’s face was suddenly very close to Lawrence’s as she confronted him, but because of the height difference, she was unavoidably looking up.


  It would be easy to think she was drawing near him for an embrace, but Lawrence was sure that if he suggested as much, he’d be hurled from the window.


  “The vixen – ah, you mean Eve. And the profit–”


  “We must get it back! She swindled you and made off with the coin! We must get our due!”


  “As in the gold before?” said Lawrence, at which Holo nodded.


  After nodding, she looked down, no doubt because her mask of anger was slipping and needed to be replaced.


  Previously Lawrence had been completely and utterly betrayed.


  But this time things were not so clear.


  True, Eve had lured Lawrence into a trap, but part of the blame for that lay with Lawrence for not realizing it sooner.


  Moreover, that Holo stood right there in front of him meant that his deal with Eve was fully resolved.


  In reality, Lawrence had backed out of Eve’s suicidally dangerous plan.


  She was going up against the town’s church, and Lawrence highly doubted that the church would choose to overlook the offense – though at the moment, Lenos’ church surely had its hands full, trying to gain control over a more violent uprising than it could ever have expected.


  And Eve would not be the only one taking furs downriver for her own profit. The briefest glance at the port made that much obvious.


  Things had not gone as the church had planned, and it could not easily do as it pleased with Eve. The church was no doubt thinking to leave her be, instead dealing with the affair in Lenos.


  Thus it was hard to imagine that it would try to capture her or her accomplice in fur trading – that is to say, Lawrence.


  All this meant that Eve’s gamble had paid off. She had won.


  Lawrence now wondered if he had the right to claim a share of the profit.


  He’d pulled out his support and reclaimed Holo. It didn’t make any sense for him to then go and demand a cut of the gain.


  The ever-wise Holo must have also long since realized this – yet she still spoke of reclaiming their share.


  Moreover, Holo was angry at herself – angry at her own selfishness.


  Whence came that selfishness? Lawrence asked himself.


  The answer was obvious, and it made Lawrence very happy.


  “I-I mean, are you not frustrated? She’s gotten away from us!” Holo said quickly to change the subject, knowing full well that if pressed, she would be at a loss for words.


  Lawrence turned his head askance and nodded.


  He tried his best to make it look as though he was giving in to Holo’s insistence.


  “That is true, yes. But in terms of practical problems that face us, there is a significant one.”


  “… What do you mean?”


  He couldn’t voice his true thoughts, but drawing a veil of lies over the exchange wouldn’t help either of them trust each other, either.


  Both of them were stubborn, so this would have to do: “Eve surely constructed her plan with care. Mere happenstance would never have let her find a ship so quickly. She must have made arrangements in advance. Given that, I highly doubt we can immediately set off after her. Even if we wanted to follow her on horseback, the stables will be as chaotic as the rest of the town is.”


  “What of your horse, then?”


  “Him? He’s strong, to be sure, but there’s no telling how well he’d do if we made him run over a long distance. Horses bred for speed are nothing like draft horses,” said Lawrence. Holo looked down, evidently deep in thought.


  Lawrence, of course, did not point out the obvious – which was that just as Holo had suggested back at the Delink Company, if she assumed her wolf form, they could travel faster than anything else.


  “What’s more, Eve spoke as though she had already arranged a buyer downriver in Kerube. Eve was discussing plans with the assumption that the church would give chase, so she no doubt already has an escape plan prepared.”


  None of this was exaggeration.


  Plausible escape paths could be divided into transoceanic routes and overland routes. If she fled by sea rather than land, there would be no way to catch her.


  Depending on the destination and given favorable weather, sea travel could be as much as five times faster than land.


  It would be difficult to catch her, even for Holo.


  “P-perhaps that is so, but I still cannot accept it. I’ll not be satisfied unless we give chase,” insisted Holo, despite her flagging enthusiasm.


  Even if half of Holo’s fixation on following Eve was based on a grudge she carried, the other half was certainly not.


  And that was why she was so angry with herself.


  Holo had said she wanted to end her travels with Lawrence.


  Her reasoning was that they got along too well, that she was afraid of the joy they shared weathering and crumbling away.


  In opposition, Lawrence admitted that he understood it would be impossible for their travels to continue forever but insisted that when they did go their separate ways, it should be with smiles upon their faces.


  Naturally there was always that temptation to keep prolonging their travels, even knowing it would come to naught in the end – just as Lawrence sometimes drank too much, despite knowing he would regret it the next morning. And in such a case, he found himself unable to deny the possibility that Holo’s fears would come true.


  But at the very least, he wanted to go with Holo as far as her homeland – so he had gone back to the Delink Company to fetch her.


  And now, having said all that, despite what they might wish, there was one obvious thing that remained unsaid between them.


  This was a detour that would extend their time together.


  “I understand why you wouldn’t be satisfied by that…”


  “I’m right, am I not?” Holo’s face was at once angry and pleased.


  Lawrence found himself impressed that such an expression existed.


  “And it’s true that this is a net loss so far…”


  When Eve decided she had to terminate her agreement with Lawrence, she’d left behind the deed to the inn in which he and Holo now stood. When Lawrence had used Holo as collateral to borrow money, the amount he borrowed was very nearly equivalent to the value of the inn.


  But it had come a little short.


  The Delink Company’s original goal had been to strengthen their relationship with the noble Eve, and having accomplished that, Lawrence doubted they would quibble over the minor discrepancy – and he was right.


  Yet when would that lingering debt be called in – and where and how? It made doing business frightening.


  Even if it took some time, Lawrence wanted to repay what debt remained.


  Which meant he was right now in the red.


  Of course, the debt was not outside the realm of what could be forgiven, and when Holo heard this, she perked up, agreeing wholeheartedly. “Aye. And she drew blood from you, do not forget! I’ll make her understand that when one harms my companion, they harm me!”


  It was only with effort that Lawrence restrained himself from asking her just who it was who had struck him hard in the face in a fit of passion earlier.


  “So it’s pursuit, is it?”


  “Aye. My first hunt in quite some time,” Holo said with a grin. Her smile lacked its usual grim quality, perhaps because both of them were trying their best to smooth things over so they could extend their travels with a detour.


  After the affair in the wheat village of Tereo, both Holo and Lawrence had confessed to wishing their journey would continue.


  Now that he thought about it, it was a rather naive wish – but that was all in the past now.


  People’s hearts change.


  The only thing that didn’t change was the ever-dishonest repartee he shared with Holo.


  “Don’t forget, though–” began Lawrence, at which Holo looked up at him, her expression serious. “I-I am a merchant. I have my pride and my honor, but I’m not some knight who earns money only to bring himself fame. If it seems as though this will only worsen my losses, we’ll pursue her no further. Do you understand?”


  If it would lengthen his travels with Holo, Lawrence would put off doing business until the summer of next year, but if it took any longer than that, problems would start popping up. Business was conducted in the service of mutual gain between parties, so if Lawrence alone was the only one ready to deal, nothing would come of it.


  Of course, it would be a different story if only Holo would say that she wanted to travel with him forever.


  “I do this only for you,” said Holo. “So long as you are satisfied… aye. It cannot be helped.”


  Her words were strange, but Lawrence nodded. “I appreciate it,” he said by way of thanks to an oddly considerate Holo.


  Holo’s ears flicked up beneath her hood, either because of the ridiculousness of the exchange or out of happiness at having fought the good fight in service of drawing out their travels a little longer.


  Actually it was probably both.


  “Well then, how shall we go about this pursuit?” said Lawrence.


  “How? Will we not go by wagon?” asked Holo.


  Lawrence scratched the tip of his nose as he answered. “It will take perhaps five days by wagon. Do you think you can endure that?”


  When they’d finally arrived in this town, Holo had been so tired from travel that it made her unpleasant to be around.


  Embarking again on a long, frigid journey would be exhausting, and Lawrence himself did not find the prospect appealing.


  Unsurprisingly, Holo’s face immediately darkened. “Ugh… five days on the wagon…”


  “There are a scattering of villages between here and there – and inns, too, but they’re far from luxurious.”


  Churches would have made the most attractive places to stay on a trip like this, but unfortunately this was one region where churches were hard to find.


  The only options would be meager inns or homes and shops that took boarders as a sideline.


  Lawrence did not relish the prospect of sleeping in a dusty, grimy inn next to a man that might well be a brigand or bandit.


  “W-well, if that’s so, then what of the river?”


  “The river?”


  “Aye. If that vixen escaped by the river, we ought follow her. ’Tis the most obvious course.”


  That meant taking a ship. Lawrence cocked his head as he remembered the state of the docks as Holo had dragged him past them.


  Would it be possible for a couple of travelers to easily board a ship heading downriver?


  “Well, that depends on whether there’s a ship–” began Lawrence honestly, but Holo waved her hand (which still held Lawrence’s) impatiently.


  “Not ‘whether’! We will find one!”


  Lawrence stared at Holo as if to say, “Don’t be unreasonable,” but her eyes only glittered strangely.


  He had a bad feeling about this.


  Lawrence tried to escape.


  But Holo only cornered him again. “Or is my plan… too much trouble?”


  This time she really was looking up at him imploringly.


  “If ’tis too much of a bother, do please say so. ’Tis only for your sake that I wish to track down that vixen, but… I know that from time to time, I do act a bit rashly. Come now,” said Holo, taking Lawrence’s hand and clasping it to her breast.


  He was glad she was back to her usual self, but it made her all the more formidable.


  After all, she had acquired a new weapon.


  “I was so happy, you see,” said Holo, her tone suddenly soft and her eyes now downcast.


  Alas! thought Lawrence to himself as he gazed at her terrifying mien.


  “I was so happy, yes – happy that you said you loved me. So please–”


  “Fine, fine! We’ll find a boat and head downriver! Will that be enough?”


  Holo wore an expression of exaggerated surprise, then smiled broadly.


  She brought his hand from her breast to her lips, as if to kiss it, but then her sharp teeth glinted from behind those lips.


  Lawrence had lost this contest, it was safe to say.


  It was no exaggeration to call this an unavoidably desperate strategy, but there is always a reward for those willing to put such a desperate strategy into action.


  And so it was.


  He had spoken plainly to Holo.


  It was precisely because he had been so honest that opposing her was now impossible.


  It was as though he had handed her a completely unsecured contract sealed in blood.


  With that in hand as she grinned, all she needed to do was pretend at using it to defeat him, and Lawrence could only flinch away.


  After all, what was written on that contract was the truth.


  “Well then, shall we hurry and pack our things?” Holo asked, lowering her hand.


  “… What?” Lawrence asked back.


  “We are going to the trouble of traveling by ship,” replied Holo, her face serious. “Do you not wish to eat some wheaten bread first?”


  Lawrence flatly rejected the notion.


  Holo protested violently, but Lawrence was unmoved.


  She might have a grip upon his reins, but his purse strings were still his own. “Did I not just explain that we’ve taken a loss?”


  “All the more reason, then! If we’re already in the red, we may as well drive the figure up!”


  “What sort of reasoning is that?!” said Lawrence.


  Holo’s lip curled as she sneered. “I thought you loved me.”


  Even the strongest weapon, if overused, could be defended against.


  “Aye, that’s true. But I also love money,” replied Lawrence seriously.


  Immediately Holo’s expression went flat, and she stomped on Lawrence’s foot with all her might.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  “Ahoy there, you fool! Pull in that prow! I’m carrying silver from Imidra!”


  “What’s that? We were here first! You pull in your prow!”


  Angry shouts echoed constantly across the water as hulls collided and sent sprays of water into the air.


  Lenos’ harbor buzzed like an angry beehive. Lawrence heard a shout that might have been a war cry or might have been a death howl, followed by the sound of something splashing into the water.


  The normally calm surface of the water was constantly disturbed by waves.


  And there amid the angry cries of horses and men, ships fought to leave the harbor ahead of one another, each no doubt loaded heavy with furs. Any boat that could normally take a single rower was being hired out as a special express.


  It was easy to understand, though – in any business, the biggest profits were always realized by the first to arrive.


  But Lawrence regarded their struggles with cold eyes.


  The first to arrive would be a certain fallen noblewoman bearing thousands of silver pieces’ worth of furs.


  “Come, do not stand there gawping – we must find a ship!”


  “I suppose it’s a bit late to ask, but are you quite all right aboard a ship?”


  Given the situation, it would take some luck to find a vessel that was willing to take on a couple of casual passengers. The line of ships waiting to exit the harbor was like an ant trail.


  “You were the one who said the wagon would take too much time and be too much trouble.”


  “Well, yes, but…”


  Lawrence couldn’t see anything, but loud voices seemed to be coming from the place where the harbor exited to the river.


  It seemed likely that those who wanted to stop the flow of furs from the town were trying to seal off the port.


  “…”


  “What?” Lawrence asked.


  “You’re in no hurry to board.”


  “No, that’s not it.”


  Even a child could tell he was lying. Holo raised one eyebrow as she glared at him. “Well, then let us find a vessel.”


  Since it had been quickly apparent that finding a craft that could take a horse downriver would be difficult, Lawrence had left his horse at a vacant stable whose beasts had all been rented out. The wagon he rented out at the docks through a connection of the stable master’s.


  Like it or not, they would no longer be traveling by wagon.


  And as the port town of Kerube would be crawling with merchants passing the winter there, he might well be able to do some business there.


  Oh well, Lawrence murmured inwardly. “Fine, fine. I’ll go find a boat. You go pick up some food from that stall over there. Three days’ worth should be enough. And wine – the stronger the better.”


  He handed Holo two glimmering silver pieces from his coin purse.


  “And what of wheat bread?”


  Holo had a good grasp of the market and knew that the amount she’d been given wouldn’t buy wheat bread.


  “Bread needs yeast to make it rise. So, too, does money to buy that bread.”


  “…”


  Wheat bread had been out of the question after the conversation in the inn.


  Though Holo gave a frustrated nod, her frustration was not especially deep.


  She quickly looked up again. “Why then the strong liquor?”


  Evidently she had figured out that Lawrence generally preferred wine that was easy to drink. It made him happy that she was remembering his likes and dislikes and not only at the tailors’ and cobblers’ shops.


  His reply, though, was brief; he did not let his pleasure show. “You’ll understand soon enough.”


  Holo stared at him blankly for a moment, then seemed pleased as she smacked his arm. Surely she had misunderstood. “I’ll haggle them down and be sure to load up on the good stuff, then, eh?”


  “We don’t need it in volume.”


  “Aye. Shall we meet back up somewhere around there?”


  “Yes… ouch–!” Lawrence nodded, but the movement caused the swelling where Eve had struck him to suddenly throb with pain.


  He was just agonizing over whether he should have a medicine or salve mixed for it when he noticed Holo’s expression and thought better of it.


  She was worried about him – perhaps it was better that way.


  “… Your thoughts are quite obvious,” Holo said.


  “I was taught as a child that honesty is a virtue.”


  “And do you really think so?” Holo gave him a bright, guileless smile and cocked her head.


  “I suppose my master also taught me that honesty is a fool’s errand.”


  Holo chuckled through her nose, then teased, “So much so that I can’t help making fun of you.” She spun about with a dancer’s grace, then walked off into the crowd.


  Lawrence slumped and sighed, scratching his head.


  A smile rose to his lips; these tete-a-tetes were a joy, it was true.


  And yet, he thought, will I never regain the upper hand, I wonder?


  He was confident he could at least get back the deed that had been swindled away, but that seemed like sour grapes.


  I love you.


  It had been only a short while ago, yet already the moment when he’d faced Holo and spoken those words seemed like the distant past. Thinking back on it, Lawrence was tormented by some nameless feeling.


  The strange emotion made his face twitch and his breathing labored.


  And yet – it was not a bad feeling.


  The elusive thing had a definite sense of calmness, of peace about it.


  It was only a bit – no, a good bit – embarrassing; the bit of regret he felt probably came from having lost the contest.


  “What contest?” he asked himself with a derisive smile, looking in the direction in which Holo had disappeared.


  He shrugged and sighed, then walked in the direction of the pier.


  Lawrence soon found a ship, which was possibly fortunate and certainly unexpected.


  Though the port was jammed with people desperate to send out a vessel, when Lawrence calmed himself and looked more closely, he saw that there were many ships loading up cargo per the usual routine, and when he called out to one, he received a ready reply. With every ship being so busy, Lawrence expected the fares to be exorbitant, but they were actually quite reasonable.


  Lawrence pretended not to notice the tension melt away from the aged captain’s face when he mentioned his female companion.


  He understood why Eve went to such efforts to hide her face and her sex when doing business.


  “Still, what business could you have in Kerube? No respectable boat will be headed there in this season.”


  The captain had the unfamiliar name of Ibn Ragusa and explained that he was from a poor, chilly village at the northern end of the western coastline.


  By repute, people from the far north were lean and snow tanned, taciturn and keen eyed, but Ragusa was round and effusive with a complexion more ruddy than tan.


  “Unsurprisingly, it has to do with the fur trade.”


  “Oh?” Ragusa looked Lawrence up and down skeptically, cocking his head, his neck imperceptible between beefy shoulders. “You don’t look like you have any cargo.”


  “My onetime business partner made off with it.” Lawrence pointed to the still-swollen part of his face. Ragusa laughed with gusto, his face looking for all the world like a puffer fish.


  He slapped Lawrence’s shoulder as if to say such things happen, then asked, “So, where is this companion of yours?”


  “Ah, she’s off buying rations–” Lawrence began, turning in the direction of the row of venders – but then he felt a presence at his side.


  There was Holo, standing as though she had been there for years.


  “–And here she is.”


  “Oh ho! Such a fine cargo!” boomed Ragusa with a clap of his hands, so loudly that Holo’s shoulders flinched.


  Sailors, as a rule, were a loud-voiced lot.


  Too loud, no doubt, for Holo, whose hearing was so keen she could hear the sound of someone furrowing his brow.


  “By the by, what’s her name?”


  Perhaps thinking they were a married couple, Ragusa asked Lawrence rather than inquiring of Holo directly.


  In any case, he was nothing like the moneychanger that had once tried to seduce Holo immediately upon meeting her.


  A bag holding bread or the like hung from Holo’s shoulder, and under an arm, she carried a small cask. Looking every inch the apprentice nun returning from an errand, she looked up at Lawrence.


  That she was keeping up appearances in front of other people was one of the reasons, Lawrence mused, that even if she teased him, he would be unable to be angry with her.


  “It’s Holo.”


  “Ho! A fine name! Pleased to meet you. I’m Ragusa, master of the Roam River!”


  Any man would be eager to boast in front of such a comely maiden.


  Ragusa spoke as though it was the most obvious thing in the world for such a girl to be traveling with Lawrence, and he extended his meaty, calloused hand out in greeting. “But this means we’ll be sure to make the passage downriver safely, too!”


  “Meaning…?”


  Ragusa grinned and guffawed, patting Holo’s slender shoulder. “The market’s declared that it should be a beautiful maiden that’s fitted to a ship’s prow to pray for her safety!”


  It was true that the prows of long-distance trading ships were generally decorated with a carving of a female figure.


  Sometimes they represented a pagan goddess; other times, they were of a sainted woman from the Church’s history. (Lawrence did have the sense that it was always a woman that watched over a ship, and ships were often given female names as well.)


  Still, he felt like Holo was a bit out of her depth in this capacity – she was a wolf, better suited to hearing prayers for safe overland travel than any sort of waterborne voyage.


  The image of Holo dog-paddling through the water came to mind; Lawrence couldn’t help but smile slightly to himself.


  “So, are you ready? We’re not scheming to move fur like everybody else is, but we do have some cargo that needs to be hurried,” said Ragusa.


  “Ah, er, yes. Were you able to procure food?” Lawrence asked of Holo, who nodded.


  Given that she was a wolf, Holo was awfully good at playing the innocent little lamb.


  “Then go ahead and sit anywhere that’s free. You’ll pay up when we get there.”


  The custom of paying upon arrival was only tenable for water vessels – being surrounded by water made riding for free difficult.


  “Just pretend you’re riding on a great ship,” finished Ragusa with a great laugh, every inch the sailor.


  Among the vessels that plied the river, carrying cargo up and down it, Ragusa’s was a bit on the small side.


  It had no sails, and the bottom was flat – but despite that, the boat was rather slender and long. Had it been any narrower, it would have been easy for an inexperienced captain to accidentally capsize it.


  
    
  

  Directly in the middle of the boat was a waist-high pile of burlap sacks, each of which was easily big enough to fit Holo inside. From their overflowing mouths, Lawrence could tell they were filled with wheat and legumes.


  Directly astern of that pile were several wooden crates.


  Since Lawrence could hardly open them up and peek inside, he couldn’t say for sure what their contents were, but given the seals or crests that had been branded upon the crates – which were all of a similar size – he assumed they were relatively valuable. This was certainly the cargo that needed to be hurried. Like any merchant, Lawrence found himself curious about what they contained.


  If the crates had been brought from farther upriver, they could contain ore out of a silver or copper mine or perhaps small-value coins minted near an iron mine and destined for export. Tin or iron wouldn’t have been so carefully crated, and it would be equally strange to transport gemstones without so much as a single guard.


  Owing to the low level of the river, the amount of cargo aboard the vessel was quite small relative to its capacity.


  There was little rainfall during this season, and thanks to heavy snowfall in the mountains, the river’s headwaters were frozen over. This caused the water level to drop and made it easier for a heavily laden boat to run aground. Just as a wagon’s wheels could be easily mired in a muddy road on a rainy day, a boat running aground was a fact of life. In the worst of such cases, cargo would have to be thrown overboard, and worst of all, it was an obstruction to other shipping traffic, which could damage the reputation of the shipmaster responsible.


  It was said that the very best of those who spent their lives plying the river could man the tiller with their eyes closed, no matter what the river’s state.


  So what of Ragusa?


  Lawrence thought it over as he took a seat in an open space near the boat’s prow, setting down the blankets and supplies he carried.


  The surface of the water in the harbor sloshed drunkenly, and the boat’s rocking was slight but constant. Lawrence hadn’t felt the sensation in some time, and it made him nostalgic; he smiled ruefully. The first time he had ridden in a boat, he had been so afraid that it would flip that he had held tight to the vessel’s edge.


  Now it seemed as though he had not been exceptionally nervous.


  He had to smile when he saw Holo edge ever so carefully up beside him to sit. She set down the cask of wine under her arm, unslung the bag of delicious-smelling food from her shoulder, then finally noticed Lawrence’s gaze. She glared back at him.


  “What’s so funny?” she asked. Her low voice was no act.


  “I was just thinking I used to be as nervous as you are.”


  “Mmph… I’ve no particular fear of water, but ’tis unsettling indeed when the craft rocks.”


  It was strange for her to so readily admit to being afraid.


  She curled her lip, irritated at his obvious surprise. “It is because I trust you that I would admit weakness.”


  “I can see your teeth behind that sneer.”


  Once Lawrence had pointed it out, Holo quickly stifled her sneer, then smiled unpleasantly. It was certainly true that she had been scared, but admitting to that fear was pure calculation.


  Lawrence didn’t know if she was actually being agreeable or not.


  The next instant, Holo straightened suddenly. “This won’t do. I cannot start getting along with you now,” she said, turning her head aside sadly. She had said before that no matter how enjoyable her time with Lawrence was, she was afraid of eventually tiring of it. Lawrence felt a shock, as though he had touched something very hot.


  He soon corrected himself – Holo was not being so serious at this moment.


  Even without bothering to ask, he knew what it was that they had to avoid. Knowing there were traps ahead but not knowing exactly where would make it hard to walk – but if one knew where the cliff’s edge was, skirting along it was easy enough.


  Venturing to say as much was neither cause for Holo to admonish herself, nor was it reason for Lawrence to be on guard.


  Quite the opposite, in fact.


  They would end their travels with a smile. Having promised each other that much, there was nothing to be afraid of.


  Lawrence calmed himself and answered, “That sounds like a line out of a stage play.”


  He didn’t say the rest of what he was thinking, which was that it sounded like a line out of a stage play about forbidden love.


  In response, Holo – perhaps irritated at Lawrence’s failure to be properly flustered – looked his way quickly. “Could you not just play along?”


  “Not so long as your face is so malicious.”


  Holo’s upturned eyes had given her face a desolate cast, but then she sniggered and clicked her tongue.


  Lawrence smiled, at a loss – this wolf’s expression could change awfully quickly.


  Not a moment later, Ragusa came running down the pier, his footsteps banging loudly as he shouted in his characteristically booming voice, “Well then, let us be off!”


  He quickly untied the boat from its mooring, then tossed the rope aboard, following it himself with a leap like a boy jumping into a river – no mean feat. Ragusa could hardly be called thin, even as rank flattery, and the boat heaved beneath the sudden weight, listing so far to one side that it seemed like it might capsize.


  Even Lawrence was alarmed – to say nothing of Holo, whose body stiffened as her face turned serious.


  Her hands gripped Lawrence’s clothes tightly, and this was surely no joke.


  “Watch the finest ship handling in three kingdoms!” said Ragusa mightily, thrusting a long pole into the water and heaving down on it, his ruddy face turning even redder.


  At first the boat seemed not to respond to Ragusa’s cry, but soon its stern slowly drew away from the wharf. Ragusa lightly raised the pole and, adjusting its direction, pushed down again.


  The craft, loaded with enough goods that it would take fully four horses to haul them all, was moving under the power of one man.


  Sailors were famous for their boasting, but Lawrence felt like he understood where it came from now.


  Ragusa was moving the entire boat by himself, after all.


  Having pulled away from the boat’s mooring, Ragusa now poled the craft along the route that led to the river.


  Despite the constant flow of waterborne traffic, they didn’t collide with a single other vessel as they glided easily over the rippling water.


  Ragusa seemed to know most of the vessels they passed and gave most of them friendly greetings – though he occasionally exchanged angry shouts and raised poles with some.


  They gradually gained speed, which the long craft grew more stable with, and soon they approached the port’s exit to the river.


  At the wooden tower, which served as a checkpoint at the border of the port, was a group of men who were trying to stop the flow of furs, and having forced their way past the town guard, they hurled curses at the boats that had managed to break through this last line of defense.


  The vicissitudes of fortune were ever thus.


  Men wearing chain mail and iron helms came to the entrance of the tower. They were probably mercenaries and knights who had been specially retained for the occasion.


  The boat carrying Lawrence and Holo rounded the tower, and as it entered the river proper, one man yelling curses from the very top of the tower was restrained by the mercenaries. Lawrence wasn’t feeling especially sympathetic, but at the same time, he hoped there would be no fatalities.


  As he watched, the things that had happened to him in the town came floating vaguely to his mind.


  Just as the men in the tower were now in real trouble, Lawrence himself had only just faced his own problems.


  He had been shocked by Holo’s suggestion that they end their travels together and shocked again by her reasoning.


  In the end, the feeling had pierced Lawrence’s selfishness, but he decided that was what Holo had wanted.


  Thinking back on the scene, it made him want to show Holo – who was far from comfortable in the unfamiliar boat – a little kindness.


  But such kindness was always for naught.


  Somewhere along the line, Holo seemed to have recovered, and though she still held fast to Lawrence’s clothing, she now looked intently past the vessel’s prow and along the river.


  Her profile was inarguably intrepid.


  “Hmm?” She seemed to notice Lawrence’s gaze and looked up at him questioningly.


  She always knew precisely how she appeared to others.


  Lawrence wearily looked the other way, gazing at the town of Lenos as they left it behind.


  He heard a giggle.


  “Your kindness is so very frightful,” said Holo, chuckling, letting go of Lawrence’s clothing.


  Her head ducked, Holo’s breath escaped from her mouth and flowed whitely past her as they moved. This couldn’t be helped, not even if he wanted to pluck the fur from the little devil’s tail.


  Still, it was cold upon the river. She couldn’t very well afford to lose her tail.


  Lawrence replied slowly, “For my part, I’m afraid of your smile.”


  “Fool.” Holo’s smile shined from underneath her hood.


  As it flows gently past the town of Lenos from east to west through the grasslands, the Roam River is a perfectly normal river.


  In the spring and early summer when the water level is higher, they say the shipments of lumber that are floated down the river are an amazing sight, looking like some great water serpent, but at the moment, all they could see both fore and aft was the orderly line of boats.


  There were also sheep drinking at the river and travelers walking alongside it and the clouds floating gently overhead.


  If Holo was motivated by curiosity, she was also quick to lose interest. She rested her chin on the edge of the ship’s hull, her face a mask of understandable boredom, occasionally dangling her fingertips in the water and sighing.


  “There’s nothing to do,” she muttered, at which a dozing Lawrence, curled up in the same blanket as she was, woke, yawned, and stretched.


  “Mmph. I’m just happy not to have to be holding the reins.”


  It was nice not to have to concentrate on avoiding the countless holes in the road, and there was no need to be on a constant lookout for the hawks that might set their eyes on his cargo.


  Above all, there was no need to rub his eyes constantly to stay awake even when exhausted, listening to his companion snore while he became more irritated by the moment.


  It was enough to make him want to travel by boat all the time, but Holo seemed to already be too bored to stand it. She withdrew her hand that had disturbed the water’s glassy surface and flicked droplets toward Lawrence.


  The winter water was very cold.


  Lawrence made a face, and Holo turned away and leaned against the side of the boat, removing her tail, which covered his feet, and pulling it back to her hands.


  As Ragusa napped on the other side of the loaded cargo, there was no need for concern.


  “Why don’t you try counting sheep? I’m sure you’d go to sleep eventually.”


  “I was counting until a moment ago. I gave up around seventy-two.” Holo brushed her hands quickly through her tail, combing out bits of debris and matted fur.


  With each brush, flea-like things popped out of her fur, but even if she’d been worried about them, there was nothing to be done.


  It was enough to make Lawrence believe the talk of being kept awake by the sound of jumping fleas and lice during warm summer nights.


  “Anyway,” Holo continued, “counting sheep will only make me hungry.”


  “That won’t do. You’d best stop.”


  Holo flicked a captured flea at Lawrence.


  It was a meaningless gesture as they were sharing the same blanket.


  “Still,” she said, bringing her tail up to her face and burying it in the thick fur, putting the tail in order with her mouth. “Once we’ve made it down the river and taken the vixen to task, what then?”


  She skillfully groomed herself as she talked, but when she finished speaking and opened her mouth, it was covered in fur. She probably needed to prepare for the shedding of her coat once spring arrived.


  The thought occurred to Lawrence as he lent a hand to remove some of the fur that was clinging to Holo’s mouth despite her efforts to brush it free. “Here, hold still… What then, you ask?”


  “Aye. After.”


  Holo narrowed her eyes as the fur was plucked from her; her somewhat solicitous tone was surely meant more to distract Lawrence’s attention from the tightrope he walked rather than strictly to tease him.


  The best course of action that Holo and Lawrence could take, as well as the things they could and couldn’t do, had been decided in Lenos.


  But that decision did not include any real notion of what would happen after.


  “Food and amusements are plentiful where we’re going, so we could easily wait until the snow melts in the mountains. Or if we’re in a hurry, we could arrange for horses back to Lenos, then head north.”


  “Into the Roef Mountains, you mean.”


  It was the direction from which Holo had come.


  If they hurried, the trip would take less than a month. If they moved in earnest, their travels together could end in mere days.


  Holo grasped her tail in an especially maidenly fashion.


  Lawrence studied her.


  She was begging him to lie to her.


  “Still, the mountains change when people get into them. If we head up the Roef River, we might well lose our way.” Lawrence mused upon what a high-maintenance wolf he had for a companion as he plucked another bit of brown fur from her mouth and continued. “If we got as far as Nyohhira, you’d know the way, correct? My guess is it would take ten days from Lenos to Nyohhira. If we can’t wait for spring, it will be closer to twenty days – we’ll need to take a path that runs through as many towns and villages as possible.” He counted off on his fingers, unsure of whether that was long or short.


  Keep your stays short and your travels long.


  The principle was always in his mind as he traveled for business, and even this proposal was leisurely enough to inspire a nagging guilt. When doing business, half of his sales went to paying tariffs and taxes; a further 30 percent went to travel and lodging costs, leaving 20 percent as profit – so a slower, more expensive route hardly sat well with Lawrence.


  Yet still, the trip was short enough that when it was over, he knew he would regret it.


  He counted on his fingers, then stopped, staring at the next digit, wondering if there was some way he could count it.


  “Ten days for a leisurely soak in the hot springs of Nyohhira,” said Holo, reaching out and counting off Lawrence’s last finger.


  With their hands overlapping like that, they looked like a married couple trying to keep each other warm.


  And indeed, Lawrence smiled broadly, his heart warmed.


  Holo looked up and beamed.


  It was a terrifying smile.


  Ten days’ stay in Nyohhira. If ever a thing was to bring a smile to his face and warmth to his heart, that would be it.


  There was no telling how much ten nights’ lodging in a hot springs town would cost. The inn bills could be high, taking advantage of travelers, and the food unpleasant yet expensive. Fresh water was priced unbelievably, and the liquor was thin and poor. There was a fee to enter the baths, and the strongest mineral springs required two daily checkups by a physicker in order to use them. It was quite literally money down the drain.


  And yet, given the timing of Holo’s request, he could not very well refuse.


  The wisewolf was endlessly cunning.


  If he had to be less than honest about his feelings, he might as well smile and feel good about it.


  “You are making your money-counting face,” Holo said, pulling Lawrence’s hand to her cheek and nuzzling it, her expression malicious.


  Her tail swished about suggestively.


  Lawrence considered taking and nuzzling that tail instead.


  “There were people there when I passed through, and even I would take human form and use the hot springs sometimes, so I understand the system. But I am Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. If there’s no one there, you need only add a little bit to your expenses.”


  That was certainly the case, but hot springs were places where those who would do anything to extend their lives even a second longer would gather, and even if killed, they did not die.


  Such places took on the sense of a pilgrimage, and the harder it was to reach a spring, the more potent its water was said to be, so the most remote locations gained a sort of fame.


  Though it was highly doubtful that Holo could find a hot spring that hadn’t already been discovered, one thing was certain.


  The “little bit” that Lawrence would have to add to his usual food and lodging expenses would be anything but little.


  “Every time you make me spend a bit more on food, my own dreams get that much further away.” If Lawrence didn’t warn Holo off, there was no telling what she would ask of him next.


  Holo immediately gave him a nasty look, but Lawrence couldn’t back down.


  Not even as outmaneuvered as he was now, having told Holo that he loved her to her face.


  “I have a variety of ways to tease you, but first,” said Holo with a cough and a flick of her tail, “are you not the one who kicked aside his dream of owning a store and instead came for me?”


  She looked up at him, testing him.


  Her red-brown eyes glittered through the whitish breath that escaped from between her thin lips.


  “For one thing, I may have kicked it aside, but I didn’t give up on it.”


  Holo sighed deeply, as though asking whether he expected that excuse to work.


  And in truth, some part of it was a lie.


  Holo could easily see through such lies and had quite probably already done so, but before it was pointed out to him, Lawrence decided to come clean.


  “Though I suppose I did kick it aside in earnest, more or less.”


  “’Tis the nature of merchants to use vague words to leave themselves loopholes, I suppose,” said Holo, exasperated.


  Lawrence revised his statement. “No, I truly kicked it aside.”


  “I’ll wait to suggest wasting some money until after I hear your reason for doing so.”


  Lawrence agonized for a moment; he wanted to say, “Thank you ever so kindly,” but instead shrugged and answered this way: “If I opened a shop, I expect I’d take about half as much pleasure in actually doing business.”


  “… Huh?”


  “When the moment that I’d been waiting for was finally upon me, I suddenly realized it – that once I had a shop, my days of adventuring would be over.”


  It wasn’t as though he was no longer enticed by the smell of profit.


  But privileging that goal over all others, unmoved by whatever storms might come, focusing solely on material gain – he no longer wanted that.


  If he got the shop now, it would be wasted on him, precisely because he had been chasing it for so long and with such single-minded focus.


  Holo swept aside her joking expression, murmuring “hmm” to herself.


  Surely Holo understood this, as she herself feared today’s joy eventually turning to sorrow.


  “Still, you should take into consideration that I feel this way because it was my dream for so long. If I were to get a shop, it wouldn’t be an unhappy thing.”


  Holo nodded slowly, but her face was confused as she replied, “Aye, I suppose… there was some misfortune.”


  “Yes… wait, what? Misfortune?” asked Lawrence at the word he failed to understand, whereupon Holo made a face as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  “Yes, was there not? You had a dream but cast it aside and came for me instead. It’s enough to make even the person who first said the words ‘he who chases two rabbits will catch neither’ throw their hands up in dismay.”


  Even as Lawrence realized his mouth was hanging open, he couldn’t manage to close it as he rotated his head toward her.


  No matter how many times he reconsidered it, Holo’s words pointed to but one fact.


  He had abandoned one rabbit in order to chase another but had failed to catch it.


  An unpleasant emotion boiled up in Lawrence’s mind, as though he’d dropped his coin purse.


  If this is a joke, I wish she would stop, he thought to himself, turning away. He then looked back at Holo and saw on her face an expression of sad concern, as though she was worried for Lawrence’s health.


  “Are you quite all right? Come now, take heart. After all, you haven’t gained a thing, have you?”


  Was it anger or sadness or something else entirely?


  The same instant Lawrence wondered if Holo was speaking another language, she curled the corners of her mouth up maliciously, her tongue peeking out between her lips.


  “Heh. In truth, have you even reached out to me? What a strange notion, to gain something without first reaching for it.”


  Lawrence had never wanted to dunk Holo underwater as much as he did that moment, mostly because she was looking at the face he least wanted others to see.


  Holo chuckled. “Though I suppose ’tis not as though such territory is marked with visible ropes. How you consider that is up to you,” she said, drawing nearer to Lawrence, nestling close to him as one wolf does to another.


  Her white breath puffed against the nape of his neck.


  He knew if he looked at her, he would be defeated.


  And by the time he realized that, he was defeated.


  “In the end, ’tis my wish that you not abandon your dream. And if you find owning a shop satisfying, you might next take an apprentice, might you not? ’Tis a rather profound thing, and you’ll never have a day of rest,” said Holo, snickering and pulling her face away.


  Lawrence wondered if this was how a fish felt after being stripped to the bone.


  No matter how he struggled, his situation could hardly improve.


  So as not to expose anything more unseemly than he already had, he took a deep breath, then exhaled.


  Holo laughed quietly as though enjoying the lingering moment.


  “Wait, have you ever taken an apprentice?” Lawrence’s voice was still slightly tense, but Holo overlooked it.


  “Hmm? Oh yes. I am Holo the Wisewolf, after all. Many wished to learn from me.”


  “Huh.”


  Forgetting about the conversation thus far, Lawrence found himself genuinely impressed.


  Whereupon Holo, possibly not expecting that, turned suddenly bashful.


  She may well have been exaggerating in a deliberate attempt to make up for her too-keen teasing. “Well, I do not know if you could quite properly call them ‘apprentices’ though I’m sure they styled themselves as such. In any case, I was the greatest. If you wanted to receive my teachings, hmm. You’d have had to wait behind a hundred certainly.”


  Holo now spoke proudly in a complete about-face – but Lawrence found himself unable to laugh at her the way he usually would.


  When he thought about it, Holo was certainly worthy of such respect.


  But what made him feel such unease at the dignity she surely possessed were the many memories of her that came rising to his mind.


  He couldn’t reconcile this supposedly majestic being with the Holo he knew – who laughed, cried, and sulked.


  Holo’s expression shifted to a soft smile, and she took Lawrence’s hand. “Of course, you do not just seek my teachings; you would try to take my reins – a rare fool, indeed. You can’t hope to succeed, but there’s no mistaking that you wish to look into my eyes as an equal. I’ve been alone on the mountaintop for a long time. I’ve had quite enough of looking down on others.”


  It was a lonely thing being worshiped as a god.


  He remembered when they first met, and Holo had said that she had gone traveling to find a friend.


  Holo’s smile remained, though it was a bit lonely now. “Come now, you did come after me, did you not?”


  The words themselves were teasing, but paired with her lonely smile, he could hardly imagine they were meant that way.


  Lawrence couldn’t help the bitter smile that rose to his lips, which Holo made a sullen face at.


  When he put his arm around her shoulder and drew her near, he felt her sigh.


  He wondered if the note of satisfaction he detected in that sigh was just his imagination.


  “But now, I…” she began, again turning her body so that her eyes looked directly up into his. “I truly, truly enjoy looking up at you thus.”


  There beside him, she looked for all the world like a fetching maiden with gaze upturned.


  Though he might become accustomed to their exchanges, this was one thing he could never get used to.


  “No doubt because the face you’re looking up to is a fool’s face indeed,” answered Lawrence with a wince, and the wolf girl clung to him in delight.


  Holo’s tail wagged, sending fleas jumping free, as though they couldn’t be expected to stay on such an appendage. It stands to reason, Lawrence thought to himself, a warmth rising in his chest. Holo smiled, her face pressed against him.


  Lawrence returned the smile. It was true – their exchanges were so foolish that if they were seen this way, even the most faithful apprentice would have a hard time calling him master.


  Lawrence murmured an excuse to himself – that if it was what Holo wanted, there was nothing else to be done.


  Suddenly there were signs of someone moving on the other side of the pile of cargo, and sure enough, there was Ragusa, strange lines pressed into his face, as though he’d used his arm as a pillow, and stretching hugely.


  He first looked at Lawrence, then cast his gaze at Holo, who leaned against Lawrence, sleeping. Ragusa grinned and yawned.


  When Lawrence looked ahead of the boat to where Ragusa pointed, he saw docks built up on both sides of the river. It was a tariff station, just like the ones that were unavoidable when crossing mountains and plains by wagon.


  There was still some distance to go before they reached it, but apparently Ragusa could doze off and still know from experience when to wake. It was said that sailors could orient themselves at sea not by using landmarks, but simply from the smell of the ocean. Perhaps Ragusa was like this as well. Ragusa thrust a pole into the river and cried out, causing the pleasantly sleeping Holo to twitch awake.


  “This is a checkpoint of the Diejin dukedom, which recently had a change of leadership. We’ll include the head count tax in your fare – apparently he’s mad about deer hunting, so taxes are high, my friend!”


  Lawrence replied that he didn’t see the connection between deer hunting and high taxes, and Ragusa laughed and answered, “The duke’s never seen the field of battle, yet he proclaims himself the finest shot in the world with a bow. In other words, he thinks he can’t but loose an arrow without hitting a deer.”


  While the hardships of retainers who had to hunt with the duke would be hidden, it would mean good work for the hunters in the region who hunted and killed the duke’s prey ahead of time.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but chuckle at what sprang to mind – a round-faced, ringlet-haired lord oblivious to the ways of the world and the laughingstock of the town.


  
    
  

  “Ah,” said Lawrence. “It must be quite a burden on his household.”


  “On top of that, he’s dead set on capturing the heart of his chosen princess. Of course, there’s the rumor that he’s started realizing the truth about his own abilities.”


  For some reason, the most beloved lords were often the ones most ill spoken of – an ignorant, haughty ruler might be hated, but as soon as he said some absurd thing, his charm would increase. The lording business was a difficult one since lending a careful ear to one’s subjects and being serious and severe – these things did not guarantee success.


  Ragusa, too, made fun of the duke, but when it came time to pay the toll, he had it ready and was by no means reluctant to hand it over.


  Should war come to the land, it would be much easier for the laughingstock Duke Diejin to rally support than it would be for other lords. It was better by far to have the people feel it was their duty to join, rather than to be ordered to do so from on high.


  Lawrence suddenly realized that the notion had relevance to his own situation and looked at Holo, who was right beside him.


  “Have you something you wish to say?” she asked.


  “No, nothing.”


  Ragusa gradually slowed the craft, drawing close to another boat that was nearing the checkpoint’s dock.


  It didn’t take an experienced river hand like Ragusa to be able to tell that something was awry upon the docks.


  Someone was there, arguing with a soldier who was armed with a pike.


  It wasn’t clear what was being said, but it was obvious enough that both parties were shouting.


  The handler of the boat that was ahead of Ragusa’s also watched the situation, craning his neck to see.


  “Strange to see such quarreling,” said Ragusa mildly, shading his eyes with his hand.


  “Do you think there’s a complaint about the high toll?”


  “Doubtful. It’s only the ones coming from the sea that complain about the taxes. They have to pay for horses to pull their craft upstream, then pay cargo taxes on top of that.”


  Holo yawned, showing her fangs as she gazed at the scene, then Lawrence realized something strange.


  “But isn’t that true for both seagoing and river-going ships?” he asked, patting Holo’s head as she wiped the corners of her eyes on Lawrence’s clothes.


  Ragusa pulled the pole up and smiled broadly. “For those like us, who live by the river, the river is home. It’s only natural to pay rent for one’s home. But for the sailors of the ocean, it’s merely a road. It’s no wonder they’re angry – anyone would be angry if they had to pay simply to walk down the road.”


  Lawrence nodded his understanding, impressed at the different ways of thinking.


  And then, as they continued to move, the full scene came into view.


  It seemed that the people quarreling at the dock were a soldier carrying a long pike and a young boy.


  It was the boy who was shouting.


  He was breathing hard, and the breath came out of his mouth in great white puffs. “But the seal of the duke is right here!”


  His boyish voice might or might not have deepened yet.


  For that to even be in question, he was young, indeed.


  He looked to be perhaps twelve or thirteen. His unkempt grayish hair topped a face grimy with something – mud, perhaps – but filthy in any case. He was skinny enough that if he were to bump into the delicate Holo, it would be hard to know who’d fall over, and the tattered clothes he wore looked likely to fall apart the next time he sneezed.


  His ankles were thin, and he was shod in chilly sandals whose extreme wear was obvious at a glance. If it had been a bearded old man looking like this, the boy would have looked like the sort of hermit that collected the admiring gazes of pious types.


  The boy held a sheet of old paper in his right hand, glaring at the guard as he gasped for breath.


  “What is the matter?” asked Holo, annoyed that her midday nap had been disturbed.


  “I don’t know. Wait – shouldn’t you have been able to hear what they were shouting about?”


  Holo yawned. “Not even I can hear such things while napping.”


  “True enough. You can’t even hear your own snoring.”


  Holo immediately stomped mercilessly on Lawrence’s foot.


  His objection was cut off by the soldier, who had been quiet until now, shouting back at the boy. “It’s a fake, I tell you! If you don’t get yourself hence, we’ve got other ideas!”


  The soldier shifted the pike he held.


  Ragusa’s boat slowed still further, coming to a stop alongside the vessel that had been ahead of them, which had itself stopped just short of the dock.


  Said boat’s master appeared to know Ragusa, and after exchanging friendly greetings, they seemed to bow their heads a bit and have a discreet conversation.


  “Who’s that? The Lennon master’s apprentice?”


  Ragusa gestured with his chin to the master of a vessel that was already moored. The boatman’s hair was graying, and he seemed older than Ragusa and his friend.


  “If he were, he wouldn’t be aboard ship with such a worried face.”


  “Mm, true. Oh, could it be…?”


  As the two boatmen made light conversation, the boy on the dock trembled out of rage or cold and looked at the piece of paper he held.


  He then looked back up, as if unwilling to give up, but bit his lip at the spear tip that was pointed at him.


  He took a step back, then another, finally coming up to the edge of the dock.


  “Mind yourself, lad,” said the guard. “Now then, moving on to the toll…”


  At the guard’s words, the boatmen that had been watching the scene now each tended to their business.


  To a man, they were unimpressed, as if this sort of thing happened all the time.


  When Lawrence saw the red seal that had been impressed upon the paper the boy held, he understood what had happened.


  The boy had been cheated by a dishonest merchant.


  “He’s been swindled.”


  “Hmm?”


  The gray-haired boatman took his craft out, and another boat entered in its place, with Ragusa moving his own craft neatly alongside it.


  Lawrence matched the swaying of the boat as he spoke into Holo’s ear. “It happens sometimes. Forged tax exemption documents or fake demands of payment from a local lord. On a larger scale, tax collection authorization documents for this river have probably been caught.”


  “Hmm.”


  In most cases, such documents were probably sold at an amount far removed for how much they purported to bring in, but nonetheless, many buyers seemed to think they were real.


  “I feel a bit sorry for him,” said Holo.


  On the river, a line of boats was forming, all heading for the checkpoint.


  The guards at the checkpoint were busily scrambling to catch up with their duties after having been interrupted; behind them, the boy was now entirely forgotten.


  Just as Holo said, his figure invited sympathy, but while Lawrence could understand the boy’s position when he stopped to think about it, this was what happened when one let one’s self be cheated.


  “He’ll learn something from this,” said Lawrence.


  Holo’s gaze moved from the boy to Lawrence accusingly.


  “You think me unfeeling, do you?” he asked.


  “As I recall, when your own avarice caused you to stumble, you walked all over the city, desperate for aid.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but be vexed by the comment, yet his merchant ethics were completely opposed to giving the boy so much as a single copper piece. “Perhaps, but I was still the one doing the walking.”


  “Honestly.”


  “I’m not so cold as to turn away someone asking for help. But trying to save someone who isn’t trying to save himself, well – it’s no way to be a merchant. If you’re going to do that, you may as well change into priests’ robes and head for the nearest church.”


  Holo seemed to be thinking something over, as in spite of Lawrence’s words, she seemed to think the boy was still quite pitiful.


  Having worked thanklessly for centuries to ensure a village’s good harvest, Holo possessed a strong sense of duty in spite of herself.


  It was probably in her nature to want to help those who needed aid.


  But it was also a reality that once one started doing so much, there would be no end to it. The world was overflowing with people and their sorrows, but gods were too few.


  Lawrence adjusted the blanket around them. “So if he’ll stand up on his own, or else…”


  Holo may have been kindhearted, but she was not ignorant of the ways of the world.


  Feeling a reluctant sympathy for the boy, Lawrence looked in his direction, and in that moment found himself disbelieving not his eyes, but his ears.


  “Master!” echoed a high voice.


  The people in the area were all well used to hearing the loud conversations of the marketplace, and as a result, they could easily tell at whom the voice was directed.


  The boy got to his feet and dashed straight across the dock, heedless of the guard’s orders.


  He was heading, of course, in the same direction that his voice was directed.


  To Lawrence.


  “Master! It’s me! It’s me!” came the words from the boy’s mouth.


  “Wh… wha–?”


  “Oh, I’m so glad to see you! I had nothing to eat and was in a real jam! I must thank the gods for this good fortune!”


  There was not a speck of happiness in the boy’s face; his features were desperate.


  Lawrence looked back at him, stunned, frantically searching his supposedly keen merchant’s memory for the boy’s face.


  But all he could conclude was that he’d never known a boy that called him master, unless he was one of the children he had taught to earn their bread while on his travels.


  That’s when the realization hit him.


  This was a desperate gamble by the boy to save his own life.


  Lawrence had figured it out, but the guard figured it out a moment sooner and sent the boy tumbling down with the butt of his pike, forcing him to the ground as though planning to sew him to it. “You runt!”


  The checkpoint was the symbol of whoever held power.


  Any successful fraud there would undo that authority.


  If things went poorly, the boy could easily be thrown into the river to drown.


  Yet those light blue eyes were fixed evenly on Lawrence.


  Lawrence found himself momentarily transfixed by the imploring gaze – “If I fail here I’ll surely die,” the boy seemed to say – when he was jolted from his reverie by a sharp elbow to the ribs from Holo. Holo was looking neither at Lawrence nor at the boy but rather off in a random direction. However, her profile spoke very clearly: “Don’t forget what you just said.”


  The boy had stood up on his own and called for help.


  “You’ve got some nerve, sullying the name of Duke Diejin!” yelled the guard.


  The line of boats waiting to get through this checkpoint and on to the next one grew longer.


  As the guards were the ones who had to take the blame for any hindrances in traffic, their store of patience with the boy – who was doing nothing but causing trouble for them – had surely reached its end.


  Holding the boy against the ground with his pike, the guard pulled back his foot as if to aim a kick to the boy’s rib cage, but in that moment–


  “Wait, please!” cried Lawrence, just as the foot came up.


  The impact could not be stopped. “Ungh,” croaked the boy, froglike.


  “It’s true – I do know the boy!”


  The guard looked up at Lawrence and hastily moved his foot away from the boy but soon seemed to grasp Lawrence’s true motive. Annoyed, he looked back and forth from Lawrence to the boy, then eventually sighed and withdrew his pike handle from the boy’s back.


  It was obvious that the boy had been acting.


  “Quite softhearted of you,” said the guard’s silent look.


  The boy’s eyes bulged, as though he couldn’t believe his desperate gamble had actually worked, but as soon as he was able to grasp the situation, he got to his feet and awkwardly scrambled into Ragusa’s boat.


  Ragusa was retying his coin purse closed after having paid the toll but had momentarily stopped as he watched the proceedings on the dock. When the boy jumped aboard, he came back to himself.


  Yet it wasn’t until he met Lawrence’s gaze that Ragusa managed to close his gaping mouth.


  “Hey, you’re holding up the line! Move your boat out!”


  The guard may have only wanted to rid himself of a nuisance, but ships were in fact lining up behind them.


  Ragusa turned to Lawrence and gave a little shrug, then boarded the boat himself and took his pole in hand. So long as Lawrence paid the fare, he had no cause for complaint.


  Once the boy reached the boat’s bow where Lawrence and Holo were, he collapsed, either out of exhaustion or sheer shock.


  Holo finally looked at Lawrence.


  Her face still evidenced some irritation.


  “We’ve come this far, so I guess it can’t be helped,” said Lawrence, at which Holo smiled faintly, putting her hand to the boy who had collapsed at her feet, which stuck out from underneath the blanket.


  While she normally appeared fond of teasing and ridiculing others, seeing her kneel and speak quietly to the lad made Holo look every bit the kindhearted nun that her clothes marked her as.


  It may very well have looked nice, but Lawrence did not find it the least bit amusing.


  It wasn’t that he had no confidence in his own code of conduct, but now compared with Holo, he appeared quite heartless.


  Having determined that the boy was uninjured, Holo helped him sit up and brought him to the edge of the boat.


  Lawrence took some water out and handed it over.


  The boy was in Holo’s shadow, and Lawrence could see that his hand still held tight to the certificate.


  Lawrence had to admire his spirit.


  “Here, water,” said Holo, passing it to the boy with a nudge at his shoulder.


  The boy’s eyes had been closed, as though he was unconscious, but they slowly opened, and his gaze flicked back and forth between Holo directly in front of him and Lawrence, who was behind her.


  The moment he saw the boy’s sheepish smile, Lawrence looked aside in spite of himself, remembering how a moment ago he’d been ready to abandon the boy.


  “Thank… you.”


  It was unclear whether the boy was giving thanks for the water or for their kindness in having played along with his desperate act.


  Either way, Lawrence felt a bit self-conscious, unaccustomed as he was to being thanked in a situation free from cold profit and loss calculations.


  The boy must have been thirsty, for he gulped the water down rapidly despite the chilly weather, then cleared his throat and sighed, apparently satisfied.


  From the look of him, it didn’t seem like he’d come from Lenos. There were any number of roads with paths across the river, so the boy was probably from a town north or south along one such road.


  What sort of travel had brought him here?


  From the tattered sandals the boy had on, one thing was clear – it had not been an easy journey.


  “When you’ve calmed yourself, you should sleep. Will this blanket be enough, I wonder?” asked Holo.


  Aside from the blanket she and Lawrence used, they had one extra.


  Holo handed it over, and the boy’s eyes widened in pleasure at this unanticipated kindness. He nodded. “The blessings of God be upon both of… you…”


  The boy wrapped himself in the blanket and fell asleep so rapidly one could nearly hear the thud.


  Given his clothing, it would have been impossible for him to make camp and sleep outside. If things went badly, he could very well have frozen to death.


  Holo watched him worriedly for a while but seemed to relax upon hearing the boy’s slow, regular breathing. Her face was gentle as Lawrence had never seen it, and she softly brushed the boy’s hair from his face before standing.


  “Should I now do the same for you?” she asked, half-teasing, half-embarrassed.


  “It’s the privilege of children to be cared for so,” answered Lawrence with a shrug.


  Holo smiled. “From where I stand, you’re still a child.”


  As she spoke, the boat, which until a moment ago had been picking up speed as it floated down the river, slowed. They had largely caught up with the boats ahead of them, and Ragusa had taken an interest in their new passenger. He put his pole down and called out from across the cargo.


  “Quite a handful! Is he all right at least?” Ragusa asked about the boy.


  Holo nodded, and Ragusa stroked his chin thoughtfully, exhaling white breath.


  “I wonder who cheated him. It didn’t happen this year, but come the cold season, a great number of people come from the south, and among them are swindlers aplenty. The year before last, there was a forger so skilled that not just children, but even sharp merchants were being taken in by him. Maybe people became wise to it, because since then, you hardly ever see them. The boy must have run into one of the very last ones.”


  Lawrence carefully removed the document from the boy’s hand, which stuck out from underneath the blanket, then unrolled and read it.


  It was a declaration of right to collect taxes from vessels on the Roam River, issued by Duke Herman Di Diejin.


  In a perfunctorily flowing script that was mostly just hard to read were written directives to that effect, but anyone who had seen the genuine article would know this was a fake.


  And of course, there was the matter of the duke’s signature and seal.


  “Mr. Ragusa, how do you spell Duke Diejin’s name?”


  “Mm, like so…”


  Comparing Ragusa’s answer to the signature, Lawrence found that one of the silent lowercase letters was mistaken.


  “Also the seal is a fake,” added Ragusa. “Copying the true seal is punishable by hanging.”


  Now that was interesting.


  Copying the real seal meant death, but making a similar seal was no crime.


  Ragusa shrugged wearily, and Lawrence carefully refolded the document and slipped it back underneath the blanket.


  “You’ll be paying the extra fare, though, don’t forget,” said Ragusa.


  “Ah, er… yes. Of course.”


  Holo might not like it, but in the end, it was money that shaped the world.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  The boy’s name was evidently Tote Col.


  After the boy had taken a short nap, Holo’s stomach started growling, so Lawrence handed out some bread, which Col ate guardedly, like a wild dog.


  But his features weren’t especially disheveled, which made him seem more like an abandoned dog than a strictly wild one.


  “So, how much did you pay for these papers?”


  Col hadn’t bought just one or two forgeries from the merchant on his travels; in his tattered bag, he had a whole book’s worth.


  Eating the fist-sized piece of rye bread in two bites, Col answered shortly, “One trenni… and eight lute.”


  The fact that he mumbled the words so reluctantly had nothing to do with the bread in his mouth.


  Given his appearance, the memory of paying out a full trenni and more must have been desperately frustrating.


  “That’s quite an investment… Was the traveling peddler you bought them from so impressive-looking?”


  It was Ragusa who answered Lawrence’s question. “Hardly. Dressed in rags, he was, and with no right arm.”


  Col looked up and nodded, surprised.


  “He’s famous around here,” said Ragusa. “Walks around selling his papers. I bet he said something like this to you, aye? Look at this stump of mine – I’ve risked this much danger to come by these, but I’m not long for this world. I’m thinking of returning home, so I’ll turn these deeds over to you.”


  Col’s eyes were glazed over – it must have matched what he’d been told nearly word for word.


  Swindlers generally had an apprentice with them, and such lines were passed on from master to apprentice.


  As to the matter of the man’s missing right arm, it suggested he had once been caught by a constable somewhere, and his arm was taken as punishment.


  A thief who stole money forfeited a finger, but a swindler who stole trust – that was an arm. A murderer who took life lost his head. If the crime were especially heinous, hanging was evidently worse than decapitation.


  In any case, the boy slumped and looked down, the ignominy of having been fooled by a swindler whose untrustworthiness was well-known adding insult to injury.


  “Can you read, though?” Lawrence asked as he flipped through the forgeries.


  “A little…” came the uncertain reply.


  “More than half of these aren’t even forgeries.”


  “… Wh-what do you mean, sir?”


  Lawrence found himself a bit impressed at Col’s politeness. Perhaps he had indeed worked for a respectable master once. Lawrence and Col’s meeting having been what it was, that was a bit surprising.


  Col’s expression was one of total defeat; he could hardly have looked any more depressed than he did.


  Perhaps feeling sorry for him, Holo – who was sitting next to the boy – offered him some more bread.


  “Most of these are documents stolen from some trading firm somewhere. Look here, there are even notices of payment sent,” said Lawrence, handing the sheets to Holo – but although Holo could read, she didn’t know anything about notices of payment.


  She cocked her head, but when she tried to show them to Col, he shook his head.


  Perhaps it felt too much like looking upon his own failure.


  “If this is the kind of thing you bought, I see them all the time. These papers themselves aren’t good for drawing any money, but they’re good for getting a laugh among merchants. They were stolen from some trading firm somewhere and have been passed around from one merchant to another since then,” said Lawrence.


  “One of my customers got tricked by them, too,” added Ragusa as he nudged the boat’s prow away from a rock in the river.


  “Who would steal this?” asked Holo.


  “Usually an apprentice at the firm who’s gotten tired of being worked too hard – they’ll grab them on their way out as a final piece of pay. Rival firms will pay a decent price for the information they contain, and of course, there are swindlers who will buy them up as well. It’s advice that gets passed along from one young apprentice to another. If you take money, the company will come after you in earnest. But with something like this, the firm has its reputation to consider, so it’s harder for them to pursue.”


  “Huh?”


  “Consider how it would look for a firm to madly chase down a missing copy of its ledger – people would think there was something extraordinary on that ledger, wouldn’t they? And that’s bad for business.”


  Holo nodded, impressed by this angle she hadn’t considered.


  Lawrence flipped through page after page as he talked but seemed to be finding them genuinely interesting.


  It wasn’t every day that one could easily see which firms had ordered which goods from which shops in which towns.


  Col’s situation was a sad one, though.


  “You know what they say, ‘Ignorance is a sin’? What do you say, lad – you’ve no money anyway, so what say I buy these in exchange for your food and fare?”


  The boy’s eyebrows twitched in surprise, but he didn’t look up, instead staring intently at the inside wall of the boat.


  No doubt he was making some calculations in his mind.


  There might be something genuine hidden somewhere in that sheaf of paper, or the pages might all be useless, but if he let this opportunity pass he’d never again meet someone willing to trade for them. And yet – he’d paid more than a trenni for the lot of them…


  Just as Holo often bragged of her ability to see through Lawrence’s intentions, Lawrence himself was confident in his ability to figure profit-loss calculations.


  Yet unlike Holo, that did not come from an ability to discern people’s subtlest shifts in expression, but rather from his long experience as a merchant.


  “F-for how much?” asked Col.


  As though bearing some grudge, he looked carefully up at Lawrence – perhaps because he felt that if he betrayed any lack of confidence, the price would be beaten down.


  His effort was quite charming, and Lawrence had to force himself not to smile at it; he coughed and calmed himself. “Ten lute.”


  “…” Col’s face twitched, and he took a deep breath before answering. “Th-that’s too low.”


  “I see. Keep them, then,” replied Lawrence immediately, thrusting the sheaf back at Col.


  What little vitality Col had mustered drained immediately from his face.


  His disappointment showing so clearly made him look more tattered and worn than if he hadn’t tried to put on a brave face in the first place.


  Col bit his lip as he looked back and forth from the sheaf of papers to Lawrence.


  His stubbornness in trying to sell the papers for a bit more had dropped his profits to zero. That same stubborn mask would now be an obstacle if he wanted to ask for anything more.


  That was surely what he was thinking.


  When he calmed himself a bit, he saw Holo and Ragusa’s indulgent smiles and must have realized that it was showing his weakness that would allow him a means of escape.


  A merchant will throw away all of his pride if it brings profit.


  Of course, Col was not a merchant, and he was yet young.


  Lawrence withdrew the sheaf of papers, scratching his chin with the corner of the stack. “Twenty lute, then. I can go no higher.”


  Col’s eyes widened, as though his face had just broken through the surface of the water, but he then immediately looked down.


  His relief was obvious, and obvious was his desire to hide it.


  Lawrence looked at Holo, who bared her fangs at him, as if to say, “Don’t tease the boy overmuch.”


  “I accept your offer…” said Col.


  “That’s not quite enough to make it all the way to Kerube, though. We’ll have to let you off on the way, or else…” Lawrence looked askance at the good-natured boatman who had been enjoying the proceedings thus far.


  “Ah, I suppose it’s all right,” said Ragusa with a laugh, taking Lawrence’s meaning. “There’ll be odd jobs on along the way. Lend a hand, and I’m sure I can make it worth your time.”


  Col looked about like a lost puppy, then gave a hesitant nod.


  Toll checkpoints along the river were so common they were a nuisance.


  All you needed to collect some money was the ability to stop boat traffic, so it was understandable – but without them, the journey would have been twice as fast.


  Even worse, the more affluent landlords could afford to build checkpoints that connected overland roads on either side of the river, which would then become places where boats could load and unload cargo.


  Soon people would gather to sell food and drink to the boatmen, and the checkpoint would take on aspects of a roadside inn, and many of them had come to be miniature towns in their own right.


  All this slowed river traffic, and there were even times when walking would have been faster.


  Ragusa would try to hurry his boat through, but he had nothing on those who were hauling furs.


  The fur traders needed to reach Kerube as soon as they possibly could and would throw so much money at the toll collectors that the collectors could hardly complain, and despite the narrow river and Ragusa’s skill, his boat was passed by.


  “We’ll never catch the vixen like this…”


  They were stopped at the latest of who knew how many checkpoints, where Ragusa evidently had some appointment he had to keep.


  He immediately started talking with a merchant who approached, and calling out to Col, he began moving cargo.


  Thus it was that one boat passed them and then another; Holo was leaning against Lawrence as she napped, but her eyes opened, and she watched the boats vaguely and muttered.


  Ever since boarding the boat, Holo had been exceedingly sleepy, so Lawrence wondered if she was feeling poorly, but then he remembered how she had cried when he had gone to pick her up from being held as collateral by the Delink Company.


  It had been many a year since Lawrence himself had cried, so he had forgotten – crying took a surprising amount of energy.


  “Still, it’s faster than a wagon,” replied Lawrence vaguely as he looked through the papers he had bought from Col.


  “I wonder,” said Holo.


  The rocking boat began to feel like a cradle.


  Ocean waves could easily make one sick, but the gentle motion of the river was rather conducive to napping and was far from unpleasant.


  “That boy, he’s quite earnest.”


  “Hmm? Oh yes.”


  Holo was watching Col move cargo on the pier.


  Just as she said, Col was following Ragusa’s instructions without complaint as he helped in preparing goods for shipment. He couldn’t quite manage carrying the large wheat-filled bags from Ragusa’s boat, so instead, he carried smaller bags aboard, which seemed to be filled with some sort of legume.


  Watching him work now, Lawrence could scarcely imagine that this was the same boy who’d called out “Master” as he clung to a final thread of hope.


  Humans were capable of incredible feats when pressed.


  “Oh, indeed, to get taken in the way he was, he would have to be earnest.”


  Given the paltry amount of one trenni and eight lute, Lawrence imagined Col had been taken for everything he had.


  Most people who are swindled were quite earnest, whether greedy or not. They would never imagine that the tale being told to them was a lie.


  “I heard somewhere that the more earnest the man, the easier a mark he is.” Holo was back in fine form.


  Lawrence escaped into his sheaf of papers.


  “Heh. So, have you found anything of interest?”


  “… A few things, I suppose.”


  “Hmph. For example?” asked Holo as she casually looked over at the pier, whereupon something seemed to surprise her.


  Lawrence followed her gaze and saw a mule loaded so heavily it seemed on the verge of collapse.


  Ragusa and Col had been loading wares aboard this traveling merchant’s mule.


  Its appearance was a bit of an act, but Holo made a face as though she sympathized with the beast.


  “For example, here. An order letter for copper coins.”


  “Copper… coins? Why would you buy money of all things? Are there still others playing at that scheme from before?”


  “No, this is just because they need them. They’ve paid a bit above market price, look. ‘Per usual, transport costs and customs duties are the responsibility of the buyer.’ This is proof of regular purchases.”


  “Hmm… wait a moment. I feel as though I remember hearing something. Why would they do that…? I seem to remember…” Holo closed her eyes as wrinkles appeared in her furrowed brow.


  Outside of speculation, there were any number of reasons to buy up currency.


  But in the case of the low-value copper coins recorded on the sheet, there was only one.


  Holo looked up and smiled. “I have it. It’s for small change!”


  “Oh ho, you’ve been paying attention.”


  Holo swelled up and grinned at Lawrence’s praise.


  “Indeed,” Lawrence continued. “These are being specifically imported to be used as change. If someone comes to shop, and you don’t have change ready, you won’t do proper business. Travelers constantly take small change out of a city. This coin is probably crossing the channel by way of Kerube. The island kingdom of Winfiel is on the other side of the channel, and it’s famously short on currency. That’s why currency that circulates this way is called ‘rat coin.’”


  Holo looked at him blankly.


  Something about her face made Lawrence want to poke her nose with his finger.


  “When war is imminent or a nation’s situation is unstable, travelers and money flow out of the region, like rats fleeing a sinking ship – hence the term.”


  “I see. Quite an apt phrase.”


  “Indeed, I’d quite like to meet whoever invented it… hmm?”


  As he continued to read the paper in question, Lawrence stopped talking when his eyes fell upon something.


  He felt as though he had seen the company’s name somewhere.


  A short cry came from the direction of the pier as Lawrence tried to remember why the name seemed familiar.


  When he looked up, he saw Col about to fall from the edge – but fortunately he avoided drowned rathood as Ragusa grabbed him by the collar and pulled him up; he dangled there like a helpless kitten.


  What Lawrence heard next were laughing voices and what he saw was Col’s sheepish smile.


  He didn’t seem a bad sort.


  Holo’s keen eye for people seemed to have been proven reliable yet again.


  “So? What is it?” she asked.


  “Hmm? Ah, yes, the company name that’s written here… I feel as though I’ve seen it somewhere. Maybe it was somewhere in these papers.”


  As Lawrence was leafing through them, the boat suddenly heaved.


  Ragusa and Col had finished their labors and returned to the vessel.


  “Well done. You’re quite the hard worker,” said Holo to Col, who had returned to the boat’s prow, and his stiff face softened somewhat.


  He was probably a quiet lad by nature, but he seemed to have noticed Lawrence flipping through the stack of papers as though looking for something.


  Col’s face was curious as he watched Lawrence.


  “Unfortunately, there’s nothing worth money here,” said Lawrence without looking up; he sensed the boy flinching.


  Holo smiled slightly, punching Lawrence in the shoulder as if to say, “Don’t tease him.”


  Lawrence did understand the boy’s hopes, though.


  He himself had once been taken in by something similar.


  “Ah, here we are.”


  “Oh?”


  Lawrence pulled out a single sheet of paper.


  It was still clean, and the writing on it was neat.


  It was dated roughly a year earlier and appeared to be a record of the various goods the company had loaded aboard a ship. If there were omissions when the records were entered in the register, they couldn’t be amended, so this functioned as a kind of rough draft. Thus the list here would not have differed from what was actually noted in the ledgers, and it included clearly written descriptions of goods, their amounts, and their destinations.


  The information networks of companies like these, while not strictly worldwide, brought them reports from distant branch shops and allies, and when added to their proactive gathering of news from local sources, they were like a mountain of jewels to an independent merchant.


  Looking at a list of the goods such a company was sending out to distant locals was like looking into a mirror reflecting the information that company had gathered.


  Of course, one had to know how to interpret such knowledge.


  “Which is why this has no monetary value.”


  “Er, urn, I mean–” Col had been staring holes into Lawrence’s coin purse, but flustered now, he looked away.


  Lawrence smiled, then stood and extended his hand. “Here.”


  Col looked at Lawrence searchingly, then turned his eyes to the paper.


  “See? ‘Recorded by Ted Reynolds of Jean Company,’ it says.”


  The rocking of the boat made it difficult to read, so despite the cold, Lawrence emerged from under the blanket and sat down next to Col. The boy looked up at Lawrence with trepidation, but his interest seemed to be with the paper.


  “What else?” he pressed Lawrence childishly, his eyes a misty blue.


  “The destination is an island nation beyond the channel from Kerube, downriver. It’s called the kingdom of Winfiel. Oh, also – this is the home of the vixen.” These last words were aimed at Holo.


  Lawrence could see her ears twitch beneath her hood.


  Even if she didn’t plan to pursue the woman, Holo seemed not to harbor any warm feelings toward her, either.


  “Anyway, this is a memo of a variety of different goods collected in the port of Kerube that will be sold to another company – the name isn’t here – in Winfiel. These are the goods. Can you read them?”


  To the question of whether or not he could read, Col answered, “A little.”


  He squinted as though his eyesight was poor, staring intently at the words written on the page.


  His mouth seemed glued shut for a time, but at length it opened. “… Wax, glass bottles, books… buckles? Iron plate… er… tin, gold-smithing. And… ah, nee–?”


  “Eni. It’s a kind of coin.”


  “Eni?”


  “Indeed. You’re quite good.”


  Back when he had been an apprentice, Lawrence had never been happier than when his master praised him and mussed his hair. He recognized that he was not quite as rough as his master had been, so he patted Col’s head somewhat more lightly than his master would have.


  Col ducked his head in surprise, then smiled bashfully.


  “Next to the names of the goods are the amounts and the prices. Unfortunately we can’t wave this aloft and expect anyone to give us money for it. It would be a different story if there were evidence of smuggling on it, though.”


  “There isn’t any?”


  “Unfortunately not. So long as they don’t write, ‘These are smuggled goods,’ there’s no way to tell. Unless they’re bringing in something obviously prohibited, that is.”


  “I see…” said Col with a nod, looking back at the paper. “Er, so then…”


  “Yes?”


  “What is it about this paper?”


  No doubt he wanted to know why Lawrence had gone looking for this one sheet in particular.


  “Oh, on another sheet there was a record of a copper coin order, and this was the company that placed the order. Though they’re made across the sea, here in Ploania territory, they’re a copper coin that’s mostly used in Winfiel as small change…”


  As Lawrence talked, a strange feeling came over him.


  He looked up, then stood.


  Opposite him, Holo had been vaguely paging through the sheaf, but she now looked up in surprise. “What is it?”


  “Where’s the paper from before?”


  “Mm. Here it is.”


  Holo produced a page with a rustling sound, handing it to Lawrence.


  Holding the memorandum in his right hand, Lawrence took the order sheet from Holo with his left.


  As he looked back and forth between the two, he realized the source of the strange feeling.


  The two documents were dated about two months apart. The company was the same.


  The copper coins that had been bought up with the sheet in his left hand had been exported on the memo in his right.


  “Oh ho. An interesting coincidence, indeed,” said Holo, her interest piqued as she peered at the papers Lawrence held; opposite her, Col timidly tried to see for himself.


  Since the supposed accomplice-less swindler operated out of this area, then he would have gotten materials from a trading firm somewhere along the Roam River.


  By coincidence, he had put together orders and sales from upstream and downstream.


  But what gave Lawrence that queer feeling was not the coincidence.


  No one was more obsessed with numbers than a merchant.


  Only a fortune-teller was equally so.


  “But the numbers don’t add up,” said Lawrence.


  “Hmm?” replied Holo. Col leaned in closer – evidently his eyesight really wasn’t very good.


  “Here it says they bought up fifty-seven chests, but the export was sixty. That’s three more.”


  “… Is there something wrong with that?”


  Lawrence laid the two sheets of paper down on the deck and pointed at the relevant spots, but Holo and Col alike only looked mystified.


  “Well, I mean… with money, for whoever makes it, the more they make, the more they profit. But because there’s so much profit in it, the number of sheets they can issue is strictly limited. If ‘money is the root of all evil’ as they say, then that goes double for creating money. The temptation is very strong. So normally, they are very careful to make only just as much as is ordered.”


  “But they may or may not send everything they have on hand, may they not? If the destination is across the sea and the ship is unsteady, they might have to send less than the usual amount. So they added the remainder there.”


  It wasn’t a bad notion, but to have only three chests left over – it was hard to imagine.


  In any case, Lawrence knew that there was more likely to be some kind of mitigating circumstance that explained the discrepancy.


  It was natural for a merchant to be suspicious when confronted by a strange phenomenon.


  “Well, that may be so, but what it comes down to is a question of belief. I simply believe there is something strange here.”


  Holo pursed her lips and shrugged. “And what are these chests, then? What do chests have to do with coin counts?”


  Lawrence was about to ask Holo if she was joking when he saw Col nod, evidently also confused.


  Held between their questioning looks, Lawrence was mildly taken aback – until he realized he had forgotten that a merchant’s common sense was not like the rest of the world’s.


  “Basically, you don’t carry a large amount of coins all jangling around in a bag. It takes too long to count.”


  “Your jokes are clever ones,” said Holo lightly, eliciting a smile from Col; their eyes met.


  A merchant’s wisdom was born of experience.


  And much of that wisdom was counterintuitive.


  “Suppose you need to transport ten thousand coins. How much time do you think counting those coins will take? If you’ve moved them all jumbled together in a sack, you have to take them out, pick them up one at a time, then line them up and count them. For one person, it’s surely half a day’s work.”


  “So use ten people.”


  “True. But when it comes to worrying about thieves, it’s worse with two people than one, and worse still with three. If just one person is doing the counting, and the count comes out wrong, you need only doubt that one person. But with ten, you’d have to suspect all of them, and you’d need a lookout to watch them for theft. That’s no business at all.”


  “Mm,” said Holo with a nod; Col cocked his head curiously.


  They seemed not to understand the advantage of a chest. “Furthermore, you might not notice if a sack was to be stolen while in transit.”


  “But is that not the same for a chest?”


  “… Oh! I-I see!” Col’s eyes shone as he raised his hand excitedly.


  Then he seemed to realize he’d just raised his hand without thinking and hastily lowered it – as though trying to hide a mistake.


  Holo tilted her head curiously, but as for Lawrence, seeing the boy’s actions came as a surprise.


  He acted every bit like a student.


  “Are you a student?” he asked.


  It would certainly have explained the boy’s curiosity, his strangely polite speech, and his surprisingly deep knowledge of things.


  Yet Col shrank away at the question. When just a moment ago he had appeared to be finally opening up, that expression disappeared, and he backed away from Lawrence, fear writ large on his face.


  Lawrence was dumbfounded – but of course, he knew the reason for this reaction.


  He calmed himself and smiled. “I’m but a simple traveling merchant. It’s all right, lad.”


  Col trembled, and Lawrence smiled.


  Holo looked back and forth between the two, confused, but seemed to more or less guess at the situation.


  “Hmph,” she muttered, then approached Col, who couldn’t back up any farther lest he find himself in the river. She held her hand out to him.


  “My companion is a greedy merchant, but he’s also so soft-hearted I don’t know what to do with him. You needn’t be afraid.”


  The same smile had a rather different value when worn by a woman rather than a man.


  On top of that, Holo’s features were certainly pleasant.


  Still frightened, Col tried to squirm away when Holo took hold of his arm, but as she pulled him close, he stopped resisting – in his way, he was just like Holo.


  “Heh. Come now, don’t cry. All is well.”


  There was something novel and fresh about seeing Holo so skillfully comfort Col, perhaps because Lawrence always saw her at her most abrasive.


  The slender lines of her body seemed if anything to incite the protective instincts of men, but within her body was a wisewolf that had protected a village for centuries – surely a being worthy of being called a god.


  Even the great heroes of the area could surely not match her generosity.


  
    
  

  “It’s just as she says. So, what did you understand?” asked Lawrence. For the nonce, it would be better to demonstrate that he had no interest in the fact that Col was a student and instead talk about something entirely unrelated.


  Holo seemed to feel the same way, and she slowly released her grip on his arm as she said something softly.


  Though a tinge of his earlier fear remained in his eyes, Col seemed to regain some degree of calm.


  It was perhaps out of a sense of male pride that he tried to hide his tears by wiping them away, then looked up. “Y-you’re really not…?”


  “No. I swear to the gods.”


  These were the magic words.


  Col took a deep breath and sniffed loudly.


  For Holo’s part, she had a complicated look on her face as she smiled ruefully.


  “S-so… you want to know why… the coins are in chests?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is it not because, er… with a chest, the coins can be packed snugly within?”


  Holo wrinkled her brow.


  “An excellent answer. It’s just so. Chests of a set size are chosen and coins packed precisely into them. So long as the chest size or coin thickness doesn’t change, the coins will always fit exactly into the chest, and if even a single one is stolen, it will be immediately obvious. Also, you will always know exactly how many coins a given chest holds. There’s no need for extra guards nor extra manpower to count coins. It’s a better system in every way,” said Lawrence, smiling at Col. “Years ago, I would never have conceived of this. Seems you really are an educated lad.”


  Col straightened in surprise, then smiled sheepishly.


  In contrast, Holo looked entirely uninterested. It was difficult to know whether or not she really hadn’t also figured the question out – her kind heart might have led her to keep quiet.


  “But if this three-chest discrepancy really does point to something out of the ordinary, that would be interesting,” said Lawrence pointedly to Holo, who shrugged as if to say, “I’ve had it with getting into trouble.”


  If she was being like this now and if Lawrence was to decide he wanted to chase down Eve, she might well come up with a reason not to.


  “Er, uhm–” Col interrupted their wordless exchange.


  “Mm?”


  “What could be ‘out of the ordinary’? Just for example, I mean.” Col’s bashful smile vanished, replaced with a serious expression.


  Lawrence was slightly surprised, and Holo glanced at Col, then met Lawrence’s gaze.


  “Just for example, eh? Hmm. As proof of illicit coin minting, say.”


  Col’s breath caught in his throat. Illicit minting was a serious crime, indeed.


  Lawrence smiled nervously. “That’s an example, though – just an example!”


  Disappointed, Col slumped.


  It was a bit strange – or rather, he didn’t seem like someone who had been swindled and just wanted his money back.


  Perhaps he needed money.


  Perhaps he had borrowed the money he’d used to buy these papers.


  The thought occurred to Lawrence as he looked at Holo, who only smiled and shrugged.


  Holo might have been able to read people’s intentions, but their memories were a mystery even to her.


  “It’s just that thinking of all the possibilities is a good way to kill time aboard ship, that’s all,” added Lawrence.


  Col nodded regretfully.


  The boy had a daring imagination – he’d made a desperate bid in calling Lawrence master just when his counterfeit taxation privilege letter was getting him in trouble on the pier. Yet he had turned out to be a well-behaved boy, save for his strange fixation on money.


  And he was a student.


  On the way to the Church city of Ruvinheigen, Lawrence had met a shepherdess whose situation piqued his interest; this boy was roughly as interesting.


  How had he come to be wandering this area, and what had made him buy this stack of counterfeit documents and ledgers?


  Lawrence wanted to get every bit of information out of the boy, but if he pressed too hard, Col’s mouth would snap shut like a startled clam. It was an old story – a student descending from drinking and gambling into swindling and finally theft. None were so persecuted by the world as a student who drifted among such pursuits.


  Col’s fear was surely shaped by his knowing all too well just how cold the world’s notice could be.


  So Lawrence put on his best merchant’s smile and asked, “There are all sorts of students, so what sort are you?”


  Half the itinerant “scholars” in the world were only self-proclaimed and hadn’t done so much as a speck of real study in their lives. But Col could read, so he seemed not to be one of those.


  As Lawrence tap-tapped the papers to put their edges in order, Col’s answer was hesitant. “Er… Ch-church… law.”


  “Oh?” Now this was a surprise.


  Studying Church law – did he intend to become a high-ranking priest?


  Those who became students or scholars did so either because their family was wealthy and they could afford to or because they wanted a way to become a member of society without inheriting the family business – or because they simply didn’t want to work and instead called themselves scholars.


  In any case, students who studied out of a genuine desire to learn were rare.


  And among them, those who studied Church law were a special sort indeed.


  They didn’t want to become monks, but they wished to rise high in the Church ranks.


  The field attracted a crafty lot, indeed.


  “Were you expelled from school?”


  Waiting for Col to answer might well have taken until sundown, so in response to Lawrence’s question, Col gave a small nod.


  It was the way of such things for students to pool their money and hire a tutor, renting out an inn room or a mansion’s guesthouse for taking lectures in – so of course, those who couldn’t continue to pay were expelled.


  There were stories of saints who would send birds to eavesdrop upon such lessons, then return to recite them – but even miracles had limits.


  And Lawrence had heard that most tutors wouldn’t so much as answer a question without a gift.


  It was a difficult path unless one came from a wealthy family or was a genius at making money.


  “So, for a school in this area… Erisol, perhaps?”


  “N-no… it was Aquent.”


  “Aquent?” Lawrence asked, looking up in surprise. Col cowered as though he had been scolded.


  Holo’s accusing eyes were almost painful.


  But the town of Aquent was so far away that Lawrence couldn’t help but raise his voice in surprise.


  As he watched Holo pat Col’s back encouragingly, Lawrence stroked his beard. “Sorry. It just seemed a bit far, that’s all. It’d take quite some time to make the trip on foot.”


  “… Yes.”


  “If I remember correctly, Aquent is a place where sages and scholars meet – a place where streams of pure water flow toward the town center, where the apples of wisdom grow year-round; the conversation exchanged there in a single day compares with all the words from four nations, and if you wrote the day’s conversations down, they would reach to the bottom of the ocean. Its name is Aquent, a paradise of reason and wisdom.”


  “It sounds an amazing place! ’Twould be nice to have apples year-round. A paradise indeed!” said Holo, practically licking her chops. Col looked a bit surprised, but soon a faint smile appeared on his face.


  Even he could tell when Holo was exaggerating.


  “Um, that’s actually… not true,” he said.


  “Hmm? R-really…?” replied Holo, sounding very disappointed, indeed, as she turned to Col.


  Perhaps feeling obligated due to the kindness he’d been shown, Col hastily tried to smooth things over. “Er, um, well, but – there are lots of different fruits lined up year-round at the shops. Even lots of rare ones.”


  “Oh?”


  “Like a hairy fruit about this big, that doesn’t break even when struck with a hammer – but inside it is a sweet milk.”


  He was speaking of the coconut.


  When the season was right, when the great trading vessels stopped in warm southern ports, sometimes you saw such things – but Holo had certainly never seen one.


  And the imagination could run all the wilder if it had no reality with which to anchor itself.


  Holo looked at Lawrence.


  Her eyes shone with a light that was entirely sincere.


  “If we happen to see any, I’ll buy you some.”


  It wasn’t honeyed peach preserves, but they would hardly come across coconuts, so Lawrence wasn’t worried about keeping this promise.


  Of course, if they did find some, then he would be in trouble.


  “But really, Aquent isn’t a paradise. There’s lots of fighting there,” interjected Col.


  “No doubt the inns are full of thieves. If you sleep alone, your clothes will be gone come morning, and if you go to a pub, it will be filled with brawling. When tempers rise, so too do flames, I’ll bet,” said Lawrence.


  With a mountain of layabout students ranging from Col’s age to Lawrence’s, it would be like throwing pirates and brigands together in the same room.


  Lawrence was being a bit overdramatic, but Col’s regretful smile did not deny any of what he said.


  A place full of schools would be lively indeed, for good or ill.


  “Um, but I did meet some wonderful teachers there, and learned a lot.”


  “Indeed, to be able to read so well at your age is impressive.”


  Col’s bashful smile was incredibly charming.


  Holo grinned as well.


  “So, how did you wind up all the way out here?” Lawrence asked, and Col – still smiling – looked down.


  “I tried my hand at the book business…”


  “The book business?”


  “Yes. My teacher’s assistant told me that my teacher was going to write new annotations to a certain book and so I should buy copies of that book before the price rose…”


  “And did you?”


  “Yes.”


  Lawrence skillfully kept his face neutral.


  When a famous scholar wrote notes on a given book, packages of the book plus the annotations would sell very well indeed.


  It was quite common for a scholar and a bookstore to cooperate – the bookstore would buy up copies of an unpopular book, and then the scholar would write annotations for that book.


  Scarcity led to escalating prices, which in turn brought greater attention.


  Thus it was quite plausible that in towns with schools or universities nearby, talk of such and such a scholar planning to write annotations for such and such a book would be common.


  A merchant might easily buy sheepskins or wheat flour a year in advance of selling it, but the publishing business was less reliable than tomorrow’s weather, and Lawrence never involved himself in it.


  But Col, who had apparently never cast an eye to the avarice and clamor all around him, instead devoting himself to study, hadn’t the slightest inkling of the pitfalls of that business.


  What Col had invested in wasn’t a business at all.


  It was a magnificent fraud.


  “I knew I didn’t have enough money to see my studies through to the end, so I thought I’d try to turn a profit. And the book’s price was going up nearly every day, so I knew if I wanted to make any money, I’d have to buy soon. But I didn’t have enough, so I borrowed the money from a merchant friend of the assistant.”


  It was a textbook trap.


  The rising price was either a ruse on the part of the bookseller or rumors had gotten out that had led to increased demand.


  And as the price began to rise, more and more people would come to believe that the rumors of new annotations were true, which would drive the price up still higher.


  After that, it was a great gamble to see who would pull the unlucky number.


  If there was someone more foolish, one could sell to them and turn a profit.


  But not infrequently, the original buyer was the biggest fool.


  Lawrence expected Holo to be rolling her eyes at the tale, but when he glanced at her, she was regarding Col with an expression of deep sympathy – an expression he’d never seen before.


  It was not really very funny.


  “But for some reason, the teacher didn’t write the annotations, and… the book turned really cheap,” Col finished with an embarrassed smile, and with the story turning out exactly as Lawrence guessed, he understood.


  Col had stumbled into a trap and even borrowed money to buy books.


  Obviously he could no longer pay his tuition, to say nothing of eating or repaying the debt – so he had beat a hasty retreat.


  He might have wound up in a northern town like this because the connections between students were stronger than any clumsy merchant’s. There were so many shiftless scholars in this area that it was easy to keep track of who was in which town.


  Most of the schools and scholars were in the south, but in a big enough city, there were people who would try to gain learning for free from the street-corner preachers. When Lawrence and Holo had been in Ruvinheigen, groups of young men looking roughly like Col would gather to listen.


  But once Lawrence and Holo arrived in this region, such groups disappeared.


  It was cold, after all, and passing the winter was difficult.


  “So then I, er, I started traveling about, looking for charity, and I wound up around here. I heard in the winter a lot of people come through here, so there would be a lot of work.”


  “Ah, the winter campaigns, eh?”


  “Yes.”


  “I see.”


  But as Col fled from the debt collectors and actually headed north, the winter campaigns had been canceled and there was no work at all. To survive through the winter at this rate would take what little money he had on hand.


  That was when the mysterious swindler had appeared.


  Though Col had tried to study Church law, it seemed God’s treatment of him had only ever been cold.


  Or perhaps this was a test from God.


  “And so after all these twists and turns, you came to our boat,” said Holo.


  “Y-yes, it seems so.”


  “’Tis quite an amazing encounter. Wouldn’t you say?” Turning to Lawrence, Holo smiled.


  Col’s grime-smeared cheeks reddened.


  “Though it can’t be said to have been a fortunate trip, it’s come together in the end. The world is indeed full of malice, but there are some pitfalls one can avoid so long as one knows of them – ignorance is a sin, after all. But you needn’t worry anymore,” said Holo proudly. Had her hood been pulled back, her ears would surely have been twitching.


  Had the maternal-seeming calm she had possessed a moment ago gone elsewhere?


  No, wait, thought Lawrence.


  He realized that Holo was like this because despite having said such brave things as she extended a helping hand to Col, she did not intend to shoulder that responsibility herself.


  “Ignorance is… a sin?”


  “Quite. But you needn’t worry. After all, my companion’s weathered all manner of adversity to become a full-fledged marshman… mmph…!”


  As he glared at Holo through narrowed eyes, Lawrence put his hand over Holo’s big mouth.


  After she stopped mumbling, he could tell she was trying to bite him, so he pulled his hand away.


  “Perhaps you’d like to teach him with all the knowledge and experience you’ve acquired?” said Lawrence.


  “Hmm? You surely do say the strangest things, sir. Despite my being but a girl of tender years, are you saying that your knowledge and experience would be inferior to my own?”


  “Urgh–”


  Owing to the necessity of hiding her true nature, Lawrence could say nothing at all to refute Holo, but Holo could speak as she wished.


  Col was dumbstruck as he looked at the two of them.


  Holo’s red-tinged eyes seemed to be smiling, but she made no move to back down.


  While she had blithely extended the boy her sympathy, it was Lawrence who would be in a bad position if he was forced to play mentor – as though he knew what troubles could be avoided if one was given enough knowledge from another. What Col truly needed to learn was not where the pitfalls were, but rather how to search for them in the first place.


  It was not something easily taught in a day.


  Holo know that all too well.


  And yet she was hounding Lawrence to do it anyway.


  “Why was it that you took such good care of me, eh?” Holo grabbed his earlobe and whispered the words into his ear. “Was it because I was so lovely? Are you such a shallow male?”


  “That–”


  That hadn’t been the only reason, but it had certainly been part of it.


  If he refused to lend wisdom and aid to Col now, he would have no grounds on which to refute the accusation.


  Holo’s gaze pierced him.


  “Fine – fine! Now get off,” said Lawrence. It would be no joke at all if she stretched his earlobe out longer on that side.


  Holo finally released him. “Quite. That’s my companion all right,” she said with a pleased smile, flicking his ear.


  Lawrence wanted to get her back, but there was no telling how much rage he would incur if he was to do so. “So does the boy in question actually want to learn?”


  He turned his gaze to the dumbfounded Col.


  The puppy-like Col could surely tell who was master of whom, just as a real dog could.


  Though he gaped for a moment at the sudden question put to him, he was in the end a smart lad.


  Col straightened his posture and took a breath. “I-I would be honored to accept your instruction.”


  Holo nodded, satisfied.


  Of course, she wasn’t the one doing the teaching.


  Lawrence scratched his head and sighed.


  While he did enjoy teaching, he wasn’t comfortable with all its attendant formalities.


  But he couldn’t let that stop him.


  After all, it hadn’t only been Holo’s fetching form that had led him to pick her up and bring her along with him.


  “I guess it can’t be helped, then. Now you’re really on board with us.”


  Just as Lawrence said so, the boat rocked lightly.


  Col reddened, and Holo gave an exaggerated sigh.


  Just as Lawrence was regretting having said such, Holo spoke.


  “You needn’t worry. That is what I love about you.”




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  In instructing the apparently easily deceived Col, Lawrence knew that if he tried to show examples of every possible swindle or scam, there would be no end to it.


  What he needed to teach was a frame of mind that would help Col avoid being tricked.


  After that, once Col knew one or two ways of making money, he would probably be able to save some up so long as he didn’t succumb to greed.


  Of course, overcoming greed was one of the most difficult things for humans to do.


  “When someone tells you of a fine opportunity, you need to think about how they will profit from it. Or don’t just consider the circumstances that will bring you gain – consider how you stand to lose, as well. Most scams can be avoided by simply doing that much.”


  “But don’t things sometimes go well and sometimes not?”


  “Of course. But when you’re being swindled, the profit is generally too good. When the balance between the profit and loss is strange, it’s better to get out. So if the gain is great or the loss is too large, don’t do it.”


  “Even if the gain… is great?” Just as would be expected from someone who wanted to learn badly enough to pay for it, Col was dedicated and clever.


  Though Lawrence had been reluctant to take him on, the boy was quick enough on the uptake that teaching him was enjoyable.


  “You don’t seem like you quite believe it,” said Lawrence.


  “Er, well… not really.”


  “In life, it’s better to assume that bad things will happen to you rather than good things. You can’t look at someone else’s success and assume that it will happen to you. There are a lot of people in the world, so it makes sense that one or two of them are going to be fortunate. But there’s only one of you. Assuming that good fortune will come to you is no different than pointing a finger at a random person and predicting the same for them. But do you think that prediction would come true?”


  As he repeated to another person the words his own master had spoken to him, Lawrence felt their weight.


  If only he had been able to put them into practice a bit more faithfully, his own travels with Holo might have gone somewhat more smoothly.


  “So keeping all that in mind, if we return to the documents you were tricked into buying…”


  Holo lazily watched their exchange.


  At first it seemed as though she was about to make fun of Lawrence’s slightly pompous lecturing, but eventually she seemed to simply be enjoying the conversation.


  The boat headed easily downriver, and though it was chilly, there was no wind.


  The mood was strangely stable, unlike when Lawrence had traveled alone, but also unlike his travels with just Holo. Whatever it was fit the situation perfectly; it was a queer and ancient sensation.


  As Lawrence taught, he wondered what the feeling was.


  Holo wasn’t beside him sniggering maliciously, but when he turned around, there she was behind him, a soft smile on her face.


  They were on a river in the middle of winter, so what was this warmth?


  Lawrence didn’t know. He didn’t know, but it made his body feel light.


  Conversation with Col became smooth, and as Col began to understand Lawrence’s thinking, Lawrence started to understand Col’s questions.


  Good fortune might not often come his way, but fortunate encounters seemed to be quite common.


  It was that kind of moment.


  “Ha-ha. Am I interrupting anything?” came Ragusa’s voice suddenly, and Lawrence felt as though he’d been woken from a dream.


  Col seemed similarly jolted, and as he regained his composure, his expression made him look as though he wasn’t quite sure of what he was doing.


  “Er, not at all… Is something the matter?”


  “Only that the next checkpoint will be the last for the day. I thought you might have something you need to buy, that’s all.”


  “Ah, I see.” Lawrence exchanged a look with Holo. She checked the contents of the bag that held their food provisions – even sharing bread with Col, they would have plenty.


  “’Twill last,” she said.


  “Apparently it will last,” said Lawrence to Ragusa.


  “Aye, and ’tis well if so. Still–” Ragusa stretched, then leaned on the pile of cargo, a broad smile on his face. “Seems a lie has become truth. He’s playing the apprentice quite well!”


  Ragusa was obviously referring to Col, who looked down in embarrassment.


  Unlike a certain someone whose chest puffed out at the slightest praise.


  “I’ve hired boys many times before, but they rarely stay even a year. And when it comes to working without being yelled at or whipped, why – this lad’s a miracle!” Ragusa smiled.


  “Doubtless,” Lawrence agreed.


  Wandering scholars were despised – they were shiftless, yes, but they also did no work and accomplished nothing to gain any sort of trust.


  Though he had been cornered into it, Col worked hard to earn his way and took Lawrence’s teachings to heart – more than enough to earn trust.


  Blinking his eyes rapidly at the unexpected praise, Col appeared not to understand that.


  Holo smiled, happiest of all.


  “So I’ve some odd jobs to take care of at the next checkpoint.”


  “Ah, yes – please let me help.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! Careful, you’ll be scolded by your teacher!”


  “Eh?” said Col, confused, at which Lawrence smiled helplessly and spoke.


  “He doesn’t want to be either a merchant or a boatman, this lad. Isn’t that right?”


  Col looked up with his pale blue eyes, returning Lawrence’s gaze, then Ragusa’s; then he stopped.


  It was clear he was thinking with all his might.


  “… Yes. Er, I-I want to study Church law.”


  “Well now, isn’t that a shame.”


  “So you see how it is,” said Lawrence.


  “I reckon I’ll give up, then, if nobody else is going to get him all to themselves. Suppose it’s always the gods that profit in the end, eh?” Ragusa sighed good-naturedly, then moved astern and picked up his pole.


  Reliable people were always in demand, no matter the industry.


  “Um…?”


  Lawrence chuckled. “He’s just saying that if you keep studying like this, you’ll wind up a scholar eventually.”


  “Ah…” Col nodded uncertainly, and as the boat drew near to the dock, Col hurried over to Ragusa when the man called for him.


  Lawrence was left to ruminate over Ragusa’s words.


  It did seem to be the gods who profited in the end.


  “You seem regretful,” said Holo.


  “Huh?” Lawrence said, then nodded. “Oh yes, I suppose I did feel a bit disappointed.”


  “Still, you’ll have other chances.”


  Lawrence looked back at Holo, a little surprised at her words. “So you find just helping me become a merchant of note unsatisfying?”


  “You’re not full-fledged until you have an apprentice.”


  So it was about the apprentice, then?


  It was true that Lawrence had told Holo that he felt as though his adventures might be over once he opened a shop.


  Holo had told him to get an apprentice.


  “It’s a bit early for that, though.”


  “Is it?”


  “It is. Maybe ten years from now. Or fifteen even.”


  A few years earlier, Lawrence would never have been able to think ten years hence, but he was reaching the age where he would now be looking that far ahead.


  In the past, he might well have thought he could be anything, but now those choices were no longer open to him.


  “Ten years from now, you say – mm, by then even you may be a bit more manly.”


  “… What are you talking about?”


  “Oh, shall I explain?” Judging by her smile, Holo was hiding something big.


  Deciding it was better to let sleeping gods lie, Lawrence gave up his counterattack.


  “Heh. Smart of you.”


  “Your praise flatters me, milady.”


  Holo smacked Lawrence’s shoulder, her cheeks deliberately puffed out.


  Lawrence smiled in reply, then reached out for the sheaf of papers he had bought from Col.


  Despite the interruption, the issue of the copper coins was enough to arouse his merchant’s curiosity.


  Though Lawrence wasn’t particularly thinking of profit – much less trying to expose the Jean Company’s smuggling – the notion that he would be able to solve the riddle simply through careful analysis of this sheaf of paper was exciting.


  “You surely are a stingy male.”


  “What?”


  “Look at the way your eyes light up at that paper. Is it so much more fun than keeping my company?”


  Lawrence didn’t know if he should laugh or not.


  He knew for a certainty, though, that if he pointed out that Holo was being jealous of a stack of papers, he’d be hit.


  “It’s only a difference of three chests. Why is that so interesting?” Holo asked.


  “Why…? I suppose because it’s fun to think about. But this time if I’m mistaken, we won’t get dragged into some kind of uprising. You needn’t worry on that count.”


  Lawrence flipped through the pages as he talked and soon came upon a sheet on which the Jean Company’s name was written and then another.


  Perhaps this was what he was looking for.


  “…”


  He got the feeling Holo had said something and looked up.


  Holo had plopped down and was grabbing onto the blanket.


  Beneath her robe, her tail swished discontentedly.


  Her expression was one of frustration.


  “You’re very skilled at bargaining sometimes, you know,” she said.


  Occasionally even Holo was easy to understand.


  Was he being presumptuous, Lawrence wondered, in imagining that what Holo was thinking was, It’s all well and good for you to attend to Col, but when he’s gone, your attention should be only on me?


  “Well then, would you like to help?”


  “… I suppose I would not mind.”


  Lawrence was reminded of long ago, when Holo couldn’t bring herself to simply ask for an apple.


  Her face had been displeased then, even as her ears had flicked up happily.


  “This word, here. Jean Company. Find anything that mentions it. You can read the letters, right?”


  “Aye. Anything that mentions it, anything at all?”


  “Yes.”


  Col’s bundle of papers was actually quite sizable.


  Many of them were badly wrinkled, perhaps having been handled roughly or stuffed into a bag in the process of their theft.


  And as proof they had passed through many hands, many were badly smudged and worn out with finger marks.


  There were probably a hundred sheets in total; Lawrence handed a section to Holo, and they began to search for the Jean Company.


  Lawrence could tell at a glance what sort of document each sheet was, and once he knew the document type, he knew more or less where on the page to look for company names.


  By contrast, Holo had to scan each page from top to bottom or she risked missing the name – and the writing was often messy.


  It was obvious to Lawrence that she frequently gave him nervous glances.


  No doubt she found it frustrating being less capable than him at something.


  Lawrence pretended not to notice and slowed his pace.


  “Still, you,” began Holo.


  “Hmm?”


  Even having slowed his pace, Lawrence was faster, so it was far-fetched to think that Holo suspected him of self-sabotage after only a moment.


  In fact, rather than continuing to work as she spoke, Holo set the papers down and stared someplace far in the distance.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Holo shook her head in response to Lawrence’s question, looking down at her hands. “… It is nothing.”


  Yet even Holo, who was a brilliant liar, could not plausibly insist that it was, in fact, nothing.


  “You could be a little more subtle, you know.”


  Lawrence expected that would anger her a bit, but Holo seemed to be a cut above that.


  She smiled self-derisively, then took up the papers to put them in order. “I am just thinking about tiresome things, that is all.”


  Finally turning a page over with a flip, Holo slowly closed her eyes.


  “What kinds of things?”


  “Truly tiresome things… I was wondering what sort of town awaits us once we have made our way down the river.”


  At Holo’s words, Lawrence looked downriver.


  No sign of the sea was yet visible; there were only the flat plains and the gentle flow of the river.


  Of course, the port town of Kerube was not yet visible, either.


  But Lawrence got the feeling that Holo’s statement carried another meaning.


  More than anything, when Holo called something “tiresome,” it was not just that it was simply boring.


  “I’ve only passed through it by boat two or three times, so I haven’t gotten a proper look at it, if I’m honest.”


  “That is enough. What sort of town is it?”


  Since she had asked, there was no reason to hide it. Lawrence called up the memories of his past experiences. “The river meets the sea in a wide delta, and where townspeople do not live, it is lively indeed, with taverns and trading companies’ loading docks and money changers’ counters. Homes are located on the northern and southern edges of the delta. Collectively it’s known as Kerube, but the upper, middle, and lower sections do not get along well at all.”


  “Oh ho.” Holo looked down at the paper in her hands, though it was not clear whether she was reading the letters there or not.


  “I visited it from a large trading ship that connects distant nations. It had stopped in Kerube to take on supplies midway through the voyage. Since it was a large ship, it couldn’t navigate the shallow delta, so we boarded a smaller boat to make the trip.”


  Lawrence stopped there to check Holo’s reaction.


  If this was what she wanted to know, it would have been faster to simply let her see the place when they arrived – but Holo did not seem to think so.


  “And then what did you see once you went up the delta?” Holo was looking vaguely at the paper in her hand, but her focus seemed to be on a point far beyond it.


  Seeing her like that and explaining the sights of Kerube to her in this way, Lawrence felt like he was leading a blind person.


  But when he slowed his speech, Holo looked at him and wordlessly pressed him for more.


  Lawrence was concerned, but continued. “… Right. Going up the delta, the first thing that greets us is the wind – and tide – bleached wreckage of a ship that’s run aground. The hull is broken cleanly in two, and we pass through it like it’s a gate. Once on the other side, we’re surrounded by energy and noise, but not like in a town market. A town market sells goods one at a time, but here goods are bought and sold in amounts that would make your head spin – it’s a market for merchants. The goods piled high there will be taken to lands near and far. Let’s see… ah, yes. There are many shops dedicated to providing a brief moment of pleasure in the long and difficult voyages. Inside them, well… it would probably make your brow wrinkle to hear of it,” said Lawrence with a deliberate shrug, at which Holo guffawed.


  “From within the rows of two-story buildings come the constant sounds of laughter and lute music all day long.”


  Holo nodded, and without raising either her head or her gaze, she asked, “Where was the ship going?”


  “The ship?”


  “The one you were riding on.”


  “Ah, that ship was bound far south along the coast, arriving at a port town called Yordos, a place known for its skilled artisans. The ship was carrying mostly amber from the north, and the town was famous for its amber craft. It’s even farther south than Pazzio, where you and I wound up running around underground, or even Pasloe, where we met. The sea is very warm there and dark.”


  Lawrence had been younger and more carefree then; he had owned no wagon and had been rather careless with his life as he flitted from place to place.


  It didn’t enter the conversation, but there was no comparison between a long sea voyage spent in a dim room below decks and a short riverboat trip.


  On the voyage, he had held desperately onto the cow bladder that contained his drinking water, trying not to spill it as the boat rocked so violently that it had been impossible to even sit properly.


  And with that much rocking, a poor traveling merchant – who was hardly a sailor – would soon fall prey to seasickness.


  When there was nothing left in his stomach, he had vomited blood, and he had been thin and haggard by the time the boat arrived.


  It was bad enough that Lawrence could scarcely believe he’d made the journey three times.


  “Mm. Though I do not know this ‘amber’ of which you speak.”


  “Huh? You don’t?” asked Lawrence, and Holo shot him an irritated glance.


  He would have guessed that living the life of a forest god, it would be the kind of thing she would know – but then, she hadn’t known about pyrite, either.


  “It’s tree sap that’s hardened underground, and it looks just like a jewel. It’s rather like… ah, yes. It looks a bit like your eyes actually.”


  Lawrence pointed at Holo’s face, whereupon she seemed to unconsciously try to look at her own eyes. He couldn’t help but laugh when she went cross-eyed.


  “You did that on purpose,” she said – but if that had truly been so, Holo would not have said it.


  Since Lawrence could tell that she was irritated at his remark, he answered, “Well, in any case, they’re like beautiful jewels.”


  Despite her irritation, Holo couldn’t help but burst into laughter at the obvious words. “Hmph! Not bad, for you. So after you got off that ship, where did you go next?”


  “Next? Next was…” began Lawrence, when a question appeared in his mind.


  What could she be getting at by asking him this all of a sudden?


  
    
  

  “You can tell me that, or you can tell me where that vixen’s destination is.”


  Perhaps Holo thought Lawrence’s hesitation was due to the vagueness of his memory.


  But no – he soon realized that was not it.


  It was because she was afraid of even a moment of silence – even the amount of time it took him to wonder why she was asking all this.


  “Eve’s destination, eh? If she’s going to sell the fur to fur craftsmen, it’ll be still farther south than Yordos. Probably a town named Urva.”


  “How much do you think she’ll make?”


  “Hmm… Perhaps triple… though that might be tough. If she were to turn that much profit, she’d never speak to a traveling merchant like me again, I’d wager.”


  At Lawrence’s smile, Holo smacked him on the shoulder, her face displeased.


  But their eyes did not meet.


  It was as though if she looked him in the eye, she was afraid he would see her mind.


  “Ha-ha. But that’s no joke – if she turns a profit of one or two thousand gold pieces, she’ll be launched into the ranks of high-level merchants. Once you’ve got that kind of money, the done thing is to hire help, open a shop, buy a ship, and get involved in long-distance trading. Buy gold from desert nations and spices from scorching lands. Then bring back silk or glasswares, volumes of ancient writing that detail the history of bygone empires, exotic foods and animals, mountains of sea jewels like pearls or coral. A ship full of such things returning safely to port could bring a profit ten or twenty times what I’ll make in my life. Then you can open branch offices for your trading company and most likely get into banking transactions. Loaning huge sums to local nobility in exchange for various special privileges allows you to seize control of the local economy. Then you finally become the official merchant for the southern emperor. You handle the ordering of the king’s coronation crown, which could be worth two or three hundred thousand lumione. Once you’re a merchant of that magnitude, you can send any sort of good anywhere to any nation from your seat, and you’re received like a king anywhere you go. Your throne of gold coins is complete.”


  It was the path of gold every merchant had dreamed of at least once.


  What made this absurd was the number of merchants who followed that path, only to have it end in martial rule.


  Yet the merchants who used force on the way toward martial rule were so many that even an omnipotent god could hardly count them.


  Even if Eve gained some inkling of this, there was no telling if things would go well for her.


  To gain the huge profits that could be had via long-distance trade, the vessel had to arrive safely in port – and that was no mean feat.


  Lawrence could not count on both hands the number of merchants he personally knew who had seen their entire fortunes literally vanish beneath the waves.


  “’Tis like a path of gold leading to a nation of gold,” said Holo, amused. It was not clear to what extent she realized Lawrence’s story was fantastical, but from her tone, it seemed clear she understood it to be a fantasy. “Still, it does not seem that it would be so very frustrating to let the entrance to that path pass you by.”


  Lawrence naturally nodded at her words.


  It wasn’t especially frustrating.


  After all, the path Lawrence wished to tread was not the path of gold.


  But he couldn’t help feeling that if Holo was with him, he could walk it.


  Surely he could arrive at that mountain of jewels, along the path of avarice that swirled with trickery and wiles, undeceived by devils and unharmed by evil gods, pushing forward at every chance.


  It would be an adventure tale worthy of the term and worthy, too, of being passed down through the centuries.


  He and Holo would contest a gold transaction with a powerful merchant as their rival and bargain with the royal family of an ancient nation over purebred sheep. They might cross swords with a pirate armada or be betrayed by a trusted underling.


  Lawrence wondered how much fun such adventures would be with Holo by his side.


  And yet for some reason, he got the feeling that Holo wanted no part of this.


  So he asked.


  “Do you not wish to walk that path?”


  Looking disinterested, Holo did indeed nod. “I will have to pass on your tales. ’Twould be better if such tales were fewer.”


  Lawrence chuckled soundlessly at her obstinacy, earning him a glare from Holo.


  She was surely lying, to claim that she wished for tales to be few. What she wanted to be few were people who would tell those tales. For example, if Lawrence saw someone triumphantly talking about Holo’s sleeping form, he would certainly bear said person ill will.


  “Rather than talk of the path of gold, I would sooner hear of what’s beyond this amber village.”


  Instead of tales of wild adventure, she wanted tales of a journey like the one they’d had so far.


  As to why she wanted to hear something like that, the reason was obvious.


  The sensation he had felt while describing the delta of Kerube – when it was put into words, he understood it immediately.


  But Lawrence only shut his mouth and smiled faintly, and without saying anything else, he answered Holo’s question as it was asked.


  At the amber village, he would sell animal bones and teeth acquired in the north and buy up salt and salted herring before heading inland. He would go on foot, by wagon, even occasionally traveling with a caravan. He would walk plains, cross rivers, hike mountains, and wander forests. There would be injuries and sickness. Lawrence would rejoice at meeting a merchant he had heard was dead and laugh at hearing rumors of his own demise.


  Holo listened to the story happily, asking her questions quietly, as if she enjoyed hearing about the vast stretches of land she had not yet seen, despite her centuries. As if surprised at the frequency of amusing incidents.


  And as if imagining herself along for the journey, as a matter of course, not worthy of any particular mention.


  At length, Lawrence would make his way deep into the mountains and trade salt there for marten fur – but he stopped the tale before that. Telling any further, he felt, would be a breach of the unspoken promise that they shared.


  For Holo’s part, she had leaned idly against him and held his hand in her own.


  The journey that Lawrence described would take two years in reality.


  Perhaps the fatigue from the long journey the two had undertaken had finally reared its head.


  That long journey that would never be realized.


  After exchanging salt for marten fur in the mountain village, if Lawrence was to continue the tale, which village would be next?


  The great wheat fields. The port town. If Lawrence was to continue, the circle of the journey would be closed, and it would continue forever.


  But Holo did not press him further.


  She knew that if she was to speak, to press him on, this strangely dreamlike atmosphere would be destroyed.


  Lawrence wondered if Holo was regretting the trip. Or could she be reflecting on how much fun it had been?


  For Lawrence it was both. He had regrets because it had been such fun.


  Their travel would go no farther south than Kerube. Neither would they head west. What lay beyond that was a vast unknown world. Though it did indeed exist should they choose to set foot there, it was a world they would never enter.


  “In the beginning was the word,” said God.


  And if the world had been created by those words–


  Was Holo, who was known to some as a god, borrowing Lawrence’s words to create a temporary world of her own?


  Lawrence, naturally, did not ask her what she hoped to accomplish by doing so.


  Holo had spent hundreds of years in the wheat fields by herself. She was well used to playing in a made-up world.


  But looking at the dazed Holo, who sat there motionless, Lawrence couldn’t help wondering if she would really be all right on her own after their journey was over.


  According to the book in the village of Tereo, Holo’s homeland had been destroyed.


  It would be fortunate if after so much time, the old inhabitants of the place had returned.


  But what if they hadn’t?


  This worried Lawrence.


  When he imagined Holo, listless and alone in the moonlight of the cold, quiet mountains, it didn’t seem possible that she could get by on her own.


  No doubt she would feel like howling from time to time, but none were there who would answer.


  But if he voiced any of these thoughts, Lawrence knew her anger would be like a raging fire, and it was obvious that she would admit none of it. And what she had to recognize above all else was that no matter how hard Lawrence might try, her loneliness would never be eased.


  It would be a lie to say Lawrence did not feel powerless.


  Yet he had considered all this when he had gone to collect Holo at the Delink Company.


  He spoke with forced cheer; it was the least he could do. “So, what say you? Not an especially exciting journey, is it?”


  Holo gave Lawrence a listless look and fixed it upon him for a time.


  When she finally smiled, it may have been because she had spotted something stuck on Lawrence’s face.


  She sat up with exaggerated effort and spoke as though it was a great burden. “… Right you are. Still–”


  “Still?”


  The expression Holo made as she looked doubtfully over her shoulder might well have been a specialty of hers. “As it’s such an ordinary journey, we can travel at a leisurely pace, hand in hand, without an excess of suspense.”


  A malicious smile.


  But it wasn’t Holo whose smile was malicious.


  It was God up in his heaven whose intent was ill.


  Before Lawrence could say anything, the expression on Holo’s face disappeared, as though she had simply been enjoying a mild diversion. She turned over a page and voiced a slight exclamation. As she proudly took the paper in hand and showed it to Lawrence, there wasn’t so much as a hint of the emotion from a moment ago.


  A mere human like Lawrence could hardly manage such a feat.


  And being a mere human, it took Lawrence a moment to regain his own composure.


  Holo smiled indulgently and waited.


  This was, in truth, an ordinary journey.


  And peaceful, as well; Holo was close enough that he could reach out and touch her any time he wanted.


  “This is indeed from the Jean Company. It’s a memo of their exports from last summer.”


  “Hn.” Holo sniffed. Lawrence couldn’t help but smile at her proud manner, as though she’d discovered a treasure map.


  He just couldn’t match her.


  “And yes, it looks like they exported sixteen chests. So this… no… is it…?”


  As Lawrence compared the paper to other export lists, he was soon submerged in thought.


  A fragile bubble of a dream rose within his mind; he wanted to seal it away in the deepest corner.


  It was too sweet a dream.


  Lawrence was not so naive as to be ignorant of the word corruption.


  “Well, hurry and look for more papers,” said Holo, suddenly irritated, grabbing Lawrence’s ear and hauling him forcibly out of the well of his own thoughts.


  Surprised, Lawrence held his ear, and looked at Holo’s profile as she dropped her gaze to the paper she held. Suddenly he remembered something – that she had volunteered to help him look for the company’s name in the sheaf of papers because she wanted him to pay attention to her.


  But thanks to her rigid expression of rejection, he couldn’t bring himself to say, “Let’s puzzle this out together.”


  It was strange that what was once such a tender mood could become like this so quickly.


  Holo’s mood changed more quickly than the mountain weather.


  Was he just slow? Lawrence wondered, but then he told himself that this was just the caprice of a maiden’s heart.


  Though it was entirely unclear whether she was in fact a maiden, he silently added.


  “Is this all of them?” Holo asked, having finished looking through the papers. In the end, she had found two of note.


  Combined with what Lawrence had found, there were seven sheets in total.


  As long as it wasn’t an especially sloppy company, similar documents would be left in similar locations. Whoever had stolen these papers from the company would have just grabbed whatever they could grab, without looking carefully at the contents.


  Just as Lawrence had guessed, there was an order sheet and a memorandum for the previous year’s summer and another order sheet for the winter of the year before that.


  And each time, they ordered fifty-seven chests from the copper suppliers and sent sixty chests of copper coin to the kingdom of Winfiel.


  Since Winfiel would hardly be importing used, worn-out coins, each chest would have contained newly minted currency.


  Those three extra chests were coming from somewhere – but there were no papers that said where.


  “It doesn’t seem as though there was anything decisive here.”


  “Not really. But even if the Jean Company’s name isn’t on them, there may be some related documents in here.”


  “Oh ho. Well, shall we?”


  “Still, this may be proof that they really are illegally minting currency,” Lawrence murmured to himself, an impatient Holo by his side.


  Minting a large amount would be easily noticed, but if it was just a bit, the company might get away with it.


  Alternatively, they might be experimenting with copper as a prelude to illegally producing gold coins.


  The possibilities mounted in Lawrence’s imagination – he thought of what information he would need to prove each scenario and what information he lacked. It was just as he was wondering if there was a different way to think about it entirely that he realized Holo, still next to him, was obviously bored.


  “…” Holo cocked her head to crack her neck audibly, an expression of ill humor on her face. “Are you truly not going to chase after that vixen?”


  If so, you’ll never hear the end of it, she meant.


  “… If you’ve any thoughts, you should share them,” said Lawrence.


  Holo raised her eyebrows, then with an exasperated expression rested her elbow on her knee and cupped her chin in her hand. She looked like a gambler frustrated at a dice roll gone badly.


  Lawrence’s roll had not been a good one, it seemed.


  “Aye, so long as they have something to do with huge profits for you.”


  “… And you just said you didn’t want that. And also–”


  “Hmm?”


  “You don’t mind using your head, do you? It’s a way to kill time,” said Lawrence.


  Holo’s eyes widened enough to surprise Lawrence, and she snapped her mouth shut as though she’d been about to say something. She closed her eyes, folded the paper sheaf she held shut, then grasped the edges of her hood and drew it over her face.


  “Wh-what is it?” Lawrence asked in spite of himself.


  Her ears and tail flicked around noisily. When she brought her hands down from her hood, her eyes blazed with anger.


  As those still, unwavering eyes looked at him, Lawrence couldn’t help but verbally retreat. “… Wh-why are you so angry?”


  Her normally amber eyes seemed more like red-hot iron. “Angry? Angry, did you say?”


  Just when Lawrence realized he had well and truly roused her anger, the vigor drained from her bristling fur as quickly as it had arrived.


  It was as though a too-full water skin had popped.


  Holo looked at him with ghostlike eyes, now so dispirited that it seemed she had been worn out in but a moment. “You… you would hardly understand why I would say this, anyway.”


  Holo gave him a sidelong glance and sighed audibly.


  She was like a master who’d lost the energy to be angry with a particularly incompetent apprentice.


  And yet Lawrence had a thought.


  She’s saying these things because she’s bored and wants me to pay attention to her, he thought.


  He said nothing, though – not because he was afraid that saying so would make her still angrier, but rather because Holo had already seen right through him and bared her fangs in warning. “You’d do well to mind your words.”


  When Lawrence had entered his apprenticeship under a master, the thing he hated more than all else was being asked questions.


  If he answered wrong, he was cuffed, and silence earned him a kick.


  Evidently Lawrence’s thinking was wrong.


  Which meant the only alternative was silence.


  “You truly do not understand?”


  Lawrence sifted through his memories.


  He straightened despite himself and averted his gaze.


  “’Tis all right if you don’t.”


  At the unexpected words, Lawrence turned back to her. At that point, Holo added with a serious face, “But I won’t speak to you until you do.”


  “Wha–?” Before Lawrence could even begin to ask why she would do something so childish, Holo moved away from him, snatching up the blanket that they shared and wrapping it around herself.


  Lawrence was dumbfounded.


  He very nearly asked her if she was joking, but stopped himself at the last moment. Holo was as stubborn as a child. If she said she wouldn’t speak to him, then she wouldn’t speak to him.


  However, this was still better than being suddenly ignored. She had gone to the trouble of declaring her intent, a high-level tactic.


  Engaging her over her childishly inflammatory words would be unseemly, and ignoring her in retaliation would be even more immature. And having been visibly disturbed by her declaration that she would no longer speak to him, he could hardly regain control.


  Looking down at the papers in his hand, Lawrence sighed. He had thought that puzzling over this mystery would be amusing enough, but it seemed not to be to Holo’s liking. She’d been happy enough to sift through the papers with him, so what was so upsetting about thinking through the various possibilities?


  For Lawrence’s part, he imagined that turning the various pointless things over in their minds would be the more fun part. At the very least, Lawrence would learn a thing or two, thanks to Holo’s first-rate mind.


  Or perhaps she’d simply learned that ill-conceived thinking led to getting involved in dangerous business.


  Lawrence didn’t understand Holo’s mind.


  He placed the Jean Company paperwork atop the other papers as a prelude to tidying up.


  Holo didn’t so much as glance at him. Even for a merchant, skilled as a matter of course in understanding the moods of others, Holo was no ordinary challenge. Terrible punishment awaited any misstep.


  As Lawrence was thinking it over, Holo suddenly looked up.


  Though she had moved away from him, the boat’s deck was not large. Lawrence soon noticed and followed her gaze.


  She was looking downriver.


  Just as he wondered if she was concerned about a boat that was heading downriver ahead of them, he heard a plop-plop sound, as though something was spilling.


  He realized it was actually a horse’s galloping footfalls just as that same horse came into view, flying like an arrow along the road that ran alongside the river, and bound upriver.


  “What’s this?” Lawrence murmured, and when there was no reply from Holo, he looked over in her direction, only to remember that she wasn’t speaking to him.


  It was like a conditioned response.


  He had planned to pass it off as merely talking to himself, but there was just no way to hide it.


  No doubt he’d be mocked for this later.


  Thinking about it was depressing, but when he thought about having been unable to solve the problem, it was a bit frightening.


  Holo emerged from the blanket, without paying Lawrence the slightest heed, and lightly stepped up onto the dock the boat had moored at.


  The horse’s gallop slowed as it approached the dock, and just before the animal stopped, its rider dismounted. The man wore a mantle wrapped around his shoulders, and from his clothes, a single look made it obvious he was a boatman. He seemed to know Ragusa, as Ragusa and Col walked up the dock onto land to greet the man. Without exchanging any pleasantries, Ragusa and the newcomer were soon asking questions and engaging in conversation.


  Col had no way to include himself, so perhaps trying to keep out of the way, he carefully moved away from the two men and stood on the dock.


  If it had been Lawrence, he would absolutely have tried to eavesdrop on the conversation – so Col’s restraint was laudable.


  Whether or not she had made the same estimation, Holo went over to Col and whispered something into his ear.


  Lawrence couldn’t hear what they were saying, of course, but Col looked up at Holo, surprised, then over to Lawrence himself, as though the topic somehow involved him.


  In these circumstances, it could hardly be anything friendly.


  Holo whispered in Col’s ear again, and he nodded seriously.


  She never once looked back in Lawrence’s direction.


  Though he wasn’t worried about Holo disappearing forever the way he had worried in the past, that just gave him a worse feeling about all of this – because Holo knew all of the cards in his hand.


  “Right – ahoy! Master!” Evidently the boatmen had finished their talking with characteristic speed, and Ragusa now turned and called out to Lawrence with a wave of his hand.


  There was nothing else for Lawrence to do but climb up on the dock.


  Holo was standing next to Col, their hands joined.


  The two looked more like siblings than anything else, so the sight did not disturb Lawrence the way seeing her with Amati had.


  “What is it?”


  “Ah, my apologies. It looks like we’re going to be walking a bit.”


  “Walking?” Lawrence asked as the other man, his business concluded, remounted his horse and spurred it farther upriver.


  “A big ship’s run aground, it seems. Now the whole river’s jammed. Everybody was so greedy about getting their furs through, they didn’t notice until it was too late, and it just started piling up. Apparently there’s a sunken ship on the river’s floor now, and they can’t find the sunken ship’s boatman anywhere, so there may have been some kind of disturbance.”


  “That’s…”


  In times of war or when a mercenary troupe was starving, they would attack merchant vessels in this way.


  Given the endless and gently sloping plains of this region, the river was shallow and gentle enough that it could be rendered impassable with a single strike.


  So a single boat would feign distress and sink, bringing the boats behind it to a standstill, whereupon those boats would be attacked. Naturally doing such things during peacetime would earn one untold amounts of enmity from the landholders who collected taxes from the region.


  However, Lawrence could think of one person who was reckless enough to do it.


  There was nothing left to do but take off hat and cloak and wave them about.


  It was enough to make Lawrence genuinely want to cheer Eve on.


  “So, what’ll it be?” asked Ragusa.


  He was clearly asking whether they could continue to Kerube or not. They had not come half the way to their destination – but that said, it would not be a short walk back to Lenos, either.


  If they had a horse it would be different, but more of the boatmen were willing to carry cargo than passengers.


  “Fortunately, there’s no word of mercenaries in the area, so things should be restored soon. But the other boats loaded with cargo are at a standstill. Aside from the ones who are desperate enough to jump into the water and swim ashore, they’re not going anywhere. If I can unload some of the goods from this boat, I’ll have some excess carrying space, which I want to use to carry people and cargo from the grounded boats to the shore. So – I’m sorry, but I’ll need you to walk.”


  After having taken them on board, it was stunningly disgraceful for a boatman to ask his passengers to go ashore and walk. It hardly mattered whether the circumstances were his fault or not.


  Ragusa was a boatman who lived within that value system, and his face was clouded.


  “I am a merchant, so if you’ll lower your fee, I’ll walk as much as I need to.”


  It wasn’t quite a friendship between men of different occupations, but Ragusa smiled ruefully and shook hands with Lawrence nonetheless.


  The problem was Holo, but before Lawrence could turn to her, Ragusa continued speaking. “Still, I can’t very well force a maiden to walk in this cold without any preparation. I hear there are some rather devout fellows stuck on that river. If a girl you could mistake for a goddess were riding along with me, I’m sure it’d pick up their spirits.”


  Lawrence was a bit relieved.


  His stomach hurt at the mere thought of walking along with a silent, uncooperative Holo, and even if she’d been happy, trudging around in this cold would surely have brought out her displeasure.


  “So,” said Ragusa, “in that case, first I’ll need to unload the cargo.”


  “I’ll help.”


  “Hey now, that makes it sound like I was trying to get you to help me.” Ragusa smiled.


  Lawrence could only be impressed – he could hardly refuse to help now.


  “I said ‘unload,’ but it’s really just the wheat and beans. The chests can stay where they are.”


  “Shall we get started, then?” said Lawrence, glancing back at the cargo on the boat.


  “Aye, lets!” called out Ragusa. “By the by, I couldn’t help overhearing your fun little chat earlier.”


  “Wha–?” His exchange with Holo had been embarrassing enough that Lawrence was suddenly very flustered.


  “Ah, don’t worry! I didn’t hear anything you’d be worried about,” said Ragusa with a sheepish grin. “It was just about the eni.”


  “The eni?”


  “Aye. It just so happens that’s what I’m carrying right now.”


  Lawrence had wondered if those chests contained coins, but this was a coincidence indeed.


  Either that, or Ragusa was teasing, having a bit of fun at Lawrence’s expense – but as Lawrence thought it over, that seemed unlikely.


  If the chests had contained gold or silver coin, they would’ve been attended by guards, and a merchant like Lawrence would never have been allowed to ride in the same boat.


  And Ragusa’s boat was loaded with fully ten chests. If fifty-seven chests were headed downriver in total, that meant roughly four other vessels of this size would be needed.


  And because their cargo would have been decided ahead of time, it would be difficult for them to load up on furs for a quick profit. So they would have been tied up at port as usual, which would have made it all the more likely that Lawrence’s eye would fall upon one of them.


  This all stood to reason – and if it was so, then Ragusa might have some new information.


  Lawrence looked at Ragusa with his merchant’s eye, and it seemed that Ragusa was waiting for this.


  Ragusa suggested with a wink that they first unload the cargo, signaling to Col and Holo (who had been listening to the conversation) to help, then placed his hand on Lawrence’s shoulder and brought his face conspiratorially near. “I’ve a bit of interest in the matter myself. For two years now, that same copper coin has been moved on a fixed day, in a fixed amount – fifty-seven chests, downriver, to the Jean Company, but I’d never given much thought to how many chests it was in total. It was fifty-seven chests, divided up into a certain amount, then carried downriver.”


  Holo was bringing Col a bit of food, water, and wine and giving him her other robe to wear – the expensive one she’d had made with Lawrence’s money.


  Surprised, Col tried to refuse, but in the end, he was forced to put it on.


  Col admittedly looked a bit shabby.


  He seemed to have some trouble walking in the robe; perhaps it was his first time wearing a long-hemmed article.


  “Those fifty-seven chests become sixty when they leave the Jean Company, which means either somebody is secretly carrying more, or the Jean Company is scheming at something.”


  Returning to the boat, Ragusa stepped lightly aboard and hefted a sack of wheat, which Lawrence took and left on the dock.


  Col saw this and quickly hauled out the bean sacks, which he could carry.


  The boy’s willingness to work hard impressed Lawrence, but he wondered if Col was just trying to eavesdrop on the conversation between him and Ragusa.


  “I appreciate the Jean Company always giving me this cargo, and I trust my fellow boatmen doing the same job. But it’s these times. Surely God would forgive us being forced to take on a bad partner, would he not?”


  Lawrence wasn’t Col, but he could certainly still be fooled.


  “Of course, it’s too soon to take that paper and go to the Jean Company, but one of those chests is a fair transport fee. If this turns out to be the Jean Company’s weak point, we’d be in a bind.”


  It was the problem that faced all who accepted a job.


  Lawrence took the last sack of wheat from Ragusa, piled it up on the dock, then answered, “I’ve no intention of trying to expose the truth of the situation. I’m quite satisfied if I can safely build this house of cards.”


  “Then I’m sure I can let the ravings of a traveling merchant slide – even if do have a certain partner,” said Ragusa with a smile.


  For Ragusa and his comrades, who would work on the river their entire lives, the happiness of their clients was an issue of desperate importance. And yet being forced to work with a strange partner could get them literally sunk. They would want to know the truth at least, but the world of those who traveled the river was a small one, and they could not afford to whisper to one another. But a traveling merchant from beyond that world – that was different.


  Lawrence wondered if he was overthinking things, but this was at least close to the truth.


  Col took Holo’s things from her and, without being asked, added them to his own, shouldering the combined burden.


  Noticing Lawrence’s gaze, he looked in Lawrence’s direction, but Lawrence only waved lightly and gestured for him to go on ahead.


  “Right, then, do mind my companion – try to keep her from being too awe-inspiring, eh?”


  “Ha-ha-ha. Can’t have her getting any more worshipers, after all. Worry not, it’s not too far on foot. We’ll surely meet up by nightfall.”


  Lawrence nodded, then glanced at Holo, but she was already lying down, curled up in her blanket.


  As he looked at her sleeping form, he very keenly appreciated that there was more than one way to quarrel.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The walk along the riverbank took its toll.


  Having traveled for so long on a wagon, though he wasn’t exhausted, Lawrence found it difficult to keep pace with Col.


  He wondered how his feet were supposed to keep up this speed.


  It made him long for the days when he had been accustomed to traveling on foot and could travel twice as fast as the envious wagon-bound merchants if he was in a hurry.


  “There’s no gain in hurrying so,” Lawrence finally said.


  “Yes, sir,” the boy replied meekly, slowing his pace.


  Ragusa’s suddenly lightened vessel had headed downriver with Holo aboard and was soon out of sight. The boats behind it were all larger, and because they were all being stopped at the checkpoint, the river was very quiet.


  The calm river’s surface was slick looking and shiny, like the slime trail left behind a snail, and it was amusing to watch.


  Lawrence almost wanted to say that it looked as though glass had been laid down on the earth, but that seemed a bit exaggerated.


  Suddenly a fish splashed through the surface, ruining the glassy look.


  “Um, Master–?” The little fish beside Lawrence took the opportunity to make its own splash.


  “What is it?”


  “About the eni…”


  “Ah. You’re wondering if there’s any money to be made?” asked Lawrence sharply, perhaps out of habit from spending time with Holo. Col nodded, face sober.


  The boy thought making money was shameful.


  Lawrence faced ahead, inhaling the cold air through his nose and exhaling from his mouth. “I doubt it.”


  “I… see.”


  Col was wearing Holo’s robe; when he slumped in dejection, it looked like Holo slumping in dejection.


  Lawrence shocked himself by reaching his hand out, but Col seemed only slightly surprised when his head was patted.


  “Though I wouldn’t have guessed you’d be having trouble with money.” Lawrence pulled his hand back from Col’s head, opening and closing his fingers several times.


  He had expected it to feel different from Holo’s, but apart from the lack of ears, it felt much the same.


  Seen from behind, the only difference Col’s figure cut would be the lack of the bulge that Holo’s tail created.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Hmm? Just what I said. Even among wandering scholars, the really clever ones have more money than they can carry and drink wine every day.”


  It was a bit of an exaggeration, but there were definitely students who earned enough to pay to hear a dozen lectures from a professor clear to the end.


  Col had become involved in bookselling because he didn’t have enough for even a single lesson.


  “Uh, er… I guess there are some like that, yes.”


  “Have you ever wondered how they get their money?”


  “… Surely they steal it from others, I should think.”


  When looking at someone who’s achieved something beyond imagining, it’s easy to assume his dishonesty.


  One simply concludes he’s using some fundamentally different method.


  Col’s estimation this time was a bit low.


  “I expect they’re earning money much the same way you do.”


  “Huh?” Col looked at Lawrence with an expression of disbelief.


  It was the same expression Holo used when Lawrence managed a truly excellent verbal comeback.


  And because his opponent wasn’t Holo, he could afford a bit of pride – but when Lawrence realized what he was doing, he chuckled, chagrined, and scratched his cheek. “Mm. And the only difference between you and fellows like that is effort.”


  “… Effort?”


  “Yes. On your journey, did you sleep nights under borrowed roofs or beg your meals one at a time?”


  “Yes.”


  “So it looks like you think you put forth some effort yourself,” said Lawrence with a smile. Col’s face tensed, and he looked down.


  He was sulking.


  “What you put effort into was asking with all your heart if you could please take shelter from the wind or rain or if you could have some hot porridge to warm your cold body.”


  Col’s eyes flicked right, then left, then he nodded.


  “But that lot, they’re different. They’re always focused on getting the most, the biggest return. The stories I’ve heard are incredible. They put merchants to shame.”


  There was no reaction for a while, but Lawrence wasn’t worried.


  He knew Col was a smart lad.


  “What… what do they do?”


  Asking for instruction was no easy thing – and it was harder the cleverer one was. The more confidence one has in oneself, the more difficult it becomes to ask for help.


  Of course, there are people who claim asking others is easier and start out that way.


  But those people didn’t have eyes like Col’s.


  Lawrence didn’t answer immediately, instead removing a small cask from the pack Col carried, uncorking it, and taking a drink.


  It was wine, distilled to the point of being only palely tinted.


  He jokingly offered the cask to Col, who shook his head hastily.


  The boy’s eyes were tinged with fear. He had set out on his journey knowing nothing and had surely met with terrible misfortune.


  “For example, say you knock on the door of a house somewhere, and you get a single smoked herring.”


  Col nodded.


  “And say it’s desperately meager, and when you remove the skin, there’s hardly any meat at all, just the stink of smoke and not much else. So what do you do next?”


  “Um…”


  Col had in all likelihood faced this situation before, so it was no mere hypothetical.


  His answer came quickly. “I would… eat half, then save the other half.”


  “And eat it on the next day.”


  “Yes.”


  Lawrence was impressed the boy had made it this far.


  “So once you had a herring, you wouldn’t then go try to get some soup?”


  “… Are you saying I should go around to lots of houses?” Col spoke not admiringly; his eyes seemed a bit dissatisfied.


  For Lawrence, this conversation could hardly fail to be amusing.


  “So there’s a good reason you don’t do that?”


  Col nodded, displeased.


  He wasn’t so stupid as to do something without a reason. “The reason I succeeded once… was because I was lucky.”


  “That’s true. The world isn’t overflowing with good, kind people, after all.”


  “…”


  He had taken the bait this far.


  Holo would have pretended to swallow it, then tied the fishing line to the bottom of the pond. The moment Lawrence pulled up on the rod, he would be dragged under.


  Col would not do such things.


  “In business, the more money you have, the more smoothly things go. It’s because you have more tools. But you go into battle unarmed every time. So you come out of it wounded.”


  Col’s eyes wavered.


  They wavered but soon regained their vitality.


  This was what it meant to be clever.


  ” … So you mean I should use the herring?”


  The hook was set now.


  To think that there was such pleasure in the world.


  “That’s right. You take the herring, and with it seek your next donation.”


  “Wha–?” Col’s look of surprise was so profound it seemed it would never fade.


  And why wouldn’t he be surprised?


  How could someone who’s already received one fish use it to ask for another one?


  But it could be done.


  And easily.


  “You take the herring. It’s better if you have a friend, and younger than you. You take him along and knock on a door. ‘Excuse me, sir,’ you say. ‘You live devoutly by the teachings of God. Look, sir – I have a single herring. But I cannot possibly eat it. Please look, sir – look at my companion. Today is his birthday. If you could spare us some kindness, and give me alms enough to make this herring into a pie for him to eat. Just enough for that, sir – please.’”


  Solicitousness was the specialty of the merchant.


  Lawrence made a good performance of it as Col gulped and watched.


  “Listen to this speech. Who could refuse? The key is asking for just enough money for herring pie. Nobody is going to light their stove for you, but if it’s money, they’ll certainly spare some.”


  “Ah, er, so you mean any amount–”


  “Yes. You take one herring from house to house, and some of those people are going to tell you that one herring isn’t possibly enough, so you’ll get more. Then once you’ve made the rounds through town, whoosh.”


  Col looked so dazed that one could have hung a sign that said DAZED on him and collected coins for the performance.


  He seemed to be tasting the shock of having his entire world turned upside down.


  There were amazing people in the world who could imagine truly inconceivable things.


  “I won’t go so far as to say, ‘Hunger knows no law,’ but depending on how you think about it, there’s no harm in giving alms to a poor wandering scholar, and giving even a small amount of money makes the giver feel good about themselves, so nobody loses. If you have extra money or food, you can even give some to your accomplice. So what do you think? Did you learn anything?”


  What made Holo’s sleeping face so attractive was that her normally guarded wisewolf mien was innocent, guileless.


  However, that was usually irrelevant.


  Col’s face was so naive in the face of the shock that, while he wasn’t as fetching as Holo, he definitely did have his own charm.


  “Ignorance is a sin.” Lawrence patted the back of Col’s head, at which Col sighed and nodded.


  “I’ve heard the saying ‘Know thyself.’”


  “Well, that’s true, but the important thing is–” began Lawrence but then looked behind him at the sound of hooves.


  Perhaps there had been men on horses riding on the boat that had been held up at the checkpoint.


  They were approaching at high speed – but whether they were horses or simply giant loads of fur, it was difficult to tell.


  One horse. Two. Then three.


  Seven in total.


  How many men among them would be able to realize the profits they’d been anticipating?


  Even if they knew something, it would be difficult to turn that into profit.


  The important thing was–


  “The important thing is to think of something nobody else is thinking of. ‘Ignorance is a sin’ is not about knowledge – it’s about wisdom.”


  Col opened his eyes and gritted his teeth.


  The hand that held the strap of the bag over his shoulder trembled a bit.


  He looked up. “Thank you very much, master.”


  Truly, only the gods profit in the end.


  It was quite pleasant traveling with Col.


  The boy kept silent, though, on the matter of what Holo had said to him earlier.


  He was clad in Holo’s hooded cloak.


  Holo had long since left her scent on the boy.


  It would be difficult to reverse that.


  “Hey, I can see it up ahead!”


  “Hmm?… Oh, indeed. Looks like it’s turned into quite a mess.”


  On the gently downward-sloping plain, the view ahead was free from obstacles.


  There was still a good distance to walk, but nonetheless the main details were apparent.


  True to Ragusa’s words, a large ship was diagonally blocking the river, and behind it was a tangle of vessels caught in the obstruction.


  The boat that was stopped near the riverbank might have been Ragusa’s.


  There were many men on horseback as well, the majority of whom were surely the messengers of noblemen, bearing urgent news.


  Many other people milled around, but it was difficult to tell what they were doing.


  “It seems kind of like a festival,” said Col, dazed, and Lawrence gave the boy’s profile a casual glance.


  Maybe it was because the boy was looking far off into the distance, but somehow he seemed lonely, as though he were longing for his homeland.


  Lawrence, too, had left his tiny home village and its stifling gray air but still sometimes thought fondly of it.


  The boy’s eyes seemed moist, but the sun was fairly low in the sky, so it might simply have been from the color-tinged light that reflected in them.


  “Where were you born?” Lawrence asked without thinking.


  “Huh?”


  “If you don’t want to answer, that’s fine, too.” Even Lawrence, when asked where he was from, would put on airs and name the town closest to the hamlet where he was born.


  Of course, half of the reason he did so was because nobody would recognize the name of his village anyway.


  “U-um, it’s a place called Pinu,” said Col nervously; Lawrence had indeed never heard of it.


  “Sorry, I don’t know it. Where is it? The east?”


  From Col’s accent, Lawrence guessed he might also be from the deep southeast.


  It was a country of hot seas and limestone.


  Of course, Lawrence had only heard stories of it.


  “No, the north. Actually, it’s not so very far from here…”


  “Oh?”


  If he was from the north and wanted to study Church law, he might have been related to immigrants from the south.


  There were many who had abandoned their households to seek new lands in the north.


  But most of those had been unable to accustom themselves to the new place, and things had been difficult.


  “Are you familiar with the Roef River that flows into the Roam?”


  Lawrence nodded.


  “It’s toward the headwaters there – up in the mountains. Winters are cold, I suppose. But when the snow falls, it’s very pretty.”


  Lawrence was a bit surprised.


  He remembered the story about Holo that was in the book he’d borrowed from Rigolo. It said that she’d come out of the mountains of Roef.


  But when it came to people wandering about this region, ones from the south were surely rare.


  The Roef River was quite long – the population of its basin was certainly the greater figure.


  “If you’re moving slowly, it’s two weeks from here. If things really don’t work out, I was thinking I might go back home,” said Col, embarrassed. Lawrence, of course, did not smile.


  It required an unbelievable amount of determination to leave one’s village.


  Whether one shook off the village’s control and left or enjoyed its ardent support, one couldn’t very well just waltz back in without having achieved the goal.


  Yet wanting to return home was an emotion that everyone felt at one point or another.


  “So did you immigrate to Pinu, then?”


  “Immigrate?”


  “What I mean is, did you migrate there from the south?”


  Col gaped for a moment, then shook his head. “N-no, but there’s a story that the village’s original location sank into the bottom of a lake created in a landslide.”


  “Oh no, I just mean that not many people from the northlands study Church law.”


  Col’s eyes twinkled at the words, and he smiled with a touch of self-consciousness. “My master – er, I mean, Professor Rient – used to say such things, as well. ‘If only more people from the pagan lands would open their eyes to the Church’s teachings’ he would say.”


  Lawrence wondered why Col’s bashful smile seemed so self-conscious.


  “No doubt. Did any missionaries come to your town?”


  If they had been moderate missionaries, it would be by God’s grace. Most fought with sword in hand, engaging in plunder and murder under the auspices of “reform.”


  But if that had been the case, Col would have learned to loathe the Church and would never have thought to study Church law.


  “No missionaries came to Pinu,” he said, and again his gaze was fixed in the distance.


  His profile was somehow terribly unsuited to his true age.


  “They came to a village two mountains away – a place smaller than Pinu, with many hunters skilled in trapping owl and fox. One day men came there from out of the south and built a church.”


  It seemed unlikely that Col would then explain that the villagers had thankfully listened to the missionaries’ sermons and opened their eyes to God.


  The reason was obvious.


  “But,” said Lawrence, “each village had its own god; those who rebelled against the Church were–”


  Surprised, Col looked at Lawrence.


  That was more than enough.


  “I guess you’d have to say I’m an enemy of the Church now. Can you explain what happened?” asked Lawrence.


  Still stunned, Col seemed to be on the verge of saying something, but unable to form the words, he closed his mouth.


  He looked down, casting his gaze this way and that, before looking back up at Lawrence.


  “Truly?”


  It was obvious Col was unused to doubting other people.


  If he stayed this softhearted, much suffering awaited him.


  And yet for all that, it was part of the boy’s charm.


  “Yes, in God’s name I swear.”


  Col’s wincing face was so charming that Lawrence couldn’t help patting the boy’s head.


  “… The headmen of all the villages in our region hadn’t assembled in 220 years, I heard,” began Col. “They met for many days, discussing whether to bow to the Church or to fight back. As I remember it, the mood wasn’t one of agreeing to hold a discussion with the Church, I don’t think. The news that reached us across the mountains every day was only about who had been executed. But eventually winter came, and the leader of the Church fell ill, and we were saved when he left the mountain, muttering that he didn’t want to die in a pagan land like this. Of course, if it had come to a fight, we knew the mountains and there were more of us, so we would have won.”


  If that had been the real intent, they would have done so when the Church started taking violent action.


  The reason they hadn’t was because they all understood what would happen if reinforcements arrived.


  It wasn’t as though no information ever entered the mountain villages from the outside world.


  “But after the Church leader became ill and had to simply withdraw, I began thinking.”


  As soon as he said it, Lawrence understood.


  Col was a bright lad.


  Instead of thinking about his personal beliefs, he chose to take the most logical path to defend his village.


  He realized the absurd power that came with wearing the robes of a high-ranking priest, the power to begin and end the exchange of human lives at will.


  He would study Church law and eat into its power structures.


  That was how Col intended to protect his village.


  “And no one opposed your decision?”


  Even Holo would become emotional, talking of her homeland.


  Col wiped his tears with the edge of his hood, clasped in balled-up hands. “The headman… and the elder woman… supported me.”


  “I see. They must have believed that you could do it.”


  Col nodded, then stopped to wipe his tears on his shoulder before walking again. “They secretly lent me some money, too… so I have to find a way to get back in school.”


  His greatest motivation was perhaps the need for money.


  He who fought for the sake of something else was always stronger than he who fought for himself.


  Lawrence was not, however, so prosperous that he could afford to become Col’s patron.


  But he might be able to give the boy some small aid.


  By teaching him how to make a bit of money and how to avoid traps, Lawrence might be able to bring a bit of color to the boy’s journey.


  “I can’t really help you out with your money problems right now, but…”


  Col sniffled. “Oh! N-no, that’s not–”


  “But about that copper coin. If you can find enough of an answer to convince Ragusa, then there might be a reward in it for you.”


  The reason Lawrence didn’t stipulate the answer was because there was no way of knowing what that was without asking the Jean Company. But while that was impossible, they might infer enough of the truth to convince Ragusa.


  There’d be no sin in expecting a reward for such a thing.


  One had to reward anyone who helped pluck a thorn from his finger.


  “Of course, the most helpful effect it will have is taking away the nervousness of the journey,” said Lawrence with a smile, lightly patting Col’s head.


  While by Holo’s standards, Lawrence was always being too serious, compared to this boy, he was practically mellow.


  “Still, just a moment ago you said it looked like a festival – did you mean it looked like Pinu’s festivals? Are they like that?” asked Lawrence, pointing at the grounded vessel now that the details of the scene had come into view.


  A small mountain of wreckage from the ships had been collected on the riverbank, and beside it, several men were lighting fires and drying their clothes.


  But that was certainly not the main event – the main event was the rope that extended from underneath the grounded vessel and the men on the shore that were pulling on it.


  They were a mix of ages and appearances, with their only commonality being that their journey downriver had been interrupted by this calamity.


  A few of the greediest were shouldering their cargoes and heading downriver, but most set them aside and put their backs into pulling on the rope.


  Even a long-mantled knight on horseback was joining in the effort, so spirits were high. A few men were on the ship’s deck with poles, keeping it from tipping over or being washed away – they raised their voices in chorus along with the rest.


  Col watched the scene, entranced, then at length looked back at Lawrence. “This is more fun than that!”


  Lawrence held back the words that came upon seeing Col’s expression.


  It was hard to imagine a more suitable apprentice should he choose to take one – and not just because Holo had said so.


  Once Lawrence’s journey with Holo came to an end, the cold, hard, lonely road of the traveling merchant still awaited him. And even if Col was no substitute for Holo, the lad could certainly sit in the driver’s box beside Lawrence.


  But Col had his own goals and did not exist only for Lawrence’s convenience.


  Which was why Lawrence forced himself not to ask, “Will you be my apprentice?” (though it took considerable effort).


  Lawrence grumbled quietly to the gods that Col’s goal was not becoming a merchant.


  “I suppose we’d best help them out, then. Pulling on that rope will warm us against the chill.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Just as Lawrence and Col began to walk, Ragusa waved his pole with a smile and raised his voice, his boat slipping lightly down the river.


  There was a huge difference between watching from afar and actually pulling on the rope.


  The peaty ground sloshed around when stepped on, and without gloves, the rope and the cold air mercilessly wore away at the skin of the hands.


  On top of that, because the rope was attached to a section of the ship that was below the waterline, the people pulling would heave back against the unyielding resistance, only to have it give way in sudden spurts.


  Whereupon everyone would naturally fall over, and soon they were all covered in mud.


  Lawrence and the other merchants and travelers started out enthusiastically, but as soon as the hardship became apparent, they began to visibly lose their vigor.


  No matter how hard they pulled, the only things that surfaced were fragments of the ruined ship, so morale – like the vessel – was low.


  And the boatmen, who had stripped naked in the freezing weather to dive underwater and attach the rope to the ship, were blue-lipped and white-faced with the cold.


  After lighting a fire, a traveling actress and a seamstress – encouraged by Holo and Ragusa – jumped into the river, but the water was so cold that no amount of willpower could overcome it. When they dragged themselves back onto the bank, they looked terrible.


  Finally, unable to watch any further, an older boatman called out. Perhaps boatmen were too stubborn themselves to admit that it was impossible. His distorted face was painful to see.


  A wave of surrender was emanating from Lawrence and the rest. Merchants were quick to pull out of a game once they saw there was no profit in it.


  The boatmen, who lived their lives on the river, seemed to have every intention of using sheer willpower to raise the ship, but as one and then another let go of the rope and doubled over in exhaustion, they seemed to understand that it was impossible. They held a conference around a middle-aged member of their profession and soon came to a decision.


  Both Lenos and Kerube were distant, and the sun would soon be setting.


  If the boatmen made their passengers wait any longer, they would unavoidably leave a bad impression.


  Without further ado, the rope hauling was ended.


  Lawrence did not neglect his own fitness, but he rarely had the need to do such labor. His body felt leaden, and the palms of his hands burned as though scorched. His swollen left cheek was cold enough that it no longer felt painful.


  “Are you all right?” Lawrence asked.


  Col had quickly pulled away from the tug-of-war. Perhaps because of the festive atmosphere around him, he’d done his best, carried away by the mood and putting all his strength into the task.


  But his body was slender and he soon reached the end of his endurance, retreating apologetically from the task.


  “Ah, yes… I’m really sorry.”


  “Don’t be. Look at all these merchants. They wish they’d done what you did.” Lawrence motioned with his chin at the small clumps of merchants sitting here and there, who weren’t even trying to hide their irritation at the unfavorable outcome that the investment of their effort had produced.


  Some of them were losing their temper – most likely the ones who were trying to move furs downriver.


  “How do you plan to compensate us for this loss?” they cried.


  If Lawrence had also been moving cargo this way, he would have felt much the same. Though he felt bad for the boatmen who were the target of such anger, he did nothing to intervene.


  And the worst part of the entire situation were the people aboard the boats that had been hung up on the wreckage of the sunken ship – particularly a boat roughly triple the size of Ragusa’s that was literally heaped with furs. They were trying to get the furs ashore, and looking at the amount, Lawrence could understand why. Even if there hadn’t been a sunken ship blocking the middle of the river, a small disturbance would have been sufficient to capsize the overloaded vessel.


  A quick search did not reveal whoever was to blame for the situation.


  Lawrence imagined they were hiding in order to avoid criticism, but that hardly seemed cowardly.


  It was no exaggeration to say that in trade, whoever was first to move their goods was the first to profit. That was especially true for seaport towns, where great ships would arrive carrying huge amounts of goods, and it was even said that for ships carrying the same goods, only the first two to arrive would turn any profit.


  A ship sinking in the river was not a common occurrence, so it was a near certainty that it was Eve’s doing – it was the perfect way to guarantee her own profits and the perfect way to cause those following her no end of grief.


  Several merchant-looking men weren’t even complaining, and instead sat dispirited, their heads in their hands, tormented by the uncertainty of whether they would be able to turn their furs into money.


  There was no telling how many of them would be able to maintain their composure.


  It would hardly be surprising if they simply exploded.


  “So… what will happen next?” Col asked, producing a water skin and handing it to Lawrence.


  Col was in no particular hurry to arrive in Kerube; he was simply taking in the scene and asking a question.


  “The river has many owners along its way, and each is responsible for what happens on his section. Most likely the landlord of this section will dispatch horses and men first thing in the morning – with horses pulling, I’m sure they’ll be able to haul the wreck out.”


  “I see…” Col looked hazily at the river’s surface, perhaps imagining the team of horses all attached to the rope.


  Lawrence put the water skin to his lips as he gazed at the wreck, its prow pointing straight up out of the water as though it were about to jump into the air.


  Suddenly he heard footsteps.


  He turned, thinking it might be Holo, but there was Ragusa.


  “Ho, friend! Sorry to make you walk,” said the man with a light wave, which allowed Lawrence to see the palm of his thick hand was swollen and red.


  No doubt getting people and goods ashore with the river so jammed with boats had been a difficult task.


  The effort of getting his boat so close to the shore had certainly taken more effort than his usual work did.


  If even a little bit of the hull was touching the ground, moving the vessel required no ordinary amount of strength.


  “Not at all – I don’t mind walking along the river.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! I’ll take you at your word, then,” a chagrined Ragusa said with a laugh, scratching his face and looking out at the river with a sigh. “This really is the worst luck. I guess they’ll be able to do something about it by tomorrow morning.”


  “Do you think the ship sinking has anything to do with the fur trade?” asked Lawrence. It was natural to think so.


  Thus asked, Ragusa nodded, tousling Col’s hair as the boy stared vaguely out at the river, exhausted. “I reckon so. Still, this is madness. Must be some fool who holds money dearer than their life. They could be strapped to the breaking wheel for this, without so much as a by-your-leave. Terrifying.”


  The breaking wheel was a gruesome form of execution, with victims being tied to a wagon wheel and broken, then left upon a hill to be eaten by the crows, still tied to the wheel.


  Lawrence was confident that Eve would escape, though.


  He even hoped she would safely claim her profits, bearing her no ill will for snatching his own.


  “So what of you lot, then?” asked Ragusa.


  “What do you mean?”


  “If you keep walking down the road, there’s an inn attached to a checkpoint. Of course, it’s no place for a lady to stay the night,” said Ragusa, looking over at Holo.


  Holo, for her part, was chattering happily with a tall woman who looked to be an actress or performer.


  “Right now, the master of that wreck of a ship along with the cargo owner are headed upriver to negotiate with some peddlers. I daresay that food and drink will arrive around sundown, but if you wait for that, you’ll be camping, make no mistake.”


  Lawrence now understood why the ship’s master had been nowhere to be seen.


  “We never expect to have a roof over our heads while traveling. Quite the contrary – we’ll be thankful that it’s solid ground rather than a rocking boat,” answered Lawrence.


  Ragusa winced as if looking at something very bright, then shrugged his muscled shoulders awkwardly.


  He then sighed. “I’m just glad it’s only merchants on the boats. If we’d been carrying mercenaries, this would’ve gone very badly.”


  “Still, some of them seem quite angry.”


  Ragusa laughed. “I’ll take their shouting! Mercenaries will draw their swords first and ask questions later.”


  Perhaps at the casualness with which Ragusa spoke, Col shrank back as though having swallowed a grape pip.


  “Still, whoever sank that ship had best watch their step. I hope Count Bulgar catches them.”


  While Lawrence was inwardly cheering for Eve, he certainly understood Ragusa’s anger.


  But he felt that if he responded to that statement, he might give away his own feelings, so Lawrence changed the subject.


  “Didn’t you have some urgent cargo, as well?”


  The boat carried copper coin.


  Since it was meant to be carried across the sea, its transport plan was stricter than normal cargo.


  “Aye. The plan was to take delivery of the cargo in Lenos, but the merchant was late – so I’m already behind schedule. None of this is my fault, but when I think of what’ll happen once I make it to Kerube, it’s downright depressing.”


  “I’ve carried cargo like that before. It’s nerve-racking,” agreed Lawrence.


  To make a single suit of clothes, it was quiet common for the sourcing of the raw materials, the construction, the dyeing, the tailoring, and the final sale to all be in different towns.


  As it traveled from one merchant to another, one shipper to another, a single hiccup in the process would disrupt the entire chain.


  That sheep’s wool from some far-flung land could cross the ocean to become clothing in another was a miracle by itself – to be able to do it on schedule and at a profit was godlike achievement.


  But it is the way of the world that the impossible is frequently demanded.


  Ragusa’s hardships were hidden.


  “And worse, it’s cargo with a strange history! Did you figure anything out about that?”


  He undoubtedly meant that the number of copper coins headed to the Jean Company in Kerube did not add up.


  If it turned out to be something interesting, Ragusa would probably feel some measure of satisfaction.


  “Unfortunately not.”


  “Well, nobody’s noticed so far. I guess it’s not a question so easily answered.”


  That stood to reason.


  “By the way–” Ragusa began.


  “Yes?”


  The big man cracked his neck and turned back to Lawrence, continuing, “Did something happen with your lovely companion?”


  “Wh–”


  Lawrence’s inability to coolly ask “Why would you ask?” was proof enough that something had indeed happened.


  Even the drowsy Col now looked up at Lawrence.


  How did Ragusa know something had happened?


  “Why, I just wondered why she hadn’t come back to you now that things have calmed down a bit – guess I was right,” said Ragusa, and though Col nodded, he seemed a bit shocked. “Come now.” Ragusa continued, “you can’t tell me you didn’t notice after how close you were before. She didn’t seem to want to leave your side for a moment! Am I right?” He directed these last words to Col, who nodded hesitantly.


  Lawrence looked away and shaded his eyes with his hand.


  “Ha-ha-ha!” laughed Ragusa. “Don’t grow up like this fellow, you hear?”


  Lawrence groaned at this final blow, battered by Col’s timid, bewildered reply.


  What would Holo say if she were here?


  Come to think of it, she was probably eavesdropping with those keen ears of hers.


  “So, come now – out with it.”


  “… Huh?”


  “What did you quarrel over? When the wine and food arrives from upstream, things will turn very festive indeed, you know. And this lot is going to have their share of anger to vent once they get some liquor in their bellies. They’ll be a pack of wolves.”


  Ragusa grinned, baring teeth that while crooked were strong enough to chew through even the toughest grass.


  Lawrence’s experiences on his journey had given him the means not to be too flustered by Ragusa’s jokes; however, that he would be unable to speak with Holo during the festivities was a great loss, indeed.


  If nothing else, the fact that the end of the journey was now decided meant he couldn’t afford to waste even a single day with her.


  How many chances remained to enjoy a festival with Holo?


  Merchants were always considering profit and loss. Always.


  And the fact remained that he still didn’t know why Holo was angry. Perhaps to Ragusa, who was a few years older than Lawrence, the solution was obvious.


  The problem was, he had to speak up.


  Despite having finally gotten some measure of confidence in his relationship with Holo, it was not so strong that he could expose that relationship to a stranger and still feel confident.


  “Come, have some trust in me! Listen well, now–” Ragusa put his massive arm over Lawrence’s shoulders; it seemed strong enough to knock Lawrence out with a single wave.


  It seemed as though he was trying to hide their conversation from Col, but Col stuck close to Ragusa and listened in.


  “I’ve got some confidence when it comes to such troublesome matters. Know why?”


  Lawrence shook his head, and Ragusa took his arm off Lawrence and thrust his chest out proudly. “I’ve been taking boats up and down the river for past twenty years. When it comes to water under the bridge, you just leave it to me!”


  Behind Ragusa and some distance away, Holo had been talking to the actress when Lawrence saw her suddenly burst into laughter.


  She had been listening in.


  Holo did not seem displeased.


  Which meant she, too, wanted this cleared up as soon as possible.


  And while Lawrence couldn’t really count on Ragusa, he might as well talk to him, since Lawrence and Holo’s relationship was evidently easily understood from the outside.


  “In that case… may I?”


  “Count on me, friend.”


  They put their heads together – not just Ragusa, either, but Col as well.


  Though their ages and professions were different and though they had only met that same day, the three now looked like old friends.


  Lawrence coolly considered that before he’d met Holo, this would never have happened.


  He somehow felt that even if he had to leave her, he would be able to go on.


  “Does anyone have any old rags or things they don’t need?”


  The call went out, and soon an impressive pile had been collected.


  It was piled up on the riverbank as preparations for the festivities continued.


  There had been a peddler selling food at the checkpoint upriver, and the man’s entire mule load of food had been bought up and handed out without hesitation.


  At first, several merchants had vented their spleens at the master of the sunken vessel and the fur shipper, as though the weight of their sins was equal to the weight of the furs they’d tried to move – but beating them wouldn’t make the river usable.


  Of course, that didn’t mean that the other merchants would simply say nothing, but if anything, the loud exchanges were a kind of ceremony to shed the frustration that the clogged river had caused.


  In the end there was no violence, and after a short pause, the food and drink the provisions shipper had bought was passed out, and smiles returned to everyone’s faces.


  Since there was nothing else that could be done, not enjoying themselves would have been a waste.


  Despite the mood of enemies joining hands in merriment, there was no one by Lawrence’s side.


  Not even Ragusa or Col was there.


  “Don’t grow up like this fellow, you hear?”


  After Lawrence had explained the circumstances of Holo’s anger, the two had fallen silent.


  At length, Ragusa had opened his mouth to speak, but not to Lawrence – to Col.


  Col had very considerately not answered Ragusa’s first question, but when Ragusa looked to him and asked, “You’ve figured it out, too, haven’t you?” he had hesitantly nodded in the affirmative.


  Which meant Lawrence was at fault – so Ragusa had put his heavy arm over Col’s shoulders and forcibly taken the boy away.


  He had left Lawrence with but a single hint.


  “The river does indeed flow. But – why does it flow?”


  It was a complete riddle.


  Col had cocked his head in confusion at the words as well, but when Ragusa whispered in the boy’s ear, his eyes had lit up with comprehension.


  
    
  

  It seemed both of them had easily understood the reason for Holo’s anger.


  What was worse, it was evidently something so obvious that they had half given up on him, leaving him alone to ponder his mistakes.


  Lawrence felt like an apprentice who had been left to stand outside because he was unable to do as he was told.


  As he saw Ragusa and Col talking with Holo, that feeling grew more and more pronounced.


  No – that was it exactly, with Holo conspicuously avoiding looking in his direction, and Col and Ragusa occasionally sneaking furtive glances.


  When they realized Lawrence was looking back at them, he could tell, even at that distance, that they shrugged and smiled.


  Holo dragged Col out from under Ragusa’s arm, self-indulgently petting the boy’s head and hugging him.


  Lawrence could tell Col was getting flustered, but as soon as Col glanced at Lawrence, the latter could do nothing but look away, frowning.


  He was being made fun of.


  But strangely, Lawrence didn’t feel bad – not even when being laughed at by Ragusa and Col as well as Holo.


  Not long ago, right up until he had met Holo, he’d believed that once a merchant’s reputation was damaged, regaining it was no simple task.


  So he’d stuck out his chest, put on airs, told lies, and trusted no one.


  And he realized that that behavior was exactly the same as what came to mind when he looked at Col.


  When Lawrence had proposed to buy Col’s sheaf of paper, Col had glared resentfully at him, as though refusing to be forced into selling it cheaply.


  Such an action was worse than useless – it made Col look cheap and unsightly, yet Lawrence knew fully well that he himself had been captive to the same behavior until recently.


  No wonder Holo teases me, he murmured inwardly, grabbing a handful of his own hair.


  He started to question whether he was even a full-fledged merchant.


  Holo clearly saw him as a conceited, self-absorbed youngster.


  He couldn’t help but smile.


  Though he had been so starved for company that he’d begun to wish his horse would talk, becoming close to others really was this simple.


  Lawrence wondered if the people he’d met so far had looked at him with the same indulgent smile with which Holo and Ragusa looked at the stubborn Col.


  And yet–


  “All this said, this doesn’t tell me what the right answer is,” said Lawrence to himself, sighing.


  Ragusa and Col left Holo to get some of the wine that was going around.


  Col must have had a bad experience with liquor in the past, because even from a distance, it was obvious he didn’t like it, but Ragusa still hung drunkenly on to the boy.


  Col had left the pack that he was carrying there by Lawrence; he took the distilled wine out of it.


  Lawrence had chosen the strong distilled liquor in anticipation of the cold night aboard the boat, where it would be impossible to light a fire – but he expected Holo’s reasoning was a bit different.


  She had probably been thinking of something strange when she happily smacked Lawrence – but what?


  The riddles piled up one after another.


  Lawrence’s confidence that he had a better-than-average mind steadily eroded, but such pathetic thoughts lasted only a moment.


  A cry arose, and suddenly there on the twilit riverbank bloomed a large fireball.


  No – not a fireball, Lawrence realized, but the bonfire made of discarded rags and broken barrels flared up so fast once lit that it was an easy mistake to make.


  Someone had to have thrown oil on it.


  The thick black smoke rose into the air like a skull, the yellow flames crackling.


  On a winter journey, where there was a fire, the words friend and enemy had no meaning.


  At no particular signal, everyone raised their cups.


  Then suddenly, things developed.


  The woman Holo had been speaking with seemed indeed to be an actress, and she and her troupe jumped forth, as if proclaiming the event their stage.


  There was flute and drum, song and dance. Some cheerful people followed, skillfully avoiding spilling their wine as they danced.


  Their dance was not the smooth, careful footwork of the imperial palace, but a leaping, prancing, mad thing.


  The rest of the gathered people watched and laughed, raising their voices together or, like Ragusa, playing drinking games.


  No one was near Lawrence.


  A sad smile rose to his lips, but he stifled it when he sensed a presence in the darkness borne from the fire.


  There was only one person who would bother with a foolish traveling merchant like him.


  He looked, and it was Holo.


  “Whew. Talking after a long silence – it makes one thirsty.” she said, as though talking to herself. She then swiped the cask away from Lawrence and took a drink.


  This was no ale or thin wine.


  Holo shut her eyes and clamped her mouth closed.


  Then, after exhaling a great puff of breath, she sat down right on the spot.


  She seemed to have given up on ignoring him, Lawrence thought, so he sat next to her.


  “So, that actress… what were you talking ab–”


  He didn’t finish the sentence, because as soon as he started speaking, Holo looked bluntly away.


  What stunned him was not that she wouldn’t listen to him.


  It was that he was happy about it.


  “Ugh, ’tis a cold night,” said Holo, not replying to Lawrence in the slightest. She did not meet his eyes, but as she spoke, she drew near him, just as she would when they were in the driver’s box of the wagon.


  At first, Lawrence wondered if she was being stubborn, but then he realized that he was the stubborn one.


  He somehow got the feeling that if he apologized now, though it might be pathetic, she would forgive him.


  It was earlier that she had been angry at him for failing to understand something obvious.


  But now, it could be that since she had been able to make fun of and snicker at Lawrence, she would hear him out.


  He was tempted to simply say, “I don’t know.”


  Leaning against him there, she would probably look up, irritated at the noise.


  Then she would hurl some irritated invective at him.


  But she wouldn’t stand up, nor would she move away from him.


  It was as if she was saying that the closer she was, the better she could hear him.


  Lawrence did not doubt the idea. After all, doubting that would be tantamount to doubting everything that happened on his travels with her.


  A faint, chagrined smile appeared on his face.


  Holo seemed to notice this; her ears flicked beneath her hood. Her tail wagged in anticipation of the pathetic words she would soon hear.


  Lawrence spoke, as if to answer that anticipation.


  “Those traveling performers are excellent. That’s a lovely dance.”


  “Wha–?” Holo flinched away as though her tail had been stepped on, looking up at Lawrence.


  “Hmm?” he asked, but of course received no reply.


  There was nothing Holo hated more than being surprised by having her expectations defied.


  The quick switching of her tail made her anger very clear.


  It was clear, yet her amusement was also undeniable.


  “I-I may have caught cold. My nose is rather itchy.” The slight tremor in her voice might have been from the frustration at having been bested by Lawrence or from the effort of trying not to laugh.


  Holo took a drink of the liquor, as though to swallow the feeling down, then burped.


  Lawrence could tell that the ensuing silence came from each of them, groping for the next move, trying to best the other.


  The sun gave a last glimmer before sinking beneath the horizon, and after a single breath, the stars flickered into existence. People crowded around the bonfire, merchant and boatman alike trying to turn the bad luck of the river delay into something special.


  The journey of life was short, and one couldn’t waste a single day.


  The flute was blown, the drum beaten, and the misfortune of the sunken ship turned into a funny tune by a minstrel.


  There were alluring dancing girls with sashes aflutter as they danced, along with exhausted, clumsily dancing revelers, who seemed to constantly totter, on the verge of spilling the drinks they held.


  Lawrence had been focused on getting Holo to say what was on her mind, but now he felt like he understood what it was that had settled into her thoughts.


  Holo, who believed anything was better with drink, could hardly sit still in this environment. This was no time for her to be talking about her feelings with a hopelessly outclassed merchant.


  Holo looked up at Lawrence doubtfully.


  Since declaring that she would speak to him no more, perhaps she really planned to make good on that promise, but that said, he felt it would be a bad idea to stand up from this spot.


  Perhaps that was it.


  Lawrence ignored her gaze just as she’d ignored him, instead taking the wine cask from her hands. “With strong liquor, the cold won’t be so bad for a while.”


  At those words, Holo seemed to smile at their shared stubbornness, her expression softening as she lightly touched Lawrence’s hand, then stood.


  Lawrence wondered if she was going to go dance, but her clothing was a bit loose, and her ears and tail were peeking out, which was a bit worrisome.


  Holo’s eyes shone.


  No doubt her eyes had looked much like this during the festival they’d read about in Lenos.


  And it was understandable, too, that in an atmosphere of fun like this, she might carelessly let slip her tail, and thus would come another name – the wheaten tail.


  She might even become carried away and assume her wolf form, raising a great furor.


  She surely wouldn’t do something like that here and now, but based on the way she was checking her robe and sash, she planned to do some serious dancing.


  Looking at her, Lawrence couldn’t help voicing what came to mind. “You should just take your wolf form and pull that sunken ship right out–”


  It was not because Holo’s happy expression suddenly vanished that Lawrence stopped talking; nor was it because he remembered that she wouldn’t answer him.


  Holo assuming her wolf form and pulling the wreck out of the river. It wasn’t actually feasible, of course, but it was certainly within the realm of a forgivable joke.


  It wasn’t an awkward thing to say, really.


  It wasn’t that – it was that he really couldn’t imagine Holo assuming her wolf form for just anyone.


  As to why that was, the answer came to Lawrence immediately.


  And that answer led him to another conclusion with startling speed.


  Holo’s once expressionless face now looked down on Lawrence with an exasperated smile; by contrast, Lawrence felt his own face grow sober. The reason Holo had been angry – he finally understood it.


  “Honestly…” said Holo, looking around briefly before coming down to him.


  Her arms wrapped around his neck as she sat lightly upon him.


  As a man, it was a pleasant sensation for Lawrence, but given that she was doing this, she must have been truly angry enough to want to ignore him.


  “One can flatter a pig right up a tree, but flattering a male just makes him lose himself. Didn’t I say as much?” Holo half whispered into Lawrence’s ear, their cheeks close enough to touch – but Lawrence knew full well her eyes were narrowed and sharp.


  And the fact that Holo had looked around before coming to him was not because she didn’t want anyone to see her like this. It was quite the opposite.


  At the end of his gaze, Lawrence saw Ragusa covering Col’s eyes as the boy squirmed to get away, Ragusa laughing hugely.


  His boatmen friends were watching too, of course, grinning as the sight made a pleasant side dish to go with their liquor.


  It wasn’t so much embarrassing as it was simply awkward.


  “If our positions were reversed, you would surely have been just as angry. Am I wrong?”


  Her resentful tone made Lawrence fear she’d bite his ear clean off.


  But that was not what he was truly afraid of.


  Holo did not kill her prey quickly – she preferred to toy with it for a while before ending its life.


  “Hmph.” She unwrapped her arms from around his neck, sat up, then looked down at Lawrence and spoke, baring her fangs. “Will you now show me how sincere you are?”


  When she poked the tip of his nose with her finger, he did not resist.


  Holo grinned, then stood up and spun about like a whirl of wind.


  All that was left behind was the warmth of her body and her somehow sweet scent.


  Her smile did not remain in his memory.


  After all, as the one who held the coin purse, that was a very dangerous smile indeed.


  “Sincerity?” Lawrence muttered to himself, taking a drink of liquor.


  It had been when he was trying to get her to consider the copper coin puzzle with him.


  Holo was very clever, and her abilities to jibe at Lawrence, laugh at him, and make him laugh were excellent. Her mind was so sharp it could fairly be described as “mysterious”; it had saved him more than once.


  So he thought she would enjoy the challenge.


  But that hadn’t been the case.


  Ragusa had told Lawrence, “The river does indeed flow. But – why does it flow?”


  Those words had once seemed a complete riddle to Lawrence, but now he understood their true meaning.


  Boatmen rode upon the river’s currents as they plied their trade. And those currents never ceased. But the boatmen did not take that flow for granted. They were always grateful to the river, even tearful at the deep generosity of the river spirit.


  When Holo got angry, what Lawrence was guilty of was not trusting her enough. But taking her dependability as a given suggested that it was becoming less important, and he would eventually come to overlook it.


  Suppose one’s lover wrote him frequent love letters. If he asked her to write his reply for her, because she seemed to enjoy writing letters so much, he’d earn her wrath, and rightly so.


  In other words, Holo had wanted to tell Lawrence that just because she put her wisdom to work solving his problems did not mean that she loved solving problems.


  It was obvious if he thought about it.


  While it was rather doubtful that Holo would bring her wisdom to bear for Lawrence’s sake alone, at the very least, she would be angry with him if he didn’t think so.


  Lawrence fell back on the spot.


  He had just been educated by Holo.


  That was what made her smile so terrifying.


  “Sincerity enough to balance this out…?” Lawrence sat back up and took another drink. “I haven’t got it on hand!”


  He exhaled a liquor-reeking breath, then looked at Holo, who was dancing in front of the fire.


  As she waved her arms about in the happy dance, she didn’t so much as glance at Lawrence.


  He was already afraid of what she would make him buy her.


  Holo joined hands with the dancing girl she had been talking to earlier on the riverbank, and the two danced with perfect footwork, as though they had practiced ahead of time. The sounds of flute playing and applause rewarded them.


  As if conceding defeat to their display, the flaming pile of rags and wooden debris collapsed in on itself, blowing a shower of sparks into the air, like the sigh of a demon.


  Lawrence could see a faint smile on Holo’s feverish, serious face, and her dance had a somehow unsettling quality to it. Part of it was that she was simply that attractive, but she also seemed as though she were trying to forget something.


  Since long ago, festivals had been celebrated to mark the end of one year and the beginning of the next and to quiet the anger of gods and spirits. Lawrence wondered if Holo’s appearance was due to that feeling, but then as he was moving to take another drink, his hand froze.


  He had realized earlier the reality that most of the things Holo did, she did for him.


  Did that possibly apply to things outside of helping him think through puzzles and other such difficulties?


  “Surely not–”


  Holo danced with endless gaiety, seemingly unable to think about anything else – suddenly she seemed very small.


  If Lawrence’s guess was correct, her anger was over a foolish thing indeed.


  If he was so much slower than her that he couldn’t keep up, then it could also be said that she was running ahead on her own and meddling with things.


  He drank, and the harsh liquor burned his throat.


  Lawrence stood but not to join in the dancing circle.


  To put it in his own stubborn words, he stood to collect information for Holo.


  In Ragusa’s circle, Col had already collapsed and lay face up.


  Lawrence walked toward them, giving a light wave, which Ragusa acknowledged with a lift of his cup.


  Holo was a fool.


  He wanted to prove it.


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha! The mountains of Roef?”


  “Ho, it’s a lovely place. I bring fine lumber out of it every year! Wood that came down this very river went to a kingdom in the far south, to produce a… urp… grand table for the palace. What say you to that, my young traveling merchant?” said the boatman, heartily pouring wine from his own wineskin into the cask Lawrence held.


  The cask wasn’t a barrel, so it was hardly possible to pour into it, and both the boatman holding the wineskin and Lawrence were rather unsteady of hand.


  More and more of the wine spilled out of the cask, falling like a waterfall to the ground.


  Lawrence was drunk enough that he didn’t care.


  “Well, in that case, you should write this on the side of the lumber: ‘Your damn taxes are too high!’” said Lawrence loudly, bringing the cask to his mouth to take a drink when the boatman slapped him carelessly on the back, causing the wine to miss his mouth and go falling to the ground.


  “Ah, yes! Right you are, m’boy.”


  Somewhere in the back of Lawrence’s mind, he realized half-ruefully, half-proudly that not even Holo had ever gotten this drunk.


  “So then, what of Roef?” Lawrence asked.


  “Roef? I’ve taken fine lumber from the place…” began the boatman, repeating himself – but then he collapsed on the spot.


  “What a lightweight.” said one of his comrades, more disgusted than worried.


  Lawrence grinned and looked around at the faces of the other men. “So, will you talk to me now?”


  “Ha-ha-ha! I reckon we promised, so there’s nothing to be done about it now. We’ll let Zonal settle this one up.” said a heavy-drinking boatman, smiling as he poked the head of his fallen comrade.


  The boatman named Zonal was already passed out.


  “Truly, though, to think you’d be this strong from dealing with a girl like that–”


  “Aye, aye! Still, we must… we must keep our promises!”


  “Aye, ’tis sho…”


  “So you wanted to know of Roef?”


  The last one to speak was Ragusa, who was evidently able to hold his liquor – his face was barely red.


  The rest of them were, like Lawrence, a bit unsteady on their feet.


  Lawrence himself was not entirely confident in his ability to remain conscious.


  “Ah… yes, either that or a place called Yoitsu…”


  “I’ve not heard of this Yoitsu. But Roef’s hardly worth asking about – you just head back up this river. The Roef River joins up with it, and you just follow that all the way in.”


  I’m not asking about such trifling details, Lawrence thought to himself, but when he tried to remember what he was asking about, he couldn’t remember.


  He was drunk.


  But Roef was the first clue he needed to follow.


  “Can you not tell me something more… interesting?”


  “Interesting, eh?” Ragusa rubbed his beard and looked over to his fellow boatmen, but to a man they seemed to be nodding off, succumbing to the alcohol. “Ah, I have it,” he said, twisting his beard, then walking over to his fallen boatman comrade and shaking the man’s shoulder violently.


  “Hey you. Wake up! You said you took a strange job recently, didn’t you?”


  “Mnngh… uuh… can’t hold any more…”


  “Idiot! Hey! You brought it out of Lesko on the Roef headwaters, didn’t you?”


  The boatman named Zonal had been deliberately drinking with Lawrence, and he’d apparently been caught in an affair and had his head soundly cracked by his wife in revenge.


  Lawrence himself was not unworried about what might happen if he was to fool around with another girl and Holo discovered it.


  “Lesko? Ah, yes, ’tis a good town. Time after time, I brought copper out of the mountains there… It flowed out like water. Oh, and the liquor there’s first-rate. How can I put it…? They’ve got dozens of machines there that bring the strongest liquor out of the thinnest wine. Oh, my copper-skinned bride! The blessings of fire and water be upon your shining skin!” called out Zonal before falling motionless again, his eyes closed. It was by no means clear whether he was awake or asleep.


  Ragusa gave the man’s shoulder another rough shake, but Zonal was by now a jellyfish tossed upon the waves.


  “Worthless!”


  “‘Copper-skinned bride,’ he said… Did he mean a still?”


  “Mm? Oh, aye! You’re quite knowledgeable. I’ve carried them as cargo a few times. The liquor you’re drinking was probably distilled in a Lesko still.”


  Made from skillfully beaten sheets of copper, a still would certainly have an appealing red shine to it. And it was often said that those who shaped the curved copper pieces had the female form in mind when they did so, so Lawrence understood Zonal’s ramblings.


  “Mm, this is no good. He won’t awaken ’til morning.”


  “You said… something about a strange j-job?” Lawrence was quite drunk himself and was having difficulty speaking properly.


  It occurred to him to wonder if Holo was all right, and when he looked around, a sight terrible enough to snap him out of his drunkenness in an instant greeted him at the end of his shaky vision.


  “Yes, a strange job… hmm? Ha-ha-ha! She has a catlike quickness about her – it quite suits her, don’t you think?”


  Ragusa’s laugh was directed at Holo, whose dancing figure had elicited a great cry of delight from the crowd.


  She had shed her heavy robe, and her tail waved silkily about as she spun and danced, hands joined with the dancing girl.


  On her head was the skin of what might have been a flying squirrel or some small animal, and at first glance, it looked as though she was flaunting both her ears and tail.


  Lawrence was speechless at Holo’s recklessness, but nobody else seemed to be concerned.


  When he looked more carefully, he saw that the dancing girl, too, had a fox fur wrapped around her as an improvised tail, as well as a squirrel skin tied about her head.


  While Lawrence couldn’t help but marvel at Holo’s nerve, he also couldn’t rule out the possibility that his judgment had been dulled by the liquor.


  Even as he worried about what would happen if she was found out, she seemed truly joyful as she danced.


  And her long waves of hair and soft, fluffy tail caused something to stir within Lawrence’s chest, like some mysterious sorcery.


  “So, yes, about that strange job.”


  Lawrence snapped out of his dream at Ragusa’s words.


  Somewhere along the line, the question Holo had asked of him in Lenos  – “Which is more important, me or profit?” –  was becoming less and less difficult to solve.


  What did it mean that he tried to excuse that thought away by telling himself that it was just the liquor?


  Either way, Lawrence lightly hit his fog-filled head and turned his attention to what Ragusa was saying.


  “He’d been carrying money orders for the same company over and over. That’s the other reason I was interested in what you were talking about – I was afraid that old Zonal had gotten himself mixed up in some kind of strange dealings. And that company is the supplier for those copper coins. I don’t have courage enough for such things.”


  Because places that imported and exported copper coins had to be close with the area’s political power, there weren’t many.


  While a town might prosper thanks to a copper mine, in places where the whole of the town’s fortune depended on that mine, the merchants and rulers of the area would be forced to collude.


  Ragusa’s voice was lowered; he wasn’t saying anything good about the very same merchants who gave him work.


  He must have seen a good deal of corruption already.


  Lawrence’s vision and speech were blurred, but on this topic, his mind was entirely clear.


  “But… still, wouldn’t that be… the sort of letter you’d leave to the butcher?”


  Butchers were often given letters to deliver, since they made their rounds among local farmers to buy pigs or sheep nearly every day.


  Boatmen went up and down the Roam River.


  It wasn’t strange that they would be given a coin order to deliver.


  “Well, when he delivered a money order to the Jean Company in Kerube that he’d picked up in Lesko, he was apparently given a certificate of refusal.”


  “A certificate of refusal?”


  Instead of sending a sackful of jingling coins, there would be a piece of paper that said to please pay so-and-so a certain amount of money at a certain place. The paper and the system behind it was known as a money order, but a refusal certificate meant somebody didn’t want to turn the order into coin as requested.


  But what was strange was the idea that anyone would send the same money order day after day when it was being rejected.


  “Strange, isn’t it? He was given money orders time and again, only to have them rejected every time. Someone is definitely up to something.”


  “… There… there may be some kind of circumstance…”


  “Circumstance?”


  “Er… It’s a money order; in other words, they’re transporting money. And money’s value is always changing. If the money’s value changed while the money order was in transit… so they might not want to honor the order, or…”


  Ragusa’s eyes were serious.


  As long as he had money, a traveling merchant could go where he wished and buy whatever goods he liked, then go and sell them anywhere else – from a certain perspective, such a man was free.


  By contrast, the livelihoods of Ragusa and his cohorts were tied to a single river.


  If they angered a shipper, even the deepest, widest river might as well have dried up entirely.


  Their weak position meant they were taken advantage of, involved in strange schemes only to be sunk outright.


  Trading that involved boats was more enjoyable, but a horse and wagon could go wherever its driver pleased.


  “So there’s no need to… worry…” Lawrence’s head slumped, and he yawned hugely.


  Ragusa regarded Lawrence dubiously, then gave a deep sigh. “Hmph. The world is filled with vexing things.”


  “While it may be that ignorance is a sin… it’s impossible to know everything.”


  Unable to bear the weight of his own eyelids, Lawrence’s eyes grew narrower and narrower.


  All that he could see now was Ragusa’s cross-legged form, and Lawrence wondered if he would soon be at his limit.


  “True enough. Hah. I watched the boy’s clumsiness with a smile, but now I see I’m not so different myself. Unlike us, he was deceived by a cheap stack of paper, but in the right place, he’d be wiser than either of us, would he not?” said Ragusa, ruffling the passed-out Col’s hair.


  There was real regret in Ragusa’s eyes, as though if Col had truly been unable to pay the boat fare, Ragusa would have used that to keep him on board.


  “Church… law, was it?”


  “Eh? Oh, yes… so he said.”


  “And what a vexing thing to study. If he’d work with me, he wouldn’t have to study that. Plus he’d get three… no, two meals a day.”


  Lawrence found himself smiling at Ragusa’s honesty.


  With physical labor, you only got three meals a day when you were full-fledged.


  “He seems to have a goal,” said Lawrence, and Ragusa threw him a glance.


  “Come now… did you try to steal a march on me, tempting him away while you were walking?”


  His anger seemed genuine, which was proof of how highly Ragusa thought of Col.


  It was hardly strange for a man of Ragusa’s age to be looking for an apprentice to train to inherit his vessel. If Lawrence himself had been a bit older, he would have happily stooped to dirty tricks to ensure Col stayed with him.


  “I did no such thing. I did confirm the strength of his will, though.”


  “Mmph.” Ragusa folded his arms and grunted through his nose.


  “All we can do is… try… try to leave him with a small debt of gratitude, I expect,” said Lawrence through a hiccup, which the unyielding boatman laughed at grandly in the manner of his kind.


  “Bwa-ha-ha! I reckon so. What shall I do? If the boy solves the copper coin puzzle, his ticket will be worth something.”


  “That’s what he intended.”


  “How about it, won’t you toss out a clue?” Ragusa leaned forward, speaking conspiratorially, but Lawrence only slumped over.


  “Unfortunately I can’t. And even if I could… he’ll owe me, too, so that will settle everything.”


  For his part, Lawrence was compelled by the temptation to keep Col on hand, if he could.


  But while he’d genuinely felt that way walking down the road with Col earlier, now he wasn’t quite so sure.


  It was yet early for him to be taking an apprentice, and now was not the time.


  Just because he had been forced into making the preparations didn’t mean he could simply hold out his hands in welcome.


  Lawrence smiled ruefully to himself.


  “True enough. Three chests of copper is a big difference. The only way to move a load that heavy is over water. And if it goes that way, there’s no way I won’t hear of it. Either that, or what’s written on that paper is just wrong.”


  Ragusa’s voice was becoming more and more slurred.


  Even his huge body was beginning to succumb to drunkenness.


  “That’s true… I suppose. There’s a story of one letter’s mistake turning eel to gold coin and causing a huge uproar.”


  “Hmph. Might well be that way. Oh, about that, there was one interesting thing. They were searching for it for years, I heard.”


  “Huh…?” Lawrence was at his limit, and it felt as though his body and consciousness were farther and farther apart.


  He thought he was looking toward Ragusa, but his vision was black.


  He heard words as though from a great distance.


  Roef Headwaters. Lesko.


  And then he thought he heard something about the bones of a hellhound.


  That couldn’t be right.


  If he was entertaining such notions, it had to be in a dream, he thought.


  Or some kind of fairy tale.


  But then, the thought that a fairy tale-like thing had indeed become very familiar rose up and enveloped him within the darkness of deep sleep.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  There was a sweetish burned smell.


  Perhaps honey bread was burning.


  If so, the baker responsible was making a fool of himself.


  But Lawrence soon realized the smell wasn’t of burning food.


  He remembered the smell, along with the fire.


  It was the smell of an animal.


  “… Mmph.”


  When he opened his eyes, he saw the starry night sky above him.


  A beautiful gibbous moon hung in the sky, and Lawrence felt as if he were lying underwater.


  It seemed that some kind soul had put a blanket over him, and although he was fortunately not shivering from cold, his body was strangely heavy.


  Wondering if it was the residual effects of the liquor, he tried to sit up – which was when he noticed.


  He raised his head and peeled back the blanket.


  There was Holo, sleeping comfortably, soot smudged on her forehead and cheek.


  “Ah, so it was this…”


  She seemed to have had quite a good time.


  Her beautiful bangs had been slightly singed, and as she breathed, her breath carried the burnt smell to Lawrence’s nose. Added to that was Holo’s own sweet scent along with the scent of her tail, and Lawrence realized that was what he had smelled in his dream.


  The sleeping Holo did not have her robe on, and her ears were exposed.


  The squirrel fur had indeed fallen right next to her head, so Lawrence could see that Holo had made a vague attempt to hide her ears.


  Since they weren’t surrounded by adherents of the Church pointing spears at them, it seemed unlikely that Holo’s secret had been discovered; Lawrence let his head fall back as he sighed.


  He then took his hand off the blanket and rested it on her head.


  Her ears twitched, and her even breathing stopped.


  She then shivered as though sneezing and curled up more tightly.


  Her arms and legs fidgeted around, and finally her face moved as she rested her chin on Lawrence’s chest, then sat up.


  The eyes that stared at him from under the blanket were still glazed, as though half-asleep.


  “You’re heavy,” said Lawrence, at which Holo covered her face again and shivered. She seemed to be yawning, but her fingernails on Lawrence’s chest were proof enough that she was awake.


  Eventually she raised her head. “What’s the matter?”


  “You’re heavy.”


  “Nay, my body is quite light. Something else must be weighing upon you.”


  “Shall I say then that your feelings are heavy?”


  “That makes it seem like I am some sort of uninvited guest.” Holo chuckled throatily, resting her cheek against Lawrence’s chest.


  “Honestly… So, I assume you weren’t found out?”


  “About whose bedroom I share, you mean?”


  Lawrence murmured to himself that he wished she would be honest and say “bed.”


  “No, I was not found out. Everyone was too roused to notice. Heh – you should have come yourself.”


  “I can imagine it, more or less… but I’d rather not get burned.” Lawrence fingered Holo’s singed bangs, and Holo closed her eyes ticklishly. They would probably need to be trimmed back.


  Before he could admonish her for excessive merrymaking, Holo spoke. “I heard much of the northlands from the traveling girl. Apparently they just finished working in Nyohhira. To hear her tell it, it hasn’t changed much from the old days.”


  Holo opened her eyes and gazed at Lawrence’s fingers, then nuzzled his chest like an affectionate cat.


  But she seemed to be doing it to scrub her face free of the emotion that threatened to show there. It was clear that she struggled to restrain the emotions that welled up.


  “Always so stubborn,” said Lawrence, and Holo curled up.


  Just like a stubborn child.


  “We have time to decide what to do, though. We’re chasing Eve first, after all.”


  Holo’s pointed ears were against Lawrence’s chest, so she surely noticed his chuckle.


  Digging into his chest with her fingernails, Holo sniffed her objection.


  “Would you get off me? I’m thirsty.” Lawrence had drunk a lot.


  And he didn’t know whether it was the middle of the night or just a few minutes until dawn.


  Holo didn’t move for a moment, and Lawrence wondered if she was being malicious, but at length, she shifted and moved.


  Then, straddling him like she would a horse, she tilted her head back as though she was about to howl and yawned a great yawn.


  It was a strangely captivating, untouchably divine sight, and Lawrence found himself fascinated by it.


  Having satisfied her desire to bare her teeth at the moon, Holo sleepily smacked her lips a few times, then closed her mouth as she wiped the sleep from the corners of her eyes. She then smiled faintly as she looked down at Lawrence.


  “Being on top does suit me, I must say.”


  “And I’m under you – literally, this time.”


  The fringes of Holo’s ears were lit by the moonlight.


  With their every movement, the moonbeams seemed to dance.


  “I daresay, I’d like some water, myself… hmm? Where did my robe go?” Holo looked around, evidently not joking.


  Lawrence choked back the words that came to mind – What do you think is wrapped around your waist? – and looked up at the night sky.


  It was the dead of night. If this had been an abbey, the friars would have been awakening to chant the first prayers of the day.


  Nonetheless, not everyone was asleep. Apart from the people curled up here and there like so many piles of cow dung, there was a circle of men sitting around the fire.


  “Eyahri,” said one of the men as he noticed Holo and raised his right hand in greeting.


  Holo smiled, amused, and returned the wave.


  “What’s that about?” asked Lawrence.


  “’Tis an old greeting. Apparently it’s still in use around the vast mountains of Roef,” Holo explained.


  Since Lawrence was usually the one who was in a position to explain the world’s customs, this made him realize just how far north they had actually come.


  
    
  

  This was really Holo’s territory now.


  He remembered her profile as near the wheat fields, she had been overcome by the memories of the north to which she thought she would never return.


  He wanted to put into words, to say it – You want to stop heading for Kerube, don’t you?


  But if he did, she would certainly turn angry.


  After all, he didn’t want her to speak those words, either.


  “Ah, the boy’s awake,” declared Holo, interrupting Lawrence’s uncharitable thoughts.


  While everybody had more or less lay down and gone to sleep wherever they pleased, people seemed to be collected in a certain area – but off in one corner was a small form that seemed to be doing something.


  To Lawrence’s still liquor-blurred eyes, it looked like it might have been Holo.


  Which meant it was Col.


  “What’s he doing?”


  “Hmph. Looks to be writing something,” said Holo.


  Though he could make out the boy’s outline in the moonlight, Lawrence couldn’t see what Col’s hands were doing – he could only see that he was looking down and doing something with what looked like a stick or branch.


  Col might well have been studying with his free time.


  “Anyway, water. My throat is burning.”


  “Mm.”


  Taking the water skin that Holo seemed to have gotten from somebody, Lawrence stood at the riverbank and untied its string.


  It was empty, of course, and the drinking spout seemed to have been rather chewed up.


  Lawrence looked at Holo, who avoided his gaze. Perhaps she liked to chew on things and had simply hid it from him thus far.


  Perhaps she was worried about seeming animalistic.


  No – more likely it was that such a childish habit was not something a proper wisewolf would indulge in.


  Lawrence’s smile was so faint that in the moonlight it was imperceptible, and he filled the water skin. The river water on this winter’s night felt like just-melted ice.


  “Guh…” He filled his mouth with the painfully cold water.


  Lawrence could drink any amount of water after drinking so much wine.


  “Come, give it here,” said Holo, snatching the water skin away and drinking from it – then coughing, which was only as much as she deserved.


  “So, did you hear any interesting talk?” asked Lawrence, patting Holo’s back as she coughed and realizing that her movements were a bit exaggerated. If you want me to pay attention to you, just ask, he thought – but did not point out her lie.


  “Kuh… whew… Interesting talk, you say?”


  “You said you heard about Nyohhira, didn’t you?”


  “Mm. Nobody knew the name of Yoitsu, but many had heard of the Moon-Hunting Bear.”


  Since even Lawrence had heard stories of the great bear spirit, it would be stranger if people in this region did not know the tales.


  It was a bear spirit whose tales had been passed down over the centuries – perhaps even the millennia.


  Lawrence hesitated momentarily but eventually spoke his mind.


  If Holo became angry, he would blame it on the wine.


  “Does that make you jealous, I suppose?” When it came to the question of whose name had been remembered, Holo was no match for the Moon-Hunting Bear.


  Of course, back in the village of Pasloe, every child knew her name, but that was on a completely different scale than the Moon-Hunting Bear.


  She might feel a certain amount of competition, having come from the same era.


  Just as Lawrence was thinking that no, Holo would be above such pointlessness, she replied.


  “Just who do you think I am?”


  Her right hand held the water skin, and her left was on her hip, her chest thrust out.


  She was Holo the Wisewolf.


  Lawrence cursed himself for asking a stupid question, but just as he was about to say, “Ah, you’re right,” Holo slipped in another statement, cutting him off.


  “I’m a late bloomer, after all. I’m only just getting started.” She bared her fangs and smiled. She was shameless, indeed, to have lived so many centuries and yet claiming to be only getting started.


  Before she was a wisewolf, Holo was Holo.


  “I may have retreated from being worshiped, but ’twould be lovely indeed to have a thick book of tales recorded about me, of course.”


  “Ha-ha. Shall I write it, then?”


  Many merchants took up the pen.


  Not having learned the finer points of composition, their writing was not beautiful, but if someone on the verge of death had a fortune, they might well have a comrade take dictation for them.


  “Hmph. Though if you were to do it, the travels with you would be the larger part.”


  “Well, yes.”


  “I can’t have that now, can I?”


  “Why not?” asked Lawrence, and Holo coughed.


  “It might well end up being less of a book and more a litany of humiliations.” Holo chuckled through her nose. “You’re perfectly happy to lie – you’d embellish things that did and didn’t happen, no doubt. What sort of book would you create?” Holo looked up.


  It was clear from her face that she had gone beyond smiling and was now playing a foolish game.


  Lawrence was a merchant.


  Carefully estimating her thoughts, he spoke. “Are you trying to say I’d be as thick as the book I’d write?”


  Holo laughed voicelessly, her shoulders shaking, and she smacked Lawrence’s arm.


  It was a foolish conversation.


  “Anyway, all I heard tell of was Nyohhira. They don’t often go into the mountains of Roef, they said. Apparently ’tis not so nice a place.”


  “Huh?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo was still smiling, but there was a gaping hole behind that smile.


  She was stubborn.


  Whenever she seemed strangely cheerful, there was always something behind it.


  But she continued speaking, as though she hadn’t heard Lawrence’s inquiry at all.


  “There are more than twenty hot springs. The earth has cracks that vent steam, and it seems like the end of the world – just like it did in my time. The one annoying bit was that the spot that I’d found and only I knew about seems to have been discovered – even though it was a hot spring hidden in a canyon so narrow I had to take this form just to fit.”


  It was said that the spirits of the hot springs watched those who visited, and the more effort one put forth to soak in the waters, the more effective the water’s healing powers would be.


  So when it came to why the people of Nyohhira would go to such lengths, it was because finding such a hot spring was part of what they lived for.


  In such circumstances, it would have been discovered sooner or later.


  Holo seemed exceedingly frustrated, but Lawrence could tell it was an act.


  She had let something important slip.


  The mountains of Roef were not a good place.


  It had been carelessness.


  That much was obvious.


  Had the boatmen mentioned what awaited those who headed up the Roef River?


  One had said that there was a mine that produced copper-like water from a spring and that there was a town with copper plentiful enough to build copper-plated stills.


  And Ragusa was carrying large amounts of copper coin down the Roam River.


  What was needed to make those coins?


  Copper obviously – and large amounts of fuel wood or the black stone known as coal.


  Holo had been talking to the troupe of performers, so if they were speaking ill of an energetic mining town, it wasn’t because the town was in decline.


  It might mean that the place was unfit for human habitation.


  Clear-cut forests, poisoned rivers.


  Floods and landslides were common, and it would attract men trying to get rich quickly.


  The performer girl may have meant that the quality of the patrons was poor, but the quality of a town’s population was determined by its environment.


  It was even written in scripture that a bad tree would produce only bad fruit but that a good tree could produce only fine fruit.


  “Heh. This won’t do. At this rate, I won’t be able to hide anything from you,” said Holo suddenly, just as Lawrence was wondering what he should say.


  “There have always been fools who dig into the mountains. Time passes and men grow more numerous. I was prepared for that much.”


  Lawrence very much doubted these were her true feelings.


  After so many centuries in Pasloe, Holo had to know – she had to know that the wisdom of humanity had progressed to where some now conceitedly thought they had no need for gods.


  “Still, know this–” Holo said, taking careful step-hops as though crossing a creek via stepping-stones. She took one step, then another, and on the third step, she looked back at Lawrence. “This is my problem to worry over. When I see you make that face, I can’t worry about it properly.”


  It would have been easy to simply tell her, “Why, the nerve!”


  But Lawrence could hardly do so.


  Holo couldn’t very well help but worry, and if they found Yoitsu in ruins, she might come apart entirely.


  And yet she herself understood that her concern was nothing to be ashamed about – that it was entirely natural.


  Lawrence reevaluated his thoughts.


  Holo was not the girl she appeared to be.


  “When the time comes, I may need to borrow your chest to cry upon. That’s one promise I’ll need from you.”


  When he heard such words from a girl like Holo, Lawrence had no choice but to tell her she could rely on him.


  Holo chuckled. “But then what of you? Did you hear any interesting talk?”


  Led on by Holo, Lawrence started to walk, looking over at the circle of men as something in their conversation caused a stir.


  “… Let’s see. I seem to remember Ragusa saying something…”


  Perhaps because of the state of his liquor-muddled mind when he’d talked to Ragusa, the memory did not come instantly. He tapped his head several times, annoyed at the failure of his ledger-like memory for recalling the things he’d seen and heard.


  “I believe… it was something funny… but not really funny… Something like that.”


  “About the boy?” Holo suggested. Col was still off staring at the ground there in the moonlight.


  The memory came drifting back to Lawrence.


  “Oh yes! Or… was it?”


  “Well, that’s all you and that boatman would have to talk about, is it not? And you’re competing over him, too.”


  “I’m not competing over anything. But Ragusa really seems to want the boy.”


  Lawrence had a vision of the fierce attack that would happen when they got to Kerube.


  It was by no means guaranteed that the boy would safely become a high-ranking priest and that was only if he managed to finish his studies. When Lawrence thought about it that way, he felt like it might be good for Col to become Ragusa’s apprentice – but that was just his own personal judgment.


  Holo looked up at him as he mused.


  “And what of you?”


  “Me? Well, I…” Lawrence prevaricated, sidestepping Holo’s sharp eyes.


  He wouldn’t mind taking an apprentice if it was Col.


  But it felt premature, and there was another reason he was being evasive.


  “Back in Pasloe, I waited a long time for a suitable-looking traveler to come, but that good meeting did not come for some time. When it comes to people, well, you should trust my eye.”


  Lawrence noticed that somewhere along the line, Holo had taken his hand.


  “And he’s gotten attached to me, but worry not. He’s not likely to become your enemy.”


  Lawrence turned definitively away and exhaled a long, deep, white breath.


  Holo snickered.


  Lawrence faced ahead, exasperated, but he wasn’t sure if Holo realized…


  Did she realize that Lawrence was suspicious of her motivations for supporting Col?


  “Well, everything seems to be in order now. When I heard that ships were piling up, I expected more of a scene.”


  “… You were excited, then?” asked Lawrence, and Holo looked up with a complicated expression.


  She neither shook her head nor nodded.


  Instead, she spoke meditatively, looking off into the distance. “I did wish for a leisurely journey, but travels with you are strangely complicated – when you’ve time to think of foolish plans.”


  Lawrence counted off the days left in his travels with Holo and remembered what had happened in their journeys.


  It was true that given time, he did tend to think about things.


  In that case, perhaps he might as well get caught up in mad thoughts, if only for the amusement of it.


  But saying such things to Holo was going too far, Lawrence thought.


  So he instead incited her easily roused anger. “It’s both good and bad being too clever.”


  Surely Holo would say this, to which he would reply that – Lawrence constructed the exchange in his mind, but Holo said nothing at all.


  When he thought it strange and looked at her, he saw her furrowed brow.


  “Too clever?”


  Lawrence immediately knew she was not angry.


  By her expression, she simply did not understand.


  Which was precisely why Lawrence could not fathom the meaning of that expression.


  When he faltered and his words failed him, Holo made a small sound. “Ah–”


  He felt as though that was the trigger.


  Lawrence saw the source of the discrepancy.


  Their gazes met.


  They stopped walking simultaneously, and after a short silence, what appeared on both their faces were frowns meant to hide the awkwardness they felt.


  “Don’t tell me you asked around about far-off places just because you were interested, and now you’ve gotten some strange misapprehension in your head,” said Holo.


  Lawrence raised his eyebrows, at a loss for words.


  Naturally, even as he hoped that his worst fears would prove baseless, he had confidence that they would be borne out.


  “’Tis no wonder you made such a strange face back then. Well, you can keep your worries to yourself,” said Holo forcefully.


  “I could say the same thing to you. The reason you’re trying to force Col off on me as my apprentice is exactly the same.”


  This time it was Holo who drew her chin in, chastised.


  It was just as he thought.


  She might have saved Col out of kindness, but her strange fawning over him and her insistence that Lawrence take him on as an apprentice was for another reason entirely.


  So what happened if he applied his new knowledge that when Holo did something, it was for his own sake?


  Before long, he saw that his worries about Holo were the same as hers.


  They glared at each other, both trying to look firm.


  “You’re the weak one, and I’ve got to protect you,” they each insisted.


  It was a foolish conversation – they were both thinking the same thing.


  “Honestly… so what was it you wanted to say?” said Lawrence with a little sigh, giving up on the staring match. Holo sighed as well.


  “When we’ve time to think of foolish things, it seems neither of us can think of anything good.”


  “Unaware of our own faults.”


  Holo smiled slightly and took Lawrence’s hand again. “One cannot help thinking such things, but it’s still quite difficult.”


  “Not thinking about anything is another problem, I think… it is difficult.”


  And all the more so when Lawrence realized that this was the height of that joy.


  The future would be darker than this. Even if they were worried about each other, if they continued to talk of these things, no cheer would come of it.


  “Come, let’s stop talking of this,” said Holo, apparently having come to the same conclusion.


  Lawrence agreed.


  “Well, we’ve gone to the trouble of waking up at this hour,” said Holo. “It’s cold, so let’s go talk to the lad and have some wine.”


  “More drinking?” said Lawrence, flabbergasted, but Holo walked ahead of him, and her only reply was the twitching of her ears underneath her hood.


  “Could these people not sleep in a more orderly fashion? They are in the way; ’tis frustrating.”


  The sleeping figures were scattered here and there as though they had fallen at random out of the sky, and they made it hard to walk straight across the area.


  Since it was still a wide riverbank, it was all right, but if it ever became a cheap lodging house, this would surely be one of the complaints.


  If they had lined up nicely, they could have stretched out their legs and there would have been room for more people to sleep, but people seemed to prefer sleeping hither and thither, their arms and legs sprawled everywhere.


  It was thanks to that that Lawrence didn’t know how many times he’d had an inn right before his very eyes, but spent the night under the cold sky.


  Such travel memories came to Lawrence, but something nagged at him.


  He looked behind him at the sleeping forms of the merchants and boatmen. Their posture. Their direction. Their number.


  Glared at by Holo, Lawrence found the nagging in his mind had vanished.


  “Col, m’boy,” said Holo.


  Col seemed as attached to Holo as she was to him, and she appeared to have taken a shine to the boy.


  Be it “vixen” or “bird” or “old man,” Holo essentially never called people by their names.


  Lawrence found himself searching his memory for any time Holo had called him by name.


  It had probably happened once or twice, but when he tried to imagine the scene, it made him feel a bit embarrassed.


  “Hmm?” Holo said blankly. She had called Col’s name, but the boy did not seem to have taken notice.


  Lawrence and Holo looked at each other, wondering if he was asleep, then approached the crouching Col.


  He didn’t seem asleep – he was wrapped in Holo’s robe and holding a thin stick in his hand and moving.


  He seemed to be totally absorbed in whatever it was he was doing.


  Holo was about to call his name again, but just then, he seemed to notice their footfalls and looked over his shoulder in alarm.


  “–Whoops,” said Lawrence; Holo’s face was blank.


  Col, for his part, seemed to have been wholly absorbed in whatever he was doing. Turning to Holo and Lawrence with a look of surprise on his face, he hastily picked something up. It made a light metallic clink, so it was presumably coin. He also tried to hide something with his feet when he stood.


  Holo wasn’t the only quick-witted one.


  Lawrence looked at the boy, whose feet hid what looked to be like writing on the ground.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering what it was, Col quickly scuffed and erased it, then spoke.


  “Wh-what is wrong?”


  Going by the feel of Holo’s hand in his, Lawrence got the feeling that Holo wanted to say, “That’s my line!” He was quite sure it wasn’t just his imagination.


  It was obvious Col was hiding something.


  “Mm. We woke up at this strange hour and thought you might drink with us.”


  The unpleasant face Col made was certainly not a joke.


  Not long ago, Ragusa had forced the boy to drink, and Col had passed out.


  Holo chuckled. “’Tis a jest. Are you hungry?”


  “Er… a, a little.”


  Col had drawn a small circle.


  It seemed he had drawn several such figures, but there was no way to know for sure.


  “Mm. Come, you–” said Holo to Lawrence. “We have plenty of provisions, do we not?”


  “Hmm? Oh, well, we have some, yes.”


  “But?”


  Lawrence shrugged and answered, “But if we eat it, we’ll have that much less.”


  Holo lightly smacked Lawrence’s shoulder. “Well, that decides it, then. Now, ’twould be nicer to be near the fire…”


  Between the dancing and the drunken staggering, Holo and Lawrence had forgotten where their blanket had been laid.


  They both looked at Col, prompting him to ask, “Don’t you remember?” in a slightly worn-out voice.


  If Col was to indeed join Lawrence and Holo’s travels as an apprentice, this sort of exchange seemed likely to happen every day.


  Holo giggled. “We were both drunk, after all. I am sorry, but could you fetch it for us?”


  “Understood,” said Col and trotted off.


  Lawrence and Holo watched his figure recede together, and something about the scene was far from disagreeable to him.


  Part of that was of course because Holo was right next to him, but she seemed to agree and leaned lightly against him.


  Lawrence knew one word to describe the scene.


  But if he spoke it, he would lose.


  “You–” Holo began.


  “Mm?”


  Holo did not immediately continue, instead shaking her head.


  “Never mind.”


  “All right, then.”


  Lawrence, of course, knew what Holo was trying to say.


  And yet he got the feeling he shouldn’t be thinking about it.


  “By the way–” said Lawrence.


  “Mm?”


  “Col’s hometown, apparently it’s called Pinu. Have you heard of it?”


  Col seemed to have accidentally stepped on one of the sleeping figures in his haste.


  Lawrence smiled as he watched the boy apologize and squeezed Holo’s hand a bit.


  “What did you just say?” Holo’s voice was not her ordinary one.


  Or so Lawrence thought, but when she turned to look at him, her eyes seemed to be smiling.


  “Just kidding,” she finished.


  “… Hey.”


  Holo giggled. “Am I supposed to know everything now?”


  She had a point, but Holo did like to pretend ignorance of important matters and treat outrageous things as if they were nothing.


  If he started doubting her, there would be no end to it, but the truth was they had come far enough on this journey that making such a joke at this point was rather dubious.


  Lawrence watched Holo snicker at Col’s now-careful walking, and Holo sighed, not looking in Lawrence’s direction.


  “I suppose I shall be more temperate next time.”


  “… I would certainly appreciate that,” said Lawrence just as Col returned.


  “Did something happen?” he asked.


  “Hmm? No, not especially. We were just talking about your hometown.”


  “I see…” came Col’s tired reply; he was probably thinking that such a place wasn’t interesting enough to make a good conversation topic.


  Most people who had even a little bit of pride in their hometown would have jumped at the chance to talk about it.


  “Pinu, was it? Does your village have any legends?”


  “Legends?” Col asked as he handed over their things to Holo.


  “Aye. Surely you have one or two.”


  “Er, well…” Perhaps he hesitated because of the suddenness of the question. Even the most meager village had many legends and superstitions.


  “When you talked to me,” Lawrence said, “you said it was a problem when the Church came in, didn’t you? Which means that region, Pinu included, had other gods.”


  Hearing it explained thus, Col seemed to understand.


  He nodded and spoke. “Ah, yes. Pinu is the name of a great frog god. The elder claims to have seen it with his own eyes.”


  “Oh ho,” said Holo, her interest piqued.


  The three of them sat down, with Lawrence and Holo taking the wine and giving bread and cheese to Col.


  “The place the village is in now isn’t where it used to be – that land vanished long ago in a great landslide and wound up at the bottom of a lake that was created in a flood, it’s said. Right after that landslide, the elder – who was still a child then and helping to hunt fox in the mountains – apparently saw it. The great frog was blocking the floodwaters from flowing down the valley that led directly to the village.”


  Stories of gods that protected villages from great disasters existed all over.


  The Church was busily trying to rewrite them all to feature its own God, but looking at Col’s shining eyes, that task seemed as though it would hardly go well.


  Stories of gods and spirits were not mere fairy tales.


  If the stories were even now still trusted, the Church’s efforts were pointless.


  “So Lord Pinu blocked the floodwaters, and as he held them back, the elders came down the mountain and ran to the village to warn everyone, who barely escaped with their lives.”


  Once Col had finished the telling, he seemed to realize he had gotten a bit excited.


  He looked around, wondering if his voice had been too loud.


  “Hmm. So your god was a mere frog, then. What of, say, wolves?” Holo couldn’t help herself apparently.


  Thus asked, Col’s answer was quick. “Oh yes, there are many.”


  Holo nearly dropped the jerky she had taken out of the sack, but she managed to feign composure as she put it in her mouth.


  Lawrence pretended not to notice her trembling hand.


  “But there are more of those in Rupi. I told Master Lawrence of that place – it’s where the skilled fox and owl hunters are.”


  “Ah, the village that the Church marched into, yes?”


  Col nodded with a rueful grin, because it was that event that had been the cause of Col’s journey in the first place.


  “There is a legend that says that the ancestor of Rupi’s people was a wolf.”


  The part of the jerky that stuck out of Holo’s mouth twitched impressively.


  Lawrence was impressed she hadn’t dropped it.


  But then he thought back to the pagan town of Kumersun, where he’d talked to Diana the chronicler woman.


  She had spoken of a human and a god becoming mates.


  He had asked for Holo, who was terrified of loneliness, but now this all took on a slightly different meaning.


  As Lawrence hoped he wouldn’t be teased too much by Holo for this, Col continued. “This is just talk I heard later, but apparently the Church men who came to Rupi originally had that wolf-god as their goal.”


  “The… god?”


  “Yes. But there are no gods in Rupi. According to the stories, they died.”


  Lawrence didn’t understand.


  If the legend held that the gods were dead, it was strange that the Church would come looking for them. It would have made more sense for the Church to have come because the gods were dead, as that would make the propagation of its teachings easier.


  And the high priest that also served as the Church troop’s commander had pulled out of the area when his health failed.


  It was a strangely halfhearted engagement.


  It almost sounded like the Church had only come in search of something.


  That was when Lawrence realized.


  The men of the Church had come looking for something – they had, all the way out to a remote village, whose god had already died.


  “Long ago, the story has it that the god of Rupi returned to the village after being terribly injured, then died there. As thanks, it left its right foreleg and its offspring there. Its offspring were accepted into the village, and it’s said that the right foreleg protected the whole area from plagues and disasters. And the Church men were looking for that foreleg or some such.”


  Col’s relating of the story made it sound like a fairy tale; he did not seem to really believe it himself.


  It was not uncommon for people to consider their home village’s legends rather banal after having traveled and seen some of the breadth of the world, even if they’d never doubted those stories before.


  “That is what they say, but our village fell into a lake after a landslide, so it’s a bit doubtful whether the god of Pinu really left its leg there,” Col said with a smile.


  Having been outside and gained some wisdom, it was natural that he would see the discrepancy between legends and what happened in reality.


  Such experiences would serve only to shake his faith, the stories passed down in his village.


  But Lawrence was the opposite.


  Thanks to Holo, he now knew that such stories were no mere fairy tales.


  And it was his nature as a merchant to try to incorporate this information with what he already knew.


  It was enough to call up a vague and fuzzy memory.


  Something he had heard from Ragusa, just before passing out drunk.


  He knew full well that it was an arbitrary conclusion.


  And yet, it fit perfectly.


  “So, do you doubt the legends?”


  Holo immediately sensed the strange atmosphere and looked dubiously out from beneath her hood.


  The boy smiled slightly. “… If you mean do I not fully believe, then yes, I doubt them. But in school, I learned a lot about reconciling the existence of gods. So it’s simple. The foreleg of Rupi’s god would decades ago have been…”


  Col had had many experiences in his school in the south, then thinking of returning home, had found himself in this area.


  Without question, it would be normal to collect stories about one’s home.


  Which meant that it would not be strange if Col had collected the same information as Lawrence.


  The big difference between Col and Lawrence was whether or not they believed in the preposterous tales.


  Lawrence did not venture to look at Holo, only taking her hand. “Treasure maps appear only once the treasure has already been stolen.”


  Col’s eyes widened.


  Then they narrowed as he smiled with faint embarrassment.


  “I won’t be fooled again,” his face said. “Still, that can’t be, can it? Buying and selling the foreleg of a god, I mean.”


  “–”


  The sound of Holo breathing in.


  It seemed Col did indeed have the same information as Lawrence.


  Holo’s hand gripped his very tightly.


  In place of speech, Holo gave him a look, but Lawrence did not return it.


  “Yes. The world is full of frauds and fakes.”


  Lesko, the town at the headwaters of the Roef River. The trading firm there had been looking for the fossilized foreleg of a wolf-god.


  Based on the information Lawrence had gotten from Ragusa over drinks, it was certainly a rumor that was circulating among the boatmen.


  And if Col, who’d been living on the road, had heard it, it was likely a topic of discussion at inns and taverns that attracted travelers.


  The saying was “where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” but it made more sense to ascribe the rumor to the pagan culture that suffused the northlands.


  In his seven years as a traveling merchant, Lawrence had heard such tales more than a few times.


  The remains of saints, the wings of angels, miraculous chalices, even the robes of God.


  And they were all laughably absurd fakes.


  “Um, I really don’t believe any of this, you know.” Col seemed to think that Lawrence’s and especially Holo’s silence was due to their being shocked at his naivete. “I mean, of course I think I’d like to know for sure if it is true, but…”


  His lonely smile as he said this was like that of a child who has realized the trick behind a sleight of hand.


  How would he react if he knew that before his very eyes was a living relative of that same god?


  Lawrence couldn’t help but wonder.


  But when he considered whether Holo would want to show Col her true form, he couldn’t imagine it was so.


  She instead looked at Col with terribly calm eyes.


  “Still, if the Church really is chasing after that bone, what could they be thinking, I wonder?” said Lawrence to Holo, bringing her into the conversation.


  He had noticed Holo’s state, but given the topic, she must have some thoughts on the matter, he reasoned.


  “What are they… thinking?”


  “Right. I mean, if they’re trying to find that bone because it’s genuine, that would confirm the existence of the pagan gods. Surely they won’t do that.”


  “That’s true…” murmured Col, his face blank. “Now that you mention it, that is strange.”


  If it was real, the bone was surely from a wolf like Holo, so its size would be far from ordinary.


  Lawrence’s memory was a bit hazy, but he seemed to remember Ragusa saying something about a hellhound.


  When they found the bone, perhaps they would simply call it something like that and make a religious proclamation of it.


  If it had been a martyred saint, Lawrence could think of any number of ways to use them.


  Just as Lawrence was thinking it over, Col raised his voice uncertainly.


  “Ah, er, maybe–”


  Lawrence looked at the boy; perhaps he had hit upon something. But just then, the circle of men around the fire cried out in laughter; evidently something had been funny.


  And the next moment–


  Krakk – there was the sound of something breaking.


  For a second, he suspected Holo and her ill temper.


  When he cast his gaze at her, Holo was a bit surprised but met his eyes and seemed to have understood Lawrence’s immediate reaction.


  She smacked his shoulder.


  “Wh-what was that…?” Col murmured, terrified despite having only just declared his skepticism over the existence of gods.


  Perhaps the conversation had gotten to him.


  Religious faith is not so easily lost – Holo seemed pleased to see this and looked about to laugh.


  There was no sound for a moment after that, and the men around the fire, having all got to their feet, began to sit back down, and a few of them looked at Lawrence and the rest and shrugged.


  What had it been? Everyone wondered the same thing. And then–


  Again – krak, kreak – the breaking sounds continued, now noticeably louder, as though something was splintering.


  The river.


  Just when the thought hit Lawrence, there came the sound of creaking lumber and then a great and audible splash.


  Col got to his feet.


  Lawrence was on one knee as he looked at the river.


  “The boats!” cried the men who’d been drinking around the fire.


  His gaze soon slipped to the river’s surface.


  What he saw was the gallant form of a large ship as there in the moonlight it seemed to be making its departure.


  “Ahoy! Somebody–!”


  The men who had been drinking around the fire all shot to their feet, but not a one of them took action.


  Perhaps they were all merchants and travelers. Lawrence also stood, and Col started to run, but after taking three or four steps, he realized he didn’t know what action he would actually take and stopped short.


  It was clear that the boat was about to float down the river, and it was equally clear that it had to be stopped.


  But Lawrence didn’t know how.


  Just then, a voice called out.


  “Protect the ship!”


  At the sound of that voice, the boatmen who had been sleeping scattered about like so much cow dung now jumped to their feet.


  All of them ran for the river, as though having dealt with this sort of thing more than a few times.


  Despite having been drunk not long ago, most of the boatmen’s strides were steady and confident.


  The first among them to reach the boats moored at the river’s edge were Ragusa and another man.


  They strode directly into the water, raising a splash, pushing against the hull with ox-like strength.


  Ragusa boarded first, followed by the other man.


  Shortly behind them, the rest took the next best course of action, jumping into the river with a moment’s hesitation and swimming toward the anchored boats.


  The big ship was slowly but surely being pushed over the other, sunken vessel and would soon be swept downstream.


  The sunken hulk, after so many attempts by Lawrence and the rest to haul it ashore, must have grown fragile and given way.


  And now it was being crushed under the other ship’s weight.


  If the ship was swept away, it would almost certainly run aground at the next meander or sandbar.


  And there would be other vessels anchored farther downstream, as well.


  If a smaller boat happened to be struck, even a child could tell you what would happen.


  But the reason the boatmen plunged into the crisis like well-trained knights seemed less for fear of the actual consequences and more to simply protect their good names as boatmen. If they let the same ship run aground twice, it would destroy their reputations.


  Col took another two or three steps, perhaps drawn forth by Ragusa’s bravery.


  Lawrence gulped as he watched the developing situation.


  After all, the ship was one that required four or five rowers. He didn’t think it would be easily stopped.


  But unlike the rest of the onlookers, Lawrence was not simply staring at the sight.


  Next to him was Holo, who murmured, “Do you really not understand?”


  “Huh?”


  For a moment, he thought she was talking about the ship, but then he realized that wasn’t it – she was referring to the reason the Church was searching for those bones.


  “Do you understand?” he asked back.


  A cry went out.


  When he looked, he saw that Ragusa had with admirable skill managed to get his boat alongside the runaway ship, and the other boatman had jumped aboard the larger vessel and taken up its pole.


  But it did not seem like it would stop. In the moonlight, that pole seemed impossibly thin and fragile.


  He thought he could hear Ragusa’s nervously clicking tongue.


  “I do understand, in fact,” replied Holo. “Just as you live by traveling and selling, I lived on the people’s faith.” Her sharp words were the proof of her displeasure.


  Lawrence didn’t know why she was angry.


  But he knew that her anger had something to do with the Church.


  “The reason I so hated being called a god was the way people kept me at a distance, gazing on me from afar. They feared, respected, and were grateful for my slightest move. I was treated with constant and terrible caution. So if you consider the opposite of that…”


  “No!” someone called out.


  Ragusa’s boat had circled ahead of the ship. If the boatmen tried to encircle the ship and stop it that way, they could easily wind up sinking themselves.


  There was the dull sound of hull hitting hull. All who watched the scene held their breath, fists clenched tight.


  Ragusa’s boat rocked violently. Surely it would capsize at any moment. Despite the tense atmosphere on the shore, Lawrence looked back at Holo.


  He understood what she was trying to say.


  “Surely that bone, they won’t–”


  Then came the sound of a great wave crashing.


  After several moments that seemed like an eternity, the ship visibly slowed and seemed to come to a stop.


  It was safe for the nonce.


  The realization spread, along with a great cheer.


  Aboard the ship, Ragusa raised both hands in triumph.


  Yet Lawrence could take no pleasure in it.


  His mouth was filled with the vulgarity of the Church’s actions.


  “That’s right. Suppose they find a bone they know is real, then crush it under their foot? We can’t simply devour the fools until we’re bones ourselves. We’ll have to content ourselves with being subjugated. There will be no miracles. And what will the people who see us think? They’ll think this–”


  Soon the trailing boats caught up with the big ship, and several more boatmen climbed aboard and tossed ropes out.


  Lawrence felt he was witnessing the indescribable solidarity of men who worked together.


  He longed to be among their sudden celebration.


  “–They’ll think, ‘Oh, look at this thing we so used to fear – ’tis not such a great thing, after all.’”


  It would be a more effective demonstration of the greatness of the Church’s god than ten thousand words of sermon.


  Lawrence found himself impressed at the calculation of this – only the Church, having fought the pagans for centuries, would consider such a thing.


  But that bone might well have belonged to someone Holo knew – in the worst case, even a relative.


  And this was Holo, who found herself conflicted by the fur trade.


  But there was a difference between trading in fur and symbolically crushing this bone.


  Her eyes quivered not because she wanted to weep, but rather out of rage.


  “So, what think you?” she asked.


  There amid the sounds of drums and flutes, Ragusa and his comrades tied the boats together with practiced motions, setting about the task of mooring them once again.


  Each man was skilled enough that no conscious thought was required and performed his task with logical ease.


  The Church was just as practiced in the manipulation of faith.


  They would use whatever tools they had to spread it.


  “I think –  I think it’s awful…” said Lawrence.


  “Fool,” said Holo, stepping on his foot.


  The pain he felt told him just how angry Holo was.


  “I’m not asking you of the morality of this. You’re just like the Ch–”


  Holo stopped herself short, but before she could apologize, Lawrence stepped on her foot, his face serious and inclined just so.


  “That’s payback,” his expression said.


  Holo bit her lip before continuing, partially to calm herself and partially out of frustration at her own verbal misstep. “… What I mean is, what do you think of the story that they’re after the bone? Do you think it is true?”


  “Half and half.”


  Holo looked at him, pained perhaps at the shortness of his answer.


  She might have been regretting making him angry for no good reason.


  “I mean, my immediate guess is half and half. Stories like this are common as the way Col was deceived during his studies.” Lawrence motioned with his chin at Col.


  Col, along with the rest of the onlookers, was cheering Ragusa and the other boatmen.


  His innocent figure looked not dissimilar to Holo’s, as he was still wearing her robe.


  “Well, it’s hardly half and half, then, is it?” said Holo.


  “Yes, but I know that beings like you exist. That eliminates the possibility of the most common idle gossip. So, half and half. That it’s a rumor at all is because there’s a trading firm involved. Whether it’s really in Rupi, we don’t know. That the Church came to Rupi is only true so long as Col isn’t lying.”


  Ragusa and the other boatmen’s labors seemed to have concluded.


  They all piled aboard Ragusa’s boat with a few energetic ones diving into the water and swimming ashore.


  The remaining wood was lavishly thrown on the dwindling fire and wine toward the returned heroes.


  “What say you to this–?”


  “Mm?”


  Holo’s hand entwined with Lawrence’s.


  She seemed to think that putting on a show of teasing him was necessary when she had a favor to ask.


  “Let us continue our easy travels, and when we find Yoitsu, say our good-byes. What think you?”


  Lawrence had to laugh at how easily she broached the subject.


  Holo dug her fingernails angrily into his hand.


  This was going just a bit too far.


  When she was so frank about it, he couldn’t very well accuse her of not being honest.


  Lawrence took a deep breath, then exhaled. “Don’t ask me a thing like that. What did I say when I came to pick you up?”


  Holo looked away and did not answer.


  Unbelievably, she seemed shy.


  “There is the salvation that it may all turn out to be a mere rumor. If it’s captured your interest, I don’t mind.”


  “And what if there is no such salvation?” She was not called a wisewolf for nothing.


  Words were her playthings.


  Lawrence lightened his tone still further. “If it’s true, we won’t come away unscathed.”


  “Because of my anger?”


  Lawrence closed his eyes.


  The moment he opened them, he saw the excited Col looking back at them. The boy seemed to notice their strangely subdued state.


  He hastily looked ahead, as though having seen something he knew he shouldn’t have.


  “Such items are unbelievably highly priced as a rule. The Church often brings its authority to bear in such matters, as well.”


  He looked at Holo next to him.


  Lawrence knew that Col was looking at them over his shoulder.


  But he didn’t particularly care.


  “Despite your morals, it’s a valuable item that affects the Church’s credibility. If we get involved, we won’t come away from it unhurt.”


  Holo smiled, bringing her free hand up to chest level and waving.


  Lawrence saw Col hastily look away.


  Holo slowly lowered her hand.


  “To come out and just say it, I’m going digging for bones. I won’t force you to come along.”


  Now she was being unfair.


  Lawrence brought his free hand up and smacked Holo’s head lightly. “Unlike you, I’d prefer our book to be a long one.”


  “… In truth?”


  While the idea of the journey ending by growing old and passing in his sleep had a certain appeal, there was something that was quite painful for him.


  And it was all the more so when the encounters and travels had been so eventful.


  Why did people gather to celebrate and dance at the end of the year or at the harvest?


  Lawrence felt like he understood now.


  “Stories are better when they have an ending, are they not?”


  “Even if there’s danger?”


  Lawrence shook his head.


  He was no wild youth, after all.


  “Of course, I’d prefer to avoid danger if possible.”


  Holo grinned triumphantly. “I’m Holo the Wisewolf!”


  It was a foolish thing, he thought.


  If there really was a trading company searching for the bone and the Church was truly after it, then it was not something an individual merchant could hope to affect.


  And yet, Lawrence thought.


  His travels with Holo would not be some weakly strained paste that left the stomach empty and grumbling. They had to be like beef, thickly cut and smeared generously with spices.


  Holo smiled softly and walked ahead.


  She tapped the eavesdropping Col on his head, then walked with him toward Ragusa and the rest.


  Lawrence followed slowly after them.


  The moon hung there in the sky, and the pleasantly cold air stirred at the hearty laughing of the boatmen.


  The turning point of their journey was a lovely night, indeed.


  Lawrence took a deep breath.


  Though Holo might be angry to find out, he did not much care whether the tale was true.


  There was something more important than that.


  “…”


  For having found a reason to continue forward, he wanted to thank the moon.


  
    
  



  
    
  

  Epilogue


  Early morning.


  Lawrence awoke when the light touched his cheek, the moment the sun showed its face above the horizon.


  At least, that’s what it felt like, but when he opened his eyes, he realized that what was actually touching his face was Holo’s breathing as she slept.


  The sleeping Holo, curled up in the blanket, would occasionally pop her head out from under it, perhaps coming up for breath.


  When Lawrence looked at her, her cheek was a bit damp, proof that she had emerged from the blanket only a moment ago.


  It was like uncooked bread dough.


  Particularly in the way it would flare up at a moment’s notice.


  But was it his imagination that her sleeping face looked even more innocent than it normally did?


  She didn’t just look relaxed – her face conveyed a certain self-confidence, as though she wouldn’t possibly be having any bad dreams. Even her singed bangs seemed like a badge of honor, as though she were a brave knight that had fearlessly returned from a blazing castle.


  No – that was going a bit too far.


  Lawrence grinned at his folly, then yawned. His dry, cold skin complained loudly, and his eyes opened with a sensation like a membrane of ice cracking.


  Today would be another clear day.


  Eventually Holo’s face twitched, her eyes still closed, and she squirmed around underneath the blanket.


  After the ship had been stopped from being washed downriver, there was talk of having an all-night celebration, but the boatmen knew their jobs too well.


  Drinking all night long and then piloting boats downriver the next day was too great a danger.


  They indulged in just a bit of merrymaking before going to bed, without even time enough for their clothes to dry.


  Since there were so many furs that had been brought ashore, even with wet clothes there were no worries of being warm enough to sleep soundly.


  A few of the biggest and strongest men had stripped naked and surrounded themselves with furs in order to keep warm most efficiently; their sleeping forms were a sight to behold. Holo’s words (“I don’t quite know what to make of that sight”) were most apt.


  Those same men were not yet awake, and Lawrence realized that at the moment, he was the only one up.


  No one would wake up because of the cold, and it wasn’t as though they had napped the previous day on the river.


  This sensation had lasted but a few days, but it made Lawrence feel very nostalgic.


  The days when he’d done business all day long, holding each spare moment precious.


  It felt the same as those days.


  When the breaking dawn meant a new opportunity for profit, if life was a gamble, then dawn was another card.


  Another card. Another. And another.


  Even if there was no progress, that was fun, too.


  It felt the same as those days.


  Had he woken feeling this way before, since the reality of the end of his travels with Holo had begun to sink in? Had he not been afraid of dawn’s break?


  Though he knew well that with a journey came parting, that didn’t make it any easier. He doubted even Holo the Wisewolf could restrain that feeling.


  So could he, a mere human, hope to?


  And then, there came this first pleasant waking in some time. But he knew the reason.


  In Lenos, they had declared their intention to end their travels with a smile.


  Last night they had decided how they would reach that goal.


  They would continue this carefree travel, and then at Yoitsu, it would be “fare thee well.” “What think you?” Holo had said.


  For the merchant who dedicated his days to profit and the ferocious wolf, “carefree travel” was an impossibility.


  Which made him as excited as a child.


  Even though he had no idea if the story was true. And if it was true, the probability that it would lead to a painful outcome for Holo was very high.


  And yet Lawrence did not think it was imprudent.


  After all–


  “Mmchoo–”


  Lawrence heard a sneeze from under the blanket.


  When conducting negotiations in a cramped inn, one had to be careful that the people sleeping nearby were truly sleeping and not feigning sleep in order to eavesdrop.


  Sneezes and coughs and the sounds of swallowing – all were proof that someone was awake.


  Lawrence peeled the blanket back to see Holo rubbing her nose.


  She soon noticed him and turned her gaze toward him. Her eyes were not drowsy the way they typically were.


  “Mmph… ’Tis the first pleasant awakening in some time.”


  After all–


  Lawrence thought Holo felt the same way he did.


  “So you’re really going, eh?”


  The sun was now fully risen, and the area buzzed with activity as the boatmen readied for departure.


  Ragusa left his own boat in the care of a fellow boatman and strode about cockily, arms folded, watching the proceedings.


  The boatmen congratulated each other on their heroic deeds in saving the ship the night before, as was apparently their custom.


  But even Ragusa’s heroic manner, as though he were the true hero of the night, fell apart when Lawrence informed him of their intention to end their downriver journey here and return to Lenos.


  “I-I know we were delayed a night here, but it’ll be an express trip the rest of the way! We’ll make up the delay in no time!” he said insistently.


  But Lawrence only answered with reason. “No, Kerube was a bit too far out of our way to begin with. Having had a night to think it over, we’ve decided to head back.”


  “Urgh… right, then. It’s a mark on my reputation as a boatman, but… I suppose there’s nothing for it.”


  Ragusa wouldn’t have looked this upset even if he’d lost his coin purse – so Lawrence started to feel bad for lying to him.


  The truth was, Lawrence and company were not returning to Lenos at all, but were planning to get to Kerube one step ahead of the rest.


  The reason Lawrence went to the trouble of lying to get off the boat was that their method of arriving there was not something he could explain to just anyone.


  “I imagine that we can make it back within a day – and of course, my first voyage in quite some time was excellent.”


  Ragusa smiled ruefully at the obvious idle chatter in the midst of a business negotiation, then sighed.


  His acceptance was very boatman-like.


  “Ah, well. For every meeting, there is a parting. I’m a boatman that connects towns. No doubt I’ll have a chance to carry the same travelers again,” said Ragusa, offering his hand.


  Lawrence had shaken hands with the man when he’d boarded and now shook hands to leave.


  Voyages like this put them quite literally in the same boat.


  And the man responsible for Lawrence’s life was nearly a friend.


  “Indeed. I am a traveling merchant, after all. I’m sure I’ll come this way again,” Lawrence said, taking the man’s thick hand in his.


  “Right then. Tote Col – mind you well the things I’ve taught you.”


  “Wha–? Oh! Y-yes sir!” said Col hastily; he had been standing next to Lawrence, nodding off.


  Previously Col had been set to work in Ragusa’s boat, standing watch in case another vessel was swept away.


  Evidently he’d been angling for some money.


  Seeing this, Lawrence couldn’t help but soften his expression. Ragusa had secretly given Col’s wages – and they were generous wages – to Lawrence, with instructions to give them to Col once they’d reached Kerube. Col wouldn’t worry about food for a week.


  “Incidentally, Mr. Ragusa.”


  “Mm?”


  “No stealing a march on me now,” warned Lawrence, and Ragusa laughed hugely.


  There was no doubt Ragusa would have tried to tempt the lad into his service by the time they got to Kerube.


  Col had his own goals.


  But if Ragusa twisted his arm enough, Col might find himself nodding his agreement. It might not have been any of his business, but Lawrence wanted to help the boy accomplish his own goals.


  Thus, his words to Ragusa.


  The redoubtable boatman heaved an amused sigh. “Fine then. I promise. I’m a boatman – I won’t tell a lie.”


  Each traveler had his or her own reasons for their journey.


  Ragusa surely understood that better than anyone.


  The men held each other’s gazes and chuckled.


  Lawrence could understand the feeling of having let the big fish that was Col get away, though it was yet too soon for Lawrence to be considering taking the boy as his own apprentice.


  “Still–” said Ragusa, grabbing Lawrence’s shoulder suddenly and pulling him close. “You won’t go quarreling with your companion over anything quite that foolish again, will you now?”


  He meant Holo.


  Lawrence glanced over at her, moving only his eyes. She grinned at him from underneath her hood.


  As he brought his gaze back around, he glimpsed Col giving him a sympathetic smile, which was even worse.


  “I know, I know. I won’t.”


  “Mark my words – you can’t buy love with gold. Your merchant’s common sense won’t work there. Don’t forget that!”


  It was a teeth-grindingly tiresome thing to hear.


  But also true.


  “I’ll carve it on my heart,” said Lawrence, and only then did Ragusa release him, as if to say, “Well, that’s all right then.”


  Ragusa’s face was now bright and cheerful as he refolded his arms, as though his sadness from a moment ago had been a lie.


  There with his chest thrust out, he was every inch a boatman.


  Lawrence let himself wonder for a moment if in ten or fifteen years he, too, would have this sort of presence.


  But piling any more words up now would have made this act of their travels a bit dull.


  He took Holo’s hand, at which she nodded, her expression composed.


  “Well then, we’ll be off,” said Lawrence.


  “Uh, wait–!”


  At Col’s call, the pair looked back.


  For just a moment, Lawrence considered that if Col were to ask to become his apprentice right there, he would be genuinely conflicted.


  Col stammered there for a moment, as though unsure why he had called out. But then he said simply, “Thank you for everything!”


  Col, who had called out “Master!” at their first meeting.


  His manner just then was as though he was a true apprentice – the truth within the lie.


  “Good luck to you,” said Lawrence, and he and Holo began walking.


  Several times he was tempted to turn around and look, but in the end, he did not.


  The reason why was obvious.


  Next to him, Holo seemed like she wanted to turn and look even more.


  “So we’ll head down along the river and get to whatever this port town is, and then what?” asked Holo, looking ahead with unnatural determination.


  “Mm, once we get to Kerube, we’ll catch Eve.”


  They had discussed it the previous night. There was no need to reconfirm the plan, but Holo probably wanted to change the subject from Col.


  “So we’ll catch the vixen, and in exchange for her profits, we’ll make her tell us what she knows.”


  “She conspired with the Church to smuggle goods, so if it’s about towns along this river, she should have all the inside information.”


  “Hmph. So long as we get even with her, any reason will do.”


  Lawrence chuckled; that one statement was not necessarily a lie.


  He would have to be very careful that they didn’t get into a fight.


  “But still, ’tis sometimes nice to take my wolf form and run ’neath the sun’s rays. My legs can easily overtake any ship, no matter how far a lead it might have.”


  This was the reason they had gotten off Ragusa’s boat.


  It would no longer be fast enough to catch up with Eve.


  But since catching a horse would be even more impossible, this was the only other way.


  “Then, once we’ve strong-armed whatever that company was called, we’ll come back up the river to the town from yesterday. And after that?”


  “The Jean Company, yes. And we’re not going to strong-arm them. We don’t have the resources for that. I just want to put out some feelers. And after that…” Lawrence looked far off into the distance, then back at Holo. “We’ll decide when we get there.”


  Holo knitted her brow at this, but this alone could not be helped.


  What Holo truly hated was that the conversation would end here.


  “Always so stubborn,” said Lawrence with a smile.


  “Who’s stubborn?” asked the stubborn Holo.


  She was apparently determined to feign ignorance.


  Instead of challenging her on it, Lawrence decided to get right to the point. “It looked like you wanted to bring Col along.”


  Holo’s lips visibly curled into a sneer. “I was only trying to bring him over so that when I leave, you wouldn’t be too lonely. If you’ve no use for him, there’s no need, is there?” she shot back, her speech rapid-fire.


  It had actually been a simple explanation, free of emotion.


  But Lawrence said nothing and just looked at Holo.


  He knew that she understood well enough herself.


  As he expected, eventually she could take it no longer, and she finally spoke.


  “You’ve gotten rather tough.”


  Her expression was hardly one he would expect a compliment to come from, but he took it as a compliment nonetheless.


  Holo seemed to resign herself. “I don’t remember when it was, but once I met a boy and girl about his age on my travels,” she said, exasperated.


  “Oh?”


  “The pair were like baby chicks and didn’t know right from left. Nothing is more dangerous than such ignorance. I cared for them for a while, traveling with them. It was rather fun, in truth. This makes me think of that.”


  No doubt she meant it.


  But the truth of something was not everything.


  “Also, I simply like the boy,” confessed Holo flatly. “Is that enough for you?”


  She looked up at Lawrence through narrowed eyes.


  “Would you really turn jealous of a child like that?” her impatient eyes demanded.


  “I wish I could say, ‘Right then, let’s bring him along,’ of course–” Lawrence shrugged. “But I can’t.”


  “I’ll just bet.”


  One reason was because he was about to approach some dangerous business dealings.


  Another reason was that it would make hiding Holo’s true identity continuously difficult.


  And the last reason–


  “What’s the last reason?” it was Holo’s turn to ask.


  If he didn’t spit it out, she’d tear his throat out.


  “I like traveling with just us two.”


  But there was no longer any stubbornness or embarrassment in saying so.


  Therefore, it was not something Holo would tease him about.


  It was hasty to believe that familiarity bred contempt.


  At Lawrence’s words, Holo’s expression suggested that she understood, and her hand squirmed a little ticklishly in his.


  “I guessed the reasons were something like those, yes. And also–”


  “Also?”


  “You said it when we first met him, did you not? That if he wouldn’t seek his own salvation, you wouldn’t venture to help him.”


  Which meant that if Col didn’t ask to come along, Lawrence wouldn’t offer.


  Lawrence was about to reply, but stopped.


  He thought of Col, stumbling over his words as they parted.


  Surely he had been about to ask to be taken along.


  Col surely had overheard Lawrence and Holo’s conversation about the wolf-god’s bones.


  And if so, then he could hardly fail to take interest – having himself come from a village not so very far from Yoitsu.


  If Lawrence intended to verify the truth of the stories, Col might well wish to know.


  It was entirely plausible.


  But when he had become tongue-tied, the reason it had tortured him so was no doubt because logic told him to return to school as quickly as possible.


  Lawrence was sure this was true. “Well, even if he’d asked to come along on our travels, I would have refused.”


  Holo was about to protest that that wasn’t what he’d promised, but without some selectivity, she would be in trouble.


  “Now if he’d said, ‘If you turn me down, I’m prepared to die,’ I might think about it.”


  “So you’re saying you don’t want anybody interfering with the two of us for less than that, then?”


  A short pause.


  “Fine, fine.”


  “I’m sorry, did you say something?”


  “I did not.”


  Though their words seemed meant to drive each other away, the two continued to hold hands as they walked.


  Lawrence, of course, understood that Holo had unilaterally decided to get close.


  As for what Holo was thinking – it went without saying.


  “Well then, do you think we can safely stray from the road now?”


  Even if they were to look behind them, Ragusa and Col were out of sight.


  The Roam River flowed silently beside them, and no one was around.


  If they were to walk at a right angle to the river, they would be in the middle of vast plains. And there, Holo could become a wolf unwatched by human eyes.


  Fixing his grip on Holo’s hand, Lawrence started to head into the unpopulated wilderness.


  And then–


  “What’s wrong?”


  Holo had stopped.


  He looked back at her, assuming she was playing at something, but she was looking dumbly back down the river.


  “Is there something there?”


  Lawrence felt a faint premonition.


  And it must be said, a certain anticipation.


  Near a town was one thing, but farther out than that, and these roads were near deserted come early morning.


  Yet Lawrence saw a single figure running toward them up the road.


  Still and silent, he stole a glance at Holo’s face as she watched the figure and sighed, amused. “You certainly do like children.”


  Holo’s ears twitched.


  To Lawrence’s faint surprise, it was close to the same twitch she used when he’d made a verbal slip.


  What did he say wrong? Lawrence thought it over and could think of nothing.


  Without looking at him, Holo spoke. “And what if I were to answer that I do like children – what would you do then?”


  It was a strange question.


  “What would I do? I don’t suppose I’d do any– ah…”


  He had unconsciously let go of Holo’s hand, but Holo would hardly let him escape.


  She snatched his hand up as though she were a cat catching a butterfly and pulled him back in.


  Beneath her hood she wore a combative smile.


  “I do like children, don’t I? Do I not?”


  “Urgh…” Lawrence cursed his careless choice of words.


  “Hmm? What’s that?” Holo’s tail flicked rapidly.


  Lawrence could think of no objections or retorts.


  The only thing to do would be to change the subject by force.


  Just then, Holo gave up her attack. “Ah, well, I am the one who came to travel with you, after all. I’ll leave such decisions in your hands,” she said, stepping away from him.


  Lawrence had a nervous sweat on his back – but the figure’s identity went without saying.


  Col was heading toward them.


  And he had hardly been sent to deliver some forgotten article.


  Lawrence cleared his throat, trying to clear his verbal failure from a moment before.


  From Holo’s chuckling, there would be no further pursuit.


  “Well, if we wind up traveling together, you’re not going to be able to groom yourself as you please,” said Lawrence.


  Holo gave a great sigh; it was not a joke, and Lawrence winced.


  “Males always think themselves special,” she said.


  “…”


  “Think of where he’s from. I suppose we’ll just have to see whether or not he finds my form terrifying.”


  Lawrence did not reply to those words, as Holo’s face was suddenly timid.


  Unlike the Church, which would hunt her down as being demon possessed, a person from the northlands might simply fall prostrate before her.


  Having gotten along so well with Col, Holo certainly would have hurt feelings if she received such treatment from the boy.


  “Well, we’ll hear his reason and decide from there,” said Lawrence lightly.


  Holo nodded, and it was but a moment later that Lawrence was able to finally hear Col’s footsteps as he ran up the road.


  Col seemed to be running with all his might, and when he got within earshot of Lawrence and Holo, he abruptly slowed his pace; then, looking as if he might collapse, he stopped entirely.


  He did not come any closer.


  He was close enough for his voice to carry.


  Lawrence said nothing.


  Those who wanted something had to knock upon the door.


  “Um!” Col managed to shout, his breath ragged.


  He’d cleared the first barrier.


  “Did I forget something?” Lawrence asked, playing dumb.


  Col bit his lower lip.


  He was surely anticipating being refused.


  Children always assume that adults will fulfill their every request.


  He’d cleared the second barrier.


  Col shook his head.


  “I-I have a favor to ask.”


  Beside Lawrence, Holo stirred, perhaps trying to hide her face beneath the hood.


  If Holo’s caring for the boy hadn’t been a strategy to get Lawrence to take him as an apprentice, then she probably couldn’t stand to see him walk this tightrope.


  But Col cleared the third barrier easily.


  It took a lot of courage to ask what one knew would be refused.


  “What might that be? If it’s traveling expenses, I can’t help you,” Lawrence said.


  Col’s eyes did not waver at the deliberate jab.


  Lawrence wanted to just say “sure” for once.


  If the rest went like his usual business, he would be able to readily agree.


  “N-no, it’s not that. I just–”


  “You just?” Lawrence asked, and Col looked at the ground for a moment, then balled up his fists and looked back up.


  “You’re going to go see the truth about the wolf of Rupi, aren’t you? Please take me with you! Please!” Col said and took a step forward.


  Col was hardly going to steal from them in the night, and his character was perfect for an apprentice.


  But that was exactly why Lawrence wanted him to be able to pursue his own goals.


  After all, he could not guarantee that his travels with Holo would henceforth bear much fruit.


  They were searching for the truth behind a dangerous rumor.


  “You may not make any money,” warned Lawrence. “And there may be danger. And the rumor might turn out to be a barefaced lie.”


  “I don’t mind if it’s a lie! I can put myself at ease. And I’m fine with danger. If it wasn’t for you, I would have died alongside this river!” said Col, swallowing hard.


  No doubt he’d gotten thirsty, dashing up this cold, dry length of road.


  Which was why when Col dropped his threadbare burlap sack, Lawrence assumed it was to get a drink of water.


  He soon realized that was not it.


  “I can return the money I received, I think. And–” He thrust his hand into the bag, then pulled it out.


  His small hand held something tightly.


  “P-please! “


  “You can’t go back to Mr. Ragusa’s boat now.”


  At Lawrence’s words, something like a tearful smile appeared on Col’s face.


  In Col’s hand was a red copper coin.


  Lawrence didn’t have to look closely to know – it was a newly minted eni.


  The boy was determined.


  Col looked straight at Lawrence.


  “…”


  Lawrence let go of Holo’s hand and scratched his head.


  Col had gotten this far; there was no reason to refuse.


  No matter how prepared he might be, just thinking about it, Lawrence could hardly turn him down.


  For reasons all his own, Col had come all the way south to Aquent to study, been kicked out, then wandered the land.


  And he’d never wavered, Lawrence knew.


  Lawrence looked at Holo.


  “Are your tests quite finished?” her eyes demanded.


  “Fine, fine!” said Lawrence, as though out of patience, and Col’s face broke into a huge smile, and he clasped his chest and slumped in relief at having made it across the tightrope.


  “However–” Lawrence continued, and the boy winced. “If you’re going to travel with us, there is something you should know.”


  He knew he was being a bit overdramatic, but having gotten this far Lawrence, too, wanted the boy to come along.


  There was a chance Col had taken the night lookout duty in order to steal a copper coin from Ragusa’s boat, after all.


  “Er… what… is it?”


  Holo looked around, then untied the sash around her waist with a practiced hand.


  Lawrence wondered if the relish with which she did so was his imagination.


  Holo could easily grasp another’s thoughts.


  She had already long since anticipated what Col’s reaction would be.


  Though he didn’t yet understand why, Col saw that Holo seemed to be taking her clothes off, and he stiffened. Lawrence came over, and taking him by the shoulder, he turned him around.


  Swissh, swissh came the sound of unwrapping silk. Col looked up at Lawrence, his face red with confusion.


  Such a naive lad, thought Lawrence, but when he realized Holo must think much the same thing when looking at Lawrence himself, his thoughts were complicated.


  “–nchoo!”


  The sneeze was Holo’s.


  And as for the outcome of the bet–


  Holo was the winner.


  How can Col’s reaction be described?


  He cried out, to be sure.


  And it was a grand cry indeed.


  But it was clear that it was not a fearful cry.


  His face was near a smile and near tears, as well.


  When Holo licked Col’s face with her great tongue, he fell clear on his backside, and Lawrence finally found the words to describe Col’s reaction.


  It was like a boy meeting his hero.


  That was exactly it.


  “You seem dissatisfied.”


  When Holo had first shown her wolf form to Lawrence, he’d mistakenly shied away.


  So he could hardly complain when she grumbled this at him and nudged his head with her nose.


  Once Col had regained his composure, he’d made a hesitant request, which they were now fulfilling.


  “That tickles. Are you quite finished?” Holo swished her tail, and out from behind it appeared Col.


  Who would have thought that his first reaction upon seeing Holo’s form would be to ask if he could touch her tail?


  The request had surprised Holo, too, and she had been so delighted that her tail had wagged enough to make it hard for Col to touch.


  
    
  

  “I suppose this was fated somehow,” said Lawrence, folding up Holo’s clothes and packing them away.


  “Ah-er, so you’ll take me with you, then…?” Col realized that in all the fuss of seeing Holo’s true nature, he had completely forgotten his original request, and he quickly returned to himself.


  “We’d be in trouble if the Church found out about us. We can’t very well let someone who knows go free,” said Lawrence with mischief in his eyes, patting Col’s head. “But stealing copper coins from Ragusa’s boat was going a bit too far.”


  The amount wasn’t much, but theft was still theft.


  When the chests arrived in Kerube, it would be Ragusa who would take the blame.


  “Uh, the – copper coins?” Col’s reaction was a bit strange. “I didn’t actually steal those.”


  “Oh?” asked Lawrence. Holo, too, seemed interested and lay on her belly next to the other two, listening.


  “Actually I figured out the reason why the copper coin chests don’t add up.”


  “Wha–?” Lawrence found himself exclaiming, leaning forward, and with more than a little frustration. “… And then what happened?”


  “Er, yes, well, I planned to steal some at first. Once I understood the reason the amounts didn’t add up, it seemed like it would be easy.”


  Lawrence remembered Col the previous night, lining up coins under the moonlight.


  Had he figured everything out by then?


  “That’s why I volunteered for the night watch. I thought even if I told you I wanted to go with you, you might refuse, and… but Mr. Ragusa had been really nice to me, and I couldn’t just steal from him, so… I told him everything. That I wanted to go with you and Holo and also that I wanted to trade the information about the copper coins for my boat fare.”


  Ragusa’s conflicted face came to Lawrence’s mind.


  “So where did you get those coins?”


  “I got them from Mr. Ragusa. But not out of the chests – he gave them to me out of his own coin purse. For luck, he said. And also–”


  “And also so that when you caught up to us, you could pretend you’d stolen them and couldn’t go back,” said Holo, and Col smiled apologetically.


  “That’s right.”


  Ragusa really had taken a liking to the boy.


  And yet he’d spoken out for him, despite his own feelings.


  Lawrence almost wanted to tell Col to give up on the path of learning and go become Ragusa’s apprentice instead.


  “So that is that. Shall we be off, then? People are coming,” said Holo, raising her head and looking far off into the distance.


  It would be bothersome if they were spotted by travelers.


  Lawrence and Col hastily got to their feet and resumed their preparations to leave, but just as Col was climbing upon Holo’s back (at her urging), Lawrence said, “I have one thing to ask you.”


  Col stopped and looked back at Lawrence; Holo, too, regarded him with her amber eyes. “What is it?” the boy asked.


  Lawrence’s face was extremely serious as he spoke. “Just before you and I walked together yesterday, this wolf whispered something to you, didn’t she? What did she say?”


  He’d been evaded once before, but Lawrence now asked again.


  Col looked as though if he said anything, there would be no more talk of traveling. “Er…”


  He looked at Holo uncertainly, as though she’d told him not to say anything.


  “If you say, there’s no telling what these fangs may do,” said Holo, baring those same fangs, but her voice made it clear she was smiling.


  Col’s wide, intelligent eyes moved, and Lawrence could tell he was trying to divine the truth of Holo’s threat.


  He soon seemed to arrive at the answer.


  He smiled, nodded. “I’m sorry. I can’t say,” he replied, fully on Holo’s side now.


  “Heh-heh-heh. Come now. Hurry and get on.”


  Col bowed to Lawrence with an apologetic smile, then climbed on Holo’s back.


  Lawrence could only scratch his head with a resigned sigh.


  “What is the matter?” Holo’s stern wolf face was still capable of expressing subtle emotion. She had a malicious smile as she spoke through her sharp fangs.


  “Not a thing.” Lawrence shrugged, then climbed on.


  He had more or less expected that this was how things would be when Col joined them.


  But if he was asked whether that was a bad thing, he could only shrug.


  “Oh, one more thing,” said Lawrence as he sat astride Holo, behind the nervous Col. “What was the reason the chests didn’t add up?”


  “Oh, that’s–”


  Just as Col was about to answer, Holo silently got to her feet. “That’s something you should figure out for yourself,” she said shortly.


  “… What, you’ve understood it, too?” Lawrence asked in disbelief, at which Holo raised her chin slightly to regard him as her ears flicked.


  “And why not? But one thing is certain,” she said, beginning to walk slowly but gradually speeding up as she became used to the sensations of this form.


  Soon she was moving quickly enough that the wind was bitingly cold unless her passengers crouched down.


  “You’ll take more enjoyment from puzzling over the coins than from talking to me, will you not?” came her resentful sarcasm.


  Immediately thereafter she increased her speed dramatically – which was surely done on purpose.


  Lawrence grumbled as he tightened his grip on her fur and crouched lower.


  Col sat in front of him, so when they crouched, the boy was half underneath him.


  Which meant that when Col giggled, Lawrence knew.


  The scenery began to blur.


  The wind was like ice.


  But there in the bitterly cold wind, Lawrence smiled faintly.


  His heart was warm.


  A journey of three unlikely companions.


  Lawrence knew of a single word to describe the situation.


  Yet he didn’t let it cross his lips.


  He wouldn’t do that.


  But when it came time to write of his travels with Holo, perhaps he would lightly write it there in the margins of the thick volume.


  Like this:


  And so, the trio’s journey began.


  Yes – yes, indeed.


  It was very much like a rehearsal.


  But no.


  He wouldn’t write it.


  Not in the actual book.


  Carefully, so Holo wouldn’t notice, Lawrence smiled.


  The journey had begun, full of hope – the journey to end the journey.




  Afterword


  It has been a while. I’m Isuna Hasekura, and this is the sixth volume of Spice and Wolf.


  Time does fly! Just one month after I write this afterword will be the third Dengeki Novel Prize awards ceremony that I personally have attended.


  Of course, that means deadlines come quickly, too. It’s certainly not my fault-it’s the flow of time that’s to blame. Stupid time!


  Incidentally, I recently had the following conversation with a fellow author.


  “Hasekura, how’re your stocks doing?”


  “Oh, pretty good. Sometimes I make even [AMOUNT REDACTED] yen a day.”


  “That much?”


  “That much. When I make [AMOUNT REDACTED] in a day, though, it kinda makes me not want to do work.”


  “Really? So when you take a loss, it makes you feel like you have to work harder, right?”


  “No, actually. When I lose money, I feel awful, and work’s the last thing on my mind.”


  “I see. So you work when the market’s closed, then?”


  The stock market closes on weekends and holidays.


  I answered, “Are you crazy? Work on a weekend?”


  So that’s how I’ve managed to plow through the sixth volume of Spice and Wolf. This volume had fewer economic elements, I think, so my plan is to really cram them into the next one. The manga adaptation is starting, and I think right about the time this afterword along with the rest of volume six makes it to bookstores, the anime broadcast will be imminent. I’ll try to work really hard so I don’t lose out to all that stuff!


  Also, in reality I’m working about six days a week.


  Let’s meet again in the next volume.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  The Boy and the Girl and the White Flowers


  Klass sat upon a flat rock by the road, just past a little hill.


  Without anything to obstruct the view, he could see quite a ways in every direction, despite the hill not being particularly large.


  Things looked the same in every direction, and although he had heard that the road continued all the way to the sea, he couldn’t see so much as a river.


  Klass, just ten years and a bit more in the world, could not begin to conceive of what exactly the “sea” was.


  But from what he had heard, it was not something that one could easily overlook while walking down the road, so it had to be a ways off still. He set the fat stick he was using as a walking staff down beside him and picked up a leather water skin. He wetted his lips with just a bit of the bitter, leather-flavored water. The breeze ruffled his brown hair, and he looked casually back over his shoulder.


  The house that had kicked them out was long since out of sight. Klass felt more vindicated than lonely at the fact.


  He didn’t know exactly why he felt that way, but in any case, the goal had entered his field of vision.


  He wondered if she’d stopped because of the white flowers that were in bloom there, and indeed it was so.


  Winter was over; its dry, freezing winds were at an end, and in the spring sunshine the scent of soft grass filled the air. Squatting down, gazing tirelessly, almost hungrily, at the nameless flowers, she looked not unlike a sheep.


  Her head was completely covered by a hood, and the hem of her white robe nearly touched the ground.


  He was close enough to see the places where the robe was slightly dirty, but from a bit farther off, she would definitely resemble a sheep.


  Her name was Aryes.


  She said she didn’t know how old she was, but to Klass’s frustration, she was just a bit taller than him.


  Thus he’d decided that she was two years older than he was.


  “Aryes!” Klass called her name, and Aryes finally looked up. “You promised we’d make it over four hills by midday!”


  Although he still didn’t know what Aryes was thinking generally, Klass had grasped a few key truths.


  One was that she would never do something just because he asked her to, but if he got her to make a promise, she would always keep it.


  Klass wondered how many times he’d thought about leaving her behind after she’d stopped midwalk before he realized that fact.


  Aryes sluggishly stood and dragged herself up the hill, looking back several times at the flowers as she went. Klass sighed at her and spoke.


  “Are they that rare?”


  He was still sitting on the flat rock and so looked up at her.


  With her hood over her head, her face was not visible unless one was very close or looking up at her from below.


  So it was that Klass had traveled with her for some time before realizing that while her expression changed little, the face beneath the hood was very lovely.


  “Those are… flowers, right?” asked Aryes, as though trying to confirm something very important.


  “Yup, they’re flowers. You saw them yesterday and the day before, didn’t you?”


  Her cool blue eyes were cast down at the flowers that grew at the base of the hill.


  Another breeze came up, causing a lock of blond hair that strayed out from under her hood to tremble.


  “But… it’s really odd,” said Aryes.


  “What is?”


  Aryes looked at Klass for the first time, cocking her head questioningly. “There were no vases beneath those flowers. Why weren’t they wilted?”


  Without so much as a furrowed brow, Klass looked down from Aryes’s face to the rest of her.


  “We don’t have much water, so don’t get dirty – didn’t I tell you?”


  Aryes’s hand was hidden by her sleeve. When Klass took it, he found that her fingers were dirtied with soil.


  It had even gotten underneath her fingernails – her clean hands now gone to waste.


  Klass was about to wipe them off with a cloth from his waist, but Aryes suddenly snatched her hand back and looked at him with suspicious eyes.


  “I was told that filth comes only from the heart,” she said. “It is not good to lie.”


  Klass tried to figure out something to say but finally gave up. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


  The corners of Aryes’s eyes crinkled as she gave a small smile, and she nodded, satisfied.


  In the end, her promise was broken – they did not make it over four hills.


  However, once Aryes saw fit to preach on the subject of having broken the promise, they had lunch.


  As Aryes had been strongly opposed to eating breakfast, Klass wouldn’t have been able to stand not eating a big lunch.


  That said, in the burlap bag over Klass’s shoulder were seven slices of tough, tough bread made from horse oats, each slice big enough to hide his face behind, and some fried beans, a bit of salt, and one skin of water.


  That was all they had been able to get from the house when they’d been chased out, and it was soon obvious that if they didn’t eat the food carefully, it would be gone before they knew it.


  He’d take a certain amount of bread and beans out, but otherwise the bag stayed tightly closed.


  Fortunately Aryes ate surprisingly little. Today, too, she had but ten fried beans and one-eighth of a bread slice. Gradually, bite by tough little bite, she consumed the hard oat bread, offering prayers before and after she ate.


  For Klass’s part, he felt that since it was he who was giving her some of his precious food, thereby sparing her from traveling without any food at all, she should be thanking not God, but him. However, Aryes insisted that it was God who’d provided the food in the first place.


  Klass felt this was somehow unfair, but he could think of no retort and was thus silent.


  He had been subjected to a wide variety of unreasonable explanations of her strange behavior, but if someone had actually suggested that such explanations made her clever, Klass would’ve shaken his head.


  Aryes’s most outstanding feature was her unbelievable ignorance.


  “Ah…” said Aryes, looking up. When Klass turned to see what she was looking at, he saw a brown bird flying across the sky.


  As he mused that if he could catch it, pluck its feathers, and cook it, it would be tasty indeed, he remembered Aryes’s words when she’d first seen a bird and for a moment forgot how distasteful the bread was. It had made enough of an impression on him that he felt he truly knew what the word astounding meant now.


  Aryes’s inquiring gaze brought him out of his reverie and back to reality.


  “That’s a bird, is it not?”


  “Yeah, it’s a bird. It’s not a spider, and it’s not a lizard.”


  “And it’s… flying, is it not?”


  “That’s right.”


  He regarded Aryes’s face as he picked fragments of oat out of his teeth with his finger. She looked impressed, as though she’d been told a great secret – strange but sweet.


  When Aryes had first seen a bird, she said that it was a spider crawling across the ceiling.


  For a moment Klass hadn’t understood what she was saying. But as he listened to her, he realized that she thought the sky was merely another ceiling not far away and that the bird was a spider crawling across it.


  Despite his surprise, Klass felt that to make sport of her confusion would reflect badly on him as a man, and so he explained to her that the sky was held up by a very tall tree, taller than she could even imagine, and that the bird was actually flying through the air, below the sky.


  She’d been doubtful for a while, but as she watched birds take off from the ground and fly up into the air, she finally accepted this.


  Many things went this way.


  Asking why the flowers in the field didn’t wilt despite not being in vases was actually one of her less strange questions.


  Aryes had apparently lived in a building surrounded by high stone walls next to the mansion where Klass has been forced to work as a servant.


  She had never left the building that she could remember, and reading books was one of the few pleasures afforded her.


  As time passed, Klass had come to know of the people who entered and exited the building.


  From what he could tell from the rumors he collected, the master of the mansion had been tricked by people from a nation in the south into constructing the building, and those who came into and out of the building were also southerners.


  Occasionally he would hear from over the walls strains of a song, but he could not understand the words and wondered if they were in the language of the south.


  However, the master of the mansion seemed to have no love for his own land and spent the whole year traveling all over, and the head steward seemed not to know the particulars, or such was the collective opinion of the mansion staff.


  So it went, and Klass learned that the song he occasionally heard was meant to praise God only when he heard the fact from Aryes herself.


  He had heard the song about three times at close range.


  “Well, shall we go?” asked Klass, popping the last bean into his mouth.


  One day, suddenly, a large group of unfamiliar people came to the mansion. They brought a lot of supplies and livestock with them. When the mansion staff stopped their work to gaze at the newcomers, the finest-dressed, largest-bellied man among them introduced himself as the younger brother of the mansions master.


  “From this moment forth, you are no longer residents of this mansion,” he said. “Gather your things and leave immediately.”


  Evidently the former master of the mansion had died during his travels, and his younger brother had come to live in his place. Whatever it was he didn’t like, he kicked everyone out, including the people in the stone building.


  Some cried and wailed or were stunned into silence, some took it as a joke and tried to continue working, and some even clung to the younger brother (or whoever he was) himself. Of them all, only Aryes walked unsteadily away.


  Shortly thereafter, Klass ran after her, once he gathered up some of the water and bread that the mansions new master tossed out like so much chicken feed.


  Off he ran to catch up with the girl who tottered down the road that led to the sea, as though she were being guided.


  “Let’s try to make it over six hills before sunset. At this rate there’s no telling how long it’ll take us to get to the sea.”


  “Is that a promise?”


  “Sure, it’s a promise.”


  Klass knew that Aryes would probably keep them from making it over six hills but that it would be his promise that was broken and the fault would lie with him.


  But in order to get Aryes to move, he had no choice but to make the promise.


  And if he was being honest, he didn’t mind terribly looking at her exasperated face as she lectured him.


  Compared to being yelled at and beaten while hauling water pails all over the mansion, Klass found traveling with Aryes to be relaxing and enjoyable.


  But there was one part of it that he found deeply nerve-racking. And that was night time.


  “The night is nothing to fear. Just as the day has the sun and the night the moon, God is always watching over us.”


  “… Y-yeah,” he answered in a hoarse voice, though in some strange part of his head he felt that the only things watching over them were the moon and the many stars in the sky.


  They lay atop the last hill they’d reached that day.


  Although he knew there was nothing and no one around, he was still a bit bashful.


  “This is what God said: A person alone fears loneliness and hunger and trembles in the cold. But with two, loneliness is healed and cold’s edge softened.”


  “… Yeah.”


  “Are you still cold?”


  Klass very nearly answered but only shook his head.


  However, Aryes did not seem to believe him.


  Her arms already encircled him, and she pulled him in with more strength, embracing him.


  “It is good to endure hunger. But God never wishes for us to be cold.”


  Though he’d now heard these words four times, Klass’s body still trembled with nervousness.


  At first he’d been unable to sleep because of it, and it was all the worse now that he’d noticed just how lovely Aryes really was.


  Removing her large outer robe and using it in place of a blanket, Aryes embraced Klass tightly.


  Though it was spring, the nights were yet cold.


  
    
  

  While the travel was no great burden for Klass, different only from his previous experience in that he was now sleeping outside most nights, Aryes seemed to consider the camping a trial sent by God and did what she could to lessen it – by using her body’s warmth.


  On the second night he slept soundly, thanks to his exhaustion from not sleeping the previous night. On the third night he somehow found his way past his nerves to sleep.


  By the fourth night, although he’d begun to get used to the routine, he noticed how sweet Aryes’s body smelled, and as he breathed it in his face reddened. It was sweet but not sweet like the smell of honey over fresh-baked bread.


  The situation inspired feelings of guilt in Klass – there was something he wasn’t telling Aryes.


  “–nchoo!”


  He heard her sneeze.


  Here she was worrying only about other people, but Klass was sure she was cold herself, too.


  She stirred slightly. “God may be angry at me for saying this,” she started to say. Klass couldn’t see her face, but he could nonetheless tell she was smiling. “But I don’t think I could have done this alone. I’m so glad you’re a girl, Klass.”


  Klass had never once in his life been mistaken for a girl, and if a hundred people were asked, surely all one hundred of them would laugh at the idea’s impossibility.


  But he was quite sure that Aryes sincerely believed he was a girl.


  After all, the single time they’d passed a horse-drawn cart, Aryes had turned pale and said, “Is that the animal they call man?”


  “I’ve gotten quite sleepy. Good night.”


  Aryes was quite deft at such things, and once she said she was sleepy she would soon be asleep.


  Klass deliberately did not reply and stayed silent.


  Once he heard the rabbit-like sound of her sleeping breaths, he very gently nestled his head into her bosom, praying nobody was looking at them.


  When he said, “Good night,” as though it was an excuse, it really was just an excuse.


  That night, he suddenly awoke.


  He glanced up at the sky and saw that the silver of a moon had almost crossed the entire sky.


  It was the deepest part of the night.


  The cold was considerable, and pushing away his shame, he put his arms back around Aryes’s body.


  He stirred for a moment but finally found a comfortable position and took another breath.


  It was very still all around, and the only sound was that of Aryes’s breathing.


  Back when he’d slept in the mansions barn, there was never a single moment of quiet.


  Rats were constantly scurrying around in search of overlooked scraps of livestock feed, and they’d come crawling into his clothes whenever they liked. The eyes of the snakes and owls that fed on the rats gleamed in the darkness, and those were hardly the only night visitors. There were foxes after the chickens and wolves after the sheep.


  When they sensed danger, the horses would stir and struggle, and the clucking and crowing of the chickens would reach a crescendo as they ran about.


  The nights he spent with Aryes were so quiet his ears rang with the silence.


  And when the sun rose and morning came, there was no one to work him like a dog and none of the endless chores. Falling asleep had never before been such a pleasure.


  While he’d been surprised to be thrown out of the mansion, he didn’t understand why the other servants had been so stricken by it that they’d wept. They didn’t have to do chores anymore.


  It was true that they didn’t have much more food left, but he was sure they’d reach the sea before they ran out of food. The sea was apparently full of fish, so all they had to do was catch some and eat them. And if they could do that, why not just live there?


  He wasn’t sure if Aryes had ever seen a fish. Surely not. He’d have to explain to her, then – explain that they were animals that could swim underwater without drowning.


  He let slip a soft laugh at the thought of it. It was very quiet.


  Klass then tried to chase such things from his head and go back to sleep, whereupon he heard the faintest hint of a new sound.


  Thup, thup, thup went the quiet sound.


  It might have been Aryes’s heartbeat.


  Klass thought it mysterious that he could hear it so clearly, despite the swell of her chest – but then he realized something strange.


  He could hear the sound from his other ear – his right ear, which was pressed to the ground.


  Thup, thup, thup went the sound.


  “What could it be?” he murmured to himself.


  Immediately he reached back to grasp the stick he was using as a walking staff.


  “Wo–”


  Wolf, he was about to shout, but he swallowed the word, raising his head and looking around.


  Ba-bump, ba-bump roared a pulse in his ears. It was the sound of his own heart.


  The beating of his heart seemed to force breath audibly from his mouth.


  He swallowed hard and looked to the right. Then to the left.


  The moon was in the sky, and visibility was good.


  But he could see no sign of a wolf.


  “Aryes, Aryes.”


  His palms were sweaty, and his throat was dry.


  He shook Aryes’s shoulder and looked around but could see nothing.


  But whatever it was out there seemed to have noticed the change in Klass. He felt the change in the mood.


  Anyone that slept in a barn knew – whether they wanted to know or not – that wolves were special.


  Those golden eyes shining in the dark of night.


  Though Aryes had finally awoken, her focus had yet to fall on him, and she was so seemingly helpless it made him want to fool her.


  Klass pulled his staff close and looked out again over the land.


  Wolves rarely attacked humans, or so Klass believed. Three times before they’d jumped over his head with a chicken in their jaws, but he couldn’t help wondering if that was because there’d been chickens to eat.


  There it was again, the sound – thup, thup, thup, thup –  seemingly louder than it was before.


  He was sure of it – they were watching him, sharpening their fangs.


  What should I do? he asked himself silently over and over again. He wasn’t considering taking Aryes and trying to run away, mostly because the moment he moved he was sure they would attack.


  What should I do?


  Aryes finally seemed to come completely awake and looked at Klass uncertainly.


  It chilled him like cold water over his head, and he tried to put his finger to his lips.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Aryes, sitting up, just as they heard an indescribably beautiful howl.


  “Wh-wha–?” Aryes looked frantically around, utterly bewildered.


  In his gut, Klass felt like he wanted to cry, wanted to rage, but managed somehow to endure the stabbing feeling and jumped to his feet, looking ahead, and then he saw it.


  He saw in a moment that the many shadows that fluttered atop the moonlit hills melted into the dark of night at the reverberation of the howl.


  An instant later, his eyes met the golden irises of another’s.


  “Hurry – hurry, we have to go!” Trembling, his hand shook as he grabbed the burlap sack and took the hand of a bewildered Aryes.


  And even then, he was frozen, unable to stand.


  The wolves had stopped trying to hide their footfalls, which now sounded like a gust of wind blowing through the forest.


  He was too scared to stop his teeth from chattering, but he mustered up enough courage to hold his staff at the ready.


  He pushed Aryes behind him, terrified but brandishing his staff like a spear.


  The wolves dove into a pool of darkness as they descended the hill, and then they charged back out of the depths.


  Transfixed by their golden irises, he felt with strange clarity the sensation of his own mouth splitting in a wolf-like smile.


  Fear was forcing him to bare his teeth.


  But the wolves, of course, were not flinching from their charge–


  “–Huh?”


  Suddenly, the lead wolf jumped sideways.


  It was so jarring that for a moment, Klass wondered if someone had shot an arrow at it.


  The wolves passed Klass and Aryes, hitting the ground and wheeling back around. They were so close that he could see every one of the hairs on their raised hackles.


  But their gaze was not on Klass and Aryes, their intended prey – it was on something farther off, and they crouched low. Fangs bared, they growled, their forepaws poised to jump.


  They could’ve pounced at any time, but they seemed less like they were hunting prey and more like they were turning to face an enemy.


  Had they been shaken by Klass’s courage?


  Unrelated to such thoughts, the wolves were watching a single point, and then an instant later, they jumped and scattered.


  It took a moment for Klass to realize that they had all run away.


  They had fled farther and faster than they’d arrived.


  The overwhelming sense of danger was entirely gone, without leaving so much as the feeling of having been saved.


  Klass, stunned, watched the wolves retreat, and for a moment he didn’t think about anything at all.


  The only reason he looked back at Aryes was that she’d touched his back.


  “Wh-what happened?” She was trembling slightly.


  “There were wolves… That was a close one,” he said, hands still tight around his staff. He had no intention of teasing Aryes for her shaking but still hadn’t realized that he was shaking himself.


  Aryes cocked her head slightly. “Wo… wolves?”


  She sneezed charmingly. Aryes didn’t know what a wolf was. That meant her shivering had to be out of nothing more than the chill.


  Klass looked at the staff he’d brandished as a spear, his lip curling. Disappointed, he dropped it.


  “Wolves. They were about to attack us just now, weren’t they? They attack people, and they attack livestock.”


  “Oh, my. Are they… men?”


  Klass wondered if she was making fun of him.


  But then he remembered the words of the mansion’s stable master, who’d been old enough to be his father. “Yeah. Men are wolves.”


  At those words, finally Aryes’s face evidenced some fear, and she drew a quick breath, looking around.


  “It’s all right. They’ve all gone off some–”


  But he didn’t finish his sentence.


  Since in the space of a moment, his face had been pressed into Aryes’s soft chest, and he couldn’t so much as breathe.


  “Ngh… guh…”


  “Do not worry! I will… er, no, ah – God will protect us. There is nothing to fear!” she said, hugging him tightly. Klass was now more scared of her than the wolves.


  What if right here, he was to tell her the truth, that he was a boy? What would she do?


  Even Klass knew that it was wrong to lie and to deceive people.


  But when he moved his head slightly and caught his breath, Aryes’s scent filled his nostrils.


  The scent was more than enough to erase the memory of terror about the attack, though their lives had only just been saved.


  He decided to stay quiet on the matter for a bit longer.


  “Still, I wonder what scared them off.”


  He had definitely gotten the sense that the wolves had been startled.


  What could possibly scare off an entire pack of wolves?


  He glanced in the direction they’d been looking, but all he could see was the grassy landscape and the pools of darkness, and he felt nothing particularly ominous or monstrous about it.


  Still in Aryes’s arms, he could not, of course, answer the question for certain, but his nervousness was long gone. Evidently with the skin warmth that followed a cold sweat, sleepiness came soon after. He yawned hugely.


  Aryes loosened her embrace when Klass squirmed a bit, and though it pained him to do so, he finally forced the words out.


  “I think we’re safe now. Let’s sleep. There are still hours before morning.”


  Aryes finally nodded at those words.


  It was then that the uncertainty disappeared from her face.


  The next day started with the early-rising Aryes waking him.


  For a moment he flashed back to the previous night, but there were no wolves to be seen, with only their footprints left in the plains as proof that the night’s events hadn’t been a dream.


  The morning played out much as it had before.


  The only parts that were different was the worry that came with their dwindling food and water supplies – that and Aryes’s complexion having improved a bit and that she said her feet hurt.


  Aryes’s problem could be solved by taking a short break, but the water issue troubled Klass greatly. He’d heard from travelers that passed through the lord’s estate that one could go a week on an empty stomach but that three days without water would kill a man.


  “You don’t happen to know where a river is, do you?” he asked Aryes, just in case.


  The plains seemed to continue on forever, the narrow road through them likewise. It was now the fifth day since they’d left the house, so they had to have traveled a considerable distance. He’d heard one could circumnavigate the world in two months.


  While some part of him still couldn’t help but make light of Aryes’s naiveté since she’d apparently lived within walls her entire life, even Klass himself had never realized the world was so very large.


  It made him unreasonably angry, and he walked faster.


  Midday passed and evening came, and despite the breaks for Aryes’s sake and the slowness of their pace, they’d climbed their twelfth hill of the day, the most so far.


  And all that met his eye was grass, trees, and hill after hill after hill.


  When he looked back, he saw Aryes behind him, whose interest in insects and flowers had been replaced by the exhaustion of the long trek. She had stopped a ways down the hill, and showed no sign of walking any farther.


  For his part, Klass could easily keep walking, and the fact that they’d failed to reach another town yet because of their slow pace frustrated him.


  Aryes could walk farther, he was quite sure. Just as he sighed and was about to call out to her, she squatted down right where she stood.


  Just a bit of water. The unseen next town. The sea at the end of the road, whether it was there or not. And the unimaginably wide world.


  Such words floated up in his mind, stirring up his irritation. Up until the previous day the travel had been relaxed, but today all he could feel was that they were moving too slowly.


  It made him want to click his tongue in frustration, and he didn’t bother hiding it.


  As usual, she didn’t move.


  “… Ugh.”


  He was so angry that he didn’t want to bother raising his voice and for a moment even considered leaving her there.


  It was just one road, so even she shouldn’t get lost.


  Just as he was thinking about how nice that would be, there was a strange sound.


  “…?”


  He looked at Aryes, who had one hand on the ground.


  And then–


  “A-Aryes!”


  She moved, and just as Klass thought she might get up, she vomited onto the ground.


  It was so unexpected that he couldn’t move. Aryes didn’t so much as look up before collapsing onto her side.


  Klass tossed his bag aside and ran to her.


  “Aryes! Aryes!”


  He was more stunned than worried.


  Rushing to her side and picking her up in his arms, he pulled her hood back and called her name.


  Aryes slumped, unmoving, and past her open mouth, he saw her slack tongue and couldn’t help but think of a dying sheep.


  “Aryes!”


  It wasn’t concern that replaced his surprise – it was terror.


  Aryes was going to die.


  Wanting to cry, he shook her shoulders. He slapped her face. But there was no reaction.


  A wave of fear rose up within him – now Klass was the one who felt nauseated.


  Immediately thereafter, Aryes vomited again.


  Thank goodness, Klass thought. She’s not dead.


  His relief lasted but a moment, though, as with nothing more to expel, she curled into a ball and moaned in pain.


  Klass rubbed the tears from his eyes, took the handkerchief from his side, and wiped Aryes’s mouth with it.


  After that, he didn’t know what else to do.


  The words healing herbs occurred to him, but he seriously doubted the grass that surrounded them would have any effect at all.


  Aryes’s pained breathing was getting quieter and quieter. It made him imagine her life as a flickering flame, and the thought brought tears anew.


  He wondered if she hadn’t been tired but ill.


  If he’d known, he would have taken more breaks from walking.


  The excuses and regrets swirled around in his heart, but no words save Aryes’s name came from his mouth.


  And yet he did call her name, shaking her slack shoulders.


  “Ugh… what… what should I do…?”


  He could not bring himself to say what he was thinking: Somebody help me.


  No one would help him in a place like this.


  And if someone did come, it would probably be the useless God that Aryes was always praying to.


  Yet in the bottom of his heart, he wished deeply for someone – even that bogus deity – to come and save them.


  “Oh, God…”


  And when he heard it, he thought it was the voice of God: “Whatever happened here?”


  He looked up, totally shocked to hear another voice, but he couldn’t make out its source through his teary eyes.


  He rubbed them and looked again.


  There was no one there.


  “What…?”


  Tears began to well up again.


  “What happened here, boy?”


  Behind him.


  Klass looked back, and indeed, someone was standing there, backlit by the sun.


  “Ill, is she?”


  The clear voice didn’t seem to match its tone. Since the figure was backlit and Klass was still sitting, he couldn’t ascertain its height or face.


  But pathetically, the simple fact that someone other than him was now present caused tears to overflow anew.


  “I-I-I don’t know… Sh-she just fell over, and…”


  “Hmm,” the shadowy figure murmured, lightly whirling around to regard Klass from in front of him.


  It was a woman.


  She peered at Aryes’s profile. “Hmph, this looks like–”


  Klass unconsciously straightened.


  The woman continued.


  “’Tis simple exhaustion,” she proclaimed anticlimactically.


  “… Huh?”


  “Look at how hard her legs are,” said the woman, reaching out to put her hand on the prone Aryes’s calf.


  “B-b-but–”


  “She asked many times for a rest, did she not?” added the woman flatly. “And worse, she hasn’t been eating properly. ’Tis no surprise she fell.”


  
    
  

  Now that it had been said, it seemed like the most obvious thing in the world.


  But as soon as he realized it, something strange occurred to him.


  “How did you know that?”


  “Curses. Slip of the tongue.” She deliberately put her hand to her mouth and looked the other way.


  There was no mistaking it: She must have been watching them from somewhere.


  But Klass had gotten a good view of their surroundings every time they’d crested a hill.


  There was nowhere for anyone to hide.


  So where had she been watching from?


  “In truth, I’d planned not to say anything to you. But this was simply too pathetic.” The woman patted Aryes’s side and shot Klass an accusing look.


  A hot feeling stabbed through his chest. “N-no, I always tried to–”


  “Tried to think about her? Hmph. You knew perfectly well that her body and yours are quite different.”


  He flinched at the words.


  It wasn’t just that he was at a loss for something to say – he was stunned.


  “Heh. I’ve been watching you since last night. You know well and truly that she and you are not alike,” she said, her expression shifting to a sticky smile.


  Klass could feel his face becoming hotter and hotter.


  He’d been watched.


  “I suppose that’s what they mean when they say, ‘The luck to be born a man.’ Still” – the woman stood with her hands on her hips, lips curling into a fang-baring smile – “you had the pluck to stand your ground before the wolves. That much is praiseworthy.”


  “Wha… ah!”


  “Hmph. Not a very discerning lad, are you?” sneered the woman past her fangs, looking down at the boy.


  No, it wasn’t just that.


  He’d just that moment realized something.


  It had been so strange that he simply hadn’t seen it until that moment.


  The woman that stood before him wore a cloak around her shoulders and a sash tied around her waist, with fine fur-lined trousers. Her hair was chestnut brown, but atop her head there was something strange.


  “If you’re just noticing these, you must not have noticed this!”


  Her cloak swished dramatically.


  “Ah… ah…!”


  “’Tis fine fur, indeed, no?”


  The puff of fur swished audibly.


  The grandly furred wolf tail swayed, and the beast ears atop her head flicked.


  In that moment, the memory of the wolves’ actions the previous night flashed through his head.


  “C-could it be–”


  “Could it be?”


  The woman’s gaze pierced him, as though testing him.


  “Last night, the one who saved us, that was…”


  A breath of wind caused both the hem of the woman’s cloak and the tip of her tail to flutter.


  The light of the setting sun fell across her profile. “Indeed,” she said as Klass was at a loss for words.


  “It… it was you! You chased the wolves away!”


  “I merely happened to be sleeping nearby. They realized I was there and turned tail of their own accord.”


  The woman sounded almost bored. Klass swallowed after closing his gaping mouth.


  He’d heard many times of beings that looked human but were not who occasionally descended to grant good fortune or to play tricks on mortals.


  Klass spoke in a tremulous whisper. “Could you be a… a spirit–?”


  “Hardly!” said the woman with sudden irritation, tossing her head.


  But the mysterious part-beast person before him soon made an awkward face.


  “Hmph… well, ’tis true that some of your kind do call me such things. But I like it not.”


  Her expression of wry embarrassment at having shouted made her seem not so very much older than Klass.


  And her face was unmistakably beautiful.


  “H-how… shall I refer to you?” asked Klass, using the words he’d heard adults use in such situations, but the woman’s brows only knitted in further irritation.


  “I do not like that, either. And untangling your stumbling tongue is a nuisance.”


  Klass’s face felt hot at the teasing being directed at him, but thinking the girl was some kind of spirit, he looked down.


  Whereupon the spirit sighed and brought her face nearer to the ground.


  “Come, look up. I only thought to aid you in your difficult travels. I did not reveal myself to you to endure your worship.”


  He was too scared to look up.


  And yet, still timidly, he brought his gaze up to meet hers.


  “Heh. You’re still at the age where such an expression suits you.”


  The smile that greeted him when he looked up made him realize that there were many different kinds of smiles in the world. The instant he saw it, he looked down again, his face even redder than before but for a very different reason.


  This time the spirit did not become angry.


  “My name is Holo,” said the spirit briefly as she squatted down.


  It took Klass a few moments to realize that she’d introduced herself. “M-my name’s Klass… ma’am.”


  “No need for ‘ma’am’ here.”


  “R-right.”


  The spirit named Holo smiled bitterly and stood. “And this one’s name is Aryes?”


  “Y-yes, that’s right, but–”


  “How do I know?”


  Klass nodded.


  “Did you not call her name out so charmingly and so many times? ‘Aryes, Aryes!’?” said Holo, arms folded and clasping her own shoulders.


  Klass had finally regained his composure but reddened again at this.


  “I don’t know that shaking a weakened comrade so is a kindness, though.”


  Startled, Klass looked at Aryes’s face.


  “Having lost consciousness, I’m sure she’s calmed herself a bit. Just wipe her mouth clean and keep her warm now.”


  Nodding silently as though he had a piece of bread stuck in his throat, Klass moved Aryes from her unnatural-looking, collapsed position to a seemingly more comfortable state, then stood.


  Though the bag he’d dropped was not so great a distance away, he was worried about leaving Aryes alone and thus hesitated to fetch it.


  At which Holo said, “I’ll watch her for you,” then gestured to the bag with her chin.


  Klass finally started running, but when he turned around to look over his shoulder, he saw Holo crouching down by Aryes, murmuring something to her.


  He wondered if it was some sort of secret.


  “Honestly, if this were wintertime, you’d be dead on the roadside somewhere,” said Holo as she went through their things while Klass tended to Aryes. “You’ve no blankets! What were you intending to do in case of rain?”


  “Huh? Er…” said Klass as he wiped Aryes’ mouth clean with a moistened cloth.


  Though he was trying to warm her up, he had no fuel for a fire, and as Holo pointed out, no blankets – so he was reduced to putting a simple jacket on her.


  “Take shelter somewhere… I suppose…”


  A sigh and a withering look were all that greeted him.


  Klass looked down in spite of himself.


  The fact was that there was no shelter to take as far as the eye could see.


  “’Twas on a lark I decided to follow the strange pair wandering away across these plains without so much as a spring or a river, but to think you’d have been so unprepared!”


  It angered Klass to hear her say this, but his fear kept him from saying anything.


  “And while we’re speaking of strange things, you’re odd companions indeed. Why are two children traveling alone?”


  Klass couldn’t help but look up sharply at the word children.


  While Holo seemed a few years older than him, she wasn’t so mature he’d call her an adult.


  “Foolish boy. I’m at least two centuries your elder.”


  “I-I’m sorry.” It was strange – having had it pointed out to him, he could now see it.


  After all, the girl was a spirit, so nothing about her would surprise him.


  Having convinced himself of this, he found there was no reason to hide anything, so he answered her question.


  Holo lay sideways, chewing noisily on a piece of oat bread she’d gotten out of Klass’s things, and as Klass told his tale she acknowledged it with flicks of her tail.


  “I daresay the mansion you were driven from was of a noble house called Antheo.”


  “Y-yes… you know them?”


  “I heard a bit about them in a town I was in not long ago – that there was an eccentric nobleman out in the countryside. But I see – so he’s dead, is he?”


  Klass didn’t know whether or not the lord of the mansion was an eccentric or not, but the word countryside bothered him.


  The mansion was a magnificent place, and there were at least twenty servants and stone buildings like the one Aryes had occupied.


  And nearby the estate there were grapevine trellises and villages, too.


  As Klass thought about it, he became aware of Holo grinning at him.


  “Indeed, you set out on a journey and were a helpless chick before long.”


  “…” He didn’t know why he was being laughed at, but it was frustrating, and Klass looked away.


  That seemed only to invite more laughter from Holo, who snickered covertly. “Be not angry, boy. Were you yourself not surprised at the size of the world?”


  Stunned, he looked back at Holo.


  “Nay, the reason I know that is because I felt the same way when I set out on my own travels.”


  Klass got the feeling that he was being manipulated this way and that, but she didn’t seem to be lying.


  “… Is that so?”


  “Aye. The world is vast indeed. And–”


  But her words cut off there. Klass followed her gaze and saw that at some point the sleeping Aryes’s eyes had opened slightly.


  “Aryes–” Klass called her name, forgetting all about Holo, and Aryes’s eyes focused on him many times faster than her usual rate of awakening.


  “Ah… wha– why–?”


  She sat up, not seeming to understand the reason for her current position. Klass hurriedly tried to explain.


  “You collapsed just a moment ago! Don’t you remember?”


  Having been reminded, she finally seemed to recall.


  A bit of a flush began to creep into her much-improved complexion.


  “As a servant of God, I am deeply ashamed. However, I am now well.”


  Despite the mere five days of their travel, Klass was beginning to understand her personality.


  Though he might tell her to sleep, her tone revealed whether she was likely to do so or not.


  He didn’t try to stop her awakening, and thus she quite obviously noticed Holo.


  “Oh, my…” she murmured and then paused.


  The beast ears atop the head, the magnificent wolf tail – these were unmistakable signs of a spirit, and they were right before her eyes. Her surprise was understandable.


  Aryes stared openly at Holo’s inhuman attributes.


  Klass was suddenly very worried that Holo would become angry at the rather rude staring. And just the previous night, Aryes had thought wolves to be men.


  He would have to say something outrageous.


  Just as he’d come to that conclusion and was about to try to whisper in her ear, the frozen Aryes seemed to come to a sudden understanding and nodded convincingly. “Oh… you’re from far across the sea, aren’t you?”


  Klass was about to correct her mistaken notion – though the truth was just as strange – when Holo cut him off.


  “Aye. I’m called Holo, and I’ve traveled here from far in the north.”


  Far from being angry, she smiled as though amused, and her tail wagged happily as though emphasizing the fact.


  Aryes accepted the coat that Klass offered her, then bowed elegantly. “I am Aryes Belange,” she said.


  Klass had heard even kings bowed their heads before a spirit, and so while being in front of one was deeply intimidating, he found the idea of not knowing terrifying.


  But since he’d heard that spirits came from a land where only they lived, perhaps what Aryes had said was not actually mistaken.


  “So, how can we assist you?”


  This may have been appropriate back at the mansion, but here Klass couldn’t stop himself from speaking up. “N-no! Ho-Holo… she saved you, Aryes.”


  He stumbled over her name when he realized he didn’t know how polite he needed to be when referring to her.


  In that instant, he had avoided calling her “Lady Holo” after seeing the sharp glint in her amber eyes. For whatever reason, she seemed to hate such reverence.


  Aryes looked surprised anew and hastily corrected her sitting posture.


  Klass doubted that Aryes would be able to properly express her thanks, but that doubt lasted but a moment.


  Aryes straightened and suddenly looked surprisingly adult.


  “My sincere apologies – and again, my thanks,” she said, putting her hands together and bowing in much the same way she did when praying before a meal.


  Klass was stunned at Aryes’s composure, but when he looked at Holo, he saw she was delighted. He felt relief at having managed to avoid rousing her anger.


  Still, he was shocked that Aryes had revealed herself to be so level-headed.


  “And if that is true, then I would very much like to repay the kindness you showed in saving me.”


  “Kindness, eh?”


  “Yes. Unfortunately we are but travelers and are limited in what we can offer.”


  This was like a different person from the Aryes who’d asked why the flowers in the field did not wither without vases.


  He suddenly felt shame at having so condescendingly explained so many things to her.


  “Hmph. I need no material goods. Instead, let me see…” Holo glanced at Klass.


  At the same time, Aryes, too, looked over her shoulder at him, and for some reason he suddenly felt like a frog enduring the gaze of a serpent.


  Though each of them was very different, somehow Klass got the feeling that he was the odd man out.


  Amused, Holo continued. “Would you let me travel with you for a while?”


  “Huh?!” Klass said without thinking and again felt himself under the gaze of the other two.


  It did not seem that any objections would be allowed.


  Then Aryes turned back to Holo, smiling, and spoke. “If it would please you to do so.”


  “I’m thankful.”


  The two nodded to each other like old friends, then just continued on with their conversation.


  Klass was not amused.


  And yet – he was not sure why he was unamused.


  “Well, my things are over yonder. Would you help me gather them?”


  “Ah, yes.” Aryes stood, and Klass stopped her.


  “Aryes, you rest.”


  “But–”


  “Just rest,” he repeated a bit more forcefully, and the surprised Aryes gave a hesitant nod.


  Holo watched the exchange amusedly, then said, “Over this way,” as she began to walk. “Heh. You needn’t have been so demanding,” she said, immediately taking the lead.


  “Uh… well…”


  “You could’ve merely said physical work is for men, nay?”


  She looked over her shoulder at him, and Klass could feel his face becoming hot under her gaze.


  Holo knew everything.


  She giggled. “Ah, such troubles!”


  Her tail swished happily beneath her cloak.


  “Still, I expect eight or nine of ten males would act the same way. ’Tis nothing you need worry over,” she said as though to encourage him, patting his back – none of this made Klass any happier.


  After all, her face was still smiling as though she might burst out laughing at any moment.


  “Oh, come now, I’m your ally.”


  You liar were the words that he felt in his heart.


  Even Klass knew when he was being teased.


  “Heh, ’tis true I’m making sport of you. However–” Holo took a quick step ahead of Klass, then turned and peered down at him from above.


  Her eyes were the eyes of a wolf gazing at its prey.


  Klass, entranced, could not bring himself to look away from those amber eyes.


  “Shall the three of us sleep together tonight? With you in the middle, of course.”


  No sooner had Klass heard those words than he imagined the scene and immediately thereafter tripped over his own feet.


  When Holo had asked to travel with Aryes and the two of them had looked at him, he’d felt like a frog under the eyes of a serpent for just this reason.


  Holo crouched down beside where Klass had fallen and spoke. “What, can you not wait until evening?” She smiled maliciously.


  But before Klass could feel anger at the jab, he realized he was comparing Holo’s smile with Aryes’s in his mind, and now at his wit’s end, he stayed prostrate on the ground.


  He could not help feeling as though he was a truly pathetic creature, indeed.


  When he hit his own head a few times and looked up, Holo spoke, her expression now gentle.


  “I’ll make a proper male of you yet.”


  Klass collapsed again.


  Thus the journey of the three fatigued travelers had begun.


  Klass awoke sneezing, the first sneeze he’d had in some time.


  I’ve been so warm these past few days and yet – he thought to himself, curled up in a blanket. But then he remembered that it was not so.


  Yesterday, for the first time in a while, he’d slept alone atop a hill, the horizon yet uninterrupted.


  Until then, he’d slept beside his traveling companion in order to conserve warmth – with a slightly odd girl named Aryes.


  Just thinking about it was enough to take the edge off the cold, but there was a good reason why he hadn’t been able to do it the previous night.


  Klass and Aryes, having been driven out of the mansion in which they’d lived, were slowly traveling a road that led to the sea and had encountered a mysterious guest. Her name was Holo, and she claimed to be Klass and Aryes’s senior by two centuries, despite looking merely Aryes’s age, or perhaps a little older. But as she had a beast’s ears atop her head, a wolf’s tail at her waist, and sharp fangs in her mouth, Klass could not doubt her claims about her age.


  And as for the reason Klass was enduring the cold and sleeping alone – that was Holo’s doing.


  “Let us all sleep together,” Holo had said the previous day.


  Klass had only been able to sleep with Aryes before that because of Aryes’s extreme naiveté – she didn’t realize Klass was a boy.


  But Holo was different.


  Holo had made the suggestion only to tease him.


  No matter how majestic a spirit she might be, he could not take her up on it.


  So in the end, Klass had borrowed the blanket and slept alone. Aryes and Holo had slept together, using their robe and cloak in place of the blanket – and yet Klass pictured the two of them curled up together fast asleep and could not help but feel he’d wasted an opportunity.


  Holo was surprisingly mean for a spirit, and Aryes was, well, Aryes and tended not to understand things very well, but there was no mistaking the fact that they were both beautiful.


  Of course, he couldn’t very well go and ask to be allowed between them now, but there would be no harm in just taking a look.


  So Klass told himself as he poked his head out of the blanket – and right in front of his eyes, there was Holo.


  “Shall I try to guess why you’re making such a face?” Holo yawned and seemed to be grooming her tail.


  Klass couldn’t hide his face back under the blanket but feebly shook his head nonetheless.


  “You’re the last.”


  As Klass slowly emerged from the blanket, he saw that Aryes was indeed awake and a short distance away was saying her morning prayers.


  He looked up at the sky, where God evidently was. It was cloudy again and a bit chilly.


  And speaking of gods, the god right in front of him, Holo, tossed her tail aside after grooming it for a while, then produced a crust of bread from within her own possessions and broke off a generous piece for Klass.


  Despite the fact that it was no harvest festival that day, it was wheat bread – wheat!


  “’Twas a gift. No need for restraint.”


  Even if he’d been told to restrain himself, Klass’s hand would’ve taken the bread of its own accord.


  Still, he was worried about Aryes, who flatly refused to eat breakfast.


  “Oh, that? I’ve already persuaded her. Look,” said Holo.


  She turned to Aryes, who was returning from her prayers, and tossed a piece of bread at her.


  Aryes hastily extended both hands and caught the bread against her chest, as though she were saving an infant. Even Klass, who was far from well mannered himself, was surprised at Holo’s impropriety. “Y-you’re throwing food–!”


  “It is the nature of the world that the wheat of the harvest will eventually return to the earth. Is there some reason I cannot throw bread, which is merely wheat ground into flour and baked?”


  “Huh…?” Klass made an inadvertently foolish face while Aryes cocked her head as though someone were pinching her nose. Then, at length, she gave a vague nod.


  Klass felt as though he was somehow being fooled, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on how.


  It was said that not even the wisest man could best a spirit.


  “That’s how it’s done, lad,” whispered Holo into Klass’s ear, and he couldn’t help being a bit impressed with her. “So, your destination was the sea, was it?”


  Perhaps she was used to eating such bread; while Klass nibbled stingily at his portion, Holo downed hers with greedy gusto.


  “M-more or less,” said Klass.


  “A meandering journey for two, eh?”


  Klass shrunk back at the tease. “That’s not really what it is, but…”


  “If you’re not truly wandering, then you’ve got to decide on a proper destination,” said Holo definitively, popping the last bite into her mouth.


  The word wandering echoed through Klass’s mind for a moment.


  He’d heard tales from such travelers, who migrated from nation to nation on horseback, faces gloomy and cloaks battered and worn.


  But when he’s spoken of such things, the other adults at the mansion all seemed to laugh in the same way, so he’d kept silent.


  “Still, your eating is as slow as your waking is late.”


  “Huh?” At Holo’s words, Klass looked down. He had not eat eaten even half of his bread.


  He immediately thought that Holo’s eating was merely too fast, but then he looked at Aryes.


  “What is it that humans say? Eating like you need a knife and spoon, eh?”


  Klass had often been told as much when his water-fetching and livestock chores were piling up.


  For the nobility who used knives and spoons, the slower one ate, the better.


  Naturally Klass had never used a spoon in his life.


  He hastily crammed the remaining bread into his mouth.


  Although the rich flavor of the bread now filled his mouth in a way it couldn’t possibly have done so while he was nibbling on it, a few chews and a swallow later and that was it.


  He was feeling as though it had been a bit of a waste, but it was gone now and what was done was done.


  He’d been further pushed by the fact that even Aryes, who was normally a very slow eater, had finished.


  “Right, then, let us gather our things and set off. The sea is yet far, but the next town is quite close.”


  At Holo’s words, Klass immediately set about cleaning up.


  He soon realized that he was the only one doing so, but he couldn’t interrupt Aryes (who was now in the middle of her post-breakfast prayers) and ordering Holo to help him was out of the question.


  Still, the one thing he couldn’t abide was having to care for Holo’s things in addition to his own.


  In contrast to Klass and Aryes’s meager belongings, Holo’s bag contained everything a traveler needed. The heaviest part was a wineskin filled with wine.


  “What do you mean, you can’t carry it alone? How did you come this far, then?” Klass complained at the unreasonable request, which Holo flashed her fangs at and brought her face close to his, smiling mysteriously.


  “You really want to know?”


  There were several reasons for Klass’s nervous gulp and nothing to make him nod in the affirmative.


  Holo nodded, satisfied, and with a wave of her tail, she set off walking.


  Klass had relinquished that pressure in exchange for this heavy burden; he sighed and walked after her. In any case, if this was the amount he was expected to carry, it was hardly impossible.


  As he was considering the situation, he sensed a presence beside him. When he looked over, it was Aryes.


  “Shall I help you?”


  It was the first offer she’d made in six days of travel, but Klass knew she had collapsed of exhaustion just yesterday. He could hardly accept it and so demurred.


  “But…” she began, looking more assaulted by personal guilt than concern, and so Klass gave her the food bag they’d originally been traveling with.


  “Take this, then.”


  Aryes nodded and took the bag.


  Klass didn’t know why she was suddenly so eager to help but in any case was certainly happy she cared at all.


  “Well, let’s go.”


  Aryes slung the bag’s drawstring over her shoulder and followed obediently behind and to one side of him.


  This was a first for their travels together, but as Holo was already striding ahead, Klass had to hurry to keep up.


  He was worried that Aryes would collapse again, but it seemed as though they were approaching level ground as the rolling hills grew lower, and by the time they stopped for their midday meal, they’d been able to climb three small hills.


  Just before that break, Aryes – who’d been silent the entire time – spoke up.


  “I forgot to give my thanks for protecting me from the wolves, so thank you very much!”


  Klass was a bit taken aback at her strangely stiff affect and phrasing, which made it seem as though she’d been trying to find the right moment to say this.


  She was likely very serious about such things.


  “Um, y-you’re welcome.”


  At this answer, Aryes sighed in obvious relief and smiled weakly.


  It was so oddly charming that Klass was about to hastily add, “Please, don’t worry about it,” but he saw Holo sitting down ahead of them at a bit of a remove and said nothing.


  Her gaze was fixed elsewhere, but her ears were pointed at them.


  “A-anyway, let’s stop and eat.”


  In that moment, he noticed Holo’s profile looking suddenly irritated.


  Klass realized that Holo had likely made him carry her luggage in order to elicit this thanks from Aryes.


  He wished she would mind her own business.


  Such things were not why he was traveling with Aryes.


  And yet, being thanked so directly by her was a simple joy.


  After their midday meal was over, Holo sprawled out on the ground.


  She was no doubt sleepy from the large amount of wine she’d gulped down.


  She’d sent Klass and Aryes on ahead, saying she’d catch up with them later. They left behind only the blanket.


  Since the party’s walking speed was limited to what Aryes could manage, Holo could let them go ahead and still easily catch up. What made Klass sigh was the way Holo had so quickly invited herself along to travel with them and then just as easily did as she liked even after joining them.


  Of course, no matter what Holo’s conduct, it was more than made up for by the debt they owed her for sharing her bread with them.


  One could not argue with the person who fed them.


  Thus it was that for the moment, Klass was again traveling alone with Aryes.


  But it seemed that the reason she’d walked alongside Klass without straying all morning long was her searching for the opportunity to say the thanks she felt she’d missed. Now she would walk for a while, then stop, looking at him questioningly.


  The constant stopping was honestly irritating, but the questioning looks were not at all unpleasant.


  Naturally he couldn’t help but tell her whatever she wanted to know.


  After some time, she let slip a sound that might well have been a cry, which Klass turned at, surprised.


  “Aryes?!”


  In an instant, the events of the previous night flashed through his mind, but he soon realized that if there were more wolves, Holo had said she would deal with them.


  Aryes stood a short distance away; she looked at Klass, then pointed.


  For a moment he thought it was terror that colored her features – but no, it was something else.


  Not terror, but confusion.


  “What’s wrong?” The moment he heard her cry, Klass had nearly dropped the bags he was carrying to run to her side, but when he realized the lack of urgency in her voice, he reshouldered the burden and simply walked over to her.


  Leave ones things unattended and they were liable to be snatched away by a hawk you’d never seen. Klass thought of the times he’d lost his meal to opportunistic livestock when tending them back at the estate.


  “Wh-what’s that…?”


  As Klass approached Aryes, the nuances of her expression became visible.


  Her face wasn’t confused as much as sad and worried.


  He looked to where she was pointing.


  There, just far enough away that it must have felt confident in its ability to escape should these strangers approach, was a brown rabbit.


  “A rabbit? What about it?”


  Even if it was her first time seeing a rabbit, it had nothing of the presence of, say, a horse, and if anything was rather cute, Klass thought.


  Just as he was wondering what she could possibly be so upset about, Aryes swallowed and answered his question.


  “Its… Its ears…”


  When Klass realized the reason for her sad, worried state, he couldn’t help but laugh.


  She thought its ears had gotten that way because someone had stretched them.


  “All rabbits have ears like that. Those long ears are how they hear things far away.”


  Klass had heard the wolves’ footfalls against the ground the night before, but when he’d slept in the estate’s barn, he’d often heard the rabbits that lived in nearby dens thumping the ground with their feet.


  When they hit the ground like that, their rabbit friends would hear the sound with their long ears and understand it as a warning of an approaching fox or wolf.


  “Are you quite certain that… someone didn’t do something terrible to it?”


  “Yes,” said Klass, which seemed to finally relieve Aryes. “Still, it sure looks tasty.” The hare was chewing away as it watched the pair vigilantly. Its fur was fine and it was rather large. If it was roasted over a fire, Klass could easily imagine the thick, oily texture that would greet him if he bit into a roasted rabbit thigh almost hot enough to burn him as the juices trickled down his chin.


  But once he’d said this, Aryes looked at him with utter disbelief.


  “Huh? Uh, er, no, I-I meant the grass the rabbit is eating. It sure looks like it’s tasty! That’s all I meant!” Klass hastily amended his statement, and though Aryes was regarding him as though he was a scoundrel of the worst sort, she seemed finally to believe him, and her expression calmed.


  “Ah, I see. I’m so sorry, I thought–”


  “No, it’s fine – I’m sorry I scared you.”


  In truth it was Klass who had been scared, but it seemed he’d managed to avoid Aryes’s scorn.


  Still, if that was so – had Aryes never eaten rabbit?


  Klass pondered this, and after a time Aryes spoke up uncertainly.


  “There undoubtedly is–”


  “Hmm?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I mean, there undoubtedly is much I don’t know about in the world,” she said, her gaze distant.


  Though her profile was calm, it seemed tinged with a quiet awe.


  Aryes had said that she’d lived her entire life within the stone-walled confines of that small building.


  Klass’s mouth moved of its own accord. “Well, lets see more of it!”


  “Oh?”


  “We’ll go far away. To the ocean, to all over.”


  Holo had said they needed to have a destination or a goal.


  It seemed like a grand idea to Klass to have traveling the world and seeing its sights itself be the destination.


  But Aryes did not react for a time. For a moment it was as though his words had been a spell that turned her to stone, but her expression finally softened.


  Klass was a bit surprised at the very adult smile she wore.


  “Yes, lets. Though I suppose I’ll need to walk a bit faster,” she said, her smile now the one Klass knew well.


  Klass, nonplussed, nodded three times, and then instead of clearing his throat, he rebalanced the bags over her shoulder. “So long as you don’t collapse,” he said teasingly.


  At this Aryes drew her chin in and hid her face beneath her hood.


  It was such a childish gesture, and Klass was relieved. “Let’s be off,” he said.


  He started walking as Aryes followed.


  The sun was setting by the time Holo finally rejoined them.


  “… Guh…” The voiceless sound came out of his throat unbidden. No matter how he tried to feign otherwise, there was nothing for it – he coughed hoarsely.


  “Heh-heh. I suppose you’re a bit young yet.”


  Holo took the wineskin from the coughing Klass and grinned unpleasantly.


  According to her, it contained filtered grape wine.


  Klass had always heard the word grape wine and imagined something sweet, but what he drank was more like spoiled grape juice that burned even though it was cold.


  “Looks like this one’s not just taller than you, she’s more grown-up, too.” Holo took another swig from the wineskin, then had a bite of jerky.


  Height had nothing to do with it, Klass wanted to say, but couldn’t come up with a good retort.


  Aryes had been able to drink it with a straight face, and if she could do it, he thought he could, too – right up until the miserable accounting he’d just given of himself.


  “Wine is the blood of God. If you can’t drink this, it’s proof that God’s teachings aren’t entering your body,” Aryes had scolded him.


  Since Klass had never heard any of these supposed teachings, that was probably true, but in any case it was humiliating that she could do something he couldn’t.


  “Wine is meant to be enjoyed. There are other liquors to drink to prove your pluck.” Told thus by the spirit, he had no choice but to back down. “Though I do pity you being unable to enjoy this pleasure.”


  These last words, though, were directed not at Klass, but at Aryes.


  Aryes seemed perplexed for a moment and looked at Klass.


  Still frustrated at having been coddled, Klass looked away.


  “Still, when one constantly calls upon God after having received His blessing, failures will also increase,” said Aryes.


  “It pains me to hear it,” said Holo, twitching her wolf ears as though flicking an insect away.


  Aryes smiled, then unfolded and refolded her arms on her lap awkwardly, as though embarrassed. “The most common failure is being unable to wait as the juice drips from the cloth one has bound the grapes in…”


  “And so you wring it out by hand, yes? And then for some reason, it tastes awful.”


  Aryes closed her eyes and put her hand to her right cheek. “‘If grape wine is the blood of God, and the blood of God is the blessing taken from his body, then you are fools who seek blessings though it injures God,’ I was told.”


  Klass didn’t really understand what Aryes was talking about, but Holo seemed deeply amused, as though she’d told a joke of the best sort.


  The only thing he did understand was that whenever Aryes had heard those words, her right cheek had been struck. She rubbed her cheek as though remembering the pain.


  “I felt deeply sorry. I knew I would never do such a thing again.”


  “And so you leashed your craving, eh?”


  Aryes opened one eye and looked at Holo, whose head was slightly cocked; the two let slip a little ripple of laughter.


  “I keep God’s teachings and receive only those blessings I have earned.”


  “Catching one drop at a time, then licking it from your finger would surely be…” said Holo with exaggerated relish, and Aryes closed her eyes again and smiled.


  But now her hand on her right cheek was not there to remember the pain, but rather to savor the memory of tasting something delicious.


  Aryes’s new expression and manner transfixed Klass; he felt it deep in his chest.


  For a moment he was startled by it, but then realized there had been a tingle there ever since he’d downed the wine and felt somewhat relieved.


  “Still, ’twould be a poor life not to know this particular pleasure,” said Holo.


  At those words the two of them looked at him, and Klass suddenly felt like a very young child, and like a young child he turned away angrily.


  The sun had set during the exchange, and thanks to the cloudy weather they were truly surrounded by darkness.


  As they had no fire, once night came there was nothing to do but sleep.


  It was the same group – Holo, Klass, Aryes – as the previous night, but perhaps having gotten bored with teasing, Holo did not suggest they all sleep together.


  Klass was simultaneously relieved and disappointed at this; it was a strangely lonely sensation, and he was frightened of thinking about it too much, so he wrapped himself in his blanket and closed his eyes.


  The moderate throb of pain in his temples was surely due to the wine.


  When he thought of Aryes, who tired after only a bit of walking, whose questioning eyes turned to him every time she saw something new, and who easily drank the wine, he sighed.


  He was the one who had to hold her hand and pull her down the path she so unsteadily walked.


  Such were the thoughts that occupied Klass as he drifted off to sleep.


  It was only when he awoke, with a sensation like missing a stair-step, that he realized he’d fallen asleep.


  “… Mph…”


  He wiped a bit of drool from the corner of his mouth with the blanket.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t have,” he murmured to himself, remembering that the blanket belonged to Holo. He finished wiping his mouth with his own sleeve, then still lying on his side, glanced up at the sky.


  He felt like he’d been asleep for only a short time, but at some point the cloud cover had thinned, and a bit of moonlight was now escaping through. He shivered and drew the blanket tighter around himself but soon realized that the source of his shiver was not the cold.


  If it had been pitch-dark, it would’ve been impossible to find his way back to the blanket after relieving himself, but fortunately his eyes could see in this light, so he sat up. If he tried to endure and went in his sleep, well – the thought was too awful to contemplate. There was the fact that he was right by Holo and Aryes, and above all the insects would be terrible.


  He remembered a bed-wetting incident many years in the past and shivered again.


  The reason he went a fair distance away from his blanket was both because he simply didn’t like the idea of going near where he slept and because the idea of being seen by Aryes was flatly humiliating.


  Once he got far enough away, he was finally able to relieve himself.


  “Whew…” The moment of bliss over, Klass sighed, satisfied, and turned around.


  But between the darkness and his sleepiness, he had difficulty retying his trousers’ drawstring. He looked down at his fumbling hands as he walked lazily back.


  As he was tottering back to where he’d slept, Klass murmured his thanks at having just finished his business.


  “What, so you never noticed me?” There in the gloom that left only the barest outlines of the world visible, Holo’s amusement-narrowed eyes were still strangely bright.


  “Th-thought you were an owl spirit!”


  “Hmph, and yet I am a wolf.”


  When he could not laugh, she stepped on his foot.


  Klass hesitated to protest, whereupon Holo walked away, so he gave up entirely.


  Once she was a short distance away, she looked over her shoulder at him and beckoned him near.


  “Wh-what?”


  Holo stopped and sat, motioning for Klass to sit beside her, which he did. Once they were sitting, they were roughly the same height, with Klass shorter than Holo only by the length of her ears.


  “I’ve something I wish to ask you,” she said.


  “Something to ask me…?”


  Klass wondered what it could possibly be that she would make a point of asking at this dark hour, when Holo slowly spoke.


  “’Tis about Antheo, under whom you worked for a time.”


  “The lord?”


  “Aye. Are you quite certain that he died?”


  Klass remembered that when he was relating the events leading to his journey, Holo had seemed to take notice of the lord.


  Perhaps they had been friends.


  “‘Quite certain,’ you say… I just… I don’t know.”


  The lord’s younger brother had simply arrived with his retainers and declared it to be so, after all.


  “Hmph… but from what I heard, he had a habit of going on long journeys.”


  “Ah, well, that is – after a while, he would come back with strange objects or people.”


  It was the collective opinion of the servants that his strangest habit of all was the stone building with Aryes in it.


  “So what you’re saying is that even at best you don’t know where he traveled. Dim hope, indeed,” said Holo with a sigh, lying down on the spot.


  Not so much as a bug made a sound, and the only thing breaking the silence was the swishing of Holo’s tail.


  “Did you know him?” asked Klass.


  “Me? No, nothing of the sort.”


  Holo lay sideways, propping her head up with an elbow on the ground.


  From what he could tell of her form lit by the hazy moonlight, she was used to sleeping outside. Holo stayed like that for a while, looking at nothing in particular, and was silent, and Klass did not ask any further questions.


  It was Holo who finally broke the silence.


  “From what I heard, Antheo was seeking an immortality elixir.”


  “Im… mort…?”


  “Immortality. It means living forever without getting old.”


  Klass could only mouth a befuddled, “Wha–?” – what would be the point of such a thing?


  “Heh. You’ve only just been born, so of course you can’t imagine it.” Klass pulled his chin in, offended, and Holo regarded him. “Compared to many other creatures, humans live quite a bit longer, but they still grow old and decrepit in a twinkling. Even I cannot claim not to understand why one would want to avoid such a fate.”


  While Klass still couldn’t really wrap his head around this, something suddenly occurred to him. “Oh – but I’m sure you’ll always stay young and pretty the way you are now, Miss Holo!” he said hastily.


  Holo was briefly taken aback, then smiled, showing her fangs. “Something about being reassured by a child so young rubs me the wrong way. But of course, my beauty is eternal.”


  She sniffed and flicked her tail and seemed genuinely proud of this.


  In any case, she wasn’t angry, which was a relief.


  “But your words are half right,” said Holo.


  “Huh?”


  “’Twas not I that would use the immortality elixir,” said Holo with a self-deprecating smile, sounding somehow embarrassed.


  Klass barely managed to ask, “Then who?” when–


  “One more thing,” said Holo, glancing behind her. “So I hear Aryes lived in the same building since birth? Is that true?”


  He hadn’t told Holo anything about that, so she must have heard it from Aryes last night when they slept side by side, but Klass had no idea why Holo would look to him to confirm the story.


  But setting inquiry aside, Klass told her what he knew.


  “I-I think so. At least, the adult servants all said so.”


  “Hmmm.” Though it was not clear whether she was actually interested or not, Holo nodded and gazed off into the distance.


  “What’s the matter?” Klass finally asked, unable to resist, which Holo shook her head at.


  “Ah, ’tis well. But if Antheo is truly dead, that means I’ve no longer a destination. I meant it as a bit of a joke, but I may be traveling with you for quite some time.”


  “…”


  Klass fortunately managed not to say anything, but his preference for traveling alone with Aryes must’ve shown on his face.


  Holo raised an eyebrow bitterly. “I may well be a nuisance, but to have it show so plainly on your face hurts a bit.”


  “N-no, I didn’t mean–”


  “Ah, so I can stay with you forever?” asked Holo with a grin, which Klass could now hardly shake his head at.


  And it was true that Aryes’s charm was enough to balance out Holo’s malicious smile.


  So Klass nodded slowly, eliciting a chuckle from Holo. “At that rate, you’ll have no cause to complain if your dear Aryes slaps you clean across your face.”


  Her brilliant smile turned into a mean-spirited grin.


  Evidently spirits could read minds.


  “Heh-heh. Ah, well, ’tis the right of all children to be honest. Should you be fool enough to bring her flowers, I’ll be kind enough to let you.”


  Finding a retort was more trouble than it would be worth, so Klass simply cast his gaze up to the moon.


  “Still, I envy you.”


  “…?”


  Holo spoke as though muttering to herself, then sat up and crossed her legs.


  He could see only a bit of her profile, so it was hard to be sure, but she seemed to be looking far off into the distance.


  Holo was silent for a while, then looked back at Klass and spoke.


  “What would you do if wolves were to appear right now and attack?”


  It was an unexpected question and it took him off balance, but Holo the spirit was here, so surely there was nothing to fear.


  “Er, I’d try not to get in your way…” Klass immediately answered, and Holo smiled a bit ruefully, then flopped down on her side.


  Klass flinched away because not only did she lay on her side, she also rested her head right in his lap.


  “’Tis a logical answer indeed, but there’s nothing so hated as a selfish male.”


  “I-I see…”


  “You do not see. You should’ve said something more like ‘I would sacrifice myself to protect you.’ Come now,” she said, slapping his leg, which could only mean that she wanted him to actually say it.


  Even if he was alone, saying something like that was embarrassing enough, but Holo was right there, her gaze upon him.


  But he got the feeling that if he didn’t say it, she’d be angry, and she wasn’t going to release him until he did.


  And yet he hesitated for a while, but at Holo’s deliberate throat clearing, he composed himself. He took a deep breath as though he were about to jump into cold water, stuck his chin out, closed his eyes, and opened his mouth.


  “I… I would sacrifice…”


  “Hmph.”


  “… S-sacrifice…”


  “Mm?”


  “… Myself…”


  Having gotten this far, his mind went blank.


  When he stopped without continuing the sentence, Holo rolled her eyes and muttered, sitting up, “Sacrifice myself to protect,” she prompted.


  “Oh, right, ‘Sacrifice myself to protect you.’”


  Having finished this, he realized that it was a short thing to say, but it had felt like reciting a lengthy poem.


  Even after he finished repeating the line, he left his chin up, and his eyes remained closed.


  He knew all too well that Holo was looking at him, as her gaze was so keen it felt as though something were poking his cheeks.


  “Heh. Aye, I suppose that’ll do,” said Holo, finally turning her gaze away.


  Klass let his chin drop and took a deep breath as though having just emerged from underwater.


  “Still, if that’s so difficult you’ll have a hard time climbing that next step.”


  “Er, next step?”


  “Aye.” Holo’s reply and her action were simultaneous.


  Immediately thereafter, Klass was quite sure he had died.


  Not only could he not move, but he couldn’t even breathe or blink.


  “Heh.”


  Klass could not tell whether Holo had actually let slip a chuckle or if the sensation of her finger softly tracing his ear had made him imagine one.


  What he could tell was that Holo had wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder.


  The silence continued for a while.


  His left ear began to tingle, which he realized later was because of the sensation of Holo’s breath upon it.


  He had no idea why she was doing this.


  It was dreamlike and stifling all at once.


  “Goodness, if I were to bite you like this, it’s as though you would just die on the spot.”


  Holo’s words were like a hand thrust into the mud of his mind.


  Though she was obviously making a joke, nothing about this seemed funny to Klass, and he was finally able to turn his head.


  What met his gaze when he did so was the moonlit glow of her beautiful amber eyes and her preternaturally white fangs.


  That and her dizzyingly sweet scent.


  Even in this state, with his field of vision tilting wildly, the one thing he could see strangely clearly were those white fangs, her lips curled up to reveal them.


  At that moment, he truly believed she was about to devour him.


  As Holo’s mouth with its fangs approached him, some part of his numbed mind murmured that he wouldn’t even mind it if she did.


  A sensation akin to sleepiness made him close his eyes.


  All that remained was her scent.


  Yet–


  “…”


  Holo did not eat Klass.


  “Ho, I can’t very well devour you thus,” she said lightly, suddenly releasing him from her embrace.


  In that instant it felt to Klass like the dreamlike layers that had enfolded him all popped like so many bubbles.


  No – they had popped.


  He was stunned for a moment, then looked at Holo as though he’d dropped his favorite sweet on the ground.


  What happened next made his heart break at her distant face.


  
    
  

  Holo giggled. “When you look at me like that, it makes me want to continue, it does.”


  She tapped him on the nose with her index finger, and he knew she was joking.


  Klass finally realized it.


  He’d been toyed with.


  “Don’t be angry. It’s not as though I’m offering not to do it only if you’ll protect me from that.”


  “Huh?” Like a well-trained dog, Klass looked in the direction Holo nodded. “Oh–” His mouth froze in the shape of a cry. “A-Arye–!”


  He couldn’t finish the word.


  There at the end of his gaze was Aryes, who was supposed to be sleeping a short distance away.


  She was propped up slightly, her face somewhat hidden – Purposefully? Klass wondered – beneath the robe she was using as a blanket. Out from under that robe came her unreadable, colorless gaze, to which Klass had no reply.


  Just after he realized his back had broken out in a cold sweat, Aryes averted her eyes, just like she had when they’d watched the rabbit in the field.


  Klass felt like he’d been caught doing something very bad. No – this was very bad.


  Although he didn’t know exactly what was so bad, his brain ran in circles trying to come up with some land of excuse.


  Next to him, Holo chuckled in a lowered voice.


  She still hadn’t entirely released him from her arms, so he could feel her chortling; it was just like the sound of a rabbit thumping to warn of approaching danger.


  “I have heard that love burns brighter when its road has many obstacles,” Holo said.


  “N-no, that’s not–!”


  “Well, then there’s no need for concern, is there?” she shot back.


  He glared resentfully at her, but she seemed to regard his harsh gaze as a gentle ray of spring sunlight. “This won’t do. When I see such a lovely cub, I can’t help but tease it,” she said, lightly releasing him from her arms. She stretched with a groan, then waved her tail grandly.


  He felt just like a dog that had been soundly beaten in a play fight, and the comparison was not just hypothetical.


  Because, after all, he’d been toyed with again.


  “You cannot simply gaze greedily at a thing forever,” whispered Holo low enough that Aryes, who was undoubtedly listening in, would not be able to hear. Cocking her head, she continued. “But you’ve learned something now, yes?”


  “Huh?” he replied, not understanding.


  Holo’s face looked irritated. “Ah, ’tis well,” she said, shaking her head. “But know this: It’s not only wolves that will bare their fangs at you and her. Far from it, as she is a young maiden.”


  “Wha–?”


  “You’ve about as much charm as you have lesser traits. Now all you need is courage.” These last words were delivered as Holo stood and ruffled Klass’s hair.


  He angrily pushed her hand away, but Holo only laughed and walked unconcernedly back to where she had slept.


  Her movements were so light it was easy to think that the exchange that had just happened was nothing more than a brief dream during his night’s sleep.


  In any case, he watched Holo recede; she did not clarify her last words to him.


  He slumped and let slip a sigh less from dejection than from relief at having been released by Holo the wolf.


  Then he reached up to fix his mussed hair but suddenly stopped short.


  It would be a shame to straighten it, he realized, since it acted as a landmark by which he could continue the dream.


  As soon as Holo reached her destination, she seemed to have a hushed conversation there, immediately after which Aryes met Klass’s eyes for a brief instant.


  He suddenly felt like it would be a very bad idea to leave his hair mussed.


  Klass fixed his hair and sighed again.


  Holo and Aryes talked quietly for a while but eventually were silent.


  Klass took the opportunity to return to where he’d been sleeping.


  He was very tired, and suddenly felt he understood less than ever before.


  “Still,” he murmured into his blanket.


  There was one thing he did understand.


  While they both might smell nice, Holo and Aryes were nothing alike.


  And if he had to choose which one he liked better…


  Klass put the question to himself but smacked his own head before answering.


  The night was wearing on.


  He sighed so heavily it seemed like his blanket would be blown off.


  A strange feeling of guilt made him unable to look at Aryes the next morning.


  But Holo seemed to have patched things up nicely, since after Aryes finished her morning prayers, she greeted him as happily as she always did without hesitation or awkwardness.


  He was honestly relieved at this, but a feeling of loneliness lingered in his chest.


  Klass was surprised to realize that he’d been expecting Aryes to have misunderstood and therefore be in a foul temper.


  As he hastily told himself that he most certainly did not want to attract Aryes’ affection, he started to think of himself as more and more foolish.


  And yet– he thought.


  He tried mentally switching Holo’s and Aryes’s positions and imagining the situation that followed.


  In his mind, Holo was mysteriously charming.


  “… Oh.”


  Feeling as though he’d become just a bit cleverer, he nodded to himself, but then his head was suddenly smacked, and he snapped out of his reverie.


  He looked up to see Holo’s displeased face.


  “Hurry. Will you not eat? You’re last to finish again.”


  Klass was startled by the sudden strike, but at the same time, he was suddenly worried that the contents of his imaginings had somehow been seen.


  He jammed the wheat bread that Holo had again provided into his mouth, swallowing it along with his secret thoughts.


  “Eating with haste is an art unto itself,” muttered Holo, sounding so bored that the events of the previous night might never have happened.


  Klass couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed, but evidently she wasn’t reading his mind. He sighed in relief.


  He once again wound up carrying everyone’s luggage, and they set off walking.


  Today Holo and Aryes walked side by side with the burdened Klass walking ahead.


  He tilted his ear to try and hear their happy conversation; it seemed they were still discussing liquor. While a moment ago grape wine had been the topic, they were now discussing some kind of brown wine made with bread.


  In any case, having suffered defeat at the hands of the wine earlier, it was not a topic that deeply interested Klass.


  Raspberry juice mixed with water and honey was a far tastier treat, in his opinion.


  However, Klass did not have the gumption to turn around and tell that to the musical chirps of laughter behind him.


  Doing so would only elicit sad smiles of pity from them, he was sure.


  He kept the lead, sulking at having been left out of the conversation, when he realized that groves of bushes and stands of boulders were becoming more frequent.


  The landscape was beginning to shift from plains to scrub, and from the hilltops, the dark forms of trees were visible.


  The forest spread out ahead to their right, and far off in the distance, there was a small mountain visible.


  In contrast, the view to the left was all tall grass and thickets, and if he looked closely, he could see pools of water dotting the area. It was becoming a marshland.


  “’Tis a lovely view,” said Holo, standing beside Klass, and beside her was Aryes, who put her hand to her mouth, surprised.


  And now that she mentioned it, Klass realized that while they had climbed many hills, this was the first time they’d seen scenery like this.


  “Pretty great scenery, eh?” said Klass proudly, looking at a surprised Aryes – but Holo was between them, and she elbowed Klass.


  Ignoring Holo and Klass, Aryes looked off into the distance, taking in the view, then spoke in a hesitant voice.


  “Er, is… is that the sea?” she asked, pointing in the direction of the marsh.


  “No, that’s a swamp,” said Klass.


  “Swamp?”


  “It’s sort of like a pond. But it’s shallower and muddier.”


  Aryes nodded her understanding. A swamp meant there would be catfish, and Klass dearly wanted to catch one of the strange fish and show it to Aryes, just to see her reaction. Ignorant of this, Aryes continued. “So–” she asked, “is the sea anything like this?”


  “The sea is much, much bigger!”


  Klass had never actually seen the sea in person, but he’d heard about it. As he explained, he traced a great circle in the air with both arms, at which point Holo cut in.


  “And just how big is it?”


  “Wha–?” said Klass, at a loss for words. Aryes took her gaze from the swamp and looked at Klass questioningly.


  After fumbling for a moment for a reply, Klass repeated what he’d been told about the sea. “It’s so big that no matter which way you look – left, right, straight ahead – all you can see is the sea.”


  At this explanation, Aryes exhaled her wonderment, while Holo being Holo seemed to realize that Klass had never actually seen the sea. She grinned.


  Fortunately, though, Klass was asked no further questions on the subject, and Aryes smiled and said, “I hope we can see it soon.” Dazed by the sudden smile he was shown, Klass nodded vaguely only to be surprised by Holo maliciously stepping on his foot.


  “So, we’ll pass between the forest and the marsh. The town’s not far beyond, but…” explained Holo, gnawing on some jerky as the trio then took their midday meal.


  Her explanation seemed to imply something unpleasant, so Klass asked her about it. “Is the road rough?”


  “No. When I came this way from the town, it was not so difficult. ’Tis much faster to cut through the forest – and more dangerous. What worries me is not the road, but what lies beyond it.”


  “Beyond it?”


  “Aye. To be frank, I mean the state of your coin purse.”


  Hearing this, Klass untied his bindle and thrust his hand into it, still chewing on a piece of jerky he’d gotten from Holo.


  In it was the money he’d received from travelers and other visitors to the mansion.


  After rummaging around, he finally produced five coins. All of them were smaller than the end of his thumb, and three of them were mostly black with spots of green; the other two were rusty and gray.


  They had been Klass’s most treasured possessions for a long time.


  “Oh ho, so this is your fortune, is it?” said Holo, mildly surprised. Klass nodded proudly.


  Living for a half year on these might be hard, but he was sure they’d be able to get by for three months at least.


  “Is this money?” asked Aryes, peering at the currency in Klass’s palm.


  “Sure is.”


  “I was taught that money is the root of all evil. But it’s nothing like what I thought.”


  Klass amused himself by wondering what she did think it was like.


  For a moment, he didn’t comprehend the words he heard next.


  “I’m not certain this will buy a piece of bread,” she said.


  There was a short pause; then Klass replied. “Huh?”


  “I don’t well understand the thing called money. I can quickly know the quality of a pelt, though, so ’tis hardly a burden, but…”


  As she spoke, Holo went through her own things just as Klass had and produced a small pouch.


  Untying the white and purple drawstring, she emptied the contents into her open palm.


  The shock that hit Klass when he saw them was no different from being struck on the head.


  “I think this bought a loaf of bread. With this silver one, you can buy a lot. What think you? I know not the details, but you can tell the difference between this and yours, can you not?”


  Klass understood so well it hurt.


  In the palm of Holo’s hand were large, thick coins carved with surprising intricacy.


  The ones that she said would buy a loaf of bread were a beautiful red-brown color while the ones that would buy many loaves were a bolder, dull white-silver color.


  “Just being in a town costs money, to say nothing of the bread you’ll need to buy to continue your travel. What do you imagine you’ll do?” said Holo, putting her own coins back in her pouch.


  The sound they made was not a light jingling, but rather a strong clink.


  Just as when he’d come to understand the vast size of the world, Klass felt his chest fill with an angry sadness.


  Holo was not in the wrong, and yet she seemed like a villain to him in that moment, and he tried to find words to hurl at her, but they would not come.


  Just as it seemed like his only reply to her would be tears, someone else interrupted.


  “Bread is the fruit of labor. If we work, we’ll be fine,” said Aryes, directing a smile at Klass.


  She was trying to be considerate of him.


  His face reddened, and he reconsidered their options, furiously rubbing the tears from his eyes. “Th-that’s right. If we work, we’ll be all right.”


  “Mm,” said Holo, nodding but not smiling. Flashing her fangs and biting off another piece of jerky, she continued. “What if a hard day’s work doesn’t buy you a day’s worth of food? What then?”


  “W-we’ll just work harder!” Klass was not totally confident, but he stole a glance at Aryes, who was nodding along with him. This gave him a bit of courage, and he looked back at Holo.


  “You’ll work harder, will you? Aye, and then the question becomes whether there’s work for you at all.”


  This was more of Holo’s banter. Klass guessed as much and opened his mouth to reply, but Holo cut him off.


  “There are scores of adults unable to find work in the town – do you think two children like you will go and have an easy time of it?”


  His mouth froze in the shape of a silent “Wha–?”


  “You’ve neither strength nor skill, and you know no one in the town. I hear things are different in the human world if you can read and write, but…”


  Klass, of course, could not read, but then he remembered that Aryes could.


  “You can read, right, Aryes?” he asked her, at which she gave a thin smile.


  Now there were no problems.


  But as soon as he thought as much, Holo sighed again. “So what will Klass do as Aryes is toiling away?”


  Klass felt as though a spear had pierced his chest.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t mind if Klass waited for me.”


  “Th-that’s right. I’ll wait.”


  Holo regarded Klass with a narrow-eyed gaze, and he bit his lower lip.


  He’d never be able to do anything so pathetic.


  “Still, I can’t imagine there are so many jobs that involve reading and writing.” Holo traced little circles in the air with her piece of jerky, then poked her cheek with the pointed, bitten-off end. Klass watched this, glaring at her quasi-mutinously and wondering why she was suddenly bringing this up.


  It was as though she was trying to tell him to give up the journey.


  “However, I’ve been thinking,” said Holo.


  Thinking what? Klass muttered inwardly.


  Holo turned her gaze of beautiful amber eyes off into the distance. “What would you say to turning back here?” While Klass was stricken with surprise and unable to reply, she brought her gaze back from the distance. “From here we could fetch some water from the marsh, and if you took my food, you could make it back. There’s no gain in forcing yourselves onward. And though you say you were driven from the mansion, you’re yet children. If you appeal to their emotions, I’m sure all would be well.”


  Klass understood her proposal all too well, but something about it filled him with such anger that he was unable to nod.


  Suddenly he realized what that was.


  It was his promise with Aryes.


  They were going to see the sea.


  “I can tell what you’re thinking, boy,” said Holo with a tired laugh. “If you continue with any goal or plan or destination, what will happen when your food runs out? When you have no money and no work? Will you beg? Will you sit on the roadside dressed in rags, covered in mud and filth?”


  Somehow he understood what Holo was saying. He knew that she was right.


  And yet he wanted desperately not to turn back.


  “You’re rather stubborn,” said Holo.


  Immediately thereafter, Aryes – who’d been quietly listening to Holo – spoke up. “I-I would also like to go and see the ocean. And see more of the world.”


  Klass looked to Aryes, feeling suddenly rescued.


  Holo regarded her through half-lidded eyes. “And?” was her only reply.


  “But I know little of the world. I cannot refute a single thing you’ve said, Miss Holo. And I’ve learned that the world is filled with all manner of suffering.”


  “Aye,” said Holo, nodding, satisfied.


  Klass could practically hear his own despondence.


  To think that their promise to journey through the world had been so dear–!


  But Aryes did not continue. She lowered her hood, fingering something around her neck.


  “Aryes?”


  Unmindful of Klass’s inquiry, Aryes finally grabbed hold of some kind of chain and pulled it free.


  From underneath her clothes emerged a stone as green as a quail’s egg.


  “Is– is that…” murmured Klass, gazing at the stone that dangled from the chain as it glittered, catching beams of sunlight now and again.


  It looked exactly like something a noblewoman had worn upon being invited to the mansion by the lord.


  Word of it had reached even Klass, thanks to the talk of the older servants – particularly the women.


  It was a jewel – one so valuable it was said it could buy a whole village.


  “I’ve been told this is a very precious thing, so perhaps it could buy us some bread.”


  As soon as Klass heard these words, he faced Holo defiantly.


  His journey with Aryes was hardly impossible.


  He pictured Holo’s face at a loss for words at Klass’s imagined retort – but the expression that met his gaze was not what he expected.


  “Oh. So you were willing to part with that, then?”


  “Huh –?” Klass’s and Aryes’s voices rose in unison.


  “I took notice of it right away when we were sleeping… What, did you not realize it was there, boy?”


  Rocked by Holo’s question, Klass shook his head.


  He hadn’t noticed it at all.


  “You must’ve been distracted by the softness, eh?”


  “N-no, I wasn’t!” Klass yelled angrily in reply to Holo’s malicious question and smile.


  “Well, in any case, if you’re willing to part with that, you’ll be secure for a while.”


  “So–” Aryes began, but Holo interrupted her.


  “However, are you truly prepared to do that? Precious stones have special meaning, no matter the era or nation. If it’s a memento from someone, you may wish to rethink your decision.”


  “No, I don’t know who I received this from – only that the priest said that if someday I should find myself in trouble, it would help me. I think now that time has come.”


  Holo scratched the tip of her nose at Aryes’s answer, then spoke slowly, as though she was thinking carefully. “You say you don’t know who you got it from? It had something written in the setting. What was it?”


  “It’s my name.”


  Holo’s ears pricked up. “Just your name?”


  “No, my name and a short message. It says… ‘I give this to Aryes, my daughter.’”


  Holo’s eyes widened, and she looked suddenly to Klass, her finger still touching her nose.


  “What?” asked Klass with his eyes. If it said, “To my daughter,” then that just meant it was a gift from a parent.


  “Aye. That is a valuable gem, indeed. Not something that just anyone could give to a child. Surely you understand all too well what that means.”


  A short “Ah–” escaped Klass’s lips.


  The unimaginable thought stuck in the base of his throat.


  Holo’s gaze once again fell upon him, as though he was such a fool she didn’t know how else to respond.


  Aryes was the only one simply listening to Holo’s words.


  “So who do you think gave such a thing to you?” Holo asked.


  “Huh? Er–” said Aryes. “God, I suppose.”


  Klass could clearly perceive Holo’s chuckle.


  “I’m sorry, I don’t see–” began Aryes.


  “Your god would hardly dirty his hands digging up gems. The one who gave that to you–”


  “–Was the lord of the mansion!” Klass blurted out, unable to restrain himself.


  Aryes’s eyes unfocused.


  “Aryes, you’re the lord’s–”


  Daughter.


  But it was such an absurd notion that despite the proof of it, he couldn’t say the words.


  In the resulting silence that suddenly fell, Aryes looked down at the green jewel and spoke, dazed. “Wha…? I… but… the lord of the mansion is… God?”


  “No! Aryes, you’re the lords daughter, and the lord is a human!”


  “But–”


  Klass had no idea what to say to the troubled Aryes, but as his tone grew more strident, Holo spoke quietly.


  “How does it go? ‘We are all of us God’s children’ or some such.”


  Aryes nodded firmly.


  “Aye.”


  Klass thought that was ridiculous.


  He was just about to loudly say as much when someone grabbed him by the nape of the neck.


  It was Holo – there was nobody else there.


  “Even I understand human manners. That is not something you should say just now.”


  Chided by Holo’s words, Klass cowered as though she’d scolded him.


  Holo said nothing more and released Klass, sighing as though at a loss.


  “As someone who’s lived her share of years, I don’t think that stone is something you should lose,” she said quietly.


  If Aryes was the lord’s daughter and that stone had been given to her by him, then now it would be her only memento.


  Even Klass didn’t want to continue their journey if they had to sell it to do so. He wondered if they really did have to turn back here.


  And if the revelation about Aryes’s father was true, then even if they did return to the mansion, they might not be able to simply resume their previous life.


  He now considered Holo’s proposal more rationally than before, his gaze on the ground.


  Their journey had been a short one, but he couldn’t claim it hadn’t been fun.


  He felt a little bit better, thinking about it that way.


  Klass looked slowly up at Holo. “Miss Holo, I really think we–”


  Holo looked over her shoulder at him.


  It was a swift movement utterly out of the ordinary.


  Klass’s words stuck in his throat at the suddenness of it, and he gazed back at her.


  But Holo was not looking at Klass.


  Her gaze was fixed far behind him, back in the direction from which they’d come.


  “It never rains but pours, eh?” she murmured, standing.


  “M-Miss Holo…?” Aryes remained wordless, and Klass finally managed to call her name.


  Holo now looked back at Klass.


  Her face had no trace of a smile on it, and her fangs only emphasized the keen concentration of her expression.


  “Listen, you, did Antheo’s younger brother, the one who drove you away, strike you as a kind man?”


  Another sudden question.


  But this one Klass could answer immediately.


  “No.”


  “So what do you think a man who’d come to take his elder brother’s place would do if he found out there was already a directly related successor?”


  This question Klass could not answer right away.


  No – he didn’t want to answer it.


  The heir was always obvious.


  “You two have good fortune indeed to have escaped before they realized,” Holo murmured, smiling. “You’ve about as much charm as you have lesser points. What else does one need, I wonder?”


  Klass remembered Holo’s words from the previous night.


  His stomach burned as though he’d swallowed a red-hot piece of charcoal.


  “Aryes, stand up,” said Klass, gathering their things and readying the stick he used in place of a proper staff.


  “They’re still some distance away, but – curses – they’re not coming in peace. ’Tis bad enough we’re being followed, but it’ll be trouble indeed if we’re flanked.”


  Klass spared a moment to glance at Aryes. He then clenched his fist and looked at Holo.


  “So they’re cutting through the forest, eh? Come, you–”


  Klass nodded at the words. “Aryes–” he said.


  Aryes, as usual, did not seem to understand the situation; she held on to her emerald gem tightly.


  She was just one girl, one innocent, ignorant girl.


  Klass couldn’t drink wine, couldn’t read or write, and wasn’t even as tall as she was.


  And yet–


  “It’ll be all right. I’m here,” he said simply, holding out his hand to Aryes.


  She looked at him, eyes widening a bit in surprise. He could tell Holo was watching them closely and felt suddenly self-conscious.


  “… All right,” she said with a little nod, hesitantly taking Klass’s outstretched hand.


  Her hand was soft and slender and her grip uncertain.


  “Let’s go.”


  I will protect this soft hand, Klass swore to himself, and Aryes nodded as though she could hear him.


  Holo started running.


  Holding on to Aryes’s hand, Klass took off after her as they made for the forest.


  They didn’t so much run through the tall grass as swim through it.


  Having passed the budding season, the forest fairly brimmed with life, and more than once it seemed to Klass that they were running through the belly of some great organism.


  The forest canopy was so thick overhead that it choked out most of the sky.


  Any exposed skin – cheeks, neck, hands – was immediately covered in scratches, and despite her hood, even Aryes found the corners of her eyes reddened with abrasions as though she’d cried her eyes out.


  However, it was fortunate that the overgrown bushes and grass only served to hide their path, and there were still footpaths that had been cleared of rocks and roots. At the lead, Holo was picking the route as she ran so all Klass had to do was follow her, which was not too much of a hardship.


  If Holo hadn’t been there, Klass would’ve been stranded, unable to tell path from forest, occasionally tripping in the springs and rills that ran underfoot. Even the thought of it was enough to make him shiver. All it would take was one false step on a moss-covered root to turn him into an injured man, and that would be that.


  To their right, the forest rose in elevation, and to the left, it descended into the swamp.


  Water flowed from right to left, and whenever they encountered it, Holo would warn him, and they’d carefully cross and continue on.


  As they did so, Klass held on tightly to Aryes’s hand.


  He felt that if he didn’t, she’d be swallowed up into the forest.


  For Aryes, who found the gently sloping roads of the plains taxing enough, traveling the paths that wound up, down, left, and right through the forest made her breath run ragged, and her weight on Klass’s hand increased.


  To Klass that felt like their pursuers actively pulling Aryes from him, so no matter how hard the running became, he kept holding her hand – and she gripped his in return, as though refusing to be left behind again.


  Klass wondered how long they’d run like that.


  The thick forest air stuck in his throat, and he was so tired that he didn’t even mind the stickiness of it, when Aryes finally stumbled on something and fell to her knees.


  “Aryes!” Klass stopped and called out over his shoulder frantically.


  As soon as he stopped, sweat bloomed all over him. Though he wanted to believe he could still run, the fatigue made his body from the waist down feel as though it was stuck in mud.


  Aryes was too tired to even blink properly; she clamped her lips tightly closed and nodded, as if to say, “I’m all right.”


  She looked very far from all right.


  But the reality that they had to keep running compelled Klass’s hand to move, and he pulled the exhausted Aryes to her feet.


  He felt terribly about it. “Is your foot sprained?” he asked her to assuage his guilt.


  Aryes had managed to stand, and she swayed giddily, unsteady for a moment, her eyes not meeting Klass’s, but finally she moved her legs a bit and shook her head.


  Klass relaxed his shoulders.


  He still couldn’t tell Aryes to press on.


  “What is the matter?” Holo had evidently noticed that Klass and Aryes were no longer following her, and she’d doubled back.


  Seen from behind, Holo’s walking had seemed like flying, but she too was out of breath, and her face scratched here and there. The tail she was so proud of had brambles and grass caught in its tufts, and it was fluffed out, making her seem almost angry.


  “Aryes – she stumbled.”


  “Did she sprain anything?”


  At the question, Aryes again shook her head.


  “Then we must keep running, or we’re in trouble. We’ve got a bit yet to cover.”


  Klass didn’t want to know the exact distance.


  If they were more than halfway there, he was sure Holo would say so in order to cheer them up, so they must not have made it that far yet.


  While he didn’t want to know how much distance lay ahead of them, he did want to know what separated them from their pursuers.


  Klass looked hopefully up at Holo, who smiled and plucked free a leaf that had stuck to his forehead. “Why, if the worst should happen, you’ve got that staff in place of a spear, have you not?”


  Her kind eyes were trying to soften the terrifying reality, Klass imagined. He simply nodded, gripped his staff so tightly it hurt.


  “In any case, so long as we reach the town ahead of our pursuers, we’ll be all right for a while. Come, let us go,” said Holo and set off running again.


  If they could just get to the town–


  Klass held on to that one hope and started running with Aryes.


  In the manor Klass had served in, there were people even below his station who slept in the corner of the barn among the pigs on lice-infested piles of straw. They were slaves whose language he barely understood, fallen into debt and sold or taken as prisoners of war. They were forced to do the hardest labor – repairing the grape trellises or clearing new farmland.


  Even Klass hated the work he had to do, so much so that four days of the week he harbored fantasies of escape. The slaves frequently did escape, whereupon the bearded steward would ride out in lieu of his often-absent lord, donning armor and rounding up the fugitives.


  They, too, had embraced that single hope and fled.


  If they could make it within the walls of a town, there was evidently a rule that said their pursuers could not recapture them within that town.


  The town air made people free.


  Klass murmured the words uncertainly to himself, now feeling painful sympathy for those poor wretches.


  When three escaped, it was common for two of them to be captured and beaten.


  If they were captured, would they be whipped? Or – would they be hung?


  The cries of the beaten slaves and the sound of the whip across their backs echoed in his mind. It was a sound like lightning falling upon them, skin and flesh and blood from their backs flying into the air, distinct in Klass’s vision.


  The more Klass thought about it, the tighter he unconsciously gripped Aryes’s hand.


  “God is always watching over us,” said Aryes gently, smiling despite her fatigue-stiffened cheeks – it seemed his worries had been conveyed though his grip.


  He had to persevere.


  Gritting his teeth, Klass swallowed his dire imaginings.


  “Let’s go.”


  Aryes nodded at Klass’s words and began running like a fledgling flapping its wings for the first time.


  Once they passed through the forest and arrived at the town, Klass could not possibly imagine what would happen next.


  Would Aryes sell the gem given to her by her father, or would Klass and Aryes together try to work and make a living?


  Or would they again shoulder their bags full of food and water and press on to the sea?


  Holo led the two of them through the deep of the forest’s gloom.


  Her form was slight but somehow sturdy and reliable; when she looked back over her shoulder and grinned, Klass wasn’t afraid of whatever pack of wolves might come.


  So long as they made it to the town, all would be well. They’d met Holo, and she’d taught them much – Klass knew she could teach them still more.


  All he had to think about now was holding Aryes’s hand and running.


  As the weight of his pack bore down upon him, he thought of that and he ran.


  The terrible cry that seemed to split the forest was utterly unexpected.


  “–!”


  Klass stopped short, and Aryes, propelled by her inertia, bumped into his shoulder and went a bit past him.


  She didn’t apologize – because her eyes were round as she stared into the forest.


  The high-pitched cry sounded like a chicken being strangled.


  Was it some sort of bird? Klass wondered.


  As soon as the thought occurred to him, the cry sounded again, and there was the sound of flapping wings.


  “… A bird?” he murmured, somehow overcoming the urge to collapse to the ground in exhaustion.


  Aryes made a terrified face and covered her ears.


  Klass again heard the sound of wings and was quite sure it was a bird.


  “Aryes, are you all right? It’s just a bird.”


  “A… a bird…?”


  Her dubious gaze belied the fact that she had never imagined a bird making such a cry.


  Klass had seen birds large enough to steal an infant before, so he was able to confidently reply, “That’s right,” and take Aryes’s hand once again. “Never mind that. We have to catch up with Miss Holo!” he said, looking ahead and starting to take a step forward before stopping.


  Ahead of them on the road that was beginning to veer to the right and uphill, Holo had stopped, her back to them.


  It didn’t seem as though she was waiting for Klass and Aryes to catch up to her.


  Her head was downcast, and only her ears moved, flicking to and fro more keenly than a rabbit’s.


  “Miss Holo–”


  Holo looked back so suddenly that Klass couldn’t be sure whether it was because he’d called her name or not.


  No sooner did the thought occur to him than he realized that Holo’s gaze had shifted farther back behind them – down the path they had just run.


  There was only one thing she could be looking at in that direction with such an uncalm gaze.


  Klass swallowed and watched Holo, who came running back down the hill toward him and Aryes. Her gaze steady in the direction they’d come from, she spoke.


  “Seems our tail isn’t coming.”


  “Wha–?” Klass looked up suddenly at Holo’s face, but her concentration remained focused on the distance they had come.


  “Is this some kind of scheme? Still…”


  “M-maybe they’re lost…?”


  “Possibly. I’ll go have a look,” said Holo, finally looking at Klass with a smile. “You two should have a rest. ’Twould be dangerous for you to run longer. There’s naught to fear; I’ll be back presently,” she said definitively, heading back down the path after giving Klass a light pat on the shoulder.


  He, of course, could not stop her and simply watched her form disappear into the forest. He wondered if she would be all right on her own, and there was also the fear of being simply overlooked and abandoned by her.


  Just grateful for the chance to rest, he looked back at Aryes, whereupon his eyes widened and he shouted.


  “Wha– ah– Aryes!”


  Aryes had fallen on her backside as though the straining strings that held her up had been cut – only by running to her side and holding her in his arms did he manage to stop her from falling over entirely. Her breathing came neither raggedly nor quietly, and her eyes closed in exhaustion.


  He remembered a few days earlier, when despite her exhaustion he’d pushed her past her limit and she’d collapsed in the middle of the road. At the time he’d been terrified, and thinking on it now chilled him to his core.


  As he held Aryes and peered at her face, he heard a still, small voice say, “Water.”


  “Water? W-wait just a moment–”


  Supporting Aryes with one arm, he dropped the bags from his back and frantically swung the water skin around from his shoulder and opened it. Most of the water within it was already gone, but he didn’t hesitate to bring the opening to Aryes’s mouth.


  Aryes did not open her eyes, but once she realized that the vessel’s opening was near, she opened her mouth and Klass carefully helped her drink.


  At first, perhaps because of how dry her mouth already was, she seemed to choke but soon drank the water easily.


  Not knowing when the water would stop, Aryes closed her mouth, and water spilled out of the still-tilted skin. It wet her cheeks and clothes, but she was neither angry nor surprised and simply smiled.


  “Do you feel bad?” asked Klass, which Aryes shook her head at.


  Her color did not look too bad, so Klass felt like he could trust her.


  Having drunk some water and calmed herself, Aryes’s breathing grew slow and deep.


  Just as Klass was worried she might fall asleep, she squirmed a bit, and her left hand grasped Klass’s right.


  Aryes’s eyes remained closed.


  Her hand was light and weak as though made of cork, and he returned her grip, which her eyes finally opened at slightly, and she smiled.


  That smile – that phosphorescently, weakly shining smile bringing with it relief and peace of mind.


  At the sight of it, Klass’s heart sang so high it hurt.


  The moment he tried to put the feeling that welled up in his chest into words, Aryes gave what seemed like a soft sigh.


  When he realized it was actually a yawn, Klass returned to his senses, his face falling in discouragement.


  “Oh, you’re sleepy?”


  He had to smile, which Aryes seemed to find mildly embarrassing.


  His lip twisted just slightly.


  “You should sleep a bit,” he murmured, wiping away a trickle of water that clung to Aryes’s chin.


  Even a small amount of sleep could make a surprising difference in the amount of exhaustion someone felt.


  Drowsiness would probably claim Aryes whether he told her it was all right or not, but after a short pause, Aryes nodded politely.


  Then she found a comfortable position, and by the time she reclined against Klass, she was already asleep.


  Aryes’s soft body sank into his arms.


  She was a bit taller than him, but that hadn’t stopped her from collapsing, which allowed him to preserve some piece of his manly pride.


  He would’ve liked to let her sleep soundly for a while, but that was going to be difficult. If Holo would take a bit longer to return, he could not help thinking.


  At the same time, part of Klass wanted Holo to come back as quickly as she could.


  The middle of the forest was dim and so quiet.


  He was uncertain about what he would do if Holo didn’t return at all. He was perfectly aware, though, that uncertainty wouldn’t accomplish anything.


  So fear was pointless.


  He shook his head to banish such feelings and took a deep breath by way of encouragement.


  But even if he was able to shake his unease, he could not escape the many unpleasant realities that were closing in.


  Having used it to give water to Aryes, Klass found that the water skin was now totally empty and even now lay discarded on the ground.


  If he couldn’t fill it with water somewhere, it was doubtful that they’d even be able to make camp and sleep, the thirst would be so bad.


  The moment he began to think about water, the thirst became more difficult to bear.


  He looked down at Aryes curled up in his arms like a rabbit and thought.


  As they’d run through the forest, they’d crossed so much fresh water that he’d started to wonder whether the entire place was flooded. If he just looked around a bit, it seemed likely he’d be able to find some.


  Once he started considering this, he couldn’t stop himself.


  It was hard to bring himself to let go of Aryes’s hands, soft as rising dough, but he slowly released his fingers and carefully rearranged their bags to support her shoulders.


  This was not without a certain feeling of guilt, but he could not win against the terrible thirst within him.


  Once he confirmed that Aryes was still sleeping peacefully, Klass took the water skin and stood.


  It felt as though his throat hurt more with every blink.


  Over and over again, he tried to swallow non-existent saliva, imagining it was cool water.


  He cast his gaze about his surroundings, looking for plants that seemed likely to grow near water.


  It would be dangerous to stray too far from Aryes’s side, so turning in a circle, bearlike, he searched for a likely spot and soon found one.


  A short remove away he noticed a huge tree covered in moss, and behind it he found a trickle of water.


  However, the tiny amount could hardly be drunk, to say nothing of filling the water skin.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Klass started walking upstream of the trickle.


  As he climbed, careful not to slip on the moss, he soon came to a small bluff.


  He peered over the edge, and before he could even raise a cry of joy, he immediately started looking for a way down.


  At the base of the drop, no higher than he was tall, was a large pool – perhaps where many of these trickles ran together and collected.


  The water was very clear, and the base of the pool seemed to be sandy.


  In any case, Klass forced himself to be patient as he pushed through the grass and circled the pool, taking care not to trip on the suddenly rocky terrain as he approached it – and then he noticed something.


  The place from which he’d first spied the pool was directly above a cave, and the pool seemed to continue on into it.


  The entrance was too cramped for Klass to fit through even crouched, so he didn’t know how far back the cave went.


  But what he wanted was the water, the sight of which was enough to snap him back to his senses.


  He knelt down and took a drink.


  There was no way for Klass to express the joy he felt in that moment.


  The water was cool and wet, and he gulped it ecstatically.


  After drinking he didn’t know how much, breathing became difficult, and he finally brought his head up, belching loudly and sighing.


  It was as cold as well water in the middle of winter.


  Fish swam in the pool, taking no notice of Klass whatsoever. They would trace serene paths through the exposed area, then swim back into the cave.


  In the dazed, absentminded satiety that followed after Klass quenched his thirst, he watched the fish.


  When he finally came to his senses with a start, he realized he’d been about to fall asleep, and he hastily wiped his mouth and slapped his own head.


  If he slept here, Holo was sure to be furious at him when he returned.


  Klass filled the water skin and fastened it to his waist.


  Just as he lowered his mouth to the pool to take one last drink–


  “…?”


  Quite suddenly he felt that he was being watched.


  Thinking that perhaps Holo had come looking for him after seeing that he’d left Aryes’ side, he looked around, but Holo was nowhere to be seen.


  Tall grass grew around the edge of the pool, but visibility was not particularly poor.


  Despite there being nowhere good to hide, he could not find the gaze’s owner.


  “Must be my imagination…” he murmured, partially to convince himself. He checked behind him, then turned to face the pond again, lowering his mouth to its surface – and then he saw it.


  To the left of the semicircle-shaped entrance to the cave was an animal standing very still.


  It was a fawn, too young even to have lost the speckles from its coat, and it was watching him very carefully.


  Its natural camouflage hid it against the bluff, and even as Klass realized that was why he hadn’t noticed it, he concluded quite clearly that the fawn hadn’t been there before.


  He’d heard frightening stories about all sorts of strange things that could happen in the forest.


  But the fawn was not some sort of animal spirit; it was simply looking at him. This may well have been the first time it had seen a human, he realized, so perhaps it was just curious.


  Klass looked furtively back at the fawn, then stole a quick drink of water and stood.


  The fawn did not so much as budge.


  If anything it was rather cute, but somehow looking into its motionless black eyes made Klass feel a chill down his spine.


  Of course it wasn’t attacking or baring its teeth – it was just looking at him, so there was nothing to fear. Klass reminded himself as much, then turned on his heel and half ran away.


  He looked back several times as he went. The notion that the fawn might follow him was utterly absurd, but his feet quickened their pace nonetheless.


  The distance was not so great, but he was much relieved when he arrived back at Aryes’s side.


  Of course, the fact that Holo was also there was both fortunate and unfortunate.


  “You look as though you’re about to tell me you’ve seen a forest spirit.”


  “…”


  Holo’s jeering smile was a bit irritating, but looking at it did dispel his worries.


  “I brought water.”


  “Mm, I see,” murmured Holo, playing idly with the sleeping Aryes’s bangs.


  Klass wanted to tell her that if she kept doing that, she’d wake the girl, but watching Holo’s beautiful fingers touch Aryes’s soft hair aroused complicated emotions in him.


  “… May I not have some?”


  “Huh?” Klass snapped out of his trance at the sound of Holo’s voice.


  Holo narrowed her eyes slightly and repeated her question. “May I not have some water?”


  “Oh, er, yes.” Klass hadn’t even sat down before he hastily handed the water skin to Holo.


  Holo, of course, was not going to let him get away so easily.


  “You want to give it a try too?”


  Klass couldn’t help swallowing at Holo’s low-lidded eyes and wet-toothed smile.


  With effort, he managed not to nod. “N-never mind about that. What about the people coming after us?” he asked forcefully, sitting down a short distance from Holo.


  He was irritated at having to endure her teasing, and he was worried that if he didn’t ask the question with some force, he’d be reduced to weak protestations.


  Holo twitched her ears two or three times at Klass’s words, then after peering into the water skin, muttered vague assent.


  “They weren’t there,” she said.


  “Wha–?”


  “They weren’t there.”


  After considering Holo’s words for a moment, he realized the truth that they pointed to and let slip another exclamation of surprise. “But that means we’re–”


  “–Safe? Aye, it might be a bit early to say that. But at least it seems we won’t be caught right away.”


  Klass exhaled, though even he wasn’t sure whether it was a sigh of relief or not; his shoulders went slack.


  He felt like a rigid pole in his back that had done its best to support him had finally snapped.


  Holo watched this and chuckled soundlessly.


  But as she did this, she stroked Aryes’s cheek, and Holo’s expression did not seem to be a teasing one – if anything, it was kind and her smile one of praise.


  “Of course, there are probably also men walking outside the forest, so we’re not completely safe yet. Our first job is to cross the forest and make it to the town.”


  He couldn’t imagine Holo telling him that just to make him feel better.


  Klass believed her words wholeheartedly. He nodded and stretched his cold-stiffened legs.


  “Let us take a bit of a rest. We pushed ourselves rather hard to make it this far.”


  “Yes… I guess we did,” he said, yawning midway through the sentence.


  Holo smiled wryly at this, then rubbed her nose and smoothly stood before sitting down next to Klass. “You needn’t be on your guard so.”


  Just because Holo said so, chuckling throatily as she did it, was no reason not to regard her with some suspicion.


  Such suspicion bothered Holo not at all, of course, and by the time the word “Come” reached Klass’s ears, his head was already upon her lap.


  This had to be some sorcery, he was quite certain.


  Because, although his face burned red with embarrassment, the courage to pull his body upright again had left him entirely.


  “If you’ll sleep a bit, your strength will return. We’ve some distance yet to cover. You’d best sleep.”


  He felt his head being stroked; it was such a pleasurable feeling that the back of his neck tingled.


  That plus Holo’s words were all the excuse he needed.


  He started to nod, his head still in her lap. He didn’t finish it, though, because Holo kept talking.


  “Depending on what may come, you may have to carry Aryes over your shoulder if she becomes exhausted.”


  Aryes had earlier grasped Klass’s right hand, turning her expression instantly from unease to relief, but now her hand was lightly closed, holding nothing.


  Surely she was holding Klass’s hand in her dreams.


  When the thought occurred to him, he suddenly felt terrible for laying his head in Holo’s lap.


  He tried to sit up.


  What stopped him was – of course – Holo’s hand.


  “Heh-heh-heh… you’re such a faithful male, you are.” Holo rested her elbow on his temple, holding her chin in her hand.


  Half out of surprise, half out of anger, and with only a bit of regret, Klass tried to get out from under her elbow, but when she increased the pressure so that it actually hurt, he gave up.


  “Seems I didn’t actually have to do anything after all.”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing. ’Twas merely talking to myself. Anyway–” Holo removed her elbow from Klass’s head as she spoke. Klass sighed and again tried to lift his head up when Holo interrupted him. “I simply hate losing, you see.”


  He felt, in the distance between his raised head and Holo’s lap, a very soft thing indeed.


  He didn’t even have time to wonder what he’d done.


  There was a delicate, almost ticklish sensation on his cheek and ear, along with Holo’s sweet scent.


  Beneath his head was her soft, silky tail.


  Holo chuckled. “I wonder if you’ll be able to raise your head now, eh?”


  The sensation of the warm tail on his cheek made her point very hard to dispute, Klass thought.


  Then she began to gently stroke his head.


  There was no way he could sit up.


  Klass relaxed his neck, and his head made a soft landing on her lap.


  “I suspected as much,” said Holo a bit haughtily, whereupon his gaze went to Aryes, still sleeping quietly. “Do not worry. I’ll make sure to wake you before she rises.”


  Klass felt somehow tainted, which was sad enough, but still sadder was how relieved he was to hear Holo say this.


  But even as he wanted to cry at how pathetic he was, Holo leaned down and whispered into his ear, her tone both teasing and honest, “’Tis nothing – a bit of indebtedness will only make you treat her more kindly.”


  “Wha…?” He thought about her words for a few moments.


  Holo had called herself a wisewolf.


  Klass believed that it was the truth.


  He’d treat Aryes with kindness once she awoke.


  Murmuring the excuse to himself, he felt like he would sleep very well upon Holo’s tail.


  Mere moments later, Klass was surrounded by darkness.


  “Now then, next…” Holo muttered as though talking to herself.


  But Klass couldn’t tell whether he’d dreamed it or not.


  He got the feeling that Holo and Aryes were talking about something.


  Unable to clearly understand the words, he was at least certain that it was a dream.


  After all, Holo had said she would wake him before Aryes awoke.


  Which was why when he opened his eyes, his head still resting on Holo’s warm tail, he turned bright red, and the first thing he thought was Holo, you traitor!


  “Ah, it seems the sleepyhead has finally come awake.”


  “…”


  Without being given so much as the opportunity to blame her, to say nothing of apologizing, Klass shouldered their bags and set off walking.


  It seemed little time had passed; Klass felt he’d been asleep for no more time than it took for a thrown stone to fall to earth.


  And yet his fatigue was significantly lessened, and the same seemed true for Aryes.


  He ignored Aryes’s puppy like reliance on him, the fact that he’d slept on Holo’s lap still gnawing at him.


  As he started to walk, he felt entirely gloomy and had a special hatred for Holo’s tail, which up until a moment ago had seemed so invitingly comfortable.


  He had no idea how he was supposed to talk to Aryes now. Why hadn’t Holo woken him?


  The dark feelings pressed down upon him so much that for a moment something escaped his notice.


  When he did notice it a moment later, he couldn’t help but make a sound of surprise.


  Aryes was in fact doing nothing less than holding Klass’s hand.


  “Miss Holo said I mustn’t let go,” she said with a serious face.


  Klass could not, of course, muster any anger at Aryes and felt an inward sigh of relief. He was so sure she’d be furious at him.


  “It is a test from God, she said,” said Aryes with an ambiguous expression. She then glanced at Holo.


  Klass consider the meaning of those words, then glared at Holo’s swaying tail.


  She should mind her own business, he thought.


  As he considered such things, thoughts of the exhaustion that he’d felt back when he’d started walking were chased to a corner of his mind.


  
    
  

  Klass wordlessly walked, and the forest, too, was quiet.


  A short walk through the woods near the mansion revealed all sorts of creatures, but here, the only animal he’d gotten a clear look at was the fawn; he saw nothing else.


  Just as he was wondering if that was simply the kind of forest this was, he looked up.


  He wondered if perhaps there were squirrels or the like scampering about above him in the trees.


  He realized he’d misunderstood when he looked up and saw droplets of rain falling through the gaps in the forest canopy.


  “Rain, eh? Well, so long as it’s no worse than this, we’ll get no wetter for our walking in the forest.”


  And it was just as Holo said – a small drop eventually fell on his nose, but little rain made it through the gaps in the thick foliage overhead.


  And yet the rain made him begin to notice the strange quiet of the forest.


  There was no sound – but it was not the silence that would’ve made a far-off pin drop audible and rather more like lead placed over his ears.


  He could hear his own breath, but though Aryes was right next to him, he could hardly make out the rustling of their clothes.


  Their surroundings were smothered in the peculiar silence of the rain.


  Klass had heard that children born on rainy days never smiled.


  The rumor around the mansion was that the silent, stoic beekeeper the lord retained had been born on a soggily rainy afternoon.


  The forest overflowed with the green of the leaves, ferns, and moss, but it was starting to look hazy and misty.


  The effect was somehow eerie, and Klass held Aryes’s hand a bit more tightly.


  Aryes seemed to likewise feel uncertain and returned his strengthened grip.


  Soon thereafter, Klass happened to catch sight of something ahead.


  The trees were thick. Past them, he thought he could make something out.


  Standing on a small ridge, it looked down at them as though they were dolls made of straw.


  It was a deer.


  Holo seemed not to have noticed it, and when Klass looked again to make sure it wasn’t his imagination, the deer was gone.


  He felt an unpleasant chill and shivered.


  He didn’t want to say anything; he didn’t even tell Aryes, who’d surely never seen a deer before.


  Aryes and Holo continued walking silently.


  As though rushed by the silence, Holo’s footsteps grew steadily quicker.


  She’d said that their pursuers weren’t coming so there was no need to hurry, but the very idea of spending the night in the rainy forest made Klass’s hair stand on end. It hardly mattered whether they were caught by the pursuers or by the dark of the forest.


  Holo looked in his direction several times, irritated.


  Noticing this, Klass wondered how many times he’d looked at Aryes similarly over the past few days.


  So instead of trying to rush her, he spoke up. “Aryes, is there anything else you’d like to see besides the sea?” he asked. In truth, Klass himself had no idea what else the world contained.


  If possible, he wanted to see the mountains that held up the sky, but that was probably impossible.


  “What else…?” Tired as she was, her voice still had a bit of energy left in it.


  More than anything else, her simply talking to him helped him find some relief in her meager expression.


  “I’ve heard there are mountains that shoot fire and places where rivers run out of the sky.”


  Beneath her hood, Aryes cocked her head, puzzled.


  It seemed she was having trouble imagining such things, but Klass couldn’t blame her for that as he couldn’t really imagine them himself.


  He decided to stop posturing and talk about something he knew. “Hmm… have you ever seen any wheat fields?”


  “Wheat fields?”


  “Yeah. You know wheat, right?”


  She nodded.


  “They’re where wheat comes from, whole fields like a golden carpet.”


  Aryes seemed to be able to imagine this.


  Her eyes widened and she looked off into the distance dazedly – then tripped and nearly fell, vaguely murmuring, “Wheat fields…” to herself as though trying to confirm their existence.


  “They look really fluffy when you see them from far away, like you just want to jump into them – but if you do, they’re not fluffy at all. And if you knock over too much wheat, the adults will beat you with sticks,” said Klass, which Aryes looked a bit surprised at and laughed.


  Her face was elder sisterly. “Did you reflect on your misdeeds?”


  “You bet I did,” said Klass honestly.


  “In that case, God will forgive you,” said Aryes with a brilliant smile.


  Klass found it somehow hard to look at and hastily averted his face, searching for another topic. “O-or a ship!”


  “I know about ships.”


  “Oh, er, really?” Klass stopped himself from adding, “Even though you didn’t know about the sea?”


  “When the earth is covered in a great flood, that’s a giant vehicle that will take all the righteous people to the kingdom in the sky.”


  Though fatigue was making her footing a bit uncertain, her face was entirely confident, and she spoke with even a touch of pride.


  It was the same face she made when talking about God, and Klass was not overly fond of it.


  But this time, something about her daft pride was endearing.


  “The ships I know about don’t fly in the sky, I don’t think.”


  “…?” Aryes’s look was so puzzled that Klass, who did not know about every ship the world over, was suddenly uncertain, but looking ahead at Holo, who was still just walking ahead, he answered.


  “They float on rivers and lakes and things, on water, anyways. People ride on them, and they carry horses and such, too.”


  “On the… water?”


  “That’s right.”


  “And they don’t sink?”


  When Klass had first seen a ship, he’d also found its failure to sink rather mysterious, but since he had in fact seen such a ship, he stuck his chest out, quite able to answer. “They don’t. Even if you put a bunch of people and a whole lot of heavy bags of wheat on them, they still don’t sink.”


  Aryes regarded Klass’s statement suspiciously, pursing her perfectly formed lips slightly. “It’s a sin to lie, you know.”


  She seemed to think he was teasing her.


  He was so tickled by her words that Klass couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not lying! I saw it with my own eyes.”


  “It could have been the work of a demon.”


  “So what would you do if you saw a ship floating on the water?”


  Aryes was suddenly at a loss for words.


  It seemed that within her there were parts that all too quickly believed what other people said while other parts stubbornly refused to listen.


  Klass was getting the sense that this was one of her stubborn parts.


  So whether or not it came from proposing a bet she could actually win, he found her stubbornness very charming.


  “If it were floating on the water…?”


  “Yes, floating on the water.”


  Klass smiled as he looked at her, and Aryes seemed to lose confidence by the second, averting her eyes and lowering her head.


  But Aryes didn’t take the coward’s way out – that was one of her good points.


  “I would apologize.”


  “It’s a promise, then.” Klass imagined himself generously accepting Aryes’s apology and smiled broadly.


  As he was doing so, basking in the afterglow of the conversation, Holo suddenly stopped, turned, and looked at him.


  For just an instant, he prepared himself to be teased once again but soon realized that she had a different – and strangely serious – expression on her face.


  “It pains me to ruin such a hard-earned mood,” she said shortly. “I kept mum about it because if I’d said anything, ’twould have made you nervous, and nerves invite injury. But it seems I must tell you.”


  Klass had a very bad feeling about this and wiped sweat from his forehead.


  “Our pursuers are coming.”


  “Wha–?” he murmured in spite of himself, and Aryes also looked up. “B-but you said they weren’t coming–”


  “Aye,” said Holo evenly, not seeming to take notice of Klass’s accusatory tone. But as she continued, he soon realized that wasn’t out of some generosity on her part, but rather because it was a trivial matter compared with their real problem. “Our human pursuers are not coming.”


  The wolf pack that attacked them a few days earlier appeared in his mind.


  “I thought it strange. This is a grand, large forest. It should have a master. For such a master not to appear… Also, the group that was following us – I can’t believe they’d suddenly turn tail. So–”


  Holo turned and surveyed the surroundings, then sighed there in the green-choked forest.


  She pursed her lips like a child. “So they’ve either been tricked by dwellers of the forest, or…”


  Just then, Klass was sure he heard a howl, but then realized it was thunder from overhead. “Dwellers of the forest…?” he asked, unable to stay silent in the face of his uncertainty and fear, but Holo only shook her head, not giving him a straight answer.


  When she spoke, it seemed to be mostly to herself. “I’m a wisewolf after all. Between my words and wisdom, I often get my own way, but that lot seems to have gotten rather crafty as well. I’d like to get out of this forest straightaway… and even I can’t do anything about the weather,” Holo murmured, looking up.


  Klass nodded and looked over at Aryes beside him. He squeezed her hand slightly. “Do you mean the… the deer?”


  Holo’s eyes widened slightly at the words, and she nodded. “You saw it, did you?”


  “Yes. When I was fetching water and also just a moment ago. It was staring right at me, not moving at all.”


  Holo scratched her cheek and furrowed her brow.


  Her tail flicked in displeasure.


  “They’re a cunning lot. I’ve no idea what they might do. There’s not much use in telling you to be on your guard, but I suppose it’s better than being suddenly ambushed in ignorance, eh?”


  Aryes shrank back at the quiet words, looking at Klass.


  If he also faltered at Holo’s lack of confidence, then who would protect Aryes?


  He braced himself on his heels and forced a smile. “It’ll be all right. A wolf’s stronger than a deer.”


  Klass wasn’t sure whether his smile had been convincing enough, but Holo burst out laughing, so it must have gone over well.


  She mussed his hair, which made him feel a bit awkward in front of Aryes but also pleased.


  “Human cubs surely do grow quickly.” Holo looked at Aryes as she spoke.


  Klass wondered why Aryes, while Aryes herself neither nodded nor shook her head.


  She only looked back at Holo with an expression of endurance.


  “Ah, well, ’twill work out somehow. The rain’s a calamity for more than us.” Holo responded to Aryes’s look with a triumphant smile, gazing up overhead.


  The umbrella of the forest canopy seemed to be nearly at its limit.


  Drops of water fell down now like leaks in a leak-riddled hut.


  “Well, shall we be off?” said Holo, and began walking.


  Contrary to the tone of her voice, Klass saw uncertainty in her steps.


  Huff, huff, huff.


  After taking three breaths, he would swallow to hide his fatigue.


  Then three more breaths, then swallow again – over and over.


  The wine was an encumbrance and had been long since discarded. Half of the water he’d gone to such lengths to fetch was also left.


  The rain had started to pour down on the forest in earnest, with Aryes removing her robe – it had been tangling up in her legs – and draping it over her head.


  The lingering sense of fun in their last conversation was nowhere to be found now.


  From her expression, Klass gathered that she’d be willing even to toss aside the robe if only to lighten her burden a bit.


  The number of times she’d tripped and fallen to her knees was too many to count on both hands.


  Aryes was working very hard.


  But a certain clinging tendency had begun to tinge her efforts, and Klass was too close to his own limit to feel it as anything other than an extra burden.


  “Keep at it,” he said as she took his arm more than his hand, speaking not so much for encouragement as prayer.


  He didn’t think her tendency to trip was due only to exhaustion.


  No doubt the blisters on her feet had long since burst.


  The pouring rain was only intensifying, making it seem as though they were walking through a shallow river.


  Small streams were everywhere, and every small hollow was rimmed with green and filled with brown water.


  He desperately wanted to get to the town and sit in front of a warm hearth with a bowl of porridge.


  With each step, thoughts of escaping their pursuers or protecting Aryes ran out of his ears.


  The forest seemed to never end, and with the dense foliage and the cloud-choked sky overhead, it was a dim and gloomy place.


  He couldn’t imagine anything more terrifying than trying to traverse the forest at night in this rain. Holo had told him that come what may, she would be with them but had given him no hint of a clear resolution.


  “Miss Holo!” he finally cried when they reached a small clearing.


  “…” From her wordless over-the-shoulder glance and breathing, he could tell she was tired.


  “I just…” Can’t walk anymore, he thought – but he didn’t have to finish the sentence. He looked at Holo and held up Aryes, who seemed to be on the verge of sitting herself.


  Holo was a spirit who’d lived for centuries and had sounded full of confidence when she’d said that if worse came to worst, she’d be able to do something.


  Hadn’t that time now come?


  He accused her with his eyes, and she looked evenly back at him, then pushing her rain-soaked bangs aside, turned her gaze upward.


  “I am sorry.”


  “Huh?” For a moment, he thought she said, “I am stopping,” but Holo said it again.


  “I am sorry.”


  “Wh-what for?” asked Klass, standing there, barely managing to support Aryes.


  “I may not be able to save you.”


  “Wha–?” he started to say, then was cut off.


  It wasn’t because Aryes was nearly collapsing; nor was it because of the way Holo bitterly chewed her lip.


  It was because an intense chill had shot up his body, up from the ground through his feet, lancing through his spine.


  Even over the sound of the pouring rain, he heard a strange noise.


  It overflowed the torrential downpour – glub, it went, shlukk.


  It might have been the sound of his own rising terror.


  Noticing the sound in her exhaustion, Aryes twisted around to see, whereupon he could hear her breath catch.


  Klass was too scared to turn and look.


  He couldn’t turn, but holding still while not looking was even more horrifying.


  “…”


  When he finally did, he saw what existed there.


  It didn’t simply stand.


  It existed; it endured.


  Like a great tree. Like a rocky crag. Like a mountain.


  “… Ah…” His knees trembled, his breath stopped, and as Aryes clung to him, he clung to her.


  The notion that this was pathetic or unmanly did not so much as occur to him.


  There at the end of his gaze, so huge it could easily trample an ox, so tall he had to look up to see it, was a great stag.


  “–.”


  He couldn’t understand what it said.


  Only that its voice was like thunder echoing through the mouth of a cave and more than enough to strip Klass of reason.


  The animal was so rugged and cragged it was hard to think of it as a deer, and its eyes were two black moons.


  The great horns that sprouted from its head seemed like they could rake the very sky.


  Klass fell down on his backside but didn’t immediately notice.


  “–. –.”


  The deer had no fangs in its mouth, but great millstones of teeth, which ground together as it spoke with a sound like they could crush any boulder.


  If Klass’s head were caught between them, it would be smashed in an instant.


  As he stared up, stunned, this was all he could think about.


  “A good journey–”


  Klass came to his senses with a start when a hand was laid on his shoulder.


  “–is one in which you’re blessed with a good companion.”


  He looked up to see Holo’s fearless profile with her tail waving bravely.


  The great stag’s gaze fell on Holo, and it brought its face closer to her, threateningly.


  “–!”


  A great gust from its nostrils blew the raindrops away, and in an instant, the rain stopped.


  Klass realized that they were surrounded by deer, all of whom watched.


  He got the feeling that if he was to somehow give the wrong answer, he’d be trampled to death or chewed to pieces.


  And yet Holo did not flinch; she grinned invincibly.


  “–, –.”


  A grumbling murmured around them – whatever Holo had said seemed to have been taken as a provocation by the great stag.


  “–… –.” The stag ground its teeth noisily, and Klass scrambled back, still sitting on the ground.


  Holo looked back at him and spoke quickly. “Seems this lot doesn’t like me overmuch.” She cocked her and grinned ruefully. “My coming along has complicated things.”


  “Wrooooooooaaaa!”


  It happened the moment a great howl from the stag caused the earth to tremble; Klass could barely believe such a sound came from a living thing.


  “They say parting always comes suddenly. ’Twas a lovely journey. The two of you should hurry off and run–”


  Holo’s apologetic smile seared itself into Klass’s memory.


  How much time would he need in order to understand what happened next?


  Just as the stag closed what should’ve been yet a good distance, Holo’s small body was flung into the air. She simply flew, and the great stag turned its vast body with unbelievable agility and followed her.


  Her body mowed through the trees’ branches, flying absurdly.


  Ahead of her was a steep slope, which led down into perhaps a stream.


  The great stag leaped into the air, the slope mattering to it not at all.


  In no time at all it had jumped down to the bottom of the descent and out of sight; immediately thereafter, the ground literally shook. Just when Klass understood that the stag had hit bottom, the terrible loud grinding sound of its millstone teeth echoed through the air.


  Klass didn’t know whether he was crying or not.


  All he knew was that he was terrified and that he didn’t want to think about what was happening.


  The grinding sound continued, but eventually silence fell.


  The deer surrounding Klass and Aryes did not move.


  Then there was another terrible howl.


  “Aaaaauuuah!” Klass cried out and started to dash away.


  She’d claimed to be two centuries their elder, chased away a pack of wolves, teased Klass and outargued the stubborn Aryes, given them bread and taught them about money – and in an instant, Holo’s small but trustworthy form had disappeared.


  That was more than enough to make Klass forget everything and run – run down the path where water flowed like a river.


  Or at least such thoughts filled his head, but when he actually rose and started to run, he pitched forward and tripped, clinging to his staff as he tried to get back up.


  He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want to die crushed between those teeth.


  His knees buckled and his courage failed, and he plunged face-first into the muddy water.


  He didn’t want to die.


  Terror made him raise his head out of the water, and he looked back.


  And the sight that greeted him–


  Like a cursed steed out of his worst nightmare, the great stag rose slowly up the slope toward a small, curled-up ball of white.


  Even smeared with mud, she looked like nothing less than a sheep – for it was Aryes.


  “Ar… yes…” Klass tried to raise his hoarse voice but could not.


  He prayed for her to run, to stand and run, but Aryes’s feet did not suddenly sprout wings.


  Had she lost consciousness? Or had she yet again failed to comprehend the situation and was simply staring in wonderment?


  If it was wonderment, so be it – so long as she wasn’t weeping in terror, so be it.


  But somehow, a moment later, his face distorted pathetically.


  Aryes had looked back, her face terrified.


  “Wrrooooaaaa!”


  The great stag bellowed a third time.


  Its body was so big that it was only partially hidden past the slope.


  Its roar seemed to be in anger.


  Now – only now – they could still make it.


  If she stood and ran, she could make it to Klass in ten strides.


  Klass called out in his heart, but Aryes did not so much as stand; rage and urgency filled him.


  But no, he realized.


  That rage and urgency was directed at himself – at he who could not go and save her.


  “–…! –…!”


  The great stag seemed to be calling something out.


  Klass covered his ears and gritted his teeth.


  The deer that had surrounded Klass and Aryes all along began to close in.


  As if to drive them out of the forest.


  Or possibly to trap them within it forever.


  “Aryes!” He finally found his voice and called out for what he was sure was the last time.


  Atop the slope, the great stag reared up as though to trample the mountain flat.


  Aryes realized this and looked back for a moment – back again at Klass.


  She slowly reached out to him.


  “Klass…”


  He heard her call his name like a whisper, like a murmur, and then–


  Despite the distance, which at a glance seemed much too great for it to do so, the great stag’s forelegs raised, poised to fall where Aryes lay. The huge legs were tangled in grass and covered in mud that dripped with a horrible sound like the drool of some god of death.


  Aryes looked at Klass.


  “Aryes!”


  He didn’t think. He just ran.


  He didn’t know if he was running or flying; Aryes was the only thing he could see. He leaped toward her to embrace her, then – having no idea how he was doing it – picked her up and ran back, away from the stag.


  The next moment, Klass dared not open his eyes at the tremendous shock that followed the fall of the great stag’s hooves, which scattered everything.


  “…”


  The fact that Aryes was in his arms and not under those hooves Klass could only consider a miracle.


  Holding her, he staggered and ran forward, and just when he’d bought them a bit of distance, he collapsed.


  Klass hastily got up when Aryes, shivering and mouth clenched shut, clasped her hands and began to pray.


  As she prayed, Klass realized her forehead was pressed against his chest.


  He reflexively held her soft shoulders and felt himself filled with new strength.


  He had to protect her.


  Because she was so–


  Her shoulders were so soft.


  “It’ll be all right,” he said, and took a deep breath.


  At this distance, Klass could get a dear view of the stags bristly coat, each hair of which seemed thick enough to be made of rope. It was still a moderate distance away, and he could only look at the great stag as it directed its glare at him.


  It ground its teeth and shook its head.


  A true hero could cleave a boulder with a fist and with just a sword could fell a dragon, but all Klass had in hand was the stick he used as a staff, which he’d somehow managed to hold on to. And yet there had to be something he could do. If he was ready to let Aryes escape alone, there had to be something.


  Courage was not something one simply had. Like oil from a rapeseed, it had to be forced out under pressure – Klass finally understood this.


  “Aryes, can you stand?”


  Trembling in his arms, Aryes looked up, and displaying her surprisingly stubborn side, she bit her lip and nodded.


  “Right, then stay behind me.”


  She did not ask why, only looking deeply worried as she said nothing.


  Getting up quietly so as not to provoke the stag, she moved behind Klass.


  “When I stand up, run.”


  “Wha–? B-but–”


  “It’ll be all right. I know the story of the hero who defeated the giant.”


  It wasn’t a lie.


  There was a story of a hero who’d killed a giant whose head reached the sky, whose arms were as long as rivers, and whose feet were so gigantic they filled lakes.


  Compared with that, this was just a big deer. Hardly anything at all really.


  Hardly anything at all.


  “I’ll aim for the eyes. Those big eyes. If he can’t see, he can’t follow us. It’ll be all right. That thing’s eyes are so huge, I can’t miss.”


  As he said it, Klass tried to move his cheeks and lips.


  He wasn’t sure if he’d managed to smile.


  Nonetheless, Aryes seemed as though she were about to say something, then thought better of it, stopped, and slowly nodded – so he must’ve smiled, he decided.


  “Right, here we go.”


  He thrust his staff into the ground and took a deep breath.


  Aryes put her hands on his back, and it felt like she was filling him with strength.


  Perhaps sensing his aim, the great stag shook its head and slowly lowered its body.


  That terrible pressure.


  The hero from the story wouldn’t be afraid of this.


  “Let’s see the sea together,” he said, then stood and ran.


  The huge stag’s eyes were so high he couldn’t imagine his stick could reach them.


  But there had to be some chance.


  Just as Holo had done, there would be a moment when its head drew near.


  The great stag raised its hoof, and it felt like the very air itself was drawn back.


  Klass, undaunted, jumped aside.


  The deer was, after all, just a deer.


  Bringing its raised hoof down, it sent mud splattering next to Klass.


  “Damn you–!” Klass swung his staff in a wide arc, and the deer pulled its leg back with surprising swiftness.


  While he tottered and stumbled forward, Klass did not panic. He instead saw that the stag was afraid of him, and it filled his heart with cold steel.


  This time it did not raise its hooves, but thrust them forward as though kicking away gravel.


  But perhaps its vast body was a liability – Klass easily avoided this.


  It was nothing to be afraid of. Nothing to be afraid of at all.


  It was just a big deer.


  Swinging his staff with all his might, he grazed its leg several times.


  Unbelievably, he was holding his own against the huge stag.


  From the great gap of its mouth, the stag exhaled clouds of white breath. Klass was bobbing and weaving to avoid it, so the stag might well have been getting tired. Perhaps its body was too large.


  Klass was tired, too. He’d long since lost feeling in his hands from gripping the staff so tightly, and his arms’ muscles were so tight that it was hard to tell where they ended and the staff began.


  He faced the stag square on, close enough to reach it if he was to leap forward.


  It was said that if one ground a stag’s horns into powder, one could gain the wisdom of the forest. With its unfathomably black eyes, the stag regarded him.


  It was considering something.


  What was it thinking?


  No sooner did Klass wonder this than the stag’s eyes glared at something else – Aryes, her hands folded in prayer.


  Klass felt on the verge of vomiting. Aryes had not run. Or perhaps she had simply lacked the strength to.


  Aryes noticed the great stag’s gaze on her.


  The stag moved. Turning about to face her, it stamped the ground three times like a horse, lowering its head.


  “–!” Klass had no idea what he said.


  He moved as though someone behind him had given him a shove.


  His staff in one hand, he ran as fast as he could. There were countless tree roots, puddles, and divots left behind by the beast’s footsteps, but Klass looked at none of them, his gaze fixed on the stag as he sprinted.


  Then, facing the head of the stag, whose lunge was like the mountain itself deciding to move, he leaped at it with strength anew – brandishing his staff in his right hand like it was the hero’s spear before it pierced the giant’s eye.


  “Aaaaaauuoh!”


  There was a dull krack.


  It came from around his right arm, so at first Klass thought he’d broken it.


  He hadn’t given the slightest thought to his landing, so he brushed by the stag’s chin as he leaped straight into the underbrush.


  He was on the verge of losing consciousness, but the sound of something huge falling behind him brought him back to full alertness.


  Bellowing in what might have been pain, the stag howled a hair-raising howl as its hooves crashed into the ground.


  When he finally raised his head, he saw – past the stag, slipping as it struggled to stand – Aryes, whose gaze was fixed on the beast.


  “Aryes!” Klass called her name and ran toward her. She looked at him, surprised, before her eyes returned to the stag. “Aryes, we’ve got to run!”


  “B-but, his eye…”


  Klass was past anger and had to smile at Aryes, who was worried about the great stag’s eye when it had killed Holo and tried to kill her as well.


  He couldn’t be angry at her.


  She was Aryes after all.


  “We’ve got to hurry! If we’re followed, there’ll be nothing we can do!”


  As soon as Klass finished saying this, the stag raised another bellow.


  Klass flinched and turned to look. He saw that the stag had stumbled in a stream and fallen.


  A sound like a landslide echoed across the forest; then there was a great noise that reverberated in his chest.


  “Ha-ha-ha, we did it! Come, Aryes! Let’s go!”


  “Ah, er, b-but–”


  Klass went to Aryes and took her hand, but she did not stand.


  Her troubled face made Klass wonder if her feet were stuck in the mud.


  “Can’t you walk? Come–”


  Klass wrapped the right arm he’d only just feared was broken around Aryes’s back and slid his left under her legs.


  This was how the hero always rescued the princess.


  Despite her troubled expression, Aryes leaned into Klass’s arms as though she’d practiced this many times.


  “O-oof.”


  Compared with straw bales bound tight and hard as rocks, Aryes’s body was like cotton.


  That said, running like this was impossible, and Klass took careful steps, his trembling knees protesting.


  He would carry her; he would escape the stag, get out of the forest, and reach the town.


  Klass murmured this inwardly as Aryes’s legs slipped free of his left arm, and he grit his teeth and summoned more strength.


  It was a shame about Holo.


  He’d hating her teasing, but in a very short time, she’d become like an elder sister to him.


  He decided that once they’d reached the town and recovered, he’d come back in search of her body and give her a proper burial. And if he ran into the stag again, well – he’d take more than its eye.


  Aryes’s legs had escaped his arm again, and though they touched the ground, Klass had no strength in his left arm, and his legs felt so heavy they might as well have been tangled in roots – he could no longer move them at all.


  And yet in Klass’s mind, he could see a brilliant future, and he planned to face it, to head into it.


  “P-please, just…” said Aryes about to cry, still somehow managing to cling to him. Klass smiled softly, finally stopped now.


  “Sorry. You… go on ahead.”


  And as though saying it had taken the last of his strength, Klass collapsed on the spot.


  He heard the thud of his fall as though at a great distance, and though his face was half submerged in muddy water, he could not move a muscle.


  “–! –!”


  Aryes was crying something out, but he could not hear.


  The falling rain felt like a warm bath.


  “Run,” Klass murmured.


  Run. We’ll meet again at the towns inn.


  That’s what he’d meant to say somewhere in his distant consciousness.


  Aryes – she, at least, needed to escape.


  Aryes, at least.


  Because–


  Klass closed his eyes.


  Because – he loved her so very much.


  There was a sweet scent.


  Was it food?


  He tried to remember but could not.


  He could tell it was the scent of something he liked very much, but for the life of him, he could not remember what it was.


  And there was the question of where exactly this was.


  It was dark, and he couldn’t see anything.


  His body did not move; it felt like he was submerged in very heavy water.


  But that sweet, sweet scent enveloped his thoughts, and so such concerns seemed unimportant.


  He wanted to stay inside this sweet scent forever.


  This… sweet…


  “Wha–?” Klass cried out as he jolted awake.


  He swiveled his head this way and that, searching desperately with eyes that refused to focus.


  When he saw her, she looked about to cry, surely because he’d suddenly sat up and opened his eyes.


  “Ar-Aryes…”


  “G-good morning,” said Aryes, swallowing nervously, looking strangely on guard. She slowly reached her hand out. “How… how do you feel?”


  Her hand touched his cheek, and he instantly groaned in pain.


  Aryes snatched her hand away as though she’d burned it, tearfully apologizing.


  Klass tried touching his own face.


  It was swollen all over, and his hand was covered in cuts, too.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha, I’m a mess,” he said with a laugh, then winced. Aryes’s worried face changed to a smile, and she laughed, too, but then began crying. “Wha…? No, er, d-don’t… don’t cry!”


  Klass hastily grabbed Aryes’s shoulders, then stroked her head.


  Surprised at himself for so casually doing such things, he was very happy to see that Aryes seemed not in the least upset by them.


  “I’m all right – see?” he said, trying to reassure the sobbing Aryes, who nodded several times, then burst out crying again.


  Not knowing what else to do, he decided to wait for her to cry herself out.


  Klass finally looked at his surroundings and wondered.


  Where exactly was this?


  Light came in from behind him, and in front of him was something like a wall made of dark wood, on which grew a scattering of moss. He cast his gaze around his visible environs, and he seemed to be in some sort of dome, although the floor was covered in dry straw. He knew one thing for sure – this was not the town.


  What was going on?


  Just as he was trying to figure it out–


  “Hmph,” said a familiar voice.


  “Wha–?” He tried to look back, but Aryes was still clinging to him, so he wound up losing his posture and toppling backward. “Oww…”


  He tried to sit back up, but Aryes was still firmly attached, making movement impossible. And anyway, trying to move seemed like a waste. Aryes looked slender, but she was surprisingly solid, and Klass lay face up beneath the weight of her body, gazing vaguely up at the ceiling. And then something popped into his field of vision – a face looking back at him, a face he couldn’t believe was there.


  “Heh. Seems you’re in the middle of something, eh?”


  “Ah– wha–?”


  “What’s that? Only one girl embracing you upon awakening isn’t enough?”


  Completely ignoring her usual teasing, Klass cried out the name that rose up in his chest. “Miss Holo!”


  “You needn’t shout so; I can hear you well enough.”


  Unconcerned with her scowl, Klass continued. “B-but, I – I thought you were–”


  “Dead, you say?” Her smile was so fearless it seemed like even if killed, she wouldn’t die.


  And yet the fearsome sound of those great millstone teeth grinding still echoed through Klass’s ears.


  He was so sure she’d been chewed up, crushed.


  “Heh-heh. You heard the lad,” said Holo, looking over her shoulder, and suddenly a great shadow fell over the light.


  Klass had no words to describe the shock he felt.


  Behind Holo, at the entrance to the cave, appeared the face of the great stag he thought he’d killed.


  The eye he was sure he’d stabbed glittered like polished onyx, and when he met its gaze, it blinked once at him as though by way of greeting.


  “A human child… with such courage. How many centuries… has it been… since I’ve… had… such fun…?” The words came with difficulty, and the great mouth twisted in an odd expression.


  Klass realized it was a smile, and his chest burned. “It… it can’t be…”


  He pushed Aryes off him. Her eyes were moist with tears, and she looked deeply apologetic.


  “You fool. Just who did you think you were attacking?” Holo smacked his head, and he faced her. The stag seemed to have retreated – in any case, it was gone. “I suppose the deer got a bit over enthused and played their part up rather more than I’d planned. Honestly, even I couldn’t put them off it.”


  Holo grinned ruefully, and from somewhere far off, there was a short howl.


  Had Holo planned everything?


  Suddenly Klass could see it.


  It had been so slow to bring its hooves down, but its movement when dodging his staff was swift indeed.


  But did that mean that Aryes’s look of terror when she’d been about to be trampled was a lie?


  Klass looked at her, feeling suddenly betrayed, when Holo smacked his head again. “If you start doubting such things in matters like these, you truly are a fool.”


  She’d hit him with some force, and his scalp smarted.


  When he thought about it like that, he realized that Aryes’s face had been genuine.


  Even if she’d known the stag was merely acting, she could easily have still been afraid.


  Klass had to admit that even if he’d known it would be all right, he might well have been nonetheless terrified before that presence.


  And even now, she looked very apologetic.


  As he looked at her, he wondered when Holo had found the time to explain the plan to her.


  He’d been the only one fighting in earnest ignorance.


  “Heh-heh. Still, you were quite gallant. Was he not?” Holo squatted down, propped her elbows on her knees, and thrust the staff, grinning.


  Aryes wiped the corners of her eyes and nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t… say anything… but…” As she talked, she started to cry again.


  Klass found not a trace of anger within himself, and he took Aryes’s hand. “It’s okay, really. I’m just glad we’re safe…”


  “… All right.” As she nodded, a few tears dropped to the ground, and Klass realized something that had been bothering him.


  “Oh–”


  “Hmm?”


  “What about our pursuers?” Klass asked, raising his head.


  “Pursuers?” Holo returned the question, then made a pained face as she realized her mistake.


  “W-wait, don’t tell me that was a lie, too–”


  “Heh-heh-heh,” Holo chuckled and swished her tail.


  When he looked at Aryes, he saw she was again wearing an apologetic look on her face.


  He relaxed his neck and let his head fall back down to the floor, unconcerned with the thunk it made.


  “Now then, we can’t very well stay in this den forever – we must go out. There lies holy forest ground the likes of which few humans will ever see.” Holo stood and cracked her neck.


  “Holy… forest ground?”


  “Aye. It’s quite a sight, is it not?” These words were directed at Aryes, who nodded firmly.


  It had to be something to see.


  “The sun’s been long up. Let us go and bask – your warrior tale will make a fine appetizer when considering what to do next. After all,” – Holo put her hand on her hip and flicked her tail – “the three of us have a journey ahead of us.”


  She grinned and walked off.


  He could hardly be disappointed that she was safe.


  And yet he couldn’t help but wonder if she would play a trick like this on him again.


  In any case, he wanted to see the holy forest ground.


  What was so special about it, he wondered.


  “So, this holy ground – was it really so great?” he asked Aryes as she helped him sit up, which she thought about for a moment, then nodded.


  “I suppose…” She seemed to be seriously considering it, which lessened the joke. “Still…” she said, looking Klass straight in the eye.


  His heart thumped painfully and not from any of his injuries.


  And now he knew why.


  “I’d rather visit the sea.”


  At this, Klass could no longer resist the smile that split his face.


  Forgetting the pain it caused, he grinned and nodded.


  Aryes then looked past Klass to something behind him. He got the feeling that whoever was there was looking at him and nodding, but he didn’t care.


  Someone rather clever and nosy had probably told Aryes to say it, but he was sure her words weren’t a lie.


  He’d found within himself the strength to believe that.


  “Well, shall we go?” Klass took Aryes’s hand and stood.


  Just as he turned around, he saw Holo’s tail flick and disappear into shadow.


  That soft, silky, sweet-smelling tail. He thought about getting Holo to let him sleep upon it one more time by way of apology for overdoing her tricks.


  It was so comforting, he felt it would be a fair trade.


  He looked back over his shoulder as he thought about it.


  “Hmm?” Aryes asked. He was surprised. Had he accidentally said it out loud? Not replying, he started walking.


  Out of the dens opening, he went out into the light, holding Aryes’s hand.


  He thought about the saying “He who chases two rabbits catches neither.”


  But he had a wolf on one side and a sheep on the other, so…


  “Shall I guess what you are thinking?” said a reproachful voice from behind him.


  He was too scared to turn around.


  There before him in a sunlit garden too beautiful for any painting, Holo basked in the rays of light, holding herself as she shook with mirth.


  End.




  
    
  

  The Red of the Apple, the Blue of the Sky


  Realizing it had suddenly become quiet, Lawrence looked up.


  But the street noise that entered along with sunlight through the open window hadn’t changed.


  So why had it suddenly turned so quiet? He put a bundle of sheepskins that his eyes lit upon in order, then cracked his neck.


  A girl on the bed wiped her mouth. Perhaps that was the cause.


  “So you were eating all along…? How many did you have?”


  The girl, Holo, who had beautiful chestnut hair that would be the envy of any noblewoman, flicked her wolf ears, then counted on her fingers. “Ten and… seven. No, nine.”


  “And what’s left?”


  This time she flicked her tail, a tail that would’ve caused any furrier to drool with envy.


  The gesture made her seem like a scolded puppy.


  “… E-eight…”


  “Eight?”


  “Eighty… one.”


  Lawrence sighed, and Holo’s expression shifted completely; she glared at him. “You’re going to ask me if I’m going to eat them all.”


  “I haven’t said anything yet.”


  “So what was to follow that sigh, eh?”


  After a short pause, Lawrence answered. “Can you eat them all?”


  Letting Holo’s glare wash over him, Lawrence returned his attention to the bundle of sheepskins before him, trying to tie it up with some twine before remembering that he couldn’t use his left hand.


  This was because in some recent unpleasantness, he’d blundered into getting stabbed.


  Nevertheless, the disturbance had had the effect of creating a new and priceless bond between him and Holo, whom he’d happened to meet earlier in his travels.


  When he thought about it like that, it was cheap indeed, he reminded himself, standing up from a chair.


  There was a pile of wooden crates filled with apples in the corner of the room. The bill was for 120 apples, but – including today’s count – thirty-nine had been eaten.


  Even if they were her favorite food, eating them all before they spoiled would be no mean feat.


  “You don’t have to be so stubborn,” said Lawrence.


  “I’m not being stubborn.”


  “Really?”


  Holo turned away sullenly, every bit as childish as her appearance would lead one to expect, even though she’d lived scores of years longer than Lawrence and was a centuries-old wolf spirit who dwelled in wheat and could yield whatever harvest she saw fit.


  But she remained that way for only a moment, finally laying her wolf ears back in defeat. “… The truth is… I’m a bit full of them…”


  Knowing he’d rouse her anger if he laughed at her, Lawrence merely agreed. “I’ll bet. Even if they’re your favorite food, that’s a lot of apples.”


  “Still–”


  “Hmm?”


  “Still, I swear I’ll eat them all.”


  Unlike when she’d given him that angry glare, she said this with what seemed like grim determination.


  Lawrence was briefly surprised at this sudden change but soon realized Holo’s position.


  Holo had used Lawrence’s name without his consent to order 120 apples, a fruit that was by no means inexpensive.


  But she hadn’t done it just for her own gluttonous purposes.


  As strange as it sounded, Holo needed to waste a large amount of Lawrence’s money in order for them to continue their travels.


  Holo had originally been bound to a village that grew wheat, but had asked Lawrence to take her to her homeland in the north country – thus their journey had begun.


  But it is the way of the world that plans made for simple reasons do not proceed simply.


  Lawrence was not at all angry at Holo for buying the apples. Quite the contrary, and it wasn’t just apples; she’d also bought some rather expensive clothes, but he had wished for her to do exactly that.


  However, though they did understand each other on this count, Holo still seemed to feel some sense of responsibility for having gone and advanced a contract.


  Lawrence was not some nobleman’s prodigal son; he was a hardworking traveling merchant.


  She was surely entirely aware of that.


  Holo was a self-proclaimed wisewolf, after all.


  She was also a wolf who cared so much about him he wanted to laugh.


  “You needn’t get so worked up about it,” said Lawrence, picking up an apple. “Even if you tire of eating them raw, there are many ways to eat an apple.”


  He took a bite of the fruit, which was so ripe it seemed near bursting, but stopped at Holo’s gaze.


  Even before a mountain of apples she couldn’t possibly finish, she evidently wouldn’t allow anyone else to have one.


  “If you bring yourself to ruin, apples will be the cause, I tell you.” He grinned and tossed the apple to her, which she caught with a displeased face.


  “So, tell me of these ‘other ways’ to eat them.”


  “Hmm, well, you could bake them.”


  Holo moved her face away from the apple he’d bitten into, and after scrutinizing it, she looked at Lawrence. “You’d best prepare for the consequences if you’re making sport of me.”


  “Can’t your ears always tell lies from truth?”


  At these words her ears twitched as if flicked, and she grumbled, “Baking apples… I’ve never heard of the like.”


  “Ha-ha, I suppose not. It’s not as though one roasts them on a spit over an open flame. It’s more like bread baked in an oven.”


  “Hmph.”


  Evidently she had trouble understanding this, even once it was explained. She cocked her head as she chewed the apple.


  “So you’ve never had apple pie, then?”


  At this question, too, she shook her head.


  “Hmm. I suppose it would be quickest to just show it to you. When you bake apples, they turn soft – it’s a bad example, but they’re almost as soft baked as they are when rotten.”


  “Mmph.”


  “But just as something on the verge of spoiling can be tasty, baked apples are amazing. You know how a raw apple is good for a parched throat? Baked apples are so sweet you actually get thirsty.”


  “I… see,” she said, feigning an even tone, but her tail was busily wagging to and fro.


  While her clever mind and quick tongue were always making fun of Lawrence, when it came to food, Holo had a distinct weakness.


  And no matter what her mouth said, her ears and tail always showed her true feelings.


  “Anyway, they’re good apples to begin with, so they’ll be good no matter how you prepare them. Though you’ll tire of sweetness, too, won’t you?”


  Holo’s tail suddenly stopped.


  “Salted meat or salted fish – which do you prefer?”


  Her answer came instantly. “Meat!”


  “So, for dinner–” Lawrence started but was cut off when his eyes met Holo’s as she jumped off the bed and cheerfully threw on her robe. “What, you intend to go right now?”


  “Aren’t we?”


  Giving up on trying to figure out where inside that small body of hers all those apples were fitting, he did recall that her true form was a wolf big enough to eat him in one bite.


  He didn’t want to think about it, but perhaps her stomach stayed as big as it was when she was a wolf.


  “… So I’ll ask you again, do you think you can eat all those apples?”


  “After hearing you, I’ve made up my mind to do it. You needn’t worry.” Quickly fixing her robe about her with a sash, she spun about and was ready in a flash.


  Not much time had passed since midday, but Lawrence quietly gave up.


  Persuading her otherwise would be impossible, he was quite sure.


  “I suppose I have business, so why not? Let’s go.”


  “Right!” Holo nodded, smiling, every bit as carefree as the young girl she looked like.


  Lawrence had been a traveling merchant for seven years, since his eighteenth birthday, and still could not find any words to argue with her when she smiled at him like that.


  Such thoughts occupied him he watched her impatiently flounce out the door, leaving behind the echo of her smile, sweeter than any apple.


  Still, if she found that out, she’d only use it to tease him.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and prepared himself to go out, but as he went to follow Holo, his feet suddenly stopped short.


  Holo looked happily at him through the open door.


  “You should smile like that more; ’tis nice.”


  They may well have been setting out to wash away the taste of apples, but she truly was malicious.


  As he followed her out of the room, Lawrence spoke to the cheeky little wolf. “You’re really rather unpalatable, you know.”


  Holo looked over one shoulder. “Am I to claim deliciousness, then?” she said, feigning irritation.


  Lawrence’s shoulders went slack, signaling his defeat, at which Holo snickered audibly.


  Situated on the Slaude River, the port town of Pazzio was always crowded.


  Even without any festival or battle preparations, the streets were busy and filled with people going here and there.


  Farmers leading livestock, traveling merchants hauling their wares, tidily dressed servant children running errands, and confused-looking monks on their first visit in ages to a bustling town – all were in evidence.


  It was said that wherever three roads converged, a city would grow – and there were many, many streets in the town, outnumbered only by the kinds of people that trod them.


  But none among them imagined that one of the visitors to the town was not a person at all.


  “Far from it,” Lawrence said. “You look every bit the nun.”


  “Mm?” Holo looked back at Lawrence talking to himself, her mouth full. Despite having eaten so many apples, one look at the raisin stand was all it took for her to start begging like a pauper.


  “I was saying I don’t want to think about how much your food bill is running.”


  “Humph. Is there some inconvenience with my looking like a nun?” Holo couldn’t hide her malicious pleasure at proving to Lawrence she’d heard exactly what he said.


  “Far from it; it makes travel all the more convenient.”


  “Hmm. To be able to so easily change so much by simply choosing clothes – the human world surely is a strange one.”


  “I’m sure wolves would find something convenient in wearing sheepskins, if they could manage it.”


  Holo thought for a moment, then grinned. “Aye, and if I wore a rabbit skin, you’d happily walk right into any trap.”


  “So for you, I’ll bait my trap with apples.”


  Lawrence had to laugh at the sight of Holo trying to sneer with her cheeks stuffed with raisins.


  This was a pleasure no lone merchant could enjoy, whose conversation was either for business or to himself.


  “Anyway, it’s not without inconveniences, especially in your case.”


  Seeming to realize from his tone that he’d turned serious, Holo looked up again, this time without poking fun, as she walked beside him.


  “There are all sorts of problems with a nun drinking wine in the middle of the day. Most taverns will overlook it, but you could stand to consider such things a bit more.”


  “Mm. ’Tis like drinking on a rickety bridge that could fall at any moment.”


  Lawrence found himself impressed that she’d come up with such an apt example so quickly.


  “Also, different towns have different circumstances. Especially as we head north, there may be places where a nun would be a very bad disguise, indeed.”


  “What shall I do then?”


  “It would be safest to have a change of clothes that would make you look like a town girl.”


  Holo nodded politely, then popped the rest of the raisins into her mouth. “In that case, can we not buy them before dinner? Anything that lessens our safety will make the food taste worse.”


  “I’m glad you understand. There’s no time to waste convincing you.”


  “What, did you think I would insist on food and wine first? I’m not so blinded by gluttony as that.”


  Lawrence shrugged as if to say, “Aren’t you?” Holo licked her fingers, unamused.


  “Humph. You’re trying to take care of me. I’ve got to take advantage of that, haven’t I?” said Holo quietly, looking at the street ahead instead of at Lawrence. She then smiled slightly and sighed. “That’s quite a grand excuse to buy new clothes. Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”


  Lawrence put his hand to his mouth but not to stop an exclamation of surprise from slipping through – no, it was because he felt a bit embarrassed.


  “Heh. Ah, well, if you’re buying me some new things, I’m happy to impose on you. The cold winter awaits, after all.”


  “You could impose a bit less.”


  Holo smiled like a child telling a joke, entwining her fingers around Lawrence’s right hand.


  She was concerned about his coin purse in her own Holo-ish way. Though if it came down to this, having one’s purse pitied was humiliating in its own way for a man.


  The wisewolf seemed to have long since understood the conflict within him.


  He didn’t have near enough wisdom to outthink Holo.


  “’Tis cold. My hand will freeze.”


  Lawrence did not, of course, believe a word of that.


  “Yes, it certainly is cold.”


  “Aye.”


  They each knew the other was lying, which was somehow more fun than simply telling the truth.


  Walking down the crowded street, they were the only two who understood the meaning hidden there.


  That was enough to make him feel even better than he had when he’d finished his big trade and had a purse full of coins with laurel-topped queens’ heads on them.


  “Yeah.”


  But as he thought about it, Lawrence realized something that brought him out of his reverie and back to the crowded reality of the street.


  “What is the matter?”


  “I’ve… no money.”


  Holo looked blank for a moment, then gave him a look that went past irritation right on into pure disdain.


  Whatever she might say, in this regard she was no different from a regular town girl.


  If one didn’t buy a town girl what one had promised her, her tenacity would be deeper than any merchant’s.


  That was one thing Lawrence had learned in his seven years of experience.


  “However, for the sake of my honor, I must explain that when I say, ‘I have no money,’ I don’t mean what you think I mean.”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean I’ve got no small change.” As he spoke, Lawrence felt for his coin purse but realized he couldn’t use his left arm.


  It was unfortunate, but he casually let go of Holo’s hand. “Yup, none,” he said upon examining the pouch’s contents.


  “They say too big is better than too small. ’Tis not as though you’ve no money at all.”


  “They also say not to kill a fly with a sledgehammer. Didn’t you say the same thing to me when buying bread?”


  “Mph. So we’ll need change, then.”


  “We’ll have to exchange it. If we gave gold coins to the tailor, there’s no telling what kind of a terrible face he’d make.”


  “Mm… still–” said Holo as Lawrence closed his coin purse and replaced it at his waist. “Are gold coins really so very valuable?”


  “Huh? They certainly are. The lumione coins in my purse now are trading for around thirty-five pieces of trenni silver. If you don’t stay at an inn and don’t drink any wine, you can live for a week on a single trenni. So think about thirty-five times that.”


  “… That’s quite something, indeed. So why would a tailor be bothered to get one in payment?” Holo said. Lawrence looked at her and could guess what she was going to ask next. “Unlike apples, a gold coin might buy only one or two pieces of clothing. I was told these clothes cost two gold pieces.”


  When noble houses were attacked by rioting commoners, Lawrence had heard that it was often a trivial statement that was the trigger. He grimaced, wondering if what Holo had just said was a good example of that kind of statement.


  “If all clothing cost that much, the greater part of the townsfolk would be walking around totally naked.”


  Writing an IOU for a robe that cost two gold pieces, there was no doubt that the clothier would be wondering whether he was actually going to get paid or not – so much so that it was strange that a contract hadn’t been signed in front of a public witness.


  And it hadn’t just been two pieces of clothing – there’d been a silk sash, too.


  But the clothier hadn’t thought it was some sort of childish prank, probably because Holo seemed like the private nun of some wealthy nobleman somewhere.


  “Hmm… this was so costly, was it?” Holo looked down and fingered the robe she wore.


  “That’s right. So from now on, let’s keep our purchases to the poorer stuff.”


  At this Holo looked up, her lip twisted, looking like her fun had been spoiled. “I’m Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. ’Twill wound my reputation to wear poor clothes.”


  Lawrence drew his chin in as his words stuck in his throat; his mind spun as he searched for a good response but could find none.


  Holo struck his right arm like a child having a temper tantrum.


  “Still, money changing…” He put thoughts of Holo aside and considered the matter with a sigh.


  There would be a fee involved in changing gold coins to silver, and something about him was never too pleased with letting go of gold.


  He’d been laughed at for this, told that merchants saved money because they were in love with gold, but for Lawrence’s part, he didn’t think of it as a joke.


  But right now he had a bigger problem to face.


  When exchanging coins in a town, it was his routine to go to a cambist he knew, because seeing a money changer for the first time, they’d always swindle him and take him for a loss. What was worse, this was viewed as a sort of tax, so he couldn’t even complain about it. “If you don’t like it, you better get to know us better,” was the standard line from cambists on the subject.


  Of course, Lawrence had a preferred cambist and was not too worried about this.


  He had a different problem.


  Which was that his cambist was a notorious womanizer and had become instantly taken with Holo.


  Worse, Holo seemed to enjoy this.


  On top of that, she also seemed to enjoy how pathetic this made Lawrence feel.


  If he could avoid it, he didn’t want to bring Holo along to see the money changer.


  “Money changing, eh? That means… oh ho.” The clever Holo realized who they’d be seeing and grinned. “Well, then, you’d better make the arrangements. I want to be drinking wine sooner rather than later.”


  Holo pulled on his hand, heading for the lively avenue.


  Lawrence sighed the way he always did before any deal, cursing the mean-spiritedness of the owner of the soft hand that held his.


  “For one lumione, today’s rate is thirty-four trenni.”


  “And the fee?”


  “Ten silver lute or thirty copper trie.”


  “I’ll pay in lute.”


  “Very good, then. Right here, then… Oh, please do take care. Anything you drop on the street becomes the property of he who picks it up,” said the money changer, politely placing the silver coins in Holo’s hand, then covering them with his, as though he’d given them to a child.


  Lawrence offered a single lumione coin, but the cambist did not let go of her hand.


  In fact, he wasn’t looking at Lawrence at all.


  “Weiz.”


  At the sound of his name, the man finally looked over. “What?”


  “I’m your customer.”


  Lawrence had been using Weiz as his cambist for a long time, owing to them both knowing his master. Weiz sighed dramatically and gestured to his table with his chin. “Just leave the gold there. I’m busy right now.”


  “And what is it you’re busy with?”


  “Can’t you tell? I’m right in the middle of making sure this lovely maiden doesn’t drop her silver.” Weiz smiled at Holo, having still not let go of her hand.


  Holo, for her part, acted more bashful than Lawrence had realized she was capable of and now lowered her gaze, seemingly pleased.


  Both Weiz and Holo were acting ridiculously, and as the only serious one, Lawrence was left entirely out of the play.


  “But, sir–” said Holo finally, which Weiz’s face tensed at, and he straightened his posture like a knight. “There seems to be too much silver for my hands to hold.”


  Weiz answered before Lawrence could get a word in. “My dear Miss Holo, that is why you have my hands as well.”


  Holo looked surprised, then spoke as though very sad. “I could not possibly impose such a weight upon you.”


  Weiz shook his head and continued. “If silver overflows from your hand, then I will gladly lend you mine. It would not trouble me in the slightest – because, my dear, I am sure that you, Miss Holo, will accept my feelings in turn, feelings so passionate I cannot hold them in both arms.”


  Holo averted her eyes like the blushing daughter of some nobleman while Weiz gazed steadily at her face.


  The exchange was so teeth-grittingly saccharine it made Lawrence want to slap them both.


  The whole thing was a cliché, of course, but it was also so perfectly done that it made Lawrence wonder if they’d somehow arranged it ahead of time.


  He found the whole thing deeply unamusing.


  It was time to throw cold water on it.


  “Silver coins for the coin purse, gold for the box, and plain copper in hand – or have you forgotten that proverb, Weiz?” It was the most basic principle of handling money, the first thing that any cambist’s apprentice learned from his master.


  Weiz’s fun was thoroughly spoiled.


  As Lawrence expected, he finally removed both of his hands from Holo’s and scratched his head noisily. “Bah. Keeping a lovely girl like this all to yourself is an insult to God. Haven’t you ever heard ‘Share thine bread with others’?”


  
    
  

  “You want me to share?” asked Lawrence, opening his leather purse and filling it with the silver coins in Holo’s hand. She was smiling faintly but gave Lawrence an expressionless glance.


  “There’s no lending at the cambist’s table. Only exchange or no exchange,” said Lawrence with a smile to the serious-faced Weiz, placing the last silver coin in his pouch. “She comes with the debt she owes me. Do you mind?”


  “Hmph,” said Weiz, pulling his chin in.


  He seemed a bit regretful now that talk of money had returned.


  Still, Weiz was accustomed to that. He soon assumed a sad expression and looked at Holo. “I cannot possibly put a price upon you.”


  A laugh escaped Holo, but she still switched into her performance before replying, “I’m afraid the scales within my heart are still swinging. But I’m sure they will not simply tilt under the weight of gold…”


  “Oh, but of course.”


  Weiz tried to take Holo’s hands again, and she pulled them away. “To put your hands upon a swinging scale… sir, you truly are a scoundrel,” Holo said to Weiz like a barmaid scolding a drunken customer, which flustered him so much Lawrence couldn’t see him as the same man.


  Swearing that he’d never let that happen to him, Lawrence sighed and lowered the curtain on this third-rate comedy.


  “Come, let’s be off.”


  “Oh, hey, Lawrence–”


  “Hmm?”


  “So if you came all the way out to change money, are you doing some kind of shopping?”


  “Yes, were heading north, so I’m getting clothes and such.”


  Weiz rolled his eyes up briefly. “S-so, you’re going soon, then?”


  “Yes, probably…” said Lawrence, looking at Holo, who smiled happily.


  He didn’t have to be as good at seeing through people as Holo was to know what Weiz was thinking.


  “Prices rise with the sun after all. I’d like to buy what I need before the day’s out.”


  “Ugh…” Weiz looked like he was ready to close his business and run after them, but he surely had deals he couldn’t abandon.


  Feeling like he’d gotten even for being made to feel like a third wheel, Lawrence said, “Well, then,” and turned to leave.


  But Holo blocked his path. “Can money be exchanged after the sun sets?”


  Suddenly, Weiz seized the chance to jump in. “The market’s decided that cambists who use scales after the sun sets are all swindlers. And, of course, I’m no swindler.”


  “You heard him,” said Holo to Lawrence.


  He realized he wasn’t going to be able to nurse his petty grudge forever. And he’d planned on inviting Weiz anyway.


  Traveling merchants didn’t have many town friends close enough to drink with in the evenings.


  “Once we’ve bought our clothes, we’ll be heading to the tavern. When you’re done with work, you should come by if you’re free.”


  “Of course, brother! The usual tavern?”


  “I’d be scared to get drunk in a place I didn’t know.”


  “Right, got it. I’ll be there – I’ll surely be there!”


  These last words were directed mostly at Holo. The other cambists in the area paid him little mind, only glancing at him briefly as if to say, “What, again?” Even as Lawrence and Holo moved away from his stall, Weiz continued waving.


  Perhaps enjoying the display, Holo waved right back until they were out of sight.


  When she finally faced forward again, it was because they’d finished crossing the bridge where all the money changers’ and goldsmiths’ stalls were lined up roof to roof.


  “Heh. I knew that would be amusing,” said Holo, as though having drunk a particularly tasty wine.


  Lawrence could only sigh at this. “If you toy with people too much, you’ll regret it later.”


  “Regret?”


  There were many jokes about beautiful nuns who went on pilgrimage only to return with more people than they’d left with.


  “You’ll be followed around.”


  “I’m already being followed around by you.” When Lawrence faltered in reply, Holo grinned wickedly, showing both fangs. “Unlike you, he knows I’m playing with him. ’Tis amusing enough toying with you, but sometimes one longs for a cleverer male to play with.”


  Lawrence had all sorts of things he wanted to say but couldn’t force even one of them out of his mouth.


  He felt a renewed sense of shame at being so utterly hopeless at everything besides business.


  “We both know ’tis mere play; do not be so serious. You’re making me bashful now.”


  Holo deliberately placed her hand on his cheek, which Lawrence could only look sour about.


  “’Tis well, though. Weiz has a cleverer tongue than you, but I’ve lived long enough to know that nothing is so untrustworthy as the words we say. Living in the world of trade as you do, surely you’re not entirely unaware of that yourself.”


  A bit surprised at her sudden words, Lawrence saw that while Holo herself was smiling, her clear amber eyes were very serious indeed.


  As the god of the wheat harvest, Holo had been kept in her village for a long time. Though the villagers sang her praises, they also hung an iron chain around her neck and did not let her leave. In the end, when they were done with her, their revenge would have been ruthless.


  Considering that, Holo’s words were heavy.


  And yet the hand that so casually held his was warm.


  “It’s true. I’ll tell any lie if it’ll bring me a profit.”


  “They won’t work on me, though.”


  Lawrence could tell her ears twitched proudly beneath her hood, and he couldn’t help but smile. “So, shall we go buy some clothes?”


  “Aye.”


  Lawrence wondered what sort of clothes would suit Holo and did his very best to make sure his musings weren’t noticed.


  Clothes of the sort Holo had bought previously – that cost a gold piece or two for a single item – were basically new goods.


  However, few villagers actually wore new clothes.


  Once a piece was finished, it was worn until holes began to wear through, and even then were sold again second-hand, repaired, and so on and so on. Merchants would buy used clothes originally made for wealthier merchants, and the used clothes of those middling merchants would then go to man-servants. Servants would sell their clothes to apprentice craftsmen, or donate them to traveling ascetic monks.


  This cycle made it clear at a glance where people fit in the social hierarchy.


  To be able to spend two gold pieces on newly made clothes was very impressive. Even Lawrence had only one item of tailored clothing, which had been torn in the disturbance with Holo some days earlier.


  Did she know that, or didn’t she?


  Before a shop selling used goods quite a ways down on the cycle of clothing, Holo’s face evidenced clear displeasure.


  “Huh…” She let a vague sigh escape as she held a brown piece that had probably been dyed by boiling it with tree bark.


  Of course, there was no way to tell whether it had just been stained so much that it had turned the color of whatever stains had failed to wash out. That was how beat-up it was.


  “That one’s forty lute. It’s quite sturdy for the price, I must say.” The shopkeeper nodded vaguely, and Holo finally put it back on the display table, taking three steps back from the stall.


  It was surely meant to declare her lack of interest in any of the clothes here, but it was so like a noble girl that Lawrence had to grin.


  “Sir, as we are going north, could you possibly choose some warmer items for the two of us? And not too expensive, please.”


  “And your budget?”


  “Two trenni.”


  “Very well, sir.”


  The type of clothing being sold around this time of year was not for everyday use, but meant for protecting against the cold and little different from bundles of straw. Color and shape were secondary – if the clothing held its shape, was as thick as possible, and wasn’t full of bugs, it was great.


  These heavy-duty items were sold off by travelers coming down from the north and in turn bought by people who planned to go back up.


  Who knew how many years the beat-up piece that Holo held had been carried back and forth for?


  When it came to such items, one did not buy them by the piece, but by the pile.


  “For tops and bottoms plus two blankets, how does this sound?”


  “Yes… well, as you can see, I’m a traveling merchant, and I’ve come here on business with a trading company I know well – the Milone Company.”


  At the mention of one of the more prominent trading houses in the town, the shopkeeper’s ears perked up.


  “And it seems I’ll be coming here several times a year.”


  This made it clear that the shopkeeper’s customer was a traveling merchant with money to spare.


  And it was all the better if he was planning on visiting often.


  The clothier’s business was not based on how much profit he could make from a single piece, but rather how many pieces he could sell, so Lawrence’s words put a smile on his face.


  “Very good, sir. I quite understand. Shall I add this cloak, then? It’s been treated with smoke, of course. I guarantee it’ll be vermin-free for two years.”


  The battered cloak was full of patches, and the blankets were made of terribly scratchy wool, but for those buying supplies for a journey to the north, they could still fetch a decent price.


  Lawrence nodded, satisfied, and held out his right hand.


  The deal was sealed with a handshake, and the shopkeeper started tying up the bundle of clothes with hemp twine.


  Lawrence watched him do it but looked back when one of the pieces was suddenly snatched away.


  As he expected, Holo wore a displeased expression.


  “I thought we’d come to buy clothes for me,” she said.


  “That’s right… and?” said Lawrence, as though wondering why Holo was asking him something so obvious. As he looked at her, the vigor seemed to drain from her face.


  He realized that despite seeming to care only about her tail, Holo had actually been excited about these clothes.


  But right after the wave of her disappointment receded, it came crashing back down as anger.


  “Are you… saying I should wear this?”


  “If you want to fight the cold with just that robe, I don’t mind, but…”


  Whether she snatched the clothes away because the shopkeeper hadn’t asked her or whether it was out of sheer rage, Holo spoke in a low growl. “If you’re angry about my using your money, just say as much. I’m Holo the Wisewolf. I’ve brains and beauty, but my nose is good, too. ’Twould wrinkle my nose to wear such a thing.”


  “Perhaps a bit of hardship will fix your wrinkled spirits.” Coughing at the sudden smack to the chest he received for this, Lawrence decided not to tease Holo any further.


  “Don’t be angry. I’ll explain the secret here.”


  Holo was still baring her fangs and growling, but Lawrence took her hand, then spoke to the shopkeeper, who was still busy binding up the clothes.


  “Sir, a word, please.”


  “Hnnnggh… There. Yes?”


  “Have you no fine ladies’ clothing?”


  “Ladies’ clothing, you say?”


  “Something that could be worn in a northern town and is about her size,” he said, referring, of course, to Holo.


  The shopkeeper sized Holo up, then glanced back at Lawrence.


  There was no doubt he was doing the cost-benefit calculations in his head.


  This included not only the state of Lawrence’s coin purse, but also Lawrence and Holo’s relationship and how much he estimated Holo would be able to get Lawrence to spend.


  If he was to bring out a treasured rare article, it could improve his relationship with Lawrence, which in turn could lead to untold profit in the future, which was exactly what he was surely trying to estimate. The more customers a used clothing store had, the more competitors it created. Gaining a traveling client who would visit often was a very big deal.


  There was a reason he’d come to a bulk-sale stall like this to buy Holo’s clothes.


  Even a child could tell the robe Holo wore was of very fine quality. If he brought her, wearing a robe like that, to a cheap used clothier like this, that was like standing in front of rabbit while holding a meat cleaver.


  The key to negotiation was to occupy a better position than your opponent.


  “Very well. One moment, please.”


  Heaving the rudely bundled clothing – a horse’s hay bale was more neatly tied – onto the display table, he turned and attended to the mountain of goods in the back of the stall.


  For a stall like this, the challenge was moving goods from here to there, and thus the shopkeeper would not hesitate to buy from rather suspicious sources.


  In other words, stolen goods were common, and among them were some choice items.


  If bargain finds were the goal, there was no better place than a little stall like this.


  “What about something like this? A certain merchant house sold it to me upon the change of the season,” said the shopkeeper, producing a collared shirt, which together with a long skirt, had been dyed blue.


  Paired with a clean white apron and good posture, it would produce a perfectly suitable ensemble for a maid at a good inn somewhere. Its color was not faded nor its hems worn, so it was most likely stolen.


  But whether the article was good or not, the question was would Holo like it?


  Lawrence glanced at Holo, who seemed unimpressed.


  “Perhaps the lady does not like it.”


  “I’ve no time for these silly colors.”


  If Holo truly had been born into a noble house, she would’ve inspired rumors that she preferred armor to dresses.


  “I want something simpler. Something easy to put on.”


  Lawrence met the shopkeeper’s eyes and smiled.


  There was something charming about a girl who wanted to dress quickly.


  “In that case…” The shopkeeper turned around and again went searching through his pile of clothes.


  When it came to things that were easy to put on, something that went over the shoulders like a robe was a likely choice.


  So what along those lines would turn up that would fit a town lass like Holo?


  Lawrence wondered about it as he watched the shopkeeper’s back, when his eyes lit upon something. “Excuse me, sir, but what is that?”


  “Yes?” The shopkeeper looked over his shoulder, both hands holding a thin cloak, then followed Lawrence’s pointing finger to its target.


  And there it was.


  A soft brown leather cape.


  “Indeed. Now that my eye’s upon it, you’re quite right.”


  It had been mostly buried beneath the pile, but as the shopkeeper carefully extracted the cape, it was indeed just what Lawrence thought it might be.


  “This was a very fine piece once worn by a certain nobleman.”


  Lawrence ignored the shopkeeper’s immediate explanation – there was no telling whether it was truth or lies – and looked at Holo, who seemed not displeased.


  “The leathers beautifully tanned, you see, here, and the edges are carefully sewn without a single rip. Notice also this walnut button. You fix it about your shoulders like this – like so – there. If she wears it along with one of the special kerchiefs the nobleman had made for his house staff, she’ll be every bit the charming town lass.”


  Lawrence accepted the exaggerated description along with the cape and kerchief, and after a quick look, he handed them to Holo.


  Holo sniffed briefly. “Rabbit, eh?” she murmured.


  “Does it make you want to eat rabbit?” asked Lawrence, at which Holo smiled voicelessly and looked up.


  “This will do.”


  “You heard the lady. How much, my good man?”


  “Thank you for your business. For the two of them, hmm, perhaps ten trenni? No – make it nine.”


  It was a reasonably good price – surely an investment in having a good relationship with Lawrence.


  But there was certainly room to haggle, Lawrence thought, and made a sour face, which made the shopkeeper continue.


  “Understood. Then as an exception for this lovely young lady, eight pieces.”


  Having gotten it to that point, Lawrence couldn’t help but smile and was ready to buy – but just before he opened his mouth, Holo smoothly interrupted.


  “In that case, out of consideration for my lovely self putting these on and modeling them, how about seven?”


  The shopkeeper froze as though having forgotten to breathe, but at Holo’s head-cocked smile, he returned to his senses and cleared his throat loudly.


  It was not hard to imagine that he had a daughter that looked about Holo’s age.


  “Very well. I shall let them go for seven.”


  “Thank you!” said Holo, squeezing the cape and kerchief to her breast and smiling, which elicited another loud throat clearing from the shopkeeper.


  Next to her, Lawrence could only smile ruefully at that negotiation ability, far better than what he’d been able to cultivate in his seven years of trade.


  As it turned out, when Holo changed clothes, she became a town girl so fetching that ten out of ten people would turn and look at her as they walked past.


  Adroitly putting the kerchief on over her head to hide her ears – right in front of the shopkeeper, to Lawrence’s chagrin – Holo then unbuttoned the robe she wore and let it slide down, wearing it around her waist as a skirt. Then she put the cape over her shoulders and was done.


  To Lawrence, who was fully aware of her nonhuman ears and tail, it seemed she changed clothes so easily it might as well have been magic.


  The shopkeeper’s reputation rose, and Holo was delighted.


  A good while after they’d put the shop behind them, Holo finally spoke up.


  “Were the clothes very expensive?”


  “Not really. They’re very good for seven silver pieces.”


  He spoke honesty, but walking to his left, Holo did not seem particularly proud.


  Rebalancing the bundle of clothes that he carried over his right shoulder, Lawrence smiled and added, “Do you think you could’ve haggled him down further?”


  But Holo did not smile, instead shaking her head slowly before answering in a low voice. “If it had been clothes for you to wear, you would’ve paid a tenth of that, would you not?”


  “Yes,” Lawrence agreed. “But I was sure it was going to be more than that, so don’t trouble yourself over it.”


  Holo nodded slightly, but her expression did not clear.


  “If you’ll go easy on the wine at the tavern later, you can handily make up seven silver pieces’ worth.”


  “I hardly drink that much.” She finally smiled.


  “Still, you drive a hard, hard bargain.”


  “Oh?”


  “Not even the canniest merchant can compare, can they?”


  “Hmph. Males are all of them idiots,” said Holo with her usual wicked smile, continuing once Lawrence sighed heavily. “What will you do with your load there? Are you carrying it straight to the tavern?”


  “This? No, I’m not.”


  At this, Holo made a perplexed face. “If you’re returning to the inn, isn’t it that way?”


  “I’m not leaving it at the inn, either.”


  “Hrm?”


  “I’m going to sell it to a different clothier. We’ll be able to buy up cold-weather gear once we’re a bit farther north.”


  It was a perfectly honest answer, but Holo stood stunned, as though he’d said something truly outrageous. “You’re… selling them?”


  “Yes. There’s no point in carrying them around when we’re not going to use them.”


  “Mm… I suppose that is true… but will you be able to sell them dear?”


  “I wonder. I doubt it will be too bad, but we’ll probably take a small loss.”


  There was something funny about Holo’s increasingly confused face. “You’re going to sell them… even… at a loss?”


  “Don’t get it, eh?”


  “Wait. I’m thinking.”


  Lawrence smiled at the suddenly obstinate Holo and looked up at the autumn sky.


  The sky was always the same pale blue, but at the moment it seemed somehow clearer and wider than usual.


  “Mmm…”


  “Shall I tell you the trick?” he said, returning his gaze from the familiar sky and seeing his new companion grumbling in frustration. “It’s no great thing – and in the end, it’s you who’s the impressive one.”


  “Huh…?” said Holo, raising one eyebrow. Lawrence took that as capitulation and let her in on the trick.


  “This bundle is two silver pieces’ worth of clothing. So let’s say I take it to a different clothier and sell it for half that. That’s a loss of one silver piece.”


  “Aye.”


  “But let’s turn our thinking to something else. Anyone can tell the robe you’re wearing is a high-quality item. We can even say that someone wearing such a robe would never go to that kind of shop. So when they see you with me, they’re going to want to establish a good relationship with me. So what does that shop do?”


  Holo answered immediately. “Sell cheaply.”


  “Right. So what does that imply?”


  Holo the self-proclaimed wisewolf’s gaze unfocused for a moment.


  Lawrence smiled and continued. “When I bought the bundle from that shop, he lowered the price a bit. When I bought the fine clothes for you, he lowered it quite a bit. By showing me generosity, he hopes I’ll come shop there again later. After all, I bought up a bundle of rags for two silver pieces. But there’s a big gap in price between the two items. So what does that lead to?”


  If Holo was really so clever, she’d soon come to the correct answer.


  A few moments later, Lawrence’s prediction proved correct. “So,” she said, “looking at the difference between the loss you take when you sell the bundle and the discount the shopkeeper gave you because you bought it, even if you take a loss on the bundle, you still come out ahead in total – is that it?”


  He patted her on the head with his left hand as if to say, “Well done!” – at which she hit him hard, and he groaned in pain.


  “Hmph. ’Tis a roundabout way of doing things. I’ll say that.”


  “It’s called business sense. But your techniques are far stronger, there’s no doubt.” Lawrence grinned self-deprecatingly, which Holo had to smile at.


  “But of course. Your flimsy ideas are no match for my scheming.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “Oh ho. You think you can best me?” Holo narrowed her eyes, smiling seductively.


  The smile suited her – women did not play fair.


  Of course, the most unfair part of all was that Holo was perfectly aware of that.


  “Well, if you’ve such confidence, why not try your luck in the tavern later?”


  Holo waved her hand lightly, which made Lawrence’s words stick in his throat.


  He’d forgotten about it until just now – Weiz would also be at the tavern.


  “Make sure you buy me for a high price, aye?” said Holo, which Lawrence could not remain silent about.


  “Oh, I’ll buy you, all right – but I’m paying in apples.”


  Taken by surprise, Holo’s eyes widened a bit, and then with a frustrated smile, she drew nearer to Lawrence. “You’re quite harsh yourself sometimes.”


  “Sweeter when cooked, though.”


  Holo laughed silently, then very gently took Lawrence’s left hand, as though it were fragile. “Too sweet for me to eat.”


  “And what about you?” asked Lawrence, squeezing her hand as much as he could without aggravating his wound.


  “Take a bite and see, if you dare.”


  Lawrence shrugged helplessly and looked up at the expanse of the sky above him, which was a clear, clear blue.


  End.




  
    
  

  Wolf and Amber Melancholy


  Strange, she thought – the alcohol certainly was working.


  It was said the wisewolf could drink a lake dry, but to think she’d be like this after a single cup of this wheat-smelling liquid –  And no sooner did the thought occur to her than she was halfway through her second, her face flushed.


  And not only was the drink having a surprising effect on her, but also she didn’t seem to be one bit pleased about it. Her nose twitched – was the drink not to her liking? She wasn’t sure.


  Her vision swayed, and she looked hazily over the many dishes on the table, eyelids heavy. Right before her there was an oil-drizzled pork shoulder coated in crushed rock salt, but somehow she had no appetite at all.


  No, wait – how much had she already eaten? she wondered.


  Having gotten to this point, she was starting to realize that she might actually be feeling quite poorly, which if true, meant that she couldn’t very well keep this up.


  Had this been just any meal, that would have been one thing – she could’ve claimed she felt bad, and her companion would have nursed her back to health so thoroughly it would have been embarrassing.


  But at the moment, she and her companion were not the only ones sitting at the small round table.


  Her traveling companion’s foolishness had gotten them into serious trouble, but having negotiated it safely, they were now having a bit of a celebration.


  And she was certainly not going to be responsible for ruining such an opportunity. Celebrations, no matter how meager they might be, were very important.


  However, this was not the only reason she couldn’t afford to collapse here.


  No, the biggest reason could surely be found before her very eyes, sitting right at the table.


  The flaxen-haired, underfed shepherdess.


  Right in front of that, she could hardly afford to look uncouth.


  “Still, I never knew sheep could find rock salt,” her companion said, sounding very interested as he continued a conversation about shepherds.


  While the shepherdess was somewhere in her mid-teens, her companion was into his twenties. While a wisewolf might not know everything about the human world, she knew enough to tell that as they chatted intimately over the table, they could hardly fail to look like a mated pair.


  “It’s because they love the saltiness for some reason. If you rub salt onto a rock, they’ll lick it for ages.”


  “Oh, so that’s true? I once heard about a far-off town where they use sheep like that as a form of torture – very strange. I didn’t believe it, honestly.”


  “They use… sheep?”


  The shepherd girl – Norah or some such was her name – had eyes filled with curiosity. The girl’s eyes were so gentle and obedient that just looking at them made her want to eat her up.


  The sheep-like shepherdess reached out toward a large chunk of beef sitting in the middle of the table. For a while now, all the dishes they’d ordered had been either beef, pork, or fish, with no mutton.


  Perhaps this was out of consideration for the shepherdess who was dining with them, but in any case, nobody had asked her.


  And of course, to selfishly insist that she’d wanted to have mutton would have been a mark upon her honor as a wisewolf.


  Anyway, that didn’t matter. It was trivial.


  What mattered was that her companion hadn’t noticed her poor state at all and was busy gallantly carving a thin slice of beef from the roast and carefully laying it on a plate for the shepherdess.


  Irritated, her hand automatically brought her cup to her lips, though the drink had long since lost its flavor. It only served to heat her chest.


  Inside her head, a proud wolf – her other self – rolled its eyes at her.


  But there was nothing for it. As her mood and condition were both deteriorating, there was a loathed shepherd right in front of her, and to top it all off, she was exactly the kind of meek, pathetic little girl her companion seemed so fond of.


  It was the height of male idiocy to prefer such weak girls, but she knew all too well that if she said so out loud, she would be making an utter fool of herself.


  She was backed into a corner.


  Fighting a battle one was unsuited to was exhausting.


  “I’ve forgotten what the name of the town was, but what they’d do was they’d have sheep lick your feet as a kind of torture.”


  “Wha–? Sheep would–”


  Just when she thought the meek little shepherdess would probably politely sandwich the beef slice between some bread, the girl bit right into it.


  But her mouth was small so it was a hesitant little bite, and she couldn’t get all the way through it.


  The girl should’ve opened her mouth wider and really ripped into the meat, she wanted to say, but then she saw her companion’s face slacken pathetically.


  She tucked that away in her memory, along with her anger – that was apparently the way to act when in human form.


  “That’s right. They have the sheep lick your feet, and apparently they put salt on them. Criminals laugh at first, which is bad enough. But eventually the licking starts to become agony…”


  It might have been the liquor, but watching him exaggerate so was delicious.


  Perhaps over the course of his journeys, he’d become used to telling stories like this.


  But he’d never once told one to her.


  The pain of an encroaching headache began to creep into her temples.


  “I suppose I’ve had trouble with the sheep trying to lick my fingers after I’ve eaten jerky. They’re well behaved, but they don’t have any restraint, which is a bit scary.”


  “I imagine your faithful knight is more reasonable on that count.”


  Her wolf ears pricked up, but her companion surely didn’t notice.


  The shepherdess’s “knight” – he meant her irritating sheepdog.


  “You mean Enek? Well… Enek is Enek, and sometimes he tries a little too hard or is rather… unaccommodating…” said Norah when a bark of protest came up from her feet.


  He’d been receiving crusts of bread and scraps of meat.


  She was well aware that he was looking at her from under the table.


  Despite being a mere dog, he’d gone into full alert in the face of a pure wolf.


  “Which means that to keep both dog and sheep in line, you must be quite skilled indeed.”


  The shepherdess widened her eyes in surprise, then flushed red – undoubtedly not from the liquor.


  Beneath her robe, the wisewolf’s tail fluffed up.


  Beneath the table, she could hear the dog’s panting as though it were laughing at her.


  Her vision swam, clearly out of anger.


  “By the way, Miss Norah, will you be pursuing your dream now?


  Her dream.


  She started at the word, and for the first time realized that she was becoming drowsy.


  Perhaps this entire infuriating conversation had been a dream, she thought, but hurriedly dismissed the notion.


  She now felt genuinely unwell.


  There was nothing left to do except try and somehow get to the inn undetected.


  This was enemy territory.


  The methods she would otherwise use were likely to backfire here.


  If she were to mar the hard-won celebration by saying she felt sick, that would be more than enough to ruin the evening. And the only one to blame for that was her.


  But she did have her own territory – their small room in the inn.


  If she admitted she felt sick there, that would be tantamount to a successful hunt.


  She thought of it like being hidden in a thicket while watching a rabbit come into view, totally unaware of her presence.


  Which meant she couldn’t afford to disgrace herself. With effort, she went to take a piece of meat from the table, but even lifting her arm was bothersome, and she was unable to reach the plate.


  “What, drunk already?”


  She didn’t have to look at his face to know his rueful smile.


  Her body might have been afflicted, but her lovely ears still worked perfectly.


  She knew without using her eyes exactly how her traveling companion looked as he ate.


  So as said companion reached out to take the slice of meat for her and looked at her as she failed to thank him, she knew everything about his expression and posture and hated him for it.


  She knew so well that she could easily imagine how she looked to him and how he felt about her.


  But she didn’t care about any of that anymore.


  Now she wanted only one thing.


  “Hey, you don’t look so well–”


  She wanted to lie down.


  “Holo!”


  Her traveling companion’s words were the last thing she heard before her memory cut off.


  When next she came to, she was beneath a pile of blankets so heavy they were making it hard to breathe.


  She had little memory of when or how she’d come to be here.


  There was some vague sense of being carried on someone’s back.


  On one hand, this was humiliating, but she could not deny that there was some part of her that felt very tenderly about this.


  But it had probably been a dream, so she swept it into a corner of her mind.


  She’d had similar dreams before, after all.


  If she did mistake dreams for reality and thank him for carrying her, there was no telling how happy that would make him.


  This was the way of the wisewolf: Anger was for scolding and laughter for praise, but one showed weakness only to trick others into letting their guard down.


  “…”


  And yet, she thought, turning sideways and curling up beneath the too-heavy blankets.


  She was a disgrace.


  She’d interrupted dinner.


  As someone who well understood the need for celebration, she was ashamed.


  And having displayed such pathetic behavior in front of the shepherd girl, she was still more ashamed.


  She could never regain her wisewolf’s pride.


  While she hated being worshiped, she didn’t want to part with her dignity.


  “… Mngh.”


  And yet, she thought.


  Even having committed such disgrace, she thought about the other times she’d shamed herself in front of her foolish traveling companion – this felt like nothing compared to them.


  Any of them were more than enough to shame the pride of the wisewolf.


  She’d become angry out of displeasure, laughed when amused, and let her guard down long since.


  Having only just met him, she felt like they’d been journeying for ages, and as she thought about each little piece, they added up to a huge failure, and her chest ached with it.


  Long ago she’d made mistakes here or there, of course, but none of them had pained her so.


  But this journey suddenly felt like that.


  “… Why should that be, I wonder?” she murmured in spite of herself.


  She wondered if it was because of the centuries she’d spent in the wheat fields. Day after day would pass with nothing happening, no difference between one day and the following, between tomorrow or the day after. The only things that reminded her of times passage were the yearly festivals – the harvest festival, the sowing festival, the festivals of prayer for protection from frost and from wind.


  When she really thought about it, there were perhaps only twenty days in the year that were any different from the others. Thus it had come to be that her sense of time was denominated not in days, but in months and seasons. Other days were all bundled together as “not festival days.”


  But now each day was so fresh, it was like being reborn daily.


  Compared to her previous life, where if she wasn’t careful a sapling would grow into a huge tree in the blink of an eye, the time she’d spent with the young merchant seemed like many years’ worth of experience.


  Even within a single day, morning and evening were totally different. They might have a great row in the morning, make up by midday and tease each other for leaving the bread crumbs from lunch on their faces, have another fight over the struggle for dinner, then at bedtime talk quietly about the coming day.


  She wondered if she’d ever experienced a time so dizzyingly full of change before.


  I have, the answer came back to her.


  She’d traveled and lived with people many times before. They were memories she would never lose.


  But while she might have had time to dwell on such things back in the days when all she had to do in the wheat fields was groom her tail, she now had no such luxury.


  She was too busy thinking about other things: What had her companion done yesterday? What about this morning? And what was he planning now right before her eyes?


  Even when her companion had first met her, she’d only moments earlier been thinking of her homeland and weeping pathetically.


  Since she’d gotten so used to days with so much free time she could count the hairs on her tail two or three times over, she couldn’t very well start crying now that every day was filled with stimulation.


  Were she to claim it wasn’t fun, that would be a lie.


  No – it was too fun, and that made her worry.


  “…”


  She rolled facedown from her side, then sighed at having finally found a comfortable position.


  Having gone to the trouble of taking human form, she’d tried to sleep human-style, but no matter what she did, this was the only position she could relax in.


  Facedown – or better yet, curled up into a ball.


  Her companion stretched out like some foolish cat, sleeping face up with the most ridiculous expressions on his face, but lately she’d had to admit that it took such blithe insensitivity to survive in the human world.


  She had no doubt that the humans were so short-lived – they were lucky to see seventy – because they were so busy every day.


  Just look at the trees, she thought.


  They lived so long because far from distinguishing today from tomorrow, they hardly knew the difference between next year and the year after.


  And by the time the thought had occurred to her, she’d forgotten what it was she was thinking about in the first place.


  “… Hmph. That shepherdess, eh…” Finally she came back around to the beginning of things.


  In any case, she’d made a spectacle of herself back there.


  But now they were in the inn, and no one would interrupt them.


  So maybe it was time to hassle her insensitive companion – perhaps it was time for him to cater to a few of her whims.


  After all, during last nights dinner, he’d paid all of his attention to the shepherdess and barely looked at her.


  It was thanks to her wisewolf nature that she’d endured such a trial. That accursed shepherdess! That slender body! That blond damned hair!


  As she thought about this and that, she felt her eyelids getting heavy again, which frustrated her anew.


  Anyway, where was he?


  Just as she was feeling an unreasonable anger boil over at thinking about that good-for-nothing male being absent when she needed him most – or perhaps she was being unreasonable – her ears picked up the sound of footsteps.


  “… !”


  She jolted herself up.


  Then immediately sensing something doglike about her actions, she felt both shame and irritation and flopped back down on the bed.


  Such shallow actions did not suit the dignity of a wisewolf.


  And yet, humiliation was humiliation.


  Not just because she was considering descending to such schemes with him, but worse – she’d already been unconsciously doing so.


  There was a knock at the door.


  She did not reply and faced away from it.


  After a brief silence, the door was finally opened.


  Since she always slept with her head beneath the blanket, if it was outside of the blanket, she was normally awake.


  Her companion seemed to know this; he sighed, entered, and closed the door.


  And yet he wasn’t looking at her; his back remained turned.


  If he was so fond of weak girls, then he could hardly fail to be charmed by her having fallen to the floor. She began to see a chance of victory.


  Her companion stood next to the bed.


  Now, to the hunt! she thought to herself, and full of anticipation, she rolled over to face him – very, very weakly.


  To this she added a faintly happy “… Nn…”


  Even she didn’t know what she said – probably something she thought would help the pathetic performance.


  But thinking about it later, he must have been surprised by this.


  After all, as she looked back at him, her companion did not seem worried or concerned at all – his face was strained with anger.


  “Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t feeling well?” was the first thing he said.


  “…” She was so surprised she had no reply.


  Never had she dreamed he would be angry with her, of all things.


  “You’re not a child. I assume you’re not going to claim you didn’t notice how bad you felt until you fell over, are you?”


  This was the first time she’d seen this side of her companion: serious and angry.


  Though he was a tiny fraction of her age, his wisdom and strength meager in comparison to hers as a wisewolf – his face was still frightening.


  The words would not come.


  Though her days had been as numerous as grains of sand on a beach, she could count the times someone had dared be angry with her on one hand.


  “Don’t tell me the meat and wine was just so damned important–”


  “Wha–!”


  She admitted that it was partially her pride that had kept her silent.


  But that was only half true.


  She would never conceal feeling poorly just to be treated to more food.


  While she may have hated it, she had been called a god for ages. She knew well the importance of feasting. She would never try to change or destroy that.


  That he’d accuse her of such thoughtless logic–


  “… I’m sorry. That was wrong of me to say,” her companion said, coming to his senses. He sighed deeply and turned away.


  It was then that she noticed she’d been baring her fangs. “I would never–”


  I would never have even thought to do that, she thought but did not say.


  Her throat was dry, but more than that, her companion again turning to look at her was more than enough to make her close her mouth.


  “I was very worried. What would you have done if we’d been traveling?”


  It was here that she finally understood why he was so angry.


  He was a traveling merchant.


  If he fell ill on the road, he wouldn’t necessarily have any comrades nearby to lend aid.


  Quite the contrary – suffering alone in the wilderness was the likelier outcome.


  She thought of the poor food she ate while on a journey, of the hardship that was making camp.


  Collapsing in such circumstances was without exaggeration life threatening.


  He was different than she was – she who complained about loneliness but had always lived with someone nearby.


  “… I am sorry,” she said in a low, desolate voice, and it was no act.


  Her companion was so endlessly softhearted that he must have been truly worried about her.


  That she’d ignored that and thought only of herself was deeply embarrassing.


  She pulled her head in, unable to look at his face.


  “No… it’s all right, so long as you’re well. You haven’t… caught cold or gotten sick… have you?”


  At these words she found herself both happy and sad.


  His asking was slightly timid. The reason for that timidity was obvious.


  He was a human, and she was a wisewolf.


  She was beyond his understanding in some ways – like this one.


  “I was just… a bit fatigued.”


  “I thought as much. I think I would’ve been able to tell if you’d been sick.”


  She knew it was a half-truth.


  But there was no reason to point it out, and it would be even more pointless to get angry.


  “I just wondered if maybe…”


  “?” He hesitated to finish, and she looked at him questioningly.


  He continued apologetically. “… If maybe you’d eaten an onion or some such.”


  Her eyes widened but not in anger.


  It was actually rather amusing.


  “I’m… not a dog, you know.”


  “I know. You’re a wisewolf.” Her companion finally smiled, and she realized she, too, was smiling for the first time in a while.


  “I do feel ’twas a waste of wine and food, though.”


  At this her companion’s expression suggested he agreed. “You need not worry about that – I’m a merchant after all. I had the leftover food packed up for us.”


  Again, her fangs were bared.


  But this was because her lips curled into a smile.


  “–Or at least, that’s what I wish I could say.” Her companion’s smile disappeared, and he held out his hand.


  It wasn’t exactly tough, but neither did it speak of an easy life.


  It was clearly different from her own hands, and if anything, the hand that enveloped hers was as rough as a wolf’s paw.


  His fingers carefully brushed her bangs aside and felt her forehead.


  She became very restless at the sensation of his hand on her face.


  For him to nuzzle her face with his nose would’ve been a bit too familiar.


  She didn’t let this feeling show on her face, though, and her companion certainly didn’t notice it.


  He just felt her forehead, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “Ah, it’s just as I thought. You’ve got a fever. You must’ve been truly exhausted.”


  “It’s because you’re such a fool, that… I had to work so hard,” she said bitterly, His rough finger poked her nose at this.


  “You’ve got to rein in that bravado.” He wore a weary smirk, but his words were entirely serious, she could tell.


  She was so embarrassed that she couldn’t keep looking at him.


  Turning her head aside as if to escape the nose poke, she looked out from under the blankets with only one eye.


  “Honestly, it was quite an embarrassment to deal with in front of Norah.”


  That’s because the feast got wasted, thought Holo to herself, curling up.


  He had surely been distracted enough because of her.


  Even if she hadn’t already felt bad, hearing this land of thing was enough to make her pretend.


  She gave him a wounded glance, which was returned by an amazed look.


  “Anyway, I’ll get you some more suitable comfort food, so make sure to rest and gather your strength, all right? Then you can have as much food and wine as you like.”


  Her ears pricked up at the promise of “as much… as you like,” but more than that, her chest ached at the notion of some comfort food.


  Even before the hundreds of years she’d stayed in the village, she’d often heard that when people were sick, they were given the most luxurious food to make up for it.


  When wolves became sick, they simply didn’t eat, of course, but humans had the opposite idea.


  She would simply have to pretend.


  Because more than anything else, she could finally turn his gaze away from the shepherdess.


  She wouldn’t let him get away.


  “When you’re so kind, I fear what’ll happen next.” She chose the wryest, most bravado-laden words she could.


  A wisewolf might collapse from exhaustion and be unable to move, but her mind still had to be sharp.


  Her companion smiled. “That’s my line,” he said.


  His finger touched her cheek, which she did indeed feel slightly feverish at, and she closed her eyes.


  The next morning, she opened her eyes beneath the blankets and listened carefully.


  She heard no foolish snoring. It seemed her companion was not in the room.


  She consulted her body. It was now merely tired, and while raw mutton was still out of the question, something cooked and lightly salted would be fine.


  Having been ordered to rest the previous night, she found the comfort food postponed.


  Being able to eat delicious things just because she felt fine was not likely to happen.


  While she had to sigh at herself for being so weak as to take a fever after less than a month of travel and this minor crisis, she also had to admit that this treatment was not bad at all.


  It had, after all, been thanks to said weakness that she’d been able to be with her companion like this.


  “You utter fool.”


  These words were clearly directed at herself, and she rustled about underneath the blankets before popping her head out.


  Having grown accustomed to waking outdoors with the scenery spreading out all around, she found rising inside this small box was not particularly enjoyable.


  Even the wagon bed, cramped and cold as it was, was preferable.


  It was a far better thing to wake under the great sky, swallow great breaths of endless fresh air, and be all alone, just the two of them, there in the landscape. She could accept a roof, but only if it was within the hollow of some great tree.


  She turned her head sideways as she thought of such things.


  There was no sign of anybody in the next bed, and a sniff of her nose told her that her companion’s scent was very thin.


  Surely he hadn’t gone to the church to pray for her return to health.


  The notion was absurd, but it would have made a top-class joke.


  She smiled to herself at the thought, but as no one else was there, it quickly faded.


  Her breath came out white in the chilly air, and she hugged the wheat husk-stuffed pillow.


  That softhearted dunce had no sense at all really.


  “Such a fool…” she murmured, then tried to sit up but found the blankets surprisingly heavy.


  How many years had it been since she’d last collapsed in human form?


  She’d been sure it was impossible for her to become this weak over just one night but finally admitted it.


  “Hmph.”


  She’d wanted to spend some time grooming her tail but gave up trying to sit.


  Which meant – food. And she was thirsty. She’d eaten hardly anything the previous night.


  Where had her companion gone, and what was he doing?


  Back in Yoitsu, nursing someone to health meant staying close by them.


  It was inexcusable that he wasn’t beside her when she came awake, she angrily assured herself – but then she heard footsteps.


  Instead of trying to sit, she pricked up her ears.


  It was very frustrating, and she hugged the pillow again.


  For just a moment, she was glad her companion was not there.


  “Are you awake?” he asked after giving the door a hesitant knock and opening it.


  If she’d been asleep, she wouldn’t have been able to answer, and if she was awake, it was a meaningless question, she thought. “Can’t you tell by looking?” she asked back.


  “How do you feel?”


  “I cannot sit up.”


  This was not a lie, but she still tried to say it as casually as possible.


  To double bluff, one told the truth.


  While his mouth said she was lying, his face betrayed worry.


  She looked at the leather bag he was carrying, then back at him with the same pathetic face.


  If he was going to be this charming, her position was not a good one.


  “Indeed… your color’s like a sheltered princess.”


  Evidently she looked poorly enough to joke about it, but since she hadn’t eaten, that was to be expected.


  “Still, I’m hungry.”


  “Ha-ha. That’s a relief.” Her companion smiled. “Well, then,” he continued, “shall I have some porridge made?”


  “I’m thirsty. Is that water there?” she asked, looking at the leather bag her companion carried. It was not overlarge and did not smell particularly of grapes.


  “Ah, no – you had a fever yesterday, so I brought some apple wine.”


  She couldn’t very well stay in bed at the mention of apples.


  When she tried to sit up, though, she remembered the heaviness of the blankets.


  “Ah, are you all right?”


  “Mmph…” Once she’d been able to easily move a giant tree felled by lightning to free a comrade trapped beneath it, and now she’d been reduced to seeking rescue from underneath a blanket.


  While worried, her companion happily lent her his hand.


  “I am sorry,” she said. With help she was finally able to pull free of the blankets and sit up.


  He also helped her sit on a pillow so that her tail wouldn’t be in the way.


  The human form was so weak.


  But that was precisely why it had worth.


  “If you were only half this agreeable normally,” said her companion wickedly. Beside the bed there was a shelf with a candle stand. Instead of a candle, he placed a cup there and filled it with apple wine.


  “Ah, but when I sleep agreeably in the wagon bed, you turn angry.”


  “Well, isn’t it unfair that I should be the only one awake?” He handed her the small cup, which she accepted with both hands.


  “Also, if I were too agreeable, you’d eat most of the food at mealtimes.”


  “Obviously – I’m bigger.”


  At these words, she grinned. “I’ll just have to grow my demeanor to match.”


  Her companion’s face strained in displeasure, but he seemed not to hit upon a good comeback. He scratched his head, irritated.


  It was nothing so ceremonious as respect or admiration –  all the more so because he was meeting her gaze at her eye level, with a face that said he was determined to win next time.


  It was awfully comfortable.


  Not just that – the fact that he was truly trying to best her made her unbearably happy.


  Hurry and pin me! If she was to say this, she had no doubt that he’d turn bright red and get flustered.


  She smiled to think of it, putting the cup to her lips to hide this from him.


  However, it wasn’t the hiding of it that erased her smile.


  “Guh, huh?”


  She removed the cup from her mouth and regarded its contents suspiciously.


  Within it was a pale amber liquid.


  “What’s wrong?” her companion asked her.


  “Ugh… the flavor, it’s…” she said, rubbing her nose and wondering if it had stopped working.


  She sniffed it again and detected very little apple scent and not much alcohol.


  She was suddenly uncertain.


  Her ears and nose were even more important to her than her eyes.


  “Oh, I thinned it,” said her companion quickly. While this came as a relief, in a twinkling that relief was replaced with a rising irritation.


  “Aye, and too much. I thought my nose had gone stupid!”


  “You had a fever, didn’t you? Hence, thinned apple wine.”


  He said it as though it was the most obvious thing in the world, but she did not understand.


  “Oh, right. Don’t you know about that?”


  “I’m a wisewolf – I know enough about the world to know there are things I don’t know.”


  “There’s a field called ‘medicine’ that’s been built up from people-accumulated knowledge over the years. When you collapsed, I went to the trade house and thankfully was able to look through a translation of a book on the subject.”


  The word medicine was not familiar to her.


  When the people in her old village were sick, they would boil grasses in water and drink it, and when injured, they would apply the grass to their wounds, but other than that, all they could do was pray to invented gods to aid them.


  But she was interested in the unfamiliar.


  She sniffed the cup again. “And what’s this about?” she asked.


  “Well, there are four humors in the body and four temperaments.”


  “Oh?”


  “The four humors are blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm,” he explained proudly, counting them off on his fingers, but she believed not a word of it.


  Still, she kept quiet and listened.


  “Sickness happens when these humors fall out of balance – when you’re fatigued or breathe bad air or sometimes when the movements of the stars influence them.”


  “Hmm. Aye, I understand that.” She smiled faintly. “When the full moon comes out and my body tingles and throbs, say.” She drew her chin in and looked up at her companion, who she could easily tell was suddenly flustered.


  Goodness, but he was so naive for a male.


  “A-ah, yes, well, there is that, too. Just like the tides. So then, when the humors become unbalanced, you need to rebalance them by bleeding and the like.”


  “… Humans have the strangest notions.”


  “If you have a blister or boil, you lance it, do you not?”


  “Wha–!” She looked up at her companion, shocked.


  He grinned, at which she cursed her lapse.


  “Humans do, which heals them. Sounds nice, eh?”


  She turned away from him, ignoring his discussion of these savage methods.


  “That’s one way of restoring balance, but it must be performed by a doctor. But if they saw your ears and tail, who knows what mad disease they’d think you have, and what a fuss that would cause. So we can’t see a doctor. We’ll just have to cure you another way – by using the four temperaments.”


  She flicked her ears up and glanced at him with one eye. “And by that you mean delight, rage, sorrow, pleasure – all the emotions, right?”


  “Close, but not quite. The human body has four temperaments: hot, cold, dry, and wet.”


  Taking a drink of the mostly flavorless apple wine, she examined the palm of her hand.


  What he was saying was so obvious, she couldn’t help but wonder if she was being made sport of.


  “Also, you can affect those states with what you eat – because there are hot foods, cold foods, dry foods, and wet foods. Since you were hot, something cold – like an apple – is just right.”


  Or one could just say that humans were very good at ascribing meanings to things.


  That was one thing she could assert to, having watched so many human lives over the ages.


  If anything, she had to admit she was impressed at how they could imagine all sorts of interesting things, hopping from one to the next.


  “Well, if that’s the case, I would’ve preferred a simple raw apple.”


  “No, that’s no good. Apples are cold, but medicinally speaking they’re also dry. People who’re feeling poorly are already overdry, so you have to reverse that. And for that, you need a drink.”


  So that was why she’d been served this unpleasant colored water.


  Whether her companion had just learned this or had relied on it for a long time, he was explaining it so proudly that trying to tell him it was all meaningless would itself be meaningless. While humans were all of a species, different nations had entirely different ways of doing things – that much she knew.


  So she had to admit it was not surprising that when it came to humans and wolves, the things they believed would be so different – and so she gave in.


  “And so do you plan on making me eat anything else?”


  “Yes, because you collapsed from exhaustion. Since you had a fever from the accumulated fatigue, first we had to cool you. Next, your body is too dry, so we need to replenish its moisture. When you run, you get thirsty, right? But moistening the body also cools it, and if you become too cool, you’ll turn melancholy, so we must then warm you. Then…”


  As he blithely continued, she sighed at having once shallowly looked forward to playing the patient.


  But listening to her companion go on, she realized that sigh, too, might be hasty.


  “So then, yes. We’ll take some porridge made with grain and sheep’s milk, add some sliced apples, and top it with cheese. Now with this, first the apples–”


  “Aye, that will do. I’d like to eat that. Nay, I fear I’ll faint again if I don’t. Do you want to see? See how pale I look. Hurry, you – go and bring it!”


  She could hardly stop her stomach from growling at the prospect of such delicious-sounding porridge.


  Even now, a drop of drool threatened to spill from the corner of her mouth.


  “… You’re perfectly well again, aren’t you?”


  “Ooh, I’m so dizzy…”


  Dizziness would never come at so convenient a time, but her companion was too softhearted not to reach out and steady her when she swayed and threatened to drop the cup.


  She snuggled into his arm, then looked up coquettishly. “Hurry and fetch it, will you?”


  Perhaps her face was a bit too close; her companion turned instantly red.


  It was hard to tell who was truly the ill one.


  However, she was starting to wonder if the queer human way of letting blood out of the body wasn’t rather wise after all.


  “Honestly… well, are you done with the apple wine?”


  “Mm, yes, well, I think I’ve had enough,” she said, taking the cup again and having a sip.


  Her companion had gone to the trouble of preparing it for her, after all.


  She would’ve felt bad if she’d refused the drink simply because it tasted bad.


  “And make it a big serving of porridge, too,” she said, to which her companion seemed to have nothing to say in reply.


  She honestly didn’t know how long she waited.


  In any case, he didn’t return immediately, and once she snuggled back under the blankets, she fell right asleep. She awoke only because her nose was tickled by a scent tempting enough to rouse her.


  However, she did not feel well – not because of her physical condition, but rather because she’d had a bad dream.


  It was of her homelands. And of the wheat fields.


  The dream brought homesickness, yes, but also terrible disgust.


  It was about a time when, as a being who stood above many others, she had to assume responsibility for them.


  The world was the forest, and if the soil was not strong, trees would not grow. So the Wisewolf of Yoitsu had to be its foundation, strong and true. If she abandoned that duty, the forest would quickly wither.


  It was not a favor asked of her; it was simply a responsibility that someone had to shoulder.


  Then she realized that around her neck was a heavy, heavy shackle.


  She wasn’t sure since when it had been there – perhaps since her birth.


  
    
  

  She was different from her surroundings.


  Even if she assumed human form, they would always know she was different – grotesque.


  She was relied on for her strength, feared for her size, prized for her usefulness.


  She and her kind thought it natural to serve in this capacity, and so they did.


  They were all of one mind that there was merit for them in doing so.


  But the worshipers required majesty of their gods, in addition to favor. If the objects of their worship were meager, after all, how could they expect those gods to be able to bestow blessings?


  Though she had never asked to be worshiped, she was unable to abandon these worshipers and was thus trapped.


  Without anyone to worship, they would fade with the seasons, lost to fear, madness, and cruelty.


  She knew it was foolish, but no matter how she suffered, she couldn’t abandon them.


  She’d never asked for this and never been asked, and yet – centuries passed.


  Something smelled delicious; she was accustomed to smelling tasty foods.


  But while her nose twitched at such things, she knew she would never be shown a welcoming smile.


  Not even from someone cheeky who didn’t know his place.


  “Can you sit up?”


  Her body had been gradually recovering, and now she had little difficulty in crawling out from under the blankets.


  Nonetheless, she shook her head, her eyes still heavy with drowsiness.


  The prison was long in the past.


  She’d been able to make her long-held dream into reality.


  To dance and play like a cub. To be selfish, to be powerless.


  And to be protected by someone.


  “Honestly – if I ever fall ill, I expect you to return the favor.”


  Having just woken and being still mostly exhausted, she must’ve looked like a cat dragged from its favorite sleeping spot.


  It was embarrassing, but having done it once, she couldn’t stop.


  “Aye, so long as you don’t mind treatment in the style of the wolves of Yoitsu.” She grinned to hide her self-reproach.


  In any case, her companion’s face twitched, but she was quite sure that if he asked about that treatment, he would be very happy with the answer.


  It involved a lot of licking and snuggling.


  However, she was not so kind as to tell him without being asked.


  “Ah, ’tis well. My nose is very keen – I’ll know long before you turn this poorly and do something about it.”


  After saying this, she thought about adding something about not chatting happily away with some other female while not noticing him until he collapsed but decided against it.


  Happily – yes, he had looked very happy, but her companion knew what his job was.


  And in that moment, chatting nicely with the girl had been his job.


  So he said, and she believed him.


  “Still, I’m sorry I didn’t notice. But I wish you’d have said something. In any case, yes – I’m rather thick,” said her companion, shrugging.


  “You surely are. I might have a much more serious sickness, and you’d doubtless still fail to notice.”


  “Huh?” He looked at her questioningly, but she would not explain.


  He was too thick to make the connections.


  She was lovesick.


  But she knew it would be a long time before he noticed it.


  “’Tis nothing. Never mind. Now food!” she said, which her companion childishly frowned at.


  Humans judged things based on their appearances.


  Being bested by someone who appeared to be a young human girl was frustrating.


  It was a complicated emotion but not uncomfortable.


  Even in the book of scriptures that circulated around the world, there was the satirical story of God dressing in rags and walking the roads, thereby losing all sense of formality and ceremony.


  “You’re quite the princess this morning,” he grumbled, but nonetheless he removed the lid from the pot of porridge and picked up a dish.


  No knight would ever speak so rudely to a princess.


  She grinned. “Would you kindly spoon-feed me?” she asked by way of presuming on him.


  Her companion froze, stricken – a face too pathetic by far to ever be suitable for a knight.


  “’Twould have been better with more apples.”


  “Likely. Cold apples increase one’s melancholy.”


  “Are you… mph… are you saying I’m too cheerful?” she said as he brought the last bite to her mouth.


  She’d had two full bowls’ worth.


  The first few, probably thanks to his embarrassment, had been a bit wobbly and sloppy, but either he turned serious or got used to it, and she’d been able to enjoy the last half of the meal very comfortably.


  Being able to eat just by opening her mouth and waiting made her feel like a baby chick.


  It would be nice to be able to have her grooming done this way, too, but her tail was too precious to entrust to anyone else.


  She burped quietly, which her companion furrowed his brows at a bit.


  “Also, recall how many apples I ate earlier in town.”


  “Ah, yes! You couldn’t even finish them, so that’s why you turned so melancholy.”


  “Mm.”


  It occurred to her that he was quite right, but not because of the apple’s flavor or essence or any such nonsense, but simply because she’d bought too many.


  “I don’t want to eat any more apples for a while,” said her companion.


  She’d claimed she would be able to eat them all, but in the end he’d had to help.


  However, she’d learned that eating with company was much more pleasant than eating alone – not that she would ever say so.


  “Still, if you can eat this much, you’re on the mend. Tomorrow or the next day you should be well again,” said her companion as he gathered up the dish and pot. “Not that there’s any need to rush. We’ll be on the wagon again for quite some time once we leave. Might as well rest up.”


  He was too softhearted to recognize a lie as a lie.


  No – it was more that he was so trusting that he would never suspect her of lying.


  Feelings of guilt welled up in her chest, but when she looked up and met his eyes, her breath caught.


  Those worried eyes of his.


  This was not good at all.


  “… I’m sorry to have… delayed our travel,” she said when she realized this.


  She couldn’t let this opportunity escape.


  “I gave up on hurrying when I picked you up. And they say hard times make for stronger foundations, don’t they? I regained my good credit in this town, and it’s probably better than it ever was. When I think about that profit, what’s two or three more days?”


  She would have to thank that god of fortune the humans were always worshiping, she thought to herself, that she had been picked up by such a softhearted fool.


  Softhearted, softhearted –  When she wasn’t saying it with a scornful sneer, it turned into a different name entirely, which was terrifying.


  She wanted him to stay with her.


  Just watching him as he gathered the dishes and began to head for the door to return them to the inn, her tail swished restlessly.


  “Still, you–”


  “Hmm?” he said, with eyes so sincerely naive she could barely stand to look at them.


  “The inn’s just… too quiet, so…” Embarrassment kept her from finishing the sentence.


  But her companion no doubt thought it was all an act.


  And at the same time, he had surely guessed that though it was an act, it was also the truth.


  “It’s true, sleeping on the cart is much noisier. Anyway, I’ve nothing to do today. And I’ve got to consult on the evening menu for a certain big eater I know, so…”


  So he’d stay with her.


  She was being as selfish as a child.


  Her companion smiled, and she made a deliberately pouting face, turning away.


  It was an unobstructed, unclouded exchange.


  If happiness had a form, this might well have been it.


  “So, have you any rough preferences? I’ll look up the details in the medicine book later, but once the market closes, I won’t be able to buy ingredients.”


  “Mm. Hmm…”


  “You seem well. You might not be completely better, though, so heavy things are right out.”


  “Meat, too?” She looked up pitifully.


  This was an act.


  “Certainly not. Porridge or soup made from boiled bread…”


  “Hmph. Well, then, more of that – what was it, sheep’s milk?” she said, indicating the dishes that her companion held. He nodded. “I liked its sweet scent and thick flavor. It will do.”


  “Sheep’s milk, eh…?”


  “Is there some problem?” she asked, and he shook his head.


  “It spoils quickly, so good-quality milk can be hard to find in the afternoon. You’ll want it fresh, yes?”


  “Naturally.” She grinned, baring her fangs, at which he slumped.


  “Well, perhaps I’ll have Norah get it for me again. Being a shepherd, she’s got an eye for that kind of…”


  He held back from finishing the sentence.


  “Did you say Norah?” she shot back reflexively – so reflexively that she didn’t know what sort of face she was making.


  Her companion’s expression made it clear he had realized he’d uttered a taboo word, so she must have made some kind of face.


  The pleasant atmosphere was long gone.


  At his mention of Norah’s having an eye for sheep, she realized that while she slept, her companion had been walking around the town with that shepherdess.


  That hated shepherdess.


  Just the two of them.


  While she slept!


  “No, it… it was for you. I needed to get good milk, so I thought–”


  “If you’d just spend the money, you don’t need a damned eye for sheep,” she growled, glaring resentfully at him.


  Traitor, traitor, traitor! She cried the word out in her heart.


  Though she knew he’d done nothing to earn her ire, he should’ve known better than to mention the shepherdess in such a moment, and so she could not help herself.


  Shepherds and wolves were bitter enemies, after all.


  “Su-surely there’s no reason not to hire her as a guide. And anyway–” He clearly knew he’d stumbled upon a huge problem and was hastily trying to smooth things over. But in the throes of her irrational anger, such smoothing only served to heighten her suspicion. And to top it all off, he kept going. “And anyway, why do you hate Norah so much?”


  Time froze.


  In trying to appease her snarling anger, he’d said something so unexpected that she couldn’t respond.


  Her mouth dropped open. “Wh-what did you say?” she answered stupidly.


  “W-well, I… I mean, I don’t know what happened between you and shepherds in the past, but I understand that you’re a wolf and you just don’t like them. But that doesn’t mean you have to hate her so much. I mean, Norah’s a shepherdess, but well…” Still holding the bowl and dish in both hands, he carefully scratched his head. “… She’s so sweet – surely there’s an exception to every rule.”


  “Fool!” she very nearly shouted.


  What stopped her was not her fatigue, nor was it the fact that it was unbecoming of a wisewolf.


  It was, in fact, her companion’s foolishness itself that drained the desire to shout from her.


  It was true that after being lonely for so many centuries, having just escaped the wheat fields made her emotions unstable – she had to admit it. She’d so thoroughly forgotten how to talk to people that she now had to pay very careful attention to her conversations. She realized that she had forgotten how to read the subtle niceties of others.


  And it would come as no surprise that her companion, having spent months and years alone on a wagon, had gotten rusty at these same skills.


  Yet still – could he really be so thick? She sighed.


  She couldn’t understand how he could be so persistent even after having gotten himself into this situation; how despite being such a fool, he had the temerity to try to use reason on her; why for whatever reason despite seeming so considerate, even weak, he had the disposition to now – of all times! – have some pride; and why at this critical moment, he could be so impossibly dense. She couldn’t understand it at all.


  Could he really, truly not see? she wondered.


  She was even beginning to think he was testing her.


  His view of the situation was that the wisewolf of Yoitsu hated shepherds – was that what he thought?


  Wolves hunted sheep, and shepherds protected those same pitiful, powerless sheep. So in this composition, who was the wolf and who was the shepherd and who was the sheep? If he would only think about it, he’d immediately understand the reason for her displeasure.


  She didn’t hate shepherds. She was nervous that particular shepherd was near the sheep.


  As though the sheep was not protected by the shepherd. As though the shepherd would blow her horn and steal the sheep away. As though he might wander away with the naive, kindly shepherdess because he was so helpless, so foolish, never thinking!


  As such thoughts occupied her mind, she sighed one last time.


  Her companion stood there, his face evidence that, as usual, he had not the faintest notion what she was thinking. He was every inch the blithe, silly sheep.


  The sweet kindness he’d shown her in spooning up the porridge and feeding it to her felt the same as it had long ago.


  Her dream had essentially become real.


  She’d been released from her prison and was free to do as she liked without anyone looking askance at her, free to say what she liked without troubling anyone.


  So by hook or by crook, she wanted to just once. What would it be like to frolic like a pup? How would it feel?


  In the end, it didn’t compare to being foolish by nature.


  When drinking the night away, the sober one always had to take care of the drunken one.


  “Listen, you–” she said tiredly, because she was indeed very tired.


  It occurred to her to wonder that innocently frolicking like a pup was rather serious business.


  It was finally impossible for a wolf to pretend to be a sheep.


  Her companion might think she was wearing the skin of some ignorant sheep, but that was not her responsibility.


  It was his fault for being so fixated on sheepish charms that she found herself wanting to become one but was unable to.


  If they were both idiotic sheep, they’d just plunge over the cliff together.


  One of them had to be the sober one and lead the other.


  A loss.


  A natural, inborn loss.


  “I was in the wrong,” she said with deliberate sulkiness. Her companion was clearly relieved. “But like and dislike are not things felt with reason. I feel I’ve said this before.”


  “Yes, well, that’s true, of course. I don’t think you have to decide everything with reason,” he said to show he understood her feelings – but the truth was he didn’t understand the real meaning of what she was saying.


  She might well allow him to stroke her head, but she certainly couldn’t let him groom her tail.


  Would that day ever come?


  She looked at him with tired eyes and wondered.


  “And also, you–” she started, and her companion tensed, as though preparing for something new. He was like a dog lowering its head to be pet. “When you take that down, would you come right back up?” She said this with a meek smile.


  He seemed taken aback at her sudden change, but soon caught up with her. Perhaps he was not so very foolish after all.


  “… Yes, of course. The inn is rather too quiet and all.”


  The fool had a satisfied expression, as though he thought he’d been rather smooth.


  The whole thing was too obvious to be called obvious, and yet here he was, such an unbelievable fool.


  Unaware that he was being thought of thus, her companion’s face cleared; he seemed to think the problem was solved.


  “Well, then, I’ll be right back. Would you like something to drink?”


  Feeling like she was all out of sighs to sigh, she had to admit it was a kind thing of him to offer.


  Thus she gave him his reward.


  “The thinned apple wine you gave me before would be nice. I need to get well as soon as I can, do I not?”


  He smiled very, very happily.


  When he made that kind of face, she couldn’t help but wonder how best to be cruel to him.


  “So you just wait here, all right?” he said with some enthusiasm and left the room.


  He really was an utter fool, but as she was rolling around right next to him, the same could be said of her.


  It was a peaceful, tranquil time.


  She knew well just how precious such a thing was.


  So she would have to control it, cherish it, and enjoy it to the best of her abilities.


  There was one thing that caused her concern.


  She wriggled back underneath the blankets, burying her head in the pillow as she’d seen humans do.


  Her poor companion had lived such a starved life that if she showed him just a bit of affection, he might become totally useless – and if she overdid it, he would become accustomed to it and it would lose its efficacy.


  For both beast and human, enough repetition of something would always lead to boredom.


  Which meant she would have to think of another way.


  And as she did so, she immediately hit upon it.


  If he got tired of sweetness, she need only add some salt.


  If her smile failed to hook him, all she had to do was summon some tears.


  It was so simple.


  And it would certainly work on a simple sheep.


  “… Hmm?”


  Something nagged at her as she thought about this. For a moment she wondered what it could be, and she soon found the cause. It was the previous nights dinner when she collapsed.


  They were talking about sheep – about how sheep would lick anything that tasted salty. She remembered that, and a strange thought occurred to her.


  She imagined salty tears on her face, her companion persistently licking them up.


  She would surely first giggle madly, though it would no doubt become tiresome very quickly. It was easy to imagine her companion not knowing when to stop – so easy to imagine, in fact, that it was depressing.


  Yes, she would have to keep a tight hold on his reins to keep him doing what she wanted.


  Thinking of how many things there were to worry about, she rolled over in bed.


  Her head was still buried in the pillow, and she lay curled up on her side, chuckling.


  It had been a very long time since she’d had such fun.


  She wasn’t sure exactly what was fun about the situation. There were so many amusements that it was impossible to choose just one.


  But if pressed for an answer, it was that her foolish companion could not, for all his foolishness, be handled by ordinary means.


  There was something of the delight of the hunt in this, somehow, that set her wolf heart aflame.


  Having taken the dishes downstairs, her companion was true to his word, and she heard his footsteps approach.


  Her heart thudded quietly.


  Her tail twisted and her ears twitched.


  Her nose itched, and she rubbed it into the pillow.


  Ah, this ineffable delight of the hunt!


  The footsteps stopped in front of the door.


  She couldn’t help but smile as she looked back toward it.


  And then, as it opened, standing there was–


  “Holo,” her companion said, smiling.


  The shepherdess beside him.


  “Miss Norah’s come to visit you.”


  No, indeed he could not be dealt with by normal means at all.


  The shepherdess smiled a smile as fresh and clear as an early summer field, and it wasn’t the wisewolf’s centuries of experience that allowed her to smile back.


  She smiled out of actual pleasure.


  Holding the reins of her enormous fool of a companion was so difficult a task, she could only laugh at it.


  “How are you feeling?” asked Norah the shepherdess.


  “’Tis nothing, just a bit of fatigue.”


  If she hadn’t answered the question this way, how else could she have possibly answered it?


  Even with a wisewolf’s clever mind, she had no idea.


  Her companion watched the pleasant exchange with a proud, self-satisfied smile.


  It wasn’t that she wasn’t exhausted exactly.


  Far from it – she felt like her fever was about to rise back up.


  “I’ve been a bit starved for company, though. You see, there was something I’ve been wanting to ask you,” she said.


  “Huh? Something to ask… me?” The shepherdess was a clever girl but was ever modest; she could see why her companion would fall for that. “If it’s something I can answer, then… please do.”


  She then smiled.


  The shepherdess could not be underestimated. But as a hunter she would understand these words, and so the wisewolf wanted to ask them.


  “What is the best way to lead sheep?”


  The shepherdess’s eyes widened in surprise at the unexpected question, but her usual smile soon returned.


  Next to her, her cheeky sheepdog stood watchfully, his guard up as usual.


  The pale, slender shepherdess spoke with a gentle smile. “You need a generous heart.”


  The moment after she heard the answer, she felt like the wind blew.


  This girl was utterly genuine.


  She was a real shepherdess.


  To raise sheep, one needed a generous heart.


  She glanced at her companion and thought to herself that the shepherdess was exactly right.


  Norah saw the look and made a brief expression of realization.


  A smart person needed only a moment to notice such things.


  “’Tis because sheep always think themselves so clever.”


  Norah returned her gaze to her and smiled, a bit confused but pleased nonetheless.


  She had the feeling she would get along with this girl just fine.


  But as her companion watched, not knowing that they were talking about him, she wasn’t confident about her ability to hold his reins.


  
    
  

  Only God knew if she’d be able to.


  She gave him a resentful look, which startled him.


  You sheep, you sheep, you innocent little sheep, she thought to herself.


  And yet, that silly way of his – yes.


  “You’re such a fool,” she murmured.


  She did so love her sheep.


  End.




  Afterword


  Hello again. This is Hasekura.


  I thought it hadn’t been too long since last time, but as I wrote this afterword and thought about it, it’s been two months. It used to be that even a week seemed like an eternity, but time passes so fast now.


  That’s probably because I sleep about sixteen hours a day. Lately I have difficulty telling the difference between dreams and reality. Temporally speaking, I spend more time asleep. Thus two months feels to me like but one, I imagine.


  Now then, this volume is a bit different than the previous long-form books.


  It includes a novella and a short story that were featured on the Dengeki website, along with a new short story I wrote.


  The novella is a tale from Holo’s past, and the short stories are interludes from the main arc of the books.


  In the novella we see Holo’s big-sisterly side, and the shorter pieces feature her gluttony. Where did Lawrence go off to? One can’t help but feel bad for him.


  But what I’d most like to talk about here is the new piece.


  It’s the first one written from Holo’s perspective.


  At first I was really very worried about whether or not I would be able to write from her perspective at all, but when I gave it a try, it was actually a lot of fun – so much so that when I go back and reread it, I can tell that I was really enjoying writing it. So I truly hope you all enjoy it as much as I did.


  Speaking of which – this is a total subject change – recently I took a ride in a certain authors 420-horsepower car.


  420 horsepower. It’s like, where in Japan are you going to go with that much power? It was more like a roller coaster than a car. When you accelerate, all your blood drains to your lower body, and when you slow down, you can feel it come rushing back.


  It looked supercool, too, and since I don’t know cars, it was a really memorable experience.


  However, I’m sorry to say that while the car was amazing, the destination of the four shabby-from-all-nighters authors that piled into it was not a night view of some beautiful bay-side road, but rather a hot springs where we could relax our cramped shoulders.


  And although we’re all getting up in age, we were really excited to put on our yukata, and once somebody said, “Hey, let’s go sliding!” we were soon slip-sliding all over the wooden floors. This is all the more amazing since none of us were drunk. For the sake of my own pride, I should say that I did not participate in such unbecoming games. It’s true, I swear.


  Later, we all abused each others’ terrible physical condition, then arm wrestled, had push-up contests, and then took purikura photos. It was like being back in junior high.


  To get home, of course, we rode in the 420-horsepower supercar.


  I do worry about my little scooter taking revenge on me, though.


  And somehow after writing all that, I’ve filled up the page.


  The next volume will return to the main story.


  I’d like to think I can give Lawrence a chance to be a little cooler, but who knows.


  Until we meet again.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  The moon hid behind clouds, and darkness covered the area.


  An occasional cold wind blew, gently ruffling her hair.


  Contained in a lamp made from bent wire, a tallow flame flickered uncertainly.


  It was cold, bitterly cold.


  The sound of ice crushing under weight accompanied the progress of the fully loaded wagon.


  No one opened their mouths. The entire party remained silent as they advanced.


  Beside the wagon bed, the unsteady lamplight flickered, illuminating the horse’s thick neck and the back of the horseman who walked ahead, holding the reins.


  It was like a procession of corpses.


  There are many such stories.


  But the difference here was that in the line there was one who stood stock-still.


  The figure held no lamp, but rather a staff, perhaps to beat either the horse – or its master.


  That single person stopped and looked.


  And in the deathly, expressionless procession, only one face conveyed surprise.


  “Good evening.”


  The abrupt words echoed loudly, perhaps because of the frigid air.


  Had one crouched down and scooped up a handful of the gravel underfoot, it would have been indistinguishable from the ice itself.


  The individual to whom the greeting was directed was a grizzled veteran of a merchant, one who would meet even the most unexpected circumstance with calm.


  And yet it took even her some time to grasp the situation.


  “A swift horse, eh?” she asked, in such a way that made it clear he knew it was not the case.


  Since no merchant ever shows his entire hand, he did not deign to answer the question.


  She shook her head there in the shadows.


  The wind blew.


  In the darkness, the caravan of wagons quietly proceeded beneath the light cast by the torches affixed to the city wall’s entrance, as if heading for the gallows.


  In truth, she would’ve liked to use her advantage to its maximum effect.


  But reality is smaller and sadder than a play. It often happens that one has no strength remaining when one needs it most.


  It was not as if she had reached this place by some magic after all.


  “Let us talk in a warm inn, shall we?” She spoke in place of the others, who were too exhausted to open their mouths.


  “Miss Eve.”


  Her counterpart was a grizzled merchant.


  To her practical proposal, he gave an equally practical reply.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  “Mmph… mmn…”


  She moved her mouth, chewing for a moment, swallowing quickly, then opening it again.


  When the spoon delivered her another bite of porridge, she quickly bit down.


  Occasionally she would chew on the spoon like a teething puppy, despite her age.


  This “puppy” had eaten two wooden bowls of the bread crust-thickened porridge, at which point she finally seemed sated. She licked her lips clean, then sighed. As she reclined on her side atop two large pillows grandly stuffed with wool, there was something about her that seemed distinctly like a princess at rest.


  But sadly, her physique was far too thin at the moment for her to be called regal.


  Having had the great honor of embracing that body, the man’s impression was that even if she wasn’t actually that thin, at the very least he could not deny that she looked quite sinewy.


  No, he revised his opinion – what made her look particularly shabby today was that in a rare occurrence, her hair was sleep mussed and tangled.


  And also perhaps because the swelling in her face made her appear extremely displeased.


  The shabby princess’s name was Holo.


  And, of course, Holo was not a princess, although there was every possibility she had once been called a queen, perhaps somewhere in the far north.


  Atop Holo’s head sprouted a pair of proud, pointed wolf ears, and from her waist grew a majestic puff of a tail.


  Though she currently appeared to be a teenage girl, her true form was that of an enormous wolf, large enough to eat a full-grown man in a single bite. She called herself a wisewolf and had lived for centuries among the wheat, guaranteeing a good harvest.


  Yet despite her lineage, which was as proud as any dynasty of kings, when he saw her like this, he could understand why the villagers who had prayed to her for a good harvest had finally ceased to rely on her.


  It was true, he had to admit, that her vaunted dignity and authority vanished once she had him feed her, her hair still bed mussed.


  That said, the idea that she had opened her heart to him enough that she didn’t mind looking unsightly in his presence held a certain appeal.


  Lawrence could only regard it as a telling action on her part.


  After all, while this was the second time she had indulged in having him feed her, he still had no memory of her ever thanking him.


  This time around, she acted as if the act was the most natural thing in the world, and once she finished eating, she belched loudly, then twitched her ears. Her gaze was distant. Perhaps she was remembering something.


  A moment later, her brow furrowed in displeasure.


  “Who would ever conceive of a wisewolf complaining of muscle pain?” she asked as he tidied the dishes, her eyes returning to the here and now. “For me to be so frail, you must think me… ngh…” said Holo, trying to lean her head forward and failing.


  Throughout the previous day, Holo had sprinted across the wilderness carrying Lawrence on her back with one other, the wandering boy student, Col.


  Perhaps she was happy at being able to run her heart out in the sunlight, but when they’d arrived at the inn, she was so exhausted she couldn’t climb the stairs to their room – and yet up until she fell asleep, her eyes had glittered with a strange excitement.


  She had scarcely rested while running, waiting for Lawrence and Col – who merely clung to her back – to cry out for a break.


  Holo, in her endless desire to run, had seemed less like a prudent, careful wolf and more like a dog released onto a field. Lawrence had meant to be sarcastic about it, but when he praised her fleetness of foot, her faced swelled with a pride unlike any she had ever shown before.


  In her huge wolf form, she was covered in coarse hair that seemed composed of silver wire, and when she sat proudly, he felt a presence from her that was truly worthy of the label “god.”


  But when she was so genuinely pleased at his sarcastic praise, he couldn’t help but let slip a rueful grin.


  Holo had been worshiped for centuries as a harvest god, so she probably couldn’t help how much she enjoyed expressing herself with childlike openness – and unless Lawrence interpreted her actions in this favorable light, it would have been easy to forget entirely that she was in fact a wisewolf.


  But, of course, he knew from their travels thus far that this was simply her true disposition.


  So Lawrence praised when he could.


  If he’d said any more, her busy tail might have wagged itself right off.


  Thanks to her efforts, Holo had appeared so poorly this morning that it had been difficult to look at her, and her constitution was so ravaged that Lawrence could practically hear it. He recalled a truly serious illness.


  When it came out that she was merely sore, he was so relieved that he wanted to yell at her for having made him think otherwise.


  After all, she could not lift her arms or turn her head, and her back hurt too much for her to stand – the very image of a very sick person, indeed.


  What distinguished her from a sick person was her entirely healthy appetite.


  “Ah, well, I suppose it’s what comes of running so far while carrying two people on your back.”


  “Aye, ’tis true I ran a bit too hard.”


  The only parts of her body she could properly move were her ears and tail.


  But despite her terrible condition, she did not appear particularly regretful.


  Even if she had come to greatly enjoy this girl’s form, perhaps she simply felt her true wolf form fit her better.


  When he thought about it like that, perhaps one of the sources of her displeasure during their journeys thus far was simple frustration at being unable to freely travel in her true form.


  “Still,” she said as Lawrence considered it. She yawned slightly before continuing, “’Tis shameful to be in such pain that I cannot get out of bed. ’Twould have been less so if those who rode on my back were also unable to rise in the morning.”


  She could not move her body, but her mouth worked quite well.


  Holo smiled maliciously, but her attitude was completely artificial and thus hard to take seriously.


  If Col had been there, he probably would have been at least moderately flustered, but fortunately he was out.


  “If you’re so much wiser and farseeing such that I should just leave everything to you, then perhaps I should just go ahead and follow your lead. Except I trust you haven’t forgotten last night, have you?” asked Lawrence, and for once Holo did not refute him.


  Quite the contrary – she bit her lip in frustration and turned away.


  She seemed to remember the previous night’s failure all too well.


  “Honestly. Forget following your lead – I’ve got to keep a tighter grip on your reins. Just who did you say was whose driver again?”


  It seemed like a good opportunity to make Holo consider the consequences of her actions, Lawrence thought as he pressed her.


  The previous day, Holo’s speed had compelled them to disembark from the boat heading down the Roam River, and they arrived in the port town of Kerube in half a day. Had they stayed on the boat, the same distance would have taken two full days.


  Such speed was swifter than any horse they could have hired.


  There was, in fact, a reason they had traveled so quickly.


  They were pursuing stories of the bones of a great wolf found in a village in the mountainous Roef region. They had no proof, but it seemed likely they came from a wisewolf not unlike Holo, and there was the possibility that the Church authorities would attempt to desecrate the remains in order to display their own might.


  That was not something Holo could abide.


  Lawrence was not so arbitrary as to change his initial plan and head down the river to chase that story for that reason alone – but he was likewise not honest enough to say aloud the true reason. For his part, Lawrence was using the excuse that he wanted them to end their travels with a smile, but if he had asked Holo, there was no doubt that she would have prepared a different excuse.


  In the process of gathering information regarding the wolf bones, they had discovered that among those pursuing the relics were Church authorities in the Roam River region.


  And that was why they had come to the port town of Kerube –  to speak with Eve, who undoubtedly knew the Roam River region front to back.


  Eve, once a noblewoman and now a ruined merchant, had once conspired with the Church in Lenos, so there was no doubt her information network was deep. Also, there had been the fur incident in Lenos, where she had sunk a boat in the river simply to block it as part of her fur-export scheme, which gave Lawrence ample ingredients with which to question her.


  Thus, Lawrence, Col, and Holo had disembarked from Ragusa’s vessel, and the former two had climbed upon Holo’s back in pursuit of Eve.


  But they had miscalculated. After arriving at the ship they had pursued for some time, they found that Eve was not aboard.


  However, they did find Arold, the master of the inn in Lenos where Lawrence and Holo had stayed. That was enough to tell them that the ship was somehow involved with Eve, but strangely, the large volume of furs that it should have been carrying was nowhere to be found.


  There was no mistaking the fact that Eve had packed up the furs and was trying to reach Kerube.


  Which meant there was a high probability that she had switched to an overland route midway through her journey. Even had she used a ship in order to transport the goods quickly, if the distance was not too far, it was hardly as if other methods were not available.


  Supposing – either through good luck or as part of her plan –  she had managed to procure some horses, the choice to switch to an overland route midway would not be so very strange.


  On the contrary, given that a vessel had been sunk so as to block the following river traffic, it was obvious that the responsible party would be someone who had loaded that first ship with furs. Blithely toting her furs down the river was like loudly proclaiming herself to be the culprit, so switching to land travel would be a good way to avoid such suspicions.


  Lawrence thought about it and concluded that Eve was already en route to Kerube. Holo had wanted to interrogate Arold as to her destination, but Lawrence managed to rein her in and continue downriver.


  Around twilight, Holo had spotted a far-off caravan, confirming Lawrence’s theory.


  Eve led the line of horses.


  Lawrence and Holo got ahead of her and waited for her arrival at the entrance to the port town of Kerube.


  At that moment, Eve’s face looked as if she had encountered the living corpse of someone she knew to be dead and buried.


  Eve entered Kerube with Lawrence and the others, her hair fluttering in the wind that was so cold it seemed to blow directly out of an ice cave. After a short discussion, they stayed at an inn she had recommended.


  The reunion took Eve completely by surprise, giving Lawrence the upper hand, but he could not help but conduct their brief conversation with a certain amount of sighing.


  Holo had changed back from a wolf into a girl, and though she still glared at him, she was too tired to properly speak.


  It was not as if Lawrence was unable to predict what would happen if Holo entered the same room as Eve, whom she had already quarreled with once in Lenos.


  However, he had not imagined that it would come to actual blows.


  “’Tis on account of your lukewarm disposition. Have you so easily forgotten just who ’twas that gave you that mark upon your face?” Holo emphasized her claim.


  “Surely you don’t think that criticizing another proves your own point valid, do you?”


  “Hmph…” Holo shut her mouth and pulled her chin in.


  She understood that she was the one in the wrong.


  Yet Lawrence understood full well the reason she was not quietly accepting that and apologizing.


  “I must hand it to Eve on that account. Faced with your threatening mien, she chose to withdraw rather than fight back.”


  Holo’s eyes shifted away from Lawrence.


  Left alone, Holo would have lunged at Eve right on the spot, but Lawrence had physically restrained her from doing so.


  Eve’s eyes had looked them over with a snakelike coldness, neither intimidated nor dismissive, and in the end, she had even smiled slightly.


  “It’s because she judged that picking a fight with us there held no profit for her.”


  “Oh, so now you’ll talk to me like a child who knows not loss from gain?” snapped Holo, closing her mouth. Her expression was more and more strained, as though a thousand times as many words were swirling about within her throat.


  Lawrence watched her, feeling rather exhausted.


  Looking at her ears made it obvious she wasn’t truly angry.


  So as to why she would have acted the way she did–


  “It’s because Eve could tell that your anger wasn’t rational, isn’t it? You were angry like a child is angry. All notions of profit aside.”


  In other words, Eve had realized she had tread upon a tail she should not have.


  If her opponent had been rationally angry, then Eve could have met her with reason, but trying to reason with an anger of passion would only have had the opposite effect. So Eve had meekly lowered her head.


  At which point, Holo, while still angry, had to acknowledge Eve’s sense and let her go.


  And yet she could not simply accept the situation.


  While logic required Holo to excuse Eve, it was no easy thing. Holo ground her teeth before Eve’s spell-like influence. To break the confrontation off required Lawrence to work some magic of his own.


  She certainly was a troublesome princess.


  “Well, having had such a passionate confrontation, it should make it easier to talk rationally. Easier for us to find some profit.”


  “… And?” Holo glared at him.


  Embarrassed, Lawrence slackened his shoulders and sighed softly.


  It was a sigh of acquiescence.


  “If it was for me that you were so angry… thank you.”


  Since ancient times, promises were customarily made verbally, speaking them aloud – save, for some reason, in business.


  Even now, Lawrence could not escape the awkwardness he felt when plainly speaking his feelings, but if Holo required this of him, then he would have to do it anyway.


  Negotiation required finding compromises for both parties.


  “Aye, if you say so.” The venom finally drained from her face, and her ears flicked rapidly.


  The faint chatter of the market across the street was audible through the window.


  The winter sunlight was warm, and as long as one was directly in its rays, it felt almost as if spring had come.


  Lawrence could not help smiling at the absurdity of it all, and Holo, too, chuckled.


  It was a pleasant, peaceful moment and a precious one.


  “Now then, I’ll just tidy up the dishes…”


  “Aye,” said Holo in response to Lawrence’s statement, which had been mostly to himself. Her gaze fell to her tail – which along with her ears were the only unexhausted parts of her body – as if she wanted to groom it.


  It was a scene that had replayed itself many times on their journey.


  However, there was one element that differed from their usual arrangement.


  The element in question was Col, who had gone shopping in the marketplace, which Lawrence remembered when there was a knock at the door. After a few moments’ wait, the door opened, and there stood Col, carrying a wooden bowl.


  Lawrence searched his memory for exactly what it was that Col had gone out to buy, and in that moment, a strong smell reached his nose – a peculiar smell, like sweet herbs boiled in sulfurous water.


  He flinched away at the overwhelming odor, but Col seemed not to mind it one bit.


  “I made a salve!” he said, cheerily entering the room.


  From his labored breathing, Lawrence could tell the boy had hurried.


  Holo had taken a liking to Col and patted his head. Meanwhile, Col seemed to have become quite taken with Holo.


  Upon seeing her state this morning, he had bounded out of the room like a hare, off into the morning bustle of the town.


  The people of the northlands had exceptional knowledge of medicinal herbs like these.


  It was not an overstatement to say they had remedies for everything from cuts to fevers. He had surely made a salve that would be effective for muscle pain.


  Lawrence’s thoughts got that far, but then he stopped himself short.


  Holo.


  Lawrence turned around to see the keen-eared, keen-nosed wisewolf of Yoitsu having literally turned tail and curled up in agony at the smell.


  He could not help but sympathize.


  But could she turn down the medicinal salve that Col had made out of the kindness of his heart?


  Lawrence ignored the desperately pleading glance that Holo gave him from behind her pillow, and the moment he passed Col–


  “Ah, this salve will work on your wounds, too, Mr. Lawrence.”


  Holo had buried her face in the pillow, but her ears pricked up happily upon hearing this.


  The salve had a deep green color and a suspiciously thick consistency.


  Lawrence applied some of it to a piece of cloth, then applied it to the swollen section of his right cheek. Instantly, the pungent scent pierced him like a needle, and an intense heat spread throughout his face. It stung his eyes and seemed to almost wrench his nose.


  And yet Col had spared some of his meager traveling funds to make the balm, so it could not be allowed to go to waste.


  Still, the terrible smell…


  When Lawrence rubbed it on Holo’s shoulders and back, she looked at him with truly terrified eyes. Given how sensitive her nose was, she was doubtlessly truly suffering.


  And yet some part of Lawrence felt as if he should not have to be the only one forced to endure the stuff, and given that it did seem to be effective, he rubbed it on Holo all the same.


  Holo made indescribable noises as he applied it to her, none of which were remotely charming.


  As penance, Lawrence would probably have to buy her new clothes later. That or some fine wine.


  Once he was finished rubbing it in, she gave him a final, venomous glance, which he supposed was unavoidable.


  “Oh, that’s right. The merchant we met yesterday on the way here said she wants to meet with you.”


  Once he finished applying the salve to the places on Holo’s body that were particularly afflicted, Lawrence wiped the excess from his hands.


  It seemed clear enough that it was strong medicine, so it probably would have some sort of effect.


  As he replied to Col, Lawrence regarded Holo from the corner of his eye – she was curled up and groaning on the bed, probably from the salve’s smell. “The merchant we met yesterday? You mean Eve?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Haste is a virtue, eh? She’ll be gone today or tomorrow, I guess.”


  Though she was fallen nobility, Eve was moving up in the merchants’ world with incredible momentum.


  In Lenos, the town of lumber and fur, she had ensnared Lawrence as part of an unbelievable fur trade. In addition to the fur she had gained in her enormous gamble, she had gone to the absurd length of sinking a ship in the river so that no one else would be able to move fur the way she had.


  
    
  

  With her cunning mind and abundant pluck, she had taken every precaution, but if she dawdled in this town, the dike she had built of dangerous dealings was likely to burst. She would want to hasten far away as soon as possible.


  Also, she had to move the fur she had brought from Lenos from here to the next town.


  While the town had only just begun to rise, it was probably too slow for Eve.


  “Where did she say I should go?”


  “Er, she said she’d visit the inn after a bit.”


  “… I see.”


  Eve was a rather busy person at the moment, so that she would go out of her way to come here carried heavy implications.


  The first thing Lawrence thought was that she would want to avoid being accused of sinking the ship in the Roam River.


  “So, did you eat breakfast?”


  “Huh? Ah… er, yes.”


  While he lacked Holo’s talent for it, as a merchant, Lawrence was reasonably good at spotting lies.


  He lightly poked Col’s head, and then without saying anything, he thrust a sack of bread at him.


  Most likely he had used his breakfast money to buy the herbs with which he had brewed and made the salve.


  With the dangerous goal of using Church authority to protect a pagan village, Col had traveled to the south to study Church law – the boy was more orthodox than the orthodox.


  Col hesitated to accept the sack, but Lawrence pretended not to notice, venturing over to Holo, who was still moaning under the blanket.


  When he informed her of his plan to go out for a bit, she did not raise her head, replying instead with her ears.


  Lawrence had wondered if the odor might be enough to make her faint, but surprisingly, that appeared not to be the case.


  Lawrence, too, had begun to find the scent less off-putting. The swollen patch on his right cheek felt somehow hot, and in turn, the bruise began to feel better.


  Holo the wolf surely, he supposed, had an even clearer understanding of the medicine’s effect on her body.


  From the far side of the bed, he heard the words, “I’ll not forgive you if you lose.” From this, he concluded his guess was not incorrect.


  A bit relieved, Lawrence looked over his shoulder, whereupon Col – who had been holding the sack abashedly for some time –  stood, bread in both hands.


  The bag contained both normal rye bread and rye baked with milk, but Col held only the former. Lawrence could not help but grin at the boy’s reserve.


  He wished Holo would learn a bit from it.


  “So, are you coming?” Lawrence asked, meaning if Col planned to come along to the meeting with Eve.


  Col’s eyes darted about for a moment, but then he nodded.


  Lawrence intended to ask Eve about the wolf’s leg bone that supposedly came from a spirit or god like Holo, which in turn was the god that the village of Col’s birth worshiped.


  It was to discover the truth of the stories surrounding this wolf-god’s bone that Col was traveling with Lawrence and Holo in the first place.


  All of which meant that he had every reason to want to come along.


  And yet Lawrence had the feeling that if he hadn’t invited the boy along, he would not have come.


  Despite his youth, he was of a nervously polite disposition.


  His attraction to Holo was surely rooted in his finding her casual arrogance refreshing.


  “Well, you’d best finish that bread quickly, then,” said Lawrence as he left the room, and Col hastily jammed the bread into his mouth.


  “R-right!”


  Lawrence then offered a further statement. “Once you’re finished, of course, don’t forget your ‘I just ate rye bread!’ face!”


  Though Col had enjoyed a good, cultured upbringing in the abbey, it seemed his impoverished travels had wreaked havoc on his table manners, and he was a bit wild.


  His cheeks packed squirrel-like with bread, he stood there blankly.


  He then seemed to understand what Lawrence meant, and swallowing the bread with a grin, he answered, “The Church also teaches that we should hide our mouths when we eat.”


  “But that’s to hide when you’re eating something good, is it not?”


  Lawrence closed the door and began to walk with Col following one step behind him like a faithful son.


  “Thank you for the bread. It was delicious,” said Col – and being a bright lad, he said it with a bit of a smile.


  The first floor of the inn was a dining area.


  It was generally accepted that only travelers indulged in the extravagance known as “breakfast,” so those sitting at the tables were all dressed for journeying.


  Among them was Eve at her table, looking as she always did. At a glance, she appeared every bit a traveler about to start on some journey.


  And it was entirely possible that her appearance was accurate. What most concerned Lawrence at that moment was that not only did Eve have her face mostly hidden behind the scarf she wrapped around it, but also that the scarf covered her nose.


  “… What a terrible odor.”


  The innkeeper behind the counter was giving Lawrence a dirty look, and the other customers were stunned enough that they forgot their anger.


  Lawrence remained defiantly unworried, and Col for his part seemed genuinely unconcerned.


  While the scents that people preferred differed from region to region, surely this was an extreme example, Lawrence thought to himself as he sat across from Eve.


  Whereupon Eve said something truly unexpected.


  “Still, I’ve not smelled this in a long time. Doubtless that bruise of yours will be gone by evening.”


  The right cheek to which Col’s salve had been applied was the same right cheek that Eve had struck hard with a hatchet handle during her fight with Lawrence.


  Her tone was slightly joking. “So he prepared a remedy for you, eh? Educated lad,” she said with mild exaggeration in her voice, looking past Lawrence to Col, who stood behind him. “From Roef, are you?”


  Eve quietly fixed Col in her gaze, then closed her eyes briefly.


  Lawrence could not guess at what she might have been thinking.


  “At any rate, I know the banks of the Roam River backward and forward. And it’s that knowledge that you’ve pursued me here for, yes? And with such unbelievable speed that I can’t imagine how you managed it.”


  Through the gap in the scarf with which she hid her face, her eyes narrowed.


  It was the virtue of all merchants that even if they had been prepared to kill each other yesterday, if their interests were aligned today, they’d happily shake hands. Without a contractual relationship, there would be no lingering emotional resentment.


  Even given everything that had happened in Lenos, they were now like old acquaintances.


  “My shock last night was the deepest I’ve had in many years. I wondered if there’d been some mistake with the contract.”


  Though he always found himself confused by Holo’s roundabout way of speaking, this sort of exchange was one Lawrence understood all too well.


  The buzzing in his chest was an emotion not unlike love.


  This game merchants played, each trying to sound the other out and learn the other’s true motives – it was a delight, it tickled.


  “It’s true, I seek only your knowledge – no contract of trade binds us.” Given the circumstances, Lawrence wanted to make it entirely clear that he was not after Eve’s furs.


  Eve nodded faintly, then stood from her seat. “Let’s move elsewhere. We’re only earning the ire of the innkeeper and our fellow patrons here,” she said impishly.


  But it was not necessarily a joke, so Lawrence stood and, with Col in tow, followed Eve.


  “So, what of your companion?” she asked.


  They emerged from the inn onto a narrow street – it was more of a broad alleyway, truth be told.


  The town of Kerube was divided into northern and southern halves by the river, and the inn at which Lawrence was staying was on the northern part.


  Clean buildings were few and far between on the north side, and while the riverside market was a lively one, even a short distance away alleys and slumping construction were common. The overwhelming impression was one of desperation.


  Building height was far from uniform, either because the local government had generous policies on matters of scenic aesthetics, or because it simply lacked the political power to do anything about this.


  Lawrence mused on the matter as Eve headed without hesitation to the opposite side of the market.


  “My companion is quite tired from our journey. She’s in bed with this salve on her body.”


  “That’s…” Eve trailed off, then looked back to Col, and behind her scarf Lawrence could tell she was smiling. “… Well, you’ll know soon enough.”


  Even if it had not been about Holo, Lawrence could tell she had restrained herself from offering sarcastic condolences.


  Col wore a proud, if oblivious, smile.


  “Still, that may be fortunate for me. And fortunate for you, as well, I should say.”


  “For both sides, then.” Lawrence slumped and gave a tired smile.


  Holo’s anger was the reason he had not asked Eve what she knew the previous night.


  “Still, someone who will become angry on your behalf is a precious asset. You’d best value her.”


  “She thinks of me as her asset, and she was probably angry at her property being damaged.”


  Eve’s shoulders shook beneath her cloak.


  She then veered toward the edge of the street, to avoid a woman approaching them with a basketful of winter vegetables.


  They were undoubtedly bound for sale at the market, and compared to their summer counterparts, they were a deep green and looked cold. No doubt they were best used in soup rather than eaten raw or pickled.


  “If you are indeed your companion’s property, she would’ve sought compensation. But she instead sought revenge.” Lawrence thought he saw a flash of loneliness in Eve’s pale blue eyes.


  Eve’s house had fallen into poverty, and she’d been sold, name and all, to a wealthy merchant looking to purchase a noble title for himself.


  Money. Or revenge.


  Lawrence felt as though just thinking about it caused Eve pain.


  He regretted the poor choice of words his banter showed.


  “Heh. Once you’ve inspired your opponent’s guilt and sympathy, it makes dealing with them that much easier,” said Eve.


  At her words, Lawrence returned to his senses with a start.


  Techniques of seduction and false tears always trumped more honest ways of doing business.


  Despite his wariness, he’d been taken in.


  But Lawrence smiled and scratched his head abashedly, naturally with good reason. “And why would you venture to admit that?” he asked, enjoying posing the riddle as he looked at Col, who was concentrating hard as he tried to follow the conversation. “By revealing your own trap to me like that, you’re trying to get me to let my guard down.”


  “Indeed. Thus my fangs will sink in all the deeper.”


  There was no doubt that if she removed her scarf, she’d be smiling and showing her fangs at that very moment.


  He thought he understood now what Holo meant when she called Eve a “vixen.”


  As a merchant, Eve was very like a wolf, but Holo did not want to acknowledge her as a peer.


  “Ah, we’ve arrived.”


  “Where’s this?”


  As soon as they stopped, Col walked right into Lawrence. The boy had undoubtedly been concentrating on the conversation between Lawrence and Eve, trying to understand even some small piece of it.


  Lawrence remembered doing the same thing with his own master, and it made him a bit nostalgic.


  “My foothold in this town. If I told you it’s like a trading company without a sign, you’d be able to imagine what I meant, no?”


  In contrast to the surrounding buildings, the walls were blackened and the roof seemed likely to slide right down into the alley, although the stone foundation seemed sturdy enough.


  Col seemed worried by Eve’s theatrical statement and gulped nervously.


  But of course she was joking. A closer look at the black walls revealed a discolored patch where something had been removed.


  In other words, a ruined or bankrupt trading company.


  “I’d appreciate it if you’d tease us a little less,” said Lawrence to Eve’s back as she put her hand to the door, at which point he heard Col let slip a small “huh?”


  The boy seemed to have realized in that moment that he was the only one who had not understood.


  Eve turned, though surely not to confirm Col’s reaction. “Out of consideration for your adorable little apprentice?” she inquired, amused.


  “Unfortunately, he’s not my apprentice, nor is he a merchant. So I wish you’d not twist the poor lad’s mind too much.”


  At these words, Eve burst out laughing in a most un-Eve-like manner. “Ha-ha-ha! It’s true! Oh, it’s true – we merchants are a twisted lot.”


  Unconcerned with the frustration of poor Col, whose jaw clenched at this exchange that went right over his head, the two twisted merchants entered the building.


  Lawrence looked back over his shoulder at Col, who followed with an expression of displeasure on his face.


  He must have thought he was being made sport of.


  Lawrence grimaced and heaved a long-suffering sigh.


  It occurred to him that too much time around merchants would distort the boy’s pleasant disposition. Such a waste.


  They were served warm goat’s milk mixed with butter and mead.


  In Col’s case, he received plain honey in the mead’s stead.


  Perhaps owing to the butter’s quality, it made Lawrence wish for some slightly bitter rye bread to go with it.


  “So Arold has not yet arrived, then?”


  As soon as they all entered the building, silence fell in the interior.


  The only sounds were the crackling of the fire in the fireplace and the goat’s milk bubbling away in a pot directly beside it.


  There were no other sounds as Lawrence watched Eve sit in front of the fireplace and prepare their drinks with surprising efficiency.


  “Probably by this evening. Will you eat?” asked Eve, holding some rye bread that she’d cut into chunks with a knife.


  Into the earthen-rimmed wooden bowls was poured the goat’s milk, now boiled down to the point where it resembled melted cheese.


  With salt and oil added and topped with slices of herring, there was no doubt it would be delicious.


  “If this is the sort of food you eat, your next journey will be a harsh one.”


  “Quite right. A taste for fine food sends the costs of travel into the sky. But if you’re not a merchant, there’s no need to worry about such things, is there?” asked Eve, setting a piece of bread before Col. “It’s a kind of fate, being a likable person,” she added, smiling as she removed the scarf she wore, baring her face.


  Watching Col’s shocked face in that moment was rather amusing.


  “I suppose I’ve a bit of motherliness left in me after all,” declared Eve with a self-mocking smile, hiding her worry and pain. She was startlingly beautiful.


  Lawrence had often thought that women were better suited to being merchants than men, and the thought struck him afresh.


  Not even the most canny of men could compare with Eve’s ever-changing identities and faces.


  “So, you had something to ask me?” Eve broke the silence as she watched Col slowly savor the bread, unlike the way he had wolfed down the portion Lawrence had given him earlier.


  “Yes, about a cursed story.”


  “Ah, the talk of this riverside company looking for a holy relic – though I don’t know if the pagans would call it ‘holy.’”


  Lawrence nodded, and Eve’s gaze became distant.


  “Those rumors started circulating in the Roam River region about two years ago. At the time, anybody who’d ever dirtied his hands in bad business was excited about it.”


  “And the truth?”


  A child could be heard crying far away.


  Within the town, the cries of children were more common than birdsong.


  “Just what you’d expect. As long as there was no word of the bone being found, the rumors deflated as quickly as they’d spread. It turned into a joke.”


  He doubted Eve was lying – most importantly, she had no reason to.


  And yet smoke didn’t rise without a fire at its source.


  “Does it fit that the rumor’s source would be a company in Lesko, a town up the Roef River, one of the Roam’s tributaries?”


  The company in Lesko had conducted a trade in copper coins with the Jean Company here in Kerube.


  But the copper coin trade had a strange twist. The number of cases of coin that had been imported did not match the number exported.


  Lawrence remained ignorant, but Col, whose relish in devouring the bread was enough to make even Eve’s eyes narrow in laughter, seemed to realize the reason.


  As there was no need to know the answer immediately, Lawrence still had not asked, but if it came to his inability to solve the riddle by himself, one could hardly fail to be frustrated.


  “Indeed. I believe it was called the Debau Company. A scenic place where they held the mining rights to Lesko in an iron fist.”


  “And for this town, they mainly dealt with the Jean Company, yes?”


  “Oh ho. I’d love to know where you picked up that little tidbit. You’re quite well informed.” Eve popped a bit of bread dipped in goat’s milk into her mouth.


  Lawrence watched this and realized that he could have probably brought Holo along.


  Such a delicious dish would doubtless have turned her attitude toward conciliatory.


  “Well informed about the Debau Company in Lesko and the church in Lenos that was so quarrelsome about our furs. And you know the Jean Company here in this town that makes the copper goods trade its cornerstone. The Debau Company and the Jean Company should be on rather good terms.”


  “And what would be the reason for that?” Lawrence immediately asked, at which Eve pulled one corner of her lips up in a smirk.


  Col noticed this and looked up.


  “Apologies. I meant nothing by it,” Eve said, looking down and brushing his mouth with her hand. She then gave Lawrence a sidelong glance. “My impression is that you’re a reasonably cautious merchant. So why are you so concerned about this foolishness?”


  Merchants, in general, asked questions only when they already knew the gist of the answer.


  Eve smiled calmly, though she seemed as if she was enjoying herself a great deal.


  “As I’m sure you’ve guessed, my companion was born in the north,” answered Lawrence.


  Eve’s mouth was hidden behind the cup she brought to her lips, her face seeming to say, “I’ll bet she was.” “I doubt you’d pursue such irrational folly unless it was for that fetching young lady of yours.”


  “I don’t know about that.” Frustratingly, Lawrence could not help making an excuse.


  Eve only smiled with the corners of her eyes and did not press her attack. “Well, if the body of a god once revered in her homeland is being sold off for mere coin, I don’t suppose she can simply stand there and let it happen. But if that’s the case, there’s something that bothers me.”


  “And that is?”


  Her cup still at her lips, Eve looked at Lawrence with upturned eyes.


  Her delighted manner made her seem like a merchant who had discovered her opponent’s weakness and was preparing to beat his prices down.


  “You’re a merchant who buys with coin, are you not? So are you your companion’s ally or her enemy? Are you righteous? Or… are you evil?”


  Col froze, suddenly surprised.


  It was true – Lawrence was a merchant who made money and dealt with goods on those terms.


  Which put him in the same class as those who were attempting to buy the bones of a wolf that was said to have been a god and to put them to who knew what use. Merchants opened all doors with the key of coin.


  If this talk of the wolf bone was true and if they managed to discover its whereabouts, Lawrence would surely put his merchant’s skills to use in recovering it.


  And when he did, what would Holo and Col think of that?


  In such a case, was Lawrence their ally? Or was the act itself inherently evil or inherently good?


  Lawrence put the goat’s milk to his lips before answering.


  “It’s no sin to buy goods with money. What’s often evil is buying things that are not mere goods.”


  “Meaning?”


  “If I were to buy the bone in an attempt to gain influence or power or to attract her attention to me, then she would surely loathe me. But money is after all a tool for purchasing goods. It only becomes evil when it’s used to buy other things, like an ax used as a weapon rather than to cut wood. And my companion knows that.”


  Eve narrowed her eyes, her lips curling still further.


  Merchants who dealt with all things in terms of money were often asked about the virtue of such a life.


  A merchant’s status was reckoned based on how they were able to answer when such a question was put to them.


  The quality of one’s sense of justice was the measure of a person; placed on a scale, it would balance against his trustworthiness.


  It was not certain whether Eve believed it to quite that degree, but the idea was clearly at least part of her calculations.


  She smiled grimly upon hearing Lawrence’s answer, and her expression suddenly softened as she thrust out the cup she held in her hand. “Well, you’re the sort I’d want to do business with. Sorry for asking such strange questions.”


  Lawrence, too, relaxed his uninjured left cheek and raised his own cup in answer to Eve’s.


  She barely avoided touching her cup to his, a technique normally used to avoid damaging expensive silver chalices. Her use of the technique showed that she felt the occasion was worthy of fine silver.


  “I’ve said before, I envy you and your companion. I’ve never felt that so much as I do now.”


  “I shall take that as a point of pride.”


  Eve’s shoulders shook with her voiceless laugh.


  Her gaze shifted from Lawrence to Col, and her merchant’s face returned as she spoke. “I understand that you’re not Kraft Lawrence’s apprentice, and I must tell you, from the depths of my heart, that I think that’s a waste.”


  Col blinked rapidly at the words, then looked down, troubled.


  Even as he laughed, Lawrence thought it a shame.


  Col’s consternation meant that he could not even entertain Eve’s suggestion.


  Eve seemed to understand that, too, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she was looking at Lawrence. “You probably know this, but the news of the Debau Company searching for the wolf bone is no hundred-lumione tale. If you bungle things, you’ll learn just how cheap a human life can be. And yet I trust my merchant’s instincts, and I’m thinking of trusting you just as much.”


  Lawrence swirled his cup around, then brought its contents slowly to his lips.


  If he failed to make a grand gesture here, Holo would surely be angry with him.


  “I’ve chosen life over wealth. But I value my companion still more than my life, so I have expectations of my own.”


  His true feelings were out now in this dialogue of life and death with Eve.


  Eve bared her teeth in a smile, much like when Holo smiled in her wolf form. “Perhaps it’s not so bad to chase after a treasure map’s treasure once in a while. Fine, then. Your goal’s to draw out information from the Debau Company and their Jean Company confederates, yes? I’ll write you a letter of introduction to the Jean Company. After that” – Eve closed one eye and cocked her head in what must have been her way of expressing confidence –  “it’ll all depend on your wits.”


  In that moment, he could have fallen for her. Though Lawrence knew if he ever admitted it to Holo, she would tear his throat out, it was nonetheless true.


  Eve was a merchant’s merchant.


  She had perfect control over her facial expressions and knew exactly what information they conveyed.


  Lawrence drooped his head respectfully.


  He understood now what sort of merchant one had to be to walk the path of gold.


  Eve trimmed a piece of high-quality sheepskin parchment, wrote the letter, then sprinkled sand on the wet ink to dry it. As she waited for it to set, she readied horsetail twine and red sealing wax.


  Confirming that the ink was dry, she rolled the parchment, sealed it with molten wax, and secured it with a length of the twine. The letter was complete.


  It cost enough to prepare such a thing that despite it being but a single letter, no merchant could ignore it.


  Eve said that she hoped to do business with Lawrence again sometime, and he felt as though he could believe her.


  “If all goes well, I’ll depart this town just after midday tomorrow. I’ll be heading south by sea, bidding this cold country farewell for a while.”


  “I’ll see you off by way of thanks, then. It may be my last time to see you before you’re quite the merchant prince.”


  As Lawrence lightly held the proffered letter up, Eve nodded with a bitter smile. “I’ll be resting up for the journey today. If you come in the evening, you should be able to enjoy the food the servant prepares.”


  “And if I come while the sun’s up?”


  Eve’s smile was equivalent to a normal person’s expression of surprise.


  Her smile hardened for a moment, but at length she folded her arms and sighed. “If I’m the only one in the house… yes, well. Perhaps I shall treat you to a demonstration of my skill.”


  Back in Lenos, the first time Lawrence had properly exchanged words with Eve, she had claimed to have confidence in her own charm.


  And now it seemed that was no lie.


  Eve spoke in a soft tone entirely worthy of the nobility she had once been, its hoarse, aristocratic timbre tickling Lawrence’s ear.


  Col gaped at Eve, his mouth wide open.


  When she acted like that, it was easy to believe she had once been a noblewoman.


  “Pork and beef may not be the only things getting cooked. I’ll need to be careful.”


  “Heh. Well, if your companion’s mood has improved, all three of you should come.”


  “We shall. Thank you for the letter,” Lawrence answered. Eve nodded and gave a little wave, then slowly closed the door.


  No merchant ever waved to their counterpart upon parting. The gesture must have been directed at Col, who was still diagonally back from Lawrence.


  Lawrence carefully tucked the letter into his coat, then glanced back.


  Perhaps not surprisingly, he saw Col looking somewhat wistfully at the now-closed door.


  “She’s quite an interesting person, eh?” asked Lawrence as he began walking, which brought Col back to the present, and he hastened to follow behind.


  “Um… y-yes, she is…”


  “Still, she’s the one who gave me this,” admitted Lawrence, pointing to the cheek where Col’s special salve had been applied. Col seemed not to understand what Lawrence meant.


  Finally the words’ meaning penetrated his head, and Col looked back at the house with disbelief on his face.


  “We had a bit of a quarrel, and she struck me with a hatchet handle.”


  “… I… see…”


  “She’s got an unexpected side to her, and that’s why you can’t let your guard down. Just as the scarf around her head conceals her beauty, her beauty conceals something quite terrible.”


  Col’s eyebrows arched up. Perhaps he just could not quite grasp what Lawrence was saying.


  “You saw Holo’s anger last night, didn’t you? The truth is, Eve nearly killed me.”


  “Wha–!” Col raised his voice in surprise.


  It was true that upon her first meeting with Col, Eve had appeared very kind indeed, which no doubt made it difficult to imagine that she had enough shrewd, coolheaded nerve to put any bandit to shame.


  Although Lawrence was trying to teach Col that people often had hidden sides and that he had to keep his wits about him, Col’s face was very serious, and he sank into silence.


  He was a good, honest lad, and for him to doubt anyone at all was not in his nature.


  Lawrence was musing upon this when Col suddenly looked up at him with such a look of extreme consternation on his face that Lawrence couldn’t help but ask, “What’s the matter?”


  Evidently, Col was often like this.


  He was clever, but as long as he had no control over his facial expressions and the words he spoke, he would never make a good merchant.


  Instead, he would make an excellent member of the clergy, so it wasn’t really a problem.


  “It’s true, then… that to survive in the world, one must be like her…” said Col, head drooping in frustration.


  He seemed to accuse himself, like a young knight cursing his lack of effort upon losing a joust.


  But Lawrence did not know why Col was so affected.


  How was his near murder at Eve’s hands connected to surviving in the world?


  Maybe it was the fact that he had been forced to find a way to survive despite the threat to his life.


  Lawrence was mulling it over, but then Col resumed speaking, and he decided to listen to the boy.


  “Of course, I don’t just accept the teachings of the Church, either, and even back in the village there were hard times… and naturally I think that sometimes you can’t just look at one thing, and even I know the world is an unforgiving place. But still…”


  As he walked, Col looked at his feet.


  By contrast, Lawrence’s gaze was turned up to the clear sky.


  Such was the extent to which he had no idea what Col was saying.


  “Look–” Lawrence was about to try to get the story straight when Col suddenly looked up.


  “B-but, I don’t – I don’t think you’re in the wrong, Mr. Lawrence!”


  Lawrence could not help but widen his eyes at the boy’s urgent ferocity.


  “… Qu-quite. I was simply going to say that I have no idea what you’re talking about and perhaps ask you to clarify.”


  At this, Col’s face went suddenly blank, and he then reddened and looked down.


  Lawrence scratched his head, tilting it in confusion.


  He did not understand.


  He did not understand, but as Col seemed not to want to discuss the matter, Lawrence decided to change the subject.


  “In any case, we should return to the inn before we make our way to the Jean Company.”


  Col nodded silently in response to Lawrence’s words.


  “So that’s what he said.”


  Claiming that if she removed the blanket, the smell from the salve that still lingered on her body would escape and cause her nose to fall off, Holo remained under it with only her face exposed. “Is that so?”


  “Would you have understood what he was on about?”


  Once Lawrence had returned to the room, the dozing Holo soon awoke. Whereupon she sat up like usual, her head cocked in a queer expression. She seemed physically uncomfortable, and Lawrence soon realized the reason.


  Despite not being able to even properly sit up in the morning, the pain she’d felt then had disappeared so thoroughly she could barely remember it.


  “That’s quite the medicine,” she said.


  Thus it was that Holo decided to come along on the visit to the Jean Company.


  However, they couldn’t very well go there immediately. She smelled so bad that she – along with Lawrence – would have to bathe first.


  Their current topic of conversation, Col, had gone downstairs to arrange the hot water.


  “I suppose I cannot blame you for failing to understand. ’Twould be like asking a butcher about fish,” said Holo, sitting atop a pillow as she yawned hugely.


  Lawrence considered heaving another sigh at being made fun of yet again, but at this point, he had no intention of putting on airs and so capitulated quickly.


  “At this point, I’ll readily admit that I’m the slow one. But having admitted that doesn’t suddenly give me any new insight. I still don’t understand.”


  But even when Lawrence raised the white flag, Holo simply stared, tears welling up in her eyes.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence asked, whereupon a bitter smile slowly appeared on her face.


  “Heh. Perhaps it is I who’s the unusually kind one.” She twitched one ear.


  “What do you mean?”


  “When you act so humble, I cannot very well laugh at your clumsiness.”


  “…”


  Regardless of how he should have answered, Holo seemed satisfied with the pained way he bobbed his head.


  She grinned her usual malicious grin, showing her teeth. “Still, I suppose it would be hard for you to understand, as you already know the truth of the matter. Can you really not imagine what an outsider might think, watching what transpired between you and that vixen?”


  Her malicious grin offered a clue to the correct interpretation of her statement. Merchants turned a profit based on their ability to correctly read people’s dispositions; thus Lawrence could not refuse this challenge.


  Above all, the direction of the correct interpretation had already been made clear.


  Lawrence considered his conversation with Eve from Col’s perspective.


  She had struck him with a hatchet handle and even threatened his life, which Holo had raged at Eve for with terrible fury –  and when Col had heard about this, he seemed deeply troubled, blushing scarlet with embarrassment.


  “Oh.” A possibility occurred to Lawrence, a bitter taste suffusing his mouth.


  Yet the bitterness was not distasteful; it was akin to a tart ale.


  A bitterness at which he couldn’t help laughing.


  “Heh. You’re quite the lucky one, eh?” asked Holo, pleased.


  Her smile came from the fact that she knew full well that Col’s misunderstanding would never come to pass.


  Lawrence brought his hand to his head again and heaved a sigh. He supposed that such misunderstandings did happen from time to time, but still – to think that he should find himself in a position to be thus miscomprehended! He couldn’t help but smile ruefully at himself.


  “He thinks that I had an affair with Eve, which ended in a lovers’ quarrel. I never would’ve imagined it. That’s why he was going on about not thinking I was ‘in the wrong.’”


  He wanted to say something about having an affair with Holo, but he was quite sure he would be risking his life to make such a joke.


  “That vixen’s a female, and I’m a female, and you’re a male. If we’re speaking of conflicts that have come to blows, there can really be only one answer, can there not? That all of this fuss was actually over nothing more than gold is stranger by far. My price was sixty of those golden pieces, was it not? Honestly, I will never understand the human world,” declared Holo, exasperated.


  And indeed, when Lawrence thought back on how he had struggled for her sake, he felt extremely ill at ease.


  But she was still Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu.


  And she’d long since seen right through him.


  “Still, your actions were the least understandable of all. Coming to see me off, of all things – what a total, utter fool,” said Holo, burying her amused face in her pillow.


  And yet her eyes never left Lawrence.


  Given her words and her actions, Lawrence could hardly be angry with her, nor could he look away.


  His shoulders slumped as if to accentuate his defeat, and he lightly stroked Holo’s cheek.


  “Is that all?” she asked quietly under his hand, closing one eye and twitching her ears happily.


  Lawrence braced himself for a joke of some kind but then realized that Holo would surely be angry if he took her that way.


  And yet he could not help looking around the room a little bit, despite knowing full well that nobody else was there.


  He took a deep breath.


  And then, just like in Lenos, he brought his face closer to Holo.


  However, unlike in Lenos, just when he was so close to Holo that he could count the hairs of her eyebrows, there was a sudden knock at the door, at which Lawrence jumped in surprise.


  “I brought the hot water!” echoed Col’s voice throughout the room.


  He held the door open with his back as he carried the washtub in. It had to be heavy, and the steam that rose from it had collected on his face, covering it in droplets of water. There was no question the boy had labored mightily on Lawrence and Holo’s behalf.


  What reason could there be for him to be angry at such a boy?


  Still standing beside the bed, Lawrence smiled benevolently. “Good job,” he complimented.


  Still, an unpleasant sweat ran down his back.


  The moment the knock on the door had come, Holo had made a truly vicious expression.


  Had her ears been twitching because she had heard Col’s approaching footsteps?


  “What’s the matter?” Col asked.


  While Lawrence’s serene expression had been perfect, the mood in the room could not be changed so quickly.


  Col’s face looked a bit doubtful, but Lawrence feigned ignorance as best he could.


  Holo was probably grinning atop her pillow behind him.


  But the most irritating part of all of this was not Holo’s enjoyment of Lawrence having blundered into the trap she’d set for him.


  Lawrence put his hand to his left cheek, pretending to scratch an itch.


  “I had them make it quite hot, so if it’s too warm, I’ll fetch some cold water,” said Col, putting down the tub and placing two washcloths in it.


  How much more pleasant travel would be, Lawrence mused, if he had an apprentice as thoughtful as Col.


  “I understand. Thank you, Col.”


  “No, I’m the one who forced myself along on your journey. This is the least I can do.”


  His guileless smile made Lawrence muse that it would not be a bad idea to treat him to something tasty for dinner.


  If Holo were to give Lawrence the same treatment, he reckoned he would be bankrupt within a month.


  “Well, then, I shall help myself to the hot water straightaway. I can hardly believe how well this salve worked, but still, ’tis rather hard on my poor nose,” said Holo as she climbed out of bed, at which Col seemed taken aback.


  It appeared he truly did not find the odor of the salve unpleasant at all.


  “Aye, ’tis good and hot. I’ll douse myself in it before it turns lukewarm.”


  Holo plunged her hand into the tub and swirled the water around. It was still steaming energetically, but because the room was rather cold, the water was probably not as hot as it seemed.


  “Ah, yes. If you’re not careful, you’ll catch cold,” said Lawrence, and Holo took one of the washcloths, wrung it out, and lightly tossed it in his direction.


  Catching it, he felt its damp warmth. Holo was right; it would be best to wipe himself clean sooner rather than later.


  As the thought occurred to Lawrence, he went to remove the cloth from his right cheek, when he noticed Col, a short distance away, looking down uncomfortably.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, though there was no need to, as Col seemed to have mustered the courage to speak.


  “E-er, I’ll just… be outside,” he said, finishing his words with a forced smile.


  He was obviously apprehensive about something.


  As he was going out into the hall, he even gave Lawrence a significant look, as though Col had been entrusted with a deep and serious secret. Lawrence now knew all too well what the boy was surely thinking.


  At the klunk of the closing door, Lawrence looked at Holo, who was wringing the other washcloth out with a serious expression.


  “If he’s in such a state, your talk with the vixen must have been friendly indeed.”


  The reasoning behind Col’s serious expression went something like this.


  For Col to have mistaken Lawrence and Eve’s past conflict as a lovers’ quarrel, Lawrence and Eve must have appeared to be quite close.


  However, Lawrence knew full well that if he were to actually be involved with Eve, it would only amount to a loss for him.


  “He looked at me like he was promising to keep my secret forever.”


  Holo glanced up, her face softening. “Heh-heh-heh. When he looked at me, it was as though he felt some deep pity.” Squatting down, she brought her knees together and rested her chin atop them. “You’d have more charm if you were a bit more like him.”


  Not immediately replying to the statement, Lawrence peeled the cloth from his face.


  A ginger touch to his cheek revealed that the swelling had gone down considerably, and he felt essentially no pain.


  The medicine had been so effective that he found himself wondering if there might be a profit in it somewhere.


  “Well, you know what they say – a bit of vermilion turns everything red. I’ve spent so much time around you that all my charm’s gone.”


  Lawrence wiped his cheek vigorously with the washcloth. Wiping his face with a cloth soaked in hot water was an indescribably pleasant sensation.


  Holo followed his example, scrubbing her neck with the wrung-out washcloth and twitching her ears.


  She seemed a bit surprised upon looking at the color of the cloth after giving her neck a once-over.


  “’Tis true, and whoever said a bit of vermilion turns all red was wise indeed. After all, your face is always red.”


  Lawrence wiped his face again with what portion of the washcloth was free of the salve, and once he was clean, looked at Holo. “Not so much recently, though, no?”


  “And whose mouth would say so?” inquired Holo, seemingly taken aback. Though he knew he was being provoked, Lawrence could not help but sulk a bit.


  But when he saw Holo’s mouth curl into a smile, he knew he had fallen into a snare.


  “You claim otherwise, then? Well, since that boy’s so considerately left us alone…” said Holo, rinsing her washcloth in the tub and wringing it clean before standing up.


  Then she tossed the cloth at Lawrence and quickly stripped off the robe that covered her upper body.


  Caught unawares, Lawrence was unavoidably startled.


  Holo turned to him and put a hand on her shoulder. “Care to wash my back?” she offered flirtatiously.


  While Holo thought nothing of showing her naked body, she was aware that the experience was different for Lawrence.


  It was outrageous for her to capitalize on his sense of propriety.


  Lawrence gave that excuse to his flustering, then balled up the washcloth and tossed it back at Holo.


  
    
  

  The medicine Col made worked miraculously well.


  While Holo still felt a bit shy of recovered, given how little time she’d had the salve on, it was almost unbelievably effective.


  The swelling in Lawrence’s face was mostly gone, as well.


  But since Holo had reached out and pinched his cheek, asking, “And just how are you feeling?” he could not deny that the redness had increased.


  He thought he was going to see stars, but while she was being awfully spiteful, Holo also seemed frustrated and angry, so he made no counterattack.


  Evidently, she could not stomach his tossing the washcloth back at her.


  This didn’t seem to be an act, so she must have actually wanted him to wash her back.


  From that perspective, he was the one in the wrong, and so Lawrence felt himself to be in a difficult place.


  “So, what’s this? The trading company you’re about to visit is involved in some foolish scheme?”


  They had ventured out along the most obvious street and were headed for the riverside marketplace. A marketplace implied stalls, and Lawrence had been prepared for Holo’s begging.


  But he had not imagined that she would bolt for the very first stall she sniffed.


  He followed her with his eyes, feeling something like a faint headache, and saw that the stall had heated stones atop of which sea snails sizzled and frothed as they were cooked in their shells.


  “We’re going to figure out whether they are scheming, but according to Eve, there’s a good possibility that they are.”


  Whether or not Holo was actually listening to him, her eyes shone as she wordlessly prodded him.


  As she wasn’t going to take no for an answer, Lawrence decided to avoid a pointless struggle.


  The shopkeeper was busily shaving skewers with a knife, and when Lawrence presented him with a blackened copper coin, he adroitly took a skewer and extracted the snail meat from a shell with it, and in no time at all, he had three snails skewered.


  Lawrence ordered three servings of the same.


  Just as he was thinking it was rather cheap, it turned out the salt that gave the shellfish their delightful flavor cost extra.


  Lawrence grinned and gave some choice words of complaint to the shrewd shopkeeper, then asked where he could find the Jean Company.


  He had to get his information fee’s worth.


  “Even if we go, will they really talk to us?” asked Col after taking one of the skewers and giving his thanks.


  Naturally, Lawrence had already cleared up the boy’s misunderstanding about Eve.


  “That’s just as Eve said. It’ll depend on my skill.”


  “I do not like our chances,” mocked Holo, but given Col’s nervous smile, Lawrence decided to play the clown.


  “Still, though,” continued Holo as she looked at the opposite side of the river, “how different things can be, even in the same city.”


  The inn in which Lawrence and company were staying was situated at the mouth of the Roam River, on the north side of the port town of Kerube, which was divided into north and south by the river that ran through it.


  The marketplace and grander buildings were unsurprisingly concentrated along the river’s edges, and while they were moderately lively, this was only in comparison with the inn’s neighborhood.


  A bit past the wide avenue that ran along the river was the strikingly pebbled riverbank itself. Since this was the river’s mouth, the bank was quite broad, with the water some distance away. Looking to the right, there was the sea, and even Lawrence’s nose could smell the salt. Across the river was the south side of the town, and before it, constructed on the river’s great delta, was the largest marketplace in the great port town of Kerube.


  As to the question of which of the town’s three sections was the liveliest, it went without saying that it was the delta. And as to where the grandest buildings were, they were in the south.


  The north side of the town, where Lawrence and his companions were, seemed rather drab by comparison.


  Owing to the haze of distance, it was difficult to make out the number of ships berthed in the southern harbor and the amount of goods piled in the delta marketplace, but it was clear that across the river there was more of everything.


  It sometimes happened that different places within a town were possessed of entirely different ambiances. And when that town was divided by a river, it might well seem like two separate towns entirely.


  “If we cross over, there should be a Rowen Trade Guild house.”


  “That was where merchants from your hometown all gather, aye?”


  “Yes. However, since the place has a sort of branch office in the delta marketplace, I’ve never actually been to the central house.”


  Lawrence pointed to the delta town that lay right where the river met the sea.


  While the term town might not have been precisely accurate, to a merchant the place was a city unto itself.


  Even from this distance, the overcrowding of the salt wind-grayed two-and three-story buildings there was obvious.


  It felt like the clamor of the marketplace might be audible at any moment should the wind pick it up and carry it over the river.


  If Holo lowered her hood and listened, she would probably have been able to make out the bustle.


  “Seems rather more lively over there. Shall we go and see?”


  “I imagine you’re only interested in the food,” said Lawrence, eliciting a childish scowl from Holo.


  It had a purposefulness to it, as though Holo was saying she was wholly confident she would be able to get him to take her later anyway.


  Lawrence’s shoulders slumped as if admitting he knew she was right, and he started walking but suddenly stopped.


  This was because Col had been quiet for some time. He was staring out at the shoal.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Col spun around in response to Lawrence’s question. “Ah, er… nothing…”


  “Nothing?” queried Holo, plucking Col’s skewer away and eating one of the two remaining snails on it. “Lies are a poor reprisal.” She made as though to plunge her fangs into the last morsel, her eyes on Col. “Still you have nothing to say?”


  Lawrence had heard that many animals treated their young severely; apparently wolves were among their number.


  He couldn’t help but think it.


  However, Holo was just as bad when it came to honestly saying what she wanted.


  Lawrence still clearly remembered the town they had arrived at after they first met, where Holo had shown such unsightly lust for the apples there. Lately she had entirely ceased putting on such displays, but her persistent prodding of Col now was probably rooted in her memories of her past self.


  “Uh… um…” But Col was not only young, he was also a boy. “I’d like to go to the delta.”


  Unlike Holo, he looked smartly up at Lawrence when he said so, which was rather splendid.


  Lawrence took the skewer out of Holo’s hand and gave it back to Col. He added, “He’s better at this than you,” to Holo and got a kick for his trouble. “You’re not my apprentice, so I plan to fully repay you for the salve you made for us. Your preparedness was audacious.”


  Strange words, but the phrase fit Col perfectly.


  Maybe it was just his basic honesty or his personality, but left alone, he seemed likely to become more apprentice-like than a real apprentice.


  But Lawrence knew the world did not always reward such generosity, and that knowledge made him worry for the boy. If he wanted to take advantage of Col, how easy it would have been.


  “… I understand,” Col replied with a confused smile.


  He probably saw that Lawrence and Holo were worried, hence his answer.


  Such things happened all the time in comical tales.


  A master would set his faithful, obedient slave free, saying, “Go now, live your life free – you need no longer serve anyone.” And the slave would then faithfully keep his master’s order, living the rest of his life without ever serving another.


  So was the slave who kept his master’s last order until the very end truly free?


  Col’s confused smile may well have come from him imagining himself the same as the slave in the tale.


  “However, let me just say this. It will not be right away. Merchants are a hasty lot, and if I don’t take care of this business first, I’ll be useless.”


  “I understand. But…” said Col, scratching his head bashfully. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”


  Lawrence let himself imagine what it would be like if Holo were so honest, but he didn’t look at her.


  He could see her well enough in the corner of his field of view with her unamused smile.


  “I’ve come to this town three times, but the truth is, I’ve never been to the delta,” said Col.


  “Because of the ferryman’s fee?”


  Col nodded.


  If he couldn’t afford the ferryman’s fee to get to the delta, Lawrence wanted to know just how he had managed to cross the Roam River.


  Given Col’s persistence, he might well have bound his clothes about his head and simply swum across.


  “So, I’ve never been to the south side, but what about you?” Lawrence asked as the three of them walked, once Col had finished eating his shellfish.


  “The south side is… The town is very beautiful there.”


  The hesitation in the boy’s statement came as he looked around briefly, then lowered his voice.


  It was true, then – even a glance at the riverbanks made the difference between the two halves very clear.


  It was probably related to pagans being more numerous on the north side, while the south had more merchants and orthodox church members.


  Among merchants, the ones from the southern side were far wealthier, and money tended to gather in places where there was already concentrated wealth.


  “But there is more almsgiving on this side,” said Col.


  “Is that so? I’d heard that the north side had more people from the north country, but still.”


  “I believe so. There are many people here who were born in Roef. But even if that weren’t so, I have the feeling that people on this side are simply kinder.”


  Lawrence scratched the tip of his nose and thought about how to reply.


  The conflict between north and south was as delicate a subject as the conflict between wolves and humans.


  “That’s because the harsher the climate, the kinder the people who live there,” Lawrence answered, at which Col smiled widely.


  Though Col was broad-minded enough to travel alone into the south to study Church law, he still took innocent pleasure in hearing northern people favorably compared to southerners.


  Lawrence was struck anew by the fact and felt as if he could understand why the biggest center of commerce in the city was situated on the river delta.


  It was a buffer zone between the north and the south.


  Alternatively, it might serve as neutral territory.


  “But–” Col spoke up as Lawrence continued walking and looking out at the delta. “The people in the south always seem very happy,” he said considerately.


  Lawrence was a bit surprised, and his expression slowly shifted to a smile. “It’s easier to make wine in warm weather, after all.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  There was no mistaking that given a few years, Col would turn into a pleasant young man.


  Lawrence could think of nothing that would refute the obvious prediction.


  Neither, he was sure, could Holo.


  As they walked, she smiled happily and held Col’s hand, which may well have been an investment on her part.


  The itchy notion was both amusing and a source of jealousy, and just as it occurred to Lawrence, Holo shot him a sidelong glance from beneath her hood.


  “If you dally too long, I may just switch over,” her malicious smile said.


  Lawrence stroked his beard and sighed.


  The sigh came instead of the words he’d very nearly spoken, only to stop short in his throat.


  And here I hadn’t planned on giving more bait to a fish I’d already hooked.


  He had wanted to give Holo that retort but thought better of it.


  Had he indulged in this game, there was a real danger he would actually lose to Col.


  Wondering what she could possibly do with such a young lad, Lawrence took a deep breath of the cold air and laughed silently to himself.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  Out of the Roef Mountains flows the Roef River into the Roam River, which in turn empties into the Winfiel Strait.


  At the highest headwaters of the Roef River is the mining town of Lesko. Where the Roef and Roam Rivers meet is Lenos, and where it meets the sea lies the port town of Kerube.


  And when it came to the copper goods that arrived from upriver at the end of the long journey in Kerube, there were certainly enough trading companies to handle the trade.


  As a result, Lawrence had a certain preconception, along with a fair bit of anticipation.


  So when he arrived at the Jean Company, he couldn’t help but feel a little deflated.


  “Is this the place?” asked Holo, her expression belying her swallowed disappointment.


  She looked like she wanted to point out that she could blow the place over with a breath, probably because she might well have been imagining turning back into a wolf and smashing it to bits.


  A rectangular iron plate, which was stamped “Jean Company,” dangled from the eaves, and the street-facing side of the building was functioning as a loading dock. It was there where what goods were present were loaded.


  As for what the goods were loaded on or tied to, it was no shaggy-haired winter-working horse that would unflinchingly plunge through the deepest snowdrifts, nor was it a big wagon of the sort that could carry all the household goods of a small village.


  There under the eaves stood a scrawny mule upon which were loaded bundles of oat, probably meant as winterfeed. It yawned aimlessly, waiting for departure.


  Col, who surely heard the words trading company and imagined a center of money and power, stood before the shabby shop spoiling for a fight.


  “Who goes there, eh?” a portly man well past middle age inquired. He was sitting at a receiving desk at the back of the loading dock and looked up at Lawrence’s party when he noticed them standing under the edge of the eaves. There seemed to be no one else in the trading house, save for a chicken that was using the floor as a pasture and pecking at the odd fallen leaf. “If you’ve come to buy, I welcome you and gladly. But if you’ve come to sell something, well… you may have wasted the trip.”


  The man did not stand, and the way his sagging cheeks drew up into a self-deprecating smile seemed, above all, tired.


  At this display, Holo shot Lawrence an extremely displeased look.


  The Jean Company was among those trying to buy and sell, for some unfathomable purpose, the bones of a wolf that had likely been one of her friends.


  They were deserving of all her spite, and given the depth of her contempt, they should at least be a big enough company to be worthy of it – so said her glance.


  Col alone seemed to mistake the old man’s tired mien for dignity.


  However, it was not always the case that a company’s size and the quality of the people it employed were proportionate.


  Sometimes reaching into a snake hole summoned a dragon.


  “Is business as bad as that?” Lawrence replied, stepping up onto the loading dock.


  Pieces of straw were scattered about on the dock’s floor, probably a remnant of the large amount of wheat that had passed through it. The scene called to mind the eaves of a farmhouse somewhere. There were goods of various kinds here and there, as one would expect of a trading house, but to a one they seemed dingy and poor.


  “Hunh. I make you as a merchant from the south. Is business good down south, then?”


  In the corner, there was a folded-up set of armor.


  It seemed to have been there for some time, probably as back stock, and Lawrence found in it a bit of comfort as one who had once failed badly in armor dealings.


  “It’s good and bad.”


  “Here it’s terrible. The worst,” admitted the old man, raising his hands in a defeated gesture.


  Holo and Col followed Lawrence onto the loading dock, and they glanced about curiously.


  When Holo suddenly lifted up some of the accumulated straw on the floor, two chicken eggs rolled out.


  “Ah, so there were eggs in there, eh? The hens lay them all over, and I never find them all. I’ll have to gather them later… and yes, there’s been a huge drop in the chicken population this year. It’s damned quiet. Used to be this time of year the roosters and hens were lively as anything.”


  “Because of the cancellation of the northern campaign?”


  “Right. With no people, there’s no money, and when people don’t move, their bellies don’t empty. The price of farmed goods is dropping, along with things like barrels and buckets, and the armor that used to fly off the shelf goes nowhere, and to top it off, the price of wine just goes up and up.”


  “Huh?” muttered Holo, sounding perplexed.


  Behind the desk, the pudgy old man shrugged clumsily. “When there’s nothing to be done, what’s left to do but drink?”


  Holo seemed entirely satisfied with the explanation.


  “So, what news of profit does this merchant bring with two lumps in tow?”


  “Lumps?” grumbled Holo, irritated. She probably would not be able to pass as a nun the way she usually did. Thinking that he would need to talk it over thoroughly with her later, Lawrence set the jab aside with grim resolution.


  “I’d like to speak to the master of the Jean Company.”


  “Well, that’d be me.”


  Lawrence had guessed as much and nodded, unsurprised, stepping forward and placing the letter he had gotten from Eve on the desk.


  “Oh, my apologies. So you’re acquainted with the Bolan Company, eh?”


  “The Bolan Company?” Lawrence had been unaware that Eve had set up her own company and was a bit taken aback.


  He had never met anyone for whom the term lone wolf fit as well as it did her.


  However, when he said so, the master of the Jean Company did not as much as make a strange face.


  Instead, he looked as though he thought Lawrence was making an offhand joke. “She may do business all alone without so much as hanging up a sign, but anyone who casts as wide a net as she does is a serious trading company, don’t you think?” posed the master, looking for agreement as he opened Eve’s letter.


  Lawrence had no way of guessing just how influential Eve was, but there was not a single good reason to let this man know how recently he had come to know her.


  Lawrence nodded and smiled vaguely, at which the man drew his own conclusions and smiled back.


  “Mm, Kraft Lawrence, is it? Ho-ho. Never thought a man would come in here with a letter from that wolf of a woman. How’d you get her over the fire, I’d like to know.”


  A moment ago the man seemed like the feckless master of a drab little company, but with his left eyebrow raised as he stared piercingly up at Lawrence, he seemed much more formidable.


  However, he surely was not trying to intimidate Lawrence or inflate his own impression. He was simply very interested, and this was probably no more than the face he showed to any other tough merchant.


  Lawrence revised his opinion of his opponent and relaxed, letting the enjoyment of meeting another interesting merchant show on his face.


  “That’s a secret.”


  “Bwa-ha-ha! I’ll bet it is! So… if I might ask, what brings you to…” His eyes ran over the letter as he talked.


  Lawrence did not fail to notice the master’s cheek twitch immediately thereafter.


  Given that it dealt with the story of the bone of a wolf that had been revered as a god, a normal merchant would have given a hearty laugh and poured some wine.


  But the Jean Company master’s shoulders only shook with a chuckle of remembrance as he rerolled the letter and tied it closed. “I see. It’s been some time since anyone’s been interested in this story. And if you went to the trouble of getting Eve Bolan to send you, well… I guess you’re in earnest.”


  “Embarrassing though it is, yes,” answered Lawrence with a smile. The man returned the smile, which seemed to be made of two different expressions mixed together.


  The first was surprise that there was a merchant who would hear this story and take it so seriously. The other was befuddlement at being begged for details, after all this time, when long ago he had tried to get others to listen, but none would.


  But the smile soon disappeared from the man’s face.


  “Still, you must be quite a man to go to the trouble of getting a letter from that wolf just to come hear a silly tale like this.”


  “It’s not as though we want a seat on the council. We want to know what can be done, not how we might seem.”


  “You’ve come to my company, Kraft Lawrence, and that was the right answer. I ought to introduce myself properly. I’m the master of the Jean Company, Ted Reynolds.”


  That was the name written on the Jean Company account ledgers that had so worried Lawrence and company on the way down the Roam River.


  From the name, Lawrence had imagined a younger man, but in reality, he was easily twice the age Lawrence had envisioned.


  “Jean was my father’s wife, you see. He was a devoted husband.”


  “My goodness.”


  “Though the name made his trade partners shiver in fear, so maybe he was more henpecked than devoted,” said the man, holding up a single finger and closing one eye, pretending nobility and smiling.


  While the joke felt out of place, it did give the man a strange charm.


  Lawrence realized he could not let his guard down.


  “But you’ve come to ask me something even stranger.”


  “Indeed. People do many strange things in this world,” said Lawrence.


  “That’s the truth. Hunh – ah.” Reynolds lifted himself reluctantly out of his chair. “Wait just a moment,” he said before disappearing behind the desk farther into the building.


  The chickens remained, pecking at the fuzzy edges of Col’s sandals.


  Col frantically tried to shoo them off, but the chickens were merciless.


  Amused, Holo watched the exchange between Col and the chickens for a while but eventually bared her teeth at the chickens.


  The flightless birds immediately chose flight over fight.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting – oh, my.” In no more time than it took the shed feathers of the scattered chickens to fall to the floor, Reynolds returned carrying a wooden box.


  It did not take a sharp-eyed merchant to guess what had happened.


  “My apologies. My chickens just can’t resist anything fuzzy.”


  “It’s the cold season, after all. We’ll have to hide our fingers,” Lawrence answered, at which Reynolds laughed heartily.


  “Wah-hah-hah! I don’t even want to imagine it! If they start pecking at my hangnails, I’ll throw them all into the pot, along with the chicks hatching tomorrow!”


  Col smiled even as he casually rubbed his fingers, and Lawrence openly directed his gaze to the box Reynolds had set on the desk.


  “What’s that?”


  “Ah, this, you see–” said Reynolds, opening the box’s lid without hesitation. Lawrence couldn’t help bracing himself.


  The box was packed tight with animal bones.


  “This is the crystallized effort of all the people who so helpfully cooperated with the rumor that we were searching for the incredibly valuable remains of a lonely mountain village’s god.”


  The roundabout, grandiose statement perfectly conveyed a sense of exhaustion with the subject, but just how serious the man was, Lawrence did not know.


  Of course, if he was lying, Holo would tell him later.


  “Are they real?”


  “If only. Take a look around this trading house – can’t you tell? I didn’t buy these bones up out of greed, but now my shop’s on the verge of collapse.”


  That he was nearly ruined was clearly a lie. At the very least, the shop was acting as a relay for goods coming down the Roam River, so it had to be making more profit than it appeared to be.


  Still, Lawrence doubted the appearance of neglect was itself a lie.


  The man’s eyes shone with childlike inquisitiveness. “Why would you care about this folly now?”


  “Eve asked me the same question. These two were born in the north, you see.”


  “Mm…” intoned Reynolds, his eyes opening slightly wider. He had the face of a man who had been terribly mistaken. “I see, so… ah… I was a bit rash. Please don’t think poorly of me. I didn’t mean my bitterness over this foolish tale as an insult to your deity,” said Reynolds, rubbing his nose and spreading his palms as though confessing his sins to God in a church.


  The fact that he had understood so much upon realizing that the two were born in the north proved how close the region was to the Roef Mountains.


  And Lawrence could tell Reynolds respected the people from the north.


  “In that case, I’m quite willing to cooperate with you. The truth is, this tale is an absurd one indeed.” Reynolds was able to change the conversation’s mood in a flash.


  The moment he spoke, the neglected surroundings of the dingy trade house faded away, and it felt as though they were in the grand hall of the town council.


  “Up in the mountains of Roef, there remain many legends the Church cannot overlook. Some of them are nearly impossible to believe, but others are difficult to doubt. I don’t know what region you’re from, but it was said that the remains of a wolf-god lay in a certain village, and I lived in a place that seemed likely.”


  “Was it the village of Rupi?” Col interrupted.


  His face was so serious that it was hard to imagine he had been on the verge of tears a moment ago because of chickens pecking at his sandals.


  “Yes. If you know that name and you’re chasing this tale, you’re either very lucky to still be alive, or you’ve seen the unfairness of the world with your own eyes.”


  Col had told them how Rupi had been taken by missionaries with swords and many people had been killed.


  At Reynold’s words, Col nodded, his fists clenched.


  “And you there next to him, miss… Merchants can’t take riches to the grave, but they can take their memories, so I don’t want to ask why you say you hail from the north but are dressed as a nun of the Church,” said Reynolds, letting a cynical smile twitch across one half of his face.


  Holo, too, smiled slightly – she understood that the wish to experience only pure, beautiful things until heading to the grave was itself a folly to be laughed at.


  “So, then, about the god of Rupi. I suppose it was the year before last, around the end of summer. Back then the missionaries and mercenaries were gallivanting all over the northern mountains and plains. Stories of this or that befalling this or that village were not uncommon. Among them, though, was a tale seized on by a trading company I was close with. Or perhaps I should say, they couldn’t help but seize on it.”


  “The Debau Company, yes?”


  If Lawrence let the man think they had come to him knowing nothing, he might well lie either to make a better tale or just to deceive them.


  So to prevent that, Lawrence showed that they were not entirely ignorant.


  Reynolds noticed the move and smiled. “Heh. This merchant bearing a letter from the wolf woman of the house of Bolan tells no lies. I respect her, and if she has put her trust in you, then I respect you, Kraft Lawrence, as well.” His smile was a serious one, and he seemed to be angry.


  But Lawrence did not feel he had misspoken.


  This was practically a ritual, a way to determine the rules of play between two merchants.


  “I apologize for interrupting your tale.”


  “Not at all. If I am the only one talking, I’ll never notice how long-winded I’m being. Since you’re not entirely ignorant of the situation, I should give you the important details.”


  Reynolds coughed and straightened himself in his chair.


  His gaze drifted to the wall as he looked back into his memory.


  “There was a certain faction of the Church that for various reasons the Debau Company could not easily defy, and this faction brought them an offer. ‘Among the pagan stories we’ve gone into the mountains to investigate,’ they said, ‘there are some that are unlike the more absurd tales. They have shape and truth. And if that’s so, then you merchants who deal in everything on this earth, you should be able to go and find the shape and truth of this.’”


  That he’d ventured to say it that way might well have been meant to imply that he was no friend of the Church himself.


  “Just as we find alchemy mysterious and thus assume that alchemists can work miracles, it seems the men of the Church find our trading mysterious and wanting in virtue – and thus mistakenly think we can accomplish anything. But often in business there are requests we can’t refuse. And those always flow from high to low.”


  “You’re right about that,” said Lawrence, at which Reynolds nodded, satisfied.


  From the emperor to the palace merchant, from the palace merchant to the trade company he controlled, from the company to the branch, and from the branch manager to the commoner merchants at the bottom.


  It was not rare for even goods respectfully presented to the emperor to have their origins with merchants who scraped and fought for every last copper coin.


  Orders came from the top down, and goods flowed from the bottom up, and never the opposite.


  “And our company is situated here at the bottom of the Roam River, which is ruled over by the great river spirit Roam. We must meet whatever comes down the river, whatever happens. Truly–”


  Reynolds’s sagging cheeks jiggled as though they’d sagged all along just waiting for this day, this moment.


  “–We must, no matter the cost.”


  Lawrence nodded, looking down at the box that was so packed with bones on the desk.


  Normally, even when a trading company somewhere was searching for goods, they would not be sent so very many.


  But be they the bones of dog, cat, sheep, cow, or swine, the fact that this company had collected so many was because everybody in this town knew that the Jean Company was not conducting sensible business.


  For it to be sensible business, someone would have had to be paying a fair price for sensible goods.


  But if it was not sensible business, it was possible that money would be paid for even nonsensical goods.


  And there existed the strong possibility that the Jean Company, and the Debau Company above them, might pay money for worthless bones if they thought the clergy who had given the original order would be satisfied.


  And there were bones all over the place.


  Making a small bet on that possibility was not a bad bet at all.


  The most inconvenienced party was the Jean Company, who wound up playing bookmaker to those bets.


  “And so it turned into quite a commotion, because some were saying that if the real bones were found, they would be paid a thousand, two thousand lumione for them.”


  “So–” It was Col who spoke up as Reynolds paused and smiled self-deprecatingly. “–So, did you find the bones?”


  Reynolds’s eyes, like pure glass beads beneath his drooping lids, showed no emotion but shifted for just a moment.


  The question was a naive one and a breach of merchant conversation etiquette.


  But those glassy eyes soon shifted back to ones befitting an easy-going shopkeeper, content to sit behind his desk and wait for customers as he watched his chickens peck at the floor.


  A merchant had no call to turn angry at a naive question. Rather than show anger, he would treat the question appropriately.


  Which meant that the merchant talk was now over.


  “Heh. If I had, I’d be sitting at a golden desk right about now. Of course, at the time, rumors that I’d already found the bones and made a huge profit were flying around left and right, and I was attacked who knows how many times. But a little thought made it obvious. Just who had ever paid that much gold coin for something without attracting the attention of others?”


  His teasing tone came from the fact that it was an absurd notion.


  If this company had been paid a thousand gold coins, anybody doing business would notice the movement of money immediately.


  It was the same as moving a mountain – even if you did it in the dead of night, people were going to notice come morning.


  It was not something you could hide.


  Col seemed to have realized that.


  He nodded, crestfallen, but thanking Reynolds for answering his question.


  That moment, Reynolds’s eyes widened in surprise – Lawrence was laughing.


  Even if the question itself had been a terrible breach of merchant etiquette, Col’s polite thanks for the answer showed the kind of manners that most apprentices failed to remember even after a sound whipping.


  He might have been sitting reluctantly behind the desk of his trading company, but Reynolds had a good merchant’s eye; there was no doubt about that.


  So he turned that merchant’s eye to Lawrence.


  “You’ve got yourself a fine apprentice there, Mr. Lawrence.”


  The eye of a hawk who’s spotted its prey.


  Surely that was no exaggeration.


  “He’s not my apprentice.”


  “Surely–!” said Reynolds, shocked, as though he simply could not believe it. When his gaze fell to Col, Lawrence immediately spoke.


  “He’s a future scholar of Church law. If I said he was my apprentice, I’d never be able to pass through the gates of Heaven.”


  Reynolds seemed not to know what sort of expression to make.


  If Lawrence could ever surprise Holo enough for her to make that face, he was sure he would be able to grab her reins on the spot.


  So surprised was Reynolds that he slapped his own forehead, totally at a loss. “Hrrrm! Born in the northlands, a future Church law scholar, and chasing tales of the god of his hometown… Well, I certainly see why that wolf woman would put her trust in a merchant like you. You seem like you’re on a very complicated –  and truly enviable – journey.”


  For merchants, who were keenly aware of human connections and influence, a future Church law scholar was like a golden egg – one whose eventual value could be roughly guessed based on his current manners and personality.


  You’d always want to invest in someone whose future was bright.


  The notion radiated off of Reynolds, but his gaze suddenly shifted to Holo and then to Lawrence. “So then, is this one from a famous convent somewhere?”


  Holo, too, would have noticed the man’s predatory, hawklike gaze on Col.


  But Reynolds hadn’t used that gaze on Holo.


  He was asking Lawrence the question either because he felt bad about ignoring Holo or he simply wanted to make small talk.


  But there was no chance that Holo was going to be satisfied with such slight treatment.


  So then, how best to raise her worth?


  That was one calculation she could perform as fast as any merchant.


  No sooner had Holo heard Reynolds’s words than she hid herself behind Lawrence, clutching his clothes.


  As though she were a shy maiden, fearful of strangers. As though she were claiming Lawrence as her guardian.


  If merchants coveted even the possessions of the gods, then surely it was their nature to covet the things of other humans all the more.


  The effect was perfect.


  
    
  

  “Bwa-ha-ha-ha!” Reynolds burst out laughing, and Lawrence realized that Holo was peering out from behind him with a malicious smile on her face.


  The ineffable battle of wits had two or three layers now.


  Reynolds’s hearty laughter came from his realization that he had been completely fooled. “What fine guests you all are! What say you to this? It’ll be midday soon. Shall we all take a meal in celebration of our meeting?”


  Lawrence, for his part, was quite happy with the proposal. Conversation with Reynolds was entirely stimulating. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d love to.”


  “What wonderful fortune. I’ll summon one of my men to prepare some food. However” – here Reynolds’s gaze moved behind Lawrence to the Jean Company loading dock – “to do that I’ll need a single healthy chicken, but today it seems there isn’t a chicken to be found.”


  “Ah!” exclaimed Col, at which Holo looked askance.


  When they’d pecked at Col’s sandals, Holo had chased them around with a fierce enough gaze to give even another wolf pause, and now there was not a single chicken to be seen anywhere on the loading dock.


  “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to call over my neighbors for dinner,” said Reynolds with an impish, childlike smile, which Col flailed at and Holo reluctantly went to capture a chicken.


  Chicken and grape wine.


  Bread and salt were necessary to live, but chicken and wine were probably two of the things necessary to truly enjoy life.


  And all the more so when they were an unexpected treat.


  Holo dug in before even hearing Reynolds’s “Please, eat,” while Col ate with the proper Church manners expected of a future scholar of law.


  Col was surely the only one impressed with how grand Reynolds was to treat them to such a feast after they had so casually asked him about the wolf remains.


  There at the meal table, amid the easy small talk, he told them about the great commotion two years earlier, when tales of the bones were at high tide, and what happened after that.


  But merchants were always looking for payment.


  Lawrence was worried about that payment, but it became clear only when they were about to part ways.


  Reynolds sought Lawrence’s handshake. “My regards to Eve Bolan.” He held Lawrence’s hand firmly.


  His eye was every bit that of a shrewd merchant.


  Perhaps he wanted them to convey to her that he had told her customers all about the wolf remains and treated them to a good meal besides.


  Perhaps he did it to strengthen his ties to Eve, thereby increasing his own business.


  But while Reynolds’s Jean Company might have looked shabby, it should have already been well connected to the Debau Company and its mining profits.


  It was possible that Reynolds’s experience with Eve had been so auspicious that he did not have very much to gain.


  Or perhaps Eve was just that influential.


  There were many things to worry about, but Lawrence had to be thankful for the kindness they were shown.


  Lawrence returned Reynolds’s grasp heartily, then put the Jean Company behind him.


  While Reynolds had been reluctant to get out of his chair when they had arrived, now that they were leaving, he saw them off from beneath the trading house’s eaves.


  “Now, then,” Lawrence murmured to himself.


  He had easily achieved his goal.


  But he could not deny that in all of his conversation with Reynolds, something in the twists and turns failed to add up.


  The state of the Jean Company, the moment when Lawrence had given Reynolds the letter he had gotten from Eve, and even Reynolds’s actions just a moment ago, when they were parting ways.


  None of that led directly to the tale of the wolf remains, but the actions of merchants were often connected in surprising ways.


  Deep in contemplation, Lawrence stroked his beard lightly.


  “So, what shall we do?” His thoughts were interrupted by Holo.


  And the moment he looked at Holo’s face, he thought of the poultry they had been treated to not long ago.


  The meal in question had seen the chicken thighs boiled, then covered in a sauce made from vinegar, a touch of sweet herbs, and crushed mustard seed – a true delicacy.


  As to how magnificent it had actually been – well, there was still a fragment of the sweet herbs stuck to the corner of Holo’s mouth.


  Lawrence flicked it off with a finger, and Holo closed one eye in irritation.


  But Lawrence soon realized that she was not trying to hide embarrassment at being treated like a child.


  Holo had looked away and given Col a quick wink.


  Col, while surprised, also looked impressed and nodded. Lawrence watched all this and sighed.


  Evidently Holo had put Col to a bet as to whether Lawrence would brush the herb crumb off her mouth.


  “Yes… what, indeed,” Lawrence murmured. There was no profit in her game. Lawrence pretended not to notice the wink.


  “He told us everything a lot more easily than I was expecting. It’s kind of disappointing, isn’t it?”


  “Oh?”


  “I was sure he’d try to hide more from us,” said Col.


  At Col’s words, it was now Lawrence’s turn to shoot Holo a quick glance.


  Their gazes met for a moment, and they both looked away quickly.


  That had to mean that Holo had realized something during the earlier conversation.


  Lawrence chose his words and spoke. “… Yes, well. We’ve confirmed that the Church believed the story from Rupi to be true, which means that there was something for them to believe in. Which is a big step forward.”


  Col nodded several times, his face serious.


  However, if Holo was feeling something ominous from Reynolds’s words and actions, then things might not be so simple.


  As the ensuing question would be hard to answer, Lawrence refrained from mentioning this to Col.


  Col was simply too kind.


  Even for someone as cynical as Holo, talking about her homeland was a dangerous proposition.


  It would be best to wait for the right moment and explain things carefully.


  “But there is one unfortunate thing.”


  “…?” Col looked up at Lawrence, his head cocked in a question.


  “Since we learned what we needed to know so easily, it looks like we won’t need to use our trump card.”


  “Ah… you mean about the copper coins?”


  Fifty-seven boxes packed with copper coins coming down the river had – after crossing the sea from the Jean Company –  become sixty boxes, which was quite mysterious.


  Lawrence suspected that this might be a vulnerable spot for the Jean Company.


  If the Jean Company had tried to hide the story of the wolf remains, he could have used it to shake them down, and he had explained as much to Col.


  However, because he had assumed that the simple fact of the box count not adding up would be sufficient leverage on the Jean Company, Lawrence still had not heard the reason of the discrepancy from Col.


  Lawrence had not, of course, figured it out on his own.


  “Well, if there’s no reason to use it, you can just tell me once our journey’s over, by way of thanks.”


  Col, who had understood the reason all by himself, nodded, then gave a satisfied smile.


  “Now then, as far as this all goes, about all we can do is go back to Eve and thank her, gathering some information along the way. And we shouldn’t hurry too much. We don’t want to be suspected of anything.”


  “… Er, so… because if there’s anyone seriously following us, we’ll wind up making them think we’re up to something, right?”


  The boy’s constant studiousness was certainly admirable.


  Lawrence nodded. “Reynolds and Eve didn’t mind telling us all about the wolf remains because they’ve both thought the whole thing through and decided it’s nonsense. If they hear anything that gives it the ring of truth, they’ll both shut their mouths on the spot.”


  “So if we keep searching for the tale too seriously, they’ll start to wonder if we’ve discovered a key that proves the story is true.”


  And, of course, the key that proved the story was true was none other than Holo’s existence.


  Col was well aware of that as he held up his right index finger, with an expression on his face as if he were a chef explaining that a dish’s secret ingredient was just a dash of fresh herbs.


  Or like a puppy proudly performing a trick he had just learned.


  But he did not seem cheeky or arrogant, probably because Col himself was affecting the proud attitude purposefully.


  He was just genuinely friendly.


  “But the irony is that we can ask about it so easily because nobody believes it’s true. Even though we’re asking so we can figure out the truth.”


  “It’s also a question of faith. You have to have the courage to believe you’re right even when everyone around you says you’re wrong.”


  Col nodded gravely.


  “So this would be one way to put that into practice: If a priest asks God if the people can be saved and gets no reply, it’s not because God is being careless, but rather the question is…?”


  The future Church law scholar rang like a cast bell when struck. “The question’s obvious is the reason.”


  This kind of calm, pleasant intellectual discussion was a bit different from what he had with Holo.


  Lawrence had heard that true scholars had conversations like this from morning till night, and he felt like he understood why.


  The two were walking aimlessly as they talked, and somewhere along the line, Col had begun walking beside Lawrence, which was not bad at all.


  If they were to walk like this for another ten years, he was sure Col would become a dear friend.


  When Lawrence thought on it, he started to look forward to the future in spite of himself.


  But someone came between the two.


  Someone who had been left out of the conversation – Holo.


  “Seems like pleasant chat’s happening right before me,” she said, her face a bit annoyed.


  Lawrence decided it was better not to try to analyze what that statement might mean.


  “If there is no need to go straight back to that vixen’s burrow, then I’ve a place I’d like to go.”


  “And that is?” asked Lawrence, and Holo pointed to the mouth of the river.


  “That lively looking place.”


  It went without saying that she meant the marketplace on the delta.


  Her tail was wagging beneath her robe, and she was probably anticipating eating something tasty.


  From the stimulating intellectual conversation with Col, they had returned to the usual obvious topics.


  Lawrence directed his eyes past Holo to Col.


  Col nodded a little hesitantly.


  About half of Holo’s desire to go to the delta was for her own sake – the other half was for Col’s.


  It was difficult to weigh the merits of Col’s intellectual conversation against Holo’s frank obviousness – because Holo’s words always concealed something else.


  So Lawrence replied, hiding something in his words to Holo as well.


  “You only ever think about food,” he said as though at a loss, at which Holo’s amber eyes rolled and her upper lip curled into a sneering smile.


  “I am always thinking about you, as well,” she said in a higher, flattering tone, clinging to Lawrence’s arm.


  Lawrence had forgotten to put an herb crumb in the corner of his own mouth, so this made them even.


  Col’s face turned red, and he seemed not to know where he should look.


  Lawrence could not help feeling a little bit superior, but he also could not simply enjoy it.


  As to why, that was because in exchange for her performance, Holo would be expecting compensation.


  “That’s because I am your food.” Lawrence paid his price, which made Holo grin, her ears moving enough to nearly brush her hood back.


  “So you’ll loosen your purse strings a bit for me?”


  Lawrence looked at Col.


  “What do you think?” his gaze asked.


  And when it came to this sort of verbal sparring, Col was able to answer as well as Holo. “I think you’ll need to get a room.”


  “Yes, I do need some wine,” said Lawrence, wrapping up Col’s perfect joke.


  The delta in the town of Kerube had a large reservoir in the center.


  All sorts of fish, big and small, were kept in it, and occasionally groups of turtles or waterfowl would congregate there.


  But no golden-haired poet would sit at the water’s edge spinning rhyme, and the words spoken there were not verses of the place’s surpassing beauty.


  Because the fish in the reservoir swam in circles within nets and the turtles and waterfowl would eventually have their legs or mouths bound.


  The words spoken at the waterfront were straightforward amounts and negotiations. The throats that shouted them were stout and strong, as were the hands that grabbed at the fish.


  The people who came to the market to do business called the reservoir the spring of gold.


  Kerube’s delta market extended two hundred paces north from the reservoir, two hundred paces south, three hundred to the east, and four hundred to the west.


  This extent had been decided in the distant past, and while it seemed the delta had plenty of space to accommodate the market, as far as Lawrence had heard or seen, it had never been expanded.


  Which meant, of course, that the buildings were built to conserve land area.


  The constant complaint about the overcrowding was that it was so bad you could see your neighbor’s ledger.


  No sooner had Lawrence and company arrived on the delta than Holo flattened her ears back.


  It might have been a bit of a joke, but Lawrence didn’t think it was necessarily for show.


  No matter when you came, the largest market in the port town of Kerube possessed an unbelievable commotion.


  “Is today a festival day or something?” a taken-aback Col asked Holo, who stood next to him as they crossed the pier after Lawrence had paid the boatman.


  The delta had three docks, and Lawrence and company had arrived at the one used almost exclusively by traffic going to and from the north side of the town. So instead of the gate made from run-aground ships that was the market’s most famous landmark, there was a quarried stone that had been brought ashore and simply left there.


  The market proper started just past that with crowds of people standing shoulder to shoulder, none of them looking directly ahead but instead gazing intently at the shops they passed as they walked by.


  “Hmm? This is hardly the only place so crowded, you know. I have been to towns where they’re like this through and through,” Holo said sagely, puffing up in a matter not so unlike Col himself.


  “I-is that so…? The only really crowded place I’ve ever been is Aquent…”


  “Aye. Do not worry; youth is an ignorant time. All you need do is watch and learn.”


  “That’s surely true. After all, you said nearly the same thing to me the first time we visited a port town,” said Lawrence from behind the two, putting his hand on Holo’s head.


  In the centuries Holo had spent in Pasloe, the world had changed enough for even a god to grow old. When it came to being ignorant about the state of the world, Holo was surely the worse offender.


  But when it came to boasting, the same was true.


  Irritated, she brushed Lawrence’s hand off her head and glared at him threateningly. “As the contents of your coin purse are so small, aye, you must truly enjoy boasting of how much more worldly you are than I!”


  “I could say precisely the same thing to you. The only large city you’ve ever visited is Ruvinheigen!”


  Holo drew her chin in and puffed her cheeks out.


  Col had been watching the exchange nervously, but this made Holo’s “play with me!” attitude all too obvious.


  “Only because you’re a skinflint of a traveling merchant who pinches every penny, even for food. I lived a captive’s life, unable to go where I wished. Or will you take me where I wish to go?”


  They were difficult words, heavy with implication and calling into question their entire journey so far – if Lawrence misinterpreted even one, he could expect a sound kick in the rear.


  Col seemed not to know how much of it was a joke, and he was unable to hide his discomfort.


  So Lawrence answered courteously and carefully. “Merchants interpret everything through money. So as long as it costs nothing, I will cooperate with you as much as you need.”


  “For example?” asked Holo, giving a rare half smile beneath her hood.


  She seemed incapable of hiding the absurdity of her own performance.


  “For example… hmm…” said Lawrence, thinking. Holo irritatedly struck him, then grabbed his clothes and pulled him close.


  “In that case, how about some pillow talk? Or do I need to make it clearer than that?”


  She had made it quite clear enough, Lawrence stopped himself from saying.


  Just when he thought they were fighting, the tone of the exchange had taken a sudden change, and Col’s face reddened as he swallowed and watched the two.


  Lawrence mused that being an actor would not be so bad.


  “It’s true that pillow talk doesn’t cost anything. Although whenever I carry you to bed, you’re always drunk.”


  Holo slipped away from Lawrence, a malicious smile on her face.


  Lawrence prepared himself to show his best you-got-me face.


  “What else can I do? Your conversation is far too boring to endure sober.”


  Lawrence wanted someone to compliment them on having matured so much that they could engage in such an obvious parody of their usual conversation.


  “Now then, shall we have a look around?” suggested Holo, smacking her lips with relish, apparently satisfied with their joking.


  What she wanted to have a look at was not the market itself, but rather the food arrayed within it.


  Despite having just eaten her fill of chicken, her belly was evidently already empty.


  “U-um, what food is this town known for, I wonder…” said Col to Holo, still trying to be polite to her despite being totally unable to keep up with the rapid shifts in the conversation thus far.


  “Hmph. When you say it like that, it makes it sound like all I care about is food.”


  “Wha–? N-no, that’s not what I–”


  If her robe had been pulled off, no doubt Holo’s tail would have been swishing to and fro as she toyed with Col mercilessly. In any case, Lawrence was not listening to Col’s stumbling words as he was teased.


  He started walking alone, then passed the stone that served as a gate and turned back.


  “Come, hurry!”


  Despite the noise of the bustling market, the clear tone of a lass’s voice would still attract attention.


  A merchant who was sitting on the stone and writing something glanced at Holo, the hand on his slate going awry. Paradoxically, her slim, chaste features made it obvious she was abstaining for profit. From the perspective of an ascetic hermit, this was a grave sin.


  Following Holo’s gaze led to Lawrence, which at the very least made things unfavorable.


  And though the merchant soon dropped his gaze back to his slate and continued writing, Lawrence could clearly see that he could not help occasionally letting it slip past the edge of the slate, and only with effort did Lawrence hide a rueful chuckle.


  “Stop your dallying! Come, now–” shouted Holo. Though it was unclear whether she was aware of the gaze upon her, she felt rushed enough that the tip of her swishing tail poked out from under her robe, and having shouted, she suddenly fell silent.


  “…?”


  No matter how good at acting she might have been, even the best disguise would wear thin if it was worn long enough.


  And this did not seem like an act, so like the young merchant before him had just done, Lawrence followed Holo’s gaze.


  And then he saw.


  Col looked back, too, and clapped his hand over his mouth, glancing surreptitiously at Lawrence.


  At the end of Holo’s gaze, just getting off the boat, was the familiar form of a certain merchant.


  Wearing the same clothes as usual, regarding everything in the world as so many coins to be counted past sleepy, half-lidded eyes, the owner of that fearless gaze turned it upon Lawrence.


  But the faint surprise that Eve evinced was surely not a skillful act, but genuine.


  For around Eve were two men, both well dressed and well fed, trailed by two men also well dressed but with sinister looks in their eyes – the encounter had to be a coincidence.


  The young merchant who had been sitting on the rock pondering his business noticed Eve and the others and scrambled to his feet, trotting into the marketplace as though making his escape.


  An older fishmonger, standing idly beside his fish cart as he waited for his broker to show up, bowed respectfully as if he were meeting an ocean spirit.


  The men around Eve seemed to regard the actions of the young merchant and the old fishmonger as completely ordinary. It was as though Lawrence were the abnormal one, and they stared at him openly, as though appraising him.


  Then they sniffed, as if he was beneath their contempt.


  They turned and regarded Eve as if asking what this boy’s problem was.


  “I thought for sure you’d headed south… but maybe sightseeing comes first,” said Eve in an amused tone.


  The youngest of the four men handled the payment of their ferryman’s fee.


  Eve did not even glance at them, instead facing Lawrence as she spoke.


  She spared Holo only a moment’s look, and Lawrence was sure that if he had checked, Holo’s eyes would have been full of hostility.


  The men around Eve murmured into each other’s ears as they considered Lawrence.


  “Yes, as a bit of a break from work. My wound still aches a bit, you see.” Lawrence let some hostility slip into his voice as he could feel Holo’s gaze boring into his back.


  Eve would surely understand that much.


  She narrowed her eyes faintly, and raising her hand, gave two, then three signals to the men.


  The two well-fed men directed unfriendly smiles at Lawrence, and the two mean-eyed ones completely ignored the group as they passed, heading into the marketplace.


  Just as in the legend from the scriptures, as they walked, the sea of people seemed to part before them.


  They had to be powerful figures in the town.


  Just as they walked away, Holo approached Lawrence.


  “For my part, I was in the middle of resting up when that lot flushed me out. They’re big fish on the north side for Kerube,” said Eve.


  “Are they merchants?” Lawrence asked, at which Eve shook her head.


  “They’re not involved in buying or selling goods, but they’re awfully good at bookkeeping.”


  Eve’s eyes were colored with her distaste, and in an instant, Lawrence understood exactly what sort of men they were. They probably had special privileges in Kerube.


  They might have been landowners, or perhaps they controlled tax collection or fishing licensure. At the very least, it was clear that they lived in a world where simply relaxing in a chair would bring money flowing to them.


  If they were making even the slightest bow in Eve’s direction, they must know how useful she could be.


  Or perhaps despite their power, they still lacked a noble title.


  Lawrence could not be sure, but the situation smelled highly amusing.


  “If you’re interested, come to the spring of gold. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


  Just as Eve left, she shot Holo a quick glance.


  Then her form entered the throng in the marketplace, and she disappeared – as if she could blend into or stand out of a crowd at will.


  Impressed, Lawrence watched her go before a kick from Holo brought him back to the present.


  “You’ve some nerve, watching another female right in front of me.”


  Lawrence had heard that line somewhere before but only shrugged, not offering a proper answer. “Shall I look only at you from now on, then?” he inquired, playfully bring his face close to Holo’s and boldly touching her cheek.


  An irritated Holo then immediately started walking toward the marketplace.


  “Ah, Miss Holo!” Col reflexively followed her but stopped short after a step.


  He looked back hesitantly. “E-er–”


  “Hmm?”


  “Are you not going to…?”


  By which he of course meant following Holo.


  Col was probably worried that by running after Holo, he was usurping Lawrence’s role.


  “I am not. I think she’d like you to go with her.”


  “I don’t–”


  “You don’t think so?” asked Lawrence, and Col shook his head.


  Even if he were released, Col surely would not try to fix his mussed hair.


  Evidently, he was too busy thinking about other things to bother with it.


  “I’ll admit that you’re clever, but even a bit of thought should have led you to conclude that I’ve got no leg to stand on.” Lawrence smiled and fixed Col’s hair. “It’s true that she’s angry with me. But the part where she’s quarreling with me, that’s a lie.”


  Lawrence reached into the leather coin purse slung around his hip and produced a single silver trenni.


  He then touched the coin to Col’s nose. “This should be more than enough for all the food and drink you could want. Be careful that Holo doesn’t have too much wine.”


  “…”


  Col seemed not to understand why Lawrence was not pursuing Holo, and he accepted the coin with a deeply perplexed expression.


  “She can see right through me, you see. She knows Eve’s words have caught my interest. But she also hates Eve and doesn’t want to have to see her face.”


  Col wore a look that said, “And then?” but Lawrence explained no further, giving Col’s back a little shove, adding that if he wanted to know more, he should ask Holo.


  He hesitated for a moment, but he was a smart boy and walked away as he was told.


  Though she had already disappeared into the crowd, Holo would surely find Col.


  “Well, then.”


  Eve had said to come to the spring of gold.


  Lawrence understood what that meant.


  He had learned that any important meeting regarding the port town of Kerube would be held by the delta’s spring of gold.


  If it were held on the north side, the northerners would try to press their advantage, likewise for the south side; this was a measure against that.


  If an impoverished noblewoman with her eye on becoming a wealthy merchant would go there with such powerful townsmen, it was certain to be something that any merchant worthy of the name would want to attend.


  In the face of that, no possible amusement could compare.


  Of course, it would have been easy enough for Holo to take Lawrence by the scruff of the neck and turn his attention back toward her, but a clever wolf like her understood the cost of doing so.


  Far better for her to withdraw, thereby drawing something out of Lawrence.


  And Lawrence had accepted the bargain.


  He ran his hand through his hair ruefully, wishing that he could read Holo’s heart as easily as he had understood the bargain they had just struck.


  No doubt Holo was at a loss herself.


  “A trenni for sightseeing, eh?”


  As he folded his arms and craned his neck, he wondered if he had gotten too brave and handed over too much money.


  But at least he would hear no complaints.


  Lawrence walked, heading into the market for the first time in quite a while.


  He felt he had melted into the crowd quite well.


  All that was left was the squalid hustle and bustle of the marketplace, humming like an army of ants.


  The marketplace was a little world of its own.


  Whether it was true or not, it was said that the delta marketplace was built upon countless piles driven into the sand. Most of the buildings were stone to prevent – it was rumored – the pile-supported marketplace from being washed away by the river. Lawrence could understand that much, as the nails of wooden construction would instantly start to rust and rot, but he could not help but worry that stone buildings would sink into the sand.


  Of course, he had never heard of anything like that happening so far, so it had to be working.


  Due to the way things were, wind would carry sand through the spaces between buildings, where it would accumulate, calling to mind the markets of desert towns far to the south.


  Words carried on the wind directed him through the twists and turns of the market’s center, and he arrived without incident at the spring of gold.


  Around the spring, a round plaza was constructed with roads leading away from it to the north, south, east, and west.


  Marking the spring’s very center was a long and high pylon.


  Three blackened, dried fish were affixed to the pylon, perhaps as a kind of charm, and atop it perched a single seagull.


  At one spot at the edge of the spring, three sets of tables and chairs were arranged, around which stood three guards with leather chest pieces. The men carried spears nearly twice as long as they were tall.


  Taking a look around, Lawrence saw that the inns and lodgings surrounding the spring all had their second-story windows left open. All the faces peering out through them seemed to be those of well-to-do merchants, perhaps among them some who had women waiting on them within and were indulging themselves a bit.


  Lawrence was, of course, not so wealthy that he could indulge in spectating from an inn, so he bought an ale from one of the opportunistically positioned open-air stalls, settling himself at an appropriate distance so that he could hear the conversation at the tables.


  He did not see Eve, but there were already men he recognized for who they were, sitting in the chairs, each whispering into the ears of his staff.


  There was no need to bother asking anybody the topic of discussion.


  No tongue was as loose as that of a merchant anticipating amusement.


  Merchants who were tight-lipped when talk of profit came up were only too happy to gossip.


  Just by listening to the strong spirit seller talking loudly to his neighbor, Lawrence could glean the general idea.


  The man seemed to be a merchant who was stopping over during a sea voyage, but he was extremely drunk, making him harder to understand. But the gist seemed to be that there was a debate going on over whether to expand the marketplace.


  Lawrence had heard similar talk when he had visited in the past, so perhaps it was a common topic.


  However, thinking about it simply suggested that expanding the delta marketplace would increase the traffic of merchants and goods, which in turn would increase the taxes the town collected, so it seemed as if there would be little to discuss and that everyone would agree.


  Of course, things were not so simple, so the debate went on and on – and in such cases, the interests of the people in power reigned supreme.


  Lawrence brought his ale to his lips, gazing at the men at the tables with a wry smile, wondering just what sort of greed-stained play was about to be performed.


  Just then, something else suddenly caught his eye, and in that instant, the gull sitting atop the central pylon flew away.


  Immediately thereafter – or perhaps immediately before – the sound of a bell ringing echoed sharply across the plaza, and the surrounding chatter swiftly fell silent.


  When Lawrence looked at the tables placed at the edge of the spring, the participants in the discussion there had all risen, extending their right hands and proclaiming the beginning of the meeting.


  “In the name of the great spirit of the river, Roam!”


  They then took their seats, and the three guards looked up into the sky and shook their spears three times.


  It was full of as much pomp as the council of wise men of the ancient empire, but it was probably necessary in order to give the meeting the authority it needed.


  Lawrence could guess how often someone had tried to question the council’s authority.


  If the meeting lacked the authority to set town policy, the town would quickly descend into civil unrest. It would be like a mercenary troop without a commander.


  A nation was no different, which was why kings claimed their right to rule to be bestowed by God.


  Lawrence took another swig of ale. “Seems like things are hard everywhere,” he couldn’t help murmuring, a wry smile on his face.


  “You think so, too, eh?”


  Lawrence nearly spit out his ale at the sudden, unexpected reply to his idle statement.


  He hurriedly turned to face the direction from which the voice had emanated, and it was the one person he had not spied at the meeting – Eve.


  “Why so startled? It’s as though you’ve something to hide.”


  From behind the scarf wrapped about her head, her eyes smiled faintly.


  “… Merchants keep their secrets and their coins tucked safely away in their purses, after all.”


  “I’d like to take mine to the grave, if I can.”


  “Quite right.” Lawrence slumped exaggeratedly, which Eve laughed at like a carefree town lass. “So, what business might you have with a gossipy traveling merchant like me?”


  “Such cheek. I doubt I’ll ever forget your hands closing around my throat so long as I live.”


  It was hard for Lawrence to hear.


  But even the grandest general had quarreled with someone as a child and come home crying.


  “And here I thought you’d be over there sitting in one of those seats.”


  “That ceremony? If there was anything to be gained from that, I’d pray to God a little more often,” declared Eve, turning her narrowed eyes to the spring’s edge.


  Lawrence openly regarded Eve’s profile but could not guess her real intention.


  Was her talkativeness thanks to a good mood or a bad one?


  If Eve were a wolf like Holo, it would surely be the latter, Lawrence thought to himself.


  He heard a loud cough from the edge of the spring, which was followed by the formal declaration of the topic.


  “The meeting’s started.”


  Just as the liquor-swilling merchants beside them had predicted, the meeting regarded the expansion of the delta marketplace.


  The man who pronounced the topic was one of the same well-dressed men who had disembarked from the boat with Eve, and he seemed accustomed to public speaking.


  “It’s not quite a farce, but a meeting’s conclusion always comes from somewhere outside the participants, don’t you think?”


  Lawrence’s reply to Eve was delayed thanks to a feeling not unlike envy that came over him. “… So, you’re saying they’ve entrusted their under-the-table dealings to you.”


  Eve sighed and shrugged. “Not to put too fine a point on it.”


  “I’m wondering why you’d bother idling around with me, then,” said Lawrence, debating whether he had let more envy than was necessary color his voice but deciding that this small amount of covetousness would be forgiven.


  After all, winning the trust of powerful town officials was an almost blindingly brilliant honor for a lowly traveling merchant.


  Yet the moment Eve heard Lawrence’s words, he was surprised to see her gape in apparent surprise.


  It hadn’t been that surprising, he thought – but then noticed that Eve’s gaze had returned to the meeting.


  Apparent representatives of the north and south were exchanging words, but with seemingly less vigor than they should have been, even appearing rather silly.


  Lawrence looked back at Eve a moment after her surprise.


  And when he saw Eve’s face, she was smiling as she had been when she looked at Col, Lawrence thought to himself – but then he thought better of it.


  It was the same expression she had worn when they each put their lives on the line in Lenos, the town of lumber and fur.


  “If I said it made me happy you were honestly envious, would you laugh?”


  Lawrence understood the reason why her eyes were fixed on the meeting immediately before her.


  He doubted there was a wolf anywhere that was honest or obedient.


  “I’d laugh, all right.”


  Merchants to a one spent their days hiding their true motives, always trying to deceive one another for their own profit.


  If he were to obey that near instinct, the correct course would be for Lawrence to try to read Eve’s mood and see if he could get in on whatever under-the-table deal she was conducting. Envy was a secondary priority, and letting that envy show was not even a consideration.


  And yet if a merchant’s acquaintances were all other merchants, that unavoidably meant that they were all also hiding their true motives and trying to take whatever advantage they could.


  And even a legendary hero needed a break sometimes.


  So Lawrence’s insensitive admission of his own envy had actually made this wolf happy.


  Eve looked down in self-deprecation, and when she looked back up, her eyes were as clear as melted snow.


  
    
  

  “I was right to spot you and call you over. The truth is, I was rather melancholy about having been summoned by that lot.” Eve indicated the meeting with irritation.


  “It won’t make you any money?” inquired Lawrence, and even with the scarf she was wearing, he could tell her mouth twisted into a sneer.


  “I played with fire in Lenos and on the Roam River, but yes, that’s one of the reasons I could breathe a little easier once I entered Kerube.”


  A political patron. Or a backer with sufficient wealth to put her beyond the ability of local lords to arrest.


  Either way, they would hardly consider Eve an equal.


  Such people existed, even for traveling merchants who prided themselves on their independence.


  Despite having fallen into poverty, she had a noble name and had dragged herself up from the depths, yet there was no telling how many burdens she still carried.


  When Lawrence and company met her in front of the town entrance, Eve paid them proper respect, but he realized, seeing her now, that it might not have been so simple a thing.


  “I’m sort of a mercenary for them, but they’ve ordered me to do something essentially impossible. Do you know the story behind this marketplace?”


  Presented with such a tale, Lawrence shook his head without a trace of pride.


  “Scores of years ago, it was a group of merchants from the south who proposed the marketplace because they wanted a place to trade with the north. However, the landowners were a little short on wisdom and thought that if they sold the land, it would be a huge loss, so they bragged they would construct their own market. Even if it drove them into a deep debt.”


  “The landholders were from the north. The moneylenders were from the south.”


  Eve pushed aside her scarf and took a couple drafts of her ale, then set her cup back down. “Yes. The men over there are the sons of the ones who borrowed the money and those who lent it. In exchange for not losing the land and receiving exorbitant rent for its use, they wind up paying an equivalent amount of interest. Of course, the landowners cannot hide their irritation at this and are constantly looking for a way out.”


  “But they haven’t found one.”


  Eve nodded, and her eyes turned cold and appraising, as if she could count how many silver coins a human life was worth. “So, what will the second generation look for next? The answer is simple: a scapegoat.”


  Eve’s face was as still as the surface of a lake.


  She was certainly trying to become a merchant prince, but right now she was only a modestly wealthy trader.


  She did use others – she was used by them.


  Eve had been told to overturn the problem surrounding the north side, the south side, and their marketplace – which she knew perfectly well was impossible for anyone.


  But she was not expected to successfully solve the problem, rather to shoulder the blame for failing to do so, thereby acting as the unlucky distraction, which would take attention off the landlords’ own grievances.


  Lawrence found himself wishing, as someone once bested by Eve, for her triumph.


  “Still, I don’t have a monopoly on misfortune. You saw Reynolds’s place, didn’t you?” asked Eve nonchalantly. That Lawrence’s strengths and hers were so different was surely because the oceans they had traversed were so different.


  “Yes… it was shabbier than I expected.”


  “Hah. At least be a little more circumspect about it. But even a place that deals only in copper exports has its profit swallowed up by the powers that be. That’s the sort of place this is.”


  There was no place as pitiful as one with no money and only power.


  It was the truth of the world that the wealthy never quarreled.


  “But I mustn’t get you involved in any trouble. I’m off to negotiate, I suppose.”


  Eve thanked Lawrence for the ale and started to walk away.


  Lawrence could not help but to call out to her receding form. “I had no problems hearing the story of the wolf remains!”


  Eve looked back, her expression unchanging, then resumed her previous direction and kept walking.


  But Lawrence was fairly certain that the faint smile he had detected beneath her scarf had not been his imagination.


  Eve’s actions had been entirely purposeful.


  As though she had wanted him to call out.


  Unlike the rest of the merchants, Lawrence did not watch the tables, instead continuing to follow Eve’s back as she receded.


  Eventually, at quite a distance from the crowd, she hailed a group of eccentric-seeming merchants who, judging by their clothes, seemed to be from the south.


  And just as Eve was with the north, they were surely the merchant mercenaries working for the south.


  Lawrence was sure that if he asked their names and affiliations, he would feel some sense of affinity for them, but still he could not help but cheer for Eve.


  In Lenos, the town of lumber and fur, he witnessed Eve’s preparedness and her willingness to risk her own life, and on the Roam River, he had to tip his hat to her thorough use of every possible method to attain her goal.


  And yet when circumstances changed, she was the one being used.


  Of course, in exchange for being so used, she surely profited herself.


  But Lawrence thought he could understand Eve, who could so easily leave Lenos, where she had cut deeply into Church authority, and Kerube, where she was well connected to the powers that be, in order to get herself and her furs south.


  She was not some hero who would cleave the world open with naught but her sword and her hand, but rather an ordinary merchant who occasionally had to sip her share of mud.


  “A merchant can never play the leading role,” held a famous merchant’s saying.


  Lawrence was glad Holo was not with him, he realized a few moments later.


  And he was glad he had ordered ale instead of wine, he thought after peering into the bottom of the cup.


  His own face was surely rather pathetic at the moment.


  Holo’s rage came from the Church subjecting the remains of the wolf-god to terrible treatment in the name of missionary work, but such incidents were probably not rare.


  Lawrence was not like Reynolds of the Jean Company, but he hoped he would only bring beautiful memories to the grave.


  Lawrence murmured as much inwardly, then looked back at the ongoing meeting as its artificial bickering continued, and he swallowed a bitter sigh with a drink of ale.


  By reputation, the delta marketplace was a captivating microcosm of the world, holding goods from scores of nations. On the winds that blew through it were carried dozens of languages, it was said.


  But Lawrence could not deny that hearing and seeing were very different things, as the feeling he got on first setting foot in the marketplace was similar to the impression he had upon first seeing the Jean Company.


  Goods were not piled high the way they were in markets that were only open a few days out of the year, and there were neither people visiting for business, nor hawkers trying to pry loose coins from the travelers who were stopping in the market midway through their journeys.


  The marketplace was choked with crowds, but a close inspection of the shops that were lined up revealed that establishments with actual goods on display were few. Instead, they merely hung signs for goods in amounts far exceeding what someone would need in their daily lives, and without speaking to the shopkeeper, no samples were shown.


  Lawrence had wanted to try some foreign food, but the marketplace was so crowded that no space for friendly drinking and relaxation could exist. For drink, there were only a few shops selling ale and wine in bulk.


  Business required an atmosphere of excitement, of vigor – not confusion and violence.


  For that reason, the number of taverns was controlled, and the sights of soldiers on guard with arms on their belts were not rare.


  All this meant that there were a limited number of places for Lawrence to go, which any clever person would have realized after a quick circuit through the crowded marketplace.


  Instead of Lawrence finding his companion, then, it was more accurate to say that the merchant was found by her.


  Reasoning that Holo and Col would be amusing themselves in their way, after having his fill of watching the town’s movers and shakers perform their little farce, Lawrence arrived at a first-floor tavern in search of Holo.


  Just as he was deciding whether or not to open the door, a voice called out to him from above.


  “Come, you.”


  Lawrence did not reply but pushed the tavern’s door open in a long-suffering manner.


  The words that he uttered immediately upon entering the small second-floor room, containing the source of the voice that so blithely called out to him, were not entirely sarcastic. “You’re certainly living it up.”


  “Am I? We’ve but used the silver coin you gave us.”


  There was a table and chair next to the window, but Holo sat on the windowsill, drinking.


  Though she was clearly visible from the street outside, her ears and tail were exposed to the world. She was either drunk or confident that she would not be recognized.


  “Using a whole trenni on wine without a single hesitation is simply… well, I’ll have to explain it to you sooner or later.” Lawrence picked up a small cask that had been left on the floor, empty, and took a whiff, sighing.


  Having a discerning palate while also being a big eater and drinker was a bad combination.


  “Where’s Col?”


  There were plates that had clearly once held some kind of meat dish on the table, so perhaps he’d been sent out to buy more.


  “Just what you’re thinking.” Evidently the wine was keeping Holo warm, as she seemed to find the cold air that came through the window quite pleasant.


  “Honestly… don’t drive him too hard now.”


  Lawrence picked up the wine cask that was on the table and sat on the little bed with which the small room had been provided.


  It was a poorly made bed to be sure, but to those used to traveling like livestock in the cramped conditions of a ship, it was as fine as any royal canopy bed.


  Of course, if relaxing in a room like this with a cup of wine in one hand was all most people needed to feel better once they were released onto dry land after being packed into a ship’s hold, then there’d be no need for the Church’s sermons.


  Holo had probably rented the room without knowing any of this, and once she did become aware of it, she seemed vaguely uncomfortable.


  “So, did you hear anything new?” she asked while facing out, her head cocked against the windowpane and her eyes closed, the breeze caressing her cheek.


  She seemed to be listening to the tones of a lute that drifted in from outside or possibly to be thinking about something.


  A closer look revealed that her ears were minutely twitching in time to the sound, so it had to be the former.


  “Does it look like I did?” Lawrence took a drink of the sweet wine, which was perfectly suited for relaxation.


  “Aye. You seem pleased.”


  Though her eyes were still closed, it was as though she could still see right through him.


  Lawrence rubbed his face and smiled sheepishly. “Pleased?”


  Though he was confident he had erased all traces of his conversation with Eve from his expression, Holo’s reluctantly opened eyes had a certain mean smile in them. “You’re a century too young to try lying to me.”


  For a moment, Lawrence wondered if she had somehow overheard his conversation at the spring all the way from here but quickly realized that was not the case.


  It was a bluff.


  Lawrence put his hand to his forehead with a sigh in front of Holo, whose tail swished happily.


  “Well, ’tis true I took notice of your pleased face. If you’re tripped up by such a ruse, you’ve much to learn yet.”


  “… I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “’Tis doubtful whether you’ll be able to fit it in that wee mind of yours,” Holo said impishly, ducking her head and grinning.


  “… I see. Anyway, it’s not quite true that I’m pleased. To be honest, it’s the sort of story that makes me want strong wine rather than sweet.”


  “Aye?” Holo uncrossed her legs and stood. She was slightly unsteady. The wine was probably catching up to her. “Ho… ’tis a bit cold,” she said, sitting next to Lawrence and leaning against him.


  Lawrence found himself thinking of the many travelers who found themselves in a similar position after being released from their harsh sea voyages and took what solace they could in a brief tryst.


  But this was Holo.


  She brought her feet up and turned her back to Lawrence, leaning against him and embracing her own tail.


  Lawrence felt only a small twinge of disappointment – which was probably Holo’s plan.


  “So, of what tale did you hear tell?”


  In contrast to Lawrence’s very much-occupied mind, Holo was as she always was.


  If he kept dwelling on this, she’d make a fool of him.


  Lawrence exhaled slightly and answered, “The dark side of this town, I suppose.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  “Simply put, it’s a matter of debt and payment, but the amount is rather enormous.”


  Holo gulped down her wine as though it were the morning’s first water.


  It was sweet enough that it could be drunk that way, but she probably should have stopped.


  Thinking as much, Lawrence reached for the small cask she was holding, when–


  “Have you any notion of how many words I just swallowed with this wine?”


  As it was, after Lawrence reached over, Holo was beneath his arm.


  And suddenly, she was a wolf baring her fangs.


  “If ’twas talk of money that was none of your concern, you ought to have been wagging your tail in delight. But you weren’t –  why, I wonder?”


  Holo took another swig of wine and belched.


  She then pushed the wine cask into Lawrence’s still-outstretched hand.


  “So, what did you discuss with that vixen?”


  Evidently it was impossible to hide anything from Holo.


  Lawrence grasped the cask and brought it to his own mouth, cursing his luck immediately thereafter.


  Under his arm, Holo grinned.


  The cask contained not wine, but goat’s milk with honey –  probably for Col.


  If she had gone to the trouble of laying such a careful trap, he probably could have just told her the truth without rousing her anger.


  Lawrence slowly opened his mouth. “… Eve, who so thoroughly got the best of us before, is being treated like a mere child here.”


  “Hmph.”


  “The town’s powers that be are using her as a scapegoat. I had to tip my hat to her exploits in Lenos and on the Roam River, but here she’s just a whipping boy. And it’s just…”


  Lawrence was worried he would be risking Holo’s ire if he continued, but if he started hiding his true feelings after having gotten this far, she would surely be angrier still.


  He finished with a single word.


  “… Sad.”


  Holo said nothing and did not return his gaze.


  The silence was awkward, so Lawrence kept going.


  “Things happen even to a merchant like Eve. So what does that mean for me, over whom she triumphed so thoroughly? I can’t help but wonder. Don’t you want people who best you… to go on to further success?”


  Lawrence knew that there was always a bigger fish, and he was too old to believe that he was somehow an exception to the ways of the world. He had not complained like this in many years.


  However, that was not because he had somehow become stronger with age.


  It was because he had learned the reality that, during the long, lonely journeys of a traveling merchant, there would be no one by his side to cheer him up when he indulged in worry and sadness.


  But now–


  Lawrence smiled wryly.


  She might roll her eyes or show him contempt, but at least he could call it a reaction of some kind.


  It was enough – enough for him to face what he had ignored for so long and to move forward.


  “Listen here, you,” said Holo.


  “Hmm?”


  After a moment of silence, she looked up. “Listening to you talk made me mad enough for two.”


  “… I see.”


  “But now looking at your face. I’m thrice angry.”


  “Well, you eat enough for five, so you’ve got two left to go,” joked Lawrence, and Holo elbowed him in the ribs and sat up.


  “The first is that by your reasoning, I’m a pathetic fool for being your companion.”


  That made sense, so Lawrence stayed silent.


  “The second is because only a pup would despair at such a foolish notion.”


  “I won’t argue.”


  “And as for the last–” Holo knelt on the bed, her hands on her hips as she looked down at Lawrence.


  She wore a displeased expression, but he wondered why it was that he detected a trace of foolishness there as well.


  He soon realized that it was not his imagination.


  “… To see you turn tail and behave in a manner so unbecoming a full-grown male, when on your face…”


  “… My face?” Lawrence replied, which Holo nodded at after a short hesitation.


  “You speak of such weakness, and yet” – Holo looked away –  “your face says you could go off on your own at any moment.”


  Lawrence knew he could not laugh.


  But by the time the thought came to him, it was too late, and Holo – whose cheeks were flushed with something besides wine – bared her teeth, her ears standing up.


  Lawrence calmed himself and replied, “But if I looked as though I couldn’t continue on alone, you’d rail at me without mercy, would you not?”


  Holo looked displeased.


  And yet, after growling bitterly for a while, she sat down with a nod.


  Her tail wagged grandly to and fro, and she sighed in irritation. “Naturally, I would. I’d rail at you, toy with you, tease you, and when you still followed me, I’d be entirely delighted.”


  “I’d… just as soon avoid that.”


  “Fool,” Holo said.


  Lawrence chose that moment to pull his hand back, and soft as a cotton ball, she fell toward him.


  Of course, he knew what she was angry about.


  In his arms, she pouted, sullen.


  “Do you want me to say I was in the wrong?”


  “You are ever in the wrong.”


  “…”


  Holo was Lawrence’s traveling companion, and Lawrence was Holo’s.


  It was not one or the other – the ideal was for each of them to support the other.


  Lawrence was not always the one making Holo angry, nor was Holo always the angry one.


  Strange though it was to say, Lawrence needed to find the courage to be a weakling.


  To admit that he needed her support.


  Even if she cursed him for it.


  “Still, don’t you think it’s strange?”


  “Aye?” inquired Holo in his arms, not looking up.


  “If that’s all true, why am I the one who ends up comforting you?”


  Holo’s ears flicked up, tickling Lawrence’s cheek.


  She looked up, a delighted malice in her eyes, and spoke. “Because ’tis my particular privilege, that is why.”


  “Ugh… still, I suppose that’s how I like you, so it’s my own fault.”


  “Heh,” Holo giggled, nestling in closer.


  But Lawrence could guess where this was going.


  “Hey, are you going to use Col to tease me… again…?” His words trailed off suddenly.


  “When people are strong, they do not look back. And for long ages, I couldn’t look back. And I am tired of it.” Though she was crying, her words were not choked, and they came out easily.


  Even when confessing her weakness, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu did so in grand form, Lawrence thought.


  Regardless of the inappropriateness of the notion, he couldn’t help thinking it.


  He respectfully stroked her small head.


  “You know that I’m a coward, don’t you? I’m constantly looking over my shoulder, terrified. So don’t worry on that count,” said Lawrence, and Holo buried her face in his chest as if to wipe her tears, shaking her head.


  “I hate it!”


  He had to respect her, persisting in her selfishness even now.


  Lawrence smiled sadly and scratched the base of Holo’s ears. “Whenever I decide something, I consult with you. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”


  “Despite your offering to me, I hate that things are changed left and right without my thoughts being solicited.”


  Perhaps she had chosen a familiar example purposely, but if that was the case, then it meant Lawrence’s feelings for Holo were essentially alms.


  “So my feelings are an offering?”


  “I should think one is necessary for prayer.”


  Holo’s ears twitched, and Lawrence smiled.


  “A prayer for what?” he asked.


  “For the boy Col to come.”


  It was frustrating, but he could hardly deny it.


  Holo smiled and closed her eyes.


  This had to be something very important to her for Holo to state her true feelings so plainly.


  The most frustrating part of business was having something decided above one’s head.


  During the long months and years Holo had spent as a village’s harvest god, that was how she had felt.


  When the Moon-Hunting Bear came to her homelands, she had not even heard about it.


  Though it concerned her, it was decided without her knowledge – the definition of isolation.


  And she was tired of it.


  This was probably something Lawrence needed to clearly understand, but if she waited for him to do so, there was no telling how long it would take.


  He was sure that was the answer he would receive were he to ask.


  “Still, ’tis quite a knack being able to pick the right time to lay a trap for you. ’Tis pleasant sometimes.”


  Beside him, Holo smiled nastily. Simultaneously, her wolf ears turned toward the hall as if detecting prey.


  The meaning was plain enough, but it seemed the wisewolf was not such a boring hunter as to lay the same trap twice.


  “Don’t think you’ll always be able to trick me.”


  Holo showed her fangs in a wordless smile, moving away from Lawrence to sit again upon the windowsill.


  Though the sweet taste of honey lingered in Lawrence’s mouth, he could not restrain the bitter smile that rose at being so easily discarded.


  However, if he were to look at the door from which there came a perfectly timed knock, he would easily fall into Holo’s trap.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting!”


  The door opened to reveal – of course – Col.


  “Aye, and wait we did. Where’s the wine?”


  “Er, it’s right – oh, there’s enough for you, too, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “You hardly needed to buy so much! Ah, ’tis such a waste.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but smile at Holo and Col’s exchange.


  Of course, the biggest reason for his smile was the realization that for someone who could change her expressions and moods so easily, laying a trap for the likes of the boy was child’s play.


  It was truly terrifying.


  So terrifying, in fact, that Lawrence chose a piece of salty, spicy jerky, and bit into it voraciously.


  “So, is there anything we can use in all this talk you overheard?” Holo had no words of thanks for Col, despite having used him as her errand boy, and spoke to Lawrence instead.


  Of course, there was also the fact that he was rather impressed.


  Col had skillfully used his battered cloak as a bag, which he was able to sling over his shoulder. Holo may have maliciously ordered him to go buy large amounts of food and wine, but he had carried out the charge without difficulty.


  Probably out of frustration, Holo did not deign to thank him for his efforts.


  In any case, Col was such a talented lad that were he to become a merchant’s apprentice, a bidding war would no doubt ensue.


  “Are you listening?” Holo asked of Lawrence, who was watching Col set the food and wine on the table with admirable efficiency.


  “I’m listening.”


  “I wonder.”


  “It’s probably worth investigating. It seems the bigwigs of the north side borrowed the money to build the marketplace, and they’re keen to pay it off. And it’s gotten so bad that over at the Jean Company, where we were mistaken for powerful, crafty merchants, they’ve got a mule yawning in front of the eaves ready to go, and they’re not even gathering their chickens’ eggs.”


  Holo chewed a cooked shellfish.


  In her place, Col spoke up. “His profits are being snatched away?”


  “Yes. The Jean Company deals exclusively with copper from the Roam River region, but the profits are being stolen away by the north-side bigwigs. Which means–”


  Holo washed down the shellfish with a slug of wine, then burped. “–Which means ’tis no surprise he went so angrily in for all this talk of absurd profit.”


  “Yes, well, that too. Also–” Lawrence brought a piece of fried, silver-scaled fish whose name he did not know to his mouth.


  The last time he had given a trenni to Holo, she had spent the entire sum on apples.


  She seemed as ignorant of the word restraint as ever.


  “–Reynolds seemed slightly suspicious.”


  “Mm. Well, he is surely hiding something.”


  Col looked up at Lawrence’s and Holo’s faces in surprise. “Huh?”


  “It’s not too hard to guess at what. If he were using the story of the wolf remains to hide something, then–?”


  “Hiding his ears without hiding his tail, eh?” Holo analogized as she flicked both.


  But their opponent was a merchant.


  “There’s a saying – ‘A fearsome hawk is one that hides its talons.’ I think what he was hiding was not his ears, but his horns.”


  “Also, when you were parting, he gave you quite the fierce handshake, did he not?”


  So she had been watching that.


  Lawrence nodded, picking a fish scale out of his teeth. “When he told me to give his regards to Eve Bolan, he meant either her money, her business skill, or her connections.”


  “That vixen just spent all her money on those furs. We might not know the state of her coin purse, aye, but surely there are other places from which he would borrow money,” said Holo, directing a teasing smile at Lawrence.


  She was referring to Lawrence’s frantic attempts to borrow money when he himself had been on the verge of ruin.


  “… Which leaves either her talent or her connections. Either way, aren’t the actors and the stage a little too perfectly matched?”


  Holo gave only a thin smile and looked lazily outside.


  Lawrence, for his part, ate steadily from the food on the table while Col, cask held between his hands, looked back and forth between his companions.


  It was not as though they were quarreling.


  Col was a bright lad.


  While he didn’t usually think to doubt people, when that possibility was pointed out to him, he had a good enough head to think it through.


  Essentially, from their individual impressions, Holo and Lawrence had each drawn their own sketches.


  Col heard the fragments and wanted to know what sort of picture they added up to.


  “E-excuse me!” Col raised his hand and stood.


  No matter how strict and harsh the scholar, he surely could not fail to find this dedication charming.


  It was enough to make Lawrence wonder if jealous classmates had been the ones to silence Col.


  “Could… could Reynolds still be looking for the remains even now?”


  Holo did not reply.


  But having taken classes with strict, difficult professors, Col was undeterred. “If what Reynolds is hiding is the fact that he’s still searching for the remains, then he should have politely sent us on our way. So did he welcome us in because of Eve’s letter? If so, that would mean the reason he wanted your handshake when we were leaving was…”


  Col thought.


  He had no knowledge of how much talent as a merchant Eve possessed.


  Which meant he would draw conclusions based on his various impressions.


  How would this scene appear to Col’s eye?


  “The reason is because he wants your help in searching for the wolf remains, isn’t it?”


  This was just another question, and yet the impression it carried was very different.


  Holo took a drink of wine from her cask and looked at Col.


  Then, smiling faintly, she turned to Lawrence. “What of it?”


  Lawrence waved her off as if to say, “Do you even need to ask?”


  Regardless of whether or not it was the truth, it was an easy conclusion to make.


  “Also, if we imagine that, then it’s obvious why Eve so readily drafted a letter for us. Since this is Eve we’re talking about, she would’ve known ahead of time that Reynolds wanted to cooperate with her in finding the remains. But since the story is what it is, she was careful, dodging our questions. Or she might not believe it to be true. Either way, Reynolds wants Eve’s help badly. What’s Eve thinking? She’s as cunning as a wolf, so at first she probably turned him down because of the absurdity of the story, but then we appeared, and she thought, What if? But it would be unwise for her to ask Reynolds directly. So what does she do? Suddenly, some people appear right before her eyes, begging to be used.”


  “Aha,” pronounced Holo in a voice like an old woman’s, chuckling to herself.


  If this interpretation was on point, it showed that Reynolds definitely thought Eve was evincing some interest in the remains.


  That in turn explained the sudden change in Reynolds’s attitude when Col asked if he had found the remains.


  Reynolds had been surprised and dismayed – either angry at what would have been a half-hearted attempt at reconnaissance or imagining that Lawrence and company were taking their orders from Eve and acting as scouts.


  They had been treated to a meal not because they had been sent by Eve, but rather because Reynolds probably thought of them as simple sheep that Eve was carefully leading about.


  The obvious thing for him to do, then, would not be to engage in a lot of roundabout conversation and try to merely insinuate his true intent, but rather treat them to an easily understood meal.


  So the activities at the trading company could be dismantled.


  Even the most sinewy old goat could be butchered as long as one knew where to stick the knife.


  “So then, what shall we do?” asked Holo in a very matter-of-fact tone.


  But Lawrence got the sense that her amber eyes were tinged redder than usual.


  Her anger had surely returned the instant the notion that, despite deceiving them with its poor appearance, the Jean Company was still pursuing the wolf remains began to gather real weight.


  And there was no doubt that Holo was thinking, This time for certain.


  This time, for certain, she wanted to engage a vexing situation with her own fangs, claws, and brains. She would not let them get away with it.


  This she was surely thinking.


  And so she wanted her companion Lawrence’s answer.


  “It’s obvious…” Lawrence was about to continue when he felt another gaze upon him.


  Though he was keeping his mouth tightly shut, Col’s feelings seemed not terribly different from Holo’s.


  “We’ll investigate. And if there’s nothing there, that’s fine.”


  This was not one man’s merchant journey.


  It was not even the journey of two.


  It felt quite good to see everybody’s views in alignment and thereby decide on a course of action.


  He could see why the nobility competed so as to lead their knight brigades into battle.


  Though doing such things too often would be tiring.


  Holo had once shouldered the responsibility for an entire town, and it had turned bitter.


  In the end, she was never even thanked.


  He realized this was the first time he had been in this position, and that when he had first met the crying, dejected Holo, he had barely managed to improvise any comfort for her at all.


  And yet he quite thoroughly thought of himself as Holo’s guardian, which allowed Holo to easily trip him up.


  Lawrence, who must have seemed barely older than Col to Holo, hid his smile from her.


  He then took a deep breath and straightened his expression, speaking like a military commander. “Right, let me explain each of your roles.”


  Col looked serious, and Holo feigned seriousness, as both of them turned their ears to Lawrence’s plan.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  As Lawrence finished paying the tavern bill, Col and Holo amused themselves by trying to step on each other’s feet.


  Col stopped to look up at Lawrence, and Holo mercilessly took the opportunity to slam her foot down on Col’s.


  “I win!” she exclaimed proudly while Col humbly admitted, “I suppose I lost,” making it difficult to tell exactly who was the child.


  Of course, it is said the older one gets, the more one returns to childhood, and perhaps that was not wrong.


  “Now, then,” said Lawrence, and Col and Holo, looking almost like twins thanks to their similar heights, both turned back to him. “You’ve memorized your roles, then?”


  “Yes!”


  “Aye.”


  Col’s answer was the swifter.


  Lawrence had a sudden vision of what he must have looked like as a student in the capital of learning, Aquent.


  By contrast, Holo’s answer was curt and rude, and she yawned loudly.


  “I’m a little nervous,” confessed Col.


  “Don’t worry. If there’s one piece of advice I can give, it’s that the secret to telling a lie is telling yourself that depending on how you think about it, it’s actually the truth. That way you’re not actually lying,” Lawrence advised in response to Col’s uncertain smile.


  “Er… no, I’m all right. I’ll make sure to gather all the stories.”


  The boy seemed like a young knight bracing himself for his first battle. Lawrence patted his shoulder. “I’m sure you will,” he added.


  To Lawrence’s eye, Col would mature to match as much responsibility as he was given.


  He was not a mere slate-toting, chalk-dusted boy from Aquent.


  He possessed the practical skills he had managed to gather after being deceived, expelled, and forced to travel.


  Lawrence said he was sure Col would perform well, and it was no lie.


  “So, we’ll meet again in the evening.”


  “Yes.” Col nodded, his expression entirely different from when he had been trying to step on Holo’s feet, and walked off boldly.


  Though his receding form was small, it bore a certain dignity.


  Lawrence barely had time to wonder what his own back would have looked like at that age when he felt a tug at his sleeve.


  It was Holo, and though she was hardly a working woman trying to lure in a customer, somehow she seemed even more vicious than that.


  “So, shall I be off then, too?”


  “Er, yes.”


  Holo strode off immediately, then looked back at Lawrence, whose feet were a bit slower. “Hmm?” she queried.


  She was so fond of Col, and yet when it came time to put him through hardship, she was happy to do so.


  Or was it that she simply thought that highly of him?


  Lawrence didn’t think poorly of the boy himself, but he found it harder to trust so completely.


  “Will you really be all right on your own?” Lawrence could not prevent himself from asking.


  They were on their way to the landing for the ferry headed to the south side of the town.


  Since their collective had the advantage of containing three people, it would have been the height of stupidity to move in a group, so they had decided to split up to gather information.


  Col would be posing as a traveling beggar and head to the north side to find out what the other beggars had to say about the Jean Company.


  Holo would pretend to be a nun journeying north and head for the south-side church to determine its influence in the upper regions of the Roef and Roam Rivers.


  And Lawrence would make for the Rowan Trade Guild branch in the delta marketplace to see how the Jean Company’s business and the wolf remains were connected.


  Both Holo and Col were more capable than he was, so there was probably no need for concern.


  But Holo, with her ears and tail, was the personification of pagan faith.


  Despite her being the sharpest talker and thinker of all of them, Lawrence was still uneasy at the prospect of letting her go alone.


  “Perhaps – perhaps I should go with you–”


  Holo was a few steps ahead of Lawrence as she began walking, cutting through the crowd.


  When she looked back at him, he stopped short of continuing his statement.


  “So ’tis well and good for the boy Col to go off on his own, but you haven’t the conviction to let me go alone?” Her amber eyes were narrowed and flashed red.


  Past her, Lawrence could see the landing for the ferry, livelier than its northbound counterpart.


  “That’s not what I meant, but…”


  “Aye, and what did you mean?”


  Even if he could rationalize this or that aspect of his worry for Holo, at its core the concern was irrational.


  But more importantly, Holo was angry.


  “I’m sorry,” he answered, and Holo promptly poked him in the chest.


  “You fool.”


  “–?”


  Holo glared at him, angrier every moment, then suddenly turned away indignantly.


  Lawrence rubbed the spot on his chest she had inexplicably prodded, and after a moment, Holo sighed and looked back at him. “You truly are a terribly clumsy ruler.”


  “Ruler?”


  “A terribly clumsy one, yes,” she repeated, and Lawrence scratched his head. “Firstly, I haven’t the faintest notion why you wouldn’t let me go alone in this situation.”


  As ever, Lawrence did not understand what she was talking about. “Well, I mean… just, if something were to happen…”


  “Aye, and the same holds true for Col. Listen, you–”


  “A-all right…” Lawrence straightened himself in response to Holo’s sudden awkwardness, as if she were trying to articulate something difficult to express.


  Holo turned her gaze from the riverbank back to Lawrence, and he found her countenance accusatory.


  If his memory served, she was trying to hide her embarrassment over something.


  “You’re the general awaiting my report, are you not? And Col and I are your hands. So if you’ll only put us each to hard use, you’d better hold our reins.”


  Lawrence could see the ferry drift into view, approaching the dock as it crossed the busy river.


  At the same time, he had a vague sense of what Holo meant. “Because success and wanting me to praise you are the same?”


  Holo made a pained expression and looked away. So that had to be it.


  And it was probably true.


  He had but to praise Holo if she were more successful than Col and console her if she failed.


  But if he helped Holo with her duty, Col would be the only one praised or consoled.


  She was right about that, Lawrence knew, but there was still something he did not understand – and that was the reason why Holo, whose embarrassment was no act, would tell him this.


  The ferry had arrived at the pier, but owing to the crowd, they had to wait in line.


  Holo looked like she was making a great effort not to let her ears and tail move about too much beneath her robe. “You wish to have a shop of your own someday, do you not? If so, you’ve much to learn about using others,” she said.


  “Ah–” Lawrence couldn’t help but cover his mouth.


  She was right.


  If he had a shop, he would have to employ other people.


  Sometimes he would need to control others, and other times he would require their loyalty.


  And though Lawrence was accustomed to doing so one-on-one, when it came to larger groups of people, he had never even thought about it.


  “And yet you dare to take hold of my reins?” Holo put a hand on her hip and cocked her head in mock disbelief.


  Lawrence surrendered, though he kept his eye on the line, which had started to move. “That’s what’s so charming about me, right?” he asked with a taciturn mien, which did not appear to give Holo any great pleasure, and she replied with her head still cocked.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Well, then, I’m counting on you.”


  “I can still see the worry in your face, but I shall take your words for what they’re worth.”


  Lawrence paid the ferryman, explaining the circumstances and giving him enough for the return trip.


  “Some wheat bread would be nice for dinner.”


  “If you succeed, yes,” said Lawrence.


  At this, Holo left him with a smile, and the hem of her robe whirled as she hopped aboard the ferry.


  The town of Kerube was divided north from south by the river, and there was no church on the north side.


  That was evidence that most pagans lived on the north side, while Church adherents were more prevalent on the south side. Historically, this evidently came from the fact that orthodox merchants tended to come up from the south and thus bought land and settled on the south side of the town.


  But as the north and south sides became more distinct, it became tempting to want to look at the town as a microcosm of the world.


  On the north side, building heights and street widths were highly varied, while on the south side they were precisely regulated, the neat rows of buildings lining the streets. Lawrence was sure there were no bored-looking mules yawning in front of loading docks on the south side.


  It was hard to tell from the north side, but from the delta marketplace, he could clearly see the towering spire that the south-side church had collected sufficient tithes to build, its height all too obviously reaching for the heavens, and within it, there in the closest place in the town to God, hung a beautiful golden bell.


  Dressed as a nun, Holo was apparently going to try to collect information by claiming she was returning from the south to her homeland in the north, and asking whether her town was still under pagan control. Lawrence had carefully explained to her what sorts of questions Church people were likely to ask her, but even without that advice, Holo was more than quick tongued enough to get the information they needed.


  Still, she and Lawrence had always stayed together when investigating things or formulating plans in the past, and sending her off to do it alone was a strange sensation.


  Lawrence would undoubtedly feel the same way when he got a shop and hired people to help him.


  But then it suddenly occurred to him to wonder if, when that time came, Holo would be there.


  “…”


  Lawrence scratched his head and sighed.


  If that was the sort of thing he was worried about, then perhaps she should be the one concerned about leaving him alone, he was sure she would say.


  Lawrence smiled to himself, watching Holo cross the river along with all the other passengers before eventually turning his back and walking away.


  His destination was the delta marketplace branch of the Rowen Trade Guild.


  He was not crossing the river with Holo and visiting the main office for the simple reason that the people with whom he was acquainted were not there.


  In keeping with the delta marketplace’s status as a crucial trade link between the north and south sides of the town, every trade guild kept an office there to connect with traveling comrades and collect information on goods. Since buildings were regulated, guilds could not use them to compete with one another the way they did in town, but they were still constructed to best show off each guild’s specialties. Lawrence could look at each one and guess which trade guild it represented.


  Dozens or hundreds of merchants were attached to each trade house, all desperately competing with one another, and when Lawrence thought of this, it seemed a wonder to him.


  There was that much commerce in the world, and it had yet to run dry.


  Lawrence knocked on the door of his familiar-looking guild, feeling as if he were knocking on the cabin door of a small ship afloat upon a very large sea.


  “Oh, now, there’s a rare face.” There were several merchants on the first floor of the guild house, all of them dressed for travel.


  “It’s been too long, Kieman.”


  Within the room and directly opposite the door sat the master of the branch. The man, Kieman, with his beautiful blond hair, had been born to trade.


  His father was a prominent trader in Kerube, and thanks to that, Kieman had seen more goods from distant lands than anyone else, despite never having traveled far. His features were easily fine enough to have been a bard’s, and unlike the other merchants on the house’s first floor, who were trading wine and gossip, he bore not a single callus on his hands.


  Kieman was the prototypical rich man’s son, but while it seemed that the road-dusted merchants would inevitably hate him, their trust in him was actually rather strong.


  Although he was perhaps two years younger than Lawrence, unlike Lawrence, he made his living within a town.


  Those who did business in a town had no need to seek skills like being able to walk all day and night without collapsing or how to do business with someone whose language they did not speak.


  Kieman was seen by the traveling merchants as someone to whom they could entrust the tiny amount of temporary residence they enjoyed at the guild house.


  “Indeed, it has, Kraft Lawrence. You’ve arrived this time by land, I take it?”


  Perhaps no sea vessels had arrived in the past few days. “No, by ship – though it was via the river and not the sea.”


  At these words, Kieman brushed his chin with the feather end of his quill pen as he looked around the room.


  It was said that he had thousands of maps’ worth of knowledge of the land in his head.


  Despite having met Lawrence but twice, he was searching his mind for the trade route by which Lawrence had arrived.


  “I’m not on my usual route. There was some trouble in Lenos.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  Kieman’s smile revealed even less than Holo’s inscrutable smile.


  Town merchants lived for decades in the same towns in which they were born, and in so doing, they learned all of one another’s facial tics and tells, the better to divine one another’s true intentions. As a result, town merchants were far craftier than traveling merchants. The fact of his youth made the young master of this branch office all the more imposing.


  
    
  

  With effort, Lawrence kept his composure and produced the silver coins that were the customary offering upon visiting a trade house, then spoke.


  “I saw rather an interesting show by the spring of gold.”


  “Heh. An interesting show, indeed, Mr. Lawrence – most impressive. Though it’s a rather impenetrable display, even for a traveling merchant.”


  Not so much as glancing at the five trenni that Lawrence placed there, Kieman leaned across the counter and smiled like a child let in on a secret.


  “One never knows where the sting may be laid, even in a seemingly transparent conversation. Even now Chief Jeeta at the main office is out and about, trying to protect our coin purses.”


  Of House Chief Jeeta, the man who headed the Rowen Trade Guild in Kerube, Lawrence knew nothing but his name, so there was a possibility he had been among the merchants Eve called out to.


  Which would mean that despite Eve not living in Kerube and leading a company here, she was facing off against various leaders of trade guilds in the city before they could band together as a faction.


  Was there any man whose chest did not swell at a tale of a young knight confronting a giant?


  A feeling of envy rose up inside Lawrence, but while he might admit as much to Eve, he certainly would not to Kieman.


  Kieman’s ability made him entirely untrustworthy.


  “So there’s a sting, is there? From what I heard, the landowners of the north side are so many fish, flopping about on land.”


  “Yes, they were caught decades ago and are long since dried out. But this year, the lack of the northern campaign has slowed the flow of gold. It seems necessity knows no law.”


  If the money going to the landowners who lived on the north side was a royalty for the use of the delta marketplace, then it was probably collected as a tax.


  In which case, if the traffic of goods and people slowed, it would translate directly to a loss in tax revenue.


  But the reason the moneylenders would continue to profit while the debtors would be ruined whether or not they profited or took a loss was because the lenders would always be able to collect the same amount in interest.


  “Perhaps only a passerby like me would imagine that making another loan to show compassion would turn out better in the future.”


  Kieman accepted the five silver trenni without any particular emotion and wrote out a receipt.


  For someone who kept ledgers on the comings and goings of who knew how many great sea vessels, that was all five trenni was worth.


  Lawrence found himself nostalgic for the exaggerated pleasure of Jakob, the Ruvinheigen guild house master, at having received a donation of trenni.


  “Not at all. Normally it would be exactly so, but unfortunately, they’re sons of men who continued to pay interest until they died, and they themselves have been paying interest since they were born. Then ten or so years ago, there was a war in the Strait of Winfiel, and over the years as they fell behind on their interest, we on the south side offered to forgive some of their debt. They’d paid enough, we said.”


  “So they were stubborn.”


  “Exactly so. They stubbornly paid their interest, insisting they would eventually pay back in full. For our part, if we could only expand the marketplace, it would be trivial to reclaim the interest on the debt. But they know that, and so it only makes them more stubborn. ‘We won’t let you profit from us any further,’ they say.”


  Kieman shrugged as though at a loss for further words, and Lawrence quite agreed.


  He felt sorry for Eve on whom this was being taken out.


  Despite being fallen nobility from the kingdom of Winfiel and apparently wielding a fair amount of influence in the Roam River region, this was probably the reason behind her throwing all that away and heading south.


  She had done whatever she had to do in order to climb back up and in so doing had sunk deeper and deeper into debt.


  “If only they would be more rational. As it is, marriage between the north side and south side is still difficult, to say nothing of moving one’s household.”


  Kieman seemed happy to speak, but it was clear it was not out of any particular favor toward Lawrence.


  No doubt he imagined Lawrence to have brought the subject up out of the idle curiosity of a traveling merchant.


  But he was also probably thinking that as a representative of the Rowen Trade Guild, he could not have Lawrence going around saying things that contradicted the guild’s position.


  He had been so informative as a way of explaining to Lawrence that this was the guild line and to warn him that deviating from it would bring consequences.


  Not understanding this would be dangerous, but having taken notice of the fact, Lawrence now imagined he could go to any trade guild and enjoy its protection as long as he fell into line.


  “I see. So that means the rumor I heard might not necessarily be mistaken.”


  “Rumor?”


  Information gathering was of paramount importance for a trade guild man like Kieman, and Lawrence had to smile at the way this piqued his interest far more than the five trenni that were on the counter a moment ago.


  Among traveling merchants, betraying this level of interest always lowered one’s status, even for a tasty rumor.


  “Yes, it seems the Jean Company on the north side of town is being exploited by the powers that be there.”


  Of course, this was mere speculation, but the moment Lawrence spoke it, it became truth.


  Kieman’s expression hardly changed.


  In fact, it changed too little.


  “Might I ask… where you heard that?”


  He could have purposefully played dumb, but Kieman seemed to realize that Lawrence had seen through him.


  His eyes turned tense.


  Lawrence now had to choose his words carefully.


  He tried tossing a big rock into the pond.


  “Actually, there was a strange former gentry in Lenos that I…”


  “… Made a business deal with,” he meant to say, but Lawrence didn’t finish the sentence.


  While Kieman’s face made it seem like he had just heard a funny story, his elbow lightly trapped Lawrence’s clothing against the counter.


  His facial expression and body language were complete opposites.


  “Mr. Lawrence, you seem tired from your journey. Would you care to rest yourself inside?”


  The guild house had a dining room as well as beds and fireplaces for overnight stays.


  Although that was not, of course, what Kieman meant.


  Lawrence’s bait seemed to have caught him a bigger fish than he had expected.


  “Yes, with pleasure,” he said with an accommodating smile.


  Lawrence was led into what was surely Kieman’s office, where soup that was redolent with fish was brought out.


  This was not the sort of talk that called for wine, nor was a sweet childish drink appropriate.


  And here in a town where travelers were constantly passing through, a savory, hearty fish soup was often well received.


  “So, what is your relationship to the head of the Bolan family?”


  It seemed less like a question and more like an interrogation.


  Kieman had not touched his own soup.


  Lawrence noticed as much, and for a moment, he wondered if something suspicious had been added to the dish.


  “I am a traveling merchant, so I’m obviously not her dance partner.”


  “There was a disturbance. Something about furs, was it?”


  The information had either just arrived today, or a contact in Lenos had taken a fast horse and delivered the news the previous day.


  Lawrence had nothing to hide and so nodded, clearing his throat once.


  “We tried to complete a large business deal together, but she betrayed me at the last minute. I’ve been so frustrated about the whole affair that I came down the river to vent my spleen at her.”


  “Surely you’re joking.” Either he was used to toying with others or unused to being toyed with himself.


  A bit of anger crept into Kieman’s features, and it somehow made Lawrence think of a younger Holo.


  “The part about the business deal is true, and I did come down the river in search of Eve. However, my goal was to ask for her aid.”


  “In business?”


  Lawrence shook his head. “I came across something quite strange in my travels. That happenstance led me to follow a certain silly tale.”


  “A silly… tale?”


  “Yes.”


  Kieman rolled his eyes up as though he were gazing at the stars in the sky; then he continued. “You refer to the story of the wolf remains.”


  “Yes. For you to hit upon it so soon, it must be quite a famous tale around here.”


  “Famous it is, yes, but… Mr. Lawrence, is that truly what you’re pursuing?” He seemed less taken aback than he was simply disbelieving.


  Perhaps the story was such that he could not imagine why anyone would chase it.


  “I can see you’re shocked.”


  “No, not as such, but…” It was a pitiful excuse, as Kieman himself was well aware. “My apologies. There’s no point in hiding it. I am indeed shocked.”


  “My traveling companion was born in the north. It concerns her homeland, and she desperately wishes to find the truth.”


  Here in a town where north and south collided, cultural and religious clashes were daily occurrences.


  The reason Lawrence gave would be, if anything, more convincing in such a place.


  “I see… What shocks me, though, is not the fact that you’re chasing the story in and of itself.”


  It was the same reaction as Reynolds at the Jean Company.


  But the words he continued with were different.


  “Rather, what I find shocking is that while having an acquaintance with Eve Bolan, you would use it to pursue this wild-goose chase of all things.”


  Lawrence thought for a moment.


  He tried to logically pinpoint Kieman’s thought process.


  “In other words, if I know Eve, I could use her to pursue any number of legitimate opportunities,” Lawrence prompted, at which Kieman made a fine face and nodded.


  “The reason I brought you back here, Mr. Lawrence, is that her name is extremely important in this town at the moment, and we’re in a very delicate position.”


  “Meaning?”


  If Eve’s name was important and the town’s position delicate, then the reason for that would likewise be so.


  Lawrence guessed there was only about a fifty-fifty chance that his question would be answered, but it seemed he had won that bet.


  “She’s using her status as former nobility to secretly cooperate with the town headmen for profit. She’s probably the only one who has a complete picture of all the interested parties. No one knows what the impact might be of a single mistake in their dealings with her. I called you back here and told you of this, Mr. Lawrence, for the same reason I spoke with you earlier.”


  He was referring to the countertop conversation about the relationship between the north and south.


  That had indeed not been out of the kindness of his heart, but instead an explanation of the trade guild’s thinking.


  “So to hear that you’ve come here not to do business with Eve, but instead to ask her for clues to your folly of a quest – it not only surprises me, but also comes as an enormous relief.”


  Kieman spoke with an amiable demeanor, but behind his words was an order: “Do not do business with Eve in this town.”


  “But I think you are correct to seek her advice regarding the wolf remains. I doubt there’s anyone with as much knowledge of the Roam River region as she.”


  This meant that he did not mind if Lawrence wanted to go on this wild-goose chase.


  It also implied that Kieman believed the tale of the wolf bones to be utter folly.


  “Still, I must wonder at what history led you to do business with her. Here in this town, there are many who wish to deal with her, but she’s utterly unapproachable. I’m sure anyone who can get a favorable response from her will do well…”


  Of course, he would wonder at it.


  If Eve was so important, the trade guild would have to be scheming to get involved with her.


  “I did nothing. She approached me, and only now am I starting to understand why.”


  “Oh?”


  “She ingratiated herself with the headmen, used them, profited, and then was unable to pay them back. Or perhaps she simply didn’t want to. It was none other than Eve who was clashing with the south side’s coin purse mercenaries.”


  Kieman was once again surprised, and perhaps unconsciously trying to hide it, he stroked his face and nodded.


  “I was truly deceived in my dealings in Lenos. I’d wagered not only the money I’d raised by selling my precious companion into hock, but also my own life. And in the end – well, the knives and hatchets came out, but the reason I think she pulled me into the deal was that by that time, the only person she could deceive and use was a traveling merchant like me.”


  When he thought about it that way, that was probably also why the slave-trading house so easily lent him the money to buy the furs.


  That was just how highly Eve’s name was valued.


  “I see… That does seem likely. I must admit I’m rather… envious that you could ask for her help even after knives and hatchets had come out.”


  Impressed at how well chosen those words were, Lawrence nodded and answered. “True colors come out when you squabble like children over a purse full of coin. I don’t know that Eve and I are friends exactly, but we do share some embarrassing memories, let’s say.”


  That was not the complete truth, but it was not far from it.


  Whether or not Kieman understood, he closed his eyes and nodded, putting his index finger to his temple as if thinking on something.


  As someone responsible for a trade guild branch, he would not find himself involved in such brutal dealings.


  Lawrence was feeling something of a mix of envy and a vague sense of superiority when Kieman suddenly looked up.


  “Understood. Now, then–”


  “Yes?” answered Lawrence innocently, and then–


  “Eve Bolan or the trade guild – which is your priority?”


  This was the very definition of being thrown from one’s stride.


  For a moment, Lawrence no longer understood who was in front of him.


  But that was not because of his own surprise. There was a different reason for his sudden confusion.


  Kieman’s affect had changed entirely.


  Lawrence felt a cold sweat instantly break out on his back.


  Up until that moment, he had simply thought that they were making small talk about Eve, but he was suddenly wondering if he had been seriously mistaken.


  He thought he would be able to gather some information and call it a day.


  That was not the case.


  “Well… the guild, of course,” Lawrence managed to answer, and Kieman looked away without as much as nodding.


  His brusque manner was just as it had been when Lawrence approached the counter and put the five trenni down.


  Lawrence had been played.


  And so unbelievably easily, too.


  “In that case, I’m expecting you to behave in a manner befitting a member of this guild. Human connections are assets –  they are capital. And large business requires large capital,” said Kieman with a brilliant smile.


  His tone was pleasant, but it had a forceful finality to it.


  Lawrence should not have let his guard down.


  He had completely misjudged Eve’s importance, as well.


  As a result, he had been cornered by Kieman into promising to put the trade guild first.


  It made Lawrence feel incredibly uncomfortable, as if he had just been forced to sign a contract without reading it – and this feeling was no illusion.


  “Eve was only just in a difficult place without anywhere to turn, you see,” said Kieman casually, as though he were making small talk.


  Lawrence was quite sure that he was not merely being asked to put a good word in with Eve.


  He had to expect something humiliating or at least partially so; otherwise there was no telling what they would use him for, thought Lawrence. He was about to open his mouth to speak, when–


  “Mr. Kieman! Mr. Kieman!” came a voice from outside the room, accompanied by hurried footsteps.


  Next there was an urgent knock at the door, and Kieman’s name was again called out.


  Something had happened.


  But Kieman only sipped his now-cool soup, entirely unruffled.


  “But I’ve taken too much of your time. It seems I have other business to attend to, so if you’ll excuse me.”


  He stood and walked toward the door.


  A dazed Lawrence watched him leave, having completely lost the opportunity to speak further, when Kieman suddenly stopped and looked back. “Ah, yes–”


  His manner was that of an actor required to perform constantly for a very discerning audience.


  “–If you speak of this to anyone else…”


  Kieman opened the door and listened to the whisper of the frantic-looking guild employee, giving a short nod without changing his expression.


  Though they might lack wolf ears or tails, there are people in the world every bit the terrifying equal of the gods and spirits.


  Lawrence felt it.


  “… You’ll surely regret it,” Kieman finished, regarding Lawrence with a pleasant merchant’s smile.


  The guild house was in an uproar, like unto a kicked hornet’s nest.


  Merchants were coming through the front door, approaching the first-floor counter, leaving letters, and heading back out.


  At that moment, if one wanted to know what was happening in Kerube, there was probably no better place to be than inside a trade house.


  But as Lawrence watched Kieman work, he wasn’t thinking about the current crisis at all.


  He was still preoccupied with the conversation he had just had.


  While Lawrence’s calm face made it seem like he was attempting to discern what was happening in the town just as all the other merchants were, inside he was full of dread.


  Kieman was trying to accomplish something using Lawrence’s connection to Eve. Lawrence had thought to use Eve as bait to draw information out of Kieman, but he had wound up getting snared himself.


  Meanwhile, he felt as though the mood in the clamorous first floor of the trade house had changed.


  Lawrence looked up and saw a familiar face peering in at him through the open front door.


  It was Holo, whom he had told to meet with him back at the inn when her work was done.


  “May I help you?” asked a hairy merchant who was standing next to the door, probably thinking she was a nun on pilgrimage who had lost track of her companion.


  Holo seemed to consider how to answer for a moment but soon noticed Lawrence standing up from his chair.


  “Excuse me, she’s an acquaintance of mine.”


  There were many merchants who served the food and supply lines of knight companies and mercenaries, and if a group on pilgrimage were sufficiently well funded, it was not unheard of for them to have merchants that served in similar capacities.


  Lawrence spoke up without any particular urgency, so the other merchants in the room simply assumed that was what he was.


  Their slightly envious gazes were probably because of his being connected to such a profitable-looking customer.


  The only exception was Kieman.


  Lawrence felt the man’s gaze on his back as he left with Holo.


  Though things outside seemed unchanged, looking closer, Lawrence noticed merchants and messengers carrying letters hurriedly to and from the trade house branches, red faced and rushed.


  “What happened?” Lawrence asked as they walked slowly through the lively marketplace.


  “With the town suddenly in such an uproar, I can hardly leave you on your own.”


  “What do you mean?” he was about to reply, but as someone thoroughly involved in things, he found he could not object.


  And there was no denying that they were getting involved.


  “So, did you find anything out?” Lawrence asked, feigning composure.


  Just as he thought Holo was puffing herself up in pride, she exhaled a deep sigh and shook her head. “I received but the most perfunctory answers. I thought with the abundance of charming fools like you, I’d have no trouble drawing them out, but with this sudden commotion, they simply sent me off. What is happening?”


  Ignoring her baiting words, Lawrence replied only to the substantive part of her statement. “They sent you off? Out of the church?”


  “Aye. I wondered if some great demon had appeared in the town to threaten the church…”


  Lawrence had to laugh at the seriousness with which this statement came. “That would’ve been a calamity, indeed… but I do wonder what it was that involves the Church.”


  “Once I was cast out of the church, I thought I would try to track the disturbance, but there was such a crowd that there was naught for it – not to mention the many men with swords and spears.”


  “Soldiers?”


  “Aye. All I could tell was that they were carrying something precious from the river, and it seemed they went into the church. It was a terrific uproar. Indeed, and that lad who wanted to make me his bride – when was it again? – he was there.”


  “Back in Kumersun.” Lawrence made a pained face, not wanting to be reminded of such things. Holo chuckled.


  But if something similar to that happened now, Lawrence doubted it would be as much of a crisis.


  For one thing, even if it did, he was closer to Holo now than he had been back then.


  He could tell that Holo was bringing it up partially out of a sense of nostalgia.


  “But what would happen to raise such a fuss?” wondered Lawrence.


  “You may ask, but I have no answer. Even listening carefully to the crowds, I couldn’t make sense of it at all. I decided ’twould be better to return to you for the nonce.”


  “Huh,” Lawrence murmured, trying to piece together what he had heard earlier at the trade house. “According to what they were saying when I arrived, it seems a ship from the north side was being towed by a ship from a company on the south side, but I assumed it was just talk of internal politics.”


  Holo seemed not to understand and regarded Lawrence the way she did when she thought she was being teased.


  “Explain it so I can understand,” her expression said.


  “The north and south sides of this town are in conflict, right? But they can’t draw lines in the ocean. When the fish head north, they fish in the north, and when the fish are south, they go south. Whenever there’s fishing in rivers, lakes, or oceans, issues of territory are always a source of strife. That’s what I thought they were talking about. You’d hardly think that a trading company in the south would be so taken by a north-side fishing vessel out on the ocean that they’d buy it up on the spot, would you?”


  Holo slowly nodded, as if vaguely understanding this talk of territory.


  “But for them to tow a north-side ship in and bring ashore something that required armed escort, and for that to be the work of the Church instead of a trading company, it makes me wonder if they really caught a mermaid or something.”


  “A mermaid?” Holo asked, her head tilted curiously. Surprisingly, she seemed not to know what one was.


  “They’re a kind of legendary creature. The sea immediately next to us is known as the Winfiel Strait, but around its northern mouth is a reef where there were constant shipwrecks. And there’s an old legend about them, that women with voices of unearthly beauty sing enchanted songs from that reef, causing sailors to lose their way and wreck their ships upon the rocks. And those sailors who wonder what beautiful women are doing on the wave-pounded reefs soon have their questions answered –  the mermaids are human from the waist up, but below that, they have the tails of fish.”


  Holo listened to the story, seeming honestly impressed.


  It was not as if she were unfamiliar with the sea, but somehow she seemed never to have heard of mermaids.


  If Holo had not heard of them, perhaps they really were nothing but a superstition, thought Lawrence.


  Holo nodded and spoke. “Human males surely are easy to fool.”


  It was true that old stories and legends were full of men being tricked by all sorts of spirits.


  But Lawrence had sparred with Holo many times before and had a few choice words to counterattack with.


  “Isn’t it better to stay carefree rather than constantly being on guard for deceptions?”


  Lawrence was well aware that Holo was disposed to prefer a mild sunbeam to a violent gambling den.


  After flicking her ears for a few moments beneath her hood, Holo spoke in a mischievous tone. “Aye, well, we enjoy our wine as well. Still,” she continued, smiling, “have you sworn to the God of the Church not to fall into their trap and not to fall into this one?”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m asking if you have anything to hide.”


  “Gah–” Lawrence could not help himself from muttering, as Holo had once again struck at his inability to hide anything from her.


  He had wanted to organize his thoughts more thoroughly before talking to Holo, but he told her everything about his exchange with Kieman.


  “You fool.”


  Lawrence wanted to protest that Kieman barely seemed human, but he knew that was no excuse.


  Holo’s tone as she continued seemed unconcerned. “If it was such an unreasonable demand, why didn’t you simply refuse?”


  When she said it like that, it sounded almost possible, which was a terrifying illusion.


  But Lawrence soon regained his composure and scratched his head.


  Merchants preferred to have contracts on paper, but before committing a promise to writing, they would use a verbal contract.


  And its meaning was weighty indeed.


  “Dozens, hundreds of merchants are members of the Rowen Trade Guild, including some who earn thousands of lumione in a year. It is nothing less than an entity that could squash me without a second thought. No matter what favor they might ask of me, I cannot refuse it. Absurd, you might think – but that is part of why promises are always kept.”


  Even in the Church city of Ruvinheigen, when Lawrence was facing utter ruin and the possibility of life on a slave ship – even then he did not consider betraying the guild.


  Trading companies were thus powerful allies and fearsome enemies, knights who wielded the pen and the coin.


  “Hmph. Well, I suppose ’tis true that a youngster can hardly disobey a veteran.”


  “You see?”


  “Aye. But still, those in such position often have too much to lose and cannot risk bold moves. You wish to use your acquaintance with that vixen to accomplish something, but with others involved, perhaps they fear the trouble it might cause and thus threaten you.”


  If the problem was that one tended to be controlled by various influences and implications, then someone not in that position would have been able to make a more objective judgment.


  “And for those trying to hold the group together, keeping a weather eye on your underlings so they don’t make foolish mistakes is common sense. I doubt you’ve anything to worry about.”


  Holo actually had held entire mountains and villages together, and so her words had a certain persuasiveness to them.


  She was not some food-and wine-obsessed town lass who cried at any mention of her homeland.


  “Anyway, whatever you decide, all I need do is act according to my own priorities,” said Holo, waving her hand dismissively and speeding up her walk.


  Anger at her selfishness or callousness was the wrong answer.


  And yet laughing it off as a joke was also the wrong answer.


  Lawrence called out to her receding form. “Even if I were at the top of that list, I assume you wouldn’t admit it, would you?”


  Holo stopped and looked back. “Aye. I cannot have you getting seduced.”


  She flashed her fangs in a grin, and for a moment, a shock ran through him as he worried that she might be revealed.


  But when he felt that chill down his spine, it was usually not because of his surroundings turning colder – rather it was his own temperature rising.


  Lawrence gave a long-suffering sigh, drawing alongside Holo, who had slowed her walk.


  He took her hand and spoke. “Are we finished here? Let’s meet back up with Col.”


  Holo’s face as she looked at him was unsurprisingly angry.


  “That’s my line, you dunce!”


  Fortunately, the return crossing from the delta to the north side cost only a single fare.


  When something happened in the town, the disturbance would spread rapidly.


  And if that something was across the river, the urge to rubberneck inevitably spread like wildfire.


  Nearly everyone wanted to get from the north side to the delta and from the delta to the south side, so ferries going the opposite direction were completely empty.


  It would have been ridiculous not to haggle the ferryman’s fare down, and with the leftover coin, Lawrence bought Holo more roasted shellfish.


  Lawrence barely had time to say, “You mustn’t tell Col,” before Holo had polished them off and was looking very satisfied indeed.


  If they were going to pursue what was happening in the town, it might have seemed like the best course of action would be either to remain on the delta or cross to the south side, but listening to what Holo said made Lawrence think otherwise.


  As a precaution, he had not told Kieman where they were staying.


  One never knew.


  If Col was taken hostage, there was no telling what sort of unreasonable demands they might make – to say nothing of Holo.


  Upon returning to the inn, they were greeted by an exhausted Col, who was sprawled facedown on the table.


  “Ah, welcome back…” His face twitched strangely.


  For a moment, Lawrence wondered what had happened, but then he saw the cheap pickled herring and battered, blackened copper coins on the table and could more or less guess.


  He must have been very popular when posing as a beggar boy to listen to town gossip.


  “… I’m tired.”


  “That much is obvious, but did you hear anything to match the effort?”


  Holo drew close to the tired Col and with both hands rubbed the dirt from the corners of his eyes.


  When Lawrence had been just starting out as a merchant, he too had slept with a face tired from too many forced smiles, the muscles twitching and moving of their own accord.


  Of course, back then he had been forced to massage his own face.


  “Er… yes. It was just as you said, Mr. Lawrence. The Jean Company should be profiting, but I heard they don’t eat proper food, and they hardly ever give to charity.”


  “Which means that they might even be taking those chicken eggs to market and selling them.”


  As she rubbed Col’s face, Holo got a faraway look in her eye. “Then mayhap that feast was meant to court us.”


  “Quite likely. So Reynolds may well be serious about the wolf remains.”


  Or it was his last wish.


  According to Kieman, Eve would only secretly negotiate with someone who could make the greatest profit in that particular moment.


  As long as that was her method, no one would want to approach her without a very clear plan.


  Contacting her with the claim that you would do anything as long as it expanded your business was a dangerous bet because there was no way of knowing whom she was involved with and to what end.


  Which meant it was possible that Reynolds did indeed want Eve’s cooperation with the wolf remains.


  It fit that Reynolds knew where the remains were but had no way of negotiating with the owner and wanted to ask Eve to act as a middleman.


  It was all too likely that some well-known nobleman or clergyman had the remains.


  But they would never negotiate with some unknown merchant.


  Who they would negotiate with was a merchant prince wealthy enough to have purchased a title – or true fellow nobility.


  “Even from what I heard, reinforcement seemed possible.”


  “Meaning?”


  “The church in the town we were just in, I hear, has been very bold in spreading the teachings of their God and has been inspiring their flock all along the river. That verve has reached all the way to the northern mountains, the heartland of paganism, and there gives courage to the knights fighting with pagans on the front line.”


  Col sat up with a start and looked straight at Holo.


  In the worst case, her statement could mean that the Church’s hand had fallen upon his town.


  “But the northern pagans’ resistance has been fierce, and since for the nonce the missionary efforts are making little progress, the Church men were warning me not to be swayed from the true path, despite the mistaken beliefs of my kith and kin.”


  
    
  

  Col looked visibly relieved, and as he slumped, his shoulders sagged, seeming to lose half their posture.


  It was clear Holo had heard quite a bit of the Church’s specialty – stories that were not precisely lies but left a mistaken impression upon the listener.


  Holo was not so patient as to be able to happily listen to such foolishness.


  As long as she was not in a foul mood, she would not tease someone about his or her town for fun.


  “The Church can never appear weak in its dealings with pagans. For them to state something so close to the truth must mean their true situation is desperate. If so, considering the situation with the bishopric in Lenos, talk of drastic measures to reverse their position – such as getting the wolf remains into their hands – cannot be easily dismissed as absurd.”


  “Too true. When I mentioned the bones, the fools would speak of the need to take them as quickly as possible, to show the pagans the error of their ways,” spat Holo, her tail swishing violently enough to cause her robe to flip up as she sat forcefully down on the bed.


  Lawrence had no words for Holo and, letting a slight sigh escape, tried to put his thoughts in order.


  “There’s no doubt that the Jean Company is looking for the remains. And they’re closing in on the location. Or perhaps it’s better to say that they’re getting closer to handing them over to the Church.”


  “And should we just go then to this whatever-’tis-called company?”


  Holo’s upturned glance was frightening as ever.


  Lawrence shook his head at her bare-fanged statement. “Imagine what would happen if we tried to solve everything with brute force. Your true nature would absolutely come out, and the Church’s rage would be roused. A pagan god in the flesh – ‘all ye faithful servants of God, rise and take swords in hand,’ they would say.”


  Holo was not such a child as to say she would merely tear all who opposed them to shreds.


  She understood the difference of magnitude, and more importantly, she could not fail to know that such an act would give the deadlocked Church renewed will and resolve.


  “If possible, our solution should be money. In the worst case, a secret theft would also work.”


  “Such childish gambits–” began Holo, but stopped herself at Lawrence’s quiet gaze.


  “Enough money can easily kill a person. With money, your homeland could be stripped bare. It is not ‘childish.’”


  Lawrence was a merchant, and merchants risked their lives to make money.


  He knew well how difficult that was and also the power it held.


  Holo grunted something that might or might not have been agreement, then looked away.


  “Still, now that we’ve recognized the situation, the question becomes what we can do about it, and the answer may well be ‘not very much.’”


  “… Why should that be? If this company is seeking the aid of that vixen, then we have two choices.”


  “Two?”


  Anticipating a display of the celebrated cleverness of a wise-wolf, Lawrence turned to look at Holo, who patted Col on the head.


  “We can use this fellow’s wits to threaten them.”


  She was referring to the mystery of the copper coin that the Jean Company handled.


  “I see,” murmured Lawrence. “And the other?”


  At those words, a mysterious smile appeared on Holo’s face, and she moved smoothly toward Lawrence.


  He suddenly had a bad feeling about this, not for any particular reason, but simply because of his experiences with Holo thus far.


  “We do what that company wants and play matchmaker twixt them and the vixen. We can hear the location of the wolf remains once she’s been asked where they are.”


  There was a head of height difference between Lawrence and Holo.


  When she stood directly in front of him, Holo had to look distinctly up, but it was Lawrence who felt overpowered.


  “There may be some possibility of that with the Jean Company, but there’s still a clear flaw there.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  Did she have some secret plan? Lawrence wondered, but his common sense refuted it.


  “Yes. What profit is there for Eve in doing that? If we ask her where the remains are, make no mistake that she’ll instantly be on guard against having them stolen away. Why would she…?” asked Lawrence when Holo’s provocative smile made him realize.


  Her tail was wagging her irritation for just that reason.


  “We need but seduce her. You’re trying to fool this wisewolf, so it should be no trouble at all, nay?”


  Love affairs trumped proper business deals.


  This wolf already knew full well things that Lawrence had learned in his many years as a merchant.


  But Lawrence didn’t understand why she was speaking about it with such irritation.


  Setting aside whether or not it was a real possibility, as a potential means to an end it certainly existed.


  So long as they were only discussing it, there was no need for such ill temper.


  Lawrence flinched a bit at Holo’s smile, and Holo looked suddenly behind her.


  “Col, my lad, close your eyes and cover your ears.”


  “Wha–?”


  He hesitated for but a moment.


  By this time well trained by Holo, Col obeyed her with frightening speed.


  Holo gave a satisfied sigh and turned back to Lawrence. “Did you think I had not noticed?”


  Her smile disappeared, and she grabbed Lawrence’s ear and pulled him close.


  “Wh-what are you–”


  “Even you can tell what someone has eaten by what remains on their mouth. But I can tell by scent alone. Even the slightest morsel if I get that close.”


  Lawrence soon realized what Holo was referring to by “that close.”


  He had listened to Eve by the spring of gold, then had his pathetic worries soothed on the second floor of the tavern.


  But why was Holo angry about that now of all times? Lawrence wondered, then realized something strange – something immediately following his conversation with Eve, and now the possibility of seducing her.


  And this strange roundabout talk of being able to tell what someone had eaten by scent alone.


  “Ah–”


  Just as Lawrence realized, Holo drew so near that he could count her individual eyelashes.


  “All I can do is pray you stop being such a reckless male. I’d then spend less effort trying to teach you the difference betwixt courage and foolhardiness.”


  When they had spoken by the spring of gold, Eve had drunk the same ale that Lawrence had.


  Among merchants, cup sharing was not something worth worrying about.


  But while that might hold true for merchants, it was not necessarily so for Holo.


  “Look here, this is a misunderstanding.”


  Lawrence tried to defend himself from at least that count, whereupon Holo violently released his ear and spoke in a quiet voice.


  “I am perfectly aware of that. I told you, ’tis impossible to hide anything from me.”


  It had not particularly hurt, but Lawrence still rubbed his ear as he turned his gaze away tiredly.


  It would have been far more charming of her to simply admit her worry – and if he said so, he would get an ear bitten off.


  Also, this business with Eve was only a possibility, and the moment they would have to bet on that possibility was rapidly approaching.


  Or was it just the very fact of the prospect entering their field of view that upset Holo so?


  Lawrence wondered about it as Holo roused Col, who had obediently placed his head down on the table.


  He thought he understood, more or less.


  Holo was truly worried.


  As the tale of the wolf bones took on more plausibility, her worry was no doubt turning stronger.


  “In any case, what we should do now is–” Holo began with strange vigor, which snapped Lawrence out of his reverie.


  Col was cleaning up the table surface in Holo’s direction.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering what she was up to, Holo held Lawrence’s coin purse up, having loosened it from his waist at some point, and continued talking.


  “–We put an end to this stubbornness and ask young Col for his thoughts. Unless your heart’s set on seducing that vixen, that is.”


  Lawrence, of course, only slumped and sighed.


  Only the finest trading companies had glass windows.


  Normally they had either nothing at all or oil-soaked cloth at best.


  The inn where Lawrence and company were staying was no exception, and the opened outside windows freely let in both the clamor of the town and the frigid air.


  But for once, the cold wind had been forgotten.


  And it was not because they were doing something so hot it let them forget the cold.


  This was what it meant to be stunned into silence.


  “… It can’t be…” Lawrence finally murmured.


  He rubbed his eyes and looked again.


  That did not, of course, change the reality of what was on the table.


  “… Aye, common sense is a troublesome opponent… and yet… and yet…”


  Lawrence knew of many methods to cheat in business, and the more complicated they were, the more power they had.


  Moneychangers’ fraud happened in the exchange markets, with their hundreds of varieties of coins, old and new, from near and far, and fraud around the buying and selling of physical wares involved either complicated machinations or deals made on intricate timelines.


  Of course, there were more straightforward frauds, but in most cases, those relied on the skillful tongue of the swindler as opposed to the method itself.


  This was the first time Lawrence had been so surprised by both a trick’s nature and its source.


  “Er… I don’t remember the exact amount, but if they used this method and made a bit of an adjustment, they would go from fifty-seven boxes of copper coin to sixty… I think.”


  Lawrence and Holo’s shock made Col’s voice a little less certain.


  “No, I’m sure it would. Yes, I see. And no one would be the wiser.”


  “Doubtless not. And still… hnh,” Holo muttered in frustration, pinching Col’s cheek.


  Lawrence could not even manage that.


  Col had discovered a mystery: Fifty-seven boxes of imported copper coin had become sixty boxes when exported.


  The answer lay in the difference between packing coins in parallel stacks of similar height or alternating rows.


  Either way resulted in a perfectly packed box, such that if any coins were stolen, it would be immediately obvious.


  Moreover, even if there were verbal instructions to “pack coins tightly in boxes,” the discrepancy would not be noticed, and in any case, transporting perfectly packed boxes of fixed size reduced the time spent counting coins, also ensuring that if any coins were taken, they would be immediately noticed. So at a given time and place, the only person concerned with how many coins were packed in a box was the buyer receiving them.


  While in transit, nobody worried about how many coins were in a box.


  This was because taxes were levied by the box, as were transportation fees.


  “I wonder, though – has no one else noticed this?”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’ll agree that Col is a bright lad, but there are many bright people in the world. If you did this for years, surely you would eventually meet someone else who knows the trick, would you not?”


  Ragusa, the boatman who carried the copper coins down the Roam River to the Jean Company, did the route several times a year and had been doing so for two years.


  And it was true that over two years, someone would have opened up one of the boxes and looked at its contents.


  But there was one important thing.


  “The Jean Company is probably cutting down on the taxes and transport costs they pay and turning profit on the excess, but there’s something very particular necessary for anyone to finally realize that they are making dishonest gains.”


  “Aye?”


  “… Ah! The manifest!” Col’s cheek was still being pinched by Holo, but with something to think about, he did not seem to notice or mind. He quickly gave the answer with a smile, coming back to himself and looking at Holo.


  Holo pinched harder on Col’s cheek, as that was indeed the correct answer.


  “Yes. Only after we know the details of the export and import can we begin to suspect foul play. There is far too much volume of trade in the world to constantly suspect this kind of fraud. One can’t inspect everything.”


  Even if he wanted to live cautiously, there were many things that escaped the eye.


  Lawrence picked up one of the copper coins that was lined up on the table and sighed.


  “Still,” said Holo, having harassed Col for a while, “this means we’ve found a weapon to threaten that company, does it not?” she added, her eyes flashing.


  Lawrence debated whether to toss cold water on that, ultimately deciding that hiding it from her would only worsen things.


  Disappointment was always worse when it took longer to arrive.


  “Unfortunately,” Lawrence began, at which Holo’s smile instantly froze. “As a weapon, it’s rather meager.”


  “Why?” She was more frightening now than when she wore her half-hearted face of annoyance.


  But nothing would be solved by holding back his words. “He’s reducing the number of boxes shipped by three and profiting via the reduced taxes and transport costs. If this comes to light, the Jean Company will either have to pay penalties or lose their credibility as a trading company. But…”


  “But the difference between that penalty and the profit from the wolf bones is too great. ’Tis the same as when we bought these clothes, is it not?” suggested Holo, grabbing at her own garments.


  She had calmed her irritated face, perhaps because she had realized there was nothing to do but accept reality.


  “That’s right. It might’ve been just the right weapon to use if they were only chasing the wolf tale for fun.”


  Holo did seem aggrieved, but she was not dejected about having lost one of their leads.


  Col, who had solved the riddle of the copper coins in the first place, had gotten ahead of her on that count.


  He had surely been looking forward to his knowledge being useful.


  Up until a moment earlier, Holo had been pinching his cheek, but now she ruffled his hair in an elder sisterly way.


  “Aye, well, that just means the problem’s a large one. ’Tis better this than something solved with the trade of a single apple.”


  “Quite right. If one method won’t work, we’ll just move on to the next.”


  Talk was cheap, of course.


  They needed but to find something that Reynolds would weigh favorably against the wolf remains, but if such a thing were easily obtained, none of them would need to worry so.


  Or perhaps, as Reynolds had been gathering stories and thereby found some hint as to the bones’ location, Lawrence and company needed to follow that example and search out more information.


  If Reynolds, who did business in Kerube, had managed to find something, then perhaps Kieman had at least a crumb of knowledge.


  Lawrence did not know what Kieman was planning, but it surely involved Eve, and the guild would undoubtedly ask some favor of Lawrence on that count. So as compensation for that, perhaps he could ask for information.


  It seemed something was happening in the town, so it would not be possible for a little while, but if Kieman’s hand had to wait, Lawrence did not particularly mind.


  If there was a problem, it had to be–


  “If we’re thinking of our next move, our problem becomes this: When will Eve depart this town? Judging by what she said, it seems like she wants to free herself from the troublesome ties she has here. She likely plans to leave and not return for some time. And if Reynolds knows that–”


  “She’ll tell him what she knows, and soon.”


  Time, as ever, was the enemy.


  Lawrence muttered, and Holo continued speaking.


  “Which means there’s naught to do but seduce her.”


  Lawrence glared sharply at her – this after how angry she had been just a moment ago.


  But given the circumstances, even ridiculous possibilities had to be carefully considered.


  In reality, there were countless times when a missed chance would put something out of reach for all eternity.


  If the bones fell under Church authority, there was a very real possibility that they would vanish into darkness.


  Holo played with Col’s hair, and Lawrence stroked his beard as they both considered the possibilities.


  Col likewise was surely deep in thought, but three heads were not better than two.


  As precious time slipped away, Holo seemed to grow frustrated with thinking and moved away from Col and toward the bed, sitting down and fidgeting her tail out.


  Lawrence watched this and looked at Col, who likewise looked back at him.


  The two exchanged a sad smile, as though agreeing a short break was in order, when–


  “Hmph.” Holo looked up, her ears turning toward the hallway.


  And this was Holo, after all, who would listen for footsteps in the hall just to tease Lawrence.


  The keenness of her hearing was soon demonstrated again.


  “Mr. Lawrence. Mr. Kraft Lawrence.” His name was called just as there was a knock at the door.


  It was the innkeeper’s voice, but why would he bother coming all the way up to a guest’s room?


  Without so much as needing to exchange winks, Col immediately stood and made for the door.


  They had paid for their room in advance, and Lawrence had no memory of cracking any of the cups and bowls they had borrowed.


  As he was thinking about it, through the opened door appeared the innkeeper, hunched over and looking furtively around. “Ah, you’re still here.”


  “Quite. Is something the matter?”


  “Yes, I was asked to give this to you.”


  “To me?”


  Just as Lawrence was wondering what the innkeeper could possibly have for him, the man produced a sealed letter from his breast pocket.


  Lawrence took it and opened it; upon the message was neat handwriting.


  “Come to the Lydon Inn… Want to discuss statues. For details, talk to the… innkeeper?” Lawrence murmured as he read the letter’s contents. When he looked up, he saw the innkeeper’s gaze still upon the note.


  The moment his eyes met Lawrence’s, he nodded decisively.


  “Aha, I see. Very good, sir. Will you be traveling alone?”


  Lawrence had no idea what he was talking about, but looked back down at the letter.


  The last line said, “Come alone.”


  “Very good, sir. I’ll prepare a fast carriage. Please wait just a moment.”


  “Er… yes,” Lawrence replied stupidly, at which the innkeeper bowed politely and trotted off.


  “What was that all about?”


  “I’m not really sure… oh, of course. This is an inn Eve recommended to me.”


  Lawrence returned to the table and set the letter on it.


  Holo seemed to have been sure he was going to bring it to her and got off the bed looking irritated.


  “Something urgent must have come up. She’s going to quite a bit of trouble.”


  “Will you be all right alone?”


  Holo picked up the letter between two fingers, sniffing suspiciously at it by way of appraisal.


  Given the way she wrinkled her nose at it, the letter had to be from Eve.


  “I’ll make sure to seduce her well.”


  “Fool,” spat Holo before repeating herself. “Will you be safe alone?”


  This time Lawrence was not teasing. “If she wanted to put me in danger, there are many other ways to do it. She must have some reason for this.”


  “…”


  Holo closed her mouth, aggrieved, her tail flicking.


  She was either worried he was going to fall into yet another trap or possibly just thought he was helpless.


  Either way, the letter asked him to come alone, and he planned to go alone.


  If he did not trust Eve, that would only give her cause to be mistrustful of him.


  But having explained as much to Holo, he got the feeling she was still displeased.


  Lawrence was at a loss for what to say, but then his savior appeared.


  “It’s all right, Miss Holo. I’ll be here with you while Mr. Lawrence is out.”


  No one could fail to laugh upon hearing Col’s desperate joke.


  Holo closed her eyes and burst out laughing.


  If Col, who was even younger than Lawrence, could manage to be so considerate, then Holo the Wisewolf could hardly fail to do likewise.


  At length her laughter subsided, and she sighed, putting her hands on her hips. “So there it is, then. Seems young Col will be watching over me while you’re away.”


  Lawrence gave Col a wink.


  He could only be thankful for the smile he got in reply.


  “Well, I’ll be off, then. If anyone suspicious comes by, don’t open the door for them. You never know – it might be a wolf.”


  Holo snorted at the joke. “Without good news, I don’t know that I’ll be able to stay in my human form.”


  It was nothing to joke about, but Lawrence decided to put off that conversation until later, as whatever debt the innkeeper owed Eve, it was enough for him to prepare a fast horse-drawn carriage in a manner entirely befitting of the word haste, and he called for Lawrence.


  “I’ll give you more details in the carriage, sir.”


  This made it doubtful whether the Lydon Inn was actually an inn. It was more likely a house somewhere that they were merely calling an inn.


  Lawrence nodded and followed the innkeeper’s lead.


  It had been the right decision to bring Col along on this journey, Lawrence thought to himself as he pictured the boy’s face when he uttered that desperate joke.


  When he emerged from the back of the inn, there waited for him no jet-black coach but rather a normal carriage. The innkeeper gave Lawrence a cloak, which he pulled low over his head.


  It was obvious that Eve wanted to meet Lawrence in secret, but what he did not know was how she had such influence over the innkeeper.


  Even if he did owe her some debt, there was something strange about it.


  That sense of apprehension only grew as they approached the building known as the Lydon Inn.


  The building was down a narrow street where careless driving blocked the way in a district where cobblers and coopers worked tirelessly under the eaves, despite the chill. Like the hideout Eve had led him to before, the building was darkened with age and seemed to have seen the passing of many seasons.


  Directly across the street at what seemed to be a tailor’s workshop, three men worked to cut down a large skin.


  Aristocrats hated labor of all kinds.


  This was not a place a refined person would live.


  And upon entering the craft district, Lawrence became aware of their strange gazes upon him.


  Even if it wasn’t surprising they’d be curious at his arrival, given that they would know the faces of anyone who came here, there was something more than just curiosity in their gazes.


  If he had to put his finger on it, they seemed to be on the lookout.


  “I’ve brought a guest.”


  The driver of Lawrence’s carriage knocked at the door with a cane as soon as they pulled up to the building.


  The informality of it was surprising, but something about the way he knocked was odd, and it was probably some kind of signal.


  Before long the door opened, and from within emerged a face Lawrence was not unfamiliar with.


  It was one of the mean-eyed young men who’d been with Eve on the delta.


  “Inside,” he said, jerking his head back after giving Lawrence an appraising look.


  Lawrence couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d gotten himself involved in something big, but having realized it, it was not as though he could do anything about it.


  After all, being frightened wasn’t in his best interests, so Lawrence armed himself with his merchant’s curiosity.


  He gave the silent driver a nod and got out of the carriage, then unhesitatingly reached for the door.


  The weathered door suited the house, which was one step away from being completely dilapidated, but the wood it used was solid, and most importantly, it did not creak.


  When he opened the door and entered, he saw the man who’d greeted him leaning against the wall, regarding him.


  No matter where a merchant found himself delivered, he couldn’t help smiling.


  Lawrence gave the man a pleasant smile, and the man, who wore an obvious sword at his belt, indicated a hallway with his eyes.


  The walls were half-stone and half-wood, and the floor was packed earth.


  The place had probably been a craftsman’s workshop at one point.


  As he walked farther in, his feet scuff-scuffing audibly on the floor, he found himself calmed by the scent he smelled – it was burning wood, which suited the season.


  He opened the door at the end of the hallway, revealing what seemed to be a workshop-turned-living room. At the moment, though, it was no more than a storage space, with crates and barrels piled high and no particular sense that anyone was living there.


  On the left side of the room there was a fireplace, and the area seemed to be set up to let someone pass at least a bit of time there.


  “Surprised, are you?” Sitting in a chair and warming herself in front of the fire, Eve looked up from a bundle of parchment.


  She looked not unlike a noblewoman reading over petitions from her land’s residents, but when she looked back and revealed her face, Lawrence was a bit surprised.


  The left corner of her mouth was red and swollen.


  “It’s cold out there. Close the door, if you would. No lock, though.”


  It took Lawrence a moment to realize she was joking.


  It seemed unlikely that she’d fallen and hurt herself, so someone must have hit her.


  “Sorry to call you out so suddenly.”


  “… Not at all. I’m honored to be summoned for a secret rendezvous with a beautiful woman.”


  Spoken with a smile, it was a bad joke.


  Spoken seriously, it was the opposite.


  “A secret rendezvous, eh? Well, anyway, sit. Sadly, I’ve no servants,” said Eve, indicating an empty chair. Her gaze fell back down to the parchment in her hand before she watched Lawrence sit.


  “It’s a bit chilly as homes go.”


  Resting her left elbow on the table, Eve remained facing the fireplace as she regarded the parchment before her.


  She offered Lawrence no reply.


  “Still, I imagine it’s nice and cool in the summertime.”


  “It’s winter now,” she replied harshly, which Lawrence smiled at.


  “So much the better. It’ll be warm if you get out.”


  At this Eve finally looked up.


  Her mouth looked like it hurt, but her eyes were smiling. “Heh. Right you are. I’d love to get out; the sooner the better.”


  “So why here?” He left out “Why are you locked up here?” given the man who was undoubtedly listening in on their conversation outside the room.


  Eve sighed, and setting down the parchment, she spoke. “You would hide your weapons of last resort, too, would you not?”


  “… I would, it’s true.”


  As a former aristocrat and someone even top members of guild houses like Kieman recognized on sight, Eve was probably the Kerube landowners’ trump card.


  Lawrence glanced at the aging parchment on the table, and from the rows of writing and formulas, he could tell it was a property transaction of some kind.


  Essentially, Eve was being forced to plan the battle here, all on her own.


  “Of course, the reason I’m locked up in here at sword point isn’t because of this contract. Nor did I call you out here to suggest you cross some dangerous bridge with me.”


  Only Eve, who’d dragged him into a deeply dangerous deal back in Lenos, the town of lumber and fur, could make this joke.


  “Still, I’m glad you let yourself be caught. If things go badly, I’ll need my bread torn into rather small pieces tonight.”


  Lawrence realized they were moving from pleasant chitchat into a business discussion.


  What Eve meant was simple.


  Whoever hit her left cheek would also hit her right.


  “The reason I called you is indeed the commotion in the town – you noticed it, yes?”


  “Yes… something about the fishermen’s boats from this side of town docking in the south, was it?”


  “Indeed. It’s as though God timed it. The news reached us as we were leaving the delta and returning to this side. It’s like a different town across the river. We’d be recognized, so once the rioting started we couldn’t cross. Even though our spies made it to the south side, there wasn’t time for them to return.”


  This sort of talk was not especially familiar to Lawrence, who traveled from town to town, but it wasn’t as though he couldn’t understand the basic idea of a territorial dispute.


  As Eve spoke, Lawrence realized why he’d been summoned.


  He didn’t yet know how important it was, but his merchant’s instincts were making him sit up and pay attention – that much he was sure of.


  “As I’m sure you’ve guessed, there’s information I need. I reckon you were at that delta guild house right up until the last moment. What did you hear there, I wonder?”


  Eve was speaking as though she knew that Lawrence had been at the guild house.


  Practically speaking, she knew that he was a member of the Rowen Trade Guild, so it wouldn’t have been hard to guess he’d been there.


  But given that she was bringing this up here and now, there could be no doubt that the people who’d locked Eve up were observing him.


  Of course, this could also be a trap she’d laid just to make him think so.


  “I know a bit.”


  “Even a bit is fine.”


  Lawrence dropped his gaze to the parchment on the table, considering how much he should hide.


  But after a moment, when he looked up, he spoke openly and frankly.


  “A ship affiliated with this side was brought in by a south-side vessel. I don’t know the cargo, but it was worth protecting with armed guards, and it was worth bringing directly to the church.”


  He’d told his opponent everything he knew without asking for any compensation, and yet this was not an uncalculated move.


  “… Is that hearsay?”


  “My companion got quite close to the church evidently,” said Lawrence, and Eve exhaled a deep breath, looked up, and closed her eyes.


  She then composed herself and opened her eyes.


  “So that’s it, is it?”


  Lawrence had been right not to lie to Eve.


  She didn’t have time to bargain with him just to get a bit of information.


  “I’m glad you’re not some stingy-talking small fry.”


  “Ah, but if I were a big fish, I wouldn’t have to come when called.”


  “True enough. But when you’re a big fish, the world is filled with passages too narrow for you to pass.”


  The odds could not have been good that Lawrence would have information about the disturbance in the town.


  Even if he had been at the trading house, there was no guarantee he would have gotten the information.


  Yet she’d found a way to hide her good nature and call Lawrence here, which meant there had to be another reason she’d done so.


  And then the reason he’d vaguely anticipated was made clear by her words.


  “So are you telling me to go down a small passage?”


  “You’re in a unique position in this town. You don’t have any proper connections here, but you’re able to have a pleasant conversation with someone that many in this town are very eager to connect with.”


  Eve’s eyes narrowed in a smile.


  As he listened to her words, the image of Kieman claiming to be acquainted with Eve flashed through his mind.


  “Of course, I won’t say it’s free. The story was told to me by the lot that locked me up in here, and their bellies are too large for them to fit through its paths.”


  She waved a single page of parchment.


  It was a contract, signed and stamped.


  It was written in the old-style writing and involved the delta marketplace.


  “I’ve only meager coin and goods, sadly, but I’ve more than enough connections and influence. It’ll be a good footing for business.”


  “And not a yoke?” asked Lawrence, and the fake smile disappeared from Eve’s face as she turned expressionless.


  “… Yes, a yoke.” She reached up and touched her cheek, then looked at her fingers, probably checking for blood. “Aren’t you going to ask me how I got this wound?”


  “How’d you get it?” Lawrence immediately asked, at which Eve’s shoulders shook with mirth, and she covered her mouth like a town lass.


  The fact that she seemed genuinely amused was painful to see.


  “Well played. It’s not that I’m asking you only because you’re in the best position.”


  “But I’m also not badly placed to cross that dangerous bridge.”


  This was not merely banter.


  The moment he let his guard down was the moment he’d be crossing that bridge free of charge.


  “My exploiting a gap and your protecting what you have are not the same thing.”


  “Indeed. My conversations with my companion cut me to the bone.”


  Constantly on the defensive, Lawrence knew he would eventually lose to Eve.


  She nodded and changed her expression. “There’s no longer much doubt. The north-side fisherman caught a narwhal.”


  “A nar–” Lawrence began, but then hastily checked the door over his shoulder.


  “Don’t worry, he’s not such cheap help that he’d eavesdrop on me. The people who locked me up here are terrified I’ll get angry, even though they did this to me.”


  Lawrence didn’t know how far he could trust that, but there was nothing to be gained by doubting them.


  He nodded and faced forward, then asked the question again. “A narwhal? As in the immortal sort?”


  “Yes. A horned sea monster. Eating its flesh brings longevity, and its powdered horn cures all diseases.”


  Lawrence believed such things to be superstitions, and from Eve’s tone, it seemed she was not serious.


  “I’d heard that without freezing water they die, so how would one make it this far south?”


  “According to the sailors, depending on the severity of the weather, fish and other creatures can be driven south – though I’d never heard of that happening to a narwhal. When they’re trafficked, it’s almost always deer bones or horns.”


  There were any number of tales about immortality methods and cure-all medicines.


  Moreover, orthodox believers seemed every bit as inclined to believe them as pagans did.


  People’s desire to believe in a land free of sickness and suffering where one went after death was proof the world was filled with suffering, and likewise the very fact of the Church’s teachings meant that eternal life could never actually be gained.


  Travelers and merchants who wandered many lands, seeing all sorts of goods and talking with all sorts of people, as well as soldiers for whom death or old age were constant companions –  they all knew such stories were mere superstitions.


  But there were many who did not know.


  And aristocrats who’d never left their lands were a perfect example.


  For a living narwhal, there were some who’d come running, bringing all their gold with them.


  “But… surely that doesn’t mean–”


  “Yes. If they have the narwhal, the north-side faction believes they can turn everything around.”


  For a moment, Lawrence thought the leg of his chair had broken, so stricken was he at the enormity of the prospect.


  This town had enough conflict even in the best of times, and now an article had been found that could flip the balance entirely.


  There would be war.


  Lawrence realized it instantly.


  “The south-side faction wants to control this side at any cost. They can’t have equality. It would be bad enough if the north gets the narwhal and sells it to raise the money to pay their debts, and the possibility that they might just involve a landed lord and go straight to war can’t be ruled out, either. So the south can’t let them have it, no matter the cost. They’ll steal it, sell it – two birds, one stone. It will raise an enormous amount.”


  And if they stormed the church grounds, that would constitute an act of war against the Church.


  “So what say you? If you can slip through this passage, don’t you think something incredible awaits you on the other side?”


  She was right.


  Eve was surely trying to use Lawrence’s membership in the Rowen Trade Guild to its maximum advantage.


  Relations between north and south in this town were at their worst.


  Yet in the midst of that, Lawrence had managed to connect with Eve while going unnoticed in the town, which gave him a rare ability.


  For a spy, there could be no better position.


  But there was something Lawrence had not mentioned.


  And that was that he’d already told Kieman about his acquaintance with Eve.


  “Will you do it? No…” Eve shook her head deliberately, then looked straight at Lawrence. “What will it take to convince you to do it?”


  This would unquestionably involve betraying the guild.


  Eve was well aware of that, and the people in the south certainly knew what a trade guild was.


  And so Lawrence spoke.


  No matter what the reward, Lawrence was confident that as long as it was something he could hold in his hands, it would be granted him.


  There was simply that much profit at stake here.


  “If I say I’ll consider it?”


  Eve silently shook her head.


  If he refused the offer to become an agent for her, it would not be strange of her to immediately consider him an enemy.


  Or at the very least, treat him as such.


  Which meant there could be hesitation.


  That would be nothing less than hesitation over which side he would ally with, and no one was less trustworthy than a spy.


  And yet Lawrence hesitated.


  There was no telling what Kieman might be planning, but this could be used.


  What would Kieman say if Lawrence told him about this?


  With absurd profit piled on both sides of the scale, it didn’t easily move either way.


  Merchants were always weighing profit and loss.


  No, indeed, what else could there be to consider?


  “About the wolf remains, was it?” asked Eve flatly, either seeing through Lawrence or having planned to incorporate that into her negotiation all along. “You’ve good instincts, so I’m sure you noticed that Reynolds is quite serious about them. And that he wants my help.”


  Eve smiled thinly.


  Evidently Lawrence had done just as she expected he would with Reynolds and the story of the wolf remains.


  She probably even had some idea of whom Reynolds wanted to get in contact with.


  “… You knew, and you still wrote me that letter.”


  “Are you angry?”


  “Not at all. I’m glad my guess was right.”


  Eve smiled cynically, standing up from her chair and tossing two more logs onto the fire.


  “There aren’t many in the north who can afford wood for their fireplaces. Most burn peat.”


  “And yet I hear there’s more charity on this side.”


  “Heh. That lad will be popular no matter where he goes.”


  It was enough to make Lawrence want to know just how sweaty Eve’s palms were.


  Her expression changed readily, but he could tell well enough that she was hiding her true thoughts.


  “So how about it? It’s quite an opportunity, I reckon.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it is.”


  But demons were always offering great power – in exchange for life.


  If Lawrence accepted this, there was no question he would damage the trade guild’s profits.


  Not only that, but if they were to find out, he would either be cast out or punished.


  He claimed not to be worried about Holo, but then he remembered Kieman’s sudden change, his cold countenance.


  And as a merchant, it was no exaggeration to say that his life would be over.


  “Did you see Kieman?” Eve asked.


  It wasn’t out of any particularly iron-clad self-control that Lawrence didn’t show surprise on his face.


  Eve’s words were just so accurate that his shock stunned him into blankness.


  “I reckon my name would be sure to come up if you went to the guild house looking for information. I can see his face now,” said Eve with what seemed to be simple amusement, as though she were talking about an old friend.


  Or else – were even men like Kieman part of Eve’s plots?


  No, that couldn’t be, Lawrence told himself.


  “Yes, quite… he’s a great merchant, as I recall.”


  “He certainly is. There’s a gifted trader in every guild, and he’s the one,” said an animated Eve.


  “So, why do you mention this Mr. Kieman?”


  “He’s no one to be trifled with, and he’s been chasing me obsessively. Can’t blame me for feeling threatened, eh?”


  Eve’s narrowed eyes looked distinctly wolf-like, perfectly suited to a silvery frozen forest.


  “… Quite.”


  “Anyway, he’s a formidable man, no question. He’s burned me several times over.”


  Eve looked down at the table, a thin smile playing over her lips.


  Memories let one smile even at unhappy things.


  But Eve did not have time to waste on introspection.


  “Hey.”


  “Yes?”


  “If it comes down to that, what would you say to dropping the guild?”


  The notion struck Lawrence as more absurd than surprising. “Where would a merchant who’d left his guild go?” he asked.


  Membership brought an expanded business network, various rights and privileges, name recognition, all the various profits that came along with those things.


  It also provided the peace of mind of knowing you had comrades all across the land.


  Leaving those protections was hardly different from choosing bankruptcy.


  “You should come work for me,” said Eve, fingering the corner of the parchment.


  “For you?”


  “Yes. Come work for me.”


  Lawrence remembered the words Reynolds had used: “Bolan Company.”


  Did such a thing truly exist? Lawrence wondered, as Eve’s gaze became distant, and she pointed to her own mouth and spoke.


  “I’m locked up in here on the orders of the guy who gave me this wound,” she said, indicating the corner of her mouth with a finger – a finger that was feminine, but somehow differently than Holo’s.


  It was slender and long, but somehow sturdy as well.


  Like a sailor preparing to resist the song of the mermaids, Lawrence readied himself to pour lead into his ears.


  “He’s the grandson of one of the landowners that originally signed the delta marketplace contracts. He’s two years younger than me, but his wits and drive for wealth are about the same as mine. And he holds them about as dearly as I do.”


  Another cynical smile.


  Lawrence wondered if the loneliness he saw in her face was just an illusion.


  “He dreams of getting out of this town. Talks with a straight face of getting the narwhal and using the money to head south and found a great trading company. ‘With you I could outwit the old men,’ he raged, and struck me with his left hand, then grabbed me by the shoulder.”


  Then Eve paused, almost laughing softly, but Lawrence saw her cover it up with a deep breath.


  But the smile she swallowed became her flesh and blood, and then it showed purposefully on her face.


  “There’s no way not to betray this, don’t you think?”


  From Eve’s mouth came terrifying words.


  She was wooing Lawrence to convince him to betray the trade guild and collect information about the narwhal.


  And that in turn was to help the landowners regain their power in Kerube.


  But that was only on the surface. The son of one of the land-owners was attempting to have the creature for himself, so he could abandon Kerube and go south.


  And Eve was saying she would betray that son.


  She faced Lawrence.


  She spoke. She, whom he had already betrayed.


  “Kieman is trying to use me.”


  Lawrence’s head couldn’t keep up with Eve’s words.


  One by one they piled up too high, and he couldn’t make sense of them.


  “He knows that wayward son is madly in love with me, you see. So he’ll contrive to deceive the son through me.”


  It was like being blindfolded and led onto a battlefield.


  Eve was painting a picture with the things Lawrence didn’t know, with the things he couldn’t know, and with the things whose truth he couldn’t possibly discern.


  And even if the picture were explained to him, he wouldn’t understand it.


  It was impossible to understand.


  “His goal is to choke the life out of the landowners. Most likely, he’ll try to get them to sign a contract that gives him the rights to the land in exchange for handing over the narwhal. The titles will go to Kieman, and the narwhal will be stolen by the son. You would think it absurd, no? Well, just watch me give the plan to that wayward son. When’s the actual answer, you ask?”


  To avoid suffocating her audience, Eve posed a question even her audience could answer.


  “You’ve gotten past the love affair.”


  She nodded, satisfied, perhaps because Lawrence had not gotten out of his seat.


  “Kieman, of course, understands why I’m thinking about all of this. The old men hate change. We’d be best rid of these circumstances, but for long years there’s been no way to change them. That’s true for both the north and south sides. And it’s also true that the younger generation is frustrated. I’ll bet Kieman’s been going mad trying to figure something out, some way to overturn the strange balance of Kerube and reform the town, along the way outwitting the other companies and trade guilds and making a real name for himself. Cleverly, rationally, and for his own reasons.”


  
    
  

  “Or at least that’s the picture the trap you’ve surely readied is using.”


  It was all Lawrence could say.


  Eve showed Lawrence both palms in a gesture of surrender.


  He knew perfectly well he was being made fun of.


  “I have no way of verifying the truth of these things you’ve said. So on what do you suppose I should found my decision?”


  The wolf of the Roam River territory smiled and answered, “Your past experiences.”


  “I’ve been deceived before.”


  “Indeed, you have. But a wise merchant said something, once.” It was somehow odd that her curled lip was not baring a sharp fang. “Suspect deception, but be deceived,” said Eve, and chuckled.


  It was enough to make Lawrence wonder if she were drunk.


  No, she surely was, for this strange exchange of illusions within illusions.


  Lawrence prepared himself and stood up from his chair.


  It would only be dangerous to remain here.


  “I assume your answer is ‘nay’?”


  Despite a conversation for which she should have been so drunk she would’ve been unsteady on her feet, Eve’s voice was as cold and clear as a winter stream.


  Hence the cold shiver down his back, Lawrence was sure.


  “Kieman will most likely ask for your cooperation, since you’re in such an exceedingly convenient position. And by the way…” said Eve, smiling happily. “Ted Reynolds of the Jean Company wants to use my connections. If I wish him to, I’m sure I can have him whisper the name of the person he wishes to do business with to me. You were following the stories of the wolf bones, weren’t you?”


  Eve Bolan, the merchant and onetime noblewoman.


  Lawrence’s hand unconsciously went for the knife at his belt.


  “If you think I’m unarmed, you’re quite mistaken.” The smile disappeared from Eve’s face.


  She’d claimed he wasn’t listening, but there was a guard with a sword standing watch outside the door. And he doubted he was some mere neighborhood ruffian.


  And anyway, merchants best avoided sword fights.


  Lawrence slowly pulled his hand away from the knife, gave a short bow, turned his back, and began to walk away.


  Eve’s words came just as he was putting his hand to the door.


  “You’ll regret it.”


  The same words Kieman had said.


  Lawrence clenched his teeth and opened the door.


  There in the hallway, the guard leaned against the wall, eyes closed, just as before.


  He looked as he passed by and saw the sword, clasp undone, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice.


  “Tell no one,” the guard said.


  Lawrence didn’t nod, didn’t even reply, and not because the order somehow went without saying.


  He couldn’t tell anyone.


  He’d considered himself a full-fledged traveling merchant for many years now – long enough to know perfectly well just how small he was.


  And yet he’d just glimpsed a piece of a terrifying structure.


  A gamble with a truly unbelievable amount of money.


  He couldn’t rid himself of the thought of it.


  When he opened the front door of the building, a carriage was waiting, and it had been readied for Lawrence.


  “Sir, please.”


  On the opposite side of the driver were the three workers still cutting the hide.


  And then Lawrence realized.


  They were lookouts.


  He accepted the proffered cloak and draped it low over his head as he climbed into the carriage.


  He asked himself if he should seek Kieman’s protection. Given how much of her own hand Eve had shown, Lawrence couldn’t imagine that Kieman would leave him be.


  Any deal in a market where the prices were unknown was best abandoned.


  Lawrence was lost in contemplation, and before he knew it, he arrived at his inn’s rear entrance.


  Forcing the strained muscles in his face to move, he thanked the driver, entering the inn and heaving a deep sigh.


  The innkeeper’s face peeked in – he probably heard the door open and close – and Lawrence wordlessly returned the cloak. He must have looked terrible indeed, for the innkeeper offered him a drink, but Lawrence refused it and made straight for the room.


  The best course of action would be to escape before they were sniffed out here and before Kieman turned serious.


  But now that he knew for certain that the Jean Company was pursuing the tale, there was a possibility that he could use them in some other city to begin collecting information again.


  Lawrence put his hand to the door and opened it.


  What he needed to do now was protect his tiny boat from the approaching storm.


  No picture could possibly have captured the look on his face in that moment.


  “Something came for you,” said Holo.


  She held up a sheet of parchment, and Lawrence knew at a glance what it was.


  It had the seal of the Rowen Trade Guild.


  The red wax impression of the seal seemed, without any exaggeration, like the signature of some demon.


  Though his mouth went dry, he tried desperately to swallow.


  The guild had long since discovered where he was staying.


  Kieman was serious.


  And everything Eve said was true.


  Talk was continuing over Lawrence’s head.


  The huge gears made a terrible grinding sound as they turned.




  Afterword


  It has been a while. This is Isuna Hasekura.


  Just as the title suggests, this is the first volume of a two-volume story.


  As to the question of why that is, answering it would take a book in and of itself, so I can’t say too much, but the major reason is that it’s impossible to tell how many pages a basic plot will require.


  I planned to write only what was absolutely necessary, but it kept growing and growing.


  With great effort, I managed to trim away pages and complete a first draft, but because there was so much of it and it was still a little messy, it wound up split into two volumes, and I did more editing on the second volume.


  Which all means that my beautiful bimonthly publication schedule did not quite happen and a bit of a gap opened up, so hopefully you all will do me the favor of waiting a bit longer.


  Lawrence should be really cool in the second volume.


  At least, that’s what the plot says!


  Incidentally, recently I ate something truly strange and now will report about it.


  It was sashimi made from – I swear – the back fat of an Asiatic black bear.


  The restaurant owner was an amazing hunter and had taken wild boars in Okinawa and deer in Nara, and prepared the game he took as dishes in his restaurant. Well, apparently, he was lying about the deer, but the boar was true.


  So, the Asiatic black bear back fat.


  According to what I’d heard in advance, it was said to be not unlike uma no tategami, or sashimi made from the tender neck meat of a horse, but when I actually tried it, it was like unsalted butter. It melted in my mouth immediately, and there was no odor at all, only a slight fatty sweetness, and lacking any actual meat, it really was just like eating butter.


  There on a side street surrounded by high-rise buildings, sitting in front of the shop on folding chairs and using a small refrigerator filled with beer as a table, it really was a very rustic-seeming situation, which made things only more delicious.


  Now that I’ve talked about it, it’s made me want yakiniku for dinner, so I think I’ll do that tonight.


  And it looks like I’ve filled the page, so we’ll leave it at that.


  I’ll see you again in the next volume.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  SUMMARY OF TOWN OF STRIFE I


  Seeking more information about the wolf bones, Lawrence, Holo, and Col arrive in Kerube. With a letter of introduction from Eve, they visit the Jean Company, which is rumored to be connected with the Debau Company – but Reynolds, the owner of the Jean Company, seems to think the wolf bones are a mere superstition.


  Later, in the delta marketplace, Lawrence happens upon Eve and learns of the situation between the north and south sides of Kerube. Eve has been pressed by the northern landlords into solving their territory dispute and has learned that Reynolds’s business profits are being stolen by those same landlords. Concluding that Reynolds is himself still searching for the wolf bones, Lawrence goes to see Kieman, the head of the local Rowen Trade Guild branch – but having done so, he becomes torn between trusting the Guild or Eve.


  Meanwhile, a legendary sea-beast is brought ashore – a narwhal. Eve contacts Lawrence and tells him of her plan to steal the narwhal away from the northern landlords. As Lawrence agonizes over what to do, he receives a letter from Kieman…




  
    
  

  Intermission


  The human is a weak creature indeed.


  It has neither fangs nor claws nor wings on which to flee.


  So to protect themselves, humans must use their minds –  technology, strategy, or…


  Every creature, human or animal, shares a common method of self-defense.


  And that is to form groups.


  A single sheep is weak. But a flock of thousands need not flinch at the attack of a few wolves.


  By functioning as part of that group, a single animal can find safety, surviving to leave behind descendants.


  Humans are the same; they come together to live in groups, and those groups eventually came to be called villages, then cities, as they drove back the darkness of the forest.


  But it is also the way of the world that groups formed to protect their members will struggle and fight with other such groups –  for a group created for self-defense must necessarily regard outsiders as enemies.


  It is like a single great beast, and for a single powerless creature to receive the benefit of that beast’s claws and fangs, they must think of themselves first as part of that creature rather than as a single individual.


  When the beast turns right, they must turn right. When it runs left, they must run left. And when it wishes to eat fowl, a fowl they must hunt.


  Even if that fowl happens to be their own beloved songbird.


  The human is a weak creature indeed.


  Here in this world where the gods have long remained hidden in the mists, humans cannot survive on their own.


  So to protect themselves from the darkness of the forest, they become a single beast surrounded by walls of earth and stone.


  Even though they know full well that having borrowed that great beast’s power even once, they will never escape its yoke.


  Betrayal is never tolerated.


  Such is the only way to survive the storms of fate that buffet the world – by the bonds of blood and solidarity.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  “We must leave this place,” Lawrence said bluntly. “And quickly, too.”


  He entered the room with long strides. On the table were the coins, the puzzle of which Col had solved, and Lawrence gathered them into his coin purse as though he were making a sand-pile on a beach.


  The travelers’ life was one of casting off needless things.


  Everything they needed was already packed in a burlap bag in the room’s corner, and if flight was necessary, they could simply cinch the bag up, shoulder it, and run – it was far from rare to be attacked during the night, after all.


  “Come, you.”


  Lawrence looked up at the voice.


  It was the surprised face of his traveling companion, Holo.


  “What’s this, then?”


  In her hand was a letter written on a single piece of parchment.


  Inscribed on it was a statement in curt, undecorated letters, along with a bloodred wax seal in the bottom-right corner.


  It was addressed to none other than Lawrence, and the sender was the Rowen Trade Guild. For a traveling merchant like Lawrence, whose livelihood was ever uncertain, the group of comrade merchants was most encouraging.


  Its seal was a powerful shield in any town and could be a powerful weapon as well.


  And the guild had sent Lawrence a letter at the inn where he stayed on the north side of Kerube.


  “‘We seek now a brave merchant who fears neither witch nor alchemist. In consideration of both the wealth and progress of the guild, by all means, please… signed, Lud Kieman.’”


  Holo read the letter’s contents aloud smoothly and then looked to Lawrence curiously.


  Next to Holo, their other travel companion, Col, peered at the document in her hands.


  The letter was from Lud Kieman, chief trader of the Kerube branch of the Rowen Trade Guild, and its meaning was clear –  there was no doubt that he was trying to get Lawrence’s cooperation, just as Eve said he would.


  He wanted to deliver the narwhal to Eve and to receive in return the titles for the land on the north side of the river, thereby transforming the balance of power in the town. The narwhal was a creature so valuable that it made such things possible.


  But neither Kieman nor Eve could trust the other. Each of them was far too hypocritical to shake hands over a contract. They needed someone to act as a middleman, a go-between. And if possible, someone whom they could each easily control.


  In the midst of heated competition over such vast profits, a merchant’s life was worth no more than a single grain of wheat.


  Lawrence could hear the crunch, crunch of creaking bones.


  Col and Holo’s lack of concern only further aggravated his nervousness. “Don’t you see? This is a summons from my guild,” he said by way of explanation, tying the burlap sack tightly closed.


  “Your guild?” came Holo’s reply, which made Lawrence stand and shake his head.


  “The name on the letter, there – that’s Lud Kieman, the manager of the local branch of my guild. Even if I don’t owe Kieman any favors directly, I owe my allegiance to the Rowen Trade Guild, whose delta house he manages. Do you understand what I’m saying? Kieman is using the reins of my obligation to the guild in order to put me in a terrible position!”


  Traders as powerless as traveling merchants can safely move from town to town only because of their guild attachments. Because the guild works tirelessly to acquire various rights and privileges in each town, its merchants could visit those towns and conduct business without worry.


  But being able to dine on the fruits plucked by the guild’s claws and teeth meant that when a merchant’s cooperation was asked, a member could not refuse it.


  Because no matter how absurd the request, the many privileges the merchant had so far enjoyed came at the cost of the hard labor of his comrades.


  Yet there was a limit to how obligated one could be.


  Kieman was scheming in service of his own self-interest and trying to pull Lawrence into those machinations.


  He would claim it was in the interests of the guild, and as long as his preparations were thorough, Lawrence would be unable to refuse lest he be branded a traitor by the guild. And there was another reason for Lawrence to be worried – the person with whom he’d only recently conversed in another building.


  If Kieman was the head of a great giant composed of an army of merchants, then his enemy was a wolf of equally impressive stature.


  And that wolf had unexpectedly asked Lawrence to betray the guild.


  Of course, she was waiting with the promise of dizzying profit, and indeed her proposal to Lawrence was just one part of a larger stratagem she had already set in motion.


  It was all but a forgone conclusion that a single traveling merchant would easily be swept away in this crimson maelstrom of money and chance.


  Between the gears of power and influence, the blood of a single human was generally of no great value.


  “We must leave the city. As soon as possible. Before we no longer can.”


  There was still time.


  Lawrence swallowed those words like a prayer. “Both of you, quickly,” he added.


  “Would you not calm yourself?” came Holo’s cool words, pouring over the scalding fires in his mind.


  Those words were like water spilling into boiling oil. Lawrence exploded in spite of himself. “I am quite calm!”


  Col stood next to Holo, holding a small wine cask, and he recoiled almost audibly at the sound. Beside him, the white down on Holo’s ears stirred the merest fraction.


  It was blazingly obvious which of the three was the least composed in the room.


  “–…”


  Lawrence put down his own load, looked up at the ceiling, then closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.


  He remembered that once when he had been on the verge of bankruptcy and ruin, he had slapped Holo’s hand away in anger.


  He asked himself if he had learned nothing since then.


  Inwardly, he cursed himself.


  “Well, there’s nothing wrong with a pliant male who bends like a green twig, but such a man can hardly be relied upon. A fool is so much the better for his obviousness.”


  Holo’s tail wagged as she stroked Col’s head; the boy watched the developments carefully.


  “Though possessing two eyes, most creatures can see but a single thing at a time. Do you know why males and females go to such lengths to bond with each other?”


  She took the wine cask from Col and pulled its cork free with her teeth. With a light gesture of her chin, she signaled for Col to take the cork from her.


  Col did as he was instructed as if well acquainted with the process.


  During that time, Holo’s eyes remained fixed on Lawrence. “I’m sure your common sense has led you to some sort of clear conclusion.”


  Lawrence didn’t have to ask what Holo would have added to that statement.


  The two of them, Holo and Col, sat side by side and regarded him. The pair looked somehow fragile in that moment, which made Lawrence feel like a villain.


  “Hmph. From twixt stalks of wheat, I once often witnessed such ill manners in the village.”


  Lawrence knew what Holo was trying to say.


  Col seemed to catch up a bit later, and when he looked away uneasily, Holo elbowed him, as if to say, “Spit it out.”


  “… My father… was often like this.”


  Lawrence had no room to protest that none of this was his fault. “… I am sorry. Still–”


  “Save your apologies. I want not answers. What I ask for is an explanation. We are not your followers. We’ve no obligation to do as you tell us. Do I not speak the truth?”


  She admonished him without anger, and her statement was effective because it was correct.


  The two were not the innocent, helpless people they appeared to be.


  They were each independent beings, perfectly capable of conceiving and carrying out their own plans.


  To arbitrarily decide what to do right in front of them was itself a sort of betrayal.


  “So then, what happened?” asked Holo, wearing a trace of a smile.


  Despite having castigated him for his narrow vision, she seemed to acknowledge that he must have his reasons.


  And stubbornness was not a merchant’s way.


  Lawrence shook his head – not to deny her words, but rather to clear his own mind.


  He recalled the exchange in which he had engaged earlier.


  “Eve invited me to act as her spy.”


  “Oh ho,” said Holo briefly, putting the wine to her lips. She meant for him to continue.


  “And the sender of that letter, Kieman, wants me to act as his spy as well.”


  “So you’re trapped, then.”


  Lawrence nodded and continued on to the subject that was the root of the trouble.


  “The reason for all of this is because the south side has captured a fishing boat from the north. That’s all it will take to spark the conflict between the poor north and the wealthy southern sides. The southerners resorted to this because they wanted the valuable catch of the northerner’s boat. Eve has been charged with returning the prize to the north, but the one who gave her the order is not doing so out of loyalty to the north, but rather for his own profit. And Eve is merely pretending to go along with this; she plans to betray the north and has asked me to help.”


  The matter wouldn’t be settled with mere hundreds of lumione.


  And yet she was perfectly willing to conduct this deal, the value of which extended into thousands of gold coins.


  “Quite a female,” declared Holo with an irritated smirk. Col seemed to be afraid of making a conversational misstep, so he stared off into space.


  “But since Eve declared her intention to betray the north, it’s likely she’s willing to betray anyone, is it not?”


  Theoretically, two negatives equaled a positive, and the enemy of one’s enemy was an ally. But only Eve knew whether her betrayal upon betrayal would work to her profit in the end.


  “’Tis a bog of doubt, then, aye. When even your own pack is trying to use you to their own ends, I suppose ’tis no surprise your face is white with worry.”


  Holo took a swig from the wine cask and burped.


  That she could say such things and drink wine as she did so was infuriating, but Lawrence only painted on a pained smile.


  Besides, as the saying went, knights who survived the battlefield were ever smiling, and merchants were no different.


  “Is there any solution that satisfies all parties?”


  “Since Eve isn’t truly working for the north, it shouldn’t matter to her where her profit comes from. Which means she shouldn’t mind receiving her share from the Rowen Trade Guild. It’s possible that both Eve and the guild could profit. So as long as she doesn’t decide to betray both me and the guild in order to take everything for herself, that could work.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Alternatively, I could act in favor of the guild’s profit and try to exclude Eve entirely.”


  “Mmm… So we must either throw ourselves on the mercy of a villain or be blindly optimistic, eh?”


  Otherwise, Lawrence would not be in this position – such was the logical conclusion.


  Lawrence nodded and put his hands on the table.


  “But this is all guesswork based on what I’ve been able to learn. In such a vast operation, there is too much I don’t know. If I get involved, I can’t help but be a pawn for those above me.”


  If Lawrence could plumb the depths of these schemes, he could turn them to his profit. But to do that, he had to understand exactly where those depths lay.


  “So you’re left with discretion being the better part of valor, eh?” said Holo.


  “Yes,” agreed Lawrence, taking the letter from Holo’s hands.


  As a lonely wandering merchant, how many times had the seal on that letter come to his aid? It was a magical emblem, both a powerful weapon and a sturdy shield.


  He’d never doubted its might.


  Which was why – now that its power was turned against him –  he could see no alternative but escape.


  “So that vixen and your pack are fighting over the same prize, then? What might that be?”


  “Huh? Oh yes. It’s what you say you saw on the south side.”


  “Surely not the bones?”


  Lawrence and his party had come to the seaside town of Kerube, far from Holo’s homelands of Yoitsu, in search of a certain item – the bones of what was said to be a wolf-god worshiped in the mountains of Roef.


  Holo had discovered the possibility that the bones would be used in an unforgivable manner by the Church, while Col wanted to learn the truth of his homeland’s god.


  Holo’s tone was thus amused when she asked the question, but her eyes were not smiling.


  The object in question was not so very far from the wolf bones as goods went, which was why the powers that be were in such a frenzy to acquire it.


  “Something similar. A beast from the northern seas – a magical creature with a single horn. Eating its flesh grants long life, and a tincture of its horn cures disease. It’s called a narwhal. Evidently one of the north side’s fishing boats hauled one up in its nets.”


  Holo had been listening to Lawrence speak as though his words were a pleasant side dish to go with her wine, but suddenly her ear twitched.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “… ’Tis nothing.”


  The lie was so obvious it wasn’t even worth laughing at.


  “Still–”


  “Yes?”


  “You’re certain that all this talk centers around that, aye?”


  “Yes.”


  “In which case, you yet have choices you can make. Isn’t that so?” Holo, amused, directed this last question to Col.


  While Holo had been listening to Lawrence speak, Col watched the pair’s exchange from the outside.


  He was the obvious person to identify a third option.


  “Er, ah, um…”


  “Come now, be bold!”


  Holo slapped his back, and Col finally summoned the courage to speak.


  “E-er, couldn’t Miss Holo simply… go and take the narwhal…?”


  “… Huh?” was all Lawrence could manage in the face of Col’s words.


  The thought simply hadn’t occurred to him.


  “If there’s a fight over some object, then the conflict hinges on the item itself. I’m sure Miss Holo can traverse the river in a single bound, so she should be able to steal it easily.”


  Col was, after all, from the deep mountains.


  He spoke these flattering words with total sincerity, and Holo’s ears twitched happily.


  It was probably true that stealing the narwhal was in and of itself not a difficult thing for Holo.


  No matter how well guarded it might be, in the face of the fangs of Holo’s true form, the guards’ armor would scarcely be more than the paper armor in which children clad themselves for play-acting. Despite all the plotting and planning of Eve, Kieman, and the other monstrous powers at play, it would be no great trouble for her to take the thing and run.


  Lawrence scratched his head and spoke. “Look here, even if we do that, the question becomes what to do next. Even if the theft were simple, you would certainly be witnessed. At which point, the idea that anyone would then buy the narwhal from us is completely absurd. That much is–”


  “I’m well aware of that. But” – Holo interrupted, her eyes narrowing with her smile and her head cocking to one side – “you must have seen how simple this all truly is. Have you not?”


  “… Huh?”


  “You haven’t, then? The matter that has you so terrified you can think only of escape, I will tear open with my fangs and claws. To have my companion in such a dither over this is quite a problem. So much more the fool me for choosing you as such, I suppose.”


  “…”


  Lawrence looked back at Holo; he was at a loss for words.


  He had to admit she was right.


  When it came to deception in the service of profit, Holo was capable of brazen cunning that would cause even the most jaded town merchant to grow dizzy.


  Suddenly the things Lawrence had been so afraid of seemed very small. He could feel the blood flowing back into his once pale face and was unable to stop the reddening.


  “Heh-heh-heh. You see, Col, my boy? This is what comes of letting a tempest in a teacup get the better of one.”


  Col, of course, looked abashed out of consideration for Lawrence, who would have preferred the boy to simply laugh at him.


  Col regarded Lawrence with an almost girlish gaze on his upturned face, which Lawrence smiled at nervously. The boy returned the smile in evident relief.


  The blood drained back out of his face, and Lawrence’s cramped field of view seemed to expand.


  “Always have your weapons at the ready,” his master had once told him.


  And next to him stood Holo, the Wisewolf of the forest of Yoitsu. There was a certain august dignity to her tail-swishing, wine-swilling form.


  “Also, if you escape this current predicament, will it not be easier to find out more about the bones?”


  “… Eve knows that, too. She told me that if I would cooperate with her, she would hand over what she knows about the bones. In other words, she’s saying she wouldn’t mind finding out what Ted Reynolds of the Jean Company supposedly knows.”


  Holo raised a single eyebrow, though whether the expression was one of anger or amusement was unclear. “Hmph. The vixen is cooler headed than you are. Listen here – is our search for the bones so very different from the trouble you seem to have found yourself mixed up in now?”


  
    
  

  Lawrence found himself speechless at the analogy.


  Holo, of course, did not hold back. “When we began our pursuit of the bones, you warned me of this. But now you flinch away at the prospect of a similar challenge? At this rate…” The force drained from her angry face, and she looked away. “… I will begin to doubt your words.”


  These last words were spoken sadly, and she glanced up at the merchant briefly.


  Lawrence knew he was being provoked. But it was only Holo’s way of trying to motivate him.


  “Did you not tell me you were that rare male good for more than talk?” she now inquired teasingly, her head tilted.


  She beamed at Lawrence’s sour face.


  Pointless inflexibility was of no use in business, but that didn’t mean he could always be perfectly rational.


  Lawrence grumbled, his gaze downcast. “I suppose we can take escape out of the discussion.”


  “Aye. So now you can relax those shoulders of yours.”


  “Because you’ll be here should the worst happen?”


  If that was what it took to discover the truth behind the wolf bones, Holo would unsheathe her teeth and claws without a thought. But that was far from an ideal solution as far as Lawrence was concerned.


  In response to his question, Holo shook her head and replied with a calm smile. “No, because you’ve no need to worry over who to sell this sea beast to once it’s between my jaws. Just as the boy Col said, if the pups begin fighting over it, I should think the easiest solution would be for me to simply eat it.”


  “… I suppose it’s not surprising I didn’t think of that myself.”


  “That merely proves how little you were considering me,” Holo replied. Standing between them, Col’s gaze flicked back and forth from one to the other.


  “Obviously,” Lawrence shot back, which made Col look suddenly a bit worried.


  Lawrence had to admit that from the outside, it must have appeared as though they were bickering. But Col soon seemed to understand otherwise. In contrast to her expression, Holo’s tail was wagging.


  “Hmph. You say such things, and yet how many times have you needed my aid? There’s no great difference between the third and fourth time.”


  As much as he could, Lawrence wanted to avoid relying on Holo. Yet in spite of what he might say, she had delivered him from danger many times.


  So while it might have seemed as though consequences were the only thing that mattered, lately Lawrence had began to suspect otherwise.


  Which was why even as he admitted his reliance on her power, Lawrence faced those ears that could detect any lie and spoke.


  “You are indeed the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, but that’s not why I chose you as my traveling companion.”


  Holo ducked her head and giggled.


  Col pretended not to be seriously attentive, but in front of him, Lawrence could say no more. It was doubtful if he would have been able to say more even if he had been alone with Holo.


  “So you’ll show me such cleverness as to impress even a wisewolf, then?”


  “Of course,” responded Lawrence shortly. “Of course.”


  Had he been alone, he would have fled – or let himself be used.


  But there was a reason why a smile crept into a corner of Lawrence’s mouth.


  Truly? Was it truly wise to stand and face this mad situation?


  He could not help but inwardly put the question to himself.


  The inn at which the three were staying was one to which Eve had originally introduced them, and Kieman now knew its whereabouts as well. Thus, having decided not to flee the city, the only thing Lawrence could do was wait to be contacted.


  If he were noticed attempting to collect information on his own, either by Kieman or Eve, it would not leave a very favorable impression.


  Given that Lawrence’s opponents held the advantage in both information and power, the only strategy available to him was to watch their movements and try to outwit them after the fact.


  Intellectually, he was well aware of this, so he also knew that Holo’s tactic of dozing on the bed with her tail flicking lazily to and fro was much better than his own, which involved sitting on a chair as his leg bounced restlessly.


  Nevertheless, he sat on that chair by the window and gazed outside, unable to calm himself.


  In this season, the cloudy skies darkened even the brightest of moods – all the more so when one was already gloomy.


  Lawrence knew full well how small he was in the face of the schemes and greed of Eve and of Kieman. All he could do was sigh.


  Holo had compelled him to stay in town rather than run, but having made the decision, he felt no better about it.


  This was no one-on-one negotiation between merchants; this was a battle of many against many.


  Never get involved with a business you don’t understand, his master had taught him, and yet here Lawrence was, breaking that very rule. He sighed again and surveyed their room in the inn.


  There on the bed, Holo lay sleeping, having lost her battle with the demon slumber.


  Col sat on the floor beside the bed, attending to his belt after having removed it from his waist. A short while earlier, he had borrowed a needle from the innkeeper, and Lawrence had assumed he intended to repair his belt, but it seemed the opposite was true.


  Col pulled threads from his belt and tied them together to form a single long thread. He then threaded the needle with the result. Finally, he removed his shabby, beat-up coat, whereupon Lawrence finally understood his aim.


  Lawrence stood and walked over to him. “If you’re going to resort to that, soon you won’t have any belt left at all.”


  Col had begun stitching away with the improvised thread, the needle moving adroitly through the fabric. The boy was practiced at this.


  At Lawrence’s words, Col looked up with an abashed smile but without ceasing his repairs.


  The thread was quite short, so the mending was quickly finished.


  From the perspective of a merchant who made his living by judging the quality of goods, such mending amounted to little more than a prayer to God.


  “I’ll buy you some thread, at the very least.”


  “Huh? No… I’m quite all right. See?” Col bit off the end of the thread and then held the coat up proudly.


  Had Holo been watching, she probably would have smacked his head lightly and wagged her tail.


  But Lawrence was not Holo, and so he simply put his hand on the boy’s head. “I have yet to pay you back for explaining the mystery of the copper coins to me. Church scholars are paid for their lectures, are they not?”


  Col seemed to want to reply, but appearing to weigh Lawrence’s goodwill against his own modesty, he must have concluded that accepting the goodwill was the better choice.


  He smiled sheepishly. “Would it really be all right?”


  “Naturally. Shall we find a tailor and buy some thread? Wouldn’t it be better to be able to do your mending sooner rather than later?”


  Lawrence imagined that the money the thread would cost could probably purchase a better coat than the one currently in Col’s possession, but he didn’t say so.


  The boy had summoned the courage to leave his village. Was the coat he had been given to mark the occasion truly worth so little?


  It would hardly feel good to be told that the item that held so many memories was worth less than the thread it took to repair it.


  “Well, then, thank you!” said Col happily, hurrying to shrug the coat back over his shoulders.


  Lawrence thought to invite Holo along as well, but with her having just fallen asleep, even pinching her nose closed would not wake her, so he and Col left as a pair. Besides, if Kieman or Eve came calling, it would be better if there was someone in the room.


  “So, which thread would you like?”


  Having asked the innkeeper where to find a tailor, the two found the place with no trouble.


  It seemed that only certain parts of the town had been thrown into chaos by the narwhal.


  Power was power because it could not be shared; most people were not concerned about large-scale land ownership or townwide reputation – such matters were as far above their heads as the moon.


  Before meeting Holo, Lawrence himself had been one such moon gazer. Despite all the adventures he had been through with Holo, this quiet life was where he felt most at home.


  The tailor shop at which they arrived had shutters open to a makeshift table upon which were arranged clothes, as well as thread and scrap cloth for patching.


  The bored-looking boy minding the shop held his chin in hands that were dyed a dark color, probably owing to the fabric dyes he worked with.


  He straightened and smiled as soon as he noticed Lawrence and Col, and seeing this, Lawrence returned the smile.


  This world felt very familiar.


  “So, the price varies with the color, but what do you think you’d like?” asked Lawrence.


  “Hmm… since this is my coat’s color, I suppose…”


  The shopkeeper spoke up as Col looked down at his coat. “A nice pale yellow shouldn’t stand out.”


  Yellow-dyed goods were a luxury item, and the side of the shop boy’s smile made it clear just how true that was.


  The boy seemed to be a year or two younger than Col but was probably a far tougher negotiator. Craftsmen’s apprentices were often beaten and kicked. They were toughened up in a way Col had not been.


  “Er, but can’t yellow be quite…” Col seemed to understand that dye color affected price and hastily met Lawrence’s gaze, but of course, the shop boy would hardly admit that openly.


  “Ah, you must be the master of a great shop somewhere!” he said, brushing aside Col’s words and leaning over the table. No doubt his own pay was based on the value of the goods he sold.


  “It’s a shame we didn’t wear our finest out today,” said Lawrence in response to the boy’s merchant spirit.


  The boy straightened his collar and puffed out his chest, leaving Col still silent. “Yes, yes, I quite take your meaning! Please do have a look at this here,” said the boy, producing a sample of thread.


  The thread in the boy’s hand was no longer than his palm, but if it happened to blow away in the breeze, he would probably lose three days’ rations to make up for it.


  The yellow dye came from across the seven seas, from a flower called saffron whose blossoms flowed down the river that led to an earthly paradise. Its rich golden hue called to mind gold itself.


  Dye of any kind was an expense, and the sole purpose of fine clothing was to flatter the wearer’s pride. Since the wealthy bought such products without a thought, the price rose and rose.


  In any case, Col seemed to have deduced where the conversation was heading and grabbed Lawrence’s sleeve hastily.


  “M-Mr. Lawrence–”


  “Hmm?” Lawrence smiled and turned back as the young apprentice raised his voice in an effort to hold on to his customer.


  “Good sir! Good sir, look, take a good look at this fine golden color! So pure a gold that even gold itself looks shabby beside it! This is my master’s finest product. What say you, hmm?”


  Lawrence nodded dutifully at the young salesman’s urging.


  Behind the boy, farther inside the shop, a man who was presumably the shop’s master paused in his work to watch.


  He seemed to be evaluating the boy’s technique more than he was watching to see whether the thread sold or not.


  Lawrence looked at the master, who seemed to notice him, and the two men shared a glance. The man gave a voiceless smile and raised his hand in greeting.


  Lawrence replied with a nod and then turned his attention back to the boy. “It is indeed a fine gold. Bright as any metal.”


  “Is it not? So, if you please–”


  “Still, wouldn’t such fine thread be wasted on such a coat? If it’s so bright as to cause even true gold to fade by comparison, won’t it cause the seams to stand out?


  In that instant, the boy’s desperate business smile froze.


  Behind the boy, Lawrence heard the master sigh helplessly.


  “To make sure the seams aren’t too visible, we’ll take your cheapest gray thread.”


  Perhaps visions of the commission he had hoped to make from selling the golden thread had been dancing in his head, for the boy was at a loss for a reply. Behind him, the master stood and approached. “What length will you be needing?”


  The man knocked the boy on the head with a rough hand worthy of a craftsman.


  If he could not stand up to a clever merchant, he would never be able to sell his wares for a good price, no matter how skillfully they were made. The master seemed to be trying to teach his apprentice this lesson.


  “How much could I get for three silver lute?”


  “Indeed… in that frayed state, maybe enough to do five seams like it? And while you’re at it, how about taking some of this blue thread off my hands? The dye’s been coming off the boats like mad these days, so there’s quite a lot.”


  “You should buy it while it’s cheap, then, and sell it when the price rises.”


  The man smiled as though knowing it had been futile from the beginning. “Three lute worth, then,” he said, taking down a spool of the gray thread.


  Their shopping concluded, Lawrence and Col returned to the inn. They walked alongside the river and gazed at the town, Col following two steps behind Lawrence, holding the little sack that contained the thread and looking rather tired.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence asked, which made Col look away like a scolded puppy.


  He was smart enough to know he had been made sport of, perhaps. But it seemed to have affected him more than Lawrence would have anticipated.


  “Are you so very surprised?”


  “… N-no, it’s just…”


  Col’s eyes glanced this way and that.


  Lawrence wondered if he had become too accustomed to traveling with a certain maliciously witty wolf.


  “Holo’s teasing is far worse than mine,” said Lawrence, feeling a bit defensive.


  This seemed to call something to Col’s mind, and he nodded, embarrassed. “True,” he admitted.


  “And I seem to recall her telling you to be more shameless. I’m no god, just a merchant, so I don’t show mercy unless begged.”


  Lawrence had not paid Col back for the salve, to say nothing for his solution to the coin puzzle. He wanted to reward the lad, but most merchants would have said nothing. Hardly any would remind a seller he had forgotten to demand payment. Lawrence agonized over which kind he was but finally decided in favor of honesty.


  “Of course, if you were actually the sort of person who acted shamelessly when told to, I suppose I wouldn’t be traveling with you.”


  Instead of being embarrassed, Col smiled.


  Lawrence could see why Holo liked him so much.


  “Still, I may not be a god, but I don’t mind being prayed to once in a while.”


  “Huh?”


  “If I truly hated being asked for this or that, I wouldn’t be traveling with certain fanged somebody.”


  At these words, Col grinned and tightened his grip on the burlap bag.


  “But you’re a future clergyman, so if you’re not going to pray to me, at least let me give my confession.”


  “Eh… you mean…?”


  “I confess that my behavior during the prior exchange was not exactly commendable,” said Lawrence, looking away from Col.


  Col was silent for only a moment, then soon caught on and straightened up, his expression turning serious, as one would expect from a priest. “What do you mean by that?”


  “I mean exactly that. I was taking my frustration out on you.”


  “Taking your frustration out?”


  Col had a bad habit of becoming distracted by his own thoughts. As soon as he replied to Lawrence, he looked up, stumbled, and fell.


  “You saw how troubled I was back at the inn, didn’t you?” Lawrence couldn’t bring himself to laugh at the boy during his own confession, so he merely held out a hand. When one stumbled, royalty blamed, nobility coughed, and commoners pretended to have done it on purpose.


  But Col did none of those things.


  He was going to become a fine clergy member.


  “I did.”


  But at this answer, Lawrence could not help uttering a pained chuckle. Col hastily tried to take it back, but Lawrence waved him off. “No, no, it’s fine. You may be my apprentice, but I can’t very well strike your face just to save mine.”


  Looking a bit confused, Col smiled and then rubbed his own cheek.


  “But after acting so pathetically, I wanted to get some of my pride back, you see.”


  “… So was that why you shared that look with the master in the shop, then?”


  The boy had keen eyes indeed.


  “That’s right. I went over your head just to tease you. I just wanted to make you worry that I was going to buy you the most expensive thread… and feel a bit superior myself. Rather childish of me, I guess.”


  Lawrence scratched his neck as he looked out over the river.


  Some merchants stood near a boat as it was being unloaded. He could hear their voices on the wind. They were trying to talk themselves on board so they could cross to the southern side.


  But the town regulated river crossings during times of crisis. Crossing the river was an important connection indeed for the town’s landowners. Lawrence doubted the boatman would risk taking the merchants across for a piddling bribe, which the merchants themselves surely knew. Yet they were still trying to cross, which went to show how significant the events currently playing out were.


  Given all that, Kieman had still somehow managed to have his letter delivered to Lawrence, which yet again proved just how powerful he was.


  “Your confession has been heard. God has surely forgiven you.” Not only had Col heard him out, but also he had added the priest’s standard phrase after doing so.


  “Thank you,” said Lawrence, trying to sound as grateful as he could.


  “Still, Mr. Lawrence–”


  “Hmm?”


  “You had another reason for doing that, didn’t you?”


  Col looked straight at Lawrence. His gaze held not a trace of malice, which made Lawrence feel all the more impaled by it.


  “You were trying to meet Miss Holo’s expectations, weren’t you?”


  The boy’s eyes shone as if he were a child listening to a heroic tale, so brightly that they were almost painful to regard.


  Lawrence could not help but turn away from him out of shame. “I can’t say that… wasn’t part of it, too,” he finally managed to answer.


  Confirming his own negotiation ability was the source of his unease.


  “I know I can’t do very much to help you, Mr. Lawrence, but please keep at it!”


  “R-right.”


  It seemed like Col was putting every ounce of his slim frame’s strength into supporting Lawrence. Lawrence was sure that if he had been in the boy’s position and seen someone older than him act in such a shameful manner, his esteem for his elder would have fallen.


  The only reason he thought to buy the thread for Col and toyed with the shop boy was in service of his own sense of superiority.


  Not only did Col not mind, he was actually cheering Lawrence on. Part of that could be ascribed to Col’s personality, but mysteries yet remained.


  And a merchant’s curiosity ran deeper than any cat’s.


  “And despite my looking so pathetic – a sad little merchant taking his frustrations out on those beneath him – you still hold me in some esteem? You’re a strange lad, that’s certain,” said Lawrence, and unsurprisingly, Col was taken aback.


  He had not intended to flatter Lawrence; he had simply been speaking his mind. “Huh…? But… I mean… you’re traveling with Miss Holo, aren’t you? She told me you were looking for her homelands.”


  “True, but…?”


  “So doesn’t that mean that the problem we’re facing now is large enough to justify your concern?”


  Lawrence did not understand what Col was getting at. It was true that the obstacle before them was beyond what a traveling merchant could handle, and even with Holo’s support he felt far from confident.


  But he got the feeling that Col’s words referred to something else.


  Did he mean that simply being able to travel with Holo implied that Lawrence was formidable in his own right, and therefore any problem that worried him this much had to be a serious matter?


  Or was it something else?


  Lawrence mulled it over and then realized something.


  Col continued speaking. “I mean, this journey is the continuation of Holo’s legend, isn’t it? So the problems you face have to be worthy of such a tale! I’m truly grateful to be able to be part of the story,” he said, revealing an innocent smile.


  Tales of adventure were passed down from traveler to traveler along the road, in every inn and town. But it had been more than ten years since Lawrence had last longed to one day be involved in such a tale himself.


  Even Col, who was so clever and logical he could leave any merchant in his wake felt the same way.


  Surely there was not another boy so guilelessly charming as this one.


  “It’s true; she does say she’ll speak of this journey grandly in legends to come. But that’s all the more reason I need to behave properly for you.”


  Lawrence meant it as a joke, and Col’s eyes went wide as he smiled. “I don’t want to be thought of as a burden when our tale is told!”


  It was a reply to a joke that could never have been made in front of Holo.


  Lawrence shook his head lightly, sighing and looking up. “Well, in any case, there’s one thing we must be very careful of indeed. We must cooperate to make absolutely certain we never anger her.”


  Col was clever enough not to take his words for their surface meaning. He seemed happy, which meant he must have understood what Lawrence was trying to say.


  “Sometimes I act shamefully, as I did earlier. I need someone’s help to stop me from doing it.”


  “I understand!” replied Col. “I’ll do whatever I can.”


  Lawrence was up against opponents who were well used to fighting battles on multiple fronts. He needed every ally he could get.


  What was it that Holo had said to him? Her admonishment that he should get used to using people could have meant that he would have to start trusting them. In this battle of many versus many, such advice would surely be all the more important.


  Lawrence shook hands with Col, his mood much improved. When it came to reaffirming his faith in his negotiation skills, that handshake was hundreds of times more effective than the pathetic banter with the tailor’s shop boy.


  Holo was probably snickering back on the bed even then.


  “Well, shall we return?” asked Lawrence, turning back toward the inn.


  “Yes!” Col followed diagonally behind Lawrence.


  The cloudy, unpleasant weather suddenly did not seem so very bad.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  Returning to the inn with Col, they found Holo fast asleep, curled up in her blanket and snoring away quietly.


  Lawrence exchanged a wordless smile with Col, and in that moment, Holo’s snoring abruptly stopped.


  Either she was simply that sensitive to any sort of discussion about her, or the delicate hairs in her ears picked up the faint movements in the air upon their entry.


  Holo opened her eyes slowly, then buried her head beneath the blankets, her whole body quivering as she yawned.


  “So, truly – what shall we do?” she asked.


  Holo could tell that Col had gone out with Lawrence, and she called him straight over, sniffing him audibly.


  No doubt she had an ulterior motive – that of demanding a share of any food they might have bought.


  Col looked faintly abashed, shrinking at the attention.


  “A traveling merchant cannot hope to survive without a guild. So at the very least, I cannot oppose them.”


  “‘A big tree makes fine shelter,’ eh? I suppose it gives a bit of freedom to the small-fry beneath it – ’tis probably the right choice.”


  Holo’s tone was much like Eve’s when she had tried to convince Lawrence to betray his guild, and it was all he could do to grin ruefully and hear her out.


  Holo was pointing out that since he was hardly an important figure in the town, he had the luxury of being able to move fairly freely despite the ongoing incident.


  Calling him “small-fry” seemed harsh, but Lawrence had to admit it was accurate.


  “Still, the greatest short-term profit would be had by taking the narwhal to Eve.”


  “And then make our escape, hand in hand? That might be rather amusing.”


  Without Holo, would such a dangerous, adventurous option have been available? Lawrence thought about it for a moment and concluded that if not for Holo, he would have long since removed himself from this dangerous situation entirely.


  He slumped at the absurdity of it all, which made Holo grin maliciously, her tail wagging easily.


  If you’re so afraid of that possibility, just say so – but she did not say it, and neither did Lawrence.


  It would have been a shame to pull the curtain up on their little drama so soon. They had to be considerate of their audience – Col.


  “So, then. Given that both Eve and the guild know where we’re staying, there’s no telling when we’ll get drawn up into danger. I’d like to make sure I have a full grasp of the situation so I don’t react badly when that happens,” said Lawrence. Holo gazed at him wordlessly for a while before smiling faintly.


  “What is it?” he asked, but she only shook her head without answering.


  Nevertheless, Lawrence had some idea why she was smiling.


  She looked at him as if he were a small child who had fallen and was trying not to cry.


  “Mm.” Holo nodded and tapped Col’s head – he was sitting beside her.


  Col was one of them now.


  “Please, go on!” Col replied to Lawrence, who began his explanation.


  The inn was also a tavern, and it was late enough into the night that their orders of wine were fulfilled by a yawning innkeeper.


  Lawrence had expected that either Kieman or Eve would come calling, but there was no news from either of them. He sipped wine out of sheer nervous energy, but his worry was so much effort in vain.


  By contrast, Holo got Col quite drunk, as usual.


  Once she was able to confirm that the intoxicated boy was asleep, she would move back to her own bed. Holo insisted that if she did not get him drunk, he would sleep on the floor.


  Lawrence was not sure if she was doing him any favors or not. Her methods were extreme; that much was certain.


  “Now then, this will finish off our day nicely.”


  Given that he had made a fool of himself twice that day, Lawrence had gone to fetch more wine from downstairs, though he knew it did not constitute an apology.


  Holo seemed to expect as much, but Lawrence could tell that she was a bit disappointed at his meek obedience. She even seemed annoyed at his ordering of the last bottle, as she felt it excessive.


  Usually she would make a dissatisfied face upon encountering the end of the evening’s drinking, but now, if anything, she seemed relieved.


  Her ability to be so thoroughly dishonest about her own desires was a cunning, wolfish thing indeed.


  And yet Holo was still Holo.


  “Ah, well, for my part I only wish you’d bring your whimpering to an end.” She tried to pull her tail out from under Col’s head at the corner of the bed and took the bottle from Lawrence’s hand, a nasty smile on her face.


  She was being so childish that it seemed likely she would enjoy his silence even more than a clumsy retort.


  But if she got too happy, her wagging tale would surely wake the sleeping Col, so Lawrence formed a careful reply.


  “Yet ask any mercenary, and they’ll tell you the strong die first. I’d say some pathetic whimpering is just right.”


  “Fool,” declared an unamused Holo, looking back down at Col. She grabbed his ears and pulled his head slightly up, evidently still trying to pull her tail free. It seemed a little extreme to Lawrence, until he noticed the drool that threatened to fall from the boy’s mouth onto her tail. “I can’t let my guard down,” said Holo, sighing in relief as she stroked her now-freed tail.


  Lawrence watched her and popped a chilled roasted bean into his mouth before going and opening the window slightly. A group of men were passing by, and from the unsteadiness of their gaits, it seemed likely they were returning home after a night’s drinking. If things were so bad that men were wandering around drunkenly despite there being no festival, then the city was in a bad way indeed.


  Assuming the northern landowners were in charge, it seemed best to assume they were losing their ability to hold things together.


  The narwhal could change everything.


  More and more, Lawrence was coming to understand just how important it was.


  “I am right here, and yet you gaze out the window?”


  Holo had moved to a chair and helped herself to a handful of roast beans.


  There was a boldness to her crunching away that made him somehow happy.


  Lawrence shrugged and closed the windows. “We still need to be ready to escape at a moment’s notice.”


  The answer seemed to satisfy Holo. She chuckled, picked up a bean that had fallen, and ate it. “I suppose ’tis true enough. Will you not drink with me a bit? ’Tis a sad thing to drink on one’s own.”


  Holo poked at his cup of wine with her finger, causing ripples on the surface of the wine he had just poured into it.


  Looking down at it, Lawrence realized he had not even finished half of his first cup. “Why not? It seems unlikely we’ll get a message at this hour.”


  “Of that we cannot be certain.”


  “Huh?” inquired Lawrence, regarding Holo from across the table.


  “Vixens have excellent night vision.”


  Lawrence thought it over for a moment, then shrugged and replied, “All the more important to drink now, then.”


  “Huh?”


  “If I collapse unconscious from too much drink, there’s no need to worry about how I might be tricked.”


  Holo grinned, revealing a fang. “Fool. If you fall asleep and expose your belly, our tale will come to an early end.”


  “I can’t imagine the wolf would let the fox steal her prey so easily,” replied Lawrence, which made Holo’s grin widen, showing her other fang.


  “That’s a bit hard to know. After all, my prey is always showing me its belly. ’Tis all too easy to become careless and believe there’s no need for haste. Such thinking is dangerous.”


  Having come to this point, Lawrence could not resist making some kind of comeback. “But your tail’s just as exposed. If you would take me by surprise, you’d best be careful I don’t grab your tail.”


  “And I suppose you want me to insist that you’d never dare such a thing, hmm?” Holo’s elbows were on the table, her ears flicking rapidly; Lawrence felt a bit irritated.


  He knew he was being teased, but he took a drink and responded, “And yet you’re hiding something about the narwhal from me.”


  Immediately after saying so, he was the one who ended up surprised.


  Holo grinned and brought her wine cup to her mouth, but then twitched in surprise.


  If she had been acting, then Lawrence would have lost their little game – but Holo was genuinely shocked.


  Her eyes moved away, realizing that she could not hide that she had been taken by surprise. She bit her lip and glared at Lawrence.


  “I’m even more surprised than you are,” said Lawrence by way of excuse.


  At this, Holo’s brow furrowed, and she took a deep breath. After a good interval, she heaved a wine-scented sigh.


  “And this is why such fools as you are…” she muttered, gulping down what wine remained.


  Lawrence should have had the advantage, but for some reason, he waited for Holo to speak again, like a child expecting to be scolded.


  “I don’t care what sort of face you make, I’m not saying. I do not wish to,” she said, and she looked away sullenly.


  Her angry yet childish demeanor had to be on purpose.


  She might have been trying to lead him into a trap or simply trying to buy time in order to regroup.


  As Lawrence pondered which it was, Holo’s ears and tail became vital indicators.


  Just as hunters and trappers communicated with smoke signals, Lawrence translated the subtle movements of Holo’s appendages.


  She was trying to hide her embarrassment – or something like that. “Ah,” he couldn’t help but say the moment he realized it.


  “If you say another word, I truly will be angry,” Holo said, still looking away, her eyes shut.


  Lawrence agonized over whether to laugh or not, finally bringing his wine cup to his lips as a diversion – that was as much of a conclusion as he could come to.


  Holo knew about the narwhal.


  If so, she must also be aware of the legends and rumors surrounding it – that its flesh conferred long life and medicine made from its horn cured any illness.


  Then it was all Lawrence could do to think back on the events of his travels with Holo thus far.


  What was it that her long life had led her to fear above all else?


  And yet even Holo could not have known everything at the time of her birth. She must have been a stubborn child at some point herself – must have run around like a fool at least once or twice in her life.


  Even now, if she could make a wish, surely it would be this: to somehow bridge the great difference in their ages.


  “… I thought you’d realized and were merely pretending not to know for my sake – more the fool me, I suppose.”


  She seemed to have concluded from Lawrence’s expression that he had finally caught up. She spoke as though at a loss for anything else and again brought her wine to her lips.


  Lawrence was relieved to see that she seemed neither sad nor on the verge of tears, because it showed that even stricken by a mistake made in the distant past, her face could still smile.


  “No… to be completely honest, I thought you were completely ignorant about such things. I never guessed you’d know about the legend.”


  The stories of immortality or omnipotent cures were surely only of interest to humans, after all. He had never guessed they would be of any concern to Holo and the rest of her kind.


  “Fool…” Holo roughly wiped away a bit of wine that clung to the corner of her mouth with her sleeve and then fell forward on the table as if exhausted.


  Given how tightly her hand held her cup, though, it might simply have been intoxication.


  “So you once pursued a narwhal?” Lawrence asked, and Holo nodded.


  It had to have been centuries ago.


  “Though ’tis true that at the time I was an ignorant pup, I believed I could change everything about the world I found distasteful. When I hated being rescued or relied upon, I would journey, and when I had no friends, I would make them. I believed such pleasant times would last forever,” she reflected, sounding vaguely amused, still lying on the table as she fingered some of the beans that had spilled off the plate.


  Even now, Holo held back from being truly honest. If this was how she ended up after weathering such ages of wind and rain, then she must truly have been even sharper in her younger days.


  “Still, I cried a lot as well, for all my bluster. You’d probably have liked it.”


  Holo grinned and moved her eyes to focus on Lawrence.


  She flicked beans at him, which he could only respond to by making a face and retreating into his wine.


  “Heh… but, aye. The more painful the memories one recollects, the better the laughter.”


  “I can’t argue with that.” Lawrence had laughed to himself while driving his cart many times, lost in reflection over his past failures.


  But that was not something he wanted to do too often, and the reason was clear – he had lacked someone with whom to share those memories. And yet he immediately realized such thoughts had no place in his mind.


  Across the table, the keen-eyed wolf regarded him and smiled.


  “But now I have you,” she said without a trace of embarrassment, and he could only respond by flicking a bean back at her.


  “You have Col, too.”


  “I cannot talk like this with Col. The lad – he’s the weight stone that reminds me I am a wisewolf.”


  What did she mean by that? Lawrence’s finger froze preflick as he thought it over.


  Col was from a village in the mountains of the north. He viewed Holo as the protagonist of an ongoing legend.


  Which meant there could be only one reason why she would regard him as a weight.


  Her finger suddenly flicked at where Lawrence’s finger lay.


  “Col worships me as a wisewolf. He was foolish enough to want to touch my tail the moment he saw it. It’s been centuries since such a thing has happened to me. It reminded me of long ago and made me happy… He’s a good lad, and he reminds me that I am a wisewolf.”


  Holo’s index finger curled around Lawrence’s where the two touched.


  “It’s true, you have been easier to get along with recently.”


  “Heh. I’ve no excuse.”


  If Holo was to be taken at her word, Col’s worship of her as a wisewolf had reminded her that she was a wisewolf. And as for why that would be, the answer was obvious.


  It was Holo the Wisewolf who was worthy of the forest of Yoitsu, not some idle girl whiling away her time with a traveling merchant.


  “Still,” Lawrence said after a certain amount of wordless finger play between the two of them. “For you to keep that from me, after haranguing me so much over consulting you before deciding what to do…”


  How many troubles had arisen from each of them keeping their hearts secret from the other?


  It pained him to have to say this, of course, but Holo answered without rancor. “If I discuss matters of business openly, my own gain will be less, will it not?” If she had not said it with such a mischievous smile, it would have been hard to accept with even the most rueful of grins.


  Holo sat up and stretched, her ears flicking.


  Both of them knew how important it was that they not grow too close. And yet that very awareness meant the opposite was happening – Lawrence had kicked the rule aside himself before.


  Even Holo must have kicked at the stones along the path of her long, long life once or twice.


  And yet none of that changed reality.


  Holo had called Col a weight that anchored her belief in herself as a wisewolf, and she surely was not exaggerating. While it might be amusing for her to use the boy to tease Lawrence, she also did this out of self-defense – to make sure she never crossed the line. To hide the awful reality she understood but could do nothing about. As an excuse.


  “Aye, we’re all greedy, always running about in service of our own gain.”


  “On that count, I’m forced to agree. Of course…” said Lawrence with a trace of irony. “… Of course, if I weren’t so greedy, I’d be able to buy you tastier food.”


  
    
  

  Holo laughed, tickled at the joke, then stood from the chair.


  Her face was red, so she was probably too warm. As he had guessed, she opened the window slightly and narrowed her eyes in pleasure at the cool breeze.


  “Mm. But is seeing my pleasure not in your interests as well?” Holo closed her eyes as the cool air caressed her cheek, looking like a purring cat. She then opened a single eye and regarded Lawrence with it.


  Her movements were so perfectly performed it was as if she was watching herself in a mirror.


  “If you were truly so easily bribed by food, then that might be so.”


  Holo closed her eye again at the counterattack.


  Her ability to repeat a gesture she had made just seconds earlier, this time seeming to sulk, was amazing.


  A few moments later, Holo was every bit the arrogant noblewoman. “And what other methods could you use?”


  Lawrence remembered when a village with which he had once traded asked him to sell the wine barrels they produced to a nearby abbey that possessed a large vineyard.


  The abbot there was a proud and stingy man, making all sorts of demands of Lawrence, who had to work very hard indeed to complete the sale.


  Being a member of a wealthy abbey, the abbot surely felt himself closer to God than Lawrence and thus privileged to look down upon him.


  Yet the wisewolf before Lawrence’s very eyes hated being treated as the god she was – so why would she affect such haughtiness?


  The abbot cared little for the losses of those who sold to him and was concerned only with his own profits.


  So given that the starting conditions here were the opposite of that, then the conclusion was likewise the opposite.


  Lawrence said what she wanted him to say.


  “If food is out, then with words or manners.”


  “Neither of which is so very reliable in your case.”


  He had become so used to her malicious, fanged grin that it had even more charm than a normal smile. And if neither his words nor his manner could be trusted, there was only one option that remained.


  In order to fully display its truth, Lawrence had to stand up from his chair.


  Or perhaps remaining seated in order to avoid fleeing from Holo was the better option.


  Both had their charms, Lawrence knew. He took a drink of his wine and replied.


  “Or you could imagine you’ve been deceived and decide to trust both. They might well turn out to be genuine.”


  “…”


  The words of Eve, wolf of the Roam River, worked to marvelous effect.


  Holo glared at Lawrence out of the corner of her eye, her tail twitching in irritation. She had no means to counterattack.


  It felt good to have, for once, the upper hand in their banter – better even than when he had teased the shop boy at the tailor’s shop. Defeat turned the mightiest eagle into a pathetic chicken, and likewise, victory made the most timid mouse into a bold wolf.


  Yet trueborn wolves were ever cunning.


  “That is not what I meant to say,” she said angrily, her expression lonely.


  Where playful banter was meant to be a battle of logic and intimation, Holo’s weapons were unfair.


  If their exchange thus far was akin to a business negotiation, then what Holo had just employed had the power to transcend that.


  So what was it that surpassed proper negotiation?


  There in front of that window, Lawrence had said something unnecessary. “We have to be ready to run.”


  Holo’s gaze was directed out the window, but her ears were pointed at him.


  She did not bother giving voice to her frustration.


  It was absurd to even think of winning against her.


  “How about treating the loser kindly once in a while?” Lawrence stood and walked over to her. Having delivered his statement beside her, he then sat on the windowsill.


  Holo chuckled soundlessly, then sat on his lap.


  “The victor can say nothing to the loser.”


  “Saying as much while always having your way, you must really fear nothing.”


  Her ears brushed his cheeks, making him ticklish, as she leaned into him. This wisewolf certainly was full of excuses.


  “Still, I suppose I can trust you at least a bit.”


  “Oh? Merchants may well seem sincere as they bow down, but inside they’re sticking their tongues out.”


  Lawrence had to admit the words felt rather artificial, but in any case Holo gave him no quarter.


  “’Tis true, men and beasts alike stick their tongues out when defeated.”


  “Guh…” Frustrating though it was, he had nothing with which to reply, so he slumped back against the windowsill.


  Holo chuckled and spoke slowly. “But ’tis also true that neither you nor I are alone when defeated.”


  Given the events of the day, her words were heavy with meaning. Lawrence drew Holo into an embrace and replied, “I’ll remember that.”


  Holo’s tail swished, and she nodded slightly.


  In that quiet moment, the loudest sound was that of Col’s intoxicated snoring.


  Remembering that Holo was every bit a wisewolf was effective when it came to avoiding short-sightedness, but whether or not that was a good or bad thing, Lawrence did not know.


  At the very least, it certainly acted as an effective counterweight, protecting the delicate balance of the scales.


  Holo smiled, her eyes closed; perhaps she was thinking the same thing.


  Lawrence put his arms around her to more closely embrace her small body, and in that moment–


  “Mmph,” she muttered, sounding irritated as she looked up suddenly.


  “Wh… what’s wrong?”


  Lawrence tried to keep his calm, but sweat broke out on his brow nonetheless.


  Holo certainly noticed as much and grinned, her tail wagging. She then slowly rose, her ears busily rotating this way and that.


  The reason for her suddenly darkened expression was soon clear.


  “My. I suppose one’s premonitions are not so easily discounted.”


  Lawrence quickly understood to what her words referred.


  Holo directed her gaze out the window, and Lawrence did likewise.


  “See, there’s the master of that poor shop. What was his name again…?”


  “Reynolds, eh?”


  Lawrence spotted the hurrying form of a portly man in a too-small coat, trying to keep his distance from the drunkards as he made his way down the street. The way he hewed to the edge of the street while looking closely at everyone around him was obviously unnatural.


  “’Tis a good opportunity for you to prove the courage of your convictions.”


  Spending no time wondering why Reynolds had come to the inn, Lawrence spoke into Holo’s ear before she stood. “Make sure you pretend you’re asleep.”


  Holo was acting like a child, but her nasty smile made it clear she was deeply pleased. “While sticking my tongue out, eh?”


  Putting many meanings into a single word was her specialty.


  Lawrence knew that no matter how he answered, he would be trapped, so he brushed her tail roughly aside as his only reply.


  While the fewer people who knew about it made a secret more secure, it was another story entirely when one of the privy parties showed up himself for a secret late-night meeting.


  It was the antithesis of Eve and Kieman’s approach of sending others to contact Lawrence.


  “Apologies for the late hour.” Despite the cold, Reynolds’s paunch made his breath run ragged and forehead sweaty, although some of that could be ascribed to nervousness.


  His voice was low, but not out of consideration for Holo and Col, who were curled up together on the bed, sleeping.


  “Shall we speak outside?” Lawrence asked, but Reynolds glanced over his shoulder at this, then looked back and shook this head. It was very like a town merchant not to want to speak of secrets out in the open.


  By contrast, a traveling merchant preferred to have sensitive conversations out in a wide field or on a lonely road where a simple look was all it took to confirm that no one was listening. Indoors, there was no way to know who had his ear pressed to the wall in the next room over.


  “Some wine?” Lawrence asked, gesturing to a chair.


  Reynolds shook his head briefly but then reconsidered. “Perhaps just a bit. When I see that you’re not drunk, Mr. Lawrence, it makes me think that coming here wasn’t a waste of my time.”


  A traveler’s room at an inn was not lavish enough to properly entertain a guest. Lawrence poured some wine into the cup Col had used and offered it to Reynolds, who smiled ingratiatingly.


  “You’re here about the narwhal… correct?”


  For Reynolds to come all the way out to the inn at this hour, he must have concluded that Lawrence knew about it.


  Lawrence had come to Reynolds’s shop bearing Eve’s introduction letter and asking about wolf bones – and anyone formidable enough to get such a letter from Eve would have had to know about the source of the commotion in Kerube.


  At the same time, there was little point in asking how Reynolds had discovered where they were staying. Even Kieman, all the way across the river, had been able to uncover that much.


  To a town merchant, the streets of their homes were like the strands of a spider web.


  Lawrence mulled the situation over as he sat, and Reynolds nodded.


  But now Reynolds was in the weaker position. “I haven’t the faintest notion of what’s happening. I was hoping that you, Mr. Lawrence, might know something.”


  Lawrence had once heard a drunken merchant long ago say that a woman could look so different in candlelight than in the midday sun, one could hardly believe it was the same person –  and it was true for merchants, too.


  Reynolds was acting every bit the panicked owner of a sad little shop, but no matter how panicked he might have been, there was still no reason for him to come to the inn room of Lawrence, a mere traveling merchant. And certainly not at this hour.


  Much was being omitted from Reynolds’s words.


  “Unfortunately, I don’t know any details myself…”


  “You’ve been to the Lydon Inn, haven’t you?”


  If he was getting to the point so quickly, he must have been running out of time – or perhaps this was just how Reynolds did business.


  Lawrence slowly turned his gaze elsewhere, then just as slowly, moved it back to Reynolds. “The Lydon Inn?”


  He was better at deception now, probably a result of having spent so much time with Holo, who was first-rate at it.


  Reynolds’s expression froze, probably out of surprise that Lawrence was proving harder to take off guard than he had anticipated. “Lies benefit neither of us. I already know you’ve been there.”


  Reynolds set his cup down and opened his palms to Lawrence. It was a gesture inviting mutual openness but held no special meaning between merchants.


  Lawrence thought.


  The fact that he had been summoned to the Lydon Inn by Eve was exposed, but it was still in his best interests to keep the nature and contents of that visit a secret.


  “I suppose if I were to say I went there for some friendly chatter, you wouldn’t believe me, would you, Mr. Reynolds?” queried Lawrence with a small, tired sigh.


  Even Holo, who could see through any lie, would have trouble determining the truth of those words. There were any number of ways to phrase things that made them mysterious, both truth and falsehood at once.


  Lawrence continued. “I learned of the situation in the town from Eve. What I told her then was that she had quite a lot of nerve to summon me in such an easily misunderstood manner to such an easily misunderstood place amid such unrest.”


  The sound of rustling cloth came from the direction of the bed. It was Holo turning over – probably to hide the grin on her face.


  Lawrence continued.


  “Eve seems to be in a unique position in this town, and despite the placid expression on her face, her mind must be swirling with notions. But she did not see fit to tell me about them.”


  “Truly?” replied Reynolds immediately, his eyes widening with surprise.


  “Truly.” The more obvious the statement, the more persuasive it would be.


  Reynolds peered at Lawrence, almost glaring at him, before finally relaxing and heaving a sigh. “… My apologies.”


  “Not at all. For you to be so worried, I assume you have some direct connection to all this?”


  Changing the tone of the conversation was a common trick; Lawrence could not drop his guard just because Reynolds seemed to have relaxed.


  “Quite the opposite. I’m worried precisely because I’ve been left entirely out.” He sighed and shifted heavily in his chair.


  Lawrence recalled that the Jean Company was having its profits sucked away by the landlords of the town.


  In business, when things are going well, sometimes still more lucrative opportunities arise – but the opposite also holds true.


  In such times, it is all too common to have friends abandon you. Such moments are frequent in the travels of merchants, whose lives often hang in the balance.


  And Reynolds had conducted a successful business on the otherwise poorer north side of town, which had surely made him few friends – and now he lacked even the funds to gain support.


  It was clear that when things came to a head, he would be left on his own.


  “Still, I’m sure you’ve heard, haven’t you? I’ve a good connection with the powerful men of this town,” said Reynolds.


  It would have been better for him if he had intended that remark simply to make himself sound more important. But the statement was heavy with implication. Reynolds had concluded that Lawrence had learned quite a bit about the town’s situation from Eve.


  Given that, if he had gone so far as to sneak all the way out here in the middle of the night to talk about the narwhal, then Lawrence could make a guess as to what he was thinking –  essentially, either Eve would be an important figure in the tumult surrounding the narwhal or was at least in a position to gather information about it.


  And many of the things Eve had revealed in her one-sided grumbling to Lawrence earlier in the day now gained the tint of truth.


  “Given that you’re in the copper trade, as far as that goes.”


  “Heh.” Reynolds could not help but chuckle at Lawrence’s roundabout statement, scratching his nose.


  Lawrence had nothing to add and so sipped his wine. At length, Reynolds looked up and continued.


  “Just as when you all came by to ask after the wolf bones, I thought maybe I could turn the tables,” he said, rubbing his face.


  Nothing is less reliable than a merchant’s friendly smile, but Reynolds’s smile seemed to lay his heart bare.


  The Jean Company was still in dire straits, and Reynolds certainly wanted to free himself of the north side’s yoke.


  “I came with the slightest hope of connecting with the wolf of the Roam, but… heh, seems I’ve only caused a fuss,” said Reynolds with a pathetic smile, his cheeks slackening.


  Lawrence had nothing to say and could only smile in sympathy.


  Silence then fell, which was broken at length by Holo’s quiet sleep mumbling.


  “Ah… I suppose it’s late. Again, I’m sorry,” Reynolds apologized and then stood.


  Lawrence didn’t want to admit it, but for Reynolds to have come all the way to the inn at this hour, he must have exhausted all other options and come to the end of his rope.


  The furtiveness of his visit was not because he needed to keep their meeting a secret, but rather that he did not want anyone to see him reduced to asking an outsider for help.


  When this occurred to Lawrence, Reynolds’s sagging cheeks seemed somehow very sad indeed.


  “Not at all. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help.”


  “And I’m sorry, too, that I couldn’t give you any good answers to your questions.”


  They each smiled as though trying to be considerate of the other as they exchanged words across the table.


  Their smiles turned sheepish at the sudden silence that descended. They shook hands.


  “Should you meet the wolf again, tell her that Reynolds has a bone to pick with her.”


  “Yes… quite. I’ll do that,” Lawrence answered, forcing the smile from his face.


  “Again, I’m truly sorry for the late hour,” Reynolds said, making one last apology as he headed for the room’s door, his footsteps much heavier than they had been when he arrived. “Good night to you.”


  In the dark hallway, Lawrence watched him put his coat back on. “Good night,” he replied.


  Reynolds descended the stairs and disappeared into the darkness.


  Despite his shop in the town and his monopoly over the copper trade, which would provide a lifetime of security, there was something about watching Reynolds recede that made the man seem like a defeated man, an abandoned dog. It was just too sad.


  
    
  

  Lawrence returned to the room, sighing softly and sitting back down in his chair. His elbow on the table, he sipped some wine and reviewed the conversation in his mind. The weight of the situation bore down on him yet again.


  Even Reynolds, a merchant with a fair amount of power, was that desperate in his pursuit of the narwhal.


  Or no – perhaps there was a better way to put it.


  He was this desperate for it.


  “Well… time for bed, I suppose,” Lawrence murmured to himself, blowing out the candle and making for his bed.


  He passed first by the bed in which Col and Holo slept and then put his hand on his own bed. He wrapped himself in a blanket and curled up, sighing helplessly.


  His eyes had not yet adjusted to the dark, but he could see Holo’s open eyes in the bed next to his.


  “So he’s gone, has he?” she said, seeming to disappear for a moment, probably because she had turned in the opposite direction.


  Lawrence closed his eyes briefly. “Sorry to put you through all that,” he said.


  “Still, I was relieved you did not speak up to me immediately after,” said an amused Holo, sitting on the bed.


  As Lawrence had guessed, Reynolds had probably crept quietly back up the stairs and pressed his ear to the door, in case Lawrence were to tell the truth of the situation to Holo or Col.


  “I suppose I’m not surprised,” said Lawrence, smiling. “I suppose I did well, then.”


  “Heh-heh. He was acting so truly sad that I nearly fell for it myself. I wouldn’t have thought him capable of such guile!”


  “Merchants carry items both hot and cold in their purses. While his feelings may have been true, he won’t be giving up just yet.”


  “Merchants are rather stubborn creatures, are they not?”


  “They surely are.” Lawrence grinned. “But” – he added – “what do you think Reynolds’s true goal was?” He ventured to put the question to Holo, since he had already figured it out for himself.


  Holo’s answer was immediate. “He wishes to contact the vixen. He’ll do anything to do it.”


  “So that’s really it…”


  “What are you thinking?” Holo grinned maliciously as she pushed off the bed with her hands. Despite her question, her face made it dear she already knew the answer.


  “Nothing. I only thought it was an interesting conversation.”


  Holo continued to smile as she flicked her ears, obviously able to tell the half-truth from the half-lie.


  Merchants put both hot things and cold things in their purses.


  At a loss for anything else, Lawrence put his hands behind his head.


  Hopefully the posture would convey that despite his trepidation, his curiosity had overcome his fear and he was now interested in getting involved.


  No matter how easily Holo might see through him, he still had his pride as a man – but Holo could no doubt already tell that was exactly what he was thinking.


  She sat beside him on the bed, smiling a full, bright smile.


  If he went along with her on this, no doubt the wisewolf would be very pleased indeed. But that was only as long as his curiosity was greater than his fear.


  Holo had but to playfully tug at the facade and it would come tumbling down. It was too miserable to imagine.


  If it came to that, this carefully balanced feeling of play would be destroyed.


  “I’m going to sleep,” said Lawrence, turning his back to Holo and lying down.


  If the mood turned sour, he would be able to sense it.


  But Holo only swished her tail once and said a quiet “Good night.”


  The sound of her rustling beneath the covers was strangely loud.


  Holo would not break her favorite toy.


  Which meant Lawrence’s course of action was clear.


  He loved seeing her happy, so he would be the toughest toy he possibly could.


  The next morning.


  Lawrence was no Holo, but he did have premonitions of his own sometimes.


  One came as Holo put an extra-large piece of cheese atop the rye bread left over from the provisions they had laid in for their river journey; she excused this by saying she was finishing up leftovers.


  Even Col had to laugh at her wolfing the bread down, until Holo’s face went pale and her smile disappeared.


  Lawrence wondered if she had bit her tongue, but fortunately before he could say so, he understood the true cause.


  The innkeeper, who should have been busy seeing off departing patrons or tending to breakfast service, had come to visit their room.


  Had that been all, Holo would have been content to cover herself with her robe.


  But Lawrence caught a sudden, meaningful glance from her, and when Col opened the door, the innkeeper was indeed there – accompanied by one other.


  “Good morning, Mr. Lawrence” came a steady, clear voice matching its owner’s confidence.


  Dressed impeccably, it was none other than Lud Kieman.


  “… Good morning to you,” replied Lawrence, by which time the innkeeper had already accepted a few silver coins from Kieman.


  They were nothing to Kieman, who offered them by way of a vague apology for bothering the innkeeper during his busy morning. And although he made it seem quite natural, he was purposely allowing Lawrence to witness this display.


  “I see you’re taking breakfast. My apologies for the interruption.”


  Lawrence got the distinct sense that Kieman was thinking, You’re a mere merchant, and yet you take breakfast like a nobleman? but decided he was being paranoid. From the perspective of people who lived in a town that had no tradition of breakfast, he knew they found the idea of eating just after rising to be bizarre. “Not at all – we’re nearly done. What can I do for you?”


  There were a limited number of reasons why Kieman would go to the trouble of visiting after sending that letter.


  Given that Lawrence had not fled, it was reasonable to conclude he was going to cooperate. But from Kieman s point of view, their current location was a den of treacherous temptations, and so Lawrence was quite sure they would be taken to the south side.


  Kieman stared openly across the room, and with a voice like a child pleased at being able to deliver a clever answer, replied, “Might we conduct this outside? I feel as though a mouse might appear in here at any moment.”


  Lawrence did not have to wonder what he meant by that.


  While mice might make pleasant companions for a traveler taking a lonely meal out on the road, for those who stored goods in town, they were practically demons.


  Kieman was either worried about eavesdroppers or he sincerely hated mice.


  “If possible, I’d like to leave the inn. As for your things… ah, they seem to be ready.”


  Lawrence knew perfectly well that the “if possible” was simply for politeness’s sake. He had accepted that. He was, however, a bit concerned that his bags were packed a bit too neatly there in the corner.


  Whoever saw them might well catch the whiff of imminent escape about them.


  “I shall await you downstairs, then.” Whether or not Kieman had noticed what the bags’ readiness implied, he turned on his heel and left the room.


  A nobleman’s arrival was pompous, and his departure was quick – and Lawrence felt as if he had just witnessed a perfect example of this.


  “Hmph. He seems like something you’d loathe,” said Holo.


  “Doesn’t he?”


  Holo flicked her ears as she popped the last bite of bread into her mouth – perhaps Kieman had rubbed her the wrong way as well.


  “Huh…? I thought he was sort of handsome…” said Col.


  Lawrence and Holo looked at each other and then advanced upon the boy together, speaking in unison: “You mustn’t grow up to be like him.”


  Col blinked rapidly before giving an uncertain nod.


  Descending to the first floor, they found Kieman, who seemed to have been discussing something with the innkeeper.


  “Now then, shall we leave through the back door and board the carriage?”


  He seemed to know that Lawrence had entered the inn through the back door after receiving the letter from Eve.


  Given that Lawrence had spoken of his acquaintance with Eve, Kieman must have considered the possibility that he was spying for her. Nevertheless, he seemed to regard Lawrence as useful.


  “I was unable to prepare a covered carriage – my apologies. Ah, please, do get in.”


  The carriage that waited alongside the inn could seat six people and was very fine indeed.


  The driver was an old, bearded man with one eye, and he gave Lawrence a brief look before silently turning his gaze forward again.


  It was not uncommon for sailors who had dabbled in piracy to find work in port towns after injuries or old age brought an end to their sailing careers.


  The driver’s left hand was missing a pinkie and ring finger, and the back of his hand was covered in scars.


  He seemed usefully silent.


  The carriage had seats facing both forward and backward, so Lawrence and company faced the direction of their travel while Kieman sat opposite them.


  “Now, to the port,” said Kieman, and the driver gave a quiet nod. The carriage began moving. “So, as to my reason for coming here this morning.”


  “The best trades are made in enemy territory, I assumed.”


  Kieman’s face froze in a smile at Lawrence’s interruption, and he then nodded, impressed.


  He clearly did not take Lawrence seriously and was just as clearly surprised by such a reply – Lawrence was supposed to be thoroughly cowed by now.


  And naturally, had Holo not been there, Lawrence would indeed have been withering.


  “Ah, yes, just so. When there’s trouble in the town, people like us are prohibited from crossing the river in order to prevent the trouble from escalating. Further communication is usually done via notes attached to arrows, but this time both sides require haste. It’s been decided to resolve the dispute on the delta. We young ones are just the heralds, you see. Right about now, the others are consulting with the landlords to decide upon a schedule for the proceedings.”


  Most likely Kieman’s ilk, who so enjoyed the attention, would be gathering on the north side of town, each of them trying to take advantage of the situation in order to improve the standing of his own name or the name of his company.


  The only reason Kieman himself was not there was his confidence that he was above them all and that only he possessed the means to meet with Eve.


  “May I presume that the source of all this commotion is the narwhal?” Lawrence asked, at which Kieman seemed unsurprised.


  Quite the contrary, he looked pleased not to have to explain the situation. “Yes, exactly. They say a narwhal’s horn is even better for gout than the heart blood of a fowl. You can imagine just how much the nobility would want something like that.”


  “Indeed, given that gout is the punishment for gluttony, one of the Church’s seven deadly sins.” Lawrence was relaxed enough to even aim a few words at Holo.


  He was still wary, knowing that Kieman’s words could not be trusted, but the unreasoning fear he had felt earlier was gone.


  “The house merchants of the nobility who live in the city will surely have sent word to their masters on fast horses. Of course, we can already list those who most want the narwhal.”


  “So you’re prepared for battle, then?”


  Kieman’s eyes narrowed as he smiled. “Quite.”


  The carriage emerged from a narrow street onto a wide avenue that ran alongside the river.


  Not so much time had passed, but large numbers of people inconvenienced by the prohibition on river crossing had begun to appear. Lawrence wondered if the prohibition had been lifted since from the fine view of the river the avenue afforded, he could see ferries filled with people making their way across.


  “Incidentally,” said Kieman as the salt-scented breeze ruffled his fine blond hair, “how much did you discuss with Miss Eve?”


  Lawrence got the sense that this was the threshold. He feigned an open smile. “Er, Miss Eve…?”


  He could hardly fail to miss the twitch at Kieman’s temple.


  “Ah, I’m sorry. My mistake,” said Kieman, falling silent and turning his attention to the river.


  Given the region of town where Lawrence had been staying, it was obvious with whom he’d met. Kieman was trying to draw the truth out and thereby slip a leash around Lawrence’s neck.


  Kieman’s sudden silence was because he had underestimated Lawrence.


  Or perhaps he was considering a different use for Lawrence, who was cleverer than Kieman had imagined.


  Lawrence spoke next, but not because he thought he could suddenly overwhelm Kieman. “Speaking of Miss Eve, I did chat with her a bit at the spring of gold.”


  “… Did you?” Kieman looked over at Lawrence casually. His eyes were the cold, profit-calculating eyes of a merchant who could look at another human and see only what he hoped to gain.


  “She said there was nothing so troublesome as being sold something that can’t be bought with money.”


  For the first time, Kieman looked surprised. “I’ll bet,” he said with a smile.


  Lawrence had no intention of opposing Kieman.


  The reason he insinuated Eve’s being pursued by the landlord’s son was to hide the true subject of their conversation, given that he could not hope to disguise that the conversation had occurred.


  Now everything depended on what Kieman did. Lawrence was confident he had gotten that across.


  Kieman was silent after that, which in itself was response enough.


  If he had underestimated Lawrence’s significance, he would have to change his plans.


  They all boarded a ferry and crossed to the south side of the river.


  As they waited for Kieman to pay the boatman, Holo stepped on Lawrence’s foot playfully, as though reminding him not to get too full of himself.


  He knew she was confident in him but did not want him to be overconfident.


  He had taken the best course of action he could think of, but his palms were still sweaty.


  While on the south side the buildings were uniformly built and aligned and the paving stones clean and straight, the scenery here was very different, and for the first time Lawrence realized he was no longer on friendly ground.


  “Well, shall we go?”


  Led on by Kieman, Lawrence and his companions moved deeper into enemy territory.




  
    
  

  Chapter Six


  “I vow not to cause any inconveniences.”


  They were led to a five-story inn not far from the Rowen Trade Guild. Its entrance and interior were both very familiar looking, so it was probably commonly used by members of the guild. Lawrence and company were shown to a room on the third floor, which faced the inn’s courtyard.


  There were no complaints about the room, and compared to the inn on the north side that Eve had recommended, the atmosphere of the place – where they would evidently be allowed to stay free of charge – was far better.


  But Kieman’s words could not be taken at face value.


  He probably meant that he would not keep them under surveillance in a way that would cause them inconvenience.


  “Should you need anything, please tell the innkeeper. And if you would be so kind as to inform us of your destination should you leave the inn, you’ll avoid any unfortunate encounters.”


  Lawrence had expected not to be allowed to leave at all, so these words came as a surprise.


  Of course, the reverse side of such graciousness was that they were obviously confident they would be able to follow him no matter whom he tried to meet with.


  And that confidence was probably justified.


  Lawrence hid such thoughts behind his merchant’s mask and answered with a simple “Understood.”


  “Well, then, please be at ease and enjoy your stay,” said Kieman with a smile; then he turned before anyone could reply and closed the door behind him.


  Lawrence, taken aback, stared at the door for a few moments.


  He had assumed that Kieman would explain what role he expected Lawrence to play in his view and Eve’s, but instead the issue had been completely evaded.


  “… What was that all about?” Lawrence scratched his head and sighed and then noticed that Holo was rolling happily around on the bed. Meanwhile, Col had his hand on that same bed and a look of surprise on his face.


  “What are you doing?” Lawrence asked, and Col turned to him, eyes shining.


  “Cotton! It’s filled with cotton!”


  “Cotton?”


  “Come, lie upon it yourself! ’Tis soft, like a cloud.”


  If the beds used cotton, then the room would have cost quite a bit if Lawrence had been paying for it himself.


  Given Kieman’s enthusiasm and the basic principles of return on investment, it meant that he expected to use Lawrence in a way that would earn him more than this room was costing.


  The size of this exchange was becoming more and more concrete.


  Now that it had been pointed out, Lawrence noticed that the room itself was quite fine. He approached the window and saw that its joints were very tight so as to block drafts. When he opened it, he could look down onto a lovely courtyard where many flowers bloomed despite the season.


  “…”


  Given all this, the food served at this inn would likely be quite luxurious as well.


  Lawrence was not unfamiliar with such methods. If one compensated someone only as well as his station demanded, he would do only what was expected of them. But if he were showered with overwhelming generosity, his embarrassment would make him easy to control, and this would force him to put forward extraordinary effort.


  The fear that Lawrence had bottled up began to creep back into his view.


  At the very least, should he have asked Kieman for an explanation?


  He mulled it over as he turned his gaze back into the room from the courtyard, when–


  “Fool,” said Holo, startling Lawrence so thoroughly he nearly fell out of the window.


  “Wh-what–”


  “That’s what I should be asking you! What are you doing with that serious expression of yours? You’re staying here in a room far beyond your purse’s means to let, yet you cannot enjoy it?” demanded Holo, sounding annoyed.


  Behind her, Col looked on nervously as he sat on the cotton-stuffed bed.


  “Well, I…”


  Lawrence stumbled over his words, and Holo stabbed her index finger at his chest, continuing to talk.


  “You truly are a weakling when it comes to such things. Why do you think that nasty little whelp left you here without explaining anything? There won’t be anything like last night’s eavesdropper, either. Our whelp is a bit more interesting than that.”


  Holo turned to the door, continuing to show her fangs.


  “If the explanation you gave me is correct, he’s still mistrustful of you. And ’tis a fact you’ve a connection to that vixen. So what does it mean that he’s brought you to his territory and is trying to make you one of his pawns? Naturally, he must make sure you haven’t any strings attached.”


  It all made perfect sense, but none of it explained why there had been no explanation of any sort. “Is it just that he didn’t explain anything because he can’t trust me?” Lawrence asked, which made Holo smile an unfriendly smile.


  That was not the answer.


  His punishment was having his beard yanked.


  “At the very least, you’ve been brought to the territory of one you cannot be sure is friend or foe, and you have been left to your own devices – so what would you normally do? Aren’t you in the habit of gathering information when you arrive in a new town?”


  Still behind Holo, Col listened to her lecture, fascinated.


  That had to be why she was doing this – if he did not want to be humiliated in front of Col, he was going to have to think hard and fast.


  He did.


  But nothing was coming to mind.


  As he stammered, the wisewolf released his beard and crossed her arms, continuing on.


  “On that count, humans and wolves are no different. You seek the counsel of those you know or those you trust. In other words, you navigate unfamiliar territory using the map within your mind. The minds of humans and beasts cannot be seen, but when they move, those movements make it quite clear what sort of map they possess. Just like my ears and tail or your beard.”


  The beard part was a joke, but he could not help stroking it in thought.


  “So in essence–” Holo said.


  If he could not come up with an answer here, he was quite sure that Holo would take Col in hand and head straight for Yoitsu.


  In the hairsbreadth gap Holo had left after her words, Lawrence slid in and took the opportunity. “He’s trying to see what I’ll do when put in an uncertain situation.”


  “…”


  Holo fell silent for a moment, perhaps having swallowed her rebuke at his slowness to answer. “Quite… Honestly, the only reason to put us all up in such a fine room is–”


  “–To make us sweat.”


  Holo’s shoulders slackened, and she flicked her ears and looked over her shoulder.


  Col, every bit the serious student, gave a slow, wide-eyed nod.


  “So, what then shall we do?”


  Col was momentarily stunned into silence by the sudden question.


  He immediately and furiously started thinking of how to answer, while Holo’s wagging tale made it clear she expected Lawrence to speak up.


  It was like tossing a bone in front of a dog.


  Even though he knew he was being baited, he could not help it.


  She had two males in the palm of her hand and was making them vie with each other for the sheer fun of it.


  “We should act as usual and enjoy the fine treatment.” Lawrence’s words were just an instant quicker – although worryingly, Col had opened his mouth and appeared nearly ready to answer himself.


  Holo looked at Col for a moment, then slowly turned back to regard Lawrence, a smile dancing about the corners of her mouth as if to say, “Not bad.”


  “If we truly mean to support Kieman through and through, then this isn’t enemy territory – it’s our home base, and there’s nothing to fear,” he continued. Holo nodded with satisfaction, her ears flicking, as though she had found the treasure for which she had been searching.


  Lawrence looked past Holo to Col and asked, “Was that what you were going to say?” which made the boy smile, nodding with only a touch of sheepishness.


  “Also, what would you do if the person on whom you’d lain an important duty seemed about to fall under the weight? Could you calmly continue to let them labor, eh?” Holo prodded.


  Thus far, Lawrence had always bought and sold on his own, bearing every risk and worry himself, so the matter had never really occurred to him. The very notion of using someone else was so far from his mind that such thoughts were immediately abandoned.


  As long as it was within his reach, Lawrence was more or less confident in his ability to fight. But there were those in the world who used spears longer than their arms – to say nothing of bows and arrows. And battles were won by generals who never even had to lay hands upon a sword.


  Holo had long been such a leader.


  “When I did such things myself, I nary used such roundabout, bothersome methods.” She grinned, flashing her pure white fangs. “I am Holo. Holo the Wisewolf of Yoitsu!” she said, hands on her hips, chest flung proudly out.


  It had been some time since she had bragged like this, but to be boastful and proud was indeed very Holo-like. And given the admiration with which Col was gazing at her, it was surely just what was called for – since if she were too wise a wolf, she would not be able to indulge in this childish boasting.


  “Now then. What do you suggest we do?”


  Here was Holo’s true aim.


  Lawrence found the words drawn out of him. “We go out and enjoy ourselves.”


  “Mm. As grandly as we may, too.” Holo glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, as if making sure he understood the meaning behind her words.


  It was perhaps a bit pathological of Lawrence to then decide to pretend not to notice this. “In that case, let’s go see the narwhal at the church, shall we?”


  He spoke in a jesting fashion as if to emphasize that it was his proposal.


  Col looked a bit taken aback, though Holo’s surprise was feigned.


  She truly was a genius at turning circumstances to her own advantage.


  “After all, there was quite a crowd on the way over here. If we ask, I’ll bet we’ll be allowed to see it.”


  Lawrence doubted that going to see the narwhal would be seen as a sign of betrayal, regardless of his connection to Eve. If he were truly thinking of betraying Kieman, then there would be no reason to take actions that would attract the guild’s attention.


  Of course, this was all hypothetical – it was possible to imagine any number of layers of hidden motivations.


  “What do you say? Wouldn’t it be boring to just go out for food and drink?”


  Holo was a proud wisewolf, and Lawrence’s proposal was meant to be worthy of her position; yet its form still contained a certain childish innocence – two opposing aspects.


  As a wisewolf, Holo had the confidence to stand before the narwhal. Yet like a child, she was surely interested in just seeing it.


  At least, that was the idea.


  Judging by her delight, he seemed to have hit the bull’s-eye.


  “’Tis not a bad notion, coming from you.”


  From Holo’s lashing tongue, such a statement was like getting full marks on a test.


  Col stood from the bed and busily began preparing to leave.


  They were a strange trio, but here and now, Lawrence could scarcely imagine anything more comforting.


  As expected, when they informed the innkeeper that they wished to view the narwhal, he told them to simply mention Kieman’s name at the church.


  Kieman had unquestionably expected this.


  Lawrence did not care enough to ask Holo to be certain, but once they left the inn, they would probably have several people tailing them.


  The church faced a prominent avenue on the south side of Kerube and was the grandest building there.


  Unlike the buildings on the north side, the architecture of the south had a fixed height and build so as not to stand out or be excessively showy – and among such buildings, the church’s beauty and grandeur was impressive indeed.


  Its tower rose high above any other building, and its top housed a bell polished to shine so brightly that it was easily visible even from the ground below. The grand gate that faced the avenue had thick wooden doors that must have required great effort to open and close and was reinforced with countless iron bands. It could surely repel even the largest army of demons.


  The building itself was made from large stones, with a passage from scriptures carved atop the entrance. A benevolent angel looked down on all who passed through.


  It was a profound sight.


  If one ventured deep enough into the forest, one might see a great tree that seemed tall enough to reach to the heavens. Such trees were usually the holy residences of local gods or spirits, and standing before one was an awe-inspiring experience.


  But before them now was not some great tree tended by some unfathomable power, but rather a church built by human hands on human land.


  And within it was not some sharp-fanged god but a benevolent God in human form.


  It was true that in comparison to this, the pagans who prayed at waterfalls and springs, worshiped toads, and feared the cries of beasts as the words of the gods seemed worryingly barbaric.


  Even with a wisewolf standing right there beside him, Lawrence could not help but think so.


  If he had not found himself being dragged along by the ear by an irritated Holo, Lawrence would have continued to stand there dumbstruck.


  “Come, let us hurry in.”


  A throng had gathered in front of the church, and listening to them, the group could tell they were abuzz with talk of the narwhal. It seemed the news had gotten out – indeed, no door could contain a wagging tongue.


  But between the assemblage and their goal of paying their respects to the narwhal stood guards armed with spears.


  Lawrence and Col found themselves dragged as far as the entrance by Holo, but where they would begin to ascend the stairs that led to the church, they were stopped by the guards.


  “The church is currently conducting official business. None may enter.”


  Influence was a strange, invisible power indeed.


  “We are from the Rowen Trade Guild. We’ve permission from Mr. Kieman.”


  At those words, the guards exchanged a glance, understanding that trouble would arise if they turned Lawrence away. Reluctantly, they lowered their spears and beckoned entry.


  “My thanks,” said Lawrence with a smile, pulling the still-irritated Holo along as he entered the church.


  Col seemed rather nervous and clutched the sleeve of Holo’s robe as he followed along.


  “It’s quiet.”


  Though it was a church, being built at this scale made it feel more like a castle.


  And while mountain castles were small, dark, shabby affairs with sheep and pigs wandering about the keep, this was a proper city castle.


  Passing through the entrance, they saw a round ceiling painted with a colorful scene from the scriptures, and columns carved in the forms of strange mythological creatures made it clear this place was not of the secular world.


  There were few windows and so many candles – expensive beeswax candles that gave off little smoke in order to avoid damaging the paintings with soot.


  Lawrence looked back and saw the crowd outside straining to see past the guards, who still blocked the entrance.


  If they received special treatment like this all the time, it was little wonder that the Church elite were so high and mighty.


  “It must be farther in,” said Holo, her nose twitching.


  No matter how grand its construction, every church shared the same basic plan.


  The sanctuary should lie straight ahead, and any holy or special objects would be beneath or behind the altar.


  Before Lawrence could say anything, Holo forged ahead. Her footsteps made it seem as though she were being beckoned by something. Then, the moment she reached her hand out to the open, intricately carved door to the sanctuary–


  “Who goes there?” a high voice rang out, and even Holo flinched in surprise.


  But it wasn’t like Holo to be caught unawares. She had simply been very, very focused on what lay ahead – the legendary beast whose flesh granted long life and which she had long ago chased herself.


  “Who goes there? Guards!”


  It was a tall, thin man with a high nose wearing a cream-colored robe.


  A glance at his nervous face would have made it clear to anyone that he was a man of the Church, and his high voice sounded like a strangling chicken.


  “My humble apologies. We were referred here by Lud Kieman of the Rowen Trade Guild.” Lawrence made sure to mention Kieman’s name before speaking his own. “There seems to have been some mistake.”


  No organization was as preoccupied with rules and regulations as the Church. But human connections superseded written rules.


  “What? The Rowen…? Ah, excuse me.” The man calmed himself as quickly as he had angered and waved off the guards that approached from the hall.


  The guards from the entrance barely seemed to notice. Perhaps this sort of thing happened often.


  “Ahem. I am the assistant priest of this church, Sean Natole.”


  “I am Kraft Lawrence of the Rowen Trade Guild.”


  “I’m Holo.”


  “I am Tote Col.”


  Holo had introduced herself with her attention still on what lay past the door, while Col was carefully polite.


  A merchant, a girl dressed like a nun, and a boy in tattered clothes – it was a strange combination, but to someone who had lived nearly his entire life within the Church, almost anything from the secular world was strange.


  The priest did not seem particularly mystified.


  “Is that so? Have you come here to pray, then?”


  When it came to speaking their minds, clergymen were second to none.


  Lawrence quietly cleared his throat. “No, we came here in hopes of being allowed to view the narwhal…”


  “Ah…” The assistant priest, who had introduced himself as Natole, looked them over appraisingly, undoubtedly trying to guess how much of a tithe they would leave. “Even having stated your goal,” continued Natole, cutting off Lawrence’s attempt to respond, “we have yet to determine whether the thing, which has been brought to this church, is good or evil. While it is true that God has made everything that is, this particular creature is so strange that the head priest is currently seeking God’s aid in determining its nature. While an introduction from Mr. Kieman of the Rowen Trade Guild is no small thing…”


  The assistant priest seemed to be accustomed to rambling at length, but Holo’s patience was at its end.


  Having no other choice, Lawrence smiled and approached Natole, reaching inside his coat as he did so. “Actually, Mr. Kieman instructed me to give his regards to Father Natole, God’s faithful servant.” He then took Natole’s hand, and in the same motion, he passed the priest a note.


  “… Be assured that the message is received,” said Natole casually, clearing his throat again. “The creature in question is currently being identified in the sanctuary, but I suppose I could allow you to view it.”


  “You have my sincere gratitude,” said Lawrence by way of exaggerated thanks.


  Natole nodded, not at all displeased, then approached the door by which Holo still stood, unbarring and opening it.


  “As my holy walk is yet incomplete, I am prohibited from gazing upon it myself.” Translation: He was too afraid of anything pagan to look at it. Either that, or he hesitated to enter the sanctuary immediately after having taken a bribe.


  Regardless, Lawrence followed Holo into the sanctuary, a wry smile on his face.


  The smile was not because of the disagreeable priest, though. It was aimed at Holo, who had been so eager to get past the door while it was closed but now hesitated when it was open.


  “Go on,” urged Lawrence quietly, pushing her from behind.


  If she had tried to find the narwhal long ago, that meant there must have been someone to whom she wanted to feed its meat.


  Was it the villager she had met in Pasloe during the centuries she spent there? Or was it someone else, someone whom she had met on her travels?


  But she had failed to obtain the meat, and whoever she had wanted to give it to had died.


  Had she been there when they died? Or had they passed away while she was traveling? Lawrence did not know, but he was quite certain she had not said good-bye with a smile.


  But perhaps her friend had.


  And now Holo was faced with it again, hence her expression.


  “… This is…” murmured Col.


  A stone walkway led straight ahead into a room filled with hundreds and hundreds of long, wooden pews.


  Atop the walkway rested a faded carpet as if leading to the very heavens themselves.


  At the end of the path, set in the high far wall, was a giant stained-glass depiction of God flanked by angels singing His praises.


  And beneath that stood an altar where God’s representative would stand and lead the congregation, and beneath that was a large casket.


  They were still far away but could catch glimpses of the strange form within.


  The large casket seemed to be filled with water, and the living legend within it shifted as if having noticed them, causing the water to slosh.


  At the same time, there came the knocking sound of the creature’s horn upon the wood of the container.


  “It’s really there.”


  None of the three of them could take another step.


  Curiosity killed the cat, but a merchant’s curiosity could kill the gods.


  Nevertheless, it was hard to approach.


  Lawrence felt as if he understood how the legend that eating the creature’s flesh granted long life had gotten its start.


  “Shall we get closer?”


  Lawrence placed his hand on Holo’s shoulder, and she looked up at him in surprise.


  “…”


  She then shook her head wordlessly, turning forward again.


  As she stood there blankly gazing at the narwhal, it seemed as if she was saying good-bye to her past.


  “I-is that a god, too?” inquired Col in a small voice. He had been holding on to Holo’s sleeve the entire time and at some point had grabbed ahold of Lawrence’s coat as well.


  “I wonder. What do you think?” Lawrence asked, handing the question over to Holo, who seemed extremely irritated by it.


  Perhaps she did not want such questions to be posed to her, but who else was there who could answer them?


  “At the very least, it is within the realm of normal animals. Anything beyond that has a special scent. But I do not sense that here.”


  Col and Lawrence sniffed deliberately, and Holo turned to face them, a lonely look in her eyes. Col seemed to understand her meaning and hurried to come up with something to say but failed to find the words.


  Lawrence put his hand on the boy’s head. “Just a bad joke,” he said, looking at Holo, who turned away without a hint of self-reflection about her.


  “Well, if that’s how big it is and this is the extent of the guards they’ve posted…” mused Holo in a still softer voice as she looked around the room.


  Evidently her proposal to simply take the narwhal and escape – what she’d originally encouraged Lawrence to do – had not been entirely academic.


  “Wasn’t that just a hypothetical plan?”


  Holo smiled maliciously and cocked her head. “If your fear could always be curbed by hypothetical notions, ’twould make things easier for me.”


  “…”


  It was true there was nothing wrong with knowing they could steal the narwhal whenever they wanted.


  “The problem is from whence to enter.”


  “What about breaking through the front door?”


  “It could be difficult if that door were shut tight.”


  Lawrence thought back to those iron-reinforced doors.


  In point of fact, the church housed many valuable items, and during wartime, it would be the first place attacked and the last where townspeople could make their stand.


  The front entrance had surely been constructed to withstand siege weapons.


  Even for Holo, it would be difficult to breach.


  “What about through that?” Col pointed to the stained-glass window positioned above the narwhal. A wall of colored glass.


  It was constructed to let in light, but given Holo’s great size, she would need an entrance about as large.


  
    
  

  “We’d be cursed for trying,” said Lawrence, which made Holo’s throat rumble in amusement.


  “Heh-heh. It might feel rather nice to smash through that and leap in here.”


  Terrifyingly, there was no hint of jest in her voice.


  “That might be the only way in, but that glass is built that way so as to keep the wall from collapsing. If we just destroy it, we could be in real trouble.”


  “Hmm?” Holo and Col, who had been giggling conspiratorially, looked up in unison.


  “When a building gets this large, you can’t just make it entirely out of stone. The weight is too much, and the structure can’t hold itself up; it’ll collapse. So you make part of it out of glass, which is lighter, to avoid that. If you look carefully, you can see the iron rods supporting the joists. If we break those, things could get bad.”


  The fact that all sanctuaries had stained-glass windows out of sheer necessity was rather disappointing – it felt somehow sad that even the Church’s buildings were not exempt from the rules of the world.


  “We shall worry about that when the time comes,” said Holo, sighing impatiently before continuing on. “If you would work a bit harder, I’d not have to bear so much of the danger.”


  It was true.


  Lawrence could only look away in shame. Col smiled slightly and said, “I know you can do it, Mr. Lawrence,” which Holo found amusing.


  “Well, let’s hurry back. Father Natole will get suspicious.”


  “Mm.”


  “All right!”


  The two answered simultaneously, but Lawrence, worried, put the question to them again. “Do you really not want to have a closer look?”


  “I’m fine,” said Col, looking a touch scared.


  A troubled Holo replied, “I care not.”


  Both of them seemed frightened in more ways than one.


  And even Lawrence felt something that made it hard to approach the strange, one-horned beast.


  He could not say that he did not understand why Natole would have begged off entering the sanctuary. The narwhal was a creature spoken of only in myths that proclaimed that its flesh granted long life and that medicine made from its horn cured disease. But here it was, real. And one thing was certain – the legends were well deserved.


  They would have to prepare themselves.


  But now that they knew Holo was capable of breaching the church, she would never let Lawrence turn tail.


  They expressed their thanks to Natole, and once he had closed the doors of the church behind him, Lawrence could not help but speak up.


  “It certainly had an aura befitting the legends. No wonder it’s captured the minds of so many people.”


  Natole closed the door’s bar with a loud clunk and then turned around with his face full of fright. “It’s a terrifying thing, truly.”


  There was no question that the narwhal’s presence put the Church in a bad position.


  The people of the Church claimed God as their ally and were thus feared by many. But there were surely people in the world who did not fear God.


  Turning a living legend like the narwhal into money meant treating it no differently than the many other goods in which they traded.


  To have sufficient nerve to do such a thing, it was as if they lived in another world.


  Once they were back on the crowded avenue, Lawrence finally felt able to take a deep breath.


  “Still,” Lawrence said, standing proudly and looking at Holo next to him. “I suppose I’ve used you to bargain with myself.”


  Given that she was unable to actually read minds, Holo probably would not see the connection Lawrence’s words were drawing. But the wisewolf appeared to quickly grasp the conflict to which Lawrence was alluding. She grinned despite Col’s wide-eyed surprise at the confession that Lawrence had put Holo in hock.


  “So we’ve naught to fear, do we?” she said, moving her body closer as they passed through the crowds. She slipped her hand into his, and indeed, there was nothing more fear inspiring than that.


  Lawrence smiled, looking at Col with a sigh. “Looks like our wisewolf speaks the truth.”


  Col nodded, looked back and forth between Holo and Lawrence and – amusingly – nodded again.


  It was evening when Kieman again came knocking at their door, and Lawrence and company were in the middle of dinner.


  Just as expected, the meal the inn had provided was a grand one, and Holo was properly joyous while Col occasionally choked on his food.


  But the fact that Kieman called upon them in the evening was proof that he did not consider them mere fools – because the best time to approach a troublesome opponent is either to wake them up or to interrupt their meal.


  “Would you care to join us?” offered Lawrence as he brushed bread crumbs off his hands. Kieman raised both hands with a smile.


  “I’ll pass,” he answered. “If possible, I’d like to speak with you outside, Mr. Lawrence.”


  Lawrence had no intention of refusing such an offer.


  He gave Col and Holo a look, then stood and went with Kieman into the hallway.


  Simply having Col there so Holo was not alone during her meal was a big help, although if Lawrence was to tell her that, she would give him quite a look indeed.


  “So, about the topic at hand,” began Kieman as soon as they had entered another room. Lawrence initially wondered if it was a storage room, but it seemed that it was a space Kieman had reserved for private contemplation. It was candlelit, and there were stacks of rolled-up maps, all of which were lettered in writing Lawrence had never seen before.


  “We wish to ask you, Mr. Lawrence, to act as our messenger.”


  Was he using the first-person plural simply to intimidate, or were there actually multiple parties?


  Lawrence decided to conduct his negotiations standing, like a proper traveling merchant would. “Might I ask the reason for that?”


  “Naturally. To be blunt, originally this duty was not yours.”


  Of course it wasn’t.


  “Initially we’d intended to use Ted Reynolds, master of the Jean Company – you’re familiar with it, yes? – to convey our intentions. The reason was–”


  “–He wanted to escape the manipulations of the north.”


  Kieman nodded and continued. “He contacted us, and using him would allow us to profit in the copper trade. So he was our first choice. Moreover, his connections to the Bolan family are quite strong. He controls the whole import-export trade of it on the Roam River, probably given his ties with the wolf.”


  Lawrence immediately remembered the salt trade.


  If the Jean Company was shipping copper coins to the Winfiel kingdom, it would not be surprising if he was receiving salt statues in return. In which case, there was another way to interpret Reynolds’s nervous visit the previous night. He had been worrying about the source of his greatest profit.


  Quite likely he expected Kieman and the others on the south side to call on him, but he had been mistaken. And when he asked why, he would have soon realized that they had found a more convenient individual. He must have been trying to play the conflict between the north and south to his own coin purse’s advantage. If so, it was possible that his shameful, nervous act the previous night had just been part of his plan.


  The sad shape of his receding form was likely proof of how pathetic he found himself for resorting to such ploys.


  “Our goal is this: By using the narwhal, we wish to gain full ownership of the northern district.”


  “But without allowing them to use the resulting profit to then control the entire town.”


  Kieman nodded.


  It seemed he was thinking of something very similar to what Eve had proposed.


  But that did not mean that Eve was particularly incredible or that Kieman’s imagination was lacking.


  In circumstances when one could not absolutely trust one’s partner but still had to sit down at the table and negotiate with them, following such a plan was the most reasonable course of action.


  Given that, Lawrence finally felt he understood why Eve had called on him.


  In this particular situation, someone who did not understand the links between the north and south side would be unsuitable.


  The only way the two parties could negotiate on an equal level was if their mediator was equally likely to betray either side. After that, it was simply a fight to sway that mediator.


  “A man in one of the northern landlord families is infatuated with the head of the Bolan house. We must use this. So long as the head of the Bolan family does not betray us, we can ensure a good outcome both for her and ourselves… but we do not know how this will play out yet.”


  Lawrence was well aware that Eve’s situation was a complicated one. There was no telling what she might employ. She was like an alchemist’s kettle.


  “The messenger might well be our ally or, depending on circumstances, could change his allegiance to the other side. That is the sort of person we need. Otherwise, the wolf of the Roam River will be too cautious to approach us. Of course, we must ensure that we ultimately triumph, so our strategy must be a fool-proof one… and sadly, the goods in question are easily spoiled.”


  It was a living narwhal, after all.


  “What do you want me to do specifically?”


  Kieman cleared his throat. He closed his eyes as if reviewing the entire plan.


  “We literally wish you to convey messages for us. We do not trust her, nor does the wolf trust us. But we trust you, and she does as well. You need only bring our proposal to them: The condition of the narwhal. The price. The method of delivery. The time. Or possibly the contingencies for escape. You’ll carry that information to them and then bring their replies back to us.”


  “And the profit?”


  Kieman grinned, his canines strangely prominent behind his thin lips. “I’d like this to result in the Rowen Trade Guild becoming the preeminent guild on the south side. The current guild house chief, Jeeta, has become complacent – I’ll replace him. And the resulting profit…” He paused for effect like an actor. “… I’ll leave that to your imagination.”


  Instead of hauling goods by himself, selling them in person with his own words, that work was left to others and the profits simply piled up in the ledger.


  It was like another world. A transformation from merchant to something completely different.


  In receiving a small share of that, the profit that would fall from the sky would be astounding.


  “Of course, this is a mere verbal promise, which means the wolf has a chance to sway you to her side.”


  “Indeed. And she could offer me concrete profit, no doubt.”


  That is, she was able to swindle everyone so spectacularly that she gained the narwhal for herself. Eve, the former noblewoman, could then sell it off to the highest bidder. It was quite possible that she would then be able to offer him a sea of gold coins as compensation.


  “I’d prefer not to have to deal with the wolf, but without doing so, there’s no chance for success at all. She’s simply that powerful.”


  Kieman’s words were heavy with meaning.


  It was already clear that the landlord’s son who was so infatuated with Eve would not betray his family solely for his own gain. But if it was for Eve, that was another story.


  Excuses were very powerful things.


  And when the reason was love, even a dwarf could defeat a dragon.


  “Understood, then. I believe I see my role in all of this.” Lawrence smiled, and Kieman returned the expression.


  An exchange of smiles signified the conclusion of a secret deal. It was so in all the legends of clandestine, nervous dealings –  bearded merchants snickering to each other over their successes.


  “I’m glad to hear that. However…”


  “However?” asked Lawrence, which made Kieman smile like a guileless boy.


  “However, I truly thought I’d had you completely under my control. How… how did you regain your footing?”


  At these words, Lawrence smiled and looked at the floor.


  It was true, after all.


  At the branch office on the delta, Lawrence had been completely trapped by Kieman – utterly and perfectly, like a puppet.


  And yet after only a short time, the puppet had regained its soul. No wonder the puppet master was surprised.


  Of course, Kieman himself ought to have some notion as to why.


  So seeing Lawrence smile silently, Kieman spoke. “I apologize for asking such a foolish question. Neither merchants, knights, nor kings can accomplish so very much on their own. Priests are no different.”


  Lawrence understood merchants, knights, and kings – but not priests. Every great merchant, knight, or king had a great lover to become his wife and support him.


  But what of priests?


  “They have their God,” Lawrence could not help murmuring to himself past his smile.


  So with Holo supporting him, how far would he be able to go?


  “Well, we’re both walking on thin ice made solid only with lies – so let us each do our best, eh?” Still sitting, Kieman extended his hand.


  Lawrence took it and gripped it with obvious force.


  “Now then, I can’t very well do side dealings all day. If you need to contact me, simply speak to the innkeeper. Also, we won’t do anything so tasteless as eavesdropping on you, so if you’d be so kind to return the favor.”


  “Indeed. Doubt and misunderstanding lead always to misfortune.”


  Kieman nodded and stood.


  Unlike their initial meeting in his office, he escorted Lawrence out of the room. “This should all be settled by the evening after tomorrow.”


  He hid the word desperately behind a sly smile.


  “In that case even if we can’t sleep from nerves, we should be able to see it through,” said Lawrence, which made Kieman smile, and he began to walk.


  His footsteps were easy and casual, and if someone had happened to chance upon that hallway, he would never have suspected that Kieman and Lawrence knew each other.


  Alone in the hallway, Lawrence smiled wryly. “He didn’t say a thing about what’ll happen if we fail,” he murmured.


  He himself had done something similar in the Church city of Ruvinheigen – swindling a poor shepherdess by speaking only of the possible profits.


  Back then he had felt nearly crushed with guilt for this. But what of it?


  Kieman had acted as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  Lawrence had no confidence that he could be or act like that.


  Thanks to Holo, he had a way to recover if the situation became truly untenable.


  But that was absolutely a method of last resort for the sake of his own reassurance. What she really wanted was for him to extract his own share out of these dealings, not just complete his tasks safely.


  Could he truly outwit such opponents?


  He had no choice but to try, and having come this far, he rather wanted to.


  Lawrence scratched his forehead and began to walk.


  In the darkness, he bared his teeth in a smile.


  He felt like reading an epic.




  
    
  

  Chapter Seven


  That evening, Lawrence was unable to sleep and not just because he had declared that it might be so.


  Kieman would likely pass the night immersed in planning and preparation, but Lawrence had to worry about executing those plans.


  He knew he was not particularly skilled.


  Nearly any merchant would be seeking more information to try and gain the upper hand. But this time, Lawrence had to stay passive. And outwitting his opponent under such constraints required significant ability.


  He had only a small amount of time during which to formulate a plan, and his information was limited. It was not even clear whether he would be able to protect his own position.


  Without Holo, he would have unquestionably chosen self-preservation and acted as Kieman’s pawn. In which case, he would most likely have been used and then abandoned.


  Lawrence smiled self-deprecatingly and rolled over.


  His bed was next to the cold windowsill, so if he lifted his head up a bit, he could see the faint blue moonlight slipping through the gaps in the window.


  Lawrence realized how great the distance was between his own ability as a merchant and Eve’s; he had to doff his hat to her. Against her, a man like Kieman was putting forth his greatest effort. And Lawrence had jumped into the middle of their battle.


  Lawrence rolled over again and sighed.


  He had no intention of turning back now, but he was still nervous. The more he willed himself to sleep, the more his eyes stubbornly remained open.


  Smiling wryly to himself, Lawrence got out of bed, compelled by thirst, and he decided to feel a bit of the night breeze.


  Owing to the chilly air, the copper water jug was cold, almost like ice. Swirling it gently, he walked through the silent inn.


  The inn was built around an enclosed courtyard, and in the courtyard was a well. Farther south, most buildings were constructed along such lines. Naturally it was easy enough to differentiate between the buildings of different trading companies, but the basic layout was the same. This was not because people everywhere had somehow decided on it, but rather because the carpenters and masons that did the construction tended to travel around from work site to work site.


  Before his travels had taken him far abroad, Lawrence had assumed that such buildings were common the world over. He could still remember the shock he first felt when he discovered this was not the case. The farther he ranged, the more he realized how narrow his preconceived notions had been. As the years passed, he came to realize how large and complicated the world was and how small he was by comparison. There were infinities above him and infinities below.


  Someone else could always do what he could do, and no matter what he might think of, someone else had realized it sooner. There in the pale blue moonlight, Lawrence lowered the well bucket down into the skyward-facing mouth of the well.


  Things did not generally go the way one would hope, and usually they were decided by surrounding circumstances.


  Lawrence had become involved with Eve while in the process of collecting information about the wolf bones, but the real beginning had been their encounter in Lenos. And the reason they had arrived in Lenos was none other than Holo.


  Lawrence was certain he was swimming toward his goal, but he was not in a pond; he was in a swiftly flowing river.


  He pulled the bucket up and looked at the moon’s reflection in the water within.


  He wondered if it was a consequence of his dislike at being nothing but a minor character in the story he currently faced that made him think back to the delicate time when he had been just starting out as a merchant.


  If Lawrence were a historian, he would not be able to categorize himself as the pivotal character in this. No, that would be Kieman – or Eve, perhaps.


  He smiled ruefully at the thought, and the moon’s reflection in the bucket distorted even as his face did.


  Deciding this was all too silly, he looked up, and there was Holo. Somehow, he had expected her.


  “’Tis a lovely night, is it not?”


  Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she smiled as sweetly as a town girl on a sunny day.


  Lawrence returned the smile and agreed. “It is.”


  “As the moon waxes and wanes, so too does my mood,” said Holo, dipping her finger into the bucket, her breath coming out in faint white puffs. “You left the room so suggestively, I couldn’t help but follow.”


  “Did I look so desperate to be spoken to?”


  In place of a reply, Holo grinned.


  “… I suppose I did.” It was surely progress for him to be able to gracefully surrender.


  “Still,” said Holo, picking up the pitcher he had left at the edge of the well and playing with it in both hands. “I did want to speak with you a bit.”


  “With me?”


  “Aye.”


  “Are you going to teach me some secret technique for controlling human nature?” Lawrence asked, which made Holo chuckle quietly. She then sat at the edge of the well, still holding the cold pitcher.


  “If it were so, I’d have no need to tell you. After all, I’ve been controlling your nature for quite some time, have I not? You should know how to do it yourself by now.”


  “I suppose you want me to answer, ‘I guess you’re right.’”


  “There’s a fine attitude.”


  Holo smiled, revealing her fangs, and the smile then receded like a tide rolling out.


  She was a wolf of many faces. Like the waves of the sea when viewed from afar, there was no way of telling whether dangerous rocks lay beneath the surface. When the tide receded and the truth was revealed, there was no telling what extraordinary things could happen. Lawrence teasingly stroked her head, wondering how many times he had nearly been sunk on those rocks.


  “I…”


  “Hmm?”


  “I… I am regretting having pushed you into this.”


  Lawrence sat beside Holo.


  She clutched the copper pitcher as if it were warming her, though it was probably even colder than the water.


  “Well, I’m grateful. It’s thanks to you that I can stand up to Kieman.”


  That was no lie. And yet Holo’s ears moved busily as though trying to ascertain the truth of the words. Finally she looked down and nodded.


  “That is what I regret.”


  “It is? Well… I suppose you should have let it go unsaid, then…”


  “That is not what I mean.” Holo shook her head and took a deep breath.


  She then looked straight at Lawrence and continued speaking.


  “One as clever as you can accomplish nearly anything so long as he has clear knowledge of his surroundings. But everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. I urged you on, despite knowing that what lay ahead was not something you were suited for. I knew it wasn’t something you wished for.”


  It was true that Lawrence was heading straight into a conflict among town merchants, all of them very skilled and cunning.


  But if he were to open a shop in a town somewhere, that would be the world he faced, so this did not seem like something with which Holo should be concerned.


  Before he could say so, though, Holo headed him off.


  “In any case, if you’d had the backbone to cross swords with them, you would’ve already been using my abilities to their fullest extent.”


  Surely Eve or Kieman would have done so.


  They would have used Holo right from the start. From a logical perspective, she was the strongest weapon.


  “You seem to wish for a steady, reliable course of events, and I can see that it suits you. But what I pushed you into is the precise opposite of that. Is it not so?”


  It was so.


  One needed only to look back on Lawrence’s profits prior to meeting Holo to see. They gradually rose, and to that extent he was satisfied with the steady business he had been doing. Why did he want to have a shop in the first place? It was hardly as if he wanted to hold the world in the palm of his hands. It was nothing so grandiose – he simply wanted to be part of a smaller world, a town, and to have a place in that town.


  “Still,” Lawrence said, “Still, it hurts a bit to hear that you don’t consider me suited to such things.”


  Holo’s ears flicked beneath her hood. She slowly looked up. “But you aren’t, are you?”


  “When you say it so plainly, I can’t seem to be angry at you.” Lawrence gave a pained smile.


  But as he looked up, his breath rose into the sky toward the moon, and the pain in that smile seemed to go with it, dissipating like so much smoke.


  “But I’m not going to drop out of this story,” he declared.


  When Lawrence looked back down, he saw Holo making a face as if she had breathed in some of the bitterness he had exhaled.


  “Especially when you make faces like that.”


  “Ugh…” She didn’t try to hide her anxiety when he poked her forehead.


  To look at her, Holo honestly seemed to regret having pushed him in this direction. While every time they encountered some incident or another she would joke that she would be in trouble if he turned out to be a clumsy merchant, Holo did seem to be genuinely worried about him.


  But Lawrence got the feeling that it was not just because he was not well suited to this particular problem.


  “If you’re this regretful, it must mean you’re expecting me to encounter something extraordinary.”


  Holo hated it when Lawrence agonized alone and drew his own conclusions, but the truth was she did precisely the same thing. However, the clever Holo seemed to think silence was more effective than raising her voice to point that out.


  “It seems as though you’ve plans to write about your travels with me.”


  “Huh?” He did remember saying something like that but failed to see any connection.


  Holo glared at him a bit angrily, evidently expecting him to understand. But perhaps deciding that Lawrence was at the limits of his intellect, she pouted and continued.


  “And if so, wouldn’t that make you the protagonist? I wanted my protagonist to act like one. At least… at least if I’m to be but a side character.”


  In the tale of the destruction of her homelands by the Moon-Hunting Bear, Holo was not even a side character – she was out of the story entirely.


  As she sat at the edge of the well, Holo’s dangling legs made her seem very childlike indeed. And it was true, the wish to be a main character in the story of the world was a very childish one.


  “But that is truly naught but my own selfishness. Should that desire put you in harm’s way or cause you to wander so sadly out into a courtyard at night like this, it pains me,” admitted Holo, putting a hand to her chest and wincing in apparent pain.


  Lawrence pinched her right cheek lightly and replied, “I do see what you’re trying to say, but…” As Holo rubbed her tweaked cheek in irritation, he had no choice but to strengthen his tone and continue. “The more you say such things, the more unable I am to back down.”


  This was because she had expectations of him.


  When Holo had expectations of Lawrence, he had to live up to those expectations.


  “Aye, and ’tis why I did not wish to tell you…”


  “Because I’d be stubborn?” he shot back, grinning and earning a punch to his ribs.


  Holo then regarded him with a look so serious it could hardly be a joke. “Surely you understand how costly ’twould be to ignore my care.”


  “…”


  He was fully aware, and Holo saying as much amounted to her telling him she had high expectations.


  Lawrence paused for an appropriate interval before nodding firmly. Naturally he took this very seriously.


  But Holo regarded him dubiously. “Do you truly understand?”


  “I believe I do.”


  “Truly?”


  At her excessive persistence, he finally realized.


  If she wished for him to be the protagonist of this story, what did that make her? If she could get everything she wanted by simply wishing and worrying, it was quite a role indeed.


  The problem was that all through the ages, men had been weak against such opponents.


  “Of course,” Lawrence answered again, holding her warm body close in the moonlight.


  Holo’s tail wagged beneath her robe.


  The world was a stage where all wished to be main characters, but things did not always proceed as they would like. In such a place, becoming the protagonist was no mean feat as even Lawrence knew.


  But that changed when someone had put her trust in you.


  Holo squirmed out of his arms and stood, and it seemed as if the weight on her chest had been lifted.


  Just seeing that, Lawrence had no regrets.


  “Come, fill the pitcher and let us return. ’Tis cold.” It was surely not his imagination that she seemed to be trying to hide some measure of bashfulness.


  Lawrence took the pitcher from Holo with his right hand and filled it with the water he had drawn. Holo held his left hand and giggled ticklishly.


  Even if Lawrence was being manipulated by her, there was no question that the matter at hand had some connection to the wolf bones – and to Holo’s desire.


  The next day in the early afternoon, Lawrence was summoned by Kieman.


  As he left the room, it was notable that the most anxious face was Col’s.


  The Kerube trading house of the Rowen Trade Guild represented the interests of the guild in this important link between the pagan and Church-controlled regions. Many crafty, experienced merchants were employed there as well as the men who oversaw them.


  It would have been a mighty feat indeed to outwit them all, and from this point on, Lawrence would take his orders from Kieman and try instead to outwit the northern landlords.


  As long as Eve did not betray him, all would be well. Such had been the conclusion of his discussion with Kieman the previous night, Kieman no doubt already having done the necessary background work.


  What was being asked of Lawrence was not so difficult a thing. He merely had to maintain the trust of the lone wolf Eve and ensure that things proceeded smoothly.


  That was all.


  “Do you truly not mind leaving your companion behind?”


  “No, it is fine.”


  The trading house had been busy all morning, so Lawrence had only a few moments to speak with Kieman before setting out. As the master of the branch, Kieman wore fine clothes with a crisply starched collar.


  Given that negotiations between the northern landlords and southern merchants were happening on the delta, leaving Holo and Col behind would make it seem as if they had been taken hostage, which might have been why Kieman went to the trouble of asking whether they would go along with Lawrence.


  “So then, you have only to explain to Madam Bolan what I told you earlier. My own preparations have become rather complicated, so any independent action on your part could easily create small holes, which will quickly become large problems,” said Kieman, looking firmly into Lawrence’s eyes.


  Lawrence nodded calmly in return. Even if he had been told the complete plan, he was sure he would not have understood it. Even Holo and Col could run circles around him, politically.


  Just as Kieman could hardly spend two weeks on rough mountain roads while subsisting on nothing but rye bread and rainwater, Lawrence could not maneuver the way Kieman could.


  The more he did as he was told, the safer he would be.


  The only decision he would make independently was the very last one, at the moment when events had progressed to such that he could judge for himself whether to cooperate or defect.


  Kieman seemed to want to say more, but a knock upon the room’s door interrupted him. The merchant delegation had assembled and was ready to depart.


  It was time.


  “Well, then. I shall be counting on you.”


  Having fully received Kieman’s orders, Lawrence left the room just as others entered. The trading house’s dining hall had a tense atmosphere, as if a battle were approaching.


  Of course, the troops on this side felt the strange nervousness of imminent victory. They needed no goddess of victory – they had the narwhal.


  It was as if they were only discussing whose victory would be greatest.


  Early on, it seemed that the guild seizing the northern vessel that had originally caught the narwhal would be the ultimate victor. Even members of the Rowen Trade Guild were whispering that it would be difficult to gain the initiative in the negotiations.


  Of course, that was no reason to give up, and the group of scruffy merchants in the corner, who pantomimed rowing or fell fast asleep on the tables, had already gotten an early taste of conflict as part of the southern camp.


  Knights and mercenaries were a practical sort and tended not to dwell over shares of riches not yet won. By contrast, merchants loved to count chickens before they hatched, and there was no doubt the previous night had seen many arguments over shares of profits. They were probably ongoing.


  Several carriages waited in front of the guild house for Chief Jeeta and Kieman, and a steady stream of raggedly dressed beggars – spies for their merchant masters – constantly filtered between them.


  Lawrence remembered the term Eve had used back in Lenos, the town of lumber and fur.


  A trade war.


  The fact that the atmosphere made Lawrence’s heart beat faster was not because he was on the verge of an important negotiation.


  It was because he had been born a man, and to a man, this atmosphere was inherently appealing.


  “Fellows!”


  At this sudden raised voice, all chatter fell silent.


  All eyes were now on Chief Jeeta, a thin, balding old man.


  Kieman had denounced him as a mere opportunist, but the same could have been said of anyone who tried to avoid calamity. And while Kieman dressed like a nobleman, Jeeta wore loose robes, which lent him the unmistakable gravity of old age.


  He surveyed the assemblage with eyes that seemed able to gaze a century into the future.


  “In the name of our patron, Saint Lambardos, may our guild be triumphant!”


  “To triumph!”


  Cheered on by the merchants, Jeeta and his escorts left the guild house. Kieman never once glanced at Lawrence, exchanging words with others before boarding the carriage that was departing the guild house.


  At this sight, Lawrence felt his hand spontaneously rise to his chest – how strange it was that with such a spectacle before him, he was a crucial part of a plan that would reverse the situation entirely.


  If Holo had been next to him, she surely would have mocked this sudden swell of a traveling merchant’s courage. She would have laughed even – he was certainly laughing at himself.


  River crossings were no longer banned, so following the guild chief’s procession came merchants, some of whom were merely watching the proceedings and others who, like Lawrence, had tasks to perform.


  Lawrence mingled toward the rear of the group and made for the Roam River.


  Amid all the people emerging from the guild houses and trading companies lined along it, the avenue took on a peculiar atmosphere. Business was being conducted as usual, and it was hardly the case that everyone in town was a merchant.


  Yet the flow of merchants heading north called to mind the northern campaigns. The church bell rang, its strangely urgent sound echoing.


  The ferrymen were treating their passengers with a strange deference, totally unlike their usual rudeness. The riverbanks were lined with onlookers alongside soldiers armed with pikes and axes to ensure that nothing happened.


  A particularly weak-hearted merchant found himself overwhelmed by the spectacle, and his knees started knocking when a faintly rocking boat heaved him up onto the pier.


  But nobody laughed at him. All were silent as they converged on the delta.


  It was not Lawrence’s imagination that those unrelated to trade were watching as if witnessing something very strange unfolding. In older days, disputes over land were resolved by the sword and were easy to understand. But now they were fought with parchment and ink, so it was no wonder that to outsiders it seemed like so much sorcery.


  Lawrence himself had the same impression.


  The way that money appeared after a negotiation was not unlike a sorcerer summoning a demon with a magic circle. No wonder the Church was so strict with merchants and their relentless quest for money – the entire business seemed as though it had to be aided by some sort of devil.


  Without anyone particular in the lead, the crowd simply flowed. They made their way to the spring of gold, where the costliest items on the delta changed hands. On the tables there were parchments describing an item so valuable it couldn’t be traded for coin. And perhaps not for influence, prestige, or pride.


  Those like Lawrence – small-fry merchants – found themselves stopped in their path, with only higher-status, wealthier merchants allowed to proceed. Groups similarly arriving from the north were seated. The men of both groups seemed well accustomed to giving orders with mere motions of their chins, as though this were some meeting of ancient wise men.


  But here and now, it was the southerners who clearly held the upper hand. Their clothing, their retainers, and their bearing all spoke of wealth and power. By contrast, all the northerners had was their dignity. And even that was shaky, supported only by their shouting.


  The southerners’ seats were all assigned, and Chief Jeeta sat three seats to the right of the finely dressed old man in the center.


  No doubt the seating order was determined by the profit-sharing arrangement. The northerners had to be aware of that, and Lawrence wondered how it felt to sit in front of men whose purpose was to divide their fortune up among themselves.


  But given this situation, it wasn’t obvious what the Rowen Trade Guild’s profits would be. All Lawrence could tell was that at this rate, the rewards would go to Jeeta, and those below him would receive comparatively little. Lawrence imagined the profits bypassing the guilds entirely and being instead divided evenly, and he couldn’t help smiling at the thought.


  That was how absurd the idea was.


  At length, the northerners had all found their seats at the table. Behind them sat men who were presumably their retainer merchants, who whispered into their masters’ ears. This seemed to be a last-minute strategy conference, and their faces were uniformly grave.


  Among them, behind the best-dressed man at the northerner’s table, was a face Lawrence recognized.


  It was none other than Ted Reynolds of the Jean Company.


  He wore what everyone else was wearing, what must have been formal attire by the local standards – a tall, thin hat. And had circumstances been different, he would have been the mediator whose goal was to choke off the northerners for good, so seeing the truth here was frightening indeed.


  Or if Kieman had called upon Reynolds after all, would he have then betrayed Lawrence? Lawrence didn’t know the truth, but as he gazed at the distant Reynolds, he suddenly got the feeling that Reynolds was looking right back at him. The man was being watched by countless other merchants, though, so it was hard to imagine that he had singled Lawrence out.


  Lawrence’s feeling that their eyes had met only proved how nervously self-conscious he was.


  And he was very nervous indeed.


  Eve was nowhere to be seen.


  According to Kieman’s explanation, she wouldn’t be at the center of activity – and that appeared to be so.


  Eve’s job was to manage the under-the-table dealings.


  Perhaps even at this moment she was drowning in love letters from the men desperate to outwit those around them and gain all the profit.


  Lawrence, too, had a bouquet to present her, so he turned on his heel and headed away from the crowd.


  Not long after, he heard a high voice declare the commencement of negotiations. It was a southern voice that made the declaration, which left no doubt as to the entirely ceremonial nature of the proceedings.


  But rituals were used to pray to the gods.


  As he thought about what the men at that table might be praying for, Lawrence loosened his collar, terribly afraid.




  
    
  

  Chapter Eight


  Just as there are any number of paths to reach the summit of a mountain, there were many ways to contact Eve. Strangely, Lawrence had been directed to meet her at the same plain inn where Holo had brought Col for her drunken ramble.


  There were no customers on the ground floor, but the innkeeper seemed mostly unconcerned, as someone from the north had rented out the entire inn. Every inn and tavern on the delta would be like this today.


  Lawrence handed over a weathered copper coin with the face of a long-gone king on it, and in return, the innkeeper placed an empty cup on the counter and indicated the inn’s staircase. “There you are.”


  He was being told to take the cup upstairs.


  Lawrence did as he was told, climbing the staircase, and at the end of the hallway, he saw the form of a merchant speaking to someone. He would have overlooked the person, but for the fact that no good merchant ever forgets a face.


  Despite the fake beard and the cotton he had stuffed his clothes with in order to change his figure, one of the men was clearly one of Eve’s lookouts.


  Lawrence faced him yet again, which earned him a sharp glare.


  “How’s business?”


  Lawrence stopped for a moment, but overcame his trepidation and walked up to the men, greeting the one he hadn’t met before. He realized he was being asked for some sort of password, so he calmly turned his cup upside down. “So bad I can’t even drink,” he answered.


  His interrogator grinned and indicated the door next to him. The nails on his hand were twisted and deformed, probably because he was used to hard physical labor.


  Lawrence gave a friendly smile and knocked at the door, entering only when he got a reply. Upon stepping inside, he found the smell of ink was almost overwhelming and mixed with that scent was something more pungent.


  It turned out to be the scent coming from an old man in the corner, who was melting candle wax to use for seals.


  “Have you any idea how much it saddens me to see you here?”


  Physical and mental exhaustion were not the same. Eve’s face wore the exhaustion of having read too much, and she smiled, leaning her cheek against her hand, which was propped up by her elbow on a table that overflowed with letters and documents.


  “Was it time for your nap?”


  “Exactly so. Look how much I’ve been talking in my sleep.”


  Lawrence stood in the entrance, yet even there were papers scattered about his feet.


  He took a casual look at them – the ones he could easily see included two threats, three unverifiable accusations that such-and-such a person on the north was secretly connected with so-and-so on the south, three invitations of alliance, and one invitation to flee to a foreign country.


  
    
  

  Lawrence picked up that last one- – it seemed the most amusing –  and brought it to Eve.


  “Once I was crossing the sea out there, and I happened to be on a ship with a group of pilgrims. We had the rotten luck to be attacked by pirates.” Just as Lawrence wondered what Eve’s sudden speech had to do with anything, Eve took the letter from him and began to neatly fold it up. “At first the cowering pilgrims prayed to God, but once several sailors were killed and it seemed all hope was lost, what do you think they started doing?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know,” said Lawrence, and Eve continued, amused.


  “Those pilgrims finally started just going at it! I watched them do it and thought to myself what strange, powerful creatures humans are.”


  A poet had once said that fear for one’s life was the greatest aphrodisiac.


  But a question remained.


  “So what did you do, Miss Eve?”


  Eve tossed the neatly folded letter into the fireplace. “I went through their belongings to collect the money I’d need to buy my own life back.” Her dry lips did not move, but her eyes crinkled in a smile.


  Lawrence shrugged and produced a piece of parchment from his breast pocket. “I was told to give this to you.”


  “There’s no need for me to see it,” said Eve, which made the old man who was stirring the molten wax look up at them.


  Eve turned to him and made a gesture with her finger, and the old man turned his attention back to the wax.


  It seemed the old man was deaf. Either that or they wanted Lawrence to guess as much and thus feel free to speak.


  “All I’m interested in is whether you’re my ally or not.”


  “Or more accurately, whether I’ll listen to what you tell me to do in the end or not.”


  Eve really did smile with her eyes, not her lips. Not replying to Lawrence’s statement, she instead held her hand out. Lawrence handed her the parchment, which she read as though it were a letter of no particular consequence.


  “Hmm… it’s so close to my expectations it’s a bit unnerving. Almost as though you told them about our secret meeting.”


  “You jest,” Lawrence answered with his best merchant’s smile, and a bored-looking Eve set the parchment down on the table.


  “So, he’s finally come to the table, has he…?” she murmured, closing her eyes.


  At the very least, she seemed to be considering the parchment Lawrence brought her for longer than the other.


  “What do you think?” Eve asked, her eyes still closed.


  It was still too early to bargain.


  “Given that you’ve received my message, my job’s been completed without incident.”


  “The northern landlords exchange a note of deed transfer of their land for the narwhal. I split the profits with the northern traitor, and your guild gets the profit from having bested their competitors.”


  “Everybody’s satisfied,” said Lawrence, which made Eve sigh and rub at the corners of her eyes.


  “It’s a hard thing, not being able to see the hearts of others with your own eyes.”


  The only people who could trust in their partners and be sure a trade would go smoothly were those who had never seen betrayal. And those that planned to cheat another – who could also boast that their own trades would go well?


  “Do you know who Kieman is connected with?” Eve wasn’t testing Lawrence. It was a simple question.


  “No.”


  “Does it seem realistically possible to secretly steal the narwhal?”


  “Perhaps by bribing the guards on watch.”


  “The deed transfer will be written by the landlord’s son, who has no actual authority. It may not carry any actual weight. What does Kieman plan to do about that?”


  “The third-generation head has already paid his respects to the nearby landlords, and jurisdiction of the town is shared by the council, the Church, and the landlords. So long as they have grounds to assert their rights, things should work out.”


  “I see. And you believe what Kieman says?” From her sitting position, Eve looked down her nose at Lawrence like a noblewoman regarding a piteous commoner. She spoke as though she was sure that Kieman waited to spring a trap on her.


  “I do not believe his words, but I am going along with him.”


  Eve turned her gaze away from Lawrence. “A perfect answer. But not enough to bridge the distance that separates us.”


  Did this mean that she could not accept Kieman’s proposal? Lawrence hardly believed the entirety of the man’s plan, but it didn’t seem like such a bad trade for Eve.


  Lawrence put a question to her. “What would be the best choice for you, Miss Eve?”


  “I told you, didn’t I? To betray one and all and take all the profit for myself.”


  “You couldn’t possibly–” Lawrence blurted out in spite of himself.


  Eve smiled, amused. She seemed to want him to continue.


  “Why would you be so childishly selfish?”


  If Eve proposed the same detail to Kieman that he was bringing her, he was certain to accept on the spot. He would have been delighted.


  So why did Eve insist on being so stubbornly persistent? Whatever her reason, it still seemed strange to Lawrence.


  Or was it just as simple as that – that she absolutely did not want to share any of her gains? Was it really something so utterly unreasonable as that?


  “Childish? That’s right, it’s childish.” Eve laughed and breathed in. When she exhaled, her breath was strong enough to move some of the papers on the surface of her desk. “When a child burns herself in a fireplace, she fears it even when the fire is out.”


  “… If that were so, then merchants would have no choice but to sit alone in empty rooms, trembling and afraid.”


  Merchants were burned, deceived – then went out to seek profit again. And wasn’t Eve herself the exemplar of that ideal? Wasn’t her being the lynchpin of events that would determine who controlled an important port town like Kerube the proof of that?


  Lawrence advanced on Eve, half-angry, and found her wary gaze directed right at him.


  “I wasn’t always a merchant.”


  “–”


  Lawrence flinched at her suddenly meek, pathetic voice.


  Eve flashed a quick smile at Lawrence’s reaction, then flopped forward onto the table. Paper went flying.


  The deaf, old man hurried to his feet, but Eve, still lying on the table, gave him a faint smile. “Don’t you think it ridiculous? That by exchanging a few slips of paper and a few of the formless words that come from our mouths, we can gain such money as can buy a human life.”


  Eve picked up a sheet of paper and dropped it. She then slowly directed her gaze at Lawrence. “Have you ever been betrayed by someone you completely trusted? Whom can you trust then? The only one I trust is myself when I’m betraying another.”


  A beast’s fangs could be used to attack, but also to defend one’s self. So was the reason Eve kept her fangs so sharp because she felt she needed to defend herself that much?


  “When your own life was on the line, you asked me, didn’t you? What lies at the end of my road of greed? And I answered, didn’t I? What I’m looking forward to…” Eve slowly closed her eyes and then slowly opened them. “… Is that someday I’ll be satisfied, and I’ll be able to reach a world with no worry, and no suffering.”


  Lawrence took a step back because he was truly frightened.


  Aiming for a world without worry and suffering but trying to reach it via constant betrayal – it was like being shown the source of human sin.


  This was no act.


  It was not a trap.


  Eve slowly sat up, reluctantly leaning back in her chair.


  “Fine, then. I accept Kieman’s proposal. You tell him that for me.” She paused for a moment, smiling a snakelike grin. “You tell him.”


  Eve was a genius.


  How could her words be trusted? What was he supposed to report to Kieman?


  His gorge rose at the possibilities and doubts, but he swallowed it and slowly straightened himself. She had told him to pass the message along, and he had no choice but to do so.


  “… Understood.”


  He bowed politely, then turned to leave.


  For a moment, Eve seemed to Lawrence like the red, many armed monsters of the deep that occasionally devoured ships and haunted the dreams of sailors.


  Eve truly didn’t trust anyone. It was hardly surprising then that she was willing to betray anyone for her own gain. But it was also true that without trusting someone, somewhere, trades could not be completed, and thus no profit could be gained.


  So who would she trust in the end? And after all was said and done, who would be betrayed?


  When Lawrence put his hand to the door, Eve spoke as though to stop him short. “Hey, why not join me?”


  She looked at him expressionlessly. She seemed to be at once sincere and deceptive.


  “What, to join you even knowing I’d been fooled?”


  “Exactly.”


  “I don’t want to believe I’ve been fooled,” Lawrence answered.


  Eve smiled. “I suppose not.”


  Lawrence had no reply to follow that. If he replied, he’d be taken. Humans were all too easily led astray by the mermaid’s song.


  He quickly stepped out of the room and down the stairs. The whole way, he felt as though Eve were watching him go.


  Kieman was to be contacted via a messenger.


  The designated location was a busy little street filled with stalls, two blocks away from the spring of gold. The best place to hide a tree was in a forest, after all.


  He sent the note via messenger not just because it was difficult to meet with Kieman in person, but for another reason as well.


  Lawrence was under strict orders to tell Eve only those things he had been specifically told to tell her. This was probably to prevent her from using Lawrence to deliver misinformation to Kieman.


  Lawrence had to admit that the precaution protected him as well. It was impossible to tell which parts of his recent exchange with Eve had been accurate.


  What was the truth and where were the lies? He felt his own trust in people wavering.


  “The boss says, ‘Understood.’” It was a small, hunchbacked man who delivered Lawrence’s message and brought back this reply.


  “What should I do?”


  “The meeting will be in recess soon. You’ll get your instructions after that.”


  “I understand.”


  “Right, you’ll pick up your next message from us at the prearranged location.”


  No sooner had the messenger said so than he left – probably to pick up other pieces of information from other places.


  They were certainly taking every precaution, but Lawrence still didn’t know how effective it would be.


  The delta was always full of merchants coming and going, so an unfamiliar face wandering around the town was hardly a strange sight – but everything had its limits.


  At this particular moment, a merchant wandering idly around or standing beneath the eaves of a stall, looking to and fro as though waiting for someone, would look extremely suspicious. And suspicion bred more suspicion.


  If Holo had been with him he would have been at ease, but having become used to her presence, it was frightening not to have her around. Lawrence grinned in spite of himself and made for the tavern where he had been told to receive his next reply.


  “I’m sorry, sir. We’ve no seats left! Will that be all right?”


  There were few taverns on the delta, and most of them had been rented out, so things were especially crowded.


  As a result, Lawrence was informed of such before he could enter the place.


  He could tell just by looking that the place was packed with people. It was obvious that they would run out of wine if they didn’t start diluting it with water, and anticipating that, Lawrence ordered some stronger liquor.


  Though he would be reduced to leaning against a wall to drink it, the positioning was just right to give him a good view of the tavern’s interior. He hadn’t participated in the meeting, but it would be no trouble to learn what happened there, and he wouldn’t even have to do anything in particular to do so.


  In the time it took him to receive his liquor and take three sips of the stuff – it was just right – he was able to understand the outlines of what had transpired.


  The northerners accused the southerners of stealing their ship, but the southerners contended that such had been the wish of the fisherman aboard.


  The lines of reasoning were parallel and would of course not lead to any sort of resolution.


  According to the loudest merchants in the tavern, odds were that the northerners would withdraw in the night and relinquish their claim on the narwhal in exchange for a share of the profits from its sale. Lawrence agreed with the notion.


  Had the southern elders wished to destroy the northerners, they had but to sell the narwhal to one of the landlords and, after grasping military power, threaten all of them into capitulation. Since they hadn’t done that, it meant they still hoped for a peaceful resolution. If they hoped to continue to hold the reins of the northerners, they would have to give them a reasonably generous offer, which would leave the northerners satisfied. The landlords’ resistance came from their desire to protect their own influence, as well as their simple wish to be able to bargain for some of the profits from the expansion of the delta marketplace.


  And even that would not be decided at this meeting, but rather in negotiations behind close doors.


  But those negotiations would take place unbeknownst to Lawrence, and the only people who had a full grasp of the situation were the lead characters in the farce.


  Because he stood between two people – Kieman and Eve –  whose power in the town was uncommonly profound, with the narwhal at the center of events, Lawrence had the false sense that he was somehow crucial to all of this. But in truth he was a mere tributary.


  When he considered that his only role was to convey information, he could only smile. And Eve had had him under her thumb all along.


  Even the power of liquor wasn’t enough to let him calmly consider their last exchange. He felt very keenly how simple it truly was to deal in the exchange of goods for money.


  If he’d passed his days in this kind of environment, there was no telling what sort of monster he might have become. When it came to regrets and ambitions, he lived in a different world.


  He could only smile at how lucky he was that Holo wasn’t here to see him now.


  “Sir,” a voice called out to Lawrence as he was lost in thought, his cup at his lips.


  Any merchant who forgot a face or a voice was a failure. Of course, Kieman’s messenger had a rather memorable face.


  “You’re quite swift.”


  “Certainly. The boss’s work needs quick resolve.” The messenger’s face wrinkled in a proud smile.


  The more information one had, the more accurate one could be, but this required reach. That is what traveling merchants dealt in. By contrast, Kieman dealt with goods that took months to transport by ship. At distances like that, there was no way of knowing whether the information one had was reliable, and indeed, it was often impossible to have any information at all. In such situations, one still had to make trading decisions regarding goods of incredible value, and to do so, no small amount of decisiveness was necessary.


  To say nothing of the fortitude it took to wait out the months it took said goods to arrive.


  That was how Kieman possessed the pluck to come up with a plan to trade a narwhal for control of the delta, thereby shifting the balance of power in the town.


  And that was why his messenger smiled so proudly.


  “So, here.” Lawrence found a piece of paper slipped into his hand, as though it had been there all along.


  And if Lawrence himself was nearly fooled, there was no chance that any onlookers would have noticed the message change hands.


  “Indeed,” Lawrence murmured, and the messenger disappeared just as he had arrived.


  What he had been given wasn’t even in an envelope.


  Did they not think he would read it? Or did they not mind?


  Either way, Lawrence did not look at the paper. If he had, he might find himself taken in by the information it contained, and thus easier for Eve to trap. Even the sharpest-clawed cat could not find purchase on a smooth stone. The less he knew, the harder it would be for him to be drawn in.


  There was a huge difference in the amount of information each of them had, so this was the best way for him to protect himself. He needed to resist acting before things were truly within his grasp and to avoid exposing his true thoughts to anyone.


  It was a contradiction in terms, of course – being fully aware that he was trying to act naturally. But only those who could keep their minds open and their emotions fully under control could truly call themselves merchants.


  Lawrence reminded himself of that, as though he were a young boy venturing into a dark forest, telling himself that demons didn’t really exist.


  Following the same sequence he had performed not long before, Lawrence again delivered the letter to Eve and received her reply. This time she said nothing, only giving Lawrence a look that seemed to invite his pity.


  But if he could act normally, Eve could certainly do likewise, so there was no way of knowing how much of her expression was an act. Yet the tired messiness of her hair and the wrinkles here and there on her face were clear enough, and even more papers littered her desk.


  When he left the room, the image of Eve dealing with all of those letters alone at her desk somehow stayed on his mind.


  Lawrence had Holo.


  He had her both as a source of simple support, but also as a trump card – if the situation turned bad, she could wipe the slate clean.


  But Eve was alone, and she faced this conflict without anyone she could call an ally. Her situation was unquestionably dangerous, and if it were discovered she was communicating with Kieman, imagining what sort of revenge the northern landlords would exact was deeply worrisome to Lawrence, even though the risk was not his.


  He felt his resolve starting to fray.


  “What’s the matter?” asked Kieman’s messenger, when he came to deliver the reply.


  “It’s nothing,” said Lawrence, shaking his head, and the messenger asked him no further.


  Lawrence melted into the crowd on his way back to Eve’s place and realized he was running. Something was making him feel hurried.


  He was carrying mere slips of paper, and he reminded himself that nothing further was required of him, but still his anxiety rose.


  He could make no excuses.


  The messages he was carrying could easily decide the fates of human lives.


  “Please wait here.” Was it his fourth visit?


  When Lawrence arrived to hand over the letter, the guard only confirmed the password and accepted the letter. He did not lead Lawrence inside.


  Any torture would lose its efficacy once it was repeated enough, but Lawrence found his worry suddenly worsening.


  The guard, of course, explained nothing to Lawrence, and after handing off the letter to Eve in the room, he returned to still silence.


  The two guards exchanged no words and did not so much as look at each other. Time crawled by, and the sounds of the commotion outside only served to emphasize the silence in the inn.


  It seemed as though Eve’s replies were taking longer and longer for her to write, and Lawrence wondered if she found herself having to consider her answers more carefully.


  Was she thinking before putting pen to paper? There was no document that would tell her the correct answer and no one around who knew what it was. And yet she had to find a solution to this problem, on which her whole destiny hinged. It was no small feat. Lawrence was reminded of a time when he’d been pursued by thieves in a dark forest and happened upon a fork in the path.


  One of the forks would lead deeper into the forest and eventually to a dead end. There was no time to choose and no one to hear his cries of help, so his only choice was to press on ahead.


  The quill in Eve’s hand must have felt like it was made of lead.


  The door finally opened, and the possibly deaf old man emerged from the room bearing a letter. He looked Lawrence over, then slowly handed it to him.


  The letter itself was slightly wrinkled and had drops of sweat here and there on it. Eve’s pains were quite obvious.


  Lawrence handed the letter off to Kieman’s messenger, then received the reply.


  “The boss is getting impatient,” said the man. “He says the current is growing stronger. And that we must row faster in order to keep up with it.”


  Eve was surely not the only person that Kieman was dealing with. The current he was talking about surely involved secret dealings with dozens of merchants, with Kieman holding the rudder.


  It was a basic principle of commerce that the faster you could deliver information, the better. Perhaps the reason the most recent letters had been unsealed was that they couldn’t afford to wait for the wax to set.


  Lawrence nodded and ran to Eve.


  Yet again, the guard at the door passed only the letter on into the room, and Lawrence was unable to see Eve, which meant he couldn’t urge her to hurry.


  Although urging her on was no guarantee that she would actually write her response more quickly.


  Eve was not stupid; she must have noticed the changes in flow and had to know that regardless of whatever plans she might have, slowness to act would invite only loss.


  If the current was fast enough to make Kieman nervous, then the volume of the letters flowing toward Eve must also have been increasing. No matter how great the potential of Kieman’s plan to reverse the situation, Eve was not in an easy enough position that she could just sign on. On the contrary, secret deals had to be carefully hidden in between legitimate ones.


  Eve was surely just as desperate as everyone else.


  Lawrence reminded himself of that over and over, as he waited in the hallway and pretended to be calm.


  If it was to their own profit, good merchants would wait two or three days until their scales balanced. But waiting could also mean missed opportunities.


  When the old man finally returned with the reply, Lawrence gave a perfunctory thanks and immediately left. He no longer knew whose side he was on. Was he hurrying to help Kieman or to buy just a little bit more time for Eve to think? Or was he simply caught up in the moment? He had no idea.


  Kieman’s messenger was beginning to look grim, with sweat breaking out on his brow. In the short time it took the messenger to deliver the note to Kieman, Lawrence overheard from passing merchants on the street and in the tavern that there had been progress in the meeting.


  It seemed that there would be a conclusion more quickly than anticipated.


  The moment consensus was reached, the grand reversal Kieman was planning would turn to so much foam.


  And Lawrence doubted that such an opportunity would come again.


  The messenger began to use stronger language to speed Lawrence on, and over and over Lawrence prodded Eve’s guard.


  But Eve’s replies continued to take longer to come, and from what he could glimpse of her handwriting, it seemed to be turning messy, almost drunken. Amid the stomach-churning tension of the exchanges, Lawrence visited the inn over and over again, again, and again.


  As he was handing yet another letter to the door guard, he felt a strange unease and froze.


  “…?”


  The guard looked at him warily.


  Lawrence looked at the guard, dumbstruck, but hastily tried to smile.


  His heart was hammering in his chest.


  It couldn’t be.


  The words danced madly around in his head.


  The guard took the letter into the room with Eve.


  “… It can’t be,” Lawrence whispered to himself.


  Why were Eve’s replies taking so long? Kieman was participating in the meeting and probably even busier than she was, and yet his decisions and replies came quickly every time.


  It certainly wasn’t as simple as a difference in their personalities. Eve was the kind of person who could draw a knife on someone without a single hesitation if she needed to. She wasn’t the sort of person who would find herself assailed by indecision.


  It was when he began to wonder if Eve was somehow even busier than Kieman that Lawrence felt a pang of unease.


  When he’d been allowed into Eve’s room, there had been letters scattered everywhere. And every time he’d visited since then, there seemed to be more, such that even just reading them all would be quite a chore.


  But he had overlooked something important.


  Each time he delivered a letter, he had been made to wait outside the room for some period of time.


  And during that time, what had he seen?


  Had anyone else brought a single letter to the room?


  After being made to wait a fair amount of time, Lawrence was finally given his reply. He was able to look around with eyes as clear as the skies after a storm. When the old man opened the door, he caught again a glimpse of the room, scattered with letters as usual.


  But then he thought about things.


  What need was there to scatter them around like that after reading them? And if there was a reason to do that, what was it?


  Lawrence tucked Eve’s reply into his breast pocket and hurried out of the inn.


  This exchange had had inscrutable aspects right from the start. The oddest was Eve’s childish insistence that she simply had to monopolize all the profit. And yet the words he had exchanged with her and the general mood of the place made it seem like it was reasonable to say such a ridiculous thing.


  It wasn’t as though she had always been a merchant and ready to jump into this world of ready betrayal – Lawrence could imagine the hardships she’d weathered in getting to this place. It would hardly be surprising if she chose to walk the evil path of betrayal if she thought it would lead to her world without suffering.


  It wouldn’t be surprising, but where was the need? Choosing the path that allowed her to hurt others simply because she was also in pain was a mere excuse.


  But what if it really was all an act?


  Lawrence’s mind raced, and the blood rushed from his head. Sometimes waiting led to greater gain, but sometimes quick action brought the largest profit. And this deal most likely fell into the latter category. Once an agreement was reached at the meeting, Kieman’s turnabout plan would no longer be viable.


  If Eve wasn’t working for her own profit, but instead for someone else’s, that would explain why her replies were taking so long.


  She was trying to buy time.


  In more or less any town, there were men like Kieman, who would always attempt to outwit their rivals given half a chance. How could the elders, who had gained all their experience on that very same road, fail to be reminded of their own youthful days?


  Were they using Eve as a tool to thwart Kieman’s mad plan?


  Letting him waste his time with an idle partner, the elders would skillfully avoid the spearpoint of this unavoidably inter-generational conflict.


  It was all starting to make sense.


  The letters scattered unnaturally all over the floor.


  And the existence of so many letters, despite Lawrence never once seeing anyone carrying them.


  And Eve never once giving the impression that she would waver in the face of any difficulty.


  Lawrence delivered the letter to the messenger. As the man turned to hurry back and finish the delivery, Lawrence grabbed his shoulder and spoke.


  “A message for Mr. Kieman.”


  The messenger frowned, but Lawrence didn’t care and continued.


  “There is a possibility that the wolf is a decoy.”


  That much of a hint would be more than enough for a man like Kieman to understand.


  It was even possible that Chief Jeeta had set a trap in order to teach the upstart a lesson. After all, given that Kieman had no qualms playing Lawrence as a pawn, it would hardly be surprising if the powers above him would take a similar opportunity to legally crush a troublesome subordinate.


  But if it came to that, Lawrence would suffer, too, and whether or not he could borrow Holo’s power to escape, his place in the guild would be gone.


  The messenger only made a pained face at Lawrence’s desperate words and ran off without replying. He had probably been ordered not to accept anything other than letters from Lawrence, in order to prevent Lawrence from making any decisions on his own.


  But the situation required immediate action.


  If Eve was really trying to trap them, the sooner they retreated the better. As long as this was still the entrance to the trap, they could still escape. But once the door closed, it would be too late.


  Lawrence waited anxiously in the tavern.


  Since Kieman’s replies had been so much quicker than Eve’s, this was the first time Lawrence had felt impatient at having to wait for one. And really, it didn’t seem as though he had to wait so very long – yet he couldn’t help thinking, Finally! to himself upon the return of the messenger.


  The messenger brought the same thing he had brought before –  just a letter.


  “Please deliver this.”


  “–”


  Lawrence was stunned into silence, and for a moment he didn’t know what to say. “Did you not tell him?” he said, grabbing the man by his shoulders.


  The man looked aside, his mouth closed.


  He hadn’t told him.


  But rather than become angry, Lawrence felt only urgency. “I’m not saying this for no reason. And I know why your orders are so strict. But they’re not all-knowing gods, and no human can draw a picture of a town they’ve never been to. They say seeing is believing, and that’s the truth. There’s still time. You have to tell them–”


  “Enough!” said the small man, who was so perfectly suited to his job. His voice was low and thick.


  Lawrence released his shoulders in spite of himself. This wasn’t the voice of someone who walked the straight and narrow path.


  His pronunciation had a whiff of blood and dirt to it.


  It was hardly surprising that Kieman would employ a former criminal.


  “We just have to do as we’re told, you and me.”


  For the first time, Lawrence understood the meaning of the word loyalty – a word that had no place in the world of the traveling merchant.


  It was a foolish concept, and there were countless stories where it caused the death of many a knight and mercenary. Merchants were among the few people who were supposed to be able to avoid such problems using logic and reasoning.


  Unafraid, Lawrence replied, “Everyone makes mistakes. Sometimes there are things you have to be there to see. It’s the duty of the people on the bottom to fix those mistakes, isn’t it?”


  The messenger frowned at Lawrence’s words and looked down. Surely even this loyal man would regret that loyalty if it caused his master’s death.


  Lawrence had to convince him. He had to.


  The moment he found the nerve to continue, the man looked up and pretended to spit. “You forget yourself, merchant. We’re just tools. We don’t think. Arms and legs don’t have their own heads. Do you get that?”


  The man’s quiet voice was nonetheless rough, the harsh tone of someone well used to threatening others from the shadows. But that wasn’t what stole Lawrence’s breath.


  It was the man’s words that stopped Lawrence dead.


  “If you understand, then take this letter. I have orders from the boss. And so do you,” said the man, slapping Lawrence’s shoulder, then running off as though trying to regain wasted time.


  Not a single person nearby betrayed any evidence of having noticed their exchange – the conversation had seemed brief and unimportant, and indeed it was unimportant.


  Lawrence was Kieman’s tool. That much was certain, and as such, thinking about the situation or coming to conclusions was not his duty.


  He knew that, and he knew he had to tolerate this until the right chance came. But as a lonely, independent traveling merchant, he had his pride, so such tolerance was terrible to endure.


  Though he knew he was insignificant, he couldn’t admit to himself he was a mere cog.


  Though small, he had his own name, he had his own thoughts, and he was a merchant who could take his own actions. The more he thought about it, the more agonizing it became to deny himself this way.


  He knew he was just a small part of a complicated machine. But the reality of that felt like a physical blow to his head. But then, the moment after the flames of rage welled up within his chest and he felt nearly compelled to cry out from it, he suddenly understood – he understood the reason why Eve insisted on acting so childishly selfish, why despite the situation that presented itself to her, she still wanted to keep all the profit.


  Eve wasn’t trying to buy time, nor was she planning anything.


  Lawrence was certain of that.


  If this was a trap, he might as well raise his hand and surrender on the spot.


  There was no logic to Lawrence’s conviction; it was entirely emotional.


  When he arrived at Eve’s room again, for some reason he was allowed inside and found himself staring her right in the face.


  It was possible to know a person’s plans from the actions they took and from the expressions they wore.


  Eve had an elbow on her desk and a pleasant, innocent smile on her face.


  “You seem pleased,” said Lawrence.


  But the wolves that lived along the Roam River did not smile with their faces.


  Lawrence produced the letter from his breast pocket and spoke. “You truly are planning to keep all the profit from the narwhal, aren’t you?”


  Eve’s smile vanished, and the corners of her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. It seemed like a sort of frown.


  But for a wolf who could laugh the whole world off, it was the perfect smile.


  Her family had been sold for money, her fate tossed to the winds, and she had to use everything she had just to swim through a sea of sulfur and acid. And all the while she had no doubt been used in other ways, too.


  When she was recognized by others, was it because she was the head of the Bolan family, or was it simply because she was a beautiful woman? There was certainly no one who would say her name with any sort of affection or familiarity.


  Perhaps that was the real reason why she no longer used the name “Fleur Bolan.” If those around her could see her only as a tool to be used, then she would create a mask to protect her true self.


  Even if it was a sentimental notion, Lawrence guessed it wasn’t far from the truth.


  Eve looked over the paper Lawrence gave her and slowly closed her eyes. She then smiled slightly and spoke.


  “You’re really not cut out to be a merchant.”


  “And I doubt you’re cut out to be a wolf.”


  The abbreviated conversation seemed like something between a priest and his God.


  Eve turned her gaze to the fireplace and narrowed her eyes before continuing. “I had planned to survive, no matter who I had to use to do so, but it seems I won’t be able to ignore reality for much longer.” She put her finger to the left corner of her mouth, as though she were about to make a joke. “When the trouble in this city first started, the furs I’d put most of my worth into were confiscated. Arold, who’d fled Lenos with me, was arrested. Under circumstances like these, I haven’t the courage to be a wolf any longer.”


  It was clear that the northerners were having a difficult negotiation. When cornered, people would try to shift the threat to those weaker than them. It seemed all too likely, Lawrence thought to himself.


  Eve had probably been thus used all along. But this time they were making a mistake, for her forbearance was reaching its limit.


  “My name has always been a convenient tool. Only my grandfather and a few eccentrics have ever called me by it. Of them, probably the only one still alive is Arold.”


  Lawrence couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to live one’s entire life as a tool, valuable only so long as one was useful. It made him feel as though people were both more complicated than he had guessed, yet also simpler.


  With but a few signs, a person who had lived a life he could scarcely imagine would be able to know exactly which hill she had reached.


  Lawrence slowly spoke. “So you’re saying that you wish to be called by your name?”


  The hill was a lonely one and surrounded by enemies.


  “… When you put it so plainly, it’s embarrassing. No, please don’t be angry. I’m happy. I’m pleased we’re friendly enough now we don’t have to fight with knives and hatchets. I’m surprised myself, truly. I had thought it wouldn’t be so very difficult to manipulate you. You’re an awfully soft touch, after all. And yet…”


  There were many details in Eve’s rapid banter that Lawrence didn’t want to forgive, but to merchants the tongue could bring both riches and calamity.


  If she was being so casually insulting, it had to mean she wasn’t speaking as a merchant.


  “But I couldn’t stand you not knowing. Of course, I won’t mind if you don’t believe me.”


  Lawrence didn’t know how to answer. It seemed like no matter how he replied, Eve would wind up being hurt.


  “When this is all over, I’m leaving this rotten place. So in the end…” she said, smiling an amazing smile.


  Lawrence wanted to keep the memory of how beautiful he found this in his heart forever.


  “In the end, you’re going to make sure they say your name. Is that it?”


  Eve’s lips curled. Just like a wolf’s. Her fangs bared, she smiled a sad smile. “That’s right. In the end, I’m going to betray them magnificently, and I shall make them call my name.”


  Lawrence could only reply in the soft tones of someone seeing a knight off to a battlefield where he would surely die. “Even if they cry out ‘Eve Bolan’ in rage?”


  “Even so.” In that moment, Eve’s face was back to the woman he knew. “Now then, let me ask this of Kraft Lawrence, who so kindly calls me by name.”


  Kings speak to only a few chosen people within their palaces, but not because they have been chosen by God to govern nations with only a few words. It is because they, too, are mere humans and can trust only those close to them.


  When she had first met Col, Eve told him that it was a kind of fate to be liked by others. And this was surely what she meant.


  “Will you betray them with me?”


  Eve had a painful-looking bruise at the corner of her mouth, and in that moment her face was worthy of the wolf.




  
    
  

  Chapter Nine


  Lawrence waited in the tavern after passing Eve’s message to Kieman’s messenger. The reply was late in coming.


  There were fewer merchants in the tavern, and the place was much less lively than it had been. Looking over those who remained, Lawrence reckoned they were all merchants who had been given similar duties to his own, and when he happened to meet their eyes, they would look away uncomfortably.


  It was late afternoon, with sunset not far off, but going by the chatter of the already red-faced and drunken merchants, the meeting’s conclusion was nearly solidified, the day’s negotiations having come to an end.


  Evidently the outcome was the most straightforward, boring one possible – the northern landlords would give up on recapturing the narwhal, and the southerners would compensate them with an appropriate amount of money.


  Given that the southerners could use their immense wealth to buy out the northern fishermen, thereby gaining possession of the narwhal, the northerners would then have no choice but to compromise.


  If they wanted to get it back, their only options were to take it by force of arms or to purchase it – either of which would be extremely expensive.


  If the town was plunged into war, it wouldn’t simply be a matter of business; the only ones who stood to gain anything were people in other towns. The people of Kerube would all lose. And they simply didn’t have the money to purchase the narwhal outright.


  It was easy to feel sympathetic for the northerners, who would be unarmed if the unreasonable happened and fighting actually broke out. But unreasonable situations were like pebbles scattered across the road. If you stumbled and fell on one, hardly anyone would help you back to your feet.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  The messenger finally arrived with the reply as the pungent smells of wine and meat were beginning to seep into Lawrence’s body. Lawrence hadn’t looked at Eve’s last message to Kieman, but he could tell this missive was a significant one.


  The reply he’d just been handed was sealed with red wax.


  “This is the last one, but you must bring her response.”


  It would have been easy to assume the small-framed messenger was faint of heart, but in truth he was the kind of man who might well be carrying a poisoned dagger in his breast pocket. Lawrence was well aware that his saying “must” wasn’t simply for emphasis.


  The seal to the letter was to ensure that Eve need not doubt its contents. Whatever it was, it contained Kieman’s final conclusion.


  “Understood. I will.”


  A tool was a tool. There was no need for thought.


  The man gave a satisfied nod at Lawrence’s reply. Lawrence started walking, and the man watched him go. With this meeting concluded, his job must have been finished.


  Or maybe, Lawrence wondered to himself as he headed out again into the ever-crowded streets, looking up at the sky, the only clear thing he could see.


  Maybe they doubted him.


  For some reason the idea made Lawrence smile.


  “Early tomorrow morning, we’ll make a show of formally bringing the narwhal out. On the river we’ll exchange the narwhal and the ship it’s on for the deed of land. After that, get lost. Signed, Lud Kieman.”


  Lawrence was sure that last sentence was a joke. Once Eve had finished reading the letter aloud, she didn’t hesitate to hand it over. It showed just what she had read, with Kieman’s signature at the bottom.


  If Eve was to take this to a trading house, Kieman’s position would quickly become a bad one. That he had seen fit to give her such a document meant that he had decided it was safe to do so.


  There was no telling what that meant.


  He couldn’t possibly have decided to unconditionally trust Eve, so he had to have some sort of contingency ready if she decided to publicly expose him.


  “It’s a simple, naive exchange. What do you think?”


  “If things go poorly, we can always capsize the boat to obscure the truth, so it doesn’t seem like such a very bad idea.”


  The plan didn’t differ much from what Holo had proposed to Lawrence, and Eve raised an eyebrow at it. “I see,” she murmured, amused. “So perhaps I should write something like this, eh?”


  As she spoke, she playfully wrote with her pen upon a sheet of parchment. It was hardly the sort of paper a mere merchant would scribble upon for fun. It was more suited to having the wisdom of God recorded upon it by a grim-faced monk in a stone monastery somewhere, but Eve’s handwriting was as beautiful as any monk’s.


  “Understood. I, Eve Bolan, shall ride upon the boat for the exchange. Aboard your boat shall be the creature of legend, as well as–”


  She looked at Lawrence.


  “–Kraft Lawrence.”


  Lawrence didn’t respond to this, but Eve did not seem to care.


  She smoothly signed the letter and casually tossed it over to the old man who was still stirring the wax. Once sealed and tied with a strand of horsehair, it was ready.


  And now Lawrence would have to be on the boat for the exchange.


  “I haven’t given you my response.”


  From behind him, on the other side of the door, Lawrence heard the faint sound of the two guards laughing.


  He’d heard that they had been spared their death sentences by Eve. Amazingly, she had gained their trust by telling them her plans and convincing them to cooperate. All to get Lawrence to stand here as he was.


  Rough looking though they might be, they were no fools.


  “Response? You say the strangest things sometimes. Of what value are words to liar merchants like us?” said Eve, amused.


  Lawrence could not hide his wry smile. Of course, facial expressions held no great meaning for merchants. He held his smile, making no other movements.


  “Trading is a dangerous business. Only God can see the mind of another, but God has no desires. Only humans stained by their greed, trade, and nothing is more dangerous than trusting the greedy. I’ve written my reply to Kieman, and you’ll take it to him. As far as the outcome goes, we might pray or threaten, but all we can do is wait. I’ve played my whole hand. So all I can do is give you this letter.”


  Taking the letter from the old man, she immediately thrust it at Lawrence. How easily she turned it over – it was not an overstatement to say the letter would decide her very fate. It seemed less out of courage than a sheer lack of value for her own life.


  If things went poorly, her worth would vanish, and anything so worthless was likewise useless.


  Lawrence took the letter and remembered the words of a famous, reckless hero.


  “Kieman will do as this letter instructs. If he defied it and put an additional person on the boat, then we’d have to add another person to ours, and with each side suspicious of the other, there’s no telling how far the arms race would go. So–”


  She paused, placed the hand with which she’d given Lawrence the letter on her desk, looked down, and took a deep breath. She had to be nervous.


  She continued, stressing her words.


  “So when next we meet, it will be upon that lonely river amid the morning mists.”


  As the wolf of the Roam River, Eve did indeed share some qualities with Holo.


  Lawrence took in the sight of her hand on the desk. It was as though she wanted to be held, but couldn’t let that show – as though she wanted to trust in others, but couldn’t bring herself to.


  “May I ask one thing?” Lawrence asked, which made Eve’s hand twitch slightly.


  “What?”


  “I have my companions.”


  If Lawrence betrayed his guild during the exchange on the river, then he and Eve would have to move the narwhal to another boat, and from there head out to the open ocean. But that would leave Holo and Col on land, which complicated things.


  That had to be one of the reasons Kieman had chosen this simple plan. Holo and Col functioned as hostages.


  Her expression unchanging, Eve removed her hand from the desk. “Yes, and I have Arold.”


  The name pierced Lawrence’s heart.


  “I’ve given you my reply. Go,” Eve finished, looking irritated and waving Lawrence off dismissively.


  Lawrence got the feeling that if he contradicted her, she would start yelling.


  And I have Arold.


  Eve’s words were heavy with implication. If they could be trusted, Arold was one of the few things she held dearer than money.


  Of course, Lawrence was aware of the power of Holo’s true form, so there was nothing to fear. She could certainly keep them safe and save Arold, too.


  The problem was Eve’s readiness to invite danger. She knew nothing of Holo’s power.


  She trusted Arold enough to bring him along with the fur from Lenos and even pay his travel expenses, but now she was prepared to leave him behind.


  Lawrence wanted to imagine that this was because she now trusted him even more than Arold, but he knew how foolish such a notion was.


  It made far more sense to assume that Eve was simply prepared to abandon everything for her own profit, as though she had sworn to turn everything she touched into gold.


  Unfortunately, as in the old legend, the fool who wished to turn everything into gold was unable to eat, and thus starved to death.


  That was what Lawrence found so shocking about her words. He asked himself whether he could so easily toss her aside were she to choose a path from which he could see no salvation.


  If she could discard Arold, then she could just as easily kill Lawrence on the boat or betray him again later.


  And if he could imagine that she’d be laughing afterward, that would have been one thing. But he didn’t think she would laugh.


  Do I feel sympathy for her? Lawrence asked himself and could not answer.


  Was this just empty speculation? The likelihood was very high.


  But there was little in the world that didn’t amount to speculation. There were even those who doubted the existence of God.


  So what should he do?


  How could he grasp his own profit in one hand while holding on to Eve’s hand with the other? Lawrence agonized over the question as he gave the letter to the messenger in the tavern.


  “… Thanks for all your hard work. The boss’ll tell you the rest once you’re back at the inn,” said the messenger, giving Lawrence a pat on the shoulder before leaving. There hadn’t even been time to wonder what sort of misunderstanding might have taken place.


  The meeting seemed to have ended without much evidence of trouble, and when Lawrence wandered around the spring of gold, he saw many groups of people conversing excitedly. A bonfire had been lit in anticipation of nightfall, and soldiers stood proudly around the meeting table, trying to look as though they were guarding a holy throne.


  Suffice it to say it was a feast of money, power, and honor.


  And yet the participants were a small-minded, miserable lot. Perhaps there was a reason why God was said not to care for merchants.


  The sky was beginning to redden, and the outlines of crows –  or possibly gulls – could be seen in the distance.


  Lawrence had thought trading and the earning of money to be a more elegant, noble pursuit.


  He watched the lamplights of the town flicker to life one by one as he swayed in the ferry from the delta to the south side of the river.


  Eve certainly wouldn’t back down now, nor would Kieman have proposed a careless plan. What his side would fear most would be losing the narwhal in exchange for a fake deed. That would be an even more disastrous outcome than his plan being revealed.


  And if Lawrence pulled out, the situation would not be improved. The plan was like kneaded bread that had risen and been put in the oven. All they could do was wait for it to bake.


  Lawrence’s options were either to pray or to run. There was nothing else. If persuading either Eve or Kieman was impossible, then what could he do to ensure a good outcome?


  The ferry reached the docks, and Lawrence blended into the crowd and came ashore. Most of the people were merchants watching the meeting on the delta, and they chattered freely and happily.


  Lawrence found it intensely irritating, but he knew the crowd wasn’t the real problem.


  And yet he felt a nauseous desire to scream and rail, like he had been chasing a cloud he couldn’t possibly grasp.


  A drunken merchant stumbled into him. Lawrence clenched his fists and was about to fly at the man when something else caught his eye.


  “Hey… don’cha go bumpin’ inta me…” slurred the drunken man with suspicious eyes, but he was literally out of Lawrence’s sight.


  Because past him–


  Amid the throng of people disembarking from the steady stream of boats that arrived at the docks was a figure he knew well. She faced him, and from under the scarf that was wrapped around her head, she looked at him with eyes he’d never seen before.


  “Hey, are you listenin’ ta–”


  “Excuse me.” His gaze never wavering from the figure, Lawrence pressed a tarnished silver coin into the drunken man’s hand, then started walking.


  What he didn’t understand was why she would be here on the south side of town now that the meeting was over.


  And something about the way she was just standing there made her seem cornered.


  What had happened? Lawrence wasn’t even sure whether to ask, but she settled the question for him.


  “Things have gone bad.” From beneath the scarf, her husky voice was downright hoarse. “It’s too late for me… but I wanted to at least…”


  “–”


  Eve staggered as though her last strength had given out. Lawrence held her up but then immediately pulled back. This was no joke.


  She was eerily light, and her body was hot.


  Beneath her scarf, her breathing was shallow and an oily sweat had broken out on her forehead. In her right hand she held tight to a single piece of parchment.


  “What happened?”


  Eve was mostly supported by Lawrence now, and she bit her lip and looked at him desperately.


  Whatever had happened, it wasn’t good.


  He looked at her right hand and the parchment it held. It had to be regarding something important.


  “We stick out too much here. We should find an alley somewhere–” Lawrence said to Eve and started to pull her along.


  Just then, the church bell rang high and loud, and the people coming and going around the docks all stopped, and each of them looked at the church bell tower, before joining their hands and offering prayers.


  Ding-dong. The bell continued to toll as Lawrence helped Eve through the crowds. It must have been God’s will.


  Coming out of the crowd, it didn’t take long for them to find an alley to duck into. The precise moment they stopped, the bell’s ringing ended, with naught but its echoes lingering on – as though God’s protection over them had ended right then.


  “Where are you going?”


  It wasn’t impossible. This was a crowded port.


  The meeting had just ended, and people were leaving the delta.


  But it couldn’t be a coincidence, given that right next to Kieman was that little messenger. If he had eyes sharp enough to deliver his master’s messages no matter how wild the crowds, he could certainly spot Eve.


  Before Lawrence’s mind could begin to turn, his vision spun.


  It wouldn’t be possible to escape with Eve.


  “Given the state my friend’s in, I was taking her to the inn.”


  “Is that so?” Kieman smiled, as though they really were just making idle chitchat. But the messenger – along with another man who seemed to be a subordinate – took a quiet step forward. “How truly fortunate for us to encounter you here.”


  Lawrence moved to protect Eve, and the two approaching men shifted.


  Being attacked by bandits was hardly uncommon. And both humans and beasts would change their stances just before attacking.


  So what should I do? Lawrence asked himself.


  It wasn’t in his best interest to let Kieman know he’d allied himself with Eve, and in any case Kieman might not have realized that himself yet. In which case, he could bet on that chance and hand her over.


  That was certainly possible, but could he really do it? Now that she was sweating and weak and seemed desperate to tell him something? Could he abandon her, even as she flinched at Kieman’s words?”


  “No, I–”


  “… You do indeed seem to be carrying a letter. May I assume the sender is Ted Reynolds?”


  Eve shook her head weakly.


  Kieman’s tone had changed from that of a merchant to something like a coy nobleman’s. But Lawrence’s mind was on other matters.


  A letter from Reynolds?


  “Well, we’ll hear all about it. Although we don’t have terribly much time.” As he spoke, Kieman gave a light wave of his hand, and the two men pulled Eve away from Lawrence with ease.


  Lawrence reached out to her without thinking, almost reflexively, but froze when the small messenger pointed a dagger at his side.


  “The wolf tried to set us up. Quite thoroughly, I should add.” Sometimes a smile revealed anger. When a long-distance merchant like Kieman smiled like that, what would the fate be of those hauled off by his henchmen?


  Kieman looked at Eve as she was taken away and spoke as though addressing a worthy adversary. “The possibility had occurred to me, of course, but the method – my goodness.”


  “You’re wrong… I had no intention of selling the narwhal to Reynolds–”


  Kidnappers had strange ways of restraining people. Eve was plainly trying to free herself from their grasp, but a passerby would see only a drunkard who needed help to stand. Her mouth was covered, but her eyes flicked to and fro wildly.


  Eve was dragged off by the two men, and just before they vanished into the crowds, Kieman spoke to Lawrence. “Mr. Lawrence, if you speak of this to anyone else, you’ll regret it.”


  It was a first-rate joke on Kieman’s part, but his next words were terrifyingly cold.


  “I’m quite desperate myself, you see.”


  Then, as though following after Eve, who had melted into the crowds and been washed away, Kieman disappeared into the throng.


  Lawrence realized the messenger was no longer holding a knife to his ribs. He had been left alone.


  For a while he was unable to move, the afterimage of what he had just witnessed burned into his mind.


  From within the horrible writhing organism that was the crowd, a hand had reached out, compelled by a single desperate hope.


  And Lawrence had been unable to reach it.


  A hundred coins could sink beneath the waves in a single moment.


  So in this whirlpool of goods like the narwhal, whose value truly defied imagination, where would one misstep land him? Surely a priest would go pale at the thought of the place.


  And Eve had already made a misstep.


  After crossing so many dangerous bridges, she had finally lost her footing.


  Kieman’s words echoed in his ears. “… If you speak of this to anyone else, you’ll regret it. I’m quite desperate myself you see.”


  Their plan had utterly failed somewhere. Ted Reynolds’s name had come up, and Eve said she had no intention of selling him the narwhal.


  And then there was Lawrence, left behind untouched. Was that because Kieman had determined he had no information of value? Or because he’d decided that Lawrence was simply being used by Eve? Either way, it seemed that Kieman and the rest really did consider Lawrence to be nothing more than a messenger.


  
    
  

  Lawrence sighed, then felt suddenly nauseated. He hurriedly ducked into the alley into which he had tried to bring Eve before emptying the contents of his stomach.


  It wasn’t the feeling of powerlessness that he couldn’t stand – it was this unbelievable sense of self-loathing.


  Lawrence had been relieved.


  He had been so relieved that Kieman hadn’t taken him away.


  He was so sure he could prove his strength to Holo and defeat Kieman, and then after his exchanges with Eve, he had believed there was still a chance to somehow recover the situation.


  And now this.


  If he’d felt powerless, there would at least have been some chance to recover. Merchants were always chasing what they didn’t have, after all.


  Lawrence continued to heave long after there was nothing left to come up. Finally he spat.


  He’d been able to save Holo and escape many dangerous situations. If that had merely given him a false sense of superiority that would have been one thing, but now that his thin skin was torn away, it revealed his insides to be even more rotten than before.


  His vision was blurry, and it wasn’t only because of the vomiting.


  Eve’s actions hadn’t made sense.


  Reynolds’s letter had led to the collapse of their plan, but she’d come to the south side to warn him, regardless of the danger it posed to her.


  Which meant Eve hadn’t been thinking of him as a mere pawn. Perhaps when she’d asked him to join her in her betrayal, she had been trying to gain something else, something besides the narwhal.


  And in spite of all that, he’d been relieved that Eve was the only one taken away.


  He was no courageous protagonist. What better proof of that could there possibly be?


  “Shit!” Lawrence cursed and slammed his fist into the wall.


  If this had been only a question of profit or loss, he could have accepted it or given up on it. But that no longer held true when a person was involved. It was true that the wagon-borne life of a traveling merchant had been very lonely, but having to worry only about one’s self was worth something, he understood.


  The truth was, even traveling merchants could settle down in a town they visited if they really wanted to. The reason he hadn’t –  the reason he couldn’t – was because he knew he was a coward and too kind for his own good.


  The life of a traveling merchant was one of constant meetings and partings. How could they be satisfied with the goods in front of them when the next town might have better goods?


  It was true that he had such thoughts, but it was also true that he’d put quite a sum of money into the high-priced item known as Holo.


  But that didn’t mean that he cared about nothing as long as Holo was safe.


  The traveling merchant’s curse was a kind of excuse. One couldn’t measure the value of human relationships with money. If everything could be decided with money, then he wouldn’t have found himself so torn between Eve and Kieman, because the amount of money involved with the narwhal made his lifetime earnings look piddling by comparison.


  Thus by thinking of his relationships with others as being more valuable than money, he could keep them at arms’ length, like a precious flower of great price.


  But just as his cart could hold only so much, the same was true of his heart. And he knew how much that was.


  Lawrence straightened, his fist still against the stone wall, and he looked up at the purple sky, wiping his tears away.


  Things were so much simpler when Holo was with him.


  New things were always getting in the cart, pushing even precious things aside. That was a perfectly healthy state of affairs for those curious figures called merchants, but without the ironclad will of a monk, normal people could hardly handle it.


  And yet now that his cart was so full and he constantly had to be careful not to leave anything important behind, his travels were far more enjoyable than when he’d been a single, lonely merchant. He no longer plied the roads alone, with only the rear end of his horse to stare at.


  Lawrence spat the last sour remnants of bile out, then wiped the corners of his mouth.


  A traveling merchant always brought his cargo to the next town, though he might have to crawl through the mud to do it.


  He wouldn’t leave any cargo behind.


  “So, then,” Lawrence murmured, forcing his frozen mind into motion.


  He had to admit that he’d been lucky to see Eve taken before his very eyes. If they were resorting to such violence, then they had to be genuinely cornered and hadn’t been able to come up with a subtler, more complicated plot.


  Even being unused to making long-term plans, maneuvering people behind the scenes, and avoiding those dangers he could anticipate, Lawrence was quite good at buying and selling goods right in front of him.


  There was a chance he could win.


  “There has to be,” Lawrence murmured to himself.


  Something he could see, something visible only to him as an outside observer watching the flow of goods in the marketplace.


  And he wasn’t alone.


  Lawrence didn’t bother wondering when she had arrived or why she was there. He knew perfectly well that she wouldn’t have been able to just sit in the inn, and when one didn’t know what was happening, the most basic approach was to go someplace with a lot of people and listen very closely – and for that purpose, the port was the best place.


  And his traveling companion had ears of unparalleled sensitivity.


  With her wolf ears capable of hearing a pin drop half a world away, she stood a short distance from him, leaning against the wall, her arms folded in displeasure.


  She had probably seen everything. And even if she hadn’t, it would be easy for her to guess what had happened.


  Lawrence gave a pained smile and shrugged, as though acting like his usual self would be some sort of charm.


  “Should you need wisdom, I’ll lend it,” said Holo, her small chin the only thing visible beneath her hood.


  “That’s fine.”


  “I do wonder just how many times you’ll borrow my wisdom to save another female, though.”


  Lawrence wondered if she was being so straightforward because there wasn’t time for their normal roundabout banter. Or perhaps her patience had simply run out.


  He smiled naturally and replied, “Yet you’re the only one I travel with.”


  Holo did not answer, but with a little hop pushed herself away from the wall, cracking her neck audibly. It was clear that she was tired of these ticklish conversations as well, though if he were to say so she would probably bite his head clean off.


  “I sent Col to follow them.”


  “What did you find out at the port?”


  “I know not. But before you came ashore, I did see a group of people turning angry. I’d set myself up on the third floor of the baker’s shop over there. ’Twas so easy to see, it was to laugh.”


  Which meant that Kieman and Eve weren’t the only group who felt pressed into open action. In a current this strong, Kieman’s smuggling ship could be affected as well.


  Before being taken away, Eve had said she had no intention of selling the narwhal to Reynolds. That suggested that the letter she held had been an approach from him. If there was more to this than a secret agreement between Eve and Kieman, what would happen if a wider perspective were taken?


  Reynolds was on the side of the northern landlords, which meant that there was a limited number of possibilities.


  Was Reynolds both openly and secretly trying to buy the narwhal?


  “I imagine that’s probably because the northerners are trying to find a way to buy the narwhal.”


  “Hmm…”


  “But if that were all, Kieman would have panicked, and Eve wouldn’t have taken the risk of coming to see me. Something totally outside of their expectations must have happened to cause this.”


  Holo took Lawrence’s hand and began to walk. “’Tis a shabby town, this is. It doesn’t seem to have much coin.”


  “That’s right. And Reynolds is supposed to be at the center of this.”


  Reynolds might be able to use box-packing tricks to make a little money, but it wouldn’t get him any great wealth.


  “If he doesn’t have it, he would have to borrow.”


  “Exactly. If Reynolds truly intends to buy the narwhal, it means he’s going to have to collect the capital to do so from somewhere. Ah – so that’s why Kieman and Eve were so upset.”


  From under her hood, Holo finally showed her eyes. Lawrence could see the faint remnants left over from her previously furrowed brow. If she had seen the entire sequence of events, from when he arrived on shore to his meeting with Eve, to their encounter with Kieman and what happened after, she had probably been frowning the entire time.


  Just as Holo did for Col, Lawrence knew that once this was all over, he would have to do something to erase those creases.


  “Money and power are close partners. If the narwhal trade is connected to someone wealthy and powerful, the matter becomes much more complicated. Do you see?”


  Through the ages it was ever thus.


  Holo sneered, as though warning Lawrence not to test her. “… If the food you ordered never arrives, you have but to demand your money returned.”


  Her mind was as quick as ever.


  Lawrence recalled the sight of Eve being dragged away by force. That had happened because things could no longer be settled by record of profit and loss in a ledger.


  “If their meal doesn’t arrive, it’s their practice to demand compensation in money or blood. Which means… if this speculation is correct, there’s only one place Kieman would take Eve.”


  He would fight power with power.


  Reynolds had come to Eve asking to buy the narwhal because he’d suspected the secret agreement she had with Kieman. Which meant there was no telling how much power was poised to strike at Kieman.


  When the time came, having one or two thugs around Kieman wasn’t going to help him.


  Lawrence pulled on Holo’s hand and started walking in the opposite direction. Holo had probably arranged to meet up with Col somewhere, but if Lawrence was right, he knew exactly where that was.


  On they went, through the throngs, and before long they arrived.


  The number of guards had increased since they’d been there the previous day.


  “The church?” Holo murmured, but then her eyes were immediately drawn to something, and there at the end of her gaze was the surprised face of Col.


  “Uh, er, why are you here?” Col asked, having covered himself in a ratty coat to pose as a beggar boy.


  Lawrence was now sure his guess was right.


  “Kieman’s in there, eh? Well, if I’m going to save her I’m going to have to get in and speak to him face-to-face. So how do you think we should attack?” said Lawrence.


  Holo showed her fangs and smiled.


  “What’s your business?”


  As they walked up the stone steps and arrived at the entrance of the church, two guards crossed their spears to bar the way.


  Lawrence had brought Holo and Col (who had changed his clothes) along with him and smiled. “We have business with Lud Kieman of the Rowen Trade Guild.”


  Those were God’s gift, the magic words, but there was no guarantee that the same God still sat on the throne. Unlike the previous day, one of the dour-faced soldiers opened the door and went inside, while the other remained behind, his spear pointed unhesitatingly at Lawrence.


  The plan Holo had proposed was simplicity itself, and the only unusual thing about it was that Col, not Holo, would be at Lawrence’s side.


  “… Inside,” said the soldier, who had gone into the church, once he re-emerged.


  Lawrence smiled at the soldiers when they briefly pulled their spears aside and slipped through the only slightly opened door. Once Col followed him, the door was closed, and they were again greeted with spears.


  “…”


  Forward, they meant.


  Lawrence started walking, and motivated by spearpoint, they continued on through the hall that encircled the sanctuary.


  The church’s interior was so quiet it was eerie, and he felt like he could hear even the candles’ flames. The ceiling was high and the carvings on the wall were intricate, each one beautiful. But each one of them was an otherworldly demon designed to convey the fear and terror of the world, which seemed like some sort of omen.


  Midway through the hallway, the soldiers ordered them to stop in front of a door.


  It seemed to be a storeroom of some kind, and one of the soldiers knocked on the plain wooden door, which was then quietly opened.


  There appeared the face of Kieman’s messenger. Looking Lawrence over, he was clearly not pleased.


  “I would speak with Mr. Kieman.” Lawrence flashed his finest smile.


  He was well aware that this would be dismissed as empty merchants’ charm, so his goal was to irritate the man. For Holo’s simple plan, this was the most effective approach.


  “Do you not get that you were deliberately spared?”


  Threats were best employed suddenly, like a snake striking from the brush. Lawrence was prepared, his counterattack ready.


  “We merchants love to snatch chestnuts from the fire, after all.”


  The instant Lawrence answered, the man reddened and reached for Lawrence’s collar. But Lawrence knew he was coming and was thus unsurprised.


  As the man came at him, Lawrence stepped back and took the opportunity to grab his opponent by the collar, hauling him back out of the room. “And do you not understand that I am here deliberately to negotiate?”


  Lawrence’s smile was unmoved. The soldier hastily tried to separate them, but just then another voice echoed out.


  “Is there a problem?”


  At this Lawrence immediately released the man’s collar, and the other man did likewise.


  Kieman’s calm, elegant voice was irritatingly well suited to the majestic atmosphere of the church. And yet his hair was slightly mussed as he stood in the entrance to the room.


  “I’d like to speak with my acquaintance.”


  “That’s very direct of you. Do you think I will allow that?”


  Kieman’s messenger stood next to him, his dark eyes staring at Lawrence.


  Next to Lawrence, Col straightened himself and stood tall. Lawrence didn’t know whether that was in response to the messenger’s posturing or not, but it gave him a bit of courage nonetheless.


  “I don’t expect it will be easy, no.”


  “How about this? I haven’t the luxury of wasting time on you. Fortunately, this church has many other rooms.” He looked at Lawrence with cold eyes. He had the advantage of numbers.


  But that he was resorting to threats proved he was out of room to maneuver.


  “Of course you do. But I’m surprised you would assume I came here unprepared.”


  “Oh?”


  “No, perhaps I should put it this way – I truly thought you spared me because it would be too much trouble to bring me in.”


  Kieman’s handsome face wrinkled in a frown.


  Lawrence continued rapidly. “Miss Eve tried all sorts of things to bring me over to her side. She even helped me ensure my own safety. For example–” He coughed deliberately. “She sold me several parchments with your signature on them.”


  Kieman’s messenger started to move, but Kieman stopped him. His lips curled into an unpleasant half smile. “I notice your companion isn’t that girl.”


  “She’s the quicker one, after all. And even a girl can carry a few papers in her breast pocket.”


  “…”


  If his dealings with Eve were exposed, Kieman would suffer. Regardless of what actions he took, given the volatility of the situation, there was no telling whether they would be effective or not.


  He surely didn’t want to risk further danger. And what harm could come of letting Lawrence meet with Eve? Little, he would no doubt conclude.


  “Understood.” At these words, Kieman’s messenger looked up at his master’s face. “Escort them in.”


  The faithful messenger chewed his lip in frustration but did as he was told with admirable loyalty. He shot Lawrence a resentful look, but Lawrence knew that it was the masterless stray that was to be feared, not the trained guard dog.


  “If you’ve anything I need, I’ll pay you a fair price for it.” Kieman was a merchant, after all. Lawrence looked at him over his shoulder and nodded with a smile.


  “This way.” The messenger led them to a staircase that led underground from the hallway into what might have been a vault, or perhaps a dungeon from the days when this had been at the front lines of the wars with the pagans.


  As they descended the dark, damp stairs, they encountered an iron door. The messenger knocked in a strange rhythm, and the door was unlocked from the inside.


  “Don’t even consider trying to escape.”


  “Certainly not,” replied Lawrence politely, which made the man grind his teeth.


  Lawrence pushed the door open himself and entered the room. Col followed him, and by the time the door closed behind them, Lawrence had a sense of the individuals in and the circumstances of the room.


  Lit by flickering candlelight and sitting on a tuff of hay was Eve, like some sort of captured princess. She grinned as though having heard some great joke. After a few moments, she seemed to regain her composure. The huge smile had surely been her own way of hiding her embarrassment.


  “I’ve come to talk with you.”


  “And what… joke would you care to hear?”


  Lawrence turned his dagger over to the guard, who checked to make sure neither he nor Col were carrying any weapons. Meanwhile Lawrence looked openly around the room, which indeed seemed to be a cellar of some kind. There were goods stacked here and there, with the open places in the floor covered by blankets or hay. Both food and water had been left, and Eve’s hands weren’t bound.


  He had prepared himself for worse circumstances, so on that count he was genuinely relieved.


  Eve was in fine shape. But whips and clubs weren’t the only ways of making someone talk.


  “The first thing a merchant does in a new town is gather information.”


  “Indeed. I’m surprised he let you in… Ah, the boy’s with you. I see.” Eve had gained enough practical wisdom to guess how Lawrence had gotten in. “Flowers won’t be enough of a gift to give that girl now that you’ve made her wait alone for your return.”


  “… I got a fist in the face the last time.”


  “Ha-ha. She’s a stout one, it’s true.”


  Such conversation would have made for a lovely idle day had it been taking place under sun-dappled eaves. Unfortunately, there was a guard watching them with a sword at his belt. Outside the door was the messenger, and it was even possible that Kieman himself was listening in.


  “Well, I’m just relieved you haven’t been reduced to tearing your bread into small pieces to eat it.”


  “Hmph. Kieman doesn’t have the nerve to hurt me. Reynolds is dirt-poor, so he must’ve found some rich northern backer. And around here, there are only a few rich men. And they’ve no idea how I’m connected to this. About all they can do is yell at me.”


  There was no doubt her ire was directed at the sword-armed guard.


  But given Eve’s style, if he were truly beneath her contempt, she wouldn’t even bother insulting him, so she was probably being considerate of him for having brought her food and water.


  “I’ve told all this to Kieman, but Reynolds’s letter might as well have pulled the ladder out from under me. If he’s trying to use my agreement with Kieman to control me… it’s because I’m useful.”


  Her tone of voice hadn’t changed, but the mood had. Lawrence could swear he heard Col gulp.


  “So it’s true that he has a wealthy, powerful backer?”


  “Kieman suspects as much, but look at Reynolds’s situation –  he’s the most successful trader on the north side, and that’s all he can manage. It’s hard to think of a familiar figure who has such money. Of course, it’s possible that Reynolds is using someone’s knowledge to make a purchase order without actually having the money.”


  “What’s his goal?”


  Eve grinned a toothy grin. “To take money from people like us, who are caught up in a secret narwhal deal.”


  Lawrence found himself smiling; Eve was the one who’d taught him that there were people in the world who could think of anything.


  “By saying, ‘If you don’t want us interfering in your carefully arranged, once-in-a-lifetime gamble, pay up.’”


  “The northerners are fighting a losing battle. It’s hardly surprising some of them are starting to suggest they grab what profit can be had. There are probably others who are mad enough to try to convince the people around them of that, and if they push it, it’ll work. They’ll panic and pay. Of course, we’re probably the only ones bold enough to just sell off the narwhal itself.”


  Since Kieman had access to the church and was at the point where he would even imprison Eve, Lawrence had a sense of just how carefully this too-bold plan had been constructed. The amount of money spent had to be considerable.


  If it was all going to go up in smoke, Kieman might as well pay off Reynolds and try to back out of the purchase, rather than lose everything.


  “Of course, given that Kieman’s holding me here, that means the odds that Reynolds placed a buy order despite not having any money are low. Kieman fears me being taken in by the northerners more than anything else, so him keeping me here means he’s decided Reynolds does have a powerful backer. And as for me… that’s why I came to see you, since there were too many clues along those lines.”


  Eve was former nobility from the kingdom of Winfiel, a half-day’s journey across the channel. To make a chart of all the powerful figures she had once been connected to, it would turn the parchment black with ink.


  Such figures couldn’t act without good cause, but once they had such cause, they could accomplish nearly anything. A secret deal for the narwhal would be an easy target.


  Moreover, if they made Eve out as the villain, they could boost their profits and kill two birds with one stone. It would no longer be a question of whether she would survive the tumult – she might not even be recognizable as a human by then.


  Taking the narwhal and escaping to the south was probably Eve’s greatest wish.


  “I didn’t think it would come to this,” said Eve helplessly, resting her elbow on a rolled-up blanket and leaning back. “If you’ve figured out this much, you should be able to learn the rest by watching the town for a few days. But whether Reynolds has the money or not or has managed to somehow raise it, this will probably be the last time we meet.”


  Her sudden talkativeness must have been a reaction to the broken tension. But now she was either tired or simply satisfied with her words, as she covered her eyes and yawned.


  She still gave off a somehow unflappable, regal aura. The only reason it didn’t seem genuinely divine to Lawrence was because of the short statement she uttered next.


  “They’re all quite skilled here. I’ll be happy if I can die without much pain.”


  Col cried out a bit, and Eve looked up at him with a little smile.


  “D-do you mean they’ll destroy the evidence?”


  “I’ve got a mouth, after all.”


  How many people in the world could shrug so casually as they said such things?


  Lawrence began to say something, but Eve smiled like a young maiden and continued. “And in the end, you went along with my childish selfishness. Such fun…”


  She turned aside, her eyes fixed on some far-off point. Her profile was truly lovely.


  “No matter how terrible the feast, if the last dish is tasty, then it wasn’t for naught,” she said.


  Lawrence felt a pang in his heart, but not out of pity for Eve.


  That reasoning was precisely why he had decided to continue traveling with Holo. As long as he could keep laughing with her, that was all that mattered.


  But if he could ignore everything else, then he wouldn’t be standing in this very situation.


  “What can I do to save you?” Lawrence asked. The guard standing next to him was shocked, but not as much as Eve herself.


  “Is he serious?” said Eve, looking not at Lawrence but at the guard.


  “… I’ve no idea. Unfortunately, I’m no merchant.”


  If things went poorly, she would lose her head and he would be the one chopping it off, but there they were, talking like old friends.


  “But I can say one thing…”


  “You don’t have to. He already knows,” said Eve, interrupting the guard.


  The man looked at Eve for a few moments, then did as he was told and kept silent.


  Lawrence did indeed know what he was going to say.


  Complete despair brought with it a certain calm. But if a single ray of hope pierced that calm, it could bring with it unbearable suffering.


  “If there’s a chance for my salvation, it can be only this,” said Eve, her expression calm, but not because she had a heart of iron. “That Reynolds has raised the money on his own,” she said, closing her eyes. “I’m tired of talking. I haven’t slept in two days.”


  It was said that good news waited while one slept, but when Eve awoke from her deep sleep, she might well be facing the longest sleep of all.


  And yet she lay down, as though she truly intended to sleep. She didn’t seem to want to talk anymore, and Lawrence had heard enough.


  Whether the guard was one of Kieman’s men or had been newly hired, he seemed to have a strong sense of professionalism, and with a quick nod, he patted Lawrence down.


  As Lawrence was receiving his dagger from the man, Col stared hard at Lawrence, either unable or unwilling to understand the exchange they had just had.


  Lawrence put his hand on the boy’s head and said nothing.


  Then, as they left the room, he turned and left Eve with one final statement.


  “Sleep well.”


  Eve raised her hand casually in response, but the gesture was strangely memorable.


  When they emerged from underground, Lawrence and Col met with the messenger’s glare. He had probably heard their entire conversation and would report everything to Kieman, but Lawrence doubted any of it would be of any use to him.


  Both Eve and Lawrence were merchants, and nothing was less trustworthy than the words of merchants.


  Merchants did not need words to convey their true intentions.


  “Did you have a worthwhile conversation?” Kieman asked upon their return to his room, where he did not look up from the parchment over which he leaned. His cheek had traces of ink on it.


  “Oh, indeed. Miss Eve is quite a conversationalist.”


  Kieman signed the paper with swiftness that was audible, then passed it off to his underling and turned to the next one. The missives surely ranged from information collection to negotiations, to threats and pleas.


  The larger the scale of something, the vaster its power. But that was nothing to the havoc that could be wreaked when it changed direction.


  “Will the trade I mediated be canceled?”


  Kieman was at the utter limits of his ability as he read letters and prepared their replies, but his activity ceased at Lawrence’s question. The question seemed to require him to use his head a bit.


  “Suppose you lock a baker away in your own shop, but then you go to his to buy bread. Would you consider that a problem of theology?”


  “So long as there are money and goods, you don’t need another person there to conduct business.”


  “That’s true, but we must discover whether there is actually bread waiting to bought. We can always let the baker return to his bakery, but by that point there’s no way to be sure he doesn’t hold a grudge. We heard he’d bought poison from another shop, you see, so in a panic we locked him away, and…”


  “And you’ll know whether the poison was bought to kill mice or mixed in with the bread only when you actually eat it.”


  Kieman’s hand scratched over the parchment again, and he finally looked up at Lawrence. “Or when the mice die.”


  He had locked up a dangerous individual in order to keep a difficult situation from getting worse. That was the sort of idea that only Kieman, who controlled so many people, could come up with.


  He couldn’t try to torture the truth out of Eve, because depending on the circumstances, injuring her could mean danger for him. But in complicated situations, even Holo would agree that eliminating the source of the problem was the right choice.


  “In any case, the wolf seems to like you, so do please mind your own safety. You seem to have taken certain precautions at least.” He seemed to be wryly making reference to the threats Lawrence had made in order to see Eve.


  He wondered what sort of face Kieman would make if he learned that Holo did not actually have possession of any inconvenient documents. The notion made him smile. “Thank you for your consideration,” he answered.


  “Now then, if you’ll show our guests out,” said Kieman to his messenger, ending the conversation and setting his pen into motion once more.


  The man bowed politely and took Lawrence and Col back to the front entrance. All entering guests had to visibly leave. If the numbers didn’t match up, it meant without question that something strange was happening.


  “Remember this, merchant,” spat the messenger through the open space in the door once Lawrence had passed through it. Before Lawrence could reply, the door closed with a loud slam.


  The two guards each looked furtively at Lawrence out of the corners of their eyes.


  Lawrence made a show of straightening his collar. “Thank you for your fine work.”


  After putting the church behind them, Lawrence and Col did not return to the inn, instead making for a corner on a street in the smithing district, where blacksmiths made daggers and horseshoes. The shop there produced forty or fifty daggers per week, and even in towns some distance away, it was common to see blades with its name upon them.


  Lawrence and Col entered the shop without a word. Lawrence was deep in thought, and Col seemed not to want to speak.


  For travelers without money, death was unfortunately a common occurrence – from sickness, hunger, age, or even accidental injury. Whatever the reason, it was not rare for them to embark on the final, eternal journey.


  And yet Col’s hardened face told of his inability to accept that such a journey awaited Eve.


  “Does it anger you?” Lawrence asked, which made Col hesitate, then shake his head – but after a few moments, he nodded.


  “It’s only because of Holo’s and my selfishness that you’re in this situation. No one will blame you if you leave.” Lawrence explained the danger they were inviting.


  But this time Col shook his head decisively. “If closing my eyes would make unfair things disappear, I would do that.”


  He represented a third point of view, different from either Lawrence’s or Holo’s.


  Lawrence nodded and faced forward, and Col did likewise. And yet the boy still seemed to have trouble confronting reality.


  “Miss Eve, she… she can still be saved, can’t she?”


  Many merchants loved to count their chickens before they hatched, but found it still difficult to make hasty promises. “At the very least, that’s what I’m hoping and working for.”


  Lawrence wouldn’t be surprised if his words sounded like a dodge, but they contained many shades of meaning.


  Eve had said there was only one way for her to survive, and that was for Reynolds to gather sufficient funds to buy the narwhal outright, either for himself or for the northerners.


  In that situation alone the deal would collapse into a simple exchange of goods, and like a burglar frightened into sudden silence by a sound, Kieman would gradually begin the work of cleaning up afterward.


  But that path was not lit by as much as a single lamp, and the way through was cloaked in darkness.


  The state of Reynolds’s shop was the proof of that, and one didn’t have to be from Kerube to guess at the condition of his coin purse.


  The odds were one in a thousand. Maybe one in ten thousand.


  “So his scheme with the copper coin boxes… it won’t be enough?


  Col had been the one to discover Reynolds’s manipulation of the crates carrying the copper coins shipped down the Roam River. The number he received was different from the number he shipped – he sent out more than he received.


  “About all we can imagine there is that he’s avoiding paying taxes on the number of boxes he imports. It won’t be enough to buy the narwhal.”


  “…”


  Col looked down, as though stewing in a sea of thought.


  Lawrence knew that fixating on one thing to the exclusion of all others was a bad habit of his, so when he saw such a perfect example of that very same trait right in front of him, it made it harder to correct.


  “It’s important to think hard about these things, but…”


  “Huh?”


  “First we have to protect ourselves. That’s the predicament we’re in now.”


  Lawrence nudged Col forward, urging him on, and once Col understood, he started running.


  The boy was too honest. If Lawrence had explained everything to him, his trepidation at coming to this place would have been all too obvious.


  For a craft district, the streets in the blacksmiths’ quarter were quite wide, and being frequently used to transport heavy materials, their paving was of good quality. In the twisting, crowded streets elsewhere, locals could navigate much more quickly. But on fine pavement and easily traveled streets, it was travelers themselves who were swifter.


  Pulling up the hem of his robe, Col ran with admirable quickness.


  “Wait! You bastards!”


  It was common enough to see a merchant chasing after a thief – but quite rare to see a thug chasing after a merchant.


  The smiths making knives, spoons, files and nails, spoons, and bowls looked up from their polishing and hammering in curiosity.


  A kidnapping could hardly take place while others watched.


  By the time Lawrence and Col dashed out of the smithing district, exhaling white puffs of breath, their pursuers were suddenly nowhere to be seen.


  But that didn’t mean they had given up. They were surely using their knowledge of the town to circle around and head Lawrence off.


  Col looked up at Lawrence like a loyal sheepdog waiting for a command, but of course, he also anticipated what was coming.


  “Soon, I’d think.”


  And just as Lawrence spoke, a short, thin beggar appeared from an alley ahead of them.


  “Ah–”


  No sooner did Col utter the sound than he and Lawrence ran after the beggar. Saying nothing, the beggar disappeared back into the alley.


  Unlike the streets they had just been on, these were complicated and twisty and fairly difficult to navigate for those unfamiliar with them. The beggar made good, easy speed, and Lawrence and Col were pressed just keeping up.


  They seemed to follow forever, and just as Lawrence began to break a sweat, the beggar stopped and looked back at them.


  “’Tis far enough, aye?” Holo’s breath was short, but under the ragged coat she’d borrowed from Col, her face was happy. No doubt such chases got her wolf’s blood rushing. “So I take it you were able to see the vixen?”


  “She seemed better than I’d guessed.”


  “My, my. Still–” said Holo, peering at Col, who had taken back his coat and promptly covered his head with it. “When you say she was well, was she like this one here?”


  A tangled knot that was impossible to untie could cause problems, and there was no telling what its threads might be connected to. It made sense to simply dispose of it.


  Holo pinched Col’s right cheek, and he smiled.


  “She was tenacious yet somehow upstanding, I’ll bet.”


  “… You don’t seem to hate Eve as much as you claim to.”


  At these words, Holo grinned meaningfully, and she gestured to the north with her chin. “’Twas a riot at the port, as though a bonfire had been kindled.”


  “Did someone make a move?” It was Col who asked the question, his cheek still midpinch.


  Lawrence felt bad for thinking it, but having someone around who was more nervous than he was made him feel calmer. The situation was fluid, and no matter how wary they were, if they simply waited around, their chance to bring about the best outcome would vanish.


  But if they saw their chance, they would have to take it. Lawrence nodded, prompting Holo to continue.


  “Reynolds seemed so humble the other night, but he’s quite the actor. Now he’s full of boasting. The oppressed can be strong –  they wish to pay back in full those who’ve made them suffer, after all.”


  “He was negotiating? With the southerners?”


  “He kept railing that he was a customer, demanded to be shown what he was buying. I’ve no particular hatred for the people of this side, but I had to laugh at their nervousness.”


  Lawrence and Col shared a look. If Reynolds wanted to see the goods, it was clear where he would go next.


  “Ah, I suppose your ears cannot hear them. They’re three blocks away from us.”


  “But does that mean he’s actually raised the money to buy it?” asked Lawrence.


  Holo tilted her head, and despite what she was doing to him, Col’s gaze was far away. Just as his face wrinkled in thought, something occurred to Lawrence.


  “D-does he have the money?” Col was the first to speak up.


  In the dark alley, Holo’s ears swiveled as she answered. “’Twas a war of words. He demanded to see the goods, while they demanded to see the money. They were out of their seats in anger, and this Reynolds fellow matched them every time.”


  “Mr. Lawrence–”


  “Yes, but… why? What could this mean?”


  Holo’s shoulders shook with laughter. She’d abandoned thinking about it anymore, seemingly saying that it was a man’s duty to save a captured woman.


  “It would be strange for him to have the coin. No matter how quickly he’s been able to rally support, it still takes time to turn that into cash. So has he had it hidden away all this time?”


  If so, there was no reason to wait until things had gotten so out of hand. As it was there was enough risk of someone like Kieman taking some kind of irreparable independent action.


  And then there was an issue Lawrence had long considered ever since they had started chasing the wolf bones – moving a large amount of cash was like moving a giant. Someone was always sure to notice.


  So how could he have collected enough money to buy the narwhal without anyone realizing it?


  Lawrence was well aware of how clever town merchants could be. They watched over the ports, always careful to note who was dealing in how much goods. Goods were physical things, and physical things could be observed. Which meant that if Kieman determined that Reynolds didn’t have the money that had to be the truth.


  “I know not how. But ’twill be simple enough to discover the truth.” Holo stretched and took a deep breath.


  Her eyes narrowed, and she looked off into the distance as though she were reminiscing, although Lawrence was sure Reynolds was in that same direction.


  “We know their move. They will go to the church.”


  “Why? How does he have the money? Whose is it?”


  Kieman was at the church; so was Eve.


  What sort of farce would happen when Reynolds’s party arrived in force, dragging crates of money with them?


  Money was money, no matter what – so the saying went – but that simply wasn’t true. What kind of money it was, whose it was, its provenance – these things were all of deep importance.


  Kieman and the others had to be terrified.


  Already busy with destroying evidence, now their subordinates were probably fleeing with important documents like rats from a sinking ship. And when it came out that Eve was being held in the church cellar, who would be in the worst position?


  Naturally that would be Kieman and Kieman’s superior, Chief Jeeta.


  It was impossible for Reynolds not to have realized the secret deal between Eve and Kieman. And as the backbone of the northern landlords’ support, he would have learned of Eve’s sudden disappearance. A bit of thought would make her location clear, at which point all he had to decide was what sort of hole to drop them all in.


  Being completely on the defensive, Kieman and the rest could do nothing but run. Lawrence wondered if he had already dragged Eve out of the cellar and begun running her through the alleyways.


  But Kieman wasn’t the only one with spies and lookouts all over the town. And how many of those were foolish enough to overlook important figures like Kieman and Eve if they were exposed? If they were discovered escaping, excuses would be less and less effective.


  This was what it meant to have one’s back against the wall.


  “Mr. Lawrence, at this rate, Miss Eve will–” Col cried, grabbing Lawrence’s shoulder.


  Kieman and his comrades were out of time. They had no way to discover whose money it was that Reynolds held. So what action could he take in order to protect himself?


  The answer was simple. He’d surround himself with only those who would agree on a story with him.


  There was no chance Eve would be among that group.


  “I see three paths.”


  The transformed wolf who dwelled within wheat yet refused to be called a god narrowed her eyes at the pinprick of torchlight that lit the end of the alleyway.


  “One, you can give up. Two, ask me for help. Three–”


  “–Go see for ourselves.”


  Holo smiled an unfriendly smile. “Go… and do what?”


  “Things will work out one way or another. When you’re cornered, nothing’s more powerful than a little misdirection. With no way to be sure of the truth one way or another, whoever makes the most irrefutable argument wins.”


  “If you can convince Kieman, the vixen may yet be saved.”


  Col’s eyes flicked unblinkingly back and forth between Holo and Lawrence, as though he were being forced to watch a drama he didn’t want to see.


  “So are you sure?”


  Lawrence couldn’t look Col in the eyes. Growing up meant learning how to deceive one’s own self above all others.


  “Even if not, we have to move,” said Lawrence.


  “But that’s–”


  “Not every problem has a satisfactory solution.”


  At Holo’s words, Col’s eyes filled up with tears. “But, but then, Miss Holo, you could–”


  “If you were to break into someplace with so many people, could you make sure that they were all unharmed?” Lawrence asked Holo, carefully lowering his voice.


  At his question, she scratched her cheek and cocked her head. “If the building does not collapse once I smash through the stained glass, aye. Else…”


  Lawrence recalled the church’s great bell tower. Anything so tall, be they toy blocks or brick, sacrificed stability for height. If the building fell, even Holo might not escape safely, and many people would surely be trapped in the rubble.


  That said, attacking the front entrance of the church would put them in front of countless spears.


  Holo was not a god.


  She was not.


  “We can still run now, if we wish. There are good and bad in your pack, and not all of them are your enemies, aye?”


  Betting on that possibility certainly was an option.


  When Kieman’s plans became public, he would certainly be considered the ringleader. Lawrence was merely a poor traveling merchant he’d used. Lawrence surely had comrades who would support him as such.


  “…”


  Wilting with despair, Col wasn’t even bothering to dry his tears.


  The boy had journeyed south in an attempt to save his own village. To do that would have taken not just firm resolve and strength, but also greater kindness as well.


  Eve had looked at Col as though he shone, and it was that light that caused her to treat him so kindly.


  “There are many options we can choose, but only one outcome can result.”


  “Should we not then decide the outcome we want and make our choices thereby?”


  Travelers sometimes had to leave behind belongings and opportunities and even friends or injured people they encountered by the roadside. Sometimes they pulled at one’s hair or clung to one’s clothes.


  So what of Eve?


  Lawrence thought back to her strange honesty – she had said she was tired and slept, lying down right there on the spot.


  He could guess at what would happen.


  There were always infinite choices, but there could only ever be a single result. Dramatic turnarounds were uncommon, because the natural progression of events was a difficult force to resist.


  “If Reynolds were handling shipments of gold coins…”


  “Hmm?”


  “… Using the method Col discovered, he could’ve put aside quite a lot of capital.”


  Lawrence had once been attacked by a pack of wolves on a snowy mountain. He and his party had had to leave a friend with a broken leg behind and escape into a woodcutter’s cabin. Unable to stay quiet, they had chattered the night away, faces flushed as though they’d been drinking, yet there was no wine.


  “Taxes are no more than twenty or thirty percent of the value of the goods. Still, twenty percent of a crate of gold coins is a huge amount of money. Of course, the coin counts are much stricter for gold, so he couldn’t have used the same method, I don’t think.”


  Lawrence held Col’s shoulders, and with his eyes gestured for Holo to start walking. If they were going to flee, they would need to take advantage of the chaos.


  “Hmm. The scheme Col noticed – ’twould work better the other way, I should think.”


  “The other way?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo stepped over a stick that was leaning against a wall. “Aye,” she answered. “He brings in sixty crates, then sends along fifty-eight. If he keeps two full crates of copper coins, that’s quite a bit of profit, is it not?”


  “Yes, true. Or he could receive sixty and send sixty along.”


  “But that would just amount to breaking even, would it not?”


  “Oh? The crates he’d send along would simply contain fewer coins than the ones he receives down the river, and he’d pocket the difference. At that rate I’ll bet he could put aside a bit more than two crates’ worth every time. Of course, in doing so the Debau Company would take a loss.”


  So how would that work? Lawrence wondered to himself.


  “Huh?” Col said hastily, looking up at them.


  The only reason Lawrence was not surprised by this was because he was too preoccupied with the hole he had just discovered in his reasoning.


  “I just said something odd, didn’t I?”


  Holo looked back and forth between Col and Lawrence quizzically.


  Lawrence thought back to his own words. Frantically.


  Reynolds’s copper coin-importing scheme would yield only a small profit. To make a large profit, he would have to hit either the Debau Company or the Winfiel kingdom with a significant loss.


  “The absolute number of copper coins won’t change. What changes is the number of crates, the tax, and… and?” The last word stuck in Lawrence’s throat out of sheer frustration as he knew he was missing something obvious.


  Col was almost gagging, as though he had a fish bone caught in his throat. By the time Lawrence realized it was Col’s sheer nervousness that was stopping him from speaking, the answer exploded into his head with a flash.


  “The payment! If he can’t reverse the money he’s trading, he just does it with the payment itself! The Debau Company wouldn’t be troubled at all! Because–”


  “–If the accounts all balance in the end, there’s no problem. No problem at all! I wonder what instructions have come downriver to Reynolds? That would explain why he could have a huge amount of cash somewhere yet hesitate to use it! That’s it!”


  Everything he had seen and heard in Kerube finally connected as though by a single thread. It explained how Reynolds had been able to prepare enough money to buy the narwhal as well as all the incongruities Lawrence had felt.


  The money was Reynolds’s.


  Even if he did have someone backing him, they were far, far away. They wouldn’t have a single notion of what was happening in Kerube. By the time word reached them, everything would be over, which was exactly why Reynolds was placing his pawns in the church.


  If he could gain just cause, all would be forgiven.


  It wasn’t amusing, but Lawrence couldn’t stop the smile that spread over his face. He wasn’t going to let Reynolds snatch all the profit away before his very eyes.


  Everything was within his reach. And the time to grasp it was now!


  “Let’s go,” said Lawrence and started running. “Come, what are you–” He looked over his shoulder and called out.


  “I am not going,” said Holo, standing and smiling.


  “Now of all times? It’s fine! I’m not jumping to conclusions –  the reasoning is true.”


  Holo shook her head. “’Tis not what I mean,” she said.


  “So–” What? Lawrence didn’t finish his sentence.


  “I’ve no wish to see you parading about in front of other females,” said Holo like a bashful maiden, sticking her tongue out as she smiled.


  Where had she learned to act like that?


  Lawrence could only smile, as she wanted him to.


  “I suppose I can’t say I’m shocked.”


  “Mm. You can leave me behind and run off, can’t you?”


  Lawrence closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Eve’s words had been heavy with meaning.


  Mere flowers would not be enough of a present for Holo.


  “Col.”


  “Yes! Leave it to me!” Col’s tear-streaked smile was genuine. If he had to leave Holo in someone else’s care and feel security rather than jealousy, Col was the only person he had.


  “Heh. I suppose ’tis not such a poor arrangement.” Holo smiled and exhaled a short sigh. “Now then, you should go. They may be strutting around as though ’tis a festival day, but they’ll arrive soon.”


  Understanding her meaning, Lawrence turned on his heel and ran, though he knew it was dangerous to turn his back on someone in an alley. He looked over his shoulder.


  
    
  

  There were Holo and Col, waving at him.


  A moment’s glance was enough. Lawrence ran. He ran to the church.


  Emerging from an alleyway in front of the church, Lawrence found it to be oddly busy.


  Once the curtain of night fell, ordinary citizens would be in their homes, smacking their lips over dinner. The only ones who knew about what was transpiring here were merchants, compelled by their curiosity to watch, but swirling about at a safe distance away, out of fear of the possible consequences.


  Which meant the space in front of the church was clear, as the crowd waited for the arrival of Reynolds and his cohorts.


  It was indeed the calm before the storm.


  And in that calm, Lawrence walked straight up the open path and made directly for the church.


  “…”


  At first neither the guards nor the onlookers understood what was happening. They seemed to think he was some sort of formal messenger.


  All eyes were on Lawrence, but no one moved, and it was only as he went to enter the church that a single guard finally shouted at him from behind.


  But Lawrence did not, of course, stop.


  The door was already wide-open in anticipation of Reynolds’s arrival, and once within it, he turned immediately right, heading down the hallway.


  Farther in he saw what he thought were letters dropped in midcarry, illuminated by the candles in the walls.


  The door to Kieman’s room was half-open. Lawrence pushed unhesitatingly past it and went inside, but no one was there.


  Suddenly attacked by a wave of vertigo, Lawrence realized how quickly events were moving. Please let me be in time, he cried out in his mind, running to the stairs that led into the cellar.


  He saw a faint light from farther down.


  Someone had to be there, but the silence worried him. He started descending the stairs, hoping against hope.


  Then, perhaps having heard his footsteps, a man emerged and started coming up. His clothes had blood on them, the sight of which made the hairs on Lawrence’s body stand up.


  “Y-you–”


  The man was shorter than Lawrence and the stairs were steep, and Lawrence used both of these to their full advantage. He dug his nails into the man’s face, then with a dull thud slammed his head against the wall. The man then slid to the floor.


  In his hand was a silver dagger, which Lawrence hadn’t noticed before.


  Lawrence kept running, pushing the iron cellar door open and bounding in.


  At the sight that greeted him, he shouted with all his might. “Please, stop!”


  All but one flinched in surprise.


  Kieman was the first to turn around, then the man who had guarded the room. Eve’s head was held fast by the man’s thick arms, a blank expression on her face.


  Her arms were bound behind her, her legs tied; perhaps they wanted to avoid a struggle. Perhaps they had chosen not to slit her throat because of the bloody mess that would result.


  “Please, wait! There’s no need for this!”


  The guard’s eyes went to Kieman, and Lawrence could tell his grip loosened slightly.


  Eve wasn’t dead yet.


  Just as Lawrence came to this realization, Kieman came at him, his face blank and his hair wild. “Who put you to this?! Who paid you off?! Tell me, merchant!”


  Kieman’s composure was gone, and when he grabbed Lawrence’s collar, Lawrence saw that his thumbnail was chewed ragged. But Kieman was not his enemy, not now.


  Lawrence lowered his stance and let Kieman’s energy take him over, grabbing his waist and flipping him end to end.


  Kieman saw the floor and ceiling trade places in an instant. “Guh–” he croaked like a frog, struggling under Lawrence’s weight.


  “You’ve got to release Eve! Immediately!” Lawrence said, straddling Kieman and holding a dagger to his throat.


  The guard had no grudge with Eve but was probably not unfamiliar with the grisly business at hand. Now Lawrence just had to wait for him to decide what he would do. Lawrence never took his eyes off Kieman for a moment, and eventually the guard decided that a turnaround was impossible.


  In the corner of his vision, Lawrence saw the man release Eve, raising both hands lightly.


  “Is she breathing?” Lawrence asked.


  “She should just be unconscious,” came the answer.


  It wasn’t hard for someone experienced with strangulation to first render an opponent unconscious before taking his or her life. How long the flame of one’s life stayed lit was up to the individual.


  “Mer… chant… you–” Whether he was finally coming back to reality or the difficulty he was having breathing due to the weight on his back was calming him down, Kieman’s voice was strained, and he glared at Lawrence out of the corner of one eye.


  “If Eve’s alive, I have some welcome news for you.”


  “What do you mean?” The guard slapped Eve’s face, and she immediately uttered a short groan.


  She wasn’t dead. Lawrence was genuinely surprised at how relieved he felt to know that someone who had once tried to kill him was still alive.


  Kieman seemed to still be suffering, probably because he could hear the sound of a large number of people entering the church. It was only a matter of time before they were found and Eve was brought to Reynolds.


  “Mr. Reynolds managed to raise the money on his own.”


  “That can’t be!” Kieman nearly tried to jump to his feet, despite the knife at his throat – that’s how shocking the news was.


  And yet it was true. It was the only possibility.


  “I’m a mere traveling merchant, so I’ve got my hands full trying to turn my own profit. My interests are opposed to Reynolds’s, so I can’t let him take everything.”


  Kieman wore a dubious expression, which wasn’t surprising –  he didn’t understand.


  Lawrence turned his gaze away from Kieman and directed it at Eve.


  “… What… have you found…?”


  It was Eve’s hoarse voice that spoke up, as she righted herself with the guard’s help. Despite having just been on the verge of death, that was her first question.


  “I came here in pursuit of the wolf bones, you see.”


  And Lawrence told them everything he knew. Both Kieman and Eve were even more capable than Lawrence was at telling lies from truth. And then–


  “Please get off me, Mr. Lawrence,” said Kieman quietly, looking up at the ceiling.


  Eve smiled faintly.


  Lawrence did as he was requested, since both of them were merchants of higher status than him.


  “Can it be done?” Lawrence sheathed his dagger as Kieman coughed and sat up, tidying his hair and straightening his collar.


  “It must be. Of course–” Kieman’s gaze fixed upon the person whose life he had very nearly taken, and he continued smoothly. “That is assuming she doesn’t betray us.”


  “Well, there’s a chance to make some money.”


  Eve opened and closed her hand, making a show of rubbing her neck.


  “God’s face looked sort of like the old man’s. I’ll have to make sure next time I see him.”


  “We’ll just have to make enough to pay for the trip to heaven.”


  Once they started moving, they would work quickly. Lawrence knew he could depend on their abilities, since he still remembered how terrified he was when those same abilities were directed at him.


  Eve spoke in a reverent voice, befitting someone who had come back to life in a church. “Ah, it’s true, we merchants are a mad and sinful lot.”


  The group that entered the church was a strange one. Reynolds was at its head, followed by a series of retainers that deferentially carried small boxes, which were probably packed with gold coins.


  It looked almost like a bride accompanied by her dowry, but what he’d brought into the holy sanctuary were gold coins whose shine defied the glory of God.


  From their size, the boxes looked to contain perhaps one hundred coins. And there were fifteen boxes. They had been stacked ostentatiously in front of the narwhal, which in turn was in front of the altar, and before it all stood a proud, boastful Reynolds. He had placed himself where normally only a priest or bishop would stand, and in the pews for the faithful congregation the powerful southerners were assembled.


  For merchants as successful as Reynolds, deals valuing thousands of gold coins were not rare. But when they were conducted by movement of physical coins, that was another matter entirely.


  
    
  

  Merchants conducted business with verbal and written contracts because hard coin was as rare and valuable as any treasure. And when a large amount of coin was collected in one place, word would always get out. And when those coins were gold, it would always wind up recorded in the money changers’ ledgers. So it was hardly surprising to see so many praying figures in the pews, faintly illuminated by the dim candlelight.


  Reynolds’s attack had been perfectly executed.


  “Come! In answer to your request, I have brought my gold to this holy place! You must fulfill your part of the contract!”


  His belly was large, his cheeks jowly. Back in his shabby little trading house, those features had made him seem equally shabby, but now they were signifiers of dignity and power. His voice carried loud and high, like a stage performer giving the performance of his life.


  “As the second master of the Jean Company, I have come to record a trade that will go down in our history!”


  With a splash the narwhal stirred, perhaps reacting to his voice or the tense air in the sanctuary. And then the room fell quiet, as though water had indeed been spilled upon it.


  Lawrence moved away from where he had been watching the proceedings through a cracked door in the hallway and returned to the candlelit room.


  Immediately after Reynolds had led his procession to the church, a man claiming to be one of Chief Jeeta’s subordinates came for Kieman, but Kieman had sent him off without a moment’s hesitation. Whether or not the plan succeeded, he would be held responsible, and if it did succeed, Chief Jeeta would have to stay silent.


  Of course, Lawrence wasn’t a bit worried. Kieman and Eve had prepared a sharp-edged weapon with which to impale Reynolds.


  Lawrence wondered if there was a merchant in the world who could face their combined anger and emerge unhurt.


  He thought of Reynolds, proudly strutting around the altar, and couldn’t help but feel a bit bad for him.


  “That’s everything I can think of, I believe.”


  “With taxes, shipping fees, and hush money, I suppose that will about suffice. I’ve seen the Debau Company, and they should be able to hide something of this scale.”


  Between Kieman’s pen dancing over parchment and tallying figures and Eve’s top-to-bottom knowledge of trade routes, it was easy for them to work out the dealings of a single trading company. For a traveling merchant who went about with his cart and horse buying and selling goods as he went, it was a terrifying sight.


  “Mr. Lawrence, how’s the sanctuary?”


  “As we expected. Reynolds is being relentless, but naturally the southerners can’t respond immediately. That should give us some time.”


  Lawrence wasn’t participating in the pair’s operational planning, instead just reporting his observations. Yet mysteriously, this didn’t bother him at all.


  “Well, shall we move?” Kieman asked, at which Eve nodded, as did Lawrence.


  The plan to monopolize the narwhal was no longer viable, but that didn’t mean there still wasn’t profit to be had.


  Simply put, Reynolds now figured into Eve and Kieman’s discussion over how to divide the proceeds from the narwhal. Of course, whether that was voluntary or compulsory was not a matter of debate.


  “Here. Your last job.” Eve couldn’t wait for the ink to dry, so she scattered sand on the parchment before rolling it up and thrusting it at Lawrence. Her joking tone elicited an apologetic smile from Kieman.


  Lawrence thought he understood why Eve herself wasn’t smiling. As he took the parchment from Eve, he didn’t expect her to say it out loud.


  “I’d hoped to meet you on the river,” she said.


  “Better for me to see you off on your travels under the sun. After all, I’m the merchant you cheated.”


  Eve’s eyes narrowed, but she said no more.


  For his part, Kieman seemed to have roughly guessed from that exchange how his original plan would have played out. He grinned tiredly and shook his head.


  “Now then, if you’ll be so kind as to wait here.” Lawrence left the pair with those words, and as he exited the room and passed through into the hallway, he got the same old glare from Kieman’s messenger, who was posted there.


  Evidently the blood on his clothing was from having been kicked in the nose when trying to restrain Eve. Lawrence flashed the man a merchant’s smile in spite of himself, probably because he just didn’t like the man very much. Satisfied with that, he headed down the corridor.


  Here and there were groups of people gathered around the dim candlelight, whispering to one another. Were they even now trying to come up with some sort of scheme, or were they simply conferring on what might happen next?


  Either way, Lawrence held in his hand the letter that would overturn the ceremony that was currently taking place in the church’s majestic sanctuary. He naturally walked a little taller.


  Now he was the protagonist. Armed with that knowledge, he approached the guards posted at the sanctuary door and spoke with them, then strode inside with his head held high and a serious expression on his face.


  A strange murmur ran through the sanctuary, and Reynolds was the only one still wearing a brave, arrogant smile.


  “Mr. Reynolds,” murmured Lawrence, having made his way through the crowd and now standing in front of the altar.


  He was not unknown to the man.


  Reynolds faced him and greeted him with exaggerated pleasure, as though meeting an old friend. “Well, well! What have we here?”


  It was a fine act. Reynolds was indeed not a merchant to be trifled with.


  “Yes, actually, a certain woman asked me to deliver this.”


  It did not take very much time for Reynolds to understand that this referred to Eve. “Oh ho.” For just an instant, a look of revolting avarice flashed across his face; it was well suited to the flickering candlelight. He was surely thinking that joining his capital to hers for the sake of expedience could save him some effort.


  “It seems to be a request for trade.” Lawrence produced the letter from his breast pocket, which made Reynolds’s grin only widen. Given the circumstances, he was obviously thinking he would be able to use her as he liked.


  He excitedly opened the letter, like a young lad opening a love note.


  Lawrence congratulated himself on not laughing at the face he made next.


  “Given that you trade in a large volume of goods, Mr. Reynolds, she requests an inspection of your ledgers. Said inspection will be conducted by a keen-eyed representative of my trade guild.”


  “… Ah… er…”


  “We have evidence regarding your trade in copper coins, showing that you received fifty-eight crates from the Debau Company but sent sixty to the Winfiel kingdom – though at first we assumed you were merely evading tariffs.”


  Sweat dripped off Reynolds’s face as Lawrence murmured into his ear. It was as though Lawrence’s breath was too hot, and Reynolds was a wax figurine.


  “But you weren’t manipulating tariffs to make a bit of coin on the side. You were cooperating with the Debau Company to shift large amounts of capital downstream.”


  Depending on the packing method, the number of coins in a crate could differ. Using that little trick, they could transfer the money covertly.


  “You received payment for sixty crates from Winfiel, then paid Debau for fifty-eight. So long as you look at each transaction separately, they seem to add up in the ledger. But as to whether the number of coins in the crates matches the amount paid – that’s not clear from the books.”


  Reynolds’s face had gone pale, and his eyes flicked back and forth crazily.


  “But if we compare imports and exports, it’s clear that each time the two-crate difference remains at the Jean Company, doesn’t it? And you can use that method for all sorts of things.”


  That was what Lawrence had said when he’d heard Col’s answer to the riddle. The reason he had begun to wonder whether the trick might be seeing more use was because there were so many types of goods where it would apply.


  Just as there were too many people in the world for one to believe that one was the protagonist.


  “Copper ore, lead, tin, brass, and goods made from them. So long as they have a standard shape and are round, you can do this. The Roef mines are rich with metals, are they not?”


  “N-no… but–”


  “Are you suggesting that this is simply a secret shift of capital? I’m afraid that simply isn’t so. Shall we send my people to visit the Debau Company? When I first noticed your dishonesty, the first thing I assumed was that you were trying to avoid tariffs. But taxes are important. What would happen if the Debau Company was unwilling to pay theirs?”


  Reynolds’s face began to twitch and jiggle like a shaking child’s.


  Two birds, one stone.


  That’s what nearly anyone would say had they hit upon this plan.


  “Your method lets the Debau Company evade taxation, too. Each time they trade copper coin with the Jean Company, they lose two crates of coins from their books. And if there’s no profit, they don’t have to pay taxes. Now, then–”


  Lawrence paused to clear his throat, and Reynolds took the opportunity.


  “What do you want? How much? What’s your goal? Tell me!” Even caught off guard, Reynolds managed to control himself well enough not to raise his voice.


  Lawrence put a hand on his shoulder as though to calm him, smiled, and continued.


  “I am a mere messenger. Such negotiations…” He glanced over his shoulder past the crowd in the hallway. “… Will need to be discussed with my associates there.”


  What was left of Reynolds’s pride prevented him from collapsing to his knees on the spot. It would have been one thing if they had been the sort of merchants who could be cajoled or bribed. But the people waiting past the hallway at the entrance for Reynolds were misers who would happily commit murder.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’m a mere traveling merchant trying to find some wolf bones, after all,” Lawrence said, turning and walking away.


  As he passed Kieman and Eve, he briefly shook their hands. The two of them were quite capable of cooking Reynolds’s goose – of that he had no doubt.


  He walked along the corridor, passing the grim-faced merchants there.


  He wasn’t the hero.


  He wasn’t a great merchant.


  He wasn’t meant for a grand stage, nor did he have strings he could pull at will.


  As he emerged from the church’s front door, the sun was completely down, and the torches behind him cast long shadows out into the night.


  When he looked back, the grand structure was given a strangely ominous majesty, being lit from below as it was by the torchlight.


  He descended the stone steps, passed through the crowd gathered to watch the commotion at the church, and continued on.


  It wasn’t that he was particularly confident. There was simply a place he had to go. A familiar scene in a familiar building.


  He entered through the door he himself had left open, climbing the creaking stairs to the third floor. His eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the darkness, so the hall was a bit dark, but he could tell where the door was.


  He stood in front of it and knocked twice, slowly.


  A presence on the other side of the door moved, and the door was soon opened.


  From the open door leaked candlelight and the smell of food. It had been a dizzying few days. Nonetheless, Lawrence smiled and spoke.


  “I’m back.”


  Holo and Col replied, “Welcome back.”


  The door gently closed behind him.




  
    
  

  Final Act


  In the end, they never quite found out what sort of absurd deal Kieman and Eve had forced down Reynolds’s throat. But going by the fact that the narwhal trade between Reynolds and the southerners – which had very nearly ended in disaster – wound up concluding smoothly, he must have accepted the involvement of the Rowen Trade Guild.


  Reynolds still technically purchased the narwhal, but in exchange for silence about his dishonesty and the Debau Company’s tax evasion, the profits would go to the southerners via the Rowen Trade Guild.


  Or something roughly along those lines.


  In order to quiet the northern landlords, Eve had probably acted as a mediator and directly allotted them a share of the proceeds.


  That was what Lawrence could gather from the state of the town, and he had no particular desire to know the whole truth. He’d been excused from acting as Kieman’s tool as well as nearly conspiring with Eve, so it was water under the bridge.


  And the next day saw them treated to a midday meal that fairly overflowed from the table. Lawrence didn’t even bother to ask who had footed the bill.


  “So, where is our next destination?” asked Holo as she devoured a piece of meat so tender it needed neither knife nor tooth to cut it.


  The food was so decadent that Col was having difficulty swallowing.


  “Good question… Mmm, this is delicious. What meat is this?” Lawrence was completely absorbed in the exquisite meal, and his perfunctory answer earned him a nasty glare from Holo.


  “Eve’s going to send someone around to tell us what they managed to learn from Reynolds about the wolf bones, so on that count you needn’t worry.”


  “Mm. ’Tis a mere verbal contract,” said Holo, devouring a deep-fried fish head.


  As one would expect from a coastal port town, there was a bowl full of sea salt on the table, and Holo had sprinkled it liberally on the morsel, and it seemed to be delicious indeed.


  She took bite after bite and quickly finished it off.


  “You’re well aware of how important verbal contracts are, aren’t you?”


  Holo said nothing in response to Lawrence’s question, instead licking her fingers clean like a cat.


  “Anyway, my guess is we’ll end up crossing the channel…”


  “The sea?” Col looked up from his intense deliberations over whether or not to eat the shrimp head in front of him or leave it on his plate.


  “They’re an island nation that imports foreign currency, so they’re full of people who excel at buying all sorts of things.”


  It wasn’t clear whether Col understood, but the moment he looked back down at the shrimp head, Holo snatched it away and popped it into her mouth.


  It crunched audibly as she chewed it.


  Col seemed more surprised at Holo’s eating of the shrimp than he was at having it stolen from him.


  “You can eat shrimp heads. They’re rather tasty.”


  “Wha…?”


  Holo would have been pleased if he’d worn an envious expression, but even the wisewolf was weak against such sad faces.


  “Hmph,” she muttered, pulling back the hand that had been reaching for the rest of his shrimp.


  “You two eat nicely,” said Lawrence. It was an obvious joke, but he still found himself plucking an herb stem from his face that had been flung there by Holo. “Honestly,” he sighed, and just then there was a hesitant knock at the door.


  Col started to stand, but Lawrence had been expecting this, so he wound up going to the door.


  “It’s probably Eve’s messenger,” he said, opening the door a crack.


  Only the shameless or the boastful flung the door wide-open during a meal. When he saw the face of their guest past the cracked door, he was glad he hadn’t opened it wide.


  “My, perhaps I should’ve gone in,” said Eve mischievously as Lawrence stepped out into the hallway and closed the door behind him.


  Holo would still be able to hear them perfectly, but that was better than a fight breaking out.


  “You jest. Still, I didn’t expect you to come yourself.”


  “You wound me. I’m not the kind who forgets a debt – and I owe you my life.”


  She narrowed her eyes beneath her scarf, never truly letting anyone know whether she was joking or not. And yet if Lawrence were asked if he was unhappy she had come in person, the truth was that he was not.


  “So, about what you asked me.”


  “What news?”


  “It turns out Reynolds did have some notion of where the bones went.”


  Concerned about her choice of words, Lawrence pressed her. “Some notion?”


  “I mean, his conclusion was just short of mine.” She cocked her head, obviously giving him a hard time.


  Eve had the information that Lawrence and Holo most wanted all along.


  “Don’t be angry. I didn’t think things would turn out this way.”


  “And?”


  “Heh. I don’t feel like you had such a serious face yesterday.” She poked his chin with her finger, which made him scowl. She might have had some wine, to be in such fine spirits. “I’ll just say it – it’s in the Winfiel kingdom, my homelands, at the Great Blondel Monastery. Do you know it?”


  “Blon… Wait, not the golden sheep?”


  “Oh ho, so you know the tale. Here on the mainland, only the older generation seems to know of it. But yes, the great monastery with the legend of the golden sheep.”


  Out on the great plains that stretched as far as one could see, there was a monastery that tended a flock so vast even God couldn’t count their number. There was a legend that every few hundred years, there appeared a sheep with golden fleece amid that great flock.


  It was the richest monastery in the Winfiel kingdom, its might as formidable as even the greatest trading company.


  “Evidently the monastery bought the bones, though who’s to say whether that’s true.”


  “No, thank you, truly. I’ll be certain to repay–”


  Eve’s smile cut Lawrence’s words right off. “Don’t be rude now. The fact is I’m in your debt. I got both Arold and my fur back. I’ve readied a ship heading south. So you see–” she said, slowly extending her hand.


  She looked right at Lawrence, smiling a genuine smile. “I hope you’ll forgive me.”


  Lawrence smiled and looked down to shake her offered hand –  that’s when it happened.


  “…–!”


  He couldn’t begin to guess at whether he could ever have anticipated such a thing happening. His mind went white with surprise.


  “… This scent, is it abi leaf? Kieman must’ve treated you to quite a feast.” Eve smiled casually, replacing her scarf as though nothing had happened. “You taught me that business is most profitable when you take your opponent by surprise. That was payment for the lesson.”


  Lawrence’s mind still hadn’t caught up as she put her hand on his shoulder and moved closer to his face.


  “My name might be of some use in Winfiel. Fleur von Eiterzental Bolan. That’s my formal name, but there’s another name known only to those close to me. Fleur von Eiterzental Mariel Bolana. I rather like the sound of Mariel,” she said, with an innocent smile Lawrence would have liked to see unveiled.


  “I hope it’s of some use to you, Lawrence.”


  Her sudden use of his name stunned him for a moment, but he quickly replied, “It will be.”


  “Kraft Lawrence… I’m glad I met you.”


  They were her words as a veteran merchant, whose traveling clothes well suited her. Her scarf was wrapped snugly around her head, and she was clad bodily with her thorough preparation.


  She took her hands from Lawrence’s shoulders, straightened herself, and quietly extended her hand again.


  She was such a perfectly fresh traveling merchant it was almost frustrating.


  “I’ll never forget the name Eve Bolan.”


  “Heh. Wherever you find money, you’ll find me. I’m sure we’ll meet again.”


  She pulled her hand away crisply and turned on her heel, walking off without a single lingering regret.


  Lawrence turned back to the door behind him and was about to open it, when his hand stopped.


  “Huh? What’s wrong?” The door was open, and there stood Col. For some reason he was holding a plate heaped with food and wearing a worried expression. “Um, she told me to go out and see.”


  Owing to the door’s angle, Lawrence couldn’t see Holo from where he stood. But from Col’s words and his appearance, he could put the pieces together. He patted Col’s head.


  “Wait here in the hall for a bit,” he said.


  Lawrence wasn’t sure if he had managed to make the right smile, but smile he must, he knew.


  Col nodded obediently and went past Lawrence and into the hallway. As he went, Lawrence plucked a morsel off his plate.


  It was a bitter-smelling herb, abi. The one Eve had named.


  The same herb that Holo had tossed at his face.


  He popped it into his mouth, entering the room as he chewed it and closing the door behind him.


  “I don’t want to remember what happened next.” If Lawrence had been writing his biography, that’s how he would have ended the chapter.


  He murmured as much to himself in an effort to escape reality.




  Afterword


  It has been a while. This is Isuna Hasekura. You now hold the second volume of a two-volume piece.


  This one was so hard that it made me nostalgic for the days when I thought I’d be able to finish it quickly for once. Despite thus far being able to finish the development and conclusion of my stories within a single volume, having ended the previous volume on a cliff-hanger, I knew I had to fit the conclusion into this volume, which was why it was so difficult.


  Additionally, not knowing how much more material would result from adding a certain number of plot developments made me constantly nervous over whether I was running too long or too short.


  It was certainly good experience for me, and I’m relieved to have completed it.


  I must naturally apologize for having made you all wait four months. I’ll write like crazy from here on out! I’ll write, I swear!


  Incidentally, as I’ve blabbed about elsewhere, I moved. For a long time I’d lived in a house that I’d no quarrel with, despite such inconveniences as windows that don’t lock and an occasional lack of hot water, and so I’d assumed that I would live in it for a good while yet.


  And yet, the day I found I couldn’t fit any more books into the bookshelves, I could no longer stand it. From that moment, it was not so very long before I couldn’t do a thing about cleaning the rooms. Frightening, indeed.


  And so I’ve moved into a slightly larger place, and life is pleasant.


  Space in the room is space in the mind! I don’t even get mad when my PC auto updates and restarts in the middle of a game.


  The rooms are so pleasant, in fact, that I start wondering if I shouldn’t get a cute little aquarium to put somewhere. I feel like I could handle taking care of a little blowfish, say, and for a betta I could just put some water into a jam bottle — and given that I bought a book on tropical fish just a few days before writing this afterword, it may be only a matter of time.


  However, living room aside, I’m no nearer to anything remotely approaching a library or study…


  But as I hope to have the place tidied up in time for the next move, I’ve found myself buried in pages, so — I shall see you all again in the next volume!


   — Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  Candles are a luxury.


  On top of only illuminating about as much space as one can encircle with one’s arms, they burn out after only a short time.


  Thus, candles are generally only burned when conducting activities that cannot be done in daylight – activities like carefully paring down the edges of a gold coin with a knife, sewing a secret pouch into the bottom of a burlap sack, or placing heavily taxed salt into that pouch.


  When business was especially good, Lawrence might even sketch out the facade of the shop he hoped to someday own, on paper that was itself none too cheap.


  And all of these activities were of a sort that one smiled to oneself while performing them.


  The Church sometimes preached that smiling to oneself at night invited demons – no doubt this was thanks to the image of the lone merchant, chuckling to himself at his desk late at night.


  Long ago, he himself had tossed nervously in his blanket after having seen the hunched-over form of his master late at night.


  When had his habit of keeping a candle burning despite having no particular tasks to attend to begun? He watched the wick burn down slowly, staring at the wine in his cup – wine he had no intention of drinking.


  No, he knew perfectly well why he kept the candle burning.


  For so long the night had been nothing but an obstacle to his business, but now he wanted to savor it just a bit longer – savor this quiet, peaceful time before tomorrow arrived with its inevitable noise and bother.


  He could hear the alternating sighs of two slumbering. If it allowed him to go on listening to that peaceful sound, he did not mind lighting another candle.


  But if he failed to sleep soon himself, his body would pay the price.


  He smiled soundlessly and made as though to blow the candle out – but just before he did, he hesitated and looked at the source of the sleeping breaths.


  Even in the dark, all would be well.


  The image lingered in his vision right up until the moment he drifted off to sleep.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  The moment it left port, a ship became a very unreliable mode of transportation.


  While sailors considered a certain amount of pitching and rolling to be hardly worthy of mention, those unused to sea travel evidently felt such motions as though the earth itself were giving way.


  “Evidently” – as Lawrence himself was not the one who felt this way.


  He had two traveling companions, who played happily about on the ship’s deck while it remained at the port. Once it launched, though, and they had gone below decks with the rest of the cargo and passengers, Col clung to Lawrence and refused to let go.


  Slight of build and delicate, his trembling, curled-up form gave him the look of a kitten. Lawrence, naturally, did not laugh, instead letting the boy sit, trembling, upon his lap.


  In the seven years since he had turned eighteen and ventured out on his own as a traveling merchant, Lawrence had traveled far and wide and sampled all manner of experiences. He remembered well his first sea voyage and how every movement of the ship had made him want to cry out, so he could hardly laugh at the boy.


  Such thoughts occupied his mind as he gently patted the boy’s trembling back.


  Yet he couldn’t help but smile wryly, looking over the dim, musty interior of the ship’s hold.


  Though it was a bit unfair to the trembling boy, Lawrence rather wished it were his other companion who was in such a state.


  If only Col had been the energetic one – the wandering student was often mistaken for a girl and was normally both perceptive and well behaved.


  Lawrence sighed as he caught sight of a form descending into the hold from the ship’s deck.


  “’Tis the sea! The sea!” His other companion, Holo, plopped herself down, eyes aglitter.


  She was hooded and wore a robe that reached all the way down to her ankles, dressed every inch a nun. But with her frolicking atop the deck and her casual cross-legged posture, it was plainly obvious to anyone that she was no nun.


  Her appearance was only for convenience’s sake; it was easier for all if she appeared as a nun.


  So Lawrence had no particular desire to furrow his brow at her coarse manner, but he did pull down the edge of her robe with the hand that wasn’t busy patting Col.


  “Hmm?” Holo looked over her shoulder at him with a quizzical expression.


  “The tail you’re so very proud of.”


  Holo grinned at Lawrence’s words, hiding her tail under her robe.


  In addition to identifying Holo as a nun, the long, hooded robe she wore served another important purpose. It hid the wolf tail that sprouted from the rump of what appeared to be a young girl, as well as concealing the wolf ears atop her head.


  The mouth with which she grinned had very sharp teeth.


  Holo was not the young girl she appeared to be.


  She was a centuries-old wolf god transformed into human form.


  “Still, though – the sea!”


  “I know, I know. Could you not calm yourself a bit? You’re like a dog seeing snow for the first time.”


  “Urgh… how can one remain calm? ’Tis so vast! Vaster than the vastest plain I’ve ever seen! ’Tis well they call it ‘the deep’!”


  “You’ve seen the sea before, haven’t you?”


  “Aye. I’ve run my heart out along the beach, jumping into the waves out of a longing to cross the ocean. How grand it would be if I could race over its boundless surface – when humans see birds, do they not long to fly? How can you not long to run, seeing the sea?”


  Though she had many a time proclaimed herself to be the Wisewolf of Yoitsu and demonstrated her cleverness to Lawrence time and again, in that moment Holo seemed every bit a puppy to him.


  Feeling a bit irritable, he answered her. “I might well wonder what lands lay far across the ocean, but even then, I hardly feel like running over it.”


  “You’re a useless male.”


  Despite being cut off so curtly, Lawrence didn’t so much as wince. He certainly understood what it was to be excited at the sight of the ocean.


  While he did occasionally catch a glimpse of Holo’s more beastlike tendencies, seeing her act so thoroughly puppyish made him anxious about what could happen in the future.


  After all, their ship was bound for the snowy kingdom of Winfiel. A cat would want to curl up in front of the fireplace, but a dog would go dashing through the snow. He wondered seriously if a collar and leash would be appropriate.


  As Lawrence mused over such things, Holo sneezed grandly.


  “Here, get under this blanket. If you keep running around in the cold and wet, you’ll catch cold.”


  “Mmph… ’Tis a shame the sea wind is so wet. The salt smell confuses my nose, it does.” Beneath the blanket that she wrapped around over her robe, Holo sniffed, as though the scent of the familiar fabric would clear her nose. “Oh, by the way–”


  “Hmm?”


  “I faintly saw a bit of land ahead. Is that our destination?”


  “No, that’s just another island. We’ll head north from here and probably arrive in the evening.”


  The kingdom of Winfiel was a large island surrounded by a scattering of smaller ones, separated from the mainland by a strait, across which one could just barely make out the opposite shore.


  There was a legend that long ago, a war had raged across the strait, and a warrior who was the incarnation of a war god had thrown a spear all the way across it.


  That was, of course, nonsense, but it did illustrate the narrow width of the strait.


  “Hmm. Well, I surely hope the wind blows steady.”


  “The wind?”


  “We’ll make no progress with a headwind, will we? ’Tis well now, though, with our sails full of a tailwind.”


  For a moment, Lawrence was not sure of what expression he should make. If he flaunted his better knowledge too obviously, there was no telling what hell he might catch for it later.


  He smiled, though not so smugly as to invite irritation. “True,” he said. “But a ship can make progress even with a headwind. It’s a bit slower, of course.”


  “…” Partially concealed beneath her robe and blanket, Holo looked up at him suspiciously, like a fox peering out of its burrow. Her flicking ears made it clear she doubted the truth of his statement.


  “I can understand why you might not believe it without seeing it. But even with a headwind, a boat heads diagonally into the wind, tacking left, then right. Evidently the first sailors to discover this technique were accused of witchcraft by the Church.”


  “…” Holo glared at Lawrence dubiously for a moment, but eventually seemed to believe him.


  “Still, to think we’d end up crossing the sea,” he murmured with a slight smile, then looked up at the ceiling of the hold.


  With each undulation of the ship, the decks would creak worryingly, but it was a lullaby one had only to become used to. The first time he had been on a ship, Lawrence was terribly afraid it would simply fall to pieces.


  “I suppose your beloved horse is resting easy, munching on hay at this very moment.”


  “It’s not as though I wanted to give him a break – there’s just little for him to do right now. I envy him.”


  “Oh ho, whence this bitterness?”


  Broadly speaking, the stated reason for Lawrence and his companions’ current journey was to fulfill Holo’s wish. Of course, both Lawrence and Holo were well aware that was a mere pretense, so Holo was clearly just teasing him a bit.


  “I suppose it’s true that both of us are on a hiatus from our work… but it would be nice to just relax, that’s all I meant.”


  Up until a few days previous, Lawrence had been caught up in a disturbance that threatened to rip the town of Kerube – from which they’d departed – in half.


  A legendary animal, a narwhal, had been caught in some fisherman’s net, and some very clever merchants had fought over the tremendously valuable creature.


  Lawrence’s original goal had been information regarding the foreleg bones of a wolf-god like Holo, but after a series of twists and turns, he had wound up in the very heart of the tumult.


  Many times he had thought of himself as a dirty, money-hungry merchant, but the incident had taught him the truth of the saying that there’s always a bigger fish. In Kerube, he had met Kieman, the young manager of a trade guild’s branch office, and Eve, who had planned to betray the entire town and keep all the profit for herself.


  But in the end, Lawrence had been the key to settling everything to the satisfaction of all and had managed to get the information he sought on the wolf bones, though not necessarily in return for his services. Thus had he found himself aboard this ship.


  In his breast pocket were letters of introduction from Kieman and Eve that would give him at least some moderate advantage. On this, his first trip to the kingdom of Winfiel, those letters were weapons whose presence reassured him greatly.


  Of course, just as beasts hated the smell of iron, Holo hated the smell of those letters.


  “Still, you did receive a reward for all that trouble, did you not? Surely ’twill count as a bit of savings, anyway.”


  “… Ah, so you’re the reason those silver coins went missing from my coin purse, eh?”


  “Without my help, you’d hardly have managed such a crisis. Given that, my price is a cheap one,” said Holo easily, pulling the blanket more snugly about herself.


  The wolf knew exactly how far she could push someone before they lost their temper. Though the contents of a merchant’s purse were his lifeblood, Lawrence could not rouse himself to anger and simply gave a helpless sigh.


  “Surely you gave the boy his share, too, yes?” Lawrence said, pointing to Col, which Holo sniffed at and closed her eyes.


  Col’s wits had proven the key to solving their problems in Kerube. But given his personality, he could not possibly have asked for any reward, and even if offered one, he would not have accepted it.


  By stealing money from Lawrence’s coin purse, Holo had forced him to take it. No doubt she had made sure to do her thieving while Lawrence was out and Col was watching, thus making him an accomplice.


  Lawrence patted the boy’s curled-up form. Holo’s tail swished audibly.


  “Still, the Great Abbey of Brondel will be a troublesome place.”


  “Is it filled with bigoted old men?” Holo’s face popped out of the blanket.


  Lawrence coughed and patted his chest, then answered. “‘The great abbey of Brondel’s reputation precedes it far and wide. Its august grandeur makes pagan gods tremble, and its magnificence supports countless men. Ah, mighty abbey of Brondel, dwelling place of the most high God.’”


  Holo wrinkled her nose at Lawrence’s grandiose recitation of the famous lines of poetry. As she was one of those same pagan gods, it did not sound like a particularly pleasant place for her.


  “Of course, regardless of how many saints it may have produced long ago, these days people like us should feel right at home there.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Its holy reputation means it receives huge donations of land and truly outlandish tithes – and given that, they have to manage those assets, whether they want to or not. And being the dwelling place of God, they have keep those assets sparkling. These days it’s practically a trading company itself. And as it’s run by an arrogant monk, it’s got all the ingredients to be a nasty place indeed.”


  Once, when the papacy of the main Church sect had clashed with a secular monarch, it was said that the pope had banished the king to the snowy plains for a full three days. A merchant would hardly have gotten off so easily. Anecdotes of the unreasonable obstacles the Church foisted on merchants were a popular topic of small talk among them when trying to close a deal.


  Nevertheless, recent rumors were that the great Abbey of Brondel’s business had receded, though the only ones to suffer during such recessions were the commoners – the nobility only grew more confident.


  “And the bones we seek are in this nasty place?” Holo lowered her voice, given the topic.


  Lawrence nodded vaguely – though he had received the information from Eve, he was none too confident in it.


  “There’s a good chance of that, but in any case they’ll be hidden away behind the great walls of the abbey. They say God himself doesn’t know what happens within them.”


  “I once heard a sermon that said nothing can be truly hidden.”


  “Your feelings show up well enough in your ears and tail, it’s true.”


  “Aye, and yours are all over your face,” said Holo, yawning lazily, which Lawrence could not help but yawn at himself. Regardless of how they’d been when they first met, conversations like this were mere greetings between them now. At the moment, he was more worried about his exchanges with Col than with Holo.


  Lawrence gently pulled back the blanket Col was wrapped in and saw that the boy had fallen asleep. If he stayed asleep, he would not have to fear the rocking of the boat, nor worry about getting seasick.


  He replaced the blanket carefully and saw Holo retreating back within her own blanket, having leaned out of it to peer at Col – evidently she was concerned about him, too.


  “Wake me once we’ve arrived.”


  In response to her muffled words, Lawrence patted her hunched-over back lightly, which made the blanket rise, then fall. Taking this as a satisfied sigh, Lawrence smiled, leaving his hand on her back.


  The ship’s progress continued uneventfully, and it arrived as planned in the Winfiel kingdom’s port town of Jiik.


  When they had launched, they sky had been a leaden gray, but as they descended from the ship’s deck to the docks, it was dyed a deep red, and Col – who had ended up sleeping the rest of the journey – squinted his eyes at the brightness of it.


  A port in winter could often make one think of a summer sunset. Perhaps this was thanks to it being a place where the activity level rose with the temperature, a place that had now grown quiet. It felt languid, suffused with melancholy. And yet it felt too quiet, perhaps because of the cold.


  The kingdom of Winfiel was the very image of a northern country, as the winter snows closed much of the land off.


  As the sun set, the port air grew shockingly cold, and looking around, Lawrence could see piles of snow at the corners of buildings and the edges of the streets.


  Col had only a tattered pair of straw sandals, and he shuffled his feet rapidly, as though unable to keep them still for even a moment.


  “Come, you, if we don’t find an inn soon, we’ll all freeze on the spot,” said Holo. She, too, had slept most of the journey away, curled up in a blanket, and having just awoken evidently found the chill intolerable.


  “Didn’t it snow often in your homelands? Have a little endurance.”


  
    
  

  “You fool – should I cover myself in fur right here, then?” said Holo, wrapping her arms around Col from behind.


  Lawrence only cocked his head by way of response and then produced the letter of introduction he had gotten from Kieman and looked it over.


  “‘See Mr. Deutchmann of the Tyler Company,’ eh?”


  On the letter was a careful drawing of the Tyler Company’s seal, and Lawrence began walking, letter in hand. The docks were full of well-known companies, some of them with names that nearly anyone would have known.


  Despite the Winfiel winters being very snowy, the other seasons were quite mild with plenty of rain, and the fertile, grassy plains stretched on and on. Any livestock raised there, be they horses or cattle, grew healthy and strong in such conditions – but the sheep were particularly famous.


  It was often said of the kingdom that it grew more wool than grass, and it exported more wool than anywhere else in the world.


  The loading docks of the trading companies along the port were piled high with bundles of wool bags, and dangling from each company’s eaves was a sign sporting the ram’s horn mark that was proof the merchant had the monarchy’s permission to deal in wool.


  The Tyler Company was at the end of a row of shops, and its facade was of the highest quality. The sun had set, and candlelight from within the building seeped out, which was the best sign of a successful business.


  Lawrence knocked on the wooden door, which soon opened.


  No matter the town or port, merchants and craftsmen were always very particular about their hours of business.


  “And who are you?”


  “My deepest apologies for the late hour. I’m hoping to see Mr. Deutchmann of the Tyler Company.”


  “Deutchmann? And you are–?”


  “Kraft Lawrence of the Rowen Trade Guild. I come by Lud Kieman of Kerube,” said Lawrence, offering the letter of introduction.


  The bearded, middle-aged merchant stared openly at Lawrence’s face for a moment before accepting the letter, then looked it over front to back before saying, “Just a moment, please,” and retreating back within the building.


  The door was still open a crack, and warm air trickled out of it. Additionally, perhaps since they had arrived just at the end of the workday, that warm air carried the scent of honeyed sheep or cow’s milk. Even Lawrence found the smell tantalizing, and to Holo’s sensitive nose, it seemed nigh unbearable. Her stomach growled audibly.


  Just then, the merchant returned and opened the door. The stomach growl had been quite loud, so he might well have heard it.


  “My apologies for keeping you waiting. Please do come in, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Ah, thank you.” Lawrence gave the man a small bow and went inside, followed by Holo and Col.


  The merchant closed the door, then walked ahead of them, saying, “This way, please.”


  Immediately inside the trading house was a space for negotiation, with several desks and tables made ready. All the furnishings were very finely decorated, and the walls were adorned with banners bearing the face of the ruler of the kingdom. It seemed more like a noble manor than a trading company.


  A few of the company’s merchants sat around a table playing cards. While the people of Winfiel loved to gamble, they were generally not vulgar about it and played with refinement and grace.


  Rather than heckling and hooting with a drink in one hand, they preferred warm drinks and elegant pastimes, which only added to the air of gentility.


  Lawrence took in the trading company’s interior as the merchant led them to the second floor. “Was the sea very rough?” the merchant asked.


  “Not at all. Perhaps God blessed our journey, as it was an easy one.”


  “I’m happy to hear it. Not long ago I heard it was very rough indeed somewhat north of here. Normally the current flows south to north, but it was so bad the flow reversed itself.”


  When the seas were rough in the offing, all sorts of fish could be caught nearer the shore. Perhaps that was to thank for the catching of the narwhal near Kerube.


  “The seas in this area are not usually so rough, but once roused they can be quite persistent. Normally when the snow falls, it’s as still as a pond.”


  “I see. Perhaps that’s why so many of the people here are so gentle and refined.”


  “Ha-ha-ha! We’re just a bunch of choleric opportunists, that’s all.”


  All who made trade their business would meet people from every land in the inns and taverns. While everyone had their own unique personality and outlook, each region had its characteristics, and the people of Winfiel were gentle and refined. But just as their guide had so skillfully put it, they could also be described as choleric and opportunistic.


  Lawrence wondered if Holo were to spend a few years here, would she grow calmer and more obedient, just like the sheep? But if she turned choleric, it would make her disposition even worse.


  He glanced at Holo, and she returned his look with a quizzically cocked head.


  “This way,” said the merchant, knocking at a door, then opening it without waiting for a reply. “Do come in.”


  As they were led inside, Lawrence felt a hint of surprise color his face.


  Holo’s eyes opened wide, and Col made a small sound of surprise.


  The room into which they had been led had walls that were covered floor to ceiling in shelves, within which were stored all manner of threads, woven cloth, wool, and looms for spinning it.


  But what drew the eye more than anything else was the sheep skulls.


  Illuminated by the candlelight, their hollow eyes silently watched the intruders entering their realm – there had to be at least twenty of them, some narrow-jawed, some wide, some with great horns and some with small.


  A sudden sound brought Lawrence back to himself. A man sitting and writing at a desk in the corner of the room had gotten to his feet.


  If this had been a business negotiation, being distracted by the room’s decor would have certainly cost Lawrence credibility, and the room’s owner surely was trying to accomplish exactly that.


  He smiled a very satisfied smile.


  “These are the sheep that bring us such wealth, though I can hardly show this to the Church.”


  The mustached man seemed in the prime of his life, and when he smiled, his eyes nearly disappeared into the creases around them. When Lawrence shook his hand, his palm was a thick-skinned one. He was certainly gracious, but that was the only expression – not many people could hide the rest of their intent so thoroughly.


  Lawrence found himself deeply relieved that he was not attempting a business negotiation with this man. No matter how skilled he became, there would be some opponents he would always find difficult.


  “I am Amn Deutchmann, and I’m in charge of wool trading at this company.”


  “My most humble apologies for the sudden visit. I am Kraft Lawrence of the Rowen Trade Guild.”


  “Well, do sit down.”


  “Thank you.”


  The standard pleasantries concluded, Lawrence, Holo, and Col all sat down on the couch, and across from them sat Deutchmann. A low table separated them.


  The merchant who had led them inside gave a short bow, then left the room.


  “Now, then, I must say I could scarcely hide my surprise at seeing Mr. Kieman’s name come up – he was once called ‘the Eye of Kerube.’ To say nothing of the name Bolan. I must wonder just what sort of terrifying deal I’m going to be asked to swallow here!”


  It was very Winfiel-like of him to make jokes that elicited wry grins all around. Lawrence took the cue and scratched his nose as though making an excuse. “A king only gives thanks to his subjects during wartime. In such times, even a cup of water can seem like a gift of fine furs.”


  “Oh ho. So there’s some sort of disturbance in Kerube, is there?”


  “I’m sure you’ll hear of it shortly. I’d be perfectly happy to tell you about it myself, though I’m not certain you would believe me.”


  Surprisingly enough, the words seemed to rouse Deutchmann’s interest. His shoulders shook with mirth. “Miracles do happen in business!” He continued, “Now, then, about this letter of yours.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You say you wish to visit the great Brondel Abbey?”


  “Yes. I was hoping for help in visiting them for a reason other than buying wool.”


  “Oh ho.”


  Traveling merchants wore beards, but the town merchants of Winfiel seemed to favor mustaches. Deutchmann fingered his magnificent mustache, twisting it as he regarded Lawrence.


  “I believe that pilgrims to the abbey are only received at a building separate from the central complex and aren’t allowed to approach the abbey itself.”


  “That is true. Even among those connected to the abbey, only a few are allowed entry. As you may well know, even wool trading is done at a specially designated branch. So…”


  “It’s no easy task to knock on the doors of the main abbey.”


  “Indeed, it is not, Mr. Lawrence. Of course, the mercantile branch is the main abbey’s lifeline, so it does have some connection… but… surely you’re not suggesting…”


  Lawrence knew perfectly well what the canny merchant’s narrowed eyes were seeing.


  The signature of Bolan.


  If they had come neither as pilgrims to the famous Brondel Abbey, nor as traders seeking wool, the remaining possibilities were few indeed.


  And nearly any merchant with a sizable enough business would recognize Eve’s name, the name of a fallen noble family of Winfiel – and there was only one reason for it to come up.


  “I am not a political agent. Please rest assured.”


  But a merchant’s words were never trustworthy. It was hardly surprising that Deutchmann’s gaze came out from his narrowed eyes needle sharp. The Tyler Company’s wool buyer looked back and forth between the introduction letter and Lawrence’s face and then finally glanced at Holo and Col.


  If Lawrence had been alone, he would have been politely shown the door.


  But with two traveling companions, it was unlikely that he was anybody’s secret messenger, Deutchmann eventually seemed to conclude.


  “My apologies if I’ve made you uncomfortable.”


  “Hardly. It’s only natural you’d be suspicious, I should think.”


  “Thank you very much. But this is precisely the sort of problem that Brondel Abbey is facing at the moment.”


  “Oh?” Lawrence asked, but just then there was a knock at the door, and a maid entered carrying a tray.


  It bore the same thing the men downstairs were drinking as they played cards, Lawrence supposed. The cups steamed warmly, but not too warmly to comfortably hold – evidently the hosts were considerate enough to provide their visitors with something to chase off the cold.


  “Please, drink. It’s sheep’s milk with honey and ginger. This time of year, kings and commoners alike drink it. It’ll warm you.”


  “Well, thank you.”


  The milk was still bubbling, and Lawrence was worried his teeth would melt if he drank it. He didn’t mind sweet things, but there was a limit.


  If he just took a sip for politeness’s sake, it seemed likely that Holo would take advantage of the opportunity and drink down the rest.


  “So, about what I was saying.”


  “Yes, quite.”


  “Mr. Lawrence, did anything in particular strike you when you saw the port today?”


  Changing the subject and asking a sudden pointed question was a good way to determine someone’s true motives. As such, Lawrence didn’t stop to think and simply answered his mind.


  “Out of what I supposed was a combination of the chill and the hour, it seemed a bit desolate.”


  “Yes, you’re quite right. Business has been bad recently – and I’m not saying that just to make merchant small talk. It’s the truth.”


  “… You’ll have to forgive me, but as a traveling merchant from the mainland, I’m not terribly familiar with the circumstances here.”


  “I see. Not even of King Sufon’s ban?”


  “Embarrassingly, no.”


  Traveling merchants like Lawrence needed a grasp of any proclamations that affected business in the lands they traveled. But unlike traveling merchants who could flee to the hinterlands if things went poorly, a trading company needed a port in order to unload its goods, and to them, such proclamations were like the word of God.


  “To put it plainly, imports have been banned. Exports are fine. But wheat and wine are the only imports allowed. The goal is–”


  “–to stop the loss of currency, I assume.”


  “You assume correctly. King Sufon has been on the throne for five years, and his greatest goal is to make his nation wealthy. But wool sales have steadily dropped – the last few years have been truly awful. And given that Winfiel has little else it can export abroad, it only stands to reason that the more our imports exceed our exports, the poorer our nation becomes. Which is why the king, who has no experience with business, came up with that solution.”


  Deutchmann raised both his hands in a gesture of resignation. If his frustration was any indication, no doubt the ban was deeply unpopular in the town.


  “No merchant will trouble himself to come here once he learns he won’t be allowed to sell his goods. The number of ships in the harbor has dropped, and the inns are all empty. The taverns sell no wine, nor meat, nor do travelers buy any blankets or mantles. Stables are on the verge of ruin just feeding their horses, and the money changers have nothing to weigh save the dust on their scales.”


  “It’s a vicious cycle.”


  “Exactly. A king who knows how to swing a sword is at a loss when it comes to applying his mind. Given the situation, it’s no surprise conditions are so bad. Currency vanished from the town in the blink of an eye, and now look – here we are.”


  As he spoke, Deutchmann produced a coin with a practiced motion.


  The Winfiel kingdom had been founded after ages of conflict with the kings of nearby islands and struggle with the pirates of the northern seas. Sufon was the third in the line, and his profile was embossed on this coin, though this one was so blackened its details could barely be discerned.


  “It looks like this because they’ve mixed copper and who knows what else in with the silver. I hear it’s so bad that not even the best money changers can tell how much silver’s left. When a coin loses its faith, it’s no longer useful for business. I hear some landlords have been hoarding copper coins from the mainland so they can at least buy themselves some bread, but that’s a drop in the bucket. And yet with things so bad, the king only turns harsher, so…”


  Holo and Col peered at the coin on the table, but straightened when they saw that Deutchmann was continuing.


  “And so now merchants have started appearing with an eye toward taking advantage of the situation.”


  Business was nothing more than a tug-of-war. By pulling on each thread one found, it was easy to see where they led. The economy was poor and the currency so corrupted that it could not even buy bread, so what then? A nation’s economy was not some secret ritual held behind stone walls, so surely its coin would be compared to the coins of other lands.


  So what would happen then, once Winfiel’s currency alone was inferior and devalued? Just as a weakened deer would be devoured by wolves, fortunes whose value was measured with a weakened coin would be devoured by stronger monies.


  “You speak of those who come not to buy goods, but assets.”


  “Exactly so. Just like sharks attacking a wounded fish. So you see why I was worried you were such a man.”


  “I see. It does seem likely that Brondel Abbey will become a target. It possesses reputation, influence, and assets aplenty.”


  “Indeed.”


  “Incidentally, just who is acting as the shark?”


  At this question, Deutchmann bared his canine teeth with a vulgar grin that would not have been out of place in a seedy tavern somewhere. “The crest of the moon and shield.”


  “…!”


  “Even so. The Ruvik Alliance, whose home territory is the whole of the northlands. It is they who play the shark.”


  It was the single most powerful economic alliance in the world, whose many large warships flew a beautiful green flag bearing a crest with a moon and a shield and with whom no less than eighteen regions and twenty-three craft guilds cooperated. It was backed by thirty noblemen and led by ten great trading companies.


  One might joke that at their meeting table, they might decide whom to place on the throne of a given nation, but such a joke could not be easily laughed off.


  When targeted by such an organization, ordinary tactics were all but useless.


  “Naturally we’re all too terrified to do anything, so we’ve been reduced to mere bystanders. And they’re following the rules. They haven’t interfered with the wool trade.”


  “I suppose their goal is the land held by the abbey.”


  “Yes. My guess is they’re trying to acquire the abbey’s territory, buying out the gentry’s holdings in order to put pressure on the monarchy – and the gentry are already suffering from increased taxation and decreased revenue. Given their vast size, the alliance can hardly act in secret, which in turn motivates them to move forward.”


  Lawrence imagined the gentry believing that once this was all over, King Sufon would be reduced to a figurehead.


  And once that happened, it would be like an avalanche.


  Lawrence looked aside to Holo. They seemed to encounter interesting situations no matter where they went.


  “Still, the abbey has been surprisingly stubborn, so the negotiations have run aground. Apparently within the alliance, the various trading companies are each frantically trying to be the first to complete a deal. So, well…”


  Deutchmann dropped his gaze again to the letter of introduction, stroking his mustache and cocking his head slightly.


  “If you feel it’s worthwhile to risk the danger of venturing into such a lair, Mr. Lawrence, I suppose I can introduce you to one of the hydra’s heads, but…” Then the choleric, opportunistic merchant of the kingdom of Winfiel smiled faintly. “On one condition: You never spoke with our company.”


  Lawrence could not immediately reply, but not because he was worried he would change his mind given further time to consider things.


  It was because the more interesting the situation, the harder it was to believe that the surrounding merchants would remain uninvolved third parties. When such a fascinating spectacle was to be had, one wanted to see it close up.


  Brondel Abbey had set aside a dedicated site for trading with merchants who had come for the wool the abbey raised. And at the moment, it was no doubt in chaos. If he went to check on it and found it too hot to the touch, Lawrence could simply find another way.


  He considered this, and without even looking to Holo, he answered, “If you please, then.”


  Deutchmann smiled.


  Thump went the sack of wool as it hit the ground, no doubt soon to be taken to a ship and then sent to some far-off land – or so Lawrence would have easily believed had someone said so.


  Within the flat, hemp-stitched burlap sack was a large bundle of woolen quilts, each one far warmer than ten rough, chilly traveling blankets. Sleeping under just a single one of them would make one sweat.


  Three such quilts had been brought back to the room.


  “This… mmph. Are you quite sure this is all right?” asked Holo, despite having insisted on the finest room in the inn and tossing piece after piece of firewood into the fireplace in order to dry her hair after having washed it clean of salt-sea smell.


  Evidently even Holo, who constantly hounded Lawrence to avoid stinginess and stay at fine inns, had some sort of financial sense.


  They had never stayed at an inn such as this one, and it was enough to inspire even Holo to express concern.


  “There hasn’t been a guest in this inn for ten days, and it’s been four weeks since any occupied this room, and during this season, guests are even fewer. A single ryut was enough to get us the room and firewood with change left over. Of course…” Lawrence pointed at the tarnished coins lined up on the table. “… It’s rather doubtful whether we can buy anything with coins such as those.”


  “Hmph. So you took advantage of their weakness, did you?”


  “That’s not a very nice way to put it. When demand for something is low, its price will drop.”


  “Well, so long as you didn’t get this room for the sake of your own vanity, ’tis well. Come, Col – take that there.”


  Holo busily began making up the bed, teasing Col as he timidly took hold of the fluffy wool quilt.


  As he watched all this with a wry smile, Lawrence’s thoughts were elsewhere.


  He was thinking about what Deutchmann had told him about the crisis facing this nation and the Ruvik Alliance’s attempt to take advantage of it.


  It was said that it was ever the fate of the weak to be eaten by the strong. But what Lawrence found surprising was that even the storied Brondel Abbey could fall victim to that same fate. Even given that the Church’s influence was beginning to wane, Lawrence still had the feeling that it had reserves of power that had yet to decline. Particularly just after he had met Holo, it was none other than the Church that had been responsible for her being taken hostage and the mad events that followed.


  Of course, Lawrence was not inclined to either cheer or blame one party or the other. Humans, too, ate sheep and were in turn attacked by wolves.


  As he mused on such things, Holo shot him a glance.


  “That face of yours – I see you’re planning something no good again.”


  Thanks to the fireplace and the sturdily constructed windows, the room had gotten quite warm. Though Holo had taken off her robe, she was still a bit sweaty, probably more from playing with Col than from the room’s temperature. Col sat on the bed drinking water from a jug, hunched over in a posture of exhaustion.


  Perhaps the scent of wool had gotten her excited.


  “It’s no good, that much is certain. I just found myself hoping the Church would endure forever.”


  Holo looked skeptical and sat on a chair, putting to her lips the water jug that was on the table.


  Water jug though it might have been, it was filled with wine and was not made of ceramic, iron, or copper. It was instead carved from the shell of a coconut, a fruit from an island nation in the south whose trade must have been prosperous indeed.


  “Ah, you mean the conversation from earlier.”


  “If it bothers you, I suppose I can transform back into a merchant happy to watch the ignominious fall of a once-strong enemy.”


  “… Fool.” After a moment’s hesitation, she stepped on Lawrence’s foot.


  The reason for her hesitation was no doubt her recall of the narwhal crisis in Kerube. Holo was actually quite loyal. And yet she could not just extend her hand to a foe who had caused her such trouble in the past.


  In Kerube they had come to the aid of Eve, a beautiful merchant known as the wolf of the Roam River. But Lawrence knew that if he ever used that to tease Holo, he would do so at his own peril.


  Ever since Eve had taken him by surprise, Lawrence had been on pins and needles. He had no desire to repeat the experience.


  “It’s simple sentimentality. Despite my mixed feelings, the Church has come to my rescue many times.”


  “Mm. I suppose I can understand that. Still, that fellow with the trading company spoke of the situation with no small pleasure.”


  “He’s surely quite pleased. Deutchmann said he was responsible for wool buying, didn’t he? Dealing with the abbey must be quite a bother. No wonder he’s happy to see them put at a disadvantage.”


  “Choleric and opportunistic, eh?”


  “Exactly. But don’t you think you’ve been a bit too pleased ever since the quilts were brought up?”


  Holo frowned at this, her ears pricking and her cheeks puffing out. She then seemed to feel self-conscious and exhaled the contents of her cheeks in a sigh.


  “’Twill be hard for me to sleep in such quilts. The scent of sheep will keep me awake.”


  “And the scent of money will keep them awake. And we’ll probably have no cause to be involved with the abbey’s crisis. Even with your wits, Col’s wisdom, and my nerve, this is one opponent we can’t face.”


  “What kind of notion is that?” Holo looked at Lawrence in amused exasperation, her elbow on the table, propping up her chin.


  “What should we do, then?” It was Col who took the opportunity to get a word in as he checked the fireplace and placed another log into it. He was quite good at placing the firewood – a true northerner, Lawrence mused.


  “I don’t imagine that the Ruvik Alliance is after the wolf bones. Had that been the case, Eve or Kieman would’ve heard something about it.”


  “So we’ve just happened to run into them while chasing different prey.”


  “I don’t know if ‘run into them’ is quite the right phrase, but… in any case, the Ruvik Alliance is a nation-sized opponent. We’re no match for them. However, this could be a good opportunity, depending on how we think about it.”


  “Oh?”


  As he listened to the conversation, Col shook his coat out in front of the fireplace, probably trying to use its heat to drive any insects out of it.


  “The abbey’s been seized by jaws as persistent as any snake. The whole of their estate is in full view, which saves us the trouble of estimating it. Also, according to what Deutchmann said, the alliance is after the abbey’s landholdings. Even if the abbey’s holdings include the wolf bones, it’s unlikely they’re viewed as important.”


  Even the Ruvik Alliance couldn’t ignore assets worth thousands of gold pieces. But no matter how valuable the wolf bones, they were in the end simply an item that could be purchased with money.


  What was truly valuable was that which could not be had for any amount of money.


  “I don’t think there would be any real danger in simply stopping by the abbey to see. If there were a danger, I suppose it would be…”


  “What?” Holo tilted her head curiously.


  “It’s said that the great Brondel Abbey has flocks of sheep totaling a hundred thousand head. Can you manage that?”


  He had first thought about it as a joke, but given Holo’s reaction to the wool-stuffed quilt, he was not sure exactly what her reaction might be.


  This was the season when merchants came to buy up wool for the coming spring, and simply for purposes of comparison, the number of sheep on display would be huge. And even if that was not the case, sheep-related goods would be everywhere anyway, along with scores of the shepherds whom Holo so detested.


  On top of that, there was no telling how excited Holo might become at the sight of the snowy plains, given how she had acted on the ship – Lawrence’s worry was outstripped only by his uncertainty.


  “All will be well surely,” said Holo casually.


  Lawrence regarded the unconcerned wolf, wondering where that easy confidence came from.


  The cunning wisewolf grinned and continued. “I need only eat so much mutton that the very scent of it drives me off. One may tire of even their favorite food, after all – or am I wrong?”


  “…”


  “So, it’s decided then. Let’s prepare! Eating so much it turns distasteful requires some preparation. And look, don’t you think young Col wishes to eat mutton, as well? ’Tis written all over his face.”


  She was only using Col as a pretense, but he seemed none too displeased by it, which made Holo’s words that much harder to ignore.


  But he had to say something.


  “I’ve started to find constantly treating you to such feasts itself distasteful. What do you make of that, eh?”


  Holo put on her robe, seemingly unconcerned that it was stiff with accumulated sea salt, pulling the hood over her head. “I don’t mind being resented once in a while. If you truly tired of me, though, that would be truly painful,” she said flirtatiously, placing both hands on her chest.


  He would look utterly foolish if he played along with her. “Indeed it would,” he answered.


  Holo cackled and took Col’s hand, walking toward the door. She then twirled around and looked back at him, speaking innocently, like a child. “Come, hurry!”


  There was nothing to be done, Lawrence murmured to himself. He took his overcoat in hand and stood.


  A strong currency is the most powerful weapon.


  A great merchant who had crossed seas and conquered nation after nation with naught but coin had once said those words, and Lawrence did not consider himself particularly lucky to have been a merchant himself for long enough to realize their truth.


  Deutchmann had extended them an invitation to stay at his trading company, but Lawrence had refused. From what he could discern given what Deutchmann had said, the offer had only been put forward because foreign visitors were viewed as easy marks.


  And that guess was confirmed the moment they arrived at the inn.


  Naturally, Lawrence took heed of Deutchmann’s warning not to change any of his coin for Winfiel currency.


  Just as a test, Lawrence pulled out a silver ryut coin worth slightly less than a trenni, and the tavern master’s face split in a huge grin.


  A heaping pile of mutton, perfectly cooked and covered in a layer of yellow fat, was placed on a plate.


  In this season, when grass was thin on the ground, it cost money to feed the sheep. Evidently, shepherds slaughtered more than the usual number of sheep in order to stay afloat, which drove up the cost of the salt and vinegar used to preserve the meat.


  But here the cold climate could be used to preserve the meat, so quite naturally it was less expensive. Being able to feast on meat so fine that a thin layer of oil was left in the wine cups, which they drank from to wash it down, was not something that happened every day.


  However, the bread was of fairly poor quality.


  It was said that a nation’s health could be measured by its bread. This was because, unlike meat, grains like wheat and rye were easy to preserve and store, so in times of hardship, the better grain would be reserved for future use.


  “To think that my first customers in such a long time would have such great appetites! Surely this is the will of God!”


  The tavern master’s words were an obvious exaggeration, but the tavern was indeed only half full, and most of those were only drinking.


  They all appeared to be locals, roughly half craftsmen and half small-scale merchants and peddlers.


  There did not appear to be anybody from companies whose headquarters were abroad, probably because showing off their prosperity would only earn them the ire of the people in town.


  Of course, for a traveler, the opposite was true. Once Lawrence generously treated the other patrons to meat and wine, the fat and liquor became perfect social lubricants.


  “Just look at this lifeless tavern! Hey, you lot! This is how you eat and drink, by God!”


  “Ah, shut up, old man! You’re the one who always skips the wine and drinks the watery ale they brew right over a dirt floor!”


  “Aye! I hear you put so many beans on your bread it drives your wife to tears!”


  The tavern master and his regulars traded jabs and then immediately burst into laughter.


  When times were hard, it was easy for town dwellers to feel as though the world itself were ending. But when a well-to-do traveler appeared, it could bring them hope that all was not yet lost – or so Lawrence had heard from town merchants in the past.


  “By the by, where’d you come from, traveler?” asked the tavern master as he brought the pickled cabbage-and-mutton stew Lawrence had ordered to break the monotony of the endless roast meat.


  The master did not bother asking Holo, not because she appeared to be a young girl, but rather because she was devouring mutton at such a rate that the other patrons were standing around her, cheering her on.


  “From Kerube across the sea. Before that we were still farther south.”


  “Kerube, eh? I hear there was quite the hubbub there. What was it again…? Hey, Hans! What happened in Kerube, again?”


  “The narwhal, wasn’t it? Hey, aren’t tavern keepers supposed to be good with gossip? Anyway, I hear they caught a big devil in their nets, turned into a real problem. Last time I was at the docks, the boys from the Lyon Company were talking about it.”


  It was truly amazing how quickly information could cross the sea. It had only been a few days since the events in question had happened.


  “That’s right, the narwhal. Was that really true?”


  The tavern master’s face was full of interest. He would never have imagined the one responsible for the situation’s sudden reversal was standing right in front of him.


  Lawrence glanced at Holo to share a private smile with her, but found himself totally ignored. Had he looked to Col, he was sure the boy would have returned the smile of co-conspirators who shared a secret.


  If asked which of his traveling companions he was more inclined to show kindness to, well – it hardly bore asking.


  “Yes, it was true. It was such a crisis that the town was split in two over it, north and south. In the end, a single company brought several crates of gold coins to the church and loudly demanded the narwhal be sold to them. Thanks to all the commotion, it was impossible to enjoy any time in the town.”


  “Oh ho, crates full of gold coin, eh?” The surrounding patrons reacted most strongly to that part of the story. It revealed all too clearly where their current interests lay. “And you say you came all the way up here from south of Kerube? For trade?”


  “No, we’re on pilgrimage to Brondel Abbey.”


  Given how keen their reaction to any news of coin was, Lawrence avoided the topic of money. From what he could tell, he guessed most of the patrons were merchants or craftsmen. If talk turned to business, not only would the conversation cease to progress, but they would surely start trying to sell him their goods.


  “Ah, Brondel Abbey…”


  “Difficult though it may be to believe, my two traveling companions are indeed children of God. I’ve been moved to repent and try to atone for my past sins.”


  “I see. Still, to think a merchant would be making a pilgrimage to Brondel Abbey… such irony,” said the tavern master to the other patrons, having at some point gotten a cup of wine for his own hand. He grinned sardonically, as did his customers.


  Lawrence did his very best to play the ignorant traveler.


  “Why is that ironic?”


  “Well, only because Brondel Abbey is cleverer with business than you might think and hasn’t treated pilgrims properly in many years. Most foreign travelers to the abbey come through this town, and we’ve seen many of them returning with disappointed faces.”


  “They’re supposed to pay for the upkeep of inns and roads for pilgrims, but the amount they contribute is piddling compared with the money they bring in from the wool trade. Even a child can see which way the scales tilt. May God’s protection be upon us!”


  The patron seemed to be a merchant, and at his words, the tavern master nodded firmly.


  Be it trading company or abbey, when it came time to turn a profit, the methods they used were much the same. It was crucial to conduct the most profitable business with the most profitable partners.


  But in doing so, much was lost.


  “It’s thanks to their actions that we’re suffering God’s punishment! These last few years, wool sales in Winfiel have somehow dropped, and it’s Brondel Abbey that’s suffered the most. Even merchants more meek than any sheep have stopped coming to them, and even if they start begging for tithes now, all those pilgrims they drove away aren’t coming back.”


  “And if after all that a foreign merchant is coming as a pilgrim, maybe this is the limit of their punishment. Serves them right, I say!”


  Given how deeply people revered places of worship, their reactions when their faith was abused were that much more violent. Each of the tavern’s patrons was all too happy to speak ill of the abbey.


  Given that, Lawrence was sure it would not be difficult to get them to talk about the Ruvik Alliance.


  “So that’s how it is… So does that mean nobody visits the abbey at all anymore?” asked Lawrence, at which the tavern master’s expression turned complicated, looking both pleased and helpless.


  But he could not say what he was feeling. Lawrence could tell that much.


  Brondel Abbey was still an important center for the town and for the nation – a symbol of their faith.


  “Not at all. Even now, merchants gather there. Though they are of a rather different kind. Have you ever heard of the Ruvik Alliance?”


  Holo ceased biting into her mutton and sipped her wine as though taking a short break – though her actions were no coincidence. She could tell the lively chatter had come to an end.


  “That’s the largest and most famous economic alliance in the world, is it not?”


  “Indeed it is. Evidently their people are visiting the abbey in great numbers. At first it was their leaders, riding in black carriages, but apparently the abbey winter was too much for them to endure, and merchants coming on foot replaced them. I hear they come and go constantly, each trying to be the first to strike a deal. This year they’ve passed right by all the taverns, grim-faced as they go.”


  “What kind of deal are they trying to make?” This would be the rest of the story Lawrence had heard from Deutchmann, but what came out of the tavern master’s mouth next was utterly surprising.


  “Don’t laugh now, but I hear they’re trying to buy the golden sheep.”


  Lawrence got the feeling he could hear Holo’s ears prick to attention beneath her hood.


  Lawrence himself looked the tavern master disbelievingly in the face.


  “The story comes up whenever times are hard. The fields of Brondel Abbey are vast, and when they’re covered in snow, the whiteness extends as far as you can see. Legend has it that at the very edge there’s a sheep as brilliantly golden as the newly risen sun.”


  “The story goes that a man once managed to pluck a bit of wool from it, but that the moment the wool was plucked it turned into pure light and vanished.”


  It was true enough that such stories did circulate.


  Nowhere was the ground more fertile for miraculous stories than a nation beset by war or hardship – tales of statues of the Holy Mother weeping, witches’ grins splitting from ear to ear as they stole children, or the symbol of the Church appearing on a great flag in the sky.


  Even across the sea on the continent there were people who had heard the tale of the golden sheep of Brondel Abbey.


  It was quite a convenient legend to cling to in times of great difficulty.


  “They’re probably trying to buy the abbey’s name, or its land…”


  “I heard a rumor the Ruvik Alliance is trying to become Winfiel’s new nobility.”


  “But King Sufon’s the grandson of the great Winfiel the First. He won’t just stand by and allow his own retainers to be bought off. There once was a merchant who bought himself the name of a fallen noble family, and the king’s anger was such that his decrees ruined the merchant’s wool trade – and then this.” The patron drew a finger across his neck in a familiar gesture for beheading.


  Lawrence realized the merchant had to have been the former husband of someone he knew quite well.


  “There’s no money, but taxes keep going up, though I suppose it’s because there is no money that his reaction is so excessive.”


  “You’re good customers, so I’ll tell you something. If you’re going to the abbey, watch yourselves. Demons have taken up within the house of God. The God that should have been coming to our aid has been lost on the vast plains for long time now.”


  Lawrence couldn’t tell whether they were speaking ill of the abbey or of the Ruvik Alliance. Maybe they did not know themselves.


  Maybe they did not care as long as they had something to complain about. But no matter the target of their complaints, it was clear they did not truly hate them.


  The Ruvik Alliance and the Winfiel monarchy were entities far beyond their own positions, and even if it had fallen, Brondel Abbey was still viewed with respect.


  These nebulous contradictions were all too clear to Lawrence. And because they were so clear, Lawrence understood well just how difficult the tavern’s patrons’ lives were.


  “Thank you. We’ll be very careful.”


  “Aye. Other than that, you’d best eat and drink such that you’ve energy to spare. The moment you leave the town, it’s naught but snowy fields. Without enough energy, you’ll never make it across!”


  The tavern’s noise level rose with the tavern master’s pronouncement, and Lawrence raised his cup.


  Col seemed to be at his limit, though Holo was still ready to go.


  The great Brondel Abbey out on the snow-strewn plains.


  Indeed, they would need to eat plenty while they could.


  There was a tik, tik sound.


  It sounded like the crackling of burning firewood. But wait, no – no bonfire had been started the previous night. Ah, of course – the fireplace.


  And yet despite that realization, the sound was odd.


  Lawrence finally opened his eyes and raised his head. Given the still dim room, he knew the hour was yet early, and from the light that entered through the window, he could tell whether the weather outside was clear or not.


  The day unfortunately seemed to be a cloudy one. The moment he thought to himself, Seems cold, the frigid air he inhaled through his nose roused him mercilessly to total wakefulness.


  It was cold in the room, despite the sound of the crackling firewood.


  “Snow, eh?” he muttered, then yawned hugely and sat up.


  It had been a long time since he had slept so soundly, thanks to the impressive warmth provided by the wool quilt.


  Holo seemed fast asleep, the fluffed-up quilt rising and falling with her breath.


  And yet it was cold.


  Lawrence felt as though ice had been left on his face. He looked at Col, who like Holo seemed to be curled up and sleeping, entirely covered by his quilt.


  Evidently Lawrence was the only one who had slept with his face exposed.


  He rubbed his frigid face and exhaled whitely. Getting out of bed, he shivered and walked over to the room’s table, then swirled the water jug there experimentally.


  He had not hoped for much, and the water in the metal jug was frozen solid.


  “Suppose I’ll have to go downstairs…”


  Since beginning his travels with Holo, he had talked to himself much less, but sometimes it still happened. He added some straw to the still faintly flickering fire, and once it flared up, he put another piece of firewood in.


  The bricks of the lovely brick fireplace seemed cold enough to put the fire out.


  Having confirmed that the firewood was well and truly burning, Lawrence left the room.


  The hallway was utterly quiet. Either for want of guests or simply because of the early hour, the silence seemed to swallow all sound.


  He was not concerned about the creaking of the floorboards as he walked.


  This silence, as though the world were wrapped in cotton, was unique to newly fallen snow.


  When he reached the ground floor, he saw that the front door was still barred, and the inn was not yet open for business.


  Then he thought he heard the sound of a door opening come from the end of the hallway that continued on to the courtyard. When he looked, he saw the innkeeper, red-nosed and wearing a scarf wrapped about his neck and carrying a barrel.


  “Goodness, you’re up early.”


  “Good morning to you.”


  “My, but it’s cold! Took some effort to break through the ice in the well. Looks like the lid’s coming down starting today.”


  The innkeeper carried the barrel in and then poured its contents into a jug at the end of the hall.


  Keeping water available was a constant problem for those who lived in colder climes. It seemed ironic to Lawrence that there would be snow falling and yet water was still a concern.


  “The lid?”


  “Oh, that’s what we say around here when were covered in snow. Everything turns white in single day.”


  “I see.”


  “So, what shall I get you? I can make some breakfast for my guests, though it’ll take some time.”


  “We’re fine for breakfast. To be honest, we brought home quite a bit from the tavern last night.”


  Things had gotten so raucous at the tavern that eventually the town guard had come by, and Lawrence had gotten their leftovers packed up to take with them.


  Everything was of the finest quality, and heated beside the fireplace it would make for an excellent breakfast.


  “Ha-ha-ha! I suppose you’ve got to eat such good mutton while you’ve got the chance, eh?”


  “Indeed. Ah, but if you could get us some water–”


  “Yes, of course. Ah, I suppose the water in your metal pitcher would be solid as a rock. I’ll bring a box of sawdust up later. Keep it in that and it’ll resist the cold a little better.”


  “Ah, thank you.”


  After receiving an earthenware jug of water from the innkeeper, Lawrence returned to the room.


  It seemed to him that “putting the lid on” was an apt phrase for snowfall. Once long ago, while drinking cheap liquor at a meager lodge one cold night, he seemed to remember a mercenary saying something similar.


  The man had said that if you had to go to war, the northlands were the place to do it, where the snow would cover all the pain and suffering.


  Snow made people sentimental.


  Lawrence smirked wryly at the notion and then opened the door to his room. “Oh, you’re awake–”


  He cut himself off the moment he realized the mood in the room.


  Holo sat on the bed, staring out the open window.


  She was totally motionless, looking straight ahead, and but for the white exhalations of her breath, she could easily have been mistaken for a clay statue.


  Lawrence entered the room and closed the door behind him, but Holo continued to gaze outside.


  The wood was still crackling away in the fireplace, but Lawrence added another piece.


  He set the water jug on the table and then walked over to Holo’s bed.


  “’Tis snow,” said Holo, still not looking at him.


  Lawrence did not answer immediately, following her gaze before saying, “Indeed,” and sitting beside her.


  Holo continued to stare out the window.


  Her legs were not crossed, nor did she hug her knees as she gazed silently outward, as though she had been left in some particular moment.


  Lawrence’s sigh mingled with the chill air that poured in through the open window, and he placed his hand on her head.


  Her beautiful hair felt like so many strands of ice.


  Lawrence knew all too well what Holo must have been thinking about as she looked out over the snow.


  So rather than hugging her close, he simply stayed there.


  “…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  Holo look at him wordlessly.


  She no longer wore the blank expression, with which she’d looked out the window; her still face was filled with pathos.


  Her cold, thin lips, too, had regained some of their softness.


  “I see even you can manage some kindness after all,” she said.


  “You’ll catch cold,” said Lawrence instead of giving her a proper reply, at which Holo nodded.


  The very next instant, she sneezed, then immediately dove back under her quilt. Lawrence stood and closed the window.


  “Were I in my true form, I could gaze at the snow for as long as I liked.”


  “No doubt you’d become covered in snow as you watched,” said Lawrence. Holo smiled and pointed to the water jug.


  Lawrence gave it to her, and with her other hand, she took his.


  “I told you snow was no great problem, did I not?” she said with a faint half smile.


  For her, snow was no occasion for play.


  In the village of Pasloe, where she had stayed for centuries, it did not snow – unlike her homelands of Yoitsu.


  Lawrence held her cold hand and answered, “I wonder about that. You’re hardly a weeping, frail maiden after all – you might well go dashing happily off over the snow at any moment.”


  “…”


  Holo smiled wordlessly, then sat up and put the jug to her lips.


  Immediately thereafter, her smile turned to a glare. “This is no wine.”


  “You fool,” said Lawrence, imitating her particular tone, which made her force the jug back into his hand and then flop sulkily back onto the bed.


  “So you’re going to sleep, then? Breakfast is going to be rather magnificent today.”


  Snow made one sentimental.


  And yet it was just as true that good food improved any mood.


  
    
  

  Perhaps it should have been unsurprising, given that they were in sheep-farming territory.


  Along with the leftover mutton that had been packed up for them was an unfamiliar leather pouch, which turned out to be packed full with butter.


  A very pleased Holo spread it upon her rye bread before stuffing the bread in her mouth, while Col, smaller of appetite and particularly so in the morning, could only look on queasily.


  “Sho, wha’ shall whe do nexsht?”


  “Don’t talk with your mouth full. Given that Deutchmann said he would introduce us to a trading company affiliated with the Ruvik Alliance, we’ll simply wait for them to contact us.”


  “Mm… mmph.” Taking a breath after finally swallowing her mouthful of rye bread, she then opened her mouth. Lawrence thought she was about to speak, but she simply took another huge bite.


  “Are you planning to hibernate anytime soon?”


  “That migh’ no’ be sush a ba’ idea.”


  It was impossible to talk to Holo while she was preoccupied with tasty food.


  Lawrence put some fireplace-warmed mutton between slices of bread and took a bite.


  “But it’s already so cold – it’ll be hard to travel with the snow, won’t it?” said Col as he put a cup of warm sheep’s milk to his lips after happily watching Lawrence and Holo’s exchange.


  “True. What did you do when you were traveling alone?”


  “When I first left home, it was a good season for travel… and I decided to avoid traveling through places where it seemed like it would snow, since it suddenly got very cold once I crossed the Roam River.”


  “Indeed. In those clothes of yours, it’d be up to God’s grace whether you woke up or not after getting snowed upon.”


  Lawrence plucked a bit of mutton fat off of Col’s face, and the boy grinned sheepishly, though it was unclear whether his embarrassment was over his clothes or the scrap of food on his face.


  “Still, there’s a certain amount of preparation done along routes that can expect snow. Signposts are erected at set intervals, and there are small way houses placed at distances where even in deep snow, a traveler could expect to reach them. The blizzards around Arohitostok are indeed terrible, but thanks to the weather there are no bandits, and the bears and wolves stay holed up in their dens so travel was surprisingly easy.”


  “You’ve even been to Arohitostok? Isn’t that the northernmost town of all?”


  “Just once, to deliver the personal things of a traveler who passed away. It’s northwest of even the Dolan Plains. I saw the land there as smooth and flat as a calm sea. It was an amazing sight.”


  It was said that the land had been stripped bare by the great wind caused by a dragon that flew up to the ends of the sky, with grass and trees alike uprooted.


  Owing to all the snow that fell on the nearby village of Arohitostok, it was extremely dry despite the cold, which made for a strange landscape.


  It was where Lawrence first learned what it meant for a place to have truly nothing.


  “They say Saint Alagia spent thirty years as an ascetic there… If that’s true, then he’s a saint, no mistaking it.”


  “Wow…” breathed Col in wonderment.


  Lately Holo’s mood had been turning sour after meals, but it could not be helped. She would not listen to Lawrence like this, the way Col did, and so his treatment of her naturally differed.


  Hopefully God would forgive him.


  “In school, I learned the names of towns all over the world, but I’ve been to so few of them myself…”


  “That’s true of people everywhere. I’ve only rarely joined caravans or traveled fixed trade routes – that’s why I’ve traveled so far and seen so much.”


  “Have you been to any towns in the south?”


  “I expect you’re more familiar with the south than I am. I’ve gone east, as well–”


  Just then Lawrence stopped, but it was not because Holo was about to start crying from having been so thoroughly left out of the conversation.


  It was because there was a knock at the door.


  “Coming!” said Col energetically, jumping out of his chair. He had gotten quite used to handling such minor duties.


  Holo continued eating her breakfast, but it was obvious that she was in a foul temper; despite the arrival of a guest, she had not put her hood up.


  Lawrence reverently took her hood and placed it over her head.


  “Who is it, please?” Col opened the door, and there stood a man wrapped entirely in heavy clothing, in a manner reminiscent of Eve.


  A turban covered his head, and he wore two long coats, each reaching to his ankles. Animal hides that still held their fur covered his shins, and he had a large burlap sack over his shoulder.


  He seemed ready for a long march through the snow, but there was already snow on his head and shoulders. It seemed very likely that he had just arrived, and after casting his gaze this way and that from under the scarf around his head, he began unwrapping it.


  “Is this the room of Mr. Kraft Lawrence?” The voice was surprisingly youthful, and the face beneath the turban was the face of a young man.


  “That’s right. I am Lawrence.”


  “Oh, well then! I apologize for my appearance. I received word from Mr. Deutchmann, you see–”


  Lawrence stood from his chair and walked to the door.


  If he had come at Deutchmann’s invitation, then he was from the Ruvik Alliance.


  “Not at all, not at all. We’re the ones who should’ve paid a visit to you. In any case, please do come in.”


  “If you’ll excuse the intrusion, then.”


  The man was a bit shorter than Lawrence, and he entered the room with light footsteps, despite the heavy load and clothing that should have precluded such lightness.


  If he was a traveling merchant, he was one who traveled harsh climes indeed.


  “What a lovely room.”


  “Normally we cannot afford such niceties.”


  “Ha-ha-ha, benefits of the job, eh? I enjoyed the same thing myself when I came at the beginning of autumn.”


  The man had blond hair cropped quite short. His manner of speaking was pleasant and good-natured – enough so to surprise Holo, it seemed.


  “Ah, I’ve forgotten to introduce myself. I am Lag Piasky of the Fias Company, affiliated with the Ruvik Alliance.”


  “And I am Kraft Lawrence of the Rowen Trade Guild. Normally I’m a traveling merchant on the continent.”


  “Ah, this is surely God’s will – as you can see, I, too, am a traveling merchant.”


  After exchanging pleasantries, they shook hands, and Lawrence was relieved to note that the man’s hands were about as rough as his own.


  Holo had taken her breakfast and moved to the bed, so after inviting Piasky to sit, Lawrence sat himself.


  “What I’ve heard from Mr. Deutchmann is that you wish to visit Brondel Abbey.”


  This statement did not strike Lawrence as hasty. Rather he seemed to be a sort of man that Lawrence had rarely encountered recently – a merchant who if he had time to be exchanging friendly greetings with other people would rather use that time to shave the edges off of silver coins.


  “Yes – if possible, we’d like to visit the merchant house that’s closer to the main building rather than the pilgrimage house.”


  Lawrence said nothing about their search for the wolf bones.


  Unlike previously, when they had had no idea where the bones actually were, they now possessed the important information that the bones were likely within the abbey. There was nothing to be gained in letting slip that information.


  And Piasky was from the Ruvik Alliance.


  “… As you were introduced by Mr. Deutchmann, I won’t inquire as to your goal, but given what you’ve said, I assume you’re not here to purchase wool.” Piasky’s eyes looked steadily at Lawrence. Piasky’s reaction was hardly surprising – after all, Lawrence was seeking a guide to the abbey while refusing to say why.


  But Lawrence did not falter. He was sure that having gained Deutchmann’s trust via Kieman and Eve, he could gain Piasky’s via Deutchmann.


  Trust was the invisible currency.


  Piasky finally smiled and continued, “Still, I do a bit of business guiding to the annex those interested in watching our skirmishing with the abbey, so I won’t press you. Besides, whenever people gather, that’s draw enough to bring still more people in.”


  One couldn’t do business alone. Nowhere was more attractive to a merchant than a place where many merchants gathered.


  And business was always more profitable if one didn’t carelessly spill one’s plans. Piasky certainly knew that much.


  “The banner of the moon and shield will always fly in the wind, so I won’t worry about such minor details, eh?”


  Lawrence did not neglect to inwardly add the statement that implicitly followed that one: But if you interfere with our business, we will spare you no mercy.


  “Thank you very much. I’ll make sure your consideration is a good one.”


  Piasky’s smile at hearing this was a bright one, proving that he was indeed a real merchant.


  Lawrence shook hands with him again, formalizing their contract for the time being.


  “Now, then, as I am a rather impatient person, I’d like to discuss our departure. May I assume both your companions will be coming along as well?”


  “Yes. Will that make us unable to use the pretense of wool buying?”


  Col was one thing, but Holo in no way resembled any sort of merchant.


  “Hardly. It’s not uncommon to bring a member of the clergy along on a business venture for the sake of one’s spiritual tranquility, after all. And things at the merchant branch of the abbey are quite lively at the moment, so it’s unlikely your companions will be noticed, no matter who they are. So long as we can pass through the gates, we’ll have no troubles.”


  “I see, good.” Lawrence made certain to act especially relieved.


  He wasn’t particularly trying to deceive Piasky – but the man’s manner was so easy and pleasant, Lawrence was careful to remain on his guard.


  “So, about our departure…”


  “We can leave any time.”


  “I see… actually, as I function as the agent between the abbey and a mainland trade house, I estimate that there’s some value in setting out as quickly as may be possible.”


  His faintly sarcastic way of speaking seemed to be a deliberate parody of the roundabout manner of the people of Winfiel.


  Lawrence looked at Holo and Col.


  Both of them nodded that they were ready.


  “Since this is all at our behest, we’re happy to leave immediately.”


  “I appreciate that. I’d like to try to embark around the midday bell.”


  “And will we travel on foot?”


  “No, by horse. Though the snow is yet thin here, toward the abbey it’s gotten rather deep. I’ll make arrangements for the horses myself, but please bring your own rations. Oh, and also–” Piasky smiled and added one final statement very deliberately. “–There’s no need to change your coin into the local stuff.”


  The first thing a traveling merchant did in a new region was exchange his money.


  Lawrence made no attempt to hide his laughter at Piasky’s joke, a joke that only a fellow traveling merchant would make.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  Col sat ahead and Lawrence was the farthest back. Between them was Holo, and even so the horse atop whose back they all sat had strength to spare.


  The long-haired steeds that pulled sleighs across the plains of Winfiel were every bit as big as the rumors claimed.


  “Hmph… awfully arrogant for a mere horse.”


  Such were the words that Holo let slip upon seeing the mounts that Piasky had made ready for them at their meeting place.


  Of course, Holo’s true form was far larger than even this horse.


  Holo’s grumbling was likely rooted in her frustration at her own ignorance – the limitations of her own knowledge compared with the vastness of the world.


  On the continent, horses like this one were hardly a common sight.


  “Are you all prepared?” Piasky asked, holding the reins while atop a more common horse.


  Lawrence replied that they were. The only reason he, too, did not have reins in his hand was because the packhorse’s driver held them.


  A horse of such size would be wasted if it were merely being ridden. Even a mule that looked like it would run short of breath carrying a child could haul the baggage of four people, as long as it was properly loaded.


  Lawrence looked back and saw a cart piled high with goods. Among them was food and wine for the abbey’s merchant branch. Evidently once the roads were covered in snow, wagons were traded for sleighs.


  Piasky’s role was to mediate between the abbey and the continental trade companies, facilitating the flow of information as well as goods such as these.


  “Now, then, let us pray to God for safe travels.”


  As befitted a trip to an abbey, they gave such prayers as the midday bell rang and then set off.


  The weather was poor and temperatures very low.


  Worse, the snow hadn’t quite covered the town and instead mixed with the road’s dirt, becoming mud that dirtied the cuffs of all who walked it.


  But they left the town and continued on across the harvested plains, which were nearly entirely white.


  It was scenery worthy of the “nation of plains,” for so it was called, and no matter the direction one looked, the white expanse stretched on and on, and they followed a path of dirt churned up by the feet of humans and horses that sliced through it.


  Everyone was wearing many layers of clothing. Lawrence and his companions even wore thick leather overcoats they had borrowed from the inn, as well as gloves.


  But sitting still atop a horse as they traveled over such land, the cold inevitably found its way past their coats. Eventually Holo enveloped Col within her own coat, and Lawrence drew Holo into his.


  Silence reigned over their travel. The only sounds were the tik, tik of snowflakes hitting coats and the long, reluctant breaths of cold air they drew into their lungs, that sound magnified by the silence.


  People of the north country spoke little, and what they did speak was uttered through lips barely parted, it was said – and Lawrence could easily understand why.


  And of all the various restrictions that monks imposed on themselves during their pilgrimages, the rule of silence was the easiest to comprehend.


  Thanks to the snow, darkness fell early, and though their travels had not been lengthy, Lawrence and his companions were exhausted by the time they reached the first inn.


  A famous monk had once said that idle chatter was a pleasure, and the truth of those words was entirely clear.


  And yet Lawrence, Col, and Holo were laypeople, not clergy.


  The least clergy-like of them, Holo, seemed most affected by the monotonous silence, and upon reaching the room, she fell straight onto the bed, not even bothering to brush the snow from her hood.


  For his part, Lawrence was in no mood to chastise her. He was sure his face looked no better than Col’s, who sat exhausted on a chair.


  It was the face of one whose energy reserves were gone, but if told to stand and walk, he would struggle to his feet and continue trudging forward – the face of one whose spirit had given out ahead of his body.


  In the northlands, there were many tales of the wandering dead, no doubt from people catching sight of travelers in such a state.


  “Col.”


  After Lawrence said the boy’s name, Col looked up at him with a corpse-like expression.


  “If you smile, you’ll feel better.”


  Col had traveled alone and was surely aware of that particular trick. He nodded and forced a smile.


  “Now, then, let us go get dinner. I expect Piasky has arranged to have it served.”


  “All right,” replied Col, standing.


  As the boy obediently removed his snow-covered coat, Lawrence took Holo’s cloak as she continued to lie facedown and motionless on the bed.


  “I’m sure you know this, but you won’t be able to sleep like that. You’ll feel better if you go someplace warm and drink some wine.”


  Drowsiness and exhaustion were similar but different.


  Holo’s drooping ears twitched, as though to say, “I know, I know.”


  But despite knowing, she made no move to rise, like a person unwilling to leave their warm bed in the morning.


  With no other option, Lawrence picked her up and saw that the expression on her face was like a girl cursed to sleep until some hero came to awaken her with a kiss.


  Lawrence, of course, was no hero.


  A different sort of magic would be required to break the curse on Holo.


  “I hear the liquor here is such that a simple spark will set it aflame,” he whispered into her drooping ears, which pricked up into sharp triangles.


  It was as though she were asking, “Truly?”


  “Weak liquor soon freezes and becomes undrinkable, so they make it strong enough to store in ice and remain unfrozen. And though it’s colder than ice, drinking the burning stuff will warm you right up.”


  A bit of sparkle returned to Holo’s eyes.


  She gulped, the sound of her swallowing signaling the breaking of the curse.


  Holo stood unsteadily, a bit of strength returning to her tail, which had drooped like the tail of a stray dog that had not eaten in three days.


  “Still, we may only have pickled cabbage to go with it,” Lawrence made sure to say, hoping to head off her anger at discovering as much after the fact.


  Holo seemed briefly unsteadied by this qualification, but the allure of the liquor was evidently enough for her to regain her vigor.


  “’Tis better than nothing.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  Their exchange as they left the room made Lawrence think of something. The strong liquor they had drunk at a town they had stopped at earlier in their journey had reminded Holo of her homeland’s wine.


  If strong liquor reminded Holo of home, that would certainly be a singular flavor. What better nourishment could there be when one was so exhausted?


  Evidently it would take roughly two more days to reach Brondel Abbey.


  Lawrence counted the coins in his coin purse, careful not to let Holo notice him doing this.


  A way station’s food is expensive, poor, and foul-smelling.


  Even a piece of scripture fit for a child to memorize was not as easily remembered as that truism.


  And as though trying to live up to those words, the smell of dishes on the table next to them wafted over, rank and garlic-smelling.


  The smell of garlic was synonymous with poverty. Despite Lawrence being sure he and his companions tended to eat thriftily, it was times like this when the ill effects of extravagance were laid bare.


  The only one whose stomach growled at the prospect of the food at the next table over was Col, who until recently had traveled by gnawing on meager turnips.


  It had been a long time since Lawrence had encountered this scent, but he still could not muster much appetite at its prospect – to say nothing of the keen-nosed Holo.


  But Lawrence and his companions were lucky, not because they had plenty of money and not because the way station’s kitchen had run out of garlic.


  They were lucky because Piasky had anticipated this happening and taken matters into his own hands.


  “Since I travel quite a lot in the northlands, I often wind up having to stop over because of the snow. Helping out with the cooking has gotten me not half bad at it,” he said, then placed a simple mutton stew in the center of the table – “simple” being a salt broth with onions, ginger, and turnips, along with some mutton jerky and leg bone all boiled together.


  But of course, there was one special, crucial ingredient hidden among all that.


  Piasky lowered his voice before revealing the secret ingredient, which turned out to be the very same thing that the people at the next table were so reluctantly eating: garlic.


  Evidently a small amount of garlic was very important for this stew, with its thin skim of yellow oil covering the surface of the broth.


  The stew was served in a well-used, old wooden bowl, garnished with a piece of oat bread that by itself looked like it would have been tough to chew – but it was meant to be soaked in the warm stew broth before eating. This allowed even the famously difficult-to-chew oat bread to be enjoyed.


  Lawrence was deeply grateful to Piasky, not only because the food was delicious, but also because it distracted Holo from the liquor they had been discussing.


  “In places where there are no rivers or ponds, the water you carry with you tends to turn rancid, but if you mix it with ingredients like these and boil the lot of it, even bad water is all right.”


  Holo gnawed away on the mutton, wooden spoon in hand. She was already on her third bowl. Even the usually restrained Col went in for seconds – proof of how tasty the stew really was.


  “It would be amazing if you could make stew this delicious from even rancid water… But this is only practical when you’re traveling in numbers, I would think. If you made this all the time while traveling alone, it would surely be a waste of money.”


  “Right you are. When I was younger and traveling hither and yon with caravans, I often had cooking duties foisted upon me.”


  Traveling with a large group of merchants was good for business and made for a safer journey. But Piasky’s affect had the keen edge of a man well accustomed to traveling alone. The impression Lawrence had immediately gotten from him was that of a solitary merchant scaling a steep cliff.


  This was evidently something people often told Piasky. He explained, “Of course, that’s all in the past. A group of merchants is after all only a group. It’s not a family.”


  “Whenever a crisis comes, they’ll only offer you a helping hand if they’ve decided there’s some profit in it for them.”


  Piasky’s lips twisted. “Quite right,” he said with a helpless shrug.


  Before he had begun sitting alone in the driver’s seat of his cart, Lawrence had occasionally traveled with other merchants, and when business was good, he had stayed with the same group for a while.


  As to why he’d stopped doing it – it was probably overstatement to suggest that relationships formed solely for profit were doomed to distort into resentment, but his reason was likely the same as Piasky’s.


  When his group had been attacked by wolves, they all fled, each praying to God that it would be one of the others who was caught.


  And when one of them finally drew the losing lot, Lawrence wondered just how much God’s heart was stirred by their desperate cries for help.


  “Also, I was well aware that even a group of traveling merchants have no hope against the merchants of a town. So in the end I decided to become the hand of one of those town merchants. I’m less free than I was, but in every town where we have influence, I’m greeted with smiles. It’s worthy compensation.”


  Holo had started drinking her liquor, but surely not because she was full.


  Piasky’s words had undoubtedly given her much to consider. Anyone who lived a life of travel, even Col, could understand what he was talking about.


  “On that count, if you’re with the Ruvik Alliance, the compensation would be great indeed.”


  “Exactly so. And the scale of my business has expanded as well.”


  “I see. Though it doesn’t seem to have dulled your cooking skills a bit… ah, apologies. Your life as a traveler doesn’t match your great skill at cooking.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. I hear that a lot. The truth is I still prepare meals for groups of people while traveling. As I’m doing right now, in fact.”


  It was said that sightseers flocked to Brondel Abbey. But Piasky’s manner didn’t suggest that his side business of guiding visitors to the abbey was exactly flourishing. He had introduced himself as a messenger and courier in the employ of the Ruvik Alliance.


  Which meant the remaining possibilities were few.


  “Heh-heh. Every merchant worth his salt ends up asking me that question, Mr. Lawrence. And I always answer the same way.” He smiled cheerfully and then swept his gaze across Holo and Col before continuing theatrically, “My journey’s only just begun! I still have plenty of time to think.”


  A merchant without curiosity was like a clergyman without faith, so such a statement, despite its triviality, was guaranteed to fan Lawrence’s interest.


  At the very least, thinking it over would be a good way to kill time while on the back of a horse in the freezing silence.


  “Incidentally, it’s not as though I’m always going to Brondel Abbey.”


  No doubt these mealtime guessing games were part of Piasky’s appeal on the long, boring journeys. His expression made it look as though he was proudly showing off a piece of merchandise, and the audience was certainly taking the bait.


  Holo pretended to continue eating as though having no interest in such frivolity, but in actuality the meat on her plate was not decreasing at all, while the more honest Col gripped his spoon and stared intently at the grain of the table’s wood.


  No doubt this all made Piasky the entertainer very happy.


  In contrast to that, it seemed only Lawrence was troubled.


  If only an experienced merchant would look at Piasky and ask the same questions Lawrence had, then it would take the same kind of person to be able to answer those questions.


  And even if the answer was something that would incite a smile, Piasky would not know what part of it would do so. So for Lawrence, the answer was a bit troubling.


  “Well, I can’t have you up all night trying to work out the answer. I’ll be happy to give it to you whenever you like.”


  Piasky’s insistence was more than enough to deepen the furrows on the brows of Lawrence’s two companions.


  
    
  

  If Lawrence didn’t say something, then there was no telling how long the two of them would be agonizing over it.


  “Besides, thinking it over will only empty your stomach, and finding the answer won’t fill it back up again.”


  The prospect of a hungry journey worked quite well to snap them out of their reverie, and the two resumed eating.


  Lawrence met Piasky’s eyes and smiled slightly. After all, a pleasant meal was always welcome.


  “Would that Brondel Abbey were at the edge of the world.”


  “Even I don’t have that many riddles.”


  That evening, they laughed, ate, and drank into the night.


  The next day saw large puffs of snowflakes falling.


  Mercifully there was no wind, but with heavy snowfall of flakes as big as a thumbnail, visibility was extremely poor.


  With their hoods pulled down nearly over their eyes, their white breath fogged up what little was left of their fields of view.


  And yet it was far from rare to find a crusty old merchant with failing eyes who nonetheless had a perfect grasp of the complicated web of trade routes he used. So it was with their packhorse driver, a man who had been plying these roads for forty years, and for whom the current poor visibility was barely worthy of mention. The taciturn horseman led the cart horse out of the way station and out across the white plains, his gait sure.


  As even a brief stop would result in them becoming quickly covered by snow, there was no rest in the march.


  But the white scenery was so ceaselessly monotonous that after taking a brief lunch atop the horse, Col dozed off.


  A horse’s back was still a good distance from the ground. If Col fell, he risked serious injury, so Lawrence took out some hemp rope he had prepared just in case and started to loop it around Holo and Col both when he noticed something.


  Holo, who he had assumed was long since asleep, was actually awake and holding Col securely in her arms.


  “Oh, you’re awake.”


  The snow deadened sound as well as hurting visibility. Despite the silence, Lawrence could barely hear his own voice. Their conversation would be inaudible to Piasky, who was behind them on another horse.


  “I am not,” came the hazy reply, which Lawrence very nearly laughed at in spite of himself.


  But he knew perfectly well that her answer came from her irritation at Piasky’s riddle the previous evening.


  It was not something one could simply reason their way through, and even a merchant might not have been able to guess it, depending on the circumstances.


  Col had quickly given up and gone to bed, but Holo the Wisewolf seemed to feel obligated to think about it longer.


  Yet it was ridiculous to spend all night agonizing over even a great riddle, to say nothing of such a trivial dinnertime puzzle. And not finding the answer was only more frustrating.


  Holo’s childish irritation would usually drive her to steal meaningful glances in Lawrence’s direction, of which he was well aware.


  “What? You don’t see the answer?” He would laugh, and a pouting Holo would hastily tell him what it was.


  That was their usual routine.


  But Lawrence had not done that.


  He had hoped that Holo would forget about the question entirely. The riddle’s answer made him a bit anxious.


  Even Lawrence thought he was worrying about it too much, but he ignored Holo’s first glance, and then her second. And the third and fourth. At which point Holo was obviously upset as she continued to mull it over. Having gotten to this point, even a solution with a hilarious twist would only serve to further anger her.


  It was harder than ever to tell her the answer.


  And so it had gone, right up until the present moment.


  Lawrence should have told her the answer right away, but it was too late for such regrets.


  “So that’s how it is.”


  The second time Holo spoke that day, what came out of her mouth was a lengthy, irritated sigh of a long and rambling speech, which she wrapped up with these final words.


  Col listened, his face blank with astonishment, as he busied himself by hanging their traveling clothes up to dry on a leather cord.


  After dinner, just when they’d noticed that Holo had disappeared for a while, she returned to the room and immediately dove into her speech, so Col’s reaction was entirely understandable.


  For Lawrence’s part, he was simply impressed that she’d managed to work it out.


  “You’re exactly right.”


  “You fool!”


  Lawrence had no excuse to give and could only reply honestly, which earned him an equally honest curse from Holo.


  And yet seeing Lawrence look so foolish seemed to take the wind out of Holo’s anger’s sails.


  She sat and asked Col to bring her wine, rudely pulled the cork out with her teeth, and put the contents to her lips.


  “Your strange manner made me want to know the answer that much more. And to think…”


  “So you went and asked?” Not long ago, Col would have trembled in terror at Holo’s anger, but now he was bold enough to venture the question.


  “Aye. I went and told him it had kept me up and got laughed at for my trouble. Me – Holo the Wisewolf!”


  “I learned at school that there are things you can’t learn without asking. But what was the answer?”


  Col continued to hang their clothes as he asked the question. Holo did not answer immediately, instead directing her gaze at Lawrence.


  “It’s too much trouble to explain. You do it,” her gaze seemed to say.


  Which was probably true.


  With a bottle of strong wine in one hand, Holo bit into a piece of jerky.


  “A man like Piasky, who’s used to traveling alone but also skilled at cooking meals for many people, is quite rare. He must be involved in establishing new towns or marketplaces. When he talked about guiding large groups of people, those people are probably on their way to start new lives in a new place.”


  “Ooh…”


  Despite listening to Lawrence with an impressed expression, Col adroitly finished attending to the drying and then checked in on the sunken hearth in the middle of the room.


  There was no fireplace, nor did the room have good circulation, so managing the fire was quite difficult.


  “Essentially, the people he’s guiding aren’t used to traveling. So without the ability to fully equip them all, as well as quickly solve whatever problems arise, he wouldn’t be able to do his job.”


  “In truth, I’ve led a pack myself, and he looks to be a fine, reliable male. He speaks his mind and speaks it cleverly.” Holo glared at Lawrence with half-lidded eyes.


  Lawrence coughed. Col smiled nervously and continued.


  “So he does a rather uncommon job, then. But then…”


  Why was Mr. Lawrence trying to hide the answer to the riddle from Miss Holo?


  The question in his eyes was obvious as he looked at Lawrence.


  There was nothing so embarrassing as having to admit he had been too worried. But if he didn’t accept his punishment, it seemed unlikely that Holo would forgive him.


  Of course, he begged forgiveness every single time Holo was angry at him. He could hardly call himself a proper merchant, but here in this room, where the fire had to be kept small lest it fill the space with smoke, the warmth of Holo’s tail would be very important during the night.


  A merchant had to be able to weigh profit and loss.


  “Piasky’s job is helping colonists. If he’s being helped by a king or the nobility, it’s to increase the land they control. If he’s backed by the Church, it’s to spread their faith. In any case, there are many reasons, but they all have one thing in common. If the colonists arrive at their new land and manage to become established there, it will become their new homeland.”


  “Ah…”


  “The work is difficult but profitable, and if successful will earn the gratitude of many people. I’ve even heard of such leaders becoming minor nobility themselves, at the request of the villagers or townspeople they aided. But many of those who set out for new lands have lost their homes to war, famine, or disease. So–”


  Lawrence looked at Holo before continuing.


  “–That’s why I was hoping you’d forget the matter.”


  “Hmph.” Holo turned away in irritation, tossing a piece of skin she had torn free of the jerky into the fire. This sent a puff of ash up, which Col followed with his eyes as though witnessing something magical. “’Tis not our way to find a new homeland. Our home is our home. What’s important is not who’s there, but where the land itself is. And anyway, I’ll bet you were just worried I’d say something like this, aye?”


  They had argued countless times.


  She had seen right through Lawrence’s thinking.


  “Could you please find a homeland for me, as well?” she finished, her eyes coquettishly upturned.


  Surprised, Col watched the entire exchange.


  Lawrence could tell she was angry.


  But he also knew her anger was that of a cat who had been fussed over too much and was now holding out a threatening claw.


  “Males are such fools!”


  “… I cannot argue with that.”


  “Honestly,” Holo spat and then drank her wine.


  At a loss, Lawrence brushed his hair aside – this, too, was just as it always was.


  Once Col laughed at them in amusement, the ritual was complete.


  Holo’s tail swished to and fro. Tomorrow would be another early morning.


  “I grow weary from anger. To bed with me.”


  Her skill as a pack leader was impressive, indeed.


  In the end, they arrived at Brondel Abbey around midday of the third day.


  Perhaps by the grace of God, only the second day had seen heavy snowfall. They passed easily through the checkpoint into the merchants’ quarter, which was not necessarily something to be pleased about.


  The high walls that enclosed the space were what one would expect of an abbey, but upon entering the gate, the atmosphere was that of a town inhabited only by merchants.


  It was enough to make Holo quip, “You should drop a copper coin and see what happens,” from atop their horse.


  No doubt it would immediately bring all eyes upon them, like a sneeze during the prayer in a church service.


  “It’s quite possible there’s nothing that can’t be bought here,” said Piasky mischievously, riding his horse alongside them.


  Lawrence smiled at that but wondered privately if it might not actually be true.


  The center of the street had been somehow cleared of snow, but it was flanked on both sides by piles of the stuff, and unsurprisingly the air around them was as cold as an ice cave. There were even parts of the horse’s mane that had frozen.


  Despite the cold, merchants were everywhere, arms crossed across their bodies as they each talked up their businesses. Somehow they seemed to be genuinely enjoying themselves, even stomping their feet to ward off the cold, unable to resist smiling like children.


  “Now, then, if you’ll wait here, I’ll make arrangements for your room.”


  “I shall leave it to you.”


  Piasky tied Lawrence’s horse up at a public stable, then dismounted his own steed and trotted off.


  Mounting and dismounting a horse took a certain amount of skill, and all the more so when one’s body was stiff from cold. Lawrence was the first to climb down, and then he took Holo and then Col in his arms as he helped them off.


  Once everyone was on the ground, Lawrence thanked the driver for a safe journey.


  The man remained as silent and taciturn as ever, but crossed his arms lightly over his chest and gave a bow in a polite gesture of parting, every bit the image of a devout northerner.


  “Still, this place is rather large, is it not? From what you were saying, I thought ’twould be smaller and at more of a remove.”


  “I only knew it by reputation. But I know it’s the place where it’s said enough wool to fill the straits of Winfiel is traded. Look there – they even have glass windows.”


  There, under a lead-gray sky, from which a snowflake occasionally fell as though it had suddenly remembered to fall, were grand three-story buildings of stone with top-floor windows that reflected the sky’s color.


  Not every building had windows of glass, but each of them seemed sturdy enough to shrug off a few flaming arrows at least. There were five in total on one side of the street or the other, each with wide paths leading from their entrances.


  But they were not the only things at the site. There were large public stables, and across from them was a great barn exclusively for sheep. It seemed fully large enough, but Piasky had said there were many more like it.


  “Mm. ’Tis quite a feat to build such things out here in the snow.” Holo grinned boldly and looked ahead.


  There lay the merchant annex to the great abbey of Brondel. While it might well have been merely an annex situated a horse’s ride away from the abbey proper, it in no way hurt the majesty of the latter.


  At the end of the road that led from the annex’s entrance stood a building with a weighty majesty that was greater than any of the others nearby.


  Hanging within a steeple so tall it seemed to reach to the heavens themselves was a great bell, larger than even ten horses could hope to move. This was a sanctuary that had been built to bring peace to the souls of merchants. And doubtless it did exactly that.


  Although that did come with a sense of overwhelming pressure.


  “There’s something that I learned in school.”


  “Oh?”


  “That clergy from the northlands are the best at questioning heretics.”


  Lawrence understood Col all too well. Inquisitors had no mercy. A place like this was indeed well suited to the bearded servants of God, with their eyes as cold and pitiless as hawks’.


  “Still, that was long ago, was it not?” Holo’s gaze was fixed upon a monk wrapped in more wool than the sheep, chatting happily with a group of merchants as he led them out of the building.


  His face was ruddy and his cheeks plump – a far cry from the virtues of obedience, purity, and honorable poverty.


  Holo looked at Lawrence and spoke. “Certainly – we live in a time when even you can come on pilgrimage.”


  Holo smiled a bold, fearless smile that teetered right on the edge of outright laughter.


  “… Still, I’m a bit worried,” Lawrence said as he looked at the breath that rose whitely as he exhaled, then cast his gaze across their surroundings.


  A kick from Holo brought him back to himself, and looking at her angry eyes, he realized he had been misunderstood.


  “Ah, sorry, I should’ve explained better. I wasn’t talking about you.” She continued to regard him with suspicion so Lawrence elaborated. “I’m a bit worried that there are too many people here.”


  “Er, do you mean…” It was Col who spoke up.


  Given the way he had been gazing curiously around at the scene, it was quite possible he had come to the same conclusion as Lawrence.


  “There are too many people for grounds of this size. No matter how grand the buildings might be, a bunch of arrogant merchants and monks with no patience for cramped conditions will never be satisfied with such confined space.”


  “Do you mean to say there may be no lodging for us?”


  If this was meant to be a place to conduct business negotiations, it would have to have places to store contracts, as well as places to discuss the contents of those contracts. This meant office space and workers to maintain the upkeep of such space. Cooks and food staff would be necessary, too, and the higher the status of the merchants that visited, the larger their entourage would be.


  Lawrence doubted that his bad feeling was merely pessimism inspired by the poor weather. It was all too easy to think such things before a monastery devoted to prayer to God.


  Lawrence and his companions continued to look around dubiously, and soon there appeared Piasky, trotting out of one of the buildings with – just as Lawrence expected – a concerned expression on his face.


  Just as one would expect of a merchant whose swiftness of foot outstripped his skill at negotiation, Piasky immediately cut to the heart of the matter. “I’m very sorry. There are too many people, and I was unable to secure a room.”


  Despite having anticipated this, Lawrence was not immediately sure how to respond. As he struggled for an answer, Piasky continued.


  “You might be able to sleep alongside others in one of the larger rooms…” His words trailed off as his gaze fell upon Holo.


  What would happen if Holo were to sleep in a room crowded with merchants? It would be like tossing meat to a pack of wild dogs.


  “Alternatively, we might be able to find you an earthen-floor room to rent… but in weather like this, that wouldn’t be terribly different from making camp. Ah, what a bother. Apparently over the last couple of days, there’s been a surge of people.”


  “What about stables?”


  “They’re full all the way to the haylofts. In this time of year, they’re even warmer than the inn rooms, after all. And I don’t even have to mention the wool storehouses.”


  Piasky’s face fell into deep contemplation, as though he were leading travelers along a road that had been blocked by a landslide and was now impassable.


  His concern seemed to be genuine rather than for show. Lawrence could see why Holo had approved of him.


  But that did not mean he would be able to fix their situation.


  If they were to end up staying in a stone building with an earthen floor, they would need to secure bedding.


  Lawrence was about to say so, but before he could, the surroundings seemed to erupt in a great commotion – although upon a second look, it was coming from a particular direction.


  “Ho, the White Army returns!” shouted one of the merchants among the many in the street. Lawrence looked in the direction of the noise, and as his line of sight fell upon the entrance to the annex, he understood what the shout meant.


  With a low rumble that seemed to shake the ground, a wave of sheep flowed in. Not even a fully armed mercenary band could hold its ground against such a flood.


  As the sheep passed through the flung-open gates, they were soon herded by dog and spear into the many barns set aside for them.


  Shortly thereafter, there could be heard the bells that so often rang out across the plains as a quartet of shepherds passed through the gates and entered the town. Here they were not loathed as in Ruvinheigen, and the merchants who knew them greeted them happily, petting the heads of the sheepdogs and thanking them for a day’s work well done.


  The shepherds were certainly a scruffy group. And yet looking at their nonetheless dignified forms, Lawrence couldn’t help but think if Norah the shepherdess could find employ in a place like this, she might not suffer so.


  “’Tis all too clear what you’re thinking about.”


  At Holo’s sudden words, Lawrence snapped back to reality. As he flinched and looked over at her, it was all too clear just who the sheep was.


  But Holo seemed to be satisfied with his pathetic reaction, so rather than press her advantage, she spoke with a quiet expression. “Fate is truly a force in the world. The world is too complicated for all to come easily.”


  “… You’re right about that.” Any number of their adventures thus far served as evidence.


  As they spoke quietly, Lawrence suddenly felt someone’s gaze upon him, and he looked up. His eyes fell upon the gates through which the flood of sheep had just finished passing.


  With the sheep now inside, the gates were being closed, and calm was beginning to return.


  But the shepherds remained.


  Lawrence got the feeling that one of them, an old man, was looking at them.


  “Scriveners’ rooms… no, no… perhaps the storage room at the far end of the hall… or – hmm?” Piasky continued to mull over the problem of Lawrence and his companions’ lodgings, but he saw Lawrence’s curious look, at which he stopped.


  After looking toward the shepherds briefly, he clapped his hands. “That’s it. There might be some vacancies in the shepherds’ quarters. I’ve heard they’re less busy in the winter – just let me go ask and see.”


  No sooner had he finished speaking than Piasky ran off.


  It was possible that the shepherd Lawrence thought was looking at them had instead been looking past them at the sanctuary. Just as he revised his thinking, Holo glared suspiciously at the shepherds.


  “One of those had his eye on us just now.”


  “I wondered.”


  Only Col seemed surprised by this, and he looked around nervously.


  It was not surprising for unfriendly towns or villages to treat travelers with hostility, but that was not what Lawrence sensed.


  “Well, perhaps he simply found you a bit unusual. There are plenty of abbeys with both nuns and monks, but there aren’t any nuns here.”


  “Aye… he was indeed surprised.”


  “I assume you didn’t show your ears or tail,” Lawrence said jokingly.


  At this Holo drew her chin in and replied with eyes half lidded from boredom. “’Tis not as though there’s aught here to make my heart race. My ears and tail are lifeless beneath my robe.”


  “That’s good. I prefer a modest girl.”


  Holo stomped on Lawrence’s foot, and Col turned away, trying to hide his laughter.


  Piasky seemed to have successfully negotiated something during the trio’s third-rate sideshow. He turned toward them and waved happily in their direction.


  “Will you be all right staying in the shepherds’ quarters?” Lawrence asked Holo.


  “You said you preferred a modest girl, didn’t you?”


  Lawrence was not worried that she would wither in front of the shepherds as much as he was concerned that her dislike of them would spoil her mood, but she coolly brushed the question off.


  And no doubt she would be fine as promised. Holo was not a child after all.


  “Well, then, I’d say that’s our best choice,” said Lawrence, returning Piasky’s wave.


  But then, to Lawrence’s surprise, Piasky exchanged a handshake with the very same old shepherd they had been discussing before.


  Evidently the shepherds of the great abbey of Brondel, who still told tales of the golden sheep, would be sharing their lodgings with the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, guardian of the wheat harvest.


  Perhaps the world was a more peaceful place than it seemed after all.


  “Huskins.”


  Owing to the sound of their bags hitting the floor, Lawrence nearly missed the man’s introduction. Once he realized what it was, he hastily extended his right hand in greeting.


  “Kraft Lawrence.”


  “…”


  As he shook hands with Huskins, who stood in the doorway, he noticed the man’s hands were as tough as sheep hooves.


  “This is Holo. And that’s Col. Strange circumstances have led to them traveling with me.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” said Holo.


  “And I’m very pleased to meet you, as well,” said Col.


  As he shook hands with each of them, Huskins the shepherd ultimately said nothing more than his own name.


  His hair was the color of hay and snow, with long eyebrows and a beard that nearly reached his chest. He was built solidly, his back not hunched nor his body underfed. The corners of his eyes were deeply wrinkled, and his gray eyes shone as though gazing at a far-off horizon. While surely past his agile years, his movements had a peculiar strength to them and made one think of a wily old ram.


  A true herdsman who wandered the plains. A keen-eyed shepherd. There were any number of ways to describe him.


  Huskins was such a man, a venerable shepherd whose age gave him a certain aura.


  “Thank you so much for this. You’ve truly helped us.”


  As Piasky would have it, the shepherds that lived here with Huskins only returned once every few years. As long as Lawrence and his companions were willing to attend to their own meals, they could use the vacant rooms.


  Of course, not being an inn, each room did not have its own fireplace – there was a sunken brick hearth shared among the rooms, but even that was far better than sleeping alongside strangers or on a dirt floor in a stone building.


  “I’ll tend the fire. Aside from that, you’re free to do as you will.”


  It was said that after tending to their vast flocks, enduring harsh conditions day in and day out, shepherds were saintlier than actual saints – and Huskins certainly seemed so.


  He did not seem inclined to respond to small talk, nor did he evidently wish to.


  Lawrence nodded at what he was told and asked no further questions.


  Huskins wordlessly looked the trio over for a moment, gave a brief nod, and then walked back to the room with the hearth.


  “Is he a Church scholar?” Col asked quietly as Huskins’s footsteps faded away.


  It was not unreasonable to think so. Even Lawrence found it easy to imagine himself asking Huskins’s advice in times of trouble.


  “He does seem like a sort of wilderness wise man, doesn’t he?”


  “Am I the butt of that joke?” Holo popped a dried raspberry in her mouth as soon as Lawrence opened their bags. Lawrence gave her a mild glance and shrugged purposefully.


  “We’ve more leftovers than I thought. With this much, it should last us a while, even counting for Huskins’s portion. And if we run low, we’re surrounded by merchants, so it’ll hardly be a problem.”


  “Yes, only the well was very crowded, so water might be a problem.”


  
    
  

  That was Col – always keeping his eyes open.


  When traveling without money, finding water was the highest priority.


  Even a little food could be stretched to last a week, but it was not so with water.


  “Should we go draw some now maybe?” Col asked.


  “Perhaps… yes, go ahead and do that. We’ll need it at dinner, and it’s possible the well will freeze during the night.”


  “Right!”


  Col seemed to feel most at ease when he had been given a task to complete. He gave his cheerful reply and then took a bucket and water skin before going back out into the cold.


  Lawrence next addressed Holo, who quite unlike the industrious Col was lying back on a straw bed, popping dried raspberries into her mouth.


  “It wasn’t long ago that I would’ve greeted the sight of you there with sarcasm and gotten your rage in return,” said Lawrence.


  Holo also needed to feel useful, but unlike Col, she did not show it outwardly. She did such a good job of disguising this, in fact, that Lawrence sometimes forgot it was true.


  “… Seems you’ve managed to learn something, then.”


  “Even I learn eventually.”


  “Heh. Still, if we resort to staying here long enough, our food supplies become a concern. That will be a bit of a bother.” Popping the final morsel into her mouth, Holo sat up.


  “Mm, yes, true. And if the snow piles up too much, we could well end up trapped in here. I agree with you that if we’re to be trapped, I’d rather have it be in a town.”


  “There’s that, but I’ve another reason.”


  “Another?”


  “Aye. You might well find yourself buried alive under the wool left behind by the sheep I’d devour.”


  “That’s an eventuality I’m keen to avoid.”


  Holo was not necessarily joking. Even seen from a distance, it was clear the flock’s wool was very fine. No doubt its meat would be likewise.


  “Yet with that lot outside stuck here as well, they’ll have naught to do but trade rumors. As we’re seeking information, that could be rather convenient for us.”


  “That’s a double-edged sword. Rumors spread in the blink of an eye in a place like this. We need to find out about the wolf bones while drawing as little attention as possible, that’s the problem.”


  Lawrence stroked his beard as he thought this over, and it did not take very long for him to consider what few possibilities there were.


  It was very difficult to keep the mouths of others closed.


  What they needed was someone in whom they could safely place their trust, and at the moment, there was only one person like that.


  But Lawrence hesitated to fully trust Piasky.


  There was no doubt he was an excellent individual – so much so that Lawrence did not want to have to stand beside him in front of Holo.


  “’Twill be well. Just as a pack with two heads will often quarrel among itself, so too will its two leaders not become terribly close friends. ’Tis nothing to worry over.”


  Holo’s words had cut so perfectly to the core of Lawrence’s concern that it was almost frustrating. But even he found it difficult to admit that he was hesitant to ask Piasky’s aid because he was worried about how well Piasky and Holo might get along.


  And yet if he remained resolute in his pride, he would be playing right into the wolf’s paws. And his lack of faith could even be construed as lack of faith in Holo.


  So Lawrence bluffed as though the biggest business deal of his life were riding on it. “After all we’ve been through, I’m not particularly concerned with whom you choose to be friends with,” he declared.


  Even Holo’s ears should not be able to catch the lie, he reckoned.


  And yet the moment he thought as much, Holo made a face as though she had just watched a rabbit hop into a snare. “Oh? Aren’t you the leader of this pack?”


  It took only a brief instant.


  “You were keeping your guard up even as you got along with that other male, aye? Well, I suppose it’s common for the new leader of a pack to try a bit too hard. I surely don’t fail to understand your concerns…”


  Lawrence thought back over Holo’s words. She was a genius at obscuring the subject of her sentences. Worse, she understood all too well how others would interpret them.


  “I thought as much, but – so ’tis true, then, that you were worried about such a thing? Not only do you count me the pack’s leader, but you’re hoping I won’t give my favor to another?” Holo grinned. “Such an adorable pup.”


  She had gotten him again after all this time.


  Lawrence did not so much as grunt.


  The way she looked up at him with her chin in her hands was maddeningly cheeky. He wanted to grab her cheek, wrap her in a blanket, and toss her outside.


  But if he lost his temper here, it would be like throwing oil on the fire of his shame. Like tossing money after a thief.


  Lawrence reminded himself that gracefully accepting his defeat, while allowing a little frustration to show through, was the best response – the response most worthy of a merchant.


  He heard the sound of rustling fabric; it was the sound of Holo turning over in her bed, annoyed by Lawrence’s unexpectedly calm reaction.


  “Hmph, look at you, playing at being such a reasonable male.”


  It was a terrible thing to say, but he could not rise to the bait.


  “It’s easy enough to do if I just think back to my childhood.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  Lawrence held up his index finger and placed his other arm behind him at his waist, as though delivering a lecture. “When trying to attract the attention of the one you care for, what’s the most charming method?”


  Holo was dumbfounded.


  “Why it’s to harass her a little bit and make her notice you.”


  So don’t get upset over every little thing. Lawrence walked over to the bed and poked Holo’s nose with his index finger.


  Naturally there were any number of comebacks she could have hurled at him. Lawrence was well aware of this, given how many times he had been sure he had her cornered only to have her turn the tables.


  So he was fully prepared to have the finger he had thrust at her nose bitten, but for some reason, Holo seemed to find that fact itself amusing.


  As Lawrence waited, wondering when she would counterattack, she simply sat there looking up at him.


  At length, with his finger still on her nose, she spoke in a slightly nasal tone. “There’s no accounting for taste.”


  One did not always prefer what was objectively best. Piasky, for example.


  Such was the signal of Holo’s surrender. But her words had been chosen specifically to avoid flattering Lawrence.


  “I-I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  It was pathetic of him to stutter at such a crucial moment, though Her Wisewolfness seemed pleased.


  “Hmph.” Holo laughed through her nose.


  Shortly thereafter, Col returned breathlessly to the room, carrying water with him.


  While they were not particularly trying to obscure their identities, Lawrence and his companions only entered the sanctuary once the sun had begun to set.


  Even with candles, the hour seemed somehow darker than true night.


  As the snow continued to fall outside, the prospect of sitting in a pew and offering prayers of devotion had started to seem rather attractive.


  The abbey’s day was offset from the regular business day by about 25 percent, so the evening sermon was long since over, and the only ones in the sanctuary were Lawrence, his companions, and Piasky, along with a monk carrying a sheepskin satchel of very fine quality.


  When he saw that Lawrence and the others had finished their prayers, he wordlessly approached them and opened his bag.


  Piasky, Lawrence, and his two companions all dropped silver coins from across the sea into it.


  “The blessings of God be upon you,” said the monk gruffly and then quickly retreated.


  No doubt he had candle lighting and nocturne to prepare for, but such treatment would hardly inspire average believers to come here on pilgrimage.


  “Now, then, shall we?” murmured Piasky, and the words left his mouth in a puff of white vapor.


  It was cold and well past the time to be enjoying wine, mutton, and merrymaking.


  Unlike Lawrence, Piasky had many friends here, and it was his busiest time of day.


  Lawrence nodded. Col was still silently praying, as was Holo; Lawrence nudged him, and they stood.


  The sanctuary’s high ceiling, from its entrance to the altar, gave the space a sense of grandeur, along with the august, divine majesty thanks to wealth accumulated over many years. If the embroidered curtain that hung down from the ceiling, faded by candle soot and cold winters alike, were pulled back, it felt very much that the past could be glimpsed as a golden, glittering land.


  “Brondel Abbey… the house of our almighty God…” Col murmured, looking back after they’d passed the cloister and gone through a set of iron-barred, heavily fortified doors.


  Though they would call Col a pagan, he did not seem to particularly hate the Church.


  Perhaps he was struck by the majesty of this building that had been constructed here in the land of falling snow and had decided to let such small details slide, or perhaps he was simply fond of that verse.


  Under normal circumstances Holo would have made sport of him, but she continued to hold his hand when he stopped and joined him in looking back. After a moment like that, they both followed after Lawrence.


  “In truth, I would’ve liked to be able to invite you and your companions along as well, Mr. Lawrence…”


  “Not at all. I understand entirely. Though if this were a business negotiation, I’d have a seat at the table even if I had to invite myself.”


  “Ha-ha-ha, I appreciate your saying so. I’ll see you tomorrow, though.”


  “Indeed. Enjoy your wining!”


  Lawrence and company took their leave of Piasky there in the torch-lit sanctuary and then proceeded to the shepherds’ dormitories. At this late hour the streets were empty, even those around the sanctuary, and the only light came from the lanterns beside each building’s door.


  “I’ll just bet he’ll have good wining, I will,” said Holo.


  They had not prayed within the sanctuary very long, but the footprints they had left on their way in had been buried under the falling snow.


  “The wine in our wineskins is good enough,” said Lawrence.


  “Aye, but good wining means good food and good company as well.”


  “Just what are you getting at…?” Lawrence immediately assumed she was talking about him, but then realized otherwise. “Look, you – don’t say anything like that at dinner, understand?”


  Beneath her hood, Holo heaved a heavy sigh. Lawrence was certain that the whump sound of a foot stomping on snow was not his imagination.


  “Just how is one meant to enjoy their drink around one so scruffy and gloomy? Not only would he not give me a proper greeting, just when I wondered where he’d gone, he returned with a basket full of raw mutton. Just what is he thinking, drying it above the hearth like that? Is he making sport of me?”


  Shepherds departed early in the morning and returned only when the sun went down, so aside from dinner, most of their eating was done out of doors. To make matters worse, this was a place where snow was the norm. If the snow was too severe, a shepherd could be forced to find somewhere to stay at through the night. There certainly was no room in the dormitory for all the sheep. Preparing food for his comrades in the many stables here and there was part of his job.


  Rather than being deliberately unsociable, Huskins’s lack of grace was probably due to his being simply busy with preparations for the next day.


  Of course, it was less that and more the fact that he had the nerve to make mutton jerky right in front of her that bothered Holo so much. Worse, next to the string of jerky were links of mutton sausage.


  “If it’s jerky you want, there should still be some in the bag.”


  “That tough stuff suits my taste not,” said Holo, turning away in displeasure.


  It was enough to make Lawrence laugh. She was like an unreasonable child. But he knew he needed to be prepared for when she decided to truly press him. She had only given him trouble because the meat had been right before her eyes.


  “If we do as Piasky did and put it in stew, it’ll turn nice and tender,” said Lawrence, which Holo looked up at, her lips curled in a derisive sneer.


  “Why don’t you just use the stew-pot for a pillow from now on, hmm?”


  Lawrence replied with a sigh. “Are you saying it’ll soften my head?”


  Holo faced forward and did not deign to reply.


  Such was their conversation as they returned to the dormitory, the sounds of laughter and the scents of delicious food emanating from the rooms they passed. Holo was not the only one licking her lips at the smell of mutton.


  The rickety doors of each building would be easily broken with a kick. Holo peered through each one as they passed, trying to catch a glimpse of what was being eaten within.


  There were five rooms in the dormitory, with Lawrence and his companions occupying one of two rooms on the second floor.


  In total, fifteen shepherds were housed there, and there was even a kennel dedicated for the sheepdogs. Counting the barns that dotted the surrounding countryside, Lawrence guessed there were around thirty shepherds in total. Not all of them would know each other, as they alternated sleeping out in the barns and here in the dormitory.


  Of them, Huskins was the oldest, and he supposedly knew more about sheep than God.


  “We’ve returned.”


  It was not uncommon for travelers to rent rooms in the others’ homes while journeying. A good way to ensure a pleasant time for all was to greet the home’s occupants warmly.


  “It’s a magnificent sanctuary you have here.”


  Huskins gave only a minute nod, silently trimming tendons and fat from raw meat. Holo’s look of pleasure was no doubt thanks to his removal of the fat, her favorite part.


  Once Lawrence had seen Holo and Col back to the room, he immediately set about preparing for dinner. They were only allowed to stay there on the condition that they look after Huskins’s meals.


  Just as Lawrence picked up a stew-pot, Huskins suddenly spoke.


  “… A fitting place for God to live.”


  Understanding that this was in reference to the sanctuary, Lawrence smiled and nodded.


  Lawrence borrowed some tools from Huskins to make a support for the pot, and then filled it with water, along with the ingredients in the proportions he had learned from Piasky.


  He knew Holo liked a slightly stronger flavor, so he put in a little extra salt. Likewise he had heard that shepherds, like their sheep, preferred their food salty. He added some of the tough jerky, along with the bread that had been reduced to crumbs in its bag, making what would be a very nutritious meal.


  Normally this would have been a good opportunity for some idle conversation, but Huskins was as quiet as ever as he continued his work. It was often said that those who spent their years with animals would soon become unable to speak with anyone else, and Lawrence could understand why someone would say so.


  “Dinner’s on.”


  Lawrence went over to the next room to call Holo and Col in, whereupon he saw that they had pulled a few pieces of straw out of the bed and were playing a childish guessing game with them, trying to guess the shortest one.


  Given the smile on his face, it seemed likely that Col was winning.


  Lawrence patted Holo’s head as he walked by them, and she very distinctly leaned toward him flirtatiously.


  She didn’t seem to be in very good spirits.


  “Thanks be to God for this meal.”


  As befit an abbey, they recited the traditional prayer – something they did not normally do.


  With a smile on his face, Col started eating immediately, but Holo’s expression was a sour one, as though she really were a nun.


  This was partially because the stew had only jerky for meat, but also because her distilled grape wine did not taste good with the hot broth.


  Travel notwithstanding, now that they had reached their destination, Lawrence did not mind if she got drunk. He was sure he would hear her complaints on the subject, except that before them sat Huskins, like some sort of hermit.


  In order to keep up appearances, Lawrence had decided it was best for them to appear to be pious pilgrims.


  Their only acquaintance here was Piasky, and with the Ruvik Alliance lingering in the area, it was doubtful how much weight the Rowen Trade Guild’s name would carry.


  It would be best to seize the opportunity that staying with Huskins provided, given that although he was merely a shepherd, he had still lived in the abbey for a very long time. Like a jug filled with water, a taciturn person’s mind was filled with knowledge. The problem was figuring out how to remove the lid.


  Huskins continued to eat his meal, silent, offering neither comments nor thanks.


  Given that the dinner was a contractually obligated one, expressing any criticism would likely lead to a conflict, so his silence was undoubtedly the correct approach.


  Unfortunately, this also meant that Lawrence had no opportunity to begin to pry the lid off. He would have to wait for a chance to present itself.


  Lawrence thought it over as he continued to eat, and finally Huskins stood.


  The contents of the pot were nearly gone – all that was left was to divvy up the remaining thick broth.


  Holo grinned openly at the prospect of having one less person to have to share with, but her grin disappeared as he sat back down.


  Huskins casually took a piece of jerky that had been drying on a strap and dropped it into the pot.


  “… It’s nice, eating with a group for once.”


  His voice was like a burned-out log collapsing in a campfire, but to Lawrence and his companions, each of whom had often eaten alone, it was a warm and friendly greeting.


  Holo’s mood immediately improved, and she was already eating some of the meat, which had not yet had a chance to properly boil.


  Just as Lawrence was going to thank Huskins, he saw the old man offering him a small bottle.


  As far as he could tell from the whitish substance around the lid, it seemed to be some sort of liquor made from sheep’s milk.


  Lawrence finished the wine in his own cup, then gratefully allowed Huskins to pour him some of the proffered drink.


  “There’s a taste I’ve not had in some time.” It was a flavor one either loved or hated, and for his part Lawrence was none too fond of it.


  And yet he understood that this was a gesture of friendship from Huskins, made in spite of their short stay.


  Lawrence made a great show of savoring the stuff, such that Holo was surely laughing inwardly at him.


  “So, Mr. Huskins…” Lawrence pretended at being prompted to speak out of drunkenness and stopped short to take in Huskins’s reaction.


  Huskins was cutting a piece of the boiled meat with a knife, which he put in his mouth and chased down with a drink of the milk liquor before looking at Lawrence.


  “… You’ve been here long, have you?”


  “… A few dozen years now. Since the time of the abbot before last.”


  “I see. I’ve been traveling since I was a boy, doing business all the while. I can barely imagine what it must be like to have spent so much time in one place.”


  Huskins said nothing, and sensing that he was still listening, Lawrence continued.


  “Incidentally, I’ve heard there are three things that never change in the Winfiel kingdom. What about you, Mr. Huskins – would you say that’s true?”


  At these words, Huskins’s knife froze in midslice in his bowl. His eyes looked far into the distance, as anyone’s did when they were searching their memories.


  “… The arrogant nobles, the beautiful plains…”


  “And the flocks of sheep!”


  As Lawrence finished the sentence, a faint smile flashed across Huskins’s face.


  “… It doesn’t change much, this land.”


  “It sounds lovely.”


  “… You think so?” Huskins’s voice was quiet but clear, as though he had seen through all of Lawrence’s flattery.


  Lawrence could feel Holo look up at him from under her hood, a bit of meat in her mouth.


  His words were clear enough.


  But Lawrence neither panicked nor cowered. He was a merchant and had no small amount of experience himself. “I use the same words any time I return somewhere after a year of travel and business.” Lawrence smiled and continued, “Things never change.”


  “…”


  From beneath the long, gray eyebrows, those animal yet human eyes focused on Lawrence. The powerful gaze felt somehow like Huskins was looking at him good and hard for the very first time.


  The old shepherd then brought the cup of sheep’s milk to his lips and nodded. “This place doesn’t change, either. Reckon it’ll stay that way, too.”


  “No doubt. This is Brondel Abbey after all.”


  Huskins nodded; then after nodding, he wordlessly poured Lawrence some more liquor.


  Lawrence got the feeling Huskins had taken a liking to him. He could not stop himself from wishing that the wine were actually tasty.


  “Thought not even a stone wall can resist the changes of the passing days,” said Lawrence.


  “… You mean those merchants? Are you lot any different?” This sarcastic manner of asking was particular to the region.


  Lawrence swallowed more liquor and smiled, chagrined. “I am indeed a merchant, but my aim is a bit different from the others flocking here.”


  “… Oh ho. Coming all the way out here and bringing God’s little lambs with you…”


  “I’m here on pilgrimage to inquire about a holy relic here at the abbey.”


  Lawrence did not mention the wolf bones.


  An abbey as large as Brondel would certainly have a few holy relics, and many pilgrims would surely come to view them.


  Huskins appeared momentarily surprised but soon seemed to accept the story. He worked his mouth as though murmuring something and then nodded. “… There are many reasons to travel. Such brings color to a drab world.”


  Coming from the mouth of a minstrel, such words would have been mere affectation, but from Huskins they had the ring of truth.


  Lawrence smiled and nodded, giving Huskins the greater portion of what delicious, savory broth remained in the bowl.


  The next morning, Huskins left before dawn broke.


  Through the window, the energetic barking of the sheepdogs could be heard as could chattering human voices, which suggested he always left around this hour.


  Lawrence shivered at the frigid air that crept in under the blanket and clung to Holo’s tail – she was under the same blanket – trying to hold on to the happiness of warmth just a bit longer.


  When he next awoke, a good amount of time had passed. The sun was already well in the sky, and several rays slipped through the cracks in the window.


  No sooner had he mused upon how complacent he had grown, having done no business in a while, than he realized what it was that let him sleep so soundly.


  It was very warm under the covers – and Holo had slept in the same bed all night.


  “I surely am handy to have about.”


  And surely it was pleasant to awaken to a beautiful maiden sleeping upon one’s chest – though not perhaps when her mouth was full of jerky.


  And not when her breath stank of liquor.


  No doubt she had wanted to avoid being scolded, and furthermore, she hated the notion of hunching over next to the fireplace to drink alone. Even Lawrence avoided drinking alone – and it was warmer under the blankets, as well.


  “… Where’s Col?”


  “I know not… He tended the hearth for a while, but once the sun rose he went off with the shepherds and their staves.”


  A shred of jerky hanging from her mouth shook as she spoke, and from its color, Lawrence was sure it was part of the meat Huskins had been drying the previous day.


  But criticizing her would be more trouble that it was worth. He would simply have to hope that Huskins didn’t notice.


  “So it’s sunny outside, eh…?”


  The winter often kept people shut up indoors for one reason or another.


  If it was fine out, there would be more people out, with the blooms of their conversation more lively.


  “Aye. Just a moment ago the dogs were scampering about. And it seems as though a certain someone seems to be thinking me one of them.”


  “Better than drinking wine first thing in the morning. Come, move aside. I’ve got to go out and see what’s afoot.”


  He nudged Holo’s shoulder, but she seemed completely disinclined to move. He heaved a heavy sigh and crawled out of the bed.


  While the sun had been up for some time, cold was cold.


  He wanted to return to the bed where Holo continued to gnaw on her jerky, but such was the devil’s temptation. Lawrence opened the window wide.


  That moment the sunlight reflecting off the snow stabbed into his eyes, rendering his vision temporarily ineffective.


  “… Whew. Still, what a sight.”


  “’Tis cold.”


  “It might not be the same as when you looked out over the ocean, but the view does make me want to run about a bit. Look, even Col is over there playing with the sheepdogs.”


  The barn was just beyond and downhill from the well, and beside it was none other than Col, around whom four sheepdogs jumped and frolicked.


  Lawrence then realized his error with an “ah.” Holo could hardly play with the sheepdogs the way Col could.


  He laughed soundlessly at this, which earned him a suspicious glare from Holo.


  “He’ll return soon enough, with lips white from cold. You can tease him all you like then.”


  “…”


  She did not seem interested, but her wagging tail suggested she did not find the idea altogether displeasing.


  When he went into the next room, he found that there was still charcoal in the hearth and then understood that Col had made it ready before going out. It went without saying that he had also fetched water.


  As Lawrence poured the water over the crusty rye bread, he looked at the meat that had dried overnight; it was darker in color now. Stroking his beard, he decided there was no harm in putting the question to Holo.


  “Want to come along?”


  He was referring, of course, to gathering information about the wolf bones that they were pursuing at Holo’s request.


  But Holo only flopped over on the bed, her tail swishing lazily to and fro.


  “Enjoy your rest,” Lawrence said and closed the door.


  He wondered, though, if the slight waver in his voice had given him away.


  The area was full of merchants working with the Ruvik Alliance. In the process of searching for talk of the wolf bones, he would surely come across all sorts of other news.


  He went outside, where the sun’s reflection off the snow made it brighter than the brightest summer day. Hiding his confident smile behind both hands, he began to walk.


  “Assaj vermilion, arol woad, vud oak, rocatta saffron.”


  “Rocatta saffron is fine indeed. I hear the Duke of Milone donned magnificent yellow robes at a banquet recently.”


  “You mean the banquet that terrified even the Bishop of Mirah? Thanks to that, one of the noblemen who’s a regular of mine went on an ordering tear, and I wound up turning a serious profit.”


  “Oh? Must be nice. If you’re looking for spices, I’ll have some coming in on the next boat. What do you say? They’re from all over…”


  If all he had to go by were the conversations he could overhear from across the street, Lawrence would have wondered just where he was.


  Given that merchants’ friends were also merchants, it was probably possible to buy any good from anywhere in the world just by following the connections of the merchants in this town. With such promise before him, how could Lawrence’s heart fail to beat faster in his chest?


  Unlike them, he was a mere traveling merchant, and while he could not match them for knowledge of well-known, high-priced goods, when it came to the obscure specialties of small villages, he would not be outdone.


  Perhaps he should go join that circle there? No, no – maybe this one here. Temptation assailed him.


  But Lawrence finally swallowed this all down and arrived at a building.


  Above its entrance hung a green banner with a moon and a shield on it, identifying it as an inn used by the Ruvik Alliance.


  “You needn’t knock,” said one of a group of merchants, who were having an energetic conversation about blacksmiths.


  Lawrence smiled faintly, at which not just the merchant who had spoken up, but the entire group tipped their hats and acknowledged him with a bow.


  This place is a merchants’ paradise, Lawrence thought to himself and then pushed the door open.


  “Excuse me – does Mr. Piasky happen to be in?”


  “Hmm… Piasky? Oh, you mean Lag. He’s in the back, writing – that fellow there.”


  “My thanks.” Lawrence nodded to the man, then headed for the corner of the room, the like of which could be found on the first floor of any trading house or inn for relaxation and recreation.


  There were about twenty round tables in the room, around which merchants played cards, discussed maps, and weighed coins on scales.


  Among them was Piasky, who was furiously writing something.


  Lawrence hesitated to disturb him, but the veteran traveling merchant was perceptive enough to spot mercenaries two hilltops away.


  He looked up and fixed his gaze on Lawrence and then immediately smiled.


  “Good morning, Mr. Lawrence. Did you sleep well last night?”


  “I did, thank you. Though I doubt I will enjoy the same experience tonight.”


  “Oh? Why is that?” Piasky’s voice rose in a carefully interrogative tone, playing along with Lawrence’s leading statement.


  What an amiable young man, Lawrence thought to himself before pointed up at his own eyes. “I believe this is the first time I’ve seen a traveling merchant wearing spectacles. I’m so jealous I may lose sleep over it.”


  “Oh, these? Ha-ha-ha! Well, we’re in an abbey, the home of writing, after all. You can find cast-off spectacles quite easily here. These don’t belong to me, naturally.”


  It was hard enough to make transparent glass, but a master craftsman could grind and polish it into a lens.


  While glasses were expensive and rare, they were practically a necessity for the monks who had to transcribe finely ornamented letters with only candlelight to work by.


  “So, what news, then? Oh, do please sit down.”


  Lawrence noticed a slate on the table, upon which the names and quantities of a variety of goods were written in chalk. Piasky seemed to be making a list of goods to bring here on his next visit.


  “A single merchant can keep a list of goods to trade in his head, but when you join an organization, you need proof of your orders.”


  “So figures over memories. Still, in a company like that, your name won’t just be recorded in the Church’s burial register – you’ll live on in the memories of your comrades.”


  “Quite so, quite so, God willing.” Piasky smiled and continued writing, dipping his quill in an ink pot. “You’ll have to excuse my writing. I assume you’re here to inquire about our merry progress?”


  “… Is it all right to be talking about it so openly?”


  “Ha-ha-ha, yes, it’s fine. I know everyone here. Outsiders are always carefully observed.”


  Still smiling, Lawrence was not so foolish as to try looking around.


  And likewise still smiling, Piasky directed a startlingly keen gaze at Lawrence. “Indeed, Deutchmann’s trust in you bought you a ticket in here, so worry not. For my part, in return for furnishing you information, I’m tempted to ask how exactly you earned that trust… but I suppose that’s a trade secret.”


  Piasky’s smile was full of mischief.


  Lawrence was careful not to let his guard down, but his own smile was a natural one. “Unfortunately, yes.”


  “I quite understand. So, about the circumstances here, it feels as though we’re grinding our teeth before the walls of a fortress that should fall soon. But our jaw is getting tired, so we’re taking a bit of a break.”


  “… They’ve been able to endure, despite all being pressed by such numbers?”


  “We’ve tried to engage in standard negotiations any number of times. But never to any avail, so now I hear we’re trying to reach the head abbot, assistant head abbot, another head abbot of a sister abbey who was once powerful here, and even going all the way down to the head archivist, trying to win someone, anyone over. With this many merchants, surely one of them knows someone who’s close to one of them. And yet they’ve flatly rejected everything. The head abbot must be in a terrible position, and yet… it’s rather impressive.”


  Rather than speaking derisively, Piasky sounded genuinely impressed.


  No doubt from the perspective of someone within the organization, the fact that the abbey had continued to weather the Ruvik Alliance’s assault was nigh miraculous.


  “So… Mr. Lawrence, just what is it you’ve come to ask me?” He smiled pleasantly.


  Lawrence was a veteran of many exchanges with Holo, who was a genius at tricking people into revealing the truth. He was perfectly capable of dealing with this sort of attack.


  In the end, he did not play dumb, instead glancing away momentarily. Boasting now wouldn’t accomplish anything, he decided, since this inn was flying the banner of the Ruvik Alliance.


  Even if he were able to manipulate Piasky, it was much more likely he would be seen as a cheeky upstart rather than a canny merchant.


  “Actually, it’s a bit embarrassing to say out in the open like this.”


  “Most of the talk being exchanged here in these abbey grounds is too embarrassing to be heard. Please, speak your mind.” He was like a priest hearing a confession.


  “You truly think so?”


  “Quite. I’m also personally rather interested. I don’t have the sense you’ve come just to witness this sad state of affairs. I’d assume you’re here to meet someone, but then you sought out me, not a monk. I’m a merchant, and so I can’t help being as curious as a cat. When the curtain stirs, I want to peek behind it.”


  Lawrence had met very few people who he thought it would be amusing to do business with. He suddenly wished their back-and-forth could continue forever, but this was the moment to strike and triumph.


  He felt a twinge of regret as he faked a smile and spoke. “I was hoping we’d be able to view the holy relics.”


  Piasky’s expression instantly changed. He stroked his face as though trying to recover from a mistake. “Apologies. Ah… excuse me. I suppose I still have much to learn. I surely didn’t expect that to be your answer.”


  “Do you not doubt me?”


  “Please don’t tease me. This is a branch of the great Brondel Abbey. If I were to be more surprised at the notion of you coming to view holy relics than I would be at you coming for profit, I’d only invite the anger of God.” Piasky smiled, looked at the tip of his quill pen, and seemed to notice that the ink had nearly dried. He dipped it again in the ink pot and continued his writing. “I truly imagined you’d come for another reason.”


  “Other reason?”


  “Yes. Ah, but now I understand. It makes sense. You don’t let your guard down easily, Mr. Lawrence. For you to have gone to the trouble of visiting Mr. Deutchmann first before coming here, your aim is having a look at the asset records we completed?”


  This was what Lawrence had discussed with Holo at the port inn.


  If the Ruvik Alliance had come to acquire the abbey’s land-holdings, he was sure they would have done a thorough investigation of the abbey’s assets.


  True, it was something he had concluded in hindsight, but there was no need to humiliate himself by admitting as much. So Lawrence neither shook his head nor nodded it, merely smiling.


  “Given how famous the abbey is, it seemed likely to have many holy relics. Naturally we haven’t recorded them all, but… what sort of thing are you searching for? I may be able to help you.”


  And here was the crux. Lawrence decided to hedge his bets with his answer. “Something connected to the golden sheep.”


  “The golden sheep…”


  When a clever merchant repeated words that had just been spoken to him, it was practically certain he was thinking things over. In the time it took to repeat those words, he might consider a hundred different things.


  But even having bought a bit of time, Piasky said nothing further. Instead, he showed the same sort of smile that Col had whenever Holo teased him.


  No doubt the surrounding merchants that were listening in were now inwardly disappointed at his performance.


  “As far as relics passed down from saints go, I know something about several such items, but if it’s the golden sheep…”


  “So, it’s nonsense, you’re saying.”


  “Well, I couldn’t be so certain,” said Piasky, glancing at the merchants one table over.


  The two of them seemed to be playing cards. Their ears pricked up, but they only shrugged in response.


  “The tale of the golden sheep’s circulated through the abbey for centuries. Or in other words…”


  “… That shows that in all those centuries, it’s never been found.”


  “More or less, yes,” said Piasky. His expression was full of regret, probably because he was trying to avoid looking simply shocked that Lawrence would go to such lengths on a fool’s errand.


  There was no need for Lawrence to bother trying to preserve his dignity now, but if his reputation suffered too badly here, it could become a hindrance to further information gathering.


  There was a very fine line between being humble and being looked down upon – and to that end, Lawrence needed to make a course correction.


  “Truthfully, before I came here, I was told by many people it was a foolish notion. But it seems people like me aren’t the only ones who get the notion to chase after their dreams – those who spend their days staring at ledgers sometimes feel likewise. Which is how I came to be introduced to Mr. Deutchmann.”


  “… Meaning?”


  “The person who introduced me to Mr. Deutchmann must have seen what I was chasing and thought it interesting. He couldn’t very well chase such a tale himself, so he sent me on in his place. The more established one is, the more generous one can be to eccentrics.”


  The best way to confidently lie was to use truth as a base and leave plenty of room for interpretation.


  The pair of men playing cards behind Piasky nodded, as though believing the tale.


  While it might be seen as unreasonable to abandon chasing a living in exchange for chasing a mad dream, it was not so very rare among wealthy men.


  “So that’s how it is,” said Piasky quietly.


  “Ah, you’re thinking you’ve learned another way to ingratiate yourself to the rich.”


  “No, in my case, I’m quite serious.” Piasky’s self-conscious smile was strangely reassuring.


  Lawrence did not want his reputation to either fall too low or soar too high. With this, he was confident he had established himself as a harmless merchant who had simply come to the town with a slightly odd goal.


  Thus he felt emboldened to take a step forward.


  “So this is why I’d like to learn as much as possible about the golden sheep. Is there anyone in the area who would know more?”


  Any merchant who ignored the whims of a rich man was no merchant at all.


  The surrounding traders who had been listening in all gathered round, smiling secretly into their wine cups.


  Lawrence asked not after the wolf bones but instead the golden sheep, as he knew that wolves and sheep were always companions.


  If there existed a relic that related to the golden sheep, it would lead him to more knowledge about the wolf bones. At the very least, he would be able to catch their scent.


  Or so he had thought, but ultimately he learned less than he expected to.


  Worse, as befitted the sort of talk that happened with wine in one hand, when he finally returned to the inn room in the evening, his footing was rather unsteady.


  Holo was sitting on the bed, grooming her tail, and before she could move out of the way, Lawrence collapsed onto it.


  She wriggled out from under his arm as Col hurried to bring water.


  “Well, you’re in a fine state,” Holo said as she finally extracted herself, prompting Lawrence to muse that she was the last person who should be saying as much.


  He took the bowl of water that Col offered him and drank, still lying on his side. If he had not mastered such tricks, he never would have been able to get by in cheap, crowded inn rooms.


  After drinking the bowl dry, he gave it back to Col.


  If he closed his eyes now, he would fall asleep on the spot.


  “So, how much were you able to learn?” Holo glared at Lawrence with narrowed eyes, pulling on his ear as she asked.


  Had he been sober, he would have gotten angry, but given that he was currently using Holo’s fluffy, warm tail as a pillow, her anger was entirely understandable as well.


  “Surely you can tell whether or not I enjoyed my wine… can’t you?”


  “Aye. If you’d claimed to enjoy your drinking, I’d have bitten your ears off.”


  “Had I known it would end this way, I would’ve brought you along… sadly, my lady the wisewolf had already taken to her drink.”


  His wine-soaked mind could no longer exercise any sort of restraint. He spoke sarcastically in spite of himself, earning a slap to the face from Holo.


  Honestly, it would have only made it harder to gather information had Holo been with him, and Holo was well aware of that, which was why she had not ventured to go along.


  Holo’s hand made a sharp smack when it hit Lawrence’s cheek, after which she lightly pinched it. “Anything else you’d like to say, hmm?”


  The stimulation was pleasant on his numbed face, and he closed his eyes and answered, “Just let me sleep.”


  “Fool. Still, unlike you, I’m one who knows how to show her gratitude.”


  Despite his rapidly fading consciousness, he could perceive the sensation of his cheek being stroked.


  His very next memory was of opening his eyes not to the dim of twilight, but to the pitch-black of already fallen night.


  He was unable to sit up in bed with any kind of speed. He was quite sure that he had fallen asleep in the precise position he had occupied when Holo stroked his cheek.


  He did not have to move his head to know it was aching.


  Closing his eyes briefly and regretting not at least assuming a more comfortable position before falling asleep, he slowly sat up.


  His body felt like dry soil, and he was stiff and sore all over. The only saving grace was that he was still covered by a blanket.


  No, not a blanket, he realized.


  Having sat up, he noticed dark brown animal fur clinging to his clothing. Had Holo covered him with her tail the entire time? He brushed the fur free, and Holo’s sweet scent reached his nose.


  “Ow–”


  He straightened up, hand on his sleep-kinked neck. A faint stream of light made its way through the cracks in the room’s door, which slowly opened. Thanks to the liquor, even the light from the hearth hurt his eyes.


  “You’re awake, are you?”


  “… I think so.”


  “Dinner’s still hot. Will you take some?”


  “… Water.”


  In place of a reply, Holo only shrugged and then fetched a pitcher.


  “Where’s Col?”


  “At the moment, he’s hearing a lecture from that shepherd on how to deal with snow. Our lad Col is quite the listener.” Faintly illuminated by the light through the door, Holo’s bold smile was rather terrifying. Col was such a good listener that he made it all too easy to prattle on proudly about all sorts of things, which seemed to be sitting even worse with Holo than Lawrence would have guessed.


  She stood next to Lawrence, refusing to sit as she looked down at him, which corroborated his conclusion.


  “I suppose I’ll have to ask someone to teach me the rules that apply when you’re angry with me.”


  “Someone other than me?”


  “You when you’re not angry. You’re a different person when you lose your temper.”


  “Mm. This is only a temporary form, after all,” said the fierce wisewolf with a kind smile. “So, what of your results?”


  They both knew perfectly well that the door was a thin one, so the conversation was low and whispered into the ear. It was not far from pillow talk, and Lawrence could not help but smile at the notion, still not quite free of the wine’s influence.


  But the first reason for his smile was this: Even though Holo desperately wanted to know the results of his investigation, she had been considerate enough not to immediately grab him by the lapels and demand answers on the spot when he had come wobbling back.


  Lawrence’s smile slowly shifted to a conciliatory one – if she was asking about results, he could only admit those had been meager.


  “I heard nothing that will lead us to the truth.”


  Holo’s expression shifted.


  Lawrence wondered if she didn’t lose her temper because she knew that merchants were creatures who did not simply stay down when knocked over or because she had anticipated this outcome.


  “… So?”


  At Holo’s question, Lawrence’s mouth gave her its merchant’s answer. “As long as it’s not a private operation, there will definitely be records of purchases and assets. If what we’re looking for is here, there ought to be traces of it.”


  Piasky’s writing in the commons was a good sign. Even if it was an item that needed to be hidden, it had to have been noted in writing somewhere. The merchants’ habit of writing everything down was what had led to the reversal of fortunes in Kerube.


  “Hmm…” Holo sniffed her assent with a hand on her hip, looking hard at Lawrence. The moment he broke his gaze and looked down, the fur of her tail puffed up. “Did you think your misdirection would work on me?”


  Even if he had been sober, Lawrence doubted he could have withstood the low, cold tone of her voice. He slowly raised both hands in surrender, trying to shift the blame of his glib merchant’s answer to the wine.


  “I admit it. Until we can prove the bones don’t exist, I could simply pretend to be searching for them.”


  And proving a negative was essentially impossible.


  With her great beast ears, Holo listened, closing her eyes to hear all the more keenly.


  There was something Lawrence had to say to her.


  “I’m sorry… for making you endure this.”


  In that moment, Holo’s shoulders froze in surprise. She looked like a child who had been caught doing something bad, and at the sight of this, Lawrence was so taken aback he ended up smiling.


  “As a mere traveling merchant, all I can do is try to gather information in this roundabout manner. But you could–”


  She could surely prove even the existence of the devil.


  Wine had a way of loosening one’s inhibitions.


  Normally Lawrence would have spoken more prudently, but his feverish head was letting his mouth run free.


  Had Holo not covered that mouth with both hands, he most definitely would have continued to speak.


  “…”


  He had opened a box that should never have been opened, Holo’s expression said as her hands remained over his lips.


  But there was not much force behind those hands.


  Lawrence was still for a moment, but as Holo still had not said anything, he took her hands and slowly removed them.


  “You learned as much from Kerube, didn’t you? If I thought to try to forcibly take something as valuable as a holy relic, that’s how it would turn out. It would be bad for me, but it would be just as bad for you.”


  Holo’s hands were small, her fingers slender.


  Given the great size of her true wolf form, this had to be a very inconvenient shape for her.


  With those huge claws and fangs, she could easily take by force nearly anything she desired.


  “You said it yourself back in Kerube. Your claws and fangs could set things right in an instant.”


  The high walls of the abbey, its sturdy gates with heavy chains locked with an elaborately constructed lock – all of it would be smashed, their contents laid bare.


  The abbey guards would pose no trouble at all. They had the authority to protect the abbey, but that meant nothing to Holo. She could scour the abbey and achieve her goal in the blink of an eye.


  But the reason she did not do so was obvious.


  “I can…” Holo opened her mouth. “If you wish to go far away, I can take you there on my back. If you desire something, I can hunt it down for you and bring it to you. If enemies attack you, I’ll drive them away, and if there’s something you wish to protect, I can come to your aid. But…”


  She continued to hold onto Lawrence’s right hand, but she gently released it, then grasped it again with her own small hands.


  “The only time I can do anything for you is when you’re in your human form.”


  When Lawrence was in trouble, she could help him, but when she herself was in trouble, it would be faster for her to solve the problem on her own.


  At first glance, this would seem to be an advantageous situation for Lawrence, but both Lawrence and Holo knew the truth. The relationship of a hen and her chick only worked if the hen was the hen and the chick the chick.


  Now that they had a grasp of the whereabouts of Yoitsu, if Holo seized the wolf bones by her own power, Lawrence would have no further part to play.


  Holo could solve everything on her own. Furthermore, doing so would be much more effective. Now that it had come to that, she was surely worrying about whether Lawrence would remain by her side.


  Lawrence could not simply laugh it off and tell her she was worrying too much. A good business relationship only functioned when both parties benefited, and through her centuries spent in Pasloe, Holo had already experienced the breakdown that came when a relationship ceased to be mutually beneficial.


  He pulled his right hand – which Holo had grasped – back toward himself and then put his left arm around her lower back. As he was still sitting, this put his face right up to her chest.


  It was far from the case that he was not at all shy about this; it was in fact his shyness that propelled him.


  Holo seemed a bit surprised, but evidently understood his intent and relaxed her body. She then placed her other hand on his head.


  “I’m sorry. Just be patient a little longer, will you?”


  Lawrence was in the wrong. He had to show her as much.


  “… Mm.” Holo nodded slightly, the total opposite of her normal demeanor.


  Her hand lay on his head as though she were a priest hearing the confession of a believer and forgiving his weakness. But somehow it seemed as though Holo was the one apologizing.


  “Don’t apologize. If you do, all my effort will have been for nothing.”


  Holo’s modest chest was not exactly something one could bury one’s face in, but perhaps that was for the best, he mused, once he had worked up the nerve to look at her.


  Lawrence looked up and smiled, and Holo angrily pinched his cheek.


  No doubt she was telling him not to underestimate her, although she certainly knew he had deliberately said that to make her angry.


  After continuing to hold on to his cheeks for a while, she finally relaxed both her body and her expression and smiled a tired smile. “If we find they are indeed the bones of my pack mate, my patience may well be at an end.”


  “And that is fine. I’ll have an important job once you’ve bared your fangs and run off.”


  It was easy for him to imagine Holo’s frozen form as she stared at the bones of her comrade.


  “You’re certainly a confident one.”


  “As you’re so fond of saying, I’m a foolish male.”


  Whenever Holo was truly happy, she would tuck her head down and smile almost ticklishly. That was all the motivation Lawrence needed to resolve to determine the truth of the wolf bones.


  “Heh. If we speak like this too long, we may be suspected of mischief.”


  Lawrence wondered if it would be too crude to ask what sort of mischief she meant. As he was mulling it over, Holo suddenly pulled away from him. But then she only smiled her malicious smile, as though having seen right through him.


  There was no point in trying to keep up with her.


  He evinced a chagrined smile, and Holo replied with a grin wide enough to bare her fangs. “I’ll bet dinner is still warm.”


  Lawrence conceded and stood. “I could use a drink.”


  “Aye, and help yourself,” came Holo’s enjoyably teasing reply.


  Upon opening the thin wooden door, Lawrence counted himself lucky to see Col still listening earnestly to Huskins’s lecturing.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  A bit of wine still remained in Lawrence’s head, and he rolled it to and fro experimentally to make sure it wouldn’t fall off.


  Feeling as though he would be a pathetic merchant indeed to be affected by liquor the next day, Lawrence lightly slapped his cheeks and told himself it was because of his shortage of sleep.


  In any case, he had woken up and had not even as much time for early-morning dazedness as it would take for the flickering charcoal fire to brighten.


  On top of that, this was neither an inn next to a busy town marketplace nor a mountain hut without a soul around. A certain amount of sound was audible from outside – the voices of humans and dogs and sheep – but they merely emphasized the room’s quietness and made an excellent lullaby.


  The crackling firewood and the crumbling ashes were even better.


  Lawrence yawned hugely and looked up with bleary eyes and saw that the drying meat there had hardened and darkened, and above a string of onions and garlic, he could see preserving yeast.


  One could live without much coin after all. This room was a model for such a life.


  Lawrence stirred up the fire in the hearth, yawning again.


  “Good morning,” said Col, not yawning even a single time in the process.


  The boy’s threadbare clothes and tousled hair were the very image of poverty, and his slender wrists and ankles belied the many dinners he had missed.


  But his bright, clever eyes made it clear he was no beggar, but a wandering student. That strong, clear gaze was the single attribute that forever separated him from any pauper.


  “It’s cold again today, isn’t it?”


  “If it were truly cold, it would be nigh impossible to get out of bed.”


  “Then I suppose it’s just cold enough to manage.”


  There was a strange sense of camaraderie between those who relied on Holo’s tail for warmth. Since the first thing they did upon rising and gathering around the fire was to brush her fur off of themselves, it was only natural that a certain affinity would bloom.


  “Is Holo still sleeping, then?”


  “She was curled up into a ball, so I don’t think she’ll wake for a time.”


  Lawrence only chuckled at this, then gave Col some bread and jerky and ate some himself.


  “Once the morning church bells ring, we’ll go visit the alliance’s inn.”


  “Er… shall I wake up Miss Holo, then?” Col looked thoughtfully out the window, no doubt calculating the angle of light with the calendar day to estimate the hour.


  “No, no need. If she isn’t already up by then, we’ll leave her be.”


  “… Might she not be angry?”


  While his words were chosen and pronounced well, proof of his good education, he ate his bread the way a dog or cat would. He stuffed the entire piece in his mouth, not wasting a single crumb, and it was gone.


  “She won’t. If she turns truly serious about wanting to discover whether or not the bones are there, she’ll find out right away.”


  “Huh? Er… you mean…”


  Col was naturally aware of Holo’s true form and power, so he would have long since realized that possibility. He probably refrained from mentioning it out of a sense of tact.


  But after being momentarily taken aback by Lawrence’s comment, the expression he showed and words he spoke next were far outside of Lawrence’s expectations.


  “She must trust us. We’ll have to do our very best.”


  It was now Lawrence’s turn to be taken aback.


  “Uh – er?” Col said, Lawrence’s surprise being enough to make him wonder if he had said something strange.


  “Nothing,” Lawrence said with a wave of his hand, wiping his own face roughly with his other hand, as though trying to re-form clay.


  The boy was far outside the ordinary.


  “I was just wondering if I was that clever when I was your age.”


  “Er… no, I didn’t mean…”


  “Or maybe I’m just a fool?” The thought came to him unbidden, but the plain fact was that naturally gifted people did exist in the world. The important thing was not to be envious of them, but to work harder so as not to lose out to them. “Ah, well, I’ve already shown you how pathetic I can be, so it’s too late to worry about that.”


  Lawrence brushed bread crumbs off of himself and stood.


  Things were as they were. What he had to work out was not how to change his circumstances, but how to conduct himself within them.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Hmm?”


  Col stood and took his coat in hand as he gave Lawrence a reproachful look. “I’m not at all confident that I’ll ever be able to be like you, Mr. Lawrence.”


  This was probably the highest compliment a man of Lawrence’s age could be paid, but the simple truth was that Lawrence was still too young to accept it.


  “That’d be a problem if you were my apprentice.” Lawrence tousled the boy’s hair and continued, “But when traveling, there’s no use in having two of the same kind of person. When you complement one another, though – that’s the best sort of traveling companion to have.”


  It was the sort of line that would probably make Holo smile wryly beneath the covers, if she were awake. But Col’s face lit up as though he had received holy scripture, and he nodded energetically.


  “I’ll do my best!”


  “I’m counting on it,” Lawrence said, and just then the sound of the morning bell came through the window.


  The two faced the direction of the sound and, after listening intently, took action.


  Lawrence could see why Holo was so fond of Col. Seeing that for himself had a calming effect, he could tell.


  Outside it was so bright it hurt the eyes.


  “The first thing is to get a look at the list of holy relics. If it’s been accidentally listed there, then we’ll be in luck.”


  “So I’ll play a student on pilgrimage, then?”


  “And if anyone asks, tell them of your interest in church management. Did you learn anything about that at school?”


  Beneath the eaves of the deserted shepherds’ dormitory, Lawrence put the question to Col as the boy wrapped his legs in cloth. The wrappings served to keep his feet warm, despite his still wearing straw sandals.


  “We weren’t taught anything about money.”


  “I see. Perfect, then.”


  Col snuggled his wrappings up and looked surprised for a moment, then smiled. “I haven’t learned a thing, so if you could teach me, sir–”


  “An excellent performance.” Lawrence patted Col’s head and started to walk.


  The sky was clear and bright, and the ground was coated in such silvery snow that it reflected the sunlight painfully back up.


  Merchants who detoured over the snowy mountains in winter to win some advantage over their competition would emerge darkly tanned; Lawrence now understood why.


  Col emerged just behind Lawrence and narrowed his eyes at the brightness. “I hope we can find what we’re looking for on the lists.”


  “That’s your job,” said Lawrence, which stunned Col for a moment.


  “Huh?!” he replied with exaggerated surprise.


  “Your knowledge of the Church is far greater than mine. The patron saints of the shepherds, the saints that were once pagan gods, the strange superstitions that surround wolves and sheep. Only you can tell them from one another.”


  Col’s charming manners were not the only thing about him that Holo liked. She also respected his steadfast will.


  “… Understood.” Despite his surprise, Col nodded solemnly.


  Lawrence took on the tone of a teacher in response. “I’m counting on you.” Then, thrusting his chest out, he pushed open the door of the Ruvik Alliance’s inn.


  “Hmm? Oh, welcome. It was a fine time we had last night.”


  Opening the door, there were already several merchants there, idly conversing over their meal. One of them spoke up, jug in hand, as Lawrence opened the door.


  
    
  

  He wondered if they had started drinking in the morning, but such activity wasn’t uncommon when one was held up in an inn because of snow.


  “Good morning. I just wanted to find Piasky and thank him for last night’s feast.”


  “If you’re looking for Lag, he’s in the sanctuary. Part of a regular negotiation. He’s quite a merchant for one so young.”


  Given the man’s tone, it was clear that Piasky was no mere messenger. It was possible that once the Ruvik Alliance obtained the abbey’s land, they planned to immigrate and establish a town or marketplace there. It seemed unlikely that someone with the unusual job of aiding settlers would be relegated to a mere courier.


  “The sanctuary, you say? Thank you very much.”


  “Sure. Let’s drink again sometime. Bring your master along this time, eh?”


  The man was referring to the fictional “master” Lawrence had made up in the course of his information gathering.


  It was a bit coarse of the man to say so, but if he was willing to lay his own motives so bare, Lawrence could reply without worry. In actuality, it was always worse to be suspected than to have one’s plans fully known, since doubt and imagination could give rise to speculation that exceeded any reality.


  “Shouldn’t they be holding a prayer service at the sanctuary now?” Col asked as they put the inn behind them.


  “I doubt the abbey is able to refuse. Their position seems weaker than I’d have guessed.”


  Illuminated by snow and sky, the church gleamed like a beautiful, polished gem. But the ones offering their prayers and praises to God were not within the sanctuary but outside it, which proved just how much the Church’s own authority was being trampled.


  Outside the tightly shut doors was a group of devout merchants standing in prayer.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering what to do, the sanctuary doors opened. There emerged a procession led by the high-ranking merchants and their attendants, followed by experienced-looking traders bearing parchments and sheaves of paper.


  Piasky was at the head of that second group. He noticed Lawrence standing at the side of the road and stepped out of the procession to greet him.


  “Good morning, Mr. Lawrence. Are you recovered from last night?”


  “My companion’s something of a drinker, so I got quite an earful.”


  “Ha-ha. Well, bring her along next time, eh?”


  As they exchanged casual greetings, Lawrence briefly sized up Piasky’s position. He did not seem to be in a particularly low position.


  “Mr. Piasky, do you have a moment?”


  At Lawrence’s invitation, Piasky waved to his fellows and answered, “A bit, yes.”


  What surprised Lawrence was not the fact that Piasky was willing to spare him some time – rather it seemed from Piasky’s words and bearing that he felt he was doing Lawrence a small favor.


  If so, he would expect it to be returned.


  Lawrence flashed his best merchant’s smile. “My thanks. Where shall we go?”


  “I’ve work to do, so perhaps the library?”


  “The library?”


  “Ah, apologies. It’s that building there. There’s a theology scholar who acts as a sort of clerk on the first floor. Just give him my name.” Piasky indicated a stone building nestled behind another building by the street.


  Its windows had wooden shutters rather than glass, and it did not give the impression that it was heavily used.


  “I have to make a report, so if you’ll give me a bit of time…”


  “Understood. I’ll see you at the library.”


  After the two men made their excuses, Piasky headed off for the inn.


  It wasn’t very long before a familiar figure slowly came walking up to Lawrence and Col – it was Holo.


  “I daresay I’ll come along, as well,” came her soft voice from beneath her hood.


  The marks of sleep were still clear on her face, so Lawrence had to wonder if she had been debating whether or not to accompany him in her dreams.


  Of course, neither Lawrence nor Col pointed that fact out. They simply nodded.


  Half an hour later, they made for the building Piasky had indicated, where they were indeed met by a bearded, stern-faced man who seemed to be a Church scholar, and once he had heard Piasky’s name, he led them into the library.


  As one would expect from the term, it was filled with all sorts of things.


  But strangely, most of the documents seemed as though they would have been of little use to merchants. There were maps, rough outlines of towns, lists of craft guilds, and even family trees of noble houses.


  Piasky seemed to have been given an office here, to which Lawrence and his companions were led, passing through a deserted document room.


  When the door to his office was opened, it looked much the same as the rest of the library.


  “My apologies for interrupting you while you’re so busy.”


  “Not at all. My comrades were so rude last night, after all – not that this is an apology.”


  Perhaps this explained why Piasky had seemed as though he was doing Lawrence a favor.


  “Not at all. I learned all sorts of useful things, so I should be thanking you. Of course–” Lawrence continued jokingly, “that does make it harder for me to ask another favor of you.”


  Ledgers would always be adjusted so the balance came to zero.


  However, it was also true that a small loss could become a huge gain.


  “Ha-ha-ha. Well, if it’s a difficult favor, I may have to ask for some compensation. What could it be, I wonder? If it’s something I can easily arrange, just name it.”


  “Honestly, it’s what you were speaking of last night. I was hoping you could arrange for me to have a look at the list of holy relics within Brondel Abbey.”


  “Oh, that? I was sure it would be something else. Well, I wasn’t lying, here – look,” said Piasky, picking up a stack of parchment from atop the stacks on his desk and handing it to Lawrence.


  There upon it was indeed written a list of holy relics.


  “I thought you might want to have a look at it, so I made it ready for you.”


  Lawrence flipped through a few pages, then looked up with gratitude. “My deepest thanks to you. If someone like me were to knock upon the doors of the abbey myself, I’m quite sure I’d be turned away at once.”


  “Not at all. I’m sure you’ve guessed as much, given how easily I handed it over to you, but there’s nothing of use there. Nearly everything written on it is worthless. You’ll smile to see it, I’m sure,” said Piasky, as though he were recommending a particularly tasty wine.


  As Lawrence started to scan the parchment, he understood that Piasky was quite right. Even not knowing their exact market value, each entry in the long list of items was a famous relic that would have taken a truly unbelievable sum to purchase.


  But famous relics were not necessarily famous for their miraculous properties.


  Sometimes they were famous because you could see versions of them all over the countryside.


  “I expect most of them were bought as part of bribes. They were bought from noblemen or royalty, despite being obvious fakes, as a way to give money without losing reputation. The noose Saint Emela used to hang herself when she was martyred is a perfect example. If you tied together all the ropes supposed to be her noose, they say it would be too long to stop her feet from touching the ground, even if she’d found the highest tree in the world.”


  There was also the supposed right eye of a great sage that was said to be able to see into the future – and Lawrence knew of four churches that purported to house this mighty eye.


  It was no more rare than finding a craftsman who claimed to make spears that could pierce anything with a shop next door to an armorer who claimed his armor could turn aside any blade. Such things were common the world over.


  “But you may not find what you seek there, Mr. Lawrence. The golden sheep is a thing of legend, and it hasn’t left so much as a single concrete artifact behind. As far as tales go, there’s the story of the soldier who tried to pluck a piece of its golden wool, but…”


  “No, chasing what we’re after is like trying to catch a cloud, so it’s nothing like that. But while a cloud might be impossible to grasp, its presence in the sky is still a fact. Essentially–”


  “–You’re looking for the evidence.”


  “Precisely. If there’s a patron saint revered by shepherds or something connected to them, it might serve as proof that the abbey is aware of the golden sheep. Thus, the golden sheep could be supposed to exist.”


  Lawrence knew the reasoning was somewhat forced, but occasionally such pronouncements were necessary for persuading a customer. Piasky, whose job it was to lead settlers to a notional promised land that was little more than simple wilderness, seemed familiar with the concept.


  He nodded significantly and then smiled a wry smile.


  “Still, as you said, there seems to be little of interest here.” Lawrence looked the list over quickly and then handed it to Col and Holo. Both of them had waited patiently as they were well aware of the roles they were playing.


  Piasky glanced at them and then spoke to Lawrence. “I’m sorry it wasn’t any use to you… though I suppose it’s strange for me to be apologizing.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but laugh at Piasky’s joke.


  “We looked over that list countless times,” Piasky continued. “You can find the items on it all over the land. A few of them could be sold off straightaway for a good price, but… to be honest, I have my own reason for showing you the list.”


  “You do?” asked Lawrence, which Piasky smiled regretfully at.


  “Yes. I was wondering if there’s something there that hides a deeper purpose.”


  At Piasky’s words, Lawrence looked again at the parchment his two companions were examining carefully. It seemed to be nothing more than a list of the kinds of trinkets any wealthy abbey or church would contain. He didn’t feel any particular significance to any of them, nor any special connection to the land. It seemed like nothing more than a peek at how wealthy people wasted their money.


  He understood what Piasky meant, though.


  Piasky wanted to know if any of the items had been bought not simply out of a sense of pride, but rather out of a true sense of purpose or belief.


  His motive for doing so was not difficult to understand. The abbey was steadfastly refusing the Ruvik Alliance’s efforts, so Piasky was looking for a chance to break that resistance.


  Understanding the opponent’s desire was the key to negotiation.


  “Just earlier I was in the sanctuary, conducting standard negotiation. The abbey’s solidarity was admirable as always – even as their finances are tight, and they beg the royal merchants for funds to conduct the spring thanksgiving festival.”


  “Their finances are that poor?”


  In answer to Lawrence’s question, Piasky nodded and sighed. “Daily living expenses, building upkeep, candles for prayer, parchments for manuscript copying, paper, book purchases, shepherds’ pay, livestock feed over the winter… and those are just the basics. On top of that, since they’re an important abbey, there’s the exorbitant cost of the bishops’ meetings they must host every few years, the costs of welcoming important guests, the maintenance of their sister abbey, and the huge tribute they owe the pope in the south. What’s more, the king views them as a convenient source of coin in exchange for overlooking their possession of such power and influence. Given all this, their fall cannot be far off.”


  Even an abbey could not completely sever itself from the outside world, and those connections meant it was impossible to avoid accommodating the world’s ways.


  And their predicament was worse than Lawrence had guessed.


  “They’ve amassed a huge fortune thanks to their wool sales, so they’ve plenty of men able to figure profit and loss. And I’m sure there are some among them who would like to reach a realistic compromise. But still, the council remains united in its rejection of the alliance’s requests.”


  “And you believe that solidarity is because of some peculiar conviction?”


  Without support of some kind, they wouldn’t have been able to continue resisting – particularly if their group contained more than one opinion. If they had united in defense of God’s glory, Lawrence doubted Piasky would have expressed such doubts.


  While it contained men who loved money, the abbey also had those whose prayers were genuine. And yet obtaining a decision was proving impossible, much to the frustration of the alliance.


  “Heavy investment in a holy relic would fit the circumstances. The devout among them would accept it, and if it could be turned to profit, it would be the perfect support during this difficult time. So if we can simply find what they’re clinging to and take it from them, I believe they will crumble.”


  It was a very direct strategy.


  But when Lawrence looked at Holo and Col, he saw a glimmer of an idea deep in the pair’s eyes, despite their appearing to find nothing of interest on the parchment.


  The story of the wolf bones – if it were more than a simple tale spoken of during drunken tavern conversations, it would fit Piasky’s theory perfectly.


  “I believe it’s a good idea… and the idea that with so many fakes in the world no one would possibly put their faith in a relic would serve as good cover.”


  “Indeed… you’re quite right.”


  Lawrence said nothing about the wolf bones because, given the circumstances, doing so would only weaken his position. His opponent was the Ruvik Alliance, to whose power the port town of Kerube could hardly compare.


  If he slipped up and got involved with them, it was unlikely he would escape unscathed.


  Col and Holo, too, seemed to understand this.


  He looked down at the parchment again.


  “To tell the truth, after your visit last night, Mr. Lawrence, I was so excited I could hardly sleep.” Sitting in his chair, Piasky smiled a self-deprecating smile. It was as though he was finally showing the exhaustion he’d been hiding all along.


  Piasky’s words a moment earlier – “We looked over that list countless times” – came to Lawrence’s mind, albeit with a slightly different meaning this time. He imagined Piasky up late at night, poring over the paragraphs by candlelight.


  “Any clues that would break this deadlock would be more precious than any gospel to us. I can’t describe to you the sense of futility I felt after checking over that parchment again and again. And yet I thought perhaps… perhaps you or your companions might be able to help. Hence my ulterior motive in showing it to you.”


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t be of any use.”


  Piasky and Lawrence both laughed at these words.


  A baker might sell bread at his shop’s counter from birth till death, but merchants spent their lives swinging between extremes of hope and disappointment – yet undaunted always tended toward hope.


  But something bothered Lawrence, so he asked about it. “This is a rather boorish question, but…”


  “Yes?”


  “If the alliance is really able to buy the abbey’s land, will it be so profitable?”


  The Ruvik Alliance had not been formed to pursue the meager profits of a small-town trading company.


  They commanded trading vessels and warships, and if a town was imposing tariffs to protect their own merchants, the alliance could use sheer force of arms to open that town’s gates.


  Lawrence had heard of many transactions the alliance had conducted, each one so large as to make one wonder if there could really be so much money in the world.


  For so many merchants to be coming here attached to such an alliance meant that the potential profit had to be vast. And yet it was impossible for a traveling merchant like Lawrence to concretely imagine such profit.


  Just how would it be realized?


  Piasky smiled a bit bashfully and scratched his nose with a finger. “I myself can’t imagine the exact number of coins. But one thing I can say, it would profit many, many people.”


  Unable to imagine it, Lawrence repeated Piasky’s words. “Many people?”


  It was true that the alliance contained many people, so that was true as far as it went, but it still seemed like a strange choice of words.


  “Indeed. I assume you are aware of the general idea of what we’re trying to do here, yes?”


  “You’re trying to purchase the stricken abbey’s landholdings, then use that to bring around the nobility, allowing you to participate in kingdom politics.”


  “Exactly so. However, if we simply handed the purchased land over to the nobility, they’d just squander it – on daily extravagances or on lavish donations to churches or abbeys, either for appearances or out of a sense of piety. Or in the long run, it would simply be divided into smaller and smaller pieces over the generations until they fell into ruin. Neither they nor we profit that way. So to avoid that, people like me have been summoned.”


  Piasky spoke in an even, patient tone. It was not because he was used to talking about this, nor because he was used to explaining things, nor even owing to his natural inclinations.


  It was simple confidence – the singular calm that comes when one has pride in one’s work.


  Holo noticed this and looked up.


  Lawrence finally understood why he had been fixated on Piasky. Piasky had the firm footing of the peerless master craftsman, and Lawrence could not help but feel nervous around him.


  “We plan to take ownership of the abbey, buying up its unused lands and allowing people to immigrate there. We’re going to make villages and towns.”


  Lawrence considered the piles of documents in Piasky’s office and the room adjacent to it. This place was essentially an atelier for people like him.


  “Since the abbey’s left the land fallow, most of the landed gentry haven’t been able to bring in adequate earnings or even provide farmers with enough land to live on. On the mainland, war, famine, or floods have driven countless people from their homes. With no work or money, they have no choice but to either beg or steal. The more such people there are, the greater the threat to stability.”


  “So your alliance is going to lead such people to a new land, giving them a place to live and work, while at the same time putting in your debt the landlords whose holdings are plagued with vagrants.”


  “Yes. It will improve the situation for both sides. And it’s not simply about money. It may sound arrogant of me to say so, but when you’ve experienced giving a new home to someone who’s lost theirs…”


  Insincerity and charity were a hair’s breadth apart. The smile of one who understood that truth was a pleasantly wry one.


  “… You can’t stop. It’s enough to make you pore over a parchment, looking for the tiniest hint or clue.”


  Holo’s hand had stilled, and she listened intently to Piasky. Lawrence could hardly blame her.


  Holo had claimed not to care about Piasky’s work, but if she were really so myopic, then all her laments over the course of their travels had been lies.


  Beneath the parchment, Col grasped Holo’s hand steadfastly.


  “Some immigrants were scattered from their homes when pirates razed their village. Stolen from their families, they thought they would never see their loved ones again – but upon hearing of the immigration, they journey to the new village and are reunited. That’s why I cannot stop. Such things do happen.”


  In fact, they happened regularly and were not at all uncommon.


  In his travels, Lawrence was often asked by people in towns if he had seen so-and-so or whether such-and-such village still existed after a war in the area. Sometimes he would even encounter former slaves who had been taken from their far-off homelands before finally saving enough money to buy their freedom. When they asked for news of their hometown, it was so far away that Lawrence could scarcely believe it.


  And such stories were not limited to humans.


  Holo, too, was one such wanderer; in that moment her face looked like a statue, and if Lawrence had touched her cheek, he was quite sure that tears would have flowed freely.


  “Because it involves so many people, there’s naturally profit to be had. Anybody affiliated with the alliance is treated well when they arrive in towns the alliance founded. But it’s not just that. Anyone who’s traveled about doing business is especially sensitive to the word homeland. There’s a sentimental reason we’ve fixed so stubbornly upon the abbey. If it were just for ourselves, we could hardly persevere so mightily. It’s because we wish to help others.”


  These last words rang almost painfully true to Lawrence.


  It was because of Holo that he had been able to come this far.


  “Ha-ha – I’ve bored you with my blathering.”


  “Not at all,” said Lawrence in response to Piasky’s self-deprecating smile. “Not at all. I understand. I’m the same way.”


  The instant Lawrence said as much, Piasky seemed to grasp why he was traveling in this queer little trio of his. Piasky looked at Holo and Col in turn, both of whom smiled sheepishly back.


  Piasky nodded, speaking slowly. “If you don’t mind my asking, might I inquire as to your homeland?”


  “They’re both from the north. On the mainland. From different places, though.”


  Piasky neither widened his eyes in surprise nor made any expression of sympathy. Instead, he asked a sincere question, one merchant to another.


  “And you’re after the treasures of your home, then?”


  With war came plunder, and the Church’s suppression of the pagans was no different from any other war. There were no small number of pagan items that once taken came to be highly valued as holy relics. Indeed, it was owing to the high probability of recovering such plunder that the Church kept sending forces in to quell the pagans.


  “Essentially, yes. They’re searching for traces of their homelands, and I need their knowledge. It’s something of a miracle that I encountered them at all.”


  “I see… So, you found a patron to fund your investigation, and the two of them found a guide. Fate certainly is a mysterious thing.”


  “Though it’s hard to know whether I should thank the heavens for it or not.”


  Piasky forced a grin at the joke, which at the very least was hardly suitable for an abbey. Such forbidden humor was all the more amusing for its inappropriateness.


  “My apologies. Still… if that’s the case, I won’t hesitate to help you. Please, feel free to ask anything of me.”


  “Showing us what you have is already more than enough. My thanks to you.”


  Piasky wasn’t being so accommodating simply because he was an excellent merchant. It was because, Lawrence was sure, he was a genuinely kind person.


  “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” said Piasky, as though he couldn’t help expressing the sentiment.


  It was clear to Lawrence that Piasky had his current job not out of love of profit, nor even out of a desire to be thanked by others.


  Though it pained him to admit it, Lawrence was no match for the man. And he realized that Holo had noticed this the moment she met him.


  What if she’d met him first?


  Lawrence was not confident enough in himself to stop the thought.


  There was a knock at the door, and when Piasky opened it, it appeared to be a messenger from the alliance. While Lawrence didn’t intend to listen in, the conversation came to his ears nonetheless – it seemed Piasky was being summoned.


  Piasky gave the messenger his reply and then turned around. “You’ll have to excuse me. It seems I’m being called.”


  As far as the alliance’s reasons for coming to the abbey went, this building held the most significant of them. Lawrence and his companions could hardly remain there without Piasky to accompany them.


  Lawrence carefully took the parchment from Holo and Col and then returned it to Piasky with a bow. “You’ve been a great help to us.”


  “Not at all. This is the least I can do, and I’ll happily do it again.”


  Simply seeing his guileless smile was worthwhile.


  Lawrence, Holo, and Col filed out of the room, followed by Piasky, who locked the door. It was a strange feeling, knowing that in this place the future homes of many people were being planned. Holo’s vaguely dreamy expression was surely due to the same sentiment.


  “We’ll be going, then.” Lawrence and company took their leave from Piasky, who immediately headed for the green-bannered inn while they walked in the opposite direction.


  The weather was pleasant, and looking up at the sky, it was easy to forget that the ground was still covered with snow.


  The trio was silent, each of them lost in their own thoughts.


  But just before Lawrence was about to break that silence, Holo stopped in her tracks.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence and Col stopped and turned after walking a few seconds more.


  Holo looked down, her hood hiding her facial expression. It was clear enough from the slump of her slim shoulders that she was not feeling well.


  “You go on ahead. I wish to walk a while.”


  Her mouth appeared to smile, but how many times had Lawrence wished that she would save her smiles only for those times when she felt genuine happiness?


  Col seemed nearly unable to restrain himself from going to her side, but Lawrence held him back.


  “Just mind you don’t catch cold. Taking ill here comes with plenty of prayer.”


  “Fool.” Despite the terse response, a large puff of white vapor came from Holo’s mouth. Then, just like that, she turned on her heel and walked off.


  Col clutched at his chest as he watched her recede, then looked up at Lawrence. It was not as though he failed to understand why she would be acting this way, though.


  Just as a picture was worth a thousand words, there was a great difference between hearing a sort of work existed and seeing the reality of it. So the impact of hearing that Piasky’s work was the creation of new towns and new homes and actually seeing the place where such work took place was likewise different.


  And Piasky was a good person to boot. He acted not out of love of money, but neither was he naturally selfless.


  Midway through her walk, Holo broke into a trot, then rounded a corner and disappeared out of sight, which made Lawrence’s heart ache.


  Holo might well have been wondering the same thing he was – what if she’d met Piasky first.


  “Should I have gone after her?” Lawrence breathed in the cold air and then exhaled hotly.


  Though they stood in the middle of the street, they did not stand out, owing to the many other merchants standing and conversing in the area.


  Lawrence took another breath and started walking.


  “I don’t know what would be best. But I think Miss Holo would have been happy.”


  It was an exemplary answer, and Lawrence found himself wanting to pat Col on the head for it. But exemplary answers were not always correct.


  “Even though my own homeland still exists?”


  Col took a sharp breath and stopped. Lawrence did not stop, however, and Col soon caught up with him.


  “Sometimes God seems fit to comfort us, though he lives in the heavens free of aging or sickness.”


  If Holo was a genius of banter, Col was an expert in persuasion. Since his own feelings were unwavering, his words always rang true. And thanks to his studies of Church law, he could easily quote scripture to his advantage.


  But Lawrence was an ever-wandering traveling merchant who lied even to himself, and he could not accept such straightforward reasoning.


  “I’m sorry. If there’s one thing I know all too well, it’s my own lack of courage. I’m afraid that if I go to her side, I’ll be rejected.”


  “I doubt that.”


  Lawrence stopped and noticed that Col was even a bit shorter than Holo. The height difference was enough to make him look imposing to Col, no doubt, whether he was trying to or not.


  Lawrence’s expression was hard, but not because of Col’s cheekiness, nor thanks to the cold. He started walking again and waited the few seconds it took for the hesitant Col to catch up before speaking.


  “But it’s not as though I think so little of her. I don’t think she’s sad or lonely so much as I imagine her heart’s been disturbed a bit. She’s only ever wondered whether her homeland still exists or not – the idea of making a new one has never occurred to her. So I want to believe she’s uncertain how to manage the feelings she’s having now.”


  They arrived at the shepherds’ dormitory, and Lawrence put his hand to the thin door’s handle. They both entered, and he continued.


  “I can hardly be involved in all of Holo’s affairs, nor can I hope to solve all the problems she faces. The only thing I can do is dedicate myself to doing for her what I can.”


  As Holo would want. In the best ways he knew how.


  He added some straw to the dying fire in the hearth; it quickly caught fire, sending sparks dancing up.


  “I’m sure you and she noticed the mention of the wolf bones.”


  “… You mean the clue Mr. Piasky is searching for?


  “Yes. Just as we saw in Kerube, all holy relics are highly valued, and depending on how they’re used, they can help support a faith – like trying to catch the golden sheep, thinking it was sent by God. You could say that’s exactly the sort of thing Piasky’s looking for.”


  If the abbey had indeed purchased the bones, even knowing they were from a pagan god, it was hard to imagine anything that would more thoroughly prove the depth of their conviction. It would unite the abbey council, saving the abbey as a whole both practically and religiously.


  But it was an ironic truth that the cleverer a conclusion was, the easier it was to poke holes in it.


  A lie was always harder to expose when it was simple.


  Lawrence had abstained from giving Piasky any information because he did not feel it was a decision he should be making alone.


  “Mr. Lawrence, why… Back then, why didn’t you…?”


  Holo had most likely noticed Lawrence’s caution at the time, and even Col had probably understood most of it. After all, he had only to think back to what happened in the port town of Kerube.


  “Because this information would be enough for them to make an important decision on. It’s quite obvious how much we could have distanced ourselves from them, in that moment – and the alliance, too, hardly wishes to base its actions on hearsay from people it knows nothing about. Once they’d gotten assurances from me, I could end up being forced to take responsibility for any failure or bearing the brunt of the attack in case it came to a head-on confrontation with the abbey.”


  “So you’re saying you wouldn’t have been able to stay uninvolved?”


  “Yes. Their power is too great. If we tell them what we know, and they consider it worthy, it would overturn not just the list of holy relics, but all the investigation they’ve done on the abbey’s dealings and holdings. And if the bones truly do exist, then they’ll surely find evidence of them soon. That’s the sort of people we’re dealing with. And here in the snowy plains, none will come to our aid.”


  At least in Kerube there were many people around. But here, even the name of the Rowen Trade Guild was weak.


  “It’s true that we could take the risk and escape on Holo’s back if things turn dangerous, but if we’re going to do that, Holo may as well have bared her fangs right from the start. But she would like to avoid doing so as much as possible. In addition to her conscientiousness, she tends to worry.”


  “…”


  Holo often spoke to Lawrence in a complicated, roundabout fashion, rarely explaining her true feelings, which made misunderstandings inevitable – but she seemed to be clearer when speaking with Col.


  Since Col seemed to understand what Lawrence was getting at, despite his condensed explanation, the boy’s conjecture was probably accurate. Not just accurate, in fact – given his pained expression, there was a good possibility he’d heard Holo’s true feelings.


  If so, he was probably wondering how two supposed adults could act so childishly. Holo surely would have laughed if such a candid question had been put to her.


  Why not simply be honest?


  “So as long as she wishes it, I’ll continue to take risks. It’s the least I can do.” He paused and watched the burning straw turn to ash, smoke wafting lazily up.


  It felt as though he were looking at his own self, pretentious though such a notion was.


  “You said earlier that I could still be of comfort to Holo, even though my own homeland still exists.”


  “Y-yes!”


  “I still find that hard to imagine. And what if she asks me to create a new home for her? That would put me in a difficult situation. And yet…”


  The right corner of Lawrence’s lip curled up of its own volition for the very same reason that he was willing to take such great risks for Holo.


  “And yet I can’t bear to see her ask such things of anyone else.”


  He could never admit as much in front of Holo, but it was the unvarnished truth.


  Col’s face was frozen in place unsurprisingly. He surely did not want to hear such a painfully embarrassing statement from an adult.


  But Lawrence felt a strange sense of exhilaration and a certain pride, and he thrust his chest out and continued jokingly, “So I suppose I’ll just have to find another way to entice her, eh? Something that’ll make her forget all about Piasky and his work.”


  It was a calculating, self-serving way to think, but it was clearly drawn from a different place than his former inclination to labor mightily for every single silver piece.


  Back then, not even giving his confession in a church would leave his heart feeling clean. Indeed, it would only become part of his calculations – now I’ll be all right for a while.


  Of course, this was all solely about Lawrence, and his listening audience undoubtedly found it unbearable.


  But Col was a bit better behaved, simply turning away as though overcoming his embarrassment.


  “But of course, I can’t tell her that, and quite honestly you have the worst of it, being subjected to our back-and-forth as much as you are.”


  At these words Col finally looked up and seemed about to say something. He opened his mouth as though to speak, but in the end simply looked down again.


  Lawrence found this odd. “What’s the matter?”


  Col’s shoulders flinched. Though he so often gave honest answers, this time he simply looked away. And then, like that, he spoke in a very small voice. “I’m… sorry.”


  “For what? What possible reason could you have to apologize?”


  Something in the hearth gave way with a small sound, and a puff of ashes floated up.


  Perhaps that had been the sound of some epiphany flashing through the boy’s mind or perhaps it was simply the sound of his face freezing in place.


  Col shrank into himself, a look of extreme contrition on his face.


  It was done.


  Lawrence covered his face with his hand, his shoulders sagging.


  He was now quite certain she’d heard everything.


  At some point during their time in Piasky’s office, Holo had given Col secret instructions, and he’d cooperated in letting her see what his reaction would be once she said she wanted to be alone.


  Every word he had uttered came back to him. But for his last shred of pride’s sake, he decided not to run.


  He stood and patted the terrified Col’s head lightly, then walked past him and toward the door.


  The thin wood of the door was no great barrier to sound – not that it would matter either way to Holo, who stood unapologetically on the other side of the door.


  “’Tis rather impressive that you don’t think of me as some weakly sobbing female, but honestly, ’twas unbearable hearing such embarrassing things.” Holo smiled maliciously.


  Her cheeky grin made him want to debate and browbeat her until she cried out for mercy. How many times had this face gotten the better of him?


  And Lawrence found himself infuriated each time it happened, as Holo’s japes were always constructed to emphasize his own stupidity.


  “So you don’t wish to see me entreat another for help?” she said. “You’re simply too adorable for… You–”


  Her fangs flashed as she spoke, and she extended her index finger to poke Lawrence in the chest, but then–


  “…! Nngh…!”


  While it is true that anger kept bottled up will finally burst free, in this case it was more like a cornered rat biting the cat that hunted it.


  At first Holo was surprised and shrank away, but she soon regained her composure and started to struggle, trying to escape despite her obvious concern for Col’s reaction.


  But as long as she remained in this form, the difference between her strength and Lawrence’s was obvious.


  Some indeterminate amount of time passed before Lawrence let her hand go – and the instant he did, Holo took a deep breath and slapped him across his cheek good and hard, so it must have been quite a while.


  Lawrence staggered, musing that he really was no match for her – but it was not the quickness of her hand that made him think so.


  Despite having slapped him, Holo’s face was not colored with anger. Far from it, her expression was kind; she even smiled faintly.


  “That makes us even.”


  Just which one of you was it that set this up? Had her smile not been genuine, he was quite certain he would have wanted to put that question to her. But no matter how much he wanted to object, the words wouldn’t come – because her smile was real.


  “That makes us even.”


  “… It does,” he answered, which Holo gave a satisfied nod at and pushed past him into the room.


  “Col, boy, for a duty well executed, you shall have your reward,” she said, pressing her cheek to the cheek of the astonished Col and gently stroking his head.


  Lawrence saw Col’s face go red and mused that he was still a child – but if he let the sentiment show on his face, there was no telling what trap Holo might have prepared for him.


  He closed the door and returned to the hearth.


  Holo embraced Col from behind and gazed at the fire as she spoke. “I’m thinking to leave today or perhaps tomorrow.”


  “Wha–?” Col exclaimed, starting to look behind him. But as Holo’s face was right there, he seemed to think better of it.


  Holo smiled and continued, “With both of you, of course. We’ll return to that port town – Yiku or whatever it was – and find some tasty food, drink our fill of wine, and sleep. The two of you should get some rest since it’ll take three days in the snow to make our way back.”


  Col seemed to think this was a strange way for her to be speaking. His face betrayed his confusion, but Lawrence didn’t find it odd at all.


  He had more or less anticipated this, and if it was what Holo wanted to do, he did not mind.


  “You’ll sleep till midday thanks to the wine. And when you awake, the three of us will come together and eat as we leisurely discuss whether or not to cross back over the sea. After all…” Holo coughed to hide her chuckling, then wiped the corner of her mouth before continuing, “If something had happened the previous night at some far-off abbey – a great wolf attacking, say – you wouldn’t know the first thing about it. And surely no one would think to connect you to such an event. You’d have been having a quiet, peaceful time, with no risk or danger at all.”


  When she finished speaking, Holo looked at Lawrence. “How about it?” said the expression on her face, which looked ready to break into a smile at any moment.


  Holo had decided she could not let Lawrence put himself in danger for her. Yet she was not prepared to retreat empty-handed.


  So she had chosen the most practical, easiest method – that was all.


  “If that’s what you want, then I don’t mind. I’ve already said as much, after all.”


  “Aye. And I’ve made quite sure of your feelings. To doubt them now would make me the fool.”


  If her smile had been a bashful one, it would have been quite charming, but Holo’s face was as full of mischief as ever. But of course, that was why she was Holo.


  A meek Holo would be like jerky without salt.


  “I am Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu. When humans see me, they fear and serve me. But if I were afraid myself, what sort of fool would I be?”


  She would employ the power of her true form. But even when she did to protect those she cared for, the people she protected might yet look upon her with fear. How much more fearful might they be when she transformed to accomplish her own purposes?


  Lawrence certainly understood Holo’s fears, but he still wanted her to show some faith in him.


  “We can’t leave today. Tomorrow or the day after perhaps.”


  “What say you, Col, my lad?” She asked either out of mischief or an effort to hide her own embarrassment.


  It seemed that Col was stunned to have his opinion asked; after he got over his surprise, he hastily agreed.


  “Well, then, that decides it. This means you’ll end up hearing nothing that might profit you, though I’m not inclined to apologize for that,” she said, resting her chin on Col’s shoulder, which did not make Lawrence feel like taking her terribly seriously.


  Depending on how they were used, the wolf bones could potentially bring Lawrence great profits, but misfortune tended to follow those who tried to gain more coin than their coin purses could hold.


  A coin purse was like a stomach – gluttony could make it burst, and death would follow.


  “If you’re feeling sorry, then why not try an apology?”


  Her jape repaid with another jape, Holo grinned. “Kindly forgive me, then.”


  Lawrence laughed at the absurdity of it and then sighed, surrendering to the peaceful camaraderie.


  At the same time, he let slip a few more words. “I suppose this isn’t so bad once in a while.”


  It was a fine, clear afternoon.


  There was no more need for a fire in the hearth.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  To journey back through the snow would require a certain amount of preparation.


  This was why merchants so frequently boarded in inns for weeks and weeks during the winter. Even the most familiar, well-trod road became a foreign country when it snowed. Worse, a treacherous spot looked no different from a harmless field when covered in snow.


  Winter travel required many things – a guide, a stout horse unfazed by deep snow, knowledge of lodges and cabins in which to pass the night. Travel took more time so food and water rations had to be calculated appropriately.


  But fortunately, as long as there was demand, there would be supply. And it was no overstatement to say that the merchant quarter of the great Brondel Abbey was filled with travelers as far as the eye could see. Lawrence went to Piasky to ask after the services of the packhorse driver who had guided them on their way in.


  Piasky was busy with documents at the alliance inn and was momentarily surprised at Lawrence’s announcement that they would be leaving. But as winter travel required quicker resolve than summer journeys, and as Lawrence had compensated him rather generously for his services, Piasky readily agreed to help.


  When a search for knowledge gave no results, a quick retreat was called for. If one had time to idly waste, it was better spent hurrying on to the next goal. While merchants greeted one another with happy smiles and handshakes, they parted just as happily.


  It was a rather lonely way of getting by, but it had its advantages.


  “This should put everything in order, then.”


  “I very much appreciate it.”


  “No, not at all. I’ve hardly been much help.”


  They exchanged merchants’ pleasantries that were meaningless, though it would not feel right to skip them.


  However, the handshake they shared next was anything but meaningless.


  Just as a person’s qualities could be seen in their bearing, their history came through in their handshake.


  The moment of that handshake was the one that decided just how long a person’s face would remain in memory.


  Lawrence took Piasky’s hand firmly and fixed his face solidly in his mind. He hoped Piasky would remember him equally well.


  “I think we’ll be able to leave tomorrow. Although…”


  “Although?”


  “A regular delivery from the capital in the west just arrived, and evidently the weather there is terrible. A messenger expected to arrive today still hasn’t been seen. Doubtless that same weather will arrive here soon.”


  A blizzard could turn the entire world literally pure white. The most capable horseman in the world would do them no good at all.


  “I’ve naturally no inclination to persevere in the face of a blizzard. There are three things you don’t defy: the Church, an infant, and the weather.”


  Piasky smiled and nodded. “With luck, it will veer north. And since the shepherds should return soon, I’ll ask their advice. They’ll have the best knowledge of conditions outside… Ah, Mr. Lawrence, aren’t you staying in the same lodging as they are?”


  “We are. It’s the best place to gather such information.” Lawrence gave a quick bow after this joke and then put the alliance inn behind him.


  Outside, the approaching twilight lent a melancholy tone to the air, and the sky was indeed cloudy, with a bit of wind.


  The merchants in the street had a quickness to their strides, their heads filled for once with thoughts of a warm dinner rather than money. For his part, Lawrence had not only his promise to uphold to prepare dinner for Huskins, but there was also Holo to think about.


  “A blizzard?”


  Having tossed the last of the ingredients into the pot, Lawrence handed the ladle to Col to mind and went to sit on the bed by Holo, who was grooming her tail.


  “The weather may turn bad. If it does, our departure may be delayed. Two days, even three…”


  “Mm… now that you mention it, you may be right. My nose has gone numb from smelling naught but sheep.” Holo sniffed twice, then sneezed. Once accustomed to travel, there were even some humans who could predict the weather with their nose. “Ah, well, I suppose it’s too late to complain about a few days’ delay, isn’t it?” She grinned mischievously and chewed the tip of her tail.


  Lawrence held up both hands in his usual display of surrender.


  Holo chuckled, giving her tail a final stroke before falling back on the bed. “So, then, what of dinner?”


  “It’s not finished boiling yet. And we’re waiting for Huskins to return.”


  Holo hid her fluffy tail beneath her robes quite adroitly, but she had not pulled her hood over her head yet. Lawrence followed her as she went, and when she rather rudely stopped to snatch a piece of jerky from the pot, he covered her ears with the hood.


  “Sho, whensh he coming bhack?”


  “Soon I imagine. There’s no moon tonight, and there’s the cold.”


  Col was wrapped in a blanket as he sat by the hearth and tended the pot, and whenever anyone spoke in the room, their breath turned to white vapor. Outside the windows, the wind was growing stronger and stronger, and the night’s weather looked to be turning bad.


  “Mmph… well, I’m hungry.”


  “And he’s out there raising that mutton. You should pay him some respect.”


  “Aye, but when have you paid me any respect?”


  It was hard for Lawrence not to immediately reply with, “And just when did you raise me, hmm?” It was all he could do to express his frustration with a reserved “Honestly.”


  Holo grinned at Col, and the softhearted Col only smiled a chagrined smile.


  Just then, Holo’s gaze flicked to the door, and Lawrence knew their company had arrived. And from her cautious expression, he knew, too, that it wasn’t Huskins.


  Perhaps it was Piasky? Lawrence wondered, just as there was a knock on the door. Col, who was used to doing such menial tasks, opened the door, and there stood a shepherd with his cane.


  “Ooh, what a lovely smell. Huskins is putting up good travelers, indeed.” He seemed to recognize Col, patting the boy’s head before clearing his throat. “Apologies. It seems Huskins will be spending the night in the sheep barn. The snow’s already begun to come down, you see. My two companions and I barely made it back with our lives.”


  “I see… We’re sorry to make you go out of your way.”


  “Not at all. There’s nothing so hard as waiting for a comrade to return, not knowing when or whether they’ll come.”


  Coming from a shepherd of these snowy lands, this statement carried a special weight. When both darkness and snow fell from the sky, all people could do was huddle around their fires, wondering if their comrades were alive or dead.


  “All the more so when there’s a tasty dinner waiting!” said the shepherd with a huge smile and then raised his hand. “That’s all!” he finished, then walked off.


  A merchant would have asked for a cup of soup before leaving, but shepherds were not such greedy creatures. All they relied upon out on the wide-open plains was their staffs and their sheepdogs.


  Perhaps their great pride came from that independent spirit – and in any case, that pride of theirs reminded Lawrence very much of a certain wolf. Though he was quite sure that if he said so to Holo, he would truly bring her anger down upon him.


  “So that means we’ll have to wait until at least the day after tomorrow. Let us hope the harbor doesn’t freeze solid,” said Lawrence, closing the door and turning around.


  Holo stole the ladle from Col. “Aye. Let us hope our soup stays unfrozen as well, eh?” She appeared quite pleased, given that she seemed not to think particularly fondly of Huskins. Of course, no small part of that was doubtless due to the share of meat Huskins would have been spared.


  “It’s not even done cooking yet,” said Lawrence as he added a not inexpensive piece of firewood into the hearth.


  That night…


  Col had quickly fallen asleep, followed not long after by Holo. Outside the window, the wind howled. Their room’s window was not the only one clattering loudly, mixing with the occasional sheepdog’s bark – perhaps they, too, were being affected by the unpleasant atmosphere.


  The night before a blizzard was ever thus.


  This time there was a difference, though. Usually Lawrence would be unable to stay warm no matter how many blankets he wrapped around himself, but this time he was almost too warm.


  Holo’s tail was there, and nothing was better than another warm body to keep the cold at bay. On that count, Holo’s was always a little warmer, like a child’s, and with wine in her, she was warmer still.


  Outside the blankets it was almost painfully cold, but within them, it was as warm as spring.


  Yet there was a reason he could not sleep.


  The current episode was showing him quite clearly that he could not hope to solve all of Holo’s problems. And what haunted him still more than that was the question of what to do next.


  If Holo bared her fangs and settled the question of the wolf bones, this chapter would come to an end no matter what the outcome.


  If they existed, the story would be over, but it might end even if they didn’t. Lawrence couldn’t imagine any monk capable of lying while his head was between the jaws of Holo in her true form.


  If the answer was that the abbey had not purchased the bones or had already resold them, would they continue to pursue them?


  And what if the bones had gone south? Traveling there was possible, but in addition to the expense, it would mean throwing away all the business he’d built up over the course of his trade route. And if it was too long, his customers would be unable to receive goods they were counting on, and the trust he had worked so hard to foster would vanish.


  There was a limit to the detours Lawrence could afford.


  Though he might wish to consider his dramatic, adventure-filled travels with Holo, just as the abbey was unable to escape its financial woes, so too did Lawrence have to make a living.


  The simple, obvious truth was that he would only accompany her as long as he was able to.


  Holo certainly understood that, but as soon as Lawrence began to consider simply making straight for Yoitsu, peaceful sleep became nothing more than a memory.


  If they headed for Yoitsu, how much longer would he be able to stay with Holo?


  And the biggest problem was what would happen once they arrived there. The problems they’d kept putting off were expanding now, like yeast in bread.


  What did Holo think? At the very least he now knew she regarded him with some fondness.


  But she was not a child, and the world would not simply accommodate their preferences. They would have to be prepared. Holo was the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, and he was a simple traveling merchant. A relationship that crossed social classes was cause for worry enough, and that was when it was between two humans.


  So how prepared would they need to be?


  Holo lay next to him; he smoothed her chestnut-brown hair and placed his hand on her head. When she fell asleep after drinking, she wouldn’t wake even if he pinched her cheeks. In carrying her drunken body to the bed, he’d earned the small reward of stroking her head.


  “…”


  Holo’s hair slipped through the spaces between his fingers like silk.


  She is so dear to me, he thought.


  He wanted to stay with her as long as he was able, even if it was absurd, even if it made him miserable. No matter how foolish it seemed.


  But as soon as the thought occurred to him, he heard a quiet answer. Are you truly prepared to make such a decision?


  Lawrence sighed and stopped his hand.


  Though he might wish to borrow the wisdom of a wisewolf, he knew it was a problem he had to solve on his own.


  Resisting the urge to curse, he looked again at Holo beside him. He was quite sure he had never made so pathetic an expression in his entire life.


  “–!”


  He froze, but not because Holo’s deep, sleeping breaths had stopped, nor because he had noticed her trying to hide her laughter.


  He thought he heard something – the sound of something being dragged perhaps.


  “…?”


  Holo seemed to still be sleeping as she had been, the sound of her blissfully ignorant breathing barely audible from where her face was buried in the blanket.


  Lawrence listened carefully but heard only the sound of the shutters rattling and the wind howling.


  Perhaps some snow had slid off the roof, he mused, relaxing – but just as he did so, he heard the sound again. This time it was definitely not his imagination.


  He raised his head, listened intently, and heard it again.


  There was no mistaking it.


  Lawrence slowly inhaled, letting the frigid air flow into his lungs. He then quickly emerged from within the blankets, placed his feet on the creaky floorboard, and stood there in the stabbing cold.


  He unsheathed his knife, opening and closing his right hand around its handle. Thieves were surprisingly common in places like this. They evidently exploited the lowered guard that came with seeing only familiar faces.


  Continuing to the room with the hearth and opening the door there, Lawrence could now clearly hear the dragging sound.


  The sound of a staff.


  If it was a thief, he was giving a poor accounting of himself, and Lawrence was not so foolish as to mistake the sound for stealthy footfalls. But who could it be at such an hour?


  “Nn… mph…”


  Holo rolled over in bed, seeming to notice that Lawrence was no longer there.


  She sat up, rubbed her eyes, and looked in Lawrence’s direction questioningly.


  But her sleepy-girl act ended there, and she soon took notice of the footsteps, her eyes becoming wolf’s eyes.


  With movements so quick it was hard to imagine she was still drunk, she threw off the blankets, but could not win against the cold and shivered once.


  The footsteps were very close now.


  Shfff… tup… tokk.


  Holo looked back and forth between Lawrence and the doorway. She seemed to want to ask who was there, but Lawrence did not know himself.


  The sound stopped at the door. Slowly the handle was turned, and the door opened…


  “… Hu–” Lawrence began, but didn’t have time to finish before rushing toward the figure, who started to collapse.


  And then Lawrence was speechless. In front of him was a snow-covered, barely alive form that looked very much like Huskins but was hardly human.


  Lawrence found himself utterly unable to form words.


  “…”


  Icicles dangled from the figure’s eyebrows, and it was impossible to tell whether the beard that rimmed his mouth was ice or hair. The hand that gripped the staff was caked in encrusted snow, and it was impossible to tell where the hand ended and the staff began.


  His breathing was quiet. Eerily quiet – and beneath the snow and ice, only his eyes moved, glancing this way and that.


  No one spoke.


  Their demonic visitor’s back was oddly shaped – from his head sprouted a curled ram’s horns and his knees were jointed backwards, like a sheep’s.


  “… Oh, God,” murmured Lawrence, mostly unconsciously.


  That instant, the ice covering the demon’s face split with a small krak.


  By the time he realized the demon was smiling, Holo was right by his side.


  “… A wolf, eh…” As he spoke, the icicles dangling from his beard clattered against one another.


  The voice belonged to Huskins.


  “Had you not the time to disguise yourself?”


  “…” Huskins smiled wordlessly and slowly wiped his face with the hand that did not hold his staff.


  He looked as though he had endured something that would have long since killed a normal man.


  “You’re here to mock me, then?” Holo’s voice was colder than the air in the room.


  The half-man, half-beast demon called Huskins narrowed his eyes, as though he were looking into a bright light, staggering as he tried to stand. Lawrence reflexively tried to support his shoulder.


  He was a demon. That was it – he was a demon.


  But Lawrence had a reason for lending him a shoulder to lean on – Holo had not tried to hide her ears and tail.


  “… Is it not natural… for a sheep to hide itself before a wolf?”


  The sound of cracking ice accompanied his movements.


  Lawrence helped Huskins over to the hearth, where he sat.


  Shortly thereafter came a small cry – the sound of Col’s gasp upon awakening.


  “The best place to hide a tree is in the forest, eh? I never noticed.”


  “… I am not like you.” Huskins fixed Holo in one eye.


  Lawrence could tell from Holo’s ears and tail that Huskins’s words had disturbed her.


  But she still had the ability to admit reality. She nodded. “And?” she said grudgingly.


  Huskins was a being similar to Holo. In and of itself that did not bother Lawrence. His travels thus far had taught him that such creatures did hide in human civilization – in ominous forests next to towns, in segregated districts where townspeople feared to tread, or in fields of wheat, long after the villagers had lost faith in them.


  So if anything, Lawrence was calmer than Holo as they waited for Huskins to speak.


  “I have… a favor to ask.”


  “A favor?”


  The melting ice refroze in the chilly room.


  Huskins nodded again emphatically, sighing as he spit out the words. “It’s a calamity… one far beyond my power to deal with.”


  “So you wish to borrow mine?”


  At Holo’s question, Huskins seemed to nod – but when Lawrence realized Huskins was not nodding, but rather shaking with mirth, Huskins put a trembling hand to his breast and produced a letter.


  “Your power is your fangs and claws… but the age when such things ruled has passed. I give you this…” He directed his gaze to Lawrence.


  “To me?”


  “Yes… to the man who travels with the wolf. I let you stay here because… I wished to observe you. But I believe it was the will of the gods.”


  “Hah, the gods, you say?” Holo bared her fangs and laughed derisively, but her intimidating, contemptuous expression elicited only a cold smile from Huskins.


  “Just as you cling to this strange, gentle human… so, too, do I cling to the gods. That is all.”


  “I-I do not– I hardly–!” Holo objected mightily, at a rare loss for words.


  The difference between Huskins and Holo was like that of an old man and a child, and it was not simply due to the disparity in their appearances. For example, Huskins regarded the sputtering Holo but gave no triumphant, boastful smile. Quite the contrary, his expressionless face seemed to be somehow tender and kindly.


  “You’re a merchant, are you not? Take this.”


  “What is it…?”


  “I found a strayed shepherd in the snow. Such things often happen… my sheepdog found him. He looked to still be praying, though the life had already left him.”


  It was a single sealed letter. Written on sheepskin parchment with hair still on it, it was sealed with a red wax seal.


  If the man had died out in the snow, he must have been a messenger from some other town bound for this one and had gotten lost on the way.


  Unless travelers hurried, they would be caught by the snow and wind and night, but hurrying rapidly exhausted their reserves of strength. It was such a common occurrence that there were even thieves who specialized in finding their corpses once the snow melted and taking their belongings.


  “In the end, I am a mere sheep. You understand, do you not, young wolf?” Huskins directed his words to Holo. Holo clutched her chest, as though a secret she held had been revealed.


  “In the face of this letter, our strength means nothing,” finished Huskins, giving a heavy sigh. He closed his eyes.


  The firewood had now fully caught the hearth’s flames and burned very brightly. The ice on Huskins’s body was finally beginning to melt, and Col had recovered enough to busy himself tending to Huskins, who seemed to find the attention pleasant.


  At some point his body had reverted to human form, and it seemed like his earlier monstrous form was something out of a dream.


  But as she continued to stand and look down on Huskins, Holo’s ears remained uncovered, her tail occasionally visible.


  Lawrence looked at the contents of the letter Huskins had given him. And then he understood what Huskins had meant.


  “Mr. Huskins. What do you need my help for?”


  “The abbey…” Huskins paused for a moment, then closed his eyes and smiled thinly. “… I want you to protect it.”


  “Er, I’m sorry, but – why?”


  Huskins opened one gray eye and regarded Lawrence with it.


  His gaze was steady and dignified, the gaze of a wild sheep that had roamed step-by-step across the vast plains.


  It was different than Holo’s.


  If Holo’s gaze were a sharp dagger, Huskins’s was a great hammer.


  “It’s no surprise you’d wonder. Why would I, of anyone, bow down before God? You see, I too have relied on humans to live. Just like the young wolf.”


  Instantly Holo seemed ready to refute him, but she was stopped by a glance from Huskins.


  He was treating her like a child.


  “I do not mean to anger you. I have taken human form and live a human life. It is no surprise I sought human strength.”


  “Hmph. So, what have you done with this strength you’ve borrowed from the humans?”


  “A home.”


  “Eh?” Holo replied, her eyes widening.


  Huskins continued, his voice and manner still quiet and clear. “Made a home. On this land. A home of our own.”


  The firewood crackled.


  Holo’s eyes were like full moons.


  “Nothing escapes the grasp of humans. Not the mountains, the forests, or the plains. So in order to create a place that would endure unchanging for centuries, we had no choice but to use their power. At first I was unsure whether it could succeed… but it did. A vast, quiet homeland was ours. And no matter who comes or when, they always say the same thing.”


  “… This place hasn’t changed.”


  Huskins smiled like a kind grandfather and took a deep breath. “It’s our greatest desire. We were driven from our home long ago and scattered. Some to desolate wilderness, others hiding among humans in their towns. And some wandered endlessly… This is a place where we can all meet again. A place to which all may return, no matter how far afield they live. This place.”


  “That which scattered you… could it have been, was it the Moon-Hunting…?”


  “Ha-ha… hah. So you know that much, do you? That will make things simpler to explain. Yes, it was indeed the Moon-Hunting Bear that took our home from us. Irawa Weir Muheddhunde in the old tongue.”


  They had seen many stories of the bear that had been collected by a certain priest back in a tiny, meager town that worshiped a snake god.


  Holo took a deep breath, like a child with a strange way of crying.


  “When the calamity came, we were powerless, and there was nothing we could do. And now times have changed, and to protect this place, we need a new kind of power. The devices of humans are too fine for my hooves.”


  When seeking a favor, it was very difficult to maintain an equal footing, neither abasing oneself nor being too demanding – nor too prideful.


  But Huskins accepted the world as it was, and within it, did what he was able. And there was no doubt he had done so for centuries. So it had to be possible.


  “We’ve had many troubles thus far. But this time, finally, they may be more than we can handle.”


  Lawrence looked at the letter, then back to Huskins… This is a royal notice of taxation, isn’t it?”


  “It was easier when the lords were still warring. The reason of our own era was enough to gain some small measure of stability then. But the long wars devastated the land. If the abbey were to fall, all would be lost. So I secretly aided Winfiel the First in unifying the nation. And that is where I erred.”


  They were stronger than humans, and wiser, and had ruled the land before humans swept across it. The turn of ages was a common matter to them surely.


  “But children never remember the debt they owe their parents, to say nothing of grandchildren. I can no longer take the public stage. All I can do is occasionally show myself to add a bit of legitimacy to their rule.”


  “The legend… of the golden sheep.”


  “Quite so. Of course, a few of those moments were due to my own carelessness when greeting a friend I’d not seen in ages.”


  Jokes were all the more amusing when told in an inappropriate place and time. But once the ripple of ensuing laughter was over, it left behind a now obvious sense of nervousness.


  “I’ve no head for counting coins, but even I can tell the abbey is on the verge of ruin. With each round of taxation, the pay we’re due falls more behind. Our friends have told us the abbey may not endure another round.”


  “But this is…”


  “I no longer know what to do. If I could stamp it with my hooves or grind it with my teeth, I would do so… but you’re a merchant, are you not? When humans drove our kind from the forests and mountains, there were always merchants in the shadows. To see one such merchant laughing with a wolf…” He heaved a long sigh. “You’re the only one on whom we can rely.”


  “But–”


  “I beg you.”


  Lawrence had traveled alone for seven years. Many times had he delivered a final letter from a fallen comrade to a family. Confronted with a scene he did not wish to remember, his words failed him.


  If it were a simple letter, he would accept it. But what Lawrence held in his hands was a royal notice of taxation.


  “No.” As Lawrence continued to struggle for words, it was Holo who spoke up. “No. We cannot take such a risk.”


  “Holo…”


  “If you cannot do it, you must refuse. And you yourself said that getting involved in this business was dangerous. We shall leave tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then the day after. We are travelers. This has naught to do with us.”


  After this barrage of words, Holo’s quick, short breaths were all that remained.


  Had she seemed merely serious, Lawrence would have been angry, but Lawrence instead stood there blankly, leaving Col to tend to Huskins. When Holo came to her senses and looked at Lawrence, she shrank away.


  Her expression was hard to describe.


  Her tense lips made her seem angry, but she was trembling as though deeply sad. Her shoulders sagged, her fists clenched, and her face was very pale.


  Lawrence could barely stand to look at her.


  It was her jealousy that made her this way.


  “Su-surely ’tis so, is it not? You said as much yourself. You said that it was dangerous. That is why I said we should leave. And yet – and yet you’re considering his request…!”


  “Holo,” said Lawrence, taking her hand. She pulled away once, then again, then a third time, and then was docile.


  Tears fell from her face.


  She knew perfectly well that what she was saying was childish. She’d been able to endure listening to Piasky because his work was meant for humans. But Huskins was another matter entirely.


  Worse, Huskins had lost his homeland to the Moon-Hunting Bear, which had also destroyed Yoitsu.


  Huskins spoke. “Young wolf, was your home destroyed by him as well?”


  Holo looked at Huskins with eyes that swirled with jealousy, envy, and agitation.


  “We did not gain a new homeland easily. We took human form, became shepherds, and lived our lives quietly and unobtrusively. And we were prepared to do whatever it took to defend this land.”


  “I could–!” Holo’s hoarse voice was somehow small, even as she cried out. “If it were to bring back my homeland… my Yoitsu… I, too, could…”


  “I cannot but think you’ve never fought the bear, have you? Are you prepared to risk your life battling it?”


  Holo’s face filled with rage. She surely thought Huskins was mocking her. Yet Huskins quietly and steadily gazed into her furious, red-tinged amber eyes.


  “When he came to my homelands, I ran. I ran, you see, because there were many who I knew needed my protection. I led them away, and we escaped. I can remember the moment even now. There was a great full moon in the sky that night. I could see the ridge of the mountains across the vast plains, and above it shone the bright, bright moon. And we fled the plains – those fertile plains whose grasses we’d long grazed upon.”


  Huskins’s body was visibly weakened. Like Holo, assuming human form surely subjected him to human limitations.


  And yet he continued, the words falling from him as though the hearth’s flames were melting his frozen memories.


  “I looked back in the direction of my home, and I saw it. The shadow of a vast bear so huge it looked as though it could sit on the ridge of the mountains. It was beautiful – even now, I think so. It roared, it raised a paw up as though to hunt the moon, and that moment still…”


  The tale was from the distant past, when the hand of humans had yet to reach out – an era when the world still belonged to darkness and spirits.


  “Even now, I think upon it fondly. It was the last great ruler of our world. It was a time when power and might ruled all. All my anger has left me. All that remains now is my nostalgia…”


  Holo had missed the fight for her homeland and had only learned of its destruction centuries later – so forcing a childish smile was probably all she could manage. “F-for you, who ran like a coward, to speak of preparation… it is to laugh.”


  It was childish stubbornness, and the wily, old Huskins countered it with ease.


  “To live among the humans in their world, I started eating meat. It’s been centuries now.”


  “…!” Holo’s eyes immediately went to the drying meat that hung from leather thongs. What kind of meat was it? And what kind of meat had been in the stew they had eaten with Huskins? After a few gasping breaths, Holo vomited.


  Lawrence did not know if she had imagined herself doing the same thing Huskins had done or if she was simply prone to tears.


  Huskins had been willing to eat the meat of sheep in order to pose as a shepherd.


  Could Holo do the same thing?


  “To keep this, my homeland, we have given up much. We have crossed lines that should never have been crossed. And if it is lost, we may never find another land where we may live in peace.”


  He did not say these words to attack Holo. He was simply trying to be as clear as he could in defending his reasons for asking Lawrence’s help.


  But still, Holo was envious of how Huskins had created a new homeland here.


  She herself knew full well how foolish it was to envy someone who had struggled to re-create something they had lost. And not only that – she wanted to turn her back on them, to abandon someone who’d created a new homeland.


  If she was interpreting Huskins’s words as an attack, it was because of her own guilt. Holo was caught between reason and emotion and finally chose to run.


  She burst out crying like a child, and Lawrence caught her as she collapsed on the spot.


  Huskins waited for Lawrence to put his arm around Holo before slowly speaking.


  “… I’m well aware that your young wolf there has suffered greatly in this world. And by some unfathomable luck, she’s come to travel with a kind-hearted human. I understand that she doesn’t wish to part with that. I understand that she wishes to protect it. But…” said Huskins, slowly closing his eyes. “I, too, do not wish to part with this land. Our hard-won refuge…”


  His words trailed off, and Col hastily put his hand to Huskins’s broad chest. Seeing Col’s obvious relief, it was clear that Huskins had merely exhausted himself.


  Lawrence listened to the crackling firewood and the sobbing Holo as he looked over the notice of taxation Huskins had given him. The order of taxation written there would be extremely difficult to refuse.


  The best way to avoid paying taxes was to protest that one had no assets with which to pay, but the king had chosen a solution that would render such protests meaningless.


  The king’s resolve was clear, and there would be no wriggling out of it. If there was any hesitation, it would be met with military force. That might even have been the real goal.


  A single pack could not be led by two heads – Holo had told him this, but it held true for a nation, as well. The abbey, with its great influence and huge tracts of land, was certainly a headache for the king.


  Ruin if they paid the tax. Ruin if they didn’t.


  From this impossible predicament, the abbey needed salvation – by Lawrence, a mere traveling merchant.


  “It’s – it’s impossible,” Lawrence murmured without thinking.


  Picking up on his words, it was Col who looked up. “Is it impossible?”


  Col had ventured out into the world to protect his own town. His eyes were deeply serious, almost accusing Lawrence.


  “… Once during my travels, there was an accident. The road was muddy from rain the previous day.”


  At the sudden change of topic, Col’s face showed a rare flash of anger. Lawrence was a merchant, and merchants often used clever misdirection – and Col knew it.


  “The lead cart sank into the mire. We hurried to it and discovered that the merchant driving the cart was fortunate enough to be alive. He was flat on his back and looked quite embarrassed. He seemed to be injured, but we thought he’d survive. We thought so, and so did he…”


  
    
  

  Lawrence continued to stroke the sobbing Holo’s back as he spoke to Col.


  “But his belly had been opened. A tree branch had gotten him maybe. He didn’t even realize it until he saw our expressions. He smiled stiffly and asked us to save him. But we weren’t gods. All we could do was stay with him until the end.”


  Sometimes there was nothing to be done. That was the way of the world. There was no divine mercy, no heavenly fortune, and time could not be turned back.


  Lawrence sighed and continued.


  “It’s not that I wasn’t sympathetic. But I also know the God who’s supposed to deliver us seems to be so often absent. All I can do is be glad it wasn’t me.”


  “That’s not–!”


  “That’s all there was to do. And after I saw my unlucky friend off, I stood up and continued my journey, after taking as much from his cart as I could.” One corner of Lawrence’s mouth curled up. “It was a nice profit,” he added.


  Col’s face distorted, and he seemed about to scream at Lawrence, but in the end he did not. He looked down and resumed his work of drying Huskins’s wet hair and beard.


  When faced with unavoidably trying circumstances, immersion in work could bring salvation. Lawrence wondered how long ago it was he had learned that. He thought about it as he picked Holo up. She was quiet in his arms as he took her to the next room, though whether she had cried herself to the point of exhaustion or simply passed out from stress was not clear.


  The snowstorm raged outside, but because the snow had long since accumulated in the cracks in the walls and windows, it was not terribly cold.


  Holo’s breathing was quick and shallow, as though she were suffering from a fever. She was probably having a nightmare or else her guilty conscience was continuing to assail her.


  He laid Holo on the bed and turned to go attend to Huskins, but she tugged on his sleeve. Her eyes opened just slightly. Those eyes had abandoned shame and pride and simply implored him to stay by her side.


  It was not clear how conscious she was, but Lawrence stroked her head with his other hand, and Holo closed her eyes as though reassured. Slowly, one finger at a time, her hand let go of his sleeve.


  In the next room, illuminated by the redly burning hearth fire, Col struggled to change Huskins’s outer layer of clothing. In addition to the difference in size between the two of them, Col was not terribly strong to begin with.


  Lawrence silently set about assisting, and while Col did not thank him, he also did not turn the help away.


  “There’s no danger in considering it at least.”


  Col’s face showed surprise, and he said nothing in response. He looked up and paused.


  “Pull there, please.”


  “Ah, y-yes!”


  “There is no danger in considering the possibility. After all, at the moment, we’re probably the only people who know about the contents of this letter.”


  Huskins’s things had been arranged in a corner of the room, and from among them, they found clothes for him and removed his soaking-wet shoes.


  “Given how important the message is, I can’t imagine they’d send just one copy. Once the blizzard is over, I’m sure someone will arrive bearing the news. Which means we have a few options.”


  Whether or not to tell anyone else about the letter. And if so, whom.


  “Do – do you think anything can be done?”


  “That’s hard to say. But we can make some predictions. The abbey is cornered and so is the king. If we suppose that they’re each employing their strategies of last resort, there are not very many possible outcomes. What’s more, the Ruvik Alliance is also involved.”


  Col gulped and hesitantly asked another question. “Will Miss Holo be all right?”


  This cut to the heart of the matter; it was like a wound – when touched, some would groan in pain, and others would bellow in rage.


  Lawrence was the former. “… This is unbearable for her, and she was unable to accept things as they are, so that’s why she spoke as she did. But so long as the situation permits, she’ll offer her help. Despite how she might look, she’s quite kind. Which you’re supposed to find surprising, by the way.”


  Col wrapped Huskins’s feet in cloth to prevent frostbite, then added another log to the fire. Finally, he gave a tired smile.


  “She knows perfectly well how unsightly her jealousy is. In the face of Huskins’s resolve, she must’ve felt like a child. Her pride as a wisewolf has been terribly wounded.”


  Holo’s pride and vanity were second to none, but she also knew when to joke and when to act in earnest. And when she was in earnest, even Lawrence had to acknowledge her excellence.


  “I once told Holo something.”


  “What was that?”


  “That there are many different ways to solve a problem. But once it’s solved, we must live our lives. Which means we should choose not the simplest solution, but the one that will allow us to feel most at peace once it’s done.”


  Huskins was wrapped in a blanket so not even a bit of drafty air could reach him. In place of a pillow, they wrapped a piece of firewood in another blanket and placed it under his head, finishing their care of him.


  “And when I told her as much, she called me a fool. As though giving up on me. But I wonder if she could really abandon Huskins and move on so easily as that.”


  No doubt Col had imagined Holo simply eating, drinking, and curling up like a dog or cat. But Lawrence found it difficult to believe she would abandon someone who had endured such hardship in creating a second home.


  Col shook his head once, then a second time, more strongly.


  “As for where you stand, it hardly bears saying.” Lawrence smiled, and Col’s face went rigid as though a great secret of his had been revealed. He looked down, ashamed.


  Even if Lawrence and Holo had decided to abandon Huskins, Col would not have done it, Lawrence was sure.


  “Anyway, so far it’s an emotional argument.”


  “So far?” Col’s eyes looked up uncomprehendingly, and even Lawrence found himself wanting to hug him. Having Col around was certainly good for his pride and vanity.


  “I’m a merchant, after all. I don’t act unless there’s some profit in it.”


  “… Which means…?”


  “This notice of taxation. If Huskins’s words and Piasky’s guesses are to be believed, it will wipe out the abbey entirely. Which means this is a perfect opportunity for us. They say before a great wave comes, the sea recedes and lays the ocean floor bare. Thus…”


  Col answered immediately. “You’d be able to see all the treasure that used to be underwater.”


  “Exactly. If there’s anything there, they won’t be able to hide it. As far as Holo’s original goal goes, this is hardly useless. Although whether she chooses to take it by force will be up to her.”


  Col nodded and then slumped over as though relieved. “I’m just not as clever as you are, Mr. Lawrence.”


  Col was probably thinking of Lawrence’s ability to see things from many perspectives. Lawrence’s wordless smile and shrug were no act. If Holo had been there, she would have known.


  Not many humans could lie to themselves, after all.


  “The night is long, and we have a fire. Col–”


  “Yes!”


  “Lend me your wisdom.”


  “Of course!” Col shouted and then hastily covered his mouth.


  Lawrence made ready a pen and paper and began to draw up a plan.


  The movements of an insect’s wings are hard to see, but the wing-beats of a great hawk are easily counted. Thus, a large organization’s actions were easier to predict than a smaller one’s. All the more so when they were cornered.


  But good information was scarce.


  They knew the abbey was in the midst of a financial crisis. That the king’s failed policies had emptied the kingdom’s coffers. And that the king had decreed a tax that would (and this was supposition) ruin the abbey.


  What they did not know was what form the abbey’s final assets would take. Did it have – as Lawrence predicted – a valuable holy relic like the wolf bones, or were its assets in coin?


  Lawrence neatly wrote what facts they had on the upper half of the paper. The remaining half listed the choices available to him and his traveling companions.


  For example – who should be told of the notice of taxation? The alliance? The abbey? Or should they tell no one?


  Next, there were a similar number of choices regarding how to deal with the story of the wolf bones.


  Their options seemed at once too few and too many; the unknown elements remaining were likewise. The monastery was in a financial crisis, and even if the leaders were unable to survive another round of taxation, there was no way of knowing whether they would stubbornly defy the kingdom or meekly do as they were told, submitting to the threat of military force like so many sheep.


  Realistically speaking, there were no options Lawrence and company could pursue entirely on their own.


  Perhaps their only real choice was to go to the alliance with what they knew, carefully trading small pieces of information in order to expand their knowledge, then force their way into the proceedings somehow.


  Of course, there were risks. But victory was not impossible.


  After all, even if the alliance had the abbey by the throat and was trying to somehow tear it out, they were not some clumsy mercenary band that would devour the carcass all the way down to the bones.


  Just as they knew how to harvest wheat, they knew how to increase their harvest. They were perfectly aware that a steady stream of small profit was better than a single great gain.


  And because a successful harvest required stable land, the abbey’s continued existence would be a high priority for the alliance. They were surely looking for a solution that ensured the abbey would go on.


  Lawrence and Col passed the night thinking the problem through, top to bottom. They considered each and every possibility, deciding whether it was worth the risk. The raging blizzard and cold before the dawn kept their thinking sharp – or perhaps it was Lawrence’s understanding of the way the world worked, combined with having Col at his side.


  Around the time the hearth fire was quietly burning itself to ash, Lawrence and Col had found a miraculous possibility and written it on the paper.


  Holo’s happy face and Huskins’s surprised eyes greeted him as he revealed the plan to be–


  “…–”


  He triumphantly presented his conclusions to Holo. And that very moment, he woke up.


  The charcoal fire and the falling snow sounded very similar to each other. Lawrence tried to estimate from the crackling sound how long he’d been asleep.


  The only thing he could not remember were the specifics of the miraculous plan. No – he understood now.


  It had been a dream, and worse, that he had had exactly that sort of dream was now written all over his face.


  “Fool.”


  He was slumped over the crate on which he had been writing; when he sat up, Holo was crouched by the hearth.


  The word echoed more pleasingly in his ears than any church bell could.


  He yawned hugely. His neck hurt terribly, probably from the strange sleeping position.


  “You fool…”


  Two blankets were covering him.


  Holo turned away from him as she called him a fool; next to him was Col, curled up and seemingly clinging to Holo’s tail.


  Her face was hollow-cheeked, probably because she had cried herself out not long before. Or perhaps she was just cold; she was not wearing her robe.


  Lawrence finally realized it was not so much her appearance as it was the general atmosphere that made her look poorly, and just then Holo sighed and spoke.


  “Aye, how lucky I am.” Her words and expression were completely unrelated, and yet she seemed to speak even more truly than she did when praising a piece of fatty mutton. “This world so often does not go as one would wish, and still.”


  With his mouth half-open and his sleeping breath utterly silent, Col almost seemed dead at a glance. But when Holo gently stroked his head, he shrank away ticklishly.


  “Our God tells us to share what we have with others,” said Lawrence.


  “Even our good fortune?” Holo asked, bored.


  If he misstepped in his response, he was quite sure he would receive a cold sigh in response, along with a disinclination on Holo’s part to listen to him further.


  “Even our good fortune. I think I’ve put that into practice quite nicely.”


  “…”


  “I even let Col use that tail of yours,” he said quite seriously.


  Holo only smiled a defeated smile, then smoothly moved her gaze over to the window.


  “My body felt as though it were aflame.”


  “Was that–”


  “–because of what I said?” Lawrence was about to jokingly finish, but could not bring himself to.


  But Holo realized how his joke would end and seemed surprisingly happy at it. Her ears flicked, and though she still faced away, her shoulders shook with laughter. “Ah well, all creatures are alike in that they tend toward selfishness. It has been a long time indeed since I’ve felt such envy for the belongings of another. ’Tis almost comforting.”


  Lawrence paused before replying, to make it clear that what he was about to say was in jest. “Well, of course it was comforting – it’s always a comfort to be so childishly selfish.”


  Holo was not the type to kick away someone who was begging at her feet. It was her nature to try to grant any favor asked of her, no matter if it did her no good, no matter if it angered her – that was why she had stayed in Pasloe for so many centuries.


  “Humans and sheep think the same way.”


  “Enough for you and I to argue about it certainly.”


  “Mm. Unless we fight over the same thing, curse each other with the same words, and glare at each other from the same height, it is not a true fight.”


  She sat and stroked Col’s head, occasionally laughing as she spoke, the breath rising in white puffs from her mouth. Lawrence could imagine her as the goddess of some forest, so elegant and gentle her form.


  Unlike when she was bundled up in layers of clothing, her slender frame seemed unrelated to any idleness or debauchery.


  Lawrence regarded not a weak girl who needed his protection, but the ancient wisewolf Holo, god of the harvest who lived in the wheat.


  “I have a little wisdom and experience. Col has intellect and imagination.”


  “And what do I have?”


  “You have a responsibility,” said Lawrence. “A responsibility to turn our travels into a tale that will be long told. Isn’t it perfect, the tale of a wolf coming to the aid of sheep?”


  For authority to exist, it needed the support of a sturdy system of values. Taking responsibility for one’s words was exactly that.


  Holo opened her mouth, and from between her fangs issued another large puff of vapor. She smiled, amused.


  It was the childish smile of the scheming prankster. If one were lost in the woods and being attacked by bandits, if there were anyone to call upon for aid other than God, it would be someone with this very smile.


  “Is there any chance for victory?”


  Lawrence did not reply, only shrugging and handing Holo the paper upon which he had been sleeping. Holo looked at this face and laughed – no doubt it was smudged with ink.


  “I have a measure of confidence in my own cleverness… but this sort of situation is not my specialty.” She must have been referring to broad, encompassing ways of thinking. If one could always rely on might to solve one’s problems, there was no need to consider the fine details of a situation. “Of course, an old mercenary general once said that one cannot continue winning battles with a single strategy. Constantly shifting tactics are the best way to defeat one’s opponent. And–”


  “And?”


  “Only the gods are capable of that.”


  It was a mischievous joke.


  “Remember that,” Holo’s expression seemed to say, yet she did not appear at all displeased.


  “The question is whether the abbey does in fact possess the bones. And that seems very likely.”


  “Yes. Nothing else fits the story Piasky told us so perfectly.”


  “You should ally yourselves with the pack you already know, not the abbey, don’t you think? Nothing is so frightful as an ally whose thoughts you cannot divine.” As she spoke, Holo’s eyes flicked over the scrawled writing on the paper, where Lawrence had written the results of his talk with Col, reading it with great speed.


  They had once fought mightily when Holo pretended to be illiterate, but now Lawrence wondered if she was a swifter reader than he.


  “Yes. The men of the alliance aren’t fools, and given the men like Piasky in their employ, they want stability for this land. Huskins and his people may find their territory a bit smaller, but their goals are similar.”


  Holo narrowed her eyes, like a wealthy noblewoman evaluating a precious gem, but her gaze was directed at Huskins, who still slept by the fire.


  But when she realized that Lawrence was watching her, she looked back at him and grinned in embarrassment.


  Lawrence was too frightened to make sure, but he guessed there were more years separating Huskins and Holo than their appearances would suggest. Holo’s sense of duty and her queer integrity probably led her to give Huskins a measure of respect for his greater experience, even if he was a sheep.


  For Holo, extending a helping hand to another might not have sat well, even as she took pride in it.


  “So what can Kraft Lawrence, a mere traveling merchant, hope to do here?”


  She so rarely called him by name that to hear it felt to Lawrence like something of a reward in and of itself, which he had to admit was strangely pathetic.


  Lawrence grinned a fearless grin, like a man challenged to drink a cup of strong liquor in one go. He took a breath and answered slowly. “The wolf bones must be of crucial importance to the other side. Our information points to them as being the only real possibility. So the information will be taken very seriously, and the greater its potential to break the stalemate, the more seriously it will be taken. And that’s where traveling merchants like me have room to maneuver.”


  “And this is the way of it truly? Are you sure this is correct? Will all truly be well? Truly? For certain? I believe you – I trust you, I do.” Holo laughed as she posed her childish questions.


  Lawrence took in each one, elbow propped on the crate, with the poise of a proper merchant. “In exchange for the proof, I’ll ask you to hear a few of my questions, as well.”


  “The notice of taxation or whatever ’tis called will make them starved for time.”


  “I don’t think they’ll be able to avoid the negotiating table. Once a messenger arrives with the notice, there will be very little time left. If they dawdle, the profit will vanish. Better the coin purse starve than the belly, they say.”


  “Hmph.” Holo sniffed as though mocking his optimistic prediction and turned away, unamused. “’Tis well, I suppose.”


  She thrust the paper back at him, and Lawrence received the royal decree politely, rolling it up like a nobleman given an order from the king. “Well, then, so be it.”


  And with those words, Lawrence was again a merchant – slave to contracts, servant of coin.


  And one of the hidden kings that controlled the world from the shadows.


  “Now, then.” Lawrence had neatened his beard, combed his hair, and straightened his collar.


  Everything had to be perfectly in order before commencing with a business plan, though he was well aware that nothing truly proceeded according to plan.


  The first problem would be finding a way to make the Ruvik Alliance take the bait of the story of the wolf bones. If he could not succeed in doing that, nothing else could happen.


  “I suppose I’m off.”


  Seen by an outsider he would have seemed a dwarf about to enter a giant’s lair – but back when he had been first starting out, every merchant had seemed a giant to him. He had managed to survive among them, so he would manage this, too. Holo and Col saw him off, and he put the shepherds’ dormitory behind him.


  Still suffering from the effects of his march through the blizzard, Huskins was not yet recovered, but his color improved noticeably upon Lawrence informing him that he planned to cooperate.


  Huskins had always supported the abbey in secret, so as far as the abbey was concerned, he was a shepherd like any other.


  Thus, it was probably true that the only person Lawrence could count on was himself.


  Conditions outside were still awful with buildings mostly covered in snow. Only a few eaves were still visible with small patches of stone or wood managing to peek out.


  But even in such conditions, no merchant could simply sit still and wait. When Lawrence finally arrived at the alliance inn, another man was returning there from the building across the street.


  “Ho! To think we’d have a customer so early, even in this weather.”


  “Of course. The worse the weather, the larger the gain.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. Too right!”


  Perhaps he was a member of the Ruvik Alliance; he did not hesitate to open the door and hurry inside.


  Lawrence followed behind him. One of the merchants just by the entrance asked, “Looking for Lag?”


  Evidently they had already remembered him. “Is it written so obviously on my face?” Lawrence asked, rubbing the face in question.


  The man laughed. “You’ll find him in the study.” Given that the man who minded the front door looked like something of a theology scholar, no doubt the word study was an apt one.


  “My thanks to you.”


  “Here for business?” It was the standard merchant’s greeting.


  Lawrence smiled pleasantly. “Indeed. Big business.”


  Then he was out in the snow again, making his way to Piasky’s place of work.


  Lawrence told the theology scholar-seeming man at the front desk that he wanted to see Piasky, and the man disappeared inside without even asking Lawrence’s name.


  His job was probably to watch for spies coming from rival alliances. As Lawrence was considering the possibility, the man returned and wordlessly gestured inside.


  Lawrence bowed and proceeded in.


  As he approached, Piasky opened the door and waited for him.


  “Good morning to you.”


  “And to you. What brings you here?” said Piasky, closing the door behind Lawrence as they entered Piasky’s private room.


  Piasky was surely aware that Lawrence would not brave the terrible weather for idle chitchat.


  Lawrence patted off what snow still remained on him, cleared his throat to conceal the nervousness he felt, and put on his best merchant’s smile. “Actually, something happened last night that bothered me.”


  “Bothered you? Please, have a seat.” Piasky offered a chair, in which Lawrence sat, and rubbed his nose. He opened and closed his hand, dropping his gaze to it. It was an obvious affectation, but that was probably appropriate.


  “Yes. It was so extraordinary that I couldn’t sleep at all for thinking it over,” said Lawrence, pointing to the bags under his eyes.


  A merchant that came to a negotiation with tired eyes could not help but be regarded with a healthy measure of suspicion. But Piasky simply laughed. “Oh?”


  The blizzard outside raged, and the stalemate continued. An extraordinary tale was the perfect companion for some wine.


  “Whatever could it be? Don’t tell me you’ve found a way to break the abbey’s resistance.”


  This was the moment to strike. “Yes, that’s it exactly.”


  The smile on each man’s face froze, and Lawrence did not know how much time passed like that.


  Piasky rubbed his hands several times, his expression unchanging, then silently rose and opened the door.


  “And?” he asked, a split second after closing the door again. Evidently Piasky was something of an actor himself.


  “Are you familiar with the port town of Kerube, across the Strait of Winfiel?”


  “I know it. It’s a trade point between the north and the south. I’ve never conducted business there, but the delta there is a fine place.”


  “Quite so. That’s the town. Are you familiar with a silly rumor that arrived there around two years ago?”


  Piasky was a merchant who lived on the road, so he might not have heard of it – or so Lawrence thought – but Piasky made a face as though something had just occurred to him and then put a finger to his lips. Was he going to speak his mind?


  “As I recall… something about the bones of a pagan god?”


  “Indeed. The bones of a wolf.”


  Piasky looked off into the distance, as though thinking something over. When he looked back at Lawrence, his gaze had become guarded, as though genuinely surprised he had brought up something so unlikely.


  “And what about those bones?”


  If Lawrence had to guess, Piasky’s humoring manner meant that he was either making fun of Lawrence or he simply found the situation completely absurd.


  Lawrence nonetheless mustered up the energy to reply. “Suppose the abbey purchased the bones.”


  “The abbey…?”


  “Yes. Even if they are the bones of a pagan god, they could be used to reinforce the authority of the Church’s God. They could be used to preach to all who gather in the sanctuary to pray for salvation, and they could be treated by the abbey as an investment, becoming something for those searching for a practical way to break the deadlock to cling to.”


  Piasky let Lawrence finish, then closed his eyes, his expression bitter – and not because he was taking Lawrence’s statements seriously. He was surely considering how to gently reject the idea.


  “I think that even if wool sales have been falling over the years, it would take a certain amount of time for the situation to become this dire. The abbey would have chosen a way to shelter its assets years ago because the nation’s coin has been falling in value all along. For one, they would buy up goods with that coin – if possible, goods that could be sold anywhere in the world for about as much as they’d been bought for. That way, if the local currency did indeed crash years later, the abbey could sell the bones for foreign currency and then bring that coin back to this kingdom. And just as we were able to stay at that fine inn in Kerube, they’d be treated as the richest men in the land.”


  Piasky seemed sincerely troubled by Lawrence’s froth-mouthed explanation.


  “What say you?” Lawrence asked.


  Pressed by Lawrence, Piasky held up a palm as though to say, “Wait, I’m too shocked to speak.”


  When Piasky finally did speak, it was after clearing his throat three times. “Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s true that what you’re saying seems plausible.”


  “It does,” Lawrence said with a happy smile. He was well aware of the sweat breaking out on his brow.


  “But we are the Ruvik Alliance. That is… This is difficult to say, but…”


  “What is?”


  If Holo had been there, Lawrence was sure her eyes would have gone round at his acting.


  “Well, er, I’ll be blunt. We long ago considered that possibility.”


  “… Huh?”


  “It’s a well-known rumor. And well–” Piasky sighed as though he simply couldn’t stand to hold back any longer. “Truly, many people, many of our brightest comrades have put their minds to this problem.”


  Lawrence fell silent, still leaning forward.


  Piasky spread his palms and looked at Lawrence out of the corner of his eye.


  Lawrence looked away, then looked back at Piasky, and then averted his eyes again.


  A gust of wind rattled the windows’ shutters.


  “We concluded that no such relic existed. When the story first appeared, one of our men was in Kerube at the time, and he looked into it through a company we’re connected with there. What he found was that only a single other company was searching for the bones, and it was a half jest even to them. They didn’t have the size to purchase a true holy relic, nor did they have such funds. It was just to improve their reputation. Such things happen, you know, after drunken boasting in taverns or exchanges of jokes.”


  His long-windedness came from anger, it seemed. Anger at having had his time wasted.


  Or anger at having hoped for more and been made a fool of.


  Lawrence had no response. He shifted in his chair, rubbing his hands uneasily. An awkward silence descended.


  “It’s just a fairy tale,” Piasky finally spit out with disdain. Lawrence pounced.


  “And what if it isn’t just a fairy tale?” Had he been unable to smile as he said it, Lawrence would have been a third-rate merchant.


  He grinned. He pulled his chin in and looked at Piasky with an upturned gaze.


  “… Surely you jest.” Piasky was then silent for a while before replying, and while his expression feigned placidity, Lawrence did not fail to miss the way he casually dried his palms.


  “I will leave it to you to decide whether I am in earnest or not.”


  “No, Mr. Lawrence, you must stop this. If my reply was unfair, I apologize. But we’ve all thought this through together very thoroughly – that’s why I lost my temper. So please–”


  “So please don’t upset you by saying such baseless things?”


  The shutters rattled, and the windblown snow audibly impacted against them. It sounded like a ship being battered by waves, and Piasky’s face was starting to look distinctly seasick.


  He bit his lower lip and widened his eyes, his face paling.


  “Fifteen hundred coins.”


  “What?”


  “How many crates do you suppose it takes to hold fifteen hundred gold lumione pieces?”


  Lawrence could still clearly remember the image of the Jean Company proudly carrying a mountain of crates into the church.


  Piasky’s face twitched into a stiff smile. “M-Mr. Lawrence.” A trickle of sweat left his temple and rolled down his cheek.


  Facial expression, tone, even tears – all of these could be feigned by a skilled actor.


  But sweat was not so easy to fake.


  “What say you, Mr. Piasky?” Lawrence leaned forward in his chair, bringing his face close enough to Piasky to tell what he had eaten for dinner the previous night.


  This was the moment of truth.


  If Lawrence couldn’t snare Piasky here, his claws would never reach his next prey.


  “I’d like to continue to use you for all contact with the alliance.” Piasky would surely understand what he meant. He gazed at Lawrence fearfully, like a pilgrim with a blade held to his throat.


  “We can break this stalemate. I’d like you to take that critical role. It’s not such a bad proposition, is it?”


  “B-but…” When Piasky finally spoke, his words smelled of fine wine. “But do you have any proof?”


  “Trust is always invisible.” Lawrence grinned and drew back.


  Thus mocked, Piasky started to turn red, but Lawrence quickly continued and headed him off.


  “The abbey wouldn’t be so foolish as to write ‘wolf bones’ in their records. They would make up some other term and record that instead. But nothing can stay hidden forever. If you read over the records expecting to find nothing, nothing is precisely what you’ll find – but if you suspect something of being hidden and look again, things may be different. What say you, eh?”


  Piasky had no reply. He seemed unable to.


  “To be perfectly honest, I happen to have something that lends some credence to the story of the wolf bones. But truthfully, it’s too big a story for a traveling merchant like me. If I told this directly to the alliance officials, there’s no telling whether they’d trust me or not. I need someone to vouch for me.”


  Lawrence had brought goods from far-off lands into many towns, and he had built up some experience with such situations. Having someone local to the town or village agree with his sales pitch could make a tremendous difference.


  Lawrence was not so naive as to believe that simply telling the truth was enough to earn trust. A single person might not be able to sell even the finest goods, but two people could make a killing selling nothing but trash.


  That was the truth, and it was the secret to trade.


  “But…”


  “Please think it over. I did manage to win Mr. Deutchmann’s trust in the port town. Me – nothing more than a simple traveling merchant.”


  Piasky breathed out a pained chuckle and then closed his eyes.


  Lawrence had heard that particular saying came from the capital of the great southern kingdom, whose trade network had grown over the decades into a net that covered the land, like a great spider-web. Lawrence had never visited the city, but he could feel the truth of those words: Trust is invisible.


  It was invisible, yes, but it could not be ignored.


  “Mr. Piasky.”


  Piasky trembled when Lawrence spoke, and a few drops of sweat fell from his chin.


  If the wolf bones were real and not a fairy tale, then helping Lawrence would be a good way for Piasky to get promoted. But if they were the ravings of a mad traveling merchant and Piasky let himself believe in them, they would be his undoing.


  Heaven or hell – if their sum was zero, then the only thing to be gained by getting involved was the thrill of the gamble. When the price of failure was ruin, anyone would hesitate, given enough time to do so.


  And hesitation often gave rise to fear.


  “… I just… I simply can’t…” Piasky agonizingly forced the words from his mouth, even as he wondered if what Lawrence had said was true.


  He was escaping!


  Lawrence had no choice but to block his path.


  “What if–” said Lawrence with a voice as sharp as a needle, but then he hesitated. If he said what he was about to say, there would be no turning back from the path it would lead them down. Lawrence swallowed and continued, “What if I told you the king was taking action?”


  “Wha… huh? What-what sort of…?”


  “A tax.”


  He had said it.


  Piasky’s face went blank, and he stared at Lawrence. But unlike his dumbfounded face, his mind was surely calculating at unbelievable speeds.


  Piasky stood swiftly from the chair. But Lawrence would not let him escape. “What good will it do to tell them now?”


  As he shook his arm to try to free it from Lawrence’s grasp, it was obvious where Piasky was headed.


  No matter the group, loyalty made its members into dogs. It was natural to assume Piasky was running to deliver the crucial information to his betters.


  “What good–? I must inform them immediately!”


  “Inform them? And then make a plan?”


  “That has nothing to do with you!”


  “Even though you long ago lost your hand to play?”


  “…!”


  Piasky’s resistance ceased. The pained look on his face showed he knew Lawrence was right.


  “Please calm yourself. Even if you did tell the alliance of this, you would only be needlessly worrying them. If a new tax comes, the abbey will be ruined. And when that happens, they’ll choose between falling to their knees before the king and begging for mercy or dying valiantly. But if someone reveals that the abbey has a pagan item like the wolf bones, what do you suppose the abbey will conclude?”


  The abbey could not escape its own land, and the land could not escape secular authority. So what would happen if in order to pay taxes, it asked for help from the Ruvik Alliance, which was openly working against the government?


  The king would call it treason and send in the military.


  And even if it came to that, the abbey still had a final hope – it was still a part of the Church. But if the truth of the wolf bones was revealed, that last hope would be taken hostage.


  If a clergyman were asked which choice was the worst for the king or the pope, like anyone affiliated with the Church, he would answer the latter.


  And that would be the moment that would give the alliance a chance to strike.


  “Mr. Piasky, the time left to us is dwindling, and we will only have a single opportunity. Before all descends into chaos, we must put this attractively mad idea to the powers that be. And even if we don’t have their agreement, we’ll have their attention, so when chaos does fall, we’ll be easier to notice. After all, a drowning man will reach for whatever’s nearest. I’m optimistic enough to think this will succeed. You see–”


  Lawrence moved around the table and stood before Piasky.


  “–I’m quite certain the story of the wolf bones is true.”


  Piasky’s eyes fixed upon Lawrence. He was not glaring – it was as his gaze had been nailed there.


  His breathing was ragged, and his shoulders rose and fell violently.


  “Mr. Piasky.”


  Piasky closed his eyes. It looked like a gesture of defeat, as if Piasky was telling Lawrence to do whatever he wanted, but as his eyes closed, his mouth opened and he spoke.


  “What proof do you have that this tax is real?”


  He had taken the bait. But the hook was not yet fully set.


  Suppressing his urge to pounce, Lawrence responded slowly. “I’m staying with the shepherds at the moment. When something gets dropped outside, I can be the first one to see it.”


  Piasky shut his eyes tightly and took a deep breath through his nose. He was probably trying to cool his head. Those gestures alone were all the proof Lawrence needed to know his words were having the desired effect.


  “When did this happen?” Piasky asked.


  “Late last night. That’s one of the reasons I couldn’t sleep.”


  Piasky gritted his teeth with such force that Lawrence felt sure he could hear the grinding. If the taxation were real, the town would instantly turn into a stick-poked hornet’s nest as soon as the news was delivered. And at that point, no further proposals would be heard.


  In other words, there would no longer be anything anyone could do.


  Lawrence was sure that Piasky knew that much, so he did not say anything further. A merchant could wait all night for a scale to tip if it would win him profit.


  There in the silence peculiar to snowfall, time passed.


  Sweat beaded on Lawrence’s brow.


  Piasky slowly opened his eyes and spoke. “Fifteen hundred pieces.”


  “Huh?”


  “Fifteen hundred pieces of lumione gold. How much volume did that come to?”


  Lawrence relaxed his tense expression in spite of himself, but not because he thought Piasky’s question was foolish. It was the proof that they had made a contract.


  “I won’t let you regret this,” said Lawrence.


  Piasky burst out laughing at this, looking upward momentarily as though in prayer, then wiping his sweat-soaked face with both palms. “Fifteen hundred pieces of gold. I’d like to see that much just once in my life.”


  Lawrence extended his hand. He could not help saying it. “You will. If all goes well.”


  “I’d best hope so!”


  The first barrier had been passed.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  Once they had shaken hands, Piasky was quick to take action.


  Circumstances allowing, his job was collecting people from disparate villages and towns and bringing them together into a single group, so he would have a better mind than Lawrence for knowing how to motivate a group from within that group.


  But he did not do anything as foolish as sprinting off to tell his masters that the story of the wolf bones was true. Piasky’s first statement was that they needed allies.


  “It needs to be someone curious but who can be trusted with a secret. Someone quick-witted but with time to spare, the kind of person you’d seek out even if they weren’t the head of a great trading company – and perhaps God is with us, because there are many such people in the town right now.”


  If they brought the story of the wolf bones to the alliance leadership without first doing a thorough investigation, they would be dismissed as mad and shown the door.


  And such an investigation could not be completed without trusted allies.


  “Can I count on you to find them, then?”


  “Yes. We’ll take a day or two to go over all the records again. Now that we know there’s something to find, it shouldn’t be hard to find it.” Piasky’s bold smile made him seem all the more trustworthy.


  “That’s encouraging.”


  “I’d like to finish the early preparation before the blizzard ends. We’ll only be able to get others to listen to us if they have time to spare. And we’ll need… something… persuasive enough to bring them over.”


  Without Lawrence along, it would be nigh impossible for Piasky to persuasively sell the wolf bones’ story, because if there had been any obvious traces of them in the abbey’s records, they would have been found already.


  “I won’t let you down on that count. Leave it to me.”


  Piasky nodded. “Incidentally…” he continued.


  “Yes?”


  “I’d like to talk about how we’ll divide the profit.”


  A merchant’s goal was always profit. Whenever the profit shares were not discussed, it was usually because his true goal was something else.


  Piasky’s gaze was fixed unflinchingly on Lawrence. Lawrence looked elsewhere as he replied.


  “If things go well, I don’t think we’ll make an amount small enough the division will be worth talking about.”


  “…” Piasky smiled admiringly, as though apologizing for having doubted Lawrence. “I can’t say I don’t sometimes wish I were in the simple business of buying and selling something.”


  The only reason to be constantly suspicious of one’s trading partners is if the business itself was a frustratingly complicated one.


  “I’ve often wished I could trade only for myself,” said Lawrence in response to Piasky’s self-deprecating admission.


  “Would that be good or bad?”


  Lawrence straightened his collar and found himself glancing around for Holo as Piasky opened the door for him.


  “At the very least, it wouldn’t be so tiresome.”


  Piasky grinned and cocked his head, sighing with sympathy. “Quite. That’s where disasters start.”


  Had they been drinking, they would have patted each other on the back – but merchants are a bit more reserved than that, so they only exchanged a glance.


  “We’ll arm ourselves with parchment and ink. And what about you, Mr. Lawrence?”


  “My testimony. And some parchment as well.”


  Insisting that he had physical proof was a dangerous risk, given that he was without allies in this isolated place. There was a good possibility said proof would be taken from him by force.


  But had he been in Piasky’s place, he was quite sure that testimony alone would have left him feeling rather uneasy. Having weighed the two options against each other, Lawrence had spoken, and it seemed to have been the right choice.


  Piasky’s face relaxed in relief. “In any case, the whole of my bet will be on you, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “I’m well aware of what that means.”


  “I’ll go and find some allies, then. What will you do next, Mr. Lawrence?”


  “I need to meet with my companions. The situation being what it is, the word of those whose hands are hidden under their robes may be more trustworthy than the word of those whose hands are stained with ink.”


  Piasky nodded and opened the door. “I’ll be hoping for the blizzard to continue a while,” he said, “as it seems our time may be quite limited.”


  If their negotiations were not completed before either the alliance or the abbey heard of the tax decree, their lives would become much more difficult. Though the weather seemed unlikely to change for the moment, a messenger with a royal notice in his breast pocket might forge undauntedly through it nonetheless.


  “Please come directly to my office next time. May I… call on you in your lodgings, Mr. Lawrence?”


  “Certainly. I’ll be counting on you.”


  They exchanged a handshake and then became strangers.


  When Lawrence ventured back out into the snow, he found that the footprints he had left not long before were vanishing, even as he followed them back to the shepherds’ dormitory. He wondered if his actions for others would fade with time, just as his footprints had. Even if he had a body as huge as Holo’s, his footprints would still vanish into the past, given long enough.


  Even a homeland was not eternal – not even if it was filled with comrades, not even if it gave the illusion of permanence.


  But when one’s footprints disappeared, one simply kept walking. The same was true for homes.


  This was another reason for Lawrence to come to Huskins’s aid. It was possible to create a new home. When danger came, friends were there to help. The world was not necessarily a cruel or hopeless place – he would be able to say these things to Holo.


  When he returned to the dormitory, he found Huskins and Holo sitting across from each other with the hearth between them, talking quietly. More precisely, it seemed as though Huskins was talking of the past while Holo quietly listened.


  “For the moment, it seems our first bait has been taken.”


  Huskins nodded deeply and silently, expressing his thanks, though unable to bow.


  “I’m going to sleep a bit. Piasky’s capable friends will be poring over the abbey records, so I’m sure they’ll find something amiss soon enough.”


  The difficulty would be in what came after convincing the alliance that the wolf bones existed. Once they knew the bones had to be there, the alliance would start mightily pressing their own demands.


  Just how hard they pressed would depend on how much they believed.


  Lawrence was not at all confident in his ability to keep hold of the reins. He was not as big as a horse or bull.


  If he did not sleep soon, his stamina was going to fail him.


  Holo had not been able to meet Lawrence’s eyes, perhaps owing to Huskins’s presence, but as he passed by her, their hands lightly touched.


  Entering the next room, Lawrence found Col sleeping in the bed. While he had to admit it was nice that the bed would not be as shiveringly cold as it would have been otherwise, something was still missing.


  Lawrence grinned wryly as he pulled the blanket over himself.


  The windows were closed and snow clogged their cracks, so it was hard to tell what time it was. When Lawrence awoke, he guessed it was past midday. A strange feeling of unease overrode his drowsiness.


  It was too quiet.


  He sat up immediately and rose from the bed to open a window. Snow caked to the shutter and walls fell with an audible thump, and leaving the window open let a cold wind in.


  It was so frigid it hurt his face; the world outside was white.


  The wind, though, had largely calmed, and while snow was still falling, it hardly qualified as a blizzard.


  The special silence of a snowy landscape had returned profoundly enough that Lawrence thought he could hear his ears ringing.


  Perhaps it was the quiet itself that had woken him; silence often roused him more effectively than noise did – because silence always accompanied inauspicious developments.


  “… Just you, eh?” When Lawrence went into the room with the hearth, he found Holo there, tending the fire alone.


  “I was trying to decide whether to wake you or not.”


  “Did you feel bad for me, seeing how tired I’d been?”


  As Huskins was gone, Lawrence sat next to Holo.


  Holo’s reply was curt as she prodded the embers with an iron poker. “Your face was so foolish I quite lost the desire to rouse you.”


  “Did something happen?” Something must have, given that the exhausted Huskins was out – to say nothing of Col’s absence. And the blizzard that had temporarily stopped time had itself ceased.


  Holo put the poker down and leaned against Lawrence. “When the snow began to let up, some men from the abbey came. The messenger that was supposed to arrive today or tomorrow hasn’t arrived yet, and they wanted to know if the shepherds know anything of it.”


  “What did Mr. Huskins tell them?”


  “The dead man he found had definitely been the messenger they sought, he said, and he’d feign ignorance for the time being. The messenger was far enough away that no ordinary shepherd is likely to find him, he said. Young Col went along with him.”


  Given that, a different messenger bearing the same message would, at the earliest, arrive the next day or the day after that.


  “What shall we do?”


  “Right now all we can do is wait. Once Piasky finds something that we can use as proof, we’ll try to get an audience with the alliance authorities.”


  “Mm…”


  At Holo’s listless response, Lawrence glanced from her profile to her tail, at which point she grabbed his ear.


  “Could you just once make a decision without checking on my tail, hmm?”


  “O-one always needs proof before taking major action!”


  “Fool.” Holo released his ear with deliberate force and then looked away sullenly.


  She had pulled on his ear with some strength, and it still stung – but it let Lawrence know just how irritated she actually was. A maiden’s heart was a subtle thing – or perhaps a beast’s heart. She probably felt that when her ears and tail were checked to divine her true feelings, whatever answer she gave with her mouth would be ignored.


  “Of course, you’ll have a role to play as well,” said Lawrence, at which Holo looked up, her ears pricking to attention.


  She was so easy to read he wanted to pat her on the head.


  Or at least that was what he thought until Holo’s reply reached him.


  “Do you want me to chew those ears right off your head?”


  Lawrence was quite fond of his own ears, so he hastened to shake his head. “The alliance is a large organization. The members that are here in this town now are only a part of it. I imagine the real leaders are somewhere nice and warm, far from all this snow. But the reality remains the same – to spur a large group to action, you need persuasion equal to the scale. Sometimes something beyond mere facts and proof is needed.”


  Holo looked up at him, exceedingly dubious. She was probably being so intentionally sulky because she knew how much he liked it.


  “I get very nervous when I have to stand up before a group, but you’re a natural actress,” he said, addressing her dubiousness.


  Holo sniffed as though her fun had been ruined, but her tail swished happily nonetheless, betraying her good spirits.


  “For knowledge we have Col. I’ll take care of putting it into practice.”


  “And what of me?” Holo asked, but Lawrence had difficulty finding the words.


  “Atmosphere.”


  Holo burst out laughing as though she could not help it and giggled there for a while and then sighed as she clung to Lawrence’s arm.


  “’Tis true, I’m always the one who creates the atmosphere. And you’re the one who always ruins it,” she said, her mouth very close to his ear.


  “…” Lawrence of course had many things he wanted to say, but he cleared this throat and continued, “Atmosphere and mood are very important since displaying concrete proof is impossible. It’s very important to make them think this bet is one worth taking. All joking aside…” He faced Holo before finishing. “It will determine success or failure.”


  He was met by the red-amber pupils of her big, round eyes.


  Despite having witnessed so much of the world, she still had the wide, innocent eyes of a young girl.


  They blinked once. And in a moment, her mood completely changed.


  “You may rely on me. The old man told me something, you see.”


  “What did he say?”


  “He said that upon our success, he’ll give me the fattest sheep of the year.”


  It was just the sort of promise Lawrence would expect from a wise, old sheep spirit that disguised himself as a human, ate mutton, and worked hard both in the shadows and in the open to create a second home.


  Holo must have been speechless when the clever offer was put to her. And she must have realized that she had to help him.


  “He told me much of his troubles – in creating a new home and in protecting it.”


  Her profile showed a mix of quiet anger and seriousness. Holo had a strong sense of honor and could be surprisingly humble.


  “Was it useful?”


  Holo’s tail swished audibly. “… Aye.”


  “I see.”


  If Holo had in that moment opened her mouth and asked him to make her a home like Huskins had made for himself, Lawrence would not have been able to answer in the affirmative.


  Both of them understood this, but as neither of them really trusted the other to completely avoid the topic, parts of their conversation was awkward.


  Lawrence could tell that Holo was reassured, though. He put his arm around her shoulders and was about to pull her closer when–


  “Now, then,” she said, grabbing his hand. “Time is running short.”


  “…”


  “Come now, don’t make such a face. Or did you want to flail about again?”


  Past her mischievous smile, Lawrence heard the quiet sound of a staff and footsteps. Col and Huskins must have returned.


  Holo stood and stretched. Her joints cracked and her tail fur puffed out pleasantly. Lawrence only had a moment to enjoy gazing at her, though. Not because she pinched his cheek for staring at her tail, but because she was covering it and her ears up.


  There was no need to hide them from Huskins now.


  Which meant that Holo’s ears had caught the same sound that Lawrence heard, but that she could tell it was not Col and Huskins.


  Surely not – 


  Lawrence’s hair stood on end, and even though he knew it was pointless, his hand went to his breast where the royal decree that Huskins had recovered from the dead messenger still was.


  Even if he tossed the sheepskin parchment into the fire, it would not burn immediately the way paper would. Holo looked at him, shocked, as though wondering what was the matter.


  Lawrence could only pray to God.


  “Excuse us.” It was a quiet voice and one that would brook no argument. Its owner was a man wearing a robe – different from Holo’s – who spoke as though used to having his commands obeyed.


  Huskins stood between the two men.


  “You’ll have to excuse us for a moment. You there–” said the older one.


  “Yes!” The younger monk entered the room and looked around, immediately reaching for Huskins’s belongings. Huskins watched calmly, his ascetic expression completely hiding any emotions.


  The problem was Col, who lacked both experience and beard.


  Lawrence met his eyes and could tell Col might start trembling in fear at any moment.


  “A traveling merchant, are you?” the older, fatter monk asked, still standing in the doorway. Perhaps he considered a shepherd’s home to be unclean.


  “That’s right. We’re staying here as we couldn’t find a room elsewhere.”


  “I see. So you’re with the Ruviks?”


  “No. I’m attached to the Rowen Trade Guild.”


  “Hn.” The monk nodded and sniffed. It was possible that the utterance was merely the sound of air being expelled by the fatty flesh around his neck as he nodded; in any case, the impression was not a good one.


  “Might I ask what the matter is?”


  The atmosphere was too tense for idle chatter. The monk behind Lawrence was still roughly rummaging through bags, blankets, and firewood, after all.


  There were few possibilities. First and foremost, Huskins was under suspicion of having encountered a messenger while out searching for lost sheep. No doubt they thought he had gotten greedy and stolen something. Such occurrences were quite common.


  “Oh, nothing too out of the ordinary… You said you were in the Rowen Trade Guild?”


  Lawrence had no choice but to answer. “Yes.”


  “I don’t recall that our abbey has had any dealings with that organization.”


  If he panicked here, he would have no cause to complain when Holo buried her foot in his backside later.


  “True. We’re not actually here on business.”


  “Oh?” said the monk, narrowing his eyes.


  “The little lamb there and I have come to the grand Brondel Abbey in the hopes of receiving its blessings.”


  “… You’re on pilgrimage?”


  “Yes.”


  It had been quite some time since the abbey had received pilgrims. It strained belief that a merchant would come here with a young nun and a boy on pilgrimage.


  The monk smiled, but not with his eyes. “Speaking of Rowen, I seem to recall hearing that name across the strait. There are some famous churches and abbeys over there, are there not? St. Liebert Abbey, La Kieak Abbey, the Church of Gibralta. Or Ruvinheigen.”


  Given the other monk ransacking the dormitory behind them, the questions were an obvious interrogation.


  “We heard tell of a holy relic.”


  “A holy relic,” the monk repeated flatly.


  “Yes. I heard that this place has a love of sheep as well as of God. It seemed perhaps better suited than the other places you just named, to a merchant like myself.”


  The monk chuckled in reply to the levity, but his gaze remained fixed on Lawrence. The other monk moved to the next room.


  Lawrence’s belongings were there, but like most merchants, he had a habit of keeping dangerous items on his person. They could turn the room upside down, and he would still have nothing to fear.


  “I see… Well, you seem a well-traveled merchant. God’s blessings be upon you!”


  The monk was surely being sarcastic, but Lawrence nodded meekly anyway.


  “Marco!” the older monk called out, and the younger one came rushing out of the room with the bed, like a dog called by its master.


  These monks hardly appeared like they spent their days quietly praying; they seemed more like well-drilled mercenaries.


  “Did you find anything?”


  “Nothing.”


  “I see.”


  Lawrence wondered if the monks were openly having this conversation in front of him, Col, and Holo in order to intimidate them. Or perhaps they were just trying to save a bit of face, having found nothing.


  In any case, the danger seemed to have passed.


  Or so Lawrence thought.


  “The cuckoo lays its eggs in the nests of other birds. Search these two.”


  A former merchant – but by the time Lawrence realized the older monk’s true nature, it was too late.


  The monk called Marco looked back and forth between Lawrence and Holo, a lecherous look passing across his face. He pushed past Lawrence and approached Holo.


  “In God’s name, please endure this.” His words were polite, but that only made him seem more snakelike.


  Under Holo’s robe was her tail, and beneath her hood were her wolf ears. Her face was as serene as a saint faced with martyrdom, but Lawrence did not feel so calm.


  Marco should have checked her sleeves first, but he went straight down from her shoulders along the line of her figure. Holo flinched away when his hands reached her chest.


  “What’s this?” he said. His notice of the pouch of wheat that hung from her neck made it clear what sort of method his search was using. “Wheat?”


  “It’s a charm…” Holo answered in a tremulous voice no bigger than a fly’s, which brought a sadistically obscene smile to Marco’s face. Lawrence felt his hands closing into fists but held himself back.


  If Holo could endure this, he would also endure this, lest all their effort be for naught.


  As his hand continued their slide down Holo’s flanks, the difference in their heights forced Marco to crouch down. If he moved his hands around behind her, her tail would be right there.


  Would Holo be able to fool him?


  The only thing that let Lawrence restrain his anger was that uncertainty.


  Then, as Marco’s hands began to curve around Holo’s waist–


  “Wah… uuh…”


  A small sob was heard. Holo’s face was downcast as Marco shamelessly stroked her waist. He looked up and clicked his tongue.


  Tears fell from Holo’s eyes. She held the pouch of wheat as though clinging to it.


  Seeming to decide that this amusement was over, Marco removed his hands from Holo, hastily checking her sleeves before standing up.


  “God has proven your innocence.”


  Holo nodded meekly.


  Lawrence was sure she was not really crying, but she had done a magnificent job of faking it. But this relief did not last long.


  With Holo searched, he would of course be next.


  “If you’ll excuse me.” The look in Marco’s eyes was different now. He had no reason to hold back when searching Lawrence, and Lawrence was the more suspicious party.


  He had several letters in his breast pocket. If the parchment with the notice of taxation on it were found, all would be lost.


  If only he had a chance to rid himself of it.


  The moment Marco’s hand reached out to Lawrence, Lawrence met Holo’s eyes.


  “Look out!” Lawrence shouted, pushing past Marco to reach Holo’s side. When he had exchanged the look with her, Holo had nodded minutely, then tearfully clutched the pouch as though praying to God, then wobbled unsteadily, her nerves seemingly causing her to faint – and she started to fall in the direction of the hearth.


  Lawrence threw his arms around her, and they both tumbled to the floor. They had bought themselves another moment.


  But what to do next? What could be done? Lawrence thought frantically as he held Holo in his arms.


  Footsteps approached, and someone stood immediately behind him. He would not be able to deceive them for much longer.


  “Is she hurt?” Marco had the gall to ask, as though he were concerned.


  But of course Lawrence could not allow himself anger. “She’s safe,” said Lawrence, sitting up. Holo was feigning unconsciousness, her eyes closed.


  The footsteps behind him had been Col. He helped Lawrence prop Holo up.


  “We’ll take her to the other room.”


  With Col’s help, Lawrence carried Holo to the next room and laid her on the bed. Marco watched them carefully the entire time, and there was no opportunity for Lawrence to remove the letter and hide it elsewhere.


  Lawrence’s stomach churned as he frantically tried to think of what to do.


  “Are you finished?” Marco asked pitilessly, and Lawrence had no choice but to obey, sheep-like.


  “Right, take off your coat.”


  Lawrence sluggishly removed his coat and handed it to Marco.


  Marco shook it, checked the pockets, and searched the lining for anything that might be hidden there. He was not an amateur at this.


  “Next.”


  Dear God! Lawrence cried out in his heart, trying to keep his composure as he removed the article that contained the letter, and then–


  “All right.” Marco finished searching the piece the same way and then returned it to Lawrence. “God has revealed the truth.” With those words he turned to face the older monk with his results.


  “We’re sorry to have troubled you. God will surely reward the faith you have shown in your pilgrimage.”


  With those hollow words, the two monks left. Huskins saw them off from the hallway and then returned, and Col closed the door behind him.


  All three of them heaved a sigh of relief.


  
    
  

  “I honestly never noticed,” said Lawrence to a grinning Holo as he approached her room and leaned against the doorframe.


  “So you thought I was just bawling the whole time? Funny–” Holo produced the letters from her own breast pocket and fanned them through the air as she approached Lawrence. “I was sure you’d noticed.”


  That had been the reason Holo had grasped her wheat pouch and kept her hands at her chest as though pretending to pray. Lawrence gave a strained smile; as to whether or not it had been Holo’s plan, if he had not met her eye in that instant, there was no telling what might have happened. The realization caused another wave of fear to hit him.


  “Ah, well, we’ve gotten away with it so I suppose it hardly matters. And I got to see your foolish face, too.”


  Holo nudged his chest, and surprisingly it was Huskins who laughed faintly. It sounded like a cough as he sat down by the hearth.


  “Apologies,” he said. The short apology was only more embarrassing.


  Holo did not seem to mind, but Lawrence reddened.


  “Still, the abbey may now send men out to meet the messengers.” Only when Huskins returned to the topic at hand was Lawrence able to regain his composure.


  “Will they return by tomorrow?”


  “There’s quite a distance involved, and the sun will soon be setting. It will be tomorrow evening or possibly the day after… so what say you? Will things go well?”


  “I cannot guarantee that. But I have faith in the man I’ve asked to help.”


  “I see… Still…” Lawrence was about to ask what Huskins was referring to, but Huskins shook his head and looked down, continuing on. “I shouldn’t have doubted you. Humans are very clever. I just didn’t want to admit it out of pride. Or envy,” said Huskins amusedly.


  Just then, the sound of footsteps reached Lawrence’s ears – strong footsteps, too, that were heading directly their way in something of a hurry.


  Lawrence had often held his breath and listened closely to the footsteps of bandits or wolves, so he could generally tell whether they were friend or foe. And this was a friend.


  There was a knock at the door, and when Col opened it, Piasky was there.


  “Mr. Lawrence.” His cheeks were rosy like a child’s. “I found it.”


  Lawrence exchanged a look with Holo and Col, and standing, he looked at Huskins.


  But Huskins only pointed to the staff next to him and shook his head, as if to say, “I’ve asked for your help, so I trust you.”


  Lawrence nodded and spoke to Piasky. “May I bring my companions?”


  “I don’t mind. Quite the contrary, please do. Did I see monks from the abbey here a moment ago?”


  “Yes. They were extremely unpleasant.”


  Piasky’s smile had a childlike innocence. “Were they? Still, I assume from your saying so that the outcome was pleasant. I’m encouraged that they were already here. Or maybe the opposite of that.” As Lawrence and his companions started to walk, Piasky continued, “If we’re going to strike, we must do it now.”


  The sun was about to set.


  As they went outside, the snow had completely ceased to fall.


  Piasky’s office was packed with eccentric merchants.


  It did not seem to be because of a lack of trading partners, but some of them had huge beards, and one had grown his hair out like some vain knight.


  Following Piasky, Lawrence brought Holo and Col into the room, where a light whistle greeted them.


  “The two monks that visited you are especially hated over at the alliance inn,” Piasky explained over his shoulder to Lawrence, resting his hand on a desk in the corner of the room. “Constantly asking whether their messengers have arrived or whether we’ve gotten their letters. They’ve even tried to go through our things. I suppose that goes to show how desperate they are. The abbey must be worried that if the king plans to decree a tax, he’ll be doing it soon.”


  “I see. So they think danger is imminent.”


  Piasky briefly looked down to indicate agreement, a gesture that made Lawrence feel as though they were mutually communicating their thoughts in a dark place where no sound could be made.


  “So, what have you found?”


  “Since we were suspicious this time, it wasn’t difficult. When something expensive is purchased after all, the only way to hide it is with an equally expensive sale. However, this is only a supposition – it only looks as though we’ve found it. We can’t be certain.”


  Confirming Piasky’s suspicions about what was written in the ledger would require Lawrence’s help.


  “In particular, their regular expenditures are less distinct and easier to hide in. Trying to hide a onetime cost is far more conspicuous. Concretely speaking, such things are robes and such for the monks, building materials, masonry costs, and spices for the periodic welcome banquets they have.”


  As he spoke, Piasky pulled out the relevant sections and handed them to Lawrence.


  Lawrence looked them over and had to admit that he could not follow them. They seemed like perfectly unremarkable ledgers.


  “Our advantage is in having so many merchants. With so many eyes and ears, we can bring together information from places separated by great distances. The spice, saffron, came via two separate towns, and it was the key.”


  “Meaning?”


  “When the purchase was made, saffron wasn’t the only good to arrive in the town. A comrade of mine happened to be there at the time, you see. The ship it was on was delayed by a storm. The royal merchants handling import and export knew what the monastery’s goal was and managed to turn it to their advantage. If they were going to pay money for empty crates, it could be used to cover a bigger expenditure somewhere. But that wound up being their undoing.”


  Once a single lie was discovered, all lies could be seen.


  Simply by discovering that a shipment had been concealed in an overpayment, all that was necessary was applying some clever thinking.


  “The expenditure for those items was above market value. Either that or the crates really were empty. There were items there that even we didn’t understand. Still–”


  “–That’s more than enough,” Lawrence finished, returning the parchment to Piasky. “So, tonight?”


  “If the main abbey is going to the trouble of sending out monks, they must be in a desperate state. And they may have even dispatched shepherds out to go meet the messengers.”


  Huskins had said as much.


  Piasky’s expression was strained. “If you’re ready, Mr. Lawrence, the men in charge are all gathered.”


  Lawrence looked at Holo and Col, who flanked him. The two of them slowly nodded. “That is fine.”


  “Well, then,” Piasky said, straightening up from the desk on which he had been leaning. “Let us go.”


  Entering the alliance inn, the atmosphere had changed.


  A strange heat suffused it, as though too many logs had been thrown in the fireplace. Perhaps it was an aftereffect of those two monks coming to cause trouble. Anytime monks acted so high-and-mighty, even the sleepiest merchant would smell blood, like a wolf – because to act so rashly spoke of injury and weakness.


  Given that the town was filled with either those looking for the abbey’s wound – all the better to seize it in their jaws – or those simply hoping to see the show, the hot atmosphere was not surprising.


  So when Piasky led Lawrence and his companions into the room, the gazes of all present fell upon them.


  An outsider merchant, a girl dressed as a nun, and a small boy appearing as an afterthought – all were led by Piasky into the inn and up the stairs, and as they went, all present in the inn couldn’t help but wonder: Had they found something?


  The jealous gazes felt like frostbite. Lawrence itched under them; there was no telling how badly Holo was affected. And it was hardly surprising that Col did not dare look up.


  “Here we are.” Piasky stopped in front of a room in the very center of the third floor. The young merchant straightened his collar and then knocked. “Excuse us.”


  Entering the room, the scents of honey and milk mingled with spices reached Lawrence’s nose.


  It was the smell of men who insisted that food without spices like pepper and saffron was not food for humans at all.


  Sitting around the large round table in the middle of the spacious room were four middle-aged men. Each of them had the air of a man who owned his own large shop, and they all looked quite tired of life in this snowbound abbey.


  However, that not a single one of them so much as glanced toward Piasky or Lawrence had nothing to do with that.


  “I, Lag Piasky, humbly approach.”


  “There’s no time. Spare us your pleasantries.” A stocky, well-fed man whose hair curled around his ears gestured for Piasky to stop, then narrowed his eyes and looked at Lawrence. “So you’re from Rowen, eh?”


  “Yes.”


  “Hmm.” The man asked what he wanted answered but gave no reply himself. The other men at the table sat there watching Lawrence, not so much as reaching for their drinks.


  “May I speak?” said Piasky, undaunted, at which the man raised his hand as though telling him to go on. “Thank you for sparing us some of your time to hear us out. First, this–” he said, producing a sheaf of parchment from under his arm, whereupon a servant standing against the wall came to receive it.


  It was placed like a plate of so much bread on the round table, whereupon each man reached lazily out to take a parchment, their eyes narrowing as they glanced over the characters.


  “Copies of their ledger, eh? What of it?” said another man, this one thin and nervous-looking, sounding already bored. His eyes were sunken, and the wrinkles around them looked almost scaly.


  The other men had a similar affect, and after giving the parchments a look, they tossed them back on the table.


  “There was a payment for empty crates. We also discovered payments for multiple items at higher than market value.”


  The four men did not bother meeting each other’s gaze. One of them spoke up to Piasky, evidently acting as the representative of their consensus. “That’s not such a rare occurrence from places unable to escape the yoke of taxation.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “So what is the meaning of showing us this now?”


  Piasky took a breath, pierced by the man’s gaze. Now it was Lawrence’s job to speak.


  “We believe the abbey is trying to hide not its earnings, but its expenditures.”


  The four men’s gazes all fixed on the outsider who spoke up – though it was too early to tell whether out of interest or anger.


  “Expenditures?”


  “Yes,” Lawrence answered, whereupon another man spoke.


  “You said you were from Rowen. Do you speak for Lord Goldens?”


  That was the name of the man who controlled the Rowen Trade Guild from a seat at his own round table. He was far, far above Lawrence, possibly even a match for the men sitting around this table.


  “No, I do not.”


  “So, who then?” Perhaps suspicious of another organization trying to stick its nose in, the man’s tone was extremely harsh. Theirs was the banner of the moon and shield. No guildsman would be allowed to defy that banner.


  “Allow me to correct myself. I am a stray traveling merchant.”


  “And how are we to believe that?”


  Of course.


  “Pardon me,” said Lawrence, reaching for the dagger at his waist. He pulled it from its sheath and unhesitatingly put its tip to the palm of his left hand. “If you’ll give me parchment, I’ll be happy to sign in blood.”


  If a traveling merchant left his guild, he would have nowhere to go.


  Three of the four men turned away in immediate disdain.


  “You there.” The fourth gestured with a jerk of his chin to the servant standing against the wall, who immediately left the room. Perhaps he had been sent to fetch a bandage.


  “Sometimes you must take risks while you’re young enough to do so. I’ll listen to your tale out of respect for your name, not Rowen’s.”


  If Lawrence had not smiled, he would have been lying. “My name is Kraft Lawrence.”


  When the servant returned with the bandage, Holo snatched Lawrence’s hand away and began wrapping it, and he knew she would not have done so unless she was giving his performance high marks.


  “Kraft Lawrence, what have you and our own Lag Piasky concluded? You said the abbey is hiding its own expenditures. As far as paying for empty crates or paying above market value, these things are not so unusual in the context of paying royal taxation. It’s not worth any special attention.”


  “True, if they were merely evading taxation.”


  “And what else might they be hiding?”


  Having finished wrapping his hand, Holo lightly patted it, as if encouraging him. Heartened, he replied further.


  “The purchase of an expensive item. Something whose existence had to be kept a secret.”


  The four men shared a brief glance. “An item? What sort of item would that be?”


  Their interest had been piqued.


  Lawrence clenched his left hand now that Holo had wrapped it in bandages. “The bones of a wolf. The remains of a creature known as a god by the pagans that infest the northlands.”


  He had said it.


  Lawrence took a breath. If he did not press the issue, his words would be dismissed as a joke.


  “This is no baseless rumor. Across the strait is the port town of Kerube, where the Jean Company runs a shop. I suspect you may have already heard of this, but not long ago there was a great clamor about a narwhal and into that whirlpool the Jean Company put fifteen hundred lumione.”


  The four men were silent.


  Lawrence took another breath and continued.


  “They had received backing from the Debau Company in the town of Lesko, up the Roef River, a tributary of the Roam River. Their aim was nothing less than the purchase of those same wolf bones.”


  Lawrence’s only worry was that he was speaking too quickly. Save that, he was confident.


  He was sure that the higher-ups of the Ruvik Alliance had heard tell of the rumors surrounding the wolf bones, and they were no doubt aware of the Debau Company, who controlled the mines of the north.


  Even if they did not immediately believe him, they would have to admit Lawrence was including too much detail for his tale to be simply fabricated. Of that much, he was sure.


  “So what say you to this?”


  But there was no response forthcoming. The room was suffused with slackness that felt almost tired.


  Piasky looked at him. Was there nothing else to say? If they could not convince these men, no further progress was possible.


  Lawrence was about to nervously open his mouth, but then he was interrupted – by Holo.


  “If you have any thoughts, please tell us.”


  All four of them looked at Holo, shocked. But the wisewolf was undaunted.


  “God has told us never to pretend disinterest.”


  Only a jester or a plain fool would make a joke in a place like this. The four men sitting around the table were not falsely prideful – their confidence was entirely warranted.


  But that only held true in the secular world, and there was a merciless fact that applied to the current situation. This was an abbey, and monks here prayed to a being above even creatures like Holo and Huskins – the one true God!


  “Miss… no, excuse me, devout sister who lives by her daily prayers – just what do you mean?”


  “God is a being whose powers far outstrip those of man. Though my eyes are hidden by the hood I wear and though my head is always bowed, by relying on God’s power, it is mere child’s play to see through all of this.”


  Strangeness had its own power.


  Even the overpowering aura that emanated invisibly from the four sitting at the table came not just from Lawrence and Piasky’s respect, but also their own belief in their value.


  For one to simply not acknowledge that, she was either a stunted fool or – or someone who lived by a different philosophy entirely.


  “Well… thank you for your thoughts, sister.”


  When a man of power was faced with a beardless lad who spoke impudently, it was simple enough to put him back in his place with a harsh word or two. But when it was a girl, harsh words could make one look worse.


  A mere girl needed to be dealt with using an indulgent smile and a patronizing chuckle before setting her in the corner like a flower in a vase.


  Lawrence himself had until recently labored under such misapprehensions, but he could not let himself laugh at these men who were now trapped in the same place with their stiff smiles.


  “So, shall I ask again, then?”


  Four rigid faces reddened, and as they were all quite pale to begin with, it was all the more noticeable.


  They were trapped between their stature, common sense, and their own dignity.


  Even a poor blanket would warm when rubbed.


  Was Holo planning to rile them up and then wait until they exploded before beating them down and forcing them to listen?


  
    
  

  That would work in many situations, and if it worked here, it would have been quite the feat.


  But this was no child’s quarrel. Lawrence was about to speak up when–


  “No,” said one of the red-faced men through tightly drawn lips. “That’s quite all right.”


  He raised his right hand to about shoulder height, whereupon the servant stationed against the wall quickly handed him a white kerchief.


  After a quick blow of his nose, his face almost magically regained its former color. “That will be quite all right. I was simply reminded of something from twenty-two years ago.”


  Another man sitting around the table raised an eyebrow.


  “It reminded me of my wife when she and her dowry joined my house. Logic is not the only path to truth.”


  A thick rumble reached Lawrence’s ears, and he realized it was the four men laughing.


  “And indeed, common business decisions often surpass mere logic. Gentlemen,” he said as though making a proclamation at a round table meeting. “May I ask the final question?”


  “No objections,” said the other three men after reaching a consensus.


  The man turned his gaze to Lawrence. “Regarding all of this, Kraft Lawrence, I would ask you one thing.”


  “Yes?” His hands were moist with blood and sweat.


  “Pray tell, just what is it that you’ve discovered that gives you such confidence in this story?”


  Lawrence immediately reached into his breast pocket and produced a single letter. It was the trump card that showed the story of the wolf bones was no mere fairy tale.


  There in his hand were the signatures of Kieman and Eve, both names well-known across the Strait of Winfiel. Eve was even a former noblewoman of this land.


  He had those signatures and Eve’s word that she had heard of the abbey purchasing the wolf bones. And to wrap all that up, he had a name.


  “This letter was given to me by Fleur von Eiterzental Mariel Bolan.”


  A long name was the proof of nobility but only to those who could understand what meaning it held.


  The eyebrows of two of the men at the table rose, and Lawrence looked to the sheet of parchment that lay there on the table.


  Knowing what sort of merchant Eve was was common knowledge for anyone doing business in Winfiel. And here was a traveling merchant to whom she had given her secret full name.


  Two of the men at the table shared a look, and then three of them nodded slightly.


  The moment Lawrence dared to think he had won–


  “Anything else?”


  “–?” Lawrence nearly repeated the question back but managed to stop himself with a short cough.


  He cleared his throat several times before gesturing toward the table with his empty hand to pardon himself, all of which were unconscious habits drilled into him over years of negotiations.


  Lawrence’s mind was like a blank white sheet of paper.


  “Anything else?” the most important-seeming man at the table had asked.


  Was this not enough?


  Lawrence had played his trump card – and in the best possible moment, under the best possible circumstances. If this was not enough, then there was nothing else he could do.


  Keen gazes regarded him from the round table.


  “The Wolf and the Keen Eye – it’s true that the names of two such famous merchants carry some weight. But if we are to be basing our decisions on the weights of names, there are others to whom we should lend our ear. Even here.”


  Negotiations were the merchants’ battleground.


  Just as a moment’s inattention by a soldier on the battlefield could invite death; likewise, if a merchant was distracted during a negotiation, the contract could be lost.


  Lawrence’s eyes had been looking elsewhere the moment the men replied, and thus was he slain by those who sat at the round table. His confidence in himself was gone, and the words of another had made him seem a fool.


  Sighs were audible from the round table. Lawrence could see Piasky opening his mouth to speak. It felt as though the horizon was shifting crazily and time was slowing down.


  If the names of Kieman and Eve could not win them trust, there was nothing to be done.


  They had failed.


  Then, just when Lawrence was mentally murmuring the words to himself–


  “Lawrence.”


  It was a familiar voice, saying a very unfamiliar thing.


  He looked, and it was Holo next to him.


  Holo fixed Lawrence firmly in her gaze, her eyes exasperated. He could hear the sound of various items being cleared from the table and the sound of the door to the room opening, then closing.


  But Lawrence kept looking back into Holo’s eyes – into those exasperated, red-tinged amber eyes.


  Whenever those eyes looked at Lawrence, they always had the answer. Lawrence simply had not realized it yet, but the simple, almost complete answer was always right there.


  This fight was not over. He had only to believe that.


  Seize the initiative! Think back on the conversation!


  Lawrence wracked his brains. There was no time – but merchants are notoriously bad at giving up.


  “Wait, also…!” he shouted as loud as his voice would go.


  All present flinched and looked at him. They looked as surprised as they would have been if a dead man had come back to life – which was not so very far from the truth. A traveling merchant whose gaze wavers in the middle of a negotiation was a rotting corpse.


  After Lawrence’s outburst, no further words would come, so the assembled eyes and ears were treated to silence.


  But his nervously throbbing left hand was the proof that he was still alive. And the hand that grasped his own reminded him that he wasn’t alone.


  “I’ve seen a wolf.”


  It was but a moment, but silence felt as though it lasted for eternity.


  “A wolf?”


  “A giant wolf.”


  Lawrence was not entirely sure why he chose those words. He was only sure that they were the right ones, which was why he had been able to say them.


  They had been the answer right from the beginning. What had the men around the table said when they had first decided to hear him out? They had said they would respect his name.


  No wonder even Holo had become exasperated with him producing a parchment with others’ names on it. They hadn’t wanted him to produce proof; instead, they wanted to hear the reason why he personally had such conviction.


  “That wolf is why I’m traveling. That giant wolf.”


  He wondered if they would think he had lost his mind out of nervousness. Or if they would think he was trying to grab attention with an absurd claim.


  Under normal circumstances, his uncertainty would have shown on his face. But since he was not lying, there was no need for uncertainty.


  “… Were you born in the north?” one of the men asked.


  “These two were.” Lawrence indicated Holo and Col, and the four men narrowed their eyes as though looking at something far away. As though Holo and Col were actually in the far-off northlands.


  Piasky seemed to be agonizing over when to speak up. Lawrence himself felt as though he were treading on thin ice without looking at his feet, so no wonder it was too terrifying for anyone else to watch.


  The four men closed their eyes and were silent.


  Lawrence stood there, standing tall. There was no logic to what he was doing.


  “I see,” said one shortly, breaking the silence. “I see. I suppose this, too, is fate.”


  “God’s blessings be upon us!”


  Lawrence was sure he was not the only one who found this reply ominous.


  Four men sat at the round table, men whose clothes were suffused with the scent of pepper and saffron, their tones refined and fluid.


  “The truth will always be revealed. No matter how extraordinary it may be.”


  “… Wha–?”


  “We’ve been waiting. Or perhaps that’s not quite it – perhaps it’s better to say we’ve been unable to make up our minds.”


  “What do you…?” Lawrence and Piasky both murmured, then looked at each other.


  They might have drooped a bit with age, but the ears of the men around the table were still in good order.


  “We had word that the Brondel Abbey had purchased the bones of a wolf. But the decision to act carried consequences too heavy for the four of us to bear. We couldn’t commit to the decision. You see…” The man stared at Lawrence, but while his gaze was stern, it was also somehow gentle. “… We’re old, and we’d unearthed the information with rusty tools and could not trust it. But if someone younger were to reach the same conclusion without relying on logic alone, then we could believe it.”


  “S-so…”


  “Yes. We know that Brondel Abbey is backed into a corner. There will be no more delaying. But if they’ve truly purchased the wolf bones, there is action we may take.”


  The four men all smiled tired smiles.


  “The war has been hard on old men like us. When you get to this age, you fight with dirty tricks.”


  “Quite so! Our opponent has no shortcomings, but this information will be a fatal poison to the abbey.”


  The men at the table suddenly began talking like men their age would.


  Piasky looked down, and Lawrence found himself doing likewise. Holo cocked her head to one side, and while Col did not appear to understand very well, he seemed relieved.


  It filled Lawrence with a bitter feeling to have to say these words to someone other than Holo. The men at the table possessed cunning to warrant it, though, and pockets deep enough.


  “Well, then,” Lawrence and his companions had no choice but to say. “Please leave it to us.”


  The old men were acting out of self-interest and practicality. They could use Lawrence and his companions to act in their stead. And Lawrence in turn was on the path to success. The relationship was not so simple as attacker and victim.


  Lawrence was attracted to Holo for just that perverse reason – she was not so easily dealt with.


  And Lawrence had come to seize those reins.


  “Incidentally, I also have this.” He produced another letter from his breast pocket.


  This one bore the seal of the king of Winfiel and was a declaration of taxation.


  “This is… but… how did you…?”


  It was Lawrence’s turn to smile and meet that question with silence. Clearing his throat, he continued, “I believe this taxation decree could lead to one of the following outcomes.”


  As Lawrence took the center stage and began to speak, the four men could not help giving him the whole of their attention.


  The traditional way of avoiding taxes was to simply claim not to have the money.


  Tax could not be collected when there was nothing to collect, and a nation where homes and goods were constantly seized was a nation none would visit.


  But given that, people would use every possible method to hide their money, thus beginning the battle of wits between tax collector and citizen.


  Money was hidden in vases and buried under floorboards. Golden statues were encased in lead. There were all sorts of methods, and the essential advantage remained with the hider. Moving huge amounts of money would be obvious, but move small amounts at a time up into the mountains for burial and who would know? And there were always far more taxpayers than there were tax collectors.


  But did the king, council of elders, or Church then give up on taxation? God always opened another door. No matter how few the tax collectors or how many coins were buried, they were always creating new ways to force taxation.


  Of course, using brute force was a double-edged sword.


  If you hit someone with a staff, your hand would hurt where you held that same staff. There were always limitations, and on that count the kingdom of Winfiel could count itself fortunate.


  King Sufon had only taxed by force when absolutely necessary – that is, when he had to collect old coins and mint new ones. Under such conditions, it was forbidden to circulate old coins, which meant that coins hidden in bottles or buried under floorboards became completely useless.


  While digging such coins up and melting them down for their base metals would yield a certain amount of value, melting coins was not free, and town furnaces were closely observed.


  Thus, everyone would bring their old coins to the mint. The king would then exchange old coins for new at whatever rate he liked, which allowed him to levy a tax.


  “Traditionally the abbey will have money. The king knows this, which is why he’s chosen this method. Even a merchant will have a nest egg in either cash or real goods. I very much doubt they’ll be holding certificates.”


  “The king is probably thinking to seize this opportunity to destroy the abbey, which holds such influence in this area, while simultaneously driving us from his nation. He’ll both seize the abbey’s land in lieu of taxes, then conveniently rid himself of us by eliminating our goal.”


  “He’s probably also thinking to monopolize the wool trade.”


  “That’s quite possible. Nowhere else moves nearly as much wool. He could set prices however he liked.”


  Lawrence, Holo, and Col stood around the round table with Piasky opposite Lawrence. In the center of the table lay a branching diagram that Lawrence and Col had labored all night to construct. Even if one was not clever enough to improvise such deductions on the spot, given time and careful thought, a reasonable plan could be formulated.


  “If the abbey hasn’t purchased the wolf bones, they would be able to scrape together the coins to comply with the tax. But if they don’t have the money at all…”


  “… They’ll simply pretend to pay,” said Piasky, finishing Lawrence’s thought. “They could just fill crates with stones, then toss them into a valley somewhere and claim there’d been an accident during the journey. The shepherds doubtless know of places where such an incident could be staged, and if there isn’t a valley handy, then a frozen marsh would do fine.”


  Everyone nodded, and then one of the men at the table spoke up. “So how much money will they be told to move?”


  No matter how brilliant they were, a simple number would not be sufficient for a group of old merchants who had been out of the field for so long to really grasp the amount.


  “It probably won’t be entirely gold coins, so… hmm. Probably ten or fifteen crates, each roughly this size.”


  “Even if they put them on a sleigh, given the snow, there’ll be a limit. They’ll have to make it a caravan.”


  When the two traveling merchants were sharing views, no one else dared to contradict their guesses on travel arrangements.


  Lawrence continued. “It won’t be a group small enough to hide.”


  “I see. So if we reveal our knowledge of the tax decree, there will be very little they can do. And if we offer to cooperate with them in their tax evasion, we might get a seat at the negotiating table.”


  It was as though they were discussing in which direction a cornered rat would flee.


  Lawrence remembered being treated as a mere speck himself back in the port town of Kerube. Compared with this, his old life of buying and selling seemed peaceful and bucolic.


  It was not as though he preferred one over the other. But this was an entirely different kind of risk than he had experienced before, which somehow made it easier for him to think through clearly.


  “If we’re going to act, we should act soon. If we induce them to panic, they might do something rash and lose everything. After all, no matter how desperate they become, they’re still servants of God. The could decide to die as martyrs rather than live in shame.”


  “And some of them are worthy of a measure of respect. We’re not thieves. We must act carefully.”


  There was a proverb: “The castle on the hill is seen by all.” It meant that a person of status had to act in ways that befit their position. It did not seem the men around the table needed to be told that.


  “Well, then, let’s reveal the truth to the monks here in the annex. Is the unpleasant pair from before still wandering about somewhere?”


  “I’ll go check. If they can’t be found, shall we tell the others?”


  “No, don’t tell them. Those two are the louts of the sanctuary. Tell Prior Lloyd. He should be doing his daily duties at the moment, and most of all, he can actually still ride a horse.”


  This elicited a ripple of laughter since many of the monks in the area were too fat to ride.


  “Very well,” Piasky replied politely as he bowed his head.


  “Let’s have men posted in all the taverns and lodges, just to be safe. Though I doubt the sluggish sanctuary council will be able to reach a quick enough decision to start moving crates.”


  “There are some blood relatives of some of the high-ranking monks in the royal court. Given those connections, the monastery may be anticipating things to a certain extent, so we can’t be too careful.”


  “Quite so. However, I do think everything will work out in our favor.”


  “The blessings of God be upon us.”


  And with those words, the meeting was concluded.


  It was as though the annex had caught fire. In fact, the commotion was so great that the figure of speech felt more like a description of the actual truth.


  The prior, a monk named Lloyd, was so disturbed that he accidentally dropped the book of scripture he was piously clutching as he listened to the news of the king’s decree; then when he went to pick it up, he knocked over a candle-stand instead.


  The snow and wind had stopped, so he immediately arranged for horses, along with five horsemen to drive them, and took the notorious pair of monks from earlier with him on a torch-lit ride on the snowy road to the main abbey.


  Given that they spent their days dealing with the wool trade, the monks at the abbey’s mercantile annex had the calculating minds one would expect, and they hurried to the alliance officers’ inn rooms to ingratiate themselves, just in case.


  Piasky hurriedly put a list of demands for the abbey in order, working with his comrades to settle the scale of the village he hoped to create and the things they would need to do so.


  It seemed to Lawrence that everyone was working toward a common goal.


  Speaking of Lawrence, he was thoroughly questioned on everything he knew about the wolf bones and was kept very busy handling the evaluation of that information – the connection of the Jean Company and the Debau Company, the flow of coins, the treatment of goods, the reception of the story of the wolf bones in Kerube – everything. Even Holo and Col added what they had learned over the course of their journey.


  With utter preparation, the abbey would be defeated. A strange sense of excitement filled the air.


  In the middle of all of this, Holo left to update Huskins on the situation and then returned.


  It was late, and Lawrence was thoroughly tired when Holo came back with Huskins’s message, but when he learned what Huskins had said – “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help” – he couldn’t very well sleep.


  “’Tis true, we no longer possess any real power.”


  Dawn was breaking by the time Holo spoke those self-recriminating words, by which time everyone had performed their respective roles, crystallizing knowledge and wisdom and delivering the results to those in the best positions to utilize them.


  It was sad but also somehow bracing.


  Not even her claws and fangs could stop the might this many humans could muster. And surely no animal could match the strength shown by humans when they worked together in such numbers.


  Various alliance members slept here and there around the room, exhausted. Holo smiled as she looked them over. She might even have been feeling a bit jealous.


  “Huh. When I grow weary, look how maudlin I become.”


  Col was curled up against the wall, completely spent.


  Lawrence put his arm around Holo’s shoulders and pulled her close as though supporting her head.


  The sky was visible through the window, so clear and blue it felt as though one were being pulled up into it.


  If ever there could be a day when all would go according to plan, surely it would be a day like this one.


  Holo soon dozed off, and Lawrence realized he, too, must have fallen asleep.


  There was shout from someone running through the gates. At first, Lawrence thought it was part of a dream he was having.


  “They’re here! The men from the main abbey are here!”


  The abbey proper had been built on a grassy plain perfect for construction. It meant that anyone approaching from that direction could be naturally identified as a messenger from the central building.


  Immediately after Lawrence raised his head and realized he wasn’t dreaming, he jumped to his feet and dashed to the entrance. Merchants lined the road, their gazes all directed to the gates that opened to the vast plains beyond.


  “Aren’t they here yet?”


  “Hush!”


  Many such exchanges could be heard here and there before all fell completely silent.


  Then – the silence was broken by the heavy footsteps of a horse, at which the alliance leaders filed out of the inn, as though having been waiting.


  Lawrence and the rest stepped aside to let them pass, but they were still mostly surrounded by curious merchants.


  The sound of horses’ hooves drew nearer and then stopped.


  They were in front of the inn.


  There was a single large horse led by two footmen.


  “I am a messenger from the abbot,” said the large man who sat atop the horse. He was wearing a long fur-lined robe that hid even his feet, and his hood was pulled so low it was difficult to see his face.


  But the problem was not his clothing.


  What everyone assembled found odd was that he had come with only two horsemen and spoke with such a threatening manner from high up on his horse.


  Everyone, Lawrence included, had expected all the abbey leaders, including the abbot himself, to arrive ashen-faced.


  “Thank you for coming. Perhaps we should move inside, first.”


  In contrast to the merchants milling about the area, one finely dressed man addressed the messenger with a politeness that spoke of years of practice.


  In point of fact, the inn was already making ready to meet their guests. The scent of food wafted out, tormenting the stomachs of all who’d endured a night with no meals.


  “There is no need,” the man replied.


  Then in front of the stunned onlookers, the mounted man produced a sealed letter from his breast pocket, affixed it to the end of his riding crop, and then handed it to the member of the alliance as though he were the bearer of a royal command.


  “This is the abbot’s reply: ‘As the servants of God, we will never submit to faithless foreigners. Never! We shall pay the king his taxes and continue to offer our prayers to God.’”


  The instant the confused alliance representative took the letter, the mounted man struck his horse’s hindquarters with the crop. His mount wheeled, his driver frantically holding the reins.


  The man did not bother saying farewell.


  The only sound that reached Lawrence and the rest of the assembled crowd’s ears was the thump, thump of the horse’s feet.


  All they saw was its rear.


  Stunned, all were silent.


  “What is the meaning of this?” someone murmured; it didn’t matter who – it was what everyone was thinking.


  The letter was passed to the four men who had sat at the round table, and they opened it on the spot. Once each man read it, he passed it to the next. The letter left behind palely confused faces in its wake.


  “It’s impossible… do they claim they’ll have funds left over, even after they pay their tax?”


  That statement was all that was necessary to guess at the contents of the letter.


  A commotion began to stir as each person started chattering with his neighbor. But there was no conclusion to be drawn from these conversations. That the abbey had been in dire straits was nearly incontrovertible fact.


  “This can’t be… What are they thinking? Do they believe they can gain the king’s protection by paying his tax? They should know better than anyone such a thing will not happen…”


  The king had been constantly extorting the abbey, although not specifically in anticipation of this tax. It was hard to imagine the abbey suddenly trusting him now.


  Confusion was spreading like a drop of oil in water.


  It seemed there was now a real possibility the abbey had not purchased the wolf bones and, in fact, did have sufficient funds set aside in order to pay the tax.


  But even so, there was no reason for them to behave so bullishly toward the alliance. It was always better to have more partners to provide emergency funds, just in case.


  So had they come up with some clever stratagem? Had they somehow extracted some sort of guarantee from the king?


  Amid all the discussion, a merchant watching the tumult from a distance suddenly raised his voice high. “If they said they’ll be paying the tax, won’t that mean they’ll have to transport the money? Then we have but to confirm that! If it comes out that they’re actually unable to pay–”


  The majority opinion seemed to be that the abbey was truly unable to pay, but even if it did, it was obvious that it would immediately face more difficulty.


  So it made sense to conclude that the abbey would be filling crates with pebbles, and if there was a bet to be made, that was the wisest one.


  “Or maybe they plan to feign an accident while we’re still thrown into confusion!” said another merchant.


  “That could be. Perhaps that’s why they arrived at their decision so quickly. They don’t want to give us any time to think.”


  Voices rose in support of this notion. “Yes, that’s it!”


  Lawrence looked at the leaders standing at the edge of the crowd; they did not seem to agree. Neither did Lawrence.


  “Did the letter say when they were going to pay the tax?”


  If the abbey was truly planning to force confusion upon the alliance while making its countermove, it might well have been confident enough to write the exact date on the letter. And that did in fact seem to be the case.


  Lawrence knew why the leader holding the letter had such a bitter look on his face. The abbey wanted them to read the date aloud. And now the situation was out of control; there was no way the alliance leaders could hide it.


  “Today at midday, following the path Saint Hiuronius took across the snowy plains.”


  “I knew it! They’re practically challenging us to come!”


  “If they’re leaving at midday, there’s no time to waste. The area around Sulieri Hill is mostly bogs – the perfect place for faking an accident.”


  “Let’s go! Profit takes courage!”


  Most of the men were giddy from their long night spent working, and the battle cry they shouted had a strange energy.


  Holo had found Lawrence’s side, and she tugged on his sleeve, but he did not know what to do. The alliance leaders themselves looked at a loss, and why would they not?


  Lawrence, not being a member of the alliance, was able to be a bit more objective, and as he thought about it, he came to another conclusion.


  There was a possibility that this was a trap set by the abbey.


  If the crowd’s strange energy led them to confuse courage for profit, they might attack the procession carrying the crates.


  If those crates were filled with stones, then all would be well. But if they truly held coins, what then?


  The alliance would immediately be trapped.


  The abbey had no obligation to show them the contents of its crates, which the alliance mob would dispute, and the argument would be a heated one. It would be easy for the abbey to then claim that the alliance was attempting to commit the unforgivable crime of trying to steal the tax funds.


  Or they could simply claim that the alliance had stolen the funds en route to the king, and the conflict would then worsen as each side clung to their own story. It would be a completely fruitless dispute that might end in bloodshed, which would simply strengthen the abbey’s claims.


  If the king were to resolve the dispute, he would see it as a chance to rid himself of an alliance that was trying to take control of his nation’s economy and would surely rule in favor of the abbey.


  At which point, the alliance would be cornered by the abbey and would have no choice but to do as they were told.


  Would they be forced to pay the abbey’s taxes and buy up its wool at a high price? In any case, the abbey would try to extort as much money as it possibly could.


  But the leaders of the alliance could not say this aloud, and Lawrence knew why.


  Without opening the crates, there was no way of knowing whether they contained stones or coins. The leaders feared that opposing the will of their members without proof would only serve to fracture the alliance.


  Just as they had cornered the abbey and looked for a fracture to exploit, now they themselves were trapped in the very same way. But the alliance leaders had to stay neutral because they, too, were members of their alliance. Their goal was the same, and they feared division.


  So what about Lawrence, who was not a member and who did not share the same goal?


  Lawrence had good reasons for wanting to prevent the alliance from falling into a trap. If the abbey was trying to use the alliance and had laid this trap for them, and the alliance did indeed fall into that trap, it would put Lawrence in an exceedingly poor position.


  The abbey might be thinking that if it exploited the alliance’s weakness, it could lead them about at will, but the alliance was a group of merchants, and merchants prized profit above all else.


  As soon as they determined that the reward did not merit the trouble, they would simply withdraw.


  Lawrence could tell that these were not the alliance’s most important dealings, given that the top-level leaders, the ones who rode around in black carriages, had long since disappeared.


  Which meant that the moment it became clear the alliance had stumbled into a trap, there was a good chance they would simply settle things up and retreat. And they would probably never return.


  Who would protect the abbey then?


  The abbey might gain a temporary stability, but without the alliance, all it would have was sheep producing wool for which there was no longer a buyer. If the price of wool rose, Lawrence could understand this sort of optimism. Anyone would want to believe a once high price would rise again, all the more so when it was something that had always sold well in the past.


  The abbey would not last long before collapsing.


  What waited for them after that was the royal annexation of their lands and the dissolution of the abbey. The land would be parceled up among various nobility in order to buy their support, and Lawrence could see all too clearly the fighting that would break out over the sizes of those parcels.


  When war broke out, those who lived there were always driven from the region – which meant people like Huskins.


  Next to Lawrence, Holo and Col also wore uneasy expressions. Holo could defeat anyone with her teeth and claws. But the nature of that power was not one that could change these events.


  Lawrence had good reason to speak to the men who were even now readying to form up and march across the snowy plains.


  “The abbey may have laid a trap.” The most nervous faces of all were the ones of those who had been thinking the same thing but had held their tongues. “If we go, we’ll be playing right into their hands.”


  When he added this second statement, the other merchants stopped and glared at him. “Why is that?”


  “If we open the crates and they’re filled with coin, that does the alliance no good.”


  “Perhaps. But it’s just as likely we’ll play into their hands by not opening the crates. We’ve done all this work and it’s come to nothing. So now we have this chance, and it’s a good one. What could it be but God’s will? If we let this chance slip, all of this will have been wasted!”


  A cry of assent from the crowd followed these words. It was entirely clear who they thought was the coward and who they thought was brave. One hardly ever saw philosophers hailed as heroes, after all.


  “And if we do fall into a trap, what then? We’ll just escape. We were going to leave if we couldn’t buy the land anyway, so it matters little. So why let this chance for profit escape?”


  “That’s right!”


  The crowd pushed forward, backing Lawrence, Holo, and Col up against a wall. Lawrence caught glimpses of the leaders, who continued to avoid reining in the angry alliance merchants.


  “Wait… you’re not even with the alliance, are you?”


  Lawrence felt a chill in his gut, but not because of the cold weather.


  To one who lived by travel, those words inspired more terror than any wolf’s howl could. He looked around and saw only men who answered to a different authority than he did.


  “You’re just trying to divide us and buy them some time.”


  When accused of being a spy, it was nearly impossible to clear one’s name. The only statement they would accept from Lawrence would be him admitting that he was indeed a spy.


  “So, what of it?”


  A bead of sweat rolled down Lawrence’s cheek, and his vision swam. His dagger was buckled to his belt, but that was meaningless in a large group of people like this. And the instant he unsheathed it, any chance to prove his innocence would disappear.


  What could he do? His mind raced.


  Huskins had left everything to him, because the old sheep felt his hooves could find no purchase in the complicated human world. And now Lawrence and his companions were about to be crushed between the teeth of gears that were turning the wrong direction.


  The crowd pushed closer. There was nowhere to run.


  Was there truly nothing? Truly? Not even a paradox or a loophole?


  Lawrence racked his brains as he tried to shield Holo and Col. If he could not reverse this situation and stop the alliance from pursuing this course of action, the ruin of the abbey would be a near certainty.


  Huskins would lose the second home he had worked so hard to create, and Holo would learn yet again that there was no place for her kind in this world.


  Lawrence could not stand idly by and let that happen.


  If a single merchant lifted his hand, the mob would take that as a sign and attack.


  It was over.


  Holo put her hand to her chest as though giving up.


  Was this the only place where the beings once worshiped as gods could still employ their astounding power? Lawrence hated himself for putting Holo in this painful place; he wanted to cry out.


  Huskins, too, would surely put this land behind him – taking his sheep, his countless sheep with him.


  “Huh–?”


  The moment the avalanche was about to come crashing down on them, the image of a huge flock of sheep moving across the landscape filled his vision.


  “Wait, please!” shouted Lawrence. “Wait! There’s a way to find out what’s in the crates!”


  The instant before the explosion came, silence fell. He had driven his wedge in at the very last second.


  “What’d you say?”


  This was the only chance he would have to calm the raging mob. One of the leaders seemed to realize this and took the opportunity to speak. “Wait! Let’s hear him out!”


  It was not overstatement to say that they were on the verge of bloodshed. Lawrence took a deep breath, exhaled, and then took another deep breath.


  “A trap is useless if you don’t catch the game you’re after.”


  “What do you mean?” asked another one of the leaders.


  “If they’re after the alliance, all we have to do is let someone else fall into the trap. It’ll be useless then.”


  “Hmph… so, are you saying you’ll go in our place?”


  That line of thinking was pointless. Just as proving to the alliance he was not a spy was impossible – likewise, proving to the abbey he was not a member of the alliance would be impossible. So Lawrence shook his head.


  “Well, then, who will undertake this duty?”


  Lawrence was not completely confident in the idea he had come up with.


  But it was Holo and her grasp on his hand that helped him regain his courage and composure. He would never have undertaken this risk if he was only acting for himself.


  “The sheep.”


  Everyone froze at Lawrence’s brief answer.


  Then–


  “Oh, of course!”


  And the gears began turning the other direction.


  It goes without saying that sheep are herbivores and a fine example of a gentle creature. However, just as Norah the shepherdess had once said, sheep did not know the meaning of restraint.


  This was even true of Huskins, the golden sheep. Once he had made his mind up on something, he could not be dissuaded. He was unperturbed eating the flesh of his own kind to blend into the human world.


  If so led by their shepherd, a flock of sheep would not stop even at the edge of a cliff. It was not uncommon for people to be badly injured if they were swept away by such a flock.


  The abbey had laid a trap and depending on circumstances was prepared to spill alliance blood when they fell into it, claiming justification. But before a wave of sheep, not even a grizzled mercenary band could stand.


  And Lawrence had seen the size of the merchant annex flocks for himself and knew firsthand how skilled their shepherds were.


  So none had opposed his proposal.


  “So that’s how it is.”


  Huskins sat by the hearth like a rock gathering moss, and when Lawrence finished explaining the situation and plan, he moved very slowly.


  “You want me to use sheep… to attack humans?”


  “To put it simply, yes.” Holo stood disinterested at the entrance. Col had remained back in the alliance inn as a sort of hostage. “Will you lend us your strength, Mr. Huskins?”


  For a plan involving sheep, there did not exist a better-suited individual.


  If there was a problem at all, it would be in his pride as the golden sheep – his pride as one who had once been called a god. Those might be obstacles.


  Thinking about it himself, Lawrence realized Huskins could no longer act either openly or in secret, and he had to use his ancient power in a manner that was compatible with the customs of humans.


  He was not even a shadowy influence; he had been reduced to nothing but a pawn.


  Truly understanding that with his heart held a different weight than the mere intellectual comprehension of it, Lawrence realized.


  Lawrence himself had found it difficult the first time someone had dismissed his name, only to change their bearing entirely when they heard the name of his guild. Such moments that made him truly feel how insignificant he was and that the world was a very big place.


  Huskins threw another log onto the fire, and the flames flickered brightly.


  “Hah-hah… so it’s finally come to this for us, eh?”


  His words made it seem as though he enjoyed having fallen so far, and they were refreshingly clear.


  Having taken human form and crossed a line past which he could never return, he still had some dignity. Watching his last defenses finally crumble was somehow painful and simultaneously beautiful.


  But hearing Huskins’s words, it was Holo who interjected and entered the room. “Have you forgotten just who it was who asked for my companion’s aid?”


  Huskins turned his thick neck, staring at Holo as the corners of his mouth turned up.


  “Holo,” Lawrence said, which made Huskins look back from Holo to him and speak, his voice cheerful.


  “I don’t mind. Only a man can understand the beauty of decline, after all.”


  Once he led wild sheep across grassy plains; now he tried to protect his comrades’ tiny remaining refuge. His sense of responsibility and purpose covered him like armor, hiding his true emotions. Bitterness, sadness, anger, refusal – he had to swallow them all and keep moving forward.


  Huskins was his flock of sheep.


  And with that one sentence, the scholarly shepherd showed that blood ran through his veins, that he was capable of appreciating wit.


  It was enough to cut Holo short, who seemed to think she was being made fun of and wanted to make a retort.


  Lawrence stood and lent Huskins a hand. “So you’ll help us, then?”


  Huskins was slightly shorter than Lawrence, but his sturdy frame gave off an imposing air. He was a man to be reckoned with.


  The curly silver hairs of his hair and beard shook as though lightning struck. In that brief instant, Lawrence got a glimpse of Huskins’s true form.


  “Of course. Who but me could do it?” He picked up his shepherd’s staff, which jingled. “I thank you kindly. With this I feel I’ll finally have found a place in this new world.”


  Even Lawrence could not help a pained smile at these words.


  Huskins then looked at Holo and continued, “We cannot act with the freedom we once had. But…” He looked down at his hand, then finally to the fire that had finally caught the new log. “But we still have homes, and we still have roles to play. You haven’t yet seen your homeland, so don’t start weeping just yet. You’ll make this poor young man’s life very hard.”


  Holo’s eyes went wide, and even through her hood, it was clear her ears had pricked up in irritation. Undoubtedly her tail was swishing rapidly, too. And yet all she could muster as Huskins left the room was a quiet murmur.


  “A mere sheep, and yet–”


  There were things only Holo and Huskins could comprehend. They exchanged but the briefest of looks, but from that they had come to a mutual understanding, Lawrence could tell.


  Lawrence took Huskins to the alliance inn, with Holo following behind at a short remove. All who had worked in the merchants’ annex agreed that Huskins was the right choice.


  Things proceeded smoothly, and in no time at all, a flock of sheep was made ready.


  The monks who remained at the annex seemed confused over why the flock was being taken out at this strange hour. The sound of the sheep’s hooves as they flooded out of the pen echoed like the rumbling of an earthquake.


  Lawrence and Holo held hands as they watched the lone form of Huskins recede. His staff in hand, he led the flock out.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  A group of horses kicked snow up as they disappeared over the horizon.


  Their destination was the main abbey, where they would witness the final battle take place.


  The rider at the head kept in his bosom a powerful weapon, one that had been constructed over the night. It was sharper than any other, thanks to crucial information that Huskins had provided.


  Settling things now would take no great time or effort.


  Picturing the abbey leaders as they trudged along the hard-packed snow of the road, having been driven from the abbey – well, one could not help but feel a bit sad for them.


  Their decision making had been exemplary, and they had surely chosen the best option of those that remained.


  If Lawrence had not pointed out the trap that had been set for the alliance, then one of the leaders would have had to. Doing so would have divided the alliance, leaving it unable to properly function.


  So even if a group went out to confirm the contents of the crates, it would not have been a very large group. And that had been the goal all along, Lawrence was certain.


  Piasky had been the first to disappear over the horizon and was even now surely in the grand halls of the main abbey, delivering the alliance’s proposal.


  The crates had been full of stones.


  Which meant that the abbey was very likely to have a secret reserve of coins hidden away, or else the possibility that it had the wolf bones was very high. Both were secrets that the abbey could ill afford having revealed to the king.


  But the abbey leaders were not fools and knew when it was time to surrender. Being out of options, all they could do now was find a way to make their surrender with as much dignity as they could manage, finding a way to weather adversity and stubbornly survive as they had in the past.


  Lawrence inhaled a long, thin breath of air, then exhaled. The snowy plains looked like a sea frozen in time, and walking along under the clear blue sky was not at all unpleasant.


  Lawrence was alone.


  He had not been surprised when Holo picked up her coat and jumped on a horse with the first group without as much as a “by your leave.” Given that the abbey, once confronted, would have no choice but to reveal its treasures, Holo’s tail was probably swishing excitedly even at this very moment.


  The snowy path that Lawrence walked had been trampled by countless sheep and was as easy to walk as a street paved in stones. He reached the place called Sulieri Hill without much effort.


  From there one could circle the hilltop’s crest and very clearly see the path of the road that wrapped around the hill from the northeast. There was no better vantage point from which to witness the utter failure of the abbey’s schemes.


  “Swords and bows would’ve been useless.”


  Here and there were splotches of red on the path, the proof of the few who had used their weapons out of panic.


  But just as whatever powers Holo or Huskins might possess were useless in the face of humanity, so too did weapons have little effect on such a vast flock of sheep.


  Surrounded by the flock and trampled into unconsciousness, the monks had all been loaded on a sleigh and taken off. They must have been waiting for the alliance men to come and demand to see the coins, which would make them easy targets for the blame the monks would place on them.


  They carried too much arms and armor for anything else, even if they had been transporting actual money. If it had come to an actual battle, there was no doubt that the casualties would have been significant.


  Lawrence looked the scene over when Huskins, who was collecting his flock on the path, took notice of him and began walking over.


  “Ho, there.” Such a carefree greeting.


  “I’m glad to see you unhurt.”


  “Hah… well, of course. Never would have thought I would be able to end this with my own hands.”


  “It was the decisive blow.”


  “I suppose so… My kind stands above humans. And humans stand above sheep. But times change. It’s natural for that order to be reversed.”


  The abbey had never imagined that the alliance would use a flock of sheep. Even Lawrence, if he had not had Huskins on his side, would never have conceived of a plan like this.


  “Ah, by the way, where’d that young wolf get off to?”


  “Ah, Holo? I expect she’s in the abbey’s treasure vault as we speak.”


  “Hah! Hah. Is that so?” Huskins chuckled for a moment and then dropped his gaze.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “Hmm? Ah, no, it’s nothing. I treated that wolf like a child, but it seems that I’m the childish one.” He narrowed his eyes and looked into the distance. Beneath his beard was a happy smile. “Hardship forges strong friendships. I have the sense that I’ve found myself a member of a different flock entirely.”


  “… Do you mean–?”


  “I see you take my meaning. Wolf and sheep are wolf and sheep. That’s only the natural order of things.”


  Huskins exhaled a large breath, almost sighing. He then inhaled and rang his staff’s bell.


  His sheepdog ran off, quickly gathering the sheep that were beginning to stray in various directions. Huskins watched this for a while, then turned to Lawrence and spoke again.


  “How long do you plan to ignore natural order?”


  Lawrence looked at him out of the corner of his eye and saw Huskins watching his sheepdog past squinting eyes. He scratched his head and did not immediately answer.


  “I’m a merchant – so I’ll do it as long as there’s more profit to be had.”


  Practical answers often sounded like jokes. After a moment of silence, Huskins laughed aloud. “It was a foolish question. I’m no different – I’m a sheep, yet I’ve become quite fond of my sheepdog.”


  “Why would you ask me such a thing?”


  Huskins gave a deliberate grin. His profile made him look like an old soldier who had seen many battles.


  “I can’t decide which side to tell.”


  “Tell what?”


  “This is a place where people gather, so information naturally collects here, too.”


  Huskins was a sheep. He had told Lawrence that his companions were still scattered across the landscape, which meant that information from a vast area would collect here.


  He looked Lawrence straight in the eyes, his gaze belying a depth of experience that only someone like him could have.


  “The wolf told me that you’re bound for an ancient place called Yoitsu, yes?”


  “Th-that’s right.”


  “I’ve heard that name and recently, too.”


  Lawrence did not reply, but with his eyes urged Huskins to continue. Huskins know Holo was searching for her homeland, so he could hardly be ignorant of how important this information was.


  And yet if he had hesitated to give that information to Holo, there had to be a good reason for that.


  “It came up among some disturbing news my comrades brought to me.”


  Lawrence’s heart quickened. He could guess at what the news might be.


  “Our king’s tax and the wolf bones you deduced that Brondel Abbey purchased – they may have a connection to this news. You see–”


  As Huskins spoke, a gust of wind rose, blowing up the fallen snow and briefly obscuring his face. Lawrence was in that moment unable to see what sort of expression he had made.


  But given the news, he could guess.


  When Huskins was done speaking, he began walking down the hill to retrieve his flock but stopped long enough to turn and say one last thing.


  “Good fortune to you.” His face was quiet and calm as he regarded Lawrence as though looking at something very bright. His gaze then flicked off in another direction, his expression belatedly showing a smile. “And my thanks.”


  He then began walking again. The old shepherd began tending his flock as though Lawrence was not there at all.


  Lawrence watched Huskins’s form recede and heaved a deep sigh. Then, turning on his heel, he too began to walk.


  “Good fortune to you.” It was a farewell one gave to a friend setting out on a journey. Huskins’s words were more than enough to set Lawrence back on his travels, and he would not have been surprised to learn that the news Huskins had given him was true.


  Such things did happen, after all, but usually in far-off lands, and news of them was treated as being good for little more than fodder for tavern gossip.


  What should he think of the idea that someone so important to him was involved in such a thing?


  The sunlight reflecting off the snow was very bright, and Lawrence could not help but tend to squint – but there was another reason he narrowed his eyes.


  There were two figures walking back in the direction of the annex, at a slight remove from the sheep-trampled path.


  “Any luck?”


  At Lawrence’s question the two figures paused in their labored walking through the snow, then began moving again. They stayed off the easier-to-tread path, kicking snow up childishly as they went, which accounted for their slow progress.


  As they approached Lawrence, he could see that both Holo’s and Col’s cheeks were bright red from the cold.


  “So, how did it go?”


  Holo kicked snow up into the air as she took great shuffling steps with Col behind her. She paused for a moment and then answered, “What do you think?”


  “Fake,” Lawrence answered – too quickly, given the irritated look Holo gave him.


  “What makes you think that?”


  “Because I can’t have you crying again.”


  Holo’s lips curled into a smile as she gave a purposeful shrug, then kicked snow high into the air. “’Twouldn’t bother me so much either way. I’m Holo the Wisewolf, after all.”


  She finally moved over to the sheep-trod path and nearer to Lawrence, having either satisfied her snow-kicking desires or tired of getting the hem of her robe wet. As Holo knelt and patted off the snow that stuck to that robe, Lawrence quickly flipped her hood back and touched her exposed neck.


  “Your clothes. They’re inside out.” He was referring to the clothes she wore beneath her robe.


  Lawrence sighed and then held Col’s hand, who was standing next to them. It was as cold as ice, and Lawrence knew perfectly well they would be numb and tingling.


  “They were fake, weren’t they?”


  If Holo’s clothes were inside out, she must have returned from the abbey in her wolf form. If she had been sad, her ears and tail would have betrayed her true feelings.


  She had been upset enough to take her wolf form and dashed through the cold with Col on her back.


  Lawrence realized all his worry was for nothing. He had been tricked.


  “They were fake,” said Holo, looking up at the sky.


  No matter how considerate a lad he was, it was strange that Col was not angry at having been put in danger of frostbite. Doubtless, Holo had been equivalently terrified until they had learned the truth of the bones.


  “They were probably from a stag, from the thickest part of the hind leg. Surely it was buried for a long time.”


  “I wish I could’ve been next to you when they opened the box,” said Lawrence, getting a laugh from Col and a stomp to the foot from Holo.


  The moment was very peaceful. One could not help but wish it would stay.


  “And just what do you think you are grinning at? How vulgar.”


  “It’s nothing. Come, let’s hurry back. We’ll need to make a fire in the hearth.”


  Holo wore a dubious expression, but when she saw Lawrence begin walking, she did not press her question. Instead she took Col’s hand and called out in a high voice, “Aye, to make stew with plenty of salt and meat!”


  Smiling at her constant self-interest, Lawrence did not see what his gaze pointed out. He was preoccupied with what Huskins had told him.


  If true, Lawrence had glimpsed something frightening indeed. And yet Huskins had chosen to tell him and not Holo.


  This was the place Huskins had chosen to protect.


  So what, then, of Lawrence?


  An image rose up in Lawrence’s mind – Huskins leading his flock, staff in hand, as he protected his land and the land of his kind.


  The sky spread out, vast and clear and blue.


  Lawrence took the hands of his two precious companions as they started the walk back to the dormitory.




  Afterword


  Hello again. This is Isuna Hasekura. And somehow, this is the tenth volume.


  The first volume of Spice and Wolf went on sale in February 2006, so this makes an even three years. It feels somehow both short and long, but I suppose it really is not much time at all. It went by in a flash.


  But when I slowly pick up the first volume and open it, I see a mountain of mistakes that I want to get a red pen out and start fixing, so maybe I have grown up a bit.


  Although I have no idea what will change in another three years…


  Speaking of which, one thing that hasn’t changed the past three years is that I’m super into online gaming. Not a new one, but getting back into an old one. I hadn’t played it for a really long time, but just around the time I was finishing this tenth volume, I had a little time, so I was lucky enough to get to play a little. The era when I could while away whole days without a care in the world is long gone, and these days every minute, every second I’m logged in is precious. (Incidentally, I started writing this afterword when I tried to log in and the game servers were down for maintenance.)


  A bunch of retired players in the guild I play in have come back, and I was seeing famous player names as I wandered around the in-game town for the first time in years, so it sort of felt like the past had come back to life.


  A few days ago, I had the chance to get some food with some friends who play the same game, and even though they supposedly quit because of their jobs, they’d all recently come back to .the game for some reason.


  But what made me really think about the passage of time was that although after midnight was just when I would start really getting into my gameplay, nowadays when that time rolls around, the number of players drops way off. I think most of the players have shifted from being students to being employed. Even when we have real-life meet-ups, we’ve stopped going to places aimed at students and started going to joints that cater to a slightly older crowd. It’s sort of interesting.


  It’s going to be fun to see how things turn out in another three years.


  And with that I think I’ve just about filled up the space I have, so we’ll leave it at that.


  I will see you in the next volume.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  The Wolf and the Golden Promise


  Plop a soft lump of bread dough down on the table.


  Carve a winding groove through it with your finger, and then let water flow through the groove. Let a few trees grow here and there.


  Doing all that would result in the scene that lay before him, he was sure.


  Such thoughts ran through Lawrence’s mind as he sat in the driver’s seat of the wagon, musing on the taste of baked bread – a taste he had not enjoyed in several days. He could not help but swallow hungrily.


  They’d left town some three days earlier, so it was too soon to be thinking so fondly of hot food. In the past, he had crossed entire mountains on nothing but a moldy crust of oat bread and a bit of salt. When he thought of that, these travels with bread, wine, and even a side dish of some kind seemed disturbingly luxurious.


  And while he often told himself as much, his purse strings had been rather loose on this journey, with his mood similarly so.


  In his seven years’ travel since starting out at the age of eighteen, this was easily the most luxurious trip he had taken.


  “Poultry legs.” Perhaps having heard his gulp, Lawrence’s traveling companion spoke up as she sat next to him in the driver’s seat.


  Her face was buried in her fox fur muffler, and she busied herself by combing more fur in her lap – but this was not the pelt of a dog nor a fox, but the unmistakable fur of a wolf.


  Normally a wolf’s fur would be a bit shorter, scruffier, and generally shabbier. But the fur that his companion now tended to was without exaggeration of the finest quality, its warmth at night nearly miraculous. It was neatly combed, thanks to her periodic nibbling of its roots.


  Lawrence wondered how much it would cost to buy it were the fur for sale – but soon thought better of the notion. Far more relevant than how much it would take to buy was the question of how much it could be sold for.


  Because after all, the fur in question was no pelt, but rather was still attached to the flesh-and-blood tail of its wolf owner.


  “I assume that’s something you’d like to eat?” said Lawrence, to which his traveling companion Holo flicked her ears – her proudly pointed ears, their fur the same color as that of her tail. They sat regally atop the flowing chestnut brown of her hair and were unquestionably not human.


  The seemingly teenaged girl sitting next to him in the driver’s seat of the wagon was not simply a human with wolf ears and a tail, but in fact, a great wolf who dwelled within wheat and ensured good harvests.


  “And a hen would be best rather than a cock,” she said.


  “A hen gives eggs, too.”


  Lawrence thought of eggs beaten until fluffy and perfectly fried. Conversations with this particular wolf always turned to food. Though she proclaimed herself the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, her interest in worldly pleasures was greater than that of any human.


  “Poultry… I tell you, the peculiar spring of raw chicken meat is truly irresistible. Though the feathers can be a bit of a bother…”


  If she had been joking she would have had a strained smile, but unfortunately Holo was quite serious. Her lips concealed very sharp fangs.


  “I’ve never eaten one raw, but they’re worth the trouble of cooking, that’s for sure.”


  “Oh?”


  “Pluck the feathers, remove the organs, debone the meat, then steam it with seasoning, boil the meat with vegetables, fill the bird with stuffing, then crisp the skin with hot oil, then roast it one more time with fragrant spices… Hey, you’re drooling.”


  “Muh… mmph.”


  Lawrence had heard of this particular luxury dish, though he had never actually eaten it. But for Holo’s active imagination, a second-hand description was more than enough. These were the only times she forgot her wisewolf’s pride and stared up at him, her eyes imploring.


  He had managed to become accustomed to this, having traveled with her long enough. And no amount of her begging on the road truly frightened him – because one could not buy what was not being sold.


  Given his overwhelming advantage, Lawrence cleared his throat and answered, “Wait a moment. Cooking is all well and good, but there are other places where a special effort results in a more delicious meat.”


  “… Other places?” Holo looked up at him with her red-tinged amber eyes.


  “There are fowl that are neither cock nor hen, you know.”


  “Oh?” Despite her centuries of life, it seemed there were subjects not covered by the wisewolf’s memory. But rather than finding this frustrating, she merely urged him on out of pure, simple curiosity. “Go on, go on!”


  Lawrence cleared his throat again, this time for a rather different reason than before, and continued. “They take the males and castrate them.”


  “Ho. And that…”


  “It yields an even tastier meat than a hen’s. It’s not tough like a cock’s, but their energy doesn’t go into making eggs like a hen’s does.”


  “Mm…” Holo’s gaze moved purposefully, and she grinned a bare-fanged grin. “That does indeed sound tasty.”


  Her true form was as a huge wolf that could swallow Lawrence in a single bite. But more importantly, he got the feeling that she was making sport of his most important parts – as a man, that is.


  He cleared his throat, and then again more loudly, and lightly flicked the cart horse’s reins.


  Holo chuckled, amused, and didn’t press her attack any further. Her tail swished to and fro.


  “Do not worry. I’m well aware you’re a capable male when there’s need of it.” She smiled, flashing white fangs, and if he didn’t laugh her jest off, he’d have been no man at all. She had him dancing in the palm of her hand and he knew it, but there was nothing he could do about it.


  “Still…”


  “Ouch–!”


  She grabbed his ear and pulled, and he leaned in response, tugging on the reins, which in turn prompted a neigh from the horse.


  “… You’re hardly fit to be called a male, exaggerating your tales because you’re unconcerned whether I’ll beg you for poultry!”


  She seemed to have seen right through him.


  Holo let go of his ear as though tossing it aside, then folded her arms across her chest, looking displeased.


  “Hmph. Consider my teasing your punishment for that. Speaking of such delicious things, when on our journey all we have to eat are these plain rations – why, I could just die.”


  Even if that did leave them even, this last part was too much for Lawrence to let pass unanswered. “Look here, our food may be plain, but the bread’s a mix of wheat and rye, and the wine is fine and clear, and we’d get along perfectly well without it. And then we have cheese and jerky, and we also have fruits and raisins, which is quite luxurious enough. In the past I used to travel on nothing but raw garlic and onions. Compared with that, what we have is unbelievable luxury.”


  Though Holo sometimes acted strangely childish or animalistic, her fundamental intelligence was enough to cause even Lawrence to quail. She was not someone who couldn’t understand reason.


  And yet she still had no trouble saying things like, “I shall die, surely.”


  She turned away with a sniff.


  Could such purposeful acting truly exist?


  Lawrence made a face as he bit his tongue and glared at Holo.


  If he took the bait, he would lose. But if he ignored her, it would obviously become a test of wills, and he knew for a certainty that he would be the one to finally surrender. This was what it meant to be perfectly seen through.


  To put it politely, all Lawrence wanted was to have pleasant journeys with Holo. And Holo was perfectly willing to take that desire hostage.


  “Fine, fine.”


  “… What is fine?” she replied coldly, her back still turned.


  “I’m sorry. If we can find some poultry, I’ll buy it for you. But that offer is only good while we’re on the road.”


  That was as far as Lawrence was willing to compromise. When it came to buying her such things in a town, even if his mouth opened to make the offer, as long as his coin purse was unable to open to back up that offer, he would never actually make it.


  Holo still did not deign to turn around; her ears merely twitched.


  No doubt that clever mind of hers was thinking things through – deciding whether or not he had really been pushed as far as he could be pushed.


  “I seem to recall that I told you earlier – I can tell a man’s lies from truth.”


  “Certainly. I remember quite well.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It is.”


  “Mm…”


  Holo again fell silent for a time.


  Meanwhile Lawrence felt like a criminal awaiting his sentencing as he waited for her next words, though when he thought carefully about it, he knew perfectly well he had committed no crime.


  Yet there was no escaping this unreasonable situation.


  Finally Holo appeared to realize that Lawrence’s proposal was as far as he could go and still conclude the discussion as jokingly as it had started, so she turned back to him and smiled pleasantly.


  Unfair! he shouted inwardly. Holo’s ever-changing smiles would be able to deceive any man, not just one weary from years of lonely traveling.


  “Hmph. Still, you–”


  “Hmm?”


  The horse walked lazily on for a little while before Holo spoke.


  “What you said earlier – it was no lie, was it?”


  “What I said earlier? Oh, about the castrated fowl…?”


  “Fool. No, about buying one for me should we encounter one.”


  Why was she going to such lengths to confirm this? Lawrence had an ill premonition for a moment, but then Holo tugged at his sleeve, and he realized it was no mere premonition.


  In an instant, his heart and mind were those of a merchant’s.


  “Did I say that…?”


  “You did, did you not?” Holo leaned in close and growled a low growl.


  Now, finally, Lawrence saw what she meant. Far up along the sloping road, there was a person. And though Lawrence’s eyes could not make it out, he knew that Holo could see a chicken there, too.


  “Surely you don’t intend to quibble over whether or not you were speaking to me, do you?”


  Nothing was as terrifying as Holo’s unfriendly smile. But it seemed likely that he was going to have to kneel down and explain to her just how much a single chicken would cost.


  But that would work only if she was willing to listen. And at the moment, that seemed very unlikely. Lawrence looked at Holo next to him and sighed. If he failed to tread lightly, his life could be in danger.


  “Fine. I’m sorry. I’ll keep my promise. However–”


  “However?” she shot back, her retort nearly overlapping with his words and her gaze very serious.


  Lawrence had to choose his words very carefully. “Just one.”


  Holo looked him steadily in the eye and did not move. After a suffocating silence, she faced forward with a huge smile.


  Lawrence was sure he knew how a bird too terrified by a wild dog’s gaze to fly away must have felt. He thought about it as he looked ahead, whereupon the figure up the road noticed their approach and stood.


  The figure waved, and as they drew near enough that Lawrence could tell he was smiling, he saw the chicken tied up at the figure’s feet.


  “Just one,” he repeated, just to be clear.


  “How about something to liven up your travels, sir?”


  Travelers were few in this expanse of wilderness, and the strange peddler who had waited for a sole customer out under the midwinter sky was a lanky man of about Lawrence’s age. He had the particular wiry build of a farmer. When they were close enough to shake hands, Lawrence was surprised at how thick the young man’s skin was.


  “Besides the chicken, I’ve got some excellent ale. How about it?”


  His body was far sturdier than any traveling merchant’s. He was clothed in plain, simple clothing, and despite the mist puffing whitely from his mouth, he didn’t appear cold at all. Far from it, he wore a merry smile, and beside the chicken pecking at the roadside grass sat a waist-high barrel.


  The young man seemed in fine condition, but the iron bands holding the barrel staves together were rusted and seemed likely to give way at any moment. Nevertheless, the chicken seemed fat and happy – it was a strange combination.


  Lawrence stroked his beard thoughtfully.


  Holo wasn’t urging him to quickly finish the purchase, either – she was probably just as preoccupied as Lawrence was with wondering just how this man came to be on this desolate road in the first place.


  “Might we taste the ale?” Lawrence finally asked since silence wasn’t going to accomplish anything.


  The man nodded grandly. “But of course!” he said, chest thrust out, and then produced a largish measuring cup. He removed the barrel’s lid and drew a cupful of ale. “It’s just been brewed. Look, it’s even still bubbling!”


  When Lawrence put it to his lips, he found that it was surprisingly tasty – either the water was good or the wheat had been good.


  Holo wanted some, too, so he gave her a sip, and her eyes immediately turned imploring.


  “So, how about it?”


  At the man’s repeated question, Lawrence nodded, and his eyes returned to the chicken.


  He could tell that beneath Holo’s robe, she was trying very hard to keep her tail from swishing to and fro.


  Roast chicken and ale. No wonder she was so happy.


  “I suppose we’ll take some ale with the chicken.”


  The only reason the man didn’t notice the flicker of movement underneath Holo’s hood was because he himself nearly jumped for joy.


  But Lawrence was not just Holo’s traveling companion. He was something of a traveling merchant, and so these were the next words out of his mouth: “But I think I’d like several chickens. Not just the one.”


  “Huh?” the man replied, and Holo, too, looked at Lawrence in surprise.


  She had recently started to understand how the market worked and thus had a faint notion of just how costly even a single chicken could be – hence her surprise at Lawrence’s saying he wanted more than one.


  “There’s a village nearby, is there not? We’re not in a terrible hurry, so perhaps you’d take us there to buy more.”


  It was obvious that the man wasn’t a merchant hauling his goods down the road, which meant he must have come from a village in order to make some coin or trade for goods he had a pressing need of.


  Just as Lawrence suspected, the man nodded at first dazedly, then again with greater strength. “Truly? Of course, of course!” His face full of happiness, he immediately secured the barrel with rope and hoisted it to his back. His smaller items were quickly put in a burlap sack and fixed to the lid of the barrel, and then he took hold of the rope the chicken was tied to. “Well, then, follow me!”


  And then he strode energetically right off the road.


  The direction he was heading in was wild land, but Lawrence decided it was not so rough that the wagon could not traverse it. He pulled on the reins to turn the horse in the proper direction.


  It was none other than Holo who chose that moment to tug at his sleeve. “Come now, if you’re angry, you might say as much,” she said, a worried expression on her face.


  She must have thought Lawrence saying he wanted to buy more than one chicken was meant as a kind of snide remark on her behavior.


  Lawrence laughed in spite of himself, at which point it was Holo who seemed angry, and she glared at him.


  “Sorry, sorry. No, I just had an idea, you see.”


  “… An idea?” Holo’s head tilted quizzically as she faced him.


  “Call it a merchant’s intuition.”


  Holo regarded him with extreme skepticism, but Lawrence was not worried. She might confound him with her acting and her snares, but that was because she had confidence in his merchant’s eye.


  “If this goes well, I really will buy you more than one.”


  Holo’s expression did not change. “We’ll see, but I shan’t expect much.”


  Lawrence, however, expected quite a lot.


  
    
  

  There would be business to do once they arrived where the young man was so spiritedly taking them.


  The young man finally led them to a small village, from which could be seen far-off forests and springs. It looked all the poorer for the slapdash construction and placement of the dwellings with fields that seemed haphazardly plowed.


  Towns and villages without good government either overflowed with chaos or fell into poverty. This seemed to be one of the latter.


  “Quite a remote place,” said Holo bluntly, and Lawrence couldn’t claim he didn’t understand.


  It was said that roads existed to connect towns to other towns and to connect villages to landlords’ estates.


  And yet, if this place’s poor condition wasn’t enough, it was no exaggeration to say that it seemed completely isolated from the outside world. The words landlocked island were perfectly appropriate.


  “Well, we’re here! Welcome to Jisahz!”


  Small though it was, a wooden fence stood marking the territory that belonged to the village. Once he’d passed it, their guide turned and shouted his pronouncement.


  It was a village; little else could be said.


  The villagers had been watching Lawrence and Holo for some time, and they now drew nearer to get a better look.


  “W-well, then, this way! You can wash the dust from your feet at my home!” The man did not bother to introduce Lawrence or Holo to the villagers, instead walking proudly ahead of the horse and wagon.


  It was enough to make Lawrence laugh, to say nothing of Holo. The man could not help how proud he was to be leading travelers into his village.


  However, from the words “wash the dust from your feet,” Lawrence guessed this was a village of the Church. And seeing his guess had been correct, he smiled faintly.


  The man pounded loudly on the door of his home, then immediately threw it open and went inside. Next, a verbal exchange could be heard, after which a stout woman emerged from within, looking flustered.


  Lawrence found her resemblance to the man rather amusing. “Goodness, welcome, welcome! Go on, dear. Call the village elder!”


  The smile remained fixed to Lawrence’s face, though not because he found this treatment particularly pleasant. Holo, too, seemed to have realized something, perhaps having noticed Lawrence’s smile.


  “Er, I’m very grateful for the warm welcome, but we’re mere traveling merchants, so…”


  “Yes, yes, and honored merchants are most welcome! Please do come in! I’m sorry we can’t offer much, but…”


  Still sitting in the driver’s seat of the wagon, Lawrence smiled an appreciative smile and then turned to Holo. She was quite perceptive, and once Holo nodded her agreement, he turned back to the woman.


  Not having to explain every detail to Holo was awfully convenient. Lawrence was perfectly able to continue their little act.


  “Well, thank you. We’re sorry to impose on your generosity.”


  “Not at all. Come in! You can leave your wagon right there. Dear! Go fetch some hay and a bucket of water!” cried the woman to a man in the crowd with a hoe over his shoulder. No doubt he was the master of the household. With a look on his face as though wondering what was happening, he nonetheless ran off to do as he was told.


  Lawrence descended from the wagon and Holo followed.


  Just before they were welcomed into the house, Lawrence caught a glimpse of the young man from earlier leading a much older man by the hand.


  The floor of the house had neither wooden planks nor stone tiles and was simply made of hard-packed earth. A hole dug in the earth served as a hearth, around which were arranged a wooden table and chairs. The farming implements that leaned against the walls were likewise entirely wooden.


  Onions and garlic dangled from strings, and on a shelf high against one wall there was a milky white-colored substance – yeast, probably.


  Despite its dinginess, the building was spacious, and Lawrence suspected that several families might live here given the number of chairs, pots, and bowls.


  Lawrence did not particularly dislike town inns, but as he himself was from a tiny village, he felt very comfortable in surroundings like these. It was Holo who seemed less at ease here.


  “Ah, so you’re heading north, are you?”


  “Yes, to a town called Lenos.”


  “I see… Well, you can see what sort of village this is. We’re very grateful to be able to welcome a traveling merchant like yourself.” While it was said that titles make the man, village elders all seemed to look somehow similar. The thin, aged village elder of Jisahz bowed deeply.


  “No doubt it was God’s will that I be led to this town and to be welcomed so warmly. If I can help you in any way, please ask.”


  “We thank you for that.”


  Lawrence’s smile was a genuine one. He truly did believe that this was the result of divine guidance.


  “Let us give thanks to God for this encounter, then.” As the village elder spoke, Lawrence and Holo both raised their wooden cups and drank a toast.


  “… Aah, that is fine ale, indeed.”


  “It is shameful – thanks given to God call for wine, but we cannot raise grapevines here.”


  “God determines the flavor of wine, but it’s the skill of humans that give ale its taste. And you surely possess fine brewing methods to make this ale.”


  The elder shook his head humbly, but he could not hide his pleasure at hearing this. Holo stared down at the table, but Lawrence knew it was not because she found this conversation tiresome, nor because the food was too poor for her taste.


  Just what are you planning? her quick glance to Lawrence said.


  “In truth, our brewing uses a secret technique,” said the elder, only too pleased to have the village’s ale praised.


  To earn the high regard of an elder, the key was to listen closely to everything he or she said. Lawrence was just giving the old man his full attention when he heard a commotion from outside.


  “So, yes… oh?” said the elder, looking over his shoulder.


  “Elder! Drey and the others, they’re at it again!” shouted a man, pointing outside after he burst into the room, his hands black with soil.


  The elder stood, looking pained, then turned back to Lawrence and bowed his head. “My apologies. I must tend to this.”


  “Not at all. You’ve welcomed us quite warmly enough. Your duties to the village are more important.”


  The elder bowed again before being hurried out the door by the other man.


  The village custom seemed to be that only the elder welcomed guests, so once he left, Lawrence and Holo were alone.


  There still seemed to be people outside, so if they called, no doubt someone would come, but Holo seemed to welcome the solitude.


  “So then–”


  “I imagine you’d like an explanation, eh?”


  Holo plucked a bean off the table, popped it into her mouth, and nodded.


  “This is a colony village,” said Lawrence.


  “Colony?” Holo repeated back to him.


  “There are many reasons, but it happens when people move into undeveloped land and found a new town or village there. And sometimes, once in a while, villages get founded in isolated places like this one.”


  Holo’s eyes glanced curiously to and fro as she drank her beer. “Why would they do such a thing?” she asked almost childishly.


  “This is just a guess, but do you recall the rocks and logs we saw piled next to the spring when we entered the village? I’ll bet they plan on building an abbey.”


  “An… abbey?”


  “Yes. It’s a place where a chosen few devout believers can conduct their worship. Undisturbed by worldly temptations, they can live simply, humbly, and purely, which is why they would choose a desolate place like this.”


  It would be a silent fortress, dedicated to rules that Holo would no doubt have trouble following for even a single day.


  But such a place would not be built by robed, scripture carrying lambs of God. The people of this village were probably related to criminals or had been connected to pagans.


  Building an abbey in such a remote location was not merely a question of erecting the buildings – to ensure the monks could sustain their lives, fields and drinking water had to be secured. By engaging in this grueling work, the villagers could atone for their sins.


  “Hmm… It’s as you say, then…” Holo began and then suddenly seemed to recall just what sort of people made up the Church. Having done that, she arrived at the answer on her own.


  “So then, you’re going to take advantage of their weak position.” Her choice of words was quite intentional.


  “I’m merely going to help some people who are in trouble.”


  “Oh, indeed. You want to be the first to mark this village as your territory and make it into grist for your business.”


  Lawrence’s constant, easy smile was thanks to this village. It was like discovering a lake brimming with fish.


  Farm tools, craft equipment, livestock, and looms for textiles and clothing – the era when a village could be truly self-sustaining was now long past. When a village was created, supply and demand followed soon after.


  Finding a village where the people led plump chickens around on ropes and sold delicious ale from barrels by the roadside was, to a traveling merchant, like discovering a mountain of treasure.


  In exchange for its poultry and ale, Lawrence would provide the village with its necessities. If he could become the sole provider for the village, the profit would be tastier than any ale could ever be.


  Holo made an exasperated face, sipping her drink as she looked at Lawrence out of the corner of her eye.


  He thought he saw her ears flick rapidly beneath her hood, but then she grinned and faced him. “Hmm. Well, do enjoy playing the savior.”


  “…?”


  Before Lawrence could ask what she meant, there was a hasty-sounding knock at the door. Behind it was the man who’d called for the village elder earlier.


  Lawrence could guess at what he wanted.


  “My apologies, honored travelers. If either of you can read, we have need of your assistance, if you would be so kind.”


  Here in this remote village where no merchant ever visited, he was being asked if he could read.


  Lawrence bounded to his feet at his unbelievable luck.


  “Enough! Would you break the agreement we’ve already made? My field is six chiechen in size!”


  “That is a plain lie! It’s mine that was clearly stated to be six chiechens! Yours is five! So why is mine now smaller? And now you’ve the nerve to build this fence–”


  Lawrence did not need to have the situation explained to him. From the angry shouting that was audible some distance away, it was clear enough.


  From the use of the chiechen unit, he could even make a guess as to where the men were from. There was a land of forests and springs known as Rivaria, where a wise king named Chiechen the Second had once ruled.


  In his kingdom’s land surveys, the span between the king’s outstretched arms was used as a unit of measurement: one chiechen.


  Of course, even with the measurement the wise king had decreed, there was no end to land disputes.


  Before the two arguing men stood the village elder, at a complete loss for words. As the village did not have the benefit of a long tradition, there was no authority to settle the fight. Resolving this sort of baseless dispute was very difficult without the authority to transcend reason and decide by fiat.


  “Elder, I’ve brought them.”


  “Aah, yes.” The elder appeared at his wits’ end and he looked at Lawrence imploringly. “It is very difficult to ask you this, but…”


  “A fight over land division, is it?” Anyone doing business with small villages like this would find that such disputes were very common.


  Yet the elder seemed to find Lawrence’s statement evidence of some deep wisdom. “Yes, that is it exactly,” he said, bowing very deeply. “In truth, this village was built on the orders of a certain nobleman, and there are often fights over the size of the lands as they were decided at that time. Normally we resolve them calmly, but those two have nursed a grudge for a very long time, it seems…”


  The shouting had moved from an argument over land size to simple exchanges of contempt. The villagers surrounded them in a large circle, seemingly irritated, with only Holo finding the scene amusing.


  “So then, is there a written deed for the land?” Lawrence asked. That had to be the reason he’d been asked if he could read.


  The village elder nodded and produced a sheet of parchment from his breast pocket. “This is the same, but none of us can read what’s written upon it.”


  A village where the whole of the population was illiterate was like an unlocked treasure chest.


  Merchants converted agreements into written words.


  So how long could one remain honest in a place where none could read those words?


  “If I might have a look at it, then.”


  Such villages were not common, and merchants with the good fortune to be the first to visit them were still fewer in number.


  Lawrence solemnly regarded the parchment, his heart pounding with excitement.


  “… Ah, I see.”


  The moment he looked at the parchment, he realized that such good fortune did not exist after all and quirked a small smile.


  The village elder blinked, and Lawrence’s smile became a wry one.


  It was no surprise none could read the parchment – the land deed had been written in the holy characters of the Church.


  “There are a few among us who can read, but none of them can understand this parchment. We believe it must be in the letters of some foreign land.”


  “No, this is the special writing of the Church. I myself can only read numbers and a few set phrases in it.”


  Lawrence had seen land deeds and certificates of privilege written with the letters of the Church before.


  From beside him Holo peered at the parchment, but she, too, appeared unable to read it. She soon lost interest in it and returned to watching the two men shout.


  “Hmm, yes. I believe I see where the trouble is.” Lawrence read through the parchment again and delivered his pronouncement. “Did those two men happen to be craftsmen before?”


  As the argument turned into a physical brawl, Holo snickered beneath her hood, and the villagers finally moved to separate the men.


  The elder seemed to be debating whether to go in himself, but hearing Lawrence’s question, he looked up in surprise. “Th-that’s right. But how did you know?”


  “The land is divided such that they both should receive six chiechen. There’s no mistake about that. But here…” said Lawrence, pointing out a single word.


  The elder narrowed his eyes and looked, but since the word was written in letters he could not read, no understanding came to him.


  “‘Sheepfold,’ it says. One of the sheepfolds is six chiechen, the other five.”


  The elder stared at the parchment blankly for a while and then finally seemed to arrive at the conclusion. He squeezed his eyes closed and smacked his own balding head. “I see…” he murmured. “So they didn’t realize they were meant to be sheepfolds.”


  Land division was very important to villagers. Before they’d set out for the new colony, there was no doubt these illiterate villagers had the particulars of that division explained to them. But how were people who’d never so much as tended a garden meant to understand such specialized terminology?


  The only parts that would linger in their minds would be the numbers.


  And that would lead to fights like this.


  “It seems that Chai Barton donated just a bit more to the abbey, so Barton was given the six-chiechen sheepfold.”


  “Barton’s the one on the left there. Goodness, to think that’s what they’ve been fighting over…”


  “Without any experience with such matters, it’s hard to understand the importance of a mere sheep pen.”


  Just as the name suggested, a sheepfold was a fenced area for keeping sheep – but the goal was not generally to raise them within such a pen, but rather to bring them there at night so that their droppings could fertilize the area.


  Since it was obvious that more sheep went into a larger pen, just as a smaller one would hold fewer, pens were measured not by their capacity but rather their area. Some farmers would fill their pens to capacity, while others wouldn’t even cover half the area with sheep.


  The elder bowed politely to Lawrence, then trotted off toward the two arguing men. He spread the parchment out in front of the two men, who were forcibly pulled apart by other villagers. As Lawrence looked on with an indulgent smile, the two men finally exchanged a grudging handshake.


  “That was settled rather too quickly,” said Holo, sounding disappointed.


  “Memories are all too often mistaken. Not so with the written word.” Those words had been well drilled into Lawrence by his master. One of the reasons traveling merchants were always losing out to city merchants was that they had to remember each purchase and sale without writing it down in a ledger.


  Whenever there was a dispute, the written word would always triumph.


  “You can’t expand your business if you’re having fights like this every day. It’s why contracts are so important.”


  Holo listened to Lawrence, seemingly uninterested. “Important enough that you were thinking to back out of your promise of chicken.”


  “Quite so,” said Lawrence, just as the village elder turned to face him, then bowed slowly.


  Lawrence gave the man a slight wave. It was nice to be useful to someone else once in a while, he thought.


  That evening, the villagers celebrated the end of the two men’s conflict by slaughtering a chicken and roasting it whole. There was also as much liquor as one could drink – as long as they wanted ale.


  This would satisfy even Holo surely.


  Or so Lawrence thought, but after partaking of only a small amount, Holo retired like the pious nun she appeared to be.


  Evidently an entire building had been set aside for them to stay in, and upon excusing herself, she was led there. Perhaps she was weary from traveling, and the meat and ale were proving heavier than expected.


  He couldn’t discount the possibility, so after participating in the feast a bit longer so as not to offend his hosts, Lawrence, too, returned to their accommodations.


  The third day of a winter’s journey often decided whether one’s body would accustom itself to the rigors of travel, and even veteran travelers could find their strength failing if they weren’t careful.


  And Holo had already felt poorly several times.


  Even the wisewolf who dwelled in the wheat was not immune to exhaustion.


  Lawrence quietly opened the door to the building he was led to; inside it was dark and quiet.


  He took a tallow lamp and slowly entered, and found that storage boxes had been arranged to form a makeshift bed in the center of the room on the earthen floor. The villagers themselves slept on straw spread upon the floor, so this was special treatment for honored guests.


  What he could not guess at was why they had prepared only a single bed. Did they suppose they were being considerate?


  In any case, Lawrence regarded Holo, who was already curled up in a blanket. “Are you all right?”


  If she was asleep, that was fine.


  After a few moments without a reply, Lawrence concluded that she was.


  If she awoke the next day and was still feeling unwell, Lawrence would offer the villagers some money and stay a bit longer.


  Having decided as much, Lawrence extinguished the lamp and curled up on the straw of the bed, pulling the thin linen blanket over himself.


  He was careful not to wake Holo and seemed to have been successful.


  Though merely straw, this bed was far more comfortable than the bed of his wagon. All he could see was the ceiling and its joists and what moonlight streamed through the small hole in the roof that was there to let smoke out from the hearth.


  Lawrence closed his eyes and considered the village’s situation.


  It held thirty or forty people. Nearby there were forests and springs, and fruit, fish, and wild honey were all surely abundant. It sported fine pasturing, too. Excepting the relative rockiness of the land, it seemed quite fertile.


  If the abbey were completed, it would easily support a hundred people.


  As long as no other merchant had already marked the place as his own, it seemed possible that Lawrence would be able to monopolize its trade. During the feast, he had spoken with the villagers; he had talked to them about trading for iron tools, cattle, and horses.


  When a nobleman donated a remote parcel of land for the construction of an abbey, it often happened that they or someone close to them was nearing death. The plans were rushed, construction proceeding without important details having first been decided. And it was not necessarily true that the nobleman even lived near the land being donated.


  Since deeds to lands were recorded on paper, they traveled like so many dandelion seeds blown on the wind. It was not unusual for land to be turned over to someone the nobleman had never met and barely knew of. The beggar’s patchwork of land division that resulted from such situations was the seed of many a dispute.


  Thus it was common for neighboring communities to avoid contact with newly settled occupants, fearing they’d be drawn into such conflict. This village seemed to be typical of such situations, and evidently the merchants of nearby towns and villages were reluctant to do business with it. The village elder had said the young man taking the beer and chicken to the side of the lonely road where Lawrence had found them had been a last-ditch effort.


  For Lawrence, the timing could not have been more fortunate. For the village, he was like a messenger from God.


  It was only understandable that his face would redden with pleasure despite not having too much to drink. An opportunity he’d often dreamt of during his lonely travels was now right before his eyes.


  So just how much profit would it bring him?


  As the night grew darker, his mind brightened. The notion of his prospects here was a stronger liquor than any ale he’d been served, and–


  He felt Holo shift in the bed, and then she spoke up with a sigh. “Honestly, you are a hopeless male.”


  “Hmm, so you were awake, eh?”


  “How could I sleep with the sound of you grinning away like that?”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but touch his face to check.


  “I left the feast in such a state, and you just kept grinning away, not a care in the world…”


  Now that she had said as much herself, it was clear she had intentionally left early.


  But Lawrence sensed that if he pointed it out he’d only earn her ire, so he chose his words carefully. “Your voice seems so cheerful now – I can’t tell you how relieved that makes me.”


  Holo’s tail shifted beneath the blanket they shared. But Holo herself, who could tell when a person was lying, grabbed Lawrence’s cheek and bared her fangs. “Fool.”


  She would’ve been angry no matter what his answer had been, but he could have done worse, it seemed.


  Holo sulkily rolled over so that she was facing away from Lawrence. Given the obviousness of her actions, she was probably not so very furious.


  “Why did you leave so early? The chicken and ale were both delicious.”


  The villagers had brought out special ale, and it had been just as splendid as their claims suggested it would be. When Lawrence asked about it, they said that spices had been dried, ground, and added to the brew.


  The chicken was so well fed that fat fairly dripped from it, so what could she be so unsatisfied with?


  Holo did not immediately respond. Only after a fair span of time did she finally speak in a low moan. “Did you truly find that ale delicious?”


  “Huh?” Lawrence responded, but not because Holo was speaking quietly.


  “I could not drink it. I cannot believe anything so foul smelling would be called ‘delicious.’”


  People had differing tastes, of course, so it was not hard to imagine that she would not find the heady scent of the ale to her liking. But why it would make her so angry, so sad – Lawrence could not guess at that.


  His gaze wandered for a moment before he spoke very carefully, as though Holo were a bubble beside him that might pop at any moment.


  “They put the spices of their homelands into it. It’s a very peculiar scent. For people who like that scent, it’s wonderful, but for those who don’t–”


  “Fool.”


  She kicked him under the blanket and then faced him.


  Her features were distorted, but not by the moonlight that streamed in from the hole in the ceiling.


  When she looked like this, Holo was holding back whatever it was that she truly wanted to say. And Lawrence never knew the reason why.


  “Enough!” she finally said, then rolled back over and curled up tightly.


  When they slept on the wagon bed, she would lay her tail on his legs – but not only did she snatch it away, she also took the blanket they had been sharing.


  Her ears were turned away, making it all too clear she was in no mood to listen to him. It was evident enough from her turned back that she wanted him to take notice of something.


  “…”


  Surely she was not this displeased merely because the ale was not to her liking. She had broached this only as an excuse for her anger.


  Lawrence reflected on how obsessed he’d been with gaining the village’s business ever since they had encountered the young man by the roadside.


  He had heard that a hunter’s faithful hound would often become jealous when that hunter took a wife.


  He wondered whether his reluctance to believe that Holo would feel similarly was the “foolish male” thinking that she’d accused him of.


  Lawrence stole a glance at Holo’s back and then scratched his head.


  In any case, he would have to pay more attention to her tomorrow.


  This wolf’s mood changed just as often as the weather in the mountain forests from which she came.


  In the winter drizzle, Lawrence would put his blanket over his goods, shivering with his arms clasped around him as he passed the night. Compared with that experience, sleeping under a roof on a bed of straw was vastly preferable.


  When morning came, he awoke with his usual sneeze, reflecting on such notions to avoid cursing the situation in which he’d found himself.


  Next to him was Holo, curled up in her blanket asleep, snoring soundly.


  He couldn’t claim not to have felt a twinge of anger.


  But when he looked at her sleeping face, Lawrence could only sigh softly and stand from the bed.


  While technically a house, it was still a roughly hewn dwelling dug into the earth.


  His breath was white, and when he moved his body, his cold-stiffened joints creaked.


  It was lucky that the floor was hard-packed earth rather than wood. He went outside without waking Holo and looked up at the sky – the weather would be fine, it seemed – and he yawned.


  People were already gathering around the well to draw water, and in the distance the cries of oxen, pigs, and sheep could be heard.


  It was the very picture of an industrious little village.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but anticipate the coming morning. He smiled a rueful smile to himself.


  It was near noontime when Holo finally awoke, and normally such sloth would be regarded with hard stares in villages like this.


  But here everyone smiled, perhaps because they were all settlers. Nearly all of them had packed up their households and moved them, livestock and all, along a long and difficult road. They knew well that travelers had their own special sense of time.


  Lawrence had been right that there wouldn’t be any breakfast, though.


  It was considered a luxury even in the most prosperous towns, so of course it would be absent here in this simple, hardscrabble village.


  “So, what are you doing?”


  Lawrence wondered if Holo had slept in because she had known that there would be no breakfast.


  In Holo’s hand were thin slices of boiled rye bread, between which were sausages made from pork slaughtered to preserve it over the winter.


  It was a lunch that Lawrence would have felt guilty to receive for free, but unfortunately that had not been a problem.


  As she chewed away on the food, Holo’s eyes followed Lawrence’s hands, which busied themselves with the task to which they’d been set.


  Lawrence had a variety of things he wanted to tell Holo as she devoured her food and washed it down with ale, but given that her ire from the previous night had subsided, there seemed to be little reason to rouse it again.


  Such thinking would probably result in spoiling her, but instead of saying any number of things, Lawrence answered her question.


  “Translation.”


  “Trans… lafuh?” she said.


  It would have been absurd to warn her not to talk with her mouth full. Lawrence plucked a bread crumb from the corner of her mouth and nodded. “Yes. They asked me to translate this troublesome Church document into the language they’re familiar with, so that scuffles like yesterday’s won’t happen.”


  It was work that would cost them a goodly amount if they had to go to a town to have it done.


  Of course, while he was not charging them for the service, Lawrence was unable to guarantee the accuracy of his translation.


  “Huh…” Her eyes half-lidded, Holo gazed at the parchment on the desk and the wooden slate Lawrence was using for his translation, but she finally seemed to lose interest and took a drink of ale. “Well, so long as you’re working I can keep eating and drinking without any hesitation.”


  After tossing off this smile-freezing line, Holo popped the last remnant of lunch into her mouth and then moved away from Lawrence’s side.


  “I wish you’d hesitate a little for my sake, at least,” Lawrence murmured to Holo’s back with a long-suffering sigh. He started to return to his work when he realized something. “Hey, that’s mine–”


  No sooner had Lawrence said this than Holo was already chewing on her second piece of bread.


  “Come, don’t make such a nasty face. ’Twas only a bit of a joke.”


  “If it’s only a joke, why is there so little bread left?”


  “I ought to be allowed to beg from you a little at least.”


  “Such honor you do me,” said Lawrence sarcastically, which made a displeased Holo sit upon the table at which he was working.


  He wondered whether she was about to flirt with him in her usual way when she suddenly looked down at him with a malicious smile. “Perhaps I’ll go beg from the villagers next time, then, eh? ‘Sir, sir, please, might I have some bread?’”


  It hardly needed to be said whom such an act would harm. But if he gave in here, he really would be spoiling her.


  “Just how many servings do you plan to eat, then?” he shot back, snatching the bread away from Holo’s clutches and returning to his work.


  Holo drew her chin in irritably and sighed. It occurred to Lawrence that he was the one who should be sighing, but then–


  “I suppose when the villagers ask me that question, I’ll put a hand to my belly and answer thus…”


  Lawrence knew if he went along with this, he would lose. He picked up his quill as though refusing to listen.


  “‘Well… I’m eating for two now, so…’ I’ll say,” said Holo, leaning over and murmuring in Lawrence’s ear.


  Lawrence spit the bread right out of his mouth, which was in no way a deliberate overreaction.


  Holo smirked viciously. “What, is this the first time you’ve realized I eat enough for two?” she asked deliberately.


  In negotiations, the winner was whoever used all the weapons at their disposal. Still, Holo used her weapons too well.


  Just as Lawrence had decided not to listen further to a single word she said and was brushing the table free of crumbs, Holo’s hand shot out and plucked the link of sausage contained within the piece of bread.


  “Heh. Come now, you’ve been working there since morning – you’ll get wrinkles on your forehead if you keep it up. Go outside and take in some of the cold air, eh?”


  If Lawrence had been inclined to take her at her word, the way he had been when they’d first started their journey together, he would’ve told her to mind her own business – and thereby invited her ire.


  Lawrence was silent for a moment, then closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. He then raised a hand to about shoulder height to indicate his surrender and spoke. “I can’t let seed grain fall on a field that’s already been harvested.”


  “Mm. I can’t promise I won’t take a liking to the wheat here.”


  It was a joke only Holo-who-lived-in-wheat could tell.


  She put her robe’s hood over her head, hid her swishing tail, and made for the door, putting out her hand to open it.


  “It’s true that your taking a liking to the wheat here would be troublesome. I couldn’t stand to watch you eating food off the ground,” said Lawrence.


  At this, Holo puffed out her cheeks in irritation and bit another piece off the bread that Lawrence held.


  Taking a leisurely look around the village was not such a bad way to pass the time, and Holo hadn’t visited a normal village like this one since leaving Pasloe.


  And while she might not have left Pasloe with much fondness, the atmosphere of the small farming village was still a comfortingly familiar one. She gazed at the hay, bundled and set aside as compost, and the tools leaning here and there, still dirty from use, all common sights back in Pasloe.


  “They don’t have much trade with towns, so evidently they sow beans even during this season.”


  Normally farming work was finished by this time of year, replaced by spinning and weaving or wood carving – indoor jobs all – but this village was apparently different.


  The nearest town was three days away by horse cart, and worse, that town refused to do business with the village out of fear of accident.


  Securing a food supply was the villagers’ first priority; everything else came after that.


  “Beans are good for when the soil’s been exhausted. Of course, the earth here is good enough that they should be able to get good harvests for a while without worrying over such details.”


  It didn’t take long for them to reach the edge of the village, and from there the fields continued for as far as they could see – an impressive feat given the village’s population.


  Given that the fields lacked fences or trenches, the land was probably communally worked.


  The forms of a few villagers could be seen in the direction of the spring, perhaps digging irrigation ditches.


  The usefulness of a lie was suddenly clear, since just as Holo had said, the lines had disappeared from Lawrence’s forehead thanks to their excursion.


  “So, how much do you suppose you’ll be able to wring from this village?”


  The fence that enclosed the village was sturdier than its rickety appearance suggested. Holo sat on it, so Lawrence did likewise, waving to the villagers in the field who’d finally noticed them before he looked at Holo. “That’s not a very nice way to put it.”


  “You were putting things much more nastily yesterday.”


  For a moment Lawrence wondered if Holo’s ill temper the night before had been because he’d seemed too greedy. But no, given how amused she seemed now, that was surely not so.


  “Profit is generated whenever goods are exchanged. If it’s going to come bubbling up without my having to do any work, I have only to drink my fill.”


  “Hmm… As though ’twere wine, eh?”


  She was talking about the wine made from drippings collected from skin or cloth bags of grapes hung from eaves. The grapes crushed themselves under their own weight, and the flavor was incomparable.


  As usual, the wolf’s knowledge of food and drink was quite thorough.


  “This time I ought to be able to turn a profit without relying on you. For an opportunity met through happenstance by the way-side, it’s quite large. Even if you do stuff yourself with chicken.”


  A gentle breeze blew, and the mooing calls of cattle could be heard in the distance. He barely had enough time to notice how quiet it was before the piercing clucking of chickens sounded behind them.


  “I have depended on your abilities quite a bit, after all. It’s nice this way, even just as a change of pace, isn’t it?”


  He was counting his chickens before they hatched a bit, but surely he’d be forgiven this much. Plus, if he weighed what Holo’s drink and food cost against how much her help had earned him, the latter was by far the greater. In all honesty, sometimes he wanted her to eat and drink without any care.


  “So you–”


  “Hmm?”


  “You truly imagine I could eat and drink without worry?”


  Lawrence realized something, and in that moment it felt as though time stopped. “Is that why you were angry last night…?”


  She might beg him for this or that, but it wasn’t as though that was all Holo did. She always repaid her debts and was a constant help to him at every turn during their travels.


  Wasn’t it because she hated being singled out as special that Holo so detested being called a god? If so, Lawrence’s concern might have had the opposite of its intended effect.


  “It’s not something you need agonize over… that’s what I think anyway. You’re honorable to a fault, after all.”


  At these words Holo shot him a resentful glance, as though angry at having been made to explain something she didn’t want to. “Hmph. I’m only an ignorant wolf, after all. I can’t even read those words.”


  Already anxious about not contributing, Holo would have awoken to see Lawrence toiling away at the desk. From her perspective it would’ve seemed like he was deliberately spiting her.


  “Ah, if that’s the problem, then I have an idea.”


  “…?” Holo’s expression softened, and she looked at him.


  Lawrence smiled. “Why don’t you just give them some wheat growing advice?”


  The joke was sharp enough that Holo seemed to have difficulty knowing whether to be angry or not. A complicated expression passed over her face before she puffed her cheeks out and turned away.


  “I’m sure they’d be happy to get even a bit of wisdom. They’ve gotten into farming without even knowing what a sheepfold is. Isn’t there something you could tell them?” Lawrence then added, “The happier they are, the easier my work will be.”


  Holo looked at him, her eyes brimming with tears – “such cunning tricks you use,” they seemed to say. “Hn…”


  “Come, you needn’t agonize so. Surely there’s some small thing you could teach them,” Lawrence said with a smile, which made Holo close her eyes in thought.


  Her brow wrinkled, and her ears flicked back and forth beneath her hood.


  She really was too honorable for her own good.


  Still smiling, Lawrence turned his gaze away from Holo, directing it lazily upward at a bird flying overhead. Just then–


  “Mr. Lawrence!”


  Hearing the sound of his name being called, Lawrence looked back at the village.


  “Mr. Lawrence!”


  The voice coming from behind him was the village elder’s.


  “Ah, sorry, my translation isn’t yet…”


  “No, no – I know we’ve already burdened you with work, and it pains me to admit it, but there’s another matter I’d like to ask you about…”


  “Another matter?” Lawrence made an effort to hide his excitement, given the village’s current difficulty in obtaining goods. He stole a glance at Holo, whose face was sulky and uninterested. “Well, if there’s anything I can do, I’ll be happy to.”


  It would have been a lie for him not to smile here.


  The village elder seemed enormously relieved at Lawrence’s open smile. “Oh, thank goodness. I’m so grateful. Truth be told, the village has recently had more and more problems like the one you saw yesterday. I was hoping we could borrow your wisdom…”


  “… My wisdom?” asked Lawrence, still smiling.


  At this the elder explained the problem, a look of utter desperation on his face.


  Lawrence hung his head, agonizing over the amount of parchment on the desk before him that had yet to be translated.


  The problem that the elder had brought to him was, in fairness, something common to all villages. But older communities had long-established ways to resolve such problems – be it divine decree, the authority of the village elder, a certificate from a nearby lord, or a village assembly whose decisions were absolute.


  But this village had none of those.


  When a newly established community collapsed, the cause was often a lack of a strong force bringing people together. Those were the difficult circumstances this village found itself in, and it was amid such circumstances that they presented Lawrence with their problem. Unsurprisingly, it concerned land divisions.


  Evidently the lord had only vaguely defined the village territory and then left it up to individuals to decide how to divide it up into the amounts they had each been allotted.


  And that was the problem.


  They had been allotted a certain size, but nothing about the physical arrangement of those parcels had been written down.


  “So everyone just chose bits of land here and there, and we didn’t realize we needed a common point of reference until disputes started happening.”


  “Right. When the village was just starting out, there was enough land that there wouldn’t be problems right away. But without a starting reference, you end up with small slivers of land where nobody knows who they belong to – if I drew a map it’d be plain as day.”


  “I should think tearing a piece of flatbread into pieces would make a better example than any map,” said an amused Holo as she sat on the desk.


  “Oat bread, you mean? I doubt they’d find such tough stuff tasty.”


  “I suppose I wouldn’t claim it’s delicious if you asked me, but that texture is addictive. My fangs do itch for it from time to time…” said Holo with a grin, flashing her sharp fangs.


  Lawrence couldn’t help but flinch a bit.


  “What? I should think your fangs are keener than mine by far.”


  “Huh?” replied Lawrence innocently.


  Holo poked him in the chest with her finger. “Their poison’s already working on me.”


  After a chicken walking around outside clucked three times, Lawrence looked back down at his work, whereupon Holo gave his leg an irritable kick.


  “Are you saying your work’s more important than I am?”


  “Of course.”


  “Wha–” Holo let slip in spite of herself, and when Lawrence saw her wide eyes and pricked-up ears, he realized he’d misspoken.


  “No, what I mean is that if I can’t help the villagers, they won’t be indebted to me. Our profit depends on that, but I can talk with you later…”


  “You’d best hope my good graces aren’t so limited!” spat Holo, then turned away.


  Lawrence was quite confident in his ability to charm those he’d deal with for only a short time, but such superficial treatment wouldn’t work on Holo.


  And yet the village elder had given Lawrence the authority to solve the village’s most important problem. If he couldn’t rise to the challenge, the despairing village would surely never trust him with all their trade.


  Money couldn’t buy love, it was true, but obligation could purchase money.


  “…” Lawrence couldn’t find the words to reply to Holo, even as he couldn’t very well afford to dismiss the problem before him. Sitting at the desk, he was very literally at a loss for words.


  He had never encountered a problem like this during his time alone as a traveling merchant. He doubted his old master would have been able to tell him how to solve it, either.


  After weighing everything, the key would be to understand which was the weightiest. Having determined that much, Lawrence was about to speak when–


  “You truly are a fool. ’Tis enough to make me wonder whether you have any aptitude for study at all.”


  Sitting as she was upon the desk, Holo’s head was naturally higher than Lawrence’s, so it was no surprise that he found her high-handedness a bit irritating. But something about the color of Holo’s red-tinged amber irises said she would brook no argument.


  Reason did not enter into it. He had learned this from hard experience during his travels with her.


  “What did I just tell you? What did I just endure such embarrassment to tell you? I am right here, and yet you toil away there, alone…”


  “Ah…”


  She was right – they had just discussed that.


  Holo had felt hesitant because she’d had nothing to do, and yet here again Lawrence was working alone.


  She glared at him resentfully. What she needed from Lawrence was not an apology, but a request.


  “Might I… er… borrow your wisdom?” He stumbled slightly over the words as Holo watched him through half-lidded, stoic eyes.


  Her tail flicked back and forth as though weighing rejection against agreement. Finally she heaved a sigh. “I suppose I might be the biggest fool of all,” she said.


  Lawrence was about to ask what she meant, but Holo kept talking, so he straightened up and listened.


  “Hmph. Truth be told, all my wisdom amounts to is what I learned in that vexing village of Pasloe.”


  “… Stone or wood markers can be moved, so we can’t use those. Even if we put the boundaries in writing, verifying the position of those boundaries is just another thing to argue about.”


  Of course only God could create a perfect solution, but what Lawrence needed was something that everyone could acknowledge as being fair. And since they’d gone to the trouble of asking him for help, if all he could propose were obvious solutions, it would invite their despair rather than their trust.


  Lawrence then wondered if Holo was going to show her true form, but just as the thought occurred to him, she punched him lightly. “Fool. Did you forget what it was that brought me to tears in Pasloe?”


  So she wouldn’t be providing divine intervention.


  Which meant that the only option that remained would be to gather all the villagers together and show them where the reference point was, such that everyone would remember.


  “So what should we do, then? Without an astronomer we can’t accurately determine direction or position. We could use the mountains and springs as landmarks, like a sailor would, but recording that in writing is impossible. A map based only on landmarks is too vague.”


  An imprecise map indicating landmarks was good enough for a traveler, but what they needed now was a far more accurate depiction of land divisions within the village.


  “Yesterday during that scuffle, you said that people’s memories were too vague, did you not?”


  “Huh? Er, yes, that’s why this needs to be in writing.”


  “Hmm. I understand that people trust writing because once something’s written, it won’t change. But are people’s memories really so untrustworthy?”


  Lawrence didn’t understand what Holo was getting at. He had no choice but to answer. “At the very least, when there’s a dispute between two people, it’s not objective to rely on anyone’s memory. And when it comes to land, records must last years, even decades.”


  Holo listened to Lawrence’s argument. “I suppose that’s true,” she said. Then she added, “But suppose you did something like this?” She smiled an amused smile, leaned close to Lawrence’s ear, and whispered her solution.


  Surprised, Lawrence looked up at her, and the wisewolf shook her head happily.


  “As you say,” she continued, “great landmarks like mountains, springs, or hills are too broad, but if you combine several, you can determine locations quite accurately. When I was in the mountains, I could tell where I was by what I could see from the ridge.”


  Even the villagers would be able to understand that – but with no good way to write it down, it would be another source of conflict. People could be especially emotional when it came to verifying borders, which made things doubly frustrating.


  “However, it so happens that there are memories that everyone can agree upon.”


  Lawrence had to admit that with Holo’s method, everyone would agree. And in any case, he didn’t have any better ideas.


  He stood from his chair and took Holo’s hand.


  Record keeping was always a difficult task. Stories of Holo’s homeland of Yoitsu existed only because they had been written down and then kept within stone walls or basements. And only a small number of people could do that, so God only knew whether such records would survive the centuries.


  And when it came to just how unreliable verbal records were, the endless vicious arguments surrounding them ought to have made that quite clear.


  Lacking a good solution, would people simply abandon a conflict? Nay, such was not the way of the world.


  Somehow, solutions would be found, and after decades of fighting, people would put forth great mental effort to find compromises that all involved could agree to.


  And it was just such a solution that Holo had chanced to hear of during her time in the wheat fields.


  “Mr. Lawrence, the villagers have all been assembled.”


  “Good work. Where’s the representative?”


  “By God’s grace, there seems to be just one suitable person.” The village elder had heard the plan from Lawrence, and his reaction had been just the same as Lawrence’s when it had been conveyed to him by Holo. First, “Is that possible?” And then, “It just might be.”


  It required no special technique, nor tools, nor funds. And yet the resulting record would remain clear for decades, and all around would be able to agree on its meaning.


  The elder quickly gathered the villagers around the village well, which had evidently been nominated as a reference point in the past.


  Next, they had to pick who among them would be responsible for making the record.


  After much deliberation, the executor chosen was Holo.


  She had the distinction of being a neutral outsider, which, it was reasoned, would make her decision that much more effective.


  The villagers had been told only they were assembling to decide their property lines, and as such, they showed faces filled with doubt. This was hardly a surprise given how hard they themselves had been working to find a solution that all would accept.


  The village elder placed his hand on the chosen representative’s shoulder and cleared his throat. “In the name of myself and the name of the village, I swear to almighty God to settle here and now the problem of land division that has plagued us for so long.”


  His hoarse voice nonetheless carried well, as he had once been a cowherd who worked cattle on wide-open plains.


  “You have all been gathered here to bear witness to this and to remember the events of today should we be so unfortunate as to again quarrel over this matter.”


  Lawrence and Holo both kept their gazes downcast, and in Holo’s case at least this made her look all the more demure and lovely.


  She’d eaten and drunk only in moderation the previous night, so as far as the villagers were aware, she was every bit the pious nun she appeared to be, which made her the perfect person to execute the agreement.


  The village elder coughed again and spoke. “The ceremony we are about to witness was delivered to us by these two wise travelers and has long been used to settle property. As elder of this village, I recommend this boy as the representative for the ceremony.”


  The elder then nudged forward a boy whose years could still be counted on one hand. His eyes were round and wide and his beautiful fair hair angelic.


  Though he had not yet been told what he was to do, or perhaps what was to be done to him, he was surrounded by serious-faced adults. He was still with nervousness as the elder continued. “Are there any objections?”


  While several villagers looked at one another, none raised a hand. This was not surprising given that none of them had been told the nature of the ceremony. Lawrence had explained that once it was complete, there would still be opportunity to hear from anyone who might feel it had been insufficient.


  Lawrence and the elder agreed, though, that there would be no such complaints.


  “Very well, then. Let us begin.”


  No one said a word.


  The elder leaned down and whispered something into the boy’s ear, then nudged him toward Lawrence and Holo.


  The boy hesitated, looking back at the elder, then to Lawrence and Holo. The elder gestured for him to go, and the boy tremulously approached.


  In a village like this that had so little contact with nearby towns, even an adult would be nervous around an outsider. As the boy came nearer, his nervous gaze alit on a particular spot in the assembled crowd.


  It was clear who he had found, Lawrence thought. It was his mother.


  “We thank you,” said Lawrence with a smile and an outstretched hand as the boy walked up.


  The boy hesitantly took the hand and mumbled a reply.


  Lawrence then indicated Holo next to him.


  Holo was relatively small framed, but the boy was even smaller. While Holo wore her hood and continued to look down, the boy could see her face as he approached.


  The boy suddenly straightened and gave a shy little grin, and Lawrence could tell this was because Holo smiled at him.


  When he shook hands with her, his expression turned suddenly friendly – perhaps there were no young girls in this village.


  “My name’s Holo. What’s yours?”


  “Ah – it’s Clorri.”


  “Clorri, eh? ’Tis a good name.”


  The boy shied away ticklishly at the compliment and hair ruffle he received. The ceremony was probably the last thing on his mind at that moment, so happy he appeared.


  “Now, then, Clorri, were going to play a bit of a game. Don’t worry, all will be well. ’Tis not difficult.”


  Holo’s words brought him back to reality, and his face suddenly stiffened. But Holo gave him a gentle hug, which seemed to help him summon some courage. It seemed all men were alike, regardless of age.


  “First, we face north and pray.”


  “Pray?”


  “Aye. Any prayer will do. You pray every day in this village, do you not?” Holo had some small knowledge of the Church.


  The boy nodded and brought his still-shaky hands together in preparation for prayer.


  “The north has its own special angels and so does the south. If you pray for tasty food, you might just receive it,” said Holo with a mischievous smile. “Try it,” she encouraged him, and the boy began to pray.


  “When the angels and spirits hear your prayers, there are omens. You need to remember very carefully the lay of the land, so you don’t miss them.”


  The boy nodded as Holo spoke, then with eyes as wide as saucers carefully memorized the scene before him, then gulped and began to pray.


  North, east, south, west.


  By the time he had prayed in each of the four directions, he’d no doubt thought of every tasty thing he could remember.


  “Mm. Well done. Now then, Clorri.”


  It was time.


  “The angels and spirits love smiles. Give them your biggest smile!”


  
    
  

  The boy obediently grinned a huge, toothy smile.


  There was the sound of something whistling through the air, then – a terrific smack rang out.


  “–!”


  The assembled villagers all gasped audibly in unison as they looked on. To a one their gazes were nailed to the unfolding scene.


  Holo shook her stinging hand and smiled sheepishly. She must not have held back at all.


  She had bade the boy smile so he would not bite his tongue.


  The boy’s eyes were wide in shock at having been slapped across the face with such force, and he neither moved nor wiped the blood at his nose as he stared up at Holo, who until that moment had seemed so angelic.


  “Though human memory is vague, there are moments that none of us can forget. This brave boy, Clorri, will surely remember the scenery he memorized today for years and decades to come,” said Holo, smiling as she faced the villagers, whereupon a murmur finally rippled through the crowd.


  They’d finally come back to the moment after being stunned so, and the murmur soon became a commotion, which then turned to laughter.


  When they came to this village, the villagers had left behind their familiar former lands. Before setting out on the journey to their new home, surely each of them had stood at the edge of their former village or town, hearts full of worry and anticipation. There they would carve the sights in every direction into their memories before beginning their journey.


  If later asked about it, they would be completely able to answer with perfect precision exactly where they had been that day, the day they turned back and looked at their homeland for the final time.


  “If there be anyone who objects to this ceremony, raise your hand!” shouted the village elder, and the villagers fell silent and then shouted, “No!” in unison.


  Villager after villager came up to offer words of thanks to Holo and to God, and some even danced.


  Holo, the elder, and – quite naturally – the boy’s mother all came up to him, and when he was given a hand and helped to his feet, he finally seemed to understand what had happened. He burst into tears like tinder set aflame, bawling away as he clung to his mother’s generous bosom.


  “In my old village, we didn’t use slaps – we threw stones.”


  The mother – who was the only one who’d been told ahead of time what was to happen – half smiled, but seemed to feel genuine pride that her son had been chosen for such an important role. She thanked Lawrence and Holo both in God’s name.


  “Mm. Well, this should settle things,” Holo said proudly, standing a little taller.


  Villages everywhere commemorated the days of events important to them, most commonly with feasts. Jisahz was no different, and that night there was a grand celebration.


  The village elder shook their hands so frequently in thanks that Holo’s and Lawrence’s palms began to swell, claiming that their names would go down in history as being of great importance to the village’s development.


  Given that, it was certain that maintaining a long-term relationship with the village would be no difficulty at all.


  Lawrence was unable to keep his delight at this from reaching his face as they waited for evening to arrive and the villagers to complete their feast preparations.


  When he raised both arms to stretch, he looked at Holo and saw her sprawled out on the bed, tending to her tail.


  “Finished, are you?”


  “Yes, somehow.”


  “Well, then, we can drink and carouse to our hearts’ content.”


  “I still have to complete my business negotiations, though. Of course…” Lawrence paused and brought his hand deliberately to his breast, then continued in a courteous tone. “This is all thanks to my wise traveling companion.”


  Holo replied to this artificially exaggerated thanks by puffing her chest out with equal exaggeration.


  Of course, while this was only half-serious, the truth was she had been of great help to him. He owed her more than just a few chickens – a wagonload of ale would probably be about right.


  “It seems I’ve wound up owing you the greater part yet again. How would you like your payment?” he asked jokingly, his heart dancing at the thought of the next day’s negotiations. The village had great potential for further development, and if the abbey was completed, it might even become a true town.


  “Mm… I can have anything?”


  “‘Anything’ is a frightening promise to make, but let’s say a hundred silver pieces. That would certainly get you another set of fine clothes like what you’re wearing now.”


  Holo looked over her clothes carefully, then closed her eyes. What was she dreaming of? Apples? Honeyed peach preserves?


  Holo’s tail wagged, and then she seemed to hit upon something. But her face was hesitant, so whatever she was thinking of had to be something of significant value.


  “If it’s impossible, I’ll give up on it, but…”


  “That’s surprisingly magnanimous of you,” teased Lawrence, at which she smiled, then pointed at him.


  “The work you were just now doing.”


  “Work? You mean this?”


  “Yes, that writing work. You said if they’d asked someone in a town to do it, it would’ve cost a goodly amount.”


  Reading and writing were considered specialized skills in their own right. Writing a letter was itself a service, but creating an official document carried a commensurate price.


  “Oh, you want me to write something for you?”


  “Hmm? Er… well, aye…”


  “If that’s all, that’s a small favor indeed. You want nothing else – no apples, no honeyed peach preserves?”


  It was unusual for Holo to prize anything above food. After all the talk of record keeping, did she wish to record tales of her own homeland?


  “Such things are surely tempting, but food once eaten is gone. You said it yourself – the written word does not change and endures for ages,” she said, and her bashfulness as she did so made Lawrence realize he’d guessed correctly.


  Lawrence nodded. “I can’t write you a thick volume, though.”


  “Nay, ’twill not be such a long thing to write.” Holo stood from the bed and lightly sat down on the table.


  If it wouldn’t be lengthy, did she want him to write it right now, this instant?


  “So, what shall I write?” Lawrence asked.


  Holo gazed into the distance and did not answer immediately.


  Whatever it was, Lawrence realized it was very important, so he waited for her to answer.


  Seemingly coming to a conclusion after long thought, Holo finally took a deep breath, a sound like a quiet wind.


  “The title is this: the Wisewolf Holo’s…” Lawrence hastily reached for his pen and spread an unused sheet of parchment out in front of him. Meanwhile, Holo continued speaking. “… Homecoming Guide Contract.”


  Lawrence’s hand stopped, and his eyes fixed upon Holo, followed by his face as he slowly turned his head toward her.


  “Human memories are unreliable, after all. I cannot have you forgetting your promise.”


  Holo’s face was serious, and if anything it was her gaze that accused him.


  Lawrence had no words. In his mind he saw a rapid succession of all the moments Holo had been displeased since their arrival in the village. She said she was being reluctant because she’d had nothing to do – but that was nothing more than a convenient excuse.


  This was the truth.


  His promise to take Holo back to her homelands was a mere verbal contract.


  And yet here he was, busily doing work for the village and all the while talking about how fallible human memory was.


  “N-no, that… but…” Lawrence finally said.


  He could not put it easily into words, but Lawrence was confident that he prized his travels with Holo above any business he might do, and he had been certain that Holo knew that.


  So while he could admit he had been insensitive, he found it hard to accept that that was why Holo was angry.


  “But?” Holo shot back coldly.


  Lawrence had to admit that Holo’s side was the reasonable one and that he’d been inconsiderate. He was just about to apologize when Holo continued. “Hmph. So many times you’ve shocked me thus! For my part, I’ll not soon forget our contract.”


  Holo suddenly smiled and chuckled. “But you seem penitent enough, so I’ll forgive you.”


  Truth be told, he could have refuted her if he’d wanted to – and Holo surely knew that as well.


  But instead he said this, just as she wanted him to: “… I’m sorry.”


  “Mm.” Holo’s ears twitched in satisfaction. “Still,” she continued, her expression hardening again as she looked down at him.


  Lawrence straightened and wondered what was coming next, and Holo leaned over him, her face drawing near to his.


  “If a contract is no longer needed, then I can ask for some other reward for my services, can I not?”


  Leaning away slightly, Lawrence nodded. That was only fair, he reasoned – but then he realized what Holo was thinking and raised his voice in spite of himself. “No, wait, you’re not–”


  “I wonder what one could buy with the fee to have such a travel contract written. Can I even eat that much…?” She grinned, delighted, her wagging tail nearly sweeping off everything on the desk.


  There was no telling how long she might be waiting with one of her traps. Lawrence was utterly cornered by all the promises he’d made. There was no getting out of them now.


  “Heh. You look just like poor Clorri did not long ago,” Holo said, poking his nose. He didn’t even have the strength to deflect her.


  Holo hopped off the table, spun around, then leaned on Lawrence from behind the chair in which he sat.


  “Will you now start to cry, eh?”


  He had to smile. Lawrence stood up out of the chair and spoke. “That might not be such a bad idea. At least I’ve got someone who’ll let me bawl at them.”


  Holo grinned.


  Lawrence prepared himself for the consequences of what he was about to say next. “Assuming that small chest of yours can stand up to–”


  A fine sound rang out.


  Holo smiled as she shook out her stinging palm. Lawrence took her outstretched hand and straightened his reeling body.


  All the while, Holo smiled – it was an obviously false smile, but Lawrence knew the magic that would turn it real. Her continuing smile was her way of urging him to cast the spell.


  Slowly and deliberately, he began to chant the magic words.


  “Now I’ll never forget your smile.”


  Holo’s tail puffed up, and she gripped his hand a bit more tightly.


  After centuries in her old village, Holo had only her name left and was forgotten. No written words would suffice to record her smiling face. Outside, preparations for the feast continued. Surely the night would be a drunken one.


  Holo nodded and smiled a faint, shy smile.




  
    
  

  The Wolf and the Verdant Detour


  In the depths of the coldest season, there were sometimes warm days that made one think that spring had arrived – days without wind, when standing still in the sun’s rays could feel almost hot.


  Such days made even merchants – for whom time was money – stop in their tracks or pull their wagons to the side of the road; find a field free of grazing cattle or sheep; and just lie in the grass, a bit of wine and rye bread at their side.


  Gazing up at the blue sky, they’d wet their mouths with wine and take a bit of the bread – or perhaps even chewing was too much trouble, so they would fall asleep, mouths pathetically full of rye.


  The blanket would soak up the sun’s rays and feel as warm as though the merchants were by a roaring fireplace, and the only sounds that reached one’s ears were birdsong and somehow the sound of the sunlight itself.


  Only those who lived a life of travel could enjoy such moments.


  And they were more than enough to inspire temptation.


  It began with a map.


  It was midmorning, the sun high enough to have burned away the urge to yawn, and Lawrence the traveling merchant, having grown weary of constant travel upon his horse-drawn wagon, opened up a map he rarely looked at.


  He had bought the map dirt cheap some years previous, along with another map, which rather dubiously claimed to show the location of treasure. The treasure map was just as flimsy as its contents, its tattered paper ready to fall apart at any moment. The other map was sturdier, having been more practically inscribed on good parchment.


  It was that map he held in his hand, casting his gaze eastward.


  The road Lawrence and Holo were on ran alongside a forest for quite a long distance. Despite the road adjacent to it passing through mostly vegetation-free and featureless wilderness, the forest itself was thick and dark with trees year-round.


  And yet even that thick forest had been cleared long ago to make room for the construction of a new town, Lawrence had heard, and now covered only half its original area. The map Lawrence held had been drawn when the forest was larger and showed just how great its former extent truly was.


  “What is the matter?” asked Lawrence’s traveling companion, Holo, noticing Lawrence’s gaze as it traveled afield from her spot relaxing in the wagon bed.


  Lawrence turned to see Holo dressed as a nun and reclining atop his cargo, her head tilted lazily in his direction.


  “There’s a lumber mill here.”


  “A lumber mill?”


  “Or at least there used to be. A place where trees are cut down and their trunks made into lumber for building.”


  But Lawrence’s interest wasn’t in the forest’s former grandeur. His gaze was on a road that led into the forest because at the end of that road, there was supposedly a grassy field.


  “I see… and the lumber mill’s down that road?”


  Lawrence looked back down at the map in his hands and explained, “On this side of the forest is a busy trade route that connects many towns and villages, and thanks to the constant sheep and cattle traffic, the land is totally barren, as you can see. But on the other side of the forest is a lush, fertile plain.”


  “A lush plain, eh?” Holo didn’t bother sitting up and merely directed her voice at Lawrence.


  “Apparently its face is thick with green grass even this time of year.”


  Holo did not immediately reply.


  Concerned, Lawrence looked back at her, whereupon he was met by her irritated expression.


  “I am no sheep. Green grass is hardly cause for me to celebrate,” she said flatly.


  Anyone happening to pass by the wagon would not have understood the true meaning of Holo’s words. But she was not merely being difficult for no reason.


  Atop Holo’s head sat a pair of magnificent wolf ears that could never have belonged to any human, and from the base of her lower back grew a thickly furred tail that swished to and fro.


  While she appeared to be a girl in her teens, her true form was that of a giant wolf that could swallow a man in a single bite.


  Any who might have puzzled over her complaint would surely understand its full meaning once they saw her true nature.


  “My apologies. But grass isn’t merely for eating, you know.”


  “Mm?”


  “With weather such as this, doesn’t the idea of basking in the sun on a grassy knoll hold a bit of appeal?”


  Just then, Holo looked away. Immediately thereafter, her tail started to squirm in her hands. Given her abundant imagination, she could certainly reckon the ways a grassy field could be put to use.


  So when she finally opened her mouth, the question Holo asked skipped over that matter entirely. “Were you not in a hurry?”


  Merchants knew that time was money, and so a leisurely detour to bask in a sunny clearing was like a rope around the neck. But Holo was genuinely concerned with the possibility of holding their travels up, and her flattering gaze was enough to send any legendary emperor-seducing beauty running barefoot for the hills.


  This treatment alone was quite refreshing. And Holo’s tail was even more honest than her lips.


  As far as Lawrence was concerned, if the detour would make her this happy, then he cared little about the slight delay. Far from it – if some sun napping gave her this much pleasure, it was worth it and more.


  The road had offered few pleasures, so a bit of good cheer was certainly called for.


  “We need some rest to keep making efficient progress. Still, I don’t want to get your hopes too high…”


  “What do you mean?”


  Lawrence shook the map out and continued. “I don’t know how trustworthy the map is. If crossing the forest looks to be too much trouble, we’ll just give up.”


  These would have been difficult words to deliver to a child, but fortunately he was addressing Holo the Wisewolf. She knew exactly what he was considering when he made a proposal like this one.


  Holo had been lying on her back while grooming her tail, but she now rolled over and looked at Lawrence, her eyes upturned. “’Tis no concern at all – we’ll just have a nice nap in the shade.”


  Just as Holo had imagined the grassy plain Lawrence described to her, Lawrence now pictured Holo’s words. It was certainly true that the idea of the two of them napping beneath the trees, leaved year-round and disturbed only by the softest murmur of a wind, was far from a bad one.


  Lawrence pulled himself out of his imaginings and turned his attention back to Holo, who regarded him with a silent expression that said, “So, what say you?”


  “Not bad.”


  “Not bad at all!”


  Lawrence put the map aside and took up the reins; Holo rolled over onto her back.


  The wagon rolled steadily into the forest. It was a clear midmorning, now completely free of any yawning.


  It appeared that someone was still using the road that led into the forest. Hunters, fruit gatherers, or possibly people hunting for wild honey or firewood. In any case, the road was well maintained, and the wagon traversed it easily.


  The forest was just quiet enough and just noisy enough to feel just right for a pleasant detour.


  Until they entered the forest, Holo kept her hands off of the wine, but soon she was enjoying it fully, the echoing birdsong a fine accompaniment.


  Lawrence had of course long since surrendered to the spirit of the detour and was not at all angry. He’d occasionally look back to the wagon bed and warn Holo not to drink it all, but she would thrust the wineskin at him as though to bribe him – and it was a bribe he always took.


  According to the map in his hand, the road they were on cut a thin line sideways through the forest. It was, in fact, the narrowest part of the forest that the road crossed, which made this the quickest way to cross through.


  However, it often happened that roads deviated from what maps might claim, and after a stretch of steady progress, the road began to arc to the right.


  This deviated from the map, but it didn’t seem like a newly built road that avoided a recently fallen tree blocking the old route. The road seemed to have always been this way. But since there was no fork or intersection, Lawrence saw no reason to hesitate.


  He continued to guide the horse along the road.


  “Aye, winter forests…” said Holo suddenly from the wagon bed. “’Tis better to come in the early morning rather than midday.”


  The road’s visibility was not good, and there was no telling when a wagon wheel might be stuck in a tree root or small stream, so Lawrence couldn’t spare a look back – but going by her tone, Holo was reasonably drunk.


  “Why’s that?”


  “Mm. Even a forest like this has some leaves that fall to the ground, does it not? Over the night they’ll become soaked with dew, which turns to mist in the morning sunlight. If we’d been able to get a breath of that…”


  “… The misty air would be a delicious balm to our winter-parched lungs,” Lawrence finished, which Holo gave a satisfied nod at.


  “For afternoon visits, summer is best. Rays of sunlight stream through the leaves and tickle one’s cheeks like the feathers of a songbird.”


  “Too many flies in summer, though.”


  Lawrence was a seasoned traveler himself and knew perfectly well the good and bad parts of forests in any season. He heard Holo’s ticklish laugh just as he had expected to. Unbidden, a vision of a sun-dappled Holo, flicking her tail to and fro to chase insects off her, rose in his mind.


  “Still, forests are lovely places. We’ve been traveling across plains so much of late that… aah… aaahhh… so, aye…” Holo yawned. No doubt it would be time for her midday nap soon. Lawrence heard her rummage around for something – perhaps searching for a blanket.


  The field they were seeking was still far away, so Lawrence had some choice words for his traveling companion, who was venturing to take an early nap.


  “It’s not just forests, you know. There’s pleasure to be had on the plains, too.”


  “Oh, aye?”


  “Long chats with one’s traveling companion, for one.”


  Simply traveling across a plain when the weather was good could turn into a sort of test of endurance. And even if it weren’t, sitting in the driver’s seat, holding the reins while Holo napped in the wagon bed, wasn’t any fun for Lawrence.


  Once he had finally ventured to speak his mind, the clever Holo seemed to realize what Lawrence was trying to say.


  She popped up and rested her chin on the back of the driver’s seat and looked up at Lawrence with mischief in her eyes. “I’m a wolf, after all. Sadly I’ve no interest in conversation without any meat to it.”


  It was a light jab, so Lawrence mildly returned it. “So you’re saying you want furious debate for dinner, then?”


  Holo curled her lip up. “Furious, nay. I would hope for something more passionate.” Her eyes were half-closed, and she rubbed the base of her ear against Lawrence’s arm. It was often her way of tricking him into letting his guard down by making him wonder if she was drunk.


  Lawrence decided to assume her ear was merely itchy.


  “Passionate? Oh, you mean the sort of talk that makes one’s face blush?”


  “Heh. Aye.”


  If Holo had been a simple cat or dog, a thorough head rubbing and a piece of jerky would placate her, but unfortunately she was a wolf, who would easily devour him if he gave her the chance.


  Lawrence raised his arm and slowly rested his elbow on Holo’s head. Holo soon growled her irritation and shot him a sharp glare.


  “Just thinking about how much wine you’ve drunk is enough to make my face turn red.”


  “… I haven’t had that much.”


  Holo’s face would remain unaffected by wine for quite a while, so her appearance was largely unchanged. But she still didn’t enjoy being made roundabout fun of, so she slid out from under Lawrence’s elbow and rubbed her head.


  “Make sure you save a bit for enjoying on the sunny field, eh?”


  “I said I did not drink that much,” said Holo sulkily, withdrawing to the wagon bed and flopping roughly over to the side.


  Lawrence got the feeling she was starting to become genuinely angry, so perhaps Holo really had been careful to spare Lawrence his share of the wine.


  He did trust her, but perhaps she didn’t enjoy being doubted even in jest. Lawrence turned around to apologize and was immediately met by her ready gaze.


  She’d been ready and waiting for him to turn around out of concern for her.


  “’Tis true, though I do enjoy idle conversation. And my very favorite sort is…”


  “… When you get to tease a poor traveling merchant?”


  “Hmm? Oh, aye, that’s nice as well.”


  The road continued to run through the forest, and Lawrence squinted ahead to see whether the field was approaching. He noticed that there seemed to be another road running alongside theirs, and a short distance ahead the two seemed to intersect.


  
    
  

  Lawrence shrugged off Holo’s words and reached for the map, looking down at it intently. “So what is your favorite sort of conversation?” he asked, looking back and forth between the map and the road and trying to see past the trees.


  Evidently the road Lawrence and Holo were currently on wasn’t the only one that crossed the forest – there were several others. And worse, they intersected each other in complicated ways.


  Given that, Lawrence wondered if it might not be prudent to turn around and leave.


  As he mulled it over, Lawrence felt eyes staring hard at the back of his neck, so he turned around.


  “… At the very least, I have no great love for this sort of conversation,” said an irritated Holo, her tail switching in agitation.


  For just a moment, Lawrence’s mind went white. Trifling conversations were similar to, albeit different from, perfunctory ones. Having gotten used to traveling alone, Lawrence had been careless.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, apologizing sincerely. “So, what is your favorite sort of conversation?” he asked again, which made Holo’s face turn instantly disbelieving.


  “Am I a child?”


  “Huh?”


  “A conversation has a certain flow, does it not? Do you suppose that by simply asking me again, I’ll just happily answer you and that will be that?”


  Immediately following Holo’s words, the wagon swayed dramatically as one of its wheels hit a tree root.


  Lawrence hastily looked ahead, then turned back around to see Holo. She lay prone atop the cargo, as though about to sleep. She was not facing him.


  “…”


  Awkwardly, Lawrence faced forward, putting his hand to his forehead. This situation was unlike anything he’d dealt with back when his only conversation partner had been his horse. He considered how best to apologize, but was certain that no matter what he said, he’d only dig himself deeper into the mud.


  Finally, he braced himself and spoke.


  “I’m sorry.”


  The same words he’d said a moment earlier. Yet – conversation did have a flow.


  “Hmph.” Her irritated snort was proof that she’d forgiven him. “So… when will we finally clear this forest?” The space between her words had probably been to put the wineskin to her lips. After all that, she still hadn’t revealed just what sort of idle conversation she preferred.


  “They say the forest spirits can create new paths through the woods – I don’t suppose Holo the Wisewolf has any such abilities?”


  “If this were a wheat field, it would not be impossible.”


  “Oh, really? Now, that I’d like to see.”


  “Perhaps if there’s an opportunity.” Holo’s tone was chilly, but if he was to object, it would only be cause for more retribution. Lawrence managed to choke back his retort.


  “Still, this forest is strange.” The wagon swayed as they crossed an intersecting path.


  “Strange in what way?”


  “There are a lot of paths. Too many even for lumber harvesting.” Lawrence wondered if they ought to turn back before they got lost.


  It was nearly midday, and once the sun passed its zenith, the shadows would shift.


  He remembered the path so far, more or less, but the shifting shadows would change the landmarks, making it that much easier to become lost.


  “…”


  “What’s the matter?” Holo interrupted Lawrence’s musings. “Are we about to be lost?” She smirked a malicious smirk.


  As a traveling merchant, Lawrence found himself irritated, even if this was a joke meant more as a friendly warning than anything else.


  “We’ve come all this way and I remember our route, so it’s fine.” Lawrence knew he was being obstinate.


  Whether or not Holo also knew that, she fell silent for a while, her tail swishing to and fro before she threw herself back atop the cargo.


  “Aye, well, you’re the lifelong traveler, so.” She retracted her opinion – it was almost as though she was apologizing for her unsolicited question.


  The wagon rattled along the road.


  They continued to intersect paths, which wove this way and that but never opened to the clearing.


  Time lazily passed by, and finally they found themselves at an intersection radiating paths in many directions.


  Lawrence stopped the horse and cast his gaze skyward. It was just past noon – the perfect time for the hoped-for nap on the grass. Which of course meant that the longer it took to find the meadow, the less pleasant the nap would be.


  Given the time necessary for the return trip, they would need to find the meadow very soon to make it worthwhile at all.


  But having come so far on this detour, turning back now without even a glimpse of the meadow would be the height of foolishness. More than anything, he was feeling foolish for having ignored Holo’s warning.


  “…”


  Lawrence sat in silent contemplation in the driver’s seat. The horse was stopped, and having him start walking again was the furthest thing from Lawrence’s mind.


  It was clear that the rational thing to do would be to turn around rather than continuing on. And yet if he suggested turning back here, there was no telling what Holo would say. He knew it was his pride talking, but some part of him resisted simply choking it down.


  Whether or not she was aware of Lawrence’s conflict, Holo’s tail wagged back and forth. It was an obvious provocation.


  Lawrence gripped the reins as though to continue onward, but then the realization hit him. What if he forged ahead only to become truly lost?


  “…”


  They would have to turn back. Then immediately after Lawrence came to his decision–


  “Hmm. Goodness, but you’re adorable,” said Holo from behind him, chin propped on the back of the driver’s seat. “I wonder how much worse ’twould be if you had ears and a tail like mine.”


  “Wh-what do you mean?”


  “I mean I’ve never seen a male quite so transparent as you.”


  “What?” Lawrence retorted, a hint of irritation mixed into his voice, which made Holo sit up and bring her face closer. The quality of her smile changed as Lawrence couldn’t help but flinch away.


  “After kicking aside my warning, you can’t very well suggest we turn back, and yet continuing on could be dangerous. So, what to do?”


  Bull’s-eye.


  Lawrence looked away, which brought Holo’s still-grinning face even closer. “Your tiresome stubbornness is only too obvious.”


  Holo, the self-proclaimed wisewolf, had lived for centuries. Her face was so close that he could feel her breath on his cheek, which only heightened Lawrence’s desire to escape.


  But the driver’s seat was cramped.


  He faced Holo’s amber eyes, keen and penetrating like a fortune-teller’s.


  “And yet…” Holo then continued, her tone almost disappointingly gentle. She’d been close enough to devour him headfirst but suddenly pulled back.


  Unable to follow her rapidly changing demeanor, Lawrence could only stare vaguely at her as she sat atop the back of the driver’s seat.


  “And yet when I wonder why you’re so stubborn, I can hardly find it within myself to be angry.”


  From her perch atop the seat back, she was in a position to look down at Lawrence. It was the reverse of the usual situation, and Holo’s attitude was frustratingly high-and-mighty.


  “You’re trying to get the advantage of me, even if it’s a reach, aren’t you? You’re like a child. How can I be mad at a child?”


  If she’d been mocking him, then he might have had some recourse.


  But in trying to refute Holo, Lawrence had failed like a little boy. And she simply smiled down at him without rancor or excitement, like a benevolent elder sister.


  In a situation like this, he didn’t have a leg to stand on. And she’d been dead-on accurate, so there was nowhere to run.


  “Your problem is this,” Holo said conversationally as she hopped down to sit properly in the seat. Having done so, the difference in their heights meant that she now looked up at him. “You decide everything on a set of scales.”


  “… Scales?”


  “Aye. Which side is heavier, which is higher or lower. It’s no good, looking to that to the exclusion of all else. It might be right for a merchant, but…”


  A rustling sound arose as Holo reached back to take hold of the blanket in the wagon bed, then pulled it forward. Once she finished wrapping herself in it, she then lightly smacked Lawrence’s hand, which still held the reins.


  “Just how long do you plan on holding those reins for?”


  “… Huh? I mean, we’ll have to turn back here, so…” said Lawrence guardedly, since he didn’t understand what Holo was getting at.


  Holo’s face turned immediately incredulous. “Honestly… It’s just as I said, is it not? What you need is a better instinct for a conversation’s flow.”


  It was true that she’d said as much. But what did that have to do with him taking up the reins? Lawrence started to wonder if she had again cast him into some elaborate trap – but then he realized his misapprehension. “Ah!”


  “Huh. So you’ve finally hit upon it, have you?”


  He had no retort. He had only to follow the thread of their conversation up until a moment ago, and it was simple. Considering the exchange he’d had with Holo just before they entered the forest, it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  “If you’d only done as much from the start – but no, you just had to work your way in deeper. It’s not my cleverness that makes it so simple for me to trip you up, but rather your foolishness.”


  Lawrence dropped the reins at her insistence, opening and closing his now-empty hands. Having had it pointed out to him, it was obvious, and yet he had never realized it.


  “So you’ve understood that there’s no need to seek this meadow in order to cheer me up, aye?” She flicked the blanket open with a flourish and adroitly wrapped it around both herself and Lawrence.


  That, too, had been a misunderstanding. What had Holo said she enjoyed about travel?


  “You mean your favorite sort of idle chatter?”


  “Aye. If you’d only thought to confirm that, not only would you not have need to make a meadow detour, you’d have been able to quite thoroughly cheer me up.” Holo’s tone was very amused.


  No doubt she was very amused. She had bested him, after all.


  “So, what is your favorite way to converse?” asked Lawrence. Immediately thereafter, his eye widened in surprise – Holo seemed neither angry nor exasperated. She neither scorned him nor mocked him. At Lawrence’s question, she seemed actually embarrassed.


  “Heh-heh… to be quite honest, I’d never be able to admit it if the conversation had not come to this place,” she said, looking down bashfully, her voice ticklish as she giggled to herself.


  If her favorite sort of conversation was indeed something so embarrassing, then this was surely the best time to admit it – she had the overwhelming advantage now.


  No matter what she said, it could be forgiven.


  “What I like best is… falling asleep while talking like this. Just drifting off to the sound of idle conversation…”


  She was so self-conscious at this last part that she looked away when she finished speaking. And it was true, falling asleep to conversation was not so very different from falling asleep to a lullaby.


  And now that Lawrence thought about it, this had happened before. Holo often drifted to sleep while they talked.


  Lawrence had always attributed that to her selfishness, never dreaming that this was the truth.


  He peered at Holo’s turned-away face, imagining that if this was no joke, then she would be blushing red.


  “So – rather foolish, eh?”


  “… Unfortunately, yes.”


  Holo looked back at him, eyes resentful as she bumped her head into his shoulder. “Yet who is it that holds the advantage here?”


  It hardly needed to be said who was the greater fool. If he’d asked this of her before, Lawrence would have the advantage over Holo.


  There would have been no need to fixate on the meadow nor to be so pointlessly stubborn. Indeed, it might have been Holo who turned stubborn. But Holo had discerned the conversational flow more clearly, and so she was the victor.


  “I just can’t win with you, can I?”


  “I should say not.” Holo shifted under the blanket. Her ears twitched, and Lawrence heard her yawn. “Come now… I told you what sort of conversation I like – so will you not speak?”


  She wheedled like a child, despite still holding the reins. Though Lawrence found this rather frustrating, he knew there was no cause for him to resent her. With nothing else to say, he turned the conversation to their dinner menu.


  As usual, they were limited to bland bread and jerky, along with some dried fruit. If they foraged in the forest, it was possible they might catch a quail or rabbit, though, and Lawrence had to laugh at the way Holo’s ears perked up at the mention of this.


  They continued to share idle conversation, and eventually Lawrence heard the sound of Holo’s sleeping breath. It was as though having toyed so thoroughly with him, the wolf had grown tired from play. When he looked at her, Lawrence wondered if he would ever become clever enough to gain the conversational advantage from Holo.


  It wasn’t as warm as the meadow might have been, but nothing was so comfortable as being under the blanket, as long as two people were there together. And all the more so when the other person was Holo, whose body temperature was slightly warmer than his, like a child’s would be.


  Yet he could scarcely believe how blameless she looked while sleeping. It was as though he could pinch her nose without her awakening or stick his finger into the downy fur inside her ears. Having suffered at her hands so much, Lawrence toyed with the notion of revenge as he regarded her innocent face.


  And then it was as though God had heard his plea.


  She seemed about to fall over, so as Lawrence moved to support her, he made his gentle counterattack.


  He wrapped an arm around her slender shoulders, as if to say, “I am your guardian, you know.” Then the moment he closed his own eyes–


  “You pass.”


  Upon hearing Holo’s quiet voice, he froze. This was where the whole conversation had been leading all along.


  Holo looked up slightly and smiled a devilish smile, her fangs glinting beneath her lips.


  “’Tis best to leave your snare at the base of a waterfall.”


  Lawrence couldn’t help but finish the statement. “And the foolish fish will swim right into it.”


  Holo nodded and snickered.


  Lawrence rolled his eyes upward, taking his arm from around her shoulders and wrapping it gently around her neck out of sheer frustration. Holo’s tail wagged happily.


  He was such a fool. Truly a fool.


  For a merchant, taking an indulgent detour like this was like tying a noose around his own neck. The victor had been decided the moment he’d taken this rash course of action.


  And who was it that held the other end of the rope he’d so happily tied around his neck? The answer was obvious.


  Exhausted, Lawrence slumped over, resting his own head on Holo’s, as though to say, “This particular conversation should end here.”




  
    
  

  The Black Wolf’s Cradle


  Having finished unloading the hay bales, she could finally take a short rest.


  There were still patches of snow here and there, but Fleur found herself perspiring nonetheless, owing to the early spring sun to which she was yet unaccustomed.


  “That’s good hay. The livestock will grow well this year,” said the man from the Jones Company as he counted up the bales.


  Fleur brushed away the hay that clung to her clothes, and with some effort, she beamed a cheerful smile at the man, who was roughly old enough to be her father. “In truth they’ll grow too much, and come winter you’ll have nothing but meat.”


  “Oh? Perhaps I should buy up more than usual, then. Hmm.”


  “For how much?”


  The merchant scratched his chin with his quill pen, seemingly only remembering the payment at Fleur’s words. He counted up the hay bales again and answered only after a lengthy interval. “Seventeen ligot.”


  “I was promised at least twenty,” she replied immediately, at which the man only twirled his quill pen. It was the sort of pause that merchants used when they didn’t take the other party seriously.


  
    
  

  As the last trace of the pleasant expression on Fleur’s face drained away, she heard another voice, this one from behind her.


  “You’re supposed to push for more – twenty-five, say.”


  “Olar!” Fleur looked back and saw an older merchant.


  The man with the pen scratched his temple, then chuckled through his nose while cocking his head. “All right. Given your nerve, let’s call it twenty ligot.”


  “And of course that’ll include the rental for the wagon.” Though little of Olar’s fine silver hair remained, he still treated it with egg whites every day. The other merchant was not particularly young, but compared with Olar he looked like a child.


  “Certainly. The finder’s fee is also included.”


  “Thanks be to God.”


  The conversation was taking place entirely over Fleur’s head, and she said nothing to interrupt. It was only when Olar finally began unloading the hay from the wagon’s bed that she hit upon something she could do.


  “We’ll be going,” was all Olar said after returning the wagon and confirming the figure the other merchant wrote in his ledger. He then began to walk away.


  Olar was sturdier than he looked, and even with a heavy load on his back, he could move quickly and lightly.


  Despite the port’s cargo docks being crowded with men, horses, and wagons moving this way and that, Olar moved through them almost magically, never once bumping into anyone else.


  Fleur was still unused to hiding the fact that she was a young woman behind a scarf and found it difficult just to travel in a straight line. She only managed to come alongside Olar when he turned down a narrow alley that was barely wide enough to admit the two of them side by side.


  From above them came the sound of a crying child, and from below, the squeaking of a rat; a cat meowed from a head-high windowsill – that was the sort of place this was. Until recently, Fleur would never have imagined she would set foot in such a place.


  Yet, Fleur reflected, people can adapt to almost anything.


  As they passed, she stroked the throat of a cat napping next to a potted plant on a windowsill.


  The life of a commoner wasn’t so bad.


  “Milady.”


  At the sudden sound of Olar’s stern voice, the cat dashed back into the house.


  She shot the insensitive source of that voice a harsh glare but was met with eyes that were still harsher.


  “Are you not regretful of your actions?”


  Fleur tended to laugh in the face of criticism from those older and more experienced than her, but this was not because she was particularly fearless. Rather, she had become used to it, since from a young age her tutors had often scolded her.


  “Ah. Sorry. I am a bit,” she said. In truth, she had been perfectly useless during bargaining. “I was hoping you’d appreciate how I held my temper when that merchant tried to break his promise, but it seems that ship has sailed.”


  “Milady!” Olar’s mostly bald forehead wrinkled in consternation at the little joke. While he was stone-faced during negotiations, he had a surprising abundance of expressions other times, which Fleur always found impressive.


  “Come, don’t be angry. And I thought I told you to stop calling me ‘milady.’”


  “Then I’d ask you to try and think a bit more like a merchant.” Olar’s gaze remained so even and steady that Fleur found herself looking away.


  She was constantly aware of the necessity of thinking like a merchant. After all, she was no longer one of the nobility.


  Fleur von Eiterzental Mariel Bolan, eleventh generation scion of the house of Bolan.


  These days she almost felt nostalgic for the long name.


  “Of course I think like a merchant. I moved so much herring my hands smell of it, and coming back I brought great loads of hay.”


  “And that’s quite wonderful. I’m sure no one would suspect that until recently you were terrified to ride a horse.”


  It didn’t sound much like a compliment, as Olar was still angry. Fleur knew why, too, but it seemed as though the strict Olar wouldn’t be satisfied until she said the words with her own mouth.


  “Twelve ligot to buy the herring. Four ligot for taxes. Provisions including bread, mutton jerky, and pickled pork, cheese, and wine, half a ligot. Two for the horse feed and wagon rental. Add it all up and what does it come to?”


  Fleur sighed beneath her scarf at Olar’s question.


  Adding everything up, they’d spent eighteen and a half ligot on the load of herring. If she’d been foolish enough to accept the merchant’s offer of seventeen, they’d be in the red.


  The nobility lived in a world of giving and receiving, but merchants could not afford to naively count gifts received and given against one another. When giving something to someone else, they always had to receive something of greater utility in return.


  Otherwise, they could not survive.


  “I had no intention of taking that offer.”


  “Is that so?” said Olar, looking straight ahead as he continued to walk without so much as glancing in Fleur’s direction. She was beginning to find his attitude irritating.


  “Are you saying I’m such a coward I won’t argue at all?”


  At these words, he immediately looked in her direction. “No. But, milady, while you might insist that you were promised twenty, you have nothing to prove that.”


  “I know I heard him strike the bargain at that price. Do you doubt me?”


  “It is not that I doubt you. But nothing is so terrible to witness as a pointless argument, and normally both sides give a little and strike a bargain somewhere in the middle.”


  “So that’s why you said twenty-five ligot!”


  Olar nodded a tired nod that said yes, but that it was such basic common knowledge among merchants that he was reluctant to explain it.


  And it was true – Olar had been born into the mercantile life and had once kept the ledger for a large trading company.


  The reason he called Fleur “milady” was because the onetime house merchant who worked with the former head of the Bolan family was none other than Olar’s master, and so Olar was a frequent visitor to the house. However, around the time when Fleur was turning of marriageable age, the head of the house died of illness, and the house’s already precarious situation turned to ruin, ending its association with the company Olar worked for.


  The next time Olar and Fleur met was the day Olar’s master came to make fast the contract that would make Fleur his bride.


  It wasn’t so very long ago, but the memories of the event were already starting to fade.


  “So, milady – how much did you buy that hay for?”


  She’d been lost in thought for only a moment. Reality was constantly moving and always before her very eyes. Her house had been bought up by a wealthy merchant, and now that wealthy merchant had gone utterly bankrupt.


  And now he wanted to know how much she’d paid for hay?


  “Two ligot.” Fleur had been raised as a noblewoman – able to hide her true feelings in social situations. She named the figure matter-of-factly, which made the still-expressionless Olar raise his hands exaggeratedly and quicken his step.


  Evidently she’d made him angry now.


  The merchant had paid both to have the herring transported to an inland village and for the hay they’d brought back as return cargo. And if the herring plus expenses came to eighteen and a half ligot, with two ligot for hay added on top of that, then even payment of twenty ligot would leave them with a loss.


  Fleur was certainly aware of that. She caught up with the angrily quick-striding Olar and drew alongside him. “The villagers were in dire straits. Their sickles were chipped and dull and had to be repaired. They swore they couldn’t survive unless they got two ligot.”


  “Is that so?” came the flat reply.


  While Olar was a commoner, Fleur was still nobility – fallen nobility, but still. And when she became frustrated, her lineage made itself known.


  “Do you suppose I’m lying?”


  Olar stopped for a moment but then began walking again without looking at Fleur. He strode even more quickly than before. It was obvious who was at fault. Fleur was no longer a noblewoman who’d hired Olar – she was his student, learning how to be a merchant so that she might survive.


  Running through the narrow alley, she again caught up with Olar. “I’m sorry, Olar. But you called me ‘milady.’ You know how that irritates me.”


  At this, Olar truly did stop walking. Fleur was unable to halt quickly enough and stumbled a few more steps ahead before looking back. When she did, she saw a rueful grin on Olar’s face.


  “A proper merchant needs a proper excuse.”


  Fleur slumped, then relieved Olar of some of the load he carried.


  When they finally exited the alley, they were in view of their home, nestled in a row of houses that all looked very much the same.


  “So, milady, after all that work you still took a loss?” Bertra the maid was an honest woman and always said just what she was thinking.


  “It wasn’t a loss.”


  “Then what was it?” She was shorter than Fleur and a year younger. The difference in their social status was like night and day.


  Yet when it came to her ability at managing the affairs of the house, Fleur could do nothing but defer to her.


  Without money they wouldn’t be able to afford tomorrow’s bread. When she’d been among the nobility, she could fall back on her family name, but now that was of no great comfort. Fleur made as though she were putting her scarf and mantle away and attempted to flee.


  “Milady, I may be an uneducated woman, but I know well enough to understand what Mr. Oura said.”


  “Stop calling me ‘milady.’”


  “I will not stop. Milady!”


  Fleur extracted herself from Bertra’s obstruction and escaped into the next room. From the other side of the door, she could hear Bertra’s exasperated sigh, but Fleur passed through the room and into the hallway, bypassing the washroom and climbing to the second floor.


  Through a window situated halfway up the staircase, she could see the garden that Bertra tended. It supplied them with all the vegetables, spices, and medicinal herbs they could use, with enough left over that they could be taken to the marketplace and exchanged for meat.


  And what did Fleur bring to the household?


  Not much, she knew, so when Bertra, the mistress of the household, scolded her, she had nothing to say in her own defense.


  Even a child could do simple arithmetic. But she just couldn’t beat the price down past two ligot. She knew she had to – she just couldn’t do it. She couldn’t harm the livelihood of the same people who lived on land that had once belonged to her family.


  “Milady.” There was a knock on the door. It was Olar’s voice.


  In the old days, the door might have been flimsy, but it would’ve taken her twenty paces to walk to it from her desk. These days, all it took was three long strides.


  “Bertra’s in tears. She said you wouldn’t listen to her.”


  “…”


  Olar was totally merciless. He had a knack for understanding a person’s reluctance or delight better than they did themselves. Olar said this was a crucial skill in business, but the ability seemed very useful in education as well. When it came to making Fleur understand just how great a sin it was to willfully sustain a loss, there was no better way than using Bertra.


  Fleur nodded in defeat, then nodded again more forcefully and took a deep breath. “I know. I know.”


  “And?”


  “I’ll apologize to Bertra. And I promise I’ll listen to what she says.”


  “…”


  “And I promise I’ll eat all my dinner.”


  Olar smiled. “Please just rest a while,” he said, then closed the door and left her to her thoughts.


  Fleur sighed a tired sigh, then smiled to herself as she sat in her shabby little chair.


  Her family’s great house had been taken and all their various special privileges sold off. Their servants had been scattered to the winds. She’d found herself living in lodging meant for craftsmen or low-ranking town officials, and her poverty was such that she could barely afford to raise a pig, let alone feed fine horses.


  She was the very image of an impoverished noblewoman, and yet Fleur did not think of her daily life as being a particular burden. It was true that dealing with merchants did not come easily for someone with her noble sensibilities and was frequently difficult. Sometimes it was vexing, but it was hardly impossible.


  After all, Olar had said he would spend his remaining years tending to her education, as well as her ledger, and her closest servant, Bertra, had stayed on to continue to take care of her, which allowed Fleur to continue to live as comfortably as she did. Between the two of them, they reminded Fleur that the entire world was not her enemy and that her family name was not the only thing others might value in her.


  That was enough for one to keep on living.


  But Fleur was well aware that it would take money to sustain such a life, which meant that she could not go on taking losses like this.


  “I’m a merchant, after all,” she said aloud to remind herself, then went downstairs to apologize to Bertra.


  Midday, the following day.


  After Fleur had finished the gruel she’d finally become used to eating, Olar slowly spoke up.


  “If that hay is as good as it is, the horse trade might be a good one.”


  “Horses?”


  “It seems that war may break out in the far south of the continent across the sea. If it does come to war, then the price of horses will soar, as though they themselves had wings.”


  Fleur didn’t doubt Olar’s information-gathering abilities, but she still responded dubiously. “If it’s such a good opportunity, won’t others already be doing it?”


  “There’s no particular need to be first. If there’s truly profit to be had, it should be good enough to be second or third.” As he spoke, Olar picked the mold off the piece of bread he was eating, then brought it to his mouth.


  Fleur had once furrowed her brow at the prospect of eating moldy bread, but now having been on more than one trading journey, such minor details no longer concerned her. And indeed, she had eventually been told that even in her own manor, the servants had frequently eaten such bread while she had been none the wiser.


  When Bertra had first told her of this, Fleur had been at once surprised and strangely accepting of the fact.


  “So. Horses, eh?”


  Horses were always considered a luxury, and as such were reliably expensive.


  Back when the Bolan family name had been worth something, the greatest part of the family’s modest income had come from the usage fees the family levied on the collection of feed from the family forests, which the farmers needed to raise their horses and pigs.


  If the demand for hay was such that the price was rising, there might be farmers unable to continue to feed them and thus motivated to sell.


  “I’ll talk to the company merchants when I go to collect our payment tomorrow,” said Fleur as she dipped bread Bertra had carefully scraped free of mold into her gruel.


  “Please do your best to avoid losing money, milady.”


  Fleur nodded at Bertra’s words, smiling sheepishly. Then her gaze was drawn elsewhere, but not because of anything Bertra had said.


  “Oh, again? How’s it getting in, I wonder.” Bertra followed Fleur’s gaze to its object, standing out of her chair as she did so.


  In the doorway that led to the kitchen and washroom sat a puppy, small enough to be picked up under one arm.


  “Do you suppose this dog’s the one who tore the wheat sacks?”


  Towns were full of animals to an extent Fleur could never have imagined when she had lived in a manor surrounded by fields and forests. They seemed to cause Bertra no end of headache, but for Fleur it was just the opposite.


  “Here, boy.”


  The puppy slunk away from Bertra as she’d tried to approach it, but when it spied the bread Fleur held in her outstretched hand, it seemed to regain its courage. It sprang to its feet and ran between Bertra’s legs toward Fleur.


  “Milady!” cried the long-suffering Bertra, who warred daily with kitchen invaders like mice, cats, and dogs.


  Fleur looked up only once the puppy had finished eating the bread. “My husband only stole from others. I have no mind to follow his example.”


  Even the puppy seemed to understand the ways of the world and was happy to pledge temporary loyalty to the source of its food.


  It held still while Fleur patted its head, even wagging its tail. But unfortunately a dog was not a knight, and Fleur was no longer a noblewoman.


  Bertra approached and picked up the puppy, shooing it out through an open window. “You are much too kind, milady.”


  “Too kind to live among the common folk?”


  Fleur knew perfectly well that it was a malicious question to ask, and unsurprisingly Bertra was stunned into silence – but Olar then stepped in.


  “We’re all perfectly aware of how things were when you were a wife, and while I have no praise to give my former master, we must still earn our living via trade. Unless milady has discovered some other way of making a livelihood?”


  Fleur was not so naive as to be unaware of the fates that awaited fallen nobility. And for a young woman, the possibilities were even more limited.


  “You can’t give away what you haven’t first earned. Anyone of quality would cry to hear one of their own say such things.”


  “And the bookkeepers of any kind landlord are always in tears.”


  “Quite so. And I hate to see Bertra’s crying face so.” Fleur popped the remainder of the bread into her mouth and stood. “Now then, I’m off to do business. I won’t lose money this time.”


  Bertra looked at her steadily, still wearing an apron that had faded somewhat since the times when she had worn it in the old manor. Finally she smiled a relieved smile and spoke. “Off you go, then, milady.”


  This was no longer the fine, beautiful manor of the old days, but Fleur’s smile was just as genuine.


  When a river froze, it was not just the water that ceased moving. During winter in the north, boats were stuck – entire ports froze. So come spring, shipping traffic was especially heavy, as though releasing pent-up demand.


  At least that had been the explanation given to her by Olar, and it seemed to be true. The weather was fine, and the port fairly bustled with activity.


  “Right, here’s your payment.”


  Given that it had tried to push the price from twenty down to seventeen, the company did not hesitate to pay what it owed.


  As a rule, merchants were an eccentric bunch. Fleur mused on the fact as she broached the topic Olar had discussed with her over lunch.


  “Horses?”


  “Yes. We’ve heard there may be war and thus a need for horses.”


  “Mm, well, yes… Horses, you say.” The merchant scratched his chin with his quill pen and closed his eyes.


  “You’ve got to pay usage fees in order to get hay to feed them, do you not? If hay is expensive, it takes money just to keep them.”


  “And you’re saying people will be looking to sell. That’s it, is it?”


  In order to avoid being swindled, one had to grasp what one’s opponent was saying even as they spoke and formulate a response by the time they had finished. Olar was always saying so, and he seemed to have quite mastered the devilish trick of it.


  Fleur nodded.


  “Mm,” the man murmured, looking around before continuing. “And do you suppose that you’re the first person to think of that?” His tone was a condescending one; perhaps he’d noticed that beneath her scarf Fleur was a young girl.


  “Not at all. But there’s profit enough to be had for even the second or third.” Olar had said so, and Fleur repeated his words.


  The man put his finger to his mouth, as though trying to mask the smile that rose unbidden there – but if Fleur let her own triumph show on her face, the loss would be hers.


  “Apologies. You’re getting better at this every day. It’s as you say. But as you can see, we have our hands quite full with business here, so we’ve no time to go out and buy horses. So if you were to obtain them for us – well, I won’t say we wouldn’t buy them.”


  Merchants always left things a bit vague.


  “So would you or wouldn’t you?” she pressed, at which the man frowned.


  “Well, we can’t buy a starving, stubborn nag, now, can we? I won’t make any promises.”


  It would be just like a noblewoman to ask if he did not trust her. Fleur realized his point and apologized.


  “Of course, even if we couldn’t buy them, there would be plenty of people who would want to. If you gauge the market and buy them for the right price, you won’t have trouble selling them.”


  “I see.”


  “Still…”


  “?”


  The man closed his ledger and tucked it under an arm before continuing. “I do think it could be difficult. Horses are living creatures, after all. It’s not uncommon for a prize horse to turn into a wagon nag while you’re transporting it.”


  “I suppose that’s true…” When she lived in the manor, Fleur remembered hearing that caring for the horses was a difficult job. And having rented horse-drawn wagons, she knew from experience that a capricious horse was trouble.


  If she made the effort of buying a horse and wound up having to sell it cheaply, Bertra wouldn’t be the only one weeping.


  “But consider this.”


  “Hmm?”


  “If you’ve got enough money on hand to be buying horses, there are other lines of business.”


  “Other lines of business?”


  The man smiled and pulled his ledger back out from under his arm, opening it and licking his finger. “No fuss, no risk of illness, no need to worry about feed or care. With an opportunity like this, even an inexperienced merchant won’t fail too badly. A horse may sell dear, but in exchange they’re quite a bit of trouble.”


  Everything the man said was true. And even though she was aware he was an unsavory fellow, she could not help but be taken off guard by his generous explanations of everything. Somehow she found herself completely absorbed in what he was saying.


  “And what is this other business?”


  “Clothing, my dear!”


  “… Clothing?” she repeated.


  The man seemed to find what he was looking for in his ledger and tilted it toward her. “This figure is how much I paid when buying it up. And here’s what I sold it for. The margin isn’t so great as a horse might have, but… as you can see, every single item from top to bottom turned a profit.”


  Assuming this had not been entirely fabricated to convince her, it was indeed as the man said. And he had not had time to manufacture all these figures in the short time they had been talking. Having decided that much, Fleur nodded politely.


  “It’s a reliable trade,” said the man as he closed the ledger.


  What opened next was Fleur’s mouth. “But what sort of clothing would I buy?”


  “That would be your decision to make.”


  Fleur had to admit that was obvious enough, but having left decisions about what to wear entirely up to others throughout her life, she knew very little about clothing. As she was agonizing over whether to first consult with Olar, the man clapped his hands together and spoke.


  “Ah yes, as it happens, one of the people my company does business with has quite the eye for fashion.”


  “Quite the eye?”


  “Yes. We’ve had him sell clothing we’ve bought up in the past, and he’s quite talented at it. The pieces just fly out of our hands left and right. He’s been saying he wants to move from buying to managing and has been looking for someone with capital.”


  Fleur was well aware that her own mind was not especially sharp, yet the meaning of what the merchant was saying proved difficult for her to grasp. Perhaps there was something about it that gave her a strange feeling.


  “So… I would supply the capital, and the profit would be shared?”


  “Even so. And in addition to the profit, you’d gain knowledge of the clothing business. And your partner would handle everything from purchase onward, so you’d maximize your profit.”


  “Well…” It seemed like quite an opportunity. Perhaps the world wasn’t filled with only bad people after all, Fleur thought.


  The man flipped through a few more pages in his ledger, then gave her a name. “The man’s name is Milton Post.”


  It sounded like the name of a nobleman.


  Whenever she had coin in her pocket, Fleur could not help but do some shopping. On her way home, she bought some of the cheese she knew Bertra liked and the wine of a particular village that Olar had praised very highly.


  Their budget was not such that there was room for wasteful expenditures, but Bertra and Olar had not become so unsympathetic as to furrow their brows at gifts bought especially for them. And besides, Fleur had also gotten a lead on a new business opportunity.


  “The clothing business, eh?” murmured Olar several times, his eyes closed as he inhaled the scent of the wine. He seemed to be enjoying it very much, though there was only a small amount, enough to fill a hand-sized cask.


  Fleur had related what the man at the trading company had told her, but she could not tell whether Olar was really listening to her.


  “Yes. So, perhaps we should take the opportunity to… Olar?”


  At the sound of his name, Olar finally looked at Fleur. “Apologies. This rich scent is terribly nostalgic. But yes, the clothing business. You would–”


  “The company has a man whom they entrust with the sale of the clothing they buy up, and this man is looking to do the buying himself this time, it seems.”


  “I see…”


  Olar again inhaled the wine’s scent through his hooked nose and then held his breath.


  Fleur could not help but laugh at the way he acted like a former man-about-town and quite forgot to be angry with him. “His name’s Milton Post.”


  The instant she spoke the name, Olar’s eyes snapped open, their sharp gaze lancing out from between his deeply wrinkled eyelids. “Of the Post family?”


  “You know him?”


  “… Mm. Of course I do.”


  Olar breathed in the wine’s scent one last time, then pushed the stopper back in the cask and set it on the table. The house was quiet, as Bertra was out doing her afternoon shopping at the market.


  “The head of the house was a knight renowned as much for his courtly elegance as for his bravery. The tales of his romances are many, but he was also an honorable, family-minded man. It is said that he left no less than thirty descendants behind.”


  Families with many siblings in a single generation were not uncommon, nor was keeping a mistress or two within one’s home. Once children from different mothers were added into the mix, just listing their names was like reciting scripture, or so the jokes went – but in reality there were not very many families like that.


  Fleur could see why the name would be a famous one.


  “Since it would’ve been impossible for all of his children to inherit land, he’s probably one of them. You said he helps the trading company sell clothing?”


  “Mm, yes… huh?” Fleur’s reply was vague and distracted, as her gaze was stolen by a goat that stood by the windowsill, chewing away on the potted plant there; perhaps it had escaped from somewhere or else someone had bought it and forgotten to tie it up. Her attention was briefly captured by the strange sight, but Fleur hastily composed herself and replied again, “Y-yes.”


  “Well, I imagine he mostly sells to the nobility. We ourselves once did something similar – hiring the impoverished second or third sons of noble families. The idea being that when you go to introduce yourself, if you say you’re from the cobblers or the smiths, you’ll be turned away at the door, but if you have a name of quality… and the fashion of the nobility changes quickly. We needed people with both names and know-how to do our selling.”


  “I see…”


  “So you met this Post fellow, did you?”


  The goat finally seemed to have decided the plants’ leaves were inedible and gave an irritated baa before wandering away.


  “Not yet. I thought it would be better not to rush and check with you first.”


  “Is that so? Perhaps milady is finally beginning to open her eyes.”


  “I’ve already made terrible mistakes twice over by trusting my own judgment.”


  Olar smiled, then deliberately cleared his throat. He pointed to what was left of the twenty ligot that remained after Fleur’s shopping.


  “…?” Fleur cocked her head, which elicited a small sigh from Olar.


  “But you still have much to learn, and the road will be hard. The coins they paid milady with…”


  “The coins? Are they the wrong amount?” That can’t possibly be, she was about to say, but was interrupted by Olar’s small head shake.


  “With coins that have this much shaved from their edges, I doubt a money changer would give us their face value for them. We might lose as much as ten percent in the transaction.”


  Fleur hastily looked down at the coins on the table, and it was true – some of them were quite misshapen from how deeply their edges had been ground down.


  “Still, you couldn’t remember every single lesson even if I could give it all to you at once. One step at a time. Of course…”


  “Of course?”


  “If you were an apprentice that I might whip and beat into shape, things might be different.” Olar didn’t often make jokes. He must have been genuinely enjoying the wine she had bought for him.


  “I was slapped once during a banquet. I cried for a week.”


  Olar smiled amusedly, collecting the coins in a box, then closing its lid. “Now then, on to this new opportunity.”


  “I’d like that.”


  “So, as far as this notion of selling clothing goes, what are your thoughts?”


  Fleur was caught off guard by the sudden change in topic. Unable to switch her mind over to the new topic in time, she said the first thing that came to her. “I thought it seemed good.”


  “Is that so?” replied Olar casually, writing a figure in the ledger that was spread open on the table. Given the amount of coin Fleur had returned with, there was sadly a loss recorded in the right-most column.


  “Is it… not?”


  “Not at all. If milady decides it is, then I think it is fine. Just as the company fellow said – horses can be sick, injured, or even die, but clothing can last for years if properly cared for. There was once a time when dealing in clothes meant it would be three years or more before you could record the profit or loss in a ledger like this. It’s a business where it’s hard to sustain heavy losses, so for training purposes I think it’s quite suitable.”


  “So–” Fleur said, and Olar nodded decisively.


  “This will be milady’s third time making a trade as a merchant.”


  When she had lived in the manor, her duties amounted to wearing the clothing presented to her and eating her meals. She had no influence over the prosperity or downfall of the house, no choice in whom to marry – she had but to exist and do as she was told.


  She had still not become accustomed to the life of a merchant. It was difficult for her to see through the lies of other traders, and often she wished she didn’t have to converse at all.


  And yet being able to do work with her own hands was deeply appealing.


  Fleur took a quiet breath, then nodded definitively.


  “But you’ve got to listen to my advice. Is that understood?”


  He’d boosted his spirits and made her happy only to drive the nail down. But if she turned displeased here, it would mean failure for her.


  Fleur took to heart what she had learned. “But of course!” she said.


  “Then God’s blessing be upon you,” said Olar quietly as he closed the ledger. And then, as though having waited for just the right moment, Bertra returned from the marketplace.


  Former nobility. The noble in name only. The true nobility.


  Whatever their nature, those who strode grandly about, ready to give their famous names at any moment, were less uncommon than one might think.


  Most of them clung to the past or used their name to eke out a living. Of course for those like Fleur, whose failing houses were bought up by wealthy merchants, name and all, only to have those merchants fail in turn – their names wound up being only a burden.


  So Fleur hid her face behind a scarf and rarely gave her name. She relied on Olar’s old connections for work, and while she was occasionally recognized, most people spared her some measure of sympathy and kept quiet.


  This time, however, Fleur had received an introduction to Milton thanks to her own hard work, so the fact of her former nobility had presumably remained a secret.


  And yet.


  “Haven’t we met? At a banquet, I think,” said Milton Post, immediately after shaking her hand upon receiving her for their meeting.


  The young man’s blond hair was neatly combed, with clothes that were none too fine. But it was clear that some effort had gone into their arrangement, and had he not walked two steps forward to take her hand, no one would have had any trouble believing him to be from a good family.


  It occurred to Fleur that her hands no longer had the pure white softness of someone who wore only silken gloves. Compared with Bertra, of course, they still obviously belonged to a maiden who only ever picked flowers, so surely her hands alone had not given her away.


  Fleur was flustered and at a loss for words, so Milton continued. “Ah, that’s right. At Lord Milton’s banquet.”


  “Ah–” she blurted, since that was the name of the nobleman who had hosted one of the few banquets she’d attended.


  “We only met the once, though. It seems you don’t remember.”


  Young girls of marriageable age who attended banquets shook hands more often than they reached for bread. Even if the touches were light ones, their hands were red and swollen by the time they returned home in the evening.


  “I suppose it’s no surprise, though. Your attention was always so hoped for.”


  This had all happened when her family still held the manor, before their fortunes had declined too far. Back when she was just the sort of girl whose hand in marriage might be sought.


  “As I recall, your name is–”


  “Fleur Bolan.” She hadn’t given her name in so long, the sound of it was at once nostalgic and tinged with shame. The shame was less from the name itself as it was having spoken it here, in a tavern facing the docks.


  “That’s right. The daughter of the Bolan family – the one who that famously nasty Lady Duan slapped.”


  “Ah!” She gave clear voice to her surprise, but fortunately this was not a formal dining hall. Her voice was immediately swallowed by the bustle around them, and all that remained was Milton’s smile.


  “I seem to recall many an apprentice knight seeking your favor after that. Perhaps you didn’t know?” Milton brought some roast beans to his mouth, perhaps to disguise the smile there that just wouldn’t disappear.


  This consideration on his part only served to intensify her embarrassment, and even with the scarf around her head, Fleur wanted to slink off into a corner somewhere and hide.


  “Still, what happened after that… I can’t help but be sympathetic. Though there were some who spoke ill.”


  Fleur could tell he was not talking about her holing up and crying for a week. Underneath her scarf, she composed herself, took a deep breath, and nodded.


  “After all, we can’t decide our own fates. The only ones who can do that are the ones sitting in far more fortunate positions than we have.”


  Fleur looked at Milton’s hand as he poured wine into her cup; the hand was too rough for a nobleman. And yet it wasn’t the rugged hand of a knight who spent his days jousting. They were more like the hands of a mischievous nephew.


  “My entire house–” Fleur began.


  “Hmm?” Milton replied, his cup raised to his lips.


  “My entire house fell from such a position. And yet against all odds, it seems there’s a place for me in this world, though I would never have imagined it would be working as a merchant.”


  Milton nodded, looking out toward the port and squinting from the brightness. “I was the third son of the second mistress, so as you might expect, when I left the house I received nothing but a tiny scrap of land, a bit of coin, and the Post name. I don’t have the horse and armor I’d need to spend my days jousting and make some noble girl my own, nor the wit to make my way reciting ballads. But I expected as much, so this was not any great shock to me.”


  “And then you went into trading?” Even if his house hadn’t fallen, he could easily have been one of the many who were cast out and not welcome back.


  Milton brought another bite to his mouth, perhaps to hide the pained smile. “Fortunately, the Post name opened many doors for me. And I loved good food, good wine, and idle chatter, so I turned up at many a table around the land. As I wandered around, I would hear talk of where a man like me might be needed, so it’s true – you can find surprising places for yourself.”


  When the man who had bought Fleur to be his wife died, her house falling to ruin and the manor sold off, Fleur had earned the servants’ respect by remaining calm. But that was not because she was a particularly strong girl. Life had simply washed her away, so she gave herself up to the flood.


  She sensed a similarly defeatist strength from Milton, the man in front of her.


  “I hear tell your business is going well.”


  “Ha-ha. It’s a bit embarrassing hearing someone say as much to my face, but I do have a certain amount of confidence.”


  There were many who used their family influence as a shield, claiming the achievements of their underlings as their own. The man before her, Milton, even having left his home to sell goods for a trading company, seemed to be of a very reliable disposition. He could not very well stay away from the common people, especially not when his wings had been clipped this way, sending him tumbling to earth.


  Fleur honestly envied how firmly Milton’s feet were planted on the ground, which is why the words that came out of her mouth next did so mostly unbidden.


  “What’s your secret?”


  Olar had once said that anyone who gave away their methods was unfit to be called a merchant. Fleur remembered this the moment she asked the question, and regretfully wondered if it had been a stupid one.


  Milton actually looked down, a forced-looking smile on his face. But the moment Fleur was about to take the question back, Milton looked back up and spoke. “It’s stubbornness.”


  For a moment she didn’t understand and simply stared into his clear blue eyes.


  “Stubbornness. There are lots of people in the same business as me, but once they’ve sold something to someone they know, they stop there and can’t sell any more. That’s because they are in the same place as the people buying the clothes. The first sale they make is because the buyer feels sympathy for them. But that’s not how I work. I remind them that the Post name will open doors for them, that it’s nothing more than the first foothold in making the most of a business opportunity. Having done so, they may laugh at me, they may scorn me. I praise their taste and recommend my wares’ finer points, and make the sale. And of course, I never move poor clothing. So it sells.”


  The flood of words from Milton’s mouth suddenly stopped, and he smiled pleasantly.


  “Enough that my business partners find me useful, anyway,” finished Milton, drinking his wine, then ordering another cup.


  Fleur had not interrupted him, but not because she was overwhelmed by his monologue. Her chest had simply tightened upon seeing his stubborn resolve, and she had been unable to speak.


  “Ha-ha, was that a bit too pretentious?”


  “N-not at all…”


  “Still,” Milton continued, giving a silver coin to the innkeeper who brought his wine, “that was all because I have a goal.”


  Hearing this, Fleur could practically see the image of a fetching town girl standing behind Milton. But that was not at all what he was getting at.


  “I want to rub my family’s face in it.” Again he ate the beans to hide his smile.


  Fleur watched him do so with a steady gaze.


  “It’s a bit different from proving I’m not some shame upon the Post name. It’s more like showing that even though I’ve been cast out, I can still succeed. It’s about pride. If I can keep that, I don’t care how many times my knees hit the floor when I bow my head – I’ll be doing it as a merchant.”


  His determination was unwavering.


  Fleur rested her hand upon the plain wooden table, and she found it hard to keep it still. If this had not been a noisy tavern, and if the rough table had been covered by a fine white tablecloth, she might very well have extended her hand out to cover his.


  The only thing that stopped her was the fact that this was not a noble ball or dance floor.


  The person before her had decided upon his goal and was moving straight toward it, and he had embraced his role as a merchant, which meant that what Fleur needed to do was not to take his hand in hers, but rather speak these words.


  “So, you are…”


  “Yes?”


  The words caught in her throat, and she drew her chin in, bracing herself. “… Looking for capital, I hear.”


  It was a matter of course for merchants to be able to change their attitude in response to circumstances. Fleur considered Milton as a merchant and chose her words accordingly.


  Milton smiled thinly – Fleur was sure it wasn’t her imagination. “That’s right.”


  She took a breath. “How much?”


  Milton named a figure that for Fleur, at that moment, was not an impossible amount.


  The soup had plenty of bread in it, along with beans, onion, and the leftover meat from the previous night – two big bowls of it and one would be able to skip meals for two days. On top of such hearty fare had been laid a generous amount of roasted cheese.


  Such a dish would not have been out of place coming from the large kitchen of a fine manor somewhere, but it was very like Bertra to manage the feat shorthanded and with a much smaller kitchen.


  And since the house of Bolan operated on such a meager budget, she had become quite adept at making do with cheap ingredients. Even the seasoned merchant Olar had been stunned into silence when told how much they had cost, which was no mean feat.


  When it came to cooking, none wielded a ladle the way Bertra did.


  “The bread was rejected by the town inspector, so I got them to sell it cheap. It was stale and hard and couldn’t have been eaten the way it was, but look what happens when you put it in soup. I got the onions from the lady of the house three doors down – traded her some herbs I grew for them. The meat came from a chicken I found wandering about the garden.”


  As a child, Fleur had always been forbidden from wandering into the yard behind the manor, and when she had learned that this was because of the traps set to catch ingredients for dinner, she was quite impressed.


  Of course, those traps had been set by the elderly gardener, but Bertra had evidently been watching and had imitated him, so both Fleur and Olar were perfectly aware that the chicken had not been simply “wandering about the garden.”


  But in a town thick with edible animals like pigs, sheep, goats, and rabbits, no one was going to complain about a missing chicken or two.


  Olar’s constant admiration of Bertra’s craft was not unusual.


  What was unusual was the way Fleur failed to praise or compliment the dinner’s flavor in any way as she ate it.


  “Milady?”


  Fleur nearly dropped her spoon at the unexpected address. All their silver had long since been sold, so it was a cheap tin utensil. Bertra would occasionally complain that she missed polishing the silver, but for Fleur’s part she found the tinware easier to use and much preferred it.


  “O-oh yes. It’s delicious,” she said hastily, which made Olar and Bertra both regard her dubiously. “Very,” she added. Olar and Bertra shared a look.


  Fleur picked up a piece of bread and put it in her mouth. It was hard to chew, but that meant it would be that much longer before she was expected to speak.


  “So what did the Post lad have to say?”


  Fleur heard the quiet hammering of her heart. She was sure they could hear it, too, but averted her eyes and took another bite of bread before she had finished chewing the first one.


  “Oh, have you started working on another trade?” Bertra was preternaturally sharp when it came to housework but could still be rather insensitive.


  Or perhaps she did know and was asking on purpose, Fleur wondered as she took a sip of ale.


  “A fundamental principle of trading,” Olar said, giving Fleur an appraising look as she stood from her chair, “is to keep your distance from your partners.”


  Fleur’s heart was now very quiet. She shot Olar a cold glance, which he did not flinch at.


  “For trading to go smoothly, you must deal with many different partners, as it’s impossible to predict when difficulties may arise. You must above all avoid any situation wherein a delivery failing to arrive would mean your ruin.”


  Their cold staring contest continued. But Fleur could not match Olar’s ability in hiding any emotion from his face, eyes, and mouth. She finally looked away, picking up her bowl and thrusting it at Bertra. “Another.”


  “Chasing profit is a dangerous business. If you dream of great gains, you also expose yourself to great risks. Trading is a long-term enterprise. You must avoid risk,” said Olar, but Fleur could tell his words lacked real conviction.


  No doubt he’d already concluded what was to blame for Fleur’s strange mood.


  “He’s a trustworthy man.”


  “Merchants can wear many masks.”


  “He seems a trustworthy man.”


  Olar nodded and indicated that Fleur could continue.


  “The profit is reliable. I supply the money, and he chooses and sells the clothing. The profit comes to thirty or forty percent, which we split.”


  “What of the clothing? Where does it come from and via whom?”


  “A famous town across the sea, he said. He’ll use the trading company for the purchase, so there’s nothing to worry about.”


  She cut a piece of chicken in two with her spoon and brought the smaller piece to her mouth. The bones had been carefully removed, which made it easy to eat.


  “And to whom will they be sold?”


  “The same customers he’s sold to before, so there’s no problem there, either.”


  The canny old merchant stopped asking questions. Fleur’s face was downcast, and she stole a glance at him with upturned eyes, like a student seeking her tutor’s approval.


  Olar put his hand to his forehead, sighing as he rubbed his head, which he often did when he was thinking something over.


  Fleur thought back over her conversation with Milton. Her impression was that everything had been planned very carefully, from purchase all the way to sale. After all, they were only continuing with a business that had been conducted successfully all along. The only difference was that the money to buy the clothes would come from Fleur instead of from the company. And doing business at the company’s whims meant they kept most of the profit.


  By joining up with Fleur, Milton could make more money for himself in exchange for his expertise with clothing and customers.


  He had explained his expectations and goals very clearly, and Fleur did not think there would be any problems.


  “I see…”


  “Is there a problem?” she shot back, stronger than she had intended.


  “Well, if you truly wish to know…”


  “If there is, spit it out,” she said, then realized how high-handed she was being and looked away. “I’m sorry. If you believe there to be a problem, please tell me.”


  Olar sighed, brushing some ale foam off of his beard before speaking. “Can this individual truly be trusted?”


  Fleur was not angry at the question, but not because of any particular generosity on her part. For Olar to ask that question meant that there was something that bothered him. And he had said that a top-class merchant could discern surprising facts from only the smallest pieces of information.


  “… Is there something suspicious?”


  “‘Suspicious’ might be going too far, but it is strange.”


  “What’s strange?” she asked, which made Olar look down at his hands, before looking up at her out of the corner of his eye. He made this face whenever he was hesitating over whether to tell her what he was really thinking. He gazed at her like that for a while, mulling something over behind his glassy gray eyes.


  He sighed, the signal that he’d come to his conclusion. “Milady, if I may…”


  “What?”


  “Trade is like that bowl.” He indicated the bowl that was still half full with Bertra’s soup. “Profit is like its contents. Someone skillful like Bertra can extract greater profit than others. But no matter how hard she might try, the bowl can only be filled so much before it overflows, just as every trade has a limit to the amount of profit that can be made from it.”


  Opposite Olar, Bertra broke her bread and began to eat. It was very difficult to divert her attention away from anything outside of the house.


  “Fundamentally, the amount of profit to be gained in a trade is always balanced between its participants.”


  “I know that. That’s why Milton doesn’t want to deal with the trading company anymore and was looking for someone like me.”


  Olar nodded but continued. “Which means that the company that normally does business with the Post house will see substantially less profit. Do you think they will look kindly upon this? Trading companies are cunning and sly.”


  “Huh?” Fleur retorted, but soon smiled. “Oh. Don’t worry about that. It’s the opposite.”


  Now it was Olar’s turn to retort. “The opposite?”


  “Yes. The Jones Company that introduced me to Milton did so in order to increase their own profit. Milton was buying clothes from another company and selling them on, but the Jones Company wants his sales expertise for themselves. In exchange for switching sides, Milton had a condition: Find him a different source of funding.”


  Olar’s unwavering eyes were slowly hidden behind his eyelids. A few moments later they opened again, and his gaze moved away from Fleur. “So the procurement comes via the Jones Company.”


  “That’s right. Milton buys from the Jones Company, which helps them break into the clothing business. They establish a relationship with Milton. There’s no downside for them at all. Of course” – Fleur paused, briefly proud of herself for speaking so eloquently in front of Olar like this; she got the feeling that he was smiling a bit at her dramatics – “for Milton and me, there’s nothing but upsides.”


  She thought it was perfect.


  Milton would be free from the company that had used him and sucked up most of his profits thus far, and in exchange for sharing profit with Milton, the Jones Company would guarantee their own share. And Fleur would receive a tidy fee in exchange for shouldering the risk of the money outlay.


  Not only that, but she would gain knowledge of the workings of the clothing trade. Milton could save up, and in the end he might even open his own shop.


  In any case, it seemed to Fleur like a magnificent plan, where no one stood to lose.


  “Mm.” Contrary to Fleur’s expectations, Olar did not reply right away. The wrinkles high on his bald head only deepened as he stared down at his soup.


  Fleur patiently waited for his reply, but it did not come. Finally, unable to stand the silence, she slowly reached for her soup, bringing it to her mouth. It had mostly cooled, but that made its flavors easier to discern. “It’s delicious,” Fleur said to Bertra, which finally elicited a smile from her – she had been silent all throughout dinner.


  It was only after Fleur asked Bertra for some hot water to cleanse her palate with that Olar finally spoke up.


  “Well, if milady concludes as much, then…”


  Fleur was at a loss, wondering what he was thinking, which prompted Olar to repeat himself.


  “If milady has come to said conclusion, then…”


  Fleur was not so brimming with confidence that she could immediately reply with, Well, that’s what I’m doing, then. She set her spoon down and regarded Olar with upturned eyes. “If you have something to say, I wish you’d say it.”


  “Not at all. There’s little to be accomplished even if I did. I’m probably overthinking all this. After all, I’m not young anymore. It makes it all too easy for me to reflect on the things that went wrong for me in the past. And” – Olar took a drink of soup, cocking his head slightly and glancing at Bertra as though to compliment her on it, and his still-handsome features and what remained of his fine, egg white-treated hair was more than enough to invite a smile from her – “you must be given a chance to grow up in your own way, milady. Or the legs you’ve worked so hard to acquire will weaken.”


  It was unclear whether or not he was exactly complimenting her, but at the very least he was telling her to work hard and take steps on her own, which was progress – since up until recently he seemed to trust neighborhood errand boys more than he did Fleur.


  “A true merchant is one who can learn from her failures.”


  Fleur smiled. “You’re assuming I’m going to fail.”


  “I did not say that,” said Olar, smiling faintly.


  Then, noticing that there was no more ale in the cups held in their outstretched hands, Bertra stood and made ready to pour another round. “I’m not an educated woman so such talk is beyond me, but I know my own work,” she said sagely.


  Nothing was so heartening as being surrounded by family one could trust.


  The next day, Fleur woke up early. Well – early by the standards of the nobility, which she knew differed quite a bit from the habits of the common folk. Lately, when Fleur had been woken by Bertra, the latter had already finished a round of housework. As far as Olar was concerned, it went without saying that this day of all days he’d risen early.


  Fleur climbed out of bed and quickly combed her hair with a comb Bertra had made for her in what time she could find between housework. Her hair had been cut above the shoulders and offered hardly any resistance at all, so the combing was quickly accomplished. The day after she had cut the long, beautiful hair that was the surest sign of nobility, she had let out a whistle at how much more quickly her morning dressing went.


  Long hair could not be properly washed at the sort of water well that would be shared by a large number of townspeople. On top of that, there was no time to spend on daily grooming when there were so many other things to accomplish during the day.


  Moreover, it was hardly in her best interest to reveal the fact of her gender while doing business.


  Given all that, she had not hesitated to cut it.


  The strange thing was that when she actually went through with it, she herself was not the most disturbed by the change. Olar’s face had been deeply pained when he had informed her she would have to cut it, and Bertra had flatly opposed it. Fleur had let her hair down and wrapped herself in a large blanket in preparation for the cutting, and while Olar and Bertra argued endlessly about it, she had finally just done it herself.


  She still vividly remembered Bertra’s cry and had never seen Olar go wide-eyed in exactly that way either before or since.


  Fleur did not dislike the image of herself that was reflected in the polished copper plate she used for a mirror. In fact, the first time she had smiled at herself there was after the haircutting. The person she saw was not some noblewoman whose job was simply to exist.


  From then on, she would live by her own hands and feet as Fleur Bolan the merchant.


  “Right.”


  There was always a line in front of the well in the morning, so Fleur washed her face with water she had brought in the previous night, rinsing her mouth and sprinkling the rest on the garden, then finally bracing herself for the day.


  Shortly thereafter she heard the sound of someone climbing the steps, which was probably Bertra, having heard the sound of the water splashing down.


  “Milady?” came the question after a hesitant knock at the door. And no wonder she was surprised. Normally Fleur would not wake up even when her shoulders were shaken.


  Fleur opened the door with a smile. “Good morning!”


  “Ah, good morning, milady.”


  “Where’s Olar?”


  “Er… I believe he’s on his usual walk through the marketplace.” She had woken early enough that Olar the watchdog was not here to bark at her. Fleur knew what she would say.


  “Well, then, I’d like some breakfast. Bread with a bit of cheese. And just a bit of wine.”


  Breakfast was a privilege reserved for the noble and the wealthy. It was proof of prosperity. One of the hardest things about leaving the manor was the immediate loss of breakfast.


  Bertra’s eyes widened. “Well…” she said, and after thinking a moment with her eyes downcast, she slowly looked around, then smiled a small smile. “If you’ll give me just a moment.”


  No doubt this was her way of rewarding Fleur for waking up so promptly.


  In return for this, Fleur embraced Bertra. Bertra giggled and turned to go.


  The clucking of the chickens could be heard from the garden, and the morning was very fresh.


  After cleaning up evidence of the breakfast – evidence that had to be kept from Olar – Fleur put on her cloak and carefully covered her head in her scarf.


  “Goodness, are you leaving so early?” said Bertra, surprised, as she dried her hands on her apron.


  “I’m heading to the port. Tell Olar where I’ve gone.”


  “Very well, milady,” said Bertra, and then continued in a low, indistinct voice. “It’s surprising… Somehow I’ve gotten used to seeing you in those clothes.”


  It was an honest admission from Bertra, though it did not displease Fleur to hear it. She spun around in her cloak. “I’m off,” she said in an affected, dramatic voice.


  “Take care,” said Bertra with a long-suffering smile that was very like her.


  Upon leaving the house, Fleur found that the morning air was very pleasant. The cold, dry winter had ended, and each day was warmer than the last, the air smelling as fresh as the heart of the forest. The shadows cast by the buildings and trees in the morning sunlight felt somehow deeper and sharper than usual.


  When spring came, it would bring blossoms that bloomed and scattered, and then the season would turn vivid green.


  Fleur stepped lightly to avoid a merchant dragging a line of goats all tied together. Her destination was a loading dock at the port, where she would meet someone.


  Many streets led to the docks, the port town’s center of trade, where many ships arrived every day. The cargo had to be unloaded quickly – as quickly as possible and moving as much as could be moved.


  Most of the dockworkers arose before the sun, and by the time the clergymen in the church were ringing the morning bells, the port was already buzzing with work. The working hours for craftsmen in the town were strictly controlled, but the port was an exception. A damaged ship on the verge of sinking could not be turned away just because it happened to arrive outside of working hours – or so the excuse went, and it was probably only half-true.


  But the market would not open just because a mule hauling goods there was about to collapse from exhaustion.


  “Right, this is everything! God be with you!” shouted a shirtless dockworker, slapping the side of a wagon as he finished loading it. But the din of the port was such that even this shout was soon lost in the tumult.


  Once the sun rose, even the oldest, feeblest merchant would be able to move his goods.


  This was also the hour, apparently, when travelers setting out from the port were most numerous. The many companies’ docks were crowded with wagons, horses, and people, all making ready to leave. Between them wove errand boys carrying messages between ships and companies, merchants carefully counting boxes to make sure nothing was forgotten during loading, and beggars collecting the salt that spilled from the tightly packed barrels of salt-preserved herring.


  It was a mad throng.


  In the midst of all the goods, one would want to leave as soon as possible – but the moment one did, they would begin to miss it. It took time to get used to.


  At the moment, though she still had yet to reach Olar’s level, Fleur could navigate the waters with some measure of calm.


  “This is the last? Huh? Twenty?! It’s fine! They should be there!”


  She soon spotted a young man shouting directions to the horsemen fastening goods to a stout horse. There in the midst of shirtless men with arms as thick and strong as their legs, he stood out like a poet on a battlefield.


  “Right, I’ll be off! We’ll meet atop the hill! God be with you!” He probably didn’t have to shout so loudly, but the man couldn’t seem to help raising his voice amid the hustle and bustle around him.


  Fleur found it a bit amusing, and she approached the man who held the horse’s reins.


  The man noticed her just as he was finishing his inspection and making ready to take the horse on its way. “Ah–”


  “Morning.” She had wondered how politely to greet him, but when the time came, it was a casual greeting that escaped her lips.


  Milton glanced at his cargo, then looked back to Fleur and returned her greeting. “And good morning to you.”


  “I’m glad I caught you in time.”


  “Ha-ha, I didn’t dare to hope you’d come today,” said Milton with a smile, the breath escaping his mouth in puffs of white in the still-chilly air. He looked past the horse, and after waving his hand broadly, he began to lead the horse. “Mind walking with me?”


  “Not at all.”


  Fleur drew alongside Milton as they began to walk.


  There were many sorts of people who all fell under the title of “nobility.” Some lived in towns, others in forests, others atop hills with grand views. Some even lived in monasteries built on great plains.


  The noblemen Milton was now going to deal with were a well-known family who controlled a forest and its adjacent river.


  Fleur had not been sleeping well over the past few days, but her youthful, fine features were just as sharp as always. As they cut through the crowds, she did not embarrass herself with a single yawn. Beneath her scarf she took deep breaths, careful not to have them noticed. As a merchant, she had to appear calm.


  “So, about our recent discussion,” Fleur began, once they had joined the avenue that led away from the port and the landscape changed from trading houses and companies to inns and taverns. She did not continue, though, and not because she had collided with someone else on the crowded street. It was because Milton smiled as he led the horse.


  “It something amusing to you?” If she hadn’t been wearing the scarf around her head, she probably would have exposed even more of her own ignorance.


  Or Milton would have been even meaner.


  “Ah, apologies,” Milton said, covering his mouth.


  Fleur could not be truly angry, because Milton’s expression seemed genuinely pleased. His smile was a kind one. It was too pleasant a morning to rage at someone with such a smile.


  “It just seemed mysterious to me, that’s all.”


  “Mysterious?” asked Fleur.


  Milton smiled apologetically. Fleur looked away, but not because she was angry. Milton was her trading partner. She reminded herself of that emphatically.


  “Yes, mysterious. A year or two ago… or even just a short while ago, if you’d stood beside me and asked about ‘our recent discussion,’ my heart might well have thudded right out of my chest.”


  The horse’s hooves clop-clopped as it walked along.


  Fleur closed her eyes, trying to calm herself with the monotonous sound of the horse’s footsteps.


  It was indeed just as Milton said. Time had certainly changed them both.


  “Of course, I can’t say my heart is exactly at ease right now, either,” said Milton with a smile.


  When Fleur finally realized she was being teased, she grinned as though she was not wearing the scarf at all.


  “My apologies for teasing you. Now then, what do you think of my business proposal?”


  They were out of the center of town and now starting to see more travelers and visitors from other towns. Craftsmen’s shops lined both sides of the street, and young apprentices bustled around here and there as they prepared for work. The bakeries were already buzzing with activity, and the sinfully delicious smell of baking bread wafted about.


  “I accept,” said Fleur. She had aimed for the moment when the bakery had stolen their attention. She returned her gaze from the bakery back to Milton.


  “Truly?”


  “I do not lie,” she countered.


  Feeling like a true merchant, she exhaled slowly beneath her scarf. But when she saw Milton’s face shift from surprise to happiness, she suddenly felt very small and petty.


  Now she truly understood what the term shining eyes referred to.


  “Thank you… very much.” He spoke slowly, pausing in the middle to take a breath.


  “Of… of course,” she replied, her voice muffled by the scarf, knowing how foolish she must sound.


  Fleur cleared her throat and thought back to what Olar had said. His advice was always good.


  “I was up all night thinking about it, and I have decided to accept your proposal.”


  “I see… truly, my thanks to you.”


  “…”


  His boyish smile hit her yet again, and she fought to keep her equilibrium. Looking ahead, she feigned composure and took the opportunity to calm herself. “Still, between the buying and the selling of the clothing, is there truly no cause for worry?”


  “No, the trading company that introduced you to me, Miss Fleur, is sincerely trying to cooperate with me, I’m sure.”


  Thinking on Olar’s sharp eyes, Fleur continued her questioning. “Can they be trusted? You don’t imagine they’re doing this merely to obstruct other companies?”


  “Well, that’s always a possibility, of course. But think of it this way: Clothes are light and can be packed very tightly aboard a ship. And the more you’re moving, the lower your shipping expenses are per unit. But that’s nothing if you fail to sell it. On the other hand, if you believe you can sell it all, then the more you can buy up the greater your profit margin, and because you’re selling a lot, your profits are boosted yet again. The Jones Company is desperately trying to become the largest company at this port. Was your price beaten badly down?”


  Milton’s smile was a rueful one, perhaps because he was not speaking ill of the company they were using in order to convince her.


  But Fleur was strangely ready to accept this. The sense that they each would do anything for their own self-interest was very clear.


  Milton continued. “Everyone’s trying to get away with something. I can understand why you would be suspicious.”


  Fleur, a girl who had once been a proper lady and known nothing of the world, drew her chin in at these words.


  “Everyone – everyone! – is putting their own self-interest first. I’m no different, of course.”


  “If that’s so–” Fleur began, but shut her mouth.


  If that’s so, then why should I trust you?


  Had she actually said those words out loud, she would have looked like a child who could be counted upon to try to argue with anything. Fortunately, thanks to a mighty effort of self-control, she had managed to avoid embarrassing herself.


  And yet Fleur did not know if she was successfully hiding her feelings. Such childish words were trying to come out of her mouth because other feelings swirled about in her chest.


  She looked at Milton through the gap in her scarf.


  He had youthful, noble, sensible features, and his expression was soft and his voice quiet as he spoke. “It may sound like a poor joke, but this is truly all I can say–”


  They had arrived at the edge of town, and Milton stopped.


  “–Please, at least trust me.”


  She realized a moment later that her own smile was narrowing her view.


  Here at the inspection station at the edge of town there were farmers from nearby villages bringing goods in, and as the sun climbed higher, the last travelers to set out were paying their taxes and arguing with the inspectors.


  There were oxen and horses, and along with the poultry in various wagons, it was a very noisy place.


  But none of that noise seemed to penetrate Fleur’s attention.


  “… That’s not a very convincing case.”


  “I know. I wasn’t even able to get you to remember my face.”


  Fleur very clearly laughed under her scarf, then took a breath. Maybe being driven from the manor had not been such a bad fate.


  “Push, pull, push again…


  “Catch a butterfly, a cat, a hair, a fox…”


  It was a line from a poem that poked fun at young nobles playing at love. There was surely no one else in this town able to hear the little verse and laugh at it.


  Fleur and Milton shared merry laughter, which eventually faded like ripples in water.


  Fleur then let quiet words slip from her lips. “I’ll trust you, then.”


  It was not a long statement, but far weightier than the lengthy contracts merchants so frequently drew up.


  Milton nodded seriously, then let go of the horse’s reins. “I shall rely on it.”


  Fleur took his offered hand. “As will I,” she replied.


  Milton then immediately retook the reins, looking at the horse, then back to Fleur. “I’d like to stay here, if possible.”


  His earnest face was too earnest by half.


  “Surprisingly skillful words.”


  “The moment of falling is decided in the manner of parting.”


  “To feign interest so that I lie awake all night unable to think of anything but you?” Fleur herself was surprised at how smoothly the words slipped from her mouth. It was surprisingly refreshing to dust off the rusted old mask of nobility that had lain buried at the bottom of her mind for so long.


  “If my hand is so easy to read, perhaps I’m unfit to be a merchant.”


  “Oh? I haven’t even yet asked when next we might meet.”


  It was not such a bad thing to play the part of a nobleman’s daughter, pining away for her knight so desperately that a single day felt like an eternity.


  “In the evening, three days hence.”


  “I shall be waiting.” Her body moved of its own accord – no doubt her noble blood reasserting itself. Her chin rose, but she still lowered it and averted her eyes deceptively.


  Milton pretended not to notice. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said and began to walk away. The clop, clop of his horse’s hooves faded into the distance.


  “In the evening, three days hence.” She murmured the words to herself as she watched Milton’s form recede, and for the first time, she realized her hand was clasped to her breast. She hastily removed it, smoothing the wrinkled material of her clothing.


  Milton greeted the guard at the inspection station and passed through unhindered.


  He looked back only once.


  Fleur turned and walked the opposite direction, as though she did not care about Milton at all. She could not bear to look at him any longer.


  “In the evening, three days hence.”


  As she headed back into the city’s tumult as it awakened and began to work, Fleur repeated the words to herself again, as though they were the name of some treasure.


  The spring sun shone down.


  In the city, buildings were packed so closely to one another that it was sometimes impossible to even slip a single piece of paper between the houses. Where once sunlight could be taken for granted, now it was a luxury commodity. And when even something that fell in unlimited quantities from the heavens was a luxury, life on the earth was hard indeed.


  Such idle thoughts ran through Fleur’s mind as she leaned on the windowsill and rested her chin in her hands, watching songbirds gather around the midday meals leftover crusts.


  “Milady,” came an ill-timed voice, finally.


  But Fleur was not angry as she continued to stare out the window, because even she knew that it was Olar, who had the right to anger.


  “Milady!” The birds flew off at the suddenly loud voice.


  At this, Fleur finally raised her head and turned lazily in the direction of the voice. “Why must you yell so?”


  “If yelling is what convinces you to listen, then yell I shall!”


  “Yes, yes… it’s just, the weather is so fine…” Fleur yawned, then stretched grandly in the chair.


  On the desk were several sheets of paper as well as a quill pen and ink. One of the sheets was covered in smooth-handed writing.


  It was a list of common words and phrases used in contracts between merchants. It included terms like purchase and disposal, loan and borrow, and all their usages, as well as all the ways one might pray to God.


  Merchants had a whole vocabulary unique to them, as they often had cause to trade with people from far-flung lands. Small trades were one thing, but misreading a single line or clause in a contract involving fortunes could utterly ruin a merchant in a single instant.


  When dealing with those who would prey upon one’s inattention given the slightest opportunity, one had to be at least slightly prepared for battle.


  Fleur thought on Olar’s exaggerated warnings and turned over another sheet of paper. On it was a large table of currencies and their names. Beside the names were the exchanges rates with other coins, all of which seemed like so much esoteric spell craft to Fleur.


  But to become a proper merchant, she had to have a general grasp of such knowledge. She didn’t have to be told as much to know it was true.


  “Milady,” came the flat voice, the one that came out when he was truly angry.


  Fleur looked back at Olar, then furrowed her brow. “Don’t be so angry at me. I hate being like this myself, you know.”


  Olar was clever enough to know she wasn’t talking about her restlessness in the face of the nice weather.


  The wrinkles in his forehead reached all the way to the top of his head, and he regarded her with a single open eye – which meant his next words had been very carefully considered. Olar was both extremely clever and possessed of a deep sense of duty.


  Even in the face of such foolishness on Fleur’s part, his treatment of her was meticulously courteous.


  “Milady, as your ledger keeper and your tutor, I must speak my mind.”


  “Mm,” replied Fleur, whereupon she was met by the following words.


  “Be careful not to misunderstand the truth.”


  It was an irritating insinuation to hear. Merchants excelled at constructing such maddeningly vague statements, and if she tried to turn it back upon him, there was no telling how many different ways he could twist the meaning.


  Hearing those words, her smile clouded over as she hit upon the realization.


  Olar rubbed his head and continued. “I don’t particularly wish to say this, but the master of the Post family came to prosperity by wooing the widow of the former lord. Rumors swirl that the disposition of all the family lands and wealth is decided within ladies’ bedchambers. What I mean is–”


  “What you mean is that Milton, being of that blood, is an unparalleled rake.” Fleur stared at the wall behind the desk as the words were drawn out of her.


  Perhaps the songbirds outside the window had returned; their chirped songs could be heard coming through it. Perhaps the high voice that joined them was a child, scampering around on the streets.


  Then the low sigh of the house’s wise man joined them.


  “After all, he is Milton, a man who trades with the nobility. Surely it’s so, is it not? And I’m a mere girl.”


  “… I would not go that far, but…”


  “It’s fine. I know it myself. My feet aren’t on the ground. It feels like if I were to jump from the windowsill there, I could just fly away,” Fleur said, narrowing her eyes at the bright sunlight that shone down onto the courtyard garden.


  Olar opened his mouth to speak, but in the end, he swallowed his words. His old master had been Fleur’s former husband. And he’d seen every detail of how she had been wedded to the man. Fleur knew that Olar felt more agony over the union than she had.


  There was probably a degree of atonement in the way he had come to her aid when the Bolan house had fallen, leaving her on the verge of wandering the road alone. And so even when this poor daughter of fallen nobility found herself stricken with something that couldn’t really be called love, he still felt it would be cruel to make her just throw it away.


  That was probably it.


  It was just a guess, of course, but she doubted it was far from the mark – and might well have been exactly right.


  Fleur returned her gaze to the room and smiled selfconsciously. “But business is business. People change when profit is involved. Isn’t that right?” It was one of the things Olar had taught her.


  The grizzled old merchant nodded regretfully but nonetheless firmly.


  “Anyway, you can’t put any trust in what someone says with their mouth. That’s–”


  “The mark of a true merchant, milady.”


  He skillfully completed her thought, and she managed to give him a natural-looking smile.


  The kindly old merchant was obviously relieved to see this, which meant that her own course of action was clear.


  Fleur quietly cleared her throat and straightened up. The desk was full of things she needed to memorize.


  “I’ll do it. I’ll do it, all right? So would you kindly leave me to it?”


  Olar took a moment to think this over, then took his leave of her with exaggerated politeness.


  Fleur continued to face the door after it was closed, smiling in spite of herself.


  They were both so kind to her. She knew she had to make sure their trust wasn’t misplaced and to protect them.


  Fleur scratched her nose lightly, shrugging her shoulders in amusement at her own ambition. She then picked the quill pen up and turned to the material on the desk with renewed seriousness.


  Trusting a man’s word that upon their parting he would return in three days was the stuff of silly poetry and had no place in the real world, and Fleur was well aware that trading did not always proceed according to plan.


  On the evening of the fourth day, when a message arrived from Milton saying that there had been a delay and he would be unable to return for a time, Fleur was not particularly disappointed. If anything, the news seemed to affect Olar more.


  And it was not as though she was sitting in her room basking in sunbeams as she waited for him. The days were very busy.


  The Jones Company, which had introduced her to Milton, contacted her to inquire about the purchase of hay, and for a week she was a frequent visitor to the portside trading company.


  In the morning and evenings she received impromptu lessons from Olar about clothing, on subjects like knitted woolen fabrics and woven linens. However, be the components animal or vegetable in origin, or even something she had never heard of originating in some far-off land, it was doubtful whether what she learned of them then and there would last two days.


  After all, in the case of something like wool, the places where they were born differed from where they were raised, as did the locations of shearing and dyeing. And there was the matter of the towns where spinning and weaving guilds did their work, to say nothing of fulling or milling. There was no room for her to remember which goods then sold most easily at which towns.


  Even if she could memorize everything Olar knew off the top of his head, Fleur herself doubted it was really sinking in.


  She even talked about her struggles with one of the traders she saw on her trips to the trading company – surprisingly, the same man who’d tried to underpay her before.


  The man – whose name was Hans – smiled as he sympathized with her. “It was the same for me.”


  “Really?” Fleur couldn’t help saying out of pure surprise.


  “Of course. There’s so much to remember, and trying to pack it all into my head, it felt like I was going to forget my own name,” said Hans, the same man who’d tried to renege on his promised price after Fleur had hauled stinking herring up and musty, dusty hay down.


  Fleur felt shocked out of her own skin.


  “But you’ve got nothing to complain about given that fine tutor of yours. Us apprentices get nothing but the strap or the rolling pin if we’re unlucky enough to work for a baker.”


  “Olar… er, I mean, that ‘fine tutor’ said the same thing. I was so sure he was making it up!” Fleur laughed, which made Hans roll up his shirtsleeves and bare his arms.


  “This is from when I was whipped. I was learning to write, using shells on slate, and I’d gotten white all the way up to my elbow. The dust was beat clean off me.” Next he pointed to a spot on his left arm where hair no longer naturally grew. “And here’s where I burned myself with a candle trying to keep awake late one night.”


  He spoke of the memories as though they were pleasant ones, but even those who seemed like they were born knowing everything about the world had suffered and toiled to gain that wisdom. Fleur could understand, then, why he might have looked down on her or regarded her with a certain amount of derision. It must have been irritating to anyone who had worked so hard when someone like Fleur demanded to be treated as a peer, despite not having earned the right.


  “Some of the other apprentices seemed to be born clever, so I swore I wouldn’t lose to them, which led me to do such things. Even now I’m a bit proud of it. If you work hard, you can succeed. On the other hand…” Hans stopped in the middle of his fluent expounding and smiled self-consciously. “Sorry, I talk too much.”


  He hardly needed to finish his statement.


  If you work hard, you can succeed – but on the other hand, even a naturally clever child won’t get anywhere without hard work.


  That confidence was what led merchants to make fun of nobles and kings and led directly to their peculiar strength.


  They feared nothing. Fleur found herself asking if that meant they had nothing to lose, nothing they wanted to protect.


  “We can’t hold a candle to monks,” said Hans after a moment of thought, letting a not-unimpressed expression flicker across his face. “Unlike them, we merchants are filled with worldly desires.”


  “Even monks have the desire for their own salvation, or if not that, for the salvation of others, I should think.” The words that came from Fleur’s mouth as she looked at Hans were ones Olar often spoke, but now they were her words, spoken as someone who’d seen the monks receive tithes from the Bolan family with her very eyes.


  Hans regarded her appraisingly, stroking his chin as he did so.


  Until very recently, Fleur might well have found the gesture a rude, cold-blooded one. But now it just seemed to her like a charmingly merchant-like habit.


  “You might be right. If so, perhaps we’re similar to those monks. Instead of a land without sickness or death, we work for a land without loss or bankruptcy,” he said, amused. “’Twould be paradise,” he added quietly to himself.


  Merchants pursued profit above all else, relentlessly, tirelessly, seeing only that – they regarded all others with suspicion and would betray even a faithful comrade in service to their avarice.


  Everything was for profit. Always profit.


  Titles like lord or king held no meaning for them. After all, to become a good merchant, one endured lashings and burnt one’s own flesh just to stay awake, while a king or lord was such merely by fortunate accident of birth.


  “Might I ask you something?” Fleur said. They faced each other, and after all their conversation over the past several days, it seemed silly to hide her face. There just hadn’t been an obvious opportunity for her to remove her scarf, but she now did so.


  She did not know if he would understand her gesture as the compromise that it was, but his expression as he said, “Please do,” was a gentle one.


  “What is it that makes you work so hard?” Fleur felt she had an inkling, but she wanted to know for certain.


  There might be any number of practical reasons, ones even a girl raised in a forest-rimmed manor could imagine. And yet Fleur asked because she thought he might give another sort of answer – a secret one, one that might validate her own secret hopes.


  “Ha, that’s what you want to know?”


  “I-is it such a strange thing?” She smiled an embarrassed smile, a gesture well practiced from so many banquets with gossipy aristocrats.


  “Not at all… I understand the sentiment. I’ve wanted to ask my own master the same thing, truthfully. But at the moment I’m just one merchant in a vast ocean. Asking me why I work so hard to accomplish so little makes me feel rather embarrassed.”


  So he had yet to gain anything to show for his effort.


  Fleur mused that she would probably have remembered Hans’s face forever if this conversation had not come so soon after he’d so brazenly tried to beat down her selling price when she had dealt with his company. For all his avarice, he was awfully humble.


  Merchants were a strange bunch.


  “I was the fourth son of a poor farmer’s family, so I’m fortunate to even be alive. I left home with nowhere to go and nowhere to return to, and when this trading company brought me in, I had no choice but to cling to them. Although in honesty many apprentices did not make it.” Hans spoke with a measure of bashfulness, lightly scratching his nose in an effort to hide it. It was a boyish and charming gesture. Eyes used to scorning or mocking others were now tinged with a melancholy nostalgia.


  “And yet if you want to know why I’ve endured it… there are many reasons, of course, though I don’t really know which one might be the truest one. Part of it was that this was the only path open to me. But… hmm…”


  Despite being stymied by the bothersome question, Hans nonetheless seemed to be enjoying the conversation. He fell silent, looking off into the distance.


  Fleur turned her gaze from his profile down to her own hands. She wore a smile on her face. Hans’s expression was a very familiar one to her. And his silent profile was all the confirmation that she needed of her supposition.


  Fleur had had no special love for her husband, but there was one thing about him that she envied – the fact that he had a goal, which he would sacrifice absolutely anything for: pride, faith, friendship, even love. He was not a good man, but he had something that drove him to incredible achievements.


  She wanted to see what it was that waited at the end of his vision, just once, and she desperately envied whatever it was that inspired such ecstasy in his eyes. Lately she had come to resent her terrible miser of a husband less and less.


  When their ruin had become inevitable, he’d lost forever whatever it was he was looking at. When the house had finally and completely fallen, he hadn’t appeared terribly disturbed. Perhaps in his heart, the object of his desire had already been taken from him – whatever it was that was of such value it made enduring any misfortune or suffering worthwhile.


  Hans, who spoke of the trials he had suffered a child, was another person chasing that thing.


  “I can’t really explain it,” he said, returning to the present from his reverie. “But it’s a feeling of anticipation.”


  “Anticipation,” Fleur repeated, which Hans smiled and shook his head at.


  “Forget I said anything. I’m far too young to answer your question.”


  If he’d refused to answer, treating her like a beggar he was turning away at his doorstep, she probably would have given him a malicious retort here. But he was honestly acknowledging the difficulty of answering the question.


  Even knights these days could hardly brag of such honesty.


  “It was a strange question. My apologies.”


  Hans regarded her playfully out of the corner of his eye. “Not at all.”


  It seemed they had become a little closer. And Fleur had received an answer worth more than mere words.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  They were honestly, modestly, and above all greedily running down that road.


  After this short exchange, they turned to talk of bringing in another load of hay, but Fleur’s feelings toward doing so had completely changed.


  Completely unaware that the hay had come from the former lands of the house of Bolan, Hans was very interested in learning which hay was best and who to talk to at which villages in order to ensure smooth trading. He was showing real courtesy, which Fleur had long since realized was because she was now in a position to help him profit.


  But where once she would have found this courtesy for profit to be somehow ignoble and shabby, she realized the truth was a bit different. Merchants did not advance on the virtue that came easily to born philosophers and wise men. They endured whippings and beatings and still struggled onward.


  And if someone happened to help them in their struggle – well, of course such a person should be treated with courtesy.


  Fleur returned to the matter at hand. That day, as usual, she had hung around the trading company collecting gossip, exchanging information and jokes by turns, and returning home, making sure to cross the road that led from the edge of town to the port.


  She met up with Milton, whose face was somehow cheerful despite his being unable to hide his exhaustion – but there was only one thing on her mind. She wanted to put forth every effort to maximize their profit, then split it, and not because she was simply thinking about how to buy tomorrow’s bread.


  Milton had said he wanted to earn money to get back at the family that cast him out. But was that motivation enough to drive him to work himself to the bone and somehow force the pleasant smile he wore?


  Milton, Fleur was certain, was the same as Hans. He was anticipating something.


  He was anticipating something that awaited him at the end of his path of commerce.


  If so–


  Fleur stood before Milton, who looked so tired he seemed ready to fall into bed in that instant, and offered neither greeting nor encouragement.


  Instead, she said, “About the clothing purchase.”


  Surprised, Milton’s face slowly but steadily shifted to display a fearless smile.


  They decided to hold a meeting at Fleur’s house.


  Bertra was there, and she knew the house top to bottom, from the roof’s ridgepole to the mouse holes in the floorboards, so there was no worry their conversation would be eavesdropped upon. And on the other side of the wall, there was Olar.


  Even without her scarf, Fleur was well protected.


  “Talk has progressed to the request of a purchase representative for the company.”


  “Have you talked to any of the companies you’re connected with about starting new business?”


  “Yes. That’s why I had to show a big profit.”


  “And that’s why you’re so late?”


  Milton smiled tiredly at the question. “Yes. So I won’t be able to visit that house for a while. I’m not saying I forced the goods off on anyone, but I sold all the way down to the gardener’s apprentice, so unless someone suddenly gets fat, they won’t need more clothing for a while.”


  Milton had been carrying twenty pieces on his horse when he had set out. Even if they had been aprons, it was more than he could sell to every member of the household. There was no question he had worked hard.


  But that only proved the depth of his sales ability. They would not be taking a loss on this deal.


  “In that case, what you’re saying is that when next we go to sell clothes we’ve bought up, even in the worst case, even if you feel like you’re utterly desperate, we won’t lose money?”


  Milton stroked his chin – more scratched than it had been a week ago – with his finger. It had some stubble on it now, which made him look dignified. “That’s right. Of course…”


  There was a high squeaking cry, and a mouse ran along the rafters in the ceiling.


  “Of course, I truly did feel desperate. If possible, I’d like to avoid that,” said Milton, looking not at Fleur but at the mouse.


  With effort, Fleur avoided openly wondering what he meant by “that” and instead tried to deduce it. He probably had been just as desperate as he was suggesting and did not want to wind up running around like the mouse in the rafters.


  “You’re quite worried over, aren’t you, Miss Fleur?”


  “Huh?” she replied in spite of herself.


  Olar had warned her ahead of time to keep her mouth shut when she failed to understand something and wait for whatever would be said next. When she betrayed her own lack of comprehension, he said, she opened herself up to be exploited.


  So when Milton chuckled, she immediately decided he was chuckling at her. When Milton spoke the next moment, though, it was clear that was not the case.


  “I had debt, you know.”


  “Debt.” There was no question mark at the end of her reply.


  The word had sunk into her ears even before she voiced her response.


  “Yes. It was another company that first took notice of my talents, you see. But they took advantage of my position and used me terribly. But it’s the current company that lent me money for room and board. I suppose it’s good luck, but I can’t really thank them.”


  Fleur soon hit upon the solution to the riddle.


  Milton’s mouth curled up into the sort of smirk an uncouth mercenary might wear, and slowly the words spilled from his mouth. “Work is precious. But if a man works during the day, he must rest at night. That’s the way of the world that God established. And yet there are those who work day and night, on holy days, on days of celebration, on days of mourning. Even though to do so means borrowing the power of the devil.”


  It was a famous scripture. And Fleur knew the next line well. “And that devil’s name is usury.”


  No doubt the size of the loan for his immediate needs had been tiny compared to what he owed now. A greedy merchant would have had the interest rate rise 100 percent or more over a short term.


  Fleur’s former husband had constantly accrued debt, adding more day and night until finally summoning a usurious lender wearing a pointed cap, who had given him a loan against the manor itself at the interest rate of 70 percent per half year.


  The reason Milton needed to make the greatest possible profit was to pay down the debt he had accrued.


  Debt was worse than any collar around any dog’s neck. No favor or foe could banish it.


  When Fleur realized it, she looked at Milton with eyes afresh. To her surprise, despite having recited that famous scripture, Milton’s eyes were now placid. They shone with a light that said, “Yes, I will return. Yes, all well be well. Yes, I will protect you.”


  For a moment Fleur was at a loss for words – because Milton, who labored so mightily to rid himself of his debt, had gone into debt all over again.


  “If I–” Fleur began, then stopped out of nervousness and raised her chin.


  Milton’s eyes were soft. “If you?”


  “If I said I wanted interest, what were you going to do?”


  One didn’t have to be a merchant to know that money was power. The reason Fleur had not been utterly destroyed when her house was ruined was not because she had Olar and Bertra.


  It was because as a small revenge upon her husband, she had pilfered money from his coin purse as she went.


  Milton’s ability to earn money was so far ahead of Fleur’s that it barely merited mention. But when it came to who had more influence – it was Fleur.


  Not even able to dress herself and not paying their wages, Fleur’s nobility alone was enough to command the service of the house servants in the manor.


  Milton looked up and spoke slowly. “I knew you were a kind soul the first time I saw you.”


  “–!” Fleur utterly failed to feign nonchalance. She could feel her face flush, and though she looked down, it was too late.


  Still, Fleur averted her gaze and coughed before responding. “P-people change when there’s money at stake. Su-surely you know that much.”


  These were Olar’s words, but in these circumstances the only thing Fleur could do was repeat the words of another. When she tried to think of something to say on her own, all she had were her feelings toward Milton.


  “Yes, of course. That’s why you can see someone’s true nature when profit is involved. And,” Milton continued with a smile, “you aren’t going to charge interest. I would be quite certain of that even if you were wearing that scarf of yours. I would know.”


  Fleur knew only too well that she was being treated not as a fellow merchant, but as a young lady of noble birth. And yet – it was so comforting that she wanted to cry, to rage at it.


  The comfort was frustrating, irritating, like scratching a spot afflicted by chilblains.


  Surrendering, she wrung the words from her throat. “I… won’t take interest. I promised we’d split the profits, after all.” She paused, then added something in an effort to save some small amount of dignity. “As a merchant, I must keep my promises.”


  But Milton was merciless. “We haven’t signed any contracts.”


  By this he meant that if Fleur decided to charge interest, she still could, though she could hardly imagine drawing such a contract up.


  Just as Fleur had bit by bit smashed her own anxiety, perhaps Milton, too, had wanted to dispose of his.


  Fleur shook her head, but instead of changing his expression, Milton only leaned back in the chair as though the strength had left his body. It did not seem like an act. She realized this was the first time she had seen him nervous.


  “Perhaps now we can speak in specifics.” He tossed the words out into the space between them.


  He was every bit the noble youth cast out of his house. In the languor following the battle, he grabbed hold of the conversation.


  “I do believe I can trust you.” And in truth, Fleur’s worries had disappeared.


  Milton had arrived at the most reasonable possible decision and then come to her. All that was left was to buy the clothes and sell them.


  “Now then, shall we discuss the styles and quantities of clothing?”


  “Let’s,” said Fleur clearly and with a nod.


  Dinnertime.


  Around the table sat its usual occupants: Fleur, Bertra, and Olar. Fleur had tried to invite Milton but had been turned down.


  Upon reflection, Milton had carried clothes, sold them off, returned, and met straightaway with Fleur at her house to discuss their contract. No doubt he wanted to rest before taking a meal.


  She mused on the matter as she waited for Olar to look over the amounts, styles, colors, and provenance of the clothing Milton had proposed purchasing.


  “Mm.”


  Having looked over the list, the first thing that came out of Olar’s mouth was a sigh. Perhaps it was his age showing – he closed his eyes and leaned back, taking a deep breath and letting it out.


  Fleur was mildly anxious, but lines had yet to appear on Olar’s forehead, so whatever his thoughts were, they could not be so very bad.


  “Rather impressive,” he said. In truth, she hadn’t expected him to say anything remotely complimentary.


  “It’s not bad?”


  “Not at all. On the contrary, it’s quite good. The whims of the nobility change very easily, but their basic preferences do not. The current fashion is for bright colors and delicate fabrics. Most impressively, he even has a grasp of textiles sourced from far away. All that matters now is how convincing he can manage to be.”


  “I’ve checked that already,” said Fleur wryly, which made Olar clear his throat, his expression carefully neutral.


  “Next, there’s the matter of the contract regarding the funding of the Post lad.”


  “… Is there yet some problem?” Fleur asked, less out of displeasure than sheer exasperation. She had initially written out the basics of the lending, repayment, and profit-sharing arrangement she’d worked out with Milton, which Olar had then looked over to make sure she had not missed a single scrap of possible gain – and thereupon substantially rewritten it.


  He had changed more than the terms, too. The language was very different. It was roundabout and rambling, using all sorts of terms that would never be used in ordinary conversation. It brought her back to when she was a child learning how to read and write, and convinced that Olar was just trying to confuse things as much as he could, Fleur sighed an irritated sigh and called for Bertra.


  As Bertra brought down more and more of the not inexpensive paper for revisions, Fleur could see the lines on his face all too clearly.


  “We cannot be too careful. If there is a mistake in this contract, we stand to lose all the profit we are going to such trouble to gain.”


  If Olar – who had spent so many decades of his life in trade – said so, then it was surely so. Yet Fleur could not help but think to herself that there had to be a limit.


  After all, the other party in the contract was Milton. He was not some born merchant, but a former member of a noble and proud house, a house that relied upon its word and honor. If anything, he might be offended to be presented with such a meticulously constructed contract. At the very least, Fleur knew she would have been.


  Whether he knew Fleur’s thoughts or not, Olar made ready to read the contract over again, drawing his body up and holding the paper at arm’s length, squinting as he read the words on it aloud.


  “In the name of God. From Fleur von Eiterzental Bolan to Milton Post, a good man and true. These two, having met in trade by the grace of God, do now purpose to exchange via the Jones Company a quantity of fabrics of wool, linen, and silver, the cost of which shall be entirely borne by Bolan. However, five-tenths of this cost shall be counted as debt upon Post. Upon the purchase of these goods shall this debt be recorded. Upon this debt, Bolan pledges to hold no interest. Profits shall be split evenly. All purchased items shall be held under the ownership of Bolan. Concluded. God’s blessing be upon this contract.”


  Having read the contract in its entirety, Olar’s gaze remained fixed upon the paper – despite all the revisions, despite his scrutiny of every word, despite having finally written it all out.


  Yet Fleur had a good idea of what Olar was likely to say next.


  “About the amount we’re loaning to Post.”


  It was just as she had guessed. Fleur grabbed a piece of bread out of protest. “Half is fine,” she said briefly and with finality.


  Olar stared at her, but she had no intention of caving in.


  That part of the contract meant that if Milton fell short of his expectations and was forced to sell the clothing for less than they had paid for it, Fleur also stood to lose.


  Olar had wanted to count the entire amount as a loan to Milton as a matter of course and explained that a greedier merchant might have pushed that to one and half again, or even double the loaned amount. It would have been cruel to do so, but the Church reluctantly allowed “thanks given for money lent” in amounts of up to 20 or 30 percent per year, and trades could take several years to complete from purchase to sale, so Fleur’s insistence was a bridge too far.


  But the profit would be split evenly and Milton’s responsibility would amount to only half of the outlay, an extraordinarily, almost divinely generous arrangement the likes of which Olar had never seen.


  And yet Fleur insisted upon it.


  There was the fact that she trusted Milton, but that was not the most important point, which was this: By having a bit of money she had no power at all, whereas Milton was given the greater share of that same power. Just as Olar and Bertra had to bow to those who just happened to be born as nobility, there was Milton, who had to bow to those who just happened to have money, and he could no longer stand it.


  In exchange for borrowing power, they would assume risk. Fleur felt this would put her and Milton on equal terms and that it would be cowardly, even despicable, to do otherwise.


  It was just such despicable positions that her former husband would take, and yet he had brought such misfortune upon their house. Fleur was sure she could pursue profit without resorting to such tactics. She was sure.


  She admitted, though, that her notions might be naive – but it was the only way to find a partner she could truly trust.


  Fleur explained as much to Olar, insisting that nobody had any intentions of taking a loss, so the fuss over this particular condition wasn’t going to amount to anything.


  Olar looked steadily at Fleur, then closed his eyes and heaved a sigh. And then he folded.


  The tension went out of Fleur’s shoulders, and she smiled in relief.


  “In that case, I have nothing else to say. We need only pray to God that all goes well.” Olar tidied up the scattering of paper, then reached for the bread that Bertra had bought cheaply with her usual skill.


  “It’ll be fine. We don’t need to pray.” Having gotten Olar’s approval, along with a fine demonstration of his skill, she was certain there was no need for divine intervention, Fleur thought to herself, her spirits high as she picked up her spoon and started to sample the soup.


  But then she heard Olar clear his throat yet again. “You must not let your guard down. It is the nature of business to be unpredictable. Even if we do not make a single mistake, the ship could sink and our goods might never reach us, or bandits might attack while the goods are en route to their sale.”


  Olar’s words were a splash of cold water on Fleur’s good mood. Her smile disappeared and was replaced by a pouf as she slurped her soup – his observation had hit the bull’s-eye.


  It was true. She could not ignore those possibilities, nor should she. But that hardly meant one should never do anything for fear of what might happen.


  “Still, worrying over such things is for the servants. Milady would never get anywhere if she agonized over such things as I do.”


  At Olar showing the slightest bit of consideration, Fleur completely forgot the taste of her soup. While his logic might have been inconvenient or frustrating for her to hear, it was certainly sound, and she had to admit it would be a mistake for her to become displeased upon hearing it.


  But when Fleur looked up, she saw Olar looking off into space, a rueful smile on his face.


  Regardless of what it was he saw at the end of his vision, Fleur knew this expression well. She’d seen it when her former husband had been Olar’s master.


  “My old master was also an unpredictable sort. Rather, he made decisions his own way, and it was certain he could see things that I never did. Many were the times my worries came to nothing, it’s true. There are different sorts of talent in this world… the sort that forges new paths and the sort that follows those paths. There’s a great difference between the two. And milady…” Olar’s gaze moved from the distant past to the here and now, fixing upon Fleur. “You have the former.”


  This was not the sort of joke or jape that Olar occasionally made.


  Fleur put her spoon down, and after politely wiping her mouth, she smiled a shy smile to hide her real embarrassment.


  “You’ll embarrass me saying such things to my face. And I’m likely to become rather full of myself if you keep it up.”


  “If you have that much self-awareness, then I have little to worry about. And as I said, worrying is my job, not yours. Caution is part of that. And of course Bertra will also be on hand.”


  A model servant, Bertra had betrayed no interest in her masters’ conversation. Although it was more likely that her head was already full of the housework she planned to do next, given that she alone did an amount of work that would normally have been handled by several maids.


  At Olar’s words, though, she returned to herself with a start, her cheeks reddening as she looked intently down. Fleur wondered if she was angry.


  “Risking Bertra’s ire is the second worst thing I might do,” said Fleur with a small smile, looking at Bertra cautiously.


  “And what’s the first?” Olar asked.


  “The worst is making her cry.”


  Bertra’s eyes fluttered; she seemed to understand in what light she was being discussed. She put her hands to her reddening cheeks. “Please stop making such fun of me!” she said.


  Fleur couldn’t help but be charmed by Bertra, who had seriousness beyond her young age.


  “It seems I’ve nothing I ought add this time,” said Olar.


  “And that might be the happiest outcome of all.”


  The old man raised both hands in surrender. “God’s blessings be upon us.”


  Night had quietly fallen.


  Ship traffic was heavy.


  The previous day had seen ships arrive from long distances for repair or resupply only to be gone the very next. Moreover, there was a limited number of priests praying for the safety of those ships and their sailors. If Fleur and Milton missed this shipment, it would be at least a month before the next chance to do business.


  The very next day after her meeting with Milton, Fleur found herself at a table with him at the Jones Company.


  But Hans, the man representing the Jones Company in this transaction, was nowhere to be seen.


  Before they completed a contract with Hans, there was the matter of the contract between Fleur and Milton.


  “Will this do?” It was the very same contract Olar had so carefully revised for Fleur ahead of time. Milton was no mere apprentice, so a brief look was all he needed.


  The nobility used contracts only when they did not trust the other party or else wanted to deliberately insult them. Fleur was certain the thudding pain in her heart was not her imagination.


  Milton accepted the proffered sheet of paper, then looked up and regarded Fleur uncertainly. She froze, and visions of his angry face flashed through her mind.


  But far from being angry, Milton smiled. “Well, this is certainly a relief.”


  Fleur had trouble understanding what he meant, so though it made her sound like a fool, she asked, “A relief…?”


  “Yes. I was mostly certain that you wouldn’t assume a verbal contract would be sufficient – not that I don’t trust you, Miss Fleur. But since you’re the one lending your precious money, and money is life. If it had remained a verbal contract…” Milton jokingly patted the hilt of the short sword at his waist. “Like any knight, I’m ready to lay down my life.”


  Fleur realized what he meant with a start. “Ah!”


  Unlike the relationship between a noble and their knight, the relationship between merchants was one of clear mutual responsibility, where profit and loss were shared.


  Though Fleur might have infinite trust in her partner, the amount of profit that partner would bring her could be very small – uncomfortably so.


  A large amount of trust invested did not necessarily lead to commensurate returns – such was the way of trade.


  A knight could lay down his life. A merchant did not have that luxury.


  “Still, this is very generous. No merchant is unhappy at being trusted. And this amount… I’ll have to work like mad to be worthy of it.”


  Though he was simply discussing the figures in the contract, Fleur felt her face redden at Milton’s words. It was hardly surprising that he was interpreting the degree of trust she was putting in him as a measure of her affection.


  But this was a company meeting room. Fleur chose her words carefully. “An old veteran knight who saw many battles once told me that it’s only when you have no worries that you can reach your full potential.”


  “And worries can be banished with trust.” Milton ran his eyes over the contract, then signed his name at the end. While the terms were indeed very favorable, he could still incur debt if things went poorly. “Next, it’ll be my turn to banish your worries. I will sell it all!”


  Her former husband had shouted those same words in their home. “Sell it all! Buy everything!”


  She no longer found this vulgar. The words echoed in her mind like a horse’s gallop on the battlefield.


  “Now, let us turn to the purchase.”


  Fleur signed the contract after Milton, then rang a small bell that sat on the table, calling Hans back into the room.


  “Woolen fabric from Lubick, thin, in various colors, twenty-two pieces. Hempen robes stamped with the mark of the Yirin Craftsmen’s Guild, in various colors, twenty pieces. Silver jewelry from Chuaifult…”


  Hans slowly read off the list of goods Milton had chosen and Fleur had written down. His expression was the same as it always was, so Fleur had no sense of the impression the list of goods might give. Yet she still had the sense that they had been well chosen.


  Of course, since they were buying the goods through Hans’s employer, she didn’t expect there would be any trouble no matter how fine they were.


  Hans checked the quantities again, looking carefully over the colors and prices, then rubbed his eyes and looked at Milton. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to get twenty-two pieces from Lubick right now. Their wool is very popular at the moment. There’s no problem with supply, but they know what the current market here is like so they’re keeping the price high. I might be able to get ten or fifteen. They won’t be gold threaded, so shall I put the order in for that?”


  Naturally Hans’s company, being the importer, would earn more if the purchase were larger. And this was an overseas order, so his claim couldn’t be immediately confirmed.


  “I can’t move on the price. Just get as many as you can in that range.”


  “Understood.” Hans wrote the order directly on the paper, then moved to the next item. “The pieces from Yirin… these colors shouldn’t be a problem, and at this price we should be able to buy ones with the guild seal on them. As for the Chuaifult silver… do you have a particular shop in mind?”


  “Not particularly, so long as they all include either pearl or coral.”


  Hans’s eyebrows went up for the first time at Milton’s reply. “I see… so their amber’s no longer moving, eh?”


  “I wouldn’t go that far.”


  The strangely antagonistic conversation was full of implications and somehow still friendly. Rather than feeling as though her own negotiation skills needed work, Fleur was taken back to her childhood and the way she had felt excluded when she heard boys exchanging secrets to which she was not privy.


  “Understood. I’ll do my very best to obtain the listed goods. Now, if you’ll both sign here.” Hans put the list down on the table with a smack, indicating the bottom of the page.


  She wondered if this was a substitute for the contract. Milton glanced at her, and Fleur nodded. Milton accepted the quill pen and signed first, then allowed Fleur to take her turn.


  “Please confirm the goods one more time,” Hans said from across the table.


  It was an order from across the sea, after all. If there were any mistakes, returning the goods would be no simple matter. Particularly when colors had similar spellings, small mistakes could cause huge problems. Having Fleur and Milton sign both the list and a warning statement was both for their protection and for Hans’s.


  Fleur thought back on Olar’s words, words she had merely memorized, and started to feel a bit more appreciation toward them.


  “Is this correct?”


  Fleur didn’t know how many times she’d checked the list, but she checked it yet again before signing her name: Fleur Bolan.


  Hans’s eyes lit upon the name and then glanced up at her. She saw a flicker of surprise beneath his inscrutable mask but pretended not to notice.


  “Very well. I’ll now sign. And… in the name of God…”


  Neither Fleur nor Milton were unused to writing with quill pens, but Hans was clearly in a different class altogether. Wil even bothering to sit down, he had the strongest and clearest hand of anyone present – even elegant. And as proof of the agreement that the three of them now shared, he wrote the usual godly phrase beneath the signatures.


  Hans wrote his own name in a flowing script, but the benediction he wrote in bold, solemn letters.


  How many styles of writing had he mastered? Fleur wondered at how many talents merchants concealed.


  “Our company has entered into a contract with you both to obtain these goods on your behalf. May God’s blessing be upon us.”


  Previously Fleur had engaged in trading only with Olar’s help. This was the first time she was personally involved in signing documents.


  With Hans’s statement, the paper that Fleur and Milton signed would now determine their fate. Fleur felt something akin to regret, having now started down a path from which there would be no return.


  She took a deep breath, then exhaled. It was a pleasant nervousness.


  “We leave it in your capable hands,” said Milton as he shook hands with Hans.


  Hans then offered his hand to Fleur, which both surprised and pleased her. The feeling of being treated like a true merchant was a buoyant one.


  “It will probably take around two weeks to procure the order.”


  “So quickly?” asked Fleur, which Hans smiled and nodded at.


  “If we had to go to each town separately, it would take years. But the wonderful thing about the items written here is that procuring them is much simpler. They’re all items that have been stockpiled in warehouses here and there nearby, and none of them will be difficult to find. Hence, two weeks. Of course, that’s provided there are no delays with the ships.”


  Judging that the ink on the contract was dry, Hans carefully rolled up the signed document and placed it in a desk drawer. Fleur took note of this, but perhaps that was simply how deals proceeded when conducted via companies like this.


  Most importantly, there was nothing in the contract that could be taken advantage of. As long as the specified items were purchased, all would be well. If the goods were not purchased, Fleur and Milton would be able to object.


  Fleur reminded herself of that and directed her gaze toward the shelves on the wall. The many documents stored in those shelves were all records of trade, just like this one, and the notion stirred her heart. Even a quick glance revealed the enormous number of them.


  When she tried to imagine how many transactions like this happened in the world, her imagination boggled at it.


  “Let us hope all goes well,” said Hans casually. Fleur and Milton both smiled and nodded.


  To toast the commencement of their contract, Fleur and Milton went to the same tavern where Hans had first introduced them.


  Mornings around the port were the busiest, as ship cargo was taken from the docks and distributed into the town. Come afternoon, the flow reversed, and goods were brought from the town to the docks. And in the evening came the work of loading those goods from the docks onto the ships that awaited them.


  Those ships would depart early in the morning.


  The work continued through the years, repeated tirelessly.


  As Fleur savored her ale, she realized that as of today, she herself was now a participant in this great river of commerce.


  Milton was not saying much, and Fleur did not ask him his thoughts. He was simply sitting across from her, smiling quietly.


  Buy clothes, then sell them. Even splitting the profit, it could come to 20 percent of the original investment if they did well. Fleur had taken a moment to write the figures down and do the calculations. Twenty percent profit in one trade. The next time, she would make another 20 percent of 120 percent. Continuing to repeat the process would double her money in four trades and quintuple it in nine. If the goods could be obtained in two weeks and it took a week to sell them, they could conduct this trade seventeen times in a single year.


  Thinking about the profit that would result from that made Fleur spontaneously grin. She was like a daydreaming child as she called up the memory of the figures she had written down.


  In a year, she would have twenty-two times her current wealth.


  She could now understand why it was that merchants tended to snicker at the nobility. They must be earning such amounts every year. If she’d told Olar how easy she found trading, he’d surely scold her yet again.


  But the outlook was so bright she wanted to tell him nonetheless – to tell him that there was such a thing as a fortunate encounter.


  Fleur drained her first cup of ale with much greater speed than was her usual wont. She was not particularly strong with liquor, but she felt like she could do anything.


  “Careful – if you overindulge, you may find yourself stumbling.”


  Fleur was overindulging enough that these were the first words out of Milton’s mouth. She had just finished ordering her second round, and facing the tavern keeper with a raised hand, she lowered it in embarrassment.


  “Although truth be told, I couldn’t sleep at all last night. I stayed awake by candlelight, thinking of profit.”


  “Twenty percent in one trade. Double the money in four, right?”


  Milton seemed surprised at Fleur’s words but covered his smile with a quick sip from his cup. “Possibly, but I wasn’t assuming that everything will proceed according to plan.”


  “Do you suppose the Jones Company is up to something sly? Or are you talking about your debt?”


  After gazing out at the men busily working on the docks, Milton looked to Fleur. “There was also the possibility I wouldn’t have been able to gain your trust.”


  “… Add that in, then.”


  It might have been better not to be in so crowded a place. But they had ended up here, which was why they were having the conversation in the first place.


  “It might just be my prejudice to imagine trading companies to have a vicious side.” Milton smiled self-consciously, but unlike their last meal together, there was more than just beans on the table. He stuck his knife into his roast mutton. “For good or ill… they will do anything that brings them profit.”


  “… Sometimes even things that drive one to rage.”


  Last time, Milton had chewed his beans in order to hide his rueful grin. Mutton was apparently less effective for such purposes.


  “I’ve thought about that. They might’ve been more aggressive, like demanding a higher commission or worse conditions for the contract. And yet they were very accommodating. When you’re a company as large as they are, there comes a time when you must worry about your reputation.”


  “So we should be able to worry less, then?”


  Milton cocked his head slightly at Fleur’s question, but not to refute or quibble. He seemed not at all displeased. “And I did receive terms so favorable from you I yet find them hard to believe.”


  Fleur looked bashfully aside at his teasing, though she did so deliberately. They both fell silent for a moment, and then unable to bear it any longer, they simultaneously burst out laughing.


  After the ripples of laughter subsided, all that remained were hearts washed clean.


  “So, here we begin,” said Milton, extending his hand.


  Even Fleur understood that when he said “here,” he was thinking further ahead than this single trade.


  Olar’s warnings echoed in her ears, but Fleur wanted to treasure this fortuitous encounter, rather than doubting it. To earn, to profit – and soon.


  And she was certain that it would be more fun for two merchants to chase whatever lay at the end of that road of anticipation than it would be for either to go alone. And Milton wasn’t such a bad choice of partner for that journey.


  While she had not remembered it, this was very different from their true meeting at the Milan banquet – in that this time, Fleur accepted the hand that was offered to her and grasped it firmly.


  Back then, her hand would smart after the merest brush with another’s. But now she didn’t shake hands without an honorable reason to do so – with a trustworthy partner or a profitable partner. And so shake hands she did with firm strength.


  When she’d been first cast out of her house and walked on her own feet, she was surprised at how firm the ground had been – and now, shaking hands firmly for the first time, she was again thus surprised.


  Milton smiled faintly as he gazed at her. Fleur returned his look, but this was no white-clothed table. After their hands had stayed clasped for a goodly span, they each grinned and returned their attention to their ale.


  “This is the way for merchants, surely.”


  At Fleur’s words, Milton feigned regret, a gesture she wouldn’t forget.


  Milton would be a good partner.


  Fleur raised her cup and knocked it against his.


  That evening over dinner, Fleur reported the details surrounding the contract to Olar, including the amount of time it would probably take, the commission Hans specified, and the impressions he’d given off.


  Olar listened carefully, eyes closed, then finally opened them, his face slowly breaking into a smile. “Let us hope all goes well.”


  Fleur had to laugh – it was the very same thing Hans had said. Apparently all merchants of a certain experience level liked these words. Perhaps it was most prudent to hope for the best while not assuming that it would come to pass.


  They had only placed the purchase order, and when it arrived, the work of selling it awaited them. But that evening, Fleur felt her chest unblocked by something, and for the first time in a while, she was able to take her meal. When she looked back on the experience later, she had the feeling that this moment was where her fate had taken a turn.


  If only she had told Olar about that when she’d discussed the contract with him.


  Hindsight was clear indeed.


  Merchants were no saints.


  Two weeks hence, she would come to understand that.


  During those two weeks, Fleur did grunt work that required no capital.


  If one was trustworthy and had a good sense of geography, the town fairly brimmed with people who needed goods taken from one place to another.


  She took woven goods to a distant mill to be fulled, and on the return trip, she accepted a letter from a villager to a townsperson.


  Both jobs were honest and steady, but the profit was proportionate to them – tiny.


  In her heart, Fleur could think only of the clothing they had ordered. If the business went well, she wouldn’t have to do these demeaning tasks anymore. She was sure of it.


  As for Milton, he had been going around town intercepting servants and messengers, trying to learn the condition of the coin purses and tastes of the nobility.


  She had known as much when she’d come down into the town, but evidently information on the goings-on within the manors around its outskirts was worth money. Servants sent into town on errands were well aware that the hints and gossip they possessed could be converted into cash.


  In the past, Fleur had often wondered why the servants enjoyed going into town so much, and now she knew that in addition to the obvious reasons of food and shopping, there was this more direct incentive as well.


  When she had asked Bertra about it, the housekeeper had looked away, embarrassed. Even she had done it and not just once.


  Fleur had then asked Olar about the practice and learned that Olar’s company at the time – the company run by Fleur’s former husband – had paid a tidy sum to the servant who told them of the Bolan family’s dire straits.


  Surely it had been the maid who had gone missing a few days before the company master came knocking at their door with his proposal of marriage. Now, though, Fleur did not hold the maid in any real contempt and was actually rather impressed with her for taking advantage of her situation. There were crafty people all around, she realized.


  “Milady,” Bertra said to Fleur as the latter sipped her cheese stew at lunchtime. Bertra had just returned from speaking with a visitor to the house.


  In her hand was an envelope.


  Fleur looked to Olar, who nodded at her.


  “Thank you,” she said, accepting the envelope from Bertra. It was sealed almost apologetically with red wax, and she opened it.


  In it was Hans’s signature, along with news that the ship containing their cargo had safely arrived in port.


  She folded the letter, tucked it into her breast, and stood. Even Olar, who was usually so insistent upon her finishing her meals, would surely overlook this one instance. Fleur apologized to Bertra and took out her cloak and scarf. “I’m off to make money,” she said.


  Bertra’s eyes went wide, and Olar sighed a long-suffering sigh, both of which Fleur ignored as she put on her cloak and wrapped her scarf around her head.


  Her destination was the lodging that Milton rented in a craftsman’s workshop.


  Back when she was as yet unaware of her family’s privilege, she had employed a servant she got along with particularly well who now worked in that same workshop and who had introduced Milton to the place when he was cast out of his own home.


  Human connections truly did cross much of the world – this was another thing Olar was fond of saying, and Fleur was coming to understand the truth of it.


  “Excuse me, is Mr. Post in?” Fleur was becoming more and more confident in her ability to lower her voice to sound like a man.


  A leatherworker who sat astride a long, narrow table, pounding a strip of leather, looked up in vague surprise.


  Fleur asked again, and the man finally seemed to understand she was asking after Milton.


  “Oh, Milton? He just came back from lunch. He’s up the stairs on the fourth story.”


  “Thanks,” she said clearly and briefly.


  The young craftsman flashed her a pleasant smile. Fleur had learned how to charm craftsmen while coming and going from the waterwheel-powered fulling mill over the past few weeks.


  She climbed the narrow, steep stairs, which felt very familiar to her, as they were not so very different from a waterwheel’s use of different levels of water. She had received only a bit of profit out of her short employment there, but had learned much. She continued up the steps and soon arrived at the fourth floor.


  What greeted her there was surprising, as she had expected to find a hallway and a door, which would have given her a chance to catch her breath.


  Having run up the stairs in such a hurry, she was out of breath in a most embarrassing manner. And yet the moment she reached the top and rounded the handrail, Fleur was immediately greeted by the sight of a bored Milton eating a piece of bread.


  “… Hello there,” said a surprised Milton after swallowing his bread.


  Fleur tried to respond but found that the words would not come. Flustered, she produced the letter and held it out. “Look–” she finally managed.


  Truly important matters often did not require words.


  Milton stood from his chair and rushed over. “The ship?”


  Fleur nodded, which made Milton hurry to fetch his cloak.


  Cutting through the heavy traffic of humans and horses that congested the port, they nearly flew to the Jones Company. The company employees stopped in their work to regard the pair with dubious eyes, but neither Fleur nor Milton cared.


  “Where is Mr. Hans?” asked Milton, whereupon everyone – whether they were engaged in negotiations or taking inventory – pointed to the interior of the building.


  Mumbling their thanks, Fleur and Milton hurried inside. The first step on their road to riches awaited them inside, after all.


  “Hans!” said Milton in a strangled-but-still-loud voice, upon spotting Hans emerging from a room with a colleague.


  He was exiting the room while looking down at a bundle of parchment in his hands, but as soon as he spotted Milton and Fleur, he gave the documents to the other man, along with some short instructions.


  Perhaps they were part of a large deal, as Hans seemed a bit nervous, but they had nothing to do with Fleur. The other man bowed and headed the opposite way down the hallway at a trot, and Hans watched him go before turning to regard Milton and Fleur.


  “Ah, your order? It’s arrived.” He flashed a too-perfect merchant’s smile and brought his hands together in front of him as he did so.


  Perhaps it was some sort of joke among merchants, since when Fleur smiled an awkward smile, she glanced at Milton, who was doing exactly as Hans had done.


  Was she the only nervous one? Fleur wondered.


  “Your goods have safely arrived at the docks. The winds were uncertain and it looked as though they might be delayed, but fortunately our company was able to live up to its reputation.”


  Fleur smiled at Hans’s mild boasting, but she couldn’t help letting a bit of impatience creep into her expression.


  Perhaps Milton noticed this, or perhaps he merely felt the same way himself. “So–” he interrupted. “We’d like to take delivery of them. Will today be possible?”


  Speed was of the essence in business.


  Hans nodded magnanimously, well aware of that fact himself. He pointed farther into the building. “The goods are secured in the rear loading dock. I’ve already asked to have the order document brought up. We must make sure there aren’t any discrepancies between your order and the goods, after all.”


  That must have been the content of the exchange between Hans and the other man they had seen just moments earlier. They were very efficient. Olar had told her over and over again to check the goods carefully before taking receipt of them. Complaints stated after the fact would be too late.


  They followed Hans as he led them down the hall, Milton ahead of Fleur. In the hallway, traces of the grandeur of the Jones Company could be seen – beautifully embroidered maps and portraits hung on the walls.


  They passed an open door and through it caught a glimpse of a room filled with barrels, crates, and large earthen pots, the very existence of which made crystal clear that this was the intersection of sea and land. As they walked down the narrow hallway that led to the rear entrance, even Hans – whose position in the company was not at all low – had to step aside to allow others to get by as they busily traveled the passage.


  They were all sorts, too – apprentices and young merchants and big, brawny men.


  As they exited the hallway, Fleur was immediately struck by the fragrance of wheat. Perhaps it was the first crop to result from the spring thaw, and the dock was white and dusty with the flour. Workers carried burlap sacks of flour large enough to hold an adult man, and as they worked, the flour in the air caked their sweaty bodies.


  Fleur and Milton were led to a corner of the room. The crates and barrels lined up there had yet to become covered in flour dust, which made clear just how recently they had been left there.


  The attendant from earlier returned bearing under one arm a rolled parchment, which he gave to Hans.


  Next to the crate stood an iron bar flattened at one end; perhaps it would be used to open it.


  “Everything fit in one crate?”


  The question was put to the attendant. The youth seemed to be even now enduring the sort of hardships that Hans had spoken of earlier, his keen eyes lively and body strong.


  He nodded wordlessly and picked up the iron bar. “May I open the box?” he asked, careful to observe the correct protocol.


  For a moment, the two former nobles felt as though they had never been asked such a question in their lives.


  Milton stepped forward as their representative and nodded, and Hans gave the signal to continue.


  The flat end of the iron bar was wedged under the crate’s lid, and a little pressure brought the lid slightly open. The young attendant then set the bar aside and used a smaller tool of similar shape to begin removing the nails that secured the lid.


  “We’ll reuse the nails, you see. Although when we want to appear prosperous, sometimes we just break the crates open.”


  The pair nodded mutely at Hans’s words. It seemed everything they were watching transpire had a meaning.


  Having very cleanly removed all the nails from the lid, the youth stepped away, as though making it clearer than was strictly necessary that he had not touched anything inside the crate.


  Hans cleared his throat and held out the roll of paper that held the invoice for the order. Fleur accepted it, and Milton gave her a faint nod, then took a step forward. The first step in their great trade – the first step in their participation in the merchants’ great game.


  Milton looked inside the crate.


  Then–


  “What?” It was not Milton’s voice, but Fleur’s.


  Milton shied away from the crate, as though having seen something he should not have, spinning around and facing Fleur.


  His face was ashen.


  Milton didn’t speak, instead looking again inside the crate, then back to Fleur, this time snatching the invoice out of Fleur’s hand.


  “What is going on here?” he groaned in a voice that seemed to come up from the abyss.


  Fleur recoiled at his obvious rage. If it had been directed at her, she might very well have collapsed on the spot.


  “What do you mean, ‘What?’”


  “Do not joke with me!” Milton’s fury seemed likely to send the flour dust on the floor a scatter.


  The loading dock buzzed with activity, with merchants hurrying this way and that. A single shout could have easily gone unnoticed, but Milton’s was enough to make him the focus of all eyes and ears present.


  “I’m sorry, a joke? No.” Hans’s face remained completely calm, even faintly teasing, as he reassured Milton.


  “This… this order is an outrage!” Milton could barely speak through his rage. The parchment crumpled noisily in his clenched hand.


  “An outrage? Not at all. I swear in God’s name that we have committed no errors. These are the items you ordered in the quantities you specified.”


  Despite his fury, Milton seemed to notice something amiss in the calm quality of Hans’s voice. He seemed to remember the invoice in his hand, and with trembling hands, he reopened and read it.


  As he did so, Fleur took two steps forward and looked inside the crate. Inside it were clothes entirely in black.


  As black as her future now was.


  “This… this can’t be…”


  “The goods are exactly as stated on the order.”


  “That’s absurd!” Milton roared, his voice hoarse. He dropped the invoice and glared at Hans with eyes full of rage.


  Hans, meanwhile, seemed entirely unconcerned. The moment Milton took a step toward Hans, the youth from earlier came between them, his sword at the ready.


  “That’s the problem with nobility; they always want to duel. Unfortunately we are but merchants. Contracts on paper are everything to us. Surely even you can understand that.” Hans’s gaze was cold and his smile faintly mocking.


  Fleur looked down at the paper beside Milton’s feet. There upon it were hers and Milton’s signatures and the list of items they had written.


  They were all bright, colorful pieces, perfect for the fashion of the approaching spring. So why…?


  She bent at the knee and picked the paper up, looking over it again, then rubbed her eyes as though dizzy. It was not an accident. The colors of the items written there had somehow changed.


  A few short strokes had been added to characters here and there. That was all it took to change the colors of the specified items to black. All black.


  How could this be?


  Moreover, the order for four pieces of silver jewelry had been changed as well. Two strokes had been added to the word, and one of the existing strokes was smudged away and erased. Now instead of reading “silver,” it clearly stated “amber.”


  Her vision dimmed, and she put her hand to her forehead in shock. The company’s tricksters had far exceeded her imagination and were perfectly content to discard all morality. Olar had scrutinized the contract with Milton so closely in order to avoid exactly this situation – using difficult words whose spelling was unmistakable and difficult to alter and writing them very clearly.


  But the truly astonishing thing was not just that they had so brazenly altered the contract. No, it was Hans’s instincts that were most terrifying.


  Perhaps having realized the contract could be rewritten the moment he saw it, he had immediately signed it. If Fleur or Milton had thought to ask for a copy to be made, they might have been able to protect themselves now, but Hans had carefully never given them that opportunity.


  He had simply signed it on the spot, put it in his desk, and given them a merchant’s smile.


  Fleur couldn’t even bring herself to cry.


  Monsters. Merchants were monsters.


  “A contract is a contract,” said Hans, placing his hand on the shoulder of the young man who blocked Milton’s way. “Now, if you please, the payment.”


  Hans’s faithful servant held out his master’s thick ledger book and quill pen.


  A candle burns brightest the moment before it goes out.


  As though to prove those words true, Milton’s fury had vanished in the time it took to carry their cargo from the loading dock, and he said not a word.


  Receiving help moving the crate from anyone in the Jones Company was humiliating, but it would have taken too much time with Fleur alone. With the help of one of the workers on the loading dock, they got the entirety of the order loaded onto a single mule with much effort. In place of any thanks, Fleur spared the man a few copper coins.


  “My thanks,” he said.


  Fleur wondered if she was doomed to become a greedy merchant who saw the world only through the lens of money. A bitter taste arose in her mouth. Yet if she had been one of the greedy merchants she so loathed, she would not have most of her assets turned into garbage by such a simple trick.


  That was the source of Milton’s silence. The clothes they had received were essentially garbage. She felt guilty for thinking it, but while they might be able to sell them for a reasonable price, they could never make back what Fleur had paid.


  Meanwhile, the Jones Company had managed to sell dark, shabby clothes for a huge profit. All that was left to her were the clothes as dark as her future and Milton, who was a hollow husk of a man.


  Well, that and the contract she had signed with Milton.


  “The clothes,” Fleur said, unable to stand any more silence as they trudged down the street. Milton did not look in her direction, but she could see his body stiffen. “They aren’t all dark colors.”


  Even though she knew it was little comfort, this was not something to utterly despair over. She wanted to say as much, but Milton first looked back at the mule that plodded slowly along behind them, then to her, his lips curling up in an exhausted smile. “Like silver turned to amber, our hopes have turned to trash.”


  “That’s–” Not true, she tried to finish, but stumbled over the words.


  Milton smiled. He smiled an angry smile and shook his head. He excelled at selling fine clothes to the nobility and so knew all too well that the cargo they were carrying was worth very little.


  Fleur was only acting resolute because she did not understand the true way of the world.


  “… How much do you think we can sell them for?” It couldn’t be nothing, after all. Surely for 70 percent of what they’d paid – surely.


  “…” Milton wordlessly opened his hand. He showed four fingers.


  Forty percent.


  “Even if a few of the pieces have some value, the rest are essentially worthless. If the fabric isn’t poor quality, such dark colors are fit for funerals and not much else.”


  When a person was truly desperate, their smile quivered pathetically at the edges. Fleur thought of the last time she had seen her former husband.


  But unlike then, she did not hate the person she was now looking at.


  “But if we can make back forty percent, that’s good enough, is it not? We’ll just need to find trades that’ll double our money in four deals, then do that four times, and we’ll be back to where we started.”


  Milton looked at Fleur blankly. He seemed about to say something and then snapped his mouth shut. And then, unable to help himself–


  “Stupid.”


  His face was distorted in disgust, and he seemed unable to articulate his own thoughts. Fleur herself did not understand what he meant by that single short word.


  Before Fleur even had enough time to reply, Milton turned away, diverting off the street.


  “Mil–” Her voice vanished into the tumult of the crowd, naturally far from sufficient to stop Milton. He was gone almost before she realized he was going. Left behind were Fleur and her goods, worth at most 40 percent of what she had paid. That and the mule that carried them.


  This hurt more than the loss she had taken and more than being deceived by Hans.


  Fleur took the mule’s lead and trudged back toward her home.


  She could not clearly remember the expression on Olar’s face when she arrived.


  “There is nothing to be done.”


  The next morning, Fleur awoke and descended the stairs to the first floor, gazing despondently out into the rainy courtyard and desperately wishing the previous day’s events would turn out to be a bad dream – but when she came to the table, those were words Olar spoke without even turning around.


  After speaking, though, he did turn around. Despite the gloom, she caught sight of a small piece of glass in his hand.


  The glass was a lens, the sole thing he had managed to recover when a company he worked for long ago had fallen to ruin. Fleur imagined that he had been examining the documents she brought back with her, trying to find some way out of the predicament.


  When she looked at the table, she saw a burned-down candle sitting in the candlestick there.


  “There is nothing to be done. He was very thorough.” Olar sighed in a weary voice, free of anger or frustration. More than anything else, he seemed exhausted, which pained Fleur deeply.


  “I’m sorry.” She murmured again the words she had said over and over again the previous night.


  Olar only narrowed his eyes and said nothing, but as Bertra brought in some warm sheep’s milk, he gestured for her to sit.


  “By my guess, the clothing is worth about half what you paid for it. But our man Post’s estimate is probably more accurate, since I don’t keep up on the latest fashions. Still, I must admit I’m impressed the company had these clothes stored away for so long. It’s true, though, there was once a time when dark colors like these were quite popular,” he said, gesturing to the contents of the crate that sat beside the table.


  Fleur remembered Milton’s words: “Such dark colors are fit for funerals and not much else.”


  “Still, it’s fortunate that you did not take on any debt to buy these. You won’t owe interest, nor are you facing immediate ruin. The clothes that will sell will sell, so to turn them into money… unfortunately, I’m afraid you’ll have no choice but to do the hard work yourself.”


  Fleur nodded at Olar’s plainspoken words.


  Bertra was adding honey to the milk in a cup she had carved herself.


  Fleur knew that this was not a time for tears, nor for apologies, but she could not yet force herself to look up. What she needed to do was to raise her head and proudly proclaim it: I will not fail next time! Never!


  But no such energetic, undaunted voice was heard – only the emptily echoing sound of the rain outside.


  Just like the politics of a noble banquet, merchants tried to overcome suspicion, gain trust, and then use that trust to their own advantage. And now she had gotten a glimpse of the true nature of that world.


  They cared nothing for human emotion and would happily use it for monetary gain, always trying to take the best course, at the best time, to reap the best outcome.


  Because no matter how it was earned, money was money. That’s what Olar would say. And it was true.


  “… I’m so sorry,” murmured Fleur, holding the cup in both hands and wishing she could pour her shame into it.


  Olar was motionless. Bertra started to stand, but Fleur saw that Olar stopped her.


  “Perhaps you should rest for a while. Miss Bertra, if you would…”


  Olar addressed Bertra and had her move the crate into the storeroom, while he said he was going to check on the severity of the rain and left the room.


  And then Fleur was alone.


  Rain continued to fall outside, and now that she was alone the sound was oppressive. No one would notice the sound of a couple more drops falling.


  She found her own excuses pathetic as she held her cup and cried. She was frustrated, of course, and felt utterly useless. But worst of all was her rage at the fact that she was still going to have to trade with these despicable merchants.


  She couldn’t. She couldn’t do it.


  Fleur wanted to call Olar and Bertra and tell them so plainly and definitively. But even if she did so, she had no idea what she would do after that. Hell was behind her, and hell awaited her.


  She wanted someone, anyone to save her. She would do anything. Fleur called out to God. And then the very next moment–


  “…?”


  Fleur looked up suddenly, but not because Bertra or Olar had returned.


  There was a strange sound. Cats and mice tended to seek shelter on rainy days like this one, so she wondered if that was what she was hearing – and then the sound came again.


  It was a knock on the door. Someone was there.


  “–!”


  Fleur wiped her messy face and quickly blew her nose with a kerchief. There were only a limited number of guests that could be expected on a rainy day.


  And if so, there was really only one person it could be. Another person hurt just as she was hurt, afraid, and anxious.


  Fleur stood. This was impossible to bear alone, but perhaps with another…


  Clinging to that hope, she put her hand to the door, drew the bolt back, and opened it. For a moment she wondered if water had splashed her eyes, blurring her vision.


  She did not immediately recognize the individual at her door.


  “May we speak for a moment?”


  Fleur stared and was at a loss for a reply, which was hardly surprising. It was not Milton at the door.


  It was the man responsible for putting them in this predicament – Hans himself.


  “You and Mr. Post – I cannot imagine you failed to draw up a contract to provide him with funds, correct?”


  He had a vexing voice, like a snake coiling around its prey.


  “What of it?” growled Fleur, the loathing boiling up from her stomach and forming hoarse words.


  “Post had no assets, which meant you were the investor and he was responsible for sales.” The rain rolled off his fine leather coat. Out from under a hood not too different from those worn by monks, Hans looked at Fleur with oily eyes.


  “S-so?”


  Hans struck a frightening figure, but the reason Fleur’s voice was so hoarse and hesitant was because she had absolutely no notion of why he had come.


  He had taken all of their money and given them useless goods in return, so he ought not to have any further business with her. So why had he come all the way, and in such weather, to talk to her?


  In her heart, Fleur never wanted to see Hans’s face again, nor enter into his field of view. But there he was, looking at her. Like a snake unwilling to let its prey escape.


  “In that case, I can’t imagine you assumed all the risk. You must have let him take on some. So how much? One hundred fifty percent? Two hundred?”


  Her hand trembled as she held the door, but not because of the chill. It was anger that moved it so as she squeezed a growled answer from her throat. “I’m not like you. I’m not that greedy.”


  “How much, then?”


  Hans was insistent, and Fleur’s rage at him made her dizzy. “Half. Because I trusted him,” she managed to answer, somehow controlling her temper.


  Hans pressed his lips together and tilted his head. “Goodness. It seems you’ve taken quite a loss, then.”


  Fleur had her limits. She saw red and drew a deep breath in preparation to scream her rage at him – but as though he’d been waiting for that precise moment, Hans took a step forward and spoke in a smooth and even voice.


  “I’d like to purchase your share of the contract you signed with Mr. Post.”


  Fleur’s mind went white. “Wha–?”


  “This sort of thing happens all the time. It’s a simple transfer of liability. Whether or not you asked for interest, it’s clear that Mr. Post owes you a debt. And I want to buy that debt. At a price that will leave you losing absolutely nothing.”


  As the clear explanation sank in, Fleur finally understood. She understood what he was thinking – no, what he had been thinking all along. His whole plan had led up to this moment. This had been the goal from the start.


  He wanted to buy Milton’s debt. It would allow him to collar and control a brilliant clothes salesman.


  “Perhaps I should make the offer more attractive. After all, you’ll have to live the rest of your life somehow. With that… sweetness of yours.” She felt the phantom sensation of the snake’s tongue licking her neck. “What about using that money as a dowry and finding yourself a husband? I’d be more than happy to help–”


  It was the first time Fleur had ever hit anyone.


  “… Very well.” Hans wiped his lips with his hand and closed his eyes for several seconds. “When you’ve fallen as far as you wish to fall, feel free to knock on my company’s door with that hand. No harm will come to you.”


  He licked the blood from his lips with a strangely red tongue, glaring at her rudely.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He turned and began to walk back out into the rain, but then suddenly looked over his shoulder. “Don’t hesitate to call on me when you change your mind.”


  Merchants.


  Her rage had left, and that single word was the only thing occupying her mind.


  Merchants.


  They pursued profit to the point of cruelty. And for what? What drove them to such lengths?


  She watched Hans as he went, stepping lightly through the rain down the deserted street, and wondered. She didn’t understand. It was as though he wasn’t human.


  Fleur collapsed on the spot, and perhaps hearing the sound, Bertra gave a cry and came running.


  She was sure that Bertra was calling for Olar, but Fleur only stared at the puddles in the falling rain. She felt utterly helpless and wanted to cry, but with Bertra’s help, she managed to stand again, whereupon she began to walk unsteadily out into the rain.


  Bertra was looking at Olar, who had come down the stairs to see what was the matter, and she hastily tried to pull Fleur back inside.


  Profit changed people.


  There in the rainy street, as the downpour strengthened, Fleur beheld a strange sight.


  Despite the rain, a single wagon came into view along the street that ran directly next to the house.


  The driver’s face was concealed by a hood that came down to his chin, yet the wagon bed was filled haphazardly with goods – as though it had been loaded in a great hurry.


  That instant, Fleur cried out in a ragged voice, “Milton!”


  Though her vision was blurred by tears and rain, she could still see the driver of the wagon freeze for a moment.


  “Milton!” she cried again. Her voice would surely not withstand another cry.


  Olar rushed out of the house, grappling her into a bear hug and pulling her back inside.


  “Milton… It’s Milton. He’s…” Fleur mumbled deliriously, but she could hear Olar and Bertra’s exchange quite clearly.


  “Check the storehouse. The door was broken.”


  “Most of the clothes in the storehouse are gone.”


  “Milady.”


  When she came to, Olar’s serious face was the first thing she saw. “What happened?”


  He was holding her face between his hands, so neither escape nor shaking her head were possible. She closed her eyes, hoping desperately to pass out.


  But reality did not change.


  “Milady.”


  She began to sob like a scolded child in response, but Olar continued his questions, like a kindly old priest.


  “That was a man from the Jones Company? So… the one who took the clothes was…”


  Fleur nodded. There was no mistaking it.


  Milton must have realized what Hans’s goal was immediately after they had been taken by the Jones Company. And then he had waited for his chance to steal the clothes. If he was lucky, they might be worth half what they had been bought for.


  So he could steal them, sell them, and if all went well, pay back his part of the debt.


  Fleur gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. Milton had never trusted her. If he had, there would have been no need for him to steal the clothing, even if he did plan to repay her. Fleur had never blamed him for her loss or demanded immediate payment and would never have dreamed of selling his debt to someone else.


  Profit changed people – as did loss.


  She had wanted to believe that it would not change her. But Milton hadn’t trusted her.


  “Milady.” It was something akin to a dog’s faithfulness that finally prompted her eyes to open. Or perhaps it was just that this voice had always supported her through difficult times.


  Yet it was not Olar’s usual face, the one that had always led her to safety. This was a stern old man.


  “Milady. You must be resolved!”


  For a moment, Fleur forgot to cry. “Re… solved?”


  “Even so. You must resolve whether you will be ignored, robbed, kicked, smeared with mud, or stand up on your own strength and walk forward.”


  He was telling her that if she wanted to continue on as a merchant, she had to get the clothes back.


  “Milady!” Olar shouted when Fleur tried to look away. A scolded dog, even when terrified, can never look away. “Milady. I brought you into the world of merchants because I pitied you. Because your former role was simply to exist, you were washed away and had no choice but to rely on others. I wanted to give you the chance to make your own fate, to stand on your own two feet and walk,” said Olar. He took a deep breath, shook his head, and continued.


  “No… I cannot be dishonest about my feelings now. The truth is… I wanted you to take revenge for me.”


  “… What?”


  “Before I worked for your former husband, I worked at a famous trading company. But before that, I was something of a noble myself.”


  At those words, everything stopped. Fleur felt as though her heart ceased to beat.


  “And I swore that I’d surpass all other merchants and make those perfect nobles fall to their knees before me.”


  Olar did not look into her eyes as he spoke, and he suddenly seemed very old.


  
    
  

  “Then before I knew it, I had gotten old. Too old to sit on some golden throne. On top of that, the man I’d taken as my master had ruined himself. I had no children. And… selfishly, I suppose, I wanted to entrust my dream to you.”


  Bertra came and wrapped a blanket around his shoulders, then placed her hand on Olar as he delivered his painful confession.


  “This is all due to my selfishness.”


  Everything was so sudden that Fleur had no idea of how to react.


  As his eyes swam this way and that, Olar took a deep breath and stood. “Miss Bertra. Fetch some coin and my coat.”


  Fleur looked up sharply, realizing what Olar was planning to do.


  “So long as I am alive, I will not allow you to suffer, milady. If I may be allowed to atone for my sins, by force if necessary…”


  Fleur could not prevent her face from distorting with her sobs. If she were to content herself with what he was saying, then she truly would be a pointless doll, whose only job was to exist.


  In the past, she had had her family name. Now, having lost even that, if she couldn’t stand on her own feet, then what would she become? The thought terrified her, and she clung to Olar’s leg as he stood.


  She could not decide between either path – and the thought that she might take neither was still more horrible.


  “Milady.” Olar’s voice was gentler than she had ever heard it. He reached down and gently took hold of her hand, pulling it free from his leg, finger by finger. “Please refrain from selfishness.”


  From these words, she knew he had seen right through her, and she clung on still tighter.


  “…” Olar sighed, regarding her wordlessly.


  In that instant, Fleur realized something. Loving eyes and scornful ones were separated by a hairbreadth. After all, the reason one extended one’s hand to help another was because they were weak.


  “Do not mock me!” Fleur shouted. She glared at Olar’s frozen face, stood, and shouted again, “Do not mock me! I am sick of this! I am sick of letting myself be carried along by life! Your dream? Don’t be absurd! I am not your child! I will decide for myself where to go – because I have nowhere to go home!”


  She railed at him, shouting everything she felt, then stood there glaring at Olar as her shoulders shook from her ragged breaths.


  It was true that continuing to cling to Olar and allowing him to protect her was an attractive notion. But even Fleur knew it was not so simple.


  Things were fine now – but what about after Olar died? The world was merciless, humans were unkind, and when money was involved, any trust might be betrayed.


  There would be no more afternoon naps in the sunshine, wrapped up in a soft blanket. And yet humans had to continue, to live on.


  “So, what will you do?” Olar’s voice, face, eyes – all were calm.


  Fleur erased the smile that had risen unbidden to her face. “I’m going to get it back.”


  “Get what back?”


  “The clothes. No…” She looked down, took a deep breath, and then looked back up at Olar. “… My resolve. Bertra!” Fleur turned to Bertra and began giving the dazed woman commands. “Bring me all the money I have left and my coat. And my sword.”


  A good servant was a servant before all else. Once ordered, Bertra regained her composure immediately, nodded, and left.


  “Milady–”


  “I thought I told you to stop calling me ‘milady,’” said Fleur, interrupting Olar with no hesitation. “I’m going to get it back. If he’s using a wagon, we have more than enough time to catch him on horseback. It’s not hard to guess where he’s heading. Not many roads lead to the noble quarter.”


  Olar voiced not a single objection, nor twitched so much as an eyebrow. Yet she still knew what his gaze meant.


  “Is this what you want?”


  She didn’t consider the question a meaningless one.


  “It is. I’m going to be a merchant. I’m going to regain my resolve.”


  Atop the folded coat was a motley assortment of coins – truly all they had left – and a short sword. Bertra held the items out, which Fleur accepted with a slight bow.


  “I’d rather be shivering in bed, neither going nor retreating, hoping this all was a dream. But when you die, I’d be lost, and then Bertra would go next and finally I.” Fleur cocked her head. “To the Jones Company, I mean. I’ll bet they’d pay a tidy sum.”


  In point of fact, noble blood was worthless without money.


  “So I have to go forward. And anyway, I know now.”


  “Know… what?”


  “I know what’s at the end of the path of profit that merchants walk, merchants who believe in nothing, for whom money is their only solace.”


  Olar’s eyes widened, and he drew his chin in. He looked like a parent whose child had discovered some forbidden treasure.


  Fleur alone smiled, putting her coat on and fastening her sword at the waist. When she put her scarf on around her head, her heart pounded with such force that it was painful.


  “If there’s something out there that will bring me peace, I want to chase it. Olar–”


  “Yes?” her faithful tutor and bookkeeper replied, straightening.


  “I want you to help me. I won’t cause you any more trouble.”


  “Very well.”


  “Bertra,” Fleur said, fastening her scarf. “I’m off.”


  Fleur tossed the money at a nearby stable, rented horses, and sped out into the rain.


  If Milton managed to sell off the clothing, she would surely never see him again. All that would be left for her would be whatever clothing Milton had decided he couldn’t sell and a huge loss. She would catch him and get her clothes back, then decide how to deal with him.


  That was all she could see.


  In any case, retrieving the clothes came first.


  “Olar, do you have your sword?” shouted Fleur through the din of the rain and the pounding of the horses’ hooves. Of course, she was not just asking if he had brought his sword – she wanted to know whether or not he would need it.


  “If he’s as you saw him before, I think we’ll be fine!”


  Her former husband had walked a dangerous path. He had certainly gotten into a couple of tight spots, and as the man who had kept his books, Olar could be counted upon in such situations.


  “Are you quite sure about the way?”


  “There were only a few nobles that Milton talked about! I can’t imagine he’ll go somewhere unfamiliar if he needs to sell in a hurry, which means this must be the way!”


  The road was muddy, and the horses had stumbled several times. Though Fleur did know how to ride, she was far from an expert. She mostly avoided using the reins, instead merely clinging to her mount and praying as they sped down the road.


  There was no anger for Milton in her heart. No grudge.


  Why? Fleur asked herself and came up with an answer.


  It was loneliness. Bottomless loneliness.


  “Milady!”


  The rain had ruined part of the road. Fleur nearly wound up in a large hole that had been gouged out of the earth. It was not skill that saved her, but simple dumb luck.


  The horse jumped, and as she clung to it and looked down, she saw the hellhole filled with mud and water.


  “Milady!”


  Her horse stopped, and she nearly fell – it was all she could do to right herself. Embarrassed and frustrated, she found his usual manner of address suddenly very irritating. “I told you to stop calling me–”


  She looked up to yell at him, then noticed what he was actually doing. “Olar?” The falling rain blurred her vision. The road was a mire, nearly a swamp. The rain soon washed the horses’ white breath away.


  Amid all that, Olar stopped his horse, facing off the edge of the road. “Milady, look!”


  Fleur tugged on the reins and brought her horse around. Drawing alongside him, suddenly everything was clear.


  Visibility was poor and the road surface was terrible. What might have happened if not for that miraculous jump? She now saw with her own eyes.


  “So that was the cause of the hole.”


  “It seems so.”


  The large hole in the road seemed to have been scooped out by something – scooped out as a wagon, unable to make the turn, screamed out a terrible high groan, perhaps.


  Fleur climbed off her horse and walked over to the edge of the road. Past it was a sudden downward slope, at the bottom of which was a small creek. It was swollen and mud colored thanks to the rain, and there in the space between slope and creek – there was a wagon missing wheels on one side and a horse on its back and utterly motionless.


  It was the body of the same horse that Fleur had seen in front of her house.


  “Milady.”


  Fleur didn’t think there was any particular meaning to Olar’s address. He must just have thought it appropriate to call out to her. She unwrapped the scarf from around her head and carefully descended the slope.


  Only a small amount of grass grew, and in this rain, footprints would be easily spotted, but she saw none. Perhaps Milton had lost consciousness in the crash, or–


  Step by step, she went closer. The chilly rain continued to fall, and three steps away from the wagon, she noticed him.


  Pinned beneath the wagon was a man.


  His face was smeared with mud and blood, and at first glance he looked asleep.


  “… So you… caught up with me…” A puff of white breath rose from his mouth as he spoke the stout-hearted words, proving he was still alive.


  Fleur bounded the last three steps to the wagon and stood before Milton.


  “… Even I… thought… I was being too selfish…”


  His left arm was half torn off. He reached out with his remaining right arm, wringing the words out of himself.


  “Help… me…”


  He was very clearly beyond help. It did not seem as though Milton himself thought he could be saved, either. But humans are bad at letting go, even at the brink.


  Fleur also doubted there would be any lies in Milton’s words anymore.


  “It was just… panic… Th-they came to ask you… about my debt, didn’t… they?” His smile had to be a tearful one.


  Fleur knelt down and put her hand to Milton’s cheek, and the drops running down his face were warm.


  “I was… so scared, so I…”


  Fleur glanced down at Milton’s chest, pinned under the wagon. The rain had softened the earth, sparing him a worse injury. And the grip he had on her leg was surprisingly strong.


  If his left arm were immediately bandaged and a tourniquet applied, and his body kept warm with the clothes from the wagon bed, he might live long enough for Olar to fetch help and move the wagon.


  “I swear… I’ll never betray you again. So…”


  “So help you?” Fleur asked.


  Her first words to him seemed to kindle hope in his eyes. Milton smiled very clearly. “P-please… I beg you.”


  Fleur closed her eyes at his entreaties.


  Milton tightened his grip. “We’re both nobles… aren’t we?”


  When Fleur opened her eyes, she wasn’t looking at Milton.


  “… Fleur?”


  Ignoring his questioning tones, Fleur slowly reached for a stick that was stuck into the earth – perhaps a broken wheel spoke or some reinforcing brace on the wagon.


  “Fleu…” Milton’s voice trailed off, and he merely looked at her.


  “Olar,” Fleur called out to her faithful servant, who’d come down the hill. “What of the cargo?”


  “It seems intact. The contents are safe. If it had fallen in the mud it would’ve been all over.”


  “I see.”


  So the cargo was safe.


  Milton smiled – Fleur wondered if he thought that meant he would be safe, too.


  But she knew all too well that his smile was not a true one. She was still holding the stick, and its tip was very sharp.


  “You said it yourself,” she said almost contemplatively. “Black clothes won’t sell unless there’s… a funeral.”


  Clever man.


  Fleur took a deep breath.


  “So that’s why… I thought you had such a lovely face.” Milton choked out a laugh – or maybe it was just more of a choke.


  From the mud, cold, and blood loss, his face was the color of clay. His gaze was directed up at the sky.


  He would soon be moving on to his next residence.


  “I see… ha-ha…” Milton’s laugh was a tired one, and when he suddenly closed his eyes, he smiled a satisfied smile. “Sh-shit! I was pretending to be near death, but you’ve found me out!”


  No amount of acting could give rise to that sort of pallor. And yet Fleur still hesitated. She had realized what he was trying to do.


  “I-I never hesitated a second to deceive you! You, who couldn’t… rid yourself of the weakness of the nobility… you’ll never be a merchant! You have to delight in deception, have no conscience, fear no God–”


  Milton was cut off in the middle of his speech by Fleur looming over him.


  But his eyes still moved.


  She hesitated – hesitated to plunge the stake into his doomed body.


  “Hey.”


  Fleur flinched at Milton’s sudden utterance.


  “… If you don’t hurry, I’ll die before you can end me.”


  At these words, spoken in a gentle voice, Fleur leaned her weight on the stake. She would never forget the sensation as it sank through.


  “… Good. That’s good…”


  The taste of blood filled her mouth. Milton put his quivering hand over hers.


  “A good merchant has neither blood nor tears…”


  Perhaps it had just been the sound of his final bloody gurgle.


  Fleur stayed as she was. She did not know for how long. When she got up, she was a different person.


  “Olar!” she called out, and the reply was immediate.


  “Yes?”


  “Get the goods on the horses. As soon as we’re home, we’ll make the black clothes and amber jewelry ready for sale.”


  “Understood.”


  Fleur gazed at the blood on her own hands and then gave a final instruction.


  “He may have been cast out of his house, but this noble son died in an accident. For the funeral, people will need black clothing and amber jewelry the color of earth.”


  “Yes, mil–” Olar started to say but caught himself. It was no act. He bowed sincerely to Fleur as she looked sharply over her shoulder at him.


  “I am no longer a noble. I am a merchant. My name…”


  It had been Milton who had given her the final push toward becoming a merchant who could turn even her heart’s peace into money. And so she decided to borrow his name.


  “… Is Eve.”


  “Wha–?”


  It came from adding but a few lines and dots to Milton. Just as had been done to them.


  “Eve Bolan, the merchant.”


  The rain continued to fall.


  Eve wrapped her scarf around her head once more and moved to help Olar load the horses.


  There in the cold and pouring rain, Eve Bolan had taken her first step toward profit.




  Afterword


  It has been a while. This is Isuna Hasekura.


  This is the eleventh volume, a collection of short stories – the second one so far.


  Since I’ve written almost nothing but long works ever since my debut, I feel extremely unskilled when it comes to writing short stories. Also, all of my stories come from the same source, so I got it into my head that using a good idea on a short story was a waste and wound up not writing very many. But when I tried writing this one, I surprised myself. In particular, I found that depicting one of Lawrence’s and Holo’s ridiculous conversations from top to bottom was perfect for the short story format.


  So the stories about Lawrence and Holo turned out very nicely. I will brook no complaints.


  However, half of this volume is taken up by Eve’s story. Eve is the merchant who shows up in volumes five, eight, and nine. She was perfect for an idea I’d been wanting to use for a long time but just hadn’t found a place for, but the number of pages she took up kept increasing, and now here we are. So far we’ve seen her crafty, money-grubbing side, but this is a story from when she still hadn’t rid herself of her nobility. Personally, I think it’s interesting to go back and read her earlier appearances once you’ve read this story. Especially volumes eight and nine!


  In any case, I’m an author who writes a lot of disposable side characters, but now that I’ve done Eve, I’m thinking of doing Norah next. Truth be told, I’d already written about a hundred and fifty manuscript pages of that before neglecting it. So maybe once that’s done, or… I have the plot worked out up to the climax, but… motivation… and sheep…


  But I wrote steadily away, and thankfully the pages stacked up.


  The next volume will be a long-form story. Hopefully it’ll be out just as the second season of the anime is at its peak!


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  Dawn was approaching far across the endless snowy plains. The air was painfully cold, and every breath brought the throb of a headache. The sheep had been let out in the predawn darkness and could be seen at the edge of the horizon.


  This scene had repeated itself for centuries and would surely continue to do so for centuries to come – the clear sky; the rolling, snowy hills; and the flock of sheep that trod them.


  Lawrence took a breath and then exhaled. The wind carried the vapor away in a swirl, and his eyes followed it as it went.


  Beside him, his still-sleepy traveling companion crouched down and poked at the snow with her finger.


  “It may be gone, I hear.”


  The response to his sudden words was no great thing. “One can hardly lose what one does not already have.” She made a snowball with her small hands and then tossed it away.


  It disappeared in the snow with a soft noise, leaving a hole behind.


  “We humans can indeed lose again things we’ve lost already.”


  Another snowball opened up a second hole before his companion replied to him. “Such reasoning’s beyond the likes of me.”


  “Do you imagine things are over when you die? It’s not so. When we die, we either live on in heaven or die yet again in hell. Losing something already lost is not so very difficult.”


  His companion decided against making a third snowball and breathed on her cold, red hands. “’Tis dreadful indeed to be a human.”


  “It surely is.” Lawrence nodded.


  After a moment passed, his companion put another question to him. “How does one lose such a thing?”


  “It’s dug up, carved out, with not a trace left behind – or so people say.”


  Lawrence heard the sound of rustling fabric and turned to see his companion bent over in laughter.


  “Aye, ’tis dreadful to be human! Only a pup could dream up such a notion – I surely never could.” She straightened and was still fully two heads shorter than him.


  Just as the adults’ faces he had looked up to as a child always seemed vaguely frightening, the face of any girl he looked down on now always seemed weak and ephemeral. But this girl seemed stouthearted and strong, despite her stature, which was surely no illusion.


  “Still, ’tis a bit pleasing to hear as much.”


  “… Pleasing?”


  “Aye. The first time, I lost what I did utterly unbeknownst to me. It had nothing to do with me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it from happening.”


  She took a step, two steps, leaving footprints in the snow, as though to prove the weight of her light-seeming body. The footprints were small but distinct.


  “But this time–” The hem of her robe whirled around her, and now the morning sun was to her back as she smiled. “–This time I will be there. ’Twill be my life after death.”


  She grinned, and from behind her lips peered her sharp fangs.


  “I thought there was nothing I could do, but I have another chance. Such happy things do not often happen. I can act or not as I see fit. Much better that than having the matter settled entirely behind one’s back, don’t you think?”


  There were two kinds of strength. One was the strength that came with having something to protect. The other was the strength of having nothing to lose.


  “You seem strangely bold,” he teased, the breath puffing whitely from his mouth.


  “’Tis because I’ve come upon a wonderful excuse. Regardless of the outcome, I’ll have participated in whatever happens. There’s a certain comfort in that. It might be even more important than whether things go well or not.”


  Following her implication to its conclusion suggested that even if she lost out in the end, she might do so without suffering. But when someone seemed to be concealing something and then voiced such a sentiment aloud, one could hardly fail to extend a hand to them.


  To lose was one thing, but the challenge of losing with grace was a far more difficult one.


  “I must live a good long while yet. I need the hearth of a good excuse to sleep through the cold nights. Something to hold while I sleep that suffices to gaze at when I wake.”


  It was a difficult thing to meet such words with a smile, yet he had to. Her fearlessness made it seem as though she was proposing they go and steal the great treasures of the world.


  “I can’t stay with you forever. I can only do so much to aid you. But what I can do for you I will.”


  She stood there in the snow, the morning sunlight shining down on her small back.


  What she wanted to know was not what his stated goal was, but rather what he could actually accomplish. Her heart was a bit too tender to desire passionate proclamations of his willingness to make any effort or risk any danger.


  Perhaps their mutual willingness to simply join hands and walk together without going to any great effort only proved that he was getting older. The smile that appeared on her face was a happy one.


  “Well, then, perhaps I will use breakfast as an excuse to see just how far you’ll go for me, eh?” Her joke signaled the end of their melancholy conversation. She returned to his side with light, bounding steps, then clung flirtatiously to his arm.


  “Just make sure you don’t eat so much that this breakfast becomes your last.”


  Even under the best circumstances, the cost of feeding her was no joke. But what had to be taken even more seriously than said cost was the speed of her wit.


  “Aye. After all, you love me so much you can hardly bear it – If I ate enough to please you, my belly would surely burst.”


  The words that came out of her mouth were a fortress, and if he dared to counterattack, snakes would come slithering out of the grass that surrounded it. Surrender was his only option. He shrugged. “I have no particular desire to kill you.”


  “Mm.” Her red-tinged amber eyes took in the sight of the snow-covered abbey and then closed. “’Tis well. I’d hate to die by your generosity.”


  Lawrence wondered privately if dawn was the coldest time of day as a reminder from God that it would only become warmer from here.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  I’ll call on you later.


  Merchants rarely had the luxury of interpreting those words literally. Sometimes it meant perhaps if we’re lucky, we’ll talk, but it could easily be a year or even two before coincidence allowed the promise to be made good upon.


  However, when the words came from someone connected to a large economic alliance, they could be taken at face value. As Lawrence and company were on their way back from the great abbey of Brondel in the middle of the snowy plains, bound for the port where they would return to the mainland, they stopped at the same tavern they had used on the way in, and there they received a letter.


  The letter came from Piasky, who had expended such effort during the turmoil surrounding the abbey, and it concerned that same abbey, which had attempted in vain to quickly reverse its own failing fortunes.


  Long ago the abbey had produced many great saints, but it was tales of a certain holy relic that brought attention to it now.


  The probability that the relic was pagan in nature was very high, as was the probability that it was real.


  From the perspective of a traveling merchant like Lawrence, such stories belonged in taverns, told over wine. And yet by strange circumstance here he was, reading secret communications from the Ruvik Alliance concerning the great monastery. The Ruvik Alliance, which owned countless trading ships and held sway over even bishops and kings!


  He had to laugh.


  And yet upon reflection, Lawrence realized that no matter how vast their influence, such alliances were still made of people. And if during one’s travels one met a kindred spirit in even a lowly servant, it was worthy of a feast.


  The meetings and encounters of humanity were arranged by God, so any number of mysterious things might happen. After all, by any normal standards, the idea of having the companion he did was utterly laughable, but there she was, standing next to him and peering curiously at the letter.


  Her hair was chestnut, her chin fine. Her red-tinged amber eyes and her elegant lips. And if her noble beauty was rare, still rarer were the wolf ears beneath her hood. Lawrence’s serendipitous traveling companion Holo was neither noble nor human. Her true form was that of a great wolf large enough to devour a man in a single bite, a being from the age of spirits, where she once dwelled within the wheat and ensured its bountiful harvest.


  Of course, she herself hated such grandiose descriptions, and as she impatiently swatted his legs with her swishing tail in an effort to hurry his letter reading, the term charming seemed much more appropriate than awe inspiring.


  “When you’re done reading, give it back.” He held the letter out to Holo, who snatched it away. The holy relic that Brondel Abbey was said to have purchased was a bone from a great wolf, one far from ordinary – a god. In fact, it was a fake, and the letter described the details of its purchase.


  Holo had thought the bone might have belonged to one of her pack.


  The relief that came when such worries were dispelled was brief. Since at Brondel Abbey, Lawrence had heard another fell rumor surrounding the wolf bone. The letter offered a clue regarding exactly that.


  “Still, to think such a great abbey might be swindled so!” said the third member of their party, Col, as he tended the fire.


  He looked younger even than Holo appeared, owing partially to the scrawniness brought on by hard, hungry travel. Either that or it was thanks to his humility, which kept him ever humble despite his clever mind.


  Lawrence faced the fire. “Who do you suppose would buy a rusty sword?” This was the sort of thing his master had often done when Lawrence was an apprentice – judging the ability of others by asking them an absurd question.


  “Er… someone without any… money?”


  “Yes. But who else?”


  “Someone with too much money – ’tis it not so?” said Holo before Col could answer. Evidently she had finished reading the letter.


  She sat down between Col and Lawrence and handed the letter to Col. The young, wandering scholar was himself from a pagan town in the north and believed in the gods’ existence and so was seeking the truth of the wolf bone for himself.


  “Indeed. Those with too much money would buy a rusty sword. Even if it’s entirely lost its edge. Such a sword’s value is determined in other ways.”


  “So you’re saying that the abbey didn’t care whether the bone was real or not?”


  The reward for his excellent answer was a pat on the head from Holo. He seemed entirely happy, without so much as a trace of embarrassment. So happy, in fact, that even the giver of his reward seemed pleased.


  “What’s more important than who was deceived by whom is whether or not the abbey was able to give the bone sufficient value. And it seems they were.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Col looked down at the letter he had been handed. There was written the only faint possibility of salvation that remained for the abbey.


  “It says they were approached by an overseas merchant company with an offer to buy… that’s that company, right?”


  Col was speaking of the commotion that surrounded the narwhal back in the port town of Kerube. The Jean Company had been at the center of things and had secretly set aside funds to buy the wolf bone.


  “They wanted to sell the bone to the Jean Company for a fortune, then whether or not it was real, feign ignorance. But it didn’t work.”


  “And none of that has anything to do with us,” said Holo as she roasted a bit of cheese over the fire on a small stick. She popped the bubbling stuff into her mouth, and beneath her hood, her ears pricked up.


  “Quite so. Our attention is elsewhere.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Col returned his gaze to the letter. Had it contained anything truly important, it would not be in its conveyance of the facts. Baseless impressions could be very valuable from time to time.


  When it came to information that was truly valuable for trading, it would not be had in the letter’s contents. What was valuable was that which no one knew, and such secrets came from wild conjecture, not hard proof.


  “‘It seems such trades have been made all over in recent years. I suspect those at their center have a very different information network than we possess. It seems to be the north has become unstable. God’s protection be upon us all. Piasky.’”


  Holo finished chewing her cheese and tossed the stick into the fire. “That agrees with what we heard from old Huskins, does it not?”


  Holo generally avoided using people’s names, but the name she deigned to utter was that of the true identity of the legendary golden sheep of Brondel Abbey. But it was not simply because Huskins was a similar being to her that she spoke his name. She was an obstinate wisewolf, and if she did not respect someone, she would not spare them more than a this or a that.


  “The Jean Company that approached the abbey to purchase the bone was originally a branch of the Debau Company, Mr. Huskins told me. He said that the situation in the north was going to change dramatically based on the interference of the company that owns mines in the region – and that’s none other than the Debau Company, a group that has a web of influence quite separate from the Ruvik Alliance.”


  Huskins had secretly created a home for himself and his kind on the lands of Brondel Abbey in the kingdom of Winfiel. His comrades wandered the land, occasionally returning to exchange tales of what they had heard and seen. Huskins had given Lawrence some of that information – including something regarding their destination, Holo’s homelands of Yoitsu, reportedly destroyed centuries earlier.


  “So the real bone is already in the hands of the Debau Company?”


  “That is a possibility. If it’s already on the market, it’s even likelier.”


  Lawrence took the letter back from Col and then tore it up slowly and deliberately.


  “Ah–”


  Ignoring Col’s exclamation and look of shock, Lawrence finished tearing the letter into small pieces and then tossed them into the fire.


  “A single paper letter is easily destroyed in water or fire. You use parchment if you want to avoid that, but then disposing of it becomes difficult. Easily destroyed paper is used when writing something secret.”


  The paper quickly became ash, borne up on the air warmed by the campfire.


  “So, what shall we do then, eh?” asked Holo. Both she and Col watched the ash rise into the air, but only Col’s gaze was truly on the ash. Holo’s amber eyes were gazing at something else.


  “Mr. Piasky’s letter reinforces what Mr. Huskins told us of the north. Two separate information sources have brought us a similar story. We can safely assume it to be mostly true.”


  “So this so-and-so company is really driving people from their homes in order to dig up the mountains?”


  Col’s gaze snapped down from the flying ash.


  “Hence the possibility that they’re frantically gathering up holy relics without much concern for their authenticity, Mr. Huskins said. Their goal is clear – if you’re going to rely upon force of arms, there’s no stronger ally than the Church. The Debau Company will certainly try to get the Church on its side. It will let them talk about their annexing the land containing the mines in much more favorable terms.”


  The campfire crackled quietly.


  “A holy war, then. To take back God’s land from pagan hands.” Holy relics belonged to the religious world. So the wolf bone that Lawrence and company were chasing, too, would probably be used in Church propaganda, Lawrence thought. If it was from a pagan god, then they would deliberately desecrate it, and when divine punishment failed to arrive, call it proof of the Church’s superiority. Holo had said that no matter how strong her kind might be, they couldn’t bite once they’d become bones.


  In regions where the breath of the pagan gods still clearly lingered, the reaction would be profound. And if the Debau Company was ready to instigate violence in service of their mining plans, their plans had nothing to do with religious faith and everything to do with profit.


  Just as Huskins had so aptly said, whenever the old gods were driven from their forests and mountains, merchants were always behind it. They were not even bothering to hide themselves this time.


  “This is probably because so many were put in a bind with the cancellation of the northern campaign. No one wants war where they live, but if it’s a far-off land, it’s a welcome event. Foodstuffs and supplies fly off the shelves, and the mercenaries that plague fields and villages are all occupied far away. If things go well, nobles that went off to war return rich with plunder, which may then be shared.”


  “And so much the better if the land attacked is a pagan one, eh?” said Holo.


  Holo’s homeland of Yoitsu had been destroyed centuries earlier, so the story went. But the forests and rivers she knew should still be there, along with a sunny hilltop somewhere where she could nap. In that sense, her homelands should still exist.


  But the search for gold, silver, or other metals would literally change the landscape. Trees would be felled, rivers dammed. In but a moment, it would become a place she had never seen before.


  “Er–” Col politely raised his hand, seemingly on the verge of tears. He was another of the few who were taking action to protect their homes from the Church’s oppression. “Do we know where, um, the attack will happen?”


  “We do not. However,” said Lawrence, giving the boy a comforting smile, “we can prepare. The larger the operation, the more impossible it becomes to hide. Even if we can’t stop things entirely, we can turn the spearpoint away from the places we want to protect.”


  Col nodded, a pained look on his face. He bit his lower lip.


  Twenty years hence, it was possible that Col would have sufficient influence within the Church to turn that spearpoint himself. But that was still merely hypothetical.


  Holo reached out to stroke Col’s cheek and then gave it a pinch. When she spoke, it was to Lawrence. “What will we need?”


  “First, an accurate map of the northlands. Having learned a place-name, it’ll do us no good if we don’t know where that place actually is, and we won’t know where war is spreading, either. And while it’s not exactly a minor detail, we may find more news of the wolf bone in the process.”


  Holo nodded and took a deep breath.


  “That’s why I had Mr. Huskins give me the name of someone who could give us news of the north and draw us a proper map. And since he knows the truth about the wolf among us, I expect the introduction will be a good one,” said Lawrence jokingly.


  Holo only sniffed, unamused, while the guileless Col nodded. This was what Lawrence had told Holo when they’d greeted the morning at the abbey.


  He could gather information and take her back to her homelands, as he had first promised, but any heroics that might follow – such as ruining the Debau Company’s plans – were beyond his ability to guarantee.


  Their opponent was a great trading company that controlled the mines of the north. It was a world that would take more than mere money to navigate. Getting Brondel Abbey to sell a holy relic to the Jean Company was only one small part of the Debau Company’s goal.


  When he had learned this from Huskins, before feelings of resentment set in, Lawrence had been simply amazed at the ridiculous breadth of the world.


  His own influence had its limits, and traveling merchants were generally a powerless lot. But Holo did not blame him for that, so Lawrence felt no shame.


  He would do what he could. And what he could do, he would do to the absolute best of his ability.


  “In any case, we’ll return to Kerube. There we’ll meet with a certain merchant.”


  Kerube had been consumed with the narwhal disturbance. Holo put the question to him with a look of distaste. “Not to that runt that caused you so much fuss surely?”


  “You mean Kieman? No. A merchant who’s one of Huskins’s friends.”


  At Lawrence’s answer, Holo’s expression turned still sourer. “We’re relying on the power of sheep yet again…?”


  “It’s not a shepherd this time. That’s got to be some sort of improvement.”


  Holo was not a high-handed noblewoman. It was true she did possess a certain measure of pride, but it was a childlike vanity and stubbornness that she often employed, which she herself would readily admit.


  Lawrence did not expect a reply to his statement, but he got one.


  “If not a shepherd, what then?”


  Lawrence’s answer was simple. “An art seller.”


  Just as rivers divide one nation from another, the climates on opposite sides of even a narrow sea channel can be very different. Different enough that letters exchanged across it often give rise to jokes that summer and winter come at opposite times.


  While the port town of Kerube was still cold, it was not icily so. But if one crossed the river that flowed through the town and headed north, the scenery would soon turn a pure white that was not so very different from Winfiel. The world was a strange place.


  “So will we disembark on the north side? Or the south?” asked Holo with tired eyes from underneath the blanket as they rode within the ship. She had started drinking wine not long before, insisting that it was too cold not to.


  Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s head and idly brushed her bangs aside before answering. “The south. The livelier side.”


  The town of Kerube was divided down the middle by a river. On the north side lived the original inhabitants of the town, while the south was full of more recently arrived merchants. The livelier half was the south, where the merchants were.


  “Mmm. I suppose… I’ll be able to look forward to a tasty dinner, then,” Holo said, yawning as she spoke, then smacking her lips. Lawrence wondered what sort of feast she saw at the end of her gaze.


  Thinking of the contents of his coin purse, he replied with a bit of a jab, “Joking aside, how many sheep might we have had?”


  Huskins was employed as a shepherd at Brondel Abbey, and he had offered over and over to quietly give them several head of fine sheep.


  “Mm… ’twould have been no small trouble to bring them with us.”


  “I never would have thought you’d play the realist.”


  Sheep were costly, and those chosen by the golden sheep Huskins himself would surely leave nothing to be desired. But they had not accepted his offer for exactly the reason Holo had just stated.


  When Lawrence turned Huskins down, Holo had clearly been displeased, but even then she had understood.


  “I can manage that much, at least,” said Holo. “After all, our pack is already…” Using their belongings for a pillow, Holo lay under a blanket. Lawrence’s hand was on her head, and from underneath it she looked up at him mischievously. She did not finish her sentence, though, either out of kindness or having decided it was more trouble than it was worth.


  “How about you sleep quietly, like Col?”


  Col was afraid of traveling by ship, and after a swallow of wine had slept soundly by Lawrence’s other side.


  At Lawrence’s words, Holo slowly closed her eyes and answered, “I don’t fear ships, but wine. If I could but sleep I could escape the fear, but to do that I fear I need to drink more.”


  An old joke, one often directed at the clergy, who were prohibited from drinking. What made Holo so frightening was not that she knew the joke, but that she was able to seem like she truly meant it.


  “I fear the cost of food, so I’ve nothing to drink but my tears,” said Lawrence.


  There was no reply from the perhaps unamused Holo.


  Some time later, the ship arrived as planned in Kerube.


  By the time Lawrence woke Col, and grumbling, Holo got to her feet, Lawrence and company were the only ones left in the ship’s hold.


  “Ngh… whew. ’Tis been but a few days, but this feels strangely nostalgic,” said Holo once they left the ship and found themselves standing in the south side of the town. Having been swept up in the chaos that threatened to divide the town in two, perhaps it had left a deeper-than-usual impression on them.


  “Could be because the snowy scenery of Winfiel is so different from things here. But you’re right.” Lawrence divided their luggage between himself and Col and then held the hem of Holo’s cloak down to keep her tail from showing as she stretched. “This is the first time we’ve returned to a town we’ve already visited.”


  “Mm? Oh, aye. Now that you mention it, ’tis so.”


  After the sad state of Winfiel, it was even easier to appreciate the constant hustle and bustle of Kerube. For all those who made their lives by trade, a lively marketplace was best.


  “Indeed, it does feel as though we’ve been traveling together for a terribly long time.”


  “Hmm?”


  Holo narrowed her eyes and looked around, then clasped her hands behind her and started to walk forward. “And every time we enter a new town, something worth laughing about for fifty years seems to happen.”


  Something about her form seemed terribly lonely, and Lawrence was sure it was not just his imagination. If Holo was to laugh at these memories fifty years from now, he would not be by her side to join her.


  “…”


  When Lawrence failed to muster any response, Holo turned around to face him. “So then, shall we add another happy memory to our travels?”


  Lawrence looked past Holo, where beneath the eaves of a shop, eels were being fried in oil.


  Having left their things at a trading house, Lawrence went to Kieman, who had written him an introduction letter, to tell him in an innocuous way about recent events there.


  Kieman, amused, listened all the while and, in lieu of a reply, held out a letter sent to the trading company some days earlier from a town farther south that was famous for its furs.


  The letter contained but a single sentence: “We profited.” Lawrence was sure that if he put his nose to the paper, he would catch the scent of a wolf – but that wolf was not Holo.


  He did not need to ask who the letter was from.


  “An art seller? Oh, perhaps you mean the Hugues Company.”


  
    
  

  “Yes, I’d like to meet with Hafner Hugues.”


  “If you simply head out the front entrance of the trading house and down the street, it will be on your right. They’ve a signboard with a picture of a ram’s horn hanging from the eaves, so they’re hard to miss.”


  Lawrence smiled wryly at that detail – it was a bold sign to have, given that Hugues was one of Huskins’s kind.


  “Still, it’s unusual that you would have business with the Hugues Company.”


  Art was the purview of the wealthy and powerful, so it was rare for a traveling merchant like Lawrence to walk into an art seller’s company. As someone concerned with the reputation of the Rowen Trade Guild, Kieman was undoubtedly worried that Lawrence was again involved in something strange.


  Lawrence probably could not sweep those worries away, but Kieman might know something useful, so Lawrence replied even as he held no particular expectations. “I hope to meet with a silversmith named Fran Vonely.”


  Huskins had given him the name, and when Kieman heard it, his face was the very image of surprise.


  “Do you know her?” Lawrence asked.


  Kieman rubbed his face to erase the shock, then smiled faintly. “She’s famous. Or perhaps I should say notorious.”


  What was that supposed to mean? Lawrence quickly looked around, wordlessly pressing Kieman to continue.


  “It’s her clientele.”


  Kieman’s eyes in that moment seemed to evidence more worry for Lawrence than they did concern about speaking ill of Fran Vonely.


  “She’s celebrated for having such high patrons for such a young silversmith, but those patrons are all newly wealthy, and most of them have dark shadows in their pasts. And she won’t hear questions about where she apprenticed or who her master was. She’s very mysterious.”


  Kieman’s information sources were like a spiderweb over the land, so his words were undoubtedly true.


  What sort of person was she?


  As Lawrence mused, Kieman said one last thing. “I think you’d be better off avoiding her.”


  Within their organization, the difference between Kieman and Lawrence was like that between heaven and earth. If Kieman made a suggestion, it was meant as an order. And yet as Kieman’s pen danced over his ledger book, he murmured one last thing.


  “Ah, seems I’ve been thinking aloud again.” A deliberate smile flickered across his features; it seemed he really did intend the warning as well-meaning advice.


  Lawrence bowed to Kieman and then hurried to leave the trading house, where Holo and Col awaited him.


  As he went, Kieman offered one final statement without looking up from his ledger. “Let me know when you’ve profit to divide.”


  It seemed presumptive to think of Kieman as a friend, but they did share a friendly sort of tie, Lawrence felt. “But of course,” he said with a smile before putting the trading house behind him.


  “Did things go well?” asked a worried Col. And no wonder – normally it would be distasteful to even meet the eye of someone whose greed had caused the trouble for them that Kieman’s had.


  But in all the world, none were so ready to put grudges behind them and drink with onetime enemies as merchants were.


  Lawrence patted Col on the head. “Seems they got a letter. ‘We profited,’ it said.”


  Col’s face lit up; he had always liked and worried about Eve. And Eve, too, seemed to be fond of Col.


  The only displeased one was Holo.


  “I only pray this doesn’t mean that more misfortune awaits us.”


  She was no doubt referring both to Eve – who had once actually tried to kill Lawrence – as well as Fran Vonely and the warning from Kieman.


  As far as they had heard, she would be a troublesome person to deal with.


  Lawrence gave Holo a look that said, “You’re hardly one to talk.”


  Holo sniffed in irritation. “So where are these art sellers to be found?” The obviousness of her ill temper made clear she was not really unhappy at all. When Lawrence started walking, she immediately followed.


  Once she saw the signboard that hung from the eaves of the Hugues Company, she fought back a wry smile. “I’m not sure whether they’re gutless or bold.”


  “Probably for the same reason you see so many eagles on the nobility’s family crests,” said Lawrence, opening the shop’s door, which was simply made but finely carved and had likely cost a good sum. Immediately his nose was hit by the smell of paint.


  The shop was on the small side for one on such a busy street, but Lawrence was immediately struck by how profitable it probably was. There was no small number of paintings hanging on every wall, and they all had one thing in common.


  They were large.


  In general, it was neither the subject nor the artist of a painting that determined its price. Most of a painting’s price was in the paint itself, and so it was the size and color quality of a piece that decided its value.


  Every painting in this little shop was large and had been rendered in many vivid colors. They were undoubtedly worth a significant amount.


  “Ho…”


  Some of the paintings depicted God or the Holy Mother, while others showed saints in reclusion, in mountains and forests, in caves and by ponds. In each case, the backgrounds seemed more prominent than the subjects, as though the artists had cared more about them than God or the Holy Mother.


  “Perhaps no one’s home.”


  Holo seemed impressed, and her breath quickened. Col was silent. Lawrence ignored them and went farther into the shop – but not before turning around and giving Holo a stern warning. “Don’t touch the paintings.”


  Holo’s cheeks immediately puffed out in irritation at being scolded like a child, but she did indeed have a finger raised and pointed at the face of one of the paintings. If she touched it and left a mark, they would all have to beat a hasty retreat.


  “Excuse me! Is anyone here?” Lawrence called out into the shop, which elicited the slam of a closing door. There seemed to be someone in the storeroom.


  Lawrence heard a muffled reply and gazed at one of the paintings on the wall as he waited for the shopkeeper to emerge. It was a painting of a group of pilgrims on their journey. They were walking alongside a river, on the opposite side of which was a lush forest and grand mountain range.


  The man who finally emerged from the back of the shop looked more like a pig than a sheep. “Yes, yes, how may I help you?”


  A glance at the flat cap on his head called to mind a clergyman, but he was dressed in fine merchant’s clothes.


  “I’m here to see Mr. Hafner Hugues.”


  “Oh? Well, I’m Hafner. So… how might I be of assistance?”


  Lawrence was obviously a traveling merchant, and his companions were equally obvious as a nun and a rescued street urchin. None of them were the usual clientele for an art seller who catered to the wealthy.


  “Actually, I was sent by Mr. Huskins from Brondel Abbey…”


  That was as far as Lawrence got.


  Hugues’s piglike nose twitched, and his eyes were fixed in a corner of the room.


  Holo noticed his gaze and looked up from a picture of the Holy Mother holding an apple.


  Holo was small, but she was still a wolf.


  “Ah… ah… ah…”


  “Her name is Holo,” said Lawrence, smiling brilliantly at the terrified Hugues.


  But Hugues did not have the wherewithal to listen. He seemed ready to flee but unable to make his legs move, and he gazed at Holo as though poleaxed.


  It was Holo who moved.


  Without so much as a sigh, she walked right up to him. “I don’t suppose you have any apples like the one in that painting?”


  When surrounded by a pack of wild dogs in the forest, about the only thing one can do is pull out a piece of jerky and throw it as far as possible.


  The effect was immediate. Hugues nodded so quickly his fleshy cheeks jiggled before he immediately disappeared into the rear of the shop.


  “He’s more pig than sheep, I’d say,” mused Holo as she watched him go.


  Holo reached without hesitation for an apple from the wooden bowl full of them that was produced. Despite being the master of this shop, Hugues seemed stuck as he stood in the corner.


  “Mr. Hugues.”


  His large body tried to shrink into itself at the sound of Lawrence’s voice. Lawrence tried to offer him a chair, no longer certain just who was the master and who was the customer here.


  “We heard of this place from Mr. Huskins, you see.”


  Hugues’s hand was busy wiping the sweat from his brow as he stared at the apples, but hearing this he froze. He looked up at Lawrence desperately, as though begging for mercy.


  Munching away on her apple, Holo chose that moment to interject. “Now he… was a tough fellow.” She looked at Hugues with one teasing eye. It was not that he was a sheep that annoyed her so, but his simple cowardice.


  And yet she probably would have been annoyed in a different way if he had not shown fear. Wolves are complicated creatures.


  “Tough. Sinewy, you know.”


  “He was a sturdy fellow, indeed,” added Lawrence to Holo’s unnecessary words.


  “Wh-what did you do… no, what did you want with him?” Had he possessed a bit more courage, perhaps he would have asked, “What did you do to him?”


  But he surely saw the fangs in Holo’s mouth as she chewed her apple. Wolves and sheep are in inherent conflict. Since time immemorial, one has been the eater and the other the eaten, and so would it continue.


  “We listened to his tale of what his kind had done at the abbey. It was a grand tale, too. And then we gave him some assistance.”


  “… Why did he – why did he send you to me?”


  “We are looking for someone who knows the northlands.”


  Strength seemed to be returning gradually to Hugues’s eyes. As an art seller, he had unquestionably been successful, so he was certainly superior to Lawrence, a human and a traveling merchant.


  “Ah… yes. In that case…” Hugues said, but stumbled over the however he wanted to say next and looked at Holo meaningfully.


  Holo had devoured five or six apples and licked her fingers as though her hunger had been temporarily sated. She spoke only after she had finished licking her index and ring fingers all the way down to their base. “That one, Huskins, he had some backbone. He knew the way of things.”


  “…”


  Hugues said nothing, not even taking a breath as he looked at Holo.


  “What I mean is, he made sure to properly repay his debt to us. But as to whether it’ll truly be paid…” She glanced at him. “… That’ll depend on your cooperation.”


  “That’s…” Hugues swallowed as though trying to choke something down and then continued, “Of course… if that’s what he wants, then…”


  “Mm.” Holo gave Lawrence’s arm a light poke, as though to say, “It’s up to you now.”


  “So then, Mr. Hugues. We were hoping you would make an introduction for us.”


  “Ah… yes, indeed, this company deals in art, and many artists travel widely. So…”


  “Yes, we heard the name of a certain silversmith from Mr. Huskins.”


  In that moment, Hugues’s face finally belonged to a proper art seller. And in the same moment, Holo transformed from a girl blithely eating apples into a wolf.


  “Mr. Huskins gave us the name Fran Vonely.”


  Wrinkles appeared on Hugues’s soft forehead. He had the peculiar facial expression common to all merchants when their most profitable secret is discovered. But Hugues had been a merchant for a long time, and as such, he knew all too well of treating any visitors who were sent by someone as important as Huskins.


  “I am… aware of her.”


  “I hear she is a remarkable silversmith.”


  Hugues gave a pained nod in response to Lawrence’s statement. “She makes her living with painting, but her true trade is as a silversmith. I don’t know how she’s managed it, but she’s close to many important figures, and to a one they’re infatuated with her skill… especially those who’ve made their fortunes by the spear and shield, if you…”


  For an art dealer like Hugues, she would be like the golden goose. He could’ve gone on at length.


  Lawrence cleared his throat. “Could you introduce us to her?”


  No one wanted to let a competitor get close to their golden goose. Lawrence certainly understood the feeling – particularly when it was an unknown traveling merchant, a poverty-stricken urchin boy, and a wolf spirit. He could hardly be blamed for imagining himself being devoured headfirst.


  It was obvious that Hugues was weighing Huskins’s debt, his own profit, and his personal safety against each other.


  Holo then put a finger on that scale. “Yoitsu.”


  “Huh?” Hugues looked at her.


  “Yoitsu. ’Tis an old name. Few still remember it. And those who remember where it is are still fewer.”


  Perhaps Hugues’s mouth was dry, as he was now constantly trying to swallow.


  “I seek my homelands. Yoitsu. So, what say you? Have you heard of it?”


  Holo was behaving poorly, it was true. But it was clear that she had become tired of keeping up appearances for their own sake.


  “If you know, I want you to tell me. Just look at me.”


  Holo seemed small, and her head was bowed. If her tail had been bared, it surely would have been drooping between her legs.


  “Ah… er, well…”


  It was enough to surprise even Lawrence, and Hugues was well past surprise and on into shock. He finally stood from his chair and flapped his mouth as though trying to say something to Lawrence and Col.


  It was true that engaging in a real negotiation would have been bothersome, but there seemed to be a basic change in Holo’s attitude.


  In Winfiel, she had learned just how naive she truly was, and this from a sheep, an animal she had taken every opportunity to deride. And here she was not making high-handed demands, but simply asking for information.


  And while Hugues might not have been a courageous man, he was a generous one.


  “P-please look up. If the old one’s sent you… no, rather, if you’ll go to such humbling lengths for me, then, come – I, too, was born as a sheep. And I will aid you. So please…”


  Raise your head.


  At these last words, Holo slowly looked up and smiled. And perhaps it was strange to think it of someone who had lived as many centuries as Holo had, but it still seemed to Lawrence that her smile was just a bit more grown-up.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  Hugues offered warmed wine instead of apples. “It’ll warm you. Please, help yourself.”


  Lawrence gave his thanks and brought it to his lips, and Holo did likewise. He doubted she would like it and stole a glance at her. Col was the only one who had been given warm goat’s milk, and seeing Holo eye him enviously was rather entertaining.


  “Now then, you want to know about Fran Vonely, the silversmith, do you?”


  “Yes.”


  Lawrence got the feeling that Hugues still had something left to say, and soon he came to a conclusion and replied, “She’s in town right now as a matter of fact.”


  Holo smiled an obviously unfriendly smile, which Lawrence had to admit he understood. Still, it was no surprise that Hugues was trying to protect his asset.


  Lawrence lightly patted Holo’s knee before turning his attention back to Hugues. “Doing painting or smithing, I suppose?”


  “No. She often travels here or there saying she’s making preparations for just that, but just when I was thinking I hadn’t heard from her in some time, she comes wandering in, saying she’s heard tell of a certain legend.”


  “A legend?” said Lawrence, as though to make sure he had heard correctly, which made Hugues nod.


  “Something about a village known as Taussig. It’s up next to a long, wide mountain range in the north. The mountains are tall, the forests deep, and she’s come in pursuit of a legend regarding a lake in the area, she said.”


  Hearing the words mountain, forest, and lake, Lawrence looked at his companion.


  But Holo did not look back, and instead his eyes met Col’s, who was sitting on the other side of her.


  “Mr. Hugues, do you know anything about this legend?”


  “Certainly, I’ve heard tell of it. As I’m sure you’re aware, we have our own information sources, and to a certain degree we can tell whether such things are real or not…”


  “So you’re saying there’s a good chance it’s a fake?”


  Hugues nodded. “But she’s a stubborn person. Once she’s decided on a shape for a silver piece, she won’t budge – although many people find such vehemence to have a certain charm to it…”


  “So she won’t have time to draw us a map?”


  “Perhaps not. Though…”


  “Though…?” Lawrence prompted, which made Hugues reply with regret in his voice.


  “It’s true that she often journeys into the north in search of subjects for her silversmithing, and I imagine that she’s become more familiar with the old names of places there than old Huskins or myself are, since she’s the only one actually going there.”


  Lawrence nodded and urged Hugues to continue. What he had said so far did not answer Lawrence’s question.


  “So, yes. But I don’t know if she’ll simply draw you a map if asked to. I had to work very hard in order to establish a relationship with her, so…” Hugues wiped the sweat from his face. Assuming it was not an act on his part, Fran Vonely was indeed a difficult person to get along with.


  “What? ’Twill be simply done,” Holo said, casually baring her fangs at the rattled Hugues. All they had to do was threaten her – was that the joke?


  Hugues smiled, but not out of amusement at the jest. Crafters were a famously stubborn lot. There were stories of legendary blacksmiths who had been unwilling, been driven to the verge of poverty, licking rust from their anvil to stave off starvation, rather than forge a sword they did not want to forge.


  It would be foolhardy of Lawrence to just show up one day and ask her to draw them a map of the northlands.


  “I understand entirely,” said Lawrence. “But would you be able to put in a good word for us?”


  Hugues nearly fell forward at Lawrence’s question. Perhaps it made Lawrence’s firm resolve all too clear.


  “She – she’s a very difficult individual, you see…”


  It would be difficult to convince her to meet someone she did not already know. Lawrence contemplated the problem.


  Hugues was torn between maintaining his relationship with a particular silversmith or doing right by Huskins, who kept the haven for sheep spirits like Hugues. In weighing one against the other, he was leaning toward the silversmith.


  Had they not gotten whatever sign from Huskins they needed in order to obtain Hugues’s cooperation? Or was he just not a very duty-bound person?


  Or – was Fran Vonely a silversmith of such ability?


  It was not beyond Lawrence’s ability to reason this out. Neither was it difficult for an art seller of Hugues’s ability to guess at what Lawrence was thinking during his short silence.


  If Hugues displeased Vonely, then he would be facing something even more dangerous than Holo.


  In a pleadingly serious tone, Hugues began to speak.


  “The reason I’m so loathe to displease her is related to my trade. But it’s not about money.”


  Trade was always carried out to seek money. Lawrence’s curious gaze fell upon Hugues, who seemed to gather his resolve. He stood and walked over to one of the paintings on the way.


  “The place in this painting was once called Dira long ago.”


  It was one of the largest paintings in the room and depicted a jagged, craggy landscape. Standing before a bare cliff was a single hermit, both hands raised to the heavens as though in prayer. It seemed to be a depiction of the legend of Dira’s patron saint.


  Such paintings were common. But as far as Lawrence knew, pieces where the setting was more of a focus than the subject were unusual.


  As the thought occurred to him, Hugues said something unexpected. “This is my homeland.”


  “–!” Lawrence felt Holo stiffen beside him.


  “But long ago it was a fertile, productive place. Without any of these rocks. That cliff… is a claw mark.”


  Holo’s voice was a hoarse whisper. “Of the Moon-Hunting Bear?”


  “Yes. It is something that my kind will never forget. These paintings were created with the help of individuals like Miss Vonely. It has been decades now. For the sake of my kind and those similar to me, I collect and deal in such pieces, pieces that show the homes we were forced to abandon or the disaster that made returning home impossible. It would be a lie to suggest that I have not profited in doing so, but that is a secondary concern.”


  Hugues gazed into the scene of the painting as though through a great window.


  “And even the landscape of this painting is now no more. I hear that veins of gold were discovered there… It’s ironic, actually. The guide I hired in order to have this piece made found the gold. And even if that hadn’t happened, wind and water would wear the land away until it’s entirely different. The paintings in the other room and the paintings hanging in churches and manors, too, mostly show landscapes that have disappeared or are in the process of disappearing. And the paintings themselves will not last forever.” Hugues touched the frame of one of the pieces, gazing at it for a while after he had finished speaking.


  This was a place where tiny pieces of vanishing worlds were stored for safekeeping. The passage of time might seem slow to humans, but to his kind it was surely too fast. Their memories of the past were all that remained, and the gap between it and the present grew ever larger.


  Hugues suddenly looked back at Lawrence with a troubled smile. His gaze was probably directed at Holo, but Lawrence did not turn to check. He knew that doing so would surely hurt Holo’s feelings.


  The only one who could speak to Holo of this was Hugues, who had lived as long as she had.


  “If possible, I would like very much to help you. This place does not exist only for we sheep. My customers have included deer and hares, foxes and fowl as well.”


  Lawrence heard the sound of rustling cloth as Holo shifted. He would not ask what she had done.


  “However, Fran Vonely’s knowledge and skill are irreplaceable. She has a perfect memory, never forgetting anything she’s seen even once, and a sense of purpose she holds more dear than her own life. She is utterly dedicated to capturing the landscape in her art, and I cannot afford to lose her cooperation. There is no time.”


  The energy in Hugues’s eyes was not something that one would see in someone who worked solely for his own profit. The evidence of the life that he and his kind had lived was inexorably disappearing, and he was engaged in the work of trying to preserve a record.


  Lawrence dwelled on Hugues’s last words. “There is no time” – did he mean that the landscape was vanishing too quickly?


  “There’s no time?”


  “Yes. We must hurry. There are a multitude of places I hope Miss Vonely will paint, but her lifetime is limited. I think about it often – if only she could live as long as we.”


  Lawrence doubted he was the only one to make a surprised sound at this revelation. He had assumed that Fran Vonely was a special being, like Holo and Hugues. That led him to consider the obvious next question: If time was such a concern, why didn’t he and his kind simply do the paintings themselves?


  “Like you, I’m meant to be a merchant,” said Hugues.


  Lawrence realized that he had been scratching his head in confusion, and Hugues had likely guessed at what he was thinking.


  Hugues looked down, then sighed, smiling. He looked at the paintings on the walls and narrowed his eyes. “I understand what you want to say. And in all honestly, we did once take up the brush… and those comrades of mine who went north and east and captured the old landscapes in the south, landscapes that are now long gone… those comrades of mine were not immortal.”


  Holo was the wolf spirit who lived in the wheat, and Lawrence remembered her words – that if the wheat in which she lived disappeared, she too would be gone. And she herself had a natural life span.


  But Lawrence could not imagine that Hugues was talking about natural life spans.


  Hugues’s quiet eyes regarded him. They were the deep, placid eyes of a wise and ancient man.


  “They took up their brushes and traveled abroad, carefully observing the state of the world out of a deep sense of duty. And what they found were forests cleared, rivers dammed and changed, and mountains dug up and scarred. Eventually they could stand it no longer and traded their brushes for swords.”


  Lawrence had heard this story before. He glanced at Col, who listened raptly to Hugues’s tale.


  “But they were outnumbered. One was burned by the Church, another crushed by an army. One was so mortified by his own powerlessness that he… well. Few remain even as memories, having vanished like so much sea-foam. Humans, they… ah, apologies.”


  “Not at all,” Lawrence answered, at which Hugues displayed a sad smile.


  “Humans have amassed great power. Control of the world has been theirs for a long time now, and our age has passed. Those unwilling to admit that have one by one fallen in battle and now exist only as legends on parchment. And even those parchments are crumbling, mice nibbled and moth eaten. We are what remains: sheep, in the human sense of sheep. None of us, myself included, have the courage to hold a brush. The bravest of us were the first to fall… It was a terrible cruelty.”


  Lawrence understood all too well why Hugues was more concerned with Fran Vonely, a human, over his fellow sheep Huskins or Holo the wolf. Hugues and his fellows had surely not revealed their true nature to her.


  If so, there were not many ways they could keep her close. To have her create paintings for them, they would bow down before her, avoid any offense, and hear any demand, no matter how unreasonable.


  Even admitting her existence to Lawrence was clearly a great compromise on Hugues’s part.


  “It is indeed cruel,” said Holo, sipping the sour wine Lawrence was sure she did not like. “So that is why you were so upset upon seeing me, was it?”


  Lawrence looked at Holo, and Col did likewise.


  While birds and foxes had visited the sheep, perhaps a wolf never had. Wolves had fangs, claws, and the courage to use them. They would have been the first to turn to violence.


  And they would have been the first to die.


  Hugues looked evenly back at Holo and then slowly nodded. “Yes. Even so.”


  “Heh. But ’tis well. I would have been sadder to learn of the opposite.”


  It was because such courage suited her that Holo had earned the name Wisewolf. It was in this moment that Hugues ceased to seem fearful of her.


  “… I envy such strength. For my part, I’ve often wondered if I’m to live so long, why I couldn’t have been born as a stone or tree instead.”


  At the end of the conversation, Holo began to speak without any inhibition. “Heh. I cannot say I feel the same. Were I a stone or tree, I could hardly travel with these two.”


  Hugues smiled. “Indeed. Life in the world of humans can be rather enjoyable.”


  “Mm. They’re an amusing lot.”


  Yet Lawrence could not help but feel that it surely had not been an accident that the wine they were offered was not very sweet.


  Gold, silver, copper, iron, tin, lead, brass, stone.


  The phrase gems hidden in the earth was a common one, but sometimes it could be hard to tell what was valuable and what was not.


  As Lawrence and company waited for Fran to return from her wandering about town, Hugues showed them around his storeroom. It contained not just paintings but a wealth of fine crafts and ornaments that had been sold off to Hugues alongside those paintings.


  “There are many fakes here, but… ah, here’s a bar meant for holding down scrolls. Mm, looks like it’s only gold plated, though. Ah yes, here! What do you make of this one, eh?”


  Hafner Hugues, master of the storehouse, seemed not to know exactly what it contained, as he weighed the gold bar in his hand and made his pronouncement.


  Hugues had told Holo about Fran because Holo was a being similar to himself, but he was still a sheep spirit and a merchant as well. He had to get some value from this transaction.


  He led Holo and Col to the back of the storehouse, as they wanted to know whether he had any paintings of Holo’s homeland of Yoitsu, but as he did so, he kept a close eye on Lawrence. A traveling merchant who wandered from nation to nation did not have much purchasing power, but he made up for that in knowledge and fresh information. No doubt Hugues wanted to know if any of the dusty old pieces in his storeroom were unexpectedly valuable. Lawrence felt like a pig trained to sniff for truffles.


  It was true that demand varied from town to town – in one town, anything with a wolf motif would sell, while in another, the color of gold would be so coveted that even gold-plated items would fly off the shelves. Given the occasion, Lawrence was only too happy to spill everything he had heard about towns whose conditions might be good.


  Such a town might as well be drunk. Absurd items would sell on the spot, and given the amount of junk in Hugues’s storeroom, it was like a golden trash barrel.


  “Well, that’s about the size of it.”


  “I see, I see. I’m deeply grateful, yes. While I do hear stories from all over while I sit in my shop here, most of my visitors aren’t walking the path of trade, so I collect little information that’s useful in business.”


  Even as he spoke, Hugues took notes with a quill pen in the margins of an old bill of receipt. Assuming his high spirits were not a ruse, he seemed to think they would lead him to a healthy profit.


  Holo would scowl if Hugues had asked her, but Lawrence was a merchant.


  As he considered such thoughts, his eyes were drawn by a single item in the piles of junk.


  “… Is this…?”


  “Oh, so this is where I left that old thing.”


  Lawrence pulled the item out from between two wooden crates, and Hugues reached for it, smiling merrily.


  Lawrence could not begin to imagine what the thing was for. He handed it to Hugues. It was a golden apple; Holo would surely laugh to see it.


  “What in the world is this used for?”


  “Oh, it’s one of those – you use it to warm your hands.”


  “Your hands?”


  In response, Hugues handed the apple back to Lawrence, who noticed that it was indeed a bit warmer than it had been a moment earlier.


  “It’s for merchants who want to show off their wealth a bit. You can heat it by the fireplace or have your apprentice warm it with his skin, then use it to warm your hands as you do your writing. Though anybody who dares use it outside when traveling in the winter will find their hands sticking to it.”


  Hugues was quite right. Still, Lawrence had no trouble imagining Holo curling her body around the trinket while riding in the wagon, like a hen protecting her egg. He found himself thinking it might be rather useful, but then quickly snapped out of it and shook his head.


  This was no time to be distracted by such silly items.


  Lawrence returned the apple to Hugues.


  “Still, thank you ever so much for the information,” said a pleased Hugues, who had nearly blackened the margins of the bill of receipt with notes, careful not to leave as much as a single detail out.


  “Not at all. Thank you.”


  “By all means, when you’re finished, feel free to linger. You’re most welcome here.” Hugues sounded like an ordinary merchant now.


  Lawrence smiled, nodded, and shook his hand.


  “Though it seems Master Col and Miss Holo are still looking at the paintings.” Hugues had to exert himself to bring his round body to his feet, and he then peered farther into the back of the storeroom.


  Holo was flipping through a stand of paintings one by one, chattering with Col about this and that.


  Hugues fell suddenly silent as he watched her. Lawrence had a good guess at what he was thinking about.


  “Might I ask how you’re all related?” It was a reasonable thing to wonder about.


  Holo should have overheard, but she gave no evidence of it.


  Lawrence decided that there was no reason to hide it, so he answered as he walked over. “My trading route generally covered lands farther south. I happened to meet Holo at one of my stops there.”


  “I see.”


  “Holo had been asked a favor by a friend long ago – that she would guarantee bountiful harvests of the wheat in a certain town. But over time the village forgot about her, and she decided to return home. My wagon happened to be passing by, and she simply hopped in and stowed away.”


  Hugues smiled, amused, but there was a coolly calculating quality that showed through. Holo’s story was not irrelevant to his own experience.


  “But it had been some several centuries since she’d left her homelands, and so she doesn’t know where they are. So we’ve been traveling here and there in search of them. We met Col on the way. He’s from a town in the north called Pinu.”


  “Oh, Pinu?” Hugues’s eyes widened in surprise, and he looked over his shoulder at Holo and Col. “That’s quite far away. Ah… but I see now why old Huskins would have told you of Fran Vonely.”


  Lawrence gave Hugues a deliberate smile. There was nothing amusing about the story, but if he failed to tell it with a smile, Holo seemed likely to be angry.


  “The northlands are a place of invasion and conquest. The place-names are always changing. It might be that I do know this Yoitsu of yours; I simply know it by a different name.”


  Lawrence nodded but was shocked at what Hugues said next.


  “When you said you wanted a map of the north, I thought for sure you were involved with the conflict up there.” Hugues was speaking in jest, but seeing Lawrence’s reaction, he, too, was stunned. “Ah… er… you’re not, are you?”


  “Are you referring to the events surrounding the Debau Company? So the rumors are true, are they?”


  No doubt Hugues collected information along with paintings. And this was the destination of the river that flowed right through the Debau Company’s front door.


  “Er, no, I… if you want to know whether it’s true, the fact is that I have no good evidence. It’s a place constantly awash in unpleasant rumors.”


  “What do you yourself believe, Mr. Hugues?”


  Hugues’s troubled expression was that of a man whose joke had been taken seriously. He seemed to give up on trying to escape and reluctantly opened his mouth. “The simple truth is that… I have no interest in it.”


  Lawrence thought he must have misheard. “You have no interest?”


  “That’s right. More than a few of us are simply plugging our ears and closing our eyes to the tale, just as we did with the Moon-Hunting Bear. They’ll mine what they can mine, and when they’re done, they’ll leave. In any case, scenery is not eternal. Though the landscape might change completely, the land itself will not simply disappear from the earth, so…”


  Even a placid sheep, who only occasionally looked up from its grass eating to regard the scenery around it with its black eyes, could see the way of the world.


  It would be easy to curse Hugues for being a coward. But there was a certain truth to his thinking, and he could hardly be blamed for his realistic outlook.


  One saw all sorts of things during travel.


  Villages beset by mercenaries, towns suffering bitter feuds between landlords. There was nothing to be gained in opposition, and they were powerless to begin with. The only answer was to hold still and hope the storm would pass.


  “That’s why I’ve never tried to learn anything more about it. I’m not strong like old Huskins, and if I knew more, it would only worry me. Just as it worries you and Miss Holo and young Col.”


  Hugues smiled fractionally at this small joke, a signal that he was hoping to end the discussion of this particular topic.


  It was true – the more one knew, the more one wanted to know, and the more detailed the knowledge, the stronger the urge to interfere. It was difficult to argue with the wisdom of someone who had endured cataclysms.


  Lawrence had no right to disturb Hugues’s life, and Holo would surely feel the same way. “I apologize for asking.”


  “Not at all. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help. So then, will you be returning to your room?” inquired Hugues.


  Lawrence looked at Holo, who raised her head and shook it “no,” then pointed to Col. The boy was busily looking through a stack of paintings. Evidently they still had searching left to do.


  “I’ll be returning on my own.”


  “I see. Might I offer you something warm to drink in the parlor?”


  As a merchant, Lawrence was surprised at these words. This storeroom contained a great many valuable paintings, as well as examples of gold- and silver-smithing. To leave perfect strangers unattended in such a room was an act of significant courage, Lawrence reflexively thought. Hugues noticed this and smiled.


  “If she wanted to steal from me, it would be faster for her to simply bite my head off. And anyway, we forest dwellers don’t lie.”


  It would have sounded as if he was trying to flatter Holo, but perhaps that was reading too much into it.


  Lawrence bowed his head politely. “Ah, my apologies.”


  Hugues chatted with Lawrence for a while before retreating to the rear of his shop to work.


  Lawrence sat in the room waiting for Fran, reading through the travel account of a merchant who claimed to have journeyed the world over and found a city of gold in the Far East. But just like the information that Lawrence had sought from Hugues, the knowledge that could be gathered in a trip around the world would be incredibly valuable if true, and therefore making it public would be the height of idiocy. In other words, the travel account was merely nonsense, but it was amusing nonsense.


  Just as Lawrence found himself laughing at the absurdity of one of the more improbable details, a golden something flew through the space between his eye and the book and landed in his lap.


  He looked up in surprise, and there was Holo, looking as though she had dropped something. His eyes were next drawn to the dropped object in his lap – it was the golden apple he had been so amused to discover in the storeroom.


  “Was it not tasty?” He picked the apple up. It was warm.


  Size-wise it seemed just about a fit for Holo’s hand, he thought, whereupon that same hand snatched it away from him.


  “You humans do love your gold. Though ’twould be a bother if everything turned to gold.”


  Too much of a good thing, went the old saying. But Lawrence was a merchant. “In that case, find something that’s not gold, and sell it high.”


  Holo sniffed and then sat down beside him, looking displeased. She did not groom her tail; she simply toyed with the golden apple in her hands.


  “Where’s Col?” Lawrence asked, which made Holo tilt her head.


  Her ears were flattened, which did not suggest anything good about her mood. She had probably left him in the storeroom. It was a rare state of events, and Lawrence could not imagine many possibilities.


  “Couldn’t find anything, eh?” Any paintings of Yoitsu, or its region, or any landscape that Holo remembered.


  No doubt she had thought that with so many paintings, surely at least one of them would hold what she sought.


  Her disappointment would not have been so great if she had thought from the beginning that nothing would turn up. What stung was having hopes dashed.


  Worse, they had surely found many landscapes that Col recognized.


  “Mm.” Holo held the golden apple in both hands and nodded faintly.


  “That just means you’ve still something to look forward to, eh?” Lawrence knew he would rouse her anger by saying so, and indeed, her ears pricked up.


  But that did not last long. The strength slowly slipped from her, and the words came tumbling out of her mouth like water from an uncorked bottle. “Is it… wrong of me?”


  “Wrong?” Lawrence repeated, at which Holo nodded.


  “Like those sheep, Hugues said. Most of them plugged their ears and shut their eyes…”


  Lawrence looked away from Holo momentarily and closed the book. It was a delightful, beautifully bound volume. No doubt the name of the raconteur merchant responsible would be remembered for centuries.


  “You mean about wanting to get involved after hearing the truth?” asked Lawrence, which Holo nodded at.


  Holo seemed cold and calculating but was quite hot-blooded, and whenever she saw someone suffering or in trouble, she wanted to help. If humans were to assemble and march upon the forests and mounts, ravaging the land and killing the animals, she would want to help the resistance even if the land weren’t Yoitsu.


  And while the outcome might well be recorded in legend and song, victory was surely impossible – because if it was possible, someone else would already have won it.


  “I may say this or that, but the truth is that I think of myself as special,” said Holo, sounding faintly amused, perhaps to cover her embarrassment. “I can get through most things simply by showing my fangs. I can draw out the way of things. That’s what I thought. But…”


  When Lawrence held out his arm, Holo glanced at him with a look of hollow amusement pasted onto her face and then took it, wrapping it around herself like a muffler and clinging to him.


  “There were no paintings there of the land I knew. What does that mean?”


  Each of the pieces had either been commissioned by a specific buyer or stored away in anticipation of someone from the region appearing and recognizing the landscape. It was not hard, therefore, to come to this conclusion: There were no paintings of Yoitsu because there was no one from Yoitsu to order them. It was easy to imagine her wolf comrades leaving on an eternal journey.


  And what was the basis for this?


  No doubt many of them, having confidence in their own teeth and claws, chose to fight. And even if they had likely fled from the Moon-Hunting Bear, the world was abundant with absurdities. If they had been able to find weapons, they would have risen up and fought – somewhere.


  The ones who ran away from everything, who instead of taking up arms simply fled, would have been called cowards at first. But it was those cowards whose roots still clung to the earth, even now.


  “Plugging one’s ears and closing one’s eyes for fear of the truth? ’Tis all I can do to laugh at such foolishness. But who is the master of this shop? Who is it who still knows many of his old friends? Who is it who even now still works to offer comfort to his kind? Compared with that…” The nails of Holo’s small hand dug into Lawrence’s arm. “… What am I doing?”


  She was not crying.


  Holo was not sad. She was ashamed.


  The raging river of time had changed the world, and she and her kind had stood on the shore, not only powerless, but their very existence suddenly in doubt.


  
    
  

  It was more than enough reason for Holo to gnash her teeth.


  Lawrence put more strength into his embrace, drawing Holo in.


  “Nobody knows what the right thing to do is.” Holo’s head smelled faintly of dust, perhaps because of the time she had spent in the storeroom. “You yourself have been prepared to put your life at risk for the sake of your principles. Am I wrong?”


  Holo did not move for several moments.


  “Just think about when you were buried in the ground. You’re Holo the Wisewolf, aren’t you?”


  No doubt her comrades would be very pleased to know that Holo was thinking of them. But what would they think of her standing in front of their gravestone forever? Regret could mean struggling to turn back time, or it could mean swearing not to let the same thing happen again. The two meanings were very different.


  Holo nodded. She was neither a child, nor a fool. And yet she still could not contain these emotions on her own.


  “And I do know one thing,” said Lawrence, which made Holo’s ears prick up. He smiled, but not to cheer her up. “When you worry, so do I.”


  When he had traveled alone, there had been no one to whom he would have uttered such words, nor anyone who would say them to him. When he would get involved in a risky trade, he would make boastful jokes about dying by the side of the road.


  A dead friend was dead forever. But a living one existed only in the here and now.


  “Fool,” she whispered, though it was by no means clear to whom. Perhaps both to herself and to Lawrence alike.


  “Quite right,” said Lawrence. “So, the next thing to do is…?”


  Holo’s voice caught in her throat.


  She had not left Col alone in the storeroom simply because they had found only landscapes he recognized and none that she knew. Given Col’s disposition, if they were unable to find any paintings of Holo’s homeland, he would just keep looking.


  And the more he looked, the heavier the weight of not finding anything became. Holo had not exactly taken her frustration out on him, but back in the storeroom, just how bad was Col feeling?


  “I’ll go apologize,” said Holo.


  “You do that,” said Lawrence paternally, and Holo broke free from his embrace and grinned a toothy grin.


  Time could not be turned back and the correct choice was never obvious, so one had to try to enjoy the present, at least.


  That was all Lawrence could say. The rest was up to Holo, he thought as he reopened the book.


  “Miss Fran Vonely has returned.”


  Before standing, Lawrence lightly tapped Holo’s knee. He looked back – she was wearing a bright smile, which was more than a little suspicious.


  From behind Hugues, who was no doubt unused to having such a smile directed at him by a wolf so nearby, appeared a young girl.


  She was not much taller than Col, which put her at about Holo’s height.


  It was her appearance that made Lawrence’s face pale despite himself. She did not have Holo’s ears, nor horns like Huskins had. She was just a normal girl – if you ignored the color of her skin and her eyes.


  “Is this the merchant who called after me?” Her voice was beautiful and clear and spoke of a good upbringing.


  There are many forms of beauty in the world, but Lawrence had never before seen the sort that Fran possessed. Her hair and eyes were jet-black, and she had the dark brown skin common in the desert lands of the south. Hers was a bewitching beauty; she had a mysterious charm to her, the power of all who survived in the hellish deserts. It felt as though she would not quail, even if Holo took her wolf form then and there.


  Lawrence swallowed and then finally managed to speak. “I am Kraft Lawrence.”


  Fran Vonely smiled and gave a slow nod. She introduced herself. “I am Fran Vonely.”


  “Shall we sit?” said the considerate Hugues, and Lawrence and company all took a seat.


  Col clung to Holo’s clothing before finally managing to sit, seemingly dazed by Fran’s mysterious quality.


  “So, what is it that you wished to ask me about?”


  The people of the desert spoke a very different language, but Fran’s words were well practiced. Her pronunciation was careful and precise, and her education must have been a costly one.


  They were said to be a difficult people, but perhaps such worries were unfounded, Lawrence thought behind his merchant’s smile. He told her his business. “Yes. We’re journeying in search of a certain place in the northlands. All we know is the ancient name of the place. We’ve heard that you’re very well-versed in the old tales, which is what brought us to visit this company.”


  Fran’s face was serious as she listened to Lawrence. “And what is the name of the place?”


  “Yoitsu.”


  Fran narrowed her eyes at Lawrence’s answer. “That’s the old name of a rather remote area.”


  “So you’re familiar with it?” Lawrence asked with emotion that was half-act, half-genuine. Fran was unmoved, like some stoic seer.


  “I am aware of it, but few are able to draw maps of the north, making them extremely precious.”


  “We would compensate you properly.” The moment Lawrence said it, Holo’s foot came down upon his, but it was too late.


  Perhaps Holo had seen through to Fran’s true nature.


  “Properly?” said Fran, surprised. Standing behind the chair in which Fran sat, Hugues covered his eyes. “In that case, fifty lumione ought to suffice.”


  Hers was the attitude of an artisan inexperienced in the ways of negotiation. Lawrence asked himself if he had let his guard down so badly, but even if he had, there was no going back now. There was no way he was going to pay fifty lumione for a single map.


  It was such a basic technique that it bordered on child’s play. Lawrence found himself at a loss for words, both because of his own foolishness and because of Fran’s unexpected boldness. But Holo was standing right there, so he had to say something. He was just about to when Fran’s clear voice rang out again.


  “However, given the circumstances, I suppose I wouldn’t mind doing it for free.”


  “Huh?” Lawrence could not help but let his mask slip completely, and he could feel Holo slump in annoyance.


  It was hard to fix a cog once it had gone askew.


  But it was not the foolish Lawrence to whom Fran directed her words. It was Holo. “I notice you’re dressed as a nun.”


  “… My name is Holo.” Even Holo seemed surprised to be addressed, and she replied only after a short pause.


  “Miss Holo, is it? Pleased to meet you. I am Fran Vonely.”


  Holo, who called herself the wisewolf, was a calm huntress and never let excitement get the better of her during a hunt. “Have you something for me?”


  “Yes. If you’re a nun, then I would ask a favor of you.”


  It was Hugues who seemed flustered at these words, probably because he had realized Fran’s aim. He took a breath and seemed about to protest, but Fran raised her hand and silenced him. She was a prickly artist, indeed. The very image of one.


  “So long as it’s in my power.”


  Fran cocked her head rather than smiling. “It’s not so very difficult a thing. Miss Holo, Mr. Lawrence, and…”


  “Ah, er – Col! My name’s Col.”


  She nodded at Col. “Mr. Col, then.” Just what would she have them do? “With the three of you, it should be fine.”


  Hugues looked at Lawrence with a desperate look that said, “Stop!”


  Fran spoke. “I’d like your help in Taussig.”


  “… Is that…?”


  “Yes. I suppose you’ve heard from Mr. Hugues? It’s the reason I’m in this town. I would ask your assistance in learning more about the village’s legend.”


  Lawrence was underwhelmed. It seemed so simple a thing. But from Hugues’s nervousness, it was not as simple as it sounded.


  Despite his failure moments earlier, Lawrence prepared himself for the irritation he would earn from Fran when he begged more time to consider. But it was Holo who skipped past that entirely.


  “And you’ll draw us a map if we assist you?” she asked.


  “Yes. So long as you’ll gather information and verify its truth.”


  Lawrence was not unaware of the reason for Holo’s smile. Fran was a clever girl-more than clever enough to inflame Holo’s love of competition.


  Normally she would have laughed off such a vague request as “gather information and verify its truth,” demanding a clearer request. Depending on the circumstances, she was not above arm-twisting.


  And yet without asking even one more question, Holo simply nodded. “It’s a promise, then.”


  “My thanks.” Fran bowed her head, standing after she looked back up. She faced Hugues, who had tried so hard to get a word in and hold her up. “And the preparations for departure?”


  “Ah, th-they’re all finished.”


  “Very well. We’ll leave tomorrow. Mr. Lawrence, you can handle a wagon?”


  Lawrence nodded, and though Fran seemed ready to continue speaking, he headed her off in a final effort to save some small amount of face. “Tomorrow should be fine.”


  At this, Fran smiled faintly. Perhaps she found Lawrence’s attempt to puff himself up amusing. Her smile was that of an innocent maiden. Lawrence again regretted his misstep. It was surprisingly easy to manipulate an innocently and honestly stubborn person. What was truly difficult was someone who knew how to use her smile, which was why Lawrence was constantly burning his hands when dealing with Holo.


  Had he known he would be facing someone who could deploy a smile like that at will, Lawrence would have prepared better. He had been too hasty in embracing the impression of her that Kieman and Hugues had given him.


  “Mr. Hugues,” said Fran, causing Hugues’s round body to stiffen straight. “I’ll take my dinner in my room. I have preparations to attend to.”


  “V-very well. Ah, er, but…”


  “But?” She used the same smile Holo so often favored.


  Hugues fell silent and swallowed. He nodded obediently.


  “Please explain the details to Miss Holo and her company, if you will,” said Fran, and then she took her leave.


  The tail next to Lawrence was puffed up, but the smile was a pleasant one, which was all the more alarming.


  Lawrence attempted to at least avoid the mistake of trying to make an excuse. “I’m sorry.”


  “Fool,” said Holo, not so much as looking at him.


  Col cringed away as though trying to let sleeping gods lie, and Holo, still smiling, made no move to speak further.


  Perhaps feeling the awkwardness, it was Hugues who finally raised his voice. “I’ve suffered my share at her boldness and unyielding smile, too. She is a stubborn, obstinate silversmith. I chased her in town, across fields, and into the mountains, finally saving her from an accident before she would finally speak to me. So… you are fortunate she was even willing to deal with you, even on the vaguest of terms.”


  These last words were directed at Holo.


  Holo nodded decisively, finally wiping the eerie smile from her face.


  “Er, so… Is there something important in Taussig?” Lawrence asked after recovering his composure.


  Hugues merely shook his head. “It’s just a village like any other.”


  “So why, then?”


  Hugues looked down briefly, then back up, as though peering over spectacles. “Their legend of the forest and lake isn’t so special a thing. It’s said that once an angel walked alongside the river that flows from the lake, then leapt up a waterfall to a golden door that opened along with the sound of a heavenly beast’s cry.”


  It did indeed sound like the sort of legend one could hear anywhere. But Hugues continued.


  “In addition to that, there’s another story like that.”


  “Another one?” Lawrence asked, at which Hugues nodded and began to explain, a certain tone of exhaustion in his voice.


  “I suppose you could call it a witch legend. I don’t know the details myself, but I hear it’s rather famous upriver around Lenos. Evidently there’s a legend that a nun also said to be a witch came to Taussig and settled there, or perhaps it’s closer to a rumor. The lord of Taussig is loyal to the Church, so of course they all strongly deny that there’s a witch there, but…”


  “Ah, I see. And because of that, the villagers there are extremely suspicious of outsiders, right?”


  Hugues nodded. “The reason Fran asked you along, Mr. Lawrence, is because she knows full well that no one there will so much as speak to her if she goes alone. If nothing else, her ethnicity is very uncommon in this area.”


  Hugues had lived longer than any human, so Lawrence certainly understood why he would say so. Lawrence, too, had only rarely seen people with brown skin like Fran’s.


  “Is she from the desert?”


  “That is the story. But she’s had no parents as long as she can remember and claims to have been raised by a wealthy money changer in the duchy of Laondirre. I have little sense of how she then came to be a silversmith. She’s joked about being a slave, but given her attitudes, I wonder how much of that is a joke…”


  Lawrence understood Hugues’s uneasy smile. Given Fran’s diction, anyone would come to a certain conclusion about her background. Of course, slaves could be treated very differently depending on their master, and she might have been bought into a kind and wealthy household – or just as easily adopted into the family but treated cruelly.


  There were places where this matched what he had been told by Kieman, and even if not everything lined up, there was at least a certain amount of truth to it.


  “She’s certainly got pluck.”


  “Yes. Sometimes I think she must be from a line of warriors somewhere, but… in any case, she has many secrets. Oh, and please keep this–”


  “–A secret, of course.”


  Hugues nodded, and Lawrence returned to the topic at hand.


  “Mr. Hugues, you seemed a bit apprehensive – do you think the village will be dangerous?”


  Villages were often less welcoming than one might think for a variety of reasons. If they were situated in a place where few traveled, that alone was enough to make outsiders seem suspicious. If it was the sort of place where rumors of a witch would circulate, they might well start to wonder if every visitor had some secret agenda.


  “To be perfectly honest, I don’t know. They’re not a place of business. The villagers rarely visit the town, and townspeople go there even less often than that. Frankly, they’re like a jar of food where you’ve forgotten what you put in it and when.”


  It was an apt metaphor. One would hesitate to open such a jar for fear of what might come out.


  “Oh, do you suppose there’s anything there that would be dangerous even with me along?” It was Holo whose quip cut through the atmosphere of heavy tension between Lawrence and Hugues.


  Lawrence met Hugues’s eyes. The two were surely thinking the same thing.


  “If you say so, it matters little what we might say, but…” said Lawrence.


  “Then I care not. In exchange for fifty gold pieces, she gets to use us as she pleases. Such nerve!” It would have been better if Holo were angry, but she spoke with a smile, so Lawrence’s hands were tied. “And that fool’s even knowledgeable about the north-lands that have you all so intimidated. Is it not just as old man Huskins said?”


  It was indeed.


  “’Tis true that he who chases two hares catches neither, but no matter how many interesting things are stored in that head of hers, it’s still just one head. So if we do not bite it here, when will we?”


  It was a lively speech. And yet Holo was not one to say such things lightly. She only did so because she had faith in her comrades to be trustworthy enough to correct her, to challenge her. That was the feeling Lawrence got, looking at Holo’s invincible smile.


  Which meant he had no reason to disagree.


  “So, that’s the way of it. Ah, and Hugues, was it?”


  “Y-yes?” He straightened at Holo’s address.


  Holo grinned at the stiff Hugues. “If we should end up angering that fool such that she never trades here again…” It was unlikely, but not impossible, and would be a crushing blow to Hugues’s business.


  What was Holo going to say? All eyes were on her as she continued in a casual tone, “… Aye, should that happen… I’ll apologize.”


  Hugues was a well-traveled art seller. His forced smile shifted to a genuine one, and he slapped his large belly. “Ah, just like a wolf!”


  “Mm.” Holo’s deliberate little performance.


  And yet something about the unlikely friendship between sheep and wolf struck Lawrence as miraculous.


  The next day, Lawrence and company found themselves swaying in the Hugues Company’s wagon, heading north along the road to the village of Taussig. In the wagon bed was a mountain of provisions: bread and meat, garlic and onions, wine, salt, firewood, and blankets.


  Lawrence sat in the driver’s seat of the wagon, holding the reins, with Holo and Col snuggled in what space remained in the bed. Fran, who knew the way to the village, rode on a horse of her own.


  It had not been particularly long since the last time he had driven a wagon, but somehow driving someone else’s wagon made Lawrence uneasy.


  “Just who… does that little fool… think she is?” Holo finally said, only getting the words out with some difficulty since her mouth was otherwise occupied.


  “That delicious, is it?” asked Lawrence with a resigned sigh as he looked over his shoulder, which made Col flinch in alarm as he sat next to Holo. Normally he only ate what he was given, but he had finally been bold enough to reach into the sack for a second piece.


  “Not you, Col. That’s only your second piece, right? The one next to you is on her sixth.” Lawrence pointed deliberately at Holo, and Col looked dubiously back and forth between Lawrence and the sack, finally nodding.


  They were delicious enough to make a captive even of Col, who was the very image of honorable poverty. The leavened rolls had been made with plenty of rich butter.


  Holo noisily tore a chunk off a roll, wolfing it down before popping the remainder in her mouth. As her mouth opened and closed in the process, her breath escaped into the cold air in white puffs.


  Not even Col could resist the temptation of fresh-baked bread in a chilly wagon bed.


  Lawrence got a piece himself but had eaten no more for fear that he might get used to such food and never return to the traveler’s life.


  “If it gets us so much of this sort of bread, you ought to become an artist yourself!” declared Holo.


  “I can sketch simple pictures of goods… and drawings of my future shop, I suppose. I showed you, didn’t I?” He was referring to the days when he’d driven his wagon alone, passing his days by scavenging every copper coin that had been dropped in the darkness. Every time he earned a healthy profit, he would spread out some paper and draw the facade of the shop he hoped to one day own.


  “Mm… I suppose.”


  Lawrence’s dream had been postponed while he journeyed with Holo.


  Holo drew her chin in and moved closer to the driver’s seat. She shoved a roll in Lawrence’s mouth. She seemed neither apologetic nor pained.


  Lawrence bit into the bread with a smile. The conversation was only possible because they understood each other so well.


  “Can you draw, Col?” Lawrence asked over his shoulder.


  It looked as though Col was seriously considering shoving the unfinished roll into his own bag for later eating. He flinched as though having been caught doing something embarrassing. He hastily tried to manage some sort of answer, at which Lawrence could not help but laugh.


  But before either of them could say anything, Holo popped another roll she had grabbed into Col’s bag.


  “Ah, er… well, I suppose I can draw angels or spirits…”


  “From copying manuscript illustrations?”


  Col smiled ticklishly at Holo and then turned back to Lawrence and nodded. “Yes. When I had no money and was rolling out sheepskin parchments on nails, sometimes the scribes would teach me a little.”


  Col was the sort of boy who would journey south alone just to get closer to the center of Church power in order to protect his own pagan village, but he seemed much more suited to poring over books all day than he did to the adventurous pursuits in which he found himself engaged. Had he been born into different circumstances, he surely would have been a famous scholar.


  Lawrence turned his attention to Holo. “And what about you…? I suppose there’s no point in asking.”


  If Holo was to pick up a brush, no doubt she could draw a highly recognizable picture.


  “Hmph. I do not draw. You can’t eat a picture of an apple,” said Holo, as she helped herself to another roll.


  “Well, Fran’s skills must be impressive for her to command such tribute. And she’s followed after legends from many lands,” said Lawrence quietly as he looked across the plain before them. The mountains did not seem to be getting any closer. “She’s seen a lot of trouble, I’ll bet. The northlands are still disputed territory. With belief turning to superstition, and superstition to belief with such dizzying speed, tracking down legends is a dangerous business. Given that, her price might be a fair one.”


  And the farther north one went, the more difficult it became to find good building stone, which meant even larger buildings were made of wood. Without stained-glass depictions of saints or figures carved in stone columns, which meant their proselytizing would rely on paintings.


  With demand up, it stood to reason that the suppliers must profit.


  “She’s to be admired,” murmured Lawrence, stroking his beard.


  “Hmph. I’ve admired quite enough,” said Holo, patting her belly and then setting about curling up in a blanket.


  They spent the night in the dry, brown grasses of the plains.


  There was not much difference between a horse’s walking speed and a human’s, so travelers on that road all naturally tended to arrive at that spot come nightfall.


  It was there that Lawrence halted the horse and built a fire where the grass had been cut low and the remains of older campfires were scattered about. Happily, there was a large round log perfect for leaning against.


  Former visitors had been similarly grateful. One place on the log had been stripped of bark, and there the former visitors had carved words of thanks.


  The small party warmed the bread – which had turned hard from the chill – by the fire, roasting jerky and cheese to eat along with it. There was no wind, but it was cold enough for a small amount of snow to have piled up here and there, so they naturally wound up huddled together atop the log like little birds. It was warmer for three people to huddle together under three layers of blankets than it was for three people to each have one blanket to themselves.


  And it was just three, not four.


  Fran lay down in the wagon bed alone.


  “The stone’s warm.” Lawrence had warmed a stone atop the fire and brought it to Fran wrapped in a blanket. She was gazing vaguely up at the sky, using the cargo for a pillow. Next to her was some half-eaten bread and cheese, but she was so absorbed in the night sky that she seemed to have forgotten all about her dinner.


  When Lawrence brought the wrapped stone to her, she shifted beneath her blanket and a hand slid out from under it, accepting the warm rock.


  As he gave her this, Lawrence thought he saw her holding a thick book under her blanket.


  When he had traveled alone, Lawrence, too, had sometimes resorted to stuffing paper under his shirt for warmth when he was unable to light a fire. It could be even warmer than a blanket.


  Fran, too, seemed quite accustomed to hard travel.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to sit by the fire?” Lawrence asked.


  Fran arranged the stone beneath the blanket and looked back up at the sky before answering, “It would ruin my view.”


  Lawrence understood and nodded.


  Fire kept animals away, but it invited humans, whether they were friend or foe. Eyes accustomed to watching the fire would be useless for looking out into the night.


  Not only was Fran used to travel, she had accrued a very respectable amount of experience.


  “About tomorrow…” Fran directed her gaze to Lawrence after he spoke. She did not seem inclined to sit up, so Lawrence decided to simply continue speaking. “Once we arrive in the village, what sort of arrangements shall we make?”


  Lawrence had found himself roundly beaten in their first negotiation at the Hugues Company the previous day. Thinking back on it now, he realized it had surely colored Fran’s impression of his capacity as a merchant. Though she had brought Lawrence along to help her gather information, she probably detested the notion of leaving everything to him and his companions, so he posed this question in a humble, servile tone.


  But after looking at him steadily for a moment, Fran suddenly smiled and closed her eyes, as though having seen right through the whole of his thinking. “I shall leave it in your capable hands.”


  Lawrence was surprised at this response, but if she was truly going to rely on him, he would do his best to meet her expectations. “In that case, I’ll introduce you as a Church-affiliated silversmith and Holo as a nun. Will that do?”


  “… I shouldn’t think there will be any problem with that.” She’d taken a moment to consider the notion. She could probably see through to roughly how such a story would be received.


  “Holo will be an apprentice nun and maidservant. Col will be our guide. I’ll be a traveling merchant hired to be the group’s eyes and ears.”


  “Very well,” said Fran, but her smile was a thin one.


  Lawrence took notice of this. “Is there a problem?”


  “… No, nothing. I was just amused at how if we assemble the necessary actors, it’s true that even I might look like a nun.”


  The ability to see one’s own self so objectively could indeed be counted as a special skill. Lawrence found himself briefly at a loss for words at how naturally Fran was able to speak as though she were looking at herself from the outside.


  “What church?” inquired Fran.


  Once he had finished frantically filling in the blanks in Fran’s brusque question, Lawrence answered, “Let’s say we’re from the Church city of Ruvinheigen. There’s certainly more than one church there and many factions besides. Even if our answer’s a vague one, we won’t be easily found out.”


  “…” Fran opened her eyes and looked at Lawrence.


  Lawrence was wondering if he had made some mistake. Fran then looked back up at the sky and spoke. “You’re familiar with some rather faraway towns.”


  Lawrence was relieved that it was only this. “A lie that can’t be disproven is no different from the truth. A place as far away as Ruvinheigen is a safer story, I thought.”


  Fran nodded, her gaze still skyward cast. “Was that your base?”


  Base was a curious choice of words. It made Lawrence sound like a bandit or mercenary.


  “I’m a traveling merchant originally from that area. Holo simply jumped into my wagon bed when I passed through a nearby town. Then…” Lawrence paused and looked behind him at Holo, who sat atop the log sipping wine. Only Col seemed to be looking at he and Fran, so Lawrence turned back to Fran and continued, “… And told me that she wanted to go north and that I should take her. As far as Col goes, we ran into him as we were heading down the Roam River, and he joined our travels.”


  Fran’s face was still upturned, her eyes closed, but Lawrence nonetheless got the feeling that she was listening to him. For her to be interested in this story at all made Lawrence wonder if she had some sort of attachment to the region.


  At length, Fran spoke as though giving voice to words she heard from the sky. “So this map of the north you want is for…” She opened her eyes, and when she looked at Lawrence, it seemed as though the night sky had melted into them. It was common for stubborn, eccentric people to feel things more deeply than most.


  Lawrence was not going to use that to his advantage, but he spoke such that his words would have their greatest effect. “Yes… the only thing my companion remembers about her homeland is that it was called Yoitsu.”


  Fran’s eyes did not waver. “I see,” she said, closing them, this time not looking up again, but leaning her head over. She shifted lightly under the blanket, and given that a gentle sigh followed, Lawrence realized she was trying to go to sleep.


  Her way of unilaterally ending the conversation made Lawrence understand why she had a reputation for being difficult; it was almost too archetypal.


  Perhaps Fran was neither so stubborn nor as eccentric as her reputation suggested, Lawrence mused, but there was no telling what would happen if he was to point that out.


  Lawrence quietly made ready to leave her be, but before he did, Fran spoke one last time.


  “I shall be counting on you tomorrow.”


  Lawrence nodded, whereupon Fran did just as she seemed to be doing and fell asleep.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  The wagon swerved violently to one side. The motion seemed to have awakened Holo.


  “… Have we arrived?” She yawned a great yawn, shaking her head lazily from side to side.


  The now-close mountains were dotted with trees even in this cold season, and here and there white stuff could be seen. The grassy field looked like a flat plane but was actually a gentle slope, and if one looked upslope, it was clear it descended from an impressive height. It was not Lawrence’s imagination that the air was cooler here than in Kerube, and a thin layer of snow stuck to the road.


  “If we turn down this road, then go straight, we’ll soon be at the village, apparently.”


  The field of golden, knee-high grass stretched far to the east. If they did not turn and instead proceeded straight, they would evidently run straight into the foot of the mountains.


  Lawrence and company had stopped their horses here to practice their various roles and stories before entering the village. Holo had grumbled the previous night but generally enjoyed such theatrical dissembling.


  Once they had run through their stories, Fran took the lead and they set off again. Holo’s tail swished happily beneath her robe.


  “Speaking of which, I neglected to ask you, but that wasn’t you in that tale, was it?” asked Lawrence suddenly, as Fran seemed in a hurry and had opened up a bit of distance between her and the wagon.


  Holo replied without much interest as she ate a small piece of jerky. “Alas, I’ve no bird friends aside from that one lass from some time ago, and I’ve no feathers myself.”


  “And no ideas, either?”


  Holo shook her head wordlessly and sighed. “Had the legendary figure in question been me, they would’ve forced that fool to draw them a map…” She turned away as though apologizing for trouble she had caused.


  If Lawrence suspected this as being an act, he would surely make her angry, and yet it had to be an act. Col seemed to be frantically trying to think of the words with which to console her, but meeting his eyes, Lawrence only smiled.


  “If all goes well when we begin to ask around, how shall we fill our remaining time?” he asked.


  Holo looked up suddenly and smiled. Partially because she was holding Col’s hand in a very sibling-like fashion, she suddenly seemed much like the young maiden she appeared to be.


  No doubt she was not entirely in earnest, but at least some part of her was.


  Soon a single, far-off thread of smoke appeared, probably from a distant hearth or stove, and soon after that they arrived at the town. Holo took one look at it. “Perhaps I ate a bit too much wheat bread,” she said sardonically.


  It seemed unlikely that much wheat bread was baked in Taussig, nestled as it was at the foot of the mountains. Half buried in the foothills, it had an apologetic little excuse of a fence to keep out wild animals, hung with wards for driving off evil spirits – evidence of the Church.


  Had they not already heard the rumors of a witch, the placement of those wards would have been strange, because indifferent to the darkness and danger that lurked in the mountains, they instead faced out toward the plains. It made Lawrence imagine inexperienced travelers who feared only the wolves before them, heedless of the bandits behind them.


  He imagined Taussig to be a gloomy, sparsely peopled village, but it was not so. The sound of happy children’s voices could be heard from the houses, and sheep and goats grazed lazily in the village’s wide lanes. It seemed a perfectly normal village.


  It was said that the source of most quarrels was mutual ignorance, and perhaps that was not so untrue.


  Lawrence climbed off the wagon, looking to the still-mounted Fran. “If you would, please,” she said quietly.


  With his left hand he took the reins of Fran’s horse, and with his right the reins of the wagon horse, and proceeded slowly into the village. Eventually an old man sitting on a roughly hewn wooden bench at one corner of the village’s entrance took notice of them.


  “Now, then,” said Lawrence softly, putting on his best merchant’s smile.


  “My, my… have we travelers here?” It looked as though the old man was out watching the livestock as they grazed. His hand gripped a shepherd’s staff.


  “Greetings to you. I am a traveling merchant. My name is Kraft Lawrence.”


  “Oh, a merchant, are you?” Wrinkles appeared around the old man’s eyes, as though he was wondering what business a merchant could possibly have in this town.


  In the village, first the children and then the rest of the villagers began to take notice of their unusual visitors. Some watched from their eaves, others from cracks in their wooden windows.


  “We’ve come from Ruvinheigen, a place far to the south.”


  “Ruvin…”


  “Ruvinheigen.”


  The old man nodded and fixed his gaze on Lawrence and his party for a time. When the old man was not moving, he looked like a doll made from tree bark.


  “It’s known as the city of the Church.”


  Suddenly the man’s gaze moved from Lawrence to Fran, up on her horse – and then, moments later, to Holo and Col, who had climbed down from the wagon bed.


  Then with a sudden sigh he looked back at Lawrence with a troubled gaze. “What business would people of the Church have with this village?”


  Lawrence answered, with a huge smile that would have made a child burst into tears, “Actually, we’ve heard tell of a legend regarding a holy angel that came to earth here. As faithful servants of God, we were hoping we could hear more of the tale…” The old man did not immediately react, so Lawrence jokingly continued, “Is the angel here in the village now?”


  “No! Don’t be absurd!”


  The old man’s voice was so suddenly strident that Lawrence was momentarily taken aback. The loud voice startled the livestock as well; the hogs squealed and the goats stamped their hooves. The chickens, though flightless, flapped their wings to escape, and the old man looked Lawrence in the eye.


  “It had nothing to do with this village. It’s true that it came through here but merely asked directions. It truly, truly had no business here!”


  The man was desperately insistent. Lawrence hastily tried to clear his head and think things over. It came through here? And had nothing to do with the village?


  “I understand. I understand!” It was all Lawrence could do to raise his hands in mollification. He certainly was not going to pose another question.


  The old man’s shoulders moved with his heavy breathing, and he leaned forward, eyes wide, as though he had yet more to say. His lips trembled, either from overexcitement or simple anger.


  But what had put him in such a state?


  As Lawrence mulled it over, several men came out of the village.


  Lawrence heard the rustle of clothing behind him; Col was making himself ready. Holo did likewise – because the men were all carrying large hatchets or knives.


  Fran, meanwhile, did not so much as move, instead remaining hooded atop her horse.


  Lawrence indicated with his hand that they should keep calm, but not because he was trying to preserve his pride in front of Fran, nor out of empty reassurance. If all the men had been carrying were weapons, he would have done an about-face on the spot, and the reason he had not was probably the same reason Fran had not.


  The three men that approached were bloodstained up to their elbows, and their faces showed irritation at having been interrupted. The hatchets and knives had surely been used for butchering, and after all, when someone has proposed to kill another, their expression is not one of annoyance.


  “Travelers, are you?” asked the most sturdily built of the three middle-aged men. The old man looked over his shoulder and tried to speak.


  “It’s all right, elder. Calm yourself.”


  The elder’s mouth opened and closed wordlessly. It seemed the men’s expressions of irritation were directed not at the outsiders, but instead at the village elder, the old man.


  “Circa!”


  The man turned around and shouted, and a woman emerged from one of the homes.


  He indicated the elder with his posture, and the woman seemed to immediately understand and approached.


  The man directed the woman he had called Circa over to the old man and patted his back reassuringly. He then looked over at Lawrence.


  “Apologies, kind travelers. He didn’t say anything too terrible to you, did he?” he asked, dropping his hatchet on the ground. As he casually rubbed his gore-stained hands off on his trousers, he seemed to immediately know who among the band of travelers would speak for them. This was something townspeople always know, but those raised in small villages frequently struggled with the issue.


  Lawrence found himself surprised by those who lived like this – people for whom status or wealth was a mere fantasy.


  “No, not at all. However, I appear to have asked him something terrible, as he seemed deeply frightened…” Lawrence said, trying to elicit useful information.


  The bearded man smiled ruefully. “Misfortune always comes from the outside, after all.”


  He seemed to know the way of the world. Perhaps he handled the village’s dealings with the outside world. So if Lawrence showed his thanks, perhaps it would be returned in kind.


  “My name is Kraft Lawrence. I’m a traveling merchant,” he said, extending his right hand.


  The man looked Lawrence straight in the face, then down to his own hand, then to the hand Lawrence offered. After a time, he finally took the hand. “Heureux Mueller,” he said. “So, there aren’t many possibilities for why the elder would be so afraid. One, his time has come. Two, a tax collector has come. Three, someone asking after bad rumors has come.”


  Mountain villages relied on hunting in between stints of farming work. Mueller’s folded arms were twice as thick as Lawrence’s and splattered with blood up to their elbows, which made them seem even more intimidating. Though Lawrence felt no malice from him or the men on either side of him, these were men who radiated heat from head to toe, blades in hand, as though to offer proof they had just been doing hard labor.


  But if he backed down here, it would be implying a debt on their part to him. “Actually, we’ve come to hear the legend of the angel.”


  “The angel?” The man knit his brow and glanced at Lawrence’s traveling companions behind him. Then he continued, as though suddenly remembering something, “Oh! So that’s it, eh?”


  “Might we be able to hear more?” Lawrence asked, his eyes upturned with a trace of humility.


  Mueller laughed the hearty laugh of the hunter, though it had a trace of the farmer’s gentle smile in it. “Ha-ha-ha! You needn’t bow and scrape so. I’ll bet you’ve heard all sorts of bad things about this village in town. They all think anyone who doesn’t live in a town are ignorant and superstitious. And I suppose there are some ignorant villages around, but not us. I’ll tell you as much as you want to hear of the angel legend.”


  If people could believe each other’s words, then there would be no liars or thieves anywhere in the world and no reason for doubt.


  Even supposing the man was such a good liar that Lawrence could not see through him, Holo would not be deceived.


  “Now then, kind traveler… Mr. Lawrence, was it? Have you and your companions eaten?”


  Had he been traveling by himself, he would not have refused a meal even if he had already been full. But Lawrence gave Fran a questioning look, and the well-traveled Fran seemed to agree.


  “No, we haven’t,” said Lawrence.


  “Then we’ll treat you to some of the deer we’ve just slaughtered,” said Mueller. He looked around, perhaps searching for the person who would take on that duty.


  “Vino, we’ll handle the tanning. Let us borrow your hearth, will you?”


  “Ah, God’s will be done,” said the man called Vino jokingly. Tanning was hard work, so to instead lend one’s hearth out and entertain guests, knowing he would have his own share of meat and wine, was cause for a pleased word or two.


  But Mueller’s face turned stern. “This isn’t leisure time, understand?” He was of goodly years in addition to his size, so when he turned intimidating, it was rather impressive.


  Vino’s affability led him to duck his head. “I know, I know. ‘No wine,’ right?”


  Lawrence chuckled a sincere laugh at the friendly antics of the villagers. But then he noticed Fran watching the proceedings with a look that could only be described as nostalgic. She had apparently grown up in the home of a wealthy money changer in the south, so it was a bit strange for her to be nostalgic for this kind of conversation.


  Lawrence wondered if she was thinking about the things that had happened on her travels thus far, when Vino turned to him and spoke. “Now then, this way. Follow me!”


  Vino led Lawrence and company into a typical village cottage. Beside the cottage was a little field without so much as a fence, and beside that were stakes to which goats and chickens were tied. A large awning hung out over the garden, under which a woman with a baby tied to her back sat on the ground, kerchief around her head as she worked grain on a grindstone in front of her.


  Vino called out lightly to her, and as he approached, he gave the baby a kiss, leading Lawrence to wonder if he and the woman were husband and wife. The woman wiped the sweat from her brow and stood, clapping her hands free from dust as she approached Lawrence and looked the little group over in mild surprise. She then nodded as though she had accepted a great responsibility.


  “I’ll go fetch some firewood, so please go and wait inside.”


  Vino nodded, and Lawrence and his companions entered their home.


  The floor was packed earth, and over the hearth hung a hook from the ceiling. There was a small, snug opening in the ceiling to let smoke escape, and Lawrence thought he could see traces of birds’ nests built boldly into the roof. In one corner of the room, straw raincoats and cages hung. It was every inch the winter cottage. There was a tenuous little fire smoldering in the hearth, which somehow made it look even colder.


  Fran was content to play the guest and sat unhesitatingly down by the hearth. When Holo and Col started poking at the strings of onions hanging from the beams, Vino returned from the field behind the cottage with an armful of firewood.


  “So you grind flour by hand in this village?”


  “Hmm? Ah, oh yes. You can just leave your things there. We’ll just add these to the fire… there. I’ll go get some meat,” said Vino as he skillfully lay the firewood in the hearth. He gave it a couple of strong blows and then nodded in satisfaction before hurrying back out of the cottage.


  “Why do you ask?” Holo asked.


  “Hmm?”


  Holo was gazing out through a crack in a wooden window set in one corner of the earth wall and had not even looked back when she had asked her question. Perhaps she meant the flour grinding.


  “Oh, I was just thinking that it’s rare to see people grinding flour by hand when there’s a river nearby,” said Lawrence.


  The millstone Vino’s wife had been using was essentially two flat stones placed one atop the other, and between them enough flour could be ground to suffice for a single family’s daily needs. But of course the bigger the stone, the greater the amount of flour that could be ground at once.


  Since grinding enough to bake bread every day was crucial, most villages would build a water mill, if there was a river nearby, that all the villagers could use. But not for free – in most places, the local landowner would construct the mill and tax villagers or merchants for its use. The landlord could not collect taxes from villagers who ground their grain by hand, and it struck Lawrence as odd.


  Holo nodded, though it was unclear whether she accepted Lawrence’s explanation or not – probably because she simply lacked interest.


  Lawrence sat across the hearth from Fran, and Holo and Col followed him. He indicated that Holo should sit next to Fran. She was Fran’s chaperone, after all, so she could not very well do otherwise. Holo looked irritated but complied.


  Fran, meanwhile, had been quiet the entire time, but Lawrence got the feeling she had paid attention during his explanation of the millstones. He would have to ask Holo about that later.


  As the thought occurred to Lawrence, Vino returned, carrying a basket filled with venison.


  Into a burbling, boiling pot hanging from the hook, which in turn hung from the ceiling, were tossed thin, meager carrots, burdock, and other vegetables. Beside the pot the pile of venison was made ready, and despite having eaten so much bread, Holo fidgeted beneath her robe at the sight of it.


  Lawrence felt bad for being treated so and had offered something of theirs – not bread or jerky from their large stores, but rather a modest amount of salt. At this, Vino and his wife’s eyes had gone round, and Lawrence was reminded of how drastically conditions could change from one place to another. Here there was plenty of venison but obtaining salt was difficult.


  If he was to tell Holo that this principle was the key to business, he would get nothing more than a disdainful sniff for his trouble, no doubt.


  “Should be ready soon,” declared Vino as his wife stirred the pot of vegetables and added the meat.


  Without the meat, it probably would not have been to Holo’s liking, but the stew had a familiar earthy smell. The meat was soon boiled and portioned out to Col, Lawrence, and Holo in order of proximity.


  When it came time to serve the still-silent Fran, she spoke up slowly. “I-I cannot eat meat–”


  “Oh!” said Vino’s wife, who was doing the ladling.


  In a village like this one, with no church, it was possible that the knowledge that clergy members abstained from meat was rather sparse.


  Vino’s wife looked hastily at Holo, who was nearly on the verge of tears at the prospect of not being able to eat meat.


  Surprisingly it was Vino who spoke up next. “Ah, yes, I’ve heard that moderation pleases God, but… I believe you may at least eat some vegetables.”


  Holo nodded, and Vino continued speaking.


  “This deer ate nothing but leaves from the day it was born, so it’s no different than those plants it ate.” Vino took the ladle from his wife and served Holo five generous slices of venison. He offered to do the same for Fran, but beneath her hood she smiled and refused. Lawrence wondered if Vino would insist, but in the end, Fran’s bowl was filled with only broth and vegetables.


  This was not because he was surprised by the depth of her piety, but rather because he had noticed the color of her skin. Vino’s shock was obvious. Given that even people in a busy town would have the same reaction, it was hardly strange that these villagers were surprised.


  And being responsible for welcoming these guests, it would bring him shame if he treated them impolitely. “Now, then, please eat,” Vino said, recovering his composure.


  Col ate the contents of the bowl he was given without his usual haste, instead seeming to savor each bite. Perhaps it reminded him of the food in his own village. That was the sort of stew they were given, after all.


  “It’s delicious.”


  It was such a standard phrase, but Vino and his wife smiled, pleased.


  “The deer was butchered just this morning. You’re quite lucky.”


  “It’s true, meat this good is hard to come by in towns.”


  The key to being liked by villagers was to eat and drink well. Holo immediately asked for seconds, and Vino’s eyes went round as he laughed heartily.


  “So, you’re here for the legend of the angel? You’d come all the way out here just for that?” Vino adjusted the logs in the hearth, causing sparks to go flying up toward the roof. The risk of fire made such actions unthinkable in a town, but here if the house burned, they could simply build another one, and there was little danger that the fire would spread to nearby buildings.


  “Yes. Though we heard the broad strokes of it back in town.” Lawrence set his bowl down before wiping his mouth and gesturing to Fran. “Circumstances led to my becoming a guide for Miss Fran here, and she simply must learn more about the legend.”


  “I see… But why would a nun wish to know such a thing?”


  “While Miss Fran is a nun who’s pledged service to her holy order, she’s also an exceptional silversmith. The bishop has charged her to make a silver statue in the image of the angel.”


  “I see…” Vino gave a hesitant smile as he regarded Fran. Fran averted her eyes as though used to this sort of treatment. In doing so, she did seem quite the godly nun.


  By contrast, Holo opened her mouth wide, the better to accommodate a large piece of meat. Though she froze at a look from Lawrence, her devout smile was displayed only after she had filled her mouth with venison.


  “Holo here is serving Miss Fran by the order of the bishop, and as the boy Col was born in the north, he’s acting as our guide. And my unworthy self is acting as our little group’s eyes and ears.” Lawrence cleared his throat and continued. “So, we’re hoping to hear more. And…” He leaned forward as though about to ask a favor. “If possible, we’d like to be taken to the place where the legend is said to have transpired.”


  Vino stuck his knife into a slice of meat and ate it raw. Perhaps such eating habits were not rare in cold climes, for Col was unsurprised. Strangely it was Holo who seemed the most taken aback.


  “Aye, I don’t mind doing that, but…”


  Places of story and legend were often important to villagers. Lawrence had anticipated it being a point of contention even if he convinced them, but things were proceeding surprisingly smooth.


  As he agreed, Vino’s face was, if anything, worried rather than unwilling. He continued, “I wonder if it will be all right, though. I saw your provisions when you arrived – do you plan on staying the night in the witch’s forest?”


  “The witch’s… forest?”


  “That’s the source of all the strange rumors about our village here. You’ve heard about the witch, haven’t you?”


  Perhaps remembering Mueller’s warnings, Vino was only drinking small sips of the tart wine he had poured his guests, and he filled the cup in his hand with an irritated expression.


  If there was a time to feign ignorance, this was it. “As far as that goes, we’d only heard that there were rumors…”


  “Mm, is that so? Maybe the stories they tell in town are finally calming down. Anyway, it’s not a complicated tale. If you want to go to the witch’s forest, I can lead you right there. It’s not far.”


  Lawrence met Fran’s eyes and saw her slight nod. “If it’s no trouble, then the sooner the better.”


  “Ha-ha-ha, trouble? Thanks to you lot coming, I’ve gotten to eat venison and drink wine and call it work! I suppose merchants and nuns don’t do it often, but butchering a deer is hard work!” The meat, skin, bones, and organs had to be separated and dealt with, each in their own way.


  Meat was preserved, skin was tanned before it rotted, and organs were boiled or made into sausage. Bones could become cooking implements, arrowheads, or trinkets while tendons could be made into tough, sturdy strings and ties.


  But all of these parts would go bad if not tended to immediately, so it was difficult, hurried work.


  Vino took a drink of wine. “Now, then. I suppose I’ll need to tell you the legend of the angel before we go. It’ll be no good if I wind up telling you the tale in the middle of the witch’s forest,” he said with a grin.


  For all that the villagers avoided the witch’s forest, they did not seem to do so in a particularly exaggerated fashion. They seemed to simply acknowledge it as an unlucky place.


  “So how much do you all know?”


  “That by a forest lake near this village, a beast howled as a door to heaven opened; then an angel flew up into it… roughly.”


  Vino was ladling more stew into his bowl as Lawrence spoke and wordlessly asked Holo and Col if they wanted another serving. Fran had quietly sipped the broth, leaving even the vegetables in her bowl untouched.


  “That’s about the size of it. The ‘forest’ in this case runs along a river that flows from the lake. This happened back when the village elder was a boy, during a cold, cold winter.”


  Vino filled Holo’s and Col’s bowls back up and gave a sort of downcast smile, as though embarrassed to be relating a story like this.


  “On one windy day, it was so cold that people’s ears seemed about to freeze solid and be blown away. The village hunters had been trapped in the forest for three or four days, thanks to a sudden blizzard. Fortunately there was a small charcoal-making cottage beside the waterfall that flowed from the lake. The night the snow finally stopped falling, the skies cleared until there wasn’t a cloud to be seen, and the moon shined so brightly they say it was like the sun. The wind still blew fiercely, howling terribly through the forest, but the hunters had been up in the cottage for days, and they all wanted to breathe some of the outside air. They gathered their strength and went out, and just then–”


  Everyone was listening intently. A log crackled faintly in the fire.


  “–They heard a low, long howl. Ooooo… ooooo… it went, and they were all terribly afraid. There were spirits in the forests and mountains, they remembered, and so they decided to go back into the charcoal cottage. But the moment they tried to do so, the howl stopped. And then they looked toward the lake.”


  Vino’s eyes glanced up at the ceiling, as though to evoke the hunters’ gazes at the waterfall.


  “And then in that moment they saw a silver, shining angel of pure white, a pair of wings on its back. From the bottom of the waterfall, it beat those wings, flying up through golden doors that had opened in the heavens.”


  His gaze finally fell, and he put his wine cup to his lips and seemed quite clearly embarrassed. No doubt he enjoyed this particular tale.


  “Or so the story goes. It’s been passed down as the legend of the angel ever since.”


  “I see…” Lawrence felt as though he could still see the angel flying up to the heavens on that moonlit night. Myths and superstitions were always extraordinary things. But because they still had a strange ring of reality to them, they were nonetheless passed down over the generations.


  “But nobody’s seen an angel since. I hear the story once reached town and our village was quite lively for a while, but lately all it’s good for is making children happy.” Vino’s eyes narrowed in a self-deprecating smile.


  “So, Mr. Vino, do you…”


  “Hmm?”


  “Do you think it’s just a legend, too?” It was an unfair question to ask, but Lawrence asked it anyway.


  “Well… Who knows, eh?” Unsurprisingly, Vino looked down at his hands, smiling bashfully. It seemed as though he wanted to believe, but was unable to quite bring himself to do so.


  “As for us, we’d like to believe it.”


  “Ha-ha,” laughed Vino, as though he was wondering what sort of a village they would be if they failed to believe their own legends. “Sometimes I go along with Mueller into town and hear all sorts of tales of gods and devils from poor villages like this one, and most of them are nonsense. I heard one about glittering eyes that shone every night on a mountain, and it turned out to be a gold vein. So it was probably something like that for us, too. But…”


  Vino stopped short, and for a moment he looked very tired. Lawrence had seen similar expressions many times before. It was the expression that came as the world’s dark places were lit one by one, casting doubt upon things once embraced and making the world very different from the fantastical one within which it would be vastly preferable to live.


  When Lawrence had left his village as a child, he too had been shocked as he had learned these things. Col seemed pained as he watched Vino, probably because his experiences of this process were much more recent. The only one looking at Vino unmoved was Holo.


  But Lawrence very much doubted that her heart was at ease.


  “If our village’s angel legend is like that, too, well… that’s a bit sad. Nothing to do about it, though.” Vino shrugged and took a sip of wine. “The clever ones of the village say it must have been the snow, blowing up in the light to look like angels’ wings. And perhaps that’s really so.”


  Holo and Huskins alike knew what it was to be forgotten and left behind and to have to accommodate themselves to the human world, enduring constant trouble, unable to stand by and watch as humans severed their ties with the old world.


  Lawrence hesitated to ask Vino any further questions. Everyone had times when they wished to return to being a child.


  “Oh, and now I’ve shared this strange story with you important Church types. And here you probably hoped it was true, eh? But please don’t think the good people of Taussig are unbelievers with no faith in angels, eh? Even I want to believe, after all!”


  Lawrence smiled and nodded. If the villagers felt this way about the angel legend, it let them keep a bit of space between themselves and the story of the witch. If Vino had been a truly hard-headed believer, he might have frozen up like the village elder at the first mention of said witch.


  “Although… I don’t know that I should ask you to believe in our angel legend.”


  “Hmm?” said Lawrence, which made Fran direct her gaze at him, too.


  Vino stood with a quiet “Hup,” then spoke in a practiced, careful tone. “The talk of the witch, you see. It’s not unrelated to the legend of the angel,” he said, not looking at a single one of them as he sheathed the knife with which he had eaten the venison at his belt. He scratched his nose and seemed to stare far away. Finally his attention returned, his face that of a hunter.


  “Misfortune always comes from the outside. Mueller’s always saying it.”


  Being the very definition of something that came from the outside, Lawrence could find nothing to say.


  So he began preparing to take his leave, rushing Holo and Col – though not Fran, of course – through finishing their last bowls of stew.


  After saying their regards to Mueller and the others who were busy tanning the deer hides in the square, Lawrence and company left the village led by Vino. Evidently there was a path that led from the village into the forest, but it wasn’t one that horses or wagons could use. Heading out of the village, they would detour around the forest, up a now-unused path that ran along the river that flowed out of the lake.


  The road commanded a view of the too-close mountains as it ran alongside the forested foothills, and it gave Lawrence a none-too-good feeling. The road felt likely to be swallowed up at any moment by the green that seemed to melt out of the mountains.


  The wagon wheels slid over the snow on the road, and Lawrence wondered how much progress they were actually making.


  Finally they reached the place where the stream emerged from the forest.


  “Just go north from here. The riverbed’s really wide, see? Used to be the river filled it up all the way, they say.”


  It was plenty wide enough to accommodate the wagon. And because the riverbed did not just seem like nothing but rocks beneath the snow, it must have been many years since the river had flowed through it.


  “Still, I’m impressed that you go out to hunt in this weather. I was surprised to hear you’d gotten deer.”


  At Lawrence’s careful words, Vino’s face turned pleased and proud for the first time since they had left the village. “It’s because you can see their tracks so clearly. Of course, they know that, too, and they know there are only certain places we can go in the snow, so they avoid those spots. But we’re as clever as wolves, so we hide in snow; we become the air; and then, when the time comes, we strike!”


  His boastful talk did not really suit the taciturn hunter image, but since there was one such hunter very close by, Lawrence smiled indulgently and left it at that. And anyway, even if it was not so, he was perfectly aware of just how dangerous it was to be disliked by the population of a snowy mountain village.


  “But there’s a lake, isn’t there? Seems like animals would gather there.”


  “So you might think, but the hunting itself has been strange around here for years.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s because of the witch. The forest around the lake is the witch’s forest, and nobody from the village will go near it.”


  Lawrence found himself a bit taken aback at how readily Vino admitted to this.


  Vino seemed to notice Lawrence’s surprise, and his expression turned awkward. “Ah, this is just the sort of thing that makes people misunderstand. It’s not that we really think there’s a witch. Truly.”


  Lawrence glanced at Holo, but apparently Vino was not lying. It seemed the witch occupied a strange, ineffable position in the minds of the villagers of Taussig.


  “So when you say ‘witch,’ you mean…”


  “I hear originally it had to do with some important nun. Er…” Vino looked up at Fran on her horse.


  Fran slowly looked back at him, then cocked her head curiously and smiled a gentle smile. “?”


  “Ah, apologies. I can’t seem to remember her name… but anyway, she existed. From a town called Enos on the Woam River?”


  “Perhaps you mean Lenos and the Roam River.”


  “Ah, yes, that. Anyway, that’s where she was, and she was beautiful and clever. She gave such wonderful sermons that even God would be enchanted by them, they say.”


  Holo looked over at Lawrence as she nodded. She could always be counted upon to react whenever talk of a beautiful woman came up.


  Lawrence shrugged and then returned his attention to Vino.


  “Her fervor reformed many a wicked heart. But because she preached every waking hour of every day, eventually she had run out of people in the town who needed to hear her message. So then she began to give her message to a different group.”


  Lawrence found himself hanging on Vino’s words. He had done the same during the angel story – the man was a skilled storyteller. Perhaps this was one of the reasons why he had been put in charge of handling them.


  “She began with birds and cats. Everyone in town praised her mercy and her charity. But then she began to preach to pigs and rats, and then the wind began to change. Eventually the stray dogs that wandered the city began to chase her, and yet still she preached like a woman possessed. The people of the town wanted her to stop, but she wouldn’t consider it. Then one day…”


  Their footsteps crunched in the icy snow. Col was so taken in by the story that both of his hands were clenched into fists as he listened.


  “… She vanished. Along with the dogs that had hounded her for her sermons.”


  Vino blew into his hands as though scattering downy feathers.


  Col followed their imaginary path up into the sky with his gaze before hastily bringing his attention back down to earth.


  “Er – then what happened? She disappeared and what happened to her?”


  “Now, now, don’t worry yourself so. This was a story Mueller heard in town. From here on out, it becomes the story as we saw it ourselves.”


  Ah, Lawrence thought. He had wondered how the story was so detailed. Apparently Mueller had been the village representative and had gone into town, hearing the tale while he was there. Then they had probably seen an eccentric nun passing through.


  “It was the height of a hot summer. It was a terrible season. We were suffering out in the wheat fields, and insects swarmed everywhere. Maybe ten years ago, it was. That’s when the nun came, wearing robes too thick even for winter. We were all astonished to see her because behind her trailed countless stray dogs.”


  Lawrence imagined a heavily dressed nun arriving with a procession of stray dogs behind her on a shimmering-hot summer day. It was a deeply eerie image.


  Col grabbed on to Holo’s robe.


  “The elder said it was a fallen angel here to herald the end of days, falling over himself in his desperation. Ever since, he sits out in front of the village, raising a great fuss whenever travelers come by.”


  “I’m very sorry to hear that…”


  “Ah, he was such a bother then; it’s a mercy he’s quieter now. Anyway, back to the nun outside of town. Mueller was brave enough to go out to ask her what her intentions were – who she was, and where she came from, what she wanted. And this is how she answered.”


  She had heard that here was a path taken by an angel. It was as though they could hear her hoarse voice speaking.


  “We realized she was talking about the legend of the angel that was connected to the forest and the lake. Even Mueller wanted to be rid of her, so we led her straight there. But–”


  Lawrence was sure he could hear Col swallow nervously.


  “–The moment we arrived at the forest, the nun ordered her dogs to attack. Here, here’s the scar I got.”


  Vino bared his arm, showing it to Col, who, of all of them, was the most taken in by the tale.


  Lawrence and Holo both peered over to get a look for themselves, and then their gazes met.


  Neither of them said anything or betrayed any expression, but the scar was surely a strike from a club or stick. And it seemed quite old – undoubtedly from Vino’s childhood.


  But his tale was so entertaining that neither Holo nor Lawrence threw cold water on it.


  “After that, she took the forest with her dogs and let none enter, living there as though it belonged to her. They were our best hunting grounds, but we had no choice but to find new places to hunt. A terrible story, is it not? That’s why everyone calls her a witch. It’s out of spite, and that’s a fact.”


  “So, what happened to the witch?” Lawrence asked.


  Vino sighed resentfully. “Who knows? No one’s seen her for years, so maybe she’s gone somewhere else… But since no one will venture to check, there’s no way to be sure. It’s best to let sleeping dogs lie, after all, don’t you think?”


  Lawrence nodded slowly. Things were different for a traveling merchant who could easily move from one town to another. They could have a look and move on if conditions looked dangerous – but such options were not available to villagers.


  “We don’t want to invite any extra trouble, so we’ve just stopped going to the forest. Will you all really be all right staying the night there?”


  Only those who had never faced the mountains at night and the true terror of the forest would mock their fear of the so-called witch. Even supposing the term witch was no more than a name they had settled on, fear was a natural reaction.


  So Lawrence made sure to respond brightly, “Oh yes. After all, three of us are servants of God.”


  Fran and Holo looked the part, but Vino seemed not to understand about Col.


  “He’s an apprentice scribe, you see, training to copy the scriptures. It’s a blessed vocation.”


  Vino seemed surprised and apologized. “Ah, excuse my rudeness.”


  “If anything, it’s more dangerous for them to spend the night with me.” It was a more obvious joke than it was clever. Vino laughed aloud, but Lawrence made a serious face. “Ah, that said…”


  “Hmm?”


  “If the worst happens and we return to the village during the night, please don’t mistake us for the witch and chase us off, eh?”


  Vino looked at Lawrence blankly for a moment. He then burst again into laughter. “Ha-ha, of course not! We’re used to life in the mountains, and even some of us have come crying home after our first night in the charcoal cottage. Our own children have to go into the mountains, so we smack them hard and send them back out. We won’t treat you the same way, though.”


  Lawrence remembered the first time he went into the forest with his old master.


  “The night road is dangerous, but every night has its dawn. I can tell you that much as a man of the mountains myself.”


  He was a good villager. Lawrence nodded at his words with a smile.


  “Well, then,” said Vino, taking a breath and bringing the jovial conversation to an end.


  The scenery itself was a normal riverside road, which did not change for as far as it could be seen, up until the river took a turn out of sight, taking the road with it.


  “If you follow this up, you’ll come to the waterfall. Beyond that is the lake, and right before the waterfall should be the charcoal cottage. And if you decide you can’t manage the stay, you can just come back to the village.” These last words he spoke in a calm voice, every bit the practical village farmer. “God’s blessing be with you.”


  Just what you would expect from a villager whose forest harbored the legend of an angel, Lawrence thought.


  The earthen path that emerged from the forest by the riverside was very smooth. What bumps existed were smoothed by snow, such that the wagon traveled very easily over them.


  Once Vino passed out of view, Holo hopped up to the driver’s seat.


  “I don’t like it,” were the first words out of her mouth. She had a small cask in her hand, which, if Lawrence’s memory served, was distilled liquor for emergency purposes.


  He tried to snatch it away from her, but Holo bared her teeth intimidatingly. “We’ve gotten all she asked, and still she’s so haughty.”


  Fran had taken the lead, as though she felt hurried. It was true they’d had no trouble getting the villagers to tell them their stories, but as Fran had said and Holo agreed, they had yet to learn the truth.


  From that perspective, it was hardly surprising that Fran had little to say, but that did not improve Holo’s mood. “Are you not irritated yourself?” she asked.


  Lawrence drew back slightly. “If I got angry at every little thing, my body wouldn’t be able to hold it all.”


  Holo shot him a glare as she gnawed at the edge of the cask, but she no doubt understood his logic.


  Perhaps she was already drunk. Lawrence sighed heavily as the thought occurred to him. The cask was thrust roughly at him.


  “You’re too kind,” said Holo.


  “–Hey!”


  Before Lawrence could stop her, Holo had returned to the wagon bed.


  Lawrence wondered what she was on about, then he looked at the cask and realized. The plug had been removed but little of the contents had been emptied, so it seemed unlikely that Holo was drunk.


  But Holo did have a selfish streak, and he decided she was merely being uncooperative. He replaced the plug in the cask and picked the reins back up.


  Thereafter progress was steady, and when Fran finally stopped her horse, they found themselves in front of the little charcoal cottage that commanded a fine view of the waterfall, which despite the small volume of water was quite impressive.


  The cottage was huddled beneath two large trees, perhaps because there could be heavy snowfall here. “Don’t build a roof on a roof,” the old saying went, but in this case Lawrence felt it could be forgiven. The tree branches would handle snow removal themselves as they bent under the weight of accumulated snow.


  Fran climbed down from her horse and approached the cottage without any particular hesitation. Given Vino’s story about how the villagers had been driven away by dogs, Lawrence hastily came down from the driver’s seat of the wagon.


  “It’s fine,” said Fran as she opened the doors. She did it so smoothly and quickly that there was no chance to stop her.


  Lawrence stood there stunned, and Holo came over, dragging Col behind her, whose gaze flicked around their surroundings worriedly.


  “She seems to be rather certain of herself.”


  While he did not find Fran’s every move to be irritating the way Holo did, Lawrence had to agree with her in this case. It seemed as though this was not Fran’s first visit here.


  Moreover, while the cottage seemed ancient, it didn’t have the dusty, dingy feeling of a place that had gone unused for long years. Vino claimed that the villagers no longer entered the forest, but Lawrence was postponing his belief in that particular story.


  “Mr. Lawrence, our things,” said Fran, her head emerging from within the cottage.


  Lawrence felt as though he had returned to his apprentice days. “I’ll get them right away,” he replied. And then, as he passed Holo on the way – “Don’t fight with her.”


  He got a kick for his trouble, but Col’s face brightened at this when previously he had been visibly scared of the witch, so perhaps it was for the best.


  Lawrence carried item after item back from the wagon bed, arranging them inside the cottage according to Fran’s direction. Food, wine, blankets, and firewood for four people was quite a lot of material, so when he finished bringing it all in, he had worked up a good sweat – but it all fit perfectly in the cottage, neither too much nor too little.


  Moreover, while the interior of the cottage was a bit dusty, there were no spider webs, and the planks were free from rot, and the tidy little roof was even without holes.


  Someone had to be visiting regularly to perform maintenance and cleaning. Had the last visit been before the snowfall?


  Lawrence wondered about it as he wiped sweat from his brow. Holo looked into the room from a passage that led to another room farther in, her head pushing aside a hanging animal skin that divided the two rooms and could not have been there for very long.


  “Where’s the fool?”


  She meant Fran. Lawrence pointed outside. “She went to fetch her silver-smithing tools from the wagon. I suppose she didn’t want me touching them.”


  “Mm.” Holo nodded, cracking her neck audibly.


  “Where’s Col?” Lawrence did not joke about her having again left him somewhere.


  “You’ll find out when you come back here.” Holo let the skin partition fall and hide her face, and Lawrence heard her footsteps disappear farther into the room.


  Just as he was wondering what was back there, Fran returned. Her chisel, hammer, rasp, bellows, and anvil were each small, but taken together accounted for a goodly weight. Fran had impressively packed them all up and hefted them over her shoulder. When she traveled alone, just what sorts of treacherous mountain roads did she face with such aplomb?


  She seemed so well accustomed to the load that Lawrence could easily imagine it.


  “The other two are in the back?”


  “Yes. Ah, let me help you.” It was harder to set down a heavy load than it was to carry it.


  But Fran shook her head and bent at the knees, well used to the process of setting the tools down.


  How many times had Lawrence’s master scolded him for picking up or putting down heavy loads with his back? It was all too easy for such labor to result in pain. Physical labor had its own sort of wisdom to it, and Lawrence wondered where she had picked it up.


  “Is there something more back there?” Lawrence asked Fran as she got out the straw and flint needed to light a fire, but she did not immediately answer. Instead, she faced him with the straw and flint and then looked meaningfully at the hearth. Lawrence could only assume she meant him to busy himself with starting a fire, but seen from outside, he imagined it looked rather pathetic for him to be ordered around so.


  But he took the stone and straw and knelt down in front of the hearth to attend to the fire. It was then that she answered him.


  “You’ll understand when you see. Anyway, I’ll need to borrow something.”


  “… Huh?” Lawrence did not even have time to ask what she wanted to borrow before Fran disappeared behind the skin partition. He wondered what she could be referring to as he started the fire. Presently, two sets of footsteps approached him.


  “You’ll be cold dressed like that. Put these on.” Fran produced a pair of fine boots from her things and presented them to Col.


  They were made from several layers of beautifully tanned leather, and buying them would have cost a good amount. Col accepted the boots, looking at Lawrence uncertainly. Lawrence nodded – it was not as though Fran was going to eat the boy when he put them on.


  “We’ll be back before sunset. Can I leave dinner in your hands?”


  Lawrence was the one who needed her to draw him a map of the northlands, so he had little room to refuse her. Far from it – that she had said anything at all made it feel like she was opening up a little bit, so Lawrence answered in a pleasant affirmative. Holo might have been irritated at him had she been there, but Fran nodded and took Col’s hand, leading him outside, his boots clunking against the floor as he went.


  Once Lawrence had the fire good and lit, he stood up and headed for the back room.


  The floor of the hallway was plain earth, and even with boots on, he could tell how cold the air was. And yet, here too it was neat and tidy and free from cobwebs. Strangely, there was not even a single mouse hole gnawed in the walls.


  Lawrence looked this way and that as he entered the room where the hallway led, and there he found Holo, sitting on a chair, regarding an old Church crest that was leaning against the wall.


  “Huh?” That was all wrong – Holo was standing in front of the bookshelf, sniffing at the dusty books there.


  So who was sitting in the chair?


  Lawrence looked back again, and thanks to the sliver of light that made it through a crack in the wooden window, he realized that the figure in the chair was slightly taller than Holo, her hood was worn, and the hem of her robe was riddled with patches.


  “I expect this is the ‘witch’ the villagers were on about,” Holo said casually, returning a book to the shelf and then poking the figure in the head.


  “H-hey!”


  “What? It’s fine. She’s long since dried out. I thought Col might be frightened, but he’s a stronger lad than I reckoned.”


  In places closed off by snow, it was not uncommon to encounter desiccated corpses from time to time. This led Lawrence to wonder if Col had been taken out on a mountain search.


  “Still, to die gazing at a symbol of the Church… hard to imagine she was a witch.”


  “Col says she was a rather well-known person.”


  “Oh?”


  The shelves in the room were all full of books and bundles of parchment. There was no mistaking it any longer.


  After the nun came here on her eccentric journey, there was someone else who had come to adore her and was still coming to this place even after her death. Otherwise the books would not be so orderly, the cottage so clean and tidy.


  Lawrence put his hands together lightly and offered a short prayer for the dead nun before turning his attention to the papers on the desk. They were dusty and aging, but the letters on them could still be made out. Evidently there had been an inquiry into her faith. It seemed that while she was alive her religious fervor had caused her to be viewed with suspicion, but she may very well have been a simple nun.


  A single look at the wildflower arranged at the corner of the desk dismissed all worries of her being a witch.


  “Still, you.”


  “Hmm?”


  Holo was again looking intently at the contents of the bookshelf, and she pointed to one of the shelves in particular.


  “Have a look at this.”


  “Where?”


  Lawrence looked at the shelf, where there was a space just large enough for one missing volume.


  “It must be somewhere else, right?”


  “Fool. Have a look at the dust. It’s different there than elsewhere.”


  No matter how thoroughly a room was cleaned, dust would settle in it. And when Lawrence looked closely at the gap, he saw that while there was indeed a thin layer of dust there, it was less than elsewhere.


  
    
  

  “I don’t know how long ago, but at some point someone took a single volume from here.”


  “So what are you saying?”


  Holo gave the room another brief look and then regarded Lawrence suspiciously.


  “You’ve figured it out, haven’t you? Someone’s been coming here.”


  She was referring to the onetime residence of the nun. Vino the villager had said no one would approach it. But as Holo had not called him out, there was no reason to believe he was lying. Which meant it had to be someone unrelated to the village. Or a villager of whose actions Vino was unaware.


  And what book had been taken?


  “That little fool knew of this place before we came here,” said Holo finally, glaring at Lawrence. “Don’t let your guard down,” her eyes said.


  “I know. But where did she say she was going with Col?”


  “Hmm. She said she was going to have a look at the lake.”


  “The lake?”


  “Don’t ask me why. I’ve no idea.”


  Given her displeasure, Holo was probably irritated at Fran’s ordering around of not only Lawrence, but Col as well. But then he hit upon an idea.


  “Shall we go look as well?” he said, at which Holo brightened.


  “Mm. You seem to have gotten a bit cleverer,” she said, taking his arm cheerily.


  Lawrence had but a moment to chuckle at Holo’s rare moment of misunderstanding before she began to drag him bodily out of the cottage. “H-hey!”


  She refused listen to him and paid the redly burning hearth no mind, silently making for the front door. Holo only stopped when Lawrence found his vision blurred by the brightly shining snow.


  “What do you make of the dried-out nun, eh?”


  It was not that bright outside. His vision blurred from the reflected light only because it had been so dim inside the cottage. Lawrence held a hand up to shade his eyes, squinting to look at Holo. “What do you mean, ‘What’?”


  “I can’t imagine the term witch is very apt, myself.”


  Holo did not know much about the Church or the faith of its adherents, but her impression seemed to be very clear. And yet Lawrence had gotten quite a strong impression from the single dried flower on the nun’s desk, and he was similarly unable to see her as a witch.


  “Nor do I. You saw the flower on her desk, right?” said Lawrence, but Holo did not seem to understand what he was getting at. Perhaps it didn’t much matter to her one way or another if the woman had been a witch.


  Holo tugged again on his arm as he thought on it. “I’ve seen human females of her like many times before. The word kind-hearted may as well have been invented to describe them.”


  Come to think of it, Lawrence seemed to recall Holo saying something similar when they had first met. He nodded, and Holo slowly began to walk – her face downcast as usual.


  “She was one of their like. Or so I suppose.”


  “Ah,” said Lawrence, but instead of prompting her to go on, he simply took her hand.


  “And, you know…”


  “Hmm?”


  Holo nodded and went on. “They say she led her wild dogs into the forest.” She looked up with an unexpectedly hard expression. Something about it made Lawrence feel she was fighting to hold back tears. “But they may just as well have been wolves, eh? So tread lightly, you.”


  Lawrence’s heart skipped a beat.


  Holo let go of his arm and went skipping off ahead. Knowing full well there were no other people nearby, she let her tail slip free from beneath the hem of her robe. Its white tip was as beautiful as the white snow over which it danced, like a fairy’s sash of light.


  “Well, I must say I understand our dried-out nun’s feelings.” She clasped her hands behind her and then spun around to face Lawrence with her usual invincible, good-humored smile. White snow fell on mossy rocks with a background of an aquamarine waterfall. For a path supposedly taken by an angel ascending to the heavens, it certainly looked the part.


  “Why’s that?” Lawrence asked, taking her small, chilly hand and following her.


  “We’re both patient but overreact in equal measure to our stored-up frustration,” said Holo with a self-reproachful smile.


  Lawrence looked at a rock that was jutting so far out it seemed about to fall at any moment and replied, “Like jumping naked into the wagon bed of a traveling merchant?”


  “Or heading south in search of a friend.”


  Lawrence wanted to reach his hand out to Holo’s face but thought better of it. Ever since arriving in the snowy mountains, Holo had surely been thinking about it. What would she do after they arrived in Yoitsu? The remains of one possible choice lay back in that cottage and in the reaction of the surrounding villagers. He just could not get used to her lightly frolicsome mood.


  Lawrence and Holo held hands and made their way slowly around the waterfall. It seemed as though they might walk without any particular goal, but Fran’s and Col’s footprints ran there, so Lawrence and Holo followed them.


  It was as though they were looking for some kind of precedent, any kind – but to say it aloud would be far too sentimental. As the thought occurred to Lawrence, he looked at Holo, and she lifted her gaze from the footprints in front of them and met his. He wondered if she was thinking the same thing.


  She had long since kicked such worries aside, though.


  That was the right answer, but above all they would avoid regret this way.


  Lawrence squeezed Holo’s hand a bit tighter as the thought struck him.


  “So, is the story that an angel passed this way true?”


  The path that led to the lake wound around the side of the waterfall, and it seemed Fran and Col were up at its head.


  Holo and Lawrence ran up the shortcut, and as they came suddenly face-to-face with the waterfall, Holo spoke. “If they were anything like you or Mr. Hugues, they might have been mistaken for an angel.”


  “Mmm… I did see a bird once on the island.” Holo sniffed the air.


  “How long would a scent even last?”


  “Hmph. It was just a try. And anyway, even years later, I can still get a sense of the place. This doesn’t have that feel. ’Tis a weak forest that humans might easily do as they wish to it.”


  The statement had a certain level of authority behind it, given that Holo had once led a pack that protected such a forest.


  Holo seemed to notice Lawrence’s concern and smiled a deliberately sharp-fanged smile. “It was probably just a drift of snow blown up into the air. You humans are cowards, but cowards invent the best monsters.”


  She sounded so amused as she said it that Lawrence wondered if she had personal experience. “Do you know of any?”


  The path that zigzagged up the slope behind the waterfall was surprisingly well made. Since they were following Col and Fran, progress was comparatively easy to make.


  “Plenty from back when I lived among the wheat. When night fell, youngsters would get up to mischief in the fields. I’d say there were ten kinds of wheat monsters, at least.”


  Lawrence felt bad for the mischief-making youngsters but suddenly understood where many eerie stories must have originated.


  “Though sometimes they saw monsters that had nothing to do with my kind.” Holo had a nostalgic look in her eye.


  “For example?”


  “The one I’m remembering now was a boy who tripped and fell in the mountains and thought the sound of his own crying as it echoed through the valley was the howl of a monster. So then he got even more scared and cried louder.”


  “Oh, like that. But… ah… I see.”


  “Hmm?”


  The path wound left, then right, and before they knew it, they were making good progress up the steep slope. Whoever had come up with this way of constructing a trail was very clever. They had come a good distance but were still only halfway.


  “I just remembered the story of a famous miracle whose trick was revealed.”


  “Oh ho.” A large tree root formed a steep step, so Lawrence climbed it first and then held out a hand to pull Holo up.


  “It has to do with the northern campaign. Every traveler knows the story.” Just as Lawrence began to talk, he suddenly paused. “But it involves the Church, so don’t tell Col.”


  Holo’s blank expression shifted to a mischievous smile. “Fortunately there’s nothing else between us that needs to be kept a secret.”


  Lawrence could only smile ruefully, and at Holo’s urging, he continued his story. “A famous troupe of knights was participating in the campaign and was losing a fierce battle to pagan forces. As the sky grew red with approaching night, the knights’ commander was about to order the retreat – when suddenly, a huge shadow covered the battlefield. The moment he looked up to see what it was, everyone there seemed to spot it. A huge, white Church crest drifting across the sky.”


  Lawrence looked up at the sky, which prompted Holo to do the same. She looked back down, her voice thoughtful. “Birds, weren’t they?”


  Always so clever. Lawrence nodded and continued, “That’s right. A flock of birds migrating. But the knights took it as a sign that victory was assured and somehow, in the small amount of daylight left, managed to escape their poor position and win the day. The flag of the nation that was founded on that land has a red background with a white Church crest on it to commemorate that day. And thus had a miracle occurred. The end!”


  So there was no small possibility that the angel legend had come from some sort of natural phenomenon. No doubt Fran had taken Col along to investigate just that possibility.


  “Mm. But if so, how might one summon the angel again?”


  They came around the last switchback and continued on to the top of the hill. Looking down, the waterfall’s splash pool was strangely tiny.


  “What a beautiful lake,” said Holo in a bright voice, not the least bit winded.


  The lake was like a mirror bordering the mountains, reflecting the gray clouds that threatened snow at any moment.


  Unlike the riverbank below, there were many small rocks fringing the lake. The dusting of snow atop the small black rocks made for a lovely contrast.


  The lake was mostly free of reeds and quite transparent, and it seemed entirely possible to walk all the way around its edge. It would be easily navigable by boat and easy, too, to catch fish.


  “I’d rather come in summertime,” said Holo, and Lawrence could understand why.


  “Can you swim?” Lawrence asked.


  “Aye. ’Tis a lovely feeling, having most of one’s weight borne by the water.”


  Lawrence could not help but smile at the thought of a wolf so huge it could eat a human in a single bite jumping into a lake and swimming about like a dog. “But if you jumped into the lake in that huge body of yours, all the water would overflow.”


  In reality, it was the water from the waterfall that caused the lake to overflow. Lawrence had meant it as a little joke, but Holo fell silent, her expression serious.


  “But if I were to jump in with this body, then you’d be the one to overflow.”


  She was like a boomerang. Lawrence ignored her; she replied with a deep breath, which she then exhaled.


  Taking a walk around such a beautiful lakefront was quite a luxury for a busy traveling merchant. “I suppose Col and Fran must have gone quite a ways.”


  Their footprints seemed to go all the way around to the foggy opposite shore that lay at the foot of a tall mountain, its peak entirely obscured by clouds.


  “Mm,” Holo muttered noncommittally, looking at the waterfall to which they had walked.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “Mm. This waterfall may be quite new.”


  “Huh?” Lawrence said, and Holo nodded after taking another glance around their surroundings.


  “I suppose you humans wouldn’t exactly call it recent, but look, there. Does it not look as though that cliff collapsed?” Holo said, pointing at the base of the mountain by the waterfall. “The rocks or whatever fell from there piled up to create the waterfall spot. The lake was originally bowl shaped and surrounded by mountains like so.” She made a circle with her arms, perfectly demonstrating what she meant.


  It did seem like the sort of thing that Holo, who had lived for centuries, was likely to know.


  “But if the river level dropped, that means…”


  “That’s why. You can’t fill a chipped bowl past the edge of its chip. If the water rises, it will drain down to that level.”


  Now that she pointed it out, Lawrence saw that there was a sharp rock at the top of the waterfall that divided its flow in two, and it looked as though it had been somehow stuck there after the fact.


  Perhaps someone had seen the moment of that landslide and mistaken it for the angel’s ascension. Lawrence thought about it and decided it was unlikely. It was hard, after all, to mistake falling rocks for an angel’s wings.


  “Or perhaps the angel made a foothold so that it could leap up into the heavens from it,” said Lawrence a bit affectedly, at which Holo made a face and pulled away.


  “You truly are a dreamer,” she said, heaving a great sigh.


  They prepared dinner and waited, and when Col and Fran finally returned, they were soaking wet, as though they had played around in the snow all day. Their bodies had stayed warm beneath their coats, but their arms and legs were like sticks of ice.


  Holo reluctantly covered Fran’s hands with her own and placed her feet against Fran’s feet because the best way to warm someone up was with another body. Lawrence stuck Col’s hands underneath his own coat and warmed the boy’s feet up with his own hands.


  “So, did you find anything?”


  Col’s fine, layered leather boots had soaked up so much water they were like lead. Wherever they had gone must have had thick snow, so they would have needed good reason to be there, Lawrence reasoned – but Fran shook her head. She looked a bit sad as she did so, perhaps out of exhaustion.


  “Well, once you’re settled in, we’ll have dinner.”


  At these words, Col nodded. Lawrence looked at him and saw him begin to nod off now that he was suddenly in a much warmer place.


  Lawrence removed Col’s wet coat and replaced it with a dry blanket, wrapping it around Col’s arms. He was a bit smaller than Holo, so it was easily managed. He smelled faintly musty. Perhaps after having spent so much time around Holo, he was beginning to take on a hint of her scent.


  Fran’s limbs seemed to finally thaw, and she said a brief word of thanks to Holo before drawing her arms and legs back in toward herself.


  “You have a fine traveling companion,” she said as she accepted a bowlful of the pot’s contents.


  When Lawrence realized she was talking about Col, he smiled. “He’s been a great help to us. Though it seems he was a bit short on stamina today.”


  Col looked frail and thin, but he had been perfectly fine managing winter travel with thin, meager clothing, and his endurance was at least equal to Lawrence’s, perhaps better. If they had walked around enough to tire him out so thoroughly, then it might be that Fran was the exceptional one.


  “Not at all…” said Fran, sipping the soup. Even when eating, she seemed to have a certain aura about her.


  Anyone who came inside after wandering around in the cold all day would have a moment of unguarded relief – but not Fran. Her alertness reminded Lawrence of some forest animal.


  “By the way, we did some thinking about the legend of the angel,” said Lawrence as he filled Holo’s bowl with meat, at which Fran’s hand froze. “Have you ever seen the flag of the Torhildt Republic?”


  Fran’s eyes were fixed intently on Lawrence. She had taken the bait more thoroughly than he had anticipated.


  “… Have you knowledge of the story?”


  “Some.” The ember of her interest, so bright before, seemed to have gone out. Fran did not elaborate and sipped her soup as though deliberately regaining her composure. She cut the contents of the bowl up with her wooden spoon and then ate them, carefully scooping the last bite up and bringing it to her mouth.


  Her every movement was smooth and efficient, and she ate rather quickly.


  The higher in status one rose, the slower one tended to take one’s meals – and so went the opposite. Col was a perfect example, being a traveling scholar whose eating was mostly indistinguishable from that of a thief or beggar.


  According to Hugues, Fran had identified herself as a former slave. Perhaps that was true, Lawrence mused.


  “I suppose I also think it was a bit of snow or something being blown up on the wind,” she said. The same thing Vino the villager said. Going by boring common sense, it was the most reasonable response.


  “Or maybe the real thing.”


  Fran revealed a surprisingly honest smile at Lawrence’s joke. “That would certainly be the best answer. However…”


  “… I understand you’ve investigated too many legends to truly believe that.”


  Fran’s eyes closed and her smile vanished. Her slow breathing made it seem as though she were trying to control her anger, but Lawrence felt it was just the opposite. She was trying to keep herself from laughing.


  Her slow breathing stopped, and she exhaled. Her expression was soft, just as Lawrence had expected. “That’s right. Most were shams. A few were from people who mistook what they saw and jumped to conclusions. And still fewer were truly special, truly real, as though something genuinely extraordinary had happened there.”


  “And which do you suppose this is?” Lawrence asked, at which Fran shook her head. It seemed like she was both giving her answer and admitting that she did not know.


  But Fran’s gaze went into the distance and suddenly she spoke. “I originally heard the angel legend from a dear friend.”


  Lawrence was surprised. He had not expected Fran to talk about such a thing. Fran herself seemed to understand this. She glanced at him, embarrassed, a slight bashfulness playing about the corners of her mouth.


  “They admitted they could not remember where they’d seen it. But what they told me about was largely the same as this legend.”


  Eyes that looked into the past were always sad. In front of the flickering light of the hearth, this was doubly true.


  “They exaggerate, but they don’t lie. And after so many years…”


  “You think you’ve finally found out.”


  Fran nodded and relaxed her sitting posture a bit. It seemed to Lawrence that she had finally taken down some of the barriers she had built. He offered her some wine.


  Fran took it without much hesitation. “I can’t bring myself to believe that the legend here is nonsense. I believe it exists and is something that can be seen. The–” Fran’s gaze moved to the rough, tanned skin hanging over the entrance to the back room. “–The nun there believed in it and came here.”


  Her faith had caused her to be driven from towns and villages and to be dubbed a witch. It was hard to imagine someone with such deep faith, no matter how eccentric she might be, following a truly phony legend. Such legends and stories were countless. Only a truly special occurrence would remain in minds and capture hearts the way this one had.


  “I do believe my friend saw it as well. Something that could be called a miracle…” Her eyes were slightly downcast, a sad smile on her face that was not merely a trick of the hearth’s flickering shadows. “But it is to laugh… to see such a thing and not remember where you saw it.”


  Her smile was an almost exasperated one.


  Any man would find himself faintly jealous seeing such a smile. Lawrence wondered if she was fond of the person she was talking about. Her use of the word friend felt like an attempt to hide her embarrassment.


  But with this, it seemed as though Fran’s desire to discover the truth behind the legend was not merely out of passion as a silversmith. She had another reason in her heart, and that was what had driven her to come all this way.


  In any case, Fran’s smile was full of shadows.


  “Ah, I shouldn’t,” said Fran, putting her wine cup down. She had not drunk much, but perhaps she lacked much tolerance for drink. Or perhaps she was more worried about the temptation to let it loosen her tongue so that she would spill the contents of her heart.


  Silence fell.


  Lawrence could not help but ask, “Why would you tell me this?”


  Her reply was quick. “As an apology.”


  “An apology?” Lawrence echoed, hearing a derisive sniff from behind him.


  He looked and saw Holo glaring at Fran with suspicious eyes.


  
    
  

  “Back at the trading company…”


  Had something happened that required an apology? Was she talking about her utter intractability? Even so, an apology would be strange, so Lawrence just sat there stupidly as Fran looked into her reflection in the wine cup on the floor and continued.


  “I could have spoken with you differently. I thought you were merely another greedy merchant.”


  “No, that’s quite all right…”


  “I thought you only wanted a map of the north so you could profit from it.” Fran looked up and smiled apologetically.


  Lawrence had told her the previous night that he wanted the map in order to help Holo. So what reason did she have for apologizing? She was apologizing not for her response, but rather the manner of her response. What a strange notion.


  Lawrence remained at a loss, and it was finally Holo who spoke up. “So what was it that changed your mind, eh?” Her tone was still a bit harsh, but she seemed amused, too. Looking at her face, Lawrence saw that she seemed in better spirits and wore a faint smile.


  Fran drew back deliberately at the question and regarded Holo silently. For a while, the two girls seemed to have a conversation entirely with their eyes.


  “Now that we’ve come this far, you wish our help, perhaps?”


  Fran nodded slowly.


  Lawrence still had no idea what they were talking about, but at the familiar sound of the word help, he started to see where this was going. But before he could interject, Holo spoke.


  “Aye, fine then.” The haste with which Holo agreed reminded him of his own failure at the Hugues Company. Lawrence could not help but open his mouth to speak, but then Holo slapped his back. “We’re asking for your help as well, so ’tis hardly the time for holding grudges.”


  Her exasperated smile had a strangely good humor to it.


  Across the hearth, Fran seemed happy.


  Lawrence did not really understand why, but it seemed best to leave things as they were. He nodded.


  “Well, then,” murmured Fran, her dark eyes shining with intelligence. “Did you notice anything strange when we arrived in Taussig?”


  “As a merchant?”


  “Yes.”


  Lawrence nodded. “They were grinding flour by hand… even though there’s such a high waterfall so close by.”


  Fran gave Lawrence a long, hard look. He had been right.


  Lawrence continued.


  “In springtime when the thaw comes, there would be plenty of water for a waterwheel, and it’s not so very far from the village. So the only reason the landlord wouldn’t have built a mill is out of pity for the villagers, or…”


  “Or if the villagers themselves resisted the idea. And the answer is indeed the latter.” As she spoke, Fran reached into her things and produced a dusty, old book.


  It was more a stack of papers than a book so unmatched and disorganized were the parchments and letters that comprised it. Even a brief glance made it clear that it was very old. The pages rustled weakly as she flipped through them.


  “The village originally used the legend of the angel as a reason not to build a water mill,” she said matter-of-factly.


  “That’s…”


  “If a mill were built, it would be for extracting more labor from the villagers – they would have been made to construct the very tool that would choke them. Meanwhile, the northern campaigns were reaching their peak, the landlord, wanting to borrow the Church’s might, took the profit of using the legend of the angel to flatter the Church over the profit of the increased output of a water mill.”


  It was often the case that a landlord would lack sufficient military or financial power to protect his own holdings. Fran went on.


  “But as times changed, the pagans grew stronger. I assume you know that the northern campaign has been canceled.”


  Lawrence nodded. “In other words,” he said, “with the recent decline of Church power, things can turn bad if the landlord gets a whiff of their involvement.”


  “Yes. In the past, money was made in providing the northern campaign with supplies, but… lacking shame or concern, and any sort of fear of God, the attitude has changed completely. As you might imagine, in an area like this with so many pagan landlords, it can be dangerous to appease the Church while its power is on the decline. So far their reaction has gone well.”


  If you can’t beat them, join them. It was hardly a bad strategy for a long life. However, sometimes it would only make you look like a coward.


  “After much worrying, the landlord hit upon an idea. Claim the devout nun who came all the way out here chasing the angel legend was a witch.”


  Lawrence drew in breath, but he was the only one. Holo’s expression did not so much as twitch. She knew in her bones just how selfish humans could be.


  “By claiming a witch had come and was causing trouble, he wouldn’t have to defy the Church, but could save face with the villagers. And for the villagers themselves it was awfully convenient; since they didn’t want to build a water mill, a witch in the forest gave them the perfect excuse not to enter it. A mill would mean increased taxation, which would instantly make their lives much harder.”


  This also explained why they treated salt as such a precious substance. But there was still something Lawrence did not understand.


  “Miss Fran… where did you learn all of this?”


  In response to his question, Fran casually held up the book. On its opened pages, Lawrence could see writing in a neat, masculine hand.


  “It’s all written right here. This is the diary of Katerina Lucci, the nun laid to rest in the next room.”


  A single book had been missing from the shelf. This book.


  “I expect one of the villagers had an attack of conscience and wanted to let the world know the truth. It’s a total coincidence that it should end up in my hands. An acquaintance of mine who handles such things just happened to mention it.”


  She flipped through the pages, her eyes glancing over them. She was not reading the pages, instead perhaps trying to guess at the thoughts of the woman who had written them.


  “But if that’s true… why would you tell us? I mean, to begin with…” Lawrence trailed off.


  If she knew so much about the landlord, then Fran’s reason for bringing Lawrence along was not simply to help her learn about the angel legend.


  Lawrence looked at Fran dubiously. She had been planning to set them up all along.


  He felt like the corners of her eyes crinkled just a bit in a mischievous smile. “It won’t be long before the bells ring and the Church arrives.”


  A powerful faction was like a big fish. When it moved, water rippled around it, splashing up onto the ground. And the world was one big pond.


  “So it’s the Debau Company, eh?”


  Fran’s eyes widened in surprise, and she nodded. “So you’re familiar. As you’ve guessed, if the Church comes again, the claim that there’s a witch in their domain won’t work. So this is an extremely dangerous place.”


  That much was certainly true.


  If the Church came into a volatile situation like this, it would be difficult for Fran to handle it alone, no matter how perversely stubborn she might be.


  Fran regarded Lawrence. “The villagers and landlord alike are probably terrified that an investigation into the witch rumors would be a precursor to another round of Church attacks on the north,” she said.


  “So what we need to do is act such that we calm those fears.”


  Perhaps something about the way Lawrence spoke was amusing to her, for Fran displayed a quiet smile. But there was a disparity between her smile and the words she spoke next. “On our way back around the lakeside, there was someone observing this place.”


  This was why Fran had been willing to compromise.


  It was such an obvious reason that Lawrence wanted to sigh. But he swallowed it back; it did not often happen that he got what he wanted taking the easy path.


  “Naturally I’m not asking you to stay here with me from here on. Just until the snow melts will be fine. I expect the legend of the angel only applies in wintertime.”


  “And then you’ll draw us a map of the north?”


  Fran nodded. “So you’ll help me, then?”


  If they failed to pack their things and leave immediately, they would lose what little room to maneuver they had. But Fran had let them in on the secret, then asked for help.


  It was a cunning move. Like a battlefield general.


  He needed that map of the north, and there was Hugues to consider. Knowing the situation, Lawrence could not very well leave Fran on her own here.


  Time-wise it would be a hardship to wait for spring, but depending on how circumstances changed, he might have another chance to negotiate. Holo did not move, so the answer was clear.


  “Of course,” said Lawrence shortly.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The next day of their stay, Fran again took Col with her and made for the lake.


  Lawrence worried that if someone was watching them, it would be unsafe to leave the cottage, but Fran dismissed this, saying, “It’s no different than if we were in the cottage.” If anything, she said, it was safer, since it would reinforce the idea that they had come not to investigate the witch, but the angel legend.


  Logically speaking, that was true enough, yet Lawrence was about to insist that it was still too dangerous – and oddly enough, it was Holo who restrained him. Moreover, she then suggested that Fran take Col with her.


  Col readily agreed, of course, since he also felt that Fran should not go alone, which Lawrence found strange.


  This was a complete change from Holo’s previous state of finding everything Fran said irritating. Had their conversation with Fran last night changed her view so much?


  What had become clear the previous night was that Fran had planned to take advantage of them all along when she brought them here, which ought to have worsened their impression of her – and certainly wouldn’t improve it.


  When Lawrence came back from seeing Col and Fran off, he found Holo slowly and deliberately grooming her tail.


  Lawrence watched her and decided to try a mildly probing statement.


  “I imagine she was thinking only of the legend last night, eh?”


  After finger combing the whole of her tail, she began to pluck individual pests off and toss them into the hearth. She gave Lawrence only a desultory ear’s worth of attention.


  “Mm?”


  “She said as much to Col, didn’t she? ‘Let’s not miss any hints of the legend,’ she said.”


  “Ah, mm.”


  Fran, too, seemed to have concluded that the angel had to have been some sort of natural phenomenon and had listed all sorts of possibilities to Col – from accumulated snow blowing off a tree branch to water from a hot spring flowing into the lake and causing steam to rise in a wing-shaped pattern.


  And it was true that the angel wing phenomenon had to be caused either by something falling from a high place or rising from a low place.


  If falling, then the top of the waterfall, with the great difference from top to bottom, seemed the likelier candidate. If rising, then either steam, mist, or billowing snow was not difficult to imagine.


  His assistance requested, Col had listened intently to each possibility in turn, nodding as though promising not to miss a single detail as he headed out with Fran.


  “It’s true that so long as she seems so serious, neither the villagers nor the landlord can very well come out and quibble with her,” said Lawrence.


  He expected Holo to come back with a complaint about Fran being perfectly willing to order her around, but evidently she was not in the mood.


  If anything, Holo seemed pleased as she spoke. “’Tis rather absurd for her to have such a reputation as a perverse, stubborn silversmith.”


  “… Oh?”


  Fran was entirely unlike what he had imagined when he first heard of her, but she was the very image of a serious artisan. She had probably been up thinking about her plans all night and had gone out immediately upon the arrival of morning, without any concern for the danger.


  Lawrence said as much to Holo, but she only chewed at the roots of her tail fur, flashing a sharp smile when it was properly fluffy. “I expect she’s simply chasing after whoever it is she’s in love with. That strikes me as neither perverse nor particularly stubborn.”


  Holo was talking about the person Fran had mentioned the previous night – the one who had first told her the legend of the angel. Whether or not it was true romance or simply unrequited love on Fran’s part, Holo and Lawrence seemed to be of a mind on the subject.


  And to put it as flatly as Holo did, it was true that perversely stubborn was not, perhaps, the right term. In Fran’s position, girls the world over could more accurately be described as “single-minded.”


  “’Tis rather charming, is it not?”


  “I suppose.” Lawrence very much doubted that Fran had been lying the previous night. Given that, she started to seem to him like a maiden who goes on pilgrimage to pray for her love, who’s gone off to war.


  And yet Lawrence still did not understand something. Why had her confession taken the form of an apology for her poor treatment of him at the trading company, and why had Holo’s disposition toward Fran improved so much despite the knowledge that she had set out to trap them from the beginning?


  He idly poked at the fire in the hearth as he turned the matter over in his mind. It was then that Holo spoke up.


  “And to use an apology to deliver such a story. Rather clever of her, was it not?” A large spark flew up into the air – mostly coincidentally – but it looked as though it had jumped in reaction to his own fluster, which was also true.


  Lawrence directed his gaze from the hearth to Holo, who was grinning widely, though it was a stiff, unnatural smile.


  “Of course, you do know why it was so clever, don’t you?”


  Lawrence realized it was the height of presumption to think he had been able to hide his ignorance from her. If he had to confess, sooner was better. “… Sorry. I have no idea.”


  “Fool!” Her face turned so fierce it seemed it would blow all the sparks in the hearth up at once. Her stiff smile vanished, replaced by a look of utter anger.


  “Wh-why are you so–”


  “Fool! So you’re saying you’ve no notion of why I found her so irritating, either?!”


  If she had shouted at him with such force in her wolf form, she would have destroyed the cottage from the inside. Holo’s anger was enough to cause such irrelevant thoughts to cross his mind. He had never seen her tail as puffed up as it suddenly was.


  “… Yes.”


  He had gone too far, and this was the fall.


  Holo’s lips trembled in outrage, and she finally slumped, as though defeated. It was as though she had burst a blood vessel out of sheer rage.


  Lawrence hastily tried to say something, but she gave him such a sharp glare from underneath her bangs that he snapped his mouth shut almost as soon as he opened it.


  “Well… I suppose that’s the sort of dunce you always were…” Holo sighed a long-suffering sigh and closed her eyes, whereupon the malice seemed to drain out of her. “I was the only one who was angry. She was the only one who was worried she’d gone too far. And you’re not so much generous as you are about as insensitive as a corpse.”


  At this point, Lawrence could hardly help but feel irritated, despite still not knowing what this was all about. But before he could reply, Holo continued.


  “You were utterly disgraced!”


  Lawrence thought back to the trading company, but still did not understand and looked at Holo with eyes more pleading than Col would ever direct at her. Holo the Wisewolf bared her fangs in contempt and then turned away.


  “And right in front of me, no less.”


  “–Ah…” In that instant, everything connected in his mind.


  “Yet still you flail around like some sort of simpleton…”


  Holo slumped in utter frustration, seemingly about to collapse sideways at any moment. It was Lawrence, meanwhile, who wanted to stand, but Holo’s eyes stitched him in place, like a dog ordered to sit.


  “If you dare speak now, I’ll show you my true ire.”


  Lawrence’s mouth snapped shut as though nailed that way, but the words swirled around in his chest with such energy that his hands trembled of their own accord.


  Holo was angry that he had been so easily outmaneuvered by Fran back at Hugues’s shop, yes – but what she was truly furious at was that he had done so in front of her very eyes. Given that, he started to see why she had agreed to Fran’s vague conditions. It was not out of amusement at Fran’s cleverness. Holo was planning to intervene.


  This was why she had complained at Fran’s silence during the entire time Lawrence had so shrewdly gotten Vino to tell them the whole story and guide them all the way out here – because she was angry not only at Fran but also at the clueless Lawrence.


  Aren’t you angry at being made such a fool of? she had been thinking. Aren’t you angry at being made the fool in front of none other than me?


  And then had come the conversation last night.


  Lawrence recalled every word Fran spoke, along with every one of Holo’s reactions. Immediately, he held his head in his hands, as though enduring a terrible headache, overwhelmed at his own stupidity.


  Fran was chasing the legend of the angel because of someone she loved. That was why she had confessed that fact as an apology – because Lawrence was chasing a map of the northlands for the very same reason.


  No wonder Holo’s mood had improved. And he could certainly understand why she felt the way she did now.


  “… I’m sorry.” He had been the only one blind to his own foolishness. He could neither blame Holo for her anger nor her exasperation.


  “You truly do seem to move from one foolish act to the next.”


  He had nothing to say in his defense, but Holo seemed to have no further anger to express. It seemed his stupidity really had exhausted her rage.


  Holo heaved a sigh and deliberately looked down at her tail. “That was surely more effective than any tiresome grooming.” Her anger had caused it to puff up such that it was much fluffier than usual.


  Lawrence knew that if he laughed he was likely to get his throat torn out, so he simply listened.


  “Still, I suppose this sort of thing is not so uncommon in life,” she said, arching her back in a stretch.


  Lawrence was not so idiotic as to think they were still discussing the same topic, but he was idiotic enough not to know what she was actually talking about. “… I don’t follow you,” he said.


  Holo looked at him and smiled a self-deprecating smile. “Oh, just that even the ones that get worshiped as gods had the same troubles, that’s all.”


  “Huh?”


  “It happened quite often. I didn’t much care one way or the other, but the village elders would scold the younger villagers if they bungled the festival preparations, striking them and saying they’d been rude to me, entirely unconcerned with how I might actually feel. I’d watch this all at a loss… and to think that I’d end up doing just the same thing.”


  Lawrence knew such situations arose when each party valued the other. But what was he supposed to say? Should he apologize? Or thank her?


  Either one seemed foolish.


  Lawrence remained silent, and Holo smiled a dry, little smile, then stood. “Though I suppose ’tis better to carefully consider the other’s feelings and then act with the best of intentions. Though perhaps it will suffice to say that the person in question needn’t worry about that.”


  She wore a malicious smile as she spoke, obviously still scolding Lawrence – though as punishment for making her look a fool, it was a cheap thing.


  “The problem is,” continued Holo, glancing at the hanging skin partition, “what to do when they’re already a silent corpse.”


  Blasphemy against the dead was not so different from hearing about the oppression of innocent people – it demanded righteous anger.


  Holo had said as much when they had started looking for the wolf bones: No matter how strong they had been, her kind couldn’t bite back in death. Yet somehow, Sister Katerina had happily accepted being called a witch. Perhaps she had just been eccentric.


  But Lawrence did not think so, and neither, evidently, did Holo.


  She had been kind, and she had accepted it.


  “So – that is my reason for wanting to help the girl.”


  Back in the village of Pasloe, Holo had been forgotten, rendered as mute as a corpse. In the end, she was unable to endure this indignity. She had kicked the dust from her feet and left. But Katerina’s name could still be restored.


  As Lawrence thought about it, he noted a certain circular logic. Looking at Holo, he saw that the wisewolf had already realized this.


  “Though if we go around saying this or that about someone who’s died, we’re no better than the villagers. And that dried-out corpse doesn’t care what people call it. So my lending a hand is not much different than whoever it is that comes and cleans the cottage.”


  “It’s useful for the living, though.” After all, one could no more peer into the minds of the living than one could the dead, and there was certainly no way to act solely in the interests of another.


  If you dug deeply enough, you would always arrive at the conclusion that you had acted in your own interests. The only problem was acting in such a way that you could live with yourself afterward.


  “’Tis hard indeed to continue moving forward as you live. I do feel for the villagers and their landlord. And of course…” Holo said as she tucked her tail back underneath her robe and then hid her ears in her hood. “… You can’t help but cheer for the girl who goes to such efforts for the sake of the one she loves, eh?”


  Her words came with that same nasty smile, but they were not wrong. And if this was an indication of a desire to be properly mourned after death, then one had to laugh that they had decided to help Fran.


  Lawrence and Holo smiled at each other from across the hearth.


  Lawrence bet that if he said he had put too much firewood in the hearth, Holo would laugh and laugh.


  Midday came, and soon Fran and Col returned.


  Lawrence assumed they had come back for food, but that seemed not to be the case. No sooner did Fran enter the cottage than she pressed Lawrence with a question.


  “Will you go to the village and have them draw me a map?”


  “… A map?”


  “Yes.”


  Despite the cold, Lawrence could see the sweat on her brow, which made it clear just how hurried they had been. Col had sat down immediately upon returning to the cottage and gulped water noisily from a water skin.


  Holo brushed the snow off him like he was an unruly little boy, but he was too tired even to thank her.


  Given the state Fran and Col were in, there were not very many possibilities as to the cause.


  “Did you find a clue to the legend of the angel?”


  No sooner had he asked the question than Lawrence found himself very surprised indeed. He imagined that applied to Holo as well, though she was still tending to Col.


  The reason was Fran. As soon as she heard Lawrence’s question, she smiled in genuine, unself-conscious delight. It was as though she could not hold it back any longer. The perversely stubborn silversmith. The silversmith of constant and unpleasant rumor. For this innocent, lovely smile to be waiting beneath all that, it had to be her true self.


  For a woman to have traveled alone for so long and to have been so successful on the way, she must have suffered greatly. Even someone like Eve had to wear a scarf while doing business to hide the fact that she was a woman. Fran wore the rumors of her nastiness and intractability like a suit of armor.


  Col seemed to have caught his breath, so Holo took the water skin to Fran. It would have been unimaginable not long before, but Fran smiled a grateful smile, which Holo returned.


  Fran drank, paused to breathe, then drank more.


  They must have run hard. Toward the legend of the angel.


  “When you say ‘map,’ what sort of map do you mean?”


  Fran, having caught her breath, started slightly at Lawrence’s question. “Hmm?” She looked at him blankly before comprehension finally seemed to dawn on her. She must have planned to tell him what kind of map she needed. “I’m sorry. I need… I need a map that shows how the rivers flow out from the lake.”


  “The river?” Lawrence asked. It was a strange map to ask for.


  “Yes. Walking around the lake, something occurred to me. When it snows and the temperature drops suddenly, all the rivers and streams will freeze. Which means the destination of their flow is lost. Even that waterfall would freeze solid if there were enough snow and cold. But then eventually – well, no barrier will last forever. So I need a map that shows the flow of every stream, no matter how small.”


  The formerly taciturn Fran, who always seemed as though she were thinking two or three steps ahead of the conversation, was now energetic and voluble. Her expression was serious, but from her rambling words and rapid arm and leg movements, it was obvious she was in a hurry.


  “The water would be full of ice and snow, and it would break through and overflow all at once. And it would look like–”


  “It would look like the wings of an angel, I should think,” said Fran, looking steadily at Lawrence.


  She was full of conviction but so happy that she could not believe it herself – that was what she looked like.


  The water and snow had been blocked up, unable to flow, and had then broken free one moonlit night. It would’ve been beautiful, Lawrence thought, and it was an entirely appropriate thing to have been mistaken for an angel’s wings. Even knowing the truth, he could imagine calling the scene a miracle nonetheless.


  Lawrence excused himself by reminding himself that he would normally never say such an irresponsible thing, and then he spoke to Fran. “I think that’s probably it,” he said.


  Fran was nearly crying from happiness.


  “I hope we get to see it.”


  It seemed to Lawrence that everyone who had ever single-mindedly pursued a goal had something in common: this smile.


  “Yes!” replied Fran quickly and clearly.


  Fran and Col headed out to the lake again. It seemed she could not bear to spare even the short amount of time it would take to fetch the map.


  Col seemed to have been infected with Fran’s excitement and followed her out, carrying their things with a seriousness he had never exhibited before.


  Holo watched them go, a faintly sad smile playing about her lips. Perhaps she felt as though her favorite little brother were being stolen away.


  “Well, then, I suppose we should be off ourselves,” said Lawrence, putting his foot in the horse’s stirrup.


  Holo kept watching Fran and Col, but at these words she turned and came over, taking hold of Lawrence’s arm.


  He took a breath at the same time she did and lifted her up onto the horse’s back. Lawrence followed her up, sitting right in front of her. Taking hold of the reins, he had the horse walk forward.


  “She was like a child.” Lawrence had to smile at the memory of Fran. Even if he went back to Kerube and told Hugues of it, he doubted the man would believe him.


  “’Tis even more childish to believe that an adult should greet a happy event with a calm face.” Holo’s arms were wrapped around Lawrence and her cheek pressed against his back so that when she talked, the movement of her ear and chin moved ticklishly against him.


  “It’s true that people become more childish as they get older,” said Lawrence, wondering if he should have her sit in front of him.


  “Mm. So you’re wondering just how old I’ll become, eh?” She had to be in a good mood to make such jokes. Lawrence laughed and Holo snickered as well, but once the wave of mirth had receded, Holo continued, more seriously. “This seems very important to her.”


  There by the hearth, Fran had spoken bashfully of someone she had called a friend. There had to be a reason she had come here without them.


  Of course, it could very well be that this friend was an artisan in some town somewhere and unable to leave easily. But in this day and age, Lawrence could only imagine darker reasons.


  By the way Fran had spoken, it sounded like there was a time when they had traveled together but had to separate during the journey.


  The reason might have been injury, sickness, or worse.


  Holo switched the cheek that was pressed against Lawrence’s back from one side to the other. “And to see such a smile from her after she’d worn so thick a mask. I wonder what she would’ve done had we not been the ones to escort her? That little fool.”


  Lawrence sighed softly at Holo’s words. “Indeed. They probably would’ve been scared off by her single-minded determination to chase the angel legend, turned tail, and left her on her own. Such things happen quite often.”


  Those who feared danger would gain nothing. And yet, pressing on in the face of danger would eventually lead to disaster. If they were to play the part of the bringers of good fortune, they might as well bring it. Holo laughed; she understood this perfectly well.


  “Well, she’s got pluck enough to use Holo the Wisewolf of Yoitsu as her messenger. I’d say she’s got good fortune to spare.”


  That was true enough. But it got Lawrence to thinking – just how lucky had he been to have Holo join him in his travels? The moment he thought about it, Holo seemed to see right through him, her cheek still pressed to his back. She chuckled an unpleasant, throaty chuckle. No doubt it had been part of her plan to sit behind him, leaving him nowhere to retreat.


  “I’m fortunate indeed to have been blessed with such a wonderful traveling companion as yourself. There, are you happy?”


  Holo raised her voice in a laugh. “And just who are you thanking?”


  He had come along with her this far, so he had to see it through to the end. “Holo the Wisewolf of Yoitsu,” he said, gripping the reins.


  “Mm. Well, see to it that you stay good and thankful.”


  He heard the sound of her tail swishing.


  Profit could warm his coin purse, but never his back. This sort of thing was nice once in a while.


  Lawrence urged the horse on, feeling Holo’s warmth behind him.


  When they returned to the village, it seemed like a perfectly ordinary day.


  Some villagers were tending crops, some led livestock, some mended clothing, and some beat cooking pots clean.


  Lawrence noticed Holo narrow her eyes wistfully. This was a scene that they could see anywhere – that they could continue to see no matter where they traveled.


  “Their lack of integrity angers me, but I can understand why they would wish to protect this,” said Holo quietly and meaningfully.


  “Indeed. And if Miss Fran is to be believed, there are even some villagers who didn’t want to claim Sister Katerina was a witch. Perhaps they meant to gain some redemption by keeping her cottage clean.”


  It was exceedingly difficult to lead a straightforward, uncomplicated life. Holo remained silent – she understood that no single person was at fault, but was also unwilling to condone the situation.


  “Well, if we do our job, the evil witch may well turn back into a pious nun. Then Fran will be able to dedicate herself to searching out the angel legend, she’ll draw us our map of the northlands, and everyone will be happy. Right?”


  The landlord would probably continue his maneuvering, using the nun’s silent corpse as a new reason for the villagers to stay out of the forest. Holo was obviously unsatisfied with that, but there was nothing to be done about it.


  Being a clever wolf, Holo could see there was nothing to be gained from anger and let her puffed-up cheeks deflate.


  “So first things first – the map. It would be nice if we could track down Mr. Vino.”


  The villagers in the fields were all bent over doing their work, and it was impossible to tell who was who. Lawrence decided to head into the village center first.


  The people working in their homes took note of them but didn’t seem particularly interested, recognizing them from the previous day’s events. Perhaps Mueller or Vino had explained their circumstances.


  Just as they were about to head for Vino’s house, they came across him in the village square, crafting arrows with some other men. They each had a white arrowhead in their hands and were carving and polishing them with stones. They were probably made from bones taken from the deer they had felled the previous day.


  “Mr. Vino,” Lawrence called out.


  Vino looked up and smiled when he realized who it was. He waved, set down the arrowhead he was working on, and trotted over to Lawrence. “Hey, there. You seem to have made it back safely.”


  “Yes, thank you. Making arrows, eh?” asked Lawrence.


  Vino glanced over his shoulder and nodded. “Aye. It’ll be spring soon, with humans and animals alike starting to stir. We’ll shoulder our arrows and travel around to nearby landlords and towns to sell them. How did you fare?”


  Most arrows made in towns were of iron. They were strong but expensive, and because they were made under the control of the craftsmen’s guilds, they could be difficult to obtain with short notice for those without connections or with bad reputations in those towns. Without much else to do during the winter, the villagers seemed to be making ready to fill that demand with their handiwork.


  Bone arrowheads were effective enough, especially when smeared with poison, and many archers even preferred them.


  “Ah, yes, well, we have a favor to ask.”


  “Oh ho. What is it?”


  “Actually, we need a map drawn for us.”


  Vino tilted his head at Lawrence’s words. “Ah, er, a… map, you say? We don’t much use them. What sort of map?”


  “One of the area around the lake, including all the streams and rivers that flow out from it.”


  It seemed to take Vino a moment to understand what Lawrence was saying, and he was silent. When he finally did speak, it was in a voice that sounded hesitant and worried about being overheard. “You’re not thinking of building a water mill, are you?” The simple villager’s tone was nervously joking.


  “We have no need of a water mill,” said Lawrence without much enthusiasm. “It seems the way the water flows is important to the angel legend, and Sister Fran requires a map in order to properly guide us.”


  The explanation smelled fishy even to Lawrence, but Vino nodded, evidently believing it. “Ah, I see. Well, if that’s all, it should be fine. The village has been told to cooperate with you, and it gives me an excuse for a break, so.”


  Regardless of how it was in larger towns, in small villages everyone pitched in on the same work. What was important was not who had done what, but whether all the work had been done or not.


  Some found this burdensome and left for the towns, but many others found the camaraderie pleasant and reassuring. Different ways of looking at the same thing could give very different impressions.


  “If you please, then,” Lawrence replied.


  “Well, shall we go see Mr. Mueller? His place is the only one with paper and ink.”


  “Yes, let’s.”


  Vino nodded, giving his fellow arrow carvers a shout before beginning to walk.


  It was not unlike scenes Lawrence had seen at many trading companies, and from time to time, he had thought that it would be nice to have comrades. This pang came to him less now, though – because he had them.


  Perhaps Holo was thinking the same thing, because when their eyes met, they shared a secret smile as they followed behind Vino.


  “Hey, Mr. Mueller!” called Vino.


  Mueller happened to be leaving his house at just that moment. At his side, he had a stack of dried skins, and in one hand he held a large, fine knife. He was probably about to cut them up and make them into boots or the like. Despite Mueller’s large body and hands, Lawrence got the feeling he was very skilled in their use.


  “Ah, with our visitors. What is it?”


  “I’m glad we caught you. We need to borrow paper and ink.”


  “Paper and ink?” Mueller was dubious, both because they were items not often used in the village and also because they were quite precious.


  “They say they want a map. Of the lake area.”


  “A map?” Mueller looked back and forth between Vino and Lawrence and seemed to think something over. “Fine,” he said eventually, then handed the skins and knife to Vino. “I’ll draw it.”


  Holo looked down, the better to hide her smile beneath her hood. The moment he had heard Mueller’s answer, Vino’s face had fallen like a child whose toy has been taken away.


  “You managed to sneak your way into getting meat yesterday without helping with the deer, didn’t you?” said Mueller with a smug, older brotherish smile.


  He was right, so Vino had no choice but nod in sad agreement.


  “Off you go, then. These are for Lanan, Suk, and Sylhet. Ask Jana about the big one.”


  “Fine, fine!” grumbled Vino. Mueller grinned as he watched Vino go.


  This was a good village, Lawrence thought. It was a shame to have such good cheer spoiled by rumors of a witch.


  “I’ll draw it inside. A map of the lake, you said?”


  “More precisely, the area surrounding the lake, including all the rivers and streams that flow out of it.”


  Inside the house were hunting implements, knives and clasps for cleaning and tanning skins, workbenches, and sewn into the gaps between all these were necessities like a hearth and straw bed. It had a singular aura, totally unlike a town workshop or trading company. It was a sturdy place, fitting for a man who oversaw an entire village.


  “Ah. That’s a strange map to need.” Unsurprisingly, his reaction was unlike Vino’s. And his mind was quicker. “I’ll bet Vino asked you if you were planning to build a water mill, eh?”


  “He did indeed,” Lawrence confessed, which Mueller grinned at.


  “That fool. He came to me last night, pale faced, to tell me you’d asked about our hand grinding of grain. I gave him a smack and told him if you’d planned to build a mill, you wouldn’t have gone out of your way to point out our ways.” Like the landlord, he was skilled at using circumstances to keep the village safe.


  Mueller pulled a workbench out and took an old sheaf of paper down from a shelf. “I hope this sort of paper will do.”


  The paper Mueller produced was old and discolored with tattered corners. It would not have been worth much in a town.


  “For your trouble,” said Lawrence, producing some salt, which Mueller nodded at, satisfied.


  “Now then,” said Mueller as he took out a cracked, old inkstone and a battered quill pen. “I don’t think it will take much time, but feel free to sit anywhere.”


  Lawrence nodded and sat down on a chest. Holo teased a chicken that had wandered its way into the house.


  “So how goes your quest for the legend?” Mueller asked. His gaze was directed at the top of the paper, and though his hand was quickly drawing the map, his attention was entirely on Lawrence.


  Lawrence doubted this was merely small talk.


  “She seems to have seized upon something. She was very insistent that I come and get this map.”


  “Ah, I see,” said Mueller as he drew. He could probably endure any amount of waiting against an animal, but not, apparently, against human opponents. Soon he spoke again. “Was there a witch?”


  This was what he was most concerned about. As the one most responsible for protecting the village, he was more worried about shapeless rumors than he was about water mills. When it came right down to it, they could stop the construction of a mill by chaining themselves to the trees. But banishing rumors of a witch was much more difficult.


  His hand stopped, and even a child could tell his eyes were not focused on the paper. Lawrence watched Holo harassing the chicken, then smiled and spoke. “No, there wasn’t.”


  The quiet scratching of the quill resumed. “I see,” Mueller said and then continued the work in silence. Such a man was well suited to being a hunter. “This map would be different depending on the season.”


  As Mueller spoke, Holo and the chicken seemed to have come to an understanding, with the latter tucking its head under its wing and sleeping at her feet.


  “She said all she needed was a map for the winter.”


  “I see. Well, this should do, then,” said Mueller, standing. His joints popped as though to give evidence of the single-mindedness with which he had drawn the map. When he stretched, there was a final pop loud enough to wake the chicken from its slumber, much to Holo’s delight. She smiled as she listened to the sound.


  “You can take it once the ink’s dry. Given the hour, you ought to be able to make it by sunset.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  “Not at all. I’m sure Vino said the same thing last night.”


  It didn’t seem to Lawrence as though Mueller was trying to avoid work, but it was good manners to laugh at the joke anyway.


  Mueller accepted the bag of salt. In a village so poor in currency, finding some of the basic necessities could be a constant struggle.


  “My thanks,” he said. “Now, I ought to go check in on Vino. You’d be surprised at how clumsy he can be. If he ruins those skins, I’ll have to beat his backside with the tendons.”


  It was every bit the sort of thing a master craftsman would say, and Lawrence could not help but laugh. Holo was leaning against the doorway, and she smiled as she watched the village, listening to Lawrence and Mueller’s conversation. If one were to wish for a certain day to continue forever, this would be a good day to pick.


  But then, she raised her voice in a curious “Hmm?” as Mueller left the house and had just gotten to the space under the eaves.


  “What is it?” Mueller stopped in his tracks and looked off into the distance.


  His eyes were fixed on a spot outside the village, roughly where the elder had been sitting when he stopped Lawrence the previous day. It was a place on the road leading into the village that anyone entering would have to pass. Lawrence heard something that sounded like the footsteps of rats and soon realized it was the sound of horses at a great distance. He looked hard and saw what looked to be an old man riding at the head, trailed by many armed men who carried spears.


  Mueller watched them disappear behind a house, and his face went instantly pale. “–!” He dropped the bag of tools he was carrying and started running as the riders came out from behind the house and headed for the center of the village. The startled chicken started to run, and Holo stood.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I have no idea. But they have spears.”


  “Mm.”


  If Lawrence’s eyes did not deceive him, there were flags dangling from the spears. Mercenaries would be armed with poleaxes rather than spears. That left few possibilities.


  He heard voices calling from the distance.


  “We summon Mueller and the village elder!”


  Holo turned to Lawrence, but Lawrence had nothing to say – because Mueller had run out of the house across from them and was coming toward them.


  “The landlord’s governor. He’s finally come!” Mueller’s forehead was sweaty and his face pale.


  He ran into the house, opened a chest, and produced a bundle of parchment from a pot. It was probably the charter that most villages had.


  Something that threatened the very existence of the village had happened.


  “You two–” said Mueller, looking at the parchment. “There’s a path to the lake from the rear of the village. It’s well maintained, so you shouldn’t have any problems. The governor doesn’t know about you, so if you run you should arrive quickly. Tell the nun, will you please?” he said, rolling the map up on the workbench and thrusting it at Lawrence before bodily urging them toward the house’s rear door. There was a finality to his movement that was more compelling than any physical strength.


  Once they got to the rear door, Lawrence peered at Mueller’s face.


  “Tell her that the landlord’s come to lay waste to any lands where the legend of the angel remains. And tell her to tell the Church.”


  “But–”


  
    
  

  “Please! If you don’t hurry, it will be too late!”


  Lawrence gave Holo a quick look; she nodded.


  Yet there was a hesitation in her eyes – she was surely considering whether or not they should simply run. After all, none of them had come to prove that Katerina was a witch, and the landlord should, if anything, be glad for the existence of Church figures who believed her to be a simple nun.


  But then Mueller said a strange thing. “We’ll repay this favor. For the sister’s sake, as well.” He looked back at the door, then again to Lawrence. “The forest and the lake will be destroyed.”


  As though pushed away by the force of those words, Lawrence and Holo went out the rear door and left the house. Immediately thereafter, the governor’s soldiers seemed to reach Mueller’s house, calling out for him in loud voices.


  Lawrence hesitated but eventually took Holo’s hand and ran.


  The forest and the lake would be destroyed?


  The question burned inside him as he ran.




  
    
  

  Chapter Five


  They soon found the path from the back of the village into the forest.


  It was narrow, just wide enough to accommodate hunters carrying felled deer. Still, the snow was packed hard with footsteps and brushed free from sticks and branches, so it was well traveled and running was easy.


  Lawrence and Holo ran for all they were worth through the trees in the forest.


  “What was all that about?”


  “No idea. He said that was the governor. Seems like it’ll be… trouble for the village.” Lawrence took a break in the middle of his sentence to jump over a tree root. Lawrence lifted the hem of Holo’s robe to do likewise, which she managed quite lightly.


  “He said the forest and lake would be destroyed.”


  “He did,” said Lawrence, and just then he thought of something.


  The governor and his troops had descended on the village, sending the village’s representative, Mueller, into a panic. And if the forest and the lake were going to be destroyed, that suggested but one thing.


  But he said nothing about it to Holo – not for any particular reason, but simply because his breath was too ragged for him to speak.


  Holo started to lag, and Lawrence took her hand as they ascended a gentle hill.


  “I should’ve taken… my true form,” said Holo, though whether she was joking or not was unclear. Just then, the path made a sudden left turn and brightened. Following the line of sight, they could see the lake. They kept going that way for a time, soon reaching a side path that descended to the lake. Down the slope they slid.


  There were footprints – perhaps Col’s and Fran’s – by the lake, but they seemed to run in two directions, both coming and going.


  Lawrence looked around, and there were two figures at the entrance to the path that led to the cottage by the waterfall. They seemed to be watching something and were not moving. Lawrence waved his hand and was about to call out to them, but then Holo stopped him.


  “Ngh! Hey – what’s wrong?”


  “Don’t raise your voice,” said Holo quietly. For a moment he wondered if she was making some kind of joke, but there was nothing funny about her expression.


  Lawrence directed his gaze back at Fran and Col, and then he realized they were not looking at anything, much less being affectionate with each other.


  They were stock-still. As though they were holding their breath.


  “There’s probably someone at the bottom of the hill.”


  “… If that’s so, shouldn’t they hide?”


  “Fool. In this kind of place, even if they’re in plain sight they won’t be spotted, so long as they don’t move. But even behind the trees, if we move, we’ll be spotted.”


  Holo was a wolf, a hunter of the forest, so if she said so, it was true.


  Now that she had told him, Lawrence found that when he looked more closely he could see Fran’s and Col’s bodies frozen in place, with Col in a characteristically awkward, panicked pose.


  Fran had done exactly the right thing.


  But what Lawrence wanted to know was why she was familiar with the tactics for such rough circumstances when even he had been unfamiliar with them?


  “Hmph.” Holo sniffed, probably thinking the same thing.


  After a while, Fran’s pose relaxed, and she faced Lawrence and Holo, beckoning them over. Despite the good distance between them, she seemed to have recognized them.


  Lawrence gave the displeased Holo a nudge from behind, and the two of them ran in Fran’s direction.


  “What happened?” Lawrence asked Fran.


  Col’s anxiety seemed to evaporate when he recognized Lawrence and Holo, and he collapsed to the ground in relief.


  “Soldiers came to the cottage. And you?”


  “The same. Soldiers at the village. Apparently the landlord has come in force. They say the forest and lake will be destroyed.”


  Lawrence, for his part, could not understand what the landlord was trying to accomplish. But Fran had a sense of the village’s circumstances before they came here. Hearing what Lawrence had to say, she seemed to immediately understand the direction things were taking. She gazed at the river with a troubled expression that quickly turned to anger, as though it was being painted that way.


  “I’m impressed with their lack of scruples.”


  “You mean–” Lawrence said, but before he could even finish the question, Fran continued.


  “They’ve come here to make Katerina no more.”


  In that instant, Lawrence understood their goal.


  Katerina was already dead, so Fran’s words took on a more literal meaning.


  “I suppose you could say we’re in an age of money, where things like Church or pagan no longer matter.” It was a good line. Fran chuckled blackly through her anger at the joke and then sighed. “I’d come so far… and now the landlord decides to act? I was so close… so, so close…” she said, frustrated, the sound of her clenching fists audible even beneath her robe.


  Having been cast about between the Church and the pagans, the landlord had chosen a third option. Seeing the visible decline of Church power, he had surely grown sick of being used by them. He would erase every trace of Katerina, distancing himself from religious conflicts and never bothering to clear her name.


  Moreover, he would construct a water mill, and in conjunction with a new northern campaign incited by the Debau Company, he would use the mill’s power to attract craftsmen and workers – for in the face of money, what could the Church or the pagans say?


  “Did you get the map?” Fran looked up, almost glaring at Lawrence.


  “I did… but please, wait a moment.”


  Fran started to step forward, but Lawrence stopped her, giving her a look that was every bit as serious as the one she wore.


  “Please calm down. If the landlord has decided to destroy all traces of Katerina, then our presence is an obstacle. Arguing with him will be impossible, and he’s hardly likely to let you continue to investigate the legend of the angel.”


  Fran’s face contorted at Lawrence’s words. The girl was no fool. Even in anger, she was just as clever as she had always been.


  “I know the legend was right in front of you. And I know you didn’t come here on some whim. But it’s too dangerous.


  “We must flee.”


  When Lawrence said the words, Fran flinched as though physically struck by them, taking one step back, then another. He could understand Col hurrying to her side to support her. Had he failed to do so, she would have fallen to the ground.


  “… No… I can’t… I was so close…”


  It was so recently that she had been delighted, unable to contain her excitement as she jumped into the cottage. And now her despair was proportional to her anticipation, too heavy to bear.


  Holo’s face was pained, and she said nothing.


  If they were going to run, they would have to do so now, while the soldiers had briefly retreated.


  “I’m sorry, but…” Lawrence started, and he tried to take Fran’s hand. But then–


  “Lud Kieman told me about you.”


  Lawrence was at a loss for words, partially because he did not understand what she meant. But it was not because suddenly hearing Kieman’s name felt like she had correctly guessed something that should have been a secret. If she was going to partner with Lawrence and his companions, a simple investigation would have led her to Kerube, where it was reasonable to imagine she would soon have found Kieman.


  What gave Lawrence pause was a more rational premonition entirely. Or else his merchant’s instincts had come to a different conclusion on their own, quite separately from reason or logic.


  In that instant, Lawrence understood what Fran was trying to say.


  “He said you fear no god, you seize opportunities for profit, and you use your connections with skill.” Fran wiped her tears and tried without success to smile a bold smile. Her failure to do so only made her seem more desperate.


  Lawrence had to ask, praying he had guessed wrong.


  “What is it you would have me do?”


  “Please tell them that Katerina Lucci is a saint.”


  Lawrence could understand why Col and Holo would look so dubious.


  Religious strategies of any sort were becoming impossible. So why would she fixate on that? Surely both Col and Holo were wondering as much – but not Lawrence.


  In fact, it was quite the opposite. There was a huge difference between a respected nun and a saint. Both in how they were treated and what that was worth.


  “That can’t be…”


  “Her candidacy for canonization has been submitted. They hid their identities in Lenos, but she had many among the nobility that supported her. The petition for her canonization to the pontiff has been submitted and even now is on the desk of the cardinalate. What do you think?”


  When she finished speaking, Fran closed her mouth, as though her mind was entirely made up. And it was true – what she said carried weight.


  Fran, the dauntless, lonely silversmith. She had made an irritatingly pragmatic decision in perfect keeping with her reputation.


  Lawrence swallowed. “When Sister Katerina becomes Saint Katerina, everything in that cottage, including her body, will become holy relics.”


  At the words holy relics. Col raised his voice in a surprised “Ah!”


  That seemed to be the signal for Fran to finally succeed at smiling a thin, faint smile. “When the landlord learns how much holy relics can be worth, he’ll give up on the water mill. If you doubt me, let’s go back to the cottage and look at her diary. It’s filled with the names and details of lords from many different lands. Even the fact that the cottage has been left alone is probably because the canonization proceedings were stalled.”


  It was the sort of thing that Lawrence had only ever heard in rumors.


  When someone was canonized as a saint, anything connected to their person could for whatever reason be sold for huge amounts of money. If they were reputed to have performed miracles, then pilgrims would come, and not just from the Church, but also the surrounding region. Noblemen would sometimes band together in order to get clergy from their area canonized, but the application required an extravagant amount of money.


  From the perspective of the nobility, it was a large gamble involving their happiness in the afterlife against their wealth while they still lived.


  It was said that many had gone bankrupt trying to accomplish it, and yet it kept being tried because the potential gains were enormous.


  Katerina Lucci was destined to be dragged into someone’s scheme.


  “So you want me to sell… a saint?”


  “I have heard that you’re experienced in business.” She smiled the same smile she had used at Hugues’s shop when she claimed a map of the north would cost him fifty lumione. But this time, he could not let it go.


  Lawrence delivered his reply. “This is madness. There is no way a merchant like me can handle holy relics. Even if I passed myself off as one, it would last but a moment. With the narwhal in Kerube, it was Kieman who handled the bulk of the exchange, along with another merchant who was former nobility. And in Winfiel, I was on the edges of a deal involving a holy relic, but to be blunt, it wasn’t on a scale that involved me.”


  Money was not something that just accumulated. Its quality and nature could change from one moment to another. From an amount that could purchase a good to an amount that could purchase a person’s heart to one that could change a person’s destiny.


  A holy relic was in that same company.


  But Fran never took her gaze from Lawrence, and standing her ground, she played her final trump card. “In exchange, I’ll draw you a map of the northlands. Right away, if you like.”


  A moment passed.


  “… What?” he replied out of simple shock.


  It was as though she felt it was entirely fair to offer a simple map in return for him fabricating a saint and undertaking the dangerous business of dealing in holy relics constructed from lies.


  Fran looked at him evenly.


  “Do you truly believe that’s a fair trade?” Lawrence could not help asking.


  In that moment, Fran’s face was somehow charming. Her eyes were wide as she looked at him, as though she might reply at any moment, “I do indeed!”


  But unlike when Lawrence had told her about the villagers who had come to the cottage, something else poured into her expression, replacing her fading surprise.


  That brown skin and those black eyes.


  He would not have objected to someone calling her a sorceress. Fran spoke in a flat, low tone. “Are you saying you won’t risk danger to get your map of the northlands?”


  Lawrence glanced over at Holo.


  Holo was expressionless, staring at Fran, while Col was obviously distraught.


  If it had only been about the danger, then of course he could have taken the risk. But to take Katerina, who had already endured being called a witch, and to now claim she was a saint and sell her off to some landlord was flatly impossible.


  After doing such a thing, how could Lawrence then take Holo’s hand with a clean conscience?


  “To falsely approach the landlord and then negotiate with him on the pretenses of selling a saint? I cannot do it.”


  “I see,” said Fran and began to walk away.


  Lawrence did not move. So smooth was her motion that after she passed by Lawrence, she held in her hand the map that he had previously tucked near his breast.


  “Where are you going?” He knew it was a stupid question, but could not help asking.


  Fran stopped as though mulling something over, then came slowly walking back. “You got Hugues to talk to you, so I thought you were made of sterner stuff.”


  He thought back to how Hugues had endured Fran’s haughty treatment. His first, biggest priority was to have Fran create paintings of his homeland. And it was true, Lawrence had convinced Hugues to talk.


  Fran continued. “I thought you were the same as me. But I was wrong.”


  “What do you–” Mean, Lawrence was going to finish, but he did not have the chance.


  “Do you think you’re going to get a map of the north with only that much resolve?”


  “–!”


  Lawrence felt as though he had been stabbed through the heart. Fran started walking again.


  His feet refused to move; they felt sewn in place. He could not even think. He felt as though they had all been playing some kind of prank, and she had just dumped freezing water on them.


  Why not just say it, plain and simple: To what lengths was he willing to go to find a map of the northlands? His resolve was insignificant.


  He wanted to travel with Holo. It was a lukewarm promise they had made to each other, not to give up. Chasing after the wolf bones and tracking down a map of the northlands, these were not meaningless things. Taken individually, they could not be overlooked.


  But as to what sort of foundation they made when taken as a whole – he understood that all too well. It was the simple, childish wish to simply stay with Holo. And only a very meager tower could be built upon such a foundation.


  Lawrence knew that, but to have it so clearly pointed out made him feel deeply wretched.


  He was standing there, nailed to the ground, when Holo took his hand. “She certainly hit you hard.”


  He looked at her, and her eyes seemed almost relieved, like a girl whose mischief had been uncovered.


  “But do you suppose she truly plans to sell that dried-out, old thing?”


  Impossible, Lawrence immediately thought.


  In which case, the course of events was obvious. Holo’s eyes said as much as they admonished Lawrence.


  Holo’s righteous anger had been roused before, to say nothing of when it was for the sake of helpless villagers.


  But he was not thinking to use Katerina for their own aims after she had died following a lifetime of abuse at the hands of the villagers and the landlord.


  So many regrets remained. And yet he could not approve Fran’s proposal. In the worst-case scenario, he could end up killed to keep things quiet.


  “We should run,” said Lawrence, and Holo nodded.


  It was Col who raised his voice, having listened carefully to the conversation. “We’re going to leave Fran behind?”


  Lawrence and Holo exchanged a look. There was no argument about Fran’s importance.


  “Once we’ve escaped to a safer place, we can ask Holo or even Hugues for help. We’ll make sure she’s safe. There are many people who need Miss Fran, after all.”


  No one was going to let her die pointlessly.


  But Col seemed on the verge of tears. “No, I mean… are you giving up on the legend of the angel that Miss Fran was chasing?”


  Lawrence was at a loss at how to honestly reply. The legend of the angel had been Fran’s own reason for coming and had nothing to do with Lawrence and his companions. But then he soon corrected himself.


  Had Col not heard Fran’s goal? Had she not confided in him the reason why she was so determined to claim Katerina’s sainthood and deceive the landlord?


  Lawrence was just about to explain how unreasonable it would be to take the risk of chasing the legend now – but bit the words back because of a book.


  Col, nearly crying now, thrust a single volume at him. “I know I forced myself off on you and Miss Holo, Mr. Lawrence, but I just can’t abandon Miss Fran like this,” he said, and handing the book to Lawrence, he shouldered his pack and set off after her.


  Lawrence never even had a chance to say anything.


  Col was a kind, gentle boy. If Fran’s quest was a sincerely felt one, then once he heard her reason, he could not help but be moved by it, Lawrence assumed.


  But his assumption was soon scattered to the wind.


  The book Col had handed Lawrence – from the writing on its cover, he could tell that it was a book of scripture.


  Lawrence’s face stiffened, but not because he had just had a holy book shoved at him. It was because the cover of the book was discolored by large bloodstains.


  “What’s that?” Holo asked, bringing Lawrence back to his senses.


  “Seems to be a book of scriptures…” Lawrence gently opened the book. The pages’ edges were torn here and there, and some were stuck together with blood. It didn’t seem like overstatement to say it had been through the hell of war.


  
    
  

  Then Lawrence noticed there were several folded pieces of paper stuck between the pages of the book. He opened them and saw the terse notes there, written in needle-sharp handwriting.


  “Dear Kira… vai… en… Kirjavainen Mercenary Troop?”


  There, on a piece of paper between the pages of a bloodstained scripture book, was written the name of a mercenary band. Lawrence brushed the soot away and looked more closely, reading the writing there. Next to the band’s name, there was another name, the addressee of the letter.


  “Fran… Vonely.”


  It had come from the pack Col had carried in Fran’s place, so it was not surprising he had been carrying something that was addressed to her. Lawrence found himself murmuring her name, because in front of it was also written a title.


  “Troop Chaplain, Fran Vonely.”


  The moment he saw those words, Lawrence felt a great shock, as though he had been struck on the head with an iron rod. He did not even hear Holo trying to get his attention as he paged through the letter.


  The characters were blurred in places and smeared with blood, soot, and grime, sometimes too badly to be read. But Lawrence could tell that it had been written by someone in the Kirjavainen mercenary troop – and by someone who was far away from Fran. At the top of the second page, the scribe had written, “May they reach your prayers from this far-off land,” followed by a simple list of facts, all in a peculiar hand.


  “Decurion Martin Ghurkas killed in the battle of Lydion.”


  “Betrayed on the Lavan plains. Pursued by the soldiers of Marquis Lizzo. Cursed by God. Lienne the sutler died that night of injuries. He went in his sleep and left no will.”


  “Heimann Rosso, the centurion who’d been sheltered by the count, was betrayed and arrested. He passed in the dungeon in fine form and was always worried about you.”


  And then, the last piece of paper.


  “In the town of Miligua in the Nacculi diocese, in the month of Saint Rafenne, executed by hanging. A last message for you was ‘I’ll see the angel before you…’”


  The last page was badly crumpled, and there was more written, but it was so thoroughly blurred that it was not legible.


  Lawrence stood there silently, and when he finally spoke, it was a simple, low “Ah” of understanding.


  Young but trusted by nobility. Used to hard physical labor. Bold and fearless as a mountain bandit. And for all that, still graceful and refined.


  Kieman had said she was a silversmith born on the battlefield. Fran herself had told Hugues she had been a slave – and those two meanings now connected.


  In her mercenary band, as arrows and swords rained down upon them, to protect her comrades-in-arms, Fran had raised the shield of faith against the fear and despair of death.


  Given all that, Fran’s reason for seeking out the legend of the angel must have naturally changed. The last piece of paper was wrinkled, the writing blurred – and it pointed to one thing.


  The dear friend of whom Fran had spoken had been the centurion that was hung.


  He had only to recall the legend of the angel. The doors to the heavens were flung open, and the angel ascended.


  He had been looking for a special meaning in those words, but all that was needed were the words themselves.


  There were countless stories of the misery that was life in the latter days of a mercenary troop. For Fran to have lived through it meant she passed through that hell. The words “from this far-off land” betrayed that much.


  And it was just as Hugues had said. Those with teeth and claws are the first to die.


  The troop chaplain could do nothing but pray. And since prayers did nothing to stop a sword, they were spared participation in battle.


  And so Fran had lived.


  “Come, you.”


  Holo’s words brought Lawrence out of his reverie, but she said nothing more.


  “Sorry.”


  She could probably guess what he was going to say next just by his expression. A wind blew from downriver, skimming along the surface of the waning flow, through the space between Lawrence and Holo and up into the forest, taking some snow with it as it went.


  “Can we not help her?” Lawrence said simply.


  Instead of replying, Holo held out her hand as if asking for the scripture book.


  “So?” she said, looking up after she finished reading the letters and the scriptures.


  She might not have worked out the details, but she probably understood the larger plan. After all, Col had expressed his own opinion for once and had gone chasing after Fran. That alone was not something they could ignore.


  “I know all I’ve got is my cheap sympathy.”


  “So why, then?”


  Lawrence smiled in response, but not because he was trying to fake it. What he had to say was simply embarrassing.


  Holo glared at him dubiously and grabbed his ear. But Lawrence’s smile remained. His thoughts were just that foolish.


  “I was just thinking that it would be nice if the world were a gentler place.”


  Holo did not let him go.


  Lawrence’s eyes remained on her.


  “I was thinking how lovely it would be if things would go just a little more smoothly. How nice it would be to get past reality and common sense. Something like that.”


  Fran’s mercenary troop had been unable to avoid reality. Fran had lived on, and Lawrence could not imagine that she truly believed she could find the miracle that had so eluded her comrades.


  A water mill would be constructed, and if her luck was bad, Fran would be killed. And even if things did not go that way, comparing those who had died to those who had lived still showed the truth of the world. Any child who had been beaten for misbehaving knew that much.


  But Katerina had contented herself with being called a witch, with being reviled, abiding in that cottage with nothing but her faith, all to glimpse a legend that common sense dictated she would surely not see.


  She concerned herself with neither cheap sympathy nor false miracles.


  The world had its kinder moments. That was what she had believed.


  “You truly are a fool.” Holo made a baffled face and sighed a deep sigh. She let go of his ear as though she could no longer stand to go along with such a fool. But with her other hand, she curled her little finger around Lawrence’s ring finger. “You know the world really isn’t that happy a place?”


  Holo was a wisewolf. She could see right through the silly notions of her companion.


  “I know. Still–”


  “Still, what?”


  If he answered wrongly, she might leave him right then and there – or so he would have thought until quite recently.


  Lawrence took Holo’s hand and drew her close. “Don’t you want to help this stubborn girl, with her painful past and a goal she can’t give up?”


  Holo bared her fangs. They were very white. “If you fail, I won’t forgive you.”


  “Of course,” Lawrence said, lightly bumping Holo’s forehead with his own. “Of course,” he said again.


  “But what exactly do you plan to do?” Holo finally gave in and asked as they made their way back to the cottage.


  “Nothing too difficult. I’m just going to refer to Katerina as a saint.”


  “… So you’ll sell her?”


  “No. Not at all – all I have to say is that we’ve been employed for the service of confirming her application for canonization.”


  That implied nothing less than that the powerful figures responsible for canonization decisions were paying attention to this region. If Lawrence and his companions met with an unnatural accident or if mysterious action was taken against the villagers, the landlord would immediately find himself in serious trouble.


  “But even the most foolish lord would investigate the matter, especially if he’s a coward. Even if she is being considered for canonization, he’ll soon discover that we’ve nothing to do with that. So what would that possibly…?” Holo said but trailed off as she realized.


  Her displeased expression was just as Lawrence predicted.


  “I did say I needed your help, didn’t I?”


  “… I thought you meant my knowledge,” grumbled Holo, her lips twisted in a sneer. But she said nothing further.


  “In the legend of the angel, it’s said that there was the howl of a great beast. If you’ll lend your help, it’ll be simple to put on a show that will prove Katerina’s sainthood beyond any doubt.”


  “Mm.”


  “The truth is that Katerina’s canonization proceedings have stalled. So long as the Church doesn’t publicly confirm her sainthood, there will be no financial incentives in the form of valuable holy relics. And if there’s nothing of value, how could I sell it?”


  “A rather makeshift plan, if you ask me,” Holo interjected, unamused.


  “You could at least call it ‘cunning.’”


  Holo sighed, as though to say they were one and the same.


  “So all we need to do is tell the landlord as much. As money and faith are intertwined, if rumors start to spread, it won’t do him any good, we’ll say.”


  For a landlord trapped between the Church and the pagans, this would constitute a strong argument indeed. He ought to stay as quiet as a well-trained hound.


  Of course, there was no telling whether they would be able to hold the landlord off for long. But Lawrence was sure this would buy them enough time.


  Enough for Fran to be able to give up on the angel legend, anyway.


  “Well, I suppose it’s better than turning tail and running away,” said Holo, tossing another piece of firewood onto the cottage’s hearth.


  Katerina Lucci was one step away from being publicly declared a saint by the Church.


  Her diary was less a diary than it was a simple record of her daily activities. But that was more than enough to come to understand the person Katerina had been and the circumstances in which she had lived.


  She had been consulted by an archbishop whose name was known even to Lawrence, as well as a noblewoman and a wealthy merchant. She spent her days replying to such correspondence, as well as studying topics of concern to the Church and translating the scriptures and copying important documents.


  Those activities alone were evidence of a serene and pious life, but in her diary, Katerina had also recorded some of her innermost thoughts.


  She had turned over her translation of the scriptures to a bishop upon receiving his request to do so, but when the lending period had ended, he had refused to return it. A book merchant had held her manuscript against her will in exchange for money. The Church council had deemed theology not a subject suitable for women to consider, and she had been forced to write under a false name.


  But the greatest revelations were the letters from the many powerful figures who had heard of her reputation and written her for advice. Though the archbishop’s letter was phrased in all sorts of complicated religious language, the ridiculous gist was that he was constantly being invited to this or that nobleman’s banquet and eating to excess, and he wanted to know what he should do.


  The noblewoman wrote to complain at nauseating length about her quarrels with her husband.


  The wealthy merchant very directly posed the question of exactly how much he would need to give to the poor in order to assure his own entrance into heaven.


  Katerina replied seriously and conscientiously to every letter she received, and some of her drafts remained. However, in between her replies to these absurd questions were written short sentences, apparently to herself. Are these trials God has sent to test me? she wondered. They wrung distress from this nun, who was only trying to deepen her faith.


  It seemed that the process for canonization had taken place entirely outside of Katerina’s participation. She had written many times attempting to decline, but the letters that came back only showed growing support and that sainthood was close.


  As Lawrence committed to memory the names and doings of the many powerful people in the letters, he felt progressively worse and worse.


  It was written in the diary that a representative of the village had come to her one day and, having explained the circumstances to her, asked for permission to begin calling her a witch.


  Katerina had sympathized with the villagers and had agreed, as long as she would be the only one to suffer the consequences. Just as Fran had said, she had lamented the weakness of humans, writing in a tangled and distraught hand.


  And then suddenly, the diary became much more diary-like. She wrote of the changing seasons, of her dogs, and later their puppies. When she had to hunt birds, she asked God’s forgiveness for doing so. So her diary went.


  Meanwhile, letters from nobles continued to come, but no evidence remained of her replies. She had even ceased to write about the condition of the villagers.


  Lawrence wondered if she had freed herself of their burdens, realizing that her own faith could not change them, nor could it change the world.


  Toward the end, her diary seemed filled with pleasant, joyful things. Lawrence slowly closed it. It was beginning to grow dim outside, and the sun would soon set.


  He added a log to the hearth and went past the skin partition into the back room. Holo wanted to check the bookshelves for anything else that might be of use, but upon reaching the room, Holo opened a wooden window there and gazed out of it.


  Katerina seemed to be sitting in the chair, and for a moment it seemed that she and Holo were looking out the window together.


  “I can see the falls,” Holo murmured. “’Tis a good view.”


  Drawn over by her words, Lawrence stood behind Holo and looked out the window. He could indeed see the waterfall past the trees. Looking opposite the waterfall, there was a small space that seemed to have been plucked free of underbrush and was covered in a layer of snow.


  It wasn’t hard to imagine it being a flower garden, perhaps.


  “She might have just sat down here and closed her eyes for an afternoon nap,” said Holo, and she poked Katerina’s head very lightly.


  One might reasonably conclude from her diary that she had indeed had such a lovely last moment. Lawrence smiled a sad smile, and Holo put her hand to the window. “The wind’s gotten cold,” she said and closed it tight.


  Holo wasn’t usually the type to close a window. Perhaps she was scared of continuing their conversation here.


  Any conversation carried out in the presence of a body, no matter how happy the memories it might be regarding, would always end up sadly – all the more when the person in question, who had been called a nun, a saint, and both in life and death, was at the mercy of the whims of others.


  Once she had closed the window, Holo returned to the room with the hearth. Lawrence followed, but could not help looking back over his shoulder once.


  They might call the villagers or the landlord presumptuous, but he, too, was using Katerina’s sainthood for his own purposes. But he decided not to think about it and followed after Holo.


  A merchant chased profit and only profit. He held that indulgence, that excuse in his heart.


  Later, Fran and Col returned. Fran was unable to hide her surprise at finding Lawrence still in the cottage. She gasped a little at seeing the bloodstained book of scripture in Lawrence’s hand.


  Fran looked at Col and then back to Lawrence.


  In his hand was her past and the present that continued from that past.


  Fran’s gaze dropped to the floor.


  A merchant had to pursue profit at all times.


  “You’ll be drawing that map for us, then.” Lawrence felt he could hear the sound of her fists clenching the fabric of her robe. “We have our own convictions, too, after all.”


  Fran nodded, still looking down. A droplet of water fell to the floor. “… I understand. I promise.” She wiped the corner of her eyes and then looked up. “Thank you.”


  Lawrence smiled, accepting Fran’s thanks, but his gaze was elsewhere.


  The embers in the hearth collapsed, sending up a puff of sparks.


  Lawrence’s eyes were directed outside the cottage. “It’s still a bit early for thank-yous.”


  Fran, having been a chaplain, seemed to understand what he meant. She nodded again and asked him the question directly. “What do you plan to do?”


  “As before, you’re a silversmith dispatched by the bishop, that should be fine. But as another goal, I’d like to add that we’re here to confirm particulars regarding the canonization.”


  Fran seemed confused for a moment, but she was a clever girl. She soon realized Lawrence’s aim and slowly nodded.


  “I’ve no intention of selling Katerina off. Instead, I’ll state that her canonization is ongoing, so that the landlord won’t give us any trouble.”


  Fran nodded again and spoke more clearly this time. “Understood.” The sound of distant hoofbeats could be heard. Fran wiped her tears again, holding close the bloodstained scripture book she had taken from Lawrence. “Let us go, then.”


  When she looked up, her face was firm and undaunted, the words she spoke worthy of the girl who had lived on the battlefield.




  
    
  

  Chapter Six


  Consider the term high horse.


  The old knight was on a literal high horse as he looked down at Lawrence, backlit by torches.


  “You’re the one they say came from Ruvinheigen?”


  Had they decided to run, without Holo’s aid they would probably have been caught by these knights somewhere on the road to town. Behind the old knight was a contingent of soldiers mostly comprised of farmers from the area wearing hastily thrown-on leather armor. It would not have been a good idea to attempt to escape into the night with them in pursuit.


  From that perspective, waiting in the cottage was the right choice. But it was still unclear whether things would go well or not.


  Just as they had discussed, Holo and Col were still in the cottage, with only Lawrence and Fran venturing out.


  “That’s right,” Lawrence replied, and the old knight turned to his soldiers and gestured with his chin.


  He had introduced himself as the landlord appointed governor, so Lawrence thought he might produce a document proving as much.


  But instead what was thrust at Lawrence was the point of a spear.


  “You saw nothing and heard nothing here. Or else you never came at all.” If they did not understand his meaning, they did not value their own lives, he seemed to imply.


  But if he had planned to kill them, he would not have bothered with a conversation. Lawrence calmly looked up at the governor.


  “What’s your answer?” The governor’s tone did not waver. If they did as ordered, perhaps they would be allowed to leave. And whatever Lawrence and company might tell the Church after that, it would be after the fact. It would not be hard to keep their heads in the sand.


  But if they defied the order…


  They were in a forest. No one would answer their cries for help.


  It did not take a clever merchant to arrive at the obvious course of action.


  And yet this is how Lawrence answered.


  “We have been sent by the bishop in order to render the legend of the angel in silverwork.”


  The governor’s right eyelid twitched. “And you may tell them you failed in your goal. Ruvinheigen is very far from here. No one will doubt you.”


  “Yes, that is quite true.”


  The high-handed governor seemed visibly relieved, even from the ground. Kings and emperors who had built their nations had often themselves been the lords of small, meager lands. They had risen through the ranks, coming to control the other lords in their area through their sheer capacity as people.


  If so, this acting was probably the most this governor was capable of.


  “However, that was not our only purpose.”


  Lawrence could hear the governor draw a sharp breath.


  “Do you know who the saint that lies in the cottage behind me is?”


  “Saint…?” the governor replied dubiously.


  Lawrence continued, “Her name is Katerina Lucci. She earned the trust of many a noble, and her application for canonization has been submitted to the pontiff in the far south. She is a genuine and true saint.”


  “…”


  Such a mixture of surprise and doubt would render anyone expressionless.


  The governor’s eyes regarded him, full of worry.


  “We’ve been sent to investigate as part of the canonization process. After all, she was a woman who hated appearing in front of others. For a long time her whereabouts were unknown, but she was finally located, so…”


  If this lie was true, nothing would come of silencing Lawrence and his companions now. If the governor or the landlord harmed them, they would be harming their future selves as well.


  “However, the honored sister has passed peacefully away. There are many who without a title would treat even God as a cur, a beast, but I know the landlord here understands the way of things. I shall be sure to make note of that in my report. And incidentally…” Lawrence looked the governor evenly in the eyes. “I presume that you will need to consult with your honored lord?”


  As though struck by a magic spell that caused time to begin moving again, the governor returned to his senses. He wiped sweat from his brow. His mouth twitched, probably out of his efforts to maintain his facade of authority.


  But before words of anger could leave his mouth, a voice sounded from behind him.


  “It certainly seems that way.”


  The old knight looked back over his shoulder as though pulled.


  In the center of the hastily assembled troop of farmers turned soldiers were a few proper fighters, and from among them emerged a single man.


  He was slender and middle-aged, to whom a high, shrill voice would seem appropriate.


  Yet he did have an undeniable aura of command, and it seemed entirely fitting for the governor to dismount from his horse and come to his master’s side, though the lord dismissed him.


  He approached Lawrence alone, perhaps disliking being petitioned indirectly.


  “I am Kirchner Linguid.”


  Lawrence had not expected the man to introduce himself. Apparently he had no intention of immediately calling Lawrence’s claims into question.


  Lawrence started to take a knee in a bow, but Linguid stopped him with a hand.


  “I am Kraft Lawrence of the Rowen Trade Guild,” he said, standing.


  “Mm.” Linguid nodded, and after heaving a heavy sigh, he continued, “I’ll put it to you straight, then. Do you have any proof to support your claims?”


  For a lord to dismount and say such a thing immediately proved his hesitation. All the more so given the tough words spoken with a tough attitude.


  Lawrence realized that he was a small player in a tight position, just trying to stay alive.


  “What might I bring forth as evidence?” Lawrence asked, and for a moment, Linguid was at a loss for words.


  He opened his mouth as though angry, either because he thought he was being mocked or simply because of what Lawrence had asked.


  “I have heard nothing of this supposed canonization. Something so important should certainly have reached my ears. So speak. Have you proof?”


  When a timid man’s face went red from anger, you could be certain the rage in his heart had been sparked.


  But there was no need to further wound his pride, so Lawrence quickly replied, “This involves many people in various positions. Someone like me isn’t provided material proof. But if I might propose an alternative, I could list some of the names of the nobles who’ve charged me with this duty.”


  The world of the nobility was a small one, and Lawrence had heard that they all had a good understanding of who was connected to whom. Especially in a region with both Church and pagan inhabitants, where continued existence could only be ensured by constant groveling, Linguid would be well aware of such things.


  Lawrence cleared his throat, opened Katerina’s diary in his mind’s eye, and spoke.


  “Baron Lans of Rien. Sir Marth of Dorenne. Marquis Ivendott of Singhilt. Archbishop Corselio of the Lamann Archdiocese.”


  Lawrence paused for a moment and watched Linguid’s reaction. He seemed to recognize some of the names and stood there mutely. Lawrence continued.


  “There’s Sirs Dune and Maraffe, and Countess Roez from the Linz duchy. And in Ploania…”


  Lawrence was preparing to continue, but Linguid stopped him with a hand.


  His face was pale with fright.


  Lawrence had only listed the names located in the north of Ploania. As someone who had had to deal with the religious conflicts in the area, they would have been names Linguid was familiar with.


  And there was one more important thing.


  All these nobles had been involved in an important affair regarding his own lands, and yet he had known nothing. It suggested the possibility that he was seen as a pagan power, an enemy of the Church.


  If this Lawrence truly had come to confirm a canonization, then doubting the man’s word was too dangerous for someone in Linguid’s position to risk. It was all he could do to go along with it.


  “F-fine, I understand. So… what must I do?”


  It would have been a lie to say Lawrence did not feel some pity for the terrified lord, but past that he felt only anger. Merchants were said to be the least scrupulous people in the world, but even as a merchant he found Linguid pathetic.


  Lawrence had hoped a landlord would have had a bit more pride, but he did not let the thought show on his face. He merely smiled. “Please, do not worry. You weren’t consulted regarding the canonization simply because this region is a complicated one. I understand that you’ve had trouble governing it.”


  Linguid was probably twice Lawrence’s age, but he nodded like a child. Perhaps he had been born in the wrong place.


  “But as you can see, the cottage has been beautifully kept. It’s clear to me that you, my lord, are a faithful and pious man. I am sure that when they hear of this, those responsible for managing this matter will be relieved to hear it.”


  “Th-that’s right. I imagine so.” He smiled a simpering smile.


  Next to Lawrence, Fran made no reaction, either because she simply had that much self-control or else she had seen enough bloodshed on the battlefield and would invite no more.


  “But this process being what it is, it must proceed in secret. Can I have your word that you will keep this quiet while the canonization proceeds?”


  “… But that’s…”


  “There are many, many obstacles,” said Lawrence, which Linguid gulped at and nodded.


  The plan had succeeded.


  Once Holo emerged to make doubly sure, none of these men would even think of approaching the forest or the lake.


  Lawrence was about to speak the words he had agreed upon with Holo ahead of time. But just then–


  “That’s her!” called out a voice at this most inopportune moment.


  Linguid whirled around, and Lawrence, too, searched for the source of the voice.


  What met his gaze was a single soldier carrying a spear. He wore a battered iron helmet and breastplate and was obviously an experienced fighter.


  The man took three steps forward. “That’s her! That’s her!” he said.


  Lawrence thought he heard Fran hold her breath.


  “What do you mean, ‘That’s her?’”


  “That’s her, boss!”


  Regardless of how weak a ruler Linguid was, no retainer would dare call him “boss.” This man had to be a paid mercenary.


  He spat on the snow as he looked at them with dubious eyes. Or more accurately, he looked at Fran.


  “It’s just as the villagers said!”


  “The villagers?” said Linguid, looking doubtfully back at Lawrence and Fran. His eyes seemed to apologize for the rudeness of his hireling, but Lawrence made a reassuring gesture.


  “Aye, the villagers were talking about a dark-skinned silversmith, and that’s got to be her!”


  It seemed that Linguid went stiff, but that was probably a mistake. Because it was Lawrence who froze, and in doing so, his vision shook.


  “T-tell me, then! What do you know?”


  At Linguid’s words the man spat again and smiled a thin smile. “I know there’s nothing so absurd as the idea that these two are from the Church.”


  Linguid turned back to Lawrence and Fran, openly looking at one, then the other. He was not trying to gauge their mood, but rather their reactions.


  “Don’t let ’em lie to you, boss! That tanned silversmith is named Fran Vonely, the black priestess of the Scarlet Hawk mercenary band!”


  The man advanced without hesitation. He pointed the iron-tipped, battle-worn spear directly at Fran. “She was the chaplain of the Kirjavainen mercenary troop, which made a bit of a name for itself in Ploania. My own band’s got them to thank for quite a bit. They got my friend of twenty years in Kardin Gorge.”


  Linguid practically jumped back from Lawrence.


  If the world of the nobility was a small one, the world of mercenaries that were paid to fight for them was a small one as well. Could they escape from this? Even if he said nothing, if they went through Katerina’s things, there would be nothing left to do.


  “They made important enemies left and right, and finally their leader was hung on suspicion of being a pagan. No matter how you reckon it, there’s no way she’d turn into a friend of the Church.”


  “I-is this true?!” said Linguid, his voice sounding like a strangled chicken.


  The man looked askance at Linguid’s irritating voice and then hefted his spear threateningly. “Just ask her yourself.” He grinned and not only because he had probably earned himself a bonus.


  His eyes burned for revenge – no – for the chance to kill someone strong, someone whose glory was in the past.


  “S-so? Is this true?” Linguid demanded as he looked at Fran.


  Fran looked down and said nothing. There was no evading this. Fran’s appearance and characteristics were unmistakable.


  Lawrence directed his gaze at the cottage, then spoke.


  “I’m sure the angel knows the truth.”


  “Wh-what? What do you…” Mean, Linguid was going to finish, but he didn’t get the chance.


  Fran swatted away the spear that was pointed at her like it was a fly.


  Lawrence was just as impressed as anyone. It was easy enough to describe, but with a spearpoint at one’s belly, actually doing it was not nearly so easy. It took either long experience or else a deep and abiding faith greater than any fear.


  Fran took a step forward, and Linguid staggered back, perhaps able to feel the implacable something within her.


  She took two steps forward, and Linguid took three back, and the man whose spear she had slapped away again pointed it at her.


  “Fran Vonely, aren’t you?”


  Instead of answering him, she removed her hood. “And if I say I’m not?”


  Her movement when pushing the spear aside and walking forward had been so natural that the man had not been able to react immediately. Fran looked back at him and smiled.


  “The villagers called this faithful nun a witch simply for their own meager profit. And now these sly nobles are paying their gold to have her dubbed a saint, this time for profits far vaster. And here, this landlord would destroy all trace of her just to build a water mill to satisfy his own piddling avarice. What do you think of this – of all of this?”


  The man seemed not to understand what was being said, and Linguid looked at her as though she were God herself, here to deal divine justice.


  Fran very distinctly smiled and then looked at Lawrence. He had no idea what she was trying to do.


  He did know that very soon Holo would appear atop the waterfall, there to terrify all present. Lawrence considered that and decided to try to stop Fran.


  But he was not in time – perhaps it was Katerina’s power.


  “My name is Fran Vonely. Am I a saint? Or am I a witch?” She was directing her hellish sermon to the farmers from the village, most of whom had been rounded up for this duty. She projected her voice with perfect clarity. “You all know what the right thing was.”


  The murmur that arose was the sound of all assembled swallowing nervously.


  Most of the soldiers there were residents of Linguid’s land and knew perfectly well what they were doing. Spending their days trapped between pagan and Church beliefs, it was the faithful who always suffered the most – and who always had the most to fear.


  “You’ll know for certain when you do. After all, the angel is always watching.”


  There was a sound like a whistling wind – it was the sound of the man thrusting his spear without so much as a word.


  He scattered the snow and cleaved the air, trying to pierce Fran.


  The speed of the movements was far beyond anything Lawrence the traveling merchant could hope to stop. Very clearly, he saw the tip of the spear sink into Fran’s side.


  “You witch!” the man screamed, pulling the spear back and preparing for another thrust.


  “Stop–!” Lawrence shouted, trying to leap at the man, but he was too late.


  But the spear only grazed the top of Fran’s shoulder, slicing her robe.


  This was no miracle. A loosed arrow went into and back out of the man’s right leg.


  “–Ngh!”


  The man crumpled to the snowy ground, looking at his leg in disbelief, at a total loss for words. It was one of the villagers that had loosed the arrow – a hunter, by the look of him. Faces were full of fear, breathing ragged, rough.


  Everyone feared death. But Fran had sparked that fear anew.


  “Protect the saint!” someone shouted.


  A skirmish began immediately, and it was unclear who was an ally and who an enemy.


  Chaplains had nothing but words to wield on the plain of battle. Just as they could give courage to those whose legs were weak with fear, they could comfort those whose death was nigh.


  There were many here who feared divine punishment for having gathered around Katerina’s cottage to harm the forest and lake where the angel’s legend lingered. And true to her reputation as the black priestess, Fran had controlled them with her words.


  Though her left flank was soaked in red, her expression had not changed, and she faced the landlord and spoke. “See for yourself what the truth is.”


  Lawrence thought Linguid was about to nod, but he just fell right on his backside. Such was the force of Fran’s character.


  Fran turned on her heel and began to walk.


  “Wh-where are you–” Lawrence knew it was a foolish question, but he was unable to stop himself from asking.


  Enough blood was seeping from the wound in her side that she stained the snow red with every step. She neither turned around nor stopped, but she did answer: “To see the angel myself.”


  Lawrence could not clearly hear her over the clamor of the fighting, but he understood what she meant. More than anything else, he felt the power of the faith that fairly radiated from her back.


  At this late hour, it was neither hope nor delusion but pure conviction that drove her to bear witness.


  He took an unthinking step, reaching out and putting his hand on his shoulder, but not to carry her back to the cottage and bandage her wound.


  “Do you hear it?” Fran asked. Her voice was weak, perhaps from blood loss, and thanks to the noise around them, Lawrence asked her to repeat herself.


  “It’s the howl of a beast.”


  Lawrence shivered. He looked over his shoulder, knowing exactly what her words pointed to.


  With animalistic roars, the men fought. Whatever their goal had been, they swung swords and spilled blood. Questions of Church or pagan were meaningless; they were each of them beasts, fighting only to preserve their own lives.


  The sound, their voices, combined in a bestial roar, mixing and echoing into the sky.


  But why had Fran mentioned it? Was it to mock them? Out of contempt? Or a cold laugh at this, the true nature of the world?


  As Lawrence held Fran up and helped her walk, he finally realized. He had not imagined it. And it certainly had not been Holo. He recognized the sound. It reached his ears, a low howl: Oooooooooo.


  At that moment, Lawrence remembered what Holo had said, that the lake was surrounded by mountains like a bowl. That the human notion of the mountains answering a shouted call was the product of their foolishness, she had said.


  And then he remembered what Fran had told him in the cottage – that the water could overflow and powerfully.


  Those two were the keys.


  Lawrence looked up.


  Next to the waterfall, like a shadow of the forest, he saw Holo’s great form. She hesitated at the unexpected developments below.


  Their eyes met; Lawrence nodded.


  Holo leapt up atop the waterfall.


  And howled.


  The very air shook, the branches of the trees swayed, the surface of the water rippled.


  Fran had told the landlord to see for himself what the truth was.


  But the sight of Holo at the top of the falls, teeth bared as she bore up the moon and howled a long, long howl, was a sight both divinely awesome and monstrously terrifying.


  Even Fran was rendered speechless.


  Would the outcome be good or ill? Holo herself had been dubious and unwilling to emerge. But Lawrence had faith and convinced her that things would go well.


  And here was the evidence. Her howl echoed across the landscape like a vast bell struck by a mallet.


  Fran stiffened, and in the midst of all that, she murmured something.


  “… It’s coming.”


  Just as the howl subsided–


  All Lawrence could hear were the breaths taken by the men, each frozen in place by Holo’s gaze as she looked down imperiously at them all.


  And then it reached their ears – the low, low rumble. The distant sound of an advancing army. The sound of heaven’s footsteps.


  Most lost their nerve and began to look around desperately.


  The sound soon subsided.


  And then nothing happened, and there was silence.


  Someone pointed up at the waterfall. “H-hey, the monster, it’s gone!”


  “Did we really see anything…?” another murmured.


  Lawrence knew they had, and Holo had not hidden herself to try to make them think otherwise. She had just perfectly guessed what Lawrence and Fran would do.


  
    
  

  One of the soldiers called out. “The waterfall!”


  With those words, the water of the fall slowed to a trickle. And then, an instant later, the trickle disappeared into a great wave.


  The wave surged, swallowing everything in its path, then crashed into the rock at the tip of the waterfall that divided its flow in half, spraying into the night sky as though to wash the moon itself clean.


  What happened next was impossible to explain to anyone.


  The divided force of the wave caused great twin sprays of droplets to jump into the air, glittering whitely.


  And it was so cold.


  The spray turned to ice, illuminated by the moonlight.


  The great volume of water falling into the splash pool made a peculiar sound, like the beating of great wings.


  Blown by the wind, the frozen spray flew into the sky.


  This was the legend of the angel.


  “… Miss Fran!” Lawrence could not help but call out her name, holding her as she fell to her knees. Her face was peaceful, but her eyes were fixed elsewhere – somewhere far, far away.


  Fran slowly reached her hand out and spoke one word. “Beautiful…”


  Those of the men who saw their own ugliness threw down their weapons and fled. Others fell to their knees, ashamed at their own faithlessness.


  And the only one among them with true conviction turned her face to the sky, reaching for the beauty there.


  The angel ascended to the heavens.


  Droplets of ice glittered in the hem of the moonlight.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  “And then what happened?!”


  Hugues’s large body pressed in close, and Lawrence shrunk back in spite of himself. He pushed the man back with his hand, which made the art seller seem to come to his senses.


  Hugues sat back down in his chair, and fidgeting with his clothes, he repeated the question. “So, then what happened?”


  “And then the village accepted the legend of the angel as true and most definitely came to believe in Katerina’s sainthood. So that was that. However…” Lawrence sipped the mulled wine he had been offered before continuing. “… Neither the villagers nor the landlord can very well claim they saw both an angel and a monster, so they’ve decided to pretend to the rest of the world as though the whole thing never happened.”


  “Ah, I see… I see.” Hugues leaned back in his chair like a boy listening to an adventure tale. He looked up at the ceiling and closed his eyes. Heaving a heavy sigh, he seemed finally at ease.


  “You seemed calmer when we actually returned,” teased Lawrence, which Hugues opened his eyes at and laughed.


  “You go into a trance when things turn serious like that, after all. Still, so that’s how it all happened… When you brought her back here, I couldn’t help but wonder what had wounded Miss Fran so grievously.”


  In point of fact, in Taussig the hunters and mountain men had put forth an all-out effort to tend to Fran’s wounds. The reason they had returned before she was fully healed was that the villagers would not stop fussing over her. Holo, who so hated being worshiped as a god, was delighted to discover someone who loathed attention as much as she did.


  It had been three days since they had taken Fran and put the village of Taussig behind them. They had arrived in Kerube the previous night and had all immediately made for their beds – save Lawrence, who Hugues dragged downstairs to explain the events in Taussig.


  “But what was behind the angel legend after all?”


  Lawrence popped a piece of honeyed fruit into his mouth before answering. “An avalanche.”


  “An avalanche?” Hugues repeated, stunned.


  “That’s right. A huge volume of snow from the mountainside slid into the lake, making a gigantic wave that crashed into the waterfall. The sound of the heavenly army’s march was actually the sound of rushing snow.”


  “S-so then, what about the beast’s howl?”


  On this point, Lawrence himself was not entirely certain. But of all the possibilities, he chose the most likely one. “That was how it sounded after bouncing off of the lake. An echo, you see. This time it came from the sound of the men fighting. I’m sure sometime in the distant past there was some similar disturbance that caused it.”


  Of course, the climax had been Holo’s voice, he added.


  It made an amusingly good story, though – the sound of a battle calling down an angel. Going by Fran’s guess, it might have originally been the sound of a strong wind echoing off the mountain that first caused the avalanche.


  Yet given his way, Lawrence liked the first story better.


  “The world certainly is full of wonders.”


  “That’s certain enough,” said Lawrence with a rueful grin, and Hugues’s shoulders shook with mirth.


  “Still, if everything’s settled now, perhaps I ought to visit Taussig myself sometime. Though I doubt I’ll be as brave or bold as Miss Holo,” Hugues joked.


  Just then, there was a knock at the door.


  The question of who it would be at this late hour was soon answered.


  Hugues stood from his chair with a chastened grin and walked over to the door.


  Unlike the wilderness where you could sleep where you liked and make noise where you liked, within the town walls there were rules regarding the hours when candles could be kept burning. With buildings raised so close to one another, a stray flame left burning in one could easily set another alight.


  It seemed the town guard had noticed the light coming from the candle on the table.


  “Well, then, I’ll take my leave,” said Lawrence to Hugues’s back as he stood up. If he waited for Hugues to return, he had the distinct impression that they would simply move to another room where he would be pressed for more stories, so he decided to make his retreat while he could.


  He took his cup of mulled wine with him and climbed the stairs.


  The steps creaked under his weight, and he followed the handrail to their room.


  From the entrance, it looked like a small and rather poor building, but farther inside it became clear that it was a perfectly respectable four-story trading company.


  Normally in trading companies, the higher in the building you were, the lower your status, so Lawrence and his companions being housed on the second floor was proof of Hugues’s respect for them.


  Making his way to the room where Holo and Col were sleeping, Lawrence noticed a sliver of light leaking into the hallway.


  It was standard for burglars to enter from the second floor.


  Lawrence peeked into the half-open door and saw that it was Fran’s room.


  “Yes?” His peek was immediately noticed.


  She was human but well used to traveling alone and a world apart from a mere town girl.


  “I saw the light and thought there might be a burglar.”


  Fran was sitting in her bed. A smile played about the corners of her eyes. “They say when caught, a burglar will always claim to have been trying to catch another burglar.”


  It was the sort of story that was swapped over drinks, but considering what they had just been through, it seemed appropriate.


  “It’s cold.”


  “You should soothe fresh wounds with cold and old ones with heat.”


  It seemed a rough method but probably an effective one. Lawrence preferred not to need the knowledge in the first place, if possible.


  Chaplain – Fran had that title.


  “I had always thought to end my travels once I saw the angel.”


  Blue moonlight streamed in through the open window, and her body itself seemed about ready to turn into light motes and disappear.


  She was luridly wrapped in bandages around her middle and over her shoulder, and the fever she had borne in Taussig had broken. And yet not once had Fran appeared even slightly weak.


  Had she been unable to manage at least this much, she never would have been employed as a chaplain, responsible for the faith and morale of an entire troop.


  “By travels, you mean…?” Lawrence asked.


  Fran chuckled slightly. Perhaps it was a bit embarrassing for her. “I was a girl obsessed, I realize now.”


  She had planned to die.


  The bloodstained scriptures and the letters pressed between the pages.


  Fran’s determination to find the legend of the angel could also have been called an obsession.


  If those with claws and fangs are the first to die, then she truly might have been the very vanguard. And it was precisely that quality that had finally led her to the angel. But what she had thought at the end of her journey, Lawrence did not know. He did not know, but her face was beautifully peaceful now.


  “We still haven’t gotten that map from you,” Lawrence prodded, which Fran turned away at, pouting.


  The line of her chin in the moonlight shone like a sharpened knife. “More than once I’ve seen merchants venture out onto the battlefield in their efforts to be repaid.”


  “So are you saying I’ll have to pass through the gates of heaven to get it?”


  Fran closed her eyes, catlike. As Lawrence approached the bed, she opened them and fixed their dark pupils on him.


  “Unfortunately, the scriptures say it’s easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than it is for a merchant to reach heaven,” Lawrence said.


  He reached across her and gently closed the window. Her face had looked slightly pained in the moonlight that shone through the open space.


  “I’m afraid the same is true for me. I couldn’t pass through the gates.”


  “So how about it, then? Helping others is a good way to atone for sins.”


  Fran smiled and then sunk slowly deeper into the covers.


  It was probably still fairly painful for her to move, and she held up a hand to stop Lawrence from helping.


  “If I let a merchant help me, who knows how many maps I’ll end up having to draw.” Her mischievous smile reminded him of a certain someone.


  But then the supine Fran reached her right hand out. The same hand that had reached for the angel that appeared at the top of the falls.


  “Payment for one,” said Fran. She had probably picked up such affectations in her time with the mercenary troop.


  Lawrence did not mind it. “I’ll pay that.” He took her hand and held it firmly.


  If she had been a simple town girl, this was where he would have gone to kiss it. But Fran had no need for such things.


  “God’s protection be with you.”


  Having received such a meaningful blessing, Lawrence released her hand and tipped an invisible hat.


  Fran nodded and slowly closed her eyes.


  But as Lawrence turned to quietly leave the room, she spoke to him.


  “Back then…”


  “Hmm?”


  “Back then, on the falls…”


  Lawrence turned around. “On the falls?” he prompted, still smiling.


  Knowing Fran, she would have noticed his mask. But she offered nothing more. “Never mind,” she said, adding, “I suppose it was my imagination.”


  “Good night.”


  He left the room, and there was Holo.


  Lawrence pretended not to notice her and went to the next room. She followed him in.


  He closed the door, and the moon was the only light there at the beginning of the quiet night.


  The End




  Afterword


  It has been a while. I’m Isuna Hasekura, and this is volume 12. I suppose it’s obvious to say, but volume 12 means that this is the twelfth time I’ve written an afterword. It doesn’t feel that way at all, though…


  I have to admit I’m sort of impressed with myself for coming up with the plot for this volume. This may be because back when I was trying to write volume 2, I had my head in my hands, certain that there wasn’t anything else to write about.


  Apparently they say you have to read a hundred books to write a single volume. For Spice and Wolf, I drew on forty or fifty. The rest are… let’s just say they’re offset by Holo’s ears and tail.


  It’s only been three months since the last volume, so not much has changed in my life, but I did visit Okinawa for nine days during the writing of volume 12. It was a writing trip I took with a fellow author friend. I was worried that nine days trapped in a small room would make things tense during the bottom half of the trip, but things were surprisingly peaceful. I credit the Awamori liquor and Ishigaki beef.


  We’d get up in the morning, have breakfast, write, have lunch, write, nap, go swimming at the beach in front of the hotel, have dinner, write, and sleep. That was pretty much the routine. At one point we rented a car and drove to a beach farther away. At said beach, there were many people who just load up their car with a futon, a tent, and a dog and travel around Japan. I had no idea there was such a culture in Japan. Riding around on a motorcycle with a guitar strapped to your back – even light novel characters are a little better behaved than that.


  We felt like we didn’t want to lose to these guys, so we made plans to go to Paris next time or maybe some country in the south.


  But if possible, I think I’d like to go in a state of cleanliness – having finished my work.


  Now then, by the time this volume comes out, the second season of the anime should be reaching its peak, I think. I’ll be enjoying that as I make preparations to write the next volume.


  We shall meet again!


  Perhaps in the autumn?


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  The Wolf and the Honeyed Peach Preserves


  Even in a medium-small town, the luxuries of the location, which informed a decision to stay or push on, varied widely based on the town’s status as a trading hub.


  In this one, there were mountains and forests nearby, from which flowed a beautiful river. And being blessed with fertile soil, the town fairly overflowed with agricultural bounty.


  Hardy crops sold at a healthy price, and the resulting healthy profits led to a bountiful lifestyle, which in turn made bountiful harvests all the easier.


  This town was a perfect exemplar of this virtuous cycle, and come winter, it brimmed with a variety of goods, along with merchants come to buy the same, travelers laying in provisions, and entertainers and priests alike looking to practice their arts on the abundant visitors.


  The marketplace in such a town’s center was always raucous with this activity, as were the areas surrounding it filled with the hustle and bustle of townspeople plying their trades. Cobblers and tailors. Money changers running their businesses out of their wagons. Smiths selling travelers much-needed knives and swords – all were doing a flourishing business.


  Look to the left or look to the right – everywhere were people, people, people.


  Moreover, depending on the wind, delicious scents came wafting by – baked bread, frying fish – and one could hardly be blamed for being drawn to their sources, especially if days and days had been spent on the road in the cold, dry winter air, all the while eating nothing but stale bread and bad wine.


  Perhaps unwilling to beg Lawrence to stop in front of every single stall they passed, Holo sat next to him in the wagon’s driver’s seat, clinging to his sleeve.


  “Hare… catfish… roasted chestnuts… sausage…” She intoned every food they passed, like a child reciting words she had memorized.


  If given leave to sample the goods as she pleased, Holo could surely spend a full gold coin in a mere three days.


  The street was so crowded that Lawrence could not spare a sideways glance, but from Holo’s constant murmuring, he nonetheless had a good sense of what sorts of food could be had there. Being some distance from the sea, it seemed there was little in the way of fruit. Instead, meats of all kinds were abundant, and just as Lawrence felt an especially hard tug on his sleeve, he noticed they were passing a shop that was roasting a whole pig on a spit, slowly turning as oil was drizzled over it – a time-consuming and difficult task, but one that produced a fine product. The man doing the cooking, who seemed to be the shopkeeper, was stripped to the waist and sweating, despite the winter cold.


  Children licking their fingers gathered around, as did travelers, all anticipating a tasty treat.


  “… I want to eat something like that myself, once… just once,” said Holo wistfully, noticing Lawrence’s glance at the sight and evidently deciding it was an opportune moment to speak up.


  Lawrence merely straightened and cleared his throat. “If my memory is to be trusted, I’m quite sure I treated you to a whole roasted piglet at one point.” Holo had devoured it entirely on her own, getting her hands, mouth, and even her hair covered in grease.


  It was unlikely she had forgotten the experience, Lawrence thought, but Holo merely arranged herself in the driver’s seat.


  “Such a thing would fill my belly for only so long.”


  “… Perhaps, but there’s no way you could eat an entire roast pig.” It was not impossible that it weighed more than she did. Lawrence wondered if she would claim a readiness to assume her true form in order to manage the feat. Such would have been a serious case of misplaced priorities, but Holo only looked at Lawrence as though he were a very great fool.


  “That is not what I am saying,” she said.


  “Then what?” Lawrence asked. He truly did not understand the point at which Holo was angling.


  “You don’t get it? You’re a merchant, yet you don’t understand the wishes of another?” A certain amount of pity colored her expression, which wounded his merchant’s pride more than being called a fool or a dunce possibly could.


  “H-hang on.” Lawrence could not let this stand.


  Pigs. Pork. A piglet being insufficient for her. Given the way she had just spoken, this was not about meat.


  “Ah.”


  “Oh?” Holo cocked her head, as though wondering whether he had figured it out.


  “I suppose you didn’t get enough of the skin, then?”


  “… Wha…?”


  “It’s true, there’s less of it on a piglet. Still, well-roasted pork skin… it’s a luxury, that’s for certain. It’s crunchy, and when eaten with the meat, the oil spreads out in your mouth, and it’s even better with a good amount of salt…”


  “Fwa!” Holo had been watching Lawrence with her mouth wide-open. She hastily wiped the drool from it and then looked away sullenly.


  It was cruel talk to subject her to, after so many days of nothing but dry bread, salty pickled cabbage, and garlic. But from the way Holo coughed two or three times and wiped her mouth as though ridding it of an irritation, his guess had been off the mark.


  The expression displayed under her hood was most displeased as well.


  “What, that wasn’t it?”


  “Not even close. Still…” Holo said, wiping her mouth one more time and pulling her chin in. “That does sound rather tasty…”


  “Well, you can’t get the skin unless you order a whole roast pig, and even with the two of us eating, too much meat would go to waste. I’ve even heard of nobles eating nothing but the skin and throwing the meat away, but…”


  “Oh ho.” Holo was always serious when discussing food.


  Lawrence smiled in spite of himself. “So,” he continued. “What could it be, then? You’re not satisfied with a piglet, which means…”


  “Mm?”


  “It’s not the skin, right? Sausage, then? Or boiled liver? That’s not my favorite, but liver can be quite popular.”


  For a moment, Lawrence wondered if she meant she wanted to eat the item in question raw on the spot. She was a wolf, after all; but if they asked for a whole pig liver raw, they would instantly be suspected of being pagans, and the Church would be notified.


  Still.


  “Fool,” said Holo abruptly, as though to negate everything he was thinking. “You truly are a fool.”


  “I don’t think someone who drools at every mention of food should be talking…” he said, earning an immediate pinch to his thigh. Holo seemed determined to give him something to regret if he was going to lead her on with talk of food.


  Just as Lawrence was reflecting on having teased her too much, Holo sneered at him. “Even I don’t have such a large stomach. A piglet is more than enough for me,” she grumbled.


  So what was it, then? At this point, he could not very well ask her again or he’d have no cause to complain when she grabbed his face. Whenever Holo put a riddle to him, Lawrence could always solve it.


  He thought back again, and the answer came to him quite readily.


  Looking at Holo’s forward-facing, irritated profile, Lawrence laughed a quiet, defeated laugh. “So you want us to go together and have a meal we can’t possibly finish, is that it?”


  Holo glanced at him, then smiled a bashful smile. It was enough to make Lawrence want to pick her up in his arms.


  Wolves felt lonely so very easily, after all.


  “You see, then?”


  So, a meal tonight, too big for them to eat?


  When Holo smiled, her fangs were slightly visible behind her lips. Lawrence got the feeling he had seen something he should not have and hastily looked ahead. He did not want to erase Holo’s smile, and her proposal was a very charming one.


  However, such greed was the enemy of the merchant. An enjoyable meal came at a very unenjoyable price. Showing generosity like this was all well and good, but if it became a habit, it would soon be a problem.


  Did this make him a miserly person? No, no – as a merchant, he was right.


  Lawrence gripped the reins as he argued with himself, tightly enough for them to creak audibly. And then, he noticed something.


  Beside him Holo was doubled over as she tried to restrain her laughter.


  “…”


  Her tail swished to and fro from the effort.


  Irritated, Lawrence looked ahead, which made Holo burst out laughing. In the busy, bustling town, nobody noticed the laughter of one girl on a lone wagon.


  So Lawrence decided not to notice it, either. No, indeed, he would not. He swore to himself in no uncertain terms that he would ignore her. And yet he was perfectly aware that this action would itself amuse her to no end.


  Once Holo had finished her laughter at the expense of his tortured thought processes, she wiped the corners of her eyes – not her mouth. “My thanks for the meal!”


  “You’re quite welcome,” Lawrence answered with sincerity.


  “What? No rooms?”


  The first floor of the inn was set up to serve light meals, and now, shortly before sunset, it was already raucous with activity.


  A thick ledger book in one hand, the innkeeper scratched his head apologetically with his other. “There have just been so many people recently. My apologies, truly…”


  “So it’ll be like this at the other inns, too?”


  “Reckon it will. Times like this, it makes me wish the guild would loosen their rules a bit, but…”


  The more people the owners could pack in, the more profit an inn stood to make, so profit was generally limited by the number of boarders. But if an inn was overcrowded, the building could collapse or disease could break out. Such conditions also made it easier for untoward professionals like thieves and fortune-tellers to mingle, so restrictions on the number of guests tended to be very strict.


  For a guild member, defying the guild was like defying a king.


  The innkeeper closed the thick ledger. “If you’d like some food, that much I can manage,” he offered remorsefully.


  “We’ll come again later.”


  The innkeeper nodded in lieu of a reply, perhaps too used to hearing such promises. Given how crowded it was, there was no chance a room would open up, so Lawrence returned to the wagon. He faced Holo and wordlessly shook his head.


  Quite accustomed to travel herself, Holo nodded, as if to say she had expected as much. But under her hood, her features were showing a bit of strain.


  Well versed in this scenario, she was no doubt already imagining the camp they would have to make at the outskirts of the town if they failed to find a room. To avoid that, the only option was to find a place to park the wagon and borrow some bedclothes – someplace like a stable, a trading company, or a church.


  That would have been easier enough in a larger town, but in this middling one? It was hard to say.


  If they did not find a place to park the wagon by the time the market closed and the sun set, they would just have to leave town again, as Holo was fearing. Lawrence would not have minded this so much had he been alone, but it was more troublesome now that Holo was with him.


  Given the conditions, it was certain that many other travelers were preparing to do the same, and if it came to that, heavy drinking would certainly follow. A group of travelers weary of the asceticism forced on them by the journey could become rather rowdy once they began to drink. Lawrence did not even want to think about what could happen if a girl like Holo were added to the mix. Carousing was pleasant enough when times were good, but travel weariness like this called for care: weak wine slowly drunk, a hot meal, and a warm bed.


  Holding on to that hope, Lawrence continued down the inn-lined street.


  The second and third turned him away, and he arrived at the fourth just in time to see the people in front of him refused.


  When he returned to the wagon, Holo seemed to have already given up and was loosening her bootlaces and belt in the wagon bed.


  If he tried the fifth inn, the result would be the same surely.


  Yet there was a great difference between having a roof and lacking one.


  He pulled on the reins and wheeled the wagon about, threading a path through the hustle and bustle of people hurrying to finish the day’s work. In times like these, he envied those with a home to return to so much it angered him, and he felt a terrible misery at not being able to gain so much as a shabby inn’s room.


  Perhaps noticing his frustration, Holo purposefully drew close to him. Pathetically, he felt himself relax all over. Despite it all, he did have Holo by his side.


  Lawrence stroked her head through the hood, and she smiled, ticklish.


  It was a single, simple moment in their travel. And then, just then–


  “They’ll be ready to eat in a week, I hear,” came a voice from alongside the wagon.


  On the crowded street, there was little difference between wagon-drawn traffic and walking, so it was easy to overhear other conversations. From the white dust on the men’s faces and arms, Lawrence inferred that they were bakers taking a break from their work.


  They seemed to be talking about a shop somewhere along the street.


  “Ah, you’re talking about what the young master of the Ohm Company said? Still, I’m surprised the boss would accept the work of someone like that. And then to order us to put it on the bread we bake? Absurd, I say!”


  “Now, now. He pays us well and buys up the finest wheat bread we can bake. Even you like kneading the best wheat flour there is sometimes, eh?”


  “Aye, I suppose… still…”


  The one man seemed displeased with the item orders placed by a certain trading company’s young master. Bakers were a famously proud lot, even among craftsmen, so the order had to be something that went against his professional standards.


  It took long, hard effort to become a craftsman, and then there was a final test to become a master – covering everything from the weighing of flour to the difficult techniques necessary for shaping the dough for rolls. Given all that, they seemed to be discussing the matter at hand in the light of exceptional professional pride.


  But what was this bread being topped with?


  Still leaning against Lawrence, Holo was very still, he could tell, as she listened carefully.


  Lawrence followed the bakers’ gazes to their end, where the street was lined with the eaves of building after building.


  There was a candlemaker, a tallow seller, a needle maker, a button maker. Of those, only the tallow seller sold anything edible, and Lawrence could not imagine they were baking bread topped with hunks of fat.


  Then the answer came into his vision.


  The apothecary’s shop.


  One of the presumable bakers spoke, and everything was made clear. “Our bread’s at its tastiest when eaten alone! It’s a mistake to put such stuff on it. And anyway, it’s too expensive. Do the things turn into gold when preserved in honey? It’s absurd!”


  “Ha-ha. You’re just complaining because you can’t afford it yourself?”


  “L-like hell I am! I’ve no interest in the stuff! Honeyed peach preserves? Bah!”


  Lawrence’s gaze flicked back to Holo, whose ears pricked up as though they had been poked with a needle. He would not have been surprised had they shot right through her hood.


  Holo did not move. She was very, very still. But this was not some surprising display of self-control. It was quite the opposite.


  Her tail lashed to and fro beneath her robe almost painfully, as though it had been lit on fire. Pride, reason, and gluttony all warred within her in a terrible tug-of-war.


  The bakers continued their conversation about bread, and their quicker stride took them away from the wagon. Lawrence watched them go, then stole a sidelong glance at Holo beside him.


  He wondered if it would be best to pretend nothing had happened.


  The thought occurred to him for the merest instant, but the fact that Holo continued to simply sit there, not begging or pleading, was itself rather terrifying.


  If he was truly a skilled negotiator, then this would be the time to prove it. If his opponent would just say something, it would give him the chance to refute or deflect it. But so long as there was nothing, he had no room to maneuver.


  “S-seems like it’ll be cold tonight,” said Lawrence, scattering some conversational bait.


  Holo said nothing.


  This was serious.


  Lawrence thought about the roasted pigskin. Anyone would be desperate, after making it all the way to a town only to be confronted with another cold night and a meal of bad bread and bad wine.


  At the very least, the food situation could be remedied.


  But honeyed peach preserves came at such a price. Would a single peach be ten trenni pieces? Or twenty?


  It struck Lawrence as an absurd price, but it was true that he was capable of paying it. His coin purse could manage it, and there was Holo’s smile to consider.


  Her silence was without her usual teasing and mischief.


  In the end, Lawrence chose her.


  “… I suppose it can’t be helped. Let’s visit the apothecary and see if we can’t find something to warm ourselves.”


  Holo remained motionless. Motionless, yes, but her ears and tail quivered with a puppy’s glee.


  The apothecary sold medicine, as one might expect, but also dealt in a variety of other goods.


  In a town, the cobbler sold shoes and the tailor clothes, and generally the various guilds stayed in their own territories. Thus, the tailor could only also alter clothes, and a cobbler repair only shoes. A tallow seller could not sell bread, nor could a fishmonger sell meat.


  By this logic, an apothecary ought to have only sold medicine, but it was common sense that offering a wider variety of goods brought in more customers, as any merchant knew perfectly well.


  Thus, apothecaries would use all sorts of convoluted logic to pull in a great variety of goods. The products most likely to cause quarrels with other shops were none other than spices. Apothecaries would claim all sorts of spices were good for inducing sweat or lowering fevers, and thus qualified as medicine they could sell.


  Extending that logic, anything good for one’s health also counted as medicine, and thus it was that apothecaries had become the chief dealers in honey.


  The only other merchants who dealt in honey were the candle-makers, who sold beeswax candles.


  It was difficult for traveling merchants – who dealt in anything and everything money could buy – to understand the turf wars between town merchants. But it was thanks to those turf wars that there was such an array of honeyed preserves lined up before them.


  Plum, pear, raspberry, turnip, garlic, pork, beef, hare, mutton, carp, barracuda – these were just the ones that sprung to mind.


  When preserving food, one could use salt, vinegar, ice – or honey. During this time of year, when the end of the long winter was yet far away, the prices of these preserves were at their highest. The contents of the bottles and barrels here, each labeled with a hasty scribble, would all fetch a good price.


  Among all those lined-up goods, there was one that outshone all the rest. In the farthest corner of the shop behind the shopkeeper, enshrined on a shelf beside the pepper, saffron, and sugar, was an amber-colored bottle.


  No sooner had they entered the shop than Holo’s gaze was fixed upon it.


  “Welcome,” said the bearded shopkeeper, looking from Lawrence to Holo.


  He noticed that Holo’s attention had been captured by something, so next he checked her manner of dress. One of his long eyebrows lifted minutely – the girl was well dressed, but not the man.


  Whether or not he had concluded that even if they were here to shop, they would not be buying anything expensive, his tone was disinterested as he asked, “Are you looking for anything?”


  “Something to warm us a bit. Ginger, perhaps, or…”


  “Ginger’s on that shelf.”


  The rest of Lawrence’s sentence was cut off in his throat, and there it vanished. If that’s all you’re here for, buy it and get out, the shopkeeper seemed to be saying. Lawrence did as he was told and looked over the ginger on the shelf deciding on a honey-preserved variety. It was cheap but good for eating while huddled under blankets with nothing else to do.


  But then he noticed Holo’s gaze on him – as though asking him, We’ve come to this place after all that talk, and after raising my expectations like this, you can’t just give up.


  And of course, Lawrence had no intention of doing so.


  It was too easy to buy Holo’s favor with food, and Holo herself found it tiresome on occasion. But when it came to honeyed peach preserves, things were different.


  They had come up in conversation several times before, but as yet Lawrence had been unable to buy any. There was the matter of the high cost, of course, but more often than not they had simply been unavailable.


  So perhaps that was why Holo’s enchantment with the food now wafted off of her in waves.


  Lawrence walked past the vibrating Holo to the shopkeeper to have him portion out some of the ginger preserves and pay. He was obviously going to start bargaining, but–


  “That’ll be ten ryut.”


  Lawrence paid and wordlessly took the goods. Behind him he could feel Holo staring, stunned.


  His eyes fixed upon the figure written on the label of the amber-colored bottle. One fruit for one lumione, or around thirty-five silver trenni.


  For a moment he thought his eyes were mistaken, but no – that was indeed what was written there. The term peaches of gold was bandied about often enough, but even so – such a price!


  
    
  

  After taking a goodly while to note what Lawrence was looking at, the shopkeeper spoke with a deliberately casual tone. “Ah, you’ve a good eye for quality. This year’s peaches were very sweet and firm as well. The honey is the finest from Baron Ludinhild’s forest. One lumione per fruit, and I’ve had many customers! Only three left, in fact. How about it?”


  It was written on the man’s face that he knew Lawrence could not purchase such a thing. In a town like this, without connections to large trading companies or urban nobility, it was outrageous to put such a price on honeyed peach preserves. That he was treating his customers with such open contempt was proof of how confident he felt in his position.


  But Lawrence had the confidence that came from having completed many trades in large towns. His hand moved toward his coin purse out of irritation at being treated like some novice peddler.


  It was not a sudden prideful desire to conserve money that stopped him. Rather, it was a keen understanding of exactly how many coins were within that purse, keener than any god’s.


  If he spent an entire lumione here, their travels might come to a premature end farther along the road. No merchant would be fool enough to keep their entire wealth on their person, so Lawrence was not carrying much on him at the moment.


  Reality blocked the path to Holo’s smile. Realizing this, Lawrence shook his head. “Ha-ha. Too much for me.”


  “Is that so? Well, come again if you change your mind.”


  Lawrence turned around and left the shop, and Holo followed obediently behind him. She did not raise a single word of reproach, which was somehow worse.


  He felt as though he were being stalked by a wolf in a dark forest, its footsteps matching his.


  He had let her get her hopes up, and then in the end, he had not bought the item of her desire, which was much worse than simply pretending not to notice from the driver’s seat.


  If he apologized first, it might lessen the wound, he thought; so steeling himself, he turned to her.


  “…”


  He was at a loss for words, but not because Holo’s face was a mask of rage. Rather, it was quite the opposite.


  “Mm? Whatever is the matter?” she asked. Her words had no particular force to them, nor was there fire in her eyes.


  If her color had been poor, he would have suspected her of being ill.


  “N-nothing…”


  “I see. Well, hurry up and get on, then. Your seat’s the farther one, is it not?”


  “Er, yes…”


  Lawrence did as he was told and climbed onto the wagon, as Holo followed closely behind him. He sat on the far side, and she settled herself down neatly next to him.


  If she seemed many times larger when she was angry, then her dejection had the opposite effect. Her desire to eat the honeyed peach preserves was a terrible thing surely.


  This was not the sort of case where Lawrence could laugh off her gluttony. Here in the cold, hard air, they had been surviving on nothing but stale bread and sour wine for some time. There were countless stories of a bowl of soup presented to a lost king and his troop, only to have that rewarded with a great treasure, and now he could see why.


  There was no question that Holo had been deeply, sincerely looking forward to the honeyed peach preserves. And now she looked absently ahead, not even speaking a single word of frustration to him.


  This had to be because she knew both the great cost of the preserves and the current state of Lawrence’s coin purse.


  Lawrence glanced over at her. Her body swayed with the jolts of the wagon. She seemed so absent that she might not have noticed if Lawrence were to suddenly embrace her.


  The wagon trundled on.


  They would probably be forced to make camp tonight. The only thing that made the hard wagon bed tolerable was knowing that a soft pillow and piles of blankets awaited their arrival in the next town.


  “…”


  Lawrence tugged on his beard with such force that it almost hurt, then closed his eyes. Perhaps he ought to turn around and slam the entire contents of his coin purse onto the apothecary’s counter.


  And yet even as he reconsidered it, Lawrence’s hands did not pull the reins.


  A whole lumione for a single peach was simply too much.


  In addition to how difficult it would make continuing in their travels if he were to spend his money thus, there was the simple fact that Lawrence believed in the exchange of goods and money for a fair price.


  Sweat broke out on his brow as he agonized over the impossible decision. Next to him, Holo, her shoulders slumped, hardly seemed like she could manage yet another night in the cold. The only thing that would return a smile and some good cheer to her would be the moment she could eat the coveted preserves.


  He had to buy some.


  Lawrence made up his mind and pulled up on the reins.


  Holo noticed this and looked up at him, questioning.


  One fruit for one lumione.


  It was expensive, but what was that compared to Holo?


  What’s more, the shopkeeper said he had three fruits left. If Lawrence did not hurry, it was likely he would sell them all. Business was so good in this town that eccentric young trade masters were putting them on loaves of bread and baking them, after all. It was not at all impossible that the apothecary would sell out.


  The horse neighed and stopped, and just as Lawrence made to wheel around and head back into the crowd, he realized–


  “Business is… good.”


  Here in this town where the market was lively, travelers were many, and everyone’s business was booming. The town’s wealth had to be proportionate to that.


  If so, Lawrence mused as he stroked his beard, the ideas in his head clicking pleasantly into place.


  When the notion was complete, Lawrence took the reins up yet again and headed the wagon back in its original direction.


  A man – a traveler, by the look of him – shouted in anger at Lawrence’s driving, but Lawrence merely begged it off with his mask of a merchant’s smile.


  At this sudden change, Holo peered at him dubiously.


  Lawrence gave a short answer. “Let’s drop by that trading company.”


  “… Mm. Huh?” Holo began to make a sound of assent, but it changed into a questioning tone as it left her mouth.


  But Lawrence did not reply, simply continuing to drive the wagon in the same direction.


  He needed money to buy the honeyed peach preserves, and if he did not have it, he merely needed to earn it.


  His destination was a trading company. Specifically, the company the two bakers were discussing: the Ohm Company.


  Without money, goods could not be sold, which meant that where goods were selling, money had to be flowing.


  The company to which this simple notion had brought Lawrence was the sort you might find anywhere, its modest size perfectly in proportion to the size of the town. Yet it was immediately evident that for some reason, this particular organization was burdened with an excess of money.


  The sky was reddening with the setting sun, and though it was the hour when craftsmen would soon be heading home, there was a great clamor of people in front of this shop.


  Men ran about this way and that, their eyes darting about with exhaustion and excitement. Some – merchants, probably – held ledgers as they shouted in hoarse voices.


  What they seemed to be dealing in was not wheat nor grain nor fish, nor even furs or jewels.


  It was wood. And iron.


  Those were the raw materials out of which parts of some kind had been constructed, along with the tools for making them.


  Literal mountains of such goods were piled on the company’s loading docks.


  “… What is this?” murmured Holo.


  They had seen many busy companies, but nothing like the strange energy that pervaded here. While other trading houses would soon be closing for the day, here it seemed as though the main event was just about to start.


  “It seems to be materials for building some sort of… something. A crow’s nest? No, this is…”


  Lawrence did not know what the strange assemblage of parts was for. But farther in, he saw heaps of specialized goods, and something occurred to him.


  No wonder this company was doing such good business. He smiled involuntarily at the thought.


  Trading companies made money by buying goods, then selling them, so their biggest opportunities for profit came when they could position themselves as a supplier for a large project of some kind. They would place orders with craftsmen, collect components, and move them along, converting them into their profit margin without letting them lie idle a single night.


  Lawrence could certainly understand why this young master fellow would have hit upon the notion of baking bread topped with honeyed peach preserves. He must have felt as though he had discovered a fountain of gold.


  He noticed Holo return to her senses and look dubiously around her, as though understanding why this trading company was so busy but unsure why she and Lawrence were here.


  “Well, then,” Lawrence murmured to himself. He climbed down from the wagon and strode calmly into the trading company.


  It was so busy that nobody took notice of a single outsider like Lawrence walking in. Lawrence, for his part, had essentially memorized how to act natural in such situations.


  Once he spied the man who seemed to be in charge, he spoke slowly and distinctly. “Hello, there. I’ve heard you’re short-handed, so I’ve brought my vehicle.”


  The merchant seemed not to have slept properly in days, and his eyes swiveled to glare at Lawrence.


  In his hands were a quill pen and a tattered ledger, and his right eye drooped. Lawrence continued to smile as he waited for the man’s answer.


  Time seemed to have frozen, but the merchant finally returned to himself and spoke. “Ah, uh, yes. We’ve been waiting. Just take the goods straightaway. Which wagon’s yours?”


  His voice was hoarse and difficult to hear, and instead of an answer, Lawrence pointed to the item in question.


  “What, that?” said the merchant rather rudely, but Lawrence was not flustered.


  “I was thinking it would be best to load it as heavily as possible,” said Lawrence deliberately.


  “Mmm, it’ll be slow, though… who recommended you to us? Why, I ought to… ah, well. Fine, load up what you can and leave. Quick about it, now.”


  Business paralyzed all sensibilities.


  Lawrence was fully aware that in situations like these, those in charge of details like who was doing what job or who was assisting whom could not even try to keep track of them. So, brazenly, he followed up with another question.


  “Er, the work came up so suddenly I didn’t catch the details. Who shall I take payment from? And what’s the destination?”


  The man was mid-yawn, and made a face like a frog who’d had an insect fly right into his mouth and swallowed it right on the spot.


  He had probably been about to hurl some abuse or at least some words of shock, but was too exhausted to turn down help, whatever form it took. He pointed to a man in the far corner who was battling some parchment on a desk. “Ask that fellow over there,” he spat.


  Lawrence looked in the direction indicated. He scratched his head, every bit the dullard merchant. “Yes, sir, right away, sir,” he said.


  The man seemed to forget about Lawrence that very same instant and set about giving orders to the men working on the loading dock.


  Meanwhile, Lawrence ambled over to the man at the desk to receive his work orders.


  There is an old story in the northlands that goes like this.


  The men of a certain village could see to the far edge of the land, and if a bird took wing beyond the clouds, they could still shoot it down with their bows. Likewise, the women of this village could smile happily no matter how cold the winter grew, and even while they slept, their hands continued to spin yarn.


  One day, a mysterious traveler came to this village, and as thanks for the night he stayed there, he taught the villagers how to read and write. Up until that point, they knew nothing of writing and had relied on oral traditions to remember their history and important events. For this reason, whenever anybody died from an accident or illness, the loss was felt very keenly.


  They were very thankful to the traveler.


  Then, once the traveler had departed on his journey, they realized something.


  The men could no longer see to the ends of the sky, and the women began to shirk their work, no longer able to do it without tiring. Only the children, who had not learned to read or write, were unaffected.


  It was this story that came to Lawrence’s mind as he regarded the pathetic young man who toiled drowsily away at the desk, constantly fighting off sleep as he frantically wrote.


  Once the fetters of letters are around your ankles, they may as well be around your neck, went the old phrase. Even the devil in hell would’ve had a little more mercy, Lawrence could not help but think.


  “Excuse me,” he said. Everything changed when there was money to be made.


  The young merchant looked up at Lawrence like a sluggish bear. “… Yes?”


  “The boss over there said that I could ask you about where these goods go and my wages as well.” He was not lying. It just was not the entire truth.


  The young merchant looked in the direction Lawrence indicated, then back at Lawrence, staring vacantly at him for a moment. The pen in his hand did not stop moving. It was a bit of a performance.


  “Ah, er… yes, quite. Well…” Papers and parchments were piled atop the desk one over the other, even as he spoke. Perhaps they corresponded to the amount of goods that were passing through. In any case, they were many. “The destination is… Do you know Le Houaix? There are signs pointing the way, so you should be fine, but… take… those goods there. Any of those, as much as you can carry.”


  As the man talked, his attention seemed to drift, his eyelids drooping and his speech slowing.


  “And my wages?” Lawrence asked, patting the man’s shoulder, which brought him back to wakefulness with a jerk.


  “Wages? Ah, of course… Er… There are labels on the goods, so… just bring those back. Each one should exchange for about… a trenni… or so…” the man murmured, the words becoming mush in his mouth as he fell forward, asleep.


  He would probably be in trouble if he was caught, but Lawrence felt bad for the young man and left him be, starting to walk away.


  Lawrence had only taken three steps before he turned around and shook the sleeping man awake. He’d forgotten the other reason he had come here.


  “Hey, you there, wake up. Hey!”


  “Huh, whuh…?”


  “This job came up so suddenly I haven’t a place to stay. Can I rent a room here at this company?” A place of this size ought to have a room or two for resting in, Lawrence reckoned.


  The man nodded, though whether it was out of exhaustion or in response to Lawrence’s question was difficult to tell. He indicated farther back in the building. “The maid… is in the rear, so… ask her. You can probably get… some food, too…”


  “My thanks.” Lawrence gave the man a pat on the arm and left him.


  Though Lawrence had done the man the favor of waking him up, he slumped immediately back into sleep – but it was no concern of Lawrence’s now.


  Lawrence approached the side of the wagon where Holo still sat. “I’ve found us a room.”


  Beneath her hood, her amber eyes flashed at Lawrence, and in them he could see a mixture of admiration and exasperation at his roughshod tactics. She looked away and then back, this time with a wordless question. Just what are you planning to do?


  “I’ve got a job to do.”


  “A job? You–” Holo furrowed her brow and soon arrived at the answer, but Lawrence did not engage her further.


  He prompted her to get down from the wagon. “They’ll probably be at it all night, so it might be noisy.”


  Lawrence pulled on the reins with his left hand, bringing the wagon into the loading area. Given the commotion, he doubted anyone would have helped him in even if he had asked, but now that he was here, the men inside would just do their job. And indeed, the dockhands converged on the wagon, and in no time at all it was fully loaded.


  Holo watched the scene, eyes wide, but then her expression began to turn steadily more displeased. She stared at him. Saying nothing, not moving.


  “This’ll earn us a bit of money. And a room, but…” He’d already explained what sort of room that would be.


  It was clear that at this rate they faced making camp outside the town, and Lawrence wanted to give the exhausted Holo at least one night under a roof.


  “We’ll worry about tomorrow when it comes. For tonight, at least, let’s… H-hey!”


  Right in the middle of his explanation, Holo stormed off into the trading company.


  She had pluck and wit enough to get herself a room, Lawrence knew. “What a bother,” he muttered with a sigh, whereupon he noticed Holo – who was talking to a woman who was probably the maid – look over her shoulder and glance at him.


  She moved her mouth as though she wanted to say something, but in the end did not open it. No doubt it had been some invective of some kind.


  Fool.


  The same word could mean very different things, depending on who said it and the circumstances surrounding the people.


  Led by the maid, Holo disappeared farther into the building, alone. He had to laugh at her constant stubbornness, but he knew she was not much different from him in that regard. Lawrence was just as tired as she was, yet here he was, taking on extra work without so much as a break just so he could buy the honeyed peach preserves – the preserves upon which she had surely given up.


  Lawrence climbed back atop the driver’s seat and departed, the wagon bed piled high with goods. He felt a certain ticklish amusement, as though he were playing a perverse game.


  Or perhaps it was what happened next that made him feel that way. As the wagon pulled away from the loading dock, he looked back and up at the building’s third floor, and just then, a window opened and Holo looked out.


  She had already taken out some of the honeyed ginger preserves, and putting a piece in her mouth, she leaned her chin on the windowsill.


  “Truly, such a foolish male you are,” her face said.


  In spite of himself, Lawrence had the urge to raise a hand in a wave, but he resisted, gripping the reins and facing forward.


  He gave the leathers a flick and made for the village of Le Houaix.


  The merchant at the company had told Lawrence that he would know Le Houaix when he saw it, and shortly after he left the town, he knew the reason why.


  The name Le Houaix was hastily scribbled on a temporary-looking wooden sign. Moreover, the town seemed to expect deliveries to continue through the night, as the path was well lit here and there by torches.


  This was probably half to show the way, and half to watch out for unscrupulous drivers who were likely as not to simply take the load somewhere else and sell it off.


  The sky had turned red and would soon be a deep, dark blue.


  Everyone Lawrence passed seemed uniformly exhausted, and many of the drivers of empty-bedded wagons were asleep in the drivers’ seats.


  When he looked back, he could see others like him, all headed for the same destination. Some carried goods on their backs, others in bags on packhorses, and some drove loaded wagons. Their clothes and tack were all different, and all spoke very clearly of having been suddenly and temporarily assembled for the job.


  The town seemed to be surrounded by fertile land, which would mean it would need a mill to grind the grain from its bountiful harvests. But waterwheels were not only useful for grain. Lush land would attract more people, and more people would bring more needs. Smithing, dyeing, spinning – all of these could make uses of a waterwheel’s power.


  However, constructing and maintaining such a thing was a very expensive proposition, and rivers where they were built tended to be owned by the nobility. Even when a waterwheel was needed, its construction would often become tangled among conflicting interests and schemes.


  Given how busy the trading company was, it seemed those interests had all finally been resolved and construction had been decided upon.


  The hurry came from the thaw that would come with spring’s arrival, when the melting snow would make construction very difficult. The company’s plan was surely to build the dikes and install the wheel while the river was low. The rising water that would come with the spring thaw would power the wheel quite nicely.


  Lawrence did not know whether it was going to succeed, but he could see the desperation in the operation. Of course, that was what allowed him to waltz right in the way he had, so he thanked his luck for that.


  Moreover, this was the first time in quite a while he had conducted the wagon without Holo at his side, and while it would have been overstatement to say it was a relief, it was certainly a pleasant change of pace.


  Formerly, he would have found driving alone an unavoidably lonely activity, and it made him reflect on how fickle humans were.


  As the sun set, he shivered at a far-off wolf howl – this, too, for the first time in quite a while.


  He stifled a yawn and kept his attention on the road, the better to keep the wagon’s wheels out of holes and puddles. Soon he came to Le Houaix, where the glow of red torchlight brightened the moonlit night.


  To the north of the village was a forest nestled against a steep upward slope, and through it passed the driver. Normally nightfall would drown the forest in darkness, but here the riverbank had been cleared and fires built along it so that it looked almost like a river of fire.


  Here and there some workers caught what sleep they could, but Lawrence could see other craftsmen toiling away by the river. It was a larger construction project than Lawrence had anticipated; it seemed they were planning to build multiple waterwheels at once.


  It seemed likely to yield unusually large profits.


  Lawrence delivered the goods and received wooden tags in exchange, then cheerfully climbed back onto the wagon. His horse did not speak human language, but looked back at Lawrence with his sad purple eyes, as though to say, “Please, no more.”


  Lawrence nonetheless took up the reins and wheeled the wagon around, and with a smart crack, he urged his horse forward. This was a simple business – how much money he could make would depend on how many times he could repeat the trip.


  The busy, hurried work made him reflect on his rarely remembered past. It might mean only trouble for his horse, but Lawrence came to smile thinly and drew a blanket over his shoulders.


  How many trips would it take to reach the honeyed peach preserves? He mused over the question as the wagon rolled on under the moonlight.


  The way to Le Houaix was chaotic.


  In addition to the Ohm Company’s aggressive hiring, the construction period was short enough that it was advertising its need for porters. As a result, throngs had gathered to get the work.


  This was why most of the people that crowded the road all day were not merchants, but rather ordinary people trying to make a quick wage – farmers and shepherds, street performers and pilgrims, craftsmen with their aprons still on. It was as though the entire town had turned out for the job. Most of them carried loads on their backs as they set about doing the unfamiliar physical labor.


  Moreover, while the road that led to the village of Le Houaix was not a particularly steep or severe one, it was beset by other problems.


  The voices of wolves and wild dogs could be heard from the forest alongside the road, either in reaction to the presence of the people on the road or the food that they ate as they went, and at the crossing of a stream over which a shoddy bridge had been built, there was constant fighting over whose turn it was to cross.


  The loads brought to the village had to be dealt with, not to mention the arrival of itinerant craftsmen who’d caught wind of the construction. Added to that was the traffic of women and children running to and fro to draw water from the river, to quench the thirst of the men coming to the village. The path from the village center to the river had become a veritable swamp thanks to all the water being spilled.


  The village was sprinkled with soldiers, too, with swords at their waists and iron breastplates on their chests. No doubt the watermill’s noble masters had come to make sure the work was proceeding well.


  Earlier in the day, people were full of vigor and thoughts of the wages they might earn, so there were fewer problems. But as the sun went lower in the sky, strength waned and knees buckled, and the situation grew tense.


  Even when he returned to the Ohm Company, the loaders’ labors had slowed to a crawl from all the noise being made. On top of all that, some of the most dispirited porters were beginning to complain that wild dogs were now venturing onto the road.


  Lawrence had made seven trips with his wagon and was beginning to feel quite fatigued. Even if the road was not so steep, the number of people was itself exhausting.


  A quick check of his coin purse revealed that the day’s earnings amounted to seven trenni. That was not a bad wage at all – in fact, it was exceptionally good – but at this rate, it would take three or four days before he had enough to buy the honeyed peach preserves. As more people arrived, causing the work to back up, it might take even more time than that. He found himself inescapably irritated – he could earn more if he could just get his wagon loaded more quickly.


  But there was a limit to the amount of work a person could do.


  Lawrence took a deep breath, and there on his wagon, he did some thinking. Haste made waste. He would take a break and wait for nightfall. The crowds would thin, and he would be able to make more profitable use of his time. Such was the possibility Lawrence decided to bet on.


  He pulled out of the line bound for the loading dock, then stabled his horse and wagon alike. The building was completely empty – all the other horses had been hired out. He then made for the room the trading company had spared him.


  Whatever Holo had said to the housemaid, she had neither been chased out nor made to share a room with anyone else. Holo was there in the room alone, sitting in a chair by the window, combing out the fur of her tail, illuminated by the red light of the setting sun.


  She did not spare the exhausted Lawrence a glance as he removed his dagger and coin purse and placed them on the table. “Well, isn’t she the elegant one,” Lawrence grumbled to himself but admitted that he was the one who’d told her to stay here. He managed to avoid blundering into the particular folly of voicing his irritation but wondered whether it was even worth it.


  Such things went through Lawrence’s mind as he collapsed sideways onto the bed. Then–


  “There are two left, he said.”


  Lawrence glanced at Holo, not immediately understanding. She did not return his look.


  “One sold, and another will probably sell soon, he said.”


  It took Lawrence a moment to realize that she was talking about the honeyed peach preserves.


  While he had been tired, he had not expected her to thank him for his hard day’s work, but he’d at least hoped for some enjoy-ably idle chatter. But no, after a day and night of pulling on the reins, he was being immediately pressed on the topic at hand.


  Lawrence was unsurprisingly irritated, but as he replied, he tried to keep that from affecting his tone. “You went back there just to check on them?”


  His annoyance made it through via the word just, but he was too tired to worry about such things. As he sat on the bed, he untied his bootlaces in order to remove his shoes.


  “Will it be all right, I wonder?” Holo pushed him, and his hands froze for a moment. Soon thereafter they started moving again, and he finished removing his boots.


  “At one lumione, they’re not asking a price that most people can easily pay, and people who can easily pay that much aren’t exactly common.”


  “Is that so. They’re safe, then, no?”


  It was an honest enough answer that it could have been taken at face value, but her deliberate tone grated on his already-tired nerves. He was considering explaining very carefully just how much money a single lumione amounted to when he stopped and thought better of it.


  Holo had no particular reason to be deliberately irritating him, so it was probably exhaustion that was making him feel this way.


  Lawrence calmed himself and loosened his clothing here and there in preparation for a nap.


  Holo had looked over at him at some point, and he noticed her gaze just as he was readying himself to lie down and fully relax.


  “After all, you must have earned quite a lot.” Lawrence was honestly surprised at her open hostility. “So tomorrow, then? Or are you back because you’ve earned enough already? You’ve made seven loads so far. That’s got to amount to a goodly sum.”


  Biting, nibbling ants were an irritation, but the plunging stinger of the wasp was something to fear. Lawrence reacted to the teeth-baring, growling Holo mostly out of reflex, as he wondered where the nibbling Holo of a moment ago had gone. “Er, no, that only comes to seven silver pieces, so…”


  “Seven? Oh ho. After all that haste, how long is it going to take you to earn a full lumione, then?”


  He had seen her tail fluffed up in the reddish light when he had returned to the room, but now he realized it had been puffed out for a different reason.


  But as he cast about, Lawrence’s mind was a blank sheet. He had no idea what Holo was angry about.


  Was it because the honeyed peach preserves were about to sell out? Or because she simply wanted to eat them as soon as possible?


  His confusion had nothing to do with his exhaustion or anything so trivial. He purely and simply did not understand Holo’s anger and was at an utter loss for words.


  Holo’s eyes blazed as red as a hare’s in the setting sun. Her rage-filled gaze bore down on him, making Lawrence feel like his very life hung in the balance of his answer. The moment after that last absurd notion occurred to him, Lawrence realized something strange: What had Holo said just now? She had pointed out that he had made seven trips, but how did she come to have such detailed knowledge?


  Not even the company merchants themselves would know exactly how many times they had loaded his wagon bed. It was as though she had been watching him from the window throughout the night.


  As Lawrence thought of this, an “ah” escaped his lips. Holo’s ears pricked up, and in her lap, her tail puffed out.


  But that angry gaze was no longer directed at him, and he heard no bitter words. Instead, Holo’s eyes narrowed, and she averted her eyes, as though wishing the red light of the setting sun would simply wash everything away.


  “… Were you…” Lawrence began, but Holo literally snarled at him, and he cut himself off. “Uh, never mind,” he mumbled.


  Holo glared at him after that, but then sighed and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she did not look at Lawrence, but rather down at her hands.


  Holo had probably been worried about him, but more than that, she had been lonely, left shut up in the room like this.


  She had once said that loneliness was a fatal illness and had in the past put her very life at risk for Lawrence. He had not forgotten her, nor this. He could never forget.


  That was why he had worked himself to the point of exhaustion for her, but simply feeling this way would not tell her anything. Just as Holo looking down at him from the window had not.


  Even if it was a simple, tedious job, and even if it would only worsen her own exhaustion, Holo wanted Lawrence to bring her along. Anything was better than being left alone, she bravely seemed to think.


  Lawrence cleared his throat to buy himself some time.


  Since this was Holo, if he was to just up and invite her along, it would be inviting either her exasperation or her anger, and if she felt she was being pitied, it might become an issue of wounded pride.


  He had to find some sort of pretext. Lawrence put his mind to work harder than he ever did while plying his trade and finally came up with something that he thought might work.


  Lawrence coughed again, then spoke. “There are places on the road to the village where wild dogs have started to appear. It’ll be dangerous come nightfall. So if you wouldn’t mind…” He paused and checked Holo’s reaction.


  She was still looking down at her hands, but he detected little of the loneliness from before.


  “… I would very much appreciate your help.”


  Lawrence emphasized the very much and could not help but notice Holo’s ears twitch at the words.


  But she did not immediately answer, probably thanks to her pride as a wisewolf. No doubt she considered it beneath her dignity to wag her tail and happily reply to the words for which she had been hoping.


  Holo sighed a long-suffering sigh, gathering her tail up in her arms and giving it a long stroke. Then, when she finally did look up at him, her upturned gaze gave Lawrence the briefest vision of a mightily put-upon princess.


  “Must I?” she said.


  It seemed she wanted Lawrence to truly insist upon her presence. Either that, or she was simply amusing herself by watching him fold.


  This was Lawrence’s own fault for leaving her alone. The fault was his to bear.


  “I need this favor of you,” he said still more desperately, and Holo had again turned away, her ears twitching again.


  Holo lightly raised her hand to her mouth and coughed, probably to disguise the laugh that threatened to burst out. “Very well, I suppose,” she said with a sigh, then glanced back at her companion.


  Craftsmen were acknowledged as such because they finished the job down to the last knot. Lawrence pushed his exasperation and amusement down and responded with a wide smile. “Thank you!”


  At this finally, Holo let slip a guffaw.


  
    
  

  “Aye,” she said ticklishly, nodding her head. It was proof she was truly pleased.


  In any case, he had managed the tightrope walk across Holo’s foul temper. He heaved a sigh and removed his coat and belt. Ordinarily, he would have folded his coat over the back of the chair, but he lacked the energy to even do that much. What he wanted to do most of all was to become horizontal and go to sleep.


  And in just a moment that pleasure would be his.


  Lawrence’s mind was halfway to the land of sleep when Holo stood and spoke. “Just what are you doing?”


  He was unsure whether the sudden darkness in his vision was because he had closed his eyes or not. “Uhn?”


  “Come, now that I’m coming along there’s no need for rest. We haven’t any time for dawdling.”


  Lawrence rubbed his eyes and willed them open, then looked up at Holo. She was busily putting on her hooded coat.


  Surely this was a joke.


  He was not angry so much as aghast while he watched Holo prepare. Her innocent smile struck him as cruel, her happily swishing tail as terrifying. She finished dressing, then approached him with that same smile.


  She has to be joking. She has to be, Lawrence prayed to himself, but Holo continued to approach.


  “Come, let us go,” she said, taking the prone Lawrence’s hand and trying to pull him to his feet.


  But even Lawrence had his limits. Almost unconsciously, he brushed her off. “Please, have some mercy, I’m not a cart horse–”


  The moment he said it, he knew he had blundered, and he looked up at Holo to see her reaction.


  But having been brushed off, Holo was simply looking back down at him with a mischievous smile on her face.


  “Aye. That’s true.”


  Lawrence wondered if she was angry, but then Holo sat herself down next to him on the bed. “Heh. Did you suppose I was angry?” Her delighted expression made it clear her goal all along had been to rile him.


  In other words, he had been made sport of.


  “You imagine that resting now will let you earn more efficiently at night, when traffic is lighter?” It was easy enough to discern as much, watching the comings and goings out the window for as long as Holo had.


  Lawrence nodded, his eyes pleading with her to let him sleep.


  “And that is why you are a fool, then.” She grabbed hold of his beard and tugged his head to and fro. He was so sleepy and exhausted that it actually felt nice.


  “You carried loads all night, napped in the driver’s seat, left without even having breakfast with me, worked until just now, and made – what, seven pieces?”


  “… That’s right.”


  “I remember well enough that there are thirty-five trenni to a lumione, which leaves how much time until you’ve made enough to buy the honeyed peach preserves?”


  It was a sum even a child could do. Lawrence answered, “Four days.”


  “Mm. Too much time. And moreover” – she ignored his attempt to interrupt – “the loading dock is a madhouse. Do you suppose you’re the only one who’s had the notion to give up, rest, and return in the evening?”


  Holo made a proud expression, and beneath her hood, her ears twitched. No doubt from here her ears could hear all the conversations around the loading dock.


  “Is everybody else thinking the same thing…?”


  “Aye. It’ll be just as bad come night. The dockhands themselves need rest, too. And if you’re already so profoundly exhausted, consider five days of this? No doubt you’ll need more rest, and it will be more like seven or eight.”


  Lawrence had the feeling her estimate was more or less accurate. He nodded vaguely, and she lightly poked his head.


  In his state, he could not even summon the energy to oppose this attack. As he lay faceup on the bed, he moved only his eyes over to regard the girl.


  “What should we do?”


  “First, pray the honeyed peach preserves don’t sell.”


  Lawrence closed his eyes. “And next?” he asked, already half-asleep.


  “Think of a different business.”


  “… A different…?” When so much money could be earned simply hauling cargo, it was foolish to contemplate anything else, Lawrence thought in the darkness. But in the instant before his consciousness faded entirely, Holo’s voice reached his ears.


  “I’ve heard the chatter here. If you were going to use me to scatter the wild dogs anyway, there’s a much better way to make money. You see…”


  As he slept, Lawrence calculated the potential profits.


  At the stables, Lawrence rented a two-wheeled cart.


  It had a smaller bed and a more cramped driver’s seat, but it was lighter and thus could be pulled more quickly than his wagon.


  Next, he collected rope, blankets, baskets, a bit of board, and a good amount of small coins.


  Having done all this, Lawrence pulled the cart around to a certain building, whereupon the shopkeeper came running out as though he’d been waiting.


  “Ah, I’ve been waiting! You got them?”


  “Aye, and you?”


  “Everything’s ready. Honestly, I thought you were nothing more than other travelers when you came knocking on my door so early this morning – never thought you’d ask for such work.” The man who laughed heartily was an innkeeper, though his apron was messy with oil and bread crumbs. “I hear you went to the bakers with your request last night. Reckon any craftsman that ends up rising earlier than a priest’ll be none too happy about it!”


  He guffawed as he spoke, then turned around to face his inn and beckoned someone out. Two apprentices emerged, unsteady with the weight of a large pot.


  “That’ll be enough for fifty people all together. When I sent the lads to the butchers’, he wanted to know just how many people were staying at my place!”


  “I truly appreciate it on such short notice. My thanks,” said Lawrence.


  “It’s nothing. The guild dictates how much money we can make with its rules – if this helps me make a little more, it’s a cheap favor indeed.”


  The two apprentices set the cauldron in the small cart bed and tied it down with the rope. In the cauldron was roast mutton with plenty of garlic, and Lawrence could still hear the fat bubbling.


  The next item brought over was the large basket, which contained a heap of notched loaves of bread. Next came two full casks of middling wine.


  With all this, the two-wheeled cart was fully loaded. With the help of the innkeeper, Lawrence secured the load with rope. The cart horse looked back at them, which probably was not a coincidence.


  I have to haul all this? is no doubt what it would have said, if it could speak.


  “Still, to take the money, even with this much preparation… well,” said the innkeeper deliberately, once he had finished counting up the remainder of the payment for the food. He gave his apprentices a few of the more worn coins – perhaps he always did as much when he had an unexpected little windfall like this. They returned to the inn delighted.


  “Will you really be all right?” he asked. “The road to Le Houaix cuts right alongside the forest.”


  “When you say the forest, you’re talking about the wolves and wild dogs, I suppose?”


  “That’s right. The Ohm Company built that road in a hurry to take materials to Le Houaix. All the dogs there came from the city, so they’ve no fear of humans. To be honest, it seems dangerous to carry something that smells so delicious right through that. I’ll bet there were others who thought to do the same thing but gave up, owing to the danger and all.”


  Lawrence thought back to the conversation that Holo had overheard from her room. If something could be done about the wolves, then there was money to be made selling food and water in Le Houaix, where there was more demand than supply.


  “Ha-ha. It’ll be all right,” said Lawrence with a smile, looking at the two-wheeled cart.


  There was someone covering its cargo with wooden boards. Someone slight, delicate, with a casually tied skirt from which seemed to peek a furred sash or lining of some kind. Once she was finished securing the boards, that girl sat atop them with a satisfied smile on her face.


  When the innkeeper noticed what Lawrence was looking at, Lawrence smiled. “They put a goddess of good fortune on the prow of a ship to guard against sea devils and disasters. She’s mine.”


  “Oh ho… but still, against those dogs?” said the innkeeper doubtfully, but Lawrence only gave him a confident nod and said no more.


  Running an inn, the innkeeper had surely seen people from many different regions employ many different good-luck charms. Lawrence would probably be fine admitting to it, so long as he avoided making any offerings to frogs or snakes.


  And since he had already given the innkeeper himself a nice offering in the form of some lucrative side business, the man had no reason to complain.


  “May God’s blessing go with you,” said the innkeeper as he took a couple of steps back from the cart.


  “My thanks, truly. Oh, and–”


  “Yes?”


  Lawrence jumped up onto the driver’s seat of the cart before he spoke. Two-wheeled carts were not especially rare, but that changed when there was a fetching lass in the cart bed. Passersby stared curiously, and children running in the streets waved innocently to Holo as though she was part of some festival.


  “I may come again in the evening for the same order.”


  The innkeeper’s lips went round, and he then smiled a toothy smile. “My inn’s full up, so I’ve plenty of help. The guild rules don’t say anything about putting your guests to work!” he said with a laugh.


  “We’ll be off, then.”


  “And good travels to you!”


  With a clop-clop, the cart began to move.


  Moving through the town’s morning congestion involved much horse stopping and direction changing, and with only two wheels, it was more effort for the cart’s passenger to stay mounted. Every time the cart swayed, Holo would have to take pains not to fall as she shouted her dismay, but eventually they made it to the outskirts of the town – to the wider world that was a two-wheeled cart’s natural environment.


  “Now then, are you prepared for this?”


  Lawrence’s question was answered with a nod from Holo, who leaned forward from her sitting position to drape her arms around his neck from behind. “I’m the faster one, you know. A horse’s speed is nothing to mine.”


  “Yes, but that’s when you’re on your own feet.”


  Normally, it was Lawrence who clung to Holo. Similarly, when in business, it was nerve-racking to conduct a trade with someone else’s money.


  Holo snuggled her arms around Lawrence and rested her chin on his shoulder. “Well, I’d best hold on tight, then, hadn’t I? Just as you always do – desperately, trying to keep from crying.”


  “Come on, I don’t cry…”


  “Heh-heh-heh.” The breath from Holo’s snigger tickled Lawrence’s ear.


  He sighed a long-suffering sigh. “I won’t stop even if you do cry.”


  “As though I’d–!” Holo’s words after that were cut off by the sound of the reins smacking against the cart horse’s backside as Lawrence gave them a snap.


  The horse began to run and the two wheels to turn.


  The question of whether Holo had or had not cried would surely be a source of many quarrels to come.


  The road could be summarized with the word bracing.


  A two-wheeled cart was very limited in the amount of cargo it could carry, and it was far less stable than a wagon with four wheels. But in exchange, its speed was a beautiful thing.


  Lawrence did not often use a cart, but it was perfect for the needs of the moment, when he wanted to transport the food while it was still hot. As he sat in the driver’s seat gripping the reins, it felt as though he were controlling the landscape itself as it rushed by.


  Holo had clung to Lawrence nervously at first, but very quickly she became used to the accommodations. By the time they neared the forest, Holo was content to hold on to Lawrence’s shoulders with her hands, standing in the cart bed and letting the air rush over her as she laughed.


  Given the rumors of wild dogs, the other travelers on the road mostly kept their eyes warily downcast, and a few of them had swords drawn and ready. To see a girl laughing so merrily in a two-wheeler, they must’ve felt ridiculous for being so terrified of anything like a dog.


  The faces of the people they passed lit up as they went by, and they would raise their hands and wave. It happened more than a few times that Holo would reach up to return their waves and in the process nearly lose her balance and fall from the wagon. Each time, she would end up having to half strangle Lawrence’s neck to keep her grip, but her snickering made it difficult for Lawrence to feel much alarm.


  Given her lively good cheer, it was no wonder the wolf had been so enraged to spend her day locked up in a room.


  As they went, a howl sounded from within the forest, and everyone on the road froze and looked to the trees.


  Then Holo howled herself, as though she had been waiting for that moment, and everyone turned and looked at her in shock.


  They seemed to realize the extent of their own cowardice, and as though to admit the rightness of the girl’s courage in the cart, they all howled with her.


  Lawrence and Holo arrived in the village of Le Houaix after a trip that could never have been so enjoyable taken alone.


  The throng of people assembled there all gazed in curiosity at this cart, which contained not waterwheel parts but casks, a blanket-wrapped cauldron, and atop all those, a girl. Lawrence stopped their vehicle amid the gazes, then helped Holo to the ground. She seemed so pleased he would’ve been unsurprised to hear the swish-swish of her tail wagging. He left her in charge of setting up while he went off to find and negotiate with the manager of the village. He finished by pressing several silver coins into the man’s hand, and in exchange, he received permission to sell food in the village since the workers were so busy with work they did not even have time to fetch water from the river.


  No sooner had Lawrence and Holo begun to sell slices of meat sandwiched between bread than people started to crowd around – not just merchants who had failed to bring food, fearful of what might emerge from the forest to take it, but also ordinary villagers.


  “Hey, you there! Don’t crowd! Line up properly!”


  They were slicing the already thinly sliced meat in two, then selling it between pieces of bread. That was all, but they were still too busy for any amount of politeness. The cause of this was the wine they had brought, thinking they would be able to sell it at a fine price. Portioning it out took extra time and effort – more than twice as much. Lawrence had done this sort of thing once or twice before but had totally forgotten about that little fact.


  They’d managed to sell about half of what they had brought when a man who looked to be a carpenter approached them from behind. “My comrades have been toiling away on empty stomachs,” he said.


  Holo was originally a wolf-god of wheat and was thus always sensitive to manners of food. She looked at Lawrence, wordlessly insisting that they assist.


  There was yet meat in the cauldron. Traffic continued to stream into the village, so if he stayed where he was, he would sell out before long.


  Lawrence was a merchant and was happy as long as his wares sold. There seemed to him little point in moving just to accomplish the same task – but then he changed his mind.


  Given the people going back and forth between the village and the trading company, news of the business he and Holo were doing was bound to spread. They would do well to expand their market by selling a bit of food to the craftsmen.


  Lawrence sank into silence as he thought it over but was brought back to his senses by Holo stepping slightly on his foot.


  “Why, aren’t you making a cunning face?” she said.


  “I am a merchant, after all. Right,” said Lawrence. He finished placing a slice of meat between pieces of bread and handing the sandwich to a customer, then put the cauldron’s lid back on top of it and turned to the craftsman. “I’ve enough left for twenty men, say. Will that do?”


  The craftsmen working alongside the river were like ravenous wolves.


  The Ohm Company, which had taken on the construction project thanks to their boundless lust for money, had hired these craftsmen but failed to provide food or lodging for them, so the men had gotten by on nothing but an evening meal provided by the villagers out of pure kindness.


  Moreover, since the work was paid piecemeal and done on a deadline, the workers were reluctant to take the time to go all the way back to the village for a meal. Even once they became aware of Lawrence and Holo’s arrival at the mill, they regarded them with only a brief, sad glare before turning their attention back to their work. The ones working on the wheelhouse’s axles or interior did not even show their faces.


  Lawrence carried the wine cask, and Holo pulled one of the small handcarts the local women used to move heavy loads, which in turn was loaded with the cauldron and bread basket. They shared a glance.


  Evidently they would be peddling the food on foot.


  “What, that all? It won’t be near enough!” So said everyone they sold bread to, but the complaint always came with a smile.


  Apart from those who made their living under a workshop’s roof, any carpenter was happy to brag about the terrible conditions under which he’d worked. So while each and every one of them had to be famished, none demanded a greater share of meat or bread.


  Far from it – they asked Lawrence to give food to as many men as he could manage. It was impossible to build a great water mill alone, and if even one man fell it would be trouble for all, they said. Holo had spent so much time watching the workers in her wheat fields that she seemed to empathize with this.


  But she did not just empathize – she seemed to take great pleasure in bantering with the workers, and Lawrence could hardly fail to notice her ladling out extragenerous servings of wine.


  Of course, he said nothing.


  “Two pieces of bread here, please!” came a shouted call from one of the millhouses that already housed a millstone.


  It was covered in fine powder, but the stuff was not flour – it was sawdust from the wood that they were, even then, in the midst of cutting.


  Holo sneezed several times and decided to wait outside the shack. Perhaps her excellent sense of smell made her that much more sensitive.


  Lawrence sliced off two pieces of bread, then ascended the steeply rising stairs.


  They creaked alarmingly as he went, and there was not much room between his head and the ceiling. The men there were covered in sawdust and were fighting with files and saws to get the axle gearing to properly mesh.


  “I’ve brought the bread!”


  A watermill could be surprisingly loud, and it was – all the more so in the small shack, with the creaking and groaning of the turning axle.


  Yet at Lawrence’s yell, the two men suddenly looked up at him and rushed at him with surprising alacrity.


  Holo laughed at him when Lawrence later told her he was afraid he would be knocked back down the stairs.


  When Lawrence sighed because he wished she would be a little more worried about him, Holo slowly and gently brushed the sawdust from his face and smiled.


  The wheel turned, rising, then falling, then rising again.


  Holo was like a waterwheel, like a mallet, and Lawrence was easily undone by her.


  “Well, I think we’ve about made the rounds.”


  “I’d think so. Dividing the meat and bread in half we managed to get to most everybody.”


  Holo pulled the cart that was carrying the wine cask and cauldron, and on her chest was a wooden pendant, carved in the shape of a hare, that one of the carpenters had given her.


  “I’d like to head straight back to the village, put in another order, and see if we can’t double our business by noon tomorrow.”


  “Mm. Still, how much did we make in the end?”


  “Well, now… wait just a moment…” Lawrence counted the various costs on his fingers, and the figure he arrived at was surprisingly low. “Around four trenni at best, after we change the money.”


  “Only four? But we sold so much!”


  It was true that Lawrence’s coin purse was heavy with coppers, but poor-quality coppers were never going to amount to much, no matter how many you had.


  “I’d feel better pushing prices higher if we were selling to greedy merchants, but the craftsmen aren’t making that much. So that’s how it is.”


  Given that Holo was the one who had suggested selling food to the craftsmen, she could not very well argue with this and pulled her chin in with irritation.


  Of course, doing business that people were so grateful to receive came with benefits other than money. Even when profit margins were slim and the dangers great, Lawrence could rarely resist the trade routes to lonely villages since he could never forget how it felt to bring the villagers what they needed.


  Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s head and patted it a bit roughly. “Still, we’ll bring double the food tomorrow and turn double the profit. If we make arrangements ahead, we’ll be able to sell at night, too, which will double our profit again. We’ll have those honeyed peach preserves before you know it.”


  Holo nodded at Lawrence’s words, and her stomach growled almost in time with her nod.


  Her ears twitched ticklishly under his hand, and Lawrence pulled away. He could not very well pretend not to have heard the growl, so he just gave an honest chuckle.


  Holo made ready to play-punch Lawrence’s arm, but just before she did, Lawrence’s stomach itself growled with fortuitous timing.


  Their constant struggle to keep up with sales of meat and bread had kept their hunger at bay, but now it seemed to have returned with a vengeance. Lawrence met Holo’s eyes. He smiled at her again, and Holo’s angry expression immediately softened.


  Lawrence glanced about their surroundings, then reached for the cart.


  “What is it?” Holo asked.


  “Oh, nothing,” said Lawrence. He removed the cauldron’s lid, pulled out the last slice of meat sticking to the inside, along with a nearly crumbled piece of bread. “I saved this. Thought we could eat it on the way back.”


  Normally Lawrence sold everything that could be sold, and when he was hungry ate anything he could find that seemed edible. He’d never before considered saving a piece of saleable product and eating it later.


  Lawrence cut the meat with a greasy knife as Holo’s tail wagged.


  “Still, you.”


  “What?”


  “You seem to have missed the crucial point again.”


  The cheap mutton was full of gristle, so cutting it took some time, but Lawrence finally looked back up at Holo. “The crucial point?”


  “Mm. If you were planning all along to reveal this plan, you should’ve used nicer meat. This meat is merely adequate.”


  Apparently it had been too much to trust Holo to suffer through skipping lunch. Of course, it was very like her to have been watching for openings to secretly sneak bites of meat throughout the day.


  Lawrence sighed. “I hadn’t noticed,” he said with a rueful smile.


  He sliced the bread in two, put meat atop each, and then after a moment of indecision, he gave the larger piece to Holo.


  Her tail was as honest as a puppy’s, and somehow, so was her tongue. “I understand the carpenters’ grumbling all too well now. This isn’t nearly enough.”


  “You’re certainly full of complaints. When I was just starting out, I’d eat buds and fruit seeds just to avoid starvation.”


  Holo bit noisily into the bread and meat, giving Lawrence nothing but an irritated glare, noisily chewing the bite she tore free.


  Lawrence put his knife away, and after taking his own serving of bread and replacing the lids of the basket and cauldron, he returned to pulling the cart.


  “And you’re certainly full of elderly scolding,” said Holo (of all things the things to say!) after she finished swallowing the bite.


  If the centuries-old wisewolf was saying as much, then all was truly lost.


  “It’s only reasonable to want to eat more and tastier food. Just as trees wish to grow up and out.”


  Even rank sophistry like this sounded more or less reasonable when Holo said it, which was patently unfair.


  Though she’d eaten the first half of her food in the first bite, the greedy Holo seemed not to want to finish so quickly and instead contented herself to nibble at what remained.


  Lawrence watched this childish display and could not help asking, “So you were that hungry, eh?”


  If all he had given her were those words, he probably would have gotten an angry glare for his trouble. But her look was more doubtful than angry, since as he spoke, he offered her a new piece of bread.


  “God says to share what you have, after all.”


  Holo looked at him steadily for a moment, then finally popped the rest of her share into her mouth. The bread in Lawrence’s hand disappeared moments later.


  “Mmph… Sometimes even you… mm… manage to act like a proper male.”


  Watching Holo talk as she devoured the sandwich half, perhaps wanting the fresher loaf as quickly as possible, was quite enough to make Lawrence feel full.


  
    
  

  He smiled as he remembered a certain old travelers’ saying about food.


  “Still, is this truly all right?” asked Holo, holding the remaining bread in both hands.


  Something about her posture made Lawrence doubt she would let the bread go in any case, but she had asked, so he had no choice but to answer. Just as he spoke, he realized what he said was connected to what Holo had said two days earlier.


  “Sure, it’s fine.”


  “Mm. Well, in that case…”


  “I’ve already eaten quite enough.”


  Holo’s mouth dropped open, and she froze, only her eyes swiveling to glare at Lawrence.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, which made Holo’s gaze flick this way and that, disturbed, before settling back on him, harsh.


  “Oh, you’ve already eaten, have you? And here I thought you were being considerate for once…” she grumbled.


  “Isn’t this the time to put what you said before into action?” Lawrence responded.


  “… Huh? Me? What are you…”


  It was always Holo who was putting riddles to Lawrence. At seeing her confusion, Lawrence had to admit that he understood the appeal. He had always thought it was out of malice or mean-spiritedness, but having gotten a chance to try it himself, he finally saw why she enjoyed it so much. Holo had closed her mouth and looked back and forth between the bread and Lawrence’s face, confused.


  The only thing that would have made this better would have been a bit of wine, but the water he’d have drunk to clear his head afterward would have probably been poisoned.


  Lawrence decided the timing was right, and quoted the old travelers’ maxim:


  “For tasty food, double the money. To be full, double the amount. So what do you do to double the pleasure of a meal?” Lawrence remembered the riddle Holo had posed to him while she had gazed at the whole roast pig. He smiled and continued, “You add a companion to dine with. Just watching you enjoy the bread is satisfaction enough for me.”


  He smiled, and Holo looked down, probably more than a little abashed. Of course Lawrence had not intended to attack her, and he truly was content to watch her relish the bread so.


  So instead of telling her to eat up and not worry, he teasingly patted her head.


  Holo brushed his hand away and held hers out instead. “Do you suppose I could eat the whole loaf after hearing such a thing?” In her hand was a torn-off piece of the bread.


  It was not precisely divided, but rather hastily torn in Holo’s earnest effort to compromise – which was somehow very like her.


  If she really wanted to eat the whole loaf of bread, he did not much mind, but still–!


  Lawrence was about to say so, but Holo picked that moment to tease him. “’Twould be an annoyance indeed, to let you have all the fun of indulging.”


  Lawrence had been ready to reassure Holo that she need not worry about eating all the bread, but now she had done the same thing to him.


  “Or do you only care about yourself?”


  She was a wisewolf and not only in name.


  If he turned her down, it would be proof of his selfishness.


  Lawrence gratefully accepted the piece she had so begrudgingly torn off her loaf and bowed. “My thanks.”


  “Mm.” Holo gave a superior nod, her chest puffed out. She bit into her own bread as though this entire exchange were beneath her dignity.


  Lawrence, too, ate his bread, then brushed his hands free of the crumbs that lingered.


  Holo then grabbed his hand with hers, as though she had been waiting for just that moment.


  He was surprised, but not surprised enough to do anything as stupid as looking at her. He smiled wordlessly and squeezed her hand in response.


  It was a pleasant winter’s afternoon, and the only sound was the rattling of the cart.




  
    
  

  The Wolf and the Twilight Colored Gift


  The towns and villages one encountered while traveling were places where a brief, precious rest could be had and necessary supplies gathered.


  These were not limited to food and fuel. Components for repairing the wagon and mending clothes were necessary, as well as information on the condition and security of the road ahead.


  The more people were traveling, the more things were required and the more work there was to do.


  This was doubly true when one’s companion was a selfish princess.


  He had come to buy the firewood that was absolutely necessary for keeping warm while making camp on the road, but she merely furrowed her brow.


  “… ’Tis your coin. Spend it as you will.”


  Had she ended her sentence with a rising, interrogative tone, Lawrence could have at least enjoyed being charmingly deceived, but her flatly stated remark gave a rather different impression.


  Lawrence found this surprising, but there was no reason to doubt that Holo, his traveling companion, would speak words that were utterly contrary to her true feelings.


  “Does it bother you?”


  “Not particularly,” said Holo shortly, looking away. She had a kerchief over her head and a cape about her shoulders, a fox-fur muffler around her neck, and gloves of deerskin – every inch the town lass. Moreover, from beneath her kerchief and down her back flowed a fall of beautiful chestnut hair that would have been the envy of any noblewoman. She had beauty that caught the eye of nearly every passerby.


  A poet might say that a girl in her teens was at her loveliest, but Lawrence knew the truth of the matter.


  Holo was not a town lass, she was not a girl in her teens, and in point of fact was not even a human. Removing her kerchief would reveal wolf ears and beneath her robe was a magnificent tail.


  She was a being who had lived in the wheat and ensured its good harvest, and long ago people had revered her as a god. She was centuries old, and her true form was that of a giant wolf.


  She was Holo, the Wisewolf of Yoitsu.


  Holo thrust out her chest and proclaimed both those names at every opportunity, which only made Lawrence sigh. Calling her a wisewolf always made him feel rather small inside.


  “It’s not such a great distance to the next town, and it shouldn’t be too cold. You can manage a couple of days of cold food, can’t you?”


  “I told you, spend it as you will.”


  “…”


  Lawrence and Holo were standing in a shop that sold the fuel travelers needed to provide light and warmth. It was not only travelers, either – all sorts bought the firewood stacked high in front of the shop, as well as the product next to it, which sold as though it would not be outdone.


  It was true, though, that compared with firewood it gave a weaker flame, and there was the smell to consider. Given how much more sensitive Holo’s nose was than a human’s, it was no small burden for her to bear.


  But – it was so cheap.


  Merchants would blind themselves to almost anything if it was cheap enough – yes, and plug their noses, too.


  What was it that Holo found distasteful? And what was so much cheaper than firewood? Peat.


  “So, what’ll it be, sir? I can’t have you loitering around my shop all day.” The shopkeeper laid a hand on his woodpile beneath the eaves and smiled a rueful smile.


  He seemed half-sympathetic to Lawrence’s problem with this finicky traveling companion and half-amused at Lawrence getting what he deserved.


  Lawrence himself had felt that way at various points during his travels alone, so he could hardly blame the man. Traveling with a girl as fetching as Holo often earned him the envy of others. If the envy became too much of a problem, though, Lawrence would not be able to make his way as a merchant, so it would not do to appear self-satisfied – especially not when dealing with a nasty fellow like this, who would obviously take special pleasure in watching Lawrence squirm.


  Faced with the prideful Holo, arms folded and back to him, looking for all the world like some spoiled noble lady, Lawrence had no choice but to set aside the matter of the fuel.


  “My apologies. I’ll come again.”


  “Come anytime,” replied the shopkeeper in a flat tone. Only the words themselves were polite. It reminded him of Holo.


  Holo, meanwhile, seemed to recover her good cheer as soon as they left the shop. “Food next, aye? Hurry, let us go!” she said, taking Lawrence’s hand and tugging on it as she strode ahead.


  From the outside, it would have looked like a traveling merchant had lucked into the attentions of a town lass, but Lawrence only sighed his usual sigh.


  When it came to food, convincing Holo of anything was no simple matter – nothing so easy as the argument about fuel.


  “’Tis written all over your face, you know,” Holo said with a sly grin, and at the sight of the amber eyes that flashed at him from her upturned gaze, he could not help but stop in his tracks.


  This wolf saw through everything.


  “The next town will be bigger, I hear. I’ve no intention of insisting on luxury here.”


  “Which means you’ll be insisting on luxury in the next town.”


  Holo grinned, flashing her teeth, to which Lawrence had no reply.


  Either way it would be a battle, so he decided to simply follow Holo’s lead this time. “Well, then, I’ll gladly accept your thrift.”


  “Mm.”


  For bread, they bought rye instead of wheat, and cheap rye at that, bread that had been bulked up with legumes and chestnut flour. For vegetables, it was turnips and carrots, along with roasted beans. They had their wineskin filled with wine that was not very good, but at least had a good deal of clarity.


  It was more reserved than their usual fare, but still cost more than the rock-hard oat bread and sour, pulpy wine Lawrence had eaten in the past.


  As Lawrence was doing the buying, he noticed Holo gazing at the dried fruit and roasted seeds. Thinking he had best hurry up before Holo begged him for something else, he handed the shopkeeper a blackened silver coin and received a few coppers in change – and then remembered something.


  “Ah, pardon me – might I have the change in those coppers there instead?”


  “Those? Oh, the schmie coppers? Passing through the northern forest, are you?”


  “Yes. There’s a logging village on the way, if I remember right.”


  There were many varieties of the copper coins necessary to buy supplies on the road. As to why that mattered – well, one had only to imagine trying to use one town’s coin in a rival town during a feud.


  “It’s probably too small to even be called a village, but this time of year there’ll be more people there, just trying to finish their work before the snows come. Anyhow, this is the exchange rate.”


  Anyone making their living by trade needed to have a grasp of the many – even dozens – of coins that circulated through the money changers.


  This particular exchange rate was slightly unfavorable, but Lawrence still would not be taking a loss.


  He agreed to the exchange and accepted the schmie coppers, which were smaller but thicker, before putting the shop behind him.


  “You merchants are a troublesome lot,” said Holo once they’d left.


  Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s head. “Not so troublesome as you. Now then, we’ll see to repairing the wagon and gathering some talk about the road ahead…” He ticked off the tasks on his fingers.


  Holo looked up at him, childlike. If he ignored her, she would be angry.


  Lawrence slumped and gave in. “Yes, and dinner, too.”


  “Mm. Nothing like a tavern for hearing about travel conditions. ’Tis a necessary thing.”


  It was hard to argue with a wisewolf.


  Lawrence ascended the inn’s stairs just as some other travelers were coming down. A man tipped his hat in greeting and gave Lawrence a smile of pained sympathy.


  The reason for that smile was quite obvious.


  The sun had not even set yet, but Holo’s face was quite red as Lawrence carried her.


  “How many times do you suppose I’ve carried a certain wisewolf away after she’s eaten and drunk too much, hmm?”


  “Ungh…”


  “You’re lucky I don’t make a hobby of usury, else you wouldn’t even have the clothes on your back.”


  With effort, he managed to drag Holo back to the room. He laid her on the bed and removed her kerchief and cloak, as had become the usual routine. He was so efficient at it, who would blame him for stripping her naked? Though the thought had occurred to Lawrence several times, he had never once done it.


  After all, as she groaned and lay back, Holo’s face was the very image of satiety.


  “Honestly,” Lawrence murmured with a smile. A caress of her cheek with his finger was all the satisfaction he needed.


  “Now then.” They’d arrived early in the town, and as a result, Holo was passed out from drunkenness earlier than usual. It was still light outside, and with the wooden windows left open, there was light enough to work without candles.


  Lawrence set his knife, coin purse, and map on the desk and lazily went about his work.


  First came an inspection of his knife, making sure the blade was still keen and the hilt tight. It was mostly used for eating, but during a journey it might well need to cut a man’s skin or kill an animal.


  When it came to things that might save his life, it was not an exaggeration to rank the knife above any prayer to God.


  As for whether his map was useful or not, it was only marginally better than wearing blinders, but there was nothing to be lost in having even a vague sense of one’s physical surroundings. Especially given that tomorrow they would be passing through a forest that would obscure their view of the horizon.


  Lawrence knew from past experience that just having Holo the Wisewolf with him was not a guarantee of easy travel, but at least they would not have to worry about being attacked by wolves. Given that Holo’s true wolf form could easily swallow him in a single gulp, with her at his side, there was no need to fear mere forest wolves.


  That point did make him feel a bit better.


  When he had traveled alone, whenever he had to pass through areas where wolves, bears, or other dangerous creatures frequently appeared, he carried every ward and charm he could possibly find.


  It was said that animals hated the smell of metal, so he wore things made of lead on his body. Likewise it was said noise would keep them away, so he would ring a small bell all day long. He would make a generous tithe to the Church in exchange for a prayer on his behalf. He even ended up buying a charm bearing the name of a famous saint who was reputed to have given sermons to the wolves.


  But no matter what he did, the wolves attacked when they pleased.


  Despite all the hardship he had endured, Lawrence now found himself a bit saddened at not having to worry about such attacks anymore. Humans were strange creatures indeed.


  Nevertheless, it would be best not to encounter them and not to rely overmuch on Holo. Holo, after all, seemed occasionally self-conscious about the fact that she was not human, so it would not do to just send her out to fend off any wolves that appeared.


  Lawrence’s attention now fell upon the contents of the open coin purse on the desk, which were the most representative of that which might be used to ward off wolves: The schmie copper pieces, which he had received as change in his various transactions around town.


  Small and thick, they were perfect for carving copper off their edges, but unlike other similar coins, whose designs would have been mostly filed off, these were largely intact.


  The reason why was in the design of the schmie copper.


  Lawrence separated one out from the rest and held it up in his hand, gazing at it. On the red metal disc was carved the image of a single beast.


  “So you’re collecting those now, are you?”


  Lawrence nearly dropped the coin at the sudden voice. There had been no footsteps nor other signals that she was so close.


  Holo burped a wine-soaked burp and draped herself over Lawrence’s back.


  “I see you’ve finally recognized how wonderful I am, then. Mm. Aye, ’tis well.”


  “Yes, yes, fine. Hey, look out–!”


  Lawrence reached out and grabbed the wobbling Holo’s hand, and she smiled, pleased.


  Even when she was drunk, Lawrence could not help but redden a bit, when smiled at thusly by a girl like Holo.


  “So, what – you need water?”


  “Mm… my throat burns…”


  It was the usual routine. Lawrence stood from his chair, letting Holo sit instead while he brought her a pitcher of water.


  He handed it to her, and she drank noisily, a trickle of water spilling from the corner of her mouth.


  Holo claimed that wolves did not have cheeks and that she spilled because she had yet to become accustomed to her human mouth, but Lawrence doubted that. She was probably merely coarse.


  “Whew…” She burped again.


  “Feel better?”


  “Mm… ’Twas awfully strong wine, I think. My throat is yet dry,” she said and began to drink again. She was spilling a truly terrible amount.


  Lawrence felt like her footman as he offered her a handkerchief, but then he realized something – they had added a large amount of ginger to the wine, in order to cover up its poor quality.


  “Even if you were to order finer wine, it would be a waste if you spilled it like that,” Lawrence said, and Holo gave him a look that made him wonder if she had long since gotten over her drunkenness. But then the corner of her mouth curled up. She declined to engage further.


  “Come, if you’re feeling better, then move aside. It’s dark, and I need to light a candle.”


  Holo glanced back and forth between Lawrence and the desk, then grudgingly stood. However, she seemed to have no intention of returning to the bed, instead sitting herself on the corner of the desk. “What are you doing? Are you insinuating something, huh?”


  “What, do you want me to tell you it must be your conscience panging that makes you think so?”


  “Hmph. Well, aren’t I a good-for-nothing glutton.” She took another drink from the water jug, then poked him in the temple with it.


  He took it without argument and set it on the table. There was no one as unpleasant as a spiteful drunk. Especially when the drunk in question was such a good actor there was no way to be sure just how drunk she was – pursuing conversation with such a person was tantamount to suicide.


  Lawrence turned his attention back to the coins before he could blunder into any of her traps.


  “We’ll be passing through a village of woodcutters tomorrow. These are to sell there.”


  “… Sell?” Holo gave him a dubious look, not unfairly.


  After all, it was a copper coin that was on the table – coin used to buy, not sell.


  “That’s right. Sell.”


  “But… this is currency, is it not?”


  “You can sell currency. In the old days… maybe not as old as you, but still old, coins were sold by smiths, who were side by side with the money changers.”


  Holo’s eyes were still bleary with wine, but her interest was piqued, and she picked up one of the copper coins to regard it.


  “Coins issued by legendary kings or coins circulated near abbeys where saints renowned for their healing powers lived. Coins with holes in them such that they can be strung and worn about the neck are common, too. I’ve even heard of coins being used as hilts on swords.”


  The coin Holo held had a ship and a tower carved on it and was from a seaside kingdom. She looked at the obverse and the reverse sides both, holding each up to her chest experimentally.


  “That’s a bit small for that – coins made to wear tend to be larger. For you… one about this size would be good, I think.”


  Lawrence picked out a coin of about the right size and held it up to Holo’s chest. It was an unremarkable piece of faded silver, but strangely, it looked more like an antique piece of silversmithing when worn by Holo.


  Clothes make the man, the old saying went, but in this girl’s case the opposite was true – she made anything look good.


  “Heh. So, might we put a hole in this?” Holo burbled as she held the piece up.


  Lawrence agonized for a moment but then hardened his heart and took the coin back. “If we do that, it’ll be useless as currency.


  “Hmph.”


  “You’ve got that precious wheat about your neck anyway, don’t you? You can’t wear a coin with that.”


  Holo looked forlornly at the coin Lawrence had taken back. “Huh?” she asked, her head tilted in confusion.


  “There’s a scripture that prohibits usury. It says the practice is like sowing coins into a field.”


  Despite her confused look, Holo was still a wisewolf. As soon as she began to think it over, she assumed an air of intellectualism. But the wine caught up to her, and she soon surrendered. “… What does that mean?”


  “Coins will not send up shoots, nor blossom into flowers. Moreover, they’re metal, so they’ll poison the soil and make everything else planted there wither. In other words, it prohibits collecting interest and speaks to the evil of money.”


  “Mm.” The wolf ears on her head flicked rapidly, and Holo nodded, seeming to accept this explanation. “I can’t have the wheat withering, can I?”


  Lawrence had also thought about how it would look on her already-thin physique but had not mentioned that. He only had one life, after all.


  “So why will we be able to sell these coins in particular, then?” Holo pointed at the schmie coppers with their wolf designs.


  “These? Well…” Lawrence found himself stumbling over his words. But he quickly recovered and gave a good merchant’s answer. “The wolf device on them, you see.”


  “Oh? Why’s that, I suppose. It does seem quite clever.” Holo said, pleased, as she picked one of the coins up and turned it over in her palm.


  Her good mood did not seem to be from the wine. She did seem very amused by the image of the wolf. And why not? Surely a lonely traveler, far from their home, would be heartened to chance upon a coin with a famous figure from their homeland carved upon its face.


  But Lawrence remained purposefully vague. She was so happy, sitting there on the desk with her tail swishing back and forth. There was no need to say it.


  “Come, you. What is it?”


  The question put Lawrence in a difficult place.


  “Courage, perhaps? Or… good fortune? No, this is wolves like me, so…” Holo considered the various possibilities herself.


  He could not tell her. He could not tell her that it was a ward against wolves.


  “Hmm. And didn’t you say that you’ll be able to sell them in a woodcutters’ village?”


  “Y-yes, that’s right.”


  “Which means…” Holo mused, sinking into her own thoughts as a person sinks into water.


  Lawrence could only look away and close his eyes. Her second name, Wisewolf, was not merely for show, and as he expected, she seemed to have realized the truth.


  Holo’s tail stopped in place, and she placed the coin she had been playing with back down on the desk.


  “… Mm. Well, I figured ’twas something of the sort,” she said, seemingly out of consideration for Lawrence.


  As though admitting that wolves and humans could not help but be enemies.


  “I mean, look, there are bandit ward coins, too, so–”


  “Come, you,” said Holo with a lonely sigh and momentary smile. “If you care so much, ’twill only make me feel lonelier,” she said, hopping off the desk and returning to the bed. It was too late to say anything to her. Her body disappeared beneath the covers, followed by her tail.


  Lawrence had been careless.


  He should have known, he thought and sighed and began to place the sorted coins on the table into different bags.


  The next moment, something came to him.


  “Hey – that’s right. Of course,” he said, leaning back in the chair so that it balanced on its back legs. He looked back over his shoulder and saw Holo looking at him, apparently wondering what he was talking about.


  “Come to think of it, with you along, don’t you suppose we could make a killing on wolf wards?”


  Occasionally stubbornness led to a certain wry smile. But a smile was a smile, and sometimes that was enough to clear the skies.


  Holo’s ears twitched. “So,” she said, turning over in bed to face him. “What did you have in mind?”


  While she could be even more childish and selfish than she looked, she offered Lawrence such a gracious chance to redeem himself that even he could not let it slip away.


  No one had a better traveling companion than he did.


  “Well, say…” Lawrence said, his gaze flitting away. “Maybe one could make some noise that would drive them away…?”


  “Sometimes high-pitched noises are unpleasant for us… but that’s just as likely to attract their attention as it is to drive wolves away.”


  She had a very straightforward point of view.


  “What about prayers to God, then?”


  “Aye, surely, if that god will give them food every day.”


  “What about the talk that they can’t stand the smell of metal?”


  “Metal…” Holo sat up as though they had finally hit upon something worth debating. She closed her eyes and tilted her head. “That might have some effect.”


  “So a leaden apron might work, then?” Lawrence had seen craftsmen wearing such things.


  “Hmmm.”


  “I’ve often heard that knights or mercenaries wearing armor are difficult to attack.”


  “That’s because of the long spears they carry, though, aye? Those are troublesome even for me. But swords – sometimes I don’t even notice if they’re carrying swords before I leap.”


  Every one of her answers was completely reasonable.


  Lawrence gave the matter honest thought. “What about something that simply smells bad?”


  “Aye. Herbs often have a bitter scent. That might be worst of all.”


  Several possible varieties of herbs flitted through Lawrence’s mind. Some of them were quite cheap and might well do the trick.


  Given the hour, the sun would soon be setting, but even if the spice shops were closing, their wares would be identifiable from the eaves simply by the scents they gave off.


  “Shall we go out? You might walk off a bit of that wine.”


  “Mm. Right now?” Holo was surprised at first but soon changed her mind. “Aye, why not?”


  “Right.” Lawrence put his things in order and stood, and watching him, Holo smiled. A moment later, she climbed out of bed herself.


  “But let’s not hurry, eh?” said Holo as she took Lawrence’s hand.


  The western sky was red, but the east had already turned a dark blue. The passersby in the streets wore their scarves up around their mouths, bundled up tightly as they hurried to finish the day’s business and head home.


  The barmaid of the tavern, which Holo had been drinking and carousing at not long before, was just then hanging a tallow lamp from the building’s eaves; noticing Lawrence and Holo, she waved.


  “…”


  When Lawrence looked back at her, Holo’s grip on his hand tightened a little – the usual joke. And anyway, the barmaid hardly had time to show a mere traveling merchant anything more than the usual pleasant greeting. Customers were arriving one after the other, and she hurried inside, as though someone in the building had called to her.


  “If anything, I imagine she was greeting us thanks to your drinking habits,” said Lawrence.


  “Oh ho. Then she ought to have waved an empty glass instead of her hand.”


  “Does that mean I should’ve waved my lightened coin purse?”


  “Heh-heh. Yes, just so.”


  Such was their banter as they walked through the twilight town.


  Lawrence often found summer post-sunset hour to be excessively melancholy, and as such did not like it, but winter’s was just the opposite.


  The air was cool and dry, and being covered in the dust of a hard day’s work, delicious food and drink surely awaited them in a warm room somewhere, one that glowed with lamplight. It was no different from Holo’s thinking, and doubtless that feeling was what led her to drag them to taverns and loosen the strings of his coin purse.


  Such thoughts occupied Lawrence’s mind as he walked beside Holo, and eventually they came to a certain building. A signboard with an earthen mortar affixed to it hung from the eaves, indicating that it was an apothecary’s shop.


  In most towns, herbs and spices fell into the purview of the apothecary.


  Various dried herbs of suspicious provenance hung from the eaves in bunches, and inside the cramped little shop were rows of baskets containing even more herbs.


  But farther inside, the shopkeeper was bent over, tidying up after the day’s business, and when he noticed Lawrence and Holo, his breath came out in a white puff as he smiled apologetically. “Customers, at this hour? I was just about to close up shop.”


  “Could we browse just a bit?”


  “So long as you aren’t long,” replied the shopkeeper, arranging the small bottles and casks on a shelf.


  “Thank you very much,” said Lawrence with a smile.


  Next to him, Holo waited for the shopkeeper to stick his nose back into the shelves before she whispered into Lawrence’s ear, “He was looking at me as he said that.”


  “He probably thinks I’m some fool merchant a town girl has tricked into buying a scented sachet or some such thing.” Lawrence shrugged, and Holo stifled a laugh.


  “Even if it smells good, it still leaves your belly empty.”


  “I figured you’d say that.”


  As they chatted, they smelled each of the herbs lined up in front of the shop. Black herbs, blue herbs, deep green herbs, red herbs, yellow herbs. There were even some made from dried flowers or dried fruits, and many that, upon asking the shopkeeper their names, Lawrence discovered he had never heard of before.


  For Holo’s part, she delivered her opinions in turn as she sampled the scents. “Good for putting on tough meat. Good for putting in bad wine. Good for putting on burnt bread.” Such harshly scented herbs as these were not good for improving the taste of good food so much as they were for covering up the taste of bad food – or so Holo was saying with much disapproval.


  In any case, Holo’s nose and her ability to tell the scents apart was enough to make even the shopkeeper’s eyes go wide in surprise, but it was no shock to someone who knew exactly what she was.


  But what did surprise Lawrence was when the impressed shopkeeper, upon recognizing Holo’s magnificent nose, brought out several small baskets for her to sample.


  “I’ve a favor to ask, if you wouldn’t mind.”


  Holo looked at Lawrence, then back to the shopkeeper.


  “This one and this one. Also this and this. Here, too – lately there are rumors of fakes circulating. I’ve been doing an apothecary’s work for thirty years, but sometimes even I find myself fooled by the fakes. I hear sometimes they train dogs to sniff out the scents nearer the fakes, but… would you consider lending me your nose?”


  Evidently every business had its troubles.


  Holo was obviously displeased, but Lawrence cannily answered the shopkeeper. “This girl once worked in a noble house, whose mistress was a great lover of spices. She naturally developed quite a sense for them working there, you see, and that’s why I keep her near.”


  It was a circuitous explanation, but the shopkeeper was no amateur. He nodded immediately. “Do not worry,” he said. “If she can tell the fakes from the genuine article, I’d be prepared to thank her appropriately.”


  He placed a weight on one side of a set of scales and then balanced it with an amount of copper coins.


  The deal was done.


  “Well then, Holo.”


  “Er… hmm… good wheat bread, then.”


  A bit of red dye would tint the whole barrel, the old saying went. Holo made her request, and Lawrence immediately nodded.


  Evidently the spice the shopkeeper had at hand was rather valuable, as the amount he had proposed to Lawrence was a tidy sum. There would be money left over even after buying Holo the bread she craved. He did not mind, as long as the entirety of this unexpected profit was not used up.


  “Ah,” murmured Lawrence to himself.


  Holo sniffed at a sprig of herb that the shopkeeper gave her and looked up at him. “What makes you say that?” she asked Lawrence.


  “Oh, nothing. I just remembered something I need to do. I’ll be right back – just stay here.”


  Holo looked none too pleased, but the shopkeeper seemed to be fine with any arrangement that included Holo staying there and sniff testing his wares.


  Lawrence lightly patted Holo’s shoulder and walked off without waiting for her to reply.


  He walked quickly through the town streets, making for his destination. The streets were more crowded now, with people hurrying home.


  The coins in his coin purse jingled.


  Once Lawrence finished his errand, he returned to the shop, where he found Holo and the shopkeeper drinking wine.


  He was extolling the virtues of apothecaries as he drank, so evidently the smell-detection work had finished.


  The shopkeeper was the first to notice Lawrence, and he emerged from the front of the shop with a great smile on his face, as though he was about to pick Lawrence up in a warm embrace. “Well, well! Your girl’s nose is truly a wonder. Dunking the fake in wine soon revealed the lie! I very nearly took a terrible loss,” he said.


  “I’m pleased to hear it. I see you’ve added wine to her payment.”


  “It’s nothing compared with the loss I would’ve suffered. And of course, my consideration will be a generous one,” he said and hurried back inside his shop.


  Holo was drinking wine with a very satisfied look on her face, and given that she had already been drunk earlier that same evening, the look in her eye was a bit suspicious.


  “You’ve drunk too much.”


  “Hmm? I’ve finished a hard day’s work! And unlike a certain someone who did nothing but tuck the profit away in their coin purse, I’m quite tired.”


  Perhaps angry at having been left behind, she shoved her finger at Lawrence’s chest, and her eyes were surprisingly serious.


  In lieu of an apology, Lawrence plucked an herb fragment away from the corner of Holo’s mouth. He sniffed it; it was an herb often said to go well with wine.


  “Given that, I suppose you weren’t able to do what we originally came here to do?”


  At Lawrence’s words, Holo drank more wine in noisy gulps and replied in an aggrieved tone, “Searching for a scent that wolves don’t like means essentially that I have to put my nose to things I myself hate. Why must I do such a thing, pray tell?”


  It was unclear whether she was speaking purposefully or whether it was just the wine, but in any case Holo was clearly upset at Lawrence leaving her behind. Lawrence sighed softly and took the wine cup from Holo’s hand.


  She had not been expecting this, evidently, and stared at the wine cup taken from her hand as though it was a truly mysterious thing.


  “My wine?” she said, dazed.


  She was quite charming when she was like this, but instead of a reply, Lawrence produced something from his breast pocket.


  He had not left Holo behind to take care of an errand he’d “forgotten.” His destination had been a money changer or goldsmith or anywhere that an artisan who worked in iron or silver might be found.


  Since the shops were largely preparing to close, he’d had to force the issue to get what he needed. And it did not hurt that his request was a simple one.


  Lawrence produced the gift and handed it to Holo.


  It was a schmie coin, with a hole put in it, hung on a thread.


  “Is this…?”


  “I can spare a single silver piece. And a dignified image like this one suits you.”


  Holo looked closely at the coin, then back up at Lawrence.


  Her eyes were moist (perhaps that was the wine), but Lawrence knew he would never forget her shy smile in that moment for as long as he lived.


  “Still,” said Holo to Lawrence, “if I wear something like this, it might well keep me from encountering my kind during our travels.”


  Given that the schmie coin was used as a wolf ward, Lawrence took Holo’s point. He took the string from which the coin dangled and affixed it about her neck. “Then wear it only when we’re in a town.”


  Holo let him do as he wished, putting a question to him as he drew near to pass the thread under her hair. “What do you mean by that?”


  The wine-blended scent that tickled Lawrence’s nose was not any spice or oil; it was Holo’s own faintly sweet scent.


  He was feeling rather bold. “To keep away the wolves of the towns.”


  Holo stiffened in such sudden surprise that Lawrence was glad he had taken her wine cup away.


  Her ears pricked up so stiffly that they nearly dislodged her kerchief, and, unable to contain her mirth, Holo doubled over in laughter.


  
    
  

  Just then the shopkeeper emerged, bringing their consideration, and his eyes went wide at the scene.


  Lawrence gave the man a rueful smile, just as Holo righted herself and took Lawrence’s arm. “Bah-hah-hah-hah. Oh, you’re a fool, you are. A grand fool.”


  “Not bad, eh?”


  “Keh-heh-heh!” Holo continued laughing and straightened herself. “That was the foulest one today.”


  “Foul enough to keep wolves from bothering us?”


  Holo grinned.


  Lawrence received the payment from the shopkeeper – who was quite taken aback at Holo’s laughter – and returned to him coin enough to pay for the wine Holo had drunk.


  The shopkeeper tried to hire Holo on the spot, but of course was turned down. Lawrence led Holo off as they began to walk.


  She clung tightly to Lawrence’s arm, still giggling, and did not immediately let go.


  It was as the stars were beginning to twinkle in the sky that a memory called to Lawrence. “Oh, that’s right. If it was truly so foul…”


  “Hmm?”


  “… Then you shouldn’t mind the burning peat so much anymore, eh?”


  Holo, already teary-eyed from laughter, chuckled again and took a deep breath. “I concede it! You win.”


  At her breast hung the silver schmie piece.


  In the twilight, the regal wolf on its face seemed to sigh a long-suffering sigh.




  
    
  

  The Wolf and the Silver Sigh


  Looking back, she had come quite a distance from the wagon.


  Teasing the family of hares had been good fun, but evidently she had gotten carried away. She gave the sash about her waist a flutter, smiling at the hares as if to say, “Playtime’s over!” Whereupon the doe and kit looked at each other, then hopped off about their business.


  “Now then,” she said and began to return to her own den. It was a strange den, though – made of iron and wood, wheeled, and pulled behind a horse.


  Occasionally it was filled with goods, but at the moment it was carrying little of note, which made it most pleasant. When the wagon was too heavily loaded, it was cramped and uncomfortable, and when it carried nothing, it was too cold.


  But with enough space between the wooden crates, canvas could be stretched between them, enclosing the space and making it quite cozy, as well as serving as good protection from the wind. Then some grain sacks for pillows and plenty of blankets to curl up under, and she could lie there and count the planks in the crates or look up at the sky.


  Today the weather was fine, which meant the blankets would be delightfully warm. Just imagining it was enough to make her yawn, especially given that she’d just eaten her midday meal.


  Human mouths had their troublesome cheeks and were thus a bit cramped, but only humans could raise their arms to stretch while they yawned.


  Though she could not help feeling that the wolf body, to which she’d become accustomed over the centuries was her true form, she did not dislike her human form, though it came with some inconveniences. After all, her human form came with the queer human habit of wearing their decorations. While a wolf might give some consideration to her own coat, that hardly compared with human activities.


  To put it in wolf terms, it was like being able to change the color of her fur every morning, depending on her mood. How could that be anything but delightful?


  But of course her greatest delight was in showing her many looks to someone and seeing their reactions.


  And to that end, her traveling companion was second to none. A muffler and a robe was all it took to elicit a great fuss.


  If there was a problem, it was that these decorations cost money. She felt it something of a disgrace for her, a wisewolf, to worry about human money, but given that she was traveling in human form with a human, it could not be helped.


  Moreover, her companion was a traveling merchant and was tiresomely attached to his money. Even the stop at this very field, which he had said was because of the pleasant weather and the need to stop for the midday meal, was obviously for some other reason as well.


  He had been distracted the previous evening, and when she had spoken to him, he had given only vague replies. Only minutes ago during their meal, his gaze was off in the distance, as it had been the whole while, and he had not even noticed her steal two separate pieces of cheese.


  As for what her companion was thinking about, it seemed to be the coins and pelts they had seen in town.


  There was an exhausting variety of both coins and pelts that circulated in the human world, and evidently the rates of exchange between them were a cause of great concern. To wit: Black pelts could be traded for silver coins, and those white-silver coins exchanged for brown pelts, which would be traded for red-copper coins, which could be used to purchase black pelts again, but at a profit.


  To that end, he had been tallying figures ever since the previous night.


  She knew that money was necessary to travel in the human world, as it was necessary for everything else, and as her companion was traveling first and foremost to make money, she had little cause to complain.


  Far from it – when she regarded her pathetically toiling companion, she could not bring herself to ask him to buy her something that they could not even eat.


  Still, it made her tail puff up a bit to see him still off in his own world, not even noticing that she’d returned to the wagon.


  “Come now, how long must we stay here?” she said, spreading her blanket out. Her harsh tone seemed to do the job, as her companion finally looked up from the wooden plank. He seemed not to have eaten properly and was scratching figures into a wooden slate that had been coated with wax.


  “Mm… oh, look at the hour.” No matter the place, it was a trick of humans that they all seemed to be able to tell the time with a quick glance at the sky.


  He hastily packed up his board and writing stick, his mouth filled with bread.


  He seemed not to have noticed the two pieces of cheese that had been stolen and eaten.


  “Are you finished with your walk?” asked her companion rather suddenly as she arranged the blanket on the planks and made ready to curl up under it. She had been so certain he had taken no notice of her, but apparently he had.


  “I suppose ’twould have made you uneasy if I’d gone too far.”


  Her companion laughed easily, and the sight of his foolish smile made her want (rather maliciously) to truly vanish for a time and see how he liked that.


  His foolishness was like that of a cat that is terrified of water but tries to catch fish anyway. “No matter how far you might roam, you’d always come back as soon as your belly was empty,” was his reply.


  It would have been ridiculous to be angry at him, so she merely smiled. At this, her foolish companion grinned proudly, as though he was quite sure he had gotten the better of her.


  She deserved praise for letting him stray so far.


  “Well, then, I’ll harness the horse and we’ll be on our way.” Her companion climbed down from the driver’s seat and approached the horse, that had been loosed.


  She held her chin in her hands and rested her elbows on the wagon bed’s edge and watched him. Her companion – he was a kind and timid man but could sometimes be prideful and overconfident.


  He prized money above all but his own life, sometimes bizarrely so. And yet when one might expect him to be miserly with the money he earned, he could be strangely generous, at which she always found her tail wagging.


  Her companion had a tendency to believe she could be wooed with food, but regardless of how good those humans were at cooking, she wondered if he truly considered that a wisewolf such as herself could always be distracted by food?


  The notion that she would return simply because she was hungry – how absurd!


  She would return because she did not relish the notion of eating alone, and she wagged her tail out of pleasure that he saw fit to spend his precious coin on her, that was all.


  “Fool.”


  Her companion’s horse was eating field grass, and he shook his head in irritation at it, tugging it this way and that. Yet he still fancied himself a cool, collected wolf among humans, which struck her as very funny indeed. “He’s but a sheep,” she murmured to herself and rested her cheek on the wagon bed’s edge.


  There in the still sunlight, she watched her foolish companion. She had no dissatisfaction, nor any complaints.


  A smile played about her lips in spite of herself and grew wider as she realized her own silliness. “Perhaps I’m the fool, after all,” she murmured in amusement, dropping her gaze to the ground.


  And then – there, between the blades of grass, was something strange.


  “What’s that?”


  She leaned over to look at it, but still could not quite make it out. Finally she got out of the wagon bed and picked it up. It was a beast’s head rendered in metal and hung about a leather cord.


  “What is this?” she murmured, peering at it, then heard the voice of her companion.


  “Easy, easy!” The horse, evidently enjoying its rare freedom, seemed displeased at this interruption.


  She met his dark black eyes and caught there a flicker of spite. But the horse would have had any number of chances to run away had he wanted to. In other words, he was just having some fun at her companion’s expense.


  Well, it served him right.


  “Come, don’t buck like that! Yes, fine, I see how it is… there we go.”


  Her companion was used to this, though, and quickly harnessed the horse back up to the wagon while murmuring soothing words.


  It was quite charming to see a usually perfect person suddenly act foolish, but not nearly as so to see a foolish person show surprising skill.


  But when the horse gave her companion a long-suffering nudge with his nose, said companion was back to his usual self.


  “Honestly… well, then, let’s be off. Er… what is it?”


  He seemed to have thought she had already curled up under the blankets in the wagon. She was about to ask him about the item she had picked up, but decided to think on it for a while first, and in the end said nothing.


  She gave a vague reply, then climbed up one of the wheels and into the wagon bed.


  Her companion seemed unworried. He climbed back into the driver’s seat, took up the reins, and started the cart moving forward. Their journey resumed.


  In the gently swaying bed, she curled up atop the blankets and again inspected the item she’d retrieved.


  All sorts of metals and gems she had never heard of circulated in the human world, but of the metals she was familiar with, this seemed to be lead. It was about the size of the last joint of her thumb and seemed to depict the head of a dog, a fox, or perhaps a clumsily rendered wolf.


  It must have been made quite a long time in the past, as it was well rounded and many of the finer details had blackened. Yet the feeling of long use made it, if anything, a more fascinating piece.


  This particular wisewolf found such objects suited her better than newer, shinier ones. And given that this one was already so conveniently fastened to a leather cord, the notion of putting it on just to see her companion’s reaction had a certain appeal.


  Thinking as much, she first tried putting it around her wrist, but the cord was too long for that, and it did not look quite right, either. Then she considered putting it around her neck, but the pouch of wheat was already there.


  She was trying to work out how to wear it when the thought finally came to her.


  Since humans fastened their hair with all manner of ties, would it be so strange for a wolf to do likewise with the most splendid bit of her coat? Surely not. The cord was a mite too long, but with a bit of adjustment she got it secured nicely.


  The lead device was only about the size of her thumb, so it did not look bad at all.


  Tying a leather cord around her tail – such a notion would never have occurred to her in either the wilds or the wheat fields without the influence of humans.


  She stood, spinning around like a puppy and chasing the adornment affixed about the middle of her tail. “Ooh-hu-hu-hu,” she giggled, her face breaking into a smile from the pleasure of this unexpected find.


  “Oh, that’s right. There was something I wanted to ask you about,” her companion said from the driver’s seat.


  He turned around. There was no chance for her to hide how she was curled around her own tail, admiring it.


  But given that she had planned to show it to him anyway, she merely turned to face her stunned companion and waved her tail proudly. “What say you? Not bad, eh?”


  She put her hand on her hips and twirled, doing her best imitation of the dancing town lasses she had seen on their travels.


  Her companion’s gaze remained fixed on her tail. He seemed to be at a loss for words. “It’s, er, nice, but…”


  But? Was he too abashed to simply admit how nice it looked that he had to add some sort of qualification? How adorable! she thought.


  “Where did you get that?” her companion continued.


  “Hmm? I picked it up over yonder.” She regarded the piece again. It really did suit her well. Its nearly black-gray had a lovely presence amid her dark brown, white-tufted fur.


  She wagged her tail, and her companion regarded her with a strange expression for a while before merely saying, “Ah,” then turning to face forward again. This from her companion, who lost his composure if she so much as cocked her head in the manner of a town girl!


  Surely this was proof of just how thoroughly the adornment suited her.


  She sighed through her nose, then hopped up into the driver’s seat. “So, what was it you wished to ask me?” Owing to the height difference, she had to look up at him to ask.


  When in wolf form, she looked down on most creatures. Perhaps because of that, she had initially found looking up to feel rather subordinate, but lately she had come to enjoy it a certain amount.


  And if her companion was going to be elusive, so much the better.


  She stifled any sort of grin and simply looked up at him like an innocent pup. Her companion glanced over at her, trying to hide his obvious fluster.


  If there was anything she looked forward to as much as mealtime, it was this.


  She beamed at him, and he cleared his throat nervously before finally speaking. “Ahem. Er, no, it’s not anything of importance, but…” As he talked, he glanced at her tail. “The town we were in until yesterday – about the quality of the furs there…”


  “Mm.”


  Evidently he wanted to broach the subject of profit.


  But when her companion made a profit, she was able to eat tasty things, which was always a fine thing. She felt no particular need to flatter him, but if she was going to travel with him anyway, she might as well do so with a smile.


  Now she, too, cleared her throat, giving him an indulgent look. “Mm.”


  At this, her companion began to pepper her with questions about the quality of this or that pelt. Humans, for their part, judged the fineness of a pelt with their eyes and hands, but she was able to divine the quality on the spot, with no more than a sniff from her nose.


  As she answered him, explaining that this one was fine and that one was not, she saw her companion’s attention very clearly shift from her, then and there, to his memories of the goods they had seen.


  When she had answered his last question, he did not so much as thank her, instead simply sinking into silence.


  How rude, she thought, but could not bring herself to despise her companion’s too-serious face. Feeling a little put out, she watched his profile. He seemed to think of something and reached back into the wagon bed.


  He placed the waxed board with its tallies and figures scrawled all over it on his knee, and after murmuring something to himself, suddenly exclaimed, “Yes! I knew it!”


  Humans, with their bad noses and bad ears, tended to have the unpleasant habit of shouting too loudly.


  She was not the only one surprised; the horse was startled, too. Her companion, though, took no notice of this, and he roughly tossed the writing board back into the wagon and took up the reins. He pulled on them to stop the horse.


  “… What is it?” she asked, rubbing her still-stinging ears like a cat would. Her companion’s face was tiresomely cheerful.


  “There’s a gap in the marketplace. We can make some real money!”


  As he turned the wagon around to head back the way they had come, he looked like a pup too young to have all of his teeth yet.


  Having spent so much time with a merchant, she had grown to understand the basics of commerce. But she still wondered how a series of buying and selling that ended up with the same goods they started with could possibly turn a profit.


  According to her companion, it could.


  “You’ll be despised if you bring out a mountain of small coins to pay for an expensive item, and if you try to buy a small thing with a high-value coin, it’s the same thing. So people use coins appropriate for the various goods they’re buying. But sometimes furs are simply exchanged for furs, and the same goes for coins. So–”


  “So in all that exchange, sometimes there are places where they aren’t equivalent, aye?”


  “That’s right. I’ve calculated it over and over, and there’s no mistaking it. By doing nothing more than buying and selling in town, we can make twenty, maybe even thirty percent. It’s a grand opportunity!”


  That might well have been true, but her companion’s excitement was dampening her own. And she had yet to be properly complimented on the tail adornment she had so cleverly put on.


  But of course, her companion was unable to pay attention to more than one thing at once. She really could not expect too much from him.


  They entered the town’s walls they had only just left that morning. It was just as crowded as it had always been, and looking at the crowd, she could not help but wonder if her companion had truly considered whether out of all these people, not a single one had noticed the gap he thought he had discovered.


  Of course, no matter the endeavor, both successes and failures were common. At the very least, she had to admit that her companion had brought her on adventures the likes of which she had nearly forgotten after so long.


  Watching him glance here and there in his impatience to begin trading was quite amusing. But then – no sooner had they stabled the horse than her companion looked to her and spoke.


  “Now then, would you go and wait for me in the tavern?”


  “Wha… ?” she said, frozen in place. She had been certain that she would be going along with him, to sniff out the quality of the pelts and to listen to the sounds of the coins, that for a moment she honestly thought she was being teased.


  “I’ll be going to shops all over the town. With these crowds, I think you’d hate being dragged this way and that, wouldn’t you?”


  Unfair, she thought. If she was going to be such a burden for him to bring along, he could at least say so. But he obviously did not want to bring her, so when he said, “… Wouldn’t you?” how could she reply but to agree?


  Only merchants were so skilled at exploiting the difference between inward intention and outward expression to manipulate things for their own ends. Her companion did this quite frequently, though he was not particularly aware of it.


  “Aye, I suppose not,” she said, faking a vague smile, not bothering to hide her irritation from her companion. But he seemed to misunderstand and patted her head as though she were a pup.


  He probably thought she was merely pouting at being left alone. And would he even now think her to be holding his reins?


  He was an exasperating fool, but even then she found his confident smile so charming – so perhaps he was not the biggest fool.


  “Still, I don’t suppose you’ll have me wait there without any means,” she said. Her companion’s arm looked thin, but it felt surprisingly sturdy as she took it.


  He shot her his most sour look, but in the end, he gave her a single shiny silver piece. Evidently, he was confident in his current prospects.


  “Don’t use it all.”


  She did not bother to remind him that it would not have cost him a single copper had he only brought her along.


  In truth, her companion probably had not had the time to leisurely take her around with him, because here in this walled town, the ringing of the bells marked the strict beginning and end of the day.


  The ringing of this bell marked the opening of the market; the ringing of that bell meant the craftsmen could take their break. It was a spectacle, as though the whole town danced to the beat of the same drum. From her vantage point out of a second-story window of the inn, bottle of wine in hand, the rhythmic impression she got was particularly strong.


  When she thought about it that way, her companion – who journeyed across the land, making his living with nothing but his wagon and his wits, beholden only to the movements of the sun and the moon – was unmistakably among the freest of humans.


  Freedom and strength flowed from the same spring. Despite his foolishness and softheartedness, his belief in his own abilities gave him a mysteriously attractive strength.


  She thought back on the memories of their journey together thus far, but this did not do much to soothe her frustration with being left behind – or rather, perhaps it was failing to quiet her anger.


  With just a single silver coin to spend, she was forced into the corner of an open-fronted tavern. With night yet to fall, the only patrons were a few indolent travelers, along with some withered regulars, drying like fish in the sun. And even with them, there were not many there, so Holo wound up in one corner of the tavern, lazily watching the swirl of foot traffic stream by in front of the place.


  Worse, she had not even had time to change clothes, so she was still dressed as what the humans called a nun.


  Thanks to that, whenever anyone passed near her table, every single one of them said the same thing as they left her a small coin: “God’s blessing be upon you.”


  Then they would put their hands together or occasionally seek to take hers in greeting, then return to their own table.


  Despite how much she hated being worshiped, she found this particular form of respect paying so foolish she could not even be angry at it.


  She ate her beans and sipped her wine in order to drown the occasional tears that her great yawns squeezed out.


  Thinking of the times her foolish companion’s business plans had not gone well, she had ordered sour wine of notably poor quality.


  It was bad enough to keep her awake and bad enough to keep her mind on her anger at having been left alone. She was wiping a lingering drop from her lips with an irritated finger flick when a familiar figure entered her field of vision.


  On his back was a great load of pelts, and he was walking straight ahead and purposefully, without so much as a sideways glance.


  The look in his eyes was the one he had when things were going well.


  Her companion seemed not to realize that whenever things were going his way, he wore an expression that made it obvious he thought he was being cool and collected. Likewise, whenever things went poorly, the desperation with which he fought back panic was also easy to see. He was always trying to keep his thoughts to himself.


  Was the only time he was truly calm while he slept? Seeing him serene was so rare that she sometimes stayed up at night to watch him, just to see his quiet expression. She wondered what he would say if he knew.


  He would probably become too self-conscious to sleep.


  And yet that in and of itself was rather charming, she thought – and then realized she was out of wine.


  Without anyone to talk to, it was all too easy to empty one’s cup.


  She raised her cup in the air and ordered another round from the bored-looking tavern keeper.


  Her companion came out of the swirl of humanity and entered her quiet little corner of the world, but only after passing by several times.


  Having had nothing but the bad wine, her stomach had gotten sour, too, so she told him not to say a thing until he had ordered her some cheese or bread, about which he offered not a whit of complaint.


  Rather, he wore a wide and satisfied smile. She would not have been surprised if he had scooped her up in his arms and nuzzled her with his face.


  “I love the feeling of outsmarting everyone around me!” he said, pinching her cheek.


  He was in high spirits indeed. And yet, he did not produce the requested coin, which was very like him.


  “Just so long as you aren’t caught at it.”


  “I’ll be long gone before anyone catches me.”


  Given the adventures they’d had so far, it was comically rash for him to say such things, but it was pleasant to see him brimming with such confidence. Finally, he smiled and presented his winnings.


  It was true, though – from the gradually increasing loads of fur on his back as he had traveled back and forth, she could tell he had been profiting.


  Greater profit required greater capital.


  She remembered the words from a previous misfortune, and surely the reason he had asked her to judge the quality of the pelts he started with was to understand the amount he stood to lose if things went poorly.


  It was a sickening level of care, but it arose from his usual habits.


  The way he observed and interacted with her, carefully and dispassionately, was the best example of this. It was conservative, even mercenary. If he ended up being unreliable when she truly needed him, she ought to give him a view of the dust she would kick up as she left him behind, but unfortunately doing so would tip her own hand, which hardly seemed fair.


  And yet, he was often so courageous and bold. Such a troublesome fellow he was.


  Such thoughts chased themselves through her head as she drained her cup. She was unsure how many she’d had. The cup seemed to empty itself so quickly she wondered if it had a hole in the bottom, and she turned it over to check. She was shocked by the sudden appearance of someone’s foot in her vision. Evidently her senses had been somewhat dulled by the wine.


  She looked up and saw her delighted companion. His hair was stuck to his forehead with sweat.


  “Success!” He plopped himself down, his coin purse full to bursting. “Though some others caught on to what I was doing, so the profit dropped a bit. We all pulled just before we would’ve been ruined, though.”


  Having sat himself down in a chair, her companion ordered wine, and as soon as it came, he drained half the cup in a single go, then sighed a happy sigh.


  She could tell from the smell of his pride that he had done quite a bit of running around.


  “I’d say we should drink a toast, but you’re a bit too drunk for that,” he said with a wry smile.


  She was so overcome with the desire to show her displeasure that she brought her empty cup to her lips.


  “Let’s have some tastier wine tomorrow. We’ll pass tonight at an inn. Ah, it’s nice to make money,” said her companion happily, draining the remnants of his cup.


  No doubt he was sincerely happy. And faced with that smile of his, she could not help but smile herself.


  “We ought to retire for the evening. Can you walk?”


  She took the offered hand with a fondness as though it was the first offer in centuries, and all the hotter for her drunkenness. A warm sleepiness pervaded her as though soaking into her head.


  Though it was shameful of a wisewolf to do so, as her companion paid up, her sleepiness drove her to hang on him like a grumpy pup.


  “Steady now. We only have to go as far as the inn.”


  The more he told her to be steady or asked if she were all right, the more wobbly the ground beneath her seemed.


  She let herself be taken by the hand like a child, and they went out into the twilight town.


  Sound flooded her ears, and even with her eyes mostly closed, she could discern the town’s state: People talking, animals braying, things clattering against one another or scraping against the ground.


  And amid this cacophony, it was the sound of her companion’s heartbeat that was of special note.


  Or perhaps that was her own heart, she mused.


  The ambiguity was strangely comfortable. Her gait was light, and all she thought of was her companion’s hand as he led her along.


  If only this moment could last forever.


  She shook the thought away – absurd! And then at that very moment–


  “What do you mean you can’t buy these pelts?!” someone shouted, bringing her back to herself in a flash.


  “I mean we can’t buy them. We’ve gotten word from the guild that someone’s been going around using furs as part of some strange scheme. We can’t buy any more until we hear more.”


  “What nonsense is that?!”


  In a town as noisy as this one, no one had time to stop and take notice of a single shout. But her companion, who had just made such a fine profit on furs, certainly did.


  “That was close,” said her companion, looking at her and grinning.


  She could not help thinking that this was what happened as soon as things went well, but still she smiled at him, sharing the perverse pleasure of keeping his secret.


  But it seemed the merchants, who were now facing a crisis, would not endure this treatment. “Call out the guild chief!” one finally shouted, pounding on the counter.


  At this, people finally started to stop walking and peer in the direction of the commotion. Another merchant with a great pile of pelts on his back began to rage, but it seemed like an act. It was probably a ploy to raise enough of a fuss to force the purchase of his furs. Her companion had done the same thing himself not infrequently – merchants could be surprisingly adaptable.


  She watched, quite impressed with the display.


  “Let’s go.” Having gotten away with his scheme, her companion pulled on her hand. His face was tense; even as he made off with his gains, he could not bear to watch as others faced loss.


  He was a fool, but a kind fool at least. She started to walk as the thought occurred to her, pulled along by her companion. Then–


  “Look! They carry the seal of Dene Allbrook. What nonsense is this, that you can’t buy them?” said the merchant, taking a bundle of pelts out of his pile and brandishing it over his head. The merchant having such demands made of him looked troubled. No doubt the seal in question was proof of something.


  As she had come to understand while watching her companion work, humans often used a thing called “trust.” It was very common for them to buy and receive items from people they had never met, so such a thing was crucial. If that merchant had something that ought to have earned him trust and yet he was still being turned down, no wonder he was angry.


  Things seemed to be getting rowdy, she thought, and tried to see, but her companion hastily pulled her by her hand and stopped her, then froze in his tracks – but not out of sympathy for the merchant.


  The bundle of furs the man was holding up – there was something familiar affixed to the leather strap that held them together. It stood out amid the red-brown furs, a spot of dark silver.


  Her companion pulled on her hand even more firmly, but she resisted, looking back over her shoulder, then down at her own tail underneath her robe. Then she looked back up again at the enraged merchant and finally realized that the metal piece on his bundle and the one she’d put on her tail were one and the same.


  Worse, the pelts bundled and marked thus were fox furs of no great quality, the hair scruffy and dry.


  She could feel very distinctly the sweat that began to break out on her companion’s palm. In no time at all, the truth of their conversation on the wagon became very clear to her.


  Her companion had not been disturbed by how well the tail adornment she had found had suited her. It was because putting it on her tail marked her own fur as a fox pelt ready for sale.


  Could there be anything more foolish in the whole wide world than a wolf who attached a price tag to her own fur? And how much more of a fool had she been, to assume her companion’s fluster was because of how good it looked?


  But that was not the only thing that angered her.


  There was also her companion’s attitude then, and now, before her very eyes.


  He had obviously been trying to keep her from this, even as she had foolishly put a price tag on her own tail and been so delighted by it. Even now, he was still trying to protect her as he pulled on her hand. No doubt that was why he had not brought her along on his town errands and also why he had been so disturbed when he had looked at her from the driver’s seat of the wagon. He had probably been thinking the best way to avoid a shipwreck was not to rock the boat. And now that everything had been revealed, he simply stood there mutely. It was very clear.


  She knew perfectly well that he had not been silently laughing at her and that none of this had been done out of malice.


  
    
  

  And yet – and still, that a wisewolf should act such a fool!


  She did not know how many times she had found human cheeks to be troublesome things, but just this once she was grateful for them, for they hid her raging fangs. Or if not for that, for the convenience of being able to fake many other expressions.


  “Um, look–”


  But just as her companion wrung some tortured words from what little wisdom he possessed, she let go of his sweaty palm and clung tightly to his arm. Just as she had seen town girls do, she nuzzled her face against it, pressing her whole body against his.


  She could feel him freeze. He was surely remembering the times he had been attacked by wild dogs in the wilderness.


  But she was not a wild dog. She was Holo the Wisewolf.


  She looked up at him. “So, then, how fine is the traveling merchant I’ve wrapped about my arm?” she said, a great smile on her face.


  “Wait, you–”


  “You earned a tidy sum, didn’t you? I cannot wait to see what wine you will treat me to in celebration!”


  If pressed on who was more at fault, it was probably she who bore the greater portion. But there were some things she could not pass up.


  Her companion seemed to find this more than a little unreasonable, but after gazing at her with a pained expression, he finally nodded.


  Some things could not be passed up. For example, the chance to hold hostage to her own selfishness a merchant so clever he had outsmarted this whole bustling town.


  It was absurd, she thought. And yet she could not stop.


  And anyway, as he heaved a sigh and began to trudge along, her companion’s profile did not look entirely displeased.


  She dung to his arm, as though to show the whole world that this wisewolf was the only one who understood his true worth.


  She knew it was foolish, but it felt only appropriate for someone like her, who would happily fix a price tag to her own tail. Yes – it was only appropriate.




  
    
  

  The Shepherdess and the Black Knight


  Prologue


  Just one hill away from the town, an unfamiliar landscape spread out before her.


  Unlike the hills and fields she knew so well that she could walk them with her eyes closed, this land led to another country.


  Looking up, she saw birds flying high overhead, and far behind her, she could see sheep and a shepherd.


  Though she had little fondness for it, now that she was finally leaving the place, a faint loneliness welled up within her.


  The wind blew softly, as though sighing its exasperation at her. She sighed herself and took a deep breath. Embarking on such a journey always inspired such misgivings.


  She shifted the pack on her shoulders and faced forward. The road stretched straight out ahead, and there was no need for hesitation. After all, she was not alone.


  Her faithful, black-furred knight looked up at her with his clear eyes. Her courageous, faithful companion was occasionally quite strict as befitted a proper knight. He gazed at her, seemingly able to see right through her to the worry she felt.


  Instead of telling him she was all right, she simply smiled at him, which her knight stood at – as though to say, “Now all we have to do is get moving.”


  Having taken the first step, the second came much more easily. The third and fourth were beneath notice.


  The more they walked, the more the scenery around them began to change.


  Their journey to seek a new world and a new life had begun.


  One


  The world turns on happenstance. I doubt many would raise any complaint with such a statement. I myself owe my continued existence entirely to lucky fate.


  I know not exactly how many days or months have passed since I was given life. I can say only that it has not been a short amount of time.


  More than once I have felt myself on the brink of surrender, wondering whether this was the end of my life, only to be saved by a coincidence I would’ve had no right to expect.


  There is another thing I must say – and that is in the whole of my life, I have served only two masters.


  My first master was a taciturn man, calm as a mountain, the very image of the concept of “master.” He trained me very strictly from the day my eyes came open, and it was he who gave me many skills I’ll doubtless rely upon until the day I die. While ours was a simple and quiet life, when I think upon those happy memories now, my chest tightens. I was fulfilled, wanted for nothing, and I quite naively believed those days could last forever.


  But owing to something I can only conceive of as simple fate, it all vanished like a popping bubble on the water.


  Go out into the wilderness, and you will find not only bears and wolves, but also men armed with iron weapons deadlier than any tooth or claw. Though my master and I had been very careful, sudden wind and rain had driven us to make camp where we shouldn’t have.


  Yet make camp we did. There was nothing inevitable about those men finding us there, and for both our camping and their attack, I find myself unable to give any explanation other than sheer coincidence. I could only think that our encounter with them that night was a testament to the mysterious power of happenstance.


  In any case, I fought my hardest. I fought with all my might to the brink of death.


  I know for certain that I unhesitatingly felt that the word warrior was made for me, and perhaps it would be most accurate to say that a crack appeared in my pride that day.


  We faced an overwhelming disadvantage; my master fell, and I was wounded.


  I can still remember all too clearly my master’s face in the driving storm, smeared with blood, muck, and rain, as he offered to me the staff that had been my very life.


  A servant must protect his master’s honor as much as his life.


  I took my master’s staff, and I ran. Desperately I ran.


  In that moment, the wind, rain, and gloom of the night became my allies. I ran mindlessly, and when I came to myself, dawn was breaking.


  Heedless of my own wounds, I had exhausted myself beyond the ability to take another step and fell against a large boulder, curling up right there.


  The night’s wind and rain vanished like they had never been there, and I will never forget the warmth that came with the sun as it rose over the horizon. Though it pains me to say so, with that warmth came the thought that here was the place where I would die.


  Had I protected my master’s honor, or had I failed?


  Before the staff that lay in front of me, the staff that had surely been a keepsake of his, I asked this of myself.


  I decided that when I reached heaven, I would ask my master. That was my sole comfort as I closed my eyes, certain that I would never again open them.


  Thus it was that when someone began to move me and I opened my eyes to see, I was sure that whatever I saw there would be heaven itself.


  But what greeted me was not a sight that befit heaven, I was certain.


  It was a girl, her face dirty, her body clothed in rags – an old tree by the side of the road would’ve been more elegant than she. She was shaking me with her chapped hands – not to warm them up, but to wake me.


  Sometimes when my master would get far enough into his cups to loosen his tongue, he would call me a knight. And though he only occasionally told me the tales of true knights, I nonetheless felt that the true spirit of a knight entered my heart.


  And thus was I helplessly party to a miracle.


  Even though she herself was near collapse, the girl desperately cried for me to stand, to return from the edge of death. And if I had not stood there, I could never again have been called a knight.


  I swallowed back my wounds, my exhaustion, and I stood.


  I will never forget the pride I felt in that moment.


  Despite being on the verge of death herself, she was possessed of such a kind heart that when she saw me stand, she smiled a smile of relief. Beset by cold and hunger, she could still care for another and could still smile. And in that moment, I knew that I had found my new master.


  Though both she and I then collapsed on that spot, we did not leave each other’s side. It must have been fate. After sleeping for a time, it was hunger that awoke us, and our eyes opened in the same moment.


  Yes, it was most certainly a fated encounter.


  I had gained a new master – a new master that despite being a bit unsteady was possessed of incomparable benevolence, and one whose worthiness of my utmost service was beyond question. Her name was Norah, and she was a girl young enough to still retain a certain childish innocence.


  My humble, unworthy self’s name is Enek. Thanks to my name being carved on the staff I presented to my new master, I was able to avoid the misfortune of changing my name. It seems that great turns of fate summon smaller ones.


  Though we cannot speak to each other, our bond is all the stronger for that. I wonder if my human master would be angry at me, a mere dog, for thinking so. While she may be an excellent person in spite of herself, she would face no small danger without me at her side, so I shall forgive her that much.


  If you would know why, you have but to look.


  Without me at her side, peaceful sleep is difficult for her. While she may be a weak master, ours is a beautiful relationship, one in which each supports the other. Having determined as much, I sleep under the same blanket as my master. It’s warmer for both of us that way.


  The season is winter.


  Surely none can question such a decision.


  Morning comes early in winter. Not because the sun rises earlier, of course, but rather because the cold makes it impossible to remain asleep.


  We both awoke before dawn, looked up at the dark sky, and yawned great yawns. My master was the only one to subsequently sneeze, while I regarded her clumsiness with a certain forbearance.


  “My nose was just itchy…” she gave as her excuse upon noticing my gaze. “Still.”


  Though she had held me close underneath the blanket, stubbornly unwilling to face the winter chill, my master had summoned her spirits and thrown it off. She continued speaking as she looked up at the few stars that still shone in the sky.


  “I’m still not used to not hearing the sheep bleating when I wake up.”


  Indeed. I myself felt quite the same way.


  “The shepherd’s life was hard, but… now that I don’t have to do it anymore, I do feel a bit lonely.”


  The shepherd’s life, with its constant tending of helpless sheep, leading them to pastures where they can eat their fill of grass, was an exhausting one. Left alone, the sheep would wander, and no matter how they were scolded, they never remembered the way. All the powerless things did was baa and baa, totally oblivious to the relationship between master and servant – how could the work of herding them be anything but arduous?


  While my master and I made our living doing such work, nothing lasts forever, and eventually we quit those labors, which we’d toiled at for so long. For my part, it was good to no longer begin every day with seeing my master’s worried profile as she surveyed the flock to make sure none had gone missing during the night.


  And yet, the loss of the carefree calls of the sheep did not sit well.


  It had been two weeks since my master and I began our travels – well past time for us to be over our lingering attachments. But no matter how firmly I might have believed that, as I looked up at my master’s distracted face, I found myself unable to resist putting my nose to her cheek and nuzzling her.


  I did not want to see her looking so delicate.


  “Mm… sorry. I’m fine.” My master held my face in both hands and smiled.


  While I had half wished for it, I will never forget my master’s face when she removed the bell that is the symbol of the shepherd from atop her staff.


  I gave a bark, and my breath was white.


  My master smiled self-consciously and regained her natural strength of spirit. “Well, shall we break our fast, then? Just a bit – I splurged a bit in the last town,” she said, and I couldn’t help but wince a little at the childish way she rummaged around in a burlap sack to produce some bread.


  Just because we had a bit of room in our travel budget was no cause for needless luxury, I thought, looking steadily at my master. Noticing my gaze, she giggled for some reason. “Come, Enek. Don’t be naughty.”


  She misunderstood me. My tail was not wagging because of the contents of the sack or any such frivolous reason, but rather because of my pleasure at her seemingly regaining her strength…


  “But look how white the bread is!” My master split the loaf in two and showed me the interior.


  And then the scent of the earth-nurtured wheat reached my nose.


  I wish to hold my canine nature up as a point of pride, and as such I did not try to fight my instincts.


  Around the time we were finishing our short meal, the sky began to pale.


  The stars, shining coldly in the sky like tiny fragments of ice, began to melt away, and with each step we took, we could see farther and farther.


  That said, it was not as though it was much warmer, and our breath lingered behind us in a long ribbon, the land as cold as always.


  “It’s easier not having the sheep around, but it would be nice to stay somewhere with a roof soon.” My master walked along with a strength you’d never imagine she possessed just by looking at her, planting her now bell-less staff in the ground as she went. “But I think we’ll be there today or maybe tomorrow,” she said, opening up a map drawn on a sheepskin parchment.


  While they were the tools of her job, my master would cry when her sheep were injured, scold them when they did something dangerous, and feel lonely when she was away from them. In a way, she was like their mother. Given that, I would’ve thought that she would avoid using a sheepskin map, but strangely, that seemed not to be the case.


  There were still a few things I didn’t understand about humans.


  “Anyway, what do you think about the town rumors, Enek?” my master asked as she gazed at the map. She didn’t look up, perhaps from a faint sense of unease.


  I served my master, and it was my fate to walk whichever path she chose. If that path involved a certain amount of danger, then it fell to me to hearten her.


  Having determined that, I moved my gaze from my master to the path ahead, to indicate that if she’d made her decision, there was nothing to do but proceed.


  “You’re right. After all, they say employers pay only for danger or toil.”


  I gave a bark in response.


  My master had made a name for herself as a shepherdess, but circumstances had forced her to retire. Fortunately, she had been left with plenty of money – enough for her to make her own dream a reality. She had many times told me of her desire to become a seamstress. I certainly didn’t mind her sharing her dreams with me, although I did not much like the way she spoke of them as things that could never happen.


  Given that, while I would do my utmost to help her achieve her dream now that it seemed possible, I could not do so as happily as I might have – because, as she’d said, to make one’s dream come true, one had to be prepared for a certain amount of danger.


  “They say half the people in town have died from illness.”


  If she’s afraid, then we ought to turn back, was my foolish thought.


  But my master had a reason for wanting to risk such danger. During our travels, she’d heard tell of a village stricken with sickness. The population had declined, and with it the available workers, so for the town to recover there was a need for labor.


  If true, then it would be easy for someone like my master, who had neither connections nor experience, to find work.


  But the situation would not last long. Once word began to spread that the illness had run its course, people from all around would come seeking work – which meant that the opportunity had to be seized now.


  It was a brave merchant who’d told my master of this, one who, even amid all the talk of people taking pains to avoid the town, had gone there to do business. According to him, he’d even go to the depths of hell, so long as there was someone there to trade with. Admirable of him.


  According to him, the sickness that plagued the town of Kuskov was beginning to lift, and soon there would be little to worry about – and moreover, that it was only a matter of time before word of this began to spread throughout the region.


  Time was of the essence, my master said, and no sooner had she heard the merchant’s tale than we set out. Earlier that very same day, my master had had her wish to become a seamstress flatly turned down, so that was probably another reason for her haste.


  “Still, for half the town to have died, I wonder if the Church’s prayers had no effect…” said my master vaguely as she folded up the map.


  While she was employed as a shepherdess, my master was treated unbelievably poorly by the Church. Perhaps envious of her skill, they branded her a witch. In the face of such treatment, she maintained a pleasant heart, but it’s also true that it was a terrible burden on her. And it was perhaps a source of pride for me to serve under one who could endure such treatment without merrily taking her revenge.


  Still, I can’t help but feel some irritation at my master’s excessive honesty, which made her reluctant to take even the mildest revenge, and because of which she even now continues to acknowledge the Church’s authority.


  So I simply looked ahead without replying.


  Regardless of whether or not she knew what I was thinking, my master is not the most eloquent of humans at the best of times, so we continued down the road for a while in silence after that. The sun climbed higher in the sky, and as we warmed up, our pace quickened until we were traveling rather more quickly than the average traveler. Progress was good, and according to the map my master was consulting, we were approaching the town.


  Being an animal, more or less, I could sleep outside for as many days in a row as necessary, but my master, being human, was not so equipped. We would evidently be arriving in the evening of the next day, and rest would be the first priority – we could figure out the particulars of the plague later.


  My master was no delicate garden flower, but even the heartiest wildflower would wither if exposed to the cold wind for long enough. And she didn’t have enough meat on her bones besides.


  It seems to me that if humans don’t have fur like animals, the least they could do is try to be a little more substantial. As it is, she’d hardly have cause to complain if someone mistook her for an underfed young man.


  Just as I was thinking this–


  “Enek!”


  My tail fur stiffened at the calling of my name, but not because I’d been thinking about my master.


  When one enjoys such a close working relationship as my master and I have, many meanings can be conveyed with but a single call of a name, depending on how it’s done.


  This particular call had a nostalgic echo to it, one that set my blood rushing.


  My master raised her staff and pointed ahead.


  “–!” I didn’t so much as think before I dashed away at such speed that I could barely hear her next call. My destination was the crest of the hill she’d pointed to.


  There were some stray, raggedy-looking sheep there, grazing lazily away.


  My claws bit into the earth, and the only sound I could hear was the wind rushing in my ears.


  The idle sheep finally seemed to take notice of me, and panicked, they tried to run. But I was not one to let these sluggish creatures escape.


  I ran and jumped with enough force to scoop divots of grass free, coming around in front of the sheep and barking a great bark.


  The sheep, pushed to the limits of confusion, merely stamped their feet, and then they were mine to instruct as I pleased. To inform them of that fact, I lifted my head skyward and loosed a howl.


  Of course, I knew that this was only a moment’s passing fancy, and indeed at the base of the hill, my master was walking toward me, laughing. But how could I resist the opportunity to howl a proud, gallant howl?


  While I felt a bit sorry for the cowed, frightened sheep, they were fortunate that I was not a ravenous wolf. When my master waved her staff, I released them and went to her side.


  When she scratched me behind the ears as though to say, Well done, it was all the reward I would ever need.


  “Sorry for startling you,” said my master to the sheep. Being wild sheep, they had a certain amount of their own pride, which they voiced with high bleats before running off. Stray sheep were not rare near towns. While only God knew how long they might live, that was just as true for me.


  I considered this as my master watched the fleeing sheep through narrowed eyes.


  She became aware of my gaze and smiled bashfully, her cheeks slightly flushed from her run. “I do feel a bit badly for the sheep, but that was fun.”


  My master had been rather bad herself.


  That evening we made camp moderately removed from the road in the space between two hills. The traveling conditions hadn’t been so bad, but we had yet to encounter a single other traveler – perhaps thanks to the rumors of a plague killing half the town’s population. Given the circumstances, we probably could have safely made camp at the roadside, but my master is a very careful person.


  Nonetheless, she found herself stunned into silence when a sparrow she was feeding scraps of bread to was taken by a hawk that swooped down from the sky and carried it off. It wasn’t the first time this sort of thing had happened, but my master never learns.


  And when she came to her senses, she took her frustration out on me, as she always does.


  I may be a knight, but there was little I could do about literally airborne attacks.


  But I obediently let my ears and tail droop, and waited for my master’s anger to pass.


  It was not long after that the sun set and we went to sleep. Without a fire, the only way to keep warm was to huddle together, and while it was less stressful not to have sheep to mind, it was unavoidable that we would drop our guard. I try to be mindful of our surroundings as I go to sleep, but it is hard to escape from that warmth. I no longer hesitated much to tuck my face back under the blanket when my master shifted, such that it was exposed to the cold. This made me little better than a house dog, I thought in my half-asleep state, but my body busied itself nestling back under my master’s arm.


  It was a difficult impulse to resist.


  Faced with choosing between my honor as a knight and the pleasant warmth of my master’s embrace, while I’m not certain whether I growled at the choice, I definitely agonized over it.


  Which is why I thought, for a moment, that what I sensed might have been my imagination.


  But immediately after realizing that it was not my imagination, I raised my head and pricked up my ears. Yet around my neck was not only the blanket but also my master’s arms, so squirming out to see was quite difficult.


  She was still asleep, and as I struggled to get out, she mumbled something and tightened her grasp, but finally I wriggled free and got my head out from under the blanket.


  It was then that I knew for certain – this was the sound of fighting!


  “Mm… Enek?”


  Since we’d been released from our duties as a shepherd, I hadn’t been the only one to fall victim to the charms of uninterrupted sleep, but that was then. She soon saw from my state that what I had sensed was quite out of the ordinary, and her eyes went immediately wide as she scanned the area.


  “A wolf?” My master had lived near a wood where wolves frequently appeared. She wasn’t afraid, though – her voice carried with it her readiness to face them should they come. “No, not wolves…”


  My master lowered her ear to the ground. She was about as good as I was at listening to the sound and discerning numbers and directions.


  Soon concluding that there were no wolves, she stood and looked around. All the while my ears took in the sounds of fighting. I stared in the direction the sounds came from, trying to warn my master of what I heard.


  Shouts and the occasional clash of iron. It was a fight between warriors.


  “Bandits?”


  Humans fear their own kind more than any wolf or wild animal – one of the world’s great ironies. My master drew closer to me, and listened carefully. She seemed to realize by my lack of growl that the danger was not moving toward us.


  My master quickly gathered up our things and slowly stood.


  “…”


  She indicated forward with her staff.


  I began to walk, then trot toward the sound.


  The moon was faintly and occasionally visible through patches in the clouds, and I cannot say that visibility was good. I was well aware that my form was easily concealed in the gloom, but for that reason I looked back several times to make sure my master had not lost sight of me.


  Finally, I crested the hill and was able to command a complete view. I turned my gaze to my master; she was lagging behind me, her body low, and her eyes widened in surprise.


  Looking down from the top of the hill, it was easy to see what was happening, despite the considerable distance.


  Flames rose from an inn nestled up against the road. It didn’t take ears as keen as mine to hear the cries coming from it.


  The inn was being attacked by bandits.


  “Wh-what’ll we do?” my master murmured. I could hardly blame her. Given her personality, she was no doubt wondering whether to try to help – but from here, it was impossible to tell how many bandits there were or how they were armed.


  My master was a kind person to the end, but that could make things difficult sometimes. I prepared my body at least to defend her life.


  A shower of sparks flew up; perhaps the roof of one of the smaller buildings had collapsed.


  “Ah–!”


  A person came running out of the front door of the main building, which the tongues of flame had yet to reach. I couldn’t make out the face owing to the darkness and the smoke, but going by the person’s clothes, they seemed to be a traveler on their pilgrimage.


  I could also see the person wobble unsteadily, either from terror or injury.


  The person staggered toward the road, and then another came after the pilgrim. This one had a sword in hand and was clearly on the side of the attackers.


  The difference in speed was like that of an ox and a horse. The pilgrim would be caught very quickly, I was sure.


  But then another figure came out of the inn’s entrance, jumping at the attacker in the time it took him to turn around.


  Next, I heard something very clearly, which meant that it was probably at least faintly audible to my master as well. “Run, please!” was the cry.


  “Enek!”


  I have no doubt her words were half out of sheer instinct. But I am a proud knight, a servant of my master. At her order and her staff, I charged.


  At the end of my vision I saw the attacker throw off his assailant and plunge his sword at the fallen man, then pull it free.


  But in his excitement, the attacker’s steps were unsteady as though he was drunk. He was no match for me.


  The grass deadened the sound of my footfalls, and the sound of the burning stables was my ally as well.


  Completely unaware of me, the attacker walked toward the pilgrim, who was still trying to crawl away. The pilgrim seemed to hit upon some idea and began to pray, looking up to the heavens.


  From behind him his attacker approached, smiling a cruel smile and raising his sword. But the very instant he prepared to strike his defenseless opponent from behind with that blade, he surely saw a flicker of black streak across the corner of his vision.


  Surely he saw.


  And in the next moment, my fangs sank into the wrist of his right arm, sending his sword flying away. My jaws can tear through the thickly meated rear leg of a sheep.


  I felt his bones crack in my jaw and released my grip.


  The man looked as though he’d seen a demon in the night. He fell back, and I ripped mercilessly into his right calf.


  “Help! Heeelp!”


  Then by the time I realized I’d been careless, it was too late. When I looked up, there was another man with a sword at the entrance to the inn.


  I looked around and saw my master running in my direction. The only way to settle this would be to wipe out the bandits entirely.


  “Hey, what happened?” Fortunately, the man in the doorway didn’t seem to realize what was going on. I let go of the one in front of me and leaped over him, bolting straight ahead.


  At the end of my sight, I found a face filled with shock and fear.


  He dropped a heavy-looking sack, probably filled with loot from the inn, and readied his sword. I bared my fangs at him. Given the darkness, I’m sure I looked like a wolf to him and his comrades. That wasn’t my intention, but I was perfectly happy to use it.


  He used his sword not as a weapon, but as a shield, thrusting it feebly at me. I leaped at him, and I’d only begun to bite his face when he’d already fainted. The inside of the inn was a terrible mess, and there were three people on the floor who were wearing the same clothes as the pilgrim who’d tried to escape.


  Then, I noticed a presence and looked to see another person coming down the stairs. From his dress, I could tell that he was another bandit, who’d come down to see what the commotion was. He noticed me, too, and our eyes met.


  But then he saw the blood dripping from my snout, gave a shriek, and fled back up the stairs. However, I have an advantage when attacking from below. Three steps brought me to the base of the stairs, and two more were all it took for me to close the distance and put my jaws around the man’s foot. He stumbled at the top of the stairs, kicking wildly and screaming an unearthly howl. I couldn’t help but let go of his foot.


  That was fortunate, though, because the man then fell right down the stairs. His right leg and left arm were bent in strange directions, but he seemed to be alive.


  I looked down at the man from the upper landing and noticed that the inside of the inn had fallen silent. My ears told me that the other building was still burning, and my nose told me that it would not be long before this building burned as well. I was worried that there were more bandits, but I was more concerned with my master’s safety than I was in such certainty. I ran down the stairs but stopped at the inn’s exit.


  Someone was just entering – it was the human who’d first caught sight of me. He was a bearded man, clad in cumbersome-looking long-sleeved robes, and his right side was soaked in blood. He was pale, too, but surely not just because of the wound.


  “Ooh… Ugh… What calamity has happened here…”


  The man cast his eyes over the terrible state of the inn and fell to his knees. They were wearing the same sort of clothing as he was, so perhaps the three figures on the floor had been his comrades.


  I slipped past him, and upon coming outside, I saw my master, clasping her staff uncertainly. The moment she saw me, she came running and embraced me.


  “I’m so glad you’re safe!”


  It would have been strange for her to be so concerned with my safety given that she was the one who’d set me upon the bandits, but it was just my master’s personality to be this way. I looked past her and saw that the man who’d been stabbed with a sword already had a cloth covering him.


  “Is that all the bandits?” my master asked, releasing me once she’d held me close and reassured herself.


  With no way to answer, I merely barked once. But she got her response from the man who’d staggered into the inn moments earlier. “There were three bandits in all…”


  “So there’s one more?” asked my master, but the man shook his head.


  Counting the one who’d fallen down the stairs, that made three. Would that my master could’ve seen my incredible display of bravery, I thought, looking up at her.


  “Oh God, we thank thee for this small blessing…” the man had the nerve to say.


  It was I who brought him such good fortune, I and my master!


  If she hadn’t stroked my head, I’m quite certain I would’ve barked my irritation.


  The bearded man’s name was Giuseppe Ozenstein. He was the bishop of a church three weeks’ walk west of here.


  I felt some frustration at having saved someone so useless, but my master did not share my opinion. Despite all the suffering she’d endured at the hands of the Church, when this Giuseppe fellow introduced himself, she knelt and bowed her head.


  Master, this is unseemly!


  “Look up, please. You are verily an angel sent by God.”


  If the bearded Giuseppe had treated my master forcefully, I was fully prepared to respond appropriately, but it did not seem that such force would be used. My fangs stayed hidden for the nonce.


  Giuseppe seemed several times my master’s age and was deeply grateful to her.


  “No, not at all… Anyway, it’s much more thanks to Enek than me.”


  “Ah, quite right. So he’s called Enek, is he? Truly, I owe you my life.”


  The wound in his side was surprisingly deep, and though she’d tried to stem the bleeding, it was not surprising that her skill was not up to the task. Giuseppe’s face was pale as paper, but his grateful smile to me was so clearly genuine that it felt good to see.


  As a knight, it was my duty to accept such gratitude.


  “Still, the test God has given me is terribly heavy…”


  Save for a single young man, all of Guiseppe’s comrades were killed. And even the young man had a bad wound on his head and was unconscious. My master did the best she could to treat him, but only God knew whether he would recover.


  “And the other people in the inn, were they…?” My master had bound the bandits I’d defeated and tied them to the fence that encircled the inn.


  “No… this place was empty. We had come to borrow a stable and pass the night, but the bandits seemed to be waiting for that. But… oh, how terrible they were, these pagan men!”


  “… You mean, their arrowhead amulets?”


  “So you noticed, did you? That’s right. They’re descended from the sorcerers who still practice their dark arts in the eastern mountains. They were waiting for us to sleep. The three men they killed were mercenaries I’d hired as travel guards. They were quick and brave and tried to protect us, but were unequal to the task…”


  Then I noticed something.


  Two of the men who’d fallen near the building’s door, despite being dressed the same way the old man was, smelled distinctly like me – that is to say, men ready to fight.


  “But I cannot abandon my journey here. I must… press on,” said Giuseppe firmly before a coughing fit stopped him.


  I had a bad feeling about this.


  I quivered, a quiet whimper in my throat, but my master seemed not to hear it. She made a sympathetic face, then extended her hand to Giuseppe. “What is your destination?” she asked.


  Master! Never in all my life had I been so vexed by my inability to use human words. Were we not on our way to the town of Kuskov so that my master could make her dreams come true? And did not misfortune befall travelers constantly, laying them low on the roadside every day? Thus, it was folly to put the goals of others before one’s own goals – there would be no end of it!


  Though I sat there obediently, I watched Giuseppe and my master alike very closely as such worries chased themselves through my mind.


  Giuseppe coughed. “My apologies. My destination was…”


  Once she heard it, there would be no way for her to resist helping. I felt as though I had to do something, anything, but I could not shut the man’s mouth.


  Giuseppe quietly finished his statement. “… Kuskov.”


  “Huh?”


  My ears pricked up, and I looked at my master, who seemed likewise surprised.


  “Are you familiar with it? It is a town beset by plague, without God’s teachings or guidance; a town suffering in darkness.”


  “Y-yes. We were on our way there ourselves.”


  “Oh!” Giuseppe’s face showed evidence of deep shock, and then, like all Church men do when praying to their God, he closed his eyes. I wagged my tail in amusement, for what Giuseppe said next was precisely what I had expected. “This must be God’s will… though it cannot but pain me to say so. Might I ask you to hear this one request of a servant of God?”


  I looked first at Giuseppe’s face, then back to my master’s. She was looking at him very seriously, as though ready to be given some important mission.


  Even if I could have used human words, it would have been impossible to stop her.


  “Yes, anything.”


  At these words, Giuseppe closed his eyes again and spoke. “Would you escort us to Kuskov?”


  My master gave a firm nod and took Giuseppe’s hand.


  A bit weary of my master’s excessive kindness, I sat down, facing the inn as it burned to the ground.


  “I see. So you’re heading to Kuskov to become a crafter…”


  “Yes. I got word about the town from traveling merchants.”


  “Ah, I see. I should think it would require a great deal of courage to journey all the way to Kuskov… but please excuse my rudeness – you clearly posses a great measure of bravery and righteousness.”


  Giuseppe was riding his horse. The young man was still unconscious and had been placed on the stout little mule they’d brought with them as a pack animal.


  “No, in truth I’m terrified, but… it’s a dream I was sure I could never reach, so now that I have this chance…” My master spoke rather bashfully because it was the truth.


  “Your dream, eh? It’s true one needs hopes and dreams in order to face danger. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” Atop his horse, Giuseppe smiled kindly, and my master looked up at him with respect in her eyes.


  I was not terribly amused by any of this.


  “I, too, am making for Kuskov in service of a dream of sorts. When the plague came, all of God’s servants were called to heaven, and none remained to light candles anew. So we decided to come, to serve as lamps for those trembling in the darkness.”


  “I see…”


  “I began this journey ready to face any horror in that town, but I never thought the horrors would begin while my journey was not yet over.” He spoke not with sadness but rather exhaustion. A tired smile was on his face, which I found somehow reassuring.


  I remembered that when this man had thought his life was at its end, he did not beg or plead for it, nor did he panic. He only looked to the heavens and prayed.


  I could not forgive the Church, but I respected anyone so dedicated to their profession. On that count, this Giuseppe could not be such a bad human.


  “As you can see, I am nothing more than a humble bishop, and I cannot give you anything of worth in return for your aid. But I would very much like to do what I can.”


  “Oh no, you needn’t–” said my master hastily, but Giuseppe only gave an indulgently stubborn smile.


  “I very nearly lost my life at the hands and blades of those men. You saved me, even as I was on my way to bring aid to those waiting in the darkness for God’s light. It is a thing heavy with import, and I hope you’ll at least allow me to repay the actions of your brave friend.”


  “You mean… Enek?”


  I, too, did not expect this, and I looked up to see an honest smile directed at me from Giuseppe, which took me still further by surprise. Being an animal, the only person I expected such smiles from was my master herself.


  “God made this world and all things in it. Humans and all other things are the same in God’s eyes. Thus, I feel it only right to give names to the blades of grass, show kindness to horses and birds alike, and to properly honor those who show such noble bravery.”


  I looked up at my master, and she looked down at me. Then both of us looked to Giuseppe, whereupon the wounded bishop smiled happily and continued on.


  “When we arrive in Kuskov, I, Giuseppe Ozenstein, in the name of God, will confer upon the noble Enek the title of Knight of the Church.”


  I had not the faintest notion of what that meant, but if I was being dubbed a knight, I had no cause to refuse.


  
    
  

  I looked at my master, who seemed surprised and at a loss for words.


  “And of course, I’d like to show you some appreciation, too,” said Giuseppe, as he looked abruptly down the road as though suddenly having realized something.


  The moon was just then peeking out from between a gap in the clouds, and at the end of our gazes lay a town – Kuskov, our destination.


  It seemed we wouldn’t have had to camp, nor would Giuseppe and his fellows have needed to stay in that inn, if we’d but pressed on just a bit farther.


  The world is a strangely fated place.


  When I looked up at the pained smile that Giuseppe and my master were sharing, I knew they were thinking the same thing.


  The town of Kuskov was a sufficiently grand place to be surrounded by a stone wall. It was nothing to be compared with Ruvinheigen, of course, but still secure enough for it to be far from certain that they’d open their gates for midnight visitors.


  But that was soon revealed for the groundless worry that it was.


  When Giuseppe the bishop identified himself at the gates, the watchman’s haste was a thing to behold. It was as though he’d glimpsed his own salvation.


  He hardly could’ve hurried more even if the town was being besieged by an enemy’s army, and as he made his great fuss, even before the door opened, my master – who wasn’t especially assertive at the best of times – quailed before the commotion that seemed to be brewing on the other side of it.


  If the town was so desperate for the bishop’s visit, then there was no doubt they’d welcome his savior with the same enthusiasm.


  My master’s face told eloquently of her worries. When there finally sounded a horn blast from inside the town, she seemed unable to endure it any further. She looked up at Giuseppe, who rubbed his face and cleared his throat atop his horse, attempting to hide his own wounded condition.


  “E-er, if you please…”


  “Yes, my child?”


  “Er, that is, I have a favor to ask…”


  Giuseppe’s face was that of a shepherd leading his flock. “What is that?” he asked. Men of the Church often hid their blackness beneath such expressions, but it seemed to encourage my master, who continued.


  “Would you introduce us as merely your followers, please…?”


  “That’s…” began Giuseppe, blinking in surprise, but then he nodded slowly. He didn’t seem to be a fool at least.


  As we heard the sound of the bar being lifted hastily on the other side of the door, Giuseppe, still on his horse, leaned toward my master and spoke to her in a loud whisper. “It gives me great pleasure to see you living so faithfully by God’s word. Courage and modesty are rarely seen together. I shall honor your request. But neither God nor I shall forget to whom we owe thanks.”


  Slowly the door opened, and from behind it came torchlight so bright it nearly hurt our eyes. Giuseppe straightened, and my master watched him like a lamb hoping to be saved.


  I couldn’t help but regard Giuseppe’s skill and poise as somewhat suspicious, but when he gave me a glance and a small nod, I couldn’t stop my tail from wagging.


  Every rule had its exceptions.


  “Now then,” said Giuseppe, smiling like a child entrusted with a secret as the door came fully open. The hour being what it was, the people lined up beyond the door were dressed in whatever they’d been wearing, many of them seemingly having woken just minutes earlier – some of the girls were still combing their hair.


  From out of the gathered crowd, pushing his way out from between two men, came a well-dressed fellow holding a spear. He was probably on lookout duty, though he looked very young for it. From the redness in the corners of his eyes, he’d very clearly been sleeping until moments ago.


  But his hair was curly and flyaway, and from the fluttering leather cloak over his shoulders, the pointed toes of his boots, and his confident stride, he had the feeling of a leader about him, too.


  To show my respect I sat and put my front paws closely together, my chest thrust out, as I could tell he was doing his utmost to appear worthy of it. There was no questioning his desire to heal the town. But it was an extremely heavy burden.


  I couldn’t imagine that this youngster had arrived in this position ready to shoulder it. Plague took the elderly first, after all.


  “My name is Tory Ion Kuskov Careca. I represent the Kuskov Disaster Council. In God’s name, we welcome you to our town.”


  His voice was youthful. Giuseppe knew the town’s circumstances as well as we did and was probably thinking the same thing we were. He responded with a greeting more formal than he’d used with us.


  “My apologies for remaining on my horse. We have received the letter the blessed town of Kuskov sent seeking the light of God’s holy candle. God has not abandoned you. Though my power is weak, God’s is great. Be at peace. Beginning today, yea in this very hour, God’s light will surely return to this town.”


  His voice carried well. All assembled lent their ears to him, and after Giuseppe finished speaking, there was utter and complete silence.


  Then, like a rising wave, the cheer was quiet at first but finished in a great roar, as though he had just delivered news of a long war finally at an end.


  “You must be tired, Bishop. You and your companion should rest yourselves tonight…” said the lengthily named Careca, approaching Giuseppe. As he did so, he seemed to finally notice. “Bishop, you look unwell…”


  “Care for this one before me, if you would,” said Giuseppe, indicating behind him, whereupon Careca seemed to notice the mule for the first time.


  His almost girlish features froze in dismay. “Someone! Help me treat him!” cried Careca, and the happily chattering crowd again fell silent as they finally realized why the bishop would be arriving in their town at such a late hour. Visitors who came knocking on their doors having narrowly escaped bandits in the night were not so very rare, after all.


  Even my master and I had encountered such people while tending our flocks. The bishop was helped down from his horse by the many people who quickly rushed to his side, and he quietly explained the extent of his injuries.


  Those who attended to the man on the mule seemed to have battlefield experience. No sooner had they seen his wounds than they began giving instructions to the women.


  As for us, Giuseppe honored his promise and explained our presence as he said he would. Careca contented himself to give us only brief thanks.


  Given that I’d fought so bravely and driven so much danger off, this was a bit unsatisfying, but Giuseppe would hardly forget the debt he owed us, and most importantly my master understood. My master patted gave my head a hearty rub. “Let’s try to stay out of the way,” she said, and we moved over to the side of the entrance to the town.


  Given all this fuss, if my master were to tell the truth of how she came to the bishop’s rescue, no doubt her dream of becoming a seamstress would easily come true.


  So it felt to me a bit of a waste for her not to take the credit, but at the same time I could not help but respect her honest modesty. I looked up at her, and she noticed my gaze.


  “What’s the matter?”


  I could not use human speech, and thus did not respond to her question. And anyway, I was my master’s servant and would never do something so distasteful as proclaiming her greatness myself.


  I looked away from her and watched Giuseppe be led away, whereupon I felt a sudden weight on my head. When I looked, I saw that it was my master’s hand.


  “I don’t suppose you’re waiting for a feast to be laid out to thank us, hmm?”


  Ah, lamentations! I gave a quiet bark to voice my indignation. My master could occasionally be rather mean-spirited – or perhaps that was how I truly looked.


  I felt wounded, and she drew me close in a sudden embrace.


  Once Giuseppe was led away, there was no longer anyone near the gate. We seemed to have been utterly forgotten, which probably made my delicate master feel a bit lonely.


  Her face was right by mine, so I licked it, and she giggled. “I was waiting for it a bit, too.”


  My master can be surprisingly indulgent when it comes to food – but as they say, no fish are had from water too clean.


  I licked my master’s cheek again and gave a short bark.


  Two


  The fresh-baked wheat bread generously dipped in oil tasted like a cloud on the tongue, and the sliced beef, first blanched, then roasted, was luxurious as well. My life was a simple one, but my weakness was delicious food, and I was well satisfied.


  The only thing that I found dissatisfying was the amount of food, and I finished mine quickly. My master noticed me licking the dish, and laughing, she gave me another slice of beef.


  “Not enough, is it?”


  She knew me too well.


  I accepted it gratefully and rubbed my head against her leg.


  “They say we needn’t worry about the bill for room and board.”


  My master did not lick the plate as I did, but is not so dainty as to let the meat drippings go to waste. She sopped them up with a piece of bread and smiled a contented smile.


  “Though I heard them saying in the kitchen they’d give us rye bread for dinner,” said my master mischievously, which made me sigh a long-suffering sigh and lie down on my belly. “The town’s in a bad spot, after all. This might really be the last of the good bread they have.”


  I only tilted one ear toward my master’s voice. I didn’t bother raising my head to look at her, because I could not imagine her face wore a particularly cheerful expression. Instead of looking up at her, I settled for licking her ankle.


  “Hey!” she said, poking me with her toes – my master is ticklish, you see.


  It happened often that she would cut her legs on the grass of the fields, and there was never any guarantee that there would be water handy to wash the wound. In such times I had no choice but to lick them clean, which would make her face go red – not because she was trying to bear the pain, but rather because she was trying not to laugh. When she cut her foot on a stone, my licking would be so ticklish that she couldn’t help herself, and she would end up kicking my face away reflexively.


  And yet she seemed to enjoy stroking my back with her bare feet. She ate the last bite of bread and chewed it contentedly while rubbing her feet against my coat.


  “Now then.” Having enjoyed the lingering taste of the meal, she stood. “We should visit the church first and then maybe the trading house.”


  After stacking her dishes she put on her coat, and after a moment’s hesitation she left her bell-less staff leaning against a wall. It was one thing while out in the fields, but walking around with a long staff inside a town was a good way to attract strange looks. People would think her a fortune-teller or a sorcerer – or a shepherd.


  While I myself still held pride in the shepherd’s work, I felt something like resignation toward the prejudice the human world had for our vocation. No doubt my master, being human herself, felt that even more keenly, and her face as she left her staff at the wall looked lonely and uncertain.


  “Mm… it will be all right,” she finally said, after I nudged her leg with my snout.


  Though my master has never said so aloud, one of the reasons she wished to become a seamstress was to have work where no fingers would be pointed at her behind her back. I could hardly blame her; indeed, it seemed quite reasonable to me.


  Her only conversation partners had been myself and the sheep, and so it had been only animals to whom she had directed her smiles. This was the shepherd’s tendency, and so perhaps it was inevitable that baseless rumor about shepherds’ children being half-beast, half-human would arise.


  And such rumors only made shepherds lonelier, and eventually the resentment between them and the people of the towns only grew.


  Perhaps my master had long since grown to hate other humans. I certainly wondered about it.


  “It’s fine, it’s fine! Come now.” She smiled and held my face between her hands.


  I was well aware of what her stiffened cheeks meant. It was the human way of smiling. But I was not a human and could not so smile.


  “… I’m sorry, that was a lie. To be honest, I’m very worried.”


  I hardly needed to ask what she was worried about.


  She hated being thanked by others so much that she’d made that request of Giuseppe just before entering the town. It had been painful to watch her perform her gratefulness for this inn treating her as an honored guest.


  By leaving her staff behind, it meant that she was going into the town not as a shepherdess, but as an ordinary traveler.


  But would she be able to act like a normal human?


  No one was more concerned about that than my master.


  “Still,” she said, her voice stronger as she looked up. “We must keep moving forward.”


  A strong person is not one without weakness. It is one who can prevail over that weakness.


  I let out a bark, and my master stood.


  Emerging into the town of Kuskov during the hours of darkness painted it a ruined, abandoned place, but even after the sun rose, that impression did not change much. The inn at which we’d been so welcomed faced the town’s main avenue, but right or left it was desolate all the same, and buildings’ windows stayed shuttered closed.


  There were few people on the street, and every one of them seemed to walk as though trying to hide the sound of their footsteps.


  I wasn’t sure if my master could tell, but I caught the scent of death in the air, and a close look at the rubbish heaps in the street corners revealed bones.


  In stark contrast to the townspeople here, on the street lounged a fat dog that watched us suspiciously as we passed. Beside it waddled a fat rat. No doubt the truth of what it was upon which they had grown so fat was something none of the townspeople wished to speak.


  I could tell my master had noticed, because she walked even closer to me than she did when we were passing through a wolf-filled forest.


  The only people on the streets we passed who showed any amount of cheer were those who seemed to be merchants who’d come from elsewhere – men who barely cared about their own lives so long as they were making profit, to say nothing of the lives of others. Small wonder, then, they were able to work in a town beset by such circumstances as though it were any other town.


  As I was mulling this over, the sounds of a commotion reached my ears.


  I looked ahead and saw a crowd of people gathered around a building with a familiar symbol adorning it. It was the town’s church.


  Of course, the assembled had all come seeking some sort of solace. Ironically, from all the pushing and shoving they were doing to get into the church, it seemed unlikely that any of them would be finding peace anytime soon.


  “Look at all the people,” said my master, sincerely surprised. She was right – given the circumstances, it would probably be difficult to meet with Giuseppe. “I’d feel bad imposing. We’ll come later.”


  That was what I had hoped she would decide. I gave my tail a wag to indicate my agreement.


  It was not so very difficult to arrive at our next goal, the trading house. While the town was of a goodly size, the streets were so empty there was nothing to slow us down. We stopped to ask directions only twice, and after not much time at all we were there.


  My master had called it simply the “trade house,” but to be precise, it was the house of the Rowen Trade Guild. It wasn’t only horses and sheep that formed flocks – humans did the same thing. People from the same town would form a group and take reasonable actions to ensure their mutual gain.


  And then evidently, they had opened up trade houses in various towns, including this one.


  When my master abandoned her career as a shepherdess, she had evidently done a favor for another branch of this guild, so in a matter of speaking she had a connection to this flock or pack. She even had something called a “letter of introduction” tucked into her breast. And still she stood in front of the building and took three deep breaths.


  How many times had she felt near collapse during the incident that caused her to abandon shepherding?


  I prodded her forward with my snout, and my master finally knocked on the door and went inside.


  “Ah, welco–” The man did not continue, because my master hardly seemed suited to this place.


  But my master had learned all too well how important it was to smile on the occasion of a first meeting like this. To someone like me who knows what her true smile looks like, the one she gave this man was a cold and obvious fake, but it seemed to be enough to fool its recipient.


  “How might I help you?” said the man serenely, gesturing to a nearby chair. “The black-furred fellow’s your companion, I trust?” he asked as I followed her in.


  “Oh yes, er…”


  “Oh, it’s no trouble. I remember now. You arrived in the town yesterday, did you not? It’s dangerous for a woman to travel alone, after all. That fellow might be more trustworthy than a hastily hired guard, truly,” said the bearded man with a smile, which my master returned. “I asked because dogs aren’t regarded particularly auspiciously in this town at the moment.”


  When a town is beset by plague, every street and alleyway begins to overflow with corpses. If one hears a crunching sound and opens the window to see what it is, one might see any number of dogs gnawing on the bodies. This is no more pleasant a fact for me than it is for humans.


  My master sat down on the chair, and I situated myself beside her as she stroked my head, awkwardly acknowledging the man’s words.


  “So, then, might I ask what brings a traveler like you to this trade house?”


  The good thing about merchants is that they get right to the point. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who thought so.


  Having sat on the chair, my master hastily produced the letter from her breast and slid it across the counter toward the man.


  Evidently, a letter can hold a terrible power in the human world. Somehow, my master didn’t need to fear quitting her work as a shepherdess, nor providing for her living expenses, all because of that letter.


  “Ah, this is… Ah, you’re from Ruvinheigen? That’s quite a long ways away, indeed.”


  “I was in the care of a trader named Jakob.”


  “I see. Well, I’ll do what I can not to be bested by that bearded old man, eh?” said the man smiling widely, but then he seemed to notice my master’s troubled expression. He cleared his throat deliberately and shifted in his seat. “Ahem. Welcome to the Kuskov branch of the Rowen Trade Guild. My name is Aman Guwingdott. I shall do what I can to assist you, such that your memories of this town are good ones, and the name of the Rowen Trade Guild might continue to brightly shine.”


  Merchants truly were excellent actors.


  My master straightened and, bowing politely, she introduced herself. The two soon shook hands.


  “Now then, Miss Norah, you wish to become a seamstress?”


  “Yes. I have heard that this town is shorthanded right now.”


  “Indeed, that’s certainly true. This plague is not enough to crush Kuskov. It will surely recover.” My master smiled an uncomplicated smile upon hearing Aman’s firm statement, but then a shadow passed over his expression, and he continued, “However, your timing may not be ideal.”


  “… What do you mean?”


  “Yes, well, the people of Kuskov certainly ought to be grateful that you’ve braved the plague to come, but…” said Aman uncomfortably before seeming to decide that there was nothing for it but to come right out and speak his mind. “While the plague is lifting from this town, it’s still in a wretched state, as you can plainly see. Commerce here has been dealt a terrible blow and is still in a very bad way. Far from needing new craftsmen, the ones that are already here find themselves leaving town to find work. It’s good that you came to call, though, I believe. The town will surely recover, and when it does, there will be a need for workers.”


  This was a very different reality from what we had been led to believe, but so it went with information gained from travelers. My master listened as though carefully swallowing each word, and when he finished, she gave a firm nod.


  “A seamstress, you said? I’ll write a letter of introduction to the head of the clothiers’ guild, then. It’s the very least I can do.” He followed his words with a lighthearted and clearly calculated smile.


  Still, being able to act the way Aman did, in the face of the damage the plague had done to the town, was proof of his courage. My master gratefully accepted the letter and bowed her head several times. She’d made her living by discerning the moods of others and had grasped what was expected of her.


  We put the trade guild behind us, impressed by the kindness Aman had shown us despite the difficult times.


  After we’d followed Aman’s directions, another building stood before us a short while later. In its stone walls was set an iron plate embossed with the image of a needle and thread, and even a dog like myself could tell that we had found our destination.


  My master knocked this time without any hesitation, but it seemed she just couldn’t get away from bad timing. Though she’d managed to get up the courage to promptly knock at the door, there didn’t seem to be anybody on the other side.


  “Perhaps… they’re out,” she said, crestfallen, but I couldn’t reply to everything she said.


  I scratched my neck with my hind leg and yawned a great yawn.


  My master seemed to intuit my reaction to her words from my inaction. She slumped. “I suppose there’s nothing to be done about it,” she said. I barked my agreement, but the moment we turned to leave, my master gasped.


  What was it?


  The moment I stood and began to turn, my field of vision swam wildly. I’d made a mistake. Something had taken me by surprise.


  My back hit the ground, and my forepaws paddled in the air – but not for long. I closed my hind legs and twisted my body, and they bit the earth. The only things capable of surprising me were a hawk on the wing or something using a way of fighting no animal was capable of.


  In other words, a human with a thrown weapon – and the thing that impacted my head seems to be a strange tube-shaped object.


  “Enek!” shouted my master sharply, and my body went tense – but the tension within me did not burst, because my master’s voice was not meant to set me upon my attacker, but rather to stop me from striking.


  I stumbled, and looked up. Master, I was surely attacked!


  “Wait, please!” But these words were not directed at me. “We are merely travelers, and this dog is my companion!” My master held me to make certain I didn’t leap and attack, but she could not stop me from growling.


  My growl was meant for my attacker, because having met the young woman’s eyes, I did not imagine that mere words would suffice.


  “…”


  She had dark eyes, dark like a muddy pond, and was tall and thin. Her sharp, unflinching gaze pierced me from behind her unkempt red hair. I could not begin to guess at what thoughts lay behind those eyes, and so I did not stop my growl.


  But as my master held me back, she hastily produced the letter from her breast, and the woman’s eyes wavered slightly.


  “I wish to speak with the master of the clothiers’ guild–”


  I couldn’t tell whether the woman was listening to what my master said or not. She closed her eyes for a moment, then looked askance, and finally began to walk away.


  My master, too, seemed not to know what the woman’s intentions were, and her embrace of me only grew tighter.


  But the woman only went to pick up the tube-shaped object she’d hit my head with, not even glancing at us all the while. She walked past us and put her hand to the door and finally spoke.


  “So you’re the ‘girl who brought the lamp,’ are you…?” She looked my master up and down in an obviously appraising fashion, then continued, “Are you coming in?”


  Her gaze still had that ineffably muddy look to it. It was a scent I’d caught before, something like dark mud mixed with ink. It caught the legs of those who tried to stand, held the shins of those who tried to walk.


  Plague did not only claim lives; it also claimed hope.


  The young woman’s red hair was bound back like a horse’s tail, and it swayed as she entered the dark building. As she disappeared into the gloom, my ears caught the next words very distinctly.


  “I am the master of this guild.”


  I wondered if my master had heard as well.


  I looked up at her, she who stood right next to me, and it seemed that she had.


  Somehow this young woman with her strange gaze had found herself in this lofty position. That was what it meant when half a town died in a plague.


  Still, my master stood and nudged me forward, and we went into the building.


  The gloom inside the building combined with the woman’s strangeness gave it an unsettling feeling, but upon entering it was found surprisingly neat inside. The furnishings were plain but well made and were fragrant from the oil, with which they’d been carefully polished; likewise, the shelves affixed to the walls were well fitted.


  I finally realized that the object that hit my head was a bolt of cloth, just as the woman reappeared from a room farther in the building.


  “… So, what is your business here?”


  She didn’t even bother with an introduction. My master quickly handed over the letter of introduction she received from Aman, at which the woman scratched her head in irritation, then walked abruptly over to a window. She didn’t seem brusque so much as she seemed to be trying to suppress her own emotions. She was merely opening the window to let in sufficient light to read, it turned out, but her every motion was sharp and irritable.


  At the very least, she seemed to harbor hostility toward travelers, which I knew my master felt much more keenly than I.


  I saw that the woman’s legs were trembling.


  If a wolf’s fangs killed the body, then human hostility was death to the spirit.


  “Hmph. A seamstress, eh?”


  “I-if I might be so bold,” said my master with haste, just as the woman spoke.


  I might not be human, but I knew my master very well. She fears being despised by others more than almost anything else. Her hands were balled up into tight fists as she tried to push that fear down. This must have been what humans call “pathos.”


  “… Be my guest.”


  “Please, ma’am! I’ve got a bit of an eye for wool, at least, so… er…?”


  “Like I said, be my guest,” said the woman in a bored tone as she tossed the letter onto the table.


  My master seemed stunned, unable to find the next words to speak. Her mouth opened and closed, and she looked like a mistreated puppy.


  “So?” The woman sat in a chair, looking much older than she was. She looked at the table, which was now illuminated by the light coming in through the window. From my low vantage point I could not see what was on it, but I saw the end of a tube poking out from one edge of the table and guessed that it was the bolt of cloth that had struck my head.


  No doubt the other tools one needed for tailoring were on the table as well.


  “Ah… no… er…” My master evaded the woman’s gaze and stumbled over her words as she tried to find a reply. She seemed on the verge of tears, and I glared at the woman with all the anger I felt.


  “What? You want a test, then?” sneered the woman. She had realized why my master was hesitating.


  My master’s thin body flinched away, and though I knew she had enough courage to face even the fearsome wolf’s howl, she couldn’t help but tremble at this woman’s obvious malice.


  “By all means, go right ahead. Cut cloth, sew seams, thread needles. You could even ready the dye for fur treatment. Shall I see if you have the skill to become a member of the Clothiers’ Guild of Kuskov? I, Guild Chief Ars Vidt?”


  My master could not manage any sort of reply when faced with the anger of the woman who’d introduced herself as Ars. She was cowed and overwhelmed and stumbled back awkwardly.


  “Sadly, we have no materials with which to work. Oh, certainly, if you want broken buttons, fraying thread, and bent, rusted needles, we’ve plenty of those. Though we can’t test you with those, can we? So what do you suppose we should do, hmm?”


  Ars laughed, but not because she was happy. It was because if she didn’t smile, the unbearable bitterness inside her would come rushing out. The wisdom my years had given me helped me to understand just why the woman Ars was acting this way.


  But my master did not have that understanding. Despite being overwhelmed by Ars’s sharp tongue, she summoned her courage and tried to press on – without having the slightest understanding of Ars’s mind.


  “I-if it’s money, I have–”


  I knew Ars’s rage even before it appeared upon her face.


  “Money! Hah! You suppose what you need can be bought with money? I suppose so! But listen, you – if all you need is beautiful buttons, beautiful cloth, and beautiful needles, you can have all of that without a single coin!” Ars pounded the table as she ranted. My master shrank away, frozen by the woman’s terrible force.


  Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do to help her – because I understood why Ars was so angry.


  She continued her raging. “Just turn the scriptures upside down and curse the name of God; then dig up the graves of the dead and scavenge their corpses!”


  Such terrible sarcasm.


  It was the practice of humans to bury their dead. They were usually buried in fine clothes, along with some valuable object or another. It was said that death was the beginning of an eternal journey, and if the many dead, in their finery, had departed from the town, then in a way their death was itself a sort of plunder.


  As the thought came to me, I realized that I was mistaken to be impressed with the neatness of the room. The room was not neat – it was bereft.


  The raging, exhausted Ars slumped over the table, then looked up with a thin smile. “But if you have money, how about it? You might at least pay the guild membership fee, eh?”


  It was a chilling smile, like she’d taken a short sword in her hands and cut it into her own face. Imagine, if you will, a face more gentle and mild than any beast’s could ever be twisted by such bestial rage.


  Nothing good could come of this.


  Worried for my master’s safety, I took the hem of her robe in my mouth and tugged. They say a drowning person will grasp even at straw. Who was to say that Ars, drowning in the despair the plague had wrought in her town, would not try to grab my master’s leg?


  At the tug I gave her robe, my master seemed to return to herself. That moment, a drop of water fell on my snout. It was very salty.


  “Come… you have money, don’t you?”


  My master took a step back, then another step, unconsciously touching my head. It was as though she were facing a wolf in a dark forest.


  Even if she couldn’t see her surroundings, no matter how much danger lurked, so long as she could be certain I was at her side, she would not fear.


  But what faced her now was a human whose hostility was more terrifying than the fangs of any wolf. Ars stood unsteadily. It felt like whatever lurked within her was about to take form and explode. I crouched, readying to leap at her.


  The situation was on the verge of explosion.


  Then there was a rough knock at the dry wooden door. “Ars! Ars Vidt!” A young-sounding man called Ars’s name.


  
    
  

  A frightened, cornered bird finds it hard to take flight. Ars made a sour face and turned away, sitting roughly back down in the chair as she clucked her tongue.


  The banging at the door continued, and seemingly hurried by the sound, my master turned and ran toward it. I dutifully followed, but couldn’t help heaving a disappointed sigh.


  “Ars! I know you’re in there! The stock purchase advances, get them together and–” The door opened with a suddenness, and the sound of the man’s shouting hit my ears.


  My master was just about to put her hand to the door to open it herself, and she drew back in surprise.


  “Whoops–” said the man on the other side of the door, his eyes going wide. His face was a rather amiable one. But the next thing he saw after my master was me, and he froze in his tracks.


  I was perfectly happy to take advantage of that and slipped past my master to emerge outside.


  The man who opened the door was a head taller than my master and fairly young himself. As I moved past him, he recoiled as though from something on fire.


  Once outside, I calmly turned around, and at my bark, my master finally came to join me.


  The man seemed about to say something to her, but at a glare from me he shrank back; and then, as though to mask his fear, he turned his gaze back inside the building. I didn’t know who he was, but there was no mistaking the unpleasant metallic smell about him. He put his hand to the door and looked back at my master one more time, then fully entered the building and closed the door behind him. I heard no voices after that, and my master and I were left standing in the middle of the street. The only reason I didn’t start walking was because my master still couldn’t bring herself to grasp the series of events that had just befallen her.


  Even faced with a sudden, inexplicable accident or encounter, my master had always been able to cling to her staff – her work as a shepherdess. But now that staff was back at the inn.


  This left her a simple traveling girl instead of a shepherdess of such skill that some called her a witch.


  As it sank into her, she was on the verge of tears, and I did not bark to try and startle her out of it.


  Instead, as she started to walk unsteadily along, I nuzzled against her ankles, and when she reached out to pet my head, I was there.


  “… Enek,” said my master to me just as the sun was beginning to set. “I’m… awful, aren’t I.”


  My master could probably count on a single hand the number of times she had slept in a real bed. And one of those times, she quite literally cried herself to sleep. Her voice was hoarse, so she may very well have been crying while she slept, too.


  Just as I was thinking this, my master stepped over where I was lying by the bed and drank some water from a pitcher.


  “Half the town died in the plague, after all.”


  The copper pitcher was blackened and rusted with age and dented here and there from hard use. I could only be impressed that it didn’t leak.


  And of course, I was even more surprised by my master, who, despite being confronted with such hostility, was so kindhearted that she didn’t think ill of Ars.


  “…”


  She held the pitcher in silence for a while, and just when I thought she was going to go back to bed, she rubbed my back with her foot and came to sit on the bed’s edge.


  “I suppose I can’t become a merchant.”


  Merchants lie, cheat, and steal as a matter of course. It was a different sort of courage from that of my master, who would gut a sheep if need be. It was fundamentally impossible for her to take advantage of someone else for her own profit.


  I sniffed at my master’s nose. It was free of dirt and dust for the first time in a long time, but she pulled it away as though surprised.


  “So many people died… and I was thinking only of myself.”


  She fell backward onto the bed, and from the sound of rustling fabric that immediately followed, I could tell she was curling up under the covers.


  Goodness me.


  If she wasn’t so inclined to blame herself, her life would have been a little bit easier.


  Still.


  “Mm… Enek?”


  Still, I cannot deny that I like the way she is. That was the source of her most basic sincerity.


  “I’m fine… I’m fine, mm… Eek, that tickles… Hey, you!”


  I poked and played with her, and after perhaps three rounds of attack and defense, my master gathered me up in an embrace, nuzzling her face into my neck. “We can’t stop. Can we?”


  There was nothing I loved so much as the sight of her profile as she walked a field all by herself. I gave a growl and a bark, and she embraced me again, almost painfully tight, and then released me.


  “Let’s go see the bishop.” Her eyes were red from crying, but her smile was a genuine one. “Besides, giving our confession to a priest might do us some good, eh?” she continued, busily making herself ready to leave. She didn’t notice the way I’d curled my tail up, asking her if I was not strong enough for her.


  Master!


  “Come, don’t give me that look! Playtime is over!”


  I have never been more grateful than I was in that moment not to have the ability to speak!


  Upon leaving the inn, the sky was red. In our previous life, we would soon have been making ready to sleep.


  My master yawned a small yawn as we walked, no doubt the trace of the sleepiness she felt having cried herself past exhaustion. She noticed my glance and turned away, trying to cover up her yawn.


  The streets were as deserted as they had been earlier, but bathed in the light of the setting sun, they now seemed somehow even sadder. My master had no love for dusk, and as we walked alone through the empty streets, all the while she kept her hand on the back of my neck.


  But I could not blame her for that. I, too, dislike dusk. If you would ask me what about it I find distasteful, I would answer straightaway that it’s the length of the shadows. Atop a small hill and facing the sunset, how long my master’s shadow could grow! Such shadows made it difficult to discern the true size of things and made me pointlessly wary. At sunset, even sheep have shadows of terrifying length.


  In these deserted streets the only shadows were our own, and even so, I could not shake a certain unease about them. Eventually I sensed another presence in the street, and there met the wary gaze of a stray dog. My master finally let slip a sigh of relief when we arrived at the church and there, finally, saw the faces of other people. I understood her relief all too well.


  “I hope the bishop is all right,” said my master.


  I wouldn’t have had an answer for her even if she’d asked me, but given his condition the previous night, only God knew whether he would recover or not.


  Human bodies were fragile.


  I could hardly fail to notice the deep breath my master quietly took. Her strained expression was the proof of her resolve not to quail, no matter how poorly Giuseppe might be faring.


  “Ah, you’re the girl…” came a voice addressing my master no sooner than we had entered the church.


  A group of plump women were gathered inside the open doors of the church, whispering about something.


  From what little knowledge I have, given the white cloth covering their arms and heads, they were probably responsible for caring for the two important men who’d come to their church.


  With such sturdy-looking people looking after one, it was easy to imagine how the feelings of weakness that threatened to extinguish one’s light might be brushed aside.


  “Er, I thought I might ask after the condition of the bishop.”


  “Ah, I see. He’s calmed now and is sleeping. Despite that terrible wound, he was up offering prayers until just a moment ago.”


  Among beasts and among humans, if there is a group greater than three, there will be a leader. The sturdiest woman spoke, and the others merely followed her lead and nodded.


  “Was the wound so very bad, then?”


  “It was. When we were awaked and rushed here, we thought it wasn’t too bad at first, but at his age… Still, the bishop has the protection of God, so he’ll surely recover soon.” She smiled a hearty smile as befit her robustness, one that would surely have elicited a smile from and given peaceful rest to a corpse. My master was terrible at false smiles, and even she found herself returning it.


  “And, er… what of the other man?” My master stumbled over this question, as she had seen earlier how terrible his wounds had been.


  “The wound to his head was not so very great a thing. There was a lot of blood from his head and nose, though, so it looked worse than it was. He still hasn’t woken up, but his color is good, so I think he’ll be awake soon.”


  It was not so rare to hear of a sheep falling from a crag or creek, losing consciousness, and quietly dying without ever waking again.


  In response to the woman’s relaxed manner, my master nodded seriously. “Might I be able to visit the both of them?”


  “Hmm? Oh, certainly. The bishop for his part has been unmovable from his holy duties, but still asked after you several times,” said the woman, then paused and looked at me. “And your black knight here, too.”


  That had to be why the women hadn’t seemed afraid when they’d looked at me. I was pleased with that, but for some reason my master seemed uncomfortable with me being called a knight. Master, are you not proud of the praise I’ve earned?


  “Enek, a knight… I don’t think…”


  “Not at all! It’s said that the actions of this little black knight of yours were very important in bringing the light of hope back to our town. The same is said for the young angel traveling with him, of course.”


  “Angel? Oh… n-no, I’m not an…” She blushed red up to her ears and looked down. She’d been called a spirit before, or a sprite, but always with a note of suspicion. Ever since then, she’d been unaccustomed to any sort of praise.


  I was starting to become indirectly embarrassed from my master’s own embarrassment, so I gave a bark and rubbed my nose against her leg.


  “Ha-ha-ha! See, even your little knight agrees there’s no cause for such humility.”


  “…”


  She didn’t seem able to put it into words, but as I looked at her still-downcast face, her expression was not displeased.


  “Anyhow, feel free to go have a look at the bishop’s sleeping face. They’ve both got rather beatific sleeping faces, you might know.”


  She spoke as though she were boasting about her own children, and I felt as though I understood why. The two men had returned hope to the town, and as such, were a source of pride. The good treatment my master and I had received was also due entirely to having brought that light here.


  And of course, it was only proper that work be repaid, so we ought to have stood proudly and accepted the honor. But what would they have done if they knew my master had been a shepherd?


  I prayed to the God that supposedly lived in this church that they would not ask how my master and I were connected.


  “Right this way, then.”


  I left my prayers behind as the woman led my master and me farther into the church.


  The man who’d employed us as shepherds was also a man of the church, and though we’d sometimes had occasion to enter a church, one could not call this one grand, not even as flattery.


  Though it was made of sturdy stone, the lack of maintenance was all too obvious. There were cobwebbed niches where the candles had gone unlit for a duration, which made me wonder how long it had been since anyone had touched these stone walls.


  The hinges of the wooden door that led to the room where the bishop lay had evidently rusted away; the door now leaned against the wall, and a simple cloth hung in the doorway in its stead.


  Even if the town had deep faith, without a priest there, the items in the church must have been neglected.


  “In here,” the woman said in a voice suddenly much quieter than it had been a moment ago. She pulled the cloth aside and gestured for my master to enter. I thought I might be barred, but the woman smiled and let me pass.


  I elevated my opinion of her a bit.


  “… It’s only been a day, and he’s so–”


  I couldn’t help but wonder if my master would have finished by saying “thin.”


  The woman nodded and for the first time let a worried-sounding sigh escape.


  Evidently we hadn’t mistaken the bishop’s condition, despite the gloom. An injury can be enough to cause someone to weaken and waste away – and the bishop was not a young man to begin with.


  My master clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and began to pray. I doubted I would ever forget the way the church had treated her before, so I couldn’t bring myself to feel comfortable there. I sat down and waited. At the very least, Giuseppe bore no responsibility for my master’s suffering. Far from it, he’d held me in properly high esteem, so I could not deny that I, too, hoped he recovered.


  “… And may the blessing of God be upon you,” my master finally murmured, then reached out to touch the sheet under which Giuseppe quietly slept. She then turned to face the woman. Humans are very talented with speech, but in such times a simple look was often more eloquent. The woman nodded and placed her hand on my master’s shoulder, and the two of them left the room. I stood and turned to follow them, but then looked back around.


  Perhaps it was my imagination, but I thought I felt Giuseppe’s eyes on me.


  But his old body still lay asleep and unmoving there on the bed.


  I was a sheepdog, who slept under the stars and felt the breath of the land on my body. I had an instinct for the movements of the earth and the heavens. I was glad I could not speak, nor have the wealth of expressions that humans enjoy. Otherwise, I might not have been able to hide my feelings from my master.


  On the other hand, his sleeping face had obviously been very peaceful, so perhaps Giuseppe’s heart was peaceful as well.


  This was not cause for sorrow.


  I left the room and followed my master.


  When two sparrows meet, noise follows.


  So it should be no surprise that when humans (who are more talkative than any bird) assemble, a great commotion always comes with them.


  As she’d gone to visit Giuseppe and his companion, whose name was evidently Rudeau Dorhof, it seemed the villagers would not let my master quietly return to her bed.


  “Ah, so you’re from Ruvinheigen, eh? … Where is that, incidentally?”


  “I’ve heard of the place! They say the cathedral there is lit all night long thanks to God.”


  “Yes, yes! And I’ve heard they tan most of their leather there on tanning stones of gold.”


  “Gold?! Well, that’s Ruvinheigen for you. Where was it again…?”


  Thus it went, on and on, villagers either peppering my master with questions or talking over her among themselves.


  I was lying beside my master and yawned a lazy yawn. The words coming out of their mouths were no different from the baaing of a flock of sheep, as far as I was concerned.


  “Didn’t Father Nico say the cathedral in the holy city of Ruvinheigen reaches all the way to the heavens?”


  “He did, he did. He said the cathedral was so tall, his prayers were always being interrupted by angels passing by the windows!”


  “I wonder how it really is?”


  The conversation finally turned to my master, and I glanced up at her. She was smiling, but it was a pained smile, not a pleasant one.


  “I suppose… that might be true.”


  It was true that the cathedral was tall enough that one had to look up to see it, and perhaps crows and sparrows could be counted as angels.


  But if she’d denied that, it would’ve made a liar out of Father Nico. My master had learned these sorts of truths from hard experience.


  No matter how dire the circumstances, it was never good to accuse a clergyman of lying.


  “Indeed! I remember Father Nico saying he wanted to see Ruvinheigen one more time before he died.”


  “But still, Bishop Giuseppe has been there many times himself, and this time passed through it on his way to this very town. And it was Miss Norah, who once worked at the Ruvinheigen Church, who led him here. I can’t help but suppose that God heard Father Nico’s prayers,” said a woman, and all present nodded firmly.


  Then they all ardently sought to shake my master’s hand again, saying “Thank you” over and over again.


  This all made my master very uneasy, either because she was not used to being thanked or because her experience led her to feel uncomfortable with even the small lie of having “worked at the church.”


  Grain millers, shepherds, tanners – all were despised just as thoroughly as executioners and tax collectors. If she was to let slip the truth here, all the smiles she received would be strained ones, and none would have any warmth in them.


  And in any case, my master wasn’t lying by saying she worked at the church. She simply wasn’t telling the whole truth.


  It wasn’t even untrue that she was to thank for Giuseppe’s arrival in this town. I felt that if the town was going to treat us with such overflowing gratitude, we ought to accept it with all pride… but that was difficult for my master.


  For my part, as I participated in this discussion, I received a pork sausage, albeit one that was about to go bad. Thanks are so much more substantial when they come with something more.


  “Still,” asked a woman after the questions abated. “Why were you coming here in the first place? Hadn’t you heard the rumors?”


  We had finally come to the heart of the matter, I thought, which illustrated the difference in our respective priorities.


  My master and I were homeless wanderers. We were less concerned with the happenings of the next town over than we were about whether or not there was someone at our side. For someone who lived in the same place their entire life, the opposite was true.


  “Yes, I’d heard.”


  “So why did you come? Was it because – did God tell you to?”


  The conversation had jumped in a strange direction, and the other women’s expressions were changing.


  Unsurprisingly, my master hastily demurred. But in doing so, she would have to reveal her true reason, and she looked down at me. I was certain she was remembering how Ars, chief of the clothiers’ guild, had treated her. If my master admitted she’d come here looking for work, she might be given quite a tongue-lashing.


  Until that very moment, even she seemed about to be overwhelmed by the conversation around her; at least it had been pleasant. I couldn’t blame her for being desperate to preserve that mood.


  Unfortunately, I was in no position to come to her aid. I curled up my tail and drooped my head.


  “Oh, there she is!” came the sole man’s voice, cutting through the voices of all the women. In that moment, the mood of the place changed instantly.


  It was as though they were a flock of sheep stunned into silence by the sound of a wolf’s footfalls.


  First my master was surprised by this, and only a moment later did she follow all the women’s gazes to their end.


  There was the man who’d interrupted us at the guild house earlier that day. He was looking at my master, waving his hand.


  “What’re you doing here, you devil!”


  It was those words that were the most surprising of all. They came from one of the women who’d been so lively and pleased up until just a moment earlier.


  My master winced at this sudden turn, automatically reaching down to put her hand on my head.


  “Just where do you think you are? This is a church, the house of God!”


  “Come now, don’t scream at me like that. I’m allowed to come to church, too, am I not? It’s not the righteous man that needs God, but the wicked man,” he said, his lip curling up at one corner in a sarcastic sneer.


  His expression was clearly hostile, but it was difficult to see at what the spearpoint of his malice was aimed.


  Just as I was feeling a certain kinship with that, one of the women ventured to answer.


  “Shut your mouth! You usurer! You loan shark!”


  The man merely shrugged off the vicious accusation – he raised his hands to about the level of his shoulders, his palms facing the women.


  Usurer. Moneylender.


  So he was one of us.


  “Fine, fine. But I haven’t come after your meager little coin purses today, I’ll have you know.”


  The reaction of the women in that instant was indescribably comical. They looked at each other uncertainly. “Well, if that’s so…”


  I understood humans surprisingly well for a dog. Their thoughts were utterly obvious to me.


  “E-er, do you have some business with me?” said my master, after a few moments of silence.


  The women’s body language told her not to talk to this fellow, but my kindhearted master finally met the man’s gaze – whereupon a smile bloomed upon his face, and he spoke in a merry tone.


  “Well, we met in such circumstances earlier today, after all! After you left, I heard the circumstances from Ars, and I knew I couldn’t leave the situation as it was.”


  “… Ci-circumstances?” asked one of the women finally, unable to restrain her curiosity. It was like dangling a barley shoot in front of a cat.


  The man shrugged again and answered, “Listen up, you all. This girl came here in search of work.”


  Everyone’s gazes fell upon her, and my master froze in sudden fear.


  “She came here to this plague-ridden town that everyone else is fleeing. She came all this way to become a seamstress, and Ars screamed at her and drove her away.”


  The silence that followed was surely a long one for my master. I managed to hold back my growl, but my master’s hand gripped the back of my neck with nearly painful force. The tension was like the first step onto the rickety boards of an old bridge across a deep river, and everyone there felt it.


  When gazes fell upon my master in a town, they held fear, hostility, and hatred. The same staff that was used to gather sheep in the fields would drive people away when in town.


  Witch. Pagan. Shepherd.


  All three words carried the same meaning, and my master was always looking down.


  Just as I was starting to worry that her grip around my neck was going to choke me to death–


  “Welcome to Kuskov!” said one of the women with tears in her eyes, taking my master’s empty hands in hers. My master, not understanding, remained downcast until her gaze flicked frantically here and there as the other women gathered around her to join in the embrace. Since she’d done the same thing to me just a moment earlier, I decided to let her be.


  But I noticed that the man was still watching us with unsmiling eyes.


  I knew that moneylenders were largely despised. No doubt he was envious of the treatment my master was getting.


  “Well, you know Ars – she can be rather stubborn. You might have to wait awhile, but circumstances change. So please, don’t leave town yet. Stay awhile. That’s all I wanted to say,” said the man, even as my master was surrounded by the women. One corner of his lips was still curled up. “And please, do let me know if you’d like to be a seamstress,” he finished with a courteous bow.


  The women had silently listened to the man’s talk up until that point, but embracing my master together, they replied for her.


  “Have some shame, moneylender! How dare you try to get this girl’s help!”


  “That’s right, don’t you dare try to make her suffer the way you have us!”


  The man endured these rebukes with that same half smile of his. Perhaps he was used to it. “My name is Johan Erdrich. They say I’m a usurer, but really I’m just a money changer.”


  “How dare you tell such an obvious lie in the church!”


  “I exchange the money of now for the money of the future, so I’m a money changer.” His expression still didn’t change, but for the first time, his words carried some force.


  The women all fell suddenly silent, as though doused in cold water, and it took some time before the strength came back to their gazes.


  “That’s all I had to say. Now then, if you’ll excuse me.” His final smile was of a piece with the smiles of all who make their living in trade.


  A strange exhaustion lingered, as though a storm had blown itself out in the room. The women held their breath until Johan’s footsteps disappeared.


  “W-well, anyhow, if you’ve come looking for work, you’re very welcome here. Kuskov will surely recover.”


  “Yes, yes! Just having more people to make the town lively again is a great help.”


  Perhaps because this treatment was so different from Ars’s attitude, my master was a bit worried, but once she understood that the women were not lying to her, a smile gradually returned to her face.


  It was the smile of one who had spent many days in the field finally catching sight of a town.


  When I looked up at my master’s face, she nodded with a smile.


  That night, we returned to the inn.


  “What a busy day,” said my master as she stroked my back with her bare feet.


  How right she was.


  Certainly it had been more stimulating than herding sheep.


  Three


  The next day, our breakfast was a very lively one.


  The brave little knights that had survived the plague gathered in our room and listened fervently to my master’s stories. It was not certain whether or not one of the women my master had spoken to in the church the previous day had spread the word she was perfectly suited to caring for children, but in any case, when the innkeeper had come to bring breakfast, the children were right behind her.


  But perhaps because she felt she owed a debt for staying at the inn, my master invited them into her room with nary a pause, sharing her small breakfast with them and telling tales, both myths and stories from her travels.


  I was a bit exasperated with my master’s strong sense of duty, but I endured the little knights’ rather rude treatment of me without any complaint. I was rather impressed with my own forbearance, honestly, and eventually I noticed that my master’s stories had diverted their attention from me.


  The youngest wound up on my master’s lap and eventually fell asleep. On either side of her presently were slightly larger children, who clung to her clothing and looked up at her, totally absorbed in her story.


  My master’s face was uncharacteristically mild, and even when she had to quiet a fussing child or soothe the tears of one who’d misunderstood her stories, she did so happily. She seemed nearly overwhelmed a few times but has also matured quite a bit herself. Knowing as I did that my master had been driven around by her shepherd’s staff more than she’d wielded it herself, I couldn’t help but find this rather affecting.


  And of course, it seemed more natural for my human master to be surrounded by human children. Although there was not much difference between the ability to communicate with them and with me.


  “… And they lived happily ever after!” As she finished the story, there was a collective sigh of relief from the children. They’d all been rather absorbed in it, apparently.


  Still, it wouldn’t take much for them to become even more savage than I. If you gave them something to eat, they would stuff themselves fit to burst – which was even more true when it came to stories, since no matter how many they heard, their appetite never lessened. My master was beginning to seem a bit troubled by their endless demands for more, more!


  I was a knight, and my most basic job was to protect my master. Just as I thought she was about to seek my help, there was a sudden hiccup. My master, still harassed by children pulling on her clothes and her hair, froze.


  I backed up. Something was coming. A dark cloud seem to rise up and darken the room. Then there was a terrible, thunderous sound.


  “… Waaaaaaaaaah!”


  The astonishing noise dizzied me. My master flailed haplessly in the face of the screaming child.


  Lambs are easy – they can walk the moment they’re born. But human children are different.


  Though my master frantically tried to calm the child, its intense screams drowned everything else out.


  What had happened? Even I was starting to worry.


  “Ha-ha, here, miss, let me help!”


  These same children had moments earlier been grabbing shamelessly at my master’s hair and clothing, as selfishly as any barnyard animal. They giggled as they spoke, then took the infant from my master’s lap. The children were not much larger than the infant. And yet somehow, they had no trouble holding it and quieting it.


  They seemed quite adept at the skill, and when I looked at my master, I saw that she, too, was round-eyed with surprise.


  The infant was finally calmed, happily poking at the chest of the child who held it. The remaining children followed after him, looking for all the world like a flock of chickens. The only thing that indeed did distinguish them from chickens was how they turned and waved to my master on their way out of the room.


  It had been so noisy just moments earlier, but now it was suddenly silent, and all that remained was a strange feeling of fatigue. My master stared blankly at the left-open door for a while.


  Eventually she returned to the present, and the next thing she did was put her hand to her chest. If I had been human, I would have laughed.


  Something seemed to occur to her, and she looked down at her chest, then over to me. The smile that played about her lips was a wicked one.


  She stood from her chair and walked over to me, then crouched down. “You were laughing at me, weren’t you?”


  Absurd! Preposterous!


  I looked away, but she showed me no mercy. She pushed me over onto my back, and as I lay there, she began to rub my belly.


  I was a proud sheepdog, but where I could impose my will upon sheep, I could not so easily control my own instincts. In the moments that followed I was thoroughly reminded just who was the master here.


  “Still, what shall we do next?” said my master suddenly, as with a borrowed needle and thread she attended to the mending of her clothes. “It was nice of those ladies to give me such a kind welcome, I suppose.”


  She cut the thread with her teeth and held the mended patch up high to confirm that the hole was properly closed and that the stitching was neat. As my master moved, the loosely packed straw mattress shifted. I went along with it, as I was lying upon it.


  I yawned; the back of my neck was stroked.


  “We can’t very well stay here imposing, but… it would be nice if some sort of work came up, until the town calms down a bit.”


  Had she not been perfectly suited to caring for children? I thought, and evidently the same thing occurred to her.


  “I can’t make any money just looking after children, though…”


  It was probably a fair point since she couldn’t be a wet nurse. Cows and goats were useful for their milk. She couldn’t very well produce wool, nor (obviously) meat – so her future was dim.


  Without me, she would have been in a precarious position indeed.


  “Enek?” My master looked at me with a smile, needle in hand, her head cocked slightly. I realized that this was what it was like to feel totally paralyzed. I couldn’t help but curl up my tail. She nudged my head. “I thought I’d be able to find work as a seamstress here, but…”


  She held up the mended coat one more time, then clasped it to her chest and fell backward onto the bed. Seeing this, I slowly raised my head, only to rest it on her stomach. She seemed a bit surprised by this, but then gently placed her left hand atop my head.


  Previously, whenever she had been unable to sleep from hunger, she would have me lay my head on her stomach to compress it slightly. Humans were surprisingly simple creatures, and such a trick evidently made the hunger easier to bear.


  So long as bellies are full, the world was well – that’s what she would say with a smile when things were difficult.


  “Mmmmm-hmmm…”


  A strange sound reached my ears; my master was humming. It was a work song sung by the clothiers of Ruvinheigen. The men would sing it deliberately comically, while the women’s voices were lovely. With worktables protruding into the street or from behind opened window shutters, they would sing as they worked. With my master’s meager income, she could hardly afford to let others do her mending, and after so many times passing through the crafters’ district, she had memorized the song’s melody. She didn’t know the lyrics and also didn’t seem to quite know how it ended.


  But sometimes – like now – she would softly, faintly hum the song as she daydreamed. Perhaps she only hummed it while lying back and looking up at the sky, because she didn’t want the tears to spill out of her eyes.


  I might not look it, but I have a bit of a poet’s soul, so such things occur to me.


  When she raised her head and looked at me, my master was not crying. But I could tell what she was seeing with those eyes. It was the happy, busy street of the crafters.


  They all seemed to know each other, and though they were boisterous, they were likewise friendly; and so, whenever my master saw their simple, honest lives, she looked like a child enviously gazing at another child’s toy. I did not much like to see her that way.


  And yet, our days had been constantly difficult then. I had no right to blame her for occasionally showing weakness. The thing I wanted her to stop most of all was her absentminded pulling of my fur and skin. Eventually she became so absorbed in the song that she was tapping out the time by patting my head.


  Around the time I had become a musical instrument, I heard somebody on the other side of the door.


  I sat up suddenly, and my master glared at me for disrupting her performance. My irritation at this vanished when I saw her face turn confused at the knock at the door that came next.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, were you asleep?” It was the innkeeper woman who’d brought the children with her in the morning.


  “Oh n-no, I – thank you for lending me a needle!” Hurriedly smoothing her bed-rumpled hair, my master hastily offered the needle back to the innkeeper. My guess was that the woman was smiling not at my master’s mussed hair, but rather her tuneless humming. But as a knight it was my duty not to point that out.


  “A messenger came a moment ago. Apparently the bishop wishes to speak with you.”


  My master’s hands froze where they were smoothing her hair, and she looked at me. “The bishop?”


  “He seems to have finished his morning duties. You weren’t able to speak to him yesterday, were you?”


  My master nodded, and she hurriedly put on the coat she’d just finished mending.


  “Oh, if you do see you bishop, please ask him to pray for my inn. We’ve been busy, and I haven’t been able to ask him myself.”


  She was every bit as brazen as she looked. But there were advantages to being approachable.


  We quickly finished making ready, and then put the inn behind us. We only just arrived here yesterday, but already my master had learned the streets well enough to walk them confidently.


  “I wonder what he wants to talk to me about. Oh, but first I must thank him! An ‘angel,’ eh?”


  My master giggled and put her finger to her chin as she talked to herself, which was a common habit among those who lived solitary lives, although her smile was shamefully obvious. She was clearly pleased to have been called an angel the previous day.


  But the fact that she was absorbed in forward-thinking daydreams was no doubt due to the town’s influence. The town had seemed so lonely yesterday, simply because we had been comparing it to Ruvinheigen, the dust of whose streets we’d only just kicked off our feet. But with a little more time, it was clear from the townspeople and their lives that this town had a liveliness to it yet.


  There were people gathering rags and scraps, and coopers and carpenters attending to their repairs. In front of the tinkers’ and cobblers’ shops, too, people waited for mending to be done. While there was not yet the freedom to make new things, it was obvious that the town had recovered enough to begin repairs. My master’s gaze lingered not on the town’s wounds, but on its blossoms of hearty activity. Happily we walked and more quickly than usual.


  She clasped her hands behind her as she walked, which I had only seen her doing before in dark alleyways, copying the way the town girls in Ruvinheigen held themselves. It spoke of the way she was enjoying herself on her own terms, unconcerned with the gazes of others.


  It seemed a good thing to me. So when I noticed him, I sighed to myself, then rumbled a growl.


  “Ah–” My master could spot a wolf hiding in wooded shadows from a hill at a good remove: She quickly noticed what I was growling at.


  At the end of her gaze, leaning against a door and speaking with a stout woman under a building’s eaves, was a young man. It was the young moneylender – Johan, he’d said his name was.


  “What should we do?” my master asked, turning to me. Then–


  “Hey, you there!” he called.


  We had no quibble with Johan, but we knew perfectly well his profession was despised in the town. And in fact, simply being acknowledged by Johan earned my master a suspicious look from the woman.


  But Johan seemed to notice this look and whispered something in the woman’s ear, whereupon her expression changed to surprise, and she looked back at us, putting her hands together and offering us a prayer.


  Johan then gave us a proud look, as though showing off his handiwork.


  I looked up at my master and saw that she wore an exhausted, pained smile.


  “What a fortunate encounter! This must be God’s will,” said Johan, jingling the small coins in his hand as he walked toward us. He then tucked the coins away beneath his jacket and took out a small Church amulet that he wore around his neck, lightly kissing it.


  It was such an absurd affectation that my master did not know how to reply, but it was clear enough to me that this was Johan’s idea of a joke. This man was the sort of person who would happily sell the Church if it would turn him a profit.


  “H-hello again.”


  “Good day to you! And to your little knight, too.”


  I gave him a nasty look.


  Johan recoiled slightly but soon recovered. “Come, let us walk,” he said, casually taking up the position at my master’s other side. “So, Miss Norah–”


  At Johan’s sudden use of her name, my master’s shoulders froze. When had she introduced herself to him?


  Johan raised both hands and made a jesting face. “My apologies,” he said gently. “After all those children went running home with smiles on their faces, news about you spread quickly.”


  It was a small town.


  I sniffed at a scrap of fabric in the street, then looked up.


  “Did you do that sort of work in other towns, Miss Norah?” he asked with a personable smile. His appearance was smart and his demeanor gentle – young women were surely constantly after him in more normal times.


  But my master did not live such a fickle life.


  She could sense something unpleasant lurking behind Johan’s words and drew her chin in, repulsed.


  “It was a jest. I didn’t intend to tease you. But this town is my territory, you see. I wanted to see what sort of person you were.”


  Johan took my master’s hand and gazed at it appraisingly for a moment before slowly releasing it.


  My fangs were demanding to know when they’d be allowed to plunge themselves into his leg, but suddenly my master put her hand on my head. Wait, it meant.


  “You’re a shepherd, aren’t you?”


  I heard the rustling of cloth, which may as well have been the sound of my master closing her heart. I looked up and saw that she was as expressionless as a statue in a field as she looked back at Johan. That solid, trustworthy, reliable face of hers.


  Johan seemed to catch wind of the incompatibility of that face with other humans. He smirked an unpleasant smirk, then smoothly turned his gaze elsewhere. He folded his hands together behind his head, then deliberately strode off.


  “I thought you might be, but I just wasn’t certain.”


  My master did not reply.


  Johan continued, unconcerned. “The sheep around here are raised by farmers. So long as you don’t tell anyone yourself, your secret will be safe.”


  My master’s gaze was unwavering, despite his nonchalant tone. His next words, though, stunned us both.


  “Anyhow, that’s a relief.”


  “… Wha…?” said my master, her brow furrowing.


  The moneylender’s eyes were closed, as though he were enjoying the warmth of the sun. “The bishop sent for you, yes?” he said, as though it was nothing.


  “… Yes.”


  “You’ll see when you get there. He didn’t call for me, so I wanted to see what sort of fellow he did summon.” It still wasn’t clear what his point was, but he did not seem to be teasing. Far from it – Johan gave my master another look out of the corner of his eye, and when he continued speaking, it was in a more serious tone. “You don’t seem to lack experience, so I’m relieved you’re a capable enough girl, so far as that goes. Although,” he finished, looking her up and down one last time, “you might be a bit too wispy. You ought to eat a little more.”


  My master hugged her chest, then realized she’d given away her biggest insecurity. She blushed red and looked down, and watching this, Johan laughed.


  Restrained by my master’s hand, I was unable to do anything – but no more. I faced the fool who’d incurred my wrath and, baring my fangs, bit his leg.


  When we passed through the door of the church, the woman who’d greeted us yesterday had a wary look on her face – because my master seemed utterly downcast and moreover had a thin sheen of sweat on her.


  But perhaps she decided we’d merely come in haste, because she said nothing and led my master farther in.


  When I’d bitten Johan, he’d fallen to the ground and screamed in such a voice you’d think the world was ending. I know perfectly well when it’s acceptable to cause injury and when it isn’t, so I made sure not to break the skin. Instead, I’d made a ferocious growl and given the hem of his clothing a nice tear at the end. Johan had made a great fuss over the state of his leg for a while, but eventually understood that he hadn’t been injured and then made a face as though he’d been nipped by a fox. It was a beautiful thing to see.


  Thus, I was feeling rather proud of myself, but my master did not seem to feel the same way. She was more crestfallen than I had ever seen her before, as she compared the chest of the woman leading us to her own.


  But even that sad expression lasted only until we arrived at the sanctuary.


  It was impossible for the church to hide its poor condition, particularly given the cloth that was draped in place of the doors, which had rusted off their hinges.


  The woman leading us pulled the cloth aside, and gestured for my master to enter. My fur bristled at the gazes that fell upon us.


  “I have brought her,” said the woman who led us there.


  There was no particular commonality in the age or appearance of the people assembled there. There were fat old men, young women, and people bent over with age. The only thing I felt from all of them was a sense of responsibility, which in the human world was authority’s constant companion. It seemed my master had not been called over for a pleasant chat.


  My master’s hand trembled. She looked for me like I was air and she was underwater and grabbed my coat. I wondered if she was thinking about the shepherd’s staff leaning against the wall in our inn room.


  I regarded the assembled faces that were all staring so appraisingly at my master. Next to Giuseppe, who we’d come to visit the previous day, there was another familiar person.


  Her eyes were suspicious and bitter with her grudge against the world, and the color of her twisted, sneering lips was not good. Her eyes were on the figure in the bed, her hand resting on his hands, which were folded over his midsection atop a book of scripture.


  Those eyes of hers rolled up like fish swimming lazily in a pond, and Ars looked at my master. Then her lips moved with great reluctance, and she spoke in slow, measured tones. “Are you God’s servant, Norah Arendt?”


  What sort of question was this? But compared to the next question, it was nothing.


  “In the name of Giuseppe Ozenstein, I appoint thee as the deacon of the church of Kuskov,” said Ars, as my master and I stood there uncomprehendingly.


  When none of the assembled townspeople laughed, I realized it was no joke. It was only as Ars continued speaking that my master snapped out of her daze.


  “This is not a joke,” Ars informed us coldly. My master stood there, frozen.


  What had happened?


  With all these different people there, each one wearing such a grave expression, even if my master hadn’t been so shortsighted, she wouldn’t have thought of that possibility.


  Lying there on the bed so quietly, Giuseppe looked very frail indeed.


  But when I looked up at my master, someone else seemed to understand what she was thinking.


  “The bishop is merely sleeping. Of course, we don’t know what will become of him yet, so… Ars, if you please,” said a man, and with that the gazes of the assembled people moved to him, and they all quietly filed out of the church.


  The only ones left behind were Ars and my master, as well as old Giuseppe.


  Giuseppe’s face was like paper, and his expression was not good, his cheeks sunken. He’d summoned all he could of his energy to speak just moments earlier, and it had apparently exhausted him. My master, seemingly unthinking, drew alongside Giuseppe, at which point Ars cleared her throat.


  “I have the bishop’s message for you,” she said, clearly not willing to brook any argument.


  It was unclear what the message would be, save that it must have had something to do with Giuseppe. Ars frowned at him, then heaved a sigh. “Anyway, sit,” she said, indicating a chair in the corner of the room.


  My master did as she was told, sitting down on the chair, meek as a kitten. I curled up at her feet.


  The chief of the clothiers’ guild stood, her arms folded, and spoke plainly. “You may as well understand that there is no way for you to become a seamstress here in this town.”


  At the sudden pronouncement, my master barely had time to show surprise. “E-er…” she began, confused and troubled, but Ars cut her off peevishly. I wondered why she was so angry, but then I realized it.


  It must have pained her.


  “To begin with, we have no materials to make clothes with. We have no customers to order the clothes. And when the town recovers, those who fled to neighboring places will return. What do you suppose they will do when they find outsiders sitting in their chairs?”


  She spoke rapidly, as though if she didn’t hurry, she would stumble over her own tongue. No one would wish to speak this way to another who aspires to their livelihood.


  My master seemed to understand this, and without anger or sadness, she simply felt the disappointment that Ars’s undeniable words brought. “I… I see…” she said. Then suddenly she looked up. “I understand.”


  In times like these, a smile was the most natural expression of all for my master. It was perhaps not the healthiest thing, to be so skilled at the smile of defeat, but for that very same reason it affected the guilty-seeming Ars all the more deeply.


  She flinched away, as though looking in a magic mirror that reflected only her own unsightliness. Ars looked at the floor and gritted her teeth.


  The impression she’d given yesterday was too strong but also truly badly timed.


  So far as she seemed now, Ars was nothing more than a girl even more tongue-tied than my master was.


  “… So, given all that, we must talk.”


  “Huh?”


  “The bishop asked this of me just moments ago. He needs a favor from you.” Was she seen as quiet and serious, the stubborn seamstress of the town? Perhaps. Ars kept looking down, but then she glanced up at my master harshly. “He’s named you as deacon. By his authority as bishop.”


  Hearing it a second time ought to have made it easier to grasp, but I still could not understand it. My master seemed to be in the same predicament. But she was past even panic and merely looked back at Ars with questioning eyes.


  “The town is in a bad place,” said Ars, spitting the words out and averting her gaze, turning her head aside. Then her eyes alone refocused on my master. “The town of Rezul is trying to take us over.”


  “… Take you over?”


  “You… when you came to my workshop, you saw, didn’t you? There aren’t any proper materials left in this town. Everything of value was sold at a deep discount to reckless merchants. No one who we can sell anything to is coming here anymore, the price of wheat has risen, likewise meat, and we’re all of us utterly without money. Rezul is trying to take advantage of that.”


  A wounded animal – even a bear – would not escape being hunted by other beasts. Though they might fight desperately, they would always end up as food.


  It seemed that law did not apply only in the forests and fields.


  “Our town is in a desperate position, but if we had materials, there are craftsmen here who can work and merchants who will sell. But without the materials, nothing can be done. So the town of Rezul came and offered us a loan.”


  It was not at all uncommon for the ship that seemed to be offering rescue to instead be heading to hell. One only had to consider how hated Johan was to see that much.


  “But… why make me a deacon?” asked my master, her eyes upturned.


  “Well, obviously we can’t accept their offer. Ever. If we accept it, our town will be swallowed up. We would have to pay back all the money and with plenty of interest, too.”


  The visitor that had come to Ars’s workshop when my master had been there was none other than Johan. Most of the town was probably deep in debt already. The only people growing fat were those like Johan, who were devouring the wounded. That was the way of things.


  But that did not answer my master’s question.


  Ars realized that herself and scratched her nose uncomfortably. She took a deep breath and continued.


  “We want you to bargain with Rezul. As our deacon.”


  The girl had still not made her point. She had no gift for speech certainly. Of course, my master’s capacity for such things was not much bigger than her chest, so perhaps this dribble of information was for the best.


  “To bargain…”


  “Yes. If a proper merchant went, we’d probably lose. If they let slip that one town was refusing to sell to another town, there would surely be a fight. Maybe even a war. But if the church goes and tells them we won’t trade with unbelievers like them, that’s quite different. Nobody wants to risk a war with the church. We might be able to avoid a crisis.”


  I finally understood and glanced at Giuseppe on the bed. I saw why he would’ve put my master up as deacon, and furthermore, why Ars was the one explaining.


  “And so, if you’re the deacon, then… well, look at the bishop. Someone has to act in his stead. Of course, we asked why we couldn’t just use someone from the Kuskov, but he knows better than we do how things are in other towns,” said Ars with a sigh.


  She seemed exhausted, and I was certain I didn’t misread her – she was exhausted. I thought back to moments earlier, when so many people had left the room. No doubt all of them, like Ars, held important positions in the town.


  And also like Ars, many of them should not have had those positions. Some of them were elderly and should have long since retired; others, like Ars, were far too young.


  In other words, there were no more substitutes left for the town.


  “And of course, Rezul knows we’ll probably try to use the Church as a shield, which makes people from the town even less useful. ‘You’re not from the Church!’ they’d say. Ugh, those Rezul bastards are awful. Have you heard the rumors? Barbarous pagans, the lot of them. They wear arrowheads around their necks!”


  As Ars spat out her words, I was suddenly struck by a shock that felt almost like a physical blow to my head.


  In that moment, how many memories were finally tied together with a single thread?


  The raging plague meant that the once-busy road was now deserted – the pagan bandits attacking the travelers, the bishop’s brave party.


  And above all, the strangely grand welcome we’d received upon arriving in the village.


  The town had been desperate to avoid the trap Rezul was setting and had exhausted every option. And then despite Giuseppe’s favorable reply, he’d arrived gravely wounded.


  And then they had hit upon this plan, even if my master was poorly suited to it.


  Ars’s eyes went wide, and she looked at Giuseppe with a little gasp. Given her reaction, Giuseppe must never have explained who attacked him. A moment’s thought made it clear why.


  If the townspeople knew that the pagans had attacked Giuseppe for their own profit, no matter how exhausted they were, they would’ve taken weapons in hand and risen up, like a cornered rat turning to face a mouse.


  And if it came to battle, this town would surely lose.


  “And so we needed a traveler, and one who seems like they could be working for the Church – and so we chose you.”


  Ruvinheigen was known as the Church City, but if people knew what sorts of things really happened there, they’d think it worse than any other place – and my master had escaped only to find that no matter the town similar things were always happening.


  The sad reality was sinking in, but suddenly she realized something and looked up.


  If I could’ve, I would have raised my paw to cover my face, the way a human could.


  “E-er!”


  “Hmm?”


  “I understand now. But… um… so… why did you tell me to… er… give up on being a seamstress?”


  My master, for her part, still had some lingering attachment to the idea of becoming a seamstress.


  It was unlike her to press the issue like this, but just as I wanted to hide my face, the question seemed to pain Ars as well. That she could go on at such a rapidly rambling length without ever getting to the point was because she wasn’t actually such an ill-mannered girl.


  She was merely awkward and was actually rather kind.


  “… Because you’ll have to go act as our town’s deacon and negotiate with them.”


  “Right.”


  “And after that… if you were to start working as a seamstress as though nothing had happened…”


  Don’t you see? Ars’s upturned eyes begged.


  In matters like these, my master could be as dense as a sheep. After a moment of baffled staring, the lines finally connected in her mind. “Ah!” she cried out.


  “You see? It would be strange. So that’s why.”


  That’s why Giuseppe had Ars deliver this message.


  My master had wanted to become a seamstress so badly, she’d ignored the danger and come to this town. No doubt Giuseppe himself had felt badly for her. But sometimes to save the flock, a single lamb had to be left to die, and the situation in this town had called for a similar decision.


  So at the very least, he decided to have the clothiers’ guild chief be the one to deliver the news.


  A heavy silence fell between the two girls.


  Neither of them was at fault. It was just ill-fated, and that was all.


  “L-look…”


  It was Ars who first broke the silence. “About yesterday… I’m sorry.”


  My master was caught off guard by the sudden words. She waved her hands meaninglessly, then finally managed a reply. “Oh n-no, um… I was only thinking of myself, so…” She spoke apologetically with her face downcast, and it seemed to pain Ars to see her so.


  “Johan got so angry at me, too; I couldn’t believe it… I really felt like I was to blame.”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean… it’s hard to explain, but you risked your life to come here, didn’t you? You wanted to be a seamstress. That was your goal. You risked your life and came to this town for that, and that’s when I finally realized – what I’d done. During the plague, when everyone was dying, I just cried and cried and didn’t…”


  Her words were halting, but that only made it clearer that they were coming from her heart. Seeing her like this, Ars truly was a normal, kindhearted girl. The doubt in her eyes came from the worry that cursed her heart.


  “So that’s how I realized… we can’t go on like this.” Ars took a deep breath, looked up, and straightened her back. Then she looked my master right in the face, with all the dignity due anyone with the title of guild chief. “So I’ll ask you again. I’m well aware that I smashed your dream. You won’t have to be our deacon forever. But just for now, will you help save this town?”


  Ars put her right hand to her chest and pressed her heels smartly together. And then she bowed her head.


  In Ruvinheigen, town merchants would make a similar gesture to curry favor with the Church. It was a strange feeling to understand that this was the situation that truly called for such a gesture, which was meant as a sign of deep respect.


  And what of my master?


  A bit worried, I looked over at her beside me, then immediately realized I was wrong to have doubted her.


  Even as the dream she’d thought was so close went winging forever out of her reach, her back was straight and her expression kind and smiling.


  “This, too, must be the will of God.”


  “S-so, you’ll–!”


  “Yes. I’ll do whatever I can.”


  In this world, it often seems kindness is rewarded with loss. But for my part, I have no interest in serving a master who would think only of herself.


  Ars had tears at the corners of her eyes as she shook my master’s hand, either from deep emotion or simple relief. My master, meanwhile, continued to smile.


  She seemed truly saintly in that moment, as though coming to the aid of another was the greatest happiness to which she might aspire.


  Though I was a mere dog, I still found my master’s actions moving. My master, meanwhile, embraced the sobbing Ars, then gave me a slightly awkward smile.


  “I did it again,” her expression said.


  But I merely wagged my tail, because I loved my master when she was like this.


  Talk is cheap. Action is difficult.


  It’s an obvious principle, particularly when the action in question is becoming a deacon.


  Perhaps that was what occupied my master’s mind.


  Once the hour grew late, we finally returned to the inn, and illuminated by the candlelight, she looked like a dried-out herring.


  “… Ungh… I’m so tired,” she said, collapsing down onto the bed without paying any mind at all to the fact that I was already curled up on it.


  I barely managed to avoid a direct impact, but the more tired my master became, the worse her disposition. No, not worse, exactly – perhaps childish would be a better term.


  In either case, she stretched her arms out and gathered me aimlessly up. “Enek, I’m so tired…”


  She embraced me without so much as asking, with such force that I worried she might rub my fur right off.


  It was frankly uncomfortable, but as my master buried her face in the soft fur around my throat, I caught the sharp scent of ink.


  Though she’d claimed to have done odd jobs for the Church in Ruvinheigen, all she really knew were a few prayers. When she confessed as much, Ars and the women taking care of Giuseppe had looked at each other, then nodded.


  I could only understand fragments of what happened next.


  Town merchants and craftsmen all had various saints they venerated, and daily prayer rites were performed by each guild, with the guild chief acting in the priest’s stead.


  Thus, until Giuseppe awoke, they summoned the various guild chiefs, and together they pounded the basics of the prayer services into my master’s head.


  My master could read, but her writing was not as strong. I was in no position to boast since I couldn’t read at all, but it seemed that even as flattery her writing could hardly be praised. When she gave it a try, even Aman, who’d come from the Rowen Trade Guild to cheer her on, couldn’t help but grimace.


  My master had occasionally practiced writing with her shepherd’s staff in the dirt, but it seemed she was far from adequate – she was quite adept at pictures of dogs and sheep, though.


  So it happened that my master had the writing and prayers she would need to act as an impromptu deacon drilled into her, right there in the church’s sanctuary. I stayed by her side for a while, but eventually she began looking to me for help, which ruined her concentration, and I was shooed out. Her face in that moment was the very image of worldly suffering. I was uneasy leaving my master alone, but there was nothing for it. I hardened my heart as I was carried away and returned to the inn.


  Which brought us to this moment.


  Finally she raised her head up from my chest, flopped over on the bed, and stretched. There came a sound like the cracking of dry twigs underfoot.


  I sniffed her hand, and in addition to the wax from the writing tablet, there was another, sweeter scent.


  “You’re lucky, Enek, not having to work so hard,” she said as I licked at her hand after a few more sniffs. My master was always nastier when she was tired. “Tomorrow they’re going to teach me the basics of contract negotiation, and they said I have to recite the replies I’ll need to prove I’m really of the Church, if asked… I hope I can do it. I can barely remember what I learned today…”


  My tail drooped from the ill treatment I’d suffered at the hands of my master, but seeing her worry so, I couldn’t very well ignore her. If I was her knight, I had to support my master.


  “Mmm… hee-hee. You’re right. I’ll be fine.”


  She may have been covered in ink and wax, but when I stuck my snout in her hair, the same old scent was still there. I snuffled a little bit on purpose, and she answered me with a childish giggle–


  We played as we had played countless times before. And after giving as good as she got, her hand suddenly stopped, like it always did. Her face was clear and calm, as though she’d thrown all her troublesome thoughts right out of the window.


  “I suppose my dream’s run off again. I’ll have to do my best to help these people,” said my master, looking steadily at me. Her eyes were kind and strong. Shepherd’s eyes. “And anyway, they’ve apologized so much and thanked me even more. I’ve barely had any time at all to feel sad.”


  She laughed ticklishly, then lightly took hold of my right front paw. She didn’t do anything special with it, though, just held it in her hand.


  “Mr. Aman even asked me if I would come work for his guild. He said they have connections in all sorts of town and could work something out. He said if I did that, other people would be helping me.”


  As she spoke, my master’s eyelids got lower and lower. She spoke as though each one of her words was brushing against her cheek, like drops of summer rain on a hot day.


  My master’s will was weak in the face of the needs of others. Especially when they asked favors of her.


  So far as I could see, she was in no position to be helping anyone. Given her position as a girl with no money, no status, no education, no power, there was nothing to be done about it; not even the strength she’d gained as a shepherd changed that status very much.


  The bargain she’d struck with the merchant and the wolf had been little different. My master had been well aware of the dangers she was risking, but couldn’t help being affected by how much the merchant had needed her.


  It was only when her own gain was in the balance that she was able to turn away.


  Of course, she had been swayed by the large amount of money involved, which far from saddening me came as something of a relief.


  “They even said if everything goes well, I could just continue on as a proper deacon here.”


  I looked sharply up at my master, unable to simply let those words pass by.


  “I don’t know if I should do that, though… Apparently there’s precedent, but still…” she said, giving me a pained smile.


  As far as I was concerned, she was already being disgustingly obedient to the Church, but it wasn’t as though her feelings on the matter were entirely pure, either.


  She made a face like it was all a bit of a joke, then pulled on my paw and brought her mouth close to it. “But I still wish I could become a seamstress. Is that selfish of me?”


  I put some force into my front paws. My white-tinged paws pressed against her mouth, giving her a funny-looking expression. I was angry, I was laughing at her, and I was sulking a bit.


  My master closed her eyes. Then, capriciously, she opened her mouth wide and tried to bite my cheeky paws.


  I pulled them back, but then she leaned forward as though unwilling to let me go so easily. Just when I was ready to try and gain the upper hand, though, there was a hesitant knock at the door.


  “Y-yes!” answered my master, rapping me on the head as though I were a mischievous child, then fixing her clothes and climbing out of bed.


  From the other side of the door came Ars’s voice. “I’m sorry to bother you so late at night.”


  “Not at all,” answered my master, looking Ars over from top to bottom. Something about Ars had changed, despite the late hour.


  “I’m sure you’re tired, but I need a bit of your time. May I come in?”


  My master nodded and stepped back, allowing Ars into the room.


  Ars entered, carrying something in her arms, then reached back and closed the door behind her, as my master looked on, vaguely confused.


  I climbed down from the bed and circled around Ars. What was she planning to do?


  Illuminated only by dim candlelight, Ars’s face was entirely free of the suspicion she’d shown during the day. On the contrary, she seemed so energized that it surprised me.


  “I’ve just been to Lord Careca’s manor, where I scavenged this.”


  “Scavenged…?”


  “That’s right. Look,” said Ars as she unrolled a large, pure white sheet of fabric. “We’ll make your vestments with this. It’s fine cloth – normally only the guild master would be able to use it… but that’s me now. Anyway, that’s good cloth.” Ars narrowed her eyes and gave the fabric an appraising look.


  It was just a single sheet, but was so fine that seeing it unrolled like this made it strangely easy to imagine how imposing a priest clad in such robes would be.


  “Originally it was a tablecloth in Lord Careca’s manor.” My master was a bit surprised by this, and it was true – when I sniffed at it I caught a faint whiff of fish and mustard seed. “We don’t have much time to make your clothes, so we’ve got to get your measurements today.”


  Ars neatly folded the cloth with practiced ease; then from within the bag she’d brought, she produced a thin cord with measuring marks running all along it.


  It seemed she was going to use it to take my master’s measurements. It was very clever of her.


  “If there were more time, I’d do a proper job of it. But time is short, so… of course, when you become a real deacon, I’ll make you proper clothes and not out of Mr. Careca’s tablecloth,” said Ars as she had my master stand and briskly made note of her arms’ and legs’ measurements. Then she smiled a sly smile.


  My master was quite ticklish, so that was part of why she was giggling. But she also must have found it amusing to think that a few days earlier, she would never have imagined she’d be wearing priestly vestments made out of a nobleman’s tablecloth.


  Such mysterious fates the world had in store for us.


  Some moments later, Ars suddenly spoke up. “Why did you want to become a seamstress?”


  It was an eminently honest question, and my master answered as honestly as she’d been asked. “It seemed like I would never be able to wear pretty things, so I thought I’d at least like to make them.”


  Ars spun my master around as she continued to measure her, but at these words she stopped to face her. Chuckling, she spoke with a certain amount of mischief in her voice. “It’s quite difficult to make pretty things, too, you know. At first you never get to make anything besides raggedy work clothes for old men.”


  My master was dutifully surprised by Ars’s resentful-sounding words.


  “Far from it; apprentices don’t even get to touch a needle. In our trade guild, a clothier apprenticeship lasts six years. The first year you do nothing but clean the workshop. The next year, you repair tools. Starting in your third year, they let you hold a needle and scissors for the first time, but you still don’t get to use cloth. All you get to use are scraps. In your fourth year, you finally start to make something that resembles clothing, but it’s not until your fifth year that you’re making clothes from scratch. And of course, even if you pass your journeyman’s test in your sixth year, you’ve still a long way to go. My master… the previous master, that is, said he didn’t sew a wedding gown until twelve years after he’d started as an apprentice.”


  Finally Ars snugged the cord around my master’s chest, which she was so sensitive about. I quite distinctly saw her loosen the cord a bit before counting the measuring marks, though I wasn’t sure whether that was standard practice – if she was accounting for future growth or if she was simply being kind to my master.


  “Twelve years…” whispered my master, counting on her fingers.


  That was much longer than I’d known her. I would surely not still be alive in twelve years.


  “Though it didn’t take that long before I was making priests’ clothes. I must be lucky.”


  But that luck hadn’t extended to my master, and so she had given up on becoming a seamstress in this town.


  Ars looked up from the old, well-used paper she was writing on and smiled a sympathetic smile. “I know this is temporary, but since you’re becoming a deacon, I think God’s blessings will always be with you.”


  If she’d been the sort of person to leave out such consolations, she would’ve long since become a shrewd, cunning clothier.


  My master nodded. “All right,” she answered with a smile.


  “If you’ve time, you should come by the workshop. I’ll teach you a little.”


  “Huh?”


  “You’ve been mending those clothes yourself, right? They’re terrible,” said Ars, pointing to my master’s clothing.


  There was no hiding the many patches and seams from all the mending she’d done, but my master hastily tried to cover them up anyway, her face red. Her ability with a needle and thread was one of the few things she took pride in, but such is the way of the world.


  “I can teach you the basics, anyhow. Although there are a lot of things I still wanted to learn from my predecessor.”


  Ars seemed a fine clothier as she wrote on the paper with her quill pen. It was probably because she hadn’t been eating well, but her slim form spoke of an ascetic virtue, and her unwavering, critical eye on the fabric had a special quality to it.


  She was every inch the skilled young seamstress.


  “… If you would, then.”


  At my master’s words, Ars narrowed her eyes bashfully. “I will,” she answered. “Oh, I can also teach you something else.”


  “Something else?”


  “Yes,” said Ars as she began to pack up her things.


  It was getting quite late. Unable to hold back my sleepiness, I yawned, and it felt like the words that came next had been tossed right into my open mouth.


  “I heard from the innkeeper that you were singing the clothiers’ song a bit wrong.”


  A strange guffaw escaped from my throat. If I’d been human, I would’ve been holding my sides and laughing, I’m quite certain.


  Ars grinned, but my master froze, blushing so red that it was obvious even in the dim tallow candlelight.


  “Uh, um, er, that was…!”


  “Ha-ha! Well, it’s a bit late for it tonight, but I’ll make sure to teach it to you properly. All the first-year apprentices have to learn it whether they like it or not. They even made me sing it in the town square,” Ars said nostalgically as she gathered her things.


  My master was so embarrassed there were tears at the corners of her eyes, but there was a bit of happiness in her expression, too.


  “So in exchange,” said Ars, poking me playfully in the side with the tip of her toe, “teach me some shepherds’ songs.”


  I turned my gaze to my master as I hurried to my feet. Her face was frozen, and then her eyes went to the wall, where her distinctive shepherd’s staff rested.


  She could have claimed she needed it for travel. And yet my master looked back at Ars, trying to unstick her quivering lips.


  But it was Ars who spoke first, a faint smile on her face. “I heard from Johan. He comes from a long line of hated moneylenders. He was really worried. Aw, you don’t have to make such a face.”


  Ars took two, then three steps toward my master, drawing close to whisper something in her ear. “It would make me think I ought to take a moneylender as a husband.”


  “–!”


  I must admit that I was impressed with how many facial expressions my master assumed in such a short amount of time. “Well, I’ll be off.” Ars’s eyes narrowed in amusement, and she turned to leave. “Sorry about yesterday, pup.”


  My name was Enek.


  I gave a bark to make my point and watched her leave.


  Once Ars left the room, the only sound left was the burning of the candle. I looked back at my master. She stood there with her hands on her cheeks, her expression complicated and speechless.


  She would need more training before she could become a properly stoic deacon.


  I curled up at my master’s feet, and she looked down at me, her hands still on her cheeks. “Did she say ‘husband’?”


  So that was what had tripped her up, eh? I yawned and supposed it was a healthy reaction for a human girl.


  The innkeeper woman brought a tattered old scripture book along with breakfast.


  Evidently Giuseppe had awoken the previous night and left a message. He was not feeling well, and, planning to rise in the afternoon, he’d written prayers for my master to practice on a small, cramped scrap of cloth.


  If the grand breakfast we’d enjoyed before had been thanks for our rescue of Giuseppe, the fact that today’s breakfast included wheat bread again must have been the whole town’s thanks for my master’s decision to come to its aid.


  I received my share, but I endured some teasing from my master in the process. And it was true, I didn’t have to memorize anything, but I still felt some confidence in how much I’d supported her. The work of a knight was so frequently thought of as easy.


  “… So be it. God is…”


  My master murmured as she practiced. She’d removed one of her sandals and stroked my back with her bare foot.


  When she made a mistake she would grab my fur with her toes and pull, only moving on to another spot when she finally remembered the passage, poking me in the ribs with her foot and sighing.


  A lake’s water will only become clean if it’s deep enough for the silt to fall to the bottom. If it makes my master happy, I’ll happily take as much silt as I have to, but it would have been nice for my selfless sacrifice beneath the table to earn me some praise from someone.


  Or at the very least, if she would have just stopped poking my ears with her toes. Those were the only times I raised my head and put my cold nose to her feet.


  “… Illuminated by… His glory. For… for… ugh…!” My master’s voice was strained as she tried to remember, and it reminded me of the way she sounded when she watched the sheep giving birth.


  When she finally remembered, I couldn’t be certain whether there was a sound or not, but she stood up suddenly and spoke. “For thus is the will of God!”


  She recited the rest easily, and it seemed she had finally managed to memorize the passage.


  My master stroked my back roughly with her foot. I was well aware of her ability to concentrate, so any worry on my part would’ve been wasted effort. We couldn’t talk to each other, but I remembered how quickly she’d become such an excellent shepherd. Compared with that, the simple memorization of a written passage was nothing.


  “Ugh… I was worried about memorizing the first part, but… yes. It wasn’t that hard to remember, really. Hey, Enek, are you listening?”


  My master peered under the table at me, and I begrudgingly crawled out from under it.


  She petted my head with a rare, self-satisfied smile. “Do you think you could learn a word or two yourself, Enek?”


  I was a knight, and knights had no need for words. I turned away, and my master laughed through her nose like a proud child, rubbing my head as though making some small sport of me.


  I wondered if I ought to be angry, but it had been so long since I’d seen her so carefree. Being as generous as I was, I bore the indignity without complaint.


  “Oh, that’s right, what time is it now?”


  Though the window was open, in this unfamiliar room it was hard to tell the hour from the light coming through it. My master stood from the table, stuck her head out the window, and considered the sky.


  It was refreshing to see her like this. Previously, when she looked at the sky in town, she would have been doing so from within a sheep pen strewn with hay and surrounded by rats and chickens, lying among them like someone stricken with a fever.


  And then she would look up at the one tiny window high in the barn that was there only to let in a tiny amount of daylight and from that try to guess the hour. Her face would be resigned, despairing, and it would pain me to see it.


  How much happier it was, then, to see her like this.


  Someone she knew must have been passing by because I saw my master wave her hand out the window.


  “We’d better hurry, Enek!”


  I gave a bark and stood ready by the door.


  My master hastily prepared herself, then mostly out of reflex, she turned her eyes to a certain place.


  For a moment, her profile was sad, lonely, and even guilty.


  Because of that staff, my master had suffered terrible things. And yet that same staff had seen her through to this place.


  Worried, I started to back away from the door – but then I stopped because my master looked back at me with a slightly bashful smile.


  We had to move on. And to do that, some things would have to be left behind.


  When such times come, we need not feel sad, nor guilty, nor cling to old things.


  All we need to do is feel grateful.


  My master’s hand stroked my head, and I gave another bark.


  She opened the inn’s door, and we took a single step out into the wide, unknown world.


  The End


  
    
  



  Afterword


  Long time no see. Isuna Hasekura here. This is Volume 13. It’s a collection of short stories. To everyone waiting for the continuation of the main story, my sincere apologies. However, to the Norah fans: Here you go, a brand-new story about Norah. It covers the days following her parting with Lawrence. Enek was inexcusable! Inexcusable, I say!


  I was writing Norah, and her character is so simple, so hapless, that I just couldn’t get excited about the story somehow… so as a last resort, I turned to Enek. Outrageous!


  The other short stories are business as usual. The only exception is the one written from Holo’s perspective. That one ran in a special insert in Dengeki Maoh, and I very much hope you’ll enjoy it.


  By the way, I had a lot of fun this summer. Every year at the end of summer, I find myself regretting it and thinking, “Gosh, I really didn’t get to do anything fun,” so this year I went a little overboard and packed it full of plans. First, around the end of July, I got my diving license in Izu; in the beginning of August, I did a signing in Hong Kong, and fortunately, managed to extend my stay to five nights. In the middle of the month, I went to Comiket; then toward the end of the month, I stayed three nights in Furano, Hokkaido. And just a week before I wrote this afterword, I did a one-night trip and went diving. Also, after fooling around on the guitar for a month and a half, I finally got so I can play one song.


  Now that I write it all out, it looks like I really did have a lot of fun.


  I’m sorry! I’ll get back to work!


  Speaking of work, the books and second season of the anime are both coming to an end, and we’re getting into the endgame. Short stories aside, when I think about how few volumes are left, I get very emotional. But I can’t just keep writing it forever, and I’ve already started preparation for my next project.


  The contents are still a secret, but I hope to really surprise people.


  On that note, we’ll return to the main story in the next volume! If all goes as planned, it’ll be out around the beginning of next year, I think. A single year isn’t much time.


  Let us meet again in the next volume.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  “We need to talk.”


  So she had said, and immediately upon entering the room, he was entranced by the sight that greeted him.


  So lovely, he thought.


  She was sitting on the bed, gazing out the window. That was all.


  However, beautiful as it was, that was not to say it was simple. It was true that she had handsome features, and her brown skin gave her an exotic, foreign charm. But more than that, her profile had a clarity to it, like a crystal that had been polished round, until it was free of any edges.


  If humans were prone to locking horns, both giving and receiving injury as they pursued their passions, then the profile he saw seemed somehow far removed from all those tragedies.


  He spied a chair, and eased himself down onto it.


  She did not look at him, but waited until he was seated to speak. “In Lenos, there’s a dealer of goods named Philon.”


  Her words came suddenly, but he did not ask after her meaning. Something about that profile made such questions seem tactless.


  “At least, he appears to be a goods dealer. But behind the facade, he’s a supplier of mercenaries.” She finally looked at him. “If you and your companion give him my name, I am certain he will tell you something that will be of use to you.”


  “Should you–” he began slowly, as though not to destroy the delicate mood. “Should you really be telling me such things?”


  The mercenary world had its own rules. It was governed not by the merchant’s calculations of profit and loss, nor by the knight’s bonds of honor, but by principles that were elusive to all who did not live in that world. How would things go for a merchant who intruded upon it?


  At the very least, it might well cause problems for the one who was sitting on the bed.


  “He owes me that much,” she said with a smile, still sitting on said bed. She looked out the window again.


  He found himself thinking back to the nun who had lent them that battered old blanket when they had first set out, saying she no longer needed it.


  “Philon procures goods, as well as the merchant marine reckless enough to carry them, for mercenaries. If fighting has awoken in the northlands, he should at least know where the money is flowing and from whom.”


  Those who undertook bringing mercenaries necessary supplies were as important to them as their own hearts, and any fighter would surely try to hide them from outsiders as much as possible.


  Given that, the girl who had given him this crucial piece of information had clearly decided to make a break from her past. Her profile at rest still somehow looked to be smiling, and it was certain that she was facing forward.


  Perhaps that was why Lawrence chose his words carefully, if mischievously. “I thank you for this unexpected compensation.”


  The girl made an expression of surprise and turned to face him. A charmingly wry smile appeared on her face in turn. “I said nothing about this being compensation. I fully intend to fulfill my original promise, whatever your doubts.”


  Her words were compounded by a deliberate sigh of relief, then a laugh.


  It was an exchange that Lawrence could have scarcely imagined mere days earlier. She had been utterly single-minded in her search for that place, her ultimate goal. Now that she had found it, her ability to smile the way she did made Lawrence feel as though he were witnessing the very essence of salvation.


  “Still, given my state at the moment…” she said, raising her right hand and looking very weak indeed.


  Through the hole of her sleeve Lawrence could see the bandages that were wrapped around her torso, and although it was difficult to notice, her cheeks were actually rather sunken.


  “So you’re saying it will take time?” Lawrence said.


  “No,” said the girl with a soft smile. “I’ve asked him to draw you the map in my place. I’m having the necessary materials collected. He’s a good artist, so he ought to be able to draw a map from dictation.”


  “You mean–”


  “Yes. He, too, traveled the land with his brushes.”


  Lawrence had no response, realizing that he had underestimated the man.


  This was the home of an art seller, and the topic of their conversation was its master. Lawrence had assumed that the man lacked the courage to take up the brush himself and had settled for collecting the works of others.


  But everyone has a past.


  “When I said I wanted him to draw the map in my stead, he was terribly enthusiastic about it. Of course” – she said, smiling a mischievous smile – “he may have been enthusiastic only about my request to be allowed to stay here whilst I earn traveling funds.”


  The girl was a crafter of silver goods whose quality put them in high demand among the worldly, wealthy, and powerful. Even Lawrence could not guess at how much her works might be worth.


  “I’m sure you’re in a hurry, so I’ll have the map sent to you as soon as it’s finished. If I used a messenger on a fast horse, it may well be delivered to you as soon as you arrive in Lenos.”


  It would take four or five days to reach Lenos by horse-drawn wagon. Not having to wait for the map to be completed would save a significant amount of time.


  “Thank you, so much.”


  She smiled pleasantly upon hearing the depth of his gratitude.


  In other circumstances, he would have moved on to pleasant idle chatter, but she was still recovering from her wounds, and though she looked well enough at the moment, he could tell she might push herself too far.


  He quietly indicated his intention to leave.


  She smiled a tired smile, sighing as she sank back down into the pillow behind her back. So she had been pushing herself. It seemed her reputation as the former chaplain of a mercenary band was not just talk.


  Lawrence opened the door behind him, stepped through with a respectful bow, and softly closed it.


  “You heard her,” he said, facing forward as he strode down the hall.


  Beside him walked his traveling companion, who’d come up beside him with footfalls as silent as some forest creature.


  Her face was terribly sulky, as though she were deeply unamused with something. “Did I, then?”


  She hid neither her tone nor her displeasure, but even after he had thought about it for a bit, Lawrence hit upon no obvious reason for it. Was she merely jealous that he had spent time alone with someone else?


  As he was considering the absurd possibility, his traveling companion stopped in her tracks, and without waiting for him to turn around, she spoke. “I still can’t manage such a face.”


  Lawrence was not exactly surprised, but her words still struck him with some force. He backtracked the steps he had walked past her, then stroked her downturned head through her hood.


  “Worried your appeal is lessened by the demands you make?”


  The snap sound that followed was the sound of his hand narrowly avoiding being bitten. Her red-tinged amber eyes glared at him, sharp.


  “I am a merchant, and a merchant’s customers are never satisfied. If they were, they wouldn’t need anything from the merchant. It’d be the end of the business,” he countered.


  For that reason, Holo had a powerful desire to see Yoitsu. Merchants craved customers with powerful desires, and as such, she was a perfect match for him.


  Lawrence withdrew his hand, and she resumed walking sourly along. “Honest?” she said, clinging to his side.


  “You’d know whether or not it was a lie, wouldn’t you?” he asked tiredly, and her hood rustled unnaturally. Among her strands of hair, out from under the hood peeked tufts of dark fur – her pointed wolf’s ears.


  “I’ll believe you, just this once,” she said, haughty.


  “Is that so.”


  “Aye.”


  Neither could hide their laughter at the silly exchange.


  But just as laughing revealed the lines in one’s face, there was a shadow behind the conversation.


  Lawrence’s companion could not imitate Fran’s face – her serene expression of having truly left behind all the things that haunted her. But that lack was also how Lawrence could continue traveling with Holo.


  Yet was that only a momentary state of being? Or would it continue on, far into the future?


  When Holo’s desire was satisfied, Lawrence would have no further cause to stay with her, but nonetheless, he had no wish to see her eternally unfulfilled. If it were in his power to do so, he wished to make her smile.


  He knew his was a selfish hope, and he found his own all-too-clear wishes rather sickening.


  In any case, it was not the merchant way to give in to hardship. Problems were simply opportunities for a solution.


  They descended the stairs and walked down a hallway. “If we were to spice up our traveling rations a bit, what would you like?” Lawrence asked as he put his hand on the door to their room.


  He caught a glimpse of the smile he loved so dearly. He felt a little proud of himself for being able to bring it out.


  Without guilt or hesitation, his companion made clear her desire for the finest wheat bread and the clearest wine, and he could hardly fault her for it. She had not cut herself free from her past, nor did she likely intend to.


  The map he had been discussing only moments before would lead them right to that past. That same map would soon be in their hands, and they might well count on its accuracy. So it was that his companion’s tail was puffed pitiably up, in a mix of anticipation and dread.


  There was nothing he could do about her tail, so painfully bristled because of his words. Instead, he would try to fill her belly, and perhaps her tail would smooth itself in turn.


  Hoping as much, he continued the preparations for their travels, dodging his companion’s constant demands as he worked.




  
    
  

  Chapter One


  Their old blankets resembled nothing so much as tree bark, so they were replaced with fluffy new ones – likewise overcoats, mufflers, hats, and gloves. Next came the food: Wheat bread topped the list, with salted meat and fish, various vegetables, along with medicinal herbs. And of course wine: the finest grape wine that could be had.


  As Hugues busied himself with loading their wagon, he weathered Lawrence’s constant thanks with a bulwark of tired laughter.


  Five days had passed since the events surrounding Fran, the traveling artist and silversmith. Fran had been badly wounded in all the commotion, and it had been only the previous day that a life-threatening fever brought on by her wounds had finally broken.


  The promised map had yet to be drawn, but as soon as Fran regained consciousness and opened her eyes, she had summoned Lawrence to her room to discuss the matter. Hurrying her any further would have been a betrayal of trust.


  But that did not mean they could afford to tarry, and at Fran’s suggestion, Lawrence and Holo would set out again, rather than waiting for the map to be completed.


  With their eyes on Yoitsu, they would return temporarily to Lenos. It would be a convenient place to leave the wagon Lawrence had done so much business with, and more important, it was situated at a convenient entry point into the true northlands.


  They ought to have arrived by boat, but unfortunately no such option existed for their return. So it was that Lawrence found himself borrowing a wagon from Hugues. He had thought to carry something to Lenos on Hugues’s behalf to offset this favor, but Lawrence seemed to be the only one concerned with such trivialities.


  Merchants were largely a duty-bound group, and some of them took this far beyond profit and loss calculations. Hugues seemed to be the epitome of such folk and, despite Lawrence’s refusals, loaded one expensive piece of travel supply after another into the wagon. Lawrence did not feel free to suggest that he would pay for the use of the wagon, even as a joke. Holo was overjoyed, but from Lawrence’s perspective, the generosity was something of a burden.


  All debts had to be repaid, after all.


  It was fine while one was borrowing, but thinking about what would come after made him depressed, frankly.


  “Whew… well, this ought to do it,” said Hugues as he finished loading a sack of unrefined flour into the wagon.


  If Lawrence were to simply turn around and sell the gifts off, he could make a lot of money, although to Hugues it was probably no great sum. And in any case, Hugues seemed even happier than the delighted Holo in the wagon bed, so Lawrence made no move to stop him. It was rather amusing to see a sheep spirit like Hugues so busily aiding a wolf like Holo, but it was not as though this was none of Lawrence’s business.


  Holo immediately found some jerky and leaned back against a rolled-up blanket.


  Lawrence said another thank-you, and Hugues shook his head as though it were nothing. Then he drew close to Lawrence’s ear and whispered something Lawrence would not forget: “Given the coin value of how much I’ve made, I feel honestly bad that I’m only giving you this much.”


  There were no better words he could have spoken to make Lawrence feel better about the mountain of gifts. Hugues was obviously telling the truth, so all Lawrence had to do was happily accept his largesse.


  “I thank you,” said Lawrence one last time, taking Hugues’s hand.


  “Regarding the letter Miss Fran requested, when it’s finished, I’ll have it sent to you on a fast horse.” Then it would be delivered to the Beast and Fish Tail, a famous tavern with devotees as far away as Kerube. “Oh, and one more thing,” said Hugues, glancing at Holo in the wagon bed.


  Holo was idly gnawing away at her jerky as she gazed up at the clear sky and seemed not to be listening to them.


  “I’ll send it, as well.”


  That was Hugues’s long experience as an art seller coming into play. He was deliberately overdoing the gossipy whisper to increase the air of mystery.


  Even Col – who busied himself with picking up fallen vegetable leaves and wood chips and covering the wagon bed’s contents with a tarp – would find the sentiment rather baffling, to say nothing of Holo. But given her wisewolf’s pride, she would hardly venture to ask what they were talking about.


  Part of this was that such questions would stir up extra trouble for her, and at the moment, she was also pretending more demure modesty than usual. At the same time, this could be used against her when he actually did want to hide something from her.


  Hugues had only too readily taken advantage of that.


  “We’ll be off, then,” said Lawrence, after putting Col in the wagon bed and settling himself in the driver’s seat.


  He urged the horse on, and the familiar clatter of clopping hooves and rattling cartwheels filled the air.


  It was the merchant’s way to forego lengthy good-byes and drawn-out words of thanks. “Time is money,” went the saying, and anyway, it was best to make painful partings as short as possible. It was best to pull the arrow out of the wound quickly, after all.


  Hugues’s form would soon disappear into the crowds, and no doubt Fran’s barely visible hand in the inn’s window would likewise vanish. Lawrence heard the sound of the wistful, backwardfacing Col sit down rather abruptly.


  Once they passed through its walls and emerged from within the town, it, too, would sink into the scenery.


  And before them was only the road.


  Lawrence slapped the reins across the horses’ hindquarters.


  They were chilled by the occasional gusts of wind from over the river’s surface.


  The sky was a leaden gray, and its color, reflected in the river, made both look frozen, only adding to the chill. On top of that, the air was exceedingly dry, and one could practically feel the moisture draining from one’s face.


  Long ago, Lawrence had thought his master’s habit of applying medicinal grease to his face in this season quite strange, but lately when he neglected his own health, flakes of skin soon appeared on his face.


  He had been working alone as a merchant for seven years – ever since setting out at the age of eighteen – and perhaps the fatigue was finally catching up with him.


  If so, so be it.


  The problem was, his companion, who neglected her own health far more than he did, seemed to consider such worries utterly irrelevant to her own lot.


  “Of course not, you fool,” said his traveling companion Holo as she sat beside him. Her hair fluttered in the wind, brushing the corner of his eye and making it itch most unpleasantly. When he looked over at her profile, those were the words that greeted him. “You humans show your feelings on your face. We wolves show them with our fur. That I must curl my tail about Col every night lest he cry from the cold only makes it more so,” she said with a displeased sigh, all the while tidying the fur before her.


  It was no sash or wrap, but entirely her own: the fur of her tail.


  Holo looked to be a girl in her teens, but her true form was that of a giant wolf, big enough to devour Lawrence in a single bite. A wolf who dwelled in the wheat and guaranteed its bountiful harvest.


  As such, whenever she pulled back the hood over her head, two proudly pointed wolf ears appeared.


  Although at first he had been unable to conceal his considerable fear of her, now it was not so. Though she was someone he would do well to never underestimate, she was nonetheless irreplaceable, his most treasured traveling companion.


  “Is that so? It’s so lovely that one such as I would never notice a flaw in it, so…”


  His obvious flattery was delivered in a deadpan monotone, which earned him a stomp on his foot. But her tail still puffed up happily, which was why he had to resort to such childish tactics.


  At length, they both sighed at the foolishness to which they had each sunk. The only reason they had resorted to repeating such familiar patterns was that there in the wagon, there was nothing else to do.


  “Is there nothing amusing we might play at?” There was not, of course, which was why Holo normally busied herself with either tail grooming or napping, curled up, in the wagon bed.


  Lawrence thought about it for a moment, then replied. “There certainly are quite a few boats heading downriver,” he said, pointing at the river. Holo, resting her chin in her hands and her elbows on Lawrence’s lap, looked listlessly to the river, then back up at Lawrence.


  “When so many boats head downriver, you would think the number of boats left upriver decreases, and the waters downriver would be crowded. But it’s not so – why do you suppose that is?”


  Lawrence heard Holo murmur a small “Huh?”


  Holo called herself wisewolf and took pride in the quickness of her wits. At Lawrence’s question, she looked again at the river, then at Lawrence.


  “Why do you suppose that is?” he asked again, looking at Holo out of the corner of one eye, squinted against the cold, whereupon Holo drew in her chin in consternation. “Hmmmm…” she moaned thoughtfully.


  It was the sort of teasing a bored master would often inflict on his apprentice.


  For such teasing to succeed, it was necessary for the mark to have confidence in their own intelligence. Then you would simply ask them an obvious question.


  If ships only traveled downstream, then there would soon be no ships upriver, while downriver the waters would be jammed with ships.


  Which meant there could only be one answer.


  “I-I know,” said Holo.


  “Oh?” replied Lawrence, facing forward. He gave the horse a flick of the reins to stop it from grazing on some grass, as though inviting Holo to give him her answer.


  “A ship heading downriver is the same as a load of lumber, is it not?”


  “Meaning?”


  “Mm. Meaning that when the ships reach the sea, they’re either broken up for lumber, or they continue on across the ocean. Coming from upriver, they satisfy a demand both for ships and for lumber itself, as well as transporting other goods. Three birds with one stone.”


  It was a reasonable answer. When she had begun speaking, Holo’s face had been uncertain, but by the time she arrived at the end of her argument, her face was quite proud, as if to say, “How about that, eh?”


  Lawrence disguised his laughter with a cough. “Not even close,” he said. “The answer is that the ships are pulled back upriver. They go and come back. Obvious, isn’t it?”


  Upon hearing this, Holo wore an expression like that of a tricked puppy.


  “The point is, the most complicated answer isn’t always the right one,” said Lawrence, poking the betrayed-looking Holo between her eyebrows. His hands were covered by thick deerskin gloves he had received from Hugues, so he had nothing to fear.


  Holo slapped his hand away and bared her sharp fangs.


  Lawrence laughed, at which she turned away peevishly, with not a shred of the majesty befitting a wisewolf.


  “Of course, depending on the season, sometimes what you suggested does happen. But in that case, it’s usually a raft. And the riverbank here, see how it’s so free of reeds and such? Since there’s so much shipping traffic, and they have to pull all those ships back upriver, the banks are kept clear to make it easy for horses to pull the ropes attached to the ships.”


  Because of the heavy shipping traffic, when ships were hauled back upriver, downriver traffic was limited and largely tied up. Given that, at the moment, no ships were visible either up-or-downriver, it was likely that they would not encounter one at all during this particular journey.


  If they ran into a ship being taken back upriver by a hauling party, they might have had a grand time – the hauling parties were loud and boisterous affairs.


  Lawrence explained this, at which Holo heaved a great sigh. “’Tis a pity, then, such a pity!” she grumbled. If half of her grumbling was from frustration at having been fooled by Lawrence, the other half was out of genuine disappointment – from their earlier travels down this very river, she had personal experience of just how hearty its travelers could be. “As we’ve so much fine wine, and all…”


  Lawrence laughed unhesitatingly at this murmur, and Holo, too, giggled mischievously. But the sound of their laughter soon disappeared into the wind that blew across the river.


  This trouble that had started their journey together had been only a few months earlier, but already it felt like the distant past.


  Time had passed quickly – and it could not be wound back.


  A smile continued to play across Holo’s lips, and she looked quietly toward the river.


  If nothing was eternal, there was no point in making a dour expression. Lawrence knew that, and yet could not help himself.


  Lawrence attempted to put his arm around Holo, but it was nothing less than Holo’s own hand that stopped him.


  “Mm. I suppose ’twould not be so bad to nestle myself in your bosom now, but…” Taking hold of the index finger of his gloved hand, she placed it back on his lap. It was not as though she was chiding a light-fingered urchin, but her face was still rather serious. “I’m worried about that,” said Holo, bringing her face near to Lawrence’s shoulder and lightly inclining her chin toward the wagon bed.


  Lawrence was not so naive as to believe that Holo had suddenly wanted to be close to him so badly that she had decided to do her tail grooming in the driver’s seat next to him, as opposed to her normal spot in the wagon bed.


  He knew the boy was of an essentially mild nature, and that given his druthers would prefer sitting happily next to someone rather than keeping to himself in deep contemplation. But ever since their stay in Kerube, he seemed to have something quietly on his mind.


  “He hasn’t said anything to you, either, then?”


  “Nay. I know it started when he talked to that fool girl.” Holo seemed more dissatisfied than worried.


  “That fool girl” surely referred to Fran, and if she had had some kind of effect on Col, that had to be the answer. The walls of Hugues’s shop and home were not so thick as to prevent Holo’s sharp ears from listening in on any secret conversations that happened within them.


  If she had only listened carefully, she would have been able to hear what they had said, Lawrence was about to point out, when Holo pinched his thigh. “I’m Holo, a proud wisewolf. Don’t mistake me for some gossipy little bint.”


  “Fine, fine, all right! Sorry.”


  Holo squinted at Lawrence, then finally let go of his thigh. Still, when she looked ahead, her lips thin and sharp, she could not help but spit out her weakness. “Can he not rely upon me, then?”


  Lawrence know Holo well enough to know when she was joking. It was her amber eyes, more than anything else, that reflected her heart. Usually red tinged with the force of her triumphant pride, when downcast, they looked like brittle honey candy about to break.


  Holo had suffered the despair of being unneeded by anyone for centuries. No doubt their exchange after speaking with Fran about the map was also contributing to this.


  Lawrence looked back into the wagon bed and replied with a light tone, “Meeting the right person can change you. Or would you prefer he stays a boy forever?”


  Even a chick sleeping beneath its mother’s wing would one day have to fly on its own. Much less Col, who had left his village with such great determination. He knew the smell of dust and dirt too well to let Holo fuss over him forever. And Lawrence was well aware that Holo was not so self-centered as to actually begrudge Col his maturity.


  Still looking ahead, Holo sighed a long, quiet exhalation. Then, as her face passed through the white fog of her breath, she tilted her head in irritation and glared back at Lawrence resentfully. “That’s why I’ve kept quiet, isn’t it?”


  Lawrence did not shrink away. Instead, he let it pass lightly by, replying with deliberate politeness. “Oh, indeed.”


  Holo punched Lawrence’s thigh with a balled-up fist. But instead of bringing her hand back up, she left it there, resting on his leg. “But I’m no god.”


  She spoke the words sullenly, her eyes upturned in far too human a manner to be thought of as a deity of any holiness or special sanctity.


  Of course, merchants preferred their wine a little muddied.


  Lawrence took Holo’s hand. “Oh, indeed,” he repeated.


  This time, though, Holo was not angry at all. She leaned her head on his shoulder.


  
    
  

  Holo was not of the disposition to forcibly pry into the concerns of others, though this was true of Lawrence as well. And yet, she tended to fret over things more than others, which made for a delicate atmosphere.


  She was quick of wit and mean-spirited at times, which could make her seem selfish. But the truth was not so: She simply was not the type who always needed to add her unasked-for thoughts, nor did she constantly offer her opinion when someone else was having problems.


  She did not mind coming to someone’s aid, though – quite the contrary, she enjoyed it. However, she was a reserved sort and would not offer help when it was not requested. Ever since their duo had become a trio and Lawrence had gotten the opportunity to see Holo interacting with someone else, he had realized that about her.


  Of course, once Lawrence realized this through her disposition toward Col, and began to wonder if it might be the case toward himself as well, there was an abundance of clues. Though she had so often bullied him for being insensitive, once he realized the truth of the matter, he concluded that he truly had been insensitive.


  It was not exactly out of penance for this, but nonetheless Lawrence had taken to serving Holo slightly more generous portions at mealtime.


  Holo, of course, noticed the deliberately larger servings and made a sour face as though to say, “You needn’t bother.”


  Thus, their travels had proceeded a bit more awkwardly and silently than usual, only regaining their liveliness once they encountered a group of fishermen pulling fish up onto the riverbank.


  “There, pull!” To the rhythmic booming of a drum they pulled, many men hauling a great net that had been spread out over the river. There were also men facing the net, beating the surface of the water with sticks, and men in traveling clothes similar to Lawrence’s party, bent over and looking down at the catch on the riverbank.


  As the river belonged to the local landlord, one could not simply take fish from it as one pleased. Among the fishermen here were more than a few soldiers armed with short spears, grim faced and carrying some sort of parchment, counting the fishes that had been caught in the nets and brought ashore. The fish were then tossed into barrels and buckets that had been readied in wagon beds. Said barrels and buckets were then marked with lime chalk, and once they were full, the wagons rolled off.


  Given that the river was so heavily trafficked, they had probably chosen this place to fish because it was far removed from any towns. Lawrence looked upstream and saw a checkpoint, and it seemed that ships were being stopped to let the fishing continue.


  The net became heavier as it was dragged, and both the beat of the drum and the shouts of the men grew louder in response. Lawrence glanced back into his own wagon bed and saw that Col and Holo both had stood and were watching the fishing with intense interest, their fists clenched.


  With one last, great cry from the men, the net, twitching as though filled with huge catfish, was finally hauled ashore. The fish seemed large, despite the cold season. Perhaps the marine life did not have to worry much about food, given what food fell overboard from all the passing ships.


  There was a loud shout of triumph, and the net haulers all swarmed around the catch.


  In addition to the noise of the fishermen all vying to be the first, the officials’ angry shouts and the onlookers’ cries of delight were intermixed – it was a great commotion. There was the thrashing about of the fish, too, and the sound of them being tossed into the waiting barrels, and then the sound of the filled wagons pulling away. It was a pleasant, comforting tumult.


  After so long on the constantly cold landscape seemingly devoid of any living thing, this was the first obvious sign of life and liveliness they had seen in some time.


  Perhaps that was why everyone watching seemed so pleased, even relieved.


  As the last wagon pulled away, spontaneous applause broke out, and even Holo and Col began to clap happily, despite not exactly understanding.


  Lawrence plucked a scrap of jerky from the wagon bed and regarded the pair. “Hey, you two. You’d best make ready.”


  “Mm? Make ready?” Holo and Col alike looked down at him.


  “I declare this fishing expedition concluded! By the charity of Lord Osborne, the remaining fish shall be given to the people!” announced one of the officials in a loud voice, his spear tip raised high.


  At this, those who had been sitting here and there around the edge of the riverbank, gazing at the fish, sprung to their feet, as if they had been waiting for this moment. When they reached the river, there were many fish still opening and closing their mouths.


  The region’s landlord must have concluded that sparing the people a small share of fish would prevent them from trying to poach from the river. Presented with such readily available stock, even a group of travelers on pilgrimage would snatch them up all too happily.


  Men and women alike hitched up the hems of their robes, cast off their overcoats, and gathered up great armfuls of fish. Holo and Col looked at each other, then immediately kicked their shoes off and sprinted barefoot toward the riverbank. Holo seemed not even to care that her tail was briefly visible.


  Lawrence watched the pair with a happily exasperated expression on his face, then plucked a tendon free from his jerky. He tossed the inedible bit aside before joining a group around a bonfire to get some warmth.


  That evening dinner came early, with the freshly caught fish covered in salt and roasted over the fire. Holo and Col devoured fish as though they were competing to see who could feast the best. It was not very mannerly, but in that moment, it was a joyous meal nonetheless.


  Once he visited a town on his trade route, Lawrence would generally not see it again for a year. That had been his life, and he had largely expected it to continue that way.


  So it was strange to not only see Kerube again, but also now Lenos, after not so very great a span of time had passed.


  “Though you’re not so angry this time,” said Lawrence, tucking the letter of introduction he had received from Hugues into his breast pocket.


  Given the luxurious goods in the wagon bed, passing legitimately through the town gates would have involved paying a hefty tax, but Hugues had not failed to take that into account. He had dropped the name of a lord he was close with, and in the letter asked for the taxation amount to be adjusted.


  Perhaps because the goods he dealt with were of such high value, Hugues seemed to wield significant influence. Once the letter was recognized as genuine, the officials at the gate quickly turned polite.


  However, just as Lawrence expected to be sent on his way, they insisted rather formidably on conducting a thorough inspection of the goods he was carrying.


  Thus it was that Holo’s tail had been once again referred to as “a cheap fur” by an inspector.


  “I can’t go getting angry at every little slight. And anyway, fatigue has made my tail most unkempt, so I’ve no leg to stand on, really.” She yawned hugely, then sighed. Perhaps she had decided that being quick to anger was beneath her dignity as a wisewolf, or perhaps she truly was fatigued – either way, Holo slumped in the driver’s seat. The only one among them with any energy was Col, for whom this visit to the town of Lenos was his first.


  Of course, in Holo’s case, her fatigue was likely less physical than it was mental. The sudden opportunity to participate in the fish-taking had gotten her strangely excited, and thereafter she had gotten out of the wagon bed many times, choosing instead to walk. Lawrence half joked that she might as well transform into her true form and enjoy her walk that way, but the serious, considering look on her face stopped him short.


  She might have been trying to make Col laugh, but another part of that look was surely genuine.


  Lawrence knew she would be angry if he pointed this out, so he pretended not to notice, though in the cloudless night, sometimes Holo arched her back as though she ached to howl.


  It would not have been strange at all for her to want to howl with all her might, once in a while, and run until her legs would no longer carry her.


  “When we arrive at the inn, I’ll have the innkeeper make ready hot water and towels. You’ll feel better after washing the dust off.”


  “And fine oil, too.”


  She had learned some time ago that oil was good for combing out her tail, but it was not until trying it at Hugues’s place that she had gotten the taste for it.


  She would not have asked for something he would outright refuse. He only put up mild resistance in the form of a sour expression and the words “if there’s time to buy it.”


  Yet that was enough to improve her spirits, so perhaps it was a small price to pay.


  “So, then, how long will we be staying, eh?” asked Holo, curled up and resting her cheek on her knees. She was not facing him when she asked, and her tone sounded uninterested, but Lawrence knew she was in fact very concerned about the issue.


  Lawrence considered it for a few moments and decided on an optimistic answer. “I’d say three or four days at the longest. We’re just getting information. We’ve already got cold-weather gear, and we’ll only need to buy a little extra food.”


  “Mm.” Holo sighed, as though satisfied to hear that much, but beneath her hood, her ears still twitched busily.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and continued, “We don’t know which route we’ll be taking, though. So long as it has a bit of traffic, a snowpack route will be fine. Otherwise, we’ll need to find a good road. The former will take us to the Debau Company – the latter, to Nyohhira.”


  Nyohhira was a name likely to make Holo uneasy, but it was one of a very few place-names that she remembered. Holo stubbornly continued to look away, but she could not hide her nostalgia. If prodded, she might well have started weeping, which brought Lawrence to smile fondly.


  “Col – do you know the town of Nyohhira?”


  Lawrence turned the conversation to Col, afraid of what might happen if Holo noticed him smiling at her.


  Col seemed initially taken aback at being so suddenly drawn into the conversation but then nodded. “The name only.”


  “It’s an old town, with hot springs that gush up out of the ground. I’ve passed through it once – it was a curious place.”


  “Curious?”


  “Yes. Despite being so far out in a foreign land, it’s said that the highest-ranking clergy from all over the world gather there. And in hundreds of years, there’s never once been a battle there.”


  Col, being from a town that had suffered the unreasonable persecution of the Church, all in the name of God, seemed to find this nearly unbelievable. He really was a good conversation partner, given how charmingly he showed his surprise.


  “That’s why so many people, suffering from the pain of this always-fighting world of ours, seem to think they’re hiding the secret to eternal peace there.” As Lawrence spoke, he lightly rested his elbow on the head of the still-turned-away Holo.


  “But there’s no way the world is ever going to stop fighting, is there…?”


  “That’s true. A good soak in hot water can cure all sorts of sickness and injury, so everyone forgets about their troubled hearts. That’s not going to stop the world from fighting.”


  Under Lawrence’s elbow, Holo turned her head and, after giving the sadly smiling Col a little grin, spoke up in a bored tone of voice. “I soaked in that water myself long ago, and now I remember how much I fought to cool off after it.”


  Lawrence knew he did not need to worry whether he had pushed things too far. He gave Holo’s head a brisk rub, then pulled on the reins to avoid a dog.


  “The shopkeeper Miss Fran told us about is a former mercenary, she said. Hopefully he’s had a nice soak and is feeling large of heart when we arrive.”


  “I’m rather hoping for a large inn,” said Holo. Whether or not their stay in the town was enjoyable rested on the quality of the accommodations.


  Col was kneeling in the wagon bed – which was dangerous, so Lawrence had him sit. “I doubt old Arold’s place is still in business. Hard to know whether we’ll find a good inn or not.”


  “The place where I was held in hock was splendid,” said Holo spitefully, her eyes narrowed.


  Lawrence did not think she was actually angry, but he could not very well point that out. He did not ever want to use Holo as collateral again. “Well, we’ll ask around town.”


  “Do you know anyone there?” Holo’s eyes made it very clear that she had no intention of returning to the angry folk of the Delink Company. No matter how favorably one might try to look at the men who had held Holo hostage, they were not a pleasant lot. They wriggled like leeches, made webs like spiders, and pretended at nobility – all the hateful things in the world condensed into human form.


  And yet it was thanks to their like that the world kept turning, and Lawrence had profited through them. If possible, he did not want to get involved with them again – and yet it made him a bit wistful to imagine how much of his life might elapse before he was involved in another deal of that size again.


  Lawrence smiled to himself as such thoughts crossed his mind, then scratched his nose. “I have some other acquaintances, yes. I’ll need to contact someone to receive the map, and I’ll ask them if they can recommend an inn.”


  Though it was only a few weeks earlier that the hide tanners and all related merchants had been driven from Lenos, it seemed just as busy as ever. Perhaps the trouble with the furs truly had been a mere tempest in a teacup…


  Lawrence pulled at the reins, steering the wagon hither and thither through the busy streets.


  It was only when they passed a street filled with what seemed to be butchers’ shops – with rows of baskets tightly packed with chickens – that Holo spoke. “So you have some acquaintances, do you?”


  “Yes, at a place called the Beast and Fish Tail.”


  “Mm? Oh, the shop where they had that peculiar rodent dish.”


  Lawrence seemed to remember Holo liking the food there. If they dined at the place, they could kill three birds with one stone.


  Once they finished passing by the street, raucous with the crying of the hens, Lawrence took up the reins and was about to give the horse’s hindquarters a snap. And just in that moment, Holo spoke.


  “You’ve certainly got some nerve.”


  “Huh?”


  What did nerve have to do with treating Holo to the famous cooking of the Beast and Fish Tail?


  Merchants could recall most things they had seen. Lawrence flipped back through his memory, and it stopped at the image of a certain woman. There was a famous and capable shopgirl who worked at the Beast and Fish Tail.


  “Ah.” As Lawrence was trying to decide whether or not to bother to groan, Holo interrupted.


  “Ah well, I’ll soak myself thoroughly in the hot springs of Nyohhira, and forget my angered heart, won’t I?”


  The look in Holo’s eyes at that moment was very far indeed from forgetting any sort of anger at all. She looked almost excited at the prospect of chasing off any sense of ease Lawrence might have felt. Behind them, Col craned his neck around, confused, but Lawrence could not very well suggest they not go – not anymore, at least.


  Lawrence was thoroughly distracted until a craftsman of some kind shouted angrily at him, at which Lawrence hastened to bring his attention back to the street in front of him.


  Exhausted, he looked up, while beside him Holo smiled triumphantly.


  In this particular city, anytime one looked up, the church spire was plainly visible. Lawrence regarded it and silently prayed that nothing more would go wrong.


  It is generally once the sun sets that a tavern becomes truly busy. This was all the more true when the establishment had a respectable clientele, as the Beast and Fish Tail surely did. So when Lawrence and his charges arrived there, it was nearly empty.


  However, it was not quiet. Rather, they seemed to be in the midst of preparing for dinner. Right in the center of the tavern were several buckets, each filled to overflowing with shells.


  “Hello, there!” said Lawrence by way of greeting as he walked through the open doors, at which the shopgirl turned and squinted, her eyes evidently not adjusted to the bright daylight.


  “Hm? Oh, you’re the merchant from before.”


  “Yes, and my thanks.” Col had been left to mind the wagon bed, and Holo was at Lawrence’s side.


  Inwardly, Lawrence prayed that nobody would do anything unnecessary – neither the shopgirl nor Holo. At the very least, neither of them seemed visibly inclined to do so.


  But Lawrence was a merchant. He was well aware that each was carefully appraising the other. If it had been a simple battle of wills with him as the prize, he would have been flattered, but he understood things well enough to know that was not the case here.


  They were like hunters, each readying their bows for a contest. And as the target at which they would be shooting, Lawrence was disinclined to simply stand there.


  “So, what profit are you chasing this time?” said the barmaid as she took clams from the bucket on her right, shucked their innards into the center bucket, then discarded the shell into the leftmost one. Her skill was considerable, and she had a good tool.


  Her knife’s grip was a simple wrapping of cloth, and the keen blade sparkled like water. With the knife in one hand, her movements were quick and efficient, without apparent effort or wasted motion – it gave the girl a very imposing mien.


  “No, no, nothing like that. I’ve had my fill of chasing profit,” said Lawrence with a pained smile, at which the barmaid laughed lightly.


  “I wonder how many merchants I’ve heard say the same thing.”


  Given that the tavern was the sort of place merchants flocked to for information whenever the situation changed in town, the barmaid had certainly seen the dejected faces of those same merchants after the fact.


  “You may be right.”


  The girl giggled. “A merchant’s heart is fickle. As are their excuses – I couldn’t help myself. I’m through. I was out of my right mind.”


  Though the girl’s eyes were on Lawrence, it was entirely obvious that her attention was directed toward Holo.


  Lawrence shivered, but beside him the wolf smiled happily.


  “’Tis true, is it not?” said Holo, looking up at Lawrence, and her grin was by no means a false one.


  She was a wisewolf – simply because someone else was spoiling for a fight did not mean she would rise to such bait.


  Lawrence felt great relief, and then–


  “I’ve seen the whole thing, all the way up to the sad tears and the swearing to go back to only good, honest business. Honestly, they’re a pack of fools, merchants are.” Holo quickly reached up and fixed Lawrence’s collar.


  Both she and the barmaid smiled amused smiles.


  Lawrence swallowed and attempted to escape the dilemma into which he had been cornered. “T-true enough, true enough. I’ve come here today because I wish to ask about something, that’s all.”


  
    
  

  “And what might that be?” the barmaid replied after a short pause, during which she very clearly met Holo’s eyes.


  Lawrence was glad he had left Col behind. Anyone else watching this exchange would conclude he was the most foolish man alive.


  “It’s about the furs… Ah–!”


  As he was speaking – and perhaps to purposely fluster him – one of the shell meats fell apart in her hands, and just when Lawrence thought she was going to discard it, she popped it raw into her mouth and gulped it down. Then she reached behind her, grabbed a small cask, and drank from it to wash the bite down.


  Given the way she drank, the cask’s contents seemed to be strong liquor indeed.


  “Whew. Well, if that’s what you’re after, it’s far too late now, eh?”


  Even allowing for her actions in that moment to be entirely purposeful, she seemed quite used to drinking casually on the job. No doubt her lack of pretense on that count was part of her peculiar charm.


  At the very least, the combination of shellfish and wine would make Holo properly envious.


  It suddenly occurred to Lawrence that the two girls might be surprisingly compatible.


  “No, nothing like that – it seems we’ll be staying in this town again for a while, so I was hoping you could recommend a good inn.”


  “Oh, my,” said the barmaid, pouting like a small child. “How rude to ask me such a thing!”


  “…” Lawrence did not at all understand what the girl was getting at, and finally Holo poked him a few times as she spoke up.


  “’Tis a joke, that obviously the best place to stay would be hers.”


  “Huh? O-oh!” Lawrence finally understood the jest, whereupon his breath caught in his throat. For her to make that joke, and for Holo to then have to explain it to him–


  Lawrence could look at the market values of lumione gold pieces, trenni silver pieces, and lute silver pieces, or between wheat and iron and herring, and tease out a profit. But he had absolutely no idea how to negotiate the situation he now found himself in.


  After all, Fran’s map would be arriving here via Hugues. There was no telling what trouble he would bring upon himself if he damaged the mood. And the barmaid was an extremely valuable source of information, which he had no desire to lose.


  And yet – if he directed all his attention to the barmaid, he would have Holo’s fangs to fear later.


  Bringing Holo in here at all had been a terrible mistake.


  Oh, God! Lawrence was in agony, and on the verge of surrender, when–


  “Pfft!” Holo was the first to laugh. “Pffha-ha-ha-ha!” She laughed and laughed, looking piteously upon Lawrence, yet seemingly unable to restrain herself.


  Lawrence had no notion of what was so funny. The barmaid, shell in hand, hid her mouth behind her wrist as her shoulders shook with mirth.


  “…?–?”


  It was not at all uncommon for traveling merchants to go places where they did not speak the language. In such occasions, the most important thing was not to engage the services of an interpreter, nor to be constantly on guard for danger, nor to carry plenty of ransom money.


  The most important thing was to never forget to smile.


  A smile was the greatest weapon, the greatest shield; it was the most powerful protection one could have.


  Lawrence joined the two in their laughter, though he did not understand it one bit.


  Unable to resist, the barmaid finally rolled her head back, eyes looking up at the ceiling as she snickered.


  The three laughed together for a while, but finally Holo used a corner of Lawrence’s clothing to wipe the tears from her eyes, and she directed her gaze lightly toward the barmaid.


  “Ha-ha-ha… Ah, but we shouldn’t tease him too much.”


  The girl wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and took another swallow of the none-too-weak wine. She took a breath and nodded. “Yes, quite right. No wonder he seems so invulnerable – he’s oblivious! Oh, goodness, but that was fun,” she said, and with a flick of her knife, she sent more shell meat into the bucket.


  She tossed the large shell onto the pile, wiped the knife clean on her apron, and stood from her chair.


  “Food is best with salt, but salt alone is a distasteful thing. I’ve been foolish.”


  “Mm. Still, I must compliment your eye, for noticing how magnificent the cooking in question might be.”


  The barmaid’s shoulders slumped in capitulation, and the knife blade she pointed in Lawrence’s direction waggled lightly. “If it’s an inn you need, I recommend Sister Eunice’s place on nunnery row. If you tell her my shop sent you there, you’ll not be treated poorly.”


  Next to a smile on the list of things a traveling merchant could not forget was proper thanks. Even if he did not understand why, showing proper gratitude could settle most situations.


  “Ah, you have my thanks.”


  “Was that all you needed? If you need food. I’ll make it and have it sent to Eunice’s.”


  Lawrence looked to Holo for her decision – whereupon both girls again laughed simultaneously.


  “Fine, fine, I can see you’d rather eat in a quiet room than here. I’ll have it sent over,” said the barmaid, raising both hands up to shoulder level, as though she were the one capitulating.


  Still, Holo stepped lightly on Lawrence’s foot, as though she were truly a bit exasperated. For Lawrence’s part, he felt that trying to understand whatever it was these two girls were talking about was the more impossible request.


  “It will take a bit of time, but it should arrive by sunset. Shall the house choose the menu, then?”


  “Ah, er, yes, please. Also, there’s another in our party outside. So a meal for three, then.”


  “Another?” asked the barmaid curiously, at which Lawrence was finally able to smile a genuine smile. “Unfortunately, he’s not a girl. It’s a boy we picked up in our travels.”


  “My goodness. Perhaps I should go after him instead.” The barmaid put the sharp knife to her cheek thoughtfully, as though considering the notion.


  If Col were taken in by such a woman he would be eaten alive, Lawrence was quite certain. And if Lawrence felt as much, Holo seemed even more convinced. She glared at the barmaid with undisguised suspicion.


  “Fine, fine!” said the girl with an exaggerated tone and began to untie her dirty apron.


  Lawrence could not help but heave an exhausted sigh, but then realized he had neglected to mention the most important part of this visit. “Oh, that’s right.”


  “Yes?” said the girl, still bent over.


  “There should be a letter for me from Kerube arriving here soon, and it will be addressed to this tavern, so…”


  “Oh, certainly. Understood. Kerube, you say? Who could it be, I wonder.”


  “It will be from the Hugues company, which deals in fine arts.”


  At Lawrence’s words, the girl replied with a short “Ah,” then folded her apron up and placed it on the table. “That piggish-looking fellow, eh? He sometimes visits for a meal – he goes on and on about how the sin of gluttony doesn’t apply to the Fish Tail and eats a great mountain of food.”


  Lawrence noticed Holo snicker beside him, and he imagined that she was guessing at the reason for Hugues’s portly appearance. You’re not so very different from him, he thought to himself.


  “But if it’s all the same…”


  “Huh?” Lawrence replied, looking to the barmaid as she hefted the pail of shell meat.


  The barmaid began to walk toward the kitchen but stopped and looked back over her shoulder. “If it’s all the same, you’d rather receive a different sort of letter, wouldn’t you?”


  Was the faintly lonely smile on her face a fake one? The thought crossed Lawrence’s mind for a moment, but then he realized what the girl was getting at and answered. “Letters tend to be sent from distant places, so will that be all right?”


  “Hm?” replied the barmaid, confused.


  Holo, too, seemed not to understand. She was looking up at Lawrence from beside him.


  “If you wouldn’t mind me sending such a letter from a far-off land, I’d be happy to write and say that I long to eat the food here while it’s still hot.”


  The girl raised her chin and curled one corner of her lips up in a half smile. “I don’t much like the idea of going far away to serve just one person. Better to stay here, where I can serve many.”


  With rumors of countless love affairs.


  Were it not for Holo, Lawrence might well have been taken in by her himself.


  He watched the girl disappear into the kitchen and chided himself for thinking it.


  But when their business was complete and they turned toward the wagon, Holo looked squarely at Lawrence. “If I’d not dug you up, you’d’ve spent your whole life in the ground,” she said.


  A gem was only a gem once it was pulled out of the earth. Don’t imagine you’d remain a gem if you leave the gem cutter who found you, she was surely saying.


  Lawrence sighed. “Quite so, my lady,” he said and respectfully took Holo’s hand. He thanked God for the good fortune he had had to make it out of the tavern alive.


  Nothing aroused the appetite like the smell of thinly sliced garlic, coated generously in oil and tossed in salt.


  Lawrence was disappointed in himself for going through the wine so quickly, and despite his best efforts collapsed into drunken sleep even before Holo did.


  He had vague memories of, while being helped to his feet by Col, looking past the boy and finding Holo grinning triumphantly – as though she were enjoying his pathetic state as a side dish to her own drinking. But he had no idea how much of that was reality.


  He raised his head, which felt as heavy as though it were packed with sand. Sitting upright, the first thing he was sure of was that the sun had long since risen and his body reeked of alcohol.


  Also, that Holo and Col were nowhere to be seen.


  He gave his head a vigorous shake, which gave him a glimpse of hell. With his hand he gently rubbed his head, then slowly stood up. It seemed the iron pitcher on the table had been refilled with fresh water, cold enough to have condensation on it.


  Lawrence took a careful drink, then looked around the room.


  There were no overcoats or robes to be found, so he presumed his companions had gone out somewhere.


  In a sudden panic he searched the table for his coin purse, but as far as he could tell, the number of silver pieces it contained was unchanged.


  “Where did they go?” He cocked his head and yawned, then opened the window’s wooden shutters, which let the painfully bright morning sunlight come stabbing into the room.


  He narrowed his eyes for a time, then looked down onto the back alley, where he saw a woman balancing a basket on her head as she ambled down the way. A young boy with a sack wrapped around himself ran alongside her.


  It was a completely ordinary day in the city.


  He sighed again, intent on checking the state of his beard, when something white caught his eye.


  He looked and saw two familiar forms making their way along the narrow path that wound up the hill.


  “To the church?” Lawrence asked as he looked down at the reflection of his face. The water was held in a bucket, which sat at the edge of the well.


  Also sitting on the well curb was Holo, who nodded. “Aye. My nose was finding the scent of garlic and wine in the room rather tiresome, you see. The lad was begging me, so we went to ‘morning prayers’ or whatever they’re called.”


  She was complaining incessantly about the smell, but in truth Lawrence could smell it himself and could thus hardly refute her. He lightly rinsed his knife in the bucket, then put its blade to his cheek. “Was it well attended?”


  “Aye. It seemed they might not let us in at all, but one look at Col and I and they relented.”


  With a traveling nun on one hand, and wandering boy on the other, even the hardest-headed church guard would find himself moved to sympathy, no doubt.


  But given that Col was only studying Church law in order to better use the Church, why would he want to attend the morning prayers? Of course, there were many who believed quite seriously in the existence of three or four gods and that so long as there was something to be gained via just one of them that was enough devotion. And while Col’s plan was to use the Church for his own purposes, it would hardly be strange if, in the course of studying its law, he had become a believer himself. Or perhaps it was simply that the serene aura within the sanctuary was to the liking of a quiet boy like Col?


  “Still, you must be in fine spirits, to venture so boldly into enemy territory.”


  Holo dangled her feet over the well’s edge like a little girl. And even if she had not, a glance at her profile made her good mood altogether obvious.


  “Aye. Col was so delighted, you see. Though my smile was a wry one, we went to the church, and I felt refreshed.” She grinned, somewhat abashed, and Lawrence, too, had to smile.


  “How very like you, to share him like that.”


  Holo heard Lawrence’s words as though they were a faint song carried to her on the wind.


  As far as her relationship with the Church went, Holo’s face ought to have been complicated, as though it were a difficult matter to explain with mere words. But her expression was clear, and she spoke with a note of pride in her voice. “Unlike you, I am well aware of what is important in life.”


  Lawrence answered as he checked the sharpness of his blade with his hand. “Meaning?”


  “Meaning Col’s happy face is more important to me than more trivial manners.”


  Lawrence followed the image of Holo’s face as it was reflected in the knife blade, then carefully put it to his jaw. “So, when he begged you to come with him, you were even happier, you mean?”


  He had meant it to tease, but Holo ducked her head and chuckled. She was making it quite clear to Lawrence what made her happy and what she disliked.


  “So the notion that he just ought to have been more honest from the beginning is just a foolish wandering merchant’s simpleminded thinking, then?”


  Holo had constantly worried, as they traveled in the wagon bed, about Col’s reluctance to ask about the things that were bothering him. As Lawrence shaved his beard after laying the problem bare, Holo hopped down from the well curb and made some rustling noises.


  Lawrence straightened, but there was no need to look.


  Holo took a step or two, then sat again such that she was back-to-back with Lawrence. “Am I not a wisewolf in the end? I’ve my dignity to think of.”


  Lawrence smiled, because the ticklish amusement in her voice was communicated via the place where their backs touched. “It must be difficult,” he said.


  Holo’s tail swished. “’Tis difficult indeed.”


  It was not clear how serious she was, but at the very least, she did not seem to be doing things on principle just because she was a wisewolf. Being clear about one’s feelings and thoughts was a source of great comfort, especially for merchants.


  Perhaps Holo was thinking the same thing.


  Completely out of his field of vision, her presence only clear via her body heat at his back, Holo continued. “Would you be angry if I said I was excited to go to Yoitsu?”


  Their arrival at Yoitsu would mean nothing less than the end of their journey. But Lawrence only smiled ruefully. “I would not. I myself would like to play at being a wise man, after all.”


  Somehow, Lawrence could tell that she smiled.


  She said nothing after that, so Lawrence resumed his shaving.


  Still silent, Holo got to her feet behind Lawrence. When he had finished shaving, the man checked his face in the bucket’s reflection again, then scattered the water onto the plants in the courtyard. Like a butterfly flapping away after being disturbed by a human, Holo moved away from behind Lawrence.


  Lawrence returned the knife to his side, and as he rubbed his cheeks, Holo wordlessly drew alongside him.


  She seemed to want to hold hands.


  Lawrence smiled and reached indulgently for her small one. It was just then that Col passed by the open door that faced the courtyard.


  “Hn!” Holo grunted, for Col held a shallow bowl in both hands. The Beast and Fish Tail’s name seemed mighty indeed, and the innkeeper had prepared a hot breakfast for the travelers. Holo ran off as though she had been waiting for this all along, and Lawrence was left to keep his own company.


  The hand he had reached out to grasp hers closed, pathetically, on empty air.


  “…”


  To return the grasp of an extended hand was to seal a contract between merchants. He thought about explaining this at length, but looking at the happily trotting Holo as she followed Col, he thought better of it.


  Quietly, quietly, the end of their journey was approaching. If there were smiles to be had, it would be best to let them happen.


  Lawrence looked up at the brilliant morning light, then followed after Holo as she hurried Col along.


  Having finished breakfast, Lawrence and company ventured out into town.


  Their destination was a general store run by a former mercenary named Philon, about whom Fran had told them. Evidently, despite his “general store” front, he still quietly supplied mercenary bands with goods and related services on the side.


  Lawrence prided himself on having some small ability to remain calm in most situations, but this made even him nervous.


  While merchants frequently claimed to be willing to throw their lives away for profit, there were in fact few who were ready to make such huge gambles. More than anything else, they knew in their hearts that bankruptcy did not mean death.


  But there was no shortage of stories where mercenaries killed a merchant who had injured their pride. Given that they were not so very different from out-and-out bandits, there were surely some who would simply steal what they wanted.


  It was dangerous enough to do business with mercenaries in a town like this, but there were even riskier duties. For example, the members of the mercenary troop who actually moved the goods. Once they headed out on their travels, they would become the exclusive suppliers to the avaricious mercenary bands, so as a business it was very lucrative. Mercenaries liked to spend money: They ate huge amounts, drank heavily, and would buy anything. Becoming the supplier to a troop whose star was rising and held fast for two or three years, even an apprentice just starting out could make enough money to open a shop in a town. Lawrence had heard of such things happening.


  Of course, such lucrative stories always had complications. To begin with, mercenaries were an untrustworthy lot, and even supposing one found an unusually kind troop, it was not as though they could be expected to win every battle. When they lost, they would be treated just as they had treated others when they won – killed, stolen from. A mercenary merchant then faced both kinds of death, and such risk-taking men had fundamentally different ways of thinking than a traveling merchant like Lawrence.


  So naturally, he was nervous.


  The general store in question was situated along a lightly trafficked street and had a rather dingy facade. But its roughness gave it a rather smart, fierce aura, and as he stood before it, Lawrence took two deep breaths.


  Col, too, seemed taken in by the atmosphere, and he gulped.


  The only one who had not the slightest worry over mercenaries was Holo, who yawned a carefree yawn and seemed to hold an entire silent conversation with a cat curled up in a sunbeam in a corner of the street.


  “Well, shall we?” Lawrence summoned his courage, walked up the steps, and reached out to open the door.


  Which is when the door quite suddenly opened.


  “I’ll be counting on you, then. I haven’t been able to hear a damned thing.”


  “Not with that face! You should’ve hired a handsomer fellow!”


  “I used to be, but my old general was a rough one!”


  Amid such conversation, out from within the shop came a large, bearded man, who Lawrence could tell at a glance was a mercenary.


  His gray beard burst forth like smoke from his wine-ruddy complexion, though whether it had always been that way or came with his age was impossible to tell.


  He had a large scar that ran down his left cheek to his chin, which drew his left eye into a permanent squint.


  Just when Lawrence noticed those blue eyes catch sight of him, the man standing opposite the big one spoke. “Oh ho, this fellow looks promising. Reckon he’ll be of use!”


  “Hm? Hmmm…” The portly man leaned back thoughtfully as he listened to the other’s words, then bent forward, as though moving some great boulder, his face coming close to Lawrence’s.


  He could not kill a man with a smile on his face, surely? It was a terrifying presence, more frightening than any wolf.


  Trying to escape, pretending at strength, offering greetings – none of these seemed the right course of action. Lawrence simply kept silent, and tried a pleasant smile.


  “Bwa-ha-ha-ha! I don’t think so, shopkeep! This one’s no good. He’s just a no-good merchant, waiting for his chance to snatch your treasures!”


  It was a terribly rude thing to say, and yet strangely, Lawrence felt no malice – probably because this was a man who simply said everything that came to his mind.


  “Still, you seem a splendid young fellow. Should we meet again, let’s help each other out, eh?” said the big man, patting Lawrence’s shoulder with his thick hand twice, hard, then laughing a hearty laugh as he strode away.


  They had not even been introduced, but the man’s face was unforgettable. Lawrence would recognize it instantly, even on a cloudy night.


  “I daresay he’d be an amusing male to share wine with sometime,” offered Holo, much to Lawrence’s chagrin.


  It was then that the man standing on the other side of the shop’s doorway spoke. “Well, now,” he said, clearing his throat, “How can I be of service, my young merchant friend?”


  Lawrence hastily composed himself and made his introduction.


  It was dim inside the shop.


  It was not as though there was much inside, but it still felt rather cramped, perhaps because the windows were so small. Only the nobility could afford to have glass windows, so most town homes covered theirs with oiled cloth or else let the light in through wooden shutters.


  But the windows here seemed a mockery of the very idea of such attempts. It felt more like a storehouse than a shop.


  Philon, the man who introduced himself as the shopkeeper, was a middle-aged fellow of about Lawrence’s height, and his left leg dragged a bit when he walked. If he had claimed to have once swung a sword on the field of battle, there would be no cause to doubt him.


  Philon came to a table at the back of the shop and gestured for Lawrence and his companions to sit on a couch that seemed used to receiving visitors.


  “It’s a shame about your timing, truly,” he said, pouring wine from a plain earthen jug into a wooden cup.


  “My timing?”


  “Aye. Timing is the essence of success. Unfortunately, most of the assignments were worked out last week. If you plan to stay a good long while, you could leave your life in the hands of some lead-footed band, perhaps, but… do you plan to travel with those two? The heavens will punish you for that, surely.”


  It was here that Lawrence realized that Philon had misunderstood. “No, no, I’ve no intention of trying to supply any armies,” he said quickly, then laughed and added, “Nor have I come to offer services as a chaplain.”


  Philon made a face, as though he had just watched a child stumble and fall in the distance. A smile then gradually appeared on his face. He shook his head, and it seemed as though he were about to complain about getting old. “That so? You’ll pardon me. I’ve been so busy with work these days. I jumped to conclusions, clearly. But…”


  He paused, looking down into his cup before taking a drink. Among the traveling merchants who loved making big bets, many of them favored the same gesture while drinking.


  “… If so, what brings you here? You certainly haven’t come to buy wheat, have you?”


  Operating as a general store, a signboard saying as much hung from the eaves of the building. But given Philon’s words, it was clear this was no simple shop.


  In the first place, in a growing town, the tendency was toward specialization, with different merchants selling different things. The cobbler sold shoes, the pharmacist medicine, and so on. Occasionally, the sheer force of money would allow a merchant to increase the types of goods he sold, and some even became more like large trading companies – but this place did not have that feel.


  So there had to be a special reason for this to be a “general store.” Something such that no proper merchant would come here to buy wheat.


  “Fran Vonely sent me.”


  When in an unfamiliar place, it was a very heartening thing for a traveling merchant to be able to use the name of someone they knew. For the one who lent their name, it was because they had a debt they expected to be repaid, even years later. And more than the simple profit that might be had by using the name, it was the confidence that came with it that Lawrence was most grateful for. In front of him, Philon’s face drew tight at the mention of the name, in contrast to his earlier mild teasing.


  He slowly put the cup down and looked Lawrence steadily in the eye. “So they’re still alive, are they?” His tone was almost reverential.


  But Lawrence was not able to deliver any good news. “Just Miss Fran,” he said simply.


  Philon was an experienced man. He knew what that meant.


  “I see,” he murmured under his breath. He closed his eyes, as though offering a brief prayer. “Though it may be providential, it still pains me to hear it. But Lady Fran is well, is she?” His voice became brighter as he asked, and nostalgia tinged his features as he looked up.


  “She sustained terrible injuries living up to her reputation… but she’ll soon recover.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Philon smiled, as though terribly relieved. Even if Fran’s troop had been entirely wiped out, he seemed content that some part of their way of life yet lived on.


  “So the three of you managed to live through a situation that asked some courage of her. My apologies, truly,” said Philon, as he stood and put his hand to his chest. “Let me introduce myself,” he said, as though beginning a prepared recitation. “My name is Philon Zimgrundt. As the thirteenth heir of the Zimgrundt name, I am the master of the Zimgrundt General Store.”


  He offered his hand.


  Lawrence took it and found, much to his surprise, that Philon’s hand was soft.


  “Heh. It’s been many a century since any of the Zimgrundt name went forth into battle. Some of my more considerate customers do me the honor of calling me a former mercenary, but it’s through the grace of my ancestors who fought all across the world before settling to open this shop here that I’m able to operate. It’s their great deeds that let me conduct this strange little business of money.”


  “I see,” replied Lawrence. After a polite cough, he broached the subject of his visit. “The truth is, I’m hoping to learn about conditions in the northlands.”


  “The conditions,” repeated Philon, peering again into his wine cup, as though the truth of the answer he should give were somehow hiding in it. “Lady Fran certainly lent her name to a fellow with a strange question. From your appearance, I wouldn’t make you as a man who doesn’t know the value of things.”


  Lawrence shrugged, and his reply came with a smile. “As you can probably tell from my two companions, my journey is a bit of a strange one.”


  At that, Philon finally turned his gaze to Holo and Col. Lawrence had heard of a mercenaries’ trick – that they would bring a beautiful girl along to ensnare a merchant’s gaze, then use that to pick a quarrel with them and get a better price. Philon, too, seemed well aware of such tactics.


  “Indeed. However, ‘conditions’ could mean many things. Do you want to know about the movements of the people there? Or of goods? Or of coin?”


  “People – and where they’re headed.”


  Philon did not so much as nod or even grunt. He remained still, looking closely into Lawrence’s eyes. Then he finally turned his gaze away, at which Lawrence could not hide his deep breath of relief.


  “Where they’re headed, eh…? Ah, I see. If I’ve misunderstood, I hope you’ll forgive me,” began Philon, then leaned forward over the table before continuing. “You want to know where the attacks are happening, don’t you?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Ah. I see. So that’s why you’d use Lady Fran’s name to ask a question of me.”


  Mercenaries were moved by money. And if one could see the flow of money, they could, understand the motivations of whoever was pulling the strings.


  Philon’s face grew hard. Lawrence swallowed and waited. He waited – for he knew how important the information he sought was.


  “Still…” murmured Philon as he stared down at the table, then up to Lawrence, then back and forth between Col and Holo. His expression was somewhere between exasperation and admiration.


  “Yes…?” prompted Lawrence, unable to hide his nervousness. Thereupon Philon drew his chin in and assumed a serious posture, as though he were about to play his trump card.


  “To have them both as your companions, you certainly can’t be judged by your appearance.”


  “Huh?” asked Lawrence, and it was only Holo who laughed out loud.


  “My, my,” said Philon with a smile, adding, “Was I wrong?”


  “He’s hardly so able a man,” said Holo with a straight face, at which Philon shifted his gaze deliberately from Holo to Lawrence.


  Given that Philon was used to dealing with the dog-pack-like mercenary bands, he was instantly able to apprehend just who was in charge here.


  “Is that so. Still, you’d be surprised how great a general such a man can be.”


  “’Tis only because they’re so busy minding everything around them, is it not?” said Holo with a fang-baring grin, at which Philon appeared genuinely surprised and smacked his own cheek.


  Lawrence had no idea what they were talking about. He and Col met each other’s eyes.


  “Ha-ha-ha! Well, now. I’ve certainly got some peculiar guests today. If I make light of them, they’ll get the best of me.”


  Philon cleared his throat while Holo smiled happily.


  Lawrence still did not understand any of this, but when he finished laughing, Philon’s face was exceedingly pleasant. “Fine, then. I’ll help you.”


  “–! My thanks to you!” said Lawrence, his reflexes in that particular situation being better even than Holo’s.


  Philon grinned and nodded. “I’m afraid I’ll have to add the tiresome condition that you not speak of what I tell you to anyone else. So, where is it that you want to know about? Many mercenaries are hired through landlords. And the ones giving that money to those landowners–”


  “The Debau Company,” said Lawrence, at which the interrupted Philon nodded.


  “Quite. However, the Debau Company is not of such a scale that it can operate on its own. They have the cooperation of the landlords. Most of the mercenaries they’ve hired are getting their provisions through me, and people in my business have good ties. I get information from other towns, from those in the same business. So… to be blunt, I’m more or less aware of which places in the northlands are safe and which aren’t.”


  As Philon spoke, Holo lost the aura of nonchalance she had come in with. Now it was her turn to try to remain calm.


  “The old name of the place we’re looking for is Yoitsu.”


  “Yoitsu?”


  Repeating what had just been said seemed to be one of the ways Philon jogged his own memory. His eyes stared into space for a moment, and immediately thereafter he spoke. “Sorry, I’ve not heard of it. Though if it’s in an old story, I may have heard that.”


  “The Moon-Hunting Bear.”


  “Ah, yes. More than a few mercenary bands use a picture of it on their standards. Perhaps it’s the name of a town or village destroyed by the great beast. I’ve forgotten where I heard this, but… since there are many mercenaries from the northlands, I might have heard it from one of them. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help,” said Philon, seeming genuinely apologetic.


  “Actually,” said Lawrence immediately, “we’ve asked Fran to draw us a map of the northlands, including Yoitsu. Once it arrives, we should know the current location of wherever Yoitsu was.”


  Philon’s reply was quick. “You gained her trust so quickly–!”


  Evidently, that was the most surprising aspect of all.


  Lawrence nodded with a somewhat abashed smile, but Philon only gave his face a good, long look. “I see… I wouldn’t mind having such a map myself! So then, you three. Have you anything else you’d like to ask?” he asked a little jokingly.


  Lawrence smiled and looked over at Col. “In that case, what of the village of Pinu?”


  It was Col who found this question the most surprising.


  Although Col was concerned about Holo’s homeland, he was still more worried about his own, and though he tried to hide this within himself, Lawrence was well aware of the boy’s true feelings. Because after all, just as any purchase of goods required an exchange, information had a price, too. And Col had nothing to pay with.


  Col’s face took on an expression of utter shock, but as Philon looked back and forth between Col and Lawrence, he seemed very pleased indeed. “That I can tell you right off. It’s close to a village that a parish in the east dispatched soldiers to, some years back. The region’s thick with skilled hunters, some of whom joined bands here and there. For a major push into the hard north country, they would need a confident foothold, and that was one of the likely places for it. None of those men are stupid enough to destroy their own homes, and mercenaries are surprisingly respectful of the homes of their comrades. So for the time being, Pinu’s safe.”


  Philon directed this information not to Lawrence, but to Col. He used simple words and spoke slowly.


  If the couch he was sitting in had not had a back, Col’s slump of relief might well have sent him tumbling over backward.


  “Ha-ha-ha, though I don’t know how much use to you any of that is.”


  “No, thank you, truly,” said Lawrence. When Col hastily tried to offer his own thanks, the words choked up in his throat.


  Holo stood from her seat, unconcerned, then sat down again next to Col. In times like these, nothing was as comforting as her smile could be.


  “So we’ll talk again about Yoitsu when your map arrives, shall we?”


  “It seems so, yes.”


  “Understood. Now then, have you arranged your lodging? There hasn’t been much snow this year, so there are more travelers than normal. Most places are full by now, and you may be unable to find accommodations.”


  “We’ve no worries on that count. The Beast and Fish Tail sent us to Eunice’s inn.”


  “Oh ho. You’re no ordinary traveling party, that’s for sure,” said Philon, stroking his beard.


  Lawrence had not known there were no vacancies in the inns, but it was true they had managed to secure exceptional boarding. Just as he was thinking he would need to give thanks for that later, Philon grinned and spoke up.


  “It’s no easy thing to get in the good graces of the barmaid there.”


  How did he know? Lawrence immediately thought, at which Philon grinned and elaborated.


  “The innkeeper at Eunice’s place is a widower, you see. He’s rather soft on that particular barmaid, so if she asks, he’ll kick someone out just to open up a room for her.”


  Lawrence smiled in understanding. Evidently the barmaid was even more devilish than Holo could be.


  “Well, it seems I wasn’t much able to help you. Even if you’d needed a room, I don’t know that I could’ve arranged it for you.”


  “Still, you’ve probably left an impression of someone who helped me a great deal.”


  This general store owner, the descendant of mercenaries, had a surprisingly gentle smile. “Quite so! I’d certainly like a copy of that map. I wonder how I might manage it…” Philon said as he held his cheek in his hand, elbow on the table.


  If he had really been angling for the map, he would not be acting the way he was. He’s a good merchant, Lawrence thought to himself.


  “In any case, once the map arrives, come visit again.”


  “I shall. And I’ll see if I can’t find other favor to ask of you, as well.”


  “By all means, please do.”


  Lawrence stood and shook Philon’s hand again. Philon shook not just Lawrence’s hand, but Col’s and Holo’s as well.


  Just as Lawrence said, “Well, then,” and was about to bring the encounter to an end, there was a knock at the door.


  “Good grief. So busy today!”


  “I should think that’s a good thing.”


  “So it is.” Philon waved to Lawrence and his companions, then called out past them in a loud voice, “The door’s open!”


  Lawrence stood aside and opened the door, thinking to first let in whoever it was. Thereupon, however, the figure on the other side also tried to open the door, but instead his large, round body stumbled through it and he gave a loud “Wah!”


  Lawrence was at the door, and Philon at his table with his wine; both their eyes went wide in surprise.


  The big man who had fallen face-first on the floor had a mountain of goods on his back.


  “Oh. Here I was wondering who it could be, but it’s you, Le Roi,” said Philon, looking down at the man. He was wriggling comically, even clownishly, under his load of goods.


  But Philon did not appear inclined to help. With nothing else to do, Lawrence helped the man to his feet. From the smell of dust on him, he must have just arrived in town.


  
    
  

  “Ouch! My apologies, sir.”


  “Not at all. Are you all right?”


  The man called Le Roi nodded abashedly and repeatedly in response to Lawrence’s question, all while skillfully regaining his feet underneath a collection of goods nearly as big as he was. He might have appeared to be fat, but evidently he was just well built.


  “Still, now you’ve come all the way out here, too, and your timing’s no good, either,” said Philon.


  “Huh?”


  “You heard the rumors of war and came here with a sackful of scriptures, am I right? Unfortunately, those who would’ve wanted them have already packed their things and headed north.”


  His face half-blackened with road dust, Le Roi seemed stunned at the merciless words and sat right back down on the spot.


  Scriptures – that meant he was a bookseller…


  In any case, this was the sort of thing that was the constant nightmare of all traveling merchants. Lawrence was sympathetic.


  Le Roi waved both hands unrestrainedly in the air. “Damn you, God! Have you any idea how I suffered to bring these here?!”


  Philon bared his teeth in a great grin as Le Roi flailed his arms about like a petulant child. His feelings were understandable, but Le Roi’s display was certainly an exceptional one. Such humor could easily endear one to others. He probably traded on this.


  Lawrence was smiling, too, but then he realized that Philon’s gaze was on the doorway. Immediately thereafter, a noble, dignified voice rang out.


  “Blame your own avarice before you lay responsibility at God’s feet.”


  A small-framed person entered the shop.


  It was hard to imagine a person less suited to the surroundings. The person who had crossed the threshold with such words was clearly of the Church and dressed in a nun’s clothing to boot.


  But that was not what widened Lawrence’s eyes.


  Entering the door, the person soon took note of Lawrence and his companions. She calmed her expression so as not to appear surprised. And then, with eyes as sharp as they ever were, she spoke.


  “Quite a coincidence.”


  On that count, Lawrence was in total agreement. “Indeed it is,” he said. This girl had always been difficult for him, but he forced her name out after a cough. “It has been a while, Miss Elsa.”


  Her pulled-back hair and honey-colored eyes that betrayed no emotion were just as they had been. Her cheeks were a bit sunken, perhaps owing to the unfamiliar travel. Out from under her overcoat peeked her nun’s robes, once dyed a deep black but now whitish with dust.


  And yet her tone betrayed no fatigue; she was admirable, if stubbornly so.


  “What, you two know each other?” Le Roi watched Elsa’s and Lawrence’s greetings as though they were a scene out of a stage play, his face shifting busily to and fro between them.


  “He once came to my village’s aid.”


  “Oh ho!” Le Roi’s mouth opened in surprise so widely that it thinned even his puffy cheeks. “So you’re from Tereo as well, then, sir?” he asked, looking up to Lawrence. He was a bit shorter than Lawrence to begin with, and his heavy burden caused him to stoop over.


  “No, I just happened to be passing through and was able to be of some small assistance.”


  “Oh ho, I see. My goodness.” Every bit of Le Roi’s exaggerated bumbling seemed to be quite on purpose. But there was no telling what hid behind the act of such a merchant. Many acted this way because they were fully aware of how sly they would appear otherwise.


  Of course, there was no way of knowing whether Le Roi was such a man or not, but that was no reason for Lawrence to let his guard down. Lawrence smiled pleasantly, declining to say anything further. It was Philon who ended up speaking next.


  “This is a general store, not a tavern. Might I ask you to celebrate your reunion elsewhere?”


  At the cold exasperation in his words, Le Roi looked to Philon and smacked his own cheeks in chagrin. “Ah, apologies!”


  Elsa was not the effusive type, and she said nothing further to Lawrence or his companions.


  But given that Holo did not seem to be expressing any irritation at Elsa’s quietness, she must have realized that the girl was more exhausted from her travels than anything else.


  “And your companion appears to be quite tired. You ought to secure lodgings before venturing out again, hmm?” said Philon. He had dealt enough with those who lived by travel to know what such exhaustion looked like.


  Elsa merely stood there, neither refuting nor confirming this, but Le Roi nodded again in that exaggerated way of his. “You’re quite right, quite right indeed! We came here without even changing out of our travel clothes.”


  Lawrence did not fail to notice the look of worry that passed over Philon’s face. The only reasons you went directly to a trading partner without even stopping to change clothes were because you were uncommonly close to them or because you were in trouble.


  In this case it was surely the latter, which Le Roi immediately confirmed. “Might you arrange a room for us?”


  Philon did not hide his look of irritation, and he took a long breath in through his nose. “You’ve bad timing.”


  The merciless words were delivered with exquisite precision.


  “Wh– come now, Mr. Philon. Don’t be so heartless! We don’t need a fancy room, you know. I’ve asked at inns all over the city. I don’t mind being put alongside my goods somewhere, but my companion” – said Le Roi, pausing to grab Elsa’s shoulders with his hands and shove her forward, as though he were a livestock owner showing off a prize hen – “I can’t let such a fate befall her, you see.”


  Elsa, meanwhile, wore a look of terrible embarrassment, while Philon looked flatly irritated.


  If Le Roi was determined to be so blunt, it would be ultimately impossible to refuse him. Moreover, he was not actually asking an unreasonable thing, so it was not going to be much of a black mark on his reputation. After all, no matter how much the stubborn Elsa might try to hide her fatigue, anyone who looked at her could tell that what she needed was a good rest in a proper bed.


  Also, unlike Holo, Elsa was not traveling as a nun as a matter of practicality, which was quite plain to see. Le Roi knew perfectly well how to use the perception others would likely have of her.


  If Holo had been a tough middle-aged man, she might have been something like him.


  “Still, my storehouses and rooms are all packed full with goods. The apprentices are having to wedge themselves into the gaps to sleep. And if they don’t work, there’s no telling what they’ll use their pent-up energy for.” Philon looked through half-lidded eyes at Elsa, who Le Roi had pushed forward. “I can’t allow harm to come to one of God’s lambs in the night.”


  There was neither pretense nor affectation in these words, and even Elsa stiffened a little upon hearing them.


  With his hands on her shoulders, Le Roi could hardly fail to notice this. He moved to stand in front of Elsa, as though Philon were one of the starving beasts of which he himself spoke.


  “I don’t care what happens to me. But please, just for her…”


  “It’s for her sake that I am saying this.”


  “Oh, God! Please forgive this merciless man!” cried out Le Roi theatrically, but given that he himself had cursed God just moments earlier, the words did not carry much weight.


  Philon sighed a long-suffering sigh, while Col looked taken aback at the strange newcomer. Holo was the only one who appeared amused.


  The situation felt more intractable than ever, and Lawrence finally gave in and spoke. “If you don’t mind the room where we’re staying…”


  “Wha–” Holo began to protest, but then realized the stinginess such a protest would reveal on her part and hastily shut her mouth. Nonetheless, her eyes stared accusingly at Lawrence.


  By contrast, Philon appeared as though the problem had been taken off his hands in the best possible way, and Col smiled, since they had been able to help people who were clearly in trouble.


  And as for Le Roi, he made a face as though his savior had descended into a hell where the land had split and the seas had dried, just to save him. “Oh! Oh, what a wonderful person! God’s blessings will surely be upon your head…!”


  Le Roi’s words trailed off there, and it was not clear whether or how he meant to continue. It was clear enough that he did not much care whether Lawrence was listening or not.


  It was finally Elsa who interrupted Le Roi’s hearty shaking of Lawrence’s hand, and she did not mince words.


  “We have no means to repay you,” she said, and the look in her eyes as she stared up at Lawrence was very nearly hostile.


  But Lawrence had had a good hard look at the hardships Elsa faced back in Tereo. While they had managed to overcome their problems with Holo’s help, the villagers would surely not have been able to let their guard down in the aftermath.


  She might be so poor that they could turn her upside down and shake her and not a single coin would fall to the ground.


  Lawrence decided to pay such forthrightness the respect it deserved. “I believe they say good deeds done here on earth will store up wealth in heaven, do they not?”


  Elsa was flustered by this, but managed an answer. “One cannot carry one’s coin purse through the gates of heaven, after all.”


  “If so, I’d best make myself into a shape better suited to fit through, I should think.”


  For a moment, Elsa made a face as though she had swallowed something bitter.


  For someone as destitute as her to stay in the inn room of another, it would mean imposing upon them for more than simply accommodations. There would be meals to consider, for one. Lawrence and company were not so heartless that they would dig into their meals while those sitting beside them had nothing.


  Elsa was well aware of that and knew also that Lawrence and his companions were extending such a helping hand to her, and it surely pained her.


  But thanks to a certain close-at-hand traveling companion of his, Lawrence was well used to dealing with those who found it difficult to accept generosity. “Of course, in this life, I’ll expect what I lend to be repaid.”


  In times like these, it was often good to lighten the mood with a joke.


  Elsa was no fool, and at this merchant’s consideration for her feelings, she finally offered a faint smile. “We shall impose upon you, then,” she said, and like the devout priestess she was, she clasped her hands and bowed her head, presumably offering a prayer.


  Next came the smart sound of clapping hands.


  It was none other than Le Roi, looking for all the world like a satisfied matchmaker at a wedding. “Well, well, this certainly is a burden off my chest! Splendid, splendid!”


  “I suppose I ought to help as well. If it’s just you, sir, you may stay here,” said Philon, indicating the surface of his desk – though surely he was not saying that Le Roi ought to sleep on the desk itself. “There may well be others who come staggering drunkenly in, but as long as you don’t mind them…”


  “Of course not! Ah, God’s will be done! Surely His blessings will be upon your head, Mr. Philon–”


  Philon made a distasteful face and waved his hands as though shooing a dog away. Le Roi, however, did not seem particularly offended by this.


  After this, he explained that Elsa’s belongings were on a mule outside, so the two went out together.


  Lawrence briefly gave his regards to Philon and was about to leave the shop when he noticed Holo, still entirely put out.


  “Displeased?” he asked, already knowing the answer.


  “I wouldn’t say I’m displeased,” pouted Holo.


  Lawrence found himself smiling at the exchange, which reminded him of another they had shared – when he had asked if she minded whether a certain shepherdess traveled with them to the city.


  At the time, he had mistaken her anger to mean that she wanted to travel with him and him alone, just the two of them. In the end, she had seen through his misunderstanding and teased him mercilessly for it.


  So what would happen now?


  In the few seconds it took to descend the stone steps from the shop, Lawrence gazed at Holo’s irritated profile, then finally spoke. “So you’ve no problem at all, then?”


  Holo stopped mid-descent. Col was following immediately behind her and, unable to stop in time, ran right into her.


  Pushed by Col, Holo took another step forward, but nonetheless did not look away from Lawrence.


  “I-I’m sorry…?” said Lawrence.


  Continuing to stare at Lawrence, Holo took Col’s hand and very purposefully interlaced her fingers with his. “Just as you said, I’ve no problem at all.”


  She finished by sticking her tongue out at him, then walking off, pulling Col along with her.


  Le Roi looked up as he noticed the two, then looked over to Lawrence.


  “They’re heading back to the inn room to tidy up ahead of us,” said Lawrence. There was no reason to doubt it.


  Le Roi nodded. “You’ve taught them well,” he said, impressed.


  Elsa, unloading her things from the mule, paused at hearing those words. She turned her amber eyes to Lawrence. “Is that so…?”


  Hey now, thought Lawrence, until the impossible hit him: She was attempting to make a joke.


  Just as meeting Fran had profoundly affected Col, Elsa, too, seemed to have changed since they had last met. Or perhaps this was a face that Evan the miller saw frequently.


  Lawrence’s idle musings were cut off by Elsa saying, “I’m ready.”


  Most of the mule’s load had been unloaded, and just as Lawrence was wondering if he would be able to handle it all himself, he saw Elsa take up a small shoulder bag.


  Evidently it had been packed away in the very back of the luggage.


  Given the size of the bag, it probably held things that Elsa could not afford to lose – parchments with certifications on them and letters from noblemen in various places.


  Holo was traveling as a nun, but a true woman of the cloth had a different sort of aura about her.


  “Well, shall we go?” said Lawrence.


  “I leave myself in your care,” said Elsa, her eyes as stern as ever.




  
    
  

  Chapter Two


  Col’s clothes were in a terrible state, too.


  His coat was full of seams and patches, and its edges frayed. His trousers were too short, leaving his ankles bared, and his sandals were thinner than a slice of meat carved by a stingy butcher.


  He was underfed, too, and looked light enough that a stiff breeze could blow him away.


  There was a difference, though, between simply having no money and the honorable poverty of the Church.


  Elsa was tired, and her cheeks slightly sunken, and her clothes were of no great quality. Yet as she sat, she nonetheless emanated a noble sort of power, surely from the light she held within herself.


  Even when told to sit on the bed, Elsa would hear none of it; somehow, they managed to get her to sit in a chair, and instead of wine, they gave her a nourishing drink made of ginger, honey, and hot sheep’s milk.


  She did not hesitate to accept it, but likewise did not hesitate in thanksgiving.


  While not at all threatening, she did nevertheless have a certain unmistakable dignity about her.


  She put the drink to her lips, drank, then sighed in relief. Lawrence saw this and echoed her sentiment.


  “The reason I left the village?” When it came to Elsa, she could not be bribed with food, but it was clear that her nerves had been much calmed.


  “Yes. To be honest, I just can’t figure it out.” Lawrence made his simple curiosity clear as he poured wine into a cup, a gesture done to keep Elsa company as she drank.


  “I’m looking for someone,” came Elsa’s unexpected answer.


  “Looking… for someone?”


  “Not a specific person, though.” She put her cup to her lips and, after sipping quietly from it, closed her eyes. A deep sigh departed from her.


  Having gotten used to Holo and Col’s heartier eating and drinking, watching Elsa was like watching a noble lady.


  “I’m looking for someone who can enter the holy service of the Church.”


  “But–” said Lawrence, just as Elsa opened her eyes and smiled a thin smile.


  “Thanks to you, the flame of faith has been kindled in Tereo. Moreover, your incredible power destroyed Enberch’s schemes. Now there are even people from Enberch who come all the way to our village to buy sweets.”


  As she spoke the words “incredible power,” Elsa glanced at Holo. There were thanks in her gaze, which Holo surely noticed, even though she was gazing out the window. She was gnawing on a piece of jerky, as though none of this had anything to do with her.


  Holo was intractable as always, but her wolf’s ears flicked by way of reply.


  Elsa knew Holo’s true form, so there was no need for her to wear her uncomfortable hood currently.


  “The people of Enberch do not know the details of our village. They would surely be surprised to learn I alone tend the church. Of course, the Enberch bishop’s lips have been well sealed, but he will not behave himself forever.”


  The church was a near-total patriarchy. While some famous abbeys had female abbesses at their head, those were abbeys – not churches.


  Elsa sipped from her cup as though swallowing that very unfairness, then coughed lightly. She had probably swallowed a chunk of ginger.


  “Ahem… excuse me. So I’ve come in search of someone who can take on this holy duty in our village. For such a task, I can hardly send mere letters out, hither and yon.”


  “You need to find someone who’ll measure up to you, then?” Lawrence said with a bit of mischief in his voice, at which Elsa chuckled.


  He suspected that Elsa enjoyed putting on her stiff-shouldered performance. “Of course. My father, Father Franz, left the church in my care. I must find an individual worthy of that.”


  The man who had raised Elsa, Father Franz, had also compiled a book on the pagan deity worshiped in Tereo. Not only had he easily deflected the accusations of heresy that came as a result, but he had also established ties with powerful people in many places, building an independent church within the village – an accomplished man, to be sure.


  Of course, there was certain jest in Elsa’s tone. She was perfectly aware of the distance between her ideals and the likely reality.


  “That’s the primary reason for my travels, but…” said Elsa, looking to Holo.


  Holo looked over her shoulder with a question on her face, at which Elsa smiled such a kind smile that it took Lawrence by surprise – so she could make such expressions.


  “I’ve become aware of how truly ignorant of the world I am. I was hoping this journey would give me a chance to see more of the world.”


  “Mm,” said Holo through her nose, as though approving of such resolve. Holo herself had been removed from the flow of the world, having spent all those centuries in the wheat fields. She was a bit ahead of Elsa in that area, so perhaps Elsa thought of her as something of a mentor.


  Lawrence smiled a defeated smile, then turned back to Elsa. “That must have been a difficult decision to make, surely.”


  As a traveling merchant, he had had occasion to see just how it was that small villages often regarded the larger world. There were even those who were quite certain that aside from their town or village, the entire rest of the world had quite literally fallen to ruin. Regardless how strong her faith in God was, it was quite extraordinary for a woman to venture out the way Elsa had.


  At Lawrence’s implied question, Elsa regarded him, saying nothing. At her chest hung a hand-carved symbol of the Church, quite unlike when Lawrence had first seen her in Tereo.


  It would have been foolish to ask who had made it.


  When Lawrence had left Tereo, beside Elsa had stood a certain brave – if uncertain – boy.


  “Of course, I thought to give up on it many times, but I’ve had God’s guidance all the way.”


  Holo had come to hate being treated as a god after so many centuries of it, but that did not mean she much enjoyed people talking about other gods around her. She flicked one of her perfectly triangular wolf ears sideways and listened.


  “That bookseller, you mean?” said Lawrence, and Elsa nodded slowly.


  “That’s right.”


  “You seem to encounter the strangest people,” Lawrence found himself saying without thinking. He suddenly realized his blunder, but Elsa merely laughed.


  She then covered her mouth with her hand. “Apologies,” she said. “But I can see why you would think so,” she added. “I had only met him once before, but I knew he was a longtime acquaintance of Father Franz. And in Father’s letters, it was written that this was a man I could trust in times of hardship. If Father trusted him, then I ought to trust him, too. No matter how silly or greedy he might appear to be.”


  Lawrence could not imagine Elsa simply falling for the act of such a canny merchant. His guess seemed not to have been wrong, but he still felt as though his assumptions were being criticized in a roundabout sort of way.


  Lawrence scratched his head, and Elsa took a deep breath, then began to speak as though delivering a sermon.


  “I would be lying if I said I hadn’t had my own worries, but he’s a very sincere man. Of course, there’s no mistaking his avarice – but you might say that avarice is where his sincerity comes from.”


  She had a good eye for people.


  At this, Lawrence finally saw what sort of person the bookseller was.


  “So what you mean is that he’s after Father Franz’s library, then,” Lawrence said flatly, at which Elsa gave him a pleasant smile.


  “There’s no one like him in the village, you see. At first I was quite bewildered, but… then I realized there’s no great difference between being faithful to your own avarice and being faithful to the teachings of God. He’s tried everything he can think of to get me to tell him where Father Franz’s library is – but always amicably.”


  Lawrence, too, had wanted to get to the library, in order to learn about the location of Holo’s homeland. But the method he had used to do so was hardly praiseworthy. He had used Elsa’s piety against her, and there in the church’s sanctuary had cornered her into helping them.


  When he thought about it now, it again occurred to him what a sinful thing he had done.


  He looked, and Elsa’s smile was gone. She looked at him intently.


  He averted his gaze, ever the weak traveling merchant, and looked to Holo – but despite her complicity, she seemed to think none of this had anything to do with her.


  “So that is his aim, and when I told him I was of a mind to travel to this town, he was only too happy to agree. The journey was difficult… if it had gone on much longer, I might have finally told him the library’s location.”


  Her first journey would have been one long series of new experiences. If she had someone reliable at her side, she might well come to trust in them unconditionally, like a newly hatched chick regarding the first thing it saw as its parent.


  But even so, Le Roi might well be a person worthy of such trust, as a truly experienced merchant would be.


  “All the great saints left their homes and journeyed, secluding themselves away in remote forests or deserts, and I finally understand why. Going out into the world for the first time, I have truly understood how weak humans are.”


  It was an observation worthy of the clergy, and Lawrence nodded with a faint smile. No doubt Col, who could understand her position even better than Lawrence could, was nodding with his serious little face.


  “Which is why I’ve finally been able to answer a question that’s plagued me ever since you and your companions left my village.”


  These words piqued Holo’s interest as well as Lawrence’s. She removed her gaze from the window and over to Elsa.


  “A question?”


  “Yes. The question of why, when you have such power, you would choose even now to travel with a simple horse-drawn wagon.”


  It was something Lawrence had considered many times himself. If he borrowed Holo’s power, he could become incredibly wealthy in no time at all. There were any number of ways it might be done…


  But he had not done so, and even when his very life had been in danger, he had searched for ways to escape that did not involve relying on Holo’s power – even when Holo herself was ready to act.


  Partially, this was because he wanted to preserve some semblance of pride in front of Holo. But there was another thought at the root of it all.


  “I’ve become painfully aware of just how powerless I am. Borrowing the power of my companion will not make that weakness disappear. So I try to rely on my own abilities. Or…” He paused to look over at Holo, if only to disguise his own embarrassment. “… Or to ask for her help in addition to my strengths. Don’t try to fill a small bowl with a large amount – every merchant knows this,” concluded Lawrence. “Whenever I’ve embarrassed myself, it’s because I broke this rule.”


  Holo cackled.


  “They say the world is vast, and it’s true.” Elsa looked down at the contents of the cup in her hand and quietly closed her eyes. Elsa, ever as sharp as a drawn blade, seemed now deeper than she had before.


  People do not stay as they were when one met them, Holo had cried, in this very city. And it was true – people changed.


  And even as such change was unavoidable, it was also not always for the worse. Lawrence’s path since meeting Holo had, if anything, been a more optimistic one than before. But did Holo feel the same way? As she looked out the window, her ears fell the same way they did whenever she was trying to endure embarrassment.


  She might well be angry at him later.


  “I give thanks to God that we have been able to meet again.”


  At Elsa’s simple, unadorned statement, Lawrence nodded heartily.


  Travel brought with it many encounters, and likewise many discoveries. Some were reminders of the world’s vastness, while others illustrated one’s own smallness. Just as one might be struck by a breathtaking vista, one might also feel pain at seeing the aftermath of a terrible battle.


  Or – one might simply experience the shock of the fragrance of another culture.


  Elsa’s expression as she regarded what seemed for all the world to be a cut of red meat before her was the very image of this shock, no matter how clearly it was said that it was in fact a fish tail.


  The prohibition against the consumption of red meat by members of the clergy came as naturally to them as not breathing underwater did to someone who did not want to drown. But to think that there was such an obvious way around that rule…


  Sitting next to Lawrence, Holo seemed to greatly relish Elsa’s expression.


  “Miss, if you’re having trouble believing it, would you like to see the many letters of permission from successive bishops we’ve had?” asked the cheerful barmaid, again mindful of the tavern that day, as she carried cups of ale to another table of patrons.


  Most taverns fell silent the moment a true clergy member entered the establishment, but this place was special. No one paid Elsa any special mind as they caroused the day’s fatigue away.


  “No… that’s all right. The world is a large place,” said Elsa, dropping her eyes to the food before her. She clumsily pierced it with her knife, then took a massive bite, as though swallowing it down along with the reality of all the world’s disappointments.


  If Holo was surprised by this, Col was even more so, and the only one smiling was the barmaid.


  “Mm… Mmph…” Elsa chewed and swallowed and, with her eyes tightly shut, felt about on the table for her cup. Col took pity on her and handed it to her, and she mumbled her thanks before drinking the watered fruit juice.


  She drank like she was trying to wash everything away – as though she had eaten something terribly impure.


  Just as Lawrence was wondering if he had taken his teasing too far, Elsa put her empty cup down. “S-so spicy…” she said in a strangled voice.


  Though she had drunk no wine, her cheeks were red. Her eyes, too, were red – for Elsa, whose ascetic life was a matter of course, this strongly spiced food and its strange need for wine was almost like a drug.


  “Hah, that’s because it’s meant to go with wine. Here, try this.”


  The Church had no prohibition against wine, so long as it was taken in moderation. There were more famously hard-drinking priests and preachers than one could count. And since wine always called out for food, they tended to be large men, too. There was one famous Church doctor nicknamed “The Angel Physician,” whose belly was so round and stuck out so far that his place at the table had a special cutout just so that he could fit.


  “What’s this…?”


  “Clams fried in butter. They’re from the port town downriver, hauled up still in the shell. You can even eat them raw.”


  It was rare to eat raw food, except in the far north, or if one was a pagan. Such a custom existed in Lenos because of its close trade association with Kerube.


  Naturally, Elsa reacted to the barmaid’s jest with eyes round in surprise.


  Holo watched this delightedly and was about to call out to the barmaid, but Lawrence politely moved Holo’s gaze back to the table.


  “If the tail’s too strongly spiced for you, you might find it’s just right for putting on a bit of bread. The cooking here is excellent, but the bread is, unfortunately, a tad–” Lawrence was interrupted by a plate with even more food on it hitting the table.


  He looked and saw the barmaid looking down at him with a smile.


  “The bread is unfortunately a tad… expensive,” Lawrence amended, at which the barmaid nodded, satisfied, and strode back into the kitchen. Holo snickered and heaped boiled beans atop a piece of bread.


  “The larger world does have all sorts of food,” said Elsa wondrously.


  On the table was meat, vegetables, and shellfish, some roasted, some steamed, some boiled. Some were strongly flavored, others subtly, and even the bread was different from what Elsa was used to, cut as it was into thin slices, making it convenient to top with other things.


  Not even the nearby town of Enberch, to say nothing of the tiny village of Tereo itself, conducted much in the way of trade with the outside world, so it was not well-informed about food in other places.


  Lawrence had, in fact, used that ill-informedness to save Tereo.


  “But the surprises are only so frequent when you’re just starting out. Every day dizzied me when I’d first set out from my home village, but after a month of journeying, I had the face of a seasoned traveler.”


  Truly, it was amid such monotonous days that he had had the incredible fortune to encounter Holo – one never knew what the world would bring.


  Still, Elsa smiled as though thankful for Lawrence’s consideration of her.


  “Mmph… Mm…” Holo wiped a bean crumb from the corner of her mouth with her finger, then opened her mouth between chews to lick it up. She swallowed it down hurriedly with a drink, then proceeded to her second bite. Artless in eating, drinking, and sleep: That was Holo.


  “Mm?” As she opened her mouth wide to take another bite, Holo finally noticed Elsa’s gaze and, for a moment, seemed to hesitate, as though unsure what to do. Finally, though, she took the bite anyway.


  Lawrence frantically searched for some sort of excuse to make on her behalf. But as he looked down like he was trying to convince himself of something, Elsa reached for another slice of bread. She was about to bite directly into it, but then seemed to remember Lawrence’s words from a moment earlier. Holding her sleeve back with her other hand, Elsa hesitantly reached out to the fish tail dish and dipped the piece of bread in it.


  But what stopped her hand was not the memory of how spicy the dish had been. Rather, she had spotted Col, who likewise was dipping chunks of bread into the dish, but he was letting the sauce drip everywhere, utterly carefree.


  “…”


  Unlike the arrogant Holo, Col took heed of the gazes of others. As soon as he noticed Elsa’s stunned, wide-eyed gaze, he immediately knew he had done something wrong and began to cast about for what it might be – except that his mouth was full of bread, so it was all he could do to chew busily away at it.


  Holo had often compared Col’s way of eating to a squirrel’s. That might have been why she shared her food with him: It was like feeding a squirrel.


  In truth, while Col’s table habits could hardly be called refined, they did have a certain charm to them.


  “Such terrible manners,” said Elsa, finally unable to contain herself.


  Col had just taken a second bite when she spoke. He froze and closed his eyes, then timidly held out the bread to return it to Elsa.


  Holo watched this, grinning, then made ready to pop the remaining bread into her mouth as though none of it was any of her concern.


  “The same goes for you,” said Elsa.


  Holo had her own reasons. While she did pause just before eating the bread, it was only to raise her chin and look Elsa in the eyes before devouring the bread anyway.


  Elsa sighed and directed her criticism at Lawrence. “In my village, in times like these, we remind people that they oughtn’t eat like thieves.”


  In other words, without any serenity and uncaring of what others might think.


  Lawrence nodded politely, but it was Holo who spoke in an unruffled tone. “This is normal for travelers.”


  Elsa shrunk back at this statement, perhaps realizing just how ignorant she was of the wider world’s ways and just how different they might be from her own common sense.


  However, Holo’s words were unfairly aimed right at Elsa’s ignorance and credulity. It did not in fact follow that all travelers abandoned their manners entirely.


  Lawrence saw Elsa flinch and smacked the nastily grinning Holo’s head in retaliation. “Apologies,” he offered. “We have a tendency toward unrefined mealtimes, I’m afraid.”


  “It– it’s all right.”


  Elsa regained her composure and straightened herself, then looked up at the ceiling, as though something had occurred to her.


  Lawrence followed her gaze, but Elsa then looked back down and slowly lowered her eyelids. She then cleared her throat quietly and spoke.


  “I give my thanks for this incredible meal. I wish that I could offer something in return, but as you can see, I am a traveler from an impoverished village. Yet I do have something.” She opened her eyes and seemed almost happy. “I could teach you better table manners.”


  Sitting next to her, Col looked at Elsa uncertainly, and then gave Lawrence the same look from across the table. It was likely he had never in his whole life been told he had poor manners.


  Of course, considering Col’s position, it might well be a good thing for him to learn at least the basics while he had the chance. At the moment, it was generous to compare his manners to a beast’s.


  Discerning Lawrence’s conclusion from his expression, Elsa then regarded Col with a kind smile. “Do not worry. There were people in my village who were quite terrible at learning things, but even they got the knack of it.”


  Lawrence remembered Evan and how his scattering of bread crumbs had so infuriated Elsa. Holo cackled, seemingly remembering the same thing, but Elsa merely sighed and repeated what she had said before. “The same goes for you.”


  “Wha… just who do you think I–”


  “It’s the same for everyone. And with that attitude, you ought to be able to behave properly. There’s simply no excuse.”


  Holo had a great ability to play the part, but it was also one of her nastier aspects. Elsa had seen right through this, and Holo turned away in irritation.


  “These dishes are so splendid, after all. If you eat them properly, they’ll be even more delicious.” Elsa smiled gently, as befit one dressed in a nun’s habit.


  When her face was stern and her tone harsh, she seemed very much like Fran, but when she was like this, she was entirely different.


  Fran had lived through her bloody life with nothing but her scriptures and her comrades to see her through it. On that count, Elsa had a somewhat unreliable but still committed partner.


  The same flower might bloom with different colors, depending on the soil and environment.


  “Ah… er…” stammered Col, looking to Lawrence.


  While Holo once called the forest of Yoitsu her home, that was not true of Col. If he truly aimed to study Church law and attain a high rank within the clergy, his manners would be important.


  Lawrence nodded, whereupon Col made a face like a passenger who had just missed his wagon. But one could tell the value of a person by whether they gave up at such a predicament or began walking on foot.


  Col was very much the latter sort of person.


  He nodded uncertainly, chin down, looking very noble indeed.


  “I-if you please, then.”


  “Very well,” said Elsa with a smile. Beside her, Holo took a strangled gulp of wine.


  Elsa’s instructions were not so very unreasonable.


  Do not rush your eating. Take one bite at a time. Do not spill. Chew quietly. Don’t lean over your food, but bring it to your mouth. And so on and so forth. And yet it seemed that Col was hearing each of these for the very first time.


  After all, if he did not eat quickly, his food might be taken. He had never had enough for spillage to be a problem. There was never pleasant conversation such that noisy eating mattered. He had never even gotten used to washing and drying his hands.


  He had only very recently been able to take his time eating – since meeting Lawrence and Holo.


  Once Col finished his meal after minding all these new rules, he stood and addressed Lawrence with a seriousness. “When I eat that slowly, it seems like the hot food gets cold before I can finish…”


  He said this not out of childish obstinance or rebellion, but rather because Col the wandering scholar had so rarely been given hot food to eat. It was pathetic to hear.


  Lawrence put his hand on Col’s back, and his back in turn felt small. “But in exchange, you get friends to eat with. Even if it’s a little cooler, it’s still just as tasty.” He would never have spoken such words when he was just starting out as a merchant, but now they came with an ease that surprised even himself, without so much as a hint of pretension or embarrassment.


  After all, once he had met Holo, mealtimes became more than an excuse to take in nourishment and became a time of happiness. Even when the food was cold and distasteful, eating it with a friend, with whom you could complain about the cold or the bad taste, was its own sort of pleasure.


  Col seemed to have understood this. He nodded deeply, as though a rich and beautiful truth had been revealed to him.


  “Anyway, just consider that there’s nothing to lose in learning such things. After all, it was free,” Lawrence said cheerfully, giving Col a sly smile.


  “Right!” proclaimed Col. He trotted out of the tavern, following Elsa.


  Col loved to study, so no doubt he was off to review what he had just learned. By contrast there was Holo, so deeply unamused by the proceedings that she remained at the table as Lawrence paid for the meal.


  “You ought to teach him a thing or two yourself,” said Lawrence. The copper coins he had received as change had a rabbit seal on them, perhaps deliberately, given that they were used as payment for trivial jobs and could only command light fare.


  As Lawrence tossed a coin playfully in the air, Holo snatched it away. “Hardly. I’m a mere beast, after all.”


  Lawrence was about to laugh this off as yet another jest, but then he noticed that beneath her hood her face was surprisingly dour. He shut his mouth.


  “So long as he enjoys himself, I thought,” said Holo. If she had been the type to force her ways onto others, not only would the village where she had maintained the wheat harvest for all those centuries never forgotten her, she most certainly would not have been driven away from it.


  To live joyfully, freely – that was what was important to Holo. At a glance, it might seem as though she was willful and always wanted her own way, but at her core, she had an easygoing nature. Lawrence had no trouble imagining her napping among the swaying wheat stalks all day long. It would have been so very Holo-like, so delightfully peaceful.


  But such was not the way of all things in the world.


  “Col’s at that age, you know. Learning itself is fun for him.” Lawrence felt quite proud of himself for putting it so well, but Holo seemed to find the statement an unfair one. She sneered and smacked Lawrence’s shoulder.


  Once the pair exited the shop, they met up with the waiting Col and Elsa, who began to walk.


  Their conversation wandered from one topic to the next, and even from behind, it was clear that they were having a lovely time.


  “You look as though you’ve had your favorite toy taken from you,” said Lawrence teasingly, at which Holo gave a childish nod. At her unexpected honestly, Lawrence grimaced and added, “If this is how you are with Col, I dare not imagine what would happen if I were taken, too.”


  It was a practically suicidal joke. Holo could choose any number of ways to come back at it. Eventually, she looked up and smiled a small, exasperated smile.


  “I’m a wisewolf, you fool.”


  It seemed to Lawrence that she would be a bit more charming if she acted more like she was in this moment. He took her hand. It was warmer than usual.


  The next morning, Lawrence awoke to the sound of a closing door.


  He had been drifting back to consciousness up until that moment, so when he sat up he was not surprised to find there was no one else in the room.


  If his slightly foggy memory could be trusted, Holo and the rest had again gone off to morning prayers.


  Lawrence yawned and, for a moment, seriously considered going back to sleep. Despite the comparatively easy journey, they had of course camped on the way from Kerube to Lenos. Moreover, compared with the snowbound country of Winfiel or that snowy shack up in the mountains, this inn was the very lap of luxury.


  Elsa seemed to share that opinion. Because it had been rather suddenly decided that she would stay with them, they had hastily arranged for a straw mattress to be brought in, but as far as Elsa was concerned, it was a grand indulgence.


  “Not even the village elder sleeps on a bed so fine!” she had said with a sheepish smile. And the rapidity with which she had fallen asleep after lying down exceeded even the notoriously sound sleeper Holo, which proved the truth of Elsa’s claim rather thoroughly. Elsa’s soft snoring arose so quickly that Holo had sat up in annoyance, just to prove that it was not her.


  Though she was strict with others and with herself, because such human aspects of Elsa remained made her very easy to become fond of, barring other conflicts of interest. The way she interacted with Col, too, was very different from Holo’s puppylike indulgence of him and similarly different from Fran’s danger appeal.


  So Holo had probably gone along with them to the morning prayers simply to protect her territory. She might claim that she did not care to whom Col became attached, but from her stiff facial expressions, it was easy to imagine.


  The more she acted like the wisewolf she was, the more amusing she became.


  Considering all that, Lawrence felt a little pleased and proud of himself since she had revealed her true feelings to him alone. If she caught on that he had realized this, she would tease him mercilessly as backlash, but fortunately, he was the only one in the room. Lawrence smiled and yawned, cracked his neck, and got out of bed.


  Although they had received most necessities from Hugues back in Kerube, there were a few things that needed to be prepared. He needed to go to the stable and check on the state of his other companion there, and there were food and fuel provisions that needed to be bought for the next leg of the journey.


  If the shops were selling freely there would be no problems, but if he was unlucky and there had been a rush of customers, there was the possibility of waiting days for his orders to be filled.


  Given that the inns were all filled, that unlucky prospect bore consideration. If it came to that, his quickness as a traveling merchant would be a virtue. He finished his preparations, informed the innkeeper of his plans, then went out into the town.


  Lawrence realized it had been some time since he had ventured out early on his own to lay in supplies. Perhaps thanks to the fine weather, his body felt light and his heart excited.


  But he knew that even as the sun rose, it would also set. It was nice to be alone, but only when one was not truly alone.


  Lawrence set out onto the streets. The breath fog from people walking merrily along rose as he went, illuminated by the morning sun.


  When Lawrence came to the marketplace, it was crowded even before he entered it.


  There were mules loaded heavily with green, frost-resistant vegetables, and men carrying barrels full of vinegar so strong it made the eyes water. There was a cart filled with rock salt that was accompanied by armed guards and which bore the seal and standard of some nobleman. Lawrence did not know if it was meant for this marketplace or on its way somewhere else, but it was amusing to watch sharp-eyed youngsters be chased off by the guards like so many flies. Perhaps they were trying to pick up any bits of salt that fell to the ground and turn them into a bit of spending money.


  If such a heavy guard was necessary, then the profit from sneaking salt as false stone statues must have been sizable. Lawrence thought of Eve, who had sneaked right out of town one night and was now surely doing business somewhere in the south. He found himself less envious than simply astonished.


  Such thoughts occupied his mind as he wandered the marketplace, inhaling the myriad scents that wafted from the stalls as he walked by each one. If there was this much in the market, buying what he needed ought nary be a trouble.


  He passed barrels filled with carp, which splashed water up as they swam vigorously about, and arrived at a cheese monger’s shop, with cheeses lined up for display. Cheese did not spoil quickly, and it was filling. And there was another way to eat it, he had learned long ago, that he would remember until the end of his days.


  The cheese was put to the flame, melted as though one was boiling water. Then bread or anything else could be dipped generously in it and eaten.


  It was originally a dish from the south, but the colder the weather the more magnificent it became. Lawrence got excited just thinking about how enthusiastic he imagined Holo and Col would be to try it.


  As he imagined the scene, Lawrence became aware of the shopkeeper’s appraising eye on him. The man was placing a large, square-carved stone on one side of a great set of scales.


  Lawrence rubbed his face as though blaming the cold, then erased the smile from his face and raised his voice. “I’d like a wheel of cheese! How much?”


  Given the number of foreign travelers, the shop did not bother with anything that indicated prices. Moreover, at Lawrence’s question, the thin shopkeeper – who looked more like a shepherd than a cheese monger – only continued to look at Lawrence curiously.


  “That one, for example,” said Lawrence, indicating the large wheel about to be weighed. The shopkeeper’s apprentice also awaited the master’s orders, his face red from effort as he manhandled said wheel.


  “Ah… I suppose you arrived yesterday or today, eh?” replied the shopkeeper finally, like an old man who was hard of hearing. He then gave his apprentice the signal to put the cheese on the scale.


  A baker’s scale was big enough, but the balance beam on this one was even thicker. The chains, too, were free of any ornamentation at all – it was a very utilitarian device, and it clanked loudly when the cheese was loaded onto it.


  “I arrived the day before last. Heading even farther north.” Lawrence swallowed back anything else he might have said after that, as the shopkeeper suddenly looked over his shoulder and reached for an iron rod. At the end of the rod was a small plaque, with writing carved into it. Standing on tiptoe and looking farther into the shop, he could see the box into which the plaque end of the iron rod had been thrust.


  Within the box smoldered charcoal, which heated the brand such that it could mark the cheese.


  “I see. Bad luck, then.” There was a hissing sound, and soon the fragrant smell of charring cheese hit Lawrence’s nose. “It’s not neglect that there are no prices out. These have all sold.” Lawrence barely had time to make a sound of surprise before the man continued, “That one, this one, and this one here, too, are all being taken away today. It’s good to have the rush in business, but it’s dizzying, too. And I’ve got to endure the sad faces of all the unlucky travelers, too.”


  Lawrence did not put his hand to his face, instead managing a chagrined smile that was still probably rather pathetic. “Well, it’s nice that business is good.” Even a few weeks before, the trouble with the furs, the aftermath of the cancellation of the northern campaign, and the heavy taxes would have all but stagnated the marketplace.


  “Aye… the business came back all of a sudden, truly. I suppose it’s something like the weather. When it’s nice out, people come and shop. Don’t you think?”


  A merchant who dealt in something that kept so well as cheese did could surely live a well-kept, easy life. The fact that he seemed a bit musty was due in part to Lawrence’s own youth.


  “I quite agree. Incidentally, is tomorrow’s cheese also spoken for? Or the day after’s?” Lawrence asked, at which the shopkeeper nodded heavily. The queue was apparently very long indeed.


  Lawrence scratched his head in consternation, and the shopkeeper pretended to ignore his predicament. “Our cheese goes well with wine, though. The taverns keep quite a stock on hand.”


  “Huh?” Lawrence looked back at the shopkeeper in surprise, but the shopkeep was already pretending Lawrence was not there, instead busily giving orders to his apprentice.


  Though he could not say so openly, the shopkeeper had essentially told Lawrence that if he went to a tavern, they might spare him some cheese there.


  A town separated its specialties, such that the cheese monger sold cheese and the tavern sold wine. The cheese monger could not operate as a drinking establishment, nor was the tavern allowed to sell cheese in quantity.


  But there were always exceptions to the rules.


  Apparently this shopkeeper was of an accommodating disposition.


  “My thanks to you. I’ll give that a try this evening, then,” said Lawrence.


  “Aye, you do that. Oh, and–!” The shopkeeper called to Lawrence as the latter began to walk away. “It’s going to be much the same for anything else you want to buy. Don’t bother looking at the shops – it’s the storehouses you’ll want to peek in.”


  Lawrence found himself briefly lost in thought at these words, and he was soon carried off by the flow of people. The cheese monger was soon out of sight.


  “It’s the storehouses you’ll want to peek in” – that was another thing that ought not to have been said out loud.


  And just as the shopkeeper had said, Lawrence soon discovered that of all the goods he had hoped to find in the market, he could get none at all, or not enough, or else the only thing left were the scraps none of the other customers would buy.


  And yet the prices were not so very high. What kept running through Lawrence’s head was the earlier trouble in Lenos, with the furs.


  The market was so busy it made a merchant like Lawrence almost angry to be in it, so he left, making straight for a less-crowded street.


  His destination was somewhere no proper merchant would be at this hour: the Beast and Fish Tail.


  Before the Beast and Fish Tail’s back door there stood a wagon, loaded with various crates and barrels – and counting them with visible irritation was none other than that same barmaid.


  Despite her brusqueness, the boy minding the wagon was only too happy to answer her every question as she demanded this or that piece of information from him.


  She was a marvelous witch of a girl. But could she hear the voice in his mind that said so?


  Lawrence waited for her to finish purchasing what goods she needed, then picked a likely moment to approach. When the barmaid looked over her shoulder and noticed him, she was utterly unmoved. “Goodness, you’re early today,” she said, as though their exchange the prior day had never happened.


  Or else she had given up on pushing and was going to try a pull instead.


  “Quite. Haste can be a virtue, after all.”


  The girl scratched something into a wax-covered board, then looked up at him as though she were counting money given to her by a drunkard. Then she sighed. “So, what profit is it you’re chasing this time, eh?”


  It was obvious he was interrupting her work, but Lawrence kept his affable smile up and answered proudly. “Nothing like that. I was hoping you’d let me buy a little from you.”


  The barmaid’s expression was the very epitome of a suspicious face. She raised one eyebrow, and the Huh? she was thinking to herself was entirely obvious. “If taverns start selling goods, the town would be in chaos. Why not go to the marketplace? I’m a little busy here.”


  Having finished her count, the girl tucked the board under her arm and poked her head through the back door, shouting something into the tavern. She certainly was not going to bring all these goods inside herself, so perhaps she was calling for the master of the shop.


  “I’m sure you are, if you’re planning to use all of this in your cooking.”


  She kept her head impudently in the doorway, with her nicely shaped rear facing the street. If she had had a rabbit tail, it would surely have been twitching.


  The barmaid finally turned to regard him, a look of frustration on her face. “These are extra supplies, in case of hardship.”


  “I’ll bet they are,” said Lawrence with a smile. The barmaid averted her gaze and scratched her head. She was obviously unsure what to do. “I’ll pay in cash. Gold coin, if you like. Or” – he offered the choice he would give in any normal business transaction – “would smaller coins be better?”


  The girl finally sighed. “I see,” she said. “I see how it is. As soon as you figured things out, you came straight here. Where’d you get that idea, I wonder?” She looked up at the sky as though she had dropped her coin purse somewhere, hands on her hips, eyes closed.


  Every one of her exaggerated gestures was deeply amusing. If she quit her job at the tavern, she could surely find work as a dancing girl.


  “The value of coin is rising, isn’t it?”


  The girl nodded at Lawrence’s words. “But these truly are emergency supplies.”


  Lawrence briefly greeted the shopkeeper, whose head had just emerged from the doorway. “I’m sure they are,” he said.


  Only very recently, the town had been in chaos.


  Regardless of how accustomed the residents were becoming to such conditions, its effects were unmistakably lingering – especially when it came to trade.


  Just yesterday, Lawrence had been reminded of when he and Holo had first come to this town and been swept up in the fallen noblewoman and brilliant merchant Eve’s fur-trading schemes.


  The city had then decided that, in exchange for selling furs to foreign traders, they would accept only cash.


  Furs were much more profitable to sell after being processed and turned into clothing, rather than as a raw commodity. Thus, the craftsmen who made their living by the processing of fur had absolutely no desire to sell their furs to outside traders.


  But it would have been difficult for the city to outright ban the sale of furs to foreign merchants. In the worst case, there could be violent rebellion on the part of those merchants. So using the Church, they required that all business be conducted in cash. Since no one traveled long distances carrying large amounts of coin, this seemed like a splendid plan. There was no ban on sales, but there was simply nothing to purchase with.


  It was thought that this would settle everything, but the Church that handed down this decision added another condition that made things complicated.


  The Church had its own coffers, which were always full of money. And in order to solidify their power base, they sought someone through whom they could lend money to the outside. And thus did they loan a large amount of money to the foreign merchants.


  The furs were bought up by the foreign merchants, and the enraged craftsmen rioted.


  That was about the end of the story, but such disturbances always leave their claw marks behind.


  The consequences here were that, since the merchants had bought up the furs and fled, the town’s money was now concentrated in the hands of a very few.


  And whenever there was such concentration, instability came with it.


  In this case, the value of the currency shot up.


  “Since the riot, it’s like the money’s dried up from the town. There’s no money anywhere you go. It vanished like smoke. Even if you allow that many trades happen on credit, you still need small coins. We’re in real trouble,” said the barmaid, as they talked in the tavern’s cellar.


  Its walls were lined with all the things Lawrence had been unable to buy in the marketplace.


  “They say anything scarce becomes dear,” said Lawrence.


  “There’s too much cash in the hands of the fur dealers. But because coin shortage is a problem for any town, it’s not as though we can import some coppers. And now, even a dull copper is starting to look as brilliant as any gold.”


  During times of cash-only business, the clever ones would bet that the value of currency would eventually fall to its former levels, but while it was high, they would buy as many goods as they could.


  And that was why the marketplace’s condition was as strange as it was.


  “And as a tavern, you can easily avoid any accusations that you’re speculating. Very clever.”


  Lawrence wrote his prices on a wooden slate and handed it over. The barmaid wrinkled her nose and rewrote all the figures.


  “Too high,” said Lawrence.


  “Feel free to try your luck in the marketplace.” Constantly dealing as she did with so many drunken patrons, the girl was tougher than any grizzled merchant. Her position was strong – they had no need to sell Lawrence anything.


  “Understood. But I’ll be expecting quality.”


  “Heh. That’s a compromise I can make.”


  Given the satisfied way she looked at the slate, it was all too clear how cheaply the tavern had originally obtained the goods. There was no winning against an opponent with cunning, capital, and nerve.


  “Still, I’m a bit surprised,” said the girl.


  “Oh?”


  “That you’d come alone.”


  “I’ve come alone more times than not.”


  The girl put her index finger to her chin. “I suppose that’s true,” she murmured.


  “My companion told me not to think that a jewel can shine alone, though.”


  Hearing these words, the barmaid’s smile was as bright as any gem. “So, will the next few days be all right?”


  “Yes, if you please.”


  “And it would be best if you could take delivery in the morning, although not too early. We’re a tavern, after all.”


  The girl seemed like the sort who rose with the dawn and immediately got to work, but there was a certain charm to the idea of her lolling lazily about in bed for a while, too.


  “Understood. Not too late, not too early.”


  “Timing is of the essence, after all.”


  Lawrence mused that he had heard those words an awful lot recently, and then realized there was one more thing he had meant to ask.


  “Has the letter come yet?”


  “Speaking of timing, no, not yet. If it’s urgent, I’ll have it sent to your inn once it arrives.”


  “If you please,” said Lawrence and took his leave of the girl.


  She deliberately betrayed no particular regret at parting, not even looking at Lawrence. Instead, she vaguely waved the slate in his general direction.


  Though traveling merchants made their living amid hellos and good-byes, they could not hold a candle to those who worked in taverns. The world was a big place, and there was always a bigger fish.


  “Well, then,” murmured Lawrence to himself. This had all taken longer than he had expected. He considered going to the stables, but then Holo’s hungry, displeased face flashed across his mind. He sighed and decided to hurry back to the inn.


  He got his bearings and headed down an alley in order to avoid the crowded streets. He wound up having to press himself against a wall in order to let by some women carrying full baskets on their heads. In place of offering thanks, they gave him large smiles.


  Perhaps the barmaid at the Beast and Fish Tail was not so bewitching after all – perhaps it was just the custom in Lenos. He thought about it as he made his way down the narrow alley, when he suddenly emerged onto a slightly broader street.


  Directly in front of him was a very familiar building.


  “So he really is out of business, eh?” It was old Arold’s inn, at which Lawrence and Holo had stayed the last time they were in Lenos. Currently, its master headed south on a pilgrimage.


  Originally it had been a busy tannery, but circumstances had forced it closed, and it had become an inn. The dormitories for the many apprentices had become rooms for travelers to stay in.


  The permission to run the inn had been transferred to the Delink Company, who had held Holo as collateral, but Lawrence could hardly imagine them opening an inn. Once they sold the permit to someone else, they would probably sell the building itself.


  The building must have seen many faces within its walls, but now it was silent, expressionless, like some cast-off shell.


  Perhaps that was why.


  Lawrence put on an obstinate expression and grinned wryly at no one. He was imagining himself opening up some small shop there. Nothing as big as Philon’s general store, but perhaps a business serving road-weary travelers for whom the journey itself was home.


  And taking care of the quietly thriving little shop would be him and one other.


  “… How absurd.”


  Lawrence chuckled in self-reproach, then sighed a long-suffering sigh. It would surely be a mistake to imagine that he would be the only one who would be sentimental about the approaching end of their journey. Holo was thinking many of the same things, no doubt, but showing them less obviously in her manner and words.


  Even so, if he continued his idling much longer, he would certainly risk her ire. And given that her nose was keener than any hound’s, he would need to put a tight lid on anything that stank of sentimentality. Lawrence let his weakness go as though kicking the dust from his feet and resolved to put this inn behind him.


  What stopped him in his tracks was the emergence of someone from the inn, which he had assumed to be deserted.


  “Huh?” said the figure who stepped out of the inn, looking at Lawrence.


  –which was probably Lawrence’s imagination, but the figure did indeed make a face of surprise, although his mouth moved just slightly.


  Lawrence himself was just as shocked. The man who had stepped out of the inn was one of the four masters of the Delink Company. If Lawrence recalled correctly, his name was Luz Eringin.


  “So will that all be quite all right?”


  From across the way, Lawrence could hear that same slithering, serpentine voice, but it was not directed at him.


  Eringin looked over his shoulder and addressed the others who were following him out of the building.


  “Yes, yes. Though the remaining goods will need to be inspected.”


  “I was told by the former owner that they could be disposed of.”


  “No, that won’t do at all. They were probably used for smuggling. We’ll consider disposal after they’ve been inspected.”


  Given the contents of the conversation, they were probably town officials, perhaps conducting the many verifications that were involved in the transfer of a permit.


  “Will sir come by the trading company later? If you’ve time, I’ve just taken delivery of a fine vintage…” came the invitation from one of the officials.


  Everyone wanted to earn the gratitude of a town official, but those officials only cared about the gratitude of men like Eringin.


  It spoke of Eringin’s position of strength in this town that he declined the invitation with a slight wave. “No, I really must return to my own company. I’ve got an engagement to attend to, so if you’ll excuse me.”


  These last words were delivered while Eringin looked at Lawrence.


  The official noticed this, of course, and also looked in Lawrence’s direction, but expressed little interest in him. “Well, then,” he said with a bow and walked off.


  Eringin only spoke again once the official had rounded a distant corner and gone out of sight. “Well, Mr. Kraft Lawrence! I thought it’d be quite a while before I saw you again.”


  “And here I was sad to think the day would never come at all.”


  Eve might one day make a triumphant return, attended by underlings who, like Eringin, were accomplished in their own right. But given his own disposition, Lawrence knew he himself would never be such a one.


  “Heh. Not every successful man is an ambitious one.”


  “I’d welcome such good fortune.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Eringin briefly flashed the smile of a kindly old man, then cocked his head. “Well, men such as us must treasure our connections. If you’ve time, do come visit the company. We’ve got a fine vintage on hand.” They were the same words the official earlier had used. His smile turned ferocious, eyes angular and glittering as though set in polished gold. “Well, I’ll be off, then,” he said and began to walk away.


  He was dressed in the finest clothing: a long-sleeved coat, a warm-looking fur muffler, and even lightweight leather boots.


  It was strange to see a man dressed as he was walking around without any attendants, but considering Eringin’s business, that lonely-yet-opulent bearing suited him perfectly.


  “I could never manage it.”


  There was not time enough in the world to count all the stories of brave, unyielding men who nonetheless could not defeat their loneliness.


  Even Holo was no exception to that rule.


  Those who attained the highest levels of achievement were the only ones who defeated it. In that sense, Lawrence had to afford Eringin a certain amount of respect as he watched the man walk away.


  “Now, then,” said Lawrence, as he began to walk – only to suddenly look over his shoulder.


  He had the feeling that someone had suddenly ducked out of sight in the corner of his vision.


  Lawrence took a long look at the mostly deserted street, but saw no one spying on him. He decided it was his imagination and walked back to the inn.


  Upon returning, he found that it had not been his imagination and that Holo was most displeased.


  Lunch was cheese over rye bread, with a small amount of boiled beans atop it.


  It was simple fare that seemed likely to accompany a book on religious travel, but given that it brought an end to several straight days of Holo being able to eat her fill, she found it unacceptable.


  Evidently, Elsa had taken the lead and ordered it when the innkeeper had come to check on them.


  “Such food isn’t nearly enough!” Holo’s angry shout was, fortunately, covered up by the noisy clatter of a passing wagon, but that did nothing to erase her anger.


  Her hood was sharply pointed thanks to her pricked ears, and her overcoat billowed around her like a noblewoman’s skirts.


  “I’m not sure eating luxurious food every day is such a good thing,” said Lawrence, earning himself an immediate and sharp glare from Holo.


  “Oh, so you’re going to lecture me on this point as well, eh?”


  “… I get it, I get it. Don’t be so angry.”


  Holo seemed to have more to say on the matter but simply harrumphed and turned around.


  Fran had been a mercenary chaplain who had taught of God with the scriptures in her hand, but her goal had not been to save anyone’s soul; rather, it was to deliver last rites. Chaplains, who borrowed God’s name to do their work, were often called by another name: reapers. Her teachings were meant very specifically for the battlefield.


  Meanwhile, Elsa lived a thoroughly pure fife by God’s teachings.


  For Col, whose goal was to learn Church law but whose studies had come to a halt because of a lack of funds, it had been an opportunity he would never have dared wish for. Lawrence felt it was altogether a good and proper thing for Col to learn as much as he could from her.


  And then there was Holo, who herself was well aware of that fact. While she had made every effort to hand down a bit of her wisewolfs dignity to Col, even if she had not, she still would have had no desire to trample on his thirst for knowledge in this situation.


  The result was that she could do nothing but watch, and ever since morning prayers had ended, she had simply followed along with Col as Elsa delivered her lessons.


  While she could bare her fangs and give the barmaid at the Beast and Fish Tail a good challenge, it was hard to do the same toward someone like Elsa. Elsa had no particular designs on Col, and no matter how Holo might snarl, she was the only one trying to compete.


  For the proud wisewolf, it was an unbearably foolish position to suffer. And so she vented her frustration upon Lawrence.


  “She just loves to flaunt all her so-called knowledge, lecturing Col on this and that all the way to the church and all the way back. And who was it that saved that village, hmm? It was me!” Holo grumbled, going on and on about every little thing that irritated her as it happened to come to mind.


  Lawrence gave vague, noncommittal replies as he gazed out onto the town.


  “And that’s not the only part of my territory she’s ruined! This is all because you said you’d put her up in our room! Are you even listening to me?” She stood on her toes, her face so close and so angry that Lawrence wondered if she were going to bite his nose.


  Lawrence flinched away as he answered. “I’m listening,” he said and was about to continue, but found himself at a loss for words and so gave up.


  No matter what angle he might try to take, he was well aware that it would only serve to rile her up further. For once, Holo was genuinely furious beyond the means of logic or sense to assuage.


  Her darling Col was being instructed by another woman. And whatever had been bothering him ever since Kerube, he had not confided in Holo about it. The previous morning he had begged Holo to let him go to morning prayers, and for some reason, on the way back his worries seemed to have lifted.


  Holo, of course, had been honestly pleased that this was so. She herself seemed to feel that the approach of the journey’s end was cause for happiness, but in point of fact was rather jealous of Col’s attention.


  So while he certainly understood her irrational anger at the intrusion of Elsa, looking at Holo, Lawrence could not help but smile.


  “Is something amusing to you?” she demanded with fangs flashing keenly; depending on his answer, he would be spared no mercy.


  Until just recently – and certainly when they had first met – Lawrence would have erased his smile and immediately betrayed his fear of her. But nowadays, he was able to meet even this mannerism with utter calm.


  “Oh yes, quite amusing,” said Lawrence, taking Holo’s hand and pulling her out of the way of a wagon she was about to bump into. “I never thought I would see a wisewolf rage like this.”


  Holo tried to snatch her hand away from Lawrence’s grasp, but Lawrence strengthened his grip slightly, so she was unsuccessful.


  “Come now, don’t be so angry.”


  His words were like oil on a fire, and Holo only pulled away harder, acting like a child throwing a tantrum.


  Just as she was about to actually bite his hand, Lawrence let go and placed his now-empty hand on her head. “I wasn’t making fun of you.”


  Holo brushed his hand away and glared at him, but Lawrence only repeated himself.


  “I wasn’t making fun of you.”


  The street finally arrived at the port district of the town, and the field of view was suddenly much broader.


  The sailors and dockworkers seemed to be taking a post-meal break as they sat around the piles of unloaded goods and chattered good-naturedly.


  “So what, then?” Holo’s displeasure now seemed forced, as though she had lost track of what exactly it was she was so angry about. Either that, or she had never really known in the first place.


  There was, of course, the anger she had over feeling that Col was being taken from her. But previously, such a thing would never have made her so angry, as though she had had a favorite apple snatched out of her grasp. If Col’s attention had been stolen from her, she would first have accepted that reality, then taken logical, appropriate action given the entirety of the situation. And if, after all her efforts, Col did not come back to her, she would allow for that outcome and give up.


  That would have been worthy of the name Wisewolf and be the sort of action one who had perfected the noble way of the traveler would take.


  This was not baseless speculation, either. The very reason Lawrence was able to travel with Holo was regardless of how clumsy or foolish it made him look, he had always reached his hand out to her.


  In her relationships with others, Holo always drew away first. She did it because she mistook it for the smart, noble thing to do, and because she insisted that it had served her well thus far – even though she hated being alone.


  In her interactions with Lawrence, though, Holo had stopped wearing that mask.


  “I just thought it might be nice for you not to act the wisewolf,” said Lawrence, gazing out at the port. Holo looked wordlessly up at him.


  But her silence was not because she did not understand what he was saying – rather, it was a look of shock that her secret had somehow been exposed.


  “Though it is a bit silly of you to be so worked up over worries that your dear Col might be taken from you,” Lawrence added.


  At this, Holo seemed to find a solid reason to be angry, and she turned away, pouting. Yet as ever, her ears and tail were more eloquent than her tongue.


  Lawrence said exactly what he was thinking. “The truth is, you want to be even more selfish, don’t you?”


  Holo was proud. And being proud, she was very stubborn about her position, her role. While she had hated being revered as a god, if she received no praise at all, the truth might well have been that her loneliness would crush her. Whatever she might say, Holo was a kind and serious wolf, who wished to live up to the expectations of others.


  That was why, even after being faced by open hostility from the villagers she had aided through the centuries, she never once bared her fangs at them.


  She was kind and responsible. And she hated being lonely.


  Though she was pathetically trapped in a cage of her own construction, there was no personality that could have suited her better.


  “No one would think less of you for being envious or for showing that childish attachment. This isn’t your wheat fields. Nobody here is worshiping you.” Lawrence paused for a moment before continuing. “You don’t need to force yourself to simply endure things anymore. At the very least, I’m not thinking of you as some kind of god.”


  It was late to say so, given how many times by now he had seen her pathetic, awkward sides.


  But even saying so, he knew that her habits and ideals would not change easily after so much time. Still, after so many misadventures with Lawrence, she had finally opened up to him, at least.


  There was little he could do for her. But at the very least, Lawrence wanted to give her the push she needed to take that first step.


  “So why don’t you stop taking out on me the frustration of enduring all that alone, and just be a little more honest? I feel like that’s more of what a wisewolf would do–”


  He had originally meant it as a bit of a joke, but the moment he looked over at Holo, his mouth stopped moving.


  Holo had pulled her hood down over her eyes. Her head was downcast, her shoulders drawn in.


  “Ah…”


  Holo was stubborn and proud, but for all that, her heart was quite soft and fragile. Everything Lawrence had just said, she had surely thought to herself hundreds of times. What if she had just wanted to vent her frustration at Lawrence?


  His logic would have had the precise opposite of its intended effect. He would have hurt her instead of helped her.


  Lawrence’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came.


  Holo’s feet suddenly stopped in their tracks, and a cold sweat dripped down Lawrence’s back.


  People around them were watching.


  Holding in his arms his great bundle of regrets, Lawrence dared come around in front of Holo and look under her hood – past the chestnut brown hair in its shadow.


  Holo was drawn inward and her shoulders trembled, and beneath her hood, she seemed to be waiting for Lawrence uneasily.


  “After all that talk, this is all it takes to fluster you? You’re rather full of yourself,” said Holo.


  Even if he could endure her anger, her tears were hard to bear. He knew he had that in common with many of the men of the world, and when Holo was unhappy with something, she was merciless in her exploitation of it.


  “Hmph,” she said, pushing Lawrence aside and starting to walk. The careless, foolish traveling merchant had no choice but to follow after her. “I hardly need you to tell me such things. I’m perfectly aware of them.”


  Lawrence swallowed the retort that came immediately to mind, but could not quite help from saying something. “… If so–”


  “If so?” Holo stopped again and turned to face him. When Lawrence’s words stuck in his throat, Holo continued, closing in on him. “If so, I ought to just act as I wish, you say? Just throw all my pride and wisdom as a wisewolf aside?”


  Her tone from under her hood was a challenging one, and the irises of her eyes were as red as the reddest, thickest wine.


  “I have my own things to consider, in my own way. But I’m not so clever as that. You want me to be honest here, polite there, but I simply cannot. And anyway,” she said, clasping her hands together behind her and looking off, “you’re only asking what would be most convenient for you.”


  “–!”


  Anger shot down Lawrence’s throat, as though he had swallowed something hot.


  He had had no intention of speaking out of turn or saying too much. If Holo’s attempts to act as a wisewolf should act were causing her suffering or making her angry, then she ought to discard the role. That was what he truly thought, and it had nothing to do with what was convenient for him.


  “You know that’s not true,” he said.


  Holo looked over her shoulder at him, those red-tinged amber eyes of hers taking a good, long look. They were not joking, nor teasing – but neither conceding defeat, nor full of suspicion. “Truly?”


  So her words were his confirmation.


  “Truly,” Lawrence answered, and Holo looked at him as though she were staring right into his heart.


  Holo closed the lids over her large eyes and made an innocent expression that looked almost sleepy.


  Evidently to close your opponent’s mouth, you needed only to close your own eyes. The moment that truth came to Lawrence, Holo’s eyes opened and she suddenly smiled. “You are quite daring, though,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  “Telling me to be more honest. Here and now, of all places.” Holo looked smoothly ahead and smiled a genuinely amused smile. “You may as well have just set me upon them like a dog.” Her eyes glittered maliciously.


  “Ah–” It was all too easy for Lawrence to imagine Holo cutting in between the seriously lecturing Elsa and the passionately studying Col. “N-no, that’s not what I–”


  “So what did you mean?”


  Lawrence was at a loss for words. He rubbed his forehead with his hand.


  He wanted Holo to be honest; He wanted her to stop forcing herself to wear a mask. But the idea of her acting without any restraint at all made his stomach hurt. He could hardly blame her for taking his words to mean he wanted her to act however was most convenient for him.


  But why had he even bothered trying to tell her not to force herself to do things? Lawrence thought about it and finally settled on an answer.


  “… If I must choose between you doing whatever you wish or forcing yourself to simply endure, then…” He took a breath. “I’d rather the former.”


  Immediately, Holo’s nails dug into the palm of Lawrence’s hand. “You’re being tricky with your words again.”


  She never overlooked such things.


  Lawrence furrowed his brow, then soon gave up. If he did not say it, she would never forgive him. He looked down at her, exhausted. “I think you’re much more charming when you’re honest and free to do as you like.”


  Holo grinned. She was obviously enjoying his embarrassed face much more than his actual words.


  “I think you’re much more charming when you’re forcing yourself.” Her nose crinkled.


  “I suppose I can’t beat an honorable wisewolf.”


  “Heh.” Holo smiled and faced forward. Her footsteps were light. “You’re the one at fault for this, you know,” she murmured.


  “Huh?”


  Holo’s red-amber eyes flashed at Lawrence, and she looked at him as though relishing her own mischief. “No matter what happens after this, I’ll be to blame for none of it.”


  Lawrence tried to reply, but a chill ran down his spine. “Wait…”


  Holo giggled. “’Twas a jest, you fool!” She began to stride delightedly away. After Lawrence stumbled in his hurry to follow her, she continued. “Still, ’tis well for once, in such a long life, not to be thinking on past and future.”


  She flashed her fangs in a charming grin.




  
    
  

  Chapter Three


  Finally visiting his old partner in the stables, Lawrence stood in front of the home.


  At first, the horse had stuck his nose irritably into the barrel of fodder. But then, slowly, he had raised his head, regarding Lawrence with large black eyes – only to snort petulantly.


  “He’s done splendidly. And eaten enough for that, to be sure,” said the stable master with a proud smile, almost as though he were talking about his own horse.


  Horses were not cheap. If Lawrence had to leave his in the care of another, it was good that he was being treated as one of the stable master’s own.


  “Quite, and I’m always having to bargain with him over how much I have to feed him to get him to walk a few more steps.”


  “I see. So you get plenty of negotiation practice while out on the road, eh?” In the cold season, a sunny afternoon like this one put everyone in high spirits.


  After both men laughed at the joke, Lawrence mentioned that he expected to be leaving in the next few days, and thus asked that the stable master not rent his horse out to anyone else. “And there’s no need to let him eat too much.”


  “Ah, so you’ll have a better place to bargain from on your last day, eh?”


  Whether it was just a joke, or a shield to guard against a surprise jab, or (most likely) both, Lawrence laughed and waved his hand lightly. “I’ll leave him to you for the next few days.”


  “It’s always a pleasure to take care of a fine horse.”


  In the time Lawrence was talking to the stable master, several other people had come and gone looking to rent a horse or leave theirs for a day. Most of them seemed to be known to the stable master, and the apprentices treated them with familiarity. In most shops, the owner dealt only with the regulars, leaving the first-time customers to his apprentices, but a stable was just the opposite. During a journey, one literally entrusted one’s life to a horse, so the stable master had to treat first-time customers with the utmost seriousness. Once trust was established, they would come back.


  And just as goods varied from region to region, so did practices from trade to trade.


  “I suppose that’s most of the major preparations, then,” said Lawrence as he ticked them off his fingers. Holo had turned away from the horse as he spoke to face Lawrence. Normally her view of the animal was from the driver’s seat, so perhaps it was novel for her to regard him from the front.


  The horse, too, seemed to have an opinion on Holo, and the two had regarded each other for a moment.


  The stable master had laughed and said that the two seemed to be having some sort of conversation – and perhaps they had. Once Holo had finally stepped back from the horse, Lawrence asked.


  “Talking about the state of the world with him, were you?”


  “Mm? Oh, aye. We’ve both been put up as collateral before, so we were simply commiserating.”


  When a traveling merchant’s tool broke, it was fixed and reused until it was so worn down there was nothing left. Food was eaten crusty and moldy until it simply could not be kept down.


  And in Holo’s case, when she bore even a single grudge, she would complain about it a hundred times. Moreover, most of her grudges were not even real grudges.


  Lawrence made an exasperated face, at which Holo happily took his arm. She was in good spirits, as though the trouble with Col had been forgotten.


  “So, what next? Foodstuffs, mayhaps?”


  “I’ve already taken care of our food. All that’s left is fuel, money changing, and perhaps I ought to have my knife sharpened. Anyway, there’s nothing left of much interest to you.”


  Lawrence had expected her to make a theatrically bored face, but she did not seem particularly bothered. He had thought she would be angry about the food, but she let it pass.


  Of course, even without laying in extra provisions, the wagon bed was already full of all sorts of tasty treats. If he had been using his own wagon and horse, his old partner would probably take one look at the load and neigh an exhausted neigh – My master’s got a swollen head again!


  “Still, I think it might be better to wait on fuel and money changing until the map arrives, and we know exactly where we’re going. What say you?”


  “Mm? Mm. I was thinking of wandering about a bit just to kill some time, but…” said Holo, her amber eyes then fixing upon Lawrence with alarming speed, “let’s return to the inn and prepare for another battle!”


  Even knowing she was deliberately trying to get a rise out of him, Lawrence was not sure how much of that was a joke. Elsa seemed like she could be counted upon to be reasonable, but if provoked by Holo, her stubbornness might well flare up.


  Holo’s expression quickly returned to placidity. Perhaps she regretted having said too much.


  Lawrence saw this and decided to leave well enough alone. This, in turn, made him wonder if he was not a little sick himself.


  In any case, he thought he might speak to Col before this got out of hand. As the notion occurred to him, Holo stood on tiptoe and grabbed hold of his ear. “Are you thinking of interfering in what I’ve set my mind to, hmm?”


  It seemed that wolves could be surprisingly persistent.


  They returned to the inn, with Lawrence following Holo up the stairs. As they ascended, Lawrence caught a glimpse of her tail from under her cloak. This always happened whenever she was excited or in high spirits. In her giant wolf form she might have been able to hide it, but in this small body it was terribly clear. She hopped up the last step, and Lawrence sighed a tired sigh.


  He did not believe anything he had thought or said was mistaken, and yet still he felt uncertain. That might have been Holo’s aim, but in any case, Elsa did give off a stubborn impression, which frightened him.


  Or was it that from the outside, his and Holo’s relationship really did seem so tenuous? He had learned from his business that it was dangerous to ever consider one’s own position as one safe from danger.


  His arms folded in thought, Lawrence walked down the hallway as he considered these things. Holo skipped on ahead and put her hand to the room’s door.


  It was then that the delighted expression on her face suddenly vanished.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence asked, just as a voice called up from downstairs.


  “Mr. Lawrence!”


  He looked back and saw that it was Le Roi.


  Holo looked to Lawrence with a face as though she had had cold water dumped on her head, but Lawrence held up his hand to stop her complaint. “Please come alone” was written all over Le Roi’s face.


  “Go on in without me.”


  Holo’s perception was just as good as any experienced merchant’s, so while she was obviously dissatisfied with the situation, she finally nodded her agreement. “Make it quick,” was all she said, as she did an about-face.


  There was no question in her eyes, no sense of “Will you be all right on your own?” Perhaps her head was simply filled with thoughts of Elsa and Col, or perhaps she had come to trust him at least a little bit. Lawrence considered this as he descended the stairs.


  Le Roi removed his hat apologetically and bowed.


  Lawrence heard the door to his room close – a sound that struck him with loneliness – then addressed Le Roi. “What might be the matter?”


  “Yes, well, it’s no great thing…” he said, only to point farther downstairs. Evidently, he wanted to speak in the inn’s tavern.


  Lawrence had no reason to refuse, so he followed the man. While Holo had made no sound at all as she had walked the stairs and hallways of the inn, the floor creaked with every one of Le Roi’s steps.


  Surely the reason most kings were fat was to increase the imposition of their appearance.


  The time being what it was, when they reached the tavern on the first floor, there was hardly anybody there. Two men who had the look of travelers sat at seats near the entrance, sipping their wine disagreeably and discussing something in low voices.


  Lawrence and Le Roi sat in the far corner of the tavern, as far away from the men as possible, and ordered two cups of wine.


  The tavern master was so friendly as to be unpleasant. Le Roi looked back and forth between him and Lawrence three times, but asked nothing. Instead, he stared at the brimming cup of wine in front of him and, for the moment, remained still.


  When Le Roi finally spoke, Lawrence had brought his cup to his lips three times.


  “You have connections with the Delink Company, yes?”


  Sitting at the table, Le Roi seemed shrunken in on himself, as though he expected to be scolded. His downcast face and pathetic, upturned eyes contrasted with the strangely accusing tone in his question.


  If all of this was a calculated performance, he was a formidable man indeed. And Lawrence could only assume it was a performance.


  If such a man got his teeth into him, there would be no escape. His pathetic display was perfect.


  “Were you following me?” Lawrence asked, setting his cup down after a fourth sip and glancing over at the tavern keeper, who was writing something in a ledger.


  After Lawrence had happened to encounter Luz Eringin in front of Arold’s old inn, he had gotten the sense that someone was hiding in a corner of the street, watching. Assuming that had not been his imagination, it must have been Le Roi, who now sat in front of him.


  “Yes. Well, Sir Eringin, actually.”


  Lawrence nodded but had absolutely no notion of how much he could trust this answer, given that he now knew that Le Roi was after the library that slumbered in the cellar beneath Elsa’s church in Tereo.


  Given that Lawrence had saved Tereo once before, it would not be at all surprising if Le Roi were trying to win him over, thinking to use him as a wedge to pry open Elsa’s mouth.


  “Might I ask why?”


  At Lawrence’s question, Le Roi swallowed. “I want to borrow money.”


  Lawrence was taken aback by the straightforward answer and looked evenly at Le Roi.


  The man was clearly skilled at pacing a conversation. Lawrence found himself desperately wishing he had brought Holo along.


  “I was following him around, hoping for some opportunity to approach him, when I happened to run into what I saw.”


  Lawrence set aside what Le Roi was saying and thought about something else. Le Roi wanted to ask him to introduce him to the Delink Company. “They’re a troublesome lot, that company. Borrowing money from them, it’s…”


  That was as far as Lawrence got before Le Roi nodded his clear agreement. “I know. I’ve done occasional business in this town myself. I’m well aware of what sort of company they are.”


  Le Roi was, after all, someone who dealt with questionable people like Philon. Warning him was like delivering a sermon to a holy man.


  And as Lawrence expected, Le Roi continued. “But that’s the sort of company I want to borrow from, if I can.”


  “That sort of company?”


  “Yes. The sort that doesn’t care about politics, that’s unmoved by faith. That pursues only profit. I can borrow only from such a place. Of course…” For the first time, Le Roi smiled an unpleasant smile and took a drink of wine.


  There was no question this man had gone over his performance many times before, because it was as polished as a brass mirror.


  “… if there’s somewhere else that will lend me a thousand silver pieces with no questions asked, that’s a different story.”


  Le Roi’s eyes seemed very small, perhaps because his face was so large. At times the impression he gave off was like a small defenseless animal, but now he looked like some sort of insect as it hunted its prey.


  A thousand silver pieces was surely just a figure of speech. Given Le Roi’s tone, Lawrence very much doubted whatever he had in mind would not be settled with a mere thousand pieces.


  “It’s true I’m passingly acquainted with the Delink Company, but I don’t think they trust me so much that I could get them on board with anything suspicious…”


  “I’ll pay you three hundred trenni,” said Le Roi, then closed his mouth tightly shut after the brief words.


  Lawrence tried to respond, but finally no words came out from between his opened lips. He had the feeling that Le Roi would have a response ready for any of the objections that came readily to mind. He would have to – three hundred silver pieces was a lot of money.


  Lawrence thought for a moment, then spoke. “I’m through risking my life for money.” Just imagining what might ensue if he introduced somebody unreliable to the Delink Company and it happened to turn out badly made Lawrence depressed.


  It was not a matter of how much money he was being offered.


  He gave Le Roi his final-sounding answer, at which the crafty merchant immediately tried a different tactic. “I heard from Philon that you’re heading north.”


  “–!” Lawrence looked up at the ceiling and knew that the battle was already over.


  He brought his gaze slowly back down, and Le Roi wore the expression of a man who had placed a foolish bet and won anyway. “There’s something the chain makers say. A chain can’t be stronger than its weakest link.”


  That was why Le Roi had been waiting for Lawrence at this inn.


  While Lawrence had been out with Holo, he had called on Elsa and Col and wheedled all the information out of them. Even if they had been on their guard about what they said, they would have had no secrets from a man like Le Roi.


  And in all likelihood, they had not been particularly guarded around him to begin with.


  As though to prove it, Le Roi began to speak in a relaxed tone. “I’m quite sure that nice people with strong feelings about the northlands will be willing to lend more than a little aid in what I’m trying to do.”


  Such roundabout words were rarely used in business. They made him sound more like a rebel leader trying to rouse his men to defeat some great enemy.


  Le Roi pulled his big hands out from beneath the table and folded them together on top of it. They looked like a big ball of dough ready for baking.


  Lawrence realized he was already in the oven. He would have to be careful, otherwise he would wind up with his face red and swollen and full of regret.


  “So what is it… you plan to buy with this money?”


  This was surely the question Le Roi most wanted Lawrence to ask. It indicated that he was ready to engage in negotiations.


  Le Roi smiled, the creases on his thick face deeply shadowed. “A forbidden book.” The short words gave Lawrence a chill. “A forbidden book containing knowledge of banned arts. That’s what I aim to buy.”


  The bookseller in front of him had dealings with Philon, a general store owner who supplied mercenaries. Moreover, he had had a relationship with a towering man like Father Franz and was very shrewdly trying to obtain his library. He was greedy, but honest in his greed.


  Lawrence could not imagine this was a joke or a lie, or some boring scam.


  “Alchemy, then?” Lawrence asked.


  His eyes never leaving Lawrence, his opponent shook his thick head, indicating a negative. “A mining technique.”


  If this had been a game of cards, this would have been the card that rendered Lawrence’s hand meaningless.


  Le Roi continued. “I imagine it would be quite bad if the Debau Company got their hands on it first.”


  Lawrence had heard from time to time of revolutionary developments in the fields of shipbuilding and metallurgy. They turned common knowledge upside down and evidently made the impossible possible. If knowledge was a weapon, then they were like magic spells. With such knowledge, a tiny sardine could become a great shark.


  Because of this, books containing such techniques and the knowledge of its practitioners were not always used, but instead sometimes hidden away or destroyed, Lawrence had heard. Because, while a crown always stayed on a king’s head, knowledge was like puffs of wool on the wind and could go flying off anywhere.


  When it came to mining techniques, which could be used by a select group of individuals to immediately realize vast profits, the tendency of such information to fly was even stronger.


  Lawrence found it easy to doubt Le Roi.


  But if it were true, and moreover if the information in the forbidden book was truly revolutionary, it could not be allowed into the hands of the Debau Company.


  The only people in the northlands who would welcome such a development were the ones who preferred long-tasseled rugs and stone houses to bountiful forests and mountains.


  And Holo wanted to nap in the sun of her homelands.


  But Lawrence knew he could not act rashly. He reminded himself of that, then spoke. “Let’s hear the details,” he said.


  “I look forward to your reply,” said Le Roi before he left the inn, with a bow that made him look like a full wineskin being bent forcibly in half.


  The only things left behind were two cups half-full of wine and Lawrence himself.


  Now alone, Lawrence noticed the curious gaze of the tavern keeper on him, which he ignored, and looked up at the ceiling.


  Having thought over Le Roi’s proposition, he could not imagine it was a trap.


  The river that passed through Lenos had two sources. One came from the Debau Company’s base of power, and the other from the northeast region of Ploania. Le Roi claimed that there was a company in a town in that northeast region where the book currently was. It would have been foolish to bother asking, so Lawrence had not bothered inquiring as to the name of the town or the company.


  Instead, he had asked how such a book had come to such a place.


  Le Roi had simply answered, “There was an old abbey there.”


  There was an abbey that, after two centuries of history, was struck by lightning and burned to the ground. But upon hearing of its reputation for piety, a certain lord began construction of a new abbey. Thus, among the rubble of the old abbey was discovered the entrance to a cellar not even the abbot himself had known about, and from it was recovered a mountain of books. Most of them were written in ancient languages, and beginning with the lord’s representative, none of the learned monks could understand them. Finally scholars were called from far and wide and asked for their appraisal, and in the end, most of the books were identified.


  But even then a few remained mysteries, most of which were written in languages used by far-off desert kingdoms, and a few others were simply too old. Deciphering them required extreme effort, and the writing of the desert languages was worrisome. If, when translated, it turned out that the books contained something terrible, the abbey’s reputation would sink into the earth.


  Regardless of whether he was moved by such talk, the lord sold the volumes to book collectors in order to raise money for the reconstruction. And while the representative could not read them, he still copied the tiles down as best he could to create an index.


  Some years later, the lord found himself in financial difficulties after giving a bit too much to the abbey and the Church. And a certain company thereupon made him a loan, taking some of his treasures as collateral. As the company sorted through each one, they came across the book in question. It had no value to the company, but a bookseller would know what it was worth.


  And so they had sought the opinion of Le Roi.


  The knowledge of the booksellers of the south far outstripped any scholar’s. The scholars had to investigate every single line and word of the huge tome, but the merchants needed only the title and a brief summary. If the scholars knew the contents of a century’s worth of books, the merchants knew the value of a millennium’s.


  Seeing the title of books he knew to be forbidden in the index, Le Roi immediately bought the index and began casting as wide a net as he could.


  And then one of the volumes was caught.


  Having survived because it was written in characters nobody could read, it described terrible techniques. But that was not unusual; such ignorance led to all sorts of mishaps – a cardinal might hang a painting in his chambers, not realizing it was meant as a caricature of the pope.


  Le Roi had said that he honestly did not know if the company that currently held the book had realized its true value. From his tone, it was clear that he desperately hoped this was true. And while Le Roi seemed like someone who got easily carried away, he was, in truth, a very practical thinker.


  In other words, even if the company did not realize what they had, if Le Roi had figured it out, then it might not be long before someone else did, too.


  The information had come to Le Roi via many other people, and any one of those people might let it slip that Le Roi was looking for that book. Any savvy merchant who heard that would conclude that something of interest was happening.


  So long as nobody was looking for it, even gold by the roadside would go unnoticed. But once someone was looking for something, it would be found – even if it did not really exist.


  Furthermore, Le Roi revealed that he had tried to borrow money from Philon. And Lawrence now knew why that had not worked.


  Just as the Beast and Fish Tail had stored up goods as speculation, Philon had done the same thing. That was why Elsa could not spend the night there. He had bought up so much that not only were his storehouses full, but his living rooms as well, so he had no cash on hand with which to make a loan. And even if he had had such cash, he would have used it to buy more goods.


  “Can’t blame me for finding the story a little too perfect,” Lawrence murmured to clear his head.


  There was a time when he would not have hesitated to take three hundred pieces of silver simply to make an introduction to the Delink Company. But now he had reasons to stay behind at the table when Le Roi left and to hesitate to agree.


  For one, there was no guarantee that Le Roi was not connected to the Debau Company. And even if he was not so connected, once he got his hands on the book, it might well have ill effects on the northlands simply by being sold at all.


  Essentially, there were times when a book was better off staying on the shelves of some collector who failed to understand its contents.


  But if Le Roi’s prayers were in vain, and the company in question managed to obtain a translation of the book, what would happen if they realized the value of its contents? Such an outcome did not seem unthinkable, but nor was it necessarily bound to happen. If a book was favored for whatever reason, of course there would be curiosity about what it contained. If it had not been translated, then the likelier reason by far was that it had simply been at the end of a long line.


  Which meant that, so long as Le Roi could be believed, Lawrence ought to help him as much as he could.


  But that was not the only problem he faced.


  If Lawrence were to introduce Le Roi to the Delink Company, he would then be vouching for Le Roi’s trustworthiness. That was what an introduction was: the introducing party’s guarantee that this person was trustworthy. If the person he introduced was scheming to swindle the Delink Company, the blame would fall on Lawrence, who had made the introduction. And he did not want to imagine what earning the ire of a company like that would mean.


  If he got involved in this, he would need to watch Le Roi very closely to make sure the man did not do anything stupid. He might just take the money and run.


  If it came to that, it was sure to take quite a bit of time to remedy.


  At this juncture, Lawrence did not know which company in which town held the book. But it was undoubtedly not a small company nor a small town, so he knew to narrow it down to larger towns. In which case, that could take well over ten days by horse-drawn wagon. Given the possibilities, it could take close to twenty days each way, if the destination were the capital of Ploania. It could end up wasting a month or even two months of his time.


  By that time, the chill of winter would be beginning to thaw, and it would be the beginning of a new year.


  The world would be starting to move again, with the snowmelt turning once more its waterwheels.


  Lawrence was a traveling merchant who lived in the cycle of the seasons. He was no nobleman who could idle his time away, ignorant of the year. The trade route his master had passed down to him was artfully constructed to take exactly one year. He could afford this fool’s errand to help Holo find her homeland of Yoitsu because it came during the winter, when the whole world slowed.


  He wanted to throw everything away for Holo. But even so, it was a simple fact that he could not. Lawrence was a traveling merchant, and such a decision would not affect only him.


  There was a village up in the mountain crags that barely made it through each winter – if Lawrence did not come, they would be forced to eat the moss off the very rocks. It was for such reasons that traveling merchants were needed in the world. For every month Lawrence delayed, they had to wait another month for him to bring them food.


  That meant he had determined to part ways with Holo once Yoitsu lay before them.


  “…”


  Lawrence closed his eyes and thought things over again slowly and deliberately.


  His promise to Holo was to take her to Yoitsu. Either that or to part ways with her with a smile.


  It was not to protect her homeland from all possibility of danger. Holo herself knew that to be impossible.


  Lawrence drained his cup with a sigh and stood.


  “Once you hear, you want to do something about it” – such had been Hugues’s position, although he had covered his ears to the Debau Company’s schemes. If there was nothing one could do, ignorance was better for one’s peace of mind.


  That was certainly the truth.


  Although the sound had not bothered him at all when he had walked up with Holo, now that he was alone, the creaking grated on his ears. No doubt his face was creaking just as much, Lawrence mused to himself self-reproachingly, as he stood before the door to the room.


  He took a shallow breath and opened it without much hesitation, ready to greet its occupants.


  What kept him frozen there in surprise was the simple fact that he did not really understand the scene that greeted him.


  “… What are you doing?”


  In response to Lawrence’s question, Elsa and Holo merely glanced at him. Only Col’s eyes had any feeling in them, and that feeling was a deep need for rescue.


  “Don’t look sideways,” said Holo, pushing his head with her finger, such that it pointed straight forward. Holo stood directly behind him, busily combing his hair with the comb she normally reserved for her own tail. What made Lawrence wonder if they were about to try cutting his hair was the blanket that had been wrapped snugly around Col’s neck.


  At a short remove from the two, closer to the wall, was Elsa, attending to some sewing task. Given that Col’s upper body was now wrapped in a blanket, Elsa must have been mending his shirt. Her hand movements were quick and practiced, and when she occasionally shook the shirt out to make certain of her work, it was no longer in its former tattered state.


  The optimistic way of viewing the situation was that Holo and Elsa could no longer stand to look at Col’s pathetic state, and they were attempting to do something about it. But Lawrence detected a certain something else in the scene before him.


  It was the same thing that had happened at the Beast and Fish Tail. He remembered himself, caught between Holo and the barmaid…


  “Mm. Putting your fur in proper order makes you a different lad.”


  It was true that the constantly dusty Col looked markedly cleaner. Holo wore a very satisfied expression, her chest thrust out in pride.


  But the next person to speak was not Col – it was Elsa.


  “It will just be mussed again once he sleeps, so I don’t see how there’s much meaning in it.” They were fitting words from someone who had received the truth of God and taught the path of righteousness to the public.


  Elsa seemed to have finished her mending of the piece in her hands. While her face had its usual stoic expression, Lawrence detected a note of satisfaction in the sigh she let slip.


  Elsa returned the mended clothing to Col, who tentatively took it and put it on.


  “…”


  Lawrence heard two silences.


  One was that of Col, who stared at his shirt as though he could not believe what he was seeing, and the other was that of Holo, who was deeply unamused.


  
    
  

  “No matter how fine the wine, if it’s put in an old, tattered wineskin, it will break and spill. While looking fine isn’t the most important thing, a container needs to be as sturdy as it possibly can be.”


  And just as Elsa said, now that he was wearing a well-mended shirt, Col had been transformed from an impoverished, suspicious errant student into a poor-but-trustworthy merchant’s apprentice.


  “Of course you can’t simply leave your hair a mess, but that’s easier to put in order than your clothing. And more important even than clothes are your bearing and presence. Your manner of speaking, your etiquette – these all must be good. Of course, compared with strong faith, even that is an unsteady thing. But on that count, I don’t think we need worry.”


  Elsa spoke as though she were reciting scripture, but those last words to Col were softer and kinder and came with a gentle smile. Holo flinched away but said nothing more. Col had undoubtedly ended up in this predicament because Holo had earlier insisted that the “manners” Elsa was talking about were not so important.


  For someone as inherently carefree as Holo, a bit of fur maintenance was more than enough, and anything more than that was simply affectation. Lawrence himself was a pragmatist and so generally came down more on Holo’s side of things.


  But when an untidy impression would harm business, he would gladly tidy himself up. The reason he had left Col alone was, quite honestly, that the boy was not his apprentice and therefore uninvolved in the representation of the business.


  Since Elsa’s faith drove her to help as many people as she could, and although she could be a busybody, she was fundamentally helpful. Unfortunately for Holo.


  Lawrence had quite forgotten the melancholy he had felt earlier and smiled a long-suffering smile. He decided to speak to Holo, who had left herself no path of retreat.


  But just then, Col turned and looked over his shoulder. “I’ve never had my hair combed before,” he said with a bashful tone. “It felt really nice.”


  Holo’s eyes went round in surprise, but she smiled, even more pleased than Col seemed. For Col to think of her feelings meant that her battle with Elsa was an indisputable loss.


  “Mm, did it, then? Well, speak up whenever you’ve been drilled too hard and need a rest.”


  Elsa took the snipe exactly as it was intended, and the anger showed on her face. But from Lawrence’s perspective, Holo’s words were a final empty gesture in the face of defeat. Holo’s chuckling made it clear that this was in fact so.


  The wisewolf looked at Col’s mended clothing. “Still,” she added. “You’ll make a good male, aye.”


  “So long as he follows my instruction, that prediction will indeed come true,” said Elsa with uncharacteristic childishness, unable to let the opportunity for a counterattack slip by. But no one was as capable of childishness as Holo.


  She stuck her tongue out at Elsa.


  Elsa was more shocked than surprised by the display. Yet Col giggled – making clear, it seemed, that he was still very near to Holo in emotional maturity.


  But Col was a practical and realistic thinker. As such, he knew that it was right for him to listen to Elsa above the other.


  Once the thought came to Lawrence, he suddenly glimpsed the loneliness in Holo’s smile. Hers was the face of the wisewolf he had come to know so well, and in her heart she was telling herself the same thing Lawrence was thinking, and it showed.


  Even if she took Lawrence’s advice to heart and tried to take a more carefree position, it seemed that even Holo could not behave selfishly to the bitter end.


  It took talent to be a tyrant.


  So what was so wrong with being a mere traveling merchant and giving his realistic view on things?


  He wondered if she had somehow heard his excuse. Holo’s ears pricked up, as though she had suddenly changed her mind on something, and she spun to regard him. “Now, then, let’s hear what new foolishness this fool has brought to us, eh?”


  As she spoke, her loneliness completely vanished, and Lawrence could only be impressed with her performance. Or perhaps she was simply relieved that there was someone there who understood her weaknesses. In truth, Lawrence felt quite the same way. From his aura, she seemed to have seen the direction the conversation was going to take.


  The red-tinged amber eyes that fixed Lawrence so firmly in their gaze were more beautiful than usual.


  “A fool’s errand that could only be the result of God’s mistake,” said Lawrence, exaggerating a bit.


  Holo turned to Elsa with similar exaggeration. “Well, then, ours must be a nasty God indeed.”


  Col’s smile twitched a little, but Elsa was no ordinary girl. She let Holo’s remarks pass by like a breeze and replied with a cool face and a quiet tone. “Those who believe so only reveal their own impoverished hearts.”


  Lawrence swore he could hear the sound of Holo’s tail puffing out in irritation.


  He smiled at the strong-willed pair. “So, might I perhaps discuss the situation with you?” he said, coming between them.


  When Lawrence finished relaying Le Roi’s story and his own opinions on it, a rather oppressive silence descended on the room.


  At its center was, of course, Holo.


  “Accompanying him is at least feasible. But doing so will bring me to the limit of my time. You would have to go on to Yoitsu on your own.”


  Holo, who was called the wisewolf, was at a loss for an answer.


  If they aided Le Roi, it would remove one of the worst possibilities, and simply ascertaining the truth of the story would give her some measure of relief. But in exchange, it would become difficult for Lawrence to spare the time to travel north.


  On the other hand, if they ignored the story and proceeded according to their original plan, there would be lingering worries, and it was all too clear what would happen if those worries became tragedy. On top of that, there would be the regret that would come with having had this opportunity to act and letting it pass.


  No one knew the pain of being unable to turn back time better than Holo did. She did not look at Lawrence and simply stared at the floor, brow furrowed.


  The question was simply whether or not they would go to Yoitsu together – but Lawrence had put so much into being able to fulfill his promise to Holo…


  No doubt the reason she was not looking at Lawrence was that she feared that if she did, the answer would come out. The wisewolf prided herself on not being carried away by emotions, and so she could not possibly look at Lawrence.


  And Lawrence said nothing, as he knew that this decision had to be Holo’s.


  In any case, he could see her answer. Or believed he did.


  Which is why, when Holo sighed and looked up at him, he was momentarily confused.


  “We have no choice but to take the fruitful path,” she said with a tired smile, sounding almost relieved.


  It was her wisewolf’s face. He had seen it so many times before.


  After the surprise, Lawrence felt a small surge of anger. “You mean–” he began, but the question he was about to ask was cut off by a sharp look from her.


  Holo’s expression immediately softened, though, as though to say she very much wished they could go to Yoitsu together.


  “Your promise to me was that you would take me to Yoitsu. So long as you provide me true directions there, I consider that fulfillment of the promise. Whether or not you come with me is a matter of sentiment only.”


  By contrast, the matter of Le Roi had practical implications.


  Any proper adult, not just a wisewolf, knew better than to have their reason swayed by temporary emotions. It was right and proper, and moreover, the attitude Lawrence took in his daily business.


  And yet the shock Lawrence received from Holo’s words was very much a matter of sentiment.


  “But there was another, wasn’t there?”


  “Another?” Lawrence replied.


  Holo glanced at Col and Elsa briefly. “You know that,” she said, faintly amused. “I have a debt to you. Do you remember? You were terrible about it. You said you’d follow me to the ends of the earth to get it from me, you did. Such an avaricious merchant you are.”


  Elsa and Col could not help but weigh the truth of Holo’s words, but they were clearly shocked to see Lawrence’s frustrated face.


  He had long since forgotten that.


  “Did you truly…!” said Elsa, anger and scorn on her face after she got over her surprise. Using debt to force another into bondage was a sin she would not forgive, no matter the circumstances. Especially not when it was someone close; her eyes made it clear she thought of Lawrence as a heartless miser.


  “No, there were circumstances…”


  “Mm. Still, if the profit from this pays off that debt, then surely even the stubbornest man or god would forgive it, eh?” said Holo, earning her a disapproving look from Elsa.


  But at the toothy, carefree smile Holo put on, Elsa appeared to have nothing more to say. She sighed in exasperation and muttered a prayer: “Oh, God, please forgive me my powerlessness.”


  “So, then – at least ten days by wagon, you said? Well, with enough good food and wine, I think I can enjoy myself for that long,” said Holo airily, as she looked toward the window.


  Lawrence could not help but swallow his words when he saw how she looked.


  Did she really mean to say that at Yoitsu she would be able to part ways with him smiling, so long as she had food and wine? Lawrence wanted to ask but knew nothing would come of the answer.


  The question of whether or not she would go to Yoitsu with Lawrence was a purely sentimental one. And Holo could always part ways with a smile – because she was well used to forcing those smiles.


  “Come, now that it’s decided, you can accept this fellow’s proposition. If you miss your chance, ‘twill be a sad state of affairs indeed. You’re always saying you’re a merchant – go make some easy profit, eh?”


  Lawrence knew perfectly well she was forcing this cheer. But Holo seemed satisfied to see that he knew. Her sad smile said it all too clearly: “You needn’t worry about me so.”


  It was simply not in Holo’s nature to act selfishly. Even when Lawrence pushed her to, even when he tried to incite her, she pulled away from the struggle over Col.


  It was all he could do to nod. “You’re right. Might as well go out with a flourish, eh?”


  It was a rather good line for an insensitive merchant, Lawrence felt. But Holo turned instantly irritated. “Must you always be so gloomy?”


  “Huh?” Col smiled an apologetically nervous smile.


  And a smile, too, was the only reply Lawrence could give the sighing Holo.


  Lawrence put on his coat and looked down through the window onto the street below. It was still crowded with people, but at the church, evening prayers would soon begin.


  As morning came early to the church, so did evening. Which meant that in the winter, when the sun set so early, “evening” was pushed back a bit. The marketplace would close with the bells that signaled the end of evening prayers, so the town merchants would still be running busily here and there.


  Which meant there was no guarantee that Le Roi was waiting somewhere for Lawrence’s reply, and just as Holo said, if someone else took the opportunity out from under him, it would be rather pathetic.


  Having decided to accept the offer, there was no time to waste.


  “Huh? You’re not coming?” His preparations complete, Lawrence looked over his shoulder to see Holo still on the bed.


  “I’m a wisewolf. What need have I to run around for such trivial affairs?”


  As she sat there tending to her tail, it was true that she did not look much like someone concerned with staying busy.


  Lawrence lacked the energy to say anything to that, so he looked instead to Col. But before his gaze had even landed on the boy, Holo spoke up. “You’ll stay and mind the room with me, won’t you, lad?”


  Elsa had left the inn to attend evening prayers, so if Col were to leave, Holo would have been alone.


  She hated being alone, of course, but more important than that was surely the chance to monopolize Col. She was no match for a head-on confrontation with Elsa, so, having realized that, the sneaky wisewolf was taking advantage of her opponent’s absence.


  “Good point. Don’t open the door for strangers, don’t order any food, and if you go anywhere, be sure to tell the innkeeper. I can leave you to mind Holo, can’t I?” said Lawrence. He had to get his attack in while he could.


  Col smiled but was mindful of Holo, who in turn seemed completely unruffled. It wasn’t very charming of her, but this was not the first time she had failed to charm.


  Lawrence left the room and descended the stairs.


  He looked left and right along the crowded street and, after a moment’s thought, began walking in the direction of Philon’s shop. There was a good possibility Le Roi had headed off somewhere, but going through Philon’s shop would be the quickest way to contact him.


  Even as it was starting to seem impossible that Lawrence would be able to go to Yoitsu, he still had to prepare for the possibility that he would be heading north.


  Lawrence mused on how he hoped he would be able to learn more once he committed to the plan. He thought about this as he looked up at the church steeple, which was visible from everywhere in town. It was the heart of the place, and right about now it would be filled with the faithful – people like Elsa.


  To tell which among the townspeople were devout and which were not, one needed only to look at who was doing business in the marketplace until it closed. The devout would not remain, instead hurrying to the church well before the end of business in the marketplace.


  Occasionally, there were some who were faithful not to God but rather to the scent of wine, but what they had in common was a wish to live in peace. The only difference was whether they found salvation in prayer or drink.


  When Lawrence arrived at Philon’s place, he came upon Philon and Le Roi chatting, each with a drink in their hand.


  Le Roi’s reaction was quick. He was an experienced merchant, and immediately understood Lawrence’s facial expression.


  “I accept your proposal.”


  Since he normally adopted such a comically exaggerated manner, his quiet reaction in this moment carried all the more weight. He was a cunning merchant, indeed.


  Le Roi took Lawrence’s hand as though he were too moved for words. “I thought that I had lost God’s favor a second time. I was about to give up.”


  Still, not all of his pleasure was an act. Most of the merchants that crawled the earth had a shortage not of nerve nor knowledge nor luck – no, it was coin they lacked.


  “Quite a surprise. My instincts led me wrong.” It was Philon who spoke these words, watching the two men shake hands. As he opened a great ledger and made note of something in it, he seemed almost like a notary. And given that he dealt with mercenaries, who held their trust even more closely than merchants, he was probably more reliable than any notary.


  “To think, a man with a woman and child with him would ignore such danger.”


  “I imagine this will be the last time,” said Lawrence.


  Philon grinned sardonically at this and cocked his head slightly. “I’ve heard the same thing from the fighters that come through my shop.”


  Lawrence smiled, a smile tinged with the childish hope that what he said was actually true.


  “Still, I’m truly thankful. I tried to get Mr. Philon here to listen to me, but he’d have none of it.” Le Roi waved his hands, returning to his former exaggerated manner.


  Philon was writing something in an elegant hand, and he made a displeased face that had no trace of a smile in it. “Don’t be stupid. I already trade with mercenaries. If someone saw me making a deal with the slavers at the Delink Company, what then? You wouldn’t have to be very devout to wonder what sort of evil business I was up to.”


  Anyone who lived in a town and did business in one place had their actions watched by others. And unlike a traveling merchant, who could weather a failure and move to another town, any stain on their reputation would simply remain. That was why apothecaries did not visit taverns and why scale makers did not make friends with money changers. The former would be suspected of drugging the drinks, and the latter of tampering with the scales.


  “We’ve nothing to fear on that count.” Le Roi put his thick arm around Lawrence’s shoulder.


  And, in fact, that was surely one of the reasons why Le Roi had chosen Lawrence to approach. If either of them failed, in the worst case, they could simply turn tail and run. Also, the company they were seeking a loan from was openly involved in the slave trade and obviously did not care about its public reputation.


  Philon sighed a resigned sigh, but there was a faint smile on his face – and perhaps a slight envy of the sort of freedom Lawrence and Le Roi enjoyed.


  It was said that travelers endured uncertainty, but the town bound were stifled. Nothing ever went quite as one would wish, which was what kept people striving forward.


  “Still, I’m truly grateful. I’m lucky you decided the way you did.”


  “All I can be responsible for is mediating with the Delink Company. I have no idea whether they’ll agree.”


  Le Roi nodded immediately. But the book dealer was neither ignorant nor naive. His response was quick. “They won’t agree – they’ll be made to agree.” Le Roi thrust his chest out, looking like some great pigeon. “I’m very confident in the collateral, after all.”


  A little overwhelmed, Lawrence nodded. Le Roi exhaled the great breath he had drawn, then quieted his voice. “By the way, just between you and me, we may end up getting ahead of Mr. Philon.”


  Philon’s eyes alone fixed upon Le Roi. A smile played about his lips.


  “I had no idea. How novel.”


  If Holo had seen the transparent exchange, she would have laughed. Col would have been confused. And Elsa would have made a displeased face.


  Le Roi nodded and turned to face Lawrence. “Do you mind talking here?”


  Lawrence had no reason to refuse. He nodded slowly.


  As Philon attended to his own work, Lawrence and Le Roi began to make their plans.


  “Near the capital of Ploania, Endima, there’s a town called Kieschen. The book is with a trading company there.”


  Lawrence did not know the exact location of the town, but he had heard the name before. But Endima was easily a twenty-day journey by horse-drawn wagon; if Lawrence introduced Le Roi to the Delink Company, it was all but certain he would have to stay with the bookseller to watch him, since once the introduction was made, any suspicious movements would be on Lawrence’s head.


  Which meant seeing this through would take a month or two months.


  Even if everything went perfectly, Lawrence would have to head directly south afterward.


  “My job as a bookseller is to use my contacts to know the trends among book collectors. Using those contacts, I’ve worked out the location of every single book written in the desert country language.”


  “I’m surprised you’ve never been accused of heresy,” said Lawrence, half-surprised and half-restraining himself. For a moment, he glimpsed Le Roi’s true nature as the man smiled a dark smile.


  “To catch a snake, use a serpent. The inspector telling you the wine’s been adulterated is the one drinking it down. That’s what I’m getting at.”


  “I see.” Lawrence gestured for Le Roi to continue with an apologetic gesture.


  “My intuition, at least based on what I was able to learn this past summer, is that it’s unlikely that the trading company has realized the true value of the book. The master of the company is a great lover of adventure tales, especially thick histories. A traveling entertainer I know told me as much in the postscript of a letter and said he acquired the book as part of a big lot of those adventure stories. If he hasn’t realized what it’s worth, it’s probably sitting in a long line of books waiting to be translated.”


  This was not a simple assumption. It was a very likely possibility. Le Roi was not the careless, foolish man he appeared to be. He possessed an orderly and logical mind, like fine lines of writing in a thick tome. “In order to buy the book, we have to solve two problems. One is how to buy it. The other is how to get the money there.”


  “As for the first, we’ll surely have to go to the town ourselves. It’s not as though we have a branch company or a trusted underling we can send on our behalf.”


  Le Roi smiled a familiar smile at Lawrence’s words. The owners of large companies would not have to actually travel in order to make such a purchase. “As someone who makes the greater part of his living on his own feet, I quite agree.”


  “As for the second problem, a money order seems appropriate.”


  A money order – a merchant’s technique likely to make a hard-headed churchman knit his brows and cry witchcraft. It was a miraculous thing that lent money was moved from places far removed from one another without having to actually risk transporting it.


  For example, suppose that Hugues’s company in Kerube had an agreement with Philon’s shop. In that case, Lawrence would bring coin to Hugues’s company in Kerube and receive a money order in return. He would then go upriver to Lenos and give the money order to Philon. Whereupon, Philon would pay the amount written on the certificate to Lawrence. In this way, Lawrence could move money from Kerube to Lenos without having to carry the heavy coin.


  This was a money order.


  “I quite agree. And then we needn’t worry about one another running off with the money on the way,” said Le Roi, a bit of selfmockery in his tone. It was true, though, that such security was another nice feature of money orders.


  Money orders could only be written between companies with standing agreements and had no value in the hands of illiterate bandits. If either Le Roi or Lawrence wanted to betray the other and cash the order, a proviso could be added that would prevent such a situation.


  “The problem is whether such a large money order can actually be cashed. We’ll be in a bind if we travel all the way out there, only to find we can’t turn it back into coin.”


  That was indeed the problem. Money orders were a convenient tool, but they were imperfect.


  If the company in Kieschen to whom the order was written refused to exchange the money order certificate for coin, Lawrence and Le Roi would have traveled all that way with nothing but a scrap of paper to show for it. What if Kieschen were experiencing a similar money supply problem to what Lenos was now facing? Even if the company wanted to honor the money order, they might well be unable to.


  Despite the existence of money orders, there were some stubborn merchants who insisted on cash, despite the dangers, because they had witnessed precisely such unlucky situations.


  And the larger the amount of money, the harder to ignore such risks became.


  “On that count, we can hope to get confirmation from the Delink Company. But in order to spread the risk around, it seems like having the order split up among several companies would be good. If Kieschen is close to Endima, we could also include some companies in the capital. The Delink Company ought to have relationships with many of them, after all.”


  “You’re quite right. It seems we’re in agreement on the broad strokes of this plan, Mr. Lawrence.” Le Roi seemed to confirm his understanding, but it was important to make that confirmation itself clear, lest something unfortunate happen later. It was all too easy to see confusion arising when those who trusted only coin and those who trusted only certificates shook hands in agreement.


  And it was not a matter of logic that was to be trusted. More important was experience, which often transcended pure reason.


  “I once thought in all seriousness that I would never again involve myself with the Delink Company.” Lawrence still felt that they lived in different worlds.


  When Lawrence thought of the Delink Company or of Eve, it summoned within him a strange combination of envy and despair. If Holo had been with him, she would have laughed her amusement and called him a fool.


  “I’ve thought similar things upon many a hungover morning.”


  Le Roi was quite right.


  Lawrence directed his gaze to one of the shop’s few wooden windows. The light that entered through it gave evidence that the sun would soon be setting. “I prefer to get the most unpleasant business sorted out first, personally.”


  The Delink Company’s business was not constrained by the church’s bells, and more than anything else, Lawrence did not wish to go to bed that night dreading a visit to the Delink Company the next day.


  But Le Roi’s answer was quick. “Is that so? I myself always eat my favorite food first.”


  Lawrence looked across the table at Le Roi, whose round face wore that irritating smile of his. It seemed merchants like Le Roi were happiest when dealing with the most difficult opponents.


  “Oh, by the way,” Lawrence said as something occurred to him. “If I hadn’t agreed to talk to the Delink Company, what would you have done?”


  Given that their agreement had been struck, there did not seem to be any harm in asking. But Le Roi made an uncomfortable face and pulled his chin in.


  It was possible that he would have been in a bind, unable to do anything at all, but in the end it was Philon, watching the conversation from outside, who answered.


  “If he told you, he’d never get to talk to you again, you see,” said Philon jokingly and with such a devastating accuracy that Holo herself may as well have said it.


  Despite being similarly simple, this shop was clearly very different from Philon’s. It was decorated in small ways, and the stonework was so precise that one could not fit a hair between the seams.


  In a depressingly long row of magnificent trading houses, this one was in no way insufficient.


  It was terribly silent inside the Delink Company, and the feeling was so overwhelming that even the clamor from outside seemed to shrink away from the aura.


  “What a happy development, that you’d finally take me up on my offer of wine,” said Luz Eringin with a low smile.


  The Delink Company was somewhat unusual in that it had four masters of equal rank. But the other three seemed to be out on other business, so in this large room, with its four great chairs, Eringin was the only one sitting.


  “And I see you’ve brought a friend.”


  Of all the people Lawrence knew, Eringin was probably in the top three in terms of people he would never wish to introduce a friend to. Eringin himself was certainly aware that this was how he was viewed by others and, if anything, seemed to enjoy it.


  He chuckled at his own words. “Do have a seat,” he said, gesturing that Lawrence and Le Roi should sit.


  The chairs were magnificent; if Lawrence were the master of his own company, he would never let customers sit in their like. The one Le Roi sat in did not so much as creak under his considerable weight.


  “I notice that you’re alone today.”


  When dealing with someone who had an overwhelming advantage, it was usually best to be as direct as possible. When the difference in power was so clear, the more conversation there was, the more such disadvantage could be exploited. This was why wise men stayed silent – with every word spoken, it became that much more difficult to remain a wise man.


  But Lawrence’s nerves had gotten the better of him, and before he knew it, he had opened with small talk.


  “Indeed. We don’t normally gather except to make a ‘purchase.’ As a rule, we only allow people we know into this room.”


  “I’m honored, then.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Eringin shifted upon the table, the overlapping thumbs of his clasped hands exchanging positions. “There’s no need to feel honored. I’ve heard about what happened in Kerube,” he said, speaking without betraying any attempt to intimidate.


  It was as though he were saying, We know all about you, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  Eringin smiled and continued.


  “All it takes for men like us to live on is to adhere to a few simple principles. One of those is to know everything we can about the individuals with whom we share a connection. When it comes time to expand our business, we simply follow that connection.”


  If Holo had been there, Lawrence was certain she would have stepped on his foot or kicked his leg. They had started with small talk but had somehow arrived at the real business at hand.


  Eringin’s words were meant to imply that because Lawrence was a man known to him, he was willing to listen.


  “Heh. Seems you decided not to show your fangs today, though,” said Eringin. He looked at Lawrence, who had realized just how he was being led around, and smiled an amused smile. “Have more confidence, Mr. Lawrence. You surprised us once before, and you survived that woman’s plans. Moreover, I hear that once you arrived downriver, you rather brilliantly got your revenge. It would be incorrect of you to either underestimate yourself or overestimate us. The only difference between us is the choice of weapons.”


  Compliments were cheap. Bowing in response to a compliment given was also cheap. No doubt Le Roi would readily agree to this common merchant’s rule.


  And yet, the man before him had been called “sir” by a town official and was clearly someone whose favor was dearly sought. He undoubtedly took pride in the weight of his words and actions.


  “My thanks to you for saying so,” said Lawrence, giving not a merchant’s smile but an honest one.


  Eringin’s eyes narrowed. “Now, then. Tell me your business.”


  They had cut through the fog and crossed the thin ice; the first danger was passed.


  The bookseller straightened and took a deep breath.


  “A forbidden book of knowledge?” Eringin repeated briefly, his eyes fixed closely on Le Roi.


  The man who wielded joviality as a weapon allowed himself to now, for once, become serious. “I believe it is a copy of a book that was banned thirty-four years ago at the second Remenon Ecumenical Council. The original was burned. The author was confined, and that’s where the official record ends. Among booksellers like me, there’s a rumor that an apprentice of his escaped with a rough draft of the book and made a copy. But there’s been no way to verify that, and I’ve heard of countless swindlers using the story to their own ends.”


  The existence of secret copies or annotations of books was a common tactic among swindlers. Col had been snared by one and had ended up having to flee the academic center of Aquent.


  “But this time is different?”


  “Yes. As I’ve just explained.” Le Roi had smoothly and efficiently relayed the story, from the discovery at the abbey to the letter from the friend in the acting troupe.


  The explanation was, in a way, too smooth, but whether Le Roi was telling the truth or not, his passion was obvious.


  “Mr. Lawrence, you’ve no notion of how much of this story is true. Correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “Given the particulars, it ought to be regarded with suspicion. For you to make this introduction… you understand what that means, do you not?”


  Lawrence nodded in response to Eringin’s slightly wry way of speaking. “I’ve heard from sources I trust of this man’s tenacity.”


  Of course, this was of Le Roi’s tenacity when it came to his quick wits and cheap shots, but generously interpreted they spoke of his strength when pursuing his goals, as well.


  Eringin cocked his head and smiled a smile that did not reach his eyes.


  Le Roi’s face was severe, and he wiped sweat from it nervously.


  “This isn’t about money, is it?” Eringin closed his eyes and nodded his head forward slightly, as though searching his memory. No doubt he was thinking of what had happened the day of the rioting in Lenos. Lawrence had kicked aside the vast profit Eve promised him and returned to this very shop – to retrieve Holo.


  “I am deeply attached to the northlands,” said Le Roi evasively.


  Eringin bared his teeth. It was a smile of impatience. “For someone who does business like mine, that’s a terrible thing to hear.”


  Philon had refused to deal with the Delink precisely because they were slave traders.


  Mercenaries made their living in two main ways: plunder and slave selling. Salary did not enter into their calculations. It was not guaranteed, and even if they did receive one, it would be tiny at first. But the reason they continued to fight for their masters was for the promise of plunder.


  Though it was a very roundabout way, Lawrence had introduced Le Roi to this company because he thought it would help the northlands. But the Delink Company stood to earn a great deal from the unrest that the schemes of the Debau Company would wreak upon those lands.


  Lawrence could not even begin to imagine how many people would be captured and sold into slavery or see their village burned to the ground.


  “But let us leave such agonizing to the philosophers and righteousness to the clergy. Our role is to fill the needs of others. So my question to you is: Whose need are you fulfilling, Mr. Le Roi?”


  The negotiation had taken a step forward.


  Le Roi cleared his throat and answered. “There is a man, Lord Nicholas of the Raondille duchy. If a book is not forbidden, he… he has no lust for it.”


  Eringin chuckled silently at the choice of words and thumped his chest with his closed fist, as though trying to cough. Given that he was a slaver, perhaps he was remembering a difficult-to-fill request from a customer. “Ahem. Apologies. You were saying, this Sir Nicholas.”


  “Yes.”


  “Here in our customer list – it’s all up here, of course – there’s no such person.” Eringin tapped meaningfully at his temple. “Setting aside whether or not such an individual actually exists…”


  Le Roi was summoning the energy to explain further, but Eringin stopped him with a hand. He did not seem especially interested in the question of the individual’s existence.


  So what was it that he was asking? They could emphasize the veracity of their information as much as they wanted, but if he was not going to hear the explanations, then what was his intention?


  Lawrence’s heart was filled with genuine curiosity.


  Eringin asked an insightful question. “How much profit do you expect to make?”


  Merchants were fundamentally motivated by their own profit. Which meant this was exactly the question to ask.


  In making up a plan, one’s footing had to be solid. And there was no merchant who failed to consider profit. What was interesting was that even the most coolheaded merchant found it hard to stay calm when it came time to estimate the amount of profit to be had. And so, that profit was sometimes extremely overestimated or deeply underestimated.


  Lawrence had been taught the larger the deal, the greater the gap between the prediction and the realized profit could be – because no matter how much they might struggle against it, there was a limit to how coolheaded a person could stay, his master had said.


  If Le Roi had some other nefarious plan in his mind, he would surely claim a suspicious amount.


  Someone trying to make a plan to turn a profit would overestimate their profit, and someone who was making a plan to lie would overestimate their plan.


  But the liar would believe their own lie and would not overestimate their profit.


  “In lumione gold,” said Le Roi matter-of-factly, “I expect to sell it for one hundred and twenty pieces.”


  “I’ve heard the mantle of the Queen of Alain was about that much.”


  Eringin was asking what the basis for this figure was.


  “This marketplace is filled with pride and supposition, but from what I’ve learned, the alchemist Aran Mihail’s The Heart of Gods and Iron sold for a hundred lumione. I do not think this will fetch less than that.”


  It was an unbelievable sum for a mere book.


  But considering it objectively, it seemed terribly likely that the collection of absurd items would lead some individuals to aim for the collection of absurd profits.


  Eringin gave Le Roi an unblinking gaze. When his eyes finally closed, Le Roi exhaled his held breath.


  “And the value of the book you’ve brought as collateral?”


  “If you show it to a first-rate bookseller, you’ll easily get thirty gold pieces.”


  Le Roi had set the book down on the table at the beginning of the conversation. It was large, but the binding was very plain, and seemed that even if it were decorating some large bookshelf, it would probably be filling some gap on the bottom shelf.


  It did not seem to Lawrence like it could be so valuable, but such an amount of money would put his dream of opening a shop in a town much closer. He knew perfectly well that there was always a bigger fish, but sometimes there were too many big fish.


  Eringin did not so much as nod but rang a small bell that was on the table. At the sound, a door to the room opened silently and a single boy entered, who drew close to his master’s ear. At length, Eringin nodded, and the boy gave a deep bow, then left the room.


  “I can lend you eighty lumione. That will be enough, I trust?”


  Le Roi drew a shallow breath and almost whimpered. “That will be enough.”


  “However, regardless of whether your purchase goes well or not, we’re charging a commission of twenty lumione.”


  It was marginally less than the worth of the collateral. It meant that even if they failed in their purchase, they would be left enough to use as travel money to return south.


  “And there’s a condition.”


  “Wha–!” Le Roi was not surprised so much as he was overly willing to accommodate.


  Eringin waited for Le Roi to calm himself, then continued. “Our business is not unlike a sort of gambling. Luck can be very instrumental. If at all possible, we would like to ride the winning horse while sitting in these very chairs.” His eyes were on Lawrence. “The condition is that you go with this man to make the purchase. You will watch, and listen, and if there are no problems, we will lend the money. That is the condition.”


  It was an expected condition.


  Eringin spoke as though he was offering a prayer to God asking for good fortune, but in actuality there was nothing but realistic practicality in his words. By basing the loan on what Lawrence saw and heard, it placed the burden of responsibility firmly on Lawrence.


  If Le Roi were planning something dishonest, or failed terribly and lost the loaned amount, the blame would fall to Lawrence.


  But the moment he heard those words, it was a different emotion that arose within him.


  “Any complaints?” Eringin asked, looking at Lawrence a bit curiously.


  “Not at all,” Lawrence hastily replied. He had realized that he was deeply discouraged.


  Unbelievably, he had subconsciously been holding onto the ridiculous hope that they would be rejected here, which would have let him travel north, albeit with some regrets. He was nervous, and he could tell his knees were trembling at the pressure.


  He nearly laughed out loud at his own foolishness.


  “Still, it’ll be a tiresome journey all the way out there and back, so I’ll send someone with you,” said Eringin as he rang the bell again. A different boy soon entered the room. “We’ll issue a money order to several companies we deal with there, with a proviso that all three of you must be there to collect the coin.”


  It was a perfectly reasonable condition, one that ensured nobody could betray anyone else.


  Eringin gave the boy instructions in a quiet voice, and the boy quickly withdrew.


  “Ah, that’s right. It may be pointless to say so, but the man I’m sending with you has my utmost trust. And the companies in Kieschen where you’ll redeem the money order all have large debts to us.”


  Threatening the attendant was pointless. And trying to escape with the purchased book would also be pointless, since the companies in Kieschen would be watching. That Eringin could say all this with such a smile was the greatest threat of all.


  “Still,” continued Eringin. With the negotiation concluded, the atmosphere had relaxed somewhat and Le Roi wiped his face again – he was sweating so much it seemed like he would melt. It was very like the master of the Delink Company to make one final surprise attack. “When you refer to the company in Kieschen, do you mean them?”


  In negotiations like these, it was customary not to reveal one’s purchasing destination until the very end.


  Le Roi froze in his chair disbelievingly.


  Eringin’s smile was more terrifying than any mercenary’s. “The master there has a great fondness for the desert nations.” It would not be strange for the sort of collector who was fond of such books to also be a slaver’s customer. All the more so if he had eccentric tastes. “I’ve introduced him to many lovely dark-skinned ladies. So… he’s the one, eh?”


  The only reason Lawrence was able to remain calm was because, in a certain sense, this deal had nothing to do with him. Otherwise, he would have been sweating waterfalls just like Le Roi was next to him.


  “Oh, worry not.” Eringin’s voice was quiet. “It’s our custom to leave unfamiliar business in the hands of those better suited to it.”


  One could say whatever one wanted. But nothing could begin without trust.


  Slavers traded in people who were brought to them filled with pain and fear, or at the very least anger and hatred.


  One could not help but commend such a magnificent ability.


  With negotiations completed, Eringin shook the hand of each man and invited them both to dinner.


  Le Roi looked as though, were he to endure his anxiety any longer, he would die, and Lawrence had his own doubts about being able to eat with them and keep his food down.


  So they made their apologies, and Eringin looked as deeply disappointed as ever. It was hard to know how much of that was an act, but it was possible that he truly was disappointed.


  Eringin and a servant boy saw them out, and Lawrence and Le Roi left the shop. It was long since dark outside.


  But the night was young, and the port was lit by lamplight – lamps hanging from the bows of ships and lamps hung aloft by those working to sort through the cargo. And, of course, lamps hung in all the establishments selling wine around the port, where the carousing to wash away the day’s frustration was beginning.


  “… Surely no marquis or count could be so terrible,” were the first words out of Le Roi’s mouth.


  “Well, the town officials call him ‘sir.’”


  “If a man like him had a formal title, he’d rule the country. What a horrifying thought.”


  Le Roi was sweating as though he really was horrified. Seeing this, Lawrence wondered if he himself had above-average courage, but doubted it was so. According to Holo, it was simple thickheadedness.


  “But we’ve made the deal.”


  On that count, at least, there was no mistake. Lawrence took the hand Le Roi offered and shook it firmly. The opportunity they had just negotiated was of a life-changing scale.


  “I may not be worth much, but I’ll do what I can,” offered Lawrence.


  “Ha-ha-ha! What are you saying? If you hadn’t been there with me, I would’ve suffocated! I’ll be borrowing your knowledge, too. I’m paying you three hundred silver pieces, after all!”


  Lawrence got the feeling that Le Roi was reminding him he had been paid a sum just to make an introduction, but Lawrence naturally did not find this cause for anger. It was the sort of thing any merchant could expect to do, after all.


  “Now then, let’s go somewhere to celebrate! My throat is dry from nerves.”


  It was an attractive proposition, but Lawrence was thinking about Holo and the others. “I’m sorry, but…” he began.


  But this was Le Roi, he of easy charm and affability. The man soon understood and pulled back. “Ah, of course. Well, it’s not like we won’t be sleeping and eating together quite a lot soon enough. Perhaps we’ll avoid quarreling if we don’t see each other’s face too much until then,” he said with a guffaw.


  Lawrence could only smile a wry smile.


  But when they parted with a handshake, it was firmer than their first had been. “Well then, I bid you good night!” boomed Le Roi and walked off.


  Lawrence replied with a wave and headed for his own destination. He only got a few steps, though, before he stopped short in surprise.


  “You–” Lawrence murmured, for before him had staggeringly appeared a deeply displeased Holo, her face distorted with emotion. The word staggering was no figure of speech, either – Holo had indeed staggered before him, her arms clasped around herself as she shivered.


  “Don’t tell me… were you there the whole time?”


  “…” Holo did not answer. She tried to nod but was too cold to manage it properly.


  Lawrence realized that her expression of displeasure was simply a result of how cold she was. “Ah well, anyway, let’s get into a shop somewhere – and anyway, what were you doing out in this cold?”


  He took off his coat and wrapped it around Holo’s shoulders. Her robe was as cold as though water had been poured on it, and Holo was shivering slightly. “I-I thought you might be deceived, and I…”


  “You were worried about me? That doesn’t mean you should stand outside…”


  Lawrence could not help but find her ability to insult him in such a moment rather impressive. But he set aside the question of whether to laugh or roll his eyes and instead put his hand on her slim shoulders, which were now covered by his coat.


  Fortunately Eringin’s building was filled with fireplaces that were well stocked with wood, so the coat was already nice and warm. Lawrence peered at her and saw that Holo’s profile was beginning to thaw into something less alarming.


  “Ah, there’s a stall there. Wait just a bit.”


  Holo nodded obediently at Lawrence’s words and huddled next to the trading company’s window, through the wooden shutter of which a bit of lamplight leaked.


  Lawrence looked back at her once. She was bitterly downcast. “I swear,” he murmured and quickly ordered some strong wine from the stall. “Here, drink.”


  The stall sold wine that was well suited to the cold season in a cold land. Holo took the cup from Lawrence, put it to her lips, and squeezed her eyes closed.


  “Your tail,” said Lawrence with a smile, but Holo made no move to hide her puffed-out tail. She exhaled sharply and took another breath, then another sip. The wine was helping with the cold anyway.


  “Not too much!” said Lawrence, trying to grab the cup away as Holo immediately went for a third drink. But his hand stopped before it ever reached the cup.


  Lawrence’s gaze went from Holo’s chest up to her face.


  “Is that…” he started, and Holo took her third drink as though she was trying to escape.


  She exhaled a second puff of breath, and she finally smiled a Holo-like smile as the color returned to her face. “I’m a fool, aren’t I?” she asked, referring to her drinking more wine after already being drunk.


  If he had demanded an explanation, he surely would have gotten one. Holo held the cup in both hands but with her arms pressed tightly to her sides. Even if that was partially due to the cold, there was another truer reason.


  She was holding something there, the outline of it just visible in what lamplight came through the window shutter.


  “They arrived a bit after you went out. But…” began Holo, handing Lawrence her cup and producing the items from under her arm. There were two sealed letters, one of which was significantly larger than the other. As though a map might have been drawn on it.


  “This is what you searched for on my behalf. It didn’t seem right for just me and Col to look at them. To say nothing of that blockhead.” Her tone was sharp, but her face smiled drunkenly. She was probably embarrassed that she could not hide her happiness.


  Holo had stood outside, shivering like a fool, just to freeze that foolish grin into her face.


  “I thought,” said Holo, looking up, “that it would be fitting to look at it with you.”


  It was partially the wine’s effect, but Holo’s face in the firelight looked like roasted honey candy. Lawrence reached out to her with his empty hand. He caressed her left cheek with his thumb, as though putting her face’s soft curve back into place.


  Even if she had made the logical decision regarding how to make for Yoitsu, evidently that did not mean all her subsequent decisions would be made using logic. Which was what had led to her amusingly foolish notion to venture out and wait for him in this freezing midwinter weather.


  “You are quite the fool, yes.”


  Holo flashed her fangs, and her breath puffed whitely past them. Lawrence gave her a full, but light, embrace, then pulled back.


  “You haven’t opened them yet?”


  “I did hold them up to the sun many times, trying to see through.”


  She did not want to open them but desperately wanted to see the contents. Lawrence imagined her trying to resolve this terrible conflict by holding the letters up to the sun – a tactic more suited to a foolish puppy than a clever wisewolf.


  Lawrence patted her head. “Who should open them?”


  “Me.”


  Of course, Lawrence thought to himself, but then Holo pushed the two letters in her hand at him. “… is what I would want to say, but there are two letters here. If I look at one of them, I fear I may collapse into weeping again.”


  Lawrence thought back to when Holo had fooled him into thinking she could not read. He had carelessly left a record of the destruction of Yoitsu where she could find it, and trouble had resulted.


  Lawrence accepted the letters almost apologetically and with a pained smile. If Holo had wanted to read them he would have let her, but otherwise he did not want her exposed to them.


  Her hand brushed against his and was quite cold. Somehow, he was brought to notice the contrast between her hands and Le Roi’s – how small and delicate and feminine hers were.


  “But the negotiations went well, did they?”


  Lawrence returned the cup to Holo and was about to unseal the letters when Holo suddenly brought the other subject up.


  “Weren’t you listening?” Holo’s ears could have heard the conversation inside the shop, Lawrence assumed.


  But Holo shook her head. “I could not hear,” she said, then sighed and gave him an upturned gaze. “But I know the outcome.”


  It was as though she were posing a riddle.


  If she knew the result already, why would she go to the trouble of asking him how things had gone? Lawrence’s hand stopped before unsealing the letters and looked down into Holo’s eyes, which shone golden in the flickering light.


  There was a moment of silence.


  Holo cracked first, but certainly not out of forgiveness for Lawrence’s obtuseness.


  “That meat bun of a man’s face was so pleased, so the negotiations must have been a success. But your face was not so happy. What might have caused that, I wonder?”


  “Ugh,” Lawrence groaned, which was as good as any confession.


  Holo folded her arms and sighed. Her wine-soaked breath only emphasized her anger. “You hoped that the negotiations would fail and that you’d be able to go to Yoitsu with me.”


  She had seen right through him.


  He said nothing and only averted his face.


  “And if you’d lost your chance for profit and brought disaster to Yoitsu, when then? No, that is not even the problem. What bothers me can be expressed quite completely thus: You’re even more of a maiden than I!”


  “… Can’t you at least call me ‘sentimental’?”


  “Hmph!” Holo snorted, and Lawrence watched her drink her wine, bitter thoughts filling his mind. “There are good sentiments and bad sentiments, you know.”


  It was in these times most of all that Holo’s wisewolf side came out. Lawrence sighed and unsealed the letters. The first one he opened was the larger, the one likely to have a map drawn upon it.


  Holo sipped her wine in an attempt to disguise her keen interest, but her eyes were carefully watching Lawrence’s hands.


  Lawrence pulled a thick sheet of parchment out of the envelope. He traded it to Holo for her cup. He sipped it as he watched Holo’s nervous face. It was a strong, dry wine.


  “Come, now,” said Holo before opening the parchment.


  “Hm?”


  Her eyes were on the about-to-be-opened map. Or else she thought something incredible was hiding between its folded pages.


  “What’s wrong?” Lawrence asked again.


  Holo’s eyes reflected the yellow lamplight as they turned to Lawrence. “Even if you cannot go with me… can we not at least read this together?”


  Lawrence chuckled through his nose in spite of himself. He nodded and moved from facing Holo to standing alongside her. This blocked the light that spilled from the window, so Lawrence gently nudged Holo over.


  All the while, Holo held the map in her hands, her posture unchanging.


  “All right,” said Lawrence.


  After looking up at him uncertainly, Holo held her breath and opened the map.


  “Oh ho.” The admiring voice was Lawrence’s.


  Even in the uncertainly flickering lamplight, the map was obviously a magnificent thing.


  As was customary on maps, the four corners had been decorated with drawings of gods or spirits, and in the far south sea was a drawing of a water basin said to never run dry, along with a vast octopus trying to drink it all.


  The towns and villages were connected by lines indicating major roads. Some of the remote villages’ names were unknown to Lawrence, while some others would have been unknown to anyone who was not a traveling merchant. Among the mountains, too, spirits were drawn here and there, which made the locations evocative of much more ancient times. Perhaps Fran was drawing on legends and stories she herself had collected.


  Lawrence lowered his head to Holo’s level and peered at the map more closely.


  The road leading up from the south passed through Pasloe and Ruvinheigen, past Kumersun and on to Lenos. On the map, of course, it continued on, through several towns with which Lawrence was unfamiliar, before leading into a vast forest.


  As he followed the road to its end, his eyes immediately fixed upon a drawing of a wolf.


  Evidently Hugues had taken up the pen in Fran’s stead there, so it was his idea of a joke – or perhaps he was just being considerate.


  Tolkien.


  It was written in a large, flowing hand across the whole of the region.


  In the drawing, the wolf seemed to howl out the name, and near its foot, small but very distinct, there it was.


  Yoitsu.


  The name of Holo’s homeland.


  “There it is,” said Lawrence, and Holo nodded.


  It was a small nod, barely a hiccup, but she agreed. “Oh, ’tis a real place after all.”


  Lawrence thought that was quite a joke for her to make, and when he looked at her face, she was smiling. He had imagined she might cry happy tears or be deeply touched, but Holo’s smile was a tired one.


  They had finally found it. After all that.


  Lawrence was a little frustrated that his expectation had been wrong. “I never actually thought that we’d find it.”


  After all, he had only heard the name once before, as a detail in a story someone else had been telling. And based on that memory alone, he had promised to take Holo there, mostly because he had been so shaken by meeting the being named Holo. If he stopped to think about it logically, it would have been crazy to think it were discoverable at all.


  But ever since embarking on this mad cloud-chasing quest, he had realized that even in this world, there were many eccentrics whose fascination led them to chase such tales.


  And not all of those tales were made-up or exaggerated; he had come to understand that some of them were real. That alone lent some amount of meaning to the fact that he had managed to bring Holo this far.


  Holo, similarly, seemed to be considering various things and did not become angry.


  Lawrence rubbed her head affectionately with his right hand. Normally she would find this irritating, but this time she let him, giggling.


  “Ask and ye shall receive.” Holo quoted a famous scripture. “If a god once worshiped by humans says it, it’s certainly captured a sort of truth.”


  “If it’s given you that sort of optimism, then our work has succeeded.”


  Holo turned her head beneath Lawrence’s hand and looked up at him. All the coincidences and fated moments had piled up to bring them to this instant.


  Holo grinned and flashed her teeth. “Hey,” she said, folding the map and letting slip something like a sigh. “Thank you.”


  Her chin lifted, nearing Lawrence’s cheek.


  A soft sensation pressed against his cheek, but the tender feeling of parting did not come.


  Before his face, Lawrence’s gaze followed Holo. Smiling, she ducked her head down and looked as though she was resisting the urge to shout something.


  Lawrence smiled faintly, looking up with as much exhaustion as Holo had shown.


  “I’ve been stabbed, beaten, and nearly bankrupted.”


  “Mm?”


  “And after all that, this is my reward?” Lawrence said, closing one eye and putting his index finger to his cheek.


  Holo kept her finger between the folded sides of the map and looked up at Lawrence. “Are you dissatisfied, then?”


  This sort of moment suited Holo the Wisewolf of Yoitsu much more than tears did.


  “Certainly not.”


  “Mm. ’Tis well, then.”


  Lawrence’s shoulders sagged, and Holo took his arm. She then took the envelope from Lawrence’s hand and, keeping his arm under hers, adroitly slipped the map back inside the envelope. “’Twould be awful to lose it. You should hold it.”


  “Unfortunately, both my hands are full.” His left held the other letter between its ring and little finger, with the thumb and index finger holding the wine cup. His right arm, meanwhile, was being held by Holo.


  
    
  

  Holo took the cup from him and replaced it with the map. “I’ll take charge of this,” she said.


  “Fine, fine.”


  Holo then immediately put the cup to her lips, but the wine was still strong. No matter how much she might love the draught, wanting to drink such harsh liquor so quickly spoke of some discontent in her breast.


  Her grip on his arm tightened, and her tail puffed up. Lawrence resisted laughing at her pride.


  Thinking about her struggle with Elsa over Col, it occurred to him that this was simply Holo’s personality, and there would be no changing it now.


  “So, did you all eat dinner?” Lawrence asked. If they did not get off the topic of the map, she would soon be accusing him of sentimentality again.


  He ventured to change the subject to something of practical concern, but Holo did not seem pleased. “Your instinct for mood is truly… ah, well, I suppose nothing can be done about it.”


  Lawrence swallowed back the desire to tell her to reflect on what she had said just moments earlier. In times like these, at least, she truly was selfish.


  “I do not believe they’ve eaten. That hardhead is so tiresomely dutiful about such things, after all.”


  It was hard to tell if Holo was complimenting her or not.


  But if them having delayed eating was in fact the case… Lawrence nudged Holo over toward the source of the faint light, changing their direction.


  “Mm?”


  “This way’s shorter. We’ll stop by a tavern on the way and get some food. I’m fairly sure if we follow this street, we’ll come out near the Beast and Fish Tail.”


  “Aye. Make sure to buy me some more strong wine.”


  At this Lawrence realized that Holo was still holding the cup. Damn, he thought, but it would be such trouble to go back to return it. Tomorrow would suffice.


  Thus resolved, down the street they walked. It was well lit simply from the light that leaked through the window cracks of the houses along it. Houses on both sides were quite tall, which gave the street a mysterious atmosphere.


  Looking ahead the passage seemed to grow quite narrow, but as they walked along, it was not indeed so. As they eclipsed doors and windows, the sounds and smells of people’s lives flowed out, almost as though they were walking through the homes themselves. And then, abruptly, both sides of the street would be stone wall again, and there would be silence.


  At their feet, too, earth would be replaced by stone, then earth again, the footing ever uncertain.


  The scenes that appeared and disappeared were but tiny glimpses of lives, the overheard voices faint after traversing so many walls.


  On and on they walked, reality becoming less and less certain.


  It was like a world out of a dream.


  The map was finally in their hands; the location of Yoitsu had been given to them. Aided by that euphoria, Lawrence felt a strange comfort in the seemingly endless nature of the street.


  Perhaps that was why. For a moment his merchant’s caution was left behind, and he murmured thoughtless words.


  “Why did I choose Le Roi?”


  He had only just been roundly mocked for being sentimental. If she had laughed at him once, she would do it twice, three times. And just as being drunk on wine made him so, the atmosphere of the street was itself intoxicating, and he spoke the words as though accusing himself.


  “You wish to come to Yoitsu with me so much, do you?”


  The most compelling argument would not calm a crying infant.


  Holo smiled an exasperated smile and adjusted her grip on his arm, as though to soothe him.


  And then, just as he was about to say something else, Lawrence interrupted himself. “I do.”


  His tone was so firm it surprised even him. He then looked to the still more surprised Holo and finally came to his senses. He hid his mouth with the map and letter, and looked aside.


  Holo’s gaze pierced his cheek. At length, though, he heard her muffled laugh. “Heh. We’ve just terrible timing, you and I.”


  “…?” Like a stray cat being tempted with food, Lawrence’s caution was overcome by his curiosity, and he looked back at Holo – whereupon the malicious trap he expected to see had been replaced by her serene profile.


  “I’ve given it much thought, and I believe you must go after the book. I said it, did I not? We must take the fruitful path.”


  If all went well, he would be three hundred silver pieces richer, and it might well contribute at least a little to avoiding the ruin of the north. Lawrence understood that much. And yet, the three hundred silvers was profit for Lawrence. The protection of the northlands was Holo’s gain.


  Considered thus, going together to Yoitsu would be profit for the pair of them, Lawrence and Holo together. It was not entirely unsentimental.


  What Lawrence could not bring himself to accept was the reasoning behind throwing away the profit they stood to share together in order to pursue the more realistic profits separately.


  “Come, now. How many of us are traveling?” Holo’s words were brief, but the question was very clear. Her amber eyes flicked in his direction.


  “… Three of us.”


  “And what does the lad stand to gain from going to Yoitsu?”


  Lawrence found himself momentarily dizzy at the question. “W-well… but…”


  “Col came upon us in the course of his own travels. He even set aside his own goals for that. He’s a stronghearted pup, but a pup is still a pup. There is no deep reason for him to be traveling with us. He just needed to rest his injured wings. That’s all.”


  They were desolate words and not ones that had simply come to her from nowhere. Holo must have talked to Col about what was truly in his heart, while both Lawrence and Elsa were away.


  Just as Lawrence knew that his own decisions affected many others in the world of commerce around him, Holo understood the effects her decisions had on her own small pack.


  “It was back in Winfiel, perhaps. Ever since seeing that fool Huskins, he’s been thinking about it, it seems.”


  “Huskins?”


  “Aye. Thinking about what he ought to do for the sake of his own town. The pup remembered how he’d set that thinking aside, in order to give himself time to rest and heal.”


  Lawrence had been paying less attention than he realized, at least outside of the marketplace. Not only to Holo, it seemed, but also to Col.


  Holo smiled a sad smile at Lawrence’s expression of surprise. “I’m hardly one to talk, but your face tells me you never even noticed, did you?”


  “Ugh…” Lawrence moaned and nodded. There was no point in trying to hide it.


  “Honestly… And then there was this last adventure up in the snowy mountains. He saw how Fran lived, and it woke him from his slumber. She seemed ridiculous to a wisewolf like me, but her straightforward way of living must have been so refreshing to him. Huskins was so old that even his methods were gloomy, but then there was the girl Fran, as beautiful and sharp as ice.”


  It was unusual to hear Holo describe her that way. And yet a moment’s thought on Holo’s disposition made it seem entirely appropriate. How could Holo fail to admire someone who would go to such lengths? Who put everything they had at stake in order to reach their goal?


  And as the thought came to him, Holo glared at him with displeasure in her eyes. “Hmph. And then along came that hard-headed girl.”


  A boy who wanted to study Church law, and a hardworking girl trying to ensure the continued existence of her church in a town that revered a pagan god. As a final blow, it could hardly be more decisive.


  “And the Church in this town plays a role in this, too. For this was the first time he saw a grand cathedral. An organization powerful enough to build such a thing could surely protect his home, he realized,” said Holo and finished with a small sigh.


  Lawrence could understand why Col had never opened up to Holo, to whom he had become so attached. Holo, who was called the Wisewolf of Yoitsu, whose true form would without any doubt see her called a pagan god.


  How could he possibly confess his feelings to Holo, of all people?


  Just as Philon could not approach the Delink Company, and just as an apothecary cannot patronize a tavern, just as a scale maker could not be friends with a money changer, so too could Col not confide in Holo.


  More than she was an elder sister figure to him, she was, by the slimmest of margins, a wisewolf.


  Even though he had seen her true form and been unafraid, even though he had clung to her tail – no, because of those things – Col could never forget that Holo was a wisewolf.


  And given all this, Lawrence, too, could understand why Holo had given up on his going to Yoitsu with her, and why, too, she had chosen to go to Kieschen.


  They had to choose the most fruitful path: Rather than joint profit for two, separate profit for all three. As a reason for the three of them to make for Kieschen and end their travels as a trio, it was good and proper.


  Holo had not chosen Kieschen as their place of parting, but rather as a place to begin a new journey.


  “At the very least there’s profit in it, and that dumpling head will go south, aye? She ought to take the lad with her. As much as her hardheadedness makes me ill, she’s perfect for Col. Perhaps he’ll even end up settling down in that village church of hers.” This last suggestion was of course a joke. But she did not suggest, even jokingly, that he ought to come with her.


  “I’ve a thought,” said Holo quietly, after several moments of silence. “Live long enough and you realize time is terribly long, and one’s hopes so rarely come true. Just look at the girl who made that map for us, Fran. Even with all her resolve, it doesn’t seem likely she’ll die with a smile on her face.”


  Holo had lived so long and witnessed so many lives that her words had more weight than any easily understood platitude could ever have had.


  “We should live with smiles on our faces, I think. That way when we meet again, we’ll be smiling.”


  To do that, one had to abide by reason and realism, without a moment of sentimentality.


  “It’s the same in business.”


  “Hm?”


  “‘Profit even from loss,’ they say,” said Lawrence.


  “Ah,” said Holo, impressed, and her face twisted in a smile made awkward by the frustration she surely felt.


  He could not just let her do all the explaining, and he could not very well forget what he himself had said. They would cooperate with Holo’s decision.


  The narrow street became still narrower, and Lawrence let Holo walk in front of him.


  From behind, her form seemed terribly small, and though she was close enough for him to reach out and touch, it felt as though she might disappear at any moment.


  And in Kieschen, he would truly see her off.


  It would be nice if they could meet again, smiling. It was not their final parting, not a deathbed good-bye, so there was nothing to fear. They would part ways the same way they had so many times before, over and over again.


  Though he understood this in his head, the unease did not fade from his heart. If he were to let slip these worries, the wisewolf would surely either laugh or rage at him.


  Lawrence put the question to himself: Was his trust in Holo insufficient? She was not a coldhearted girl. He was painfully aware of that much.


  So what was it, then?


  Lawrence watched Holo’s small form ahead of him.


  He wanted to embrace her with all his might, and never let go.


  Even knowing how ridiculous that was, it seemed the only possible way to calm his worried heart.


  The terrible self-loathing he felt was no figment of his imagination.


  Lawrence took a deep, slow breath and exhaled it still more slowly.




  
    
  

  Chapter Four


  The next morning, the four of them took breakfast together.


  While it was quite normal for travelers to have a meal before setting out for the day, for Elsa it was a wild luxury.


  As a compromise, they ate dark rye bread and a few beans. To slake their thirst, she permitted some watery wine.


  “Now then, about what we’ll do next,” started Lawrence, and everyone’s gaze focused on him, save Holo. “We’ll make preparations today and tomorrow, and so leave the day after tomorrow at the earliest. Today, I’ll first go to Mr. Philon’s place and work some details out with him and Mr. Le Roi.”


  Col nodded to prove that he was listening, and Lawrence directed his next words to Elsa. “It would be good if you came along, too, Miss Elsa, and talked about your own plans for what’s to come.”


  Elsa cut even the hard rye bread up, rather than tearing into it, and brought bites politely to her mouth without dropping a single crumb. She treated it as though it were some sort of ritual practice in the concentration of her mind, but amazingly, she had no trouble listening to the conversation around her as she did so. “Very well. I need to send a letter to the village as well, so I’ll ask their help in that.”


  Lawrence nodded and turned to Holo, who, like a child, was tossing beans up one by one into the air and catching them in her mouth. “And what will you do?”


  Holo had just tossed aloft another bean, and her fangs showed as she opened her mouth to catch it. Her gaze moved from the bean to Lawrence, but moments later, the bean still landed perfectly in her mouth. She chewed it up, crunching, and washed it down with the thinned wine. “So long as you don’t mind me creating new legends about a giant wolf, I’ve nothing much else to do.”


  Now that she knew the direction and location, it would be safer and faster for Holo to travel as a wolf. There was no reason for her to go all the way over to Philon’s to hear about the conditions on the human road.


  “So long as you don’t mind me speaking as though I know the truth of the legend,” said Elsa, smiling with only her mouth. She returned to her meal, earning a wrinkled nose from Holo.


  Lawrence sighed and looked over at the table, whereupon was neatly spread the map.


  “Still, ’twould be boring to stay here alone.”


  “Then it’s settled.”


  Thereafter, each of them finished their breakfast. Elsa cleared her throat and began to teach Col about some finer point of scripture, Holo tended to her tail grooming, and Lawrence decided he might as well trim his beard while he was in a town.


  There would likely be trouble upon arriving in Kieschen and difficult preparations in the meantime.


  In light of that, the quiet serenity of the water well in the inn’s courtyard, lit by the morning sun, was a precious thing indeed. The far-off sounds of the busy town gave the quiet a different feeling than the silence of a forest or field.


  Lawrence had loved this quiet when he had traveled alone and had come to appreciate it even more since that time had ended.


  Would he be able to continue on like this? He smiled a self-reproaching smile at the thought. He would probably abide. He would have to – and anyway, as he told himself before, this was not their final parting.


  His worry was purely of his own creation.


  “… Well, then.” He brushed his hands free of crumbs.


  The day had begun.


  Lawrence had assumed that a shop catering to mercenaries would be mostly idle in the morning, but he was mistaken.


  While the mercenaries themselves were certainly snoring loudly away in their wagon beds, the men around them were hurriedly buying up supplies. By their aura and manner of speaking, Lawrence at first took them as musicians, but apparently they were merchants who had spent their entire lives running their shops on the world’s battlefields. Their cheerful demeanor came from their having long ago lost any fear of death whatsoever.


  “Today I’ve only got one more troop coming by. When things are bad, it’ll be ten or twenty in a single day,” said Philon, shamelessly draining the contents of a cup that had been left on the table.


  When the merchants had left, it was terribly quiet, like a storm had passed through the shop.


  “So, many mercenaries come through?” asked Lawrence, surprised, and the general store owner chuckled knowingly.


  “The bills are always made out to some big lord somewhere. If you’re well-known and have a lot of territory, you can turn a hefty profit buying in one place and selling it off elsewhere.”


  It seemed likely that Philon had taken advantage of the situation in Lenos and done some speculation himself, but Lawrence said nothing.


  No matter who was making what profit, as long as things were moving, there was no problem.


  “So, then, what can I do for my extended family here.”


  “The map from Miss Fran has arrived,” said Lawrence, and Philon’s face lit up with excitement that was obvious even in the dim shop.


  “Oh, that’s wonderful!”


  He held out his hand in anticipation of Lawrence giving it to him. But Lawrence had very purposefully not brought it with him.


  In the silence that fell over Philon’s own, Holo chuckled.


  “So about the Tolkien region.”


  “Ah, there’s a nice place,” said Philon, sitting in a chair he produced from somewhere and taking up a quill pen. “Bit large, though.”


  Even on the map, Yoitsu had only been one small part of Tolkien. But once she made it to the region, Holo’s sense of smell would surely lead her the rest of the way.


  “There was a little village there. Less a village, really, than a group of shelters for woodsmen and hunters to stay in.”


  “And the name?” It was Holo who asked.


  Elsa and Col were gazing at the swords on the walls and the parchment bundles on the shelves with intense interest, respectively, but simultaneously looked over at Holo when she spoke.


  “It didn’t have a name. Isn’t really the kind of place you give a name. Did someone tell you they were born in Tolkien?”


  Yoitsu, Holo was about to reply, but after a moment’s movement of her lips, she said nothing and merely nodded.


  “For people from around here, the name Tolkien doesn’t mean much more than deep forests and mountains. Whoever it was ought to be proud they were born in such grand wilderness, I’d say.”


  Philon’s tone was light, as though trying to emphasize that it was not worth thinking too deeply over.


  But far from relaxing, Holo’s face became even sharper. “Are the forests and mountains there yet bountiful?” She spoke slowly and distinctly, as though emphasizing each word.


  Philon tapped his quill pen in his opened ledger, then rested his chin in his palm and regarded Holo. “Absurdly so. The word is that the deer are huge.”


  “And wolves?”


  “Wolves?”


  Holo looked intently at Philon. The silence that followed was unnerving for those who knew her true form.


  Philon suddenly looked up to the ceiling, drawing Lawrence’s gaze with it. “The area’s thick with fierce wolves.”


  Holo drew a long breath, and her small body grew larger with it.


  If Lawrence had dared to point out that she seemed about to cry, she would have surely denied it with fangs bared.


  “Many of the mercenaries imagine themselves to be descended from wolves. And if you did have an ancestor among the wolves of Tolkien, I’m sure it would make you braver on the battlefield.”


  If a human was the child of something other than a human, it had to be God. Thus was the teaching that the Church spread, and even though Elsa was right there, Philon was speaking of such things as if they were common knowledge.


  Elsa made no indication of any concern.


  A man who made it his business to trade with mercenaries would have a keen grasp of what different sorts of people held dear.


  “Are you…?” began Philon, but then suddenly stopped. If she was born in the north, but had come from the south, with her birthplace unknown, then the chance that the secret of her birth was a happy one was exceedingly low. He must have realized that.


  “In any case, you’re headed to Kieschen, yes? Or will some of you remain here or maybe make for Tolkien?”


  “We plan to go to Kieschen. Would you tell us the way to Tolkien from there? Unless you think we’d be better served by asking once we arrive in Kieschen.”


  Philon waved his hand to suggest that would not be necessary. He then closed his eyes, scratched his chin with his quill pen, and spoke. “Between Kieschen and the Tolkien region there’s a path called the fur road. It’s a common enough name, but it’s the most important and profitable path for the fur trade in the area. It ought to be passable so long as it’s not snowed in. On the way, you’ll probably run into the territory of the Bruner mercenary band. I’ll write you an introduction letter. If anything happens, you’ll never find a more reliable band.”


  There was no way to tell whether Philon suddenly had sympathy for Holo’s birth circumstances or was trying to butter Lawrence up in order to get a look at Fran’s map. It was probably both, but there was no reason to refuse such a letter.


  “My thanks,” said Lawrence, since Holo seemed at a loss for words.


  What had been merely old memories and tales had accumulated and finally become a map. Now that it had a form, the rest was so simple.


  The path to Yoitsu was becoming clearer and clearer.


  Lawrence patted Holo’s back the way he would if she had had a bite of food stuck in her throat.


  “And the two there? One was from Pinu, as I recall.” Philon pointed at Elsa and Col with his quill pen.


  Col was completely incoherent, but Elsa was not the least concerned. “No, I have business with Le Roi,” she said in a cold and unwavering tone, straightening her posture.


  Philon blinked in surprise, then made a great show of clearing his throat before speaking again. “I’m quite confident that anything he can do, I can do as well.”


  “Is that so? In that case, I’d like to send a letter.”


  Philon seemed rather taken aback by Elsa’s lack of either surprise or levity. But he managed a feeble “Ah, certainly,” at which Elsa finally smiled, a bit at a loss herself.


  It seemed she had mastered an entirely different way of controlling men than Holo had. It was hard to say which was better.


  “I’ve pen and paper. If you can’t write, I’m happy to take your dictation.”


  “That won’t be necessary. But I’m sorry to say I have no money.”


  Philon again thrust his chest out in the face of her straightforward admission. Yet he could not back out now. “I’ll send the bill for the paper to Le Roi. That’s no problem at all.”


  Elsa looked evenly at Philon for a few moments. Then she gave a slow smile and said, “If you please.”


  Philon feigned ignorance at Le Roi, who was running around making preparations for the journey. In fact, on the other side of the ceiling sat a mountain of goods, but he had not the slightest intention of parting with any of them.


  While Elsa wrote her letter, Philon began tending to his own work, so Lawrence and the rest left the shop to bask in the sun.


  There were still many people walking by, and it was certainly never boring.


  “Once you find something, everything else becomes so clear,” said Lawrence.


  Perhaps Col was being considerate of the two, since he crossed the street to peer into a cobbler’s workshop. He was about the age to be handling minor tasks in a workshop or trading company, after all.


  Just a moment earlier the master of the shop had returned and smacked him on the head, evidently mistaking him for a lazy apprentice before Col had hastily pointed to Lawrence and Holo.


  “Aye, now that we know our destination… all that’s left is to point ourselves there and put one foot in front of the other.”


  They watched Col sit on the stone steps and relax, propping his elbows on his knees. He seemed sleepy, probably because the rays of the sun were warm.


  “Simple and clear,” said Lawrence.


  Holo closed her eyes and chuckled through her nose. “Mm. Nothing to hesitate over.”


  Her clear profile was as smoothed as the just-shelled white of a boiled egg. All the problems and troubles that had tangled up with one another in her mind seemed to have been swept away, leaving it clean.


  It seemed Lawrence really was the only one worried about the business of whether or not they would go to Yoitsu together.


  He sighed a tired sigh to hide his frustration, then straightened and stretched. “Still, relaxing in town like this makes one reluctant to start traveling again,” he said, looking up and squinting. Holo, too, looked up, opening one eye just slightly and glancing aside at Lawrence.


  “With that reasoning, I’d have to give it serious thought.”


  It was too much trouble to quarrel, so Lawrence shrugged and ignored her baiting.


  A goodly amount of time had passed when Elsa finished writing her letter. As logical as she was when speaking, when it came time to collect her thoughts on paper, she evidently found it much more difficult. She had ink on her face and hands, and she seemed somewhat hollowed out by the task.


  “… Where did they go?”


  “I gave them a few coppers and they went off to the docks. Would you like to go as well, Miss Elsa?”


  Elsa shook her head wordlessly.


  When Lawrence thought about it, he realized that having lived in such a small village, she had probably never had much cause to put her thoughts into written words. Just figuring out how to address Evan had probably taken a good amount of time.


  Lawrence considered this as his gaze swept the room.


  “Where did Mr. Philon go?” Elsa asked.


  “No idea. I seem to remember him standing up from the table, but…”


  Lawrence looked and saw that the door to the courtyard was partially open, and some of the light from outside was doing its best to enter the gloomy workshop. Even if Elsa was a clergy-woman, it was careless of Philon to leave the shop open with a stranger inside.


  Or perhaps there was simply nothing to steal. The ultimate merchant could run a shop on nothing but credit. And with nothing but credit, there would be nothing to steal.


  “Seems like we ought not to leave, then,” said Lawrence.


  “… Yes, that’s true. But, er…”


  “Yes?” Lawrence asked, at which Elsa’s face suddenly looked utterly exhausted. Her tone turned apologetic.


  “Might I go outside to take some fresh air?”


  Lawrence smiled and watched her go. The door closed with a thunk, and Lawrence was alone in the dim shop. He sat in a chair and once more looked slowly about the place.


  It was not small, but neither was it spacious. There was little in the way of decoration, but no space was wasted. The table, chairs, and shelves were purely functional, and there were exactly as many of each as was necessary. It was well cleaned, but not ostentatiously polished. Nowhere was there too much of anything, nor too little. It was a very relaxed space.


  Lawrence took a deep breath through his nose and exhaled through his mouth.


  The shop was quiet. Ideal for relaxing in.


  Although if such a shop were his, he would need to add a window, Lawrence mused. There would need to be a sunlit place for Holo to groom her tail, after all. As he thought more on it, Lawrence waved his hand to clear his mind of the daydream. They were becoming more frequent as the days passed, and more specific, too.


  There was not anything wrong with that, per se, but it was something he had to hide so long as he traveled with Holo.


  Even if she had not been a wisewolf, he had to shut away the words deep in his heart: Let’s open a shop together.


  “Kieschen, eh?” he murmured with a smile. If Holo was not going to keep the promise, then Lawrence had no right to object. The resolve was hers; everyone else was merely cooperation. He would do everything he could to help her.


  Lawrence had never traveled to Kieschen, but he had heard of the place. It was a well-to-do town situated atop a hill among the rolling plains. He had heard the town was filled with greenery. There were even some who spoke of it as though it were a town swallowed by forest. It would surely be a good place to show Holo and Col.


  As far as Elsa went, she had been born in a village with an excellent view, so she might find Kieschen rather confining.


  In any case, it seemed like a nice place, which was a relief. And being relatively close to the capital city of Endima, the wine and food ought to be good.


  It would be a good place for good-byes.


  Lawrence rested his cheek in his hand and spoke the words aloud. “A good place for good-byes.”


  He was normally stubborn, but he wondered if that wasn’t part of his charm.


  Why had Holo so easily given up on their promise? Or was the idea of ending their wonderful travels in sight of Yoitsu just too ridiculously sentimental, just as she said? Or was Lawrence the only one who thought so much of what the other was thinking?


  In his memories, Holo smiled. The smile was directed at someone he did not know. It was an unfair, reactionary thought. And then–


  “Oh, has the holy sister finished her writing?” Philon entered the shop, pushing the half-open door from the courtyard all the way open.


  “She seemed to be having quite a bit of trouble with it.”


  “Hah. That’s not such a bad thing.” He spoke so plainly that Lawrence found himself staring at Philon, finding him quite a mystery. This man who dealt with mercenaries wore a boyishly mischievous expression.


  “I can’t imagine there are many happy people who are well accustomed to writing letters to their loved ones. Wouldn’t you say?”


  These were the words of a man who was living his life with his eyes open. Lawrence smiled to hide his vexation, then sighed. “True enough. You want to be close to the people you love.”


  Philon nodded, satisfied, and sat himself down in a chair. On the table was the letter that Elsa had written; Philon picked it up and looked it over. He was not reading it, it seemed, but rather checking to see if the ink had dried.


  “So, I couldn’t help but be a little interested,” began Philon, as he folded the letter up. He spoke as though he had been having a conversation with Lawrence about something in particular, right up until that moment.


  Lawrence was briefly confused. He flipped back through his memory, trying to guess at what Philon was talking about, but Philon himself cut Lawrence’s musing short.


  “So I went and talked to the Delink Company myself.”


  Philon had claimed to Le Roi that he could not be seen getting involved with the Delink Company. Had that been merely an excuse to turn him down? Lawrence considered that, then revised his thinking. What if it was not that, but rather that there was now some larger reason that justified the risk of contact?


  “Anyhow, it turns out I got a hit.”


  “… A hit?”


  It was a strange word to use – it implied a sort of good fortune, but depending on the context, the meaning could change quite dramatically.


  A glance at Philon’s face revealed that whatever it was, it was no good.


  “My company supplies mercenary troops, and I act as a sort of agent for them at times as well. The Delink Company is the opposite. There was nothing in my ledger about any mercenaries heading for Tolkien, so I thought there might be in theirs.”


  He fingered the letter pointlessly.


  “Even if a troop winds up taking prisoners of war, depending on where it happens, they’ll be turned away at the gates. So when there’s a rumor of war, they’ll talk to companies ahead of time.”


  “Meaning?” Lawrence replied, worried.


  It might have been that Philon had been testing whether Lawrence would turn worried or not. His eyes were full of sympathy. “Meaning that in all likelihood, there’s going to be a battle for control of the Tolkien region.”


  Philon had come right out and said it in this moment because he was worried there would not be another chance, no doubt. If he was a considerate man, he would not have desired to deliver such news in front of a girl like Holo. Lawrence was the same way, so there was nothing to smile about.


  But now that he knew, that meant he would have to be the one to tell Holo.


  Unfairly, he wanted to quarrel with Philon on those grounds alone.


  “But I have no idea what the goal is. It’s just thick forests and endless mountain steppe. There are barely any villages worth naming. Or maybe they’re thinking that’s the perfect place to source slaves. Or else…” Philon’s gaze was far away. “They’ve struck a lode of ore.”


  He had told Holo that the mountains and forests of Tolkien were bountiful. Given that, and given the prospect itself that Le Roi had convinced Lawrence to aid him with, anyone could have guessed what they were most concerned with.


  A bitter taste filled Lawrence’s mouth, but still – it was only one possibility.


  Philon seemed to be thinking the same thing.


  “Of course, I might be overthinking things. All the Delink Company said was that they’d received word from a mercenary troop that they might be bringing prisoners down from Tolkien.”


  If a rich lode had really been discovered, the scale of operations would expand considerably. There would certainly be at least one mercenary troop willing to venture forth to a remote location to fight for nothing but money. That was the simple fact of it.


  Somebody would be unlucky, of course, but Lawrence was honestly relieved.


  He did not think about whether or not that went against the teachings of God.


  Holo would be going to Yoitsu alone.


  He wanted her to encounter as little difficulty as possible.


  A masochistic smile rose to his face at his own selfishness. Then:


  “Come to think of it, I think the mercenary troop in question has a wolf on its standard.”


  “A wolf?”


  Philon nodded and tapped at his temple with his finger. “It had a rather strange name. It’s not a big troop, but it’s been around for a long time. What was it…?” He took a moment to dust off the memories before the right one fell from his lips. “The Myuri mercenary band.”


  Holo had had friends in her homeland. Lawrence had not forgotten their names: Yue, Inti, Paro – strange names, like ciphers for something. And then there was the last name that Holo had murmured: “Myuri.”


  “They’re a small band, but I’ve heard they’re well disciplined. Their leader’s especially clever, it’s said. I’ve never supplied them, though, so I only know the name.”


  Lawrence breathed in slowly as Philon explained, and when it was finished, he exhaled a long breath.


  It was said that over the countless months and years, the fanged ones had dedicated themselves to battle, but finally lost, and become part of the earth. Many died during the battle with the Moon-Hunting Bear, and the rest died fighting humans in the aftermath. This was the story that Hugues had told them in Kerube.


  Holo had made herself accept that there was no trace of the wolves that had once lived in Yoitsu, nor of their battles.


  But now, as though fate were not such a cruel god after all, it seemed the wolves of Yoitsu had not been so weak.


  A mercenary band flying the standard of the wolf, calling themselves Myuri and making camp near Yoitsu – this could not be mere coincidence. The simplest explanation was that Holo’s friend Myuri was still alive and, having heard of the Debau Company’s schemes, gone to occupy the homeland.


  Lawrence could not imagine better news.


  “Anyway, I thought this might worry your companion. Shall I try to find more information?”


  Lawrence shook his head.


  The Myuri mercenaries were encamped in the region of Yoitsu. Just informing Holo of that simple fact would be more than enough. He could so easily imagine her face, at a loss for words out of sheer happiness.


  Being the bearer of good tidings was always a popular job. Lawrence wanted to tell her as soon as he possibly could. And yet, he realized that just as much, he did not want to tell her at all.


  Because upon hearing of Myuri, Holo would surely be overjoyed. She would suppress her desire to go and see for a time, and go with him to Kieschen. But after she left Lawrence and company, she would cast her human form aside and immediately make for Yoitsu.


  Lawrence would have to watch her go. He would have to imagine her reunion with them from afar, alone in the driver’s seat of his wagon. There was no way he would be present for the moment.


  Once she had reunited with Myuri and had that moment of joy, would she talk about all the things she had done, the time she had been saved by a human? If Myuri did not hate humans, would Myuri be glad to hear the tale?


  Lawrence did not want to imagine what would happen next:


  Mercenary bands never named themselves after women.


  Even if Holo and Myuri had not been lovers, he was still a wolf from her homeland, one whom she had thought long dead.


  Before the two giant wolves there would be his insignificant, copper-pinching self, and it was obvious to Lawrence how ridiculous he would feel. That was no place for him. He was not optimistic enough to think so.


  He wanted to raise his arms and shout, Huzzah! At least the journey had been fun.


  He could only smile at that.


  So Lawrence did smile, and spoke.


  “The world does not always go as one would wish.”


  Philon fixed Lawrence in his gaze. “You’re right about that,” he murmured with a sigh.


  Perhaps the outside air had helped ease Elsa’s fatigue, for when she returned to the shop, her usual dignified air had returned. She was not the type to eavesdrop, so she had undoubtedly not heard Philon and Lawrence’s conversation. But she still seemed to sense the subtly changed atmosphere of the shop.


  She looked at Lawrence with questioning eyes, but Lawrence pretended not to notice. A confession like that was not something given easily.


  But if there was an answer to the question as to when to tell Holo about Myuri, asking God might not be such a bad idea, he thought.


  If he told Holo as soon as she returned, her mind would surely be filled with thoughts of him. And even if it was not, it would certainly be a source of unease for her.


  After all, Holo herself had said she would go with them to Kieschen, and there part ways. She could not very well just head off on her own for Yoitsu just because she learned about the Myuri mercenaries.


  No – Kieschen would be the place to tell her, when they were about to part, Lawrence thought.


  He really did not have much time left with her.


  As shameful as he found his selfish thoughts, he wanted her attention to be on the travel that still lay before them.


  The problem was whether he could hide that from Holo. It was probably impossible.


  But when he considered the question of whether or not she would try to pry it out of him when she noticed he was hiding something, the answer seemed to be in the negative. Regardless of how she had been in the past, the Holo of right now might well notice him hiding something, but she would keep silent.


  And when they parted ways and Lawrence told her about Myuri, she would ask why he had hidden that from her, and she would laugh and laugh.


  As any merchant would, Lawrence was making the most effective, profitable plan he could. It seemed sincerely loving someone made one’s thinking faster, but turned it in the most ridiculous directions.


  It had been an interesting experience, but it might be well to have this be the last, Lawrence mused, and it was as he smiled a self-reproaching smile and heaved a heavy sigh that the party returned.


  “Come, we’ve brought gifts!” came the loud, cheerful words as the door opened with a slam.


  Those within the shop had become used to the quiet, so the shock was all the more jarring.


  In the brief moment of time it took to look up and wonder what the matter was, Col followed Holo in and set a shallow bucket filled with water on the floor. His breathing was ragged, and he sat down on the floor right there on the spot, exhausted.


  The bucket had obviously been heavy for Col’s small frame, and, ignoring Lawrence’s sympathy for the lad, Holo stood there, her chest thrown out proudly.


  “Look, we’ve found today’s lunch!” said Holo, whose cheeks were also red and shiny with sweat.


  Lawrence approached, wondering what it could be, when his nose was assaulted by a pungent smell. Its source was soon very clear.


  Within Col’s bucket swam a number of dark eels.


  “Magnificent, aren’t they? We were wandering around the docks when we came upon some fool who’d tipped over a great barrel. Inside were all these eels, and they were scattered around like windblown soot!”


  The exhausted Col was unable to get to his feet, so Elsa, worried, crouched down beside him to check on him. Meanwhile, Holo smiled triumphantly.


  She smelled bad, and her sleeves were damp.


  “Don’t tell me you stole these.”


  “Fool! We were asked to help catch them, and this is our reward! I was the best at catching them. Wasn’t I?”


  Prodded by Holo’s question, Col smiled a weak smile.


  Philon came over as well and peered inside the bucket. They were fine eels, big and fat.


  “Well… still, you ought to change your clothes,” said Lawrence.


  “Mm? Oh, aye. I am a bit damp. Well, I’ll leave the preparation to you. Come, Col!” Holo chattered away, and Col, having finally caught his breath, managed to stand. Given his exhausted state, anyone watching would have wanted to stop him.


  But the one who actually did was neither Elsa nor Lawrence.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” He laughed a boisterous, infectious laugh, head back and hands on his hips. No actor in a town square could manage such a performance as Philon did naturally in that moment. “Goodness, but you’re amusing guests indeed! Don’t worry, we’ll make ready some hot water and handle the preparation.”


  “R-really?”


  “If you walk around outside like that you’ll catch cold. I’ll have the lads heat a bath. As far as a change of clothes goes, hmm…” said Philon, thinking, at which point Lawrence got some words in.


  “I can get a change of clothes from the inn.”


  “Hm? Oh well, let’s do that, then. In the meantime, we’ll deal with these eels. They’ll make for an unexpectedly grand lunch!”


  Lawrence wondered for a moment if in taking a bath here at the shop, Holo would let her ears or tail be seen, but doubted that Holo would let such a thing happen.


  Elsa had helped Col to his feet, but Holo grabbed his hand and pulled him after her as she followed Philon farther into the shop. Lawrence watched her go and sighed helplessly.


  He felt foolish for worrying so much about so many things. Holo had burned his gloom away with a brightness that no gold coin could match.


  Lawrence scratched his head and looked down into the bucket of eels, a small smile on his face.


  “Well, then, I’m off to the inn,” he said to Elsa, who was watching Col’s bucket with concern. What stopped him just short of leaving the building was not a reply from her, but rather a statement.


  “I’m coming, too!” she said, just as an eel splashed noisily in the water. She flinched away from it as though avoiding a dangerous animal and came alongside Lawrence, keeping a wide berth from the bucket.


  She seemed rather scared of the eels.


  “I have some spare clothes I can lend you,” she said.


  Oh? thought Lawrence to himself. He was no Holo, but he had a certain ability to see through people’s lies.


  But there was no reason to point it out, so he simply nodded, and the two left the shop.


  Just as in any other town, the streets of Lenos had names. Every lane, big or small, had wooden signs erected, indicating that it was such-and-such street. Even the small alleys were well paved with cobblestones and had lovely wooden signs.


  Lawrence was admiring one as they passed when Elsa suddenly spoke up.


  “I have been thinking,” she said, almost as though talking to herself. But after a pause, she continued. “Can I be of any use to you?”


  “Huh?” Lawrence thought he had misheard, but this time Elsa looked right at him and spoke very clearly.


  “Can I be of any use to you? To all of you?” Her honey-colored eyes were as serious as ever. “Especially you – I know you don’t want to go to Kieschen. Am I wrong?”


  Lawrence looked back into those big eyes, smiled a thin smile, and replied. “That’s a surprising offer.”


  He anticipated her anger, but Elsa’s way of being angry was not what he expected. “It is not at all surprising.”


  She looked steadily back at him.


  The street was crowded, and if she kept walking along while looking aside at him, she would have easily been run over by a wagon. Before replying, Lawrence pulled her out of the way as a cart rumbled by, taking no notice of the pedestrian traffic as it went.


  “It is surprising,” said Lawrence. Pulled close like this, Holo would have pretended bashfulness or looked up at him winsomely, but Elsa did neither. Of course she would not, Lawrence admitted to himself, but he wondered if Evan the miller knew better and felt a moment of manly frustration.


  “I owe you a debt, you see,” said Elsa.


  From the conversation at the inn, Elsa seemed to have simply drawn some conclusions. The source of the distress between Lawrence and Holo was because they could not be in two places at once.


  But if Elsa could be in one of those places, she could help solve the problem – it seemed an oversimple, childish idea, but more than that, it was a very dear, Elsa-like proposal.


  However, even if the Delink Company had not insisted on certain conditions, it would still not have been a solution. No matter how optimistically Lawrence regarded her, Elsa was not suited for the combat of trade.


  “I’m very grateful that you would offer,” said Lawrence with a smile. He did not give his reason for refusing, because it was true that he was grateful.


  Despite all her quarreling with Holo, Elsa showed no trace or hint of a grudge. Even merchants, who would cooperate with their mother’s worst enemy if it were in their own interest, were rarely so magnanimous.


  “I see…” said Elsa, nearly sighing her deep disappointment.


  “Might I ask why you offer?” Lawrence asked, though it might have been a pointless question. Elsa’s strong faith in the teachings of God might mean that helping others was simply a matter of course for her.


  But his merchant’s intuition compelled him to ask anyway. His ears were even better than Holo’s when it came to sensing whether someone was being truly selfless. He guessed there might be a reason other than pure selfless kindness for Elsa to make such an offer.


  And just as he guessed, she replied without anger. “First, I’ve been turned away by the church here.”


  Undoubtedly the church in Lenos had no time for people like Elsa, after the fur riots. Before Lawrence could offer any words of comfort, Elsa made a troubled face and continued. “The second reason is… that we’re alike.”


  “Alike?” Lawrence was surprised by this unexpected statement.


  Elsa nodded and turned her head to face him. “Our true feelings are obvious, yet we both insist on putting on such great facades of responsibility.” She had the face of a great priest, one who could peer into another’s heart, see the pain that lurked there, and bring them comfort in its stead.


  Lawrence hastily averted his eyes. He had the feeling that everything inside him was being discovered through and through.


  “I left my village with just that facade. I can’t say I don’t have experience with it,” said Elsa, then looked ahead again.


  Surprised, Lawrence regarded her profile. “But finding a priest for your village is a proper reason, isn’t it?”


  “It is. And yet…” Elsa seemed conflicted. But it was not in the girl’s nature to remain indecisive. “Mr. Lawrence.”


  She looked up at him and said his name. Her face had a vulnerability to it she would never show him in the village of Tereo. It seemed as though she wanted to confess some sin and that Lawrence was the only person she could tell. At the very least, as an older man, perhaps he could give her some perspective.


  “This is something I should confess only to God.”


  Lawrence met Elsa’s pained gaze with a smile. “Do not worry. I have every intention of reaching the kingdom of heaven, so I’ll pass your message along.”


  It was a good joke coming from a stingy merchant like him, and Elsa smiled a strange, exhausted smile.


  But as a joke, it seemed to have had its intended effect.


  Elsa turned forward and rubbed her face, then looked down. She murmured a quick prayer before composing herself. “The reason I am searching for a priest to take charge of the church in my village is because I do not wish to hold the position.”


  Lawrence knew he could not betray surprise. A confessor’s role was only to listen. He took a breath. “And?” he prompted quietly.


  “Despite my position, I’ve had a faint wish.” Elsa looked up, suddenly seeming appropriately fragile for a girl her age. She seemed on the verge of tears, and her usual flush of spirited strength was nowhere to be seen.


  Elsa would never have shown this face to a stranger. The only other one who would have ever glimpsed it would have been Evan the miller. And as soon as the thought came to him, Lawrence realized the truth.


  She gripped tightly the hand-carved seal that she wore about her neck. The seal given to her by someone close to her when she had left the village.


  “If possible, my wish is to… someday make Evan my–”


  Lawrence did not allow her to continue further. He put his finger to her mouth and, with a sigh, spoke. “You should speak the rest of that sentence not to me, but to him.”


  The clergy were not allowed to marry.


  But if there was a church in a town, then someone had to be in its employ. Elsa had taken that duty all by herself, but it had never been her wish to remain alone.


  The facade and the truth.


  Knowing Elsa had heard his conversation with Holo and that she realized how similar they were made Lawrence feel too ashamed to look her in the eye.


  “But if that’s how you’ve always felt…” Trying to preserve his dignity as the older man in the conversation, Lawrence looked up at the sky, taking a deep breath.


  After a span of time, Elsa seemed much calmed. “It makes me very happy. Just the sentiment alone is enough.” She looked at him with an expression that made Lawrence rue his own powerlessness.


  So he added something. “We merchants are very harsh about borrowing and lending. We don’t say such things lightly.”


  A merchant would happily squeeze debt from a family member. Lawrence thought about saying so but decided there was no need.


  Elsa nodded as though forcing herself to accept his words, then smiled awkwardly.


  The bell signaling midday rang a series of irregular strikes. Lawrence spoke only after the echo of the bell’s toll had faded into the sky.


  “Still, your relationship with him was rather obvious, I must say.”


  Elsa looked up at Lawrence with eyes wide in surprise. “Did you suppose that we were trying to hide it?”


  That in and of itself was a surprise, as Lawrence’s wry smile made quite clear.


  But as Lawrence smiled, beside him Elsa cleared her throat. Lawrence looked, and it seemed as though she were brushing away the embarrassment of her confession and purposefully resuming her serious face.


  “So, even if I cannot directly solve your problem, I am still clergy. If someone is hiding pain in their heart, I can at least listen to their troubles. After all…” Elsa’s expression hardened. “… I confessed my heart.”


  She was a clumsy bargainer. But for the straightforward Elsa, it was a good try.


  And it was true – she had told him about Evan, and her desire to give solace to anyone suffering in the gap between their heart and their facade was a sincere one.


  “You’re right.” Lawrence raised his hands in surrender.


  Elsa cleared her throat again. “To be blunt, the way you two act is unnatural.”


  Having it thrown in his face so directly made Lawrence feel a touch irritated. “I’m a human, and she’s a wolf. There’s nothing ‘natural’ about it,” he replied.


  Elsa drew a sharp breath at these words, but pressed on nonetheless. “That is not what I mean.”


  “Then what do you mean?” Lawrence immediately replied.


  “Why should two lovers not hold hands?”


  Hearing this, Lawrence froze in his tracks. And not out of anger.


  He was shockingly embarrassed, and his hand came up to cover half his face.


  “I simply can’t understand it. You say she’s a wolf, but there are many such stories in the books my father left behind, so…”


  Lawrence held up his other hand in an attempt to get Elsa to stop. He was too humiliated to so much as look at her. He stared off into the distance, waiting for his pounding heart to slow down.


  Holo had made fun of him for being “girlish,” but he was suddenly shocked to realize how pure and naive he truly was.


  “… Pardon me,” Lawrence managed with the last of his merchant’s composure, and then he just stood there for a moment. For the first time, he knew the destructive power that words like “two lovers” could have when used outside of a poem.


  “N-now you see, Miss Elsa, that we live here in reality. Just as we cannot exist in two places at once, solving our problem is not so simple as joining hands.”


  On that count, Holo’s reasoning for going with him to Kieschen was perfect. It was so logical that any merchant the world over would applaud its correctness.


  “If that’s so, why won’t you fight for it? You say that without having even tried! You–”


  “–!” Lawrence himself did not know the nature of the verbal explosion he had just swallowed down. But his hand had reached out and grabbed Elsa’s robe by the collar.


  “… My apologies,” he said, immediately coming to his senses and releasing her.


  Instead of fixing her clothing, Elsa gave Lawrence a sharp glare. But her anger was not at his outburst, but rather that, despite the intensity of his words, he was still hiding his true feelings behind his own facade.


  “I have tried… to fight.”


  “Truly?” shot back Elsa.


  “Truly or not… that I don’t know.” Lawrence walked on, leaving the flustered Elsa aside. Her face still a mask of disbelief, she trotted to catch up to him. “What do you mean, you ‘don’t know’?”


  “I mean exactly that. Of course I want to go with her to our original destination. I want to go to her homeland. But the circumstances won’t allow that. And the logical course of action is to do as she says. It’s best for her, and it’s best for me. And it’s best for Col.”


  The words the adult decision had a nice ring to them.


  Elsa seemed about to say something in response to Lawrence’s remarks, but in the end she stopped herself. She looked down, frustrated and pained.


  Lawrence himself thought he ought to go to Yoitsu with Holo. No, not thought – wished. But it was impossible to overturn Holo’s reasoning. If he did, it would be astonishingly selfish of him, and he could not imagine that Holo would be pleased by such selfishness.


  Throwing everything recklessly away and getting a tidy, happy ending only ever happened in stories. In reality, life had to continue.


  Holo had spoken with a tired smile on her face – living involved a lot of time. Life was too long to throw everything away just for one moment.


  Lawrence and Elsa walked wordlessly along, and finally the inn came into view. The first floor was filled with craftsmen taking their lunch and travelers, too. There were many faces, some happy, some not.


  “Life has ups and downs” was not a mere figure of speech. It was reality. Not everything went smoothly, and if one did not compromise somewhere, they would never get through it.


  All heroes had to face many difficulties and countless dangers – but not everyone who faced difficulty and danger became a hero.


  Most of them just died along the way.


  Lawrence was a traveling merchant. No one would ever fault him for being extremely cautious, and cautious he ought well be.


  Lawrence quietly climbed the stairs. He heard no creaking floorboards, but given the small footfalls behind him, Elsa was following him up.


  Seen from the outside, he was surely a pathetic sight. Perhaps too pathetic to leave alone.


  But this was the way of the world.


  Lawrence allowed himself to feel at least a little self-pity as he murmured the words in his heart and smiled a sad, tired smile.


  “Can there not be a miracle?” came Elsa’s short, sharp words.


  “Can there not be a miracle?” she said again, as Lawrence looked over his shoulder.


  Elsa had stopped on the stairs, looking up at Lawrence, who was about to round the landing.


  “You and she came to our village and created a miracle, which saved us all. Can you not…” Elsa swallowed her words and seemed to be holding back tears. “If a miracle cannot save you as well, then how can I go on teaching the word of God?”


  Her honey-colored eyes looked up at Lawrence, penetrating, but there was no trace of anything like hostility in them.


  Lawrence scratched his head and averted his eyes. Elsa was wholly and completely, from the bottom of her heart, a servant of God.


  “I know it’s selfish of me to say so, I know that, but–”


  “No, you haven’t said anything wrong or mistaken. It’s simply that we, or at least I, am not a pure enough soul to be saved by a miracle,” said Lawrence, stepping down the stairs and crouching down in front of Elsa. He reached out and straightened the collar that his earlier violence had set askew.


  Elsa did not try to brush him away or show any sign of disgust. She merely watched him.


  “It turns out, the Myuri mercenaries are close to her homeland.”


  Her face turned confused, as though wondering what he was getting at. Lawrence checked her left and right lapels for evenness, then flattened them with a pat, at which Elsa did not so much as flinch.


  “Myuri, you see,” he continued, “is the name of someone my companion separated from, centuries ago in her homeland. Someone she thought long dead.” Lawrence had turned his back to her, so he did not know what happened next.


  But it seemed to Lawrence that her expression did not change very much.


  “He’s probably alive, though. She doesn’t know yet. I’m going to tell her in Kieschen, when we part ways.”


  “Why?” came the short demand from behind him.


  “Because I want her to concentrate on the journey with me until then. A mercenary band would never name themselves after a woman. It’s ridiculous, but I’m jealous. We’ve gotten this far, I may as well confess it.”


  Lawrence put his hand out to the room’s door and looked back at Elsa.


  “I wished that Myuri would have stayed dead. Horrible, aren’t I?” He sighed and pushed the door open. He wanted to take a step inside and then slam the door behind him. “I should think that if miracles kept happening to a man like me, that would be a god whose word you couldn’t spread.”


  He began unpacking bags as he searched for a change of Holo’s clothes. Once she left, he would have to sell them – the expensive clothes she had demanded.


  Behind him, Elsa too entered the room and from her bag produced a set of clothes.


  “That is indeed awful of you. No doubt God will punish you.” Her blunt words were somehow comforting.


  Lawrence stood, a smile still lingering on his face, and made ready to leave the room. But unexpectedly, Elsa’s words followed him. “And yet I still do not understand.”


  Looking over his shoulder, he saw that she was plainly angry.


  “Feeling the way you do, yet trying to act rationally, it’s – I simply don’t understand. That’s what’s unnatural. You should choose one or the other.”


  “It is none of your business,” said Lawrence flatly. He added a troubled, complicated smile as a courtesy. “This is our problem and our decision. It is not your place to say what we should do. Not even as a teacher of God’s word.”


  He added that last excuse, but it was just that: an excuse.


  Elsa had been speaking from her heart, as Lawrence was perfectly aware. But he could not let her go on.


  “You’re quite right.” Elsa took a deep breath and tears spilled from her eyes. “But I wanted to repay my debt to you both. It doesn’t seem to me that either of you are acting in your own best interests, so I wanted to at least–”


  “Me, no. But she is, I assure you.”


  Lawrence was the only one being stubborn about wanting to go with her to Yoitsu. Holo wanted to do so, if possible, but only after considering other possibilities. That was the extent of it for her.


  “Two lovers,” Elsa had so shamelessly said, but the truth was much less clear. Lawrence found it easy to think of the words as a bitter irony. So, the news about Myuri did nothing to put his heart at peace.


  
    
  

  But Elsa simply looked back at him. Her honey-colored eyes were noble and sharp, like the pommel jewels of a sword. “Then my question still stands. Why won’t you turn and fight back?”


  For a moment, Lawrence did not understand what he was hearing.


  “It’s like there are two Evans. Your indecision is so infuriating I can hardly stand it. Why won’t you just act the way you honestly feel? Why are you convinced that swallowing down your own opinion is best for her? God is the friend of the righteous. You have nothing to fear!” As Elsa went on, her voice rose, and with these last words, her shoulders shook.


  The content of her ranting had a logic to it but was also incoherent. She herself seemed not to know exactly what she was going on about. She was probably just speaking her thoughts as they came to mind.


  But Lawrence understood what she meant all too well. At the very least, he understood the feelings that had welled up from inside Elsa.


  But the most important thing was that Lawrence had taken all that, forced it underneath “reason,” and ascribed it to Holo.


  For trying to act so wisely, it seemed he had been quite stupid.


  “You’re right about everything,” said Lawrence in an exhausted tone. His words came without a hint of deception. “But I’m a simple merchant.”


  “So think!” Elsa seemed to have forgotten why she herself was angry. Yet she still glared up at Lawrence, continuing her verbal assault. “Don’t pray, think. If you say you’ve turned away from God and deserve no miracles, then stop praying and think like a merchant!”


  It was a strange entreaty for her to make. Elsa had nothing to gain from it, yet she was truly angry at Lawrence and Holo.


  “You merchants use all sorts of unbelievable techniques, don’t you? You have means available to you that can only be called magic, don’t you? Or if… if you’re hesitating to use such despicable methods, then be at ease.” Elsa straightened and directed her unwavering gaze right at Lawrence. “I will do all I can to assure their correctness in the face of God’s teachings.”


  This was where he should laugh her off surely.


  If a hundred merchants heard the story, then those hundred merchants and twenty of their friends would all agree that Holo’s way was the right one, while handing Elsa a glass of wine and telling her to calm down and have a drink.


  But Elsa’s view was very attractive. She was telling him to think.


  Elsa herself was no fool. She was certainly smart enough to understand there was a certain logic to Holo’s way. But she was saying all of this because she could not stand to watch them go through with it.


  So at the very least, it was worth putting his head to work trying to find a way to respond to her with some kindness. She was, after all, offering to make excuses to God for whatever underhanded methods he might use. It would do to give the matter some thought, at least, before giving up.


  He could not very well just turn suddenly defiant toward Holo, but there was the possibility that he could claim some small business reason for him to go.


  And it was obvious what he should consider: He had to find a way to force that faraway company to sell the book without him going to Kieschen and without them learning the facts of the matter.


  Kidnap the company master’s daughter or wife and threaten him? Put a curse upon him? Or hire a band of mercenaries?


  It was rather fun just thinking of such mad possibilities.


  But in truth, merchants did not possess the magical abilities that Elsa had misunderstood them to possess. Even money orders, those mystical documents that let you move money without carrying heavy coin on your back, were not so mysterious once you understood how they worked.


  They were simply a way of moving goods down the invisible canal called credit. Money was not being magically transported. There was a principle to it. Even if one used credit backward, all they could steal was money, not life.


  Lawrence’s thoughts got that care and were suddenly caught.


  Use credit backward?


  The words struck him as strange, and for a moment he realized his cognition had gone idle.


  Elsa looked at him curiously and was about to say something, but Lawrence stopped her with a raised hand. He suddenly had the feeling there was something he had missed. As though there were keys to this problem scattered all over Lenos – golden keys that would unlock the path for him to travel to Yoitsu with Holo.


  The hope beat almost painfully in his heart as the scenes he had witnessed since arriving in the town flashed through his mind.


  Lawrence looked at Elsa.


  Elsa, who feared nothing, seemed to flinch away from him. Surely that was not his imagination.


  Then, a few moments later, Lawrence arrived at the clear realization that he was smiling.


  “Incidentally, if I really did think of a way to make a miracle happen, what would you do for me?”


  It was surely the first time he had ever asked, “What would you do for me?”


  “… I-I’d give you my blessing.”


  But even when intimidated, Elsa was a splendid clergywoman, so Lawrence kept some of his sudden self-admiration in reserve.


  What he had thought of was such a contemptible plan that he would have laughed off the very idea had it not been for her urging.


  When Lawrence and the others returned to Philon’s shop, there was no one inside. The door that led into the courtyard had been left open, and when Lawrence popped his head through and took a look around, he saw a temporary charcoal-fired stove in the middle of being set up.


  “Oh, you’re back, are you? This’ll take a bit of time yet, so you can wait inside.”


  Whether he had been hired with coin or was simply an acquaintance, there was a cook-seeming fellow expertly skinning the eels while, around him, apprentices stood expectantly.


  Lawrence nodded at Philon and ducked back into the shop, where Elsa was watching him uncertainly.


  “You’re the one who put me to this, remember that,” said Lawrence with mischief in his voice, at which Elsa’s shoulders tensed in a flinch.


  But her gaze was unwavering and her lips tight.


  “I’m grateful, truly. I would’ve gotten old before thinking of such a thing on my own.” Lawrence smiled and took a breath. His destination was the back of the shop.


  “In my father’s letters,” said Elsa suddenly to Lawrence’s back, “he wrote to tell me to go my own way. In his books there were many stories of modest happiness borne from compromise, but that no one had ever been truly satisfied with mere compromise. And…” She grasped the hand-carved seal around her neck and put on her own mischievous smile. “… There were many stories where even when failure came, it brought satisfaction with it.”


  A business was built from successes and failures piled atop one another. Lawrence had known that for a very long time.


  “You’re quite right,” said Lawrence, and with long strides, he headed down the hallway, deeper into Philon’s shop.


  It was well cleaned, and he could tell immediately that it received fresh air daily. Interesting that despite the narrow hall and low ceiling at the back of the shop, it was brighter than the shop’s front, where customers were received.


  But bright places were also places where voices carried well. After no time at all, he heard the happy voices of Holo and Col.


  The room had originally been a kitchen, but before the earthen floor that seemed to have been lowered several times, there lay neatly folded the still-smelly clothing of Holo and Col.


  Lawrence pulled aside the curtain that hung as a partition and peered inside and was immediately greeted by the back of a stark-naked Col, who, despite trying to escape Holo, had been caught as she ladled hot water over him.


  “Aye, there you are! The water of Nyohhira is a hundred times hotter than this!” she said appropriately enough.


  Of course, Col had his own ladle to plunge into the basin, so he was giving as good as he got.


  When he noticed Lawrence, though, Col hastily hid behind the basin. Holo, meanwhile, looked at him as though a new prey animal had arrived.


  “If you play around like this, you’re going to catch cold. Here,” said Lawrence, tossing large towels at the pair, who had long since finished actually bathing.


  Col caught his with his hand; Holo, with her head.


  “I’ve put each change of clothes at the door. Col, yours are from Elsa, so make sure to thank her.”


  “I-I will!” said Col brightly, then immediately sneezed.


  Holo and Col were both completely naked. Col dried himself off, then hurried to put his clothes on.


  “You, too,” said Lawrence, at which Holo sighed an unamused sigh, shaking her tail rapidly. “Honestly,” he said. “I suppose no one saw you?”


  Her tail wagging flung a shocking amount of water around, but her hair received different treatment. Holo wrung it out with her hands, the water in it dribbling to the floor. “Just what sort of a fool do you take me for – achoo!”


  When wet like this, her delicate body and pale, translucent skin were like a polished jewel of some kind. But her sneeze made her seem so silly, and combined with her body, she suddenly seemed very childlike.


  Lawrence sighed and went to help Holo dry her hair.


  “Is lunch prepared yet?”


  “They’re making the stove now. Just a bit longer.”


  “Mm. As the men at the docks said, ‘They’re best covered in olive oil and just roasted.’” Her hair was beautiful, but for all that beauty it held a great deal of water. No matter how Lawrence brushed, there seemed to be no end to it. “This sort of bathing isn’t bad, but in Nyohhira you can have strong, snow-chilled wine brought to you. How about that, eh?”


  Holo rambled on from underneath the towel. She seemed a bit cold – perhaps the water in the basin had mostly cooled.


  “Certainly, and since everyone in the area does likewise, they all keep the prices good and high.” Lawrence took the towel off her head and wrapped it around her shoulders.


  Holo brushed aside the hair that had fallen over her forehead. “Mm,” she replied. “Come, my body’s next,” she said flirtatiously, putting her hand to her hip and looking up at him as though to say, “How about it?”


  If he flinched, the game would be over. He looked down into those amber eyes so filled with challenge, then slowly closed his own. “Hurry and dry yourself off and get dressed,” he said.


  He could practically hear her cheeks puff out in irritation at Lawrence’s failure to become flustered. Did her actions come from being simply unworried about the end of their journey, or was it an act put on precisely because of that approaching end? Lawrence did not know.


  
    
  

  But just as Holo was so talented at such little performances, there was a limit to how much Lawrence could hide.


  “And what shall I do once I’m changed?”


  “I want to find Mr. Le Roi. Help me.”


  Poor Le Roi would be running all over town, trying to buy provisions without any connections in a market where everyone was hoarding for their own speculation. But Lawrence did not want to find him in order to extend him any sort of helping hand.


  Holo soon realized this. She gave Lawrence a searching look. “For what purpose?”


  Rivulets of water fell from her curves.


  The hot water had cooled, and it was cold in the room.


  Holo’s wet skin was rapidly cooling, and her eyes were even more icy than usual.


  “There is a mercenary band,” said Lawrence, close enough to Holo that the droplets on her body threatened to wet him, too, as he looked down at her, “near Yoitsu.”


  “… Wha–!”


  “They call themselves… the Myuri mercenaries.” To his shocking words, Lawrence added still more shock. Mysteriously, though, it was in such times that one’s mind became strangely clear.


  “Find Mr. Le Roi for me. I need to see him.” Lawrence looked away and made as if his business was done, but Holo grabbed him by his lapel. Her face was beyond anger.


  “What’s your aim, then?”


  “I have a proposal for him.”


  Holo bared her fangs and through the gaps between them hissed a sort of sigh. But before that could gain enough mass to become an explosion, Lawrence put his hand to Holo’s left cheek. “I’m not going to break any promises.”


  He bent down so that he was even with her red-tinged amber eyes. Those clear, beautiful eyes.


  “I’m a merchant. I would never break a contract so easily.”


  His words carried a twofold meaning.


  Lawrence stood. “But I am going to propose a change in plans. So far as circumstances allow,” he added quietly.


  “Do you–” Holo started, but her voice caught. She strengthened her grip on Lawrence’s lapel, as though to steady herself. “Do you mean to say that you won’t be going to Kieschen?”


  “That depends.”


  Lawrence was quite sure that it was his own conceited nature that made him think Holo was about to cry.


  In truth, she was surely and deeply disgusted – disgusted that this fool was up to one of his fool schemes again.


  “… Don’t you tell me that you’re…”


  “Yes. Jealous,” said Lawrence lightly, returning Holo’s look. “Of Myuri, of course.”


  Holo was at a loss. She was so appalled and disappointed that Lawrence could practically hear it.


  “Or is Myuri a woman? In which case we can just laugh about this.” He stared right at Holo, who finally averted her gaze.


  Then, slowly, she shook her head. “But come – Myuri is not what you’re thinking–”


  “But while you’re reunited with him, I’ll be alone on my wagon with my thoughts. To be frank, I hate that idea.”


  He took Holo’s small hand in his and realized that it was quite cold. He took the towel that still hung around her shoulders and began to dry her face and neck with it.


  “What will you do?” she asked.


  “Make it so we don’t have to go to Kieschen. That’s why I need to talk to Mr. Le Roi right away. I ought to be able to save Col and Elsa the trouble of going to Yoitsu as well.”


  Lawrence moved the towel from Holo’s neck to her upper arm, but she brushed it off, annoyed. “Can you do such a thing?”


  No matter how perfectly elaborate his answer, if there was a single flaw in it, she would not miss it. Those keen, unforgiving eyes of hers gazed at Lawrence.


  For some reason Lawrence found himself smiling and replying with a self-deprecating tone. “I hope to. This…” he began, then realized the reason for his smile. “As a merchant, this is the only way I can turn and fight.”


  Holo drew her chin in, as though she had taken a bite of something bitter. She looked up to Lawrence in disgust, as though to say, “You’re hopeless, you fool.”


  And then she did say it. “You fool.”


  Lawrence smiled and nodded cheerfully. “If it doesn’t work out, I’ll give up. That’s the truth.”


  Holo could tell when someone was lying. He looked to her as though to say, “Tell me it isn’t,” at which she drew her chin down even farther and made a grumbling sound.


  Holo’s gaze was an exceedingly dubious one.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and continued. “Don’t you think I’ve matured some?”


  He had been beaten, kicked, thrown away his life and his coin purse, all to protect Holo. To follow her, to stay with her. If this was the result of all that, it had not been such a bad journey.


  Holo neither laughed nor raged, and by now she seemed past even frustration or shock. She looked at Lawrence’s smile and slumped, exhausted. And yet her face was very near to burying itself in Lawrence’s chest.


  “You are a fool,” she said quietly and sighed. She picked up the towel from where it had fallen and roughly wrapped it around her body. “Truly, such a fool!”


  Lawrence was fine being a fool.


  He watched Holo roughly dry herself off, happily content to be a fool.


  It was just as Elsa had said – he felt so much better having decided to fight back.


  Holo stepped out of the path, her feet pitter-pattering on the stone and earthen floor. She threw the towel at Lawrence.


  Her tail had just been washed, true, but in any case it was fully fluffed. “So we have to find that meat bun now?”


  “Yes.”


  “Honestly… you’d best hope we’re back in time for lunch!” declared Holo, huffing a deep and irritated sigh.


  There was something distinctly animalistic about Le Roi. Not in the way he looked, of course, but in the keenness of his senses.


  The bookseller was negotiating at a trading company’s loading dock when he turned at the sound of Lawrence’s footsteps.


  And the place was by no means quiet. It was noisy with the shouts of men and neighs of horses, and all the din of everyday chatter.


  “You’ve got a frightening look on your face, my friend,” said Le Roi jokingly and grinned.


  “That’s my line.”


  Le Roi’s tone was even friendlier than usual, since behind Lawrence he could see Holo’s form.


  If Holo had not been there, the bookseller would have looked at Lawrence as an untrustworthy enemy.


  “If you’re looking for provisions. I’ve already managed to buy up quite a bit.”


  The right half of Le Roi’s face distorted skillfully. He looked over his shoulder. “Never mind, then,” he said shortly. The man with the trading company waved him off as though already fed up with Le Roi’s attempts to force him to sell.


  “Walking around with a lady companion and an expression like that, no merchant alive will trust you,” said Le Roi to Lawrence, as though they were just passing by each other.


  Lawrence’s shoulders slumped.


  “As I’m only too aware,” he replied smoothly.


  “So, what business brings you here? Don’t tell me you’ve gotten cold feet.”


  In the world of credit and trust, sudden changes of heart were avoided above all else. Outright failure was far and away more preferable.


  “No.”


  “Well, what, then?”


  “Something’s come up rather suddenly, I’m afraid. I won’t be able to go to Kieschen.”


  They left the shop and walked alongside Le Roi, making for a less crowded part of the street. They passed around Holo, who let a bit of distance open between her and the two men before following.


  “Are you mad?”


  “My companion asked me the same thing.”


  Le Roi clapped his mouth shut and glared at Lawrence. But there was confusion on his face. He could not grasp whatever it was Lawrence was thinking. “Please, no games. I’m expecting a thousand silver pieces in profit from this deal.”


  He spoke as though he was a mercenary boasting of having killed a bear with nothing but his fists.


  But that was not what Lawrence smiled at. He simply could not help but find it amusing that he was actually torn between his own pathetic jealousy and a deal of such size.


  “You’ll excuse me, but I won’t be kicking aside an agreement we’ve already settled on.” Le Roi’s round face distorted in a grimace from one edge to the other.


  Lawrence lightly cleared his throat. The cold air tickled the inside of his cheeks. “About the company in Kieschen – it’s a rather large one, with a special agreement with the Delink Company, correct?”


  The Delink Company would not agree to provide only dark-skinned girls unless the customer was of the highest quality. And a company able to make such demands would not be a small one.


  Still cautious and unable to see where Lawrence was going with all this, Le Roi nodded slowly.


  “Which means they must deal very regularly with many other companies. I’m not mistaken in thinking so, am I?”


  “… I suppose not. But what of it?” Le Roi was obviously growing impatient, but Lawrence did not want to skip to the end of his explanation just yet.


  He gulped and continued. “If so, I ought to be able to remain in this town and still aid you in your purchase.”


  The bookseller stopped in his tracks, the whole of his being working to anticipate what Lawrence was going to say next.


  Lawrence looked over his shoulder to follow him, so sudden was Le Roi’s stop. The sun was just then low in the sky, so he squinted when he spoke. “With money orders.”


  “Money orders? How? They’re just a convenient way of moving money.”


  Lawrence looked past Le Roi’s vast bulk to the idle Holo behind them. “Not if we use them to harass.” Lawrence faced forward and began walking again. Le Roi was still confused, but Lawrence was confident he would follow.


  “Mr. Lawrence. I have no idea what you’re trying to say.”


  Curiosity killed the cat. Once he knew, he would be unable to resist getting involved – no matter how dirty the trick.


  Lawrence turned back to Le Roi. “We’ll issue multiple money orders to the company in question from many others.”


  “Huh?”


  “Each for maybe a few dozen silvers. Or perhaps a hundred or two hundred.” Lawrence was impressed with the smile he managed. After all, the sort of brute-force method he was describing was something only the wealthiest merchants could get away with.


  “We’ll change all the names and send all the money orders in at once. The company in Kieschen will start cashing them without worrying about the strange coincidence, but as they start running low on coin, they’ll begin to get suspicious – but it will already be too late. The coin will be gone from their coffers, and the money changers will catch wind of this and hike up their exchange rates. And what will the company do then? The money orders will keep coming in, including ones from their regular customers. Which ones are the malicious ones and which are from partners they can’t afford to anger? And in the midst of all this, customers and trading partners keep coming. ‘Buy this, buy that, pay what you said you’d pay’… the company will be a mess.”


  The fat Le Roi’s smooth skin normally looked like flour-dusted dough. But now it was as white as if it had been carved from rock salt.


  “And that’s where you come in. ‘You seem to be in trouble, so I’ll take these money orders off your hands. But there’s a condition,’ you’ll say.”


  And of course, all the money orders Le Roi would be taking charge of would be from the Delink Company, so there would be no need for Le Roi to actually have the coin.


  At that point, the outcome would be simple. It all depended on Le Roi’s nerve and talent. “And that’s where I’d tell them I heard they had a certain volume in their possession.”


  “Exactly,” said Lawrence with a wide smile, every bit the clever merchant hawking his wares – though Le Roi could hardly be blamed for looking at him aghast, as though he considered Lawrence unworthy of the name “merchant” for thinking of such a despicable tactic.


  But as a plan, it was sound. There were, of course, some flaws.


  “I understand what you’re… proposing. But… is the Delink Company willing?”


  Le Roi was not worried about the damage to their credit – the Delink Company would bring in several other large companies in Lenos and send the money orders through them, and at that point, their own name would be clean as a whistle.


  The problem was that a large amount of coin would be necessary to issue the money orders.


  “They will be. After all, coin is awfully valuable in Lenos right now.”


  “Ah–!” Le Roi raised his voice.


  The Delink Company would be able to make a tidy profit on the exchange rate.


  “So long as there’s a difference between the currency markets of Lenos and Kieschen, there’s profit to be had. And fortunately for us, the value of coin in Lenos is clearly much stronger. Shall I show you the figures?”


  There was a smack sound as Le Roi’s hand hit his head. He groaned, but his eyes had a calculating, contemplative look in them.


  Given the plan Lawrence had proposed, if the Delink Company agreed, in that moment Le Roi’s acquisition of the book was assured. There would be no need for him to spend the duration of the journey to Kieschen agonizing over the uncertain future and how to exploit this or that weakness in order to get them to sell the book.


  No merchant who plied the lonely road alone could underestimate such peace of mind. Le Roi himself had had to change his own plans after hauling a load of scriptures into Lenos. Such mishaps happened all too easily and were likewise easily imagined.


  But with this plan, Le Roi could head out on his journey with real certainty. He looked at Lawrence like a true believer seeking to confess.


  “Are you… serious about this?”


  He was hooked.


  Lawrence’s answer was short. “Of course.”


  The bookseller nodded a mute and defeated nod.


  They immediately headed for Delink. When there was a change in plans, it was best to declare them quickly. Yet – when preparing for a hard right turn in a swiftly moving wagon, it was best to at least lay one’s body over the load.


  Lawrence had naturally considered this and had been careful not to underestimate the company.


  Which was why he had again brought Holo to the Delink Company. This was to prove to them his resolve – for once before he had left her there for money, only to throw the money in their faces and take her back.


  When they arrived at their destination, it seemed the company’s four masters were in a meeting together. When he was led into the room, they all came in to meet him.


  There would be no turning back now. He could not let himself regret not making every possible effort, doing everything he could do.


  The job of explaining had passed from Le Roi to Lawrence. The forcible use of money orders was more important to him, as was avoiding the trip to Kieschen.


  As they listened, none of the three men, Eringin included, twitched so much as an eyebrow. Far from it – when he was finished listening, with his hands still folded upon the table, Eringin said only this: “Well, shall we take this route?”


  It was Lawrence who now disbelieved his ears, despite being the one to propose the plan. He replied without thinking. “Truly?”


  Eringin made a deliberately surprised face, as though to say, “Are you not the one whose proposal this is?”


  “Er, of course, this was my proposal, and if you’re agreed, then I’m deeply grateful. But, ah, in addition, there’s one more favor I’d like to ask…”


  “I assume you yourself do not wish to go to Kieschen, Mr. Lawrence.”


  Of course – there had been the inquiry from Philon earlier, and now Holo was with him in person. It did not take a particularly clever person to put the pieces together.


  Eringin chuckled. “You may be the one to have proposed this method, Mr. Lawrence, but it’s still quite consistent with our requirements. And if you’re willing to do this, we’ve no reason to refuse. After all, we’ve considered it ourselves.”


  “Wha–”


  Lawrence was not the only one whose face came up in surprise. Le Roi was stunned.


  “However, no reasonable mind would come up with such an abusive technique, so even if someone did think of it, they would hardly propose it to us, or so we had concluded. Much less could we suggest it to you – you’d be instantly suspicious.”


  It was not at all clear whether Eringin was teasing or not. But from the ironic twist at the corner of his mouth, Lawrence decided he was telling the truth.


  “But you’ve accumulated a bit too much age and experience to consider such crude, reckless things. Am I wrong?”


  Holo was the only one at the table to laugh at Eringin’s words. The slave trader faced her and smiled pleasantly.


  “There aren’t many ways for a man to stay young. Your companion there was an excellent decision. I mean no offense – I am being quite sincere.” He looked straight at Lawrence.


  Lawrence did not know how to answer, but he knew enough to politely accept the words as given.


  “I daresay I understood the moment I saw your companion. Two heads are better than one, they say. There’s wisdom in that.”


  “Though we have four heads,” added one of the other masters. Evidently there were limits to how far even a man like Eringin could go alone.


  “We therefore agree to your proposal. I trust you don’t mind us handling the details?” It was said in a businesslike tone, to which Lawrence and Le Roi both quickly replied.


  Only the Delink Company understood the connections between companies and preparation of coin necessary for this. And given the underhanded tactics they were using, even if the book was safely obtained, it would be difficult to carry it out of the town.


  Lawrence and Le Roi would be leaving all those myriad details to the Delink Company. And in exchange, they would be playing the villains.


  That was undoubtedly why Eringin himself had not proposed the possibility to them.


  “It will be good business, I daresay. Though one does have to feel bad for the targeted company.” Eringin sounded genuinely sympathetic, rather than simply saying the words because he thought he ought to.


  They all stood and shook hands, and thus sealed the new agreement.


  For the men of the Delink Company, the shaking of hands came before the signing of the contract – for truly, their business was closer to Philon’s world than to anything else.


  “Now then, may God grant us success.” With those words, the meeting was closed.


  Le Roi looked to Lawrence, a strained smile on his face. “We’ve really done it now,” he seemed to say.


  Lawrence found himself wanting to echo the sentiment. With this, he no longer had to go to Kieschen, and Le Roi alone would take on the role of the villain.


  And the price would have to be paid.


  “About the fee you promised,” said Lawrence as they exited the room into a hallway so quiet it seemed to swallow sound.


  “Oh, please, please, not now.”


  “Later, then.”


  “No, that’s not – that’s not what I mean,” said Le Roi, taking a quick look around. Eringin was still conferring with his colleagues in the meeting room and had yet to emerge. A short distance away there was a single smart-looking boy standing next to the door he had just closed.


  “But–”


  “We can talk about that once everything else is finished, can’t we?” said Le Roi, looking up at Lawrence mischievously. “I will be playing the villain here, but we know they’re going to surrender immediately. I could never content myself if I skipped paying the introduction fee on such an outrageous scheme. And more than anything else, I may not be Mr. Philon,” Le Roi said, smiling an innocent, boyish smile. “But I want you to owe me a bit of a favor, eh? Are you truly a traveling merchant? I’m having a hard time believing it.”


  Back when he had spent his days with his eyes on the ground hoping to spot a single copper coin, Lawrence had longed to hear such words. It was a bitter irony that now that he had discovered something he valued above gold, he was hearing it all the time.


  Before he answered, he glanced at Holo, who seemed to be keeping a bit of a distance, perhaps to avoid interfering with their conversation. “I’m quite a failure as a traveling merchant, I should say. So you’re not wrong about that.”


  Le Roi grinned, but there was not so much as a trace of a smile from Holo. Perhaps that was because her own plan had been so quickly kicked aside, or perhaps it was the revelation of Lawrence’s jealousy of her pack mate in Yoitsu.


  But she did not seem angry so much as utterly at a loss. He was certain that if he asked her if this was so, he would receive an affirmative answer via her thrown fist.


  “But still, Mr. Lawrence. Worry yourself not. Forcing people to do something they loathe with a smile on my face is my nature,” said Le Roi.


  Frustratingly, it was these words that Holo finally smiled at under her hood.


  Le Roi had been doing just that when they had first met him at Philon’s shop. Prick an opponent’s conscience, and one could make them do whatever they wished.


  “So this sort of thing is right in my wheelhouse. And the bigger the prey, the greater the feeling of accomplishment, eh?”


  Elsa had been exactly right about Le Roi. His avarice made him trustworthy.


  Lawrence nodded. “I look forward to seeing your results,” he replied, and left it at that.




  
    
  

  Epilogue


  When they returned to Philon’s shop, there were piles of eel roasted and waiting for them. When informed of this, Philon was even more overjoyed than Holo – and he had a suggestion.


  “We’ll need some strong wine, then! The eels from the river here go best with a good strong wine. And we have to celebrate the execution – or amendment, I suppose – of our contract!”


  Lawrence answered Le Roi’s joke with a wry smile. “Mr. Philon and the others will be there as well. We’ll need enough for…”


  “Oh, I’ll buy. But in exchange, pitch in something nice from your wagon bed, eh?” Le Roi seemed to have given up trying to buy anything in Lenos.


  Lawrence had no intention of turning it into a bargaining point, but he decided to let himself go along with Le Roi’s suggestion. “I’ll leave it to you, then.”


  “You may safely do so. I’ll ask you to promise not to eat any eel until I return, though!” said Le Roi, then vanished into the crowds.


  Even given the noisy, boisterous streets, it felt suddenly quieter. Call it “presence” or what one might, there was no denying that Le Roi was a loud man.


  Lawrence and Holo, too, began to walk, and it was Holo who suddenly spoke up. “Well, now were rid of all our nuisances, eh?”


  This came with no small amount of sarcasm, but Lawrence’s expression remained steadfastly calm, since he felt her words perfectly described the series of encounters they had just had.


  “It’s an ironclad rule for all traveling merchants, you know – when going on a journey, travel as light as possible.”


  “Hmph.” Holo sniffed and made an irritated face.


  But when Lawrence took her hand, she did not shake it off. This was undoubtedly her lingering frustration with Lawrence’s earlier defiance.


  Lawrence looked up at the church steeple. It was visible from anywhere in the town.


  He told himself that despite it all, he would have God’s forgiveness.


  It was just then that Holo pointed down an alleyway. “This way is shorter, is it not? And I’ve had my fill of crowds.”


  Lawrence agreed.


  Though one might well drink wine to warm up, too much would only make one feel worse.


  The moment they left the throng for the alleyway, they entered a silence quite different from the one that had pervaded at the Delink Company, and Lawrence felt as though his body became palpably lighter.


  Holo seemed to feel similarly, and she exhaled a small sigh.


  The alleyway was narrow but well kept and somehow comforting.


  While it was not the case that Lawrence had entirely lost interest in the sort of business that took place only on wide, crowded avenues, it was not only such things that he would pursue now. He would go to Yoitsu with Holo and put his surely foolish fears about Holo’s reunion with Myuri to rest, and there his journey with Holo would end.


  After that, he would return to his old travels.


  Holo had once jokingly said that she could laugh at a single memory for fifty years, and Lawrence felt that he himself would be doing much the same thing. That would be enough to keep him looking to whatever reunion they might possibly have.


  That would be enough, surely. At the very least, he would have the satisfaction of knowing he had done everything he could.


  It was just as Lawrence was musing on this that Holo spoke up.


  “Hey,” she said casually.


  “Hm?” Lawrence replied and saw that under her hood Holo had a somehow troubled expression on her face.


  “There’s something I want to ask.”


  What could Holo possibly need to know? “What is it?” asked Lawrence with honest curiosity.


  “Mm. Why is it… that you’re so set on going to Yoitsu with me?” Her expression made it seem as though she had asked a question that must not be asked.


  And once it was put to him, Lawrence himself realized that it had indeed been a forbidden question.


  “N-no, come now, do not make such a face. ’Tis strange to me. You’re no fool, truly. You’ve brains enough to understand reason. So why was my notion to go alone so hateful to you? Jealousy of Myuri, aye, I could believe that once you’d heard of him, but that was a later addition, was it not? You still wanted to go with me, even before you’d heard about the mercenaries. And as for why, I simply cannot…”


  Holo was so overwhelmed that she trailed off, her words becoming indistinct. Such a thing was a rare event.


  It must have been his expression. Lawrence hastily put his hands to his face, trying to compose himself. “Is it so strange?”


  He was not, of course, referring to his face.


  Holo was well aware of that. But she hesitated for a moment, her face averted, before she nodded. “It seems so to me.”


  “…”


  Lawrence did not know how to explain his own feelings in that moment. “Despondency” would come close, perhaps.


  He had been so sure that if he showed some fight, Holo would be pleased, even if she was irritated. But instead, this.


  His disappointment and shock was enough to make him want to quite literally empty the contents of his stomach onto the curb-side. What to do? He felt wobbly on his feet, like his spine was the only bone he had left, like the slightest breeze would knock him over.


  “Truly, you said it yourself many times over, did you not? That if we were to separate, it was not a final parting? That it was not death?”


  Lawrence was among those in the world who ought to be happy simply walking down a narrow street, holding the hand of a girl as beautiful as Holo.


  But as he looked at Holo, his body leaning and unsteady, he simply could not accept it.


  It was not a final parting. He knew that. As a merchant, going a year or two years without seeing a friend was a matter of course. It was hardly unendurable.


  So he himself could not understand the reason why it was unendurable, in the case of Holo. Did he love her so much? Was it because he was a human and she a wolf?


  Those were the only reasons he could think of, and in that moment, they seemed true enough to Lawrence.


  But he could find nothing to answer her with. So it was Holo who opened her mouth and continued speaking.


  “I do believe I’m the one with the right to anger here. You’re saying you don’t trust me, are you not?”


  She was right. He loved her, and he thought she felt the same way about him. He wanted to believe that.


  But as Elsa had so angrily pointed out, he could not just admit it. He did not know why. Was it because he was a merchant, who deep in his heart trusted nothing? Who doubted people and goods alike?


  “I don’t much want to say this, but I trust you’ll forgive me if it hurts to hear. But I… I’ve no intention of simply saying good-bye once we part. Must I explain absolutely everything to you?”


  Lawrence looked at Holo with shock at her words.


  “Wh-what?”


  “What did you just say?”


  “Must I explain everything?” She had said it as though she had been hiding some great secret, but Lawrence could not fathom what that could possibly be. Some crucial, bone-deep something.


  Lawrence thought – he thought more seriously and deeply even than he had thought when trying to find a way to avoid going to Kieschen – and all the while, Holo’s hand remained in his.


  Holo, too, thought, while looking up at Lawrence, her brow furrowed.


  “Ah!” they said simultaneously, and it was surely no coincidence.


  “Come now, surely you did not–”


  “Er, no, I–!”


  Holo, still shocked, looked at Lawrence, who clapped his hand over his mouth and averted his gaze. Could something so absurd be true?


  Lawrence put the question to himself, but it was the only thing he could think of. Once the thought had come to him, he could imagine no other possibility.


  Despite the cold, his cheeks burned. And Holo’s gaze upon him was still hotter.


  “Heh-heh… so that’s how it is, eh?” He had not heard her use this appraising tone in a while, as though considering precisely how to grind him up.


  Lawrence flinched away like a child, and despite feeling as though he had seen something terrifying, he could not help but look back at her.


  In her handsome face, her red-tinged amber eyes glittered with strange light. “Aye, well, I suppose I must admit I’ve done likewise.” She chuckled. It sounded, somehow, like she was smacking her lips.


  Lawrence closed his eyes in resignation.


  The first time they had come to this town, when Holo had suggested they end their journey, Lawrence had taken her hand and said this:


  “I love you.”


  But what had Holo said in reply to that? Had she even said anything at all?


  “Ho, ho, you truly are a fool,” said Holo, not even bothering to disguise her malicious tone.


  Lawrence prepared himself to receive a killing blow, a blow worthy of any dragon slayer in any tale. And then–


  “Hmph.” Holo sighed an exasperated sigh, and then into the breast of Lawrence, she snuggled herself. “Did you suppose I would tease you?”


  “… Huh?” Lawrence opened one eye and looked at Holo.


  “Fool.”


  Lawrence had hunched himself over, so that when Holo stood on tiptoes, her eyes were even with his. Pathetically, he had no idea how much time they spent like that.


  When he opened his eyes, he saw Holo right in front of him, a bashful smile on her face.


  “Honestly, to not accept the truth unless you have it spoken to your face… if you were anything but a merchant I’d rip your throat out,” she complained, puffing her cheeks out in irritation right in front of Lawrence, who was still hunched over.


  “And anyway, did you yourself not urge me to fight myself? You had the nerve to do that, and now look at you!”


  “?” Lawrence looked at Holo, befuddled, at which Holo was momentarily shocked. She sucked her cheeks in.


  “Do not tell me that all you meant by that was that I should fight over Col with that stone-headed girl? Was that all you meant by that?”


  What else was there to mean? Lawrence looked into Holo’s redly glittering eyes, his mind spinning futilely.


  “Ah… O-oh, I see…”


  “Why, you fool…!” said Holo, discontented tears welling up in her eyes as she looked at him.


  You don’t have to play the wisewolf.


  Lawrence had meant the words from the bottom of his heart.


  But if Holo had taken that statement to its utter extreme, it meant that any and all un-wisewolf-like behavior would be accepted. And what would be the perfect example of that? It hardly needed saying.


  Even as Holo herself had found it pathetic, she had wanted to meet Lawrence again after they parted, and the thought had been tormenting her all this time.


  No wonder he had found Holo’s frustration at losing Col, and her venting of that frustration upon him, so unusual and amusing. He had only been seeing the surface of those actions. The true reason for the displeasure behind her actions was the regret she felt at their rapidly approaching separation. She had been trying to rid herself of those feelings.


  She had been taking out her frustration on him, but the frustration had been this: It’s your fault I’m feeling this pain.


  “You truly think only of yourself, don’t you?”


  Expect nothing. Dream of nothing. Cut your losses to nothing. It was the nature of the merchant. But perhaps it was nothing more than cowardice.


  “Especially when it comes to me.”


  Her cheeks puffed up angrily, and she grabbed his ear, forcing him down even lower. Now that it had come to this, Lawrence could not help but want to find a retort.


  “Well, you’re no better,” he said.


  “Mm?”


  He had not planned to use it, but Lawrence now pulled the other envelope from his jacket. It was the letter from Hugues that had come from Kerube, along with the map.


  “I wasn’t going to show you this,” he began and extricated the letter from the envelope, even as Holo continued to hold his ear.


  It was a two-page letter, the handwriting neat and fine – hard to imagine coming from a man as large as Hugues. The letter captured Holo’s attention, and she seemed to forget that she still held Lawrence’s ear.


  The first page began thus: Regarding the methods we not of Men have used to do business among them in their towns–


  “I didn’t see any reason to irritate you. But that I’ve wished for this so terribly it’s foolish…”


  … Surely you could have guessed that much? he wanted to finish, but he did not.


  Still holding Lawrence’s ear and staring dumbly at the letter, a single crystalline tear tumbled from Holo’s right eye. Time seemed to stop, and her movement made no sound.


  Holo looked back to Lawrence, her voice quivering from her happy tears. “Aye, ’tis what I hate about you.” She bared her fangs, the very picture of utter fearlessness. “But you fool, you stupid fool, I… I do love you so.”


  In that moment, nothing mattered. Not Kieschen, not Yoitsu. Not Myuri or Col. With those words, every letter of scripture ever written had been rendered meaningless.


  He had handed Holo a blank contract with his name already signed hugely on the bottom. And all he had wanted on it were the words that Holo had just given him.


  “… Honestly. In all my centuries in the wheat fields, I saw many pairs of males and females, but I never once saw a male as foolish as–”


  But Lawrence did not let her say any more. Still hunched over, his ear still in her hand, he pulled her into a tight embrace.


  Holo seemed a bit surprised by this but rested her head on his shoulder, and he felt her sigh an exasperated sigh.


  “I suppose we’ve to leave Col in the care of that bun head, then? And you’ve already prepared for our last travel as a pair, so I suppose the matter’s settled. Come, then.” She slid her hand around to his back and gave it a light pat before continuing. “Let’s get back to the shop and take our meal, eh?”


  Holo tried to pull away from Lawrence, but he strengthened his embrace and did not let her go.


  “Mm, come now,” she chuckled, but sounded a bit irritated as she pushed against Lawrence’s chest.


  As she moved, he caught her freshly bathed scent, like a fall of spring rain.


  Holo’s sweet, fragrant scent.


  Lawrence put his lips to her neck.


  “Come, you, that’s quite enough…”


  Her words stripped him of his restraint. Here in the narrow alley, the tumult of the avenue did not reach them. Neither could the church steeple see them here. God could not see them here.


  “Uh – come, you. H-hey. You’re not going to–”


  If it came to strength, she was no match for him. Lawrence held her tighter, then pushed her against the wall. Then–


  “Not… not here…!” Holo tried to push Lawrence back, with earnest strength this time. “You… foo–”


  “You fool,” she said, but in the end, the words did not reach Lawrence’s ears.


  When they arrived at Philon’s shop, the interior was deserted, with happy voices emanating from the courtyard farther inside. Evidently the midday meal had already begun.


  Lawrence and Holo went through the door to the courtyard, side by side. Elsa and Col were the first to notice them, and their eyes went instantly wide. Philon was next, followed by Le Roi, who spat his ale out in surprise.


  But Holo was completely unconcerned, smiling as she pulled Lawrence along behind her.


  Philon broke the brief but awkward silence. “Ah, looks like we’ll need more eel!” he said, heading back into the shop.


  “Ah, I’ll help!” added Le Roi.


  Col watched the two adults go and was just about to say something to Lawrence before Elsa pulled him bodily into the shop as well.


  Left behind were only Lawrence and Holo.


  “I wonder what got into them?” Holo said with purposeful obliviousness, a smile still on her face.


  Lawrence, though, said nothing. It was not that he had nothing to say – his cheek still hurt too much for him to open his mouth.


  The blow had briefly stricken sight and sound from his five senses and had additionally made a mess of his sense of balance.


  “Oh ho, seems our eel is good and cooked, eh?”


  The oil that had been drizzled over them sizzled away in the stove, a sign that the eel was nearly perfectly ready.


  Holo found a knife and plate and adroitly made ready a bit of eel for Lawrence. On top of it all, she had the nerve to bring it to his mouth. “Come, open wide!”


  Lawrence kept his mouth resolutely shut. It was not that he was embarrassed – he simply wanted her to know that his cheek still hurt too much to open his mouth.


  “You’d refuse food from my hand?”


  At such chiding words, his mouth opened nearly reflexively. And as soon as it did, pain shot through his body. At this, Holo’s satisfied smile remained so.


  Lawrence fought back the pain, closing his mouth over the bite and chewing.


  The eel was fragrant and tasty.


  He could tell that it was a bit overcooked, though, and there were places that were bitter and burned.


  Lawrence stared off into the air as he chewed the eel. Beside him, Holo stuffed her cheeks, making happy little noises.


  He could see the church steeple at the end of his gaze, as though it were quietly looking down on him, amused, chin in its hands.


  The End




  Afterword


  It’s been a while. Isuna Hasekura here, with Volume 14. We’ve just passed four years since my debut, but somehow it feels like I just wrote an afterword about how three years had passed since my debut. Time flies like an arrow!


  By the time this book comes out, the year will have already changed, but at the time of this writing it’s still December. Thus, as I take a quick look back on the year, it makes me realize that… wow, I really had a lot of fun this year. I went to Hong Kong (for work, though!), I went skiing in Hokkaido in the winter, and in the summer I went again just to sightsee. I went to Okinawa and Kyoto, and I even got my driver’s license.


  And yet I still managed to write four volumes a year for the first time since my debut, so maybe it really is better to make time for fun instead of just shutting myself up at home.


  Given that, I resolve to play hard again this coming year! Although there is some small chance I’ve misunderstood the causal relationship between having fun and making progress on my manuscripts…


  Nonetheless, when this book comes out, I’ll be starting my fifth year since being published, which feels like a bit of a turning point. It makes me want to work harder, start new things, and accomplish everything I can.


  That said, as the number of years since my debut advances, so does my actual age. Just recently, and also a month ago, I got invited to the weddings of college friends. This was the first time I’d been thus invited, and I found myself shocked with the realization: Augh! I’m getting to be that age, too!


  Incidentally, I didn’t own a suit, nor did I know how to tie a tie. So I headed to the department store and got a suit, then hastily taught myself how to put on a tie – grrk! And after all that, when it came to wearing a suit like a normal member of society… it made me think about how there are tough guys out there in the world who get invited to weddings every month, who must be the product of intense training on how to appear calm. If you went to a wedding every month, the wedding present costs would really stack up.


  By the way, in reading books about medieval Europe, it seems that wedding traditions back then were rather violent. For example… whoops, if I say anything more I might spoil the surprise!


  And now having written this much, I find I’ve filled my pages.


  This is going to be a pivotal year for the series.


  Let us meet again in the next volume!


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Prologue


  Farewells were too brief. Lawrence’s feelings on the matter came from experience.


  No matter how anguished the moment, the actual act of farewell was over in but an instant. Like drawing the arrow of a bow, there was greater peril in gradually prolonging it out of fear. Hold your breath and go. Everyone knows how it will end.


  That said, this was not so clear that Lawrence could make himself understand it. Besides, that was likely the logic of a merchant living a traveler’s life – it was always someone bidding you farewell.


  Lawrence thought of such things as he slipped past the town wall inspectors, giving them a regretful wave before bidding farewell to Col and the others as they headed down the road. It occurred to him that it was quite a rarity for him to be seeing others off.


  Or perhaps it was the expression worn by Holo right beside him as she waved her small hand toward Col, having seen so much travel herself. Even though there was a faint smile on her face, she seemed somehow resigned.


  He realized this was the face of one who had seen humans off again and again and was entirely sick of it. A moment later, Holo stopped waving, and with a small “Mm” sound she stretched her arms to the sky.


  “Now then, perhaps some wine.”


  Holo spoke to no one in particular. She did this enough when she was giving Lawrence the cold shoulder, but also when she was simply feeling lonely.


  There was a practical reason for entrusting Col to Le Roi the book merchant and having both of them travel with Elsa. And since he had a very practical reason, the wisewolf could only come to the logical conclusion and prepare to see Col off.


  It had been Lawrence’s duty to teach Col practical things: where to send a letter if he wanted to get in touch, whom to ask for help should be find himself troubled, and so on, but Holo had been the one who conversed with him.


  When the time came to replace Col’s tattered, falling-apart sandals, Holo painstakingly selected the shoes they had bought for him. She made full use of her powers as a wolf, sniffing the leather to determine its quality. The craftsman had been dumbfounded.


  They had slept together the night before, too. Or perhaps not so much together, as he had slept embracing her tightly as though she were a stuffed doll. Holo’s body temperature ran hot like that of a child, and she even had a fluffy tail; Col had always seemed a bit fond of that. He’d been covered in sweat when waking up the next morning. Perhaps he had dreamed of being eaten by Holo.


  In the middle of their journey, they had traveled with others for trivial reasons and had separated for reasons no less trivial. Col was yet another.


  It was just that his still-small body hid an ambition within it that would make many adults laugh.


  That was why Lawrence could understand him wanting to be with them to confirm Holo’s homeland was safe; he could also understand wanting to help them if push came to shove. But Lawrence believed those on a journey must faithfully walk forward toward their own objectives. It was one of the few things Lawrence could say with real pride.


  When one traveled alone on a deserted trade route, they felt like they were alone in the world. However, as they crossed others on the road, one felt the world becoming a wider, more complex, more changing place.


  Furthermore, the purpose of one’s journey was precious indeed.


  The complexities of the world became reasons to have traveling companions so as not to stray from one’s path, or perhaps, to continue to stay together with someone they were soon to part with.


  Lawrence and Holo’s journey, too, had a single objective.


  That was the nature of a journey – that and also that someday surely it would end.




  
    
  

  Chapter 1


  The air was dry and cold, but the sun’s rays were warm as they poured down. Put another way, it was weather for having a blanket to snuggle into.


  Furthermore, the cradle sway of a wagon was surely the best lullaby of all.


  And still, Lawrence sighed with cheer – for he could not simply pull a blanket over himself and nod off.


  The deer-hide gloves he had made were very warm; the knitted wool blanket over his lap was bulky but light. The well-fed horse cheerfully flicked its pale tail about; the road was very pretty and made for easy progress. Under normal circumstances one could hardly complain about such a journey, but unfortunately he did not travel alone.


  He was traveling together with a partner from a village called Pasloe, far to the south of where his wagon now advanced. Worshiped by villagers for centuries as a god who governed whether a harvest was poor or bountiful, her true form was a giant wolf that could swallow a man whole. Her fur was the color of flax, long like an aristocrat’s, very soft; her thin body was all one might call the fly in the ointment.


  And where was Holo at this moment? Atop the wagon’s cargo, wrapped in a blanket, sleeping without a care. He heard pff and khh, sounds straddling the line between the sounds of sleeping and of snoring.


  As she would firmly deny that she snored, they must have been the sounds of sleeping. Quite.


  Lawrence had been edging toward parting ways with her here in the town of Lenos, before reaching Yoitsu, but had somehow managed to evade that possibility.


  It all had to do with a forbidden script hitherto buried in darkness apparently containing a technique for excavating mines with a higher rate of success. This “mine development” meant shearing off mountaintops, using a great many chemicals for refining, and clear-cutting forests to fuel the required fires. Fouling the water, stripping the mountains, and leaving nothing but wasteland behind, it would be a tragic state of affairs. For Holo, who hailed from Yoitsu, deep in the forests of the northlands, a technique yielding such results was something that must never be permitted to set foot into the world. For Lawrence and Holo to hand it over to a company specializing in mining was nothing short of a nightmare for her.


  For that reason, they had sent the script off with Le Roi, the book trader, at the town of Lenos.


  Lawrence’s destination was Lesko, a town situated upstream from the west-flowing Roef River.


  For many years, the Debau Company that ran it had enjoyed sole control of a large, prominent mining belt and aimed to be the preeminent mineral trader of the age. It was said the Debau Company intended to start a great war in the northlands in pursuit of that objective, conquering the northlands so that it could open even more mines.


  As a merchant, since meeting Holo, he had been wrapped up in absurdly large business deals involving thousands or even tens of thousands of trenni silver pieces. He knew how dreadful such things could be; he had experienced firsthand how cheap human life was in the face of such large quantities of coin.


  But even so, Lawrence had turned his wagon toward Lesko, for they had heard of a mercenary group quartered there that bore the name of one of Holo’s pack mates from her homeland.


  –The name she had sometimes cried out in dreams, not long after Lawrence had first met her.


  As they had obtained a map showing the way to Yoitsu, they could have headed there first. Even so, since one never knew when a mercenary group might vanish from the world like so much mist, they set out to meet the mercenaries while their whereabouts were still known.


  At any rate, why a mercenary group bearing the name of Holo’s pack mate was associating itself with the Debau Company, supposedly assembling military might from across the northlands, was of particularly great concern. Just thinking about what they might be planning brought up all sorts of things to worry about. If they missed this opportunity, it would not only be more difficult to learn about such important matters, but also what had happened during the centuries Holo spent at Pasloe.


  But though they had stopped at a great many places for reasons such as these, this particular stopover came with a little too much tension.


  The reason was that ever since Col had left during their preparations to head to Lesko, Holo had spoken very little, barely setting foot out of their room at the inn.


  There was the fact that he simply did not know what the right thing to say was.


  But another greater reason lay elsewhere.


  “Achoo.”


  He heard a small sneeze, followed by a moaning voice: “Hnng–”


  At times, even while asleep, Holo would notice the approach of her enemies, even if they were veteran soldiers not making the smallest sound. But for the most part, she was nearer to a domesticated dog.


  Right now, she shivered, yawning and stretching while curled up in the wool blanket that enveloped her. If she was not moving, she would just fall back asleep, but if she was tossing and turning, it was apparently a sign she was inclined to wake up. After rustling about for a while, she did indeed pop her head out from under the blankets.


  “Water.”


  As the freshly awoken princess mumbled with a disheveled face, Lawrence the manservant passed her his waterskin.


  “Still more of… this scenery for a time, eh…”


  He had heard that there was nothing but flat land the whole way, with no difficulties whatsoever. If there was going to be a problem, it was that since the town was at the open entrance to a mountain range, there was a high probability of snowfall. But as there was little snow at this time of year, even if some fell there ought to be no great difficulty.


  “Ah… yes.”


  The reason Lawrence hesitated a bit as he replied was absolutely not because the answer was uncertain. Nor was it because Holo was right behind the driver’s seat, elbows on the edge of the wagon bed as she leisurely gazed at the scenery, taking the waterskin while he replied.


  
    
  

  It was because, when he had turned, Holo’s face bore a blank, unreadable expression.


  In truth, Lawrence had not been able to get a read on Holo for the last several days. Was she angry? Was she not angry? It was very hard to tell the difference.


  The memory of the harsh blow he had gotten in the town of Lenos was still fresh in his mind. As a man, he regretted deeply that there was nothing he could do here on this back road with not a soul in sight.


  However, there was no mistaking that he held Holo dear to him. He did not want to be apart from her for even an instant. And Holo had told him that she felt the same way. Certainly, sometimes she really wound him up. Sometimes his blood rushed to his head. However, that had truly made him happy, enough to wipe out the merchant part of him that did not trust anything until he received a firm answer.


  Which was all the more reason why Lawrence could not accept this treatment.


  If they both knew they liked each other, why then was she rejecting him?


  It was Holo who had first said that if someone were to approach them she would know ahead of time, and with both of them in human form, there was nothing they could not do. They had not even had anything that could be called a quarrel.


  Nothing was logically the matter – so what could it be?


  And yet Holo had been in a particularly good mood after Lawrence had received his smacking. That he could not understand what that meant whatsoever was rather ominous. Then, Holo seemed to be keeping her distance, never showing any expression worthy of the term, as if she was wearing a mask.


  For some reason, he picked up the sullen atmosphere Holo was giving off that very moment as she gazed at the scenery.


  Lawrence had no idea what he should do.


  “So how long will this take?”


  This time he was late in his reply because he was so lost in his thoughts.


  “Eh? Ah, er, about six days at the most.”


  There had been no villages or towns along the way. For Holo, who found the sight of human beings something that made things more bearable, this had been a long road indeed.


  With the steppe scenery continuing on and on, he could understand why she would sigh and stick her tongue out in displeasure.


  “I wonder if the town will be lively.”


  This was a very important matter to Holo. The livelier a town, the tastier its food and wine. The simple foods of a village were little better than rations on the road.


  Given his preexisting concerns about the Debau Company, Lawrence had already tried to discover what he could about the town of Lesko, where the company held sway, to find out what kind of town it was.


  But the more he tried to investigate, the more walls he slammed into. As there were few people who had gone as far as Lesko, he could not inquire as to the state of the town in any detail.


  Even Philon, who ran a general goods store catering to mercenaries and thus made it his business to know which mercenaries were going where, had no grasp of the state of the town to which they were heading. He had heard it was lively, but that was the most he could share. He had spoken to a number of travelers and boatmen who went up and down the river, always getting the same story: It was indeed a large and lively town. When he asked how it was lively, the boatmen replied that unfortunately, their job was to haul cargo, not to check out the state of a town like Lawrence would. Those engaged in trade in Lenos said that they did not have a firm idea of what people in Lesko did.


  No doubt the Debau Company saw to it that its daily needs were fulfilled Via trade across the northlands. Furthermore, as precious metals were its main stock in trade, they were not limited either in variety or scale in what they could sell to ordinary merchants off the street.


  “Out of sight, out of mind” went the saying; to ordinary townspeople, a town that required a journey of six to seven days by wagon to reach might as well have been at the very ends of the earth.


  What stuck in his mind was that of those who had visited Lesko, every single one had praised it.


  The mightier and more ruthless the king, the more the fearful townspeople sung their praises.


  He felt that in a town set up by the Debau Company, which even sought to purchase the bones of an ancient being such as Holo in its quest to subdue the northlands, truly anything could be happening.


  “I’ve heard it’s lively, but… that might mean by northlands standards,” Lawrence answered discreetly.


  Perhaps because she did not appreciate the discretion, he heard Holo make a sound like she was raising one eyebrow, seeming dubious as she asked in return, “What do you mean?”


  “Going all the way to Lesko puts us completely outside the Ploania region.” He cut his words off there, not because he thought that explained everything, but because he was reaching into the flaxen pouch sitting right behind him. “Look at this.”


  He pulled out fourteen coins that had been packed inside the pouch. When bored with time to spare at inns, Holo had taken them out, gazed at them, and played with them, flicking them with her fingers.


  “These are the fourteen main coins in circulation that I got from the money changer. This is because political power in the northlands is chopped up and divided all over the place. So, you can’t get by with just one kind.”


  From his wallet, he pulled a trenni silver piece, which could be used in pretty much any town, and showed it to Holo.


  “With so many coins about, people don’t accept any coins they haven’t seen before, which means a lot of time spent at the money changer’s, which makes it hard to do business. Since it’s hard to do business, there aren’t very many merchants. That means few guests, and it also means little entertainment. People often say more currencies equals more headaches. Even in this batch I traded for, there are a number of coins I don’t recognize. I don’t know exactly what value they should be exchanged for. If it’s so uncertain and troublesome, you’d want to conduct trade somewhere else, yes?”


  Holo made a nod as though she understood Lawrence’s words.


  This was the sort of conversation Lawrence could really get into. Money had no bias, after all, and furthermore was easy to use.


  “Well, certainly simpler ’tis better,” Holo said curtly and huddled under her woolen blanket once more.


  He had the feeling she had meant something more by that, but poking the thicket might bring out the snake.


  Lawrence faced forward again, unconsciously rubbing the cheek that Holo had slapped so many times.


  For a while since they left the town of Lenos, things had definitely grown cooler between him and Holo.


  It was the fourth day since this state of affairs had taken shape.


  Naturally, nothing could be resolved between them if they were not speaking to each other.


  It was simply that when one was sick of traveling, it was difficult to care about the small things.


  The night of the fourth day, on some kind of cue, her gaze met Lawrence’s, along with a sour look and a long sigh.


  She had probably simply thought it was too much trouble staying this stubborn. Or, at the very least, that it was highly unlikely Lawrence would be the first to break the ice.


  A wise decision from the wisewolf.


  That was why, when it was time for supper, she pulled back a fair bit of her obstinacy and, for the first time in a while, told him, “Hand me more meat!” When Lawrence put plenty on her plate, her ears twitched happily, even as her face remained sullen.


  But she seemed to remain a bit conflicted about her compromise.


  Around the time that clumsy small talk between them started to dry up, with the occasional sprinkle of snow accompanying the wind, Holo gently broke the ice.


  Lawrence softly echoed her words back, as if trying not to frighten a wild rabbit that had drawn near.


  “The Myuri mercenaries, you ask?”


  “… Aye.”


  Holo gazed at the bonfire while she gnawed on a wooden spoon.


  No doubt Holo had wanted to ask him about this earlier, but thanks to the strange atmosphere between her and Lawrence, she had not managed to get the words out.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and strived to answer per usual.


  “I wasn’t able to gather all that much.”


  Holo made no reply to Lawrence’s words, save a faint nod.


  “At most it numbers about forty people, making it a quite small mercenary company. According to the guild in Delink, they expected to deploy at the fringes of Yoitsu. By historical standards, the current captain is still very young. Also, its flag is a wolf howling toward the sky.”


  “Aye.”


  Holo nodded as if thinking of something.


  Lawrence chewed on some rice gruel with chicken broth mixed into it.


  This was completely different from hearing the name of her old pack mate from her homeland again in some old book or half-forgotten legend. It was a name remaining with those who lived, who could be seen and touched.


  Surely she had more worries and doubts than hopes.


  Perhaps they had been a larger factor in why she had not spoken very much than the sense of distance and so on she had put between her and Lawrence.


  Lawrence would have conveyed a number of things to her if he could, but he could not tell her what he did not know. Even so, he had a responsibility to cheer up a traveling companion sitting and eating in silence.


  As she crunched something hard like cartilage and washed it down, Lawrence spoke.


  “Ah, and also.”


  “Aye?” Holo raised her face from her bowl, looking up at Lawrence somewhat expectantly.


  “It seems the captain is particularly skilled and daring.”


  He thought that anyone would want someone bearing the name of a pack mate from her homeland to hear that.


  However, one did not have to be Holo to see through the transparent flattery all too clearly.


  A seemingly grateful smile began to form on Holo’s face but settled into a bittersweet one.


  Then Lawrence added this immediately afterward: “And he would seem to be as handsome as I am.”


  As if on purpose, he rubbed his chin as he spoke. Rather than a flat-out lie, this was actually a joke Eringin of the Delink Company had made.


  Holo’s eating hand came to a stop as she looked at Lawrence once again. It was plain on her face that she did not know what to say to that.


  However, as her shock waned, what remained were vaguely happy-looking ears and a swaying tail. As Holo watched Lawrence playing the fool, she shifted her gaze away every so often, thinking something over.


  Finally, Holo gave a large sigh while scratching the base of her ear, making a seemingly exhausted smile as she spoke.


  “Hmph. Fear not. Myuri had the plainer looks of the two of you.”


  “Good to know.”


  She had replied, but all she was doing was answering his words. Perhaps this would not work.


  As if on purpose, Lawrence’s smile seemed to conceal uncertainty as Holo continued to speak.


  “What, did you think I would choose based on appearance alone?”


  She had bit.


  Lawrence replied immediately.


  “Not at all.”


  “Were I to, I would choose Col before the likes of you.”


  She spoke with a blunt expression on her face as she sipped her rice gruel. However, she did not cut off her words there.


  “If not him, then… who was that young man in that town who had his heart set on me again?”


  “… Amati, eh…?”


  “Aye. That is the one. I would choose him, then.”


  Now that she had climbed aboard an obvious joke, he of course did not know just how serious she was being.


  But, he thought, she was at least somewhat serious. Rummaging through his own memories, Lawrence could not recall a single time she had praised his looks.


  Even so, when he was a penniless mud-covered beginner, he had been at his happiest when his trading partner disregarded his dirty outside appearance, properly trusting what was on the inside, and furthermore, sending work in his direction. That was the kind of person whose trust he most wanted to repay, whose expectations he most wished to respond to.


  That is why Lawrence was happy at Holo’s words.


  And making oneself and the other party happy was the foundation of trade.


  “Well, I wouldn’t choose you for your face ei… th…”


  Holo looked at Lawrence with a broad grin.


  Lawrence closed his mouth before finishing the thought.


  “None can claim I am anything but fetching.”


  Certainly, just from looking at her face, one would think she was an angel.


  But that was not what Lawrence had wished to say. Surely that had not slipped past Holo, and she had said what she did knowing that full well.


  Even if Lawrence thought it underhanded, he was happy to see Holo looking like herself after so long. “I suppose that’s true,” he said.


  Holo made a look of astonishment, which changed to a pleasant smile as she chuckled.


  “So, shall we truly meet them in Lesko, I wonder?”


  Holo was muttering as she used a basin to wash herself with water scooped out of a river, just as the sun was setting. Thanks to the bonfire, one could not even squint to see the flow of the river at the moment, but the river was certainly full and flowing.


  People had many such rivers flowing inside them. The wise laid down bridges before their feet were swept away.


  “If we don’t meet them there, we’ll just have more fun going to find them.”


  Lawrence had to return to his trade route and thus had very little time remaining to him. If they were unable to find the mercenaries in either Lesko or, failing that, midway along the way to Yoitsu, another journey to search for them was virtually impossible.


  Holo knew all this. Even so, Lawrence’s words seemed to tickle her ears. Holo arched her neck back, using a stick to dig hot embers out of the bonfire, smiling as she spoke.


  “Aye. The more fun the better.”


  “Well, chances are we’ll meet them without any trouble.”


  He said it like that was something any wisewolf should understand.


  Holo glanced at him and smiled with the chagrin that he had gotten her this time.


  She separated the largest embers from the others for replacing the spent ones in the pocket heater.


  “Just think of all the fun you would have if I became angry and ran off and you went searching for me.”


  She scattered the ashes, stuffed the embers into triple-woven hemp sacks, and pulled the openings shut.


  Watching her do so as if strangling his own neck wiped the smile off Lawrence’s face. Even so, he could not just let her have the last word.


  “I’m sure it would be fun. I’d find you driven to tears by an empty stomach, after all.”


  Her ears reacted with a twitch, but Holo was not foolish enough to let herself become angry at that point.


  As one chuckled and the other laughed, neither giving an inch, the night grew late.


  Atop the wagon’s baggage, both held their ember-filled sacks to their bellies, facing away from each other as they went to sleep.


  However, even with their backs turned to each other, their breathing matched perfectly.


  He thought it had probably been harder to sleep when their breathing had not been thus synchronized.


  It would be less than three days until they reached Lesko, where the Debau Company was. He wondered how long it would take them to reach Yoitsu after that.


  At the very least, he knew that this night, spent fearlessly hurling insults at each other, had been the most carefree night of all.


  He knew they were getting close to Lesko, even without relying on the number of footprints left in the snow on the white-dyed steppe. A stronger indicator was the sudden increase in the number of merchants on the road.


  Many of them enveloped themselves in coarse wool, their faces darkened beyond recognition from grime and snow burn. From the manner of their appearance, these were not the ones doing business in a lively town, but rather those who transported the bare necessities of life to the harshest of climes.


  Of course, there were also merchants who seemed to be engaged in more profitable commerce, in single file, cargo loaded to the brim. However, even they were not using horse-drawn wagons, accustomed as they were to navigating treacherous paths; they employed tough-hided mules, each loaded down with a mountain of baggage.


  Lesko seemed to be summoning mercenary groups and was even gathering noblemen from all over the northlands. Given this, Lawrence had been certain the path would have a more foreboding atmosphere. But there was no such impression given. The road seemed to have been recently constructed, and while sturdy, it did not have the feel of a road rushed for the advance of an army. He had been prepared to count on Holo’s ears and intuition if he must, but the highway had no trace of an atmosphere of unrest.


  If it was full of something, it was a liveliness just under the surface.


  The road gave off the sense that it led to a town with profitable trade where money could be made, and Lawrence, being a merchant, drank it up.


  A rural town in the north where some unrest was arising – that was what he had expected from the town of Lesko. And yet.


  “’Twould seem they are high in spirits.” Perhaps because she anticipated possibly meeting Myuri, Holo had tossed and turned more than slept over the last few days; her voice was a little off-key as she spoke. “And in a different direction than expected at that.”


  Everyone thought that the Debau Company, backed by its financial clout from the vast mining belt it possessed, was invading the northlands. Merchants usually kept far away from war, so surely, those merchants flocking here were slightly crazed, eyes only on turning their fortunes around.


  “Mmm, we’ll find out when we get there soon enough.”


  Having come this far, that was all he could say. He gripped the reins, urging the horse to trot faster than usual.


  Beside him, Holo nodded, looking unable to calm down.


  Whatever the case with him, Holo was feeling stress at the possibility of meeting a comrade she had not seen in centuries. It was at times like these that he had to keep himself together.


  Thinking this, Lawrence wondered what he could do about it, what words he could say to her, what small talk he could use to distract her.


  But as his intention would be all too clear either way, he could not think of anything good to say.


  He was well aware that outside of commerce, his way of speaking was simple and rustic.


  That was why, even with the incident in Lenos in the back of his mind, Lawrence did what he could.


  Taking a deep breath, he reached out beside him with his gloved hand and took Holo’s hand. He held it as if to say, “Don’t worry.” Of course, Holo looked at him as if startled, and then gave her hand a good, long look as Lawrence held it. For his part, Lawrence desperately kept his gaze ahead, half expecting to be slugged at any moment.


  However, Holo did not move. They spent a while like this, which was very awkward and difficult for him.


  Perhaps he was simply projecting his own insecurities onto Holo. She was not the weak girl her appearance would suggest, after all.


  Even so, Holo grasped Lawrence’s hand back.


  This was the belly of the Debau Company’s vast mining belt holdings.


  Even Kieman, branch manager of the Rowen Trade Guild in Kerube, had told Lawrence not to meddle with the giant company.


  Down the road, the town of Lesko came into sight.


  Here inside the town, in the middle of the street, Lawrence was in complete shock.


  No matter what he said, no matter how many times he looked around, it was true.


  In the first place, there were no walls. While thinking they were not quite there yet, he had somehow found himself inside the town.


  Furthermore, he had convinced himself that this being a mining company, there must be mines nearby, but he had been mistaken. Certainly the mountains were but a short distance away, but Lesko bore no sign of the cramped, boisterous atmosphere that all mining towns shared.


  And finally, the town was certainly not small. If anything, it was huge.


  There were numerous grand buildings, and it seemed like half the surface of the ground had been sliced away only to have paving stones inserted in its place. Thanks to this, people and wagons made peculiar sounds as they came and went. It must have taken years of work to plant and maintain whole trees on the side of the road like this. How did they raise money for such expenses without walls? And all the roads were well maintained, even the little-trafficked inner streets.


  Furthermore, the residents’ faces were full of life, without one shred of thought that a war was about to break out. Or that if one was, it was already won.


  “Are we truly in the right place…?”


  He understood quite well the feeling that made Holo ask him this.


  Amalgamating all the stories they had heard so far, this was a mining town steeped in sin where the greedy among the northlands huddled together in secret, avarice-filled conferences, scheming as to how to plunge the land into fear and mayhem.


  But was that really the case?


  The sales booths that lined the streets were overflowing with customers; alongside them were musicians, bards, clowns, and other attractions, drawing many people all around them.


  There were more dangerous sorts as well. However, rather than uniformly bearing crude pikes and so forth, they spent their daylight hours playing cards, drinking wine, and so forth at taverns catering to travelers. There were clergymen loitering about as well, but as they all seemed rather well dressed, they gave off no sense of launching some sort of austere religious mission.


  What was going on here?


  Lawrence went as far as a lesser frequented street before temporarily stopping the wagon.


  “Seems rather enjoyable,” Holo muttered. “’Twould seem we were fools to have been worried so over this.”


  He did not want to accept that, but she had a point.


  There was still a possibility, though, that this was only the surface.


  “What do you wish to do?”


  As Holo asked that, Lawrence mentally regrouped.


  “It goes without saying. We’ll do what we came here for. Right?”


  Perhaps because he spoke with such deliberate effort, Holo widened her eyes a bit before chuckling and nodded.


  Lawrence headed toward an inn that he had learned of beforehand, thanks to the letter Philon, the trader from the Delink Company who specialized in dealing with mercenaries, had given him. It was here that the entirety of the Myuri Mercenary Company, which had long done business with the Delink Company, was quartered. As a small mercenary company with no idea when or where some ruler or armed group might come raiding, it positioned itself where it could be informed of such details by its business partner.


  And if that business partner felt the need to do continuing business, political or financial support would be forthcoming, it seemed.


  Beyond that, an organization that handled slaves like the Delink Company was naturally able to glean information from influential organizations more easily. Introducing yourself to your potential next employer was just part of doing business. Even for mercenary companies seemingly living on the edge, the leadership side of the coin was little different from being a merchant.


  The town was large and bustling, but perhaps because of the lack of walls, the buildings had a comfortable width to them.


  Even at the inn, which they reached while making inquiries of people along the road to it, the barn was so thoroughly stuffed with wagons bearing the mercenary company’s baggage that there was barely any space left at all. But it was the fact the doors at the entrance had small panes of glass embedded in it that truly established that this was no ordinary land.


  When Lawrence showed a young man acting in the role of a guide that he had business at the inn, the latter barely questioned it as he took the reins of the horse. Perhaps many people came and went like this, or perhaps it was too obvious to be worth noticing.


  Lawrence hesitated for several moments after handing the wagon over, but with Holo already under stress, he would only add to her worries if he grew timid here.


  He got down from the driver’s seat and flicked a tip in a display of ample confidence.


  “I’ll take good care of him, sir.”


  He was a little older than Col, but his smile, pronunciation, and handling of horses were superb.


  He saw from the lad’s hair and eye color that he had not been born here. Lawrence had a feeling he came from somewhere farther to the south.


  It was Lawrence’s habit as a merchant to take note of various things when first entering a town. As the atmosphere here was completely contrary to his initial expectations, he was even more motivated to investigate things left and right.


  However, at the moment, the top priority was to meet the Myuri Mercenary Company.


  Even though it bore the name of one of Holo’s pack mates from her homeland, they could not disregard the possibility it was mere coincidence. After all, the founder of the company may have simply heard about Myuri and thought it a fine name.


  To a normal merchant, mercenaries were nothing short of a mortal enemy.


  He felt greater tension than when he had been with Philon, the general goods store owner who made catering to mercenaries his specialty.


  Holo had been clutching her chest with her right hand the whole time.


  “Ready to go in?”


  When Lawrence asked, Holo snapped her gaze to him and said, “If you are, aye.”


  If she could hurl abuse at him, she would be fine.


  Lawrence confirmed that his coat covered the letter and slowly opened the inn’s front door.


  When he opened the door, a bell rang that was identical to those hung from the necks of cattle. The first floor had been turned into a tavern, with a number of round tables placed all over. About a third had people sitting at them. Never mind their thick arms and scarred faces – one could instantly tell they were mercenaries from the atmosphere alone.


  However, they were not all staring in his direction; indeed, those who had noticed them quickly lost interest and returned to their tabletop card games and chitchat.


  Someone who gave off the air of a merchant rose from his chair.


  “How may I help you?”


  Even though by appearance, he was an ordinary youth similar in physique to Lawrence, his hands looked as thick and tough as pounded leather. He was truly well suited for the transport corps, using horse-drawn wagons to haul the mercenaries’ supplies to the field of battle.


  His vigilant blue eyes shifted between Lawrence and Holo, perhaps thinking that they were getting in the way of business.


  “I’ve heard that this is where the gentlemen of the Myuri Mercenary Company are staying.”


  He felt like every set of ears in the entire room reacted to his invoking the name of the company.


  Chitchat continued in small voices without anyone moving an inch, but he thought that had paused for a moment.


  Perhaps because she was tense, Holo kept her head down throughout.


  “That is indeed correct but… did you come to sell something…?”


  His eyes showed that he meant Holo.


  Certainly, if one brought a woman with them to an inn where a mercenary company was lodging, they could only be selling one thing.


  “No… actually, I heard about you from the Delink Company in the town of Lenos.”


  As Lawrence spoke, he withdrew the letter from inside his coat. As soon as the youth saw the red seal, he reacted, for someone of status had business here.


  The probable merchant youth raised his eyebrows a bit and curled the side of his lips. The invocation of the Delink Company’s name instantly attracted attention from everyone present.


  “Where’s the captain?”


  The young man watched Lawrence, turning his head back a little as he asked.


  “The strategist should be on the second floor,” came the reply.


  The youth’s blue eyes never shifted away from Lawrence even a little.


  “Unfortunately the captain is absent, but you can see the strategist.”


  In any organization, it was an ironclad rule that requests had to climb a ladder with at least one rung on it. All the more so when one’s objective was an audience with the captain of a company. Even if the captain was willing to meet anyone at all, one never knew if his subordinates would permit it or not. That made things a little complicated.


  When Lawrence nodded and said, “Well, then,” the youth began to turn around. That was when he suddenly lifted his face up.


  “Ah.”


  It was not actually clear if he had said that or not, but that is what form the youth’s lips seemed to take from Lawrence’s perspective. And before Lawrence could turn around, all those seated rose to their feet. He belatedly registered the sound of the cowbell. The youth stood at attention, with those at the other tables doing the same.


  When he turned around, the man who had opened the door and entered was of fairly small stature, his hair short, his eyes sharp, giving off a mysterious aura straddling the line between that of a youth and a young man.


  “Mm? What?”


  To his ears, the grating voice reminded him of the sort he would make if his throat was sore. Even though his garments stressed utility, the extensive use of fur made instantly clear he was a person of high status. The large cloak that hung down his back all the way to the ground made it exceedingly difficult to tell whether he was actually a mercenary or nobility.


  “Oh, selling are we? A nun’s a bit rare.”


  A smile came over him, both courteous and treacherous, like an animal’s, as he stretched out his hand to Holo’s chin, turning her face up toward him. Accustomed to such behavior from people, in an instant, Lawrence switched to a merchant down to the bottom of his heart.


  “You are the captain of the Myuri Mercenary Company, I presume?”


  He stood straight as he spoke, not a single hint of shadow on his smiling face.


  When threatened, a mercenary readied for battle by drawing his sword. A merchant readied for battle by pulling a letter out from under his coat with a smile on his face.


  “Mm, indeed I am… what, you’re from Delink?”


  His hand still touching Holo’s chin, he seemed to know he had assumed wrongly the instant he saw the red seal. He quickly pulled his hand back from Holo’s chin, looking like a still-innocent youth.


  “Ah, my mistake. I was sure you’d come selling. Ah, how rude of me. Certainly she’s a bit too beautiful to be merchandise.”


  Though giving off a vulgar aura, the smile on his face seemed genuine. The smile he directed at Holo in apology for his rudeness held the calm peculiar to those who had seen conflicts between greedy souls to their bitter ends.


  The captain of the Myuri Mercenary Company was a little taken aback that Holo’s expression did not change at all, but he had surely faced many awkward situations, both in battle and in political bargaining. There were no cracks in his smile as he turned back to Lawrence.


  “I am indeed Luward Myuri of the Myuri Mercenary Company. And you?”


  As he named himself, the way he tossed back his cloak and put his hand on his hip was very mercenary-like. But to Lawrence’s eyes, Luward Myuri was not at all older than he looked. Though Holo certainly had many parts to her that made her seem her apparent age, this one seemed very much human.


  And just after he noticed that the seal had changed Luward’s behavior toward Holo somewhat, there was the plop of a drop of water. Luward, too, noticed the sound, looking from the open palm of his hand up to the ceiling, as if rain had leaked in.


  
    
  

  Lawrence shifted his gaze toward Holo.


  That moment, still expressionless, a tear flowed down Holo’s cheek as she opened her mouth.


  “Claw…”


  That single word was all Holo muttered to dubious faces from all those around.


  Lawrence’s gaze shifted toward Luward’s chest.


  Hanging down over it was what appeared to be a pitch-black bull horn.


  Lawrence had thought it was merely the sort of lucky charm mercenaries used in the hopes of bringing courage and victory, but the sight of it had Holo rooted to the spot.


  When the color of Luward Myuri’s face changed upon hearing that word, he knew that it held some kind of deep meaning to Holo.


  “You can tell this is a claw?”


  Holo answered his brief question with a nod.


  That instant, another tear fell down with a plop.


  It was crying suited for a young maiden. These were certainly not tears of joy.


  Lawrence interposed himself between Luward and Holo, embracing her by the shoulders.


  And Luward turned, looking as if he was about to offer an apology but held it back instead.


  “Inside.”


  With that single word, the mercenary company captain walked on ahead, brushing aside the merchant-like youth, who watched with no idea what just happened.


  No one made a single word of protest.


  Lawrence barely moved, either, but as Luward climbed the inner stairway, he finally turned and spoke.


  “I have something to ask you.”


  Lawrence did not expect anything good.


  But there was no way he could refuse.


  Just as with noble houses, companies and organizations that stretched across many generations were seldom led by the oldest among them. Often, such individuals served the company or organization before their masters had even been born.


  The Myuri Mercenary Company was no exception; the man they called their strategist was a large man with refined, wiry silver hair clipped short, with sideburns stretching all the way down to the fine beard over his chin.


  “And I as well?”


  With Luward returning to the room, there were likely reports on this matter and that. The strategist, who had been saying something to a youngster just outside the room, was surprised at being ordered to clear everyone out.


  “That’s right. No one is to enter this room or even the rooms above or below it.”


  Lawrence thought that Luward’s tone of utter finality was a little arrogant, but he had heard that confusion regarding orders often resulted in the annihilation of entire units.


  The large man in the role of strategist bore a clear expression of displeasure, but he put his expression and the rest behind him as he stood at attention, his heels clicking, and answered, “As you command,” and left the room, barking orders to an apprentice in a loud voice.


  The room was overflowing with signs of an extended stay. Most were preparations for the road, but the bundles of papers and sheets of parchment were likely for engaging persons of influence in every land. What he found a little unexpected were several books of knightly legends. He had thought someone who made his living with real swords and shields would not read such things, but Luward noticed Lawrence’s gaze, laughing as he sat in his chair and spoke.


  “I can’t be issuing commands while drinking wine, now can I? Heroic tales in books are just the thing to inspire courage and drive one’s fears away.”


  This was indeed a leader in full command of his group.


  “Now, then, let’s get down to this, shall we?”


  Trust in the speed with which one’s subordinates carried out their duties made for a good master apparently.


  Having barely sat down, Luward unhurriedly rose back up and opened a wooden shutter halfway, peering outside. Lawrence felt like the man had become a little nervous. Surely there would not be someone standing outside the window eavesdropping on them?


  It was cold, but Luward did not close the window.


  It seemed like he could not keep his nerves under control unless all was brought to light.


  Lawrence held Holo’s hand.


  However, this was less to cheer Holo’s spirits than to stop himself from drowning in his own tension.


  “How did you know this is a claw?”


  Luward put the necklace that looked like a black bull horn into his hand as he broached the subject. When he showed them the front and back, Lawrence understood that it had been severed in half.


  As an ornament, it was large and crude, something one would – think only a young man would wear. When Lawrence stretched his fingers straight out, it stretched from the tip of his middle finger to the palm of his hand. Those of high status did not favor such rustic ornaments. The higher class an ornament, the smaller it was.


  “Scent.”


  Holo made a short reply.


  Luward looked at her for a while before nodding.


  “You don’t look like an affluent merchant at first glance, but, ah, pardon me. But the Delink Company is stricter about acting in its self-interest than we are. Furthermore, you even have a letter of introduction from the famous shopkeeper Philon. Who in the world are you?”


  It was a natural question.


  Without taking a deep breath, Lawrence made ready to use the story he had put together in his head beforehand.


  Holo’s next sentence interrupted him. “Where did you get this?”


  Lawrence immediately let go of Holo’s hand.


  The tone of her voice was frigid. He had let go, largely without meaning to, when he had realized that.


  Until now, she had kept her head down, looking like a pathetic maiden truly brought here to be sold, crushed under the weigh of her own circumstances.


  But what was there now was anger.


  Depending on the answer she got, there would be no mercy.


  Of course, Luward did not falter in the face of such resolute anger.


  “Are you asking as to the place?”


  Many mercenary company captains were actual members of the nobility. It took a certain level of influence and money to assemble a band of rogues.


  Some went from bandits to mercenaries, but Lawrence had often heard that in most cases, it was cabals of hired men bound together by money that became mercenaries.


  In other words, Myuri probably had two things going for him.


  The first was his bloodline. The second was that he was a leader who could keep rogues in check.


  It was possible that faced with such obvious anger, even from a “little girl,” he was simply too proud.


  Lawrence considered saying something, but Holo was not ignorant of affairs in the human world. Surely she understood. Under the current circumstances, she just did not care.


  “What’s your objective?”


  However, Luward did not lose his own temper. Rather, he turned his vigilant eyes toward Holo.


  He turned toward not the Holo that Lawrence saw, but rather the slender nun she appeared to be.


  He looked somewhat deflated.


  “Answer me.”


  For a moment, Lawrence mistook who had spoken.


  Luward drew his sword with lightning speed the instant after Holo spoke the words.


  “That’s my line.” His sword was at Holo’s throat. His swordsmanship was faster than a gale.


  But Holo’s slender neck was still attached. The reason was surely that Luward’s temper was not that short.


  So Lawrence thought, but the facts told a different tale.


  “Answer me,” Holo repeated herself.


  Luward’s sword tip distinctly quivered.


  The girl who had shown his men her tears was now interrogating him heedless of his sword. It was Luward who was being overwhelmed.


  No doubt that alone was bizarre to him. Furthermore, it seemed that what hung from Luward’s neck was no mere decoration to him.


  His other hand gripped the claw as he kept his eyes on Holo.


  When Luward finally shifted his gaze to his own chest, it was as if two beasts had stared each other down, and he had lost.


  “It seems there’s been a misunderstanding. I did not seize this.”


  As if surrendering, Luward sheathed his sword, simultaneously fingering the cord fastened to the claw and lightly lifting it up.


  This was not how the captain of a mercenary company acted toward a single maiden.


  It was as if he knew what lay hidden under Holo’s hood and reacted accordingly.


  “I inherited this from my father.”


  Luward continued to speak. He paused there for a while, as if waiting to see if Holo wished to interrupt.


  “And my father inherited it from his father.”


  Holo lifted her face up and looked at Luward.


  “And what of the name Myuri?”


  Lawrence felt like Luward’s nostrils opened a little. He seemed both angry and surprised.


  Reflexively, Lawrence tried to say something sensible. But in that place and time, it was he who was the outsider.


  “It’s all right. I’m not angry.” Luward seemed to sense Lawrence’s motion at the edge of his vision. He raised an open palm to Lawrence as he spoke.


  Of course, his gaze remained turned toward Holo.


  Luward stared at Holo as if he was searching for something in his memories.


  And as if trying to pacify an angry wolf, he spoke with discretion and reverence.


  “Might I ask what is your name?”


  He answered her question with a question.


  Usually it was something that drove Holo to anger, but in this place it held a different meaning.


  The reverence Luward displayed toward Holo implicitly answered her question.


  “Holo.”


  Her brief reply made Luward’s eyebrows shoot all the way up. But what startled Lawrence was how Luward then bared his teeth and slapped his forehead.


  “How can that be possible?!”


  His volume was so great that the edges of the papers in the room shuddered. The voice was suitable for commanding and inspiring troops on the great steppes, and the shudder it caused went straight down to Lawrence’s liver.


  Holo, whose excellent ears should have made her sensitive to loud noises, did not even quiver.


  It was as if a great boulder had fallen. Lawrence finally understood.


  Luward Myuri was the real thing.


  “Paro, Kiris, Yue, Inti, Shariemin.”


  Luward listed the names in succession. Lawrence remembered having heard them before.


  Holo’s expression strained. Her lips began to tremble.


  Even Luward’s face was contorted as if stained with tears. Voicelessly, her lips formed the words: I cannot believe it.


  “… I heard them many times from my father.”


  The mercenary company captain slowly opened his mouth and murmured those words.


  “I heard even more from my grandfather.”


  Luward approached Holo and took her small hand in his.


  As Holo looked back at Luward, she lowered her hood.


  When Lawrence had first heard the name of the Myuri Mercenary Company in the town of Lenos, he was distinctly jealous.


  He had thought disagreeably of the existence of Myuri, who had lived in the same place in the same era as Holo, and for whom she felt strongly even now.


  But there was nothing good that was born from jealousy. You would always regret what came from it, and this moment was no exception.


  For a moment it seemed like Holo’s ears would cause Luward to fall over, but his constitution endured; he was fit to be a mercenary.


  After taking Holo’s hands, bringing them both together, he removed the pitch-black claw that he wore around his own neck, taking it in his hands.


  “The first captain received this when the mercenary company was founded.”


  Holo received the claw.


  This exchange looked like the final delivery of a message that had been entrusted to them decades, even centuries ago, carried on possibilities as slender as a thread. Perhaps that was indeed very much the case.


  As Holo continued to look down upon the claw she had received in her hands, Luward flipped it over atop Holo’s palms. There were characters carved into it.


  Lawrence could tell that the characters were very old, but nothing more.


  However, it appeared Holo did understand them. In an instant, tears poured out.


  “It says, ‘It’s been a while.’”


  As she spoke, she cried, her shoulders shaking, and smiled.


  She smiled, sobbed, wiped her tears away, and cried again.


  Luward gently put his hands on Holo’s shoulders, seemingly looking at Lawrence for the first time. It seemed that besides being a fine leader for a mercenary company, he was a fine gentleman as well.


  
    
  

  He knew full well who should be crying and against whom.


  Lawrence embraced Holo, and Holo cried even more in Lawrence’s arms.


  “Our Great Guardian Wolf, we have finally fulfilled our promise to you.”


  Luward spoke softly.


  If the world contained the threads of many tales, the one concerning the Myuri Mercenary Company was now reaching its end.




  
    
  

  Chapter 2


  Luward had rented a room for them that was very fine even by this inn’s high standards.


  That meant evicting the strategist from that room, but while his eyes widened at the captain’s unusually strict command, his body seemed to react on its own regardless of what he thought.


  Even though Lawrence had sought help carrying the luggage, he had not made Luward say, “It’s a matter of life and death.”


  It seemed that Luward was a fine captain, undoubtedly worthy of bearing the name of Myuri.


  All Lawrence could do was to say that to Holo to try and comfort her.


  “Leave me be for a while.”


  Holo spoke curtly as she sniffed a tear away. In their travels thus far, such words had always triggered further strife that unnerved Lawrence even more. However, this time he was not unnerved whatsoever.


  After all, she had been clinging to him and sobbing just moments earlier. She had relied on him in her moment of pain, and so long as the wave had passed, she need not stay at his side more than necessary. Holo could think and act on her own, after all; if she was putting her memories in order, all the better.


  Lawrence wiped away moisture from the corner of Holo’s eye with his thumb, and rather than giving her words of consolation, he told her where the water pitcher was.


  “Don’t go drinking wine now.”


  After all, if she split off and drank wine tonight, the results would be anything but joyful.


  Holo’s face, red from tears, formed into an awkward smile as she said, “Fool.”


  “I’ll let you know if I’m leaving the inn.”


  Remembering things in Lenos, he hesitated a fair bit before giving Holo’s body a light hug and standing up. Until Lawrence left the room, Holo stayed sitting right at the corner of the bed, watching him.


  When Lawrence closed the door, he sighed, but not because he was concerned about Holo.


  While the sad, smug message Myuri had left behind had come to its final conclusion, the tale of those living in the here and now still very much continued.


  “Have a minute?”


  Luward, at a stair landing a short distance from the room, pulled his back off the wall as he spoke.


  When Lawrence nodded, he added, “Let’s use my room,” and went downstairs.


  “As you like.”


  Though leader of a mercenary company where people killed and were killed, buying and selling prisoners in turn, he held the door open for Lawrence. Such odd jobs were properly the job of the youngster who was waiting at the side of the room. That is why the youngster was surprised twice over, once for his job being stolen and once that the captain was doing the job himself.


  “It’s all right, there’s no need to be nervous.”


  Luward whispered something to the youngster before heading into the room.


  And when he was passing by Lawrence, he showed Lawrence the palm of his hand.


  “I’m still shaking, too.”


  Those at the vanguard of battle surely could do absolutely nothing to avoid others seeing their hands shake. To go out of his way to show this to Lawrence meant he was showing as much respect as he possibly could.


  To put it properly, respect toward Holo and to Lawrence, who had brought Holo.


  “I haven’t gotten your name yet.”


  Luward encouraged Lawrence to sit in a chair, seating himself as he spoke.


  “Lawrence. Kraft Lawrence.”


  “Kraft Lawrence. A fine name. From the Polan region?”


  From his shrewd speaking style, one would think he was much older than he looked. Lowering one’s guard around such a man seemed very dangerous indeed.


  “No, Rowen.”


  Luward nodded at that. Unsurprisingly, as a mercenary who had been to many battlefields, he knew the names of regions better than most traveling merchants.


  “A Rowen merchant you say… so, you’re in violation of orders by being in this city, are you not?”


  So he knew the name of the Rowen Trade Guild. Moreover, he knew what kind of place the town of Lesko was in relation to the guild. The display of an unusual level of knowledge about the Rowen Trade Guild was both pleasing and frightening.


  “That’s right, so I’m no one at all here.”


  Lawrence noticed that Luward made a small sigh of relief when he spoke those words. As he tried to grasp its meaning, there was a knock on the door; the youngster from earlier entered. His hands carried a tray with wine jugs and rustic earthenware cups on it.


  “Well, let’s have a toast. If you’re afraid of poison, I can drink both cups myself.”


  It was not a funny joke, but Lawrence laughed appropriately all the same, for when he approached to pick up his cup, he could tell that Luward was nervous.


  Luward laughed as well, as if to hide a bit of embarrassment.


  “To chance meetings and checkered fates.”


  As he spoke, Luward raised his cup to his lips.


  Lawrence similarly brought his cup to his own lips and realized the wine was exceptional.


  When he gazed down at his cup, at a loss for words, Luward looked like a satisfied host.


  “I wish my father and grandfather could have been here, though.”


  After looking at the table for a while, seemingly searching for the words, Luward raised his face and these were the words he spoke.


  “Even now I can’t believe it. Far likelier you’re some swindler playing an elaborate trick on me.”


  There was a smile on his face, but he was genuinely bewildered.


  Lawrence thought to move the conversation forward somewhat more gently.


  “I expected you might think as much.”


  Luward nodded at his frank reply. And after making an even larger nod, he cleared his throat.


  “When one battles from morning till night, sometimes one treads on the boundary between this world and the next.”


  Lawrence did not think this some idle tale. Even Lawrence, an unbeliever, had seen the faces of long-dead fellow traders beside his wagon when rain fell on moonless nights.


  “Whether by God or Death, many times something tells us when Doom lies just ahead. I’m aware such stories are especially numerous in our group. But many think that rather than God extending his hand to us, it is something… else. In other words…”


  He sighed, wavering as to whether to say it or not as he gazed at the table.


  Taking a deep breath, he seemed to decide that he should say it after all.


  “In other words, that it has something to do with our banner.”


  Sewn onto the crimson banner on the wall was a wolf, howling toward the sky.


  Many mercenary companies used animals as emblems. The wolf was popular, representing both power and knowledge.


  Having been saved from a number of desperate situations by what he could only think was some force beyond human agency was surely why he did not recoil at the sight of Holo’s wolf ears.


  “I think it must be so. Or could it possibly be her doing…?”


  “Holo, you mean?”


  Luward stiffened a bit at Lawrence’s reply.


  “… Is it really all right to just call her that?”


  From the way Luward glanced up at the ceiling, he did not seem to be joking.


  “Being called a god and worshiped as such doesn’t really agree with her.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Luward raised an eyebrow, looking somewhat conflicted, and made a slow sigh. He chuckled a toothbaring chuckle; then, he put his hand to his forehead and shook his head. “Maybe I have some of that blood running through me. I still hate being called captain.”


  Though certain it was meant as a mild joke, Lawrence’s face stiffened a little at the talk of blood.


  “Yeah, some of the men believe our ancestors were wolves, but my father and grandfather firmly denied it, to the point of anger even.”


  “Anger?”


  “Yeah. Apparently our ancestor who founded the group met a certain wolf, and as they aided each other, they created a group. The wolf ’s name – was Myuri.”


  So that was indeed it.


  Lawrence nodded as Luward continued to speak.


  “But one side was aided much more than the other, it seems. Thus we came to pay a great deal of reverence toward wolves. That’s why… yes. Our blankets must always be of the pelts of the fox or the deer, even though it adds to our expenses.”


  Luward made a seemingly deliberate shrug of his shoulders, only grudgingly accepting what was beyond his power to control in managing the company.


  So the story was true. Lawrence had thought it might be something like that the first time he had heard of it.


  “But it was easy to believe it was a made-up story to build a company around, like plenty of other legends.”


  Luward spoke while flicking the edge of his cup, slowly tilting it around.


  “I’ve heard that as a matter of fact, people living a life of battle never knowing when it’ll end rely on those stories to get them through the day more than anything else. I thought it was something like that, too.”


  The Rowen Trade Guild, which Lawrence belonged to, had its own founding myths, something providing a firm foundation everyone could stand on no matter from which people they hailed from or where, no matter what town or village they were born in.


  “And to think… it’s true.”


  Luward took in a deep breath and exhaled.


  With an exhausted-looking smile, he raised his downcast gaze and looked at Lawrence.


  “There are many tales passed down to me from generation to generation. Prominent even among them is that of Wisewolf Holo. That should we ever encounter her, we must convey the message engraved upon the claw.”


  Lawrence looked up at the ceiling a bit, lost in thought.


  There had not been any special meaning to it, but it was necessary to lay the groundwork.


  “She’d been in a village far from here for centuries. But she forgot the way home and was unable to return. So I am seeing her there.”


  “Seeing her there?” Luward’s manner of asking seemed to hold some deeper meaning.


  He wondered what this was all about, but he noticed the strained smile mixed with Luward’s words.


  He had, after all, seen when Holo clung to him as she cried her eyes out.


  “I am guiding her there.”


  Luward cheerfully bared his teeth as Lawrence rephrased. “This is what makes the world interesting. You don’t know what’s going to happen or who you’re going to meet. But that’s why there’s always something to worry about.”


  He turned his sharp eyes upon Lawrence. His gaze was animated with greater amity than before, while brimming with resolute will that would not yield come what may.


  Turning rapidly, the focus of Luward’s thinking shifted from fantastic tales to blunt realities and what could be done about them. The words made Lawrence’s body grow tense.


  “Let me ask you frankly. Did you come here to destroy the Debau Company?”


  Lawrence had thought about the possibility when he had first heard of the existence of the Myuri Mercenary Company and again when he and Holo had arrived at the town of Lesko.


  As Lawrence had thought such questions would not be long in coming, he had come prepared with several answers. Depending upon his opponent’s attitude, he had intended to say, with a strong spirit, that if not destroy, they meant to give it a hard time.


  However, here before Luward’s eyes, thoughts of such mischief were driven deep into his chest.


  For it was plain on Luward’s face that there was something that he feared.


  “No. Nor do I think it is possible.”


  Luward, veteran of many fields of battle, nodded without a sound.


  Thinking his words insufficient, Lawrence sipped from his cup and added to them.


  “But we are certainly concerned about Yoitsu.”


  Silence continued for several moments longer. The leader of the mercenary company finally nodded.


  “I see.”


  As he replied curtly, he took a breath deep enough that his shoulders rose.


  That he stayed like that for a time might have been to clear away the tension that had built up in his throat.


  “… Mm, I see…” He sighed as he spoke, awkwardly running a hand through his short-cropped, spiky hair, seemingly without realizing it.


  It was like the worn-out feeling one had when a job was wrapped up.


  Luward had truly been concerned about what Lawrence and Holo would say.


  “If all it took was saying something like ‘Lend us your strength to destroy the Debau Company,’ our journey might have gone a little more smoothly,” said Lawrence.


  They hid Holo’s true nature out of fear for the Church, sometimes dealing with ancient beings that had already melted into life in the towns, sometimes clashing with the realities of those earnestly seeking to survive in the present age.


  To bare one’s fangs, advancing on whatever path one wished, showing no mercy to whoever interferes – such a belligerent advance was a journey with no future.


  “If I can say one thing for the honor of my men…” Luward brushed his short-cropped hair back a bit as he spoke. “For the sake of our company banner, we face even the most desperate battles with all our might. No one runs away, not until the last drop of blood of the battle is shed.”


  He gave those words the resounding crescendo treatment because that was what people needed to hear. People such as the strategist and youngster who might well be eavesdropping on them from the next room over.


  “But that is why orders are such a frightening thing.”


  Luward fixed his eyes upon Lawrence as he spoke.


  In that time and place, there was of course only one possible meaning.


  “So if Holo and I asked for it, the Myuri Mercenary Company would risk their lives fighting for us…”


  “That is correct.”


  Truth and facade, pride and vanity.


  This was the first time that Lawrence thought of the man called Luward as a trading partner.


  “I’m sure Holo has thought along the same lines as well. However, we’ve learned on the course of our journey that there are many things in this world we cannot do – meeting friends from the distant past, for instance.”


  He dared not change it into the form of a question.


  Even so, Luward seemed to understand what Lawrence’s words were getting at and took in a fairly deep breath.


  That breath did not turn into words. He shook his head side to side, saying nothing.


  Luward did not know where Myuri was. Nor, from his face, did he know whether Myuri was even alive.


  “… However, there is something else that I would like to ask here, in Holo’s place.”


  “If Yoitsu is safe?”


  When he had first met Holo, no matter which travelers’ inn he asked in, the name of the place produced but vague memories, making him wonder if it truly existed in this world. Even now, with someone completely unrelated giving an instant answer with a serious face, he wondered.


  It felt strange for dream to turn into reality like this.


  Lawrence did not get here simply by having his wagon pulled by a horse. He had overcome many obstacles so that he could reach this point, holding hands together with Holo.


  Life made such things possible.


  “As a matter of fact, it is safe.” Luward raised his face as he spoke. “As a matter of fact, it is safe.”


  Perhaps he thought Holo’s ears would hear.


  “It is said even murmurs at a great distance do not escape Holo the Wisewolf.”


  “Barring the worst of circumstances, I think that’s largely correct.”


  Luward’s laugh made him look younger than his proper age. The way he raised his voice without smiling gave him the aura of a beast.


  “But that means you haven’t gone to Yoitsu yet?”


  “That’s right. We obtained a map, but… we decided that before going there, we should meet the Myuri Mercenary Company first.”


  “Mm, I see. People come first. On that point, I’m sorry I only bear the name of Myuri.”


  As Lawrence said in a fluster, “That’s all right,” Luward made a wry smile. “I jest.


  “Yoitsu’s safe. Right now it’s one part of a region called Tolkien. Even within that area, people don’t really go in or out; it’s a closed forest.”


  He wondered if Holo really was listening in the room overhead.


  If she was, she was surely curled up in a ball like a cat, scratching the bedding with her claws.


  “But in the time before we arrived here, we heard plenty of ill rumors about the Debau Company, enough to make us think of hiring someone of your lofty caliber to deploy.”


  The mercenary company captain first interjected that “Just Leward is fine,” in a quiet voice, before continuing. “The Debau Company is trying to conquer the whole of the northlands. The Debau Company is trying to tear up all the northlands for precious metals. The Debau Company is… like that, you mean.”


  “Indeed.”


  Luward nodded, making a small sigh.


  “But when you actually arrived in town, there wasn’t a single trace of war. The town’s full of activity, the merchants are diligently making money, and so forth.”


  As he gazed out of the shutters as he spoke, Lawrence once again replied, “Indeed.”


  “There’s probably few who’ve come to this town who thought otherwise.”


  Lawrence was the exception, but did not interrupt.


  “There’s talk of war. There’s talk of dangerous dealings. That place is finally gonna get it, and so forth.


  “Anyway, dangerous talk like this has been spreading among dangerous people – like us – since, oh, autumn of last year. A while after that, people who believed and people who didn’t started gathering here in twos and threes. Once the Great Northern Campaign was canceled, people who didn’t find other work and had nowhere else to go came here… and got caught up in a strange situation.”


  The mercenary, who surely had to be doggedly realistic, used the word strange.


  That fact truly was strange.


  “The Debau Company offered us lodging. Food, too.”


  “Wha–?”


  Lawrence looked all around. When he finally returned his gaze to Luward, the man nodded firmly.


  “It’s the same for pretty much all the other mercenary companies. It got us excited. If they’re being this generous, the war’s for real, we all said.”


  Merchants absolutely did not do futile things. If they paid money, there was some scheme afoot. To say nothing of giving peacetime-hating mercenaries a warm welcome; even a child could predict a fierce conflict.


  “Anyway, this situation’s continued for us for two weeks now; for the group that’s been here the longest, two months. Can you believe it? They say the Debau Company’s currently paying out twenty lumione gold pieces per day to maintain us here. And yet–” Luward cut off his words and walked to the shelf. Then, he pulled out one of the bundles of parchment and tossed it atop the table.


  Lawrence did not grasp the contents, but based on the structure, these looked like contract forms.


  “These are documents for swearing oaths to the Debau Company. ‘Under your patronage, we shall be thy sword and thy shield…’ and so forth. Normally, we exchange these documents for gold, hire some men with it, fill our bellies with meat and wine, get drunk, and sally forth to the battlefield. But the Debau Company wouldn’t accept these.”


  “Wouldn’t accept?”


  Lawrence could not understand it, either. Expediency was prized in war. If one dillydallied in making preparations, their opponent was preparing, while their expenses were climbing and their men’s morale was dropping. All the more so if one was providing food and lodging to every lout who showed up; surely as the numbers climbed, it was imperative to take command and begin proper military operations.


  Luward sighed and gazed out the window once more. He seemed sad that there was not a battlefield right outside.


  “The talk is, they don’t know how powerful nobles are going to move. That the Debau Company is closely watching which way they’ll go and won’t move until it’s sure. Well, that I can understand. In this land, if you don’t know who’s working with whom and where, you’ll make a critical mistake, and that means dying on some lonely, narrow snow-covered path.


  “There’s talk among the nobles that they’re dragging the decision out while feeding the soldiers to garrison the town with more troops than they can possibly support. That’s possible, too, and in fact, we are eating for free. The Debau Company isn’t deciding where to invade, isn’t positioning military forces, and all we have to worry about day to day is deciding what to pick from the menu.”


  It was a long speech, surely because Luward himself was annoyed at the situation. Lawrence had the feeling he was much more at home stretched and exhausted fighting around the world than spending his days in idleness.


  “So, Yoitsu is safe. Though ‘for now’ is all I can really say.”


  “I see your point…”


  “However…” Luward narrowed his eyes as he paused mid-sentence.


  It felt like he was pondering whether it was better to say this or not, finally deciding it was best to say it.


  Clearing his throat, restraining his voice, he continued.


  “The Debau Company is unusually clever. Right now, to a greater or lesser extent, the people assembled in Lesko have connections to the northlands. Among them are those, like you, who think of the northlands as most precious. We are no exception to that.”


  As he spoke, Luward walked toward a map stretched across a wall.


  That map of the northlands looked like an enlarged version of the one they had received from Fran. That probably meant the map they asked Fran for was accurate and, moreover, that the larger map was more detailed.


  Luward put his finger on one spot on the map. There was Tolkien. Its old name, Yoitsu.


  “We’re thinking of taking position here. However, we’re not foolish enough to subjugate our own homeland, especially now that we know Holo the Wisewolf truly exists.”


  He said it in jest, but it was difficult to claim he was completely joking.


  Just from what little Luward knew of Holo from legend, Holo was absolutely not one who should be angered. He had to eliminate even the possibility of a misunderstanding.


  “… To defend it, then?”


  Luward nodded. So he had been minded to do battle with the Debau Company. Lawrence had thought of it as well, but a mercenary company’s leader had to live even more realistically than a merchant.


  “In a sense. That’s to say, there are a number of paths in Tolkien used by hunters and hermits that stretch into the Sverner region to the northeast. If there is war, the Sverner outskirts are geographically and politically significant, so it’ll definitely get mixed up in the fighting. If the people there run, part of them will follow those paths straight to Tolkien. We intend to put a stop to that.”


  “… And therefore, the slave-trading Delink Company.”


  As Lawrence muttered to himself, Luward nodded.


  “Yes. Every village there is barely scraping by. There’ll be wounded soldiers, of course, but most following those paths will be fleeing civilians. The moment they arrive, those villages are finished. We were to capture them as slaves, protect the villages, and make money off it, too. The Delink Company’s legendary for good clientele, so add prisoners for ransom and we’d be fat on a bit of treasure and refinements by the time we got home.”


  Lawrence did not know if it would go exactly as described, but he felt that Luward’s way of thinking was indeed much like a merchant’s.


  “The Debau Company’s been extremely proactive in heading us off from that kind of plan.”


  “Meaning?”


  “It seems they’re assigning jobs, taking into account people not wanting to tear up their homelands.”


  “But it’s not possible for them to put everyone in defensive roles like that?”


  As Lawrence asked his question, Luward pursed his lips and looked at Lawrence for a while. He resembled a master watching a prized apprentice make a simple mistake.


  “For better or worse, the Debau Company is a mine operator. And not everyone thinks mine development is a calamity.”


  “Ah.”


  “Exactly. Shaving off mountains, cutting down the forests, making money digging up copper and silver – in the towns, there are a lot of people who think it’s great and are all for it. Of course everyone has someplace precious to them, but the rest of the world may burn. The Debau Company slips through those cracks. Take any group of people, and a bunch of them are from cold villages with good ore deposits in their homeland and want development. The Debau Company cooperates with those afraid of it. Of course, it cooperates with those who welcome it with open arms. This way it minimizes the hatred of people in the land, making taking control of the northlands go well. It’s possible that detaining so many mercenaries and knights here with food and lodging is to make that feat work all the better.”


  In the first place, the motive for employing mercenaries, supplementing one’s military forces aside, was primarily so that they would bear all the hatred of the people in the lands being invaded.


  That being the case, one should act in line with aspirations of the land from the beginning. By assembling a wide enough variety of impoverished mercenaries from a variety of lands, bearing the burdens of their lances day by day, one could position himself to respond to the hopes of any land in sight.


  That is what Lawrence thought, but Luward’s face showed considerable skepticism once again.


  “In the end it’s all rumor. People think of all kinds of things when they have time on their hands.”


  He brought his hands together in a light clap, as if to rub them against each other, showing his palms as if to say, “All right, that’s enough.”


  When Lawrence thought calmly about it, what Luward had presented while explaining this and that were largely his personal opinions.


  However, no doubt this was less trying to impose his views on Lawrence and closer to talking about everything he could think out. That was probably out of fear of Holo. Lawrence felt like a fox leaning on the might of the wolf, but Luward being cooperative was by no means a bad thing.


  Lawrence rose from his seat and extended a handshake as he spoke his thanks.


  “I’m sure Holo is thankful as well.”


  Luward gripped Lawrence’s hand in return while replying, “Too bad I can’t solve all your problems, though.” Surely that could only have been the case if God had placed everyone in the world purely for Lawrence and Holo’s benefit.


  But Lawrence knew too much of the world to think that way.


  “Life is too long for every problem to have a simple solution.”


  “Ha-ha. How true.”


  As Luward spoke, he poured more wine into Lawrence’s cup.


  “Well, that’s how it is. I’m still happy I fulfilled the promise in my father and grandfather’s places. Not for that reason, but by all means, I wish to ease the strains of your travels. By the way, the Debau Company’s paying for this, too.”


  Lawrence drank the fine wine poured into his cup without restraint.


  The next day, Holo’s mind seemed to be elsewhere from the moment she awoke.


  Perhaps because she had slept from crying and exhaustion the day before without waiting for the sun to set, she had woken during the night and could not have slept much since.


  Luward, who did not live the carefree life of a guest as much as he claimed, said that there was an occasion that night he could not miss, so instead of inviting Lawrence and Holo to dinner, he had an extravagant meal brought up to their room. Wheat bread. Chicken roasted with spice. Thick soup with quail. Grilled venison with beef stew. Carp served with vegetables. And after the main course, pudding and raisins, with dried raspberries. The drinks ran the gamut from beer to wine to distilled liquor. He did not think the Debau Company was paying for all this; Luward must have paid for it himself to show his respect toward Holo.


  However, Holo only ate half as much as she usually did.


  He thought that she might wake from a nap, drawn to delicious, high-end cuisine even if it was cold, and she would be back to her old self, but it was not to be. She did wait for Lawrence to rise, greeting him briefly, but nothing went beyond eating some bread and lightly moistening her lips with wine.


  Aghast at the thought of returning a plate with such an abundance of food on it, Lawrence filled his belly with as much as it could take. He took what food could be preserved and stuffed it with the rest of the luggage. Even so, when a youngster came to take the plate down, there was enough left to quietly hand the youngster some as well.


  But the good thing was, even if she was forcing it, Holo smiled at Lawrence several times.


  And even though Holo still looked fragile enough she might crack and crumble to pieces, if she would only gently draw near and close, Lawrence would have been perfectly happy with nothing more.


  The blunt truth was, Lawrence did not know what words to use to console her. Whatever he might say to her, he could not permit his own irresponsible words to cause Holo further pain.


  Lawrence realized he had not yet lost someone truly precious to him. If someone were to offer appropriate words to him after losing someone precious, in Lawrence’s case, that would no doubt be after losing Holo.


  But if he did lose Holo, he wondered if he would even want anyone by his side to console him. Try as he might, he could not imagine it. Right now Holo was the most precious person to him and surely would always be; he could say that with pride now.


  As Holo leaned her face against Lawrence’s shoulder, gazing out through the open shutter at the blue sky, he took her hand, giving her curved nails a gentle stroke. The nails were smooth as silk, with her slender fingers colder than usual, probably because of the winter air coming in through the open shutter.


  Even so, he did not feel the cold, partly thanks to both of them snuggling under a wool blanket together; mostly because while he was stroking her nails, Holo was tickling his cheek with the pointy tips of her ears.


  If one must travel together, it was best to have a partner who could rely on him as much as he relied on her.


  But after a while Holo pulled her hand back and rested her face against his arm.


  A moment after Lawrence realized this was to hold back tears suddenly welling up again, Lawrence strongly grasped Holo’s hand, largely by reflex.


  “Let’s go outside.”


  Holo’s nose crinkled, tears still pouring from her eyes.


  It would have been nice to stay in the room like this, taking advantage of Luward’s goodwill until Holo’s wounds were healed. However, Lawrence was a money-making merchant and had to act like one. Lawrence knew he had to go outside, even if Holo was against it.


  More than anything, no matter how sad or trying things were, to quietly stay here waiting for wounds to heal would be nothing short of going back to the wheat fields of Pasloe.


  He was beside her now.


  He thought that if he did not bring her outside with him, having held her hand until now would have been meaningless.


  “But it might be cold out there, so bundle up.”


  Though having said that, there was no need for rough medicine.


  They would go out bundled up, and if it was too hot, they would just take the extra layers off.


  Even now, as Holo vaguely glanced up at Lawrence, her face still looked ready to cry, but in the end she quietly nodded.


  Lawrence deliberately smiled with a “Good!” and made preparations. Though he had done so on occasions when Holo was quite drunk, he made a special effort to treat her like a princess this time. He wrapped her waistcloth, put on her shoes, got her cape on, put her robe up all the way over her head so that it hid her hair and her ears, and wrapped a fox shawl around her neck.


  She seemed gloomy when he started, but midway she was simply letting him proceed.


  Of course, when she rose from the bed, he was guiding her by the hand.


  Holo seemed a bit exasperated, but if it served as a trigger to lighten her mood even a little, all the better.


  Even if it was an irritated smile, a smiling face was a smiling face.


  And he had confidence in his ability to get under her skin.


  As she scratched and slapped herself into wakefulness several times over, Lawrence took Holo’s slender hand and led her out of the room.


  Perhaps because her eyes were tired from crying, or perhaps because she indeed had not slept much the night before, Holo squinted and turned her face away from the light when they went outside the inn. Though on cold days, travelers setting out found clear skies welcoming while they lasted, Holo seemed to resent it.


  Lawrence immediately moved to ask, “Do you want something to eat?” but as he had seen for himself, food and wine had not improved Holo’s mood, and the words stuck in his throat.


  And if she wanted to eat something while walking around town, she would no doubt say so.


  At any rate, Lawrence pulled Holo’s hand and threw himself into the lively flow of people.


  Thinking the mercenaries were surely occupying the tavern on the first floor, Lawrence asked the youngster to lead them to the back door. Even the back door had a street purely for moving around cargo. Though less congested than the main streets, there were still wagons and people constantly passing back and forth. Many traveled in carriages; there was no pause in the flow of pedestrians.


  He wondered if ingredients for the meals that mercenary bosses like Luward were procuring were among the cargo: chicken, pig, domesticated duck, and vegetables so vibrant in color for the season. When he peeked into the baggage of one stopped wagon, there was apparently a honeycomb packed with honey in a large square box. It went without saying that the northlands, with such an abundance of trees, had appropriately large beehives, but he cracked the lid open to peek anyway.


  In the forest, it was bears and wild dogs that ravaged beehives. It seemed something Holo might go for, but she made no show of interest whatsoever.


  He thought not meeting her pack mate from her homeland, Myuri, was indeed something that could not be wiped away by simply bringing her outside. It would have been better if that message had been more positive, but it was not.


  The wolf had lost his claw, split it in half, and wrote a sardonic message on it. However you thought about it, Myuri was in this world no longer. Lawrence felt that if he yet lived, there would surely be different words written upon the claw.


  “That hurts.”


  As Holo spoke, Lawrence realized for the first time how hard Lawrence’s hand was squeezing.


  “… Sorry.”


  As he apologized, he pulled his hand away, and though he hesitated, he put his hand back once more.


  He wondered if he was overdoing it. He probably was. But if overdoing it scraped that away, that was fine. Better too much than not enough. With Holo, he absolutely did not want to say to himself later, “If only I’d done such and such.”


  “Oh, there’s a square over there. Busy here in the morning.”


  Lawrence spoke while looking at the right side of an intersection where their path and another, lined with stores, crossed.


  Toward buildings that were stores on the first floor and inns or workshops on the second floor, he saw a conspicuously tall building that ran along the side of the square in the shape of an arch. And Lawrence’s ears could hear enjoyable sounds from musical instruments above the sounds of the crowd.


  Lawrence pulled Holo’s hand, going as far as the square. He got Holo a table slightly moistened from morning dew in front of an open-air stall where preparations to open were busily under way. The shopkeeper’s face looked amazed and more than a little jealous at Lawrence having a woman with him here in the morning, but in the end he smiled as he sold his goods. He tried to pay with the Praz copper coins he had obtained from the money changer in Lenos, but a frown came over the shopkeeper’s face at the sight of them. The coin total on his lips felt higher compared to money exchange tallies.


  But he had no time for haggling. The shopkeeper returned with hot milk with a good deal of honey put in and beer, placing them on Holo’s table. The sound of instruments from the square alternated stopping and starting as if the traveling musicians were practicing.


  It seemed like they would need some time before they got the music quite right, but it was the same for him. Lawrence watched as Holo seemed disinterested in the steaming cup and the bubbling mug, finally choosing the milk.


  Lawrence brought the cup to her mug largely one-sidedly and brought the beer to his lips. After eating that quite extravagant breakfast, slightly watered-down beer seemed like just the thing.


  Lesko really did seem full of life, with many people working tirelessly. At the buildings standing around the square, there were flowers in the windows, sitting in places with a lot of sunlight as if completely forgetting it was winter.


  To think the actual state of the town was so different from the stories he had heard.


  If that was so, no matter what thoughts filled his head, even if they felt completely at odds with what his eyes were actually seeing, it was certainly not strange. Holo was not a girl with flights of fancy. She had surely expected she was not going to meet Myuri and had braced for the shock as well as she could.


  That is why when Holo murmured to him, absentminded and barely touching the milk to her lips, Lawrence was not even slightly surprised.


  “I shall not smile this moment.”


  She was not looking at Lawrence.


  For his part, Lawrence only glanced at Holo slightly before immediately shifting his gaze to some practicing clowns.


  “I don’t mind.”


  “However, I am grateful.”


  Holo lightly scratched her face and neck like a little fox as she spoke.


  “It’s… good to hear you say that.”


  As he drank his beer, Lawrence thought that it might indeed be a little too watered down.


  “I always seem to be hitting wide of the mark, after all.”


  There was the incident in the alley in Lenos after all.


  For a moment he felt like Holo made a very slight smile, but as she made a heavy sigh, seemingly holding back tears, her fleeting smile simply vanished.


  “However…”


  “Better to avoid odd subjects?”


  Lawrence jumped out ahead of her.


  Holo looked at Lawrence, seemingly surprised a bit, but as she slowly shifted her gaze back to the milk in her cup, she nodded a little.


  “I don’t know any more than what Luward and I spoke about yesterday anyway. You heard us, didn’t you?”


  Holo nodded.


  “If you ask, I’m sure he’d tell you the old stories handed down through the company, down to all the little details. If you’re afraid to ask alone, I can ask with you.”


  The self-proclaimed wisewolf gave Lawrence a sharp look for a moment, but she immediately cast her eyes down and, as if that was insufficient, closed them.


  “I would ask this of you.”


  “A rare and commendable thing, coming from you.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo opened her eyes and glared at him. She did not smile, but Lawrence was relieved simply to see emotion clearly coming out of her eyes, enough that one could almost touch them with their finger.


  “Well, I don’t mind if you have stories to share, either.”


  He referred not to Myuri’s “later,” but rather about Holo when she had actually been in Yoitsu.


  But Holo sipped on her milk rather than replying.


  If she did not want to talk about it, that was fine, of course.


  As Lawrence thought about it, Holo spoke after a while.


  “Your jealousy is inconvenient.”


  Holo must have been trying her hardest to joke at the moment.


  Lawrence shrugged his shoulders and replied, “There’s an important saying about trade. If both traders want to think they made a good bargain, better to not know how much money the other made.”


  It was a saying oft repeated by merchants over wine.


  “Rubbish,” Holo scoffed, looking at the musicians. But even if it was just a little at the edge of her face, she seemed amused.


  “How about we go see the artisan district? Or… better to listen to the singing here?”


  He said it to try and draw Holo’s emotions out as with a rod and hook.


  Holo herself surely understood Lawrence was desperately trying to cheer her up.


  Though she seemed rather irritated, her tongue emerged from her lips just a little.


  “I suppose I’d like to take a look around, to be honest.”


  She seemed to be bad at being doted on like this. Normally she behaved so arrogantly; she actually seemed quite uncomfortable being cared for.


  She was a difficult-to-please wolf, but when she did smile, he was all the happier.


  “That works, too.”


  “Hmph.”


  Holo snorted and made a glug, glug sound as she drank her milk.


  The shopkeeper, looking at Holo’s smallness, had not poured a great amount into her cup, but she made quite a display of drinking it.


  And when she put the cup down on the table with a sharp sound, licking the back of her hand, Lawrence’s jaw wavered.


  “Me, too?”


  He was sure that had he made the excuse that his drink was beer instead, she had plotted to call him a boring male.


  He sighed at how he, too, was now foolish enough to glug beer in the morning. But for Holo’s sake, he would be a fool. In the first place, she had been treating him like one since the moment they had met.


  “… How about that?”


  He drank it all up and put his mug down. Holo leaned her body forward a little and sniffed the mug’s odor.


  “This is mostly water, ’tis it not?” she retorted.


  Though not sweetly whatsoever, she rose from the table and dangled her right hand, waiting for Lawrence’s hand to hold it.


  Bit by bit, Holo’s focus seemed to be shifting from memories of the past back to the present.


  Lawrence gripped her hand firmly, as if keeping her from being swept away by the raging current of her memories.


  This time she did not say that it hurt.


  Unlike the depraved souls assembled in the square, the artisan district had long since awoken.


  The sounds of metal being hammered, wood being hammered, leather being pounded, and craftsmen’s songs filled the air.


  Unlike the perfectly straight streets they had been on until now, here the streets merrily curved back and forth, though these, too, were stone paved. Lawrence was led to believe this atmosphere reached every corner of the south of the town.


  While the craftsmen worked inside the wide frontage buildings that lined the streets, children ran freely between them. A building with a mountain of firewood piled in front of it and a furnace inside the shop was apparently a production site for making nails.


  A girl who looked younger than Holo, dressed in a flowing skirt and wooden shoes, planted her feet and cast her entire body weight downward to elongate a nail.


  What made Holo stop in her tracks was a workshop where young craftsmen were earnestly pounding red metal.


  The way they pounded thin metal plates, working them into round pieces, was certainly fascinating. But what made Lawrence spontaneously laugh was that this factory was manufacturing stills for making hard liquor.


  “They boil the alcohol in that big cauldron on the sheet copper; then when the steam runs through the pipe they attach, they cool it, and concentrated alcohol comes out of the end of the pipe. The finished product is inside, I’m sure.”


  As Lawrence pointed inside, Holo peered inside in with what appeared to be deep interest.


  Though many craftsmen at work were blunt and short-tempered, they were unlikely to be sour at a pretty girl gazing into their workplace.


  Pretending he did not have his eye on Holo himself, a young man who looked like the boss’s right-hand man scolded his subordinate workers.


  “I suppose we’re in the Debau Company’s backyard – no surprise there’s all this metalworking.”


  Besides the nail and distiller workshops, he could see shops for making chains, knives, bindings for barrels, and so forth. Furthermore, they were all fine products. Whether because of the high quality they boasted or because there were so many products lined up in front of the stores, it did not feel like some remote backwater of the north at all. Everything had polish to it.


  “It might be a migrant town.”


  With the Debau Company making profits from its mining business in every direction, lack of a place to put them to use would put its treasure to waste. If one is not living a good life, the only way to change that is to buy good things. If one is stocking things from long distance one by one, that takes time and that puts a person behind the latest fashions. In that case, enticing good craftsmen to gather together through the power of plentiful money was very much one way to go about it.


  As things progressed step-by-step, silverware- and silverwork-making workshops appeared. Lawrence was relieved that Holo held no interest in jewelry of any kind whatsoever. If Holo had been as infatuated with jewelry as she was with food, Lawrence would have gone bankrupt long ago.


  “… This place really is something, though…”


  Lawrence murmured without thinking. The silverwork of Fran, from who they had asked for a map from Kerube to Yoitsu, was quite something, yet the silverware here was quite impressive as well.


  Perhaps it was because of the bountiful minerals brought here from the mines. Even so, besides the silverwork masters being strict with their apprentices, there had to be a considerable amount of skill at work.


  But even if they were drawn in by the power of money, would not that put them at odds with the craftsmen guilds in other towns? Or perhaps the Debau Company was not simply and stupidly relying on the power of money, but was capable of bargaining in more subtle ways.


  Lawrence thought about that and other things before regaining his senses. He could not just lose himself in thoughts of trade alone like that.


  Fortunately, Holo was looking over a ceremonial sword with a bird and fox engraved into its hilt, taking no notice of Lawrence. As Holo lost interest, she shook her head side to side and rose back up.


  As the two of them walked around aimlessly, Lawrence’s thoughts drifted to things besides Holo once more; how even this artisan’s district was full of life, how it was such a rare thing, and so forth.


  These days, all towns suffered from excess growth in the number of craftsmen. Protection of a town’s existing craftsmen usually took the form of tariffs and import quotas. However, if everyone did that, the result was an excess of production with nowhere to sell one’s goods. It was one of the issues that had given guild masters headaches across many years.


  In the end, unless one limited the number of workshops, those finishing their hard periods of apprenticeship would inevitably come into conflict with their former masters. Many were dubbed journeymen craftsmen and sent away to “continue their training,” but this was really to reduce competition. There was no guarantee of any kind a journeyman could return and become a master. Besides, since the surest way to become a master was to marry a dead master’s widow, a living master had to watch his back – and his food.


  Though there were places that seemed lively on the surface but were quite strained on the inside, this place seemed genuinely full of life.


  He wondered if the economic conditions were good. As he walked around, reasoning that even if that was the case it had its limits, they came within sight of what looked like a building for a craftsmen’s guild.


  Lawrence and Holo stopped in their tracks together. He glanced at Holo, then shifted his gaze back once more. He was somewhat unsure if he could believe his own eyes.


  There was a town edict carved into slate. Literally written in stone.


  It read:


  “This town does not regulate craftsmen in any way whatsoever. Those of skill should open a workshop and employ whoever they wish. Lesko welcomes all craftsmen of excellence. Freedom to all people.”


  Lawrence was in a daze as his eyes met those of a seamstress passing by. The woman giggled and smiled, asking, “A traveler?”


  She did not look anywhere near as young as Holo was thought to be, wearing a kerchief made specially to hold sewing needles; below it, both face and body were plump, like bread that had risen.


  “I did not believe it at first, either, but it’s true.”


  As she spoke, she made a smile that seemed both truly happy and proud.


  What she held to her chest was no doubt fabric meant to be made into clothing, but it could also have been delight and hope.


  In truth, she probably held those, as well.


  As Lawrence internalized the meaning of that, the woman made a light wave and walked along.


  He had heard of unregulated towns, but they were few and far between. Freshly built towns that lacked the guilds to issue such regulations were among such cases.


  But this was the first time he had seen it with his own eyes.


  The situation in this town was quite literally one he could not have foreseen. A town with no regulations and no taxes was a paradise without peer. A few brief moments of thought listed a number of acquaintances he would love to tell about this. Of course, the young shepherdess Norah was among them. She had wanted to become a seamstress; surely that wish would be granted in a town like this. She should have been traveling on behalf of the Rowen Trade Guild, so if he sent a letter, it should arrive.


  Lawrence was thinking about that when Holo suddenly sighed.


  Talk concerning craftsmen was not something Holo found especially interesting; talk about Norah the shepherdess, even less so.


  As bringing her with him had no meaning if she was not having fun, Lawrence hurriedly restored his smile. “Let’s go,” he said, pulling Holo’s hand.


  The area ahead had seamstresses like the one before wandering all around, with a number of workshops for producing shoes and clothing.


  They sang songs in quiet places where strips of leather had been cut and sewn together to counteract the loud clanging and banging of physical labor in the workshops. This was not to entertain others, as clowns and musicians did. Quite the opposite; this was to demonstrate the joy they took in their own work.


  As they stepped around a corner, he saw Holo’s shoulders slowly sag.


  Emotions were contagious. When everyone around you was happy, that by itself invigorated you.


  But even as Holo’s face held a faint smile, she made a small sigh.


  Here everyone was doing the same work, singing the same song, living in the same town. No doubt that this was exactly what Norah yearned for.


  On the other hand, Holo’s “everyone” had vanished into the flow of time. Having finally found one slender thread, there was literally nothing left but a fragment.


  Lawrence thought of things to say but held all of them back. For her part, Holo was checking out hoods and capes and other townswomen clothes. She even tried on new scarves and gloves. Though several of them did not seem to displease Holo, she did not say, “I want this,” even once. As normally all she did was groom her tail, perhaps she had not had much interest to begin with.


  And just like that, he had exhausted all his options.


  Even though he knew all manner of techniques for attracting the attention of a merchant, he knew of no method to captivate a girl except with food. In that moment he hated himself.


  Furthermore, even if he could think of other places in the artisans’ district, Holo seemed to be tiring from all the walking. Of course, Holo had not complained, perhaps because she understood Lawrence had brought her along out of kindness. But that only pained Lawrence all the more.


  So pushing her to come with him out of her room had indeed failed. Perhaps Holo would have been happier simply relaxing around the square. Such thoughts bounced all around inside his head. It was too late for regrets. A merchant with time for regrets was better off using that time to deal with the present situation. Out of consideration for Holo, Lawrence shifted his gaze around for anywhere they could sit.


  But even though there seemed to be small taverns and restaurants nestled within the artisans’ district, he had little time to search. He had to find something before Holo’s mood worsened any further.


  Just as Lawrence was beginning to get desperate, they came to the end of the artisans’ district and began down a street lined with a mix of stores and houses.


  There, in the midst of typically heavy pedestrian traffic, was a wide, gaping hole in the liveliness.


  Lawrence and Holo stopped where they stood, as if squeezing into a gap in the crowd of people.


  There stood an unoccupied building, with no feeling of human presence whatsoever.


  All the same, it was not falling apart; someone was keeping it clean and tidy. The side had a place for packing and unloading cargo, with a gap in the frontage that went inside. One of the two front doors was open; inside, he saw tables and shelving provided.


  The building was four stories tall and had a fair number of rooms. It was a building built for trading; if someone brought merchandise in, the store could be opened on the spot. It was an unoccupied building, with no human presence within it; were it a residence, it would have lacked the feel of a home having been lived in by someone else.


  In other words, it looked like a throne waiting for its king.


  And this was not his imagination.


  What, in this bewildering town, finally made Lawrence completely forget about Holo as he stood there gaping was a paper attached to the other door, the one not open.


  “Available for twelve hundred trenni silver pieces. – The Vhans Company.”


  In that moment, with the town seemingly glittering from the sun’s rays pouring down from the clear blue sky, the only things Lawrence saw were the words on that piece of paper. The store was for sale. Here, in an unregulated, free town full of activity.


  It would have not been overstating things that not only had his feet stopped, but also his heart.


  The flow of blood through his veins came to a halt.


  That was why, when he came back to his senses, he had no idea how much time had passed.


  The tumult flew into his ears as if the crowd had suddenly engulfed him.


  And the instant he realized his left hand held nothing, his liver froze just as surely as if he had drunk ice.


  “Ho…”


  … lo, his lips formed to pronounce. Holo was at a stall right beside them buying grease-toasted bread with honey on top. Lawrence’s hand immediately went to his hip; his wallet was gone. He knew he had attached a cord to it as a measure against pickpockets; he had never noticed it being untied.


  Holo, expressionless to the point he could not tell if she was angry or not, bit into the bread as she came back to Lawrence. She handed his wallet back to him without a word.


  “Er…?”


  Desperately trying to rebalance his dizzied head, he opened his mouth to say something, anything, to apologize.


  As he did so, Holo thrust the grease-toasted bread in her hand into it.


  “Mm! Mm?”


  Holo stared straight at Lawrence, still keeping the bread thrust into his mouth.


  Even the townspeople passing by on the busy street took some interest in the odd scene.


  She stayed like this for a while before her hand released the bread.


  
    
  

  Holo letting go of food was surprising in and of itself; when she turned over the hand that had held it, showing him the palm, he had no idea why.


  “I shall go purchase another.”


  Telling her, “Waste not, want not,” and so forth, never entered his mind at all. He handed the coins over largely by reflex; Holo turned toward the stall, his eyes following her back the entire way. The stall owner glanced at Lawrence a little and, in response to Holo’s words, made a large smile and put an extra-large helping of honey on her toast.


  Holo returned as expressionless as before. She stood beside him. “In the end, ’tis for the best.”


  “Huh?”


  Lawrence replied, but Holo continued to face the unoccupied store for sale.


  She probably meant the toast.


  Out of concern for Holo, Lawrence had brought her outside and went all around the square and artisans’ district with her, but the best thing for improving Holo’s mood was surely sweet food.


  As his still-befuddled head thought as much, Holo stepped on his foot.


  She ground her foot into his.


  In the end, while bringing her all over the place, the state of this and that in the town had distracted him, and he had neglected her. Furthermore, even though Lawrence had originally dragged Holo along to cheer her up, when he set eyes on that store, he forgot himself to the point of not even noticing his precious wallet, as dear as his life, being taken; of course, he had forgotten Holo as well.


  Of course, Holo was angry. He had no way to apologize.


  “You probably forgot about me where they were pounding metal as well.”


  It seemed she had noticed.


  Lawrence subconsciously shrank back.


  “You go out into town and become such a pup. What’s this, what’s that, how about here? What’s over there?”


  About as hot as the toast she held in her hand itself, the honey was melting and soaking into it. Normally Holo would not have let one, let alone two, go to waste, but she had barely touched this one.


  That was how angry she was; He offered no rebuttal.


  To apologize would complete the picture of a shameless fool.


  If Lawrence was a puppy being scolded, all he could do was wait for Holo’s anger to subside.


  But seemingly leaving it at that, Holo stopped grinding her foot into Lawrence’s.


  And after pausing for a while, she took Lawrence’s hand.


  Seemingly putting up with embarrassment for once, she bounced back after some slight hesitation.


  “So, in the end ’tis for the best.”


  “…?” Lawrence looked down at Holo.


  Holo was just biting into her toasted bread. She seemed annoyed and foul tempered. “Do you intend to make me say more?”


  As she stepped on his foot once again, Lawrence turned forward.


  But Holo’s hand did not let go. Her cheeks were fairly red. That was surely not because it was cold out.


  Holo ate her toast down to halfway in one go before sniffling, perhaps because it was so hot.


  “You really are happy as a foolish hound.” Making an exaggerated, white-misted sigh, Holo sniffled once more. She did not look at him, but Lawrence could tell that it was taking serious effort not to.


  And looking upon the side of Holo’s face in silence, Lawrence saw something sweeter than honey on toast.


  Chasing after the name of her pack mate from her homeland, instead of meeting him, she received a conceited message left by him instead.


  That was a very sad thing; surely there were various things passing in and out of her heart that only she could understand.


  Compared to that, what Lawrence could do amounted to very little.


  For Lawrence to triumph over the memory of Myuri within her, all Lawrence, who lived here and now, needed to do was to hold her interest somehow and push forward.


  Of course, no matter how inexpensive, he could not purchase the store immediately. He knew too little about the town; more than that, this was the Debau Company’s backyard. In truth, he thought it was a pity to see the town so lively.


  But what he needed to say right now was nothing so realistic. Even a fantasy would do; he needed words full of hope.


  So Lawrence came up with something to say, which was this: “Sorry, could we go back to the inn?”


  Holo raised her gaze up and looked at him.


  “It’s been a long time, so I want to sketch this store.”


  The corner of her lips turned upward. But he was not wrong.


  As Lawrence thought that, the corners of Holo’s eyes crinkled in a smile that came to her face like the rise of oil-glazed bread dough.


  “You don’t want to buy it instead?”


  Her having asked this, he would indeed have to speak to her of banal realities. He had never imagined Holo would actually approve of Lawrence acquiring a store in this town.


  Lawrence girded himself, choosing his words carefully as he spoke.


  “Buying something cheap can mean wasting your coin, after all. I need to calm myself down first.”


  It was not a complete fabrication, but Holo’s ears twitched under her hood as she made a vague face.


  “I must warn you, the regret of letting a purchase go is bitter wine, indeed.”


  “That’s all right. You know better than anyone how I get worked up about things, yes?”


  Holo’s eyes widened a bit in surprise; then her face twisted into a malicious-looking smile.


  When Lawrence saw that smile on her face, he wondered if he had repeated his mistake from that back alley in Lenos.


  Even so, men grew by piling one experience upon another as they lived.


  Lawrence realized he still had the toast that Holo had bought him and took a bite.


  It surely held the same taste as those lips.


  As if somehow perceiving he was thinking of that, Holo made a sigh as she walked off, urging Lawrence along.


  “You truly are a fool.”


  Of course, she had not forgotten to say that.


  He did not know how many times he had sketched a store. This wasn’t even the first time he had sketched in front of Holo.


  However, it was the first time that they had sketched together.


  That made him happy in itself, but what truly made him happy was that Holo had largely regained her own spirit.


  “I do not think much sunlight shall reach here.”


  Holo had been commenting on the layout of the furniture and even the size of the window.


  At first, he thought she was forcing herself to be cheerful, but having seen her saying, “Oh, this one’s so much bolder,” “Oh, your sense is that of a fool” – on and on, saying whatever she pleased, Lawrence decided she might have simply liked this sort of thing from the beginning.


  He suddenly wondered if wolves were animals that built their own nests.


  “This is the sunniest place… aye. This is a suitable place for me to sleep.”


  The second-story room that was the sunniest place was normally occupied by the company chief. Lawrence snapped back from the thought and wrinkled his nose.


  Of course, this was all fantasy talk.


  Even so, the arrangement and construction of the building they were sketching was from the store they had seen earlier, a building that actually existed. He had unintentionally gotten rather serious about it.


  “Properly speaking, this is where the owner…”


  As Lawrence complained seemingly to himself, Holo made no sign of listening as she drew more things here and there.


  Indulging in one’s fantasies could be inconvenient when push came to shove.


  As Lawrence thought about that, completely forgetting about cheering Holo up, Holo slipped in the knife.


  “Is there no place for me in your store, I wonder?”


  “Er–”


  “Surely ’tis not so?” she said, an innocent smile on her face.


  There was nothing Lawrence could say to that.


  Suddenly he wanted to say something, even if it meant her snapping back at him.


  As he tried to, Holo happily pressed down on Lawrence’s tongue with her slender finger.


  “If you say anything strange, all my hard work shall go to waste.”


  He wondered how much was a joke and how much was serious.


  When it came to the length of time of occupying Holo’s heart, the difference between the Myuri of the past and the Lawrence of the present was great, indeed.


  Holo was pushing herself.


  He kept telling himself that any smiling face would turn into a truly smiling face soon enough.


  Lawrence gazed back into Holo’s eyes and nodded.


  And as he nodded, he ran his pen to part of the bedroom on the second floor.


  “Aah–”


  Holo was taken by surprise; then Lawrence spoke.


  “If the company’s future is in doubt with one set of hands, isn’t two better?”


  He thought it a rather corny line, but Lawrence drew a small table in the corner of the room.


  Holo gave a loud, smug laugh.


  They decided where to place all the furniture and what merchandise their fantasy store would carry. It seemed both real enough to touch and, at the same time, impossibly idyllic.


  Holo exchanged words with Lawrence, sometimes laughing, sometimes angry.


  Even so, there were many moments when after something was decided, she simply closed her mouth, silently gazing with joy.


  She made a calm face as if she was truly in this ideal shop, spending her days there as the spring sun rose and fell.


  Finally, her face became sleepy and she began to nod off.


  Of course, he did nothing so rude as to wake her, but neither did he move Holo to the bed.


  So as he worked, smiling at Holo, she woke up from time to time, wiping her mouth.


  But Lawrence suddenly realized something.


  After nodding off and falling asleep, when she woke up, Holo always had an uneasy look on her face. At first he thought it was due to discomfort from the shallow sleep, but he felt it was something somewhat different. Holo was staring at Lawrence for a while as if making sure whether he was a dream or not, finally relaxing her shoulders and beginning to nod off again.


  The moment he realized that she was making sure he was still there, Lawrence could draw the picture of the store no longer.


  To Holo, who would live however many centuries, the time she spent with Lawrence was but a small fraction of that. No doubt she felt it was time so short if she nodded off, it would be gone. All the more so just after what was probably an eternal farewell to the pack mate from her homeland she had been so certain she would meet again.


  So Holo wanted to keep her eyes open even a little longer.


  “There’s no time,” Lawrence had told Holo many times. “I have to travel my trade route – I can’t keep on traveling with you forever,” he had told her many times.


  But it was Holo whose time was truly limited.


  After all, Holo lived for a very long time. The time she could spend with Lawrence and what she could do with him amounted to a very small piece compared to the mountain of things she could do with the surely great amount of time remaining to her. No matter how precious, no matter how much the contents of that warehouse piled up higher and higher, the time might be coming when she might lose sight of that.


  That was why he wanted to stay with her just a little more. Just a little longer. In the face of such thoughts, the time she could be with Lawrence was all too brief.


  Lawrence put his pen down and spontaneously stroked Holo’s forelocks as she took a little nap beside him. Holo’s eyebrows frowned slightly in annoyance and her ears twitched a little, but she showed no sign of waking.


  Lawrence watched her sleeping face with great anguish. It was like his chest was being crushed.


  They had come to this town to confirm things with the Myuri Mercenary Company and look into the Debau Company’s schemes. But they had not come to look into them thinking that they could correct, halt, or control those schemes whatsoever.


  He thought he would like to be able to, like some hero in a legend, but real problems made that impossible. Lawrence was a merchant; no matter how mighty Holo was, the opponent was a mining company with an army at its beck and call.


  Furthermore, the combat specialist who led the Myuri Mercenary Company had feared Lawrence and Holo would stand in opposition to the Debau Company. Meaning it was so obvious that even a fool could see defying Debau was absurd.


  Lawrence had promised Holo he would cooperate however was within his power. And even if Yoitsu was under threat of invasion, surely it was not Holo’s wish that Lawrence put his life on the line. He knew not for certain, but he thought that Holo might not fight for Yoitsu herself. He sensed she might put some effort into sabotage, however.


  It sometimes seemed pathetic that even though her true form was a giant wolf, she was always traveling as such a tiny girl in the nooks and crannies of such a broad world with a salt-of-the-earth merchant such as him. She seemed to be desperately trying to keep pace with the world around her.


  Furthermore, Holo had come in search of her homeland and any trace of her old pack mate. That certainly was not moving forward; rather, it was facing the consequences of things about which nothing could be done.


  One might call it trying to make up for having spent a few centuries in a wheat field in a rural backwater, but it was not Holo’s fault that the world had changed so much in that time.


  Lawrence stroked Holo’s forelocks once more as he thought to himself.


  What was it that they could do in this town? Sniff out the Debau Company’s scheme left and right, then raise both hands in surrender before the enormity of their scheme? Or once they knew the full absurdity of their mad scheme for short-term profits, tremble with anger?


  Either way, there was nothing to be done.


  Those were the words Holo had spoken when toying with the glittering snow piling up on that snowy morning at the monastery in Winfiel Kingdom.


  This time they could concern themselves with it, at least to know what was occurring.


  What they could do was truly limited to that.


  Lawrence truly regretted that he was not a hero in a heroic tale. Holo was precious to him beyond words, and yet being unable to do anything for her made him want to question whether his life had any meaning.


  Holo’s sleeping face looked exhausted from crying.


  Even an annoyed smile was good. Even a pained smile was good.


  If he could, he wanted to make her think of something else tomorrow.


  Rather than sitting before the fireplace, remembering painful wounds and hiding them behind a smiling face, he wanted her eyes dazzled by the bright morning sun with a smiling face full of wonder as to what this day might bring.


  When he thought about it, he had few choices remaining to him.


  Moreover, all he had done today was to make Holo laugh.


  So all he could do was pour in every last effort for the sake of that smiling face.


  Lawrence pulled the just now fully asleep Holo away from in front of the easel, lifting her up and laying her upon the bed. He retraced his steps in reverse order from when he had dressed her to leave the inn as she slept at ease. She truly had her guard down, her body as warm and soft as that of a cat. Though he felt pangs of guilt, he somehow suppressed them.


  Or perhaps it was because something tugged at Lawrence’s heart even more.


  After softly stroking Holo’s sleeping face, he put his coat on and headed out of the room. After taking a couple of steps, he stopped and took the drawing atop the easel. Confirming the ink was dry, he placed it at Holo’s bedside. It was amusing how the smell of ink made Holo’s nose crinkle as she mumbled incoherently.


  He left the room and walked down the corridor.


  And he went not down the stairs, but up.


  Since passing him upon their return to their room, Lawrence had not heard any proper footsteps so he was probably still there.


  Unable to hide a fair bit of tension, Lawrence cleared his throat and knocked on the door.


  The one who opened the door was a large man with his silver hair and beard clipped short.


  It was the strategist of the Myuri Mercenary Company.




  
    
  

  Chapter 3


  The strategist’s name was Max Moizi.


  Shaking his hand had a strange feeling to it.


  As he looked over the bundles of paper and parchment piled up in the area in front of his chair, he realized this hand was as accustomed to holding a pen as a sword.


  “You want to ask about the state of the town, you say?”


  When Lawrence posed his question, Moizi’s large eyes widened and darted about like those of a small animal as he reflected the question back.


  While Luward had evidently not explained Lawrence and Holo’s true nature, it also seemed Moizi understood who they were without needing to be told.


  Even if that was not the case, Moizi set aside all of his own work and treated him as a privileged guest, as though he had been ordered to do so.


  “Yes. This morning I went around town a little, but from the perspective of a merchant, everything I saw was of exceedingly deep interest.”


  In particular, the slate upon which was written that craftsmen were not regulated.


  What placed humans above animals was that no matter where or what the circumstances, they had law.


  He had heard those words in some town or other, left behind by a ruler known as a great strategist.


  Whatever town Lawrence visited as a merchant, the regulations on the craftsmen held a precise meaning and certainly not because the craftsmen hated them or similar reasons.


  “Aye… certainly, there are a number of things in this town that differ from other towns.”


  Having a large, rugged, highly experienced older man speaking to him so formally made Lawrence distinctly uncomfortable. Being an honored guest sounded about right, but he was dealing with Lawrence less like a youngster and more like a king.


  Now he understood why Holo hated being treated like a god so much.


  “I saw a slate in the artisans’ district that stated this town does not regulate craftsmen.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Moizi turned away from the various bundles piled atop the table, glancing at him.


  And then, as if a boulder was being forced out of shape, that rigid face broke into a broad smile.


  “I see. So that was why the two of you stood frozen in front of the store for sale.”


  Someone from the mercenary company must have seen them.


  He thought his face must have been rather flushed, but he was not going to let hearing the literal truth knock him off stride. This was the only thing he could still do to show Holo a positive, smiling face.


  Simply investigating how the Debau Company would move was, in the end, just something to do to confirm their concerns. However, Lawrence had a very different reason to come to this town: to examine it to see whether or not it was suitable for obtaining a store.


  Furthermore, if there truly was no sign of the Debau Company waging war, and he was not traveling together to Yoitsu, Lawrence might have set up a store in this town without a care.


  Either way, he needed to see if there was a good possibility.


  “It is indeed so. Furthermore, I have heard that it has been so for quite some time.”


  “In other words, even though other merchants are setting up shops in this town, there are still no regulations?”


  Lawrence bowed his head as if drinking in the tension.


  “That is correct.”


  He was asking this while Holo was asleep because he did not want her to see him this nervous.


  Lawrence was not immune to the desire to look good in front of Holo.


  “In particular, there is no guild hall here belonging to the guild, which I am a member of. Or rather, someone from that guild pounded into me not to have anything to do with this place. However, viewed from another perspective…”


  “It is the perfect opportunity to leap ahead of them, in other words?”


  Indeed, the thinking of someone managing a mercenary company differed little from that of a merchant’s.


  Perhaps they were closer to Lawrence than merchants who made unbreakable connections to other people and who, if not careful, would live as prisoners bound by them.


  “Based on my experience being in this town a short while, I do not believe the regulations issue is a problem whatsoever.” Moizi spoke plainly and distinctly. “And, Master Lawrence, you noticed the state of the town, did you not?”


  At the words Master Lawrence, his face took the form of a pained smile, but mercenaries like Moizi were extremely conscious of one another’s status when speaking. To laugh at Moizi’s seriously treating Lawrence as a superior out of a belief he was more than just a merchant would be extremely rude.


  So Lawrence spoke seriously.


  “Certainly, I thought it might be so. The artisans’ district resembled the towns in the south, and the youngster who takes care of this inn’s stable was not born in this region, either, was he?”


  “You are indeed correct. This is a town of immigrants.”


  Surely mercenaries who lived a life of war had a mountain of experience regarding colonies and their support.


  “But it has not been for very long, nor have they spread word far and wide. No doubt they do not wish to antagonize towns and rulers in the vicinity. After all, it is some ways removed from the mountains that are the wellspring of the Debau Company’s abundant minerals.”


  That had been on Lawrence’s mind as well. He had been certain that a company directly controlling mining interests would have a town at the entrance to the mountain range, conducting trade while keeping an eye on the miners.


  “There is a populous town in the southern imperial outskirts, beyond Ploania and well to the south beyond that. It’s connected by sea-lanes to the western coastline. You seem to have come here from Lenos, but you were unable to gather much information about Lesko, I imagine?”


  As Moizi spoke, Lawrence nodded. “The merchants of that town knew little about it.”


  “It seems this was originally a town built by the Debau Company for only Debau Company people to live in. However, even though the town flaunts how full of activity it is, the Debau Company has become an unobtrusive presence, as if it gently misplaced the entire town.”


  Certainly, he could understand this desire as well, coming from a company in direct control of a great mining belt with such a glittering gem of a town in its possession. If a traveling merchant went around well dressed and flaunting jewels on his person, it would surely be not wolves, but men who would attack first.


  “The Debau Company did not easily come about its current status and profitability, after all. They have come this far by evading exploitation by numerous powerful parties, allying with one to foil another over and over again. The company grew by such dangerous methods largely because many people in it were refugees from their home nations with nothing left to lose and nowhere else to go.”


  Moizi cut off his words and placed his hands firmly together, saying, “In other words,” with a gentle face.


  Perhaps having seen worldly mercenaries that were the scum of the earth gathered together, he might feel quite a bit of kinship with the Debau Company.


  “Those who have been hurt become gentler toward others. Well, even if that is overstating it, they have broken with past custom and prejudice. The Debau Company might be controlled by strange people, but more than that, they truly seem to believe you can assemble people in the name of freedom and have it work. The talk concerning the northlands… I presume you have heard from the captain?”


  Lawrence remembered the conversation from the day before.


  Luward had said the Debau Company might be trying to take control of the northlands, where everyone had varying interests, by utilizing and fulfilling those varying interests.


  “I think it would be marvelous if it could be done, and it seems to be actually occurring. More than anything, the scale of quality from Lesko’s craftsmen is top-notch.”


  As he remained seated at the table, the strategist twisted his body and grasped the hilt of a sword placed upon the wall. With a sliding sound, he drew it from its scabbard; from the faint blue reflection, it seemed to be a fine sword, indeed.


  “Today one cannot live by the sword alone, not only in the south but anywhere in this world.


  “By sprinkling around ‘freedom’ as bait, one can assemble a mountain of unbelievably skilled individuals. Hence, this town.”


  This said, he tossed the sword, skillfully sheathing it in its scabbard.


  He may have been employed as a strategist, but clearly he was not a man of intellect alone.


  Lawrence thought it was quite embarrassing that he was the younger man.


  “This town shall develop in quite unbelievable ways in the days to come.”


  Traveling merchants like Lawrence were people who brought themselves to newly founded towns wherever they were, seeing many things as they moved about the world.


  However, mercenaries ran about the world in the midst of wars that sane people absolutely would not get anywhere close to. No doubt they had seen what towns were like before being burned to the ground, and what they were like after being rebuilt, and many other such sights.


  Furthermore, he certainly did not look like someone you could say had a rash or overly optimistic personality.


  Yet such a man as Moizi commented that this town would develop in unbelievable ways: this town, breaching past and custom, aiming to develop in the name of freedom.


  Surely if all of this was true, many people, upon learning of the existence of this town, would have a single, unified reaction.


  God has not abandoned us.


  
    
  

  “So you see, Master Lawrence, I believe you would be absolutely correct to set up a store here.


  “You were drawn in by talk of conflict, but having actually come, you have seen how it is. I believe that as a matter of fact, the Debau Company is highly unlikely to wage war.”


  If the Debau Company truly was not waging war, this town would become the next thing to heaven for Lawrence’s kind.


  The town being comparatively new, without deeply entrenched roots, made it a favorable place for not only Lawrence, who had lived on the road, but for Holo as well.


  Lawrence had absolutely not given up on such absurd thoughts.


  Just like Hugues, the sheep incarnation managing an art business in Kerube, even someone like Holo could intermingle with and live in the world of man. Diana, the bird incarnation residing with the alchemists, was such a case; so was Huskins, who as a shepherd made the kingdom of Winfiel a second home for fellow sheep.


  With all these cases, they could surely become one more.


  Certainly it was not wrong to think that if one lived in this world, good fortune would not favor oneself alone. Yet if there were previous examples, expecting to become one more was absolutely not some absurd delusion.


  Lawrence swallowed his own saliva as if to calm himself.


  Moizi gave a gentle laugh.


  This must have been the look he gave to young men volunteering to join the unit.


  Lawrence was enveloped by complex emotions, happiness and embarrassment and envy mixed together.


  So, engaging in token resistance, he said this: “I’ve heard that the best chance for victory is just after the war is over, though.”


  Moizi made a satisfied smile.


  “It is good to be young.”


  Lawrence laughed while thinking from the bottom of his heart, he was glad he had not brought Holo with him.


  He was not by Holo’s side when she woke.


  He had managed to at least avoid that mistake.


  When Holo had not awoken by noontime, Lawrence had accepted Moizi’s invitation to eat with him and other mercenaries in the dining hall downstairs.


  If they had met outside the town, they would have been divided into the hunters and the hunted, like wolves and sheep. Lawrence felt that Moizi had taken the initiative and spoken first precisely because he understood this dynamic.


  Even so, they seemed to have much in common as mutual non-residents of the town.


  Stories about the hardships of travel, using whatever tricks one could to make rations just a little tastier, and so forth created much merriment all around.


  Luward, the captain, was absent on this occasion. It was said he had not returned to the inn after meeting with the leaders of other mercenary companies and nobility. The other members of the company revered Moizi, who substantially managed the company’s affairs while it lodged at the inn, as a respected father figure.


  As Lawrence, who had spent most of his travels alone, beheld such mutual trust before him, he wanted to sulk that Holo was not like this.


  However, as he thought that if he did succeed in setting up a company, he would surely have subordinates of his own, a talented right-hand man, people to eat breakfast and supper with, people whose lives were intertwined in his own, it became more enjoyable.


  Of course, he wanted Holo closer to him than anyone when that time came.


  That was why when Lawrence returned to their room after a while, he felt like Holo had looked for him a little when she had woken up. He even heard what seemed like a sigh of relief.


  “Nguuh…”


  Holo deftly papered it over with a yawn. She exuded her usual carefree nature as if her wounds were largely healed upon her waking, not the forced performance she had been putting on lately.


  As she extended her yawn for a fair while, she finally went “Mm?” and finally noticed the paper in her hand.


  It seemed all crumpled from her having not let go of it the entire time she was asleep.


  She opened it up with a rustling sound. He heard her make a small “Mm” as she realized what it was.


  “What about lunch?” Lawrence asked while stacking coins from his money on hand and arranging papers for calculations.


  If people here lived a pious, orthodox life according to the ringing of church bells, they would not have been able to get a meal at this hour, but fortunately the influence of the Church seemed to be fairly restrained here. There were clergymen wandering about, but according to Moizi, they were all financially supported by the Debau Company. Many people wanted gold and silver to become something more than mere coins.


  Even when Lawrence and Holo had visited Ruvinheigen, people’s reactions changed completely when the Church blessed gold, imbuing it with some kind of hidden power.


  Merchants were surely just like associates of the Church just as their precious merchandise began their pilgrimage to their destination.


  “Mm… just a bit.”


  “There’s a mountain of berries packed in our luggage.”


  These were leftovers from what had not been eaten during the feasts last night and this morning.


  No doubt Holo was thinking to herself that she ought to have eaten more properly at the time.


  Holo slowly lowered herself from the bed and fished in the luggage just as advised. She took berries from the pouches they had been packed in.


  She rose up, walked over, and made a “Hup” sound as she hopped onto the edge of the same table.


  Perhaps because the bed had first-class woolen blankets on it, they were extremely good at keeping one warm. As Holo’s body temperature was high to begin with, her damp, freshly woken body carried an even stronger Holo scent than usual.


  “Decide how much you’re going to eat. We don’t have an endless supply.”


  He frowned as he spoke, as if withstanding being literally distracted by her scent.


  However, in practice Holo was less mature than a pup when there was food before her. Even if, several days later, they still had the berries she stubbornly clung to, the possibility of suffering from hunger was not nil.


  Even so, Holo made a sigh of complaint as usual. He was happy to see her back to her usual form, but it made Lawrence brood over what he should say.


  Holo tapped her foot as she stuffed berries back into the pouch, suddenly shooting Lawrence a look as she spoke. “Well, I shall do as you say for once.”


  Holo spread the berries she was holding over the table as she drew the pouch shut. As Lawrence thought about how rare this was, Holo selected one of the berries from those atop the table and gently pressed it against his lips.


  “You seem to have endured enough, after all.”


  Lawrence made an uh sound as the berry fell from his lips.


  It certainly was not Lawrence’s imagination that Holo’s other hand was grabbing the collar of his coat as she spoke.


  However, he could not have disputed he made that sound with an ulterior motive.


  Thinking back to the alleyway, he glanced to see if Holo was angry.


  Holo was not angry, but that smile seemed to hold its own troubles.


  The instant after he realized she seemed disappointed, she flicked Lawrence’s forehead with her finger.


  “Truly you understand nothing.”


  “?”


  Lawrence thought that even if he were to deny those words, he would only be making Holo add unnecessarily to them. Perhaps these were the bizarre complexities of a maiden’s heart he had heard tales of.


  Lawrence picked up the fallen berry and brought it to his mouth. It was sour but faintly sweet.


  Holo slid off the table, apparently simply out of thirst. She grabbed the water pitcher beside the bed, drank then and there, and began returning it to its place.


  “So, what did you sneak off for while I was asleep?”


  Thunk went the back of the pitcher’s neck as it came in contact with something.


  He thought she was just thrusting her spear tip in the dark, but as he thought, I’m getting better at this, she said this: “Writing a letter to that shepherd girl, perhaps?”


  For her to jump straight to that point, she must have taken note back in the artisans’ district.


  Furthermore, the underside of her tone was snuggling into Lawrence’s back. It was like when she had said in an adorable voice, “Do not go thinking about other females,” or when she had said, “Do you understand who is the master of whom, I wonder?”


  The moment she returns to form he gets this.


  Lawrence made an annoyed face as he smiled, scratching his cheek.


  “I’m sure you’d be in tears again if I snuck off and did that. I thought I’d write one after asking permission.”


  “Aye. Good attitude.”


  “So you’re fine if I write one?”


  “Hmm. Well, it’s fine.”


  As she spoke, she rubbed her temple against him as she passed, just like a cat. Holo slipped past him and sat on the table once more, picking up a berry and bringing it to her mouth.


  Lawrence sighed a bit and began to put gold and silver coins in order atop the sheet of paper.


  “So, what are you doing there?”


  “Counting how much gold I have. Things haven’t been calm enough in town for it until now.”


  “Mmph.”


  Holo was no doubt making that noise because she thought it concerned travel expenses.


  She looked at the berries in her hand and then looked at Lawrence.


  “Perhaps I… eat too much?”


  As he thought, It’s bad If I laugh, he ended up laughing anyway.


  Sure enough, Holo kicked Lawrence without restraint.


  “Don’t be angry. It’s not that – these are revenue and expenditures for everything until now. It’s hard to calm down and make financial calculations with you making my eyes spin all the time.”


  He had a grasp on the rough outline, but he did not have a good understanding of the actual state of things. At the moment they were lodging for free, receiving gifts from various people, so they were not spending enough to be worth Holo’s concern.


  The loan from the guild was included, so of course his assets had grown significantly.


  As he counted by bending his fingers, somehow many of the deals he had made had been profitable. On the other hand, he had also let painstakingly obtained large profits slip through his fingers through his own failures.


  To be in the black even so was surely cause enough to give thanks to God.


  He had had so many of the pleasures of a traveling merchant’s life condensed into the last nearly half a year. Though that was profit in itself, besides that, he now had Holo by his side.


  “… What? You are making me ill…”


  Holo noticed Lawrence’s gaze and raised her eyebrow just so, but this was certainly not something for Lawrence to fear.


  “Oh, nothing.”


  At his words, Holo’s tail swished as she lost interest and ate her berries.


  Lawrence looked up at Holo, smiling.


  Holo gave Lawrence a fairly disgusted look, but made no move to get off the table.


  And so, looking over his revenues and expenditures, seeing that his financial assets were greater now than what he had saved before he met Holo, Lawrence thanked God.


  Seventeen hundred trenni silver pieces. In addition, he now had connections in this place and that he could not have even dreamed of before. With the two combined, he could purchase the store, prepare merchandise, hire employees, and still have an adequate surplus as he did business; this plan was a complete fantasy no longer.


  “What’s this? You are actually turning a profit.”


  Holo spoke as she peered at the sheet with the calculations on it, her tone of voice sounding like she was on the hunt. Lawrence put his hand between him and Holo as if guarding his dinner plate.


  “That money is precious.”


  The moment the words reached Holo’s ears, they sprung up.


  For an instant, there was a gap in Lawrence’s memories, for Holo’s hand had slapped his nose as if swatting a mosquito.


  “Of course it is! Who do you suppose I am?!”


  As she grumbled that he was truly a fool and knew nothing of courtesy, Lawrence was a bit happy in spite of being slapped.


  For Holo said with a serious look: “You went through much trouble to acquire this, did you not?”


  As embarrassed as he was happy, Lawrence averted his eyes at her words. “Your jokes are so difficult to comprehend.”


  Holo was expressionless as she pinched Lawrence’s nose, pulling it left and right.


  Even amid these kinds of exchanges, Holo had been by his side the whole time.


  Usually when Lawrence played the fool, she would groom her tail, entirely satisfied, but she did not do so here. As she scolded Lawrence and pushed away from him, she stared from the side as he made preparations to write a letter to Norah just as he had announced.


  One might think she simply wanted to be with Lawrence, but he guessed a different perspective was a bit closer to the mark. In other words, she was going to carefully inspect Lawrence’s letter to Norah, as if to guard against his saying anything untoward.


  Holo was a flaxen-haired wolf spirit; Norah was a golden-haired shepherdess.


  While Holo had taken little notice of the differing ancestry between herself and Eve, she was enveloped by an odd enmity toward Norah.


  Certainly the auras they exuded were polar opposites. If Norah was suited to conversation beside a gentle fireplace, Holo was suited to causing a ruckus at a tavern, splashing ale on all and sundry, laughing merrily all the way.


  As such unneeded distractions floated into his head, Lawrence began writing his letter to Norah. With Holo ensuring nothing slipped past her strict eyes as he wrote the letter, things moved slowly no matter how much he tried. Holo would make noises of assent, saying if she was writing she would write this and so forth.


  At any rate, given how they had bared their fangs at each other once before, he did not think of it as a joke.


  However, the fact that she did not interfere with his writing the letter in itself was because she knew all about being helped by someone to achieve her dreams, even if help was being directed toward Norah in this case.


  As Holo ate berries, she went out of the room here and there, saying things in a childish manner like “You truly do take a liking to that scrawny girl,” and so forth, but he noticed her mouth twitching impatiently from time to time.


  Finally, at length, Holo said what she had truly wanted to.


  “So, what do you think?”


  She spoke as Lawrence scattered sand onto the paper, absorbing excess ink, seemingly continuing the small talk to dress it up as something nonchalant.


  But it was undeniably artificial.


  Surely she was not asking him what he really thought about Norah; confirming the quantity of Lawrence’s assets was even less likely.


  No doubt Holo was sharp enough to understand at the first glance why Lawrence was counting his money. After all, she had been right there with him when he had completely lost himself when he had seen the shop on sale in town.


  Lawrence put the full breadth of his merchant-trained acting ability to use, acting as if he had just been asked about the weather.


  “Mm? Ah, it’d be nice to have a store if I could.”


  He thought that perhaps he should continue with the financial considerations but stopped, for he could see from the side of Holo’s face that she was thinking of something.


  “Hmmm.”


  Lawrence had come into conflict with Holo several times because Holo had not said what she was thinking. Often this was because Lawrence had not been considering her enough.


  The larger problem was that even when he was considering Holo, the premises of his logic had various flaws.


  Until even a short time ago, he would doubt himself, wondering what he should do.


  But this time was different.


  He could say with pride that Holo cared for him. That was not at all like saying, “The people of that village trust me,” “The people in that store are priceless treasures,” and so forth. This was not talk of profit and loss.


  He felt like his skull was tingling.


  “If I were to get a shop, where would be good?”


  He shook the sand off the paper. He felt like there were too few words and a bit too many blank spaces but imagined that Holo would probably be angry if he wrote of anything not strictly business.


  As Lawrence thought about that, Holo turned a seemingly sulking face toward him.


  “Did you suppose I would suggest aught else, after you made such a face in front of that store for sale?”


  Sure enough, that was what she said.


  But Lawrence replied indifferently, “I’m sure you wouldn’t. You’re too kind for that.”


  Holo wore a perturbed look, one she might put on when biting her own tongue in the middle of a meal.


  Her tail moved about in a tortuous manner.


  “… I concede you are good at that, at least.”


  “I’m a merchant, after all.”


  “Hmph.”


  Holo snorted and hopped off the table.


  “Well, if the Whatever Company here does do something that displeases me…”


  She cracked the bones of her neck, as though loosening up before a battle.


  “… I shall retire from the fray like a timid maiden.”


  The words timid maiden sounded absurd, but Holo was skilled at slipping subtle points just under a thin coating of ill-tempered personality.


  Lawrence nodded as he replied.


  “There are many towns. I don’t intend to obsess over this one. But…”


  Lawrence slipped the last part in to guard against Holo saying something. Even he could learn how to handle her to some degree.


  “… Do you mind my looking into it, at least?”


  Even though Holo spoke and behaved with absurd levels of selfishness herself, she was fond of calling other people selfish whenever she could. She liked to be relied upon; if someone offered a hand to be pulled along, she gladly took it.


  She was not one of those who thought that resolving to live alone, not accepting any help from anyone else, was right and natural.


  By the vagaries of fate, she had come to live alone and lonely in the village of Pasloe.


  Since leaving Yoitsu she had lived in isolation from her own kind.


  That was why, even as Holo put her hands on her hips, sighing as she gazed at Lawrence with her eyes narrowed, her tail swayed happily.


  “… Have you become wiser while I slept?”


  It seemed Holo recognized as well that there was little they could do but sniff out which way the Debau Company was heading. Her amber pupils said, “Quite conceited for a fool, are you not?”


  “Aye, I do not mind looking into it. I am with you either way.”


  Surely Holo was aware of what her tail was doing, but she still played her role to the hilt. She probably wanted to say something like, “Oh, so you like me like this, hmm?” but she did not, nor otherwise complain.


  “That’s a big help.”


  As Lawrence made a vaguely pained smile as he spoke, Holo spurt out a light “Hmh” as a brief reply.


  In reality, Lawrence’s preliminary inquiries when he was thinking of getting a store in this town and sniffing out the Debau Company’s plot were largely the same thing.


  The Debau Company was the de facto ruler of the town; one naturally investigated what the ruler was like in any town one might consider setting up a store in.


  And the quickest way to get one’s story straight about that was to ask the residents. The first place Lawrence and Holo went to together was the inn’s stable. The youngster was right there feeding leaves to Lawrence’s horse; he wielded courtesy to a disturbing degree the moment he noticed Lawrence.


  “This town, you say?”


  He was a cooperative lad like Col, but showed no desire to show anything of himself at all.


  In that respect, this youngster was the better one at receiving guests.


  “If you can answer, it would be grand, but…”


  “I think it’s a splendid town for trading, but I’m sure you’ve looked into that part. I don’t mind the atmosphere at all, either.”


  “Atmosphere, you say?”


  His hand came to a stop as he thought about it a bit.


  He diligently put the green feed down, tied it with rope, and swept waste up into a corner.


  Lawrence wondered if that was something drilled into him or if he had learned it himself. It was probably the latter.


  “Actually, I wasn’t born in this town but…”


  The lad paused there.


  “I came here on a ship from the south. It took weeks, and a plague broke out that killed my friends. But…”


  His jewellike blue eyes went from down to looking straight up at Lawrence.


  “If I were to write a letter, I’d write it to the town where I was born. I’d tell them everyone should come here.”


  The older a town, the less the young had any place in it.


  Amati, who had been after Holo previously, was one who had abandoned his town to come north.


  “What do you think makes it so good? The liveliness? Or is there something else?”


  As Lawrence asked, the lad was waddling while carrying a tub of green feed that looked heavier than he was. He put it down with a thud and made a smiling face befitting his age as he said, “This place has freedom.”


  The word he had seen in the artisans’ district. The word he had heard from Moizi. The word that so many failures had made Lawrence deeply distrust, so seductive that taking it in made him want to stagger.


  However, this was a town ruled by the Debau Company, of which tales abounded of it moving to conquer the northlands, clear-cutting forests and mountains in its eagerness to excavate minerals, and so forth.


  Of course, he did not think Moizi’s words were completely in error; Lawrence had not greatly resisted accepting his judgment either way.


  Even so, he absolutely had to avoid taking the opinions of those around him as gospel. In the first place, when he recalled when he had first heard of the Debau Company, the impression it gave was completely in conflict with that single word. Surely he was not being too cautious.


  Lawrence thanked the youngster and left the inn.


  Holo did not seem to place much stock in the youngster’s words.


  “Let’s try other places.”


  From there, Lawrence spoke to numerous people at the stalls on the way to the square. However, everyone had the same two words on their lips: freedom and liveliness. And while they had heard the talk of a war breaking out, everyone brushed it off with a laugh and a shake of the head side to side. The town was full of life, a perfect place for its de facto ruler, the Debau Company, to do business. It would never start a war that would be expensive, ruinous for the town, and earn the hatred of all others. Some even said that quite the contrary, the Debau Company was no doubt calming disputes in the vicinity.


  At any rate, everyone agreed this place was free, and Debau was the ally of the people.


  Lawrence and Holo finally came to adjust their impression of the Debau Company.


  “Maybe we just had a bad first impression.”


  Lawrence spoke as he and Holo sat on a stone step, taking a little break.


  “Not that I like blithely accepting it, though.”


  “However, I heard no lies in what the townspeople said to us.”


  Holo made her ears twitch under her hood. Lawrence nodded. There was a limit to what lies people could tell. Someone would eventually slip up, and moreover, they had felt no sign of the Debau Company itself while walking around the town, something they would have known of immediately.


  The Debau Company did have a building along a street a short distance from the square, but it seemed less of a warehouse and more a guild hall where people could come together and speak of whatever they wished.


  Furthermore, it looked neither cheap nor extravagant, a building calmly erected as a foothold. That was just all too ideal for the people.


  Moreover, wherever one looked, there was no sense of that ideal breaking down. The townspeople looked like they were singing songs, bathing in the sunlight of the indiscriminate sun called freedom.


  Lawrence was fairly inclined to break out in praise of the hands-off approach of this town right then and there. However, what kept Lawrence deeply suspicious was that it seemed literally too good to be true.


  After all, there was an underside to any seductive story. One usually paid dearly when they forgot that fact.


  “So, what will you do?”


  But Holo asked her question somewhat dispirited.


  Whether the townspeople were being deceived or they were simply being unnecessarily suspicious, no good plan existed to eliminate doubt with one blow.


  She understood that without a truly pressing reason, it really was not enough to base a decision on.


  “What to do, I wonder…?”


  As Lawrence scratched his head, Holo made a small sneeze as if a puff of wind was tickling her cheek. When she raised her face, she rubbed her nose as she gazed at the state of the town with narrowed eyes.


  “What is it?”


  “Mm? Ah.”


  He had thought her excellent vision had been caught by something, but Holo crossed her hands behind her and shrugged her shoulders, seeming a little embarrassed as she spoke.


  “I thought that ’tis a waste to walk about a nice town like this filled with suspicions.”


  He did not respond immediately to the unexpected words, replying with “I suppose so” after a while.


  “’Tis indeed a rather enjoyable place.”


  “And it has good food?”


  “Good wine as well. ’Tis also lively. ’Tis such a shame to walk around trying to expose the evil works of the Whatever Company. You ceased to see all the enjoyable parts of the town the instant you thought you might well get a store here.”


  Holo squatted down next to Lawrence, making a small chuckle as she crooked her head with a smile.


  “You have put a lot of thinking into laying the groundwork to get a store. But one word can change how you think or the way you look at a town like this, can it not?”


  She rested her arms on her squatting knees, putting her palms around both cheeks as she gazed at the town.


  Holo’s eyes seemed to be gazing at something farther in the distance. Perhaps at the distant past or perhaps at something related to her journey with Lawrence.


  What Lawrence understood was that his thoughts were not in error and that Holo’s burden had diminished, even if just by a little.


  As Lawrence thought, even that was a blessing, he suddenly realized it.


  “To get a shop, huh. Ah yes. There’s something important I haven’t looked at yet.”


  “Mm? Something has come to mind?”


  If the Debau Company was keeping the town in this state with something in mind, there had to be distortions occurring somewhere.


  The town was largely structured and built around money, and merchants were specialists at reading how money flowed.


  If he was going to set up a store here, he first needed a better grasp of that.


  “Well, come with me.”


  Lawrence took Holo’s hand and stood up, walking forward at a light pace.


  Having confirmed its whereabouts when he had toured the artisans’ district, Lawrence went straight for where the money changers were lined up. Perhaps because there were no waterways in this town or perhaps because they did not follow southern customs in the matter, the money changers here did not conduct business on top of a bridge.


  Also, since their stores were not set up like those of other towns, they sat atop long-lasting matting spread at the roadside as they plied their trade.


  “Changing money once again?”


  Holo asked that as she watched them with scales and weights in hand, working to the sound of the rattle of coins. Back at the inn, they still had a mountain of coins he had exchanged for in Lenos.


  “At any rate, it’s completely different from what we’d heard, so I have to question the prices in Lenos, too.”


  “What, you were fooled again?”


  In a place six days’ travel by wagon from any other, changing money, even with little information, was the most basic of basics. He had wanted to thoroughly teach her that, but the word again burned Lawrence enough to put extra force into his words.


  “Be quiet and come on.”


  Holo seemed happy for her part as Lawrence grumbled and took her hand.


  The money changer Lawrence selected out of the lineup looked like he had plenty of time on his hands.


  The other money changers were calling youngsters to run errands or hanging signs with words in various languages. However, only this one seemed to be taking his time, not doing anything in particular.


  Holo looked at Lawrence, her eyes asking him if this place was all right.


  Though it was best to choose someone with time on his hands when asking questions, he had one other reason. He surmised that this money changer did not advertise for customers because he did not need to; rather than new arrivals who did not know left from right in this town, his clients were no doubt those who had set up stores here.


  Thinking along those lines, his appearance of dozing off at the money changer’s table, chin in his hands, gave off an attitude saying, “I don’t need your business, you need mine.”


  “I’d like to do an exchange.”


  “Mm…”


  Sure enough, the middle-aged money changer, his chin still resting on his palms, looked up at Lawrence with bleary eyes. He glanced around at other money changers open for business; perhaps he meant to recommend them instead.


  “Whuaa… uuu…”


  And seemingly finding it tiresome, he stretched, his body making creaky noises here and there.


  He gave off an atmosphere better suited to the field of battle than a money changer.


  “Curses. Ah, pardon me. Bad speaking habits.”


  The line he spoke while steadily scratching his cheek was not what one would expect from most merchants.


  “So, changing money?”


  “Yes,” Lawrence said with a smiling face.


  The money changer looked between Lawrence’s and Holo’s faces unreservedly, raising one eyebrow a little.


  “You’re an odd one.”


  Surely he said that so bluntly because he did not think of Lawrence as a customer.


  “By… which you mean?”


  “Ahh, my mouth moved by itself again… I mean, there’s lots of other money changers. To come to someone with no one lined up like me, you sure that’s all right? You’re a merchant, right?”


  Lawrence laughed, not just because of the money changer’s manner of speaking, but that he had precisely hit the mark as intended.


  “Having a line in front of you doesn’t necessarily make for a good money changer.”


  The money changer pursed his lips, the vaguest hint of a smile coming to the surface.


  “That much is true.”


  “The ones in the lineups are all travelers, aren’t they?”


  They were those coming to town to buy or sell. Rather than specialized merchants, these were all peasants or others working away from home.


  “Mmm…  good eye. Very troublesome, I tell you.”


  The money changer made a large yawn and mounted pans onto both stirrups of his scale.


  The money changer was obviously fond of his affectations, but Holo seemed to have taken a great liking to him. She made an amused grin beside Lawrence.


  “So, what are you changing into what?”


  “I want to exchange trenni silver pieces for something used often in this area.”


  As Lawrence spoke, the money changer’s hands stopped in the middle of their preparations.


  “Mm… mm…”


  His hands remaining still, the money changer looked over Lawrence from head to toe before putting the palm of his hand atop the money changer’s table, facing up.


  “Five lutes will be fine.”


  That was enough money for a small breakfast.


  Holo made a questioning sound but Lawrence calmly handed them over.


  But the fact he had asked for lute silver pieces told Lawrence much of what he wanted to know.


  “Where did you come here from?”


  “From Lenos.”


  As Lawrence replied, the money changer made a seemingly mischievous smile as he toyed with the lute silver coins in his hand.


  “When you exchanged there, they gave you a mountain of small coins didn’t they?”


  Holo looked up at him from the side, seeming to say, “You were fooled again.”


  “Yes. Fourteen different kinds.”


  “Ha-ha-ha. Well, they probably didn’t mean anything bad by it, but that’s a shame. You’d have been better off keeping your trenni silver pieces.”


  Lawrence had traded as far as what some called the Quiet Land, said to be the northernmost reach of human habitation. He thought he had a decent grasp of the circulation range of currencies, but trenni silver pieces being accepted here went against Lawrence’s notion of common sense.


  “But you’re not lining up in front of money changers with lineups because you wanna make sure of the purity of the coinage being traded, am I right?”


  The money changer spoke without the slightest restraint.


  Certainly, that was also his aim. Places at a money market with lineups might offer a better deal on the surface, but because there were people in line behind one, a person could not engage in proper scrutiny; indeed, people intentionally hurried a person along so that one could not.


  That is how one ended up with nothing but coins with the edges shaved and other inferior goods.


  If one thought they were dealing with a timid or inexperienced person, they could similarly hand over a batch of worthless coins without a care.


  However, Lawrence had one other reason for choosing this particular one.


  “There’s that as well, but your establishment’s clientele is mainly people from this town, yes?”


  As Lawrence asked, the money changer turned a broad smile toward him. Few money changers, earning profits by using their scales to measure coinage after coinage of uncertain value, gave off the aura of a gambler.


  “What’s the coin most trusted by the town’s merchants?”


  Like blood, coins held their value by continuing to circulate. When travelers used a coin to buy goods, the merchant had to use that coin to replace his stock. If the customer’s coin hails from a hostile nation, even if the merchant himself accepts it, there is every possibility the butcher who supplies his meat will not. If that is the case, the merchant must refuse to accept that coin.


  That was why, if a person knew what coin was trusted by a town’s merchants, they could largely understand which places a town did business with. And if one thought war was coming, they could even understand which places would be invaded.


  If the Debau Company treated this town like a miniature garden, oddities via the money market should be apparent at a glance. Besides, if one was thinking of opening a shop, understanding where a town stood in relation to the world at large was a very important thing. That, too, was something he wanted to confirm.


  After all, even at the best of times, if one stood at the edge of the tangled world of coinage, dealing in a coin no one would accept, the world you lived in was small and cramped indeed.


  “Trenni silver pieces.”


  Then, the money changer carelessly tossed his words out.


  Trenni silver pieces were coins of the south more than here. Did this mean they truly intended to lay waste to the northlands?


  “Ha-ha. You’re surprised because you don’t know about the lumione gold piece market price, I take it?”


  “… Eh? The lumione gold piece?”


  No matter the place or the coins in use, the lumione was the mightiest gold coin in the world. Refusing to accept it was virtually unheard of. That was because, even if one was unaware of the glory of the kingdom for which it was named, once these exceptionally pure gold coins were piled upon the scales, glittering for all to see, even a child could understand.


  The price of a coin was a measure of its strength.


  If there were many ways to use it, everyone wanted it. If everyone wanted it, its price would rise.


  Here, where political power was fragmented and over a dozen coins were in use, the lumione gold piece, which would never lose its value, held power not unlike God himself.


  Moreover, if the Debau Company was plotting a war, it would be stockpiling provisions, making their prices rise. As the price of commodities rose, the prices of coins would fall.


  However, since one could just melt down high gold content lumione coins for the gold itself, they never lost much of their value.


  Lawrence tried a somewhat outlandish reply.


  “Forty trenni silver pieces.”


  “Twenty-seven pieces.”


  “Ha-ha.” Lawrence laughed and, after he laughed, asked back, “Huh?”


  “Twenty-seven pieces. Of course, you can’t convert them here. You should go to the exchange run by the Debau Company.


  “Line up twenty-seven trenni silver pieces, and they’ll cough up one lumione gold piece.”


  The money changer smirked as he watched Lawrence’s shock.


  “Where d’ya think this town is? Backyard of the Debau Company, running the biggest mining belt under the sun. A shame they can’t get gold straight out of the mountains, but tons of silver and copper come out. The folks from down south pay with shiny lumione gold pieces. That’s why gold coins are cheap here.”


  Gold coins are cheap.


  It was the first time in his life he had heard such words.


  Lawrence finally realized the money changer might be lying to him.


  He looked at Holo as she stood beside him. Holo gave him a curious look, crooking her neck slightly.


  “Er, but twenty-seven coins, that’s just…”


  “Haven’t you seen the market? Go buy a few things, and you’ll notice the difference between this and other towns.”


  The only thing he had bought had been the toast at that stall in the square.


  At the time, Lawrence had been so out of it that he had handed out the coins just like usual. No, that is exactly what Lawrence should have noticed; that the currencies he knew so well were in circulation as if a matter of course.


  “Most every merchant who comes here gets the same look you have. If you don’t believe me, just go to the market and buy something. They probably told you Praz copper coins were the easiest to use, right? But no one wants to accept a piece of garbage copper coin no one can use like that. It’ll cost you.”


  Certainly, when he had taken the copper coins out at the stall in the square, the owner had an unpleasant look on his face. When he added things up mentally, the price felt higher than the market value suggested.


  “Everyone wants to accept as good a coin as possible, even if it’s a coin from the south. That’s why this town gets called the northlands’ southern enclave. Not many know about it, though.”


  Lawrence felt dizzy.


  He was dizzy because it was not a snake emerging from the thicket, but a gold bar.


  “Miss. If you want him to buy you gold jewelry, I suggest you have him do it here.”


  While Lawrence stood in terror as the money changer spoke those words beside him, Holo said, “Oh ho,” and took hold of Lawrence’s arm.


  “Well, I’ve given you five lutes’ worth of information. Come again!” He showed a fine smile on his face as he pocketed the change.


  With Holo alongside him, Lawrence walked off in a hurry, barely staying on his feet.


  “Twenty-seven trenni pieces for a lumione.”


  Just as he immersed himself in thought to the point of nearly tripping…


  “Hark, you,” he heard Holo’s voice calling out.


  As Lawrence glanced over, he saw a rare, gentle smiling face on Holo.


  “You do not wish to pick another fight with me, do you?”


  He did not know if she was teasing, joking, or serious.


  Probably all three, he thought.


  On his travels with Holo, he came to know that trading was very simple, but a person’s heart was very complex.


  Holo was attacking on that front precisely because he was convinced it was simple.


  “… I do not.”


  “Then surely you have something you should do before wandering off by yourself?”


  Holo was grinning.


  Lawrence nodded, but added an “ah” as if he had meant to all along. “I don’t think arguing with you lately has been that bad, though.”


  Her ears made a fluttering sound under her hood.


  “Now you are getting it.”


  As she embraced him, there was no mistaking the small, charmingly voiced giggle she let slip.


  Even if one concealed that they were waging war, they could not conceal the effects when a person made purchases to prepare for war.


  To say nothing of the chaos that resulted in town when the coin they were using at the time can no longer be used as a result of war.


  That was why, given they were using trenni silver pieces and lumione gold pieces, Lawrence could picture them opposing the northlands with such confidence. Currency showed the foundation of one’s rule, which was why currencies bore the faces of kings and rulers on them; at the very least, coins circulated to the same extent as the lands one ruled. In other words, one could not use the currencies of the northlands when picking a fight with them.


  In spite of that, there had been no sense of accumulating supplies for a war at the coin market.


  “Indeed. ’Tis a strange tale if your explanation holds true. So what has made your eyes so bloodshot? Did you notice something about that company?”


  “No, that’s not it.”


  Holo stared blankly.


  No doubt she could not fathom a different reason for Lawrence to be so unsettled in that time and place.


  “You see…”


  Lawrence opened his mouth.


  “There’s no guarantee coins will hold the same value everywhere and no guarantee someone will accept it. The currencies reissued only a few times maintaining a stable value are few and far between. If word spread that the lumione gold piece, said to be the world’s mightiest coin, was being traded at unheard-of low prices, there’d be a huge uproar.”


  “But none seems especially concerned about it,” Holo said with an innocent, maidenly face.


  Lawrence had braced himself as he explained, but Holo having a reaction like that threw him off nonetheless. “N-not everyone in this world is a merchant, you know!”


  At his curt reply, Holo dandled like a little girl, smiling as she spoke. “Oh my, I have upset you. And? I want to know more about this, too.”


  Even though her words were transparent, her saying she wanted to know more about how he made a living did not feel bad at all. Holo made him realize how truly simple he was when standing before her.


  “… Well, even if the merchants realize it at the town’s markets, there’s no gain in making a fuss about it. It’s better to not tell a soul and quietly try to work out how to profit from it yourself.”


  There were no secrets at the coin market; the facts were there for the whole world to see. The only ones who profited greatly there were those with exceptional powers of observation and the lucky.


  “And? How does one profit from this?”


  Holo spoke to Lawrence as she glanced from one roadside stall to another. It seemed like Holo might be speaking to Lawrence purely to humor him, but there was no harm in thinking of a good way.


  “There are two ways to profit from it.”


  “Really.”


  “The first is to buy goods in this town.”


  “… Goods?”


  Around the time Holo asked back, the two of them had meandered their way to the marketplace.


  The stores were simple constructions with stakes rammed into the ground securing tents spread over thick matting. The town itself felt like a work in progress; buildings for their stores might simply not have been completed yet. Or perhaps this was local flavor, simple shops that could be wrapped up when the snows fell. A shop that was only a tent was easily deployable and just as easily put away; nor was there concern about fire.


  “So it is true… look, they’re unbelievably cheap.”


  No doubt the feeling was similar to finding a bandit’s treasure hidden deep in a cave somewhere.


  No matter what merchandise Lawrence saw lined on the shelves, they did not go for more than a few specks of gold.


  “It looks like the merchandise comes here from the artisans’ workshops in the area. See that well-made knife there? One and a half trenni silver pieces. In the mines’ backyard, iron must be cheap, and at that market, fuel must be cheap, too… Look there, that bucket, it’s huge and not one crack in it. You could probably kick it away and that wouldn’t even scratch it. You can get three of those for a third of a trenni silver piece; guilds in other towns would go pale in the face if they saw that. Hey, come here, look at this. This amount of pigskin matting… can’t believe it… wait, just bringing this to Lenos would…”


  When Lawrence put his hand to his chin and his head began to drift, Holo made a perturbed face and jabbed his arm. Lawrence cleared his throat as he returned to his senses, saying, “Well, it’s just that cheap,” to implausibly paper it over.


  “You can buy low in this town and sell high in another. It’s very simple, isn’t it?”


  “Aye. I understand how this could make you forget about me.”


  “… B-but there’s an even simpler method. I think this would bring even more incredible profit.”


  Holo shot him a suspicious look.


  Lawrence had suffered numerous times when he had bit on money-making schemes.


  He understood why Holo would be skeptical, but this was the very essence of easy profit.


  “Just buy coins without purchasing goods at all.”


  Holo shot him an even more suspicious look.


  “Here, if you pay twenty-seven trenni silver pieces, they’ll give you one gold coin, yes? So, exchange silver for gold, take the river down past Lenos all the way to Kerube, and sell the gold pieces there for thirty-five silver coins or so. Having exchanged for silver, you return here, exchange it for gold again.


  “Even though you started with twenty-seven silver coins, each return trip nets you one gold coin and eight silver coins. All you need to do is repeat it over and over.”


  Holo trained her intelligent amber pupils upon Lawrence, staring.


  And after closing her eyes for what seemed to Lawrence to be a bit of a long time, she turned her chin the other way, her suspicious gaze alone turned toward him.


  “If that was true, would not everyone be doing it?”


  Lawrence nodded. He replied immediately: “They probably are.”


  Holo raised one eyebrow. Rolling her eyes like that, she began: “Assuming my thinking is correct… if everyone was doing that, this town would run out of gold coins and silver coins would increase, yes? So would not the price of gold coins rise and the price of silver coins fall? Should the prices here not fall in line with those of other towns sooner or later?”


  Having granted her the premise, Holo the Wisewolf could see for herself where it led.


  “That’s correct. That’s why I’m nervous.”


  “Whether to climb aboard while the situation lasts?”


  Lawrence hesitated as to whether to nod or not, finally nodding.


  Holo’s exasperated face might well have been a natural reaction to seeing the color of Lawrence’s eyes change when time was short for a chance to make money.


  However, there probably existed a nearly three-tenths difference in the price of trenni silver pieces between Lesko and Kerube. If one could make such profit from transporting coins alone, they would be a very wealthy man in no time.


  Besides, it was a matter that greatly affected the issue of setting up a store or not. If the difference at the coin market were to vanish, a store one should be able to buy for twelve hundred trenni silver pieces might shoot up in price to over fifteen hundred. For in this world, the bigger something was, the closer its price was based on the price of gold.


  That three hundred silver coin surplus was the difference as to whether Lawrence could do business afterward or not.


  “Well, such hardiness in you, I mind not.”


  “It’s enough to make me want to run south with a bagful of silver coins right this moment.”


  Holo made a tepid laugh at Lawrence’s words. However, the sigh that followed made Lawrence realize he had gotten carried away, snapping him back to his senses.


  What came first, after all, was discovering the Debau Company’s scheme, not to speak of making money.


  As Lawrence cleared his throat to return the discussion to the Debau Company, Holo seemed not to notice Lawrence, staring off into the distance as she murmured.


  “So, is there not something strange somewhere here?”


  Holo was a complete outsider when it came to trading. Having said that, she was a sharper thinker than Lawrence, and he knew very well that an outside perspective was sometimes the best.


  “Aye… it does feel like a strange story.”


  “Strange? In what way?”


  “Mm… well… it’s strange, but… how to put this…” Holo bit her bottom lip and groaned.


  Perhaps because, viewed from nearby, she looked like she was in a bad mood, the people around them averted their gazes.


  No one in these parts knew Lawrence’s face, but they would likely remember the face of one with someone who stood out like Holo.


  Just as he moved to whisper in Holo’s ear that they should leave the marketplace…


  “I have it!”


  Holo spoke like a hen that had just laid an egg.


  Lawrence hurriedly covered Holo’s mouth and led her away.


  “Give me a break.”


  The center of the marketplace was more of a square than a street.


  There were no stalls. Chairs that were just cut logs were placed so that passersby could take a break, with conversation blooming among many people.


  Lawrence led Holo by the hand, seating both of them on log chairs as casually as he could manage.


  When Lawrence asked, “And?” Holo used her usual “Heh-heh” with her nose held high.


  “For a merchant like you not to notice…”


  “… Well, pardon me.”


  “Well, of course, something of this level is obvious to me; I am Holo the Wisewolf, after all.”


  She was very confident, but in spite of calling it obvious, it had piqued her interest.


  So there was some sort of trick at work?


  As Lawrence drew his face closer, Holo spoke with a smile all over her face.


  “If that story is true, why doesn’t the Whatever Company do it?”


  “… Eh?”


  “According to that rather spirited old money changer, that company digs up and sells many things, and because it receives gold coins in return, gold coins are cheap here, yes?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then given that, ’tis a simple problem. Why does it not do so itself? ’Tis not strange?”


  Lawrence started to say, “But that’s…” but the words died on his lips.


  “That company receives gold coins. So why does it not bring the entirety of those gold coins to another town? If it did so, it could exchange the whole lot for silver coins, could it not? Why does it not, then? ’Twould be the most profitable method.”


  Now that she mentioned it, it was.


  But he felt like that reasoning had its own flaws.


  What was strange about it? Certainly, the market price of trenni silver pieces was unusual, but there were often unusual things about market prices.


  But this strangeness was not of that kind whatsoever.


  This was something beyond his comprehension.


  “No, there’s something odd about that.”


  “Where is it odd?”


  “No, it’s really odd. What can this mean?”


  As he scratched his head, he went over the facts once more.


  This town had lumione gold pieces. This was gold the Debau Company had reaped in profit.


  And since it was difficult to make small purchases with gold coins, naturally one exchanged them into other smaller currencies, silver and copper coins and the like. However, in doing so, the price would rise. It would inevitably rise. That was why a market price of one gold coin to twenty-seven silver coins was beyond belief.


  That was fine.


  Next was the idea of how to profit from the coin prices. That is, if one obtained gold coins here, changed them to silver coins in another town, and brought the silver coins back to change them into gold once more, one would profit.


  That, too, was fine. Naturally, all traveling merchants would do so given the opportunity.


  That brought the next problem.


  That being the case, why did the Debau Company not do so by itself? If it brought all its gold coins and converted them to silver, it would make money hand over fist.


  Yes. That meant since all of the gold coins in circulation in this town had been earned by the Debau Company, it was using the coin prices to profit; in other words, from receiving the commission from the silver coins people like Lawrence brought into the town.


  So why did the Debau Company not do it itself?


  Holo was right to point that out.


  One gold coin to twenty-seven silver coins was close to eight silver coins’ difference from other towns’ market prices.


  Put another way, they gave you a reward of eight silver coins for going through the time and trouble of going to another city to convert one’s gold coins into silver.


  That was strange.


  It was very strange.


  “They must have kind of a goal.”


  But what in the world might that be? He felt that even if they were waging war, it was still no reason to go through all this. Perhaps it was a scheme to take advantage of reminting or something similar, like when Lawrence had met Holo?


  But if that was the case, it was too unnatural to happen in this town. If there was talk of reminting trenni silver pieces, lands far to the south would have long been in uproar.


  Yet this town was peaceful and full of liveliness.


  Furthermore, even with the unusual market price, everyone was calmly conducting business.


  If the Debau Company’s own exchange was converting one gold coin to twenty-seven silver coins without fail, there certainly was not any reason to rush over and exchange. Gold coins were too inconvenient for use in day-to-day life. It was more sensible to trade more, gather coins together, and then go exchange it.


  Besides, even if one could profit from the coin prices of other towns in theory, the only ones who could do that in practice were nimble traveling merchants and large companies doing business in multiple towns. No doubt craftsmen would not even notice, and city merchants could hardly abandon their shops. In the first place, farmers with no way to know the market prices of different towns surely would not be thinking beyond Goodness, they sure sell a lot of things here.


  What Lawrence still could not understand was he did not think the Debau Company could deliberately maintain these market prices except at substantial cost to itself.


  As for why it would do such a thing, nothing made sense.


  Come to think of it, the Debau Company was paying for the lodging expenses of mercenaries, the Myuri Mercenary Company included. The rumor was it was paying out twenty lumione gold pieces a day; at any rate, a large amount of money. What was behind such a lavish display? Was there a goal? Or were they simply making too much money?


  They had discovered many strange things about the Debau Company, but this thing was truly a strange story.


  What was the meaning of maintaining the market price at the cost of its own profits?


  Lawrence put the question to Holo. “What do you think?” Then having so asked, something occurred to him. “Ah.”


  “You may well ask me, but…”


  Alone and lost in his own thoughts, he did not have any kind of opinion.


  As Lawrence looked up, thinking as much, Holo made an amused laugh, shaking her head and looking truly happy.


  “It seems that little by little, I’ve gained a place in your mind.”


  For an instant, Lawrence did not understand the meaning of her words, but he realized it a few moments later.


  What did he think?


  Until now, he had been spending time in his own little world, unable to see anything around him as he thought.


  “Aye. And, just to mention, you really should be more aware of how much you speak to yourself.”


  “Wha–?”


  He hurriedly closed his mouth and looked all around, but of course, words could not be pulled back once spoken.


  Holo guffawed at the silliness of it, laughing as she said, “I jest.


  “Aye. I understand not the fine details but, at the very least, based on what I have observed, there is some structure at work, and its shape is a warped one. There is reason in this world, reason as unchanged by the centuries as I.”


  Holo’s fearless smile was truly a thing of beauty. Bewitching, one might say.


  Her fangs peeked just out under her lip, her eyes so fine that they cut into one like a sharp knife.


  There were too many surprising things about the town of Lesko, or rather the movements of the Debau Company.


  And at the very least, one of them was a bit too warped.


  “So that company is indeed suspicious, ’tis it not?”


  Lawrence looked about the town as he remained seated on the short-cut log.


  A rural town full of liveliness.


  A town like paradise itself for merchants and craftsmen.


  But according to scripture, it was more difficult for people like Lawrence to go to heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle.


  “When a magician has a chicken lay a blue egg, and it’s not a blue chicken, you know there has to be some trick.”


  “All the more when ’tis a goose laying a golden egg.”


  Even if a traveling merchant like Lawrence could do nothing about war and the like, anything related to trading was a different matter. Also, the more warped a construct was, the more it could be brought down by even a single ant-sized hole bored into it.


  The uproar just after he had met Holo was near enough to that, though that had gone somewhat poorly and was a dangerous situation for both of them.


  “Hmm, ’tis like that.”


  “Mm?”


  As Lawrence was thinking of such things, Holo put her hands on her knees and rose up as she spoke.


  “’Tis been a while since I remembered how we met.”


  Lawrence made a pleasant laugh as he watched Holo, reaching out to her with his hand largely without thinking.


  Holo inclined her head as she took his hand.


  It was exceedingly difficult to resist pulling her to him and hugging her then and there.


  In attempting to unravel the Debau Company’s plot they had found several oddities, but it was possible that these gave rise to yet other oddities. So they went to the marketplace once again.


  If one traded long-distance between hostile nations, payment was usually measured based on lumione gold pieces. As coin market prices could vary between towns, one did so to make the calculations as uncomplicated as possible.


  Therefore, if lumione gold pieces were cheap in this town, they had to think the calculations in lumione gold pieces were natural and reasonable where the town’s merchandise was purchased, such as Kerube and towns farther south. If that was the case, the amount of money used for the purchases would be relatively cheap.


  However, when they gathered stories from around the marketplace, the reality was quite the opposite, even right there.


  “The folks that come here? Of course, they come from all over; we’re a mining town, after all. Some folks hate to come, but they even come from the Dran Steppe up north and the Wessel region out east.


  “Even if they trade locally, they’ll never get anywhere. Here, they can sell everything they can haul, even if they’ve got to cross dangerous mountain trails to do it.”


  A general goods store owner with miscellaneous merchandise lined up on his shelves told them they rarely saw anyone from south of Lenos.


  Whether handling dried fruit, sour-pickled vegetables, chicken, rabbit meat, fox and wolf pelts, or scrap iron, whether bringing them to sell or setting up their own stores in the unregulated marketplace, most came from places that could be lumped into the northlands. The general goods merchant himself apparently came from a cold village deep in the mountains.


  They held no prejudices toward currencies that came to the town of Lesko via the south; to them, how easily a coin could be used held much more importance than which king had issued it.


  Therefore, much of the merchandise that flowed into Lesko dribbled out of the northlands.


  “Mmm…”


  Having inquired all around, with the day beginning to wane, Lawrence sat on the short-cut log once again, making a sound from inside his throat.


  Most foreign trade in Lesko came from the middle of the northlands, with barely any coming via the south except through the Debau Company. What came in from the south were mostly cereals such as wheat, with nearly everything else provided from here and there in the northlands. Most of the daily necessities and even luxuries used in town were largely made by the hands of local craftsmen.


  Also, no one believed that war was going to break out.


  The structure of trade was largely the same everywhere in the town.


  As the coin price favored buyers of merchandise, merchandise flew from the shelves. The coin price favoring buyers should have meant sellers were at a disadvantage, but in the first place, much merchandise was carried in from remote places in the northlands starved of people to sell to. As products of high quality were made by craftsmen high in skill and morale, reaching the continent by ship from the south, everyone bought them, and the craftsmen in turn bought even more materials. Everything was going swimmingly.


  As Moizi had said, freedom was the force that made the town run smoothly, to an extent that was almost eerie.


  In the town’s many circumstances, Lawrence might not have seen anything resembling a turbulent scheme by the Debau Company, but a number of oddities and the appearance of things going eerily well added up to the existence of something in his mind.


  After all, mercenaries were gathering even though no one at all thought war was breaking out. He had never encountered circumstances that made no sense whatsoever like these.


  “Perhaps we should return to the inn for now.”


  When Lawrence raised his face to Holo’s words, she was rubbing a calf while sitting on a short-cut log.


  When he saw that the hem of her robe had become filthy with dust at some point, he realized he had brought her quite a ways around.


  “Ah, I suppose so… pacing back and forth while worrying really would be like a dog.”


  He had been trained to gather information with his feet and think on his feet, but unfortunately he was not alone at the moment.


  “Aye. I am Holo the Wisewolf after all. Careful thinking suits me far better than does walking.”


  “With a drink in your hand?”


  As Holo gave him a little glare, she stood up at the same time Lawrence did.


  “I have gained a fair interest in trading, if not to the same degree as you.”


  More of the same consideration from before? Lawrence thought, but Holo paid him no heed and opened her mouth. “For instance…”


  “I am unaccustomed to gathering pieces one after another and thinking of how to put them all together as you do. I am more accustomed and better suited to thinking of one thing very carefully.”


  “Certainly, you tend to repeat the same things over and over again.”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence, grinning and laughing, kicking him around the ankle.


  “So, there’s a part tugging at me concerning about this…”


  “… Tugging at you?”


  As Lawrence asked while extending his leg, Holo wore a serious expression and continued. “All this talk from you about coins reminds me of that bird country.”


  “Bird country? Ahh, the kingdom of Winfiel.”


  Holo nodded and continued.


  “Why does this town not end up like that country?”


  “Like that country?”


  He parroted the question back, not understanding what she meant.


  But Holo did not mock him for it, saying, “Aye.”


  “When we went around the marketplace, everyone there smelled of soil and water. People of the forests and mountains. That is to say, they do not come to this town very frequently. So I wondered, why do things not become like in that bird country?”


  The sharper the person, the less one attached a conclusion at the end of a long explanation.


  Feeling like he was being tested, Lawrence somehow turned his head around to follow Holo’s logic.


  “In… in other words… ah, you mean everyone selling their own cargo and returning home with coins in return.”


  “Aye. Perhaps ’tis gold coins, perhaps ’tis silver. I wonder if ’tis not silver?”


  Lumione gold pieces held their value well but were much scarcer than trenni silver pieces.


  Indeed, debasement of trenni silver pieces through reducing the silver content was no trivial matter, something he had experienced firsthand in the uproar when he had met Holo.


  However, using gold coins when one made small purchases was simply too inconvenient. If one were going to exchange them sooner or later, they would be better off having silver coins to begin with.


  As Lawrence thought about it, he went, “Mm?


  “In other words, no matter how much time passes the number of silver coins isn’t increasing; if they’re not careful, they’ll fall into a severe currency shortage just like Winfiel.”


  “And in that bird country, you could eat to your heart’s content on a single coin, could you not?”


  Holo’s fangs were peeking out as she spoke, probably because all that walking around had stirred her hunger.


  “But that isn’t happening… Ah, that’s right. Never mind the market price, there’s no extreme currency shortage that we can see anywhere. Which means…”


  “Someone is bringing in a great deal of it?”


  “Yes. It’s making me think that, too. Perhaps the huge price spike in silver coins in Lenos was because large quantities were flowing up here.”


  Lenos and Lesko were linked via the Roef River.


  Perhaps someone astute had bought a large quantity of silver coins, or maybe people gained a great quantity from dealings during the disturbance over pelts. It was not strange at all to think that only a price fluctuation of that scale could drive silver coins out of an entire town.


  Lenos and Winfiel had both suffered from a simple lack of coinage.


  “Ah, and also.”


  “Mm?”


  “This place is awash with silver, yes? I wonder why they do not mint it themselves?”


  Lawrence momentarily considered it, but he immediately dismissed the thought.


  “You need craftsmen to mint a coin, see. You need hammers for stamping. You engrave the design for the coin into metal. You put that below the base form of the coin and pound it from above. The craftsmen who make the hammers aren’t likely to be let go by their king and to counterfeit them would be no different from an act of war against the kingdom of Trenni. Well, after that is the most important thing of all.”


  Lawrence dug an appropriate coin out of his wallet, saying this:


  “Coins are always marked by the passage of time. They get shaved, they tarnish. If it’s something new, you’ll notice the new minting immediately. It pretty much can’t be faked.”


  Holo looked over the coin thoroughly; she then looked at Lawrence.


  “Certainly, no matter how skillfully you dress it up, you cannot erase the fresh scent.”


  Lawrence’s cheek twitched for a moment, but he replied calmly.


  “Well, that’s why pure maidens like it; it’s just like them.”


  Lawrence meant it as sarcasm, but it seemed to make Holo shamelessly happy.


  But he corrected himself that if a misunderstanding improved her mood that, too, was fine.


  “At any rate, someone has to be steady bringing in silver coins.”


  What bothered him was, how could you replenish such a large outflow of silver coins? He could not even imagine how many coins were in circulation in an entire town or how many of those coins left the town all together.


  But given the town’s gold and silver coin price differential, there had to be quite a few people sneaking out of town and sneaking back with silver coins. A large shipment of silver coins would require an armed escort and would spark a huge uproar, but a large number of travelers moving a little at a time might amount to the same thing.


  Lawrence thought it must, but it just did not sit well.


  But why?


  When he had this feeling, it was usually because the answer was right under his nose.


  Lawrence twisted his neck around and shifted to an exceedingly simple fact.


  “Hey.”


  “Mm?”


  Perhaps because it was getting late, the stalls that had been selling only snacks were putting out dishes that were more like dinners. Holo’s face turned from the roadside stalls to Lawrence with a look of regret.


  “What was the first impression you had of the Debau Company?”


  “That one? That is…”


  “Ah no. But how to put this… Er… all right, how about I put it like this. What did you expect this town to be like based on your impression of the Debau Company?”


  Holo seemed to fume a bit from Lawrence’s vague wording, but she thought a little and replied.


  “Probably the same as you did. Besides, we heard from that dancer girl on the ship on the river; a place with a lot of money, but no place for people to live, she said.”


  “Yeah, she did say that. But that’s probably what a town that really is the entrance to a mine is like.”


  “Aye. And we did not know that. That is to say, we had no way to imagine what this town’s atmosphere was like. We were not able to gather any information at the prior towns, were we?”


  Lawrence nodded.


  As he nodded, he said, “So I was right.”


  “What about it?”


  “Ah… er… I wondered if I’d missed something people had said or if I’d had a misconception about this town because of a failure of imagination.”


  “Indeed.”


  “But it doesn’t feel like that. If you didn’t hear anything, either, we really didn’t hear anything about it.


  “Which means, it truly is strange. Even the talk of a silver coin influx feels inconsistent… It’s not the number of coins, it’s more fundamental than… Er… wait. Transporting silver coins?”


  Around the time Lawrence pondered whether to finish speaking or not, the two of them arrived back at the inn.


  Part of the stone pillars in front of the building had been hollowed out, with candles within emanating a flickering light.


  That youngster was briskly cleaning up the entrance to the stables, looking relieved in the face of the day’s end.


  The youngster was surely sighing in relief because he had been able to do many things today, just as the Myuri Mercenary Company from which Holo had received Myuri’s message had done many things in its history.


  The many people within the same receptacle known as the world were much like how various textiles were manufactured. There were vertical threads and horizontal threads crossing each other, and there were things that would not cross in a single lifetime.


  Lawrence found it a very mysterious thing.


  But that was why on occasion a mysterious thread was weaved into a mysterious cloth.


  “Hey.”


  “Mm?”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence as he called out to her.


  They had exchanged ideas back and forth several times over; Lawrence thought it would be nice if it continued well after.


  Of course, as he was not a fool, he did not expect they could simply repeat the same thing over and over again.


  Even so, Lawrence hesitated for a while before finally saying this: “There’s one obviously strange thing we discovered that bothers me more than the rest.”


  Holo lightly raised an eyebrow.


  A moment later, she curled up the corner of her lip.


  “I do not wish for preambles. What is it you wish to say?”


  She knew all about his inability to let any stone go unturned.


  Trying to hide his guilty conscience, Lawrence looked all around before looking down at Holo.


  “It might sit poorly with you.”


  “And?”


  “But… but through this we might be able to see the Debau Company’s plan; furthermore, whether it’s going to be bad for Yoitsu and the northlands. If it’s not, this town might grant my longtime wish of having my own store.”


  It was probably because Lawrence spoke of such convenient possibilities with such a serious face.


  Her eyebrow still raised, Holo made a strained laugh.


  “Aye. And?”


  Lawrence gazed straight into those red-ringed amber pupils. The shift from sunlight to candlelight as dusk fell over Lesko seemed to deepen those colors even further.


  As usual, he needed to take a short breath before answering.


  “I don’t want you to hate me, but I won’t kill my own curiosity, either.”


  Holo took in a breath that seemed to puff up her body and made a wolfish, bare-fanged smile.


  “Mm. ’Tis not a problem, then. Though I know not what has come to your mind.”


  Holo took Lawrence’s hand and the two walked side by side. As they entered the tavern, the mercenaries were already busy, dancing with girls that were probably office assistants rounded up from nearby stores.


  In a corner of the tavern, Luward, Moizi, and two others were seated at a table and, unlike the others, were quietly eating their food. Perhaps sensing Lawrence’s gaze, Luward noticed and raised his mug in a greeting.


  As Lawrence could not go raising his voice here, he did as townspeople often did, making his own greeting by lightly raising his cap.


  When Luward motioned to the table, Lawrence looked at Holo and nodded.


  Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s back, gentlemanly moving her forward through the congested tavern.


  And instead of saying, “Don’t drink too much,” he leaned his mouth close to Holo’s ears and said this: “Gold coins don’t well up out of the ground like a spring. That being the case, either the Debau Company’s hiding something or someone else is hiding what they’re doing. Or perhaps both.”


  The pat he gave to her back must have looked to Luward and the others like encouragement to ease Holo’s nerves.


  However, it was not so. There were only so many actors dancing in the Debau Company’s backyard. If someone was hiding something, the possibility that someone was a person very close by was very high.


  Holo replied, “I see,” nodding with a daring look.


  Lawrence and Holo bounded to the mercenaries’ dining table.




  
    
  

  Chapter 4


  “Oh, you looked around town? Was there anything interesting?”


  Luward was using polite language in front of Holo.


  “Yes, several things.”


  The silverware was actual silver.


  Furthermore, there were small utensils that resembled pitchforks that Lawrence had only heard rumors about.


  Apparently, nobles in the south used them to impale meat and vegetables for eating.


  “We have merchants in our supply corps, but it feels odd to call them merchants. And Moizi here can do planning but not trading.”


  “Coins are too small for my hands.”


  Following in Luward’s footsteps, Moizi showed off his rocklike hands, able to grip both sword and pen.


  “So for that reason, we’d like to hear your opinion, Mr. Lawrence. For various reasons, we are not blessed with the opportunity to befriend a merchant very often.”


  He was a member of a mercenary band. It was said, when such a band passed through, not even a single turnip was left behind.


  Having dinner and sharing quiet conversation with someone like Lawrence was a very unusual occurrence, to the point it still seemed to be throwing them off somewhat. Usually, they only spoke to merchants to extort money, to extort merchandise, or to ask questions under pain of decapitation or disembowelment.


  Even if that was overstating the case, he did not think they would meet many merchants they could have a frank discussion with. At best, it would just be people with particular idiosyncrasies like those of the Delink Company and Philon Company.


  But merchants neither frightened their enemies nor were frightened by them. That had to be rather difficult to deal with.


  “I’m unsure I can fulfill such expectations, but…”


  With a smiling face, Lawrence paused there, putting down the bread that was in his hand.


  “… The thing that most surprised me is how cheap buildings are being sold.”


  “Ah, that’s right… I heard from my subordinates that Mr. Lawrence and… Miss Holo had been in front of a building for sale.”


  Luward was unsure what honorific to use for Holo, but Holo grinned pleasantly back at him.


  “Yes, I’m a little embarrassed at having been seen like that.”


  “You shouldn’t be. Many of our members who survive over the years save up and find a town to live in. It’s a dream we can understand.”


  Surely that was not simple flattery.


  Luward and Moizi exchanged looks and cut the meat up, and in no time at all Holo’s empty plate had been filled to the brim.


  “But those prices really are low enough to shock, then?”


  Luward was not a man capable only of swinging a sword.


  “Yes. Furthermore, this town doesn’t seem to have small annoying guilds.”


  “That’s correct. A number of our men seem to be thinking about staying behind here as well. Some are getting on in years and feeling their old wounds.”


  Luward spoke as he looked around the inn like a king surveying a town from his castle.


  Certainly, the Myuri Mercenary Company had many valiant veterans as befitted its history.


  Excepting newly formed groups focusing only on the short-term, transitory issues of battle day after day, leaving midway to live in a town was probably fairly common. Perhaps the company had support from a variety of places thanks to that.


  “Most of all, it’s great to not have people asking questions.”


  So Luward said.


  No guilds meant there was no one to inspect or monitor a person, either.


  This town didn’t even have walls.


  “That’s certainly the case. And there’s money in it, too, I think.”


  Lawrence’s words drew the gazes of everyone at the table.


  Money was money no matter how you earned it.


  That was not something mercenaries that had shed much blood could easily ignore.


  “What do you mean?”


  “The price of goods and the price of coin are both determined naturally, as if by the hand of God. Surely it is the same for the coin prices in this town. However, it is not always so.”


  With meat still impaled on Luward’s pitchfork-like utensil, he looked at Lawrence, then at Moizi.


  No doubt the care they put into the movements of their gazes and their speech were all on account of Holo.


  Lawrence trusted in that and focused on his own speech.


  “What appears to be decided by naturally comes from numerous people acting in their own interests.”


  Luward and the others, accustomed to predicting the movements of people on the battlefield and the movements of rulers atop maps, made various nods.


  Lawrence, confirming that was the case, said this: “The coin prices in this town surprised me more than the low prices of buildings. However, even if all of this is by the hand of God, God is not responsible for everything.”


  He had meant to close his mouth if anyone raised an objection, but everyone at the table was listening closely to Lawrence’s story.


  Like wolves, their ears were open no matter which way their feet pointed.


  “In other words, let’s say there’s an unusual deviation in this town’s prices, say in coins, trenni silver pieces in this case. Even if they accumulated in this town by natural circumstance, there would absolutely not be an accumulation of silver coins alone.”


  That would be like having the white of an egg in the center.


  Luward, who favored the showy, glanced up at the ceiling slightly as he interjected.


  “So there has to be someone bringing coins in.”


  “That’s right. And when one person moves, it always attracts the attention of other people. After all, I didn’t have any idea about this town’s currency movements whatsoever.”


  He leaped one step beyond his logic.


  The audience, led step-by-step through Lawrence’s story, looked completely left behind.


  “?”


  Everyone craned their necks forward to hear how Lawrence’s story continued.


  If this were a negotiating table, here was where merchants would decapitate these men of the blade in one fell swoop, making a killing.


  “Even in Lenos, there was extremely little information about this town. In other words, it means virtually no one travels from there to here.”


  Even if such people remained silent about the price that was the seed of their profit, it was difficult to believe they could all keep silent about their destination. If one told people they had gone somewhere, those they left behind in town took an interest in where they had gone. Unless everyone was in on it, the state of the town was bound to get out. Surely it was more natural to think that the lack of that was due less to everyone being secretive, but rather to a simple lack of migration.


  As a matter of fact, Lawrence and Holo had passed very few people on the road to Lesko.


  Migrants had surely come out of the western harbor, Kerube, and went farther north, probably arriving by ship at places that could not even be called towns running along the base of the mountains.


  As liberal as Lesko was, people were ignorant of it to a curious degree.


  “At first, I thought the price slippage was a recent, sudden thing, but when going around the marketplace I had no sense of that whatsoever. In the first place, when asking questions of people who’d come here from various places in the northlands, I felt like they were obtaining trenni silver pieces. A currency you can put faith into is a precious thing after all. And having obtained trenni silver pieces, a strong currency they can have faith in, they apparently return to their homelands. That being the case, the constant outflow of silver coins should give rise to a sudden currency shortage. I’ve seen it with my own eyes in the kingdom of Winfiel. The movements of currency, in other words, the movements of merchants, are very sensitive, like rats fleeing the sinking ship.”


  Amid the tumult all around them, the atmosphere at the table altered somewhat.


  Glances were being exchanged and Lawrence could hear various sounds. He was not surprised that only Luward kept his eyes squarely on Lawrence the entire time.


  “I thought that perhaps the Debau Company was bringing silver coins in itself, but if that were indeed the case, someone would notice. As the Debau Company is maintaining the prices of gold and silver coins by guaranteeing the rate of exchange, the difference in the price of gold and silver coins can’t be explained any other way. So, there’s only one possibility I could think of.”


  “Someone’s secretly bringing coins in through the back door?”


  Luward was staring squarely at Lawrence.


  It might have been a warning shot in one sense. After all, no doubt Luward was sharp enough to anticipate what Lawrence would say next.


  Lawrence lightly rubbed his nose, wiped the bread crumbs off his lap, and spoke slowly.


  “As an ordinary merchant, I know few details about the world of battle. I don’t know how much information is in circulation around the world and how much is kept secret.”


  On the surface, it was a statement with no connection to the conversation until this moment.


  What was frightening about the people at the table was how their gestures were completely unchanged from before as they adopted combat stances. As a matter of fact, he felt like a little bird under the glare of a hunting dog, not knowing if it would pounce. He did not think the people making a ruckus all around had noticed.


  No doubt he would be completely unable to stand up to this if Holo was not at his side.


  Luward watched Lawrence for a while before finally opening his mouth.


  “Why do you say that?”


  A calm smile remained on his lips as he cut the steak at hand with a knife. It was of rare quality, boiled, fried, and liberally treated with spices. Unlike the black-roasted exterior, the interior of the meat was red and very juicy.


  Luward brought it to his mouth, for eating meat dripping with blood was the duty of the strong.


  It seemed that when it came to negotiations, Luward had more experience than Lawrence.


  “Because for a merchant like me, buying a store is a once-in-a-lifetime affair. I want to be sure of what’s going on in this town and also to predict where it is going.”


  Those with no knowledge of the matter would no doubt think they were having two separate conversations.


  However, Luward asked nothing in return; nor did anyone else at the table.


  As a result of thinking together with Holo before coming to the inn and ruling out one possibility after another, Lawrence had arrived at an exceedingly simple conclusion.


  For there to not be a shortage of currency in spite of it being carried out, someone had to be supplying more. Transporting that much coinage was quite an undertaking; otherwise the large number of people heading for the town of Lesko would draw attention from people, like it or not.


  That being the case, barring transport by ghosts or money changing conducted by fairies, someone had to be secretly bringing silver coins in.


  For anything involving trade, there was always a cause and an effect.


  One needed people who would not be asked where they had been and who could move a large quantity of goods without arousing suspicion.


  Calmly searching for people who fulfilled those conditions, he found that the answer was largely right before his eyes.


  “That is kept secret.”


  Luward spoke bluntly after wiping his lip.


  Surely the true meaning of those words was that Lawrence’s thinking was correct.


  That Holo reached out to her wine-filled tankard for the first time was further proof.


  Luward lightly rubbed the edge of his ear.


  As he did so, the tension around the table seemed to recede at once.


  “That is kept secret. It’s one reason to be moving around with a large amount of cargo, after all.”


  Moizi looked at Luward with a fair bit of surprise, but Luward dismissed the gaze of the fatherlike figure with a wave. The hand he waved was directed toward Holo, who was stuffing her cheeks with dove potpie.


  “She’s running low on wine, Moizi.”


  Moizi hurriedly poured more wine into Holo’s tankard. Of course, she was not low on wine at all.


  He had surely noticed Holo had been shifting her gaze across the table the whole time, monitoring them for any change in posture and the like. Even if he had inherited nothing from Myuri but the name, he did foster a certain wolflike cunning and sharpness.


  No doubt that made Holo happy, Lawrence thought.


  She immediately drank half the tankard at once, seemingly to display her thanks and appreciation for the gesture.


  “Furthermore, we’re a large family. Lodging at an inn requires a lot of food. Just sending people out to buy it every day is quite something.”


  As Luward spoke what seemed like gossip, he distributed soup rich in vegetables and thickened with bread to his men.


  Lawrence immediately understood that Luward was giving him an opportunity to speak.


  “It must be even harder procuring supplies like shoes and clothing.”


  His reply was answered with, “But if we all go to a store, they think we’re a bunch of bandits.”


  A moment later, the flow of money connected inside of Lawrence.


  The final thing he wished to know was why the Debau Company had constructed this flow of money.


  “If you like, Mr. Lawrence,” Luward said briefly, “I’ll bring some wine up after the meal.”


  Meaning, they had reached the limit of what could be discussed here.


  Lawrence nodded, replying, “I’d like that very much.”


  When Lawrence asked to be excused from the dinner table, Luward had readily assented.


  His polishing up a plan with Holo was fine; fleeing a turbulent atmosphere was also fine.


  Lawrence did not know if Luward was thinking along those lines, but at any rate he was not coercing Lawrence to stay with him at all.


  That being the case, facing a group differing from beasts only out of a lack of fangs and claws was terribly exhausting.


  Perhaps also because of all the walking during the day, he bid good night to Holo and collapsed onto the bed.


  “Heh-heh. It seems you have been hard at work.”


  Holo sat beside Lawrence, lazily kicking off her shoes.


  Being seated right beside him, Holo’s tail came right against Lawrence’s face.


  Her tail, slightly more disheveled than usual, had a familiar, dusty scent to it.


  “So in the end, they are the ones bringing silver coins in?”


  “So it seems. The rumors of war might have unwittingly been spread by the mercenaries themselves, too.”


  “Mm?”


  Holo turned toward Lawrence at the same time he was brushing her tail, which was tickling his nose, away with his hand.


  Holo brushed her tail against Lawrence’s face with an amused look. When Lawrence displayed no reaction whatsoever, the self-styled wisewolf ceased her teasing.


  “Through the market price and other things, the Debau Company lets it be known to mercenaries that they can make huge profits purely by bringing in a large quantity of silver coins. Since there are no bandits with the nerve to attack hardened mercenaries, they can make an easy profit in confidence. However, since it’s idiotic for the mercenaries to talk about how they’re making money when heading to Lesko, they spread rumors of Lesko invading the northlands instead.”


  Holo nodded with an “Indeed” as she lay down on her side, resting her chin on her hands above Lawrence’s hip.


  “But for what purpose?”


  “Yes. That’s the part I don’t understand well. If they just want to bring silver coins in, they’re better off doing it themselves. Maybe having these rumors spread is itself the objective.”


  Based on the premise that merchants never do anything that is meaningless, it followed that if they were doing something, they definitely had a reason for it and also a specific outcome they were aiming for.


  “Let’s say the Debau Company is plotting something for the northlands. So, to gather deeply suspicious, excellent knights and mercenaries together, they must first lure them in with easy profits. After that, the masses spread rumors all around about the first group to come, and armed with information that they really are moving north, others assemble on their own. In other words, the Debau Company can lure numerous knights and mercenaries even without paying them.”


  The more knights and mercenaries assembled in one place, the more people believed something was going to happen.


  When one tells people they have sold something at the marketplace, it becomes a fact known to all.


  One cannot sell something no one has ever heard of, but if there are three or four who have heard, that was a different story. That was why when merchants paid money to hire three or four people as decoys, they were able to assemble a large crowd of curious people to sell to.


  “But just gathering knights and mercenaries together doesn’t make them useful in a war…”


  “You use what you assemble. The reasoning is sound.”


  So Holo said, but Lawrence could not accept it. And this certainly was not a special thought limited to Lawrence alone.


  “It has to be quite an ordeal to maintain the liveliness of a town of this level. Besides, based on Luward’s suggestions, there’s a reason the Debau Company is lavishly paying knights and mercenaries on its own.”


  “Indeed?”


  “This town’s great liveliness is a somewhat forced performance.”


  Though at his words, Holo twitched her nose and went, “Such a performance is meaningless,” Lawrence gave a strained smile and continued.


  “Apparently the Debau Company is supplying money throughout the town through paying compensation for their inn lodging costs, shouldering the burden of paying for their tools, daily necessities, and so forth. At the very least, that’s what Luward seems to think. That being the case, the Debau Company is clearly using its own money to make the town go well. I don’t think the Debau Company, having gone this far for a town it built itself, would wreck it all with just one war.”


  The losses and gains did not add up. The Debau Company stationed mercenaries in the town and even used compensating their living expenses to boost local trade. In doing so, people came from all over the northlands to sell their wares. When they came, they surely bought a variety of high-quality, hand-crafted products, enriching the craftsmen.


  If you were trying to develop a town, this was a supreme way to go about it.


  But what reason did they have to do all of this?


  The first time they had heard of the Debau Company was in the middle of chasing down stories of bones of an ancient wolf being like Holo. This being part of a plan to plunge the northlands into war and chaos, they were indignant and found it unforgivable.


  Even if that had not been the truth of the matter, first impressions were not so easily wiped away. Perhaps their being unable to think of what the Debau Company was planning was because the facts before their eyes differed from the impression inside their heads.


  In truth, they were still twisting around inside Lawrence’s head.


  That strain was what brought a little smile out of Holo.


  “Did you notice something?”


  When Lawrence sat up, forgetting that Holo was resting her head in her hands atop his hip, her head fell from its perch. Holo swatted his rump with a miffed look.


  “Not really. I merely think that thinking of war in terms of profit and loss is absurd.”


  As she spoke, strength leaked back out of Lawrence’s body.


  “Well… that’s true. Rulers start wars for all sorts of banal reasons, like grudges over disputes that have lasted for years and so forth, but… merchants never fight to defend anything except their own profits.”


  “Defend?”


  Lawrence replied to Holo’s one-word question as he looked at the wall.


  “Right. Most of the tragedies of the world come about from trying to defend something. The foremost among these is territory.”


  Lawrence shifted his gaze from the wall to Holo over his shoulder.


  “I’m sure you’ve experienced it? Something someone won’t yield to another, even land that will never budge an inch, with people trampling on it like the approach of the largest storm. That’s why tragedies take place.”


  What made people regard merchants as cowards to be scorned was the belief that when the going got tough, they would grab their wallets and make a run for it. And as a matter of fact, traveling merchants did exactly that.


  The more things one had to defend, the less mobile they were, and the easier it was for them to get wrapped up in tragedy during a crisis.


  His encountering Holo was a good example.


  Perhaps she somehow sensed what Lawrence was thinking. Holo ground her elbows into his hip and made a sigh.


  “Well, then, is the Whatever Company in this town truly making a move on the northlands and indeed Yoitsu for trifling profits?”


  Though she understood in her head to some degree, actually getting the words out of her mouth seemed exceedingly difficult for her.


  Lawrence paused for a little while before making a small nod.


  “There’s no hatred, resentment, or religious fervor in this town. I’m a merchant as well, but since laying eyes on this town, everything’s been about trade. If the Debau Company is plotting a war, surely it has no other reason for which to fight.”


  Resentment bred resentment. Hatred bred hatred. The response to the imposition of a new religion was fanaticism.


  But what if this was a simple matter of profit and calculations based on that?


  The humans of Pasloe had opposed Holo for the village’s profit and to sever ties with “the old era.”


  That had been reason enough to fight with unyielding rage.


  That was why the possibility that the Debau Company truly was fighting for nothing more than its own profit gave Holo such a feeling of disappointment and exhaustion.


  “… It feels like a stupid thing to be timid, fearful, and to sharpen one’s fangs over…”


  “You probably felt the same way when we entered the town.”


  Holo nodded a bit after a pause.


  “Well, that’s all fine. No war, no one unhappy, me being able to get my own store…”


  Lawrence said it like he was talking in his sleep, and in truth, it was very close to that.


  As Holo had said something very similar about the Debau Company herself, Lawrence’s saying something similar brought out a smile.


  She stopped resting her head on her hands and perched her chin atop Lawrence’s left shoulder.


  “And you would be close to me afterwards?”


  There was but a short distance between Lesko and Yoitsu.


  Close enough for Holo to run off there whenever she felt homesick.


  “Of course.”


  At Lawrence’s straight reply, Holo made a happy face and rubbed against his shoulder.


  It was quiet, and they’d both had a bit of wine.


  If Lawrence was judging according to common sense, he felt he would trust the momentum and play this by the book.


  But he had failed in Lenos by doing so. He could not break the mood after working so hard to establish it.


  Lawrence moved his body lightly, using his arm to pull Holo’s body up his; rubbed her head; and got up.


  “I’d love to sleep like this, but there are still things I’d like to ask Mr. Luward and the others.”


  He spoke with clarity, as if brushing off the alcohol and fatigue within him with a different vigor.


  But as Holo remained lying on the bed, looking up at Lawrence, dumbfounded, he stopped, a forced smile on his face.


  “What is it?”


  When Lawrence asked, Holo gently and deliberately brushed Lawrence’s hand off the top of her head and seemed tired as she got up.


  “Nothing really.”


  He did not think it was really nothing, but having said that, it did not feel like a time or place to inquire further.


  Perhaps he had been wrong once again?


  Lawrence thought as much, but the now-risen Holo, as if to calm Lawrence down, turned her right palm toward him.


  “No, ’tis fine.”


  Holo made her brief statement, turned her head away, and gave a long sigh.


  Rather than being angry, she seemed exasperated from the bottom of her heart.


  In Holo’s case he was afraid that could easily turn into anger, but when she finished her sigh, the look on her face was like a mother tired out by her children.


  “Well, I suppose right now investigating what that company is scheming should come first.”


  While she smiled with all her might, she could not hide a strange sense of fatigue.


  Even so, somehow Lawrence matched Holo with a nod.


  Holo got down from the bed and put on her shoes. She put on her girdle and robe and, with an “Mhmm,” stretched up high.


  Lawrence, unable to neatly digest the situation, had watched Holo’s small back from atop the bed, but after she stretched, dangled, and lowered her arms, from behind she indeed looked angry somehow.


  “Hey, get up. Someone is coming to call us right now.”


  But the face Holo turned toward him was not angry.


  Her tail was hidden under her robe so he could not see it.


  He did not really understand it, but even as Holo sighed, she made no move to leave Lawrence’s side.


  Surely, just as Lawrence and Holo had exchanged opinions, Luward and the others had thought between them how to handle this. The one who came calling for Lawrence was not the youngster, but one of the young men who had been sitting at Luward’s table. He appeared a fair bit younger than Luward, putting him at perhaps five or six years younger than Lawrence.


  However, his eyes seemed rather too sharp for service in an artisans’ workshop. Making something new would surely require surviving to an older age until the edge came off that sharpness.


  “If all else fails, I am here.”


  That is what Holo had whispered into his ear when they left their room.


  Even though the Debau Company was hiding the fact that mercenaries were bringing in silver coins in secret, surely Luward did not intend to keep a merchant who had noticed the fact locked up here in the inn.


  However, now that he was actually being led into the room, the atmosphere was extremely lax. Against mercenaries accustomed to ambush and surprise attack, Lawrence might not have put faith in his own instincts alone, but with Holo looking quite relaxed, it probably was not an act.


  “Please have a seat.”


  Normally, inns got seedier the higher the floor one was on.


  In other words, that would make this room, on the second floor of the inn, among its finest, but on top of being packed, the building itself did not seem to be top class, nor was it all that large. Perhaps because more chairs were added for Lawrence and Holo, the interior of the room seemed a bit cramped.


  “It was a bit too noisy downstairs. If one is to drink the water of life, best to do it in peace, yes?”


  As Luward spoke, Moizi, seated beside him, poured alcohol into a wineglass, giving it a flick with his fingernail.


  The special ting it made was similar to the sound gold coins made when coming into contact with one another.


  Eating food with silver utensils and drinking alcohol with glasses completed the pretense of nobility.


  Furthermore, the alcohol poured cup by cup was of a thicker brown than Holo’s tail, giving off a pungent, smoky scent.


  The expression “the water of life” was a second name given in honor to a certain variety of distilled spirits.


  “Let us give thanks to the craftsman’s skill.”


  As if such words were always spoken when having a drink, Luward spoke while raising his wineglass.


  Lawrence and the others assembled repeated the words.


  Seemingly rather sullen at the small quantity, Holo sipped half her drink all at once, drawing shocked looks from all around.


  “If they’re going to make this much, tell them they need to distill it four times instead of three,” she said to Luward as he filled his mouth with alcohol, closing his eyes while drinking it as if drinking fire itself.


  “Refined nobility occasionally drink hard liquor like this, but they water it down, which is nothing less than heresy. After all, distillation requires the labor of so many people.”


  Lawrence was not well versed on the details of making alcohol. He did know from balance sheets that distillation required an expensive distiller, herbs for flavoring, and numerous repeated passes.


  Also, it seemed Luward was not seeking assent or dissent toward his statement. He continued, “And so,” as he took another sip of the water of life. “Mr. Lawrence, I would like to speak to you of the consequences of our discussion.”


  Lawrence did not commit the blunder of turning toward the entrance as if he would flee at any moment.


  Luward narrowed his eyes, seemingly enjoying Lawrence’s discomfort.


  “Those two are candidates to succeed Moizi. Please let them join us for future reference.”


  As Luward looked to the right and left walls and the two young men with their backs against each of them, their straight backs grew even straighter when introduced.


  “I’m just a passing merchant.”


  When Lawrence said that, Luward replied, “It’s the people who say that who are the most fearsome of all.”


  “What the Debau Company is doing, and where it is invading, and so forth, still remains a mystery.”


  He cut right to the point.


  Between statements, Moizi reverentially poured liquor into Luward’s polished blue wine cup.


  “When we came to this town, things surprised us one after another. Everyone thought to themselves, this is odd – but we couldn’t put our fingers on it. Money came easy, we enjoyed a feast every night. Isn’t that fine? What more could we want? Will you die if you don’t go adventuring, O mighty knight Lanz Hoek? And so on.”


  The name on his lips was that of a famous, legendary knight whose chivalrous tales were read during lulls in campaigns to bolster faltering spirits.


  “A large-scale mercenary company can spurn the embrace of merchants. Not so with us. However, if merchants are going to show up at any time and have us move silver in the blink of an eye, they do have to make the stay enjoyable.”


  Holo had only just finished liquor seemingly too strong for her, but of course Moizi did not stop, filling her cup before she asked.


  “Was bringing in silver profitable?”


  Lawrence had thought of returning Luward’s exaggerated words of praise to him, but did not. Mercenaries esteemed honor; to reply to those esteeming honor with humility could only be taken as contempt.


  It was a game that had to be played between the appraiser and the appraised.


  He understood the reasoning well enough; well-spoken mercenaries were invited to dinner with princes and lords.


  To them, flattery and underlying motives went hand in hand.


  “It was profitable. More than the earlier talk.”


  “You mean the feeling there’s not enough silver coins.”


  “Yeah… however, we followed up with several of the lords we’d spoken to after that. It wasn’t that appetizing afterwards. There had been enough obtained for several lords worth, in other words.”


  “I’m quite jealous,” Lawrence said with a smile.


  Luward nodded and, pausing to clear his throat, resumed.


  “I often hear in jest that the Debau Company is making too much profit in silver coins for its own good. They clash often in this land of fragmented authority, and it’s said they treat the lords and princes in the coin-poor south like slaves. That was half-jealousy, but when they paid in full in gold coin, I thought it was true. I thought if they seriously pulled the northlands together, they’d be lords of their own in no time.”


  That was surely one of the reasons mercenaries remained in the town in spite of not knowing if war would break out or not. Even with their living expenses covered, some members of a company would surely think they needed to leave town before their discipline wasted away.


  That they did not do so was because they had an additional separate reason.


  “The Debau Company becoming lords through trade?”


  “That’s what I imagine. If becoming lords is too much, then certainly building an alliance of merchants with power and influence equal to a nation.”


  There was an economic alliance that possessed a number of warships that sailed under the flag of the moon and shield. Lawrence had caught a glimpse of it back in the kingdom of Winfiel.


  “That’s why so many of us are here. If we’re part of acquiring a nation, it’s a big, everlasting triumph. Wandering knights would gain a sovereign territory while we mercenaries gain an exclusive employer for military services. Well, even if that’s just talk from the war era ages ago, the chances Debau would hire us for its foreign trade are very high.”


  In particular, Debau handled a great deal of precious metals. If they were to conquer the northlands and develop many new mines, they would have mines to defend and trade routes to secure, making precious commodities out of those accustomed to warfare.


  Lawrence understood that much for himself. It was well within simple guesswork on his part.


  However, Luward certainly would not be sharing drinks with Lawrence like this if that is all it was.


  “And yet, you don’t think the Debau Company will actually start a war.”


  As Lawrence said it, Luward slapped his own cheek. All pretense dropped from Luward’s words as if on cue.


  “Yes. Exactly. We’re not that large a mercenary company. The reason we still fly a flag we inherited from ancient times is because of polished wit, forecasting the near future, and never dropping our guard. But we just don’t know what the Debau Company is thinking or what it’s trying to do. We inform ourselves about how tools like us are to be used. Foolish mercenaries who misread that end up being killed by their employers.”


  This was not using wit to hunt for profit like Lawrence did.


  They risked their very existence on a daily basis.


  Lawrence thought that if they were wolves, he would be an unadulterated lamb.


  “But we don’t know how they would use us. The Debau Company absolutely has not moved. Large forces have not yet been deployed. Just as Mr. Lawrence explained, one reason must be that few nobles have given their assent. It’s just if Debau made a full mobilization, it could easily crush them. So why doesn’t it? They’re making huge profits left and right in this town, so more people flock here with that in mind. Such actions aren’t how the rich people we know behave. They’re not those of a compassionate monastery doing charity, either. In war, the most frightening thing is not meeting a powerful enemy on the battlefield.”


  Luward sipped his liquor as he spoke.


  “What we must fear is not understanding the circumstances we are placed in. It’s the same for you, isn’t it, Mr. Lawrence?”


  He neither looked nor sounded drunk in the slightest.


  The two young people clinging to the wall silently gazed at Lawrence.


  “That is correct. My thoughts are that if I could put this situation aside, I could build a home for myself in this town. But only if I can unravel the mystery, I think.”


  Luward nodded.


  He heard the sound of a pickled fruit being chewed.


  It was Moizi who had opened his mouth.


  “Even we, over the course of our long history, have been shortchanged by merchants countless times. We work for money. Money is controlled by merchants. In most cases, the sums required to hire mercenaries like us moves in easy-to-understand ways. As a rule of thumb, we don’t move unless there’s a reason anyone could grasp. And yet, this time we just can’t see it. We see the flow of money, but we don’t understand where it’s going. Mr. Lawrence, if you can solve this riddle, we will prepare answers to all that you have asked us.”


  One used any tool at one’s disposal.


  They did not ask because of Lawrence’s superior abilities or even that he was Holo’s companion, but because a practical perspective dictated it.


  Simply put, what the Debau Company was up to was an important matter to Lawrence. If by any chance, he could buy that cheaply priced shop and trade there securely, the dream Lawrence had pined for sitting on a wagon’s driver’s seat, gazing at a horse’s rump, could become reality.


  “I shall strive to meet your expectations,” Lawrence replied.


  When gathering one’s wits, hierarchy was a hindrance.


  As if putting that into practice, Luward sat atop the table while Moizi and the two young troops sat on a footlocker.


  “There is one thing about the money flow I don’t understand, however.”


  “Which is?”


  “The town’s taxes.”


  Tax collection was a detested but necessary institution so that towns could preserve order and keep up appearances.


  And yet, the town had neither institutions nor walls. Lawrence could not imagine how the town was maintained whatsoever.


  That is why he could not imagine the words that came in reply.


  “This town doesn’t collect any taxes.”


  “Th…” That’s madness, Lawrence nearly said.


  If people knew how to administer a town without taxes, whole generations of tax collectors would be born without being predestined to be hated by the townsfolk, to their great delight, no doubt.


  “Since there’s no walls, there’s no way to collect tolls. Have you seen the market?”


  Lawrence nodded at Moizi’s words.


  “Because it’s such a simple design, no one can know what someone’s bringing in or what he’s selling it for. And there’s no sales tax collected. At any rate, tax collection is the dominion of the king. If they started doing that, this would become a battlefield overnight.”


  And yet, the town preserved order and cleanliness.


  Perhaps it was maintained by magic or part of some profit that could only be explained by magic.


  “But as for the tax issue, I do have one thought.” Moizi cleared his throat before continuing.


  “Some ten or twenty years ago, before anyone was paying attention, the Debau Company acquired a vast amount of land all around this area.”


  There is no land in this world that does not belong to someone.


  “I heard it was dirt cheap back then, but not now. Debau raked in profits by building and selling or leasing out buildings on the land, keeping possession of the town center, charging interest to eager borrowers. They sold buildings, but since they hadn’t sold the land rights, they continued getting quite a bit from the land rent.”


  “Also, this liveliness! You could say it’s driving up building prices on a daily basis,” Luward added.


  It smacked of selling pieces of one’s own garden, but spin it the right way and it was not a losing strategy at all.


  For collecting tax was a truly troublesome job. One had to assess property and inspect freight, and besides having to investigate far too many things, those being taxed were always hiding something. However, real estate always existed right before one’s eyes. Using payments from sales as a substitute for tax revenue was simple, and collecting regular rent was simpler still.


  However, more importantly, if the funds to maintain the town were wholly dependent on land and buildings, he could understand – to a point – the town’s liveliness sustaining it even without fresh investment.


  People bring more people, and where people gather, land and buildings are sure to be needed.


  At any rate, there were indeed problems with this on the same level as those before.


  That is, what did they intend by gathering knights, mercenaries, and lords together.


  There was one more thing.


  Lawrence and the others could not perceive what the Debau Company’s plan was.


  But Lawrence just couldn’t understand it.


  “So, the building I looked at will soon sell, then?”


  Lawrence’s words seemed to sum up the conversation, so Moizi resumed.


  “It probably won’t sit for long… that building is being sold by the Vhans Company. Vhans is like a branch of the Debau Company. Debau decided to concern itself mainly with operating mines, farming out other jobs to various other companies. In other words, buildings being sold by this Vhans Company are…”


  “The lowest quality.”


  When prices for products boomed, it was because numerous people were bidding against each other.


  “I heard that a wealthy lord was cornering the building market, but I think that went up in smoke. Perhaps since this town’s circumstances make freedom and dreams so readily available, there might be several Debau buildings left over for people such as you.”


  The Debau Company itself had apparently been formed by people from all walks of life who had greatly turned their fortunes around. That was why they knew the value of giving new people a chance to succeed.


  Most people would spit at such talk, but having experienced the atmosphere of this town, he could not call it a complete falsehood.


  Not to mention it was Moizi, his face seemingly made of well-whipped leather, who was saying this.


  Besides, Lawrence had learned from Holo when they happened upon the conflict with Amati that one should diversify one’s goods to protect against sudden price spikes.


  If one cannot trade with anyone because the goods are too rare, most people will turn their backs on that person. If one buys from someone in moderation, others will think they, too, can get a good deal, and more people will flock to them. By such thoughts, he could not but feel that thinking I want a shop in this town was putting him right where Debau wanted him. But he did not think that such favorable conditions as having a low-priced shop in an unregulated town existed except in his dreams.


  He could not deny that his heart was pounding when he thought of the price of the shop and the liveliness of the town. Even so, during his travels with Holo until now, he had been saved more than once from having to flee at a moment’s notice.


  Besides, right now he was conscious of something more important than his oft-stated dreams of a shop and big money.


  Lawrence glanced at Holo, who was calmly drinking liquor beside him, and probed something odd in what Moizi had said.


  “Nobles are after this town, too?”


  “Well. It’s all rumor. You’ve heard stories of it, too?”


  Moizi shifted his gaze to Luward, who replied as even he was getting a bit drunk, redness rimming his eyes.


  “Yeah. At any rate, even after coming through the wars of ancient times, no unified kingdom was ever established here. The lords can’t have much enthusiasm for war all of a sudden. Well, I can understand that it’s natural they’d be more concerned about how to live elegantly like the aristocracy down south than waging war. That’s why…”


  Luward sipped his liquor and tilted his cup toward a young subordinate. However, the young man shook the jug. The jug, once full of the water of life, seemed to have been exhausted.


  “No more, huh…? Ah yes. That’s why even though we thought it strange the town had no wall, once we realized the real reason for it we had to credit Debau’s nerve.”


  By Lawrence’s common sense, no place could call itself a town without a wall. Walls were necessary for self-governance, for one had to protect himself from the predations of the powerful to be able to decide his own future.


  Villages were without walls because the villagers were under the dominion of their lord, and even without a wall, they understood where they stood and what the lord expected from them each year.


  However, this was a cash-rich place administered by a company with intelligent minds at work. It would not be strange for someone, somewhere, to come and assault the town.


  That being the case, that they should build a wall to fortify their defenses was clear as day.


  “A city wall isn’t really for protecting oneself from enemies alone.”


  Luward seemed to tell his subordinate to bring over some more liquor and slid off the table.


  “It’s also to stop people inside the town from escaping.”


  “Really,” Holo murmured quietly, seemingly in admiration.


  Luward made a satisfied-looking nod and continued.


  “If war comes, you close the gate and set up an around-the-clock watch. Do this, and no one can enter, and also, no one can leave. The moment you are surrounded by high walls, everyone shares the same fate. No one in the town thinks they can sneak off and survive on their own. Everyone has to work together. Without walls, many of those feeling threatened would pack their bags and flee. You can’t fight a war under those conditions. Who’s going to risk his life to protect the town with so many people fleeing? And then everything collapses. That’s why you always have people like me standing behind the troops with their coats flapping.”


  “To stop careless sorts from running off to find something they’d misplaced?” Holo said in an amused tone.


  Luward made a face like he had a winning hand at poker and used a fingertip to show Holo had it right.


  “That’s why this town doesn’t have a wall. Building a wall would make it easier to unite the town. That’s inconvenient for Debau while it builds up a mountain of gold in its treasury. Easier to defend is bad for them. As it is, taking this town is easy, but defending it is difficult. In other words, attackers would likely opt to be raiders rather than conquerors. After all, the most lucrative part is to be first come, first served to Debau’s treasury. However, you can expect to be pursued while laden with treasure. Considering that risk, getting away really isn’t so easy. If miserly rogues understand they won’t profit from it, they’ll lay off and make their money from someone else. Thus, it’s not the Debau Company that protects the Debau treasury, but those after it themselves.”


  He clapped his hands together and opened them.


  “Well played, as you can see.”


  He could understand the logic.


  However, a smile stretched across Lawrence’s face, purely because this was something that existed only as logic.


  “There are many courageous souls in our mercenary company, but Debau has just as many. You’d never think this way normally. It’s really using your wits. I raise my cup to them.”


  “So, the fact this town is some distance from the mines?”


  “Yes. For the same reason. Normally you’d set up your headquarters right next to a mine and set up a defense for it. That creates conflict. That’s because it’s a difficult position to take, but once it falls, it’s an easy position to defend.”


  A dreadful smile rose on his face that suited one who lived on the field of battle.


  However, Luward maintained that expression as he took in a deep breath and made a sigh, alcohol on his breath.


  “That’s the planning and patience Debau has. They’re up to something. They have to be up to something, but…”


  Luward struck his cheek with his hand as he spoke.


  Moizi softly rose from his seat, many years of service surely letting him see where this was going.


  Luward seemingly passed out, stopped just short of toppling right onto the table.


  “My, my. If it wasn’t for this lad.”


  Moizi had called Luward “lad” for the first time. He spoke with the fondness of a mother hen, as if serving a young master who was still but a greenhorn.


  No doubt Luward was not going to listen if told to lay off the liquor. And surely Moizi knew well enough that one could not lead a mercenary company without a healthy amount of stubbornness.


  “We’ve largely covered the state of the town. Was there something else you wanted to ask? Or if you noticed anything, feel free to fill me in.”


  His smile conveyed that if nothing came to mind, that was all right, too.


  Even though Luward was not tall, he certainly was not delicate, yet Moizi hoisted him up like a princess. The young subordinates cleared the way like this was a regular thing.


  “No, nothing as of yet…”


  “Well, if you noticed something we did not this soon, it would be somewhat of a blow to our pride.”


  Moizi spoke eloquently without turning his face.


  “Well, then, I suppose that shall be all for today.”


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  As Lawrence spoke words of thanks, Moizi shook his head side to side.


  “No. It is I who should thank you.”


  Lawrence did not think he had said anything worthy of praise, but Moizi’s words gave a much different impression than that of most mercenaries, with a smile like that of a peasant rising as he spoke.


  “We’re small-scale no matter how you slice it. All our collected history wears on the lad’s nerves, day after day. Indeed, I wonder if he is happy being a mercenary captain like this.”


  Was it fine to say something like that before an outsider and, all the more, before two young camp aides? The thought crossed Lawrence’s mind, but apparently there was no cause for concern.


  If someone was unhappy about very few things, one would hear them more often.


  “For a while the lad longed to be a merchant. But he’s the only one to carry on the Myuri name.”


  This was another tale that must not be suspended midway.


  Lawrence had earned the right to write his own tale.


  He would probably never understand the feelings of those who were part of a storybook, for reasons completely outside their control, from the day they were born.


  If anyone would understand that, it would be Holo.


  When Moizi passed beside them carrying Luward in his arms, Holo gave Luward’s cheek a gentle, motherly stroke.


  After all, it was thanks to those like Luward, in an unbroken line, that she had been able to receive Myuri’s message.


  “Well, that aside, Lawrence, ’tis you who solved the silver coin mystery. Such wit is precisely the aid we sought. That and the lad could not look you in the eye.”


  With a grin, he sent his words, rich in meaning, in Holo’s direction, clearly for the benefit of the youngsters. Holo made a light laugh, but she understood quite well Luward had been carrying on the Myuri name, and the legend associated with the claw, while Moizi stood by his side all this time.


  Moizi left the room, seeing that his dead-drunk leader was carried away by people in the next room, as Holo laughed, but with a lonely look in her eye.


  “’Tis they who are living in this day and age, it seems.”


  As the pages turned, those who had come onstage long before ceased to be seen or heard from.


  Lawrence put his hand on top of Holo’s head, saying this: “We’re living with all our might as well.”


  Under Lawrence’s hand, Holo turned her face to him, looking up at him, giving a curt reply. “Ah, so we are, now that you mention it.”


  Lawrence understood the curtness was because they were in a very public place and took no offense.


  Holo suddenly made a happy-looking face and smacked Lawrence’s back.


  “You truly are guileless.”


  Lawrence made a sigh and, giving a brief greeting to Moizi, returned to his room.


  When Holo returned to the room, she poured wine into her cup and drank; Lawrence reasoned either she had not had enough to drink or the water of life was not to her taste.


  Lawrence, not minded to give any warnings, shook his head and sat down in a chair.


  “The omens are finally becoming suspicious, though…”


  She rested her head in her hands over the table and snorted.


  The Debau Company had this town under its thumb, but they could not get ahold of its tail. Putting Luward and Moizi’s words together, it did not feel like Lawrence could simply put his head to it and draw up a plan of action.


  At any rate, the company was incredibly preserving the town without constructing any walls, even as it padded its treasury with the profits it acquired from the mines.


  The halt of town expansion, concentration of houses, arguing with the butcher next door about where he disposes the guts of the pigs he slaughters, turning up one’s nose at the stink of blood and fat from leather tanning walls caused all of this. Chickens and pigs roaming the narrow streets, garbage piling up on the roads no matter how much one cleans them, rent climbing ever higher; walls caused this, too.


  People often laughed as they spoke casually of how nice it would be if the walls were set aside.


  And yet the Debau Company had actually done it.


  Lawrence had never seen a town such as this.


  “It seems they truly are twisted souls.”


  “Yeah. Certainly that, as well.”


  “Indeed.”


  Holo nodded as she sipped her wine.


  “However, so what if they sprinkled some table salt and gained this town? I do not think ’tis a thing one needs to worry over.”


  What do you mean? Lawrence thought as he turned to her. Holo was nibbling on jerky like a little child.


  “Not having a suitable guide to show me the way was one reason I did not leave Pasloe, but… the foremost reason was ’twas a waste.”


  “A waste?”


  “Indeed. Or put another way, ’twas too much trouble. The wheat fields were ruffled more than the fur of a mangy dog, but I had indeed grown fond of how the ears of wheat swayed like a sea of gold. Listening to you all speaking, it seems this company’s building of this town involved a great deal of time, wit, and luck, did it not?”


  Certainly it did.


  When Lawrence nodded, Holo nodded once more.


  “Then, ’tis rejecting it not utter foolishness?”


  As Luward had pointed out, without walls, if war came many people would flee. But this did not reveal what the Debau Company was planning.


  “I see. No good, then. Then… that’s right. How about someone really might attack this place, so they’re gathering mercenaries to deal with the threat?”


  “… A good point but… if that was so, it’s strange for no one to notice… In cases like these, the attacking side and the side being attacked are like actors coming onstage. For no one to notice either of them moving is quite odd.”


  “Mmm… well, ah. Yes, this could be an exception to the rule.”


  “Huh?”


  “Yes. The one defending becomes timid, be it man or beast. If that is the case, perhaps there is some fear that only the one concerned can see?”


  Lawrence turned his gaze back from Holo’s direction and made a sigh.


  Holo, as if confident, ignored Lawrence’s reaction.


  Certainly what Holo said could be true. At the very least, the logic was sound.


  However, Lawrence did not agree with it. Surely the current situation was no passive event. There had to be something with the Debau Company. If not, one could only call it strange.


  Lawrence adjusted his seating in his chair, leaning his back against it and closing his eyes.


  “Might I ask you one thing?”


  Lawrence opened his eyes in surprise as he heard Holo’s voice so unexpectedly close.


  Immediately after, Holo draped herself over his arms from behind as if a blanket.


  Her long, flaxen-haired tail spilled over him as it swished, tickling Lawrence around his ears.


  “Are you truly thinking this over?”


  “D-did you notice something?”


  Lawrence tried to turn toward her, but the slight embrace of Holo’s arms prevented him.


  Lawrence could not see the expression on Holo’s face. He could not see how her ears or tail were moving, either.


  Holo could alter just her tone of voice in any way she wished.


  Lawrence was a little nervous.


  “’Twas exactly as I said it, with no hidden meaning.”


  “…”


  Lawrence sunk into silence. Not responding to questions made Holo angry.


  But Holo’s question struck him as so odd that he felt angering her a bit was not such a bad thing.


  What he was really thinking – that he did not have an answer – was not something he could say to her.


  Holo’s arms tightened around his neck a little. “… What say you?”


  If she had sounded the slightest bit irritated, he could have calmed down and told her.


  But the small hesitation coming from her threw Lawrence off.


  However, despite being bewildered, he thought about it slowly and answered.


  “I’m thinking.”


  “Liar.”


  Holo set her chin upon the top of Lawrence’s head.


  “Do not lie to me.”


  “… Lie? Wait a minute. I don’t even understand what you’re saying to me. Why’d you suddenly say something like that?”


  As Lawrence fell into confusion, Holo’s arms tightened around Lawrence’s neck bit by bit. Even though Holo’s arms were slender, he would suffocate with ease if she choked him in earnest.


  “You say you are thinking, and that is a lie. At best, you are pretending to think.”


  Once again, the one-sided conversation left Lawrence at a loss.


  All he could think was that something he had said had rubbed Holo the wrong way.


  Holo’s arms squeezed him bit by bit before finally coming to a halt.


  Lawrence felt like rather than choking off his neck, she was clinging to him from behind.


  “Explain this to me. Certainly I haven’t arrived at an answer, but I’m still putting all of my wits into it. The Debau Company’s clearly up to something strange, and there has to be some kind of reason for it. Even if I’m missing something obvious, it’s certainly not something I’m doing on pur–”


  “So why do you think of that company as the villain?”


  Lawrence could not see her, but he still moved his eyes her way, his face frozen, his mouth still stuck open.


  “Wh-what?”


  “I said, why do you think of that company as the villain?”


  Her indication struck him with the same force as a trade partner pointing out that his hair was still disheveled after sleeping.


  “Er, it’s not that I decided that they’re villains exactly–”


  “I see. Think on this, then.” Holo eased the pressure on Lawrence’s neck as she interrupted him. “You are a carefree merchant.”


  “Huh?” His reply was tinged with unintentional annoyance.


  
    
  

  Unsurprised, Holo made a pained smile, saying, “For example,” as she tapped Lawrence’s shoulder. “You have money. You have time. You wandered into this town. You realized it was absurdly filled with liveliness. War? Ask anyone about that and they’d laugh in your face. You’ve even heard that the wealthy are quietly buying up mansions. You even saw a shop being sold at an incredibly low price. Think about it. ’Tis this not an incredible opportunity for you to make money?”


  As Holo finished speaking, Lawrence made a “Mm?” sound and lifted his head up at an angle.


  He had felt like he had taken the first step down the wrong set of stairs.


  However, he had to give her an answer.


  “Buy a… shop.”


  “Indeed. After all, putting all the stories together, the price shall surely rise.” Satisfaction in her words, Holo patted Lawrence’s head, as if that was the point of letting it go. “So, then.” Holo moved her petting hand out of the way and placed her delicate chin atop Lawrence’s head in its place. “Why do you not purchase it?”


  That instant, Lawrence understood everything Holo was trying to say to him.


  “And if you did buy it, would you not think of more optimistic things? Right now ’tis as if–” As Holo’s words halted, her tail made a falling sound, as if a bird stopping midflap. “You are searching for something bad.”


  Various ideas emerged from Lawrence’s head as Holo twisted it about.


  The reason Lawrence had backed out was because of the certainty within him that the Debau Company was up to something.


  Lawrence’s thinking certainly had been slanted in that sense.


  But what was the emotion he was searching for justifications for?


  Surely it was not far off the mark to say that what the Debau Company was doing was invariably logical, all premised upon their own profits. That being the case, things like Holo had said earlier, explaining the gathering of mercenaries as being for self-protection, did not violate that logic.


  So why did he harbor such doubts? Or rather, why did he have them when he could not be sure?


  Since he had never been in direct contact with Debau, he could not avoid drawing up hypotheses based on the situations before him. The conclusions Lawrence drew from them were largely his own subjectivity.


  Holo made a somewhat amused sigh from atop his head.


  “When we went around town to look into your acquiring a shop, I told you, I saw this town truly sparkle.”


  Certainly, Holo had said so when they had taken a break on the streets.


  At the time, the thought of his own shop had completely slipped out of Lawrence’s head.


  Holo pressed her chin into Lawrence’s head as if amazed at what Lawrence had dropped on the floor.


  “I thought, with this kind of liveliness, the normal you would see nothing but good things. Like, Don’t worry, this time I’ll make a fortune, and so forth.”


  Even while feeling she was overplaying it, he thought back on his actions so far and could summon no strong rebuttal. Besides, the reason he was being so negative, this time only, was without question due to the nature of the Debau Company.


  There was no way Holo would settle down in a town that was part of a mining development company like Debau.


  “I do not mind at all.”


  “Er, but?”


  When Lawrence had said as much, Holo tightened her arms around his neck a little more.


  “If you decided to have a shop in this town, I would be right at your side.”


  More than her insistent tone of voice, it was the content of what she said next that left an aftertaste in Lawrence’s mouth.


  “Even should that company pry Yoitsu out of the ground or pry other places beside, I mind not.


  “And more to the point, should I mind, ’twould be the same no matter where you set up your shop. I would be uneasy about them as well, and should something happen, well, I would leave the shop behind. To never return again, mm, that too would be possible.”


  Holo made a pained smile as she spoke.


  However, such a thing was entirely possible.


  “That soft, flabby sheep said as much, did he not? That ’twould weigh upon me if I knew. However, not seeing something does not mean it ceases to be. Besides, there is one I live with in the present. That is no old story, no legend, nay, not even a very foolish message carved into a claw. One who lives, who speaks, who laughs, who gets angry, who gets depressed, who is a fool, but… one with his eyes squarely upon the morrow, who comes and takes my hand.”


  At that last, Lawrence spontaneously took Holo’s hand.


  The soft rustle of Holo’s tail substituted for the sound of the laugh that stayed within Holo’s throat.


  “In truth, even now, remembering Myuri’s message brings pain to my chest, enough to want to bury myself in a dark hole for the next century. However…”


  Holo put more strength into her arms, as if she would not let go no matter what and as if to keep her tears bottled away.


  “You extended your hand to me and pulled me out of it. Do you understand how happy that made me?”


  She had seemed ready to explode in anger midway, but he’d apparently been right to bring Holo around town.


  But Holo was being so straightforward that it worried Lawrence.


  If he felt tears fall upon his head he was definitely getting up from his chair. With such feelings in him, he squeezed Holo’s delicate hand further.


  “I cannot help but be happy that I am important to you. However, to become your millstone is painful. You have said it, have you not?”


  Holo pinched Lawrence’s cheek with the hand he was not holding. She pressed her nails as if to do mischief.


  “’Tis easier to be enveloped by tragedy when one has something to protect.”


  Lawrence reflexively moved to reply, but he soon understood that Holo had largely said these things on purpose. So instead of answering, Lawrence gently held the hand pinching his cheek with his own.


  “I promised you I would pass on a tale of our journey. I wish not to tell a tragic tale.”


  Holo’s fingers scratched Lawrence’s cheek just a little.


  “I mind not the sight of you traveling, but I like the sight of you seated and writing as well. To see you quietly concentrating upon your writings, yes. Indeed, I would like to see that very much.”


  Speaking teasingly, she smiled as if embarrassed at her own words.


  With one flick of her wrist she could probably scratch his face as much as she pleased. Or instantly rip his windpipe out with her fangs for that matter.


  “That is why, you see.”


  However, Holo released him from her arms as she spoke.


  She pulled her hands right out of Lawrence’s and seemed to take a step back as she rose up.


  The winter air coiled around the place Holo’s body had been until that moment.


  Merely from being together for but a short while, he felt so cold the instant they separated.


  This was a truth with a very deep meaning.


  Lawrence turned around.


  Neither Holo’s fangs nor claws came.


  In their place, and more frightening than either, was a bashful, seemingly blushing smile.


  “How about instead of using an excuse to gather information, you fight like a proper male?”


  Holo put her hands on her hips and grinned, baring her fangs for good measure.


  “Even if that company plays the fool and puts your decrepit shop to waste, we shall enjoy traveling together again, shall we not?”


  The difference between courage and recklessness was paper-thin.


  Surely, no matter how slight the difference, everyone preferred one to the other.


  “Well, that’s certainly true. But,” Lawrence continued, “you’re telling me to make a gamble that could send thousands of silver coins up in smoke? Failure would have real consequences, wouldn’t it?”


  If he still was not reaching Holo’s heart, surely such a statement would create much misunderstanding. However, Holo showed not even slight agitation and made a small laugh, smiling as she spoke thusly.


  “If you failed in that, ’twould have me thousands of silver coins in debt to you. Oh, such sorrow I would know for making you lose everything. I can just picture it now.”


  Even without adding, “How about we try it,” he could picture it easily enough. She would blame herself, hang her head in shame, and do anything for forgiveness, he would think.


  And with Holo like that, he would extend his hand to her.


  The sight would move Lawrence’s heart so deeply that the mere memory of it would make his head hurt.


  “Heh-heh. You truly are a fool.”


  Holo was surely a villain to make a happy face at that.


  All the same, what she had said was certainly correct.


  If he succeeded, he would set up his shop; if he failed, Holo would be in his debt.


  Surely such a debt would be difficult to repay in a single lifetime. Holo clearly knew how valuable money was to Lawrence when she referred to “your precious hard-earned money” as she tweaked his nose.


  He thought he would never come up with a shred of such base, impure, shallow thoughts on his own, but Holo was imp enough to make him think them; it could not be helped.


  Also, there were the words Holo often spoke.


  A wisewolf must not have a boring merchant for a partner.


  She had handed him the key to the rusted cover that blocked him from seeing his own self-interest and dashing forward, filled with greed.


  “Yes, you certainly are a fool.”


  Holo made a carefree, maiden-like smile.


  Lawrence pulled in a large breath.


  Perhaps Holo had set her heart upon it the moment she saw Lawrence eyeing that shop. If so, the sight of Lawrence frantically thinking dark thoughts about the Debau Company’s plans must have pained her chest.


  In practice, no one knew whether a venture would succeed or fail.


  Even if the Debau Company truly had no intention of starting a war whatsoever, and even if it had its heart set on developing even more mines, fortunes could worsen and Lawrence might lose his shop as his customers dried up.


  But if things went south, a true traveling companion and comrade would be by his side.


  To his powerful traveling companion, Holo, Lawrence said this: “Let’s think of the name for a shop.”


  When it came to those who could lift others up, no doubt Holo was one of the foremost in the whole world.


  Holo smiled in good humor. However, she whispered this into his ear.


  “Not the name of a pup?”


  Lawrence nearly fell out of his chair. Holo pointed her finger at Lawrence and laughed without pity or mercy. From pure embarrassment and remembering this and that from what happened in the town of Lenos, Lawrence was 99 percent seriously angry. That night, Holo apologized until the moment she fell asleep, snickering all the way, but Lawrence would hear none of it.


  However, even so, that last 1 percent of Lawrence was not angry.


  That was why, even as he lied down with his back toward Holo, eyes firmly shut, neglecting a name for an approachable shop the whole while.


  It went without saying what he was thinking of.


  Surely he would need to haul in even larger game in the future.


  At some point, as he thought of such things, he drifted off to sleep.




  
    
  

  Chapter 5


  The next day, Lawrence mixed in with the mercenaries washing their faces at the courtyard well as Luward headed out, making a ghastly pale face all the while. It seemed every day he had to show his face at several eateries for business purposes.


  The men said with pride that rather than stand at the front line in the field, their captain was the only one on the front line when in a town.


  Luward seemed to grow taller in response to the unrestrained shouts and waving of hands all around him as the ground seemed to shake from the rising cheers.


  They all stood in their own easy-to-understand place and accomplished their various duties. They may well have been rude and uncouth, but here, there was discipline and trust.


  With such thoughts in mind, Lawrence returned to his room.


  “What was that coarse howling just now?”


  In the room, Holo was sitting cross-legged on the bed, tail in hand.


  She spoke as casually as if she had already been traveling with Lawrence for the past century. Even though she had surely already had breakfast, her mouth held jerky within it once more.


  She was just like a child, but in the face of such splendid gluttony that knew neither shame nor reserve, Lawrence could not help but let the jerky go.


  At any rate, this was no time to argue.


  It was an ironclad rule in trade that, having made a decision, one must move immediately.


  Lawrence took in a deep breath and firmly readjusted his collar.


  “All right, I’m ready.”


  Holo, who seemed at least somewhat satisfied with her own final touches, finished with a long, gentle stroke of her tail’s fur and rose up.


  “Heh-heh.” She chuckled.


  “What is it?”


  “Mm?”


  Having smiled largely without thinking, Holo stroked her own face as if to check, seemingly surprised at herself as she spoke. “I watched you many times in Pasloe.”


  Lawrence was somewhat bewildered by her saying such a thing all of a sudden.


  Holo had been in that village for centuries, and Lawrence had spent much time there as well.


  In light of that, her having seen him many times was natural, but it still felt rather odd to him.


  “Mm, what about it?”


  “Well. Back then, you seemed to have less… hmm… confidence about you.”


  Holo put her right hand on her hip, looking beside herself as she gazed at Lawrence, the splitting image of an older sister. He thought he was being treated like a foolish younger brother, but certainly it was not so wrong to say he was less confident at that time.


  “Now when did you turn into a good male?”


  Having fought so hard to get ahead of Holo, being treated like a fool and an idiot burned him. However, now he understood that there were still many inexperienced parts to him without Holo having to point out each and every one of their number.


  That was why he could accept her teasing words as teasing and her words of praise as praise.


  But as usual he did not know what kind of face to present.


  As Lawrence stood conflicted, Holo smiled even more.


  “Do not bear doubt that I ridicule you or I am being overbearing. I truly think you have grown,” Holo said with a happy tone.


  Half of Lawrence was similarly happy, but a sudden loneliness befell his chest, for such words from Holo seemed like a sort of farewell.


  “Heh-heh. Make not such a face. ’Tis simply that I am not of an age to take pleasure in my own growth. ’Tis more amusing to watch the unripe wheat come of age.”


  She put the robe around her, hiding her ears with the hood.


  Holo stood before Lawrence.


  “In the end, I set off from Yoitsu to pursue my own enjoyment. Wherever I went, I drank wine, danced the night away, and finally settled down in Pasloe. ’Twas then I realized it. Enjoyment only for the self could not continue long. In that respect, to do something with someone else is more profound.”


  Holo’s eyes drifted toward Lawrence’s handbag.


  As even if he went to buy a shop, he certainly was not going to hand all the money over right away, he would first make a deposit to secure the right to purchase the shop.


  Perhaps Holo took the sight as a sign that the dreams that welled within Lawrence’s breast were finally becoming reality.


  Those who had lived in Holo’s era had become figures of the past, one by one.


  Even if she told him what to do now at this late stage, it would always turn into some challenge with no expectation of victory, as if to completely sever herself from the past.


  If, through Lawrence, she could be connected to something new in the world, Holo would truly be satisfied.


  “’Tis truly well for me to decide the shop’s name?”


  That is why, when the suggestion was made to him, he was not shocked at the utter selfishness broadcast by Holo’s face. Huskins, he who was called the Golden Ram, had made the Winfiel Kingdom into a second homeland for himself and others. Hugues had set up shop as an art merchant in Kerube.


  As Holo smiled, she looked up at him, unsure. It was not the usual, purposeful upturned gaze she used to flirt.


  Lawrence replied immediately, “If you behave yourself.” He patted her on the head.


  For a moment, Holo did not seem to understand what had been said and what had been done to her, but the color of her face began to change as the words slowly sank into her head.


  When Lawrence suddenly stopped at some point, he was fully prepared to be smacked.


  However, Holo smiled so much she was nearly in tears.


  “It’s a promise.”


  They sealed the promise with a handshake like proper merchants.


  And so, still holding each other’s hands, they left the room behind.


  He did not want to simply accept Holo’s words, but as they walked around, he saw the stores and houses of the town in a completely different light from the previous day, now that he had settled on buying a shop.


  He saw each and every one of those walking the road not as a single member of a foreign crowd bustling about, but as a precious individual who had come to this town bearing their own objectives, someone he might well have dealings with.


  His concerns about what the Debau Company was up to still remained, but if Holo said it was fine, it was fine.


  That being the case, a shop obtained with his money on hand, in a place with this many conditions met, was not such a bad gamble at all.


  Of course, if he wanted to cross that bridge, he could stand and watch how things developed, but if a gamble was necessary at the right time to take a large leap forward, this was a fine place for it.


  This time only, as he held Holo’s hand and walked around the lively town, she actually did not look at all the stalls and say how she wanted this and wanted that. Seemingly proud of walking around holding hands with Lawrence, she kept her eyes trained straight ahead, grinning all the way.


  After picking Holo up at Pasloe, they had been through many twists and turns to arrive at a place like this. Those who knew the old Lawrence would have surely called him mad. Certainly he might well be mad, but that did not make him wrong.


  Lawrence looked at Holo beside him, and Holo, noticing his gaze, looked back at him. He smiled at her, and Holo, making a face like one coddling a child, smiled back. That alone was plenty.


  As Lawrence walked around, remembering the layout of the town quite clearly, they arrived at the street the shop up for sale was on, not getting lost once. If he had asked, he would be told no one had yet decided on a name for the street.


  It was in the middle of a lively town, still growing to this day.


  He thought that whatever the Debau Company might have been planning, it could be as banal as a struggle for prestige. It was something most people wanted, second only to money itself.


  Thinking along those lines, drawing nobles to the town might well be for that very purpose.


  By inviting people of status, they would reign as governors of a town of high class.


  Perhaps it was simply the case that Lawrence and Luward had read too deeply out of an overinflated sense of professionalism. Perhaps they had become suspicious of everything around them because they couldn’t understand how, cash rich notwithstanding, money was sprinkled round the town with no apparent hope of return.


  If that was the case, he need simply ride with the speculation and gather up profit wherever he could.


  After all, he had settled on having a shop.


  Therefore, he should think thoroughly positive thoughts, for one could not be a town merchant without being able to run forward, eyes on the prize.


  And, as Holo had said, he would surely become much fonder of the town if he set up a shop here.


  The Debau Company could, for example, make the town as large as it could and build an economic sphere to rival the Ruvik Alliance in the process.


  As Lawrence let himself daydream in a relaxed manner, they arrived in front of the shop from before.


  One thousand two hundred silver coins.


  If he invested that here and now, there would be no more waiting.


  After, he would push forward, eyes on the prize, praying that the Debau Company would not somehow make it all in vain.


  This was surely just like the nobles making large investments in the town.


  Nobles were investing to acquire mountains of gold and silver coins in return, not because they wanted burned-out fields. So why would the Debau Company do something like wage a war?


  Many of the lords of the north regretted that their own faces were not engraved upon coins, but they probably did not terribly mind the faces of kings from far-off, never-seen lands that were.


  Besides, unlike trenni silver pieces, a coin issued largely for vanity would not be accepted by the many villagers that dotted the northlands.


  Surely investing in this city was an opportunity for the nobles to easily obtain easy-to-use coin as well.


  The Debau Company had them dancing on its palm to an unbelievable degree.


  With that kind of influence, it might as well mint its own money.


  Lawrence made a pained smile as he thought about it and then muttered, “Huh?”


  “Mm?” Holo replied beside him. Lawrence looked back at her, asking her if he had said something. It had been that sudden.


  As various thoughts filled his head, Lawrence felt as if he saw something at the edge of his vision, as if he had seen the outline of someone important to him from a far-off town amid the bustling traffic.


  Holo looked at him, her eyes asking if he was going to go into the shop or not.


  But even with Holo in his sights, he searched his own thoughts. His memories switched from an image reflected on the water’s surface to a jumble of words.


  Nobles buying buildings for profit? Debau plotting war, an invasion of the northlands?


  Irregularities in the coin market prices, with gold coins becoming unusually expensive compared to silver?


  All kinds of words spread out as time rewound in the back of Lawrence’s mind.


  He went through his conversation with Luward and what Holo had said to him. It all seemed to be the key to deciphering a huge scheme.


  And the instant that he beheld all that he had rewound, Lawrence gasped at what he saw.


  “Come, you–” Holo said questioningly.


  But Lawrence did not know what to do. What he had thought of was too unbelievable. He had found the key to explaining all of it: the liveliness of the town, the freedom of the people, the coin market prices, and even the mercenaries.


  The key was exceedingly simple and all the more powerful for it. What waited on the other side of the door the key opened was truly a world without comparison.


  He had all the answers. He had not thought of it because it was so elementary.


  “Come, you, that’s quite enough…”


  It was right after Holo seemed to get angry.


  Lawrence grabbed Holo’s shoulders, facing her squarely, and embraced her with all his might.


  Something like this, in the middle of the street, usually came from Holo’s side and always to tease Lawrence. Sometimes Lawrence had extended his hand to her, such as when they were darting through the back alleys of Lenos, but that was not the case here.


  Lawrence was too happy to help himself. If Holo had not been there, he might have shouted for joy with all his might.


  If his thoughts were not mistaken, the Debau Company truly was a monster.


  The irregularities with the coin market prices. Building an unwalled, unregulated town. Spending its own money to attract nobles and mercenaries. Spreading rumors of strife beyond.


  Lawrence pulled back from Holo, whose eyes blinked in shock, and entered the shop in high spirits.


  A young man likely employed to give explanations and relay messages was inside, tending to the shop while playing with a cat.


  The youngster, surely used to seeing excited merchants inside the shop, was clearly taken aback as he looked at Lawrence. As Holo still had a bewildered look on her face, that was probably natural.


  As the young man mumbled a greeting, Lawrence made a smooth greeting of his own and walked before him, wordlessly reaching into his handbag and pulling out his linen bag, placing it upon the table.


  He smiled the entire way.


  The stage was rarely set for a gamble such as this.


  One had to climb aboard.


  As it finally dawned on the youth that Lawrence had placed a deposit upon the table, he flew out of the shop, asking Lawrence to please wait.


  Lawrence’s eyes did not follow the young man out. He stared at the top of the now-empty seat and shuddered with delight.


  Lawrence lifted his face, turned toward Holo’s dubious-looking face, and spoke.


  “We’re going to watch something incredible.”


  “Huh?” Holo replied as if to an idiot.


  But Lawrence was of course not being stupid.


  Then, what he thought was his boldest smile came over his face.


  As he looked at Holo, Lawrence said, as if he was going to do it himself…


  “Debau will go to war.”


  “Wh…”


  “Furthermore, the entire region will be drawn in,” he added just as Holo tried to ask him something.


  Holo was opening and closing her mouth as if searching for words, but on the inside, Holo surely had his profits and losses mixed up.


  To profit from loss was one of the most vivid lessons merchants learned.


  Much profit could be gained if the Debau Company went to war. It was because Debau would launch such a war that Lawrence could likely earn a nigh-unbelievable amount of money by setting up shop here. That was the same as the nobles investing in the city.


  He remembered his conversation in Winfiel Kingdom with someone he met from the Ruvik Alliance, of such influence and might it seemed to slightly surpass the nation itself. Eve had probably first heard the term from them herself.


  A term used among close business competitors.


  Trade war.


  Not all wars involved swinging swords or setting things on fire.


  Merchants made their living by procuring trade goods from the far reaches of distant lands and delivering them to customers at the other end of the world, all while sitting at a table. So why could they not wage war the same way?


  And that was precisely what the Debau Company was doing.


  Before long someone from the Vhans Company came to the shop. The Vhans Company seemed to be situated as a branch of the Debau Company.


  Did they know?


  As Lawrence thought of it, he decided they probably did not. Any merchant worth his salt who did know surely would not be so calm about it.


  Even while he was being explained to about the shop and the rights issues related to it, Lawrence’s head was in the clouds. By the time he realized it, he had returned to the inn, with Holo exhibiting undisguised displeasure atop the bed.


  “You want to know?”


  Lawrence gave her a playful glance, full of confidence.


  Even Holo could not get angry at him for that. She sighed.


  “’Tis written all over your face that you shall say it anyway.”


  Her tail swayed with a heavy swish as if a sigh of its own.


  “That’s correct.”


  “… We are going round in circles. Speak already.”


  If she was going to listen to him speak, he did not mind her flabbergasted look. Lawrence gathered himself and explained to Holo.


  However, as he explained to Holo, the folds of her frown only deepened, probably because she could not believe the details from a young one. That the Debau Company was doing something on this scale.


  That they were turning the very foundation of their business into a weapon with which to wage war.


  That they were going to take on not part of, but the entirety of the northlands, which had never been unified by anyone.


  There likely would not be casualties. There would probably be no tragedies.


  Everyone would surely be shocked, then rise in acclamation and overflow with joy that such a method of warfare existed in this world.


  That is why when someone ran hurriedly through the corridor and knocked on the door of their room while he was in the middle of explaining to Holo, he was not flustered.


  Lawrence had reasoned that if his hypothesis was correct, it was just about time.


  “Mr. Lawrence, momentous news!” Moizi’s voice resounded.


  Lawrence flashed Holo a smile as he went to the door, opening it.


  There stood Moizi, the look on his face that of one announcing that one’s enemy had just arrived.


  “Oh, Mr. Lawrence. ’Tis a grave matter. Just now, our subordinates reported a billboard has been put up in the square. It concerns–”


  Lawrence nodded as he spoke.


  “I know what it concerns.”


  That made Moizi blink in surprise for a moment before replying.


  “You have already seen it?”


  He shook his head side to side. Moizi asked back, “What is the meaning of this, then?” but Lawrence, lacking a single shred of doubt things were outside his expectations, spoke with pride.


  “The billboard carries an announcement that a new coin is being issued. Am I wrong?”


  For a moment, Moizi took his words in and then said, “That is correct.”


  “But how did you know?” his eyes asked.


  Certainly, Lawrence had not known when they had discussed the matter the day before. Even so, he had brought all the money he had on hand, resolved for the first and probably only time in his life to buy a shop, something that certainly was not cheap, for he had come to see it.


  There were things one could not understand by thinking with their head alone.


  Holo was among these things.


  Lawrence lightly pulled on his collar to readjust it.


  “For the Debau Company is a collection of merchants, and I, too, am a merchant.”


  Even if it made Holo laugh at him, he put on his best merchant face.


  The town was in an uproar.


  Of course, the merchants were at the vanguard of the outcry.


  Since ancient times, one could call it “invariable” that the powerful issued coinage within their spheres of influence.


  This was at once proof that they were masters of their own territories, but most of all, the issuing of coinage brought in profit in and of itself.


  As it was normal for a coin to have a higher market value than the value of the precious metals it contained, the issuer made a profit from that difference alone.


  But the Debau Company was not aiming for anything as simple as the profit from issuing coinage itself. It had meticulously prepared in advance, scattering bait all about. To attract a mountain of fish, one needed bait for them to eat to their hearts’ content. Trenni silver pieces, the most-used silver coinage south of Ploania, were probably circulating around the northlands to a hitherto unprecedented degree.


  However, no matter how great the amount of coins brought in by lords and nobles pursuing the scent of easy profit, it was surely a level that could not be kept up for long.


  Normally, a lack of currency would erupt sooner or later, business dried up, and products could no longer be sold.


  That is why Holo had said, thinking this an extremely obvious line of thinking, perhaps the Debau Company is minting its own currency.


  If one wanted to have enough of something they did not have enough of, they had to get more from somewhere, and if they were a company in possession of lucrative mines, the idea of minting their own currency was not mistaken whatsoever.


  However, trenni silver pieces, with the likenesses of the kings of Trenni engraved upon them, were coins with a long lineage. A newly minted fake was exposed immediately. Silver coin or not, experienced hands could tell by sight. With any well-known coin, a new minting would be identified immediately.


  So what about an entirely new kind of silver coin?


  There was no problem whatsoever. Furthermore, the Debau Company could produce the raw silver and copper by themselves.


  The announcement in the town of Lesko of the issuing of a new coin brought a carnival atmosphere with it.


  The most pleased of all were those merchants who, like Lawrence, realized what the Debau Company was doing; the next most pleased were the ordinary residents of the town of Lesko.


  The sign concerned had this recorded on it.


  “The Debau Company has obtained approval from multiple lords for the issuance of coinage in the following weights.”


  It listed silver coins, copper coins, and various others…


  The purity levels recorded on the sign were unheard of. Normally, there was no way such purity could be maintained, or so many merchants thought, so they would do business while preparing for the purity level to drop, but a public consensus was forming on how much profit the Debau Company, bearing mines from which silver and copper poured out as if from a spring, could attain.


  The Debau Company probably could continue to maintain that level of purity.


  And even more importantly, the exchange rate with other currencies had also been recorded.


  For the next two years, the Debau Company would exchange trenni silver pieces for its new silver coins at a fixed rate, no questions asked.


  The Debau Company’s wording was so strong that, regardless of appearance, even if they had been shaved, this town would assemble a huge volume of trenni silver pieces, supplied by people coming to sell merchandise in the town of Lesko from all across the northlands, making its economy extremely active.


  With the huge influx of trenni silver pieces, it would become harder and harder to use the lower quality coinage that had been in use in Lesko until now. Rather than accept coins issued by just anyone, everyone would rather accept coinage of a well-known, stable value.


  There were plenty of cases where bad coinage drove out the good, but the reverse naturally occurred as well.


  What that meant specifically was, rather than the dozens of low-quality coins that circulated throughout the northlands, a currency system was being established simple enough for even a child to understand.


  For those who had been accepting coins with their values shrouded in uncertainty, this was nothing short of a blessing from heaven.


  In one stroke, the Debau Company had simplified the exchange of coinage, and furthermore, had linked the value of its own coinage with that of trenni silver pieces.


  In doing so, spreading the announcement across various towns, they made it possible to easily and painlessly switch to the new currency without any need for the various rulers’ say-so.


  Until now, everyone had merely brought their merchandise for sale in town, something any peasant could think of.


  But what Lawrence – and perhaps other merchants as well-admired was what lay ahead.


  Why had the Debau Company spread rumors of unrest all about?


  In fact, the nobles and mercenaries that had gathered had never thought they were simply being used to bring in currency.


  Besides, according to Luward, the Debau Company had not shown even the smallest sign of starting a war, seemingly wasting their time and money. This had solicited irritation and impatience from Luward and his ilk.


  They tried with all their might to figure out what to expect from the Debau Company, even seeking advice from merchants off the street like Lawrence.


  And there was no doubt that was the Debau Company’s very objective.


  By dangling rumors of unrest and sprinkling about a large amount of money, the Debau Company had gathered military strength together. Anyone would think that there was no doubt Debau was going to wage war. They would say that because it was a company that owned and operated mines, it would surely wage war to obtain new ore deposits in the northlands.


  However, there was no concrete information whatsoever about where Debau would invade. No doubt this kept the residents of the northlands and, in particular, those actually ruling the various territories up at night. Since time immemorial, the powerful had carved out and ruled territories from the lands divided by mountains and valleys. They had two choices open to them.


  The first was for the northlands to unite together to oppose the Debau Company; the second was to join Debau’s side.


  And so, lords had requested peace talks with the Debau Company one after another. No doubt Debau had prepared astonishingly lenient proposals. Furthermore, the more and more such talk circulated, the Debau Company would make allies out of the powerful left and right, with the rumors of what it was doing only making it all the more convincing.


  No one would know what would happen if they did not join when push came to shove. To say nothing of all the mercenary groups gathered in the town; many powerful people would think of the town as beyond their reach.


  Also, the masses glorified life in the town of Lesko as the world’s eternal springtime. Buildings were constructed one after another as the population grew steadily.


  Those sharp of wit would want to invest in such a place.


  Indeed, according to Luward, lords actually were investing in the town.


  They could not have been buying anything cheap. After all, they had been buying buildings, just as Lawrence had. Would someone who had invested in the town think, What can I do to lower prices in that town? Surely not.


  Because coinage was a symbol of authority, there would be those who would be unamused by Debau’s issuing a new currency, but this was no great concern. If they could have tranquility for their territories and a great deal of profit, it was no concern at all.


  After all, the Debau Company’s war was the battle to expand the extent of the circulation of its currency.


  The more currency one issued, the more one’s profit from issuing that currency rose. After all, issuing a coin no one was going to use was meaningless. The more people used one’s coinage, the better. From that perspective, the Debau Company’s scheme was perfect.


  When Lawrence went to exchange currency in Lenos, the coinage was divided into fourteen different types. Faced with such a place, one certainly yearned for strong, abundant coinage.


  That was how coinage spread.


  Lawrence expressed what the Debau Company was doing as a war because its expanding currency was engaged in the same role as that of soldiers.


  The Debau Company, which accomplished its objective of protecting the town without walling it in, was rushing headlong into a new world.


  The merchants had evidently caught wind of it.


  The bottom of the Debau Company’s signboard listed the names of lords, influential even in the northlands region, which had granted their approval. No doubt other territories would see the circulation of the new currency as something they, too, should accept.


  Once that process began, it would be exceedingly difficult for other lords to resist. When all those around them, making use of good coinage, were living amid a large economic sphere, it was unfathomable to remain outside, alone and poor, unable to buy or sell the merchandise they wished to.


  It was not much different than being besieged by soldiers surrounding the walls.


  Furthermore, as circulation of the coinage issued by the Debau Company bound more places together, the nominal holders of those territories would cease to be the true masters of the land.


  No matter the ruler, it was exceedingly difficult to wield power while penniless. Once the masses understood the pastures were greener on the other side of the mountain, they invariably went. If one used force of arms to stop this, that plight would create strife in all directions. And the opponent would be numerous persons of influence linked by money to the Debau Company and one another.


  Hitherto, kings had largely been cut from the same cloth. This was a product of ties by marriage. But people changed their spots easily over differences in coinage. Many strategic marriages were in vain, ending in bloody conflicts in no small number of cases. From this perspective as well, the Debau Company’s plan was perfect for these lands, with their rulers scattered all about.


  The topography made mounting one’s horse and grappling with those who bore arms fraught with peril. Even tying them down by marriage was difficult.


  However, with coinage as an intermediary, neither steep mountains, nor deep forests, nor the piles of snow that fell each year held much relevance. This land was the ideal place to link together with coinage.


  In the past, the Ruvik Alliance had used warships in its possession to smash the militaries of kingdoms that interfered with its trading.


  Merchants acclaimed this as the start of a new era, but this was the old era’s way of fighting nonetheless.


  The Debau Company was using its own coinage to bind the economic activity of the nobility and, furthermore, to acquire enormous profits from the issuing of that coinage.


  This was completely different than sending soldiers into neighboring realms to profit from crude plunder.


  Furthermore, people around the world would be grateful that the distribution of currency would not be entrusted to incompetent rulers vigorously pursuing power for themselves; the burden would instead be borne by merchants heavily skilled in administration. Whereas rulers could only cope with famine by plundering provisions from their neighbors, merchants could resolve it with money: low taxes, smooth trading, no overbearing authority.


  Kings received advice from merchants attending their royal courts, but whether they acted on that advice was anyone’s guess. A foolish king could survive despite himself, but a foolish merchant could not. This was powerful evidence of trustworthiness to the masses.


  For the first time in history, the Debau Company would rise to the same level as kings, without resorting to the sword.


  “It’s a new era!”


  That is what Luward shouted, raising his wine cup, as Lawrence finished his explanation. There might have been a hint of regret in his shout.


  What made Lawrence think that was that Luward Myuri truly looked like someone who had lived in the same era as Holo.


  “Money is a powerful force in any world, but it was never able to resolve everything. And yet the Debau Company has accomplished all this with money alone. We haven’t swung our swords even once, and yet all the lords are bowing down before them!”


  “Certainly, I have not once heard of a case like this.” Moizi spoke with a languid, uninspired sigh.


  “This is what will bring many of our comrades to tears. We will lose much of our purpose for existing. We’ve become paid paper puppets. If we can at least earn something in spite of this…” Luward spoke, irritatingly smashing his bagful of gold onto the table hard enough to nearly smash it. “Who can complain about this?!”


  After the huge uproar in town from the raising of the billboard in the square, Luward had barely returned to the inn when a messenger claiming to be from the Debau Company summoned him. When he returned in the evening, he bore such a conflicted visage that not a single member of the mercenary company dared raise his voice.


  He had money with him.


  However, this was not a reward granted after a battle; rather, it was for the paper puppet role that they had not been informed of.


  Mercenaries held their banners, risking their lives for the group. Lawrence needed no effort to recall Fran, the young silversmith and crusading priest, in search of an angel for her own reasons.


  To them, the other members were both coworkers and family, comrades alongside which they would willingly march into hell itself. And yet, they were obtaining more money by being used to check the advances of others than they ever had risking their lives.


  Was this not something to celebrate?


  Moreover, the Debau Company had altered the foundation of old-style sword-and-shield warfare. By hiring knights and mercenaries in numbers sufficient to make victory nearly a foregone conclusion, could they not avoid such troublesome things and settle conflicts through money alone? A simple, childlike ideal, and yet it had become reality.


  Certainly, the end of war would please many. However, change always left some people behind. When the Village of Pasloe no longer had to struggle for wheat, Holo lost her reason for being. No matter how lonely, painful, how often she cried, it was what it was. Even among the mercenary company there were those who were disappointed. Like a good commander, Luward bathed them in enough wine to make their eyes spin.


  However, the decision whether to stay in the town or leave was surely a critical juncture for the future of the company.


  “Moizi and I weren’t looking straight at the problem, I suppose.” Luward spoke self-effacingly. “I’m glad you were here, Mr. Lawrence. I did not think the power of money was as tremendous as this.”


  Lawrence made but a tiny smile as he gazed into his clear wine.


  Until the last half year, he never drank wine without putting in a mountain of ginger or even charcoal to mask the unpleasant taste. Thinking about this, he found his current position to be quite mysterious; now he was able to realize that just as his drinking had changed, so too had his thinking.


  “I thought I knew a thing or two about money. However, those who I have met on my travels have taught me that there is still much about it I have yet to learn.”


  Norah and Eve had risked their lives for money, but in completely different ways and meanings. Col and Elsa had taught him that there were things money brought that people could not live without.


  And Holo had taught Lawrence how to make use of money.


  Thinking back on it now, Lawrence was sure that if he had been alone he would have never bought something like a store no matter how much time passed. Having stingily pulled his purse strings taut, someday some illness or accident might befall him, his purse still closed.


  He had not noticed the Debau Company’s scheme by his own power alone.


  “Naturally, never in my dreams did I think someone like the Debau Company could make it into a reality. That’s in spite of meeting someone like Holo here.”


  However much a wisewolf she was, she did not know everything, and even accepting the logic, that did not mean that it made sense. Holo, seemingly rather left behind by the conversation as much as Luward, tactlessly buried her face in her wine.


  However, she seemed to understand that the mercenaries were in circumstances not so different from her own. When Luward toasted “the good old days,” she made a pained smile and raised her cup as well.


  “This might very well be the new way of the world.”


  So spoke Moizi, who no doubt thought charging together with swords raised were the good old days, shrugging his narrow shoulders casually in spite of the cramped confines of Luward’s office.


  “When I was young, it was the duty of lords and the noble-born knights around them to go to new lands. At some point, the noblemen ceased to be knights and left the bounds of their kings. Mercenaries were hired with money in increasing numbers and frequency, and their employers were no longer the kings of various lands, but rather the distinguished and wealthy noblemen and great merchants that emerged in large cities. Do you know who in the world are at the front of the line, descending upon the new lands across the sea?”


  Moizi looked at Lawrence.


  Lawrence, rather uncomfortably, could but answer, “Merchants, yes?”


  Actually, Lawrence had read a book written by a merchant who had toured the world.


  Building a ship, assembling a skilled crew – expenses for a voyage all required raising money to invest.


  It was not the kind of job you could leave to ruffians. No matter where, regardless of circumstances, one had to employ people who loved calculating profit and loss so much, it seemed like they had some kind of disease.


  And probably more than all others, merchants full of curiosity and vitality believed that they would discover great profit where none had gone before.


  If there was one group in the world that had not lost its adventuring spirit, it was surely merchants.


  “My father liked to say, ‘Don’t choose your employers, and don’t have others choose your money.’”


  “It’s the reverse now. If we try to name our price now, we’ll never be able to make a living.”


  Luward nodded as Moizi spoke.


  Not surprisingly, they were holding this conversation while the two young aides were absent.


  “Mr. Lawrence, I’m not sure you’re aware of it, but right now, competition for mercenary work is fierce. The world’s filled with ordinary blacksmiths and other stout craftsmen who train themselves, carrying weapons they know how to use better than anyone, who work away from home as mercenaries. They were the first ‘Free Lancers.’ They’re less picky about who they work for than we are. Their goal’s simply to earn money, not to fight for the tradition and dignity of their banner.”


  Luward narrowed his eyes as he made a disappointed laugh.


  Lawrence was not on the side left behind by change as he was. He could not find the words. So he changed the subject.


  “Anyway, now that the possibility of war in this town has abated for now, will you be headed to Yoit… to the Tolkien region?”


  Their original plan had been to deploy here, but with that plan having evaporated, Lawrence wanted their guidance as he headed to Yoitsu, taking Holo with him. After all, the purchase of the store in this town was not yet complete, nor did the other party expect full payment immediately.


  He would need to go along the trade route once, collecting balances owed and trading favors with people and organizations at a number of markets.


  “Ah, there is that… we’d really meant to ride the winning horse, but… the horse turned out to be a different one than we bargained for. If we stayed, we’d probably find work. However, that would mean changing in a definitive way. That is why I think we should go south, searching for remnants of the old era.”


  Luward was being sentimental, perhaps because he was deep in his cups.


  Moizi, more advanced in years, maintained his composure.


  “We can always dissolve after we are certain whether this change becomes a heavy trend throughout the world or a miracle limited only to here.”


  This, too, was crucial.


  “Though we do intend to visit our homeland. When we make profit, some members have family they want to spend some of that money on.”


  “So could we go with you?”


  As Lawrence asked, Moizi made a conflicted face.


  When Holo noticed he was in a quandary, she promptly poked him in the ribs with her elbow.


  “Well, even if we had a reason not to bring you, our ancestors would never forgive us.”


  He spoke with a serious look with just a slight amount of pain in his voice.


  Spending time with Holo through tears, laughter, disillusionment, anger, and haste, one could forget that Holo was a being some called a god, and others, a spirit. As the Myuri mercenaries were centered around what one might call a creation myth, refusing the great task of bringing Holo to her precious homeland would call into doubt the company’s reason for being.


  Lawrence apologized in earnest as Holo made a sigh beside him.


  “I suppose we’ll be off in four, maybe five days. How many days depends on what’s going on and whether there are any large developments, which certainly could happen, but…”


  As Luward spoke, he opened a shutter and peered outside.


  Even as the sun set, the town was not calming down today; on the contrary, the uproar seemed to only grow larger as night fell.


  Tonight there were fires burning all over the place, as if the fire ordinances had been relaxed.


  It was so cold it seemed snow would fall at any moment, but even now people were pulling chairs and tables outside, drinking wine, and dancing all about.


  Surely a great many of those who were excited did not understand the meaning of the Debau Company’s issuing a new currency. However, there was reason for them to be pleased. For a single town to issue its own currency showed that it stood head and shoulders above the other towns of the region. Put another way, the town in which they lived had just grown in stature.


  Those who had come to this town from the unremarkable great steppes of the northlands that surrounded them, their boat rocked by uncertainty and hope, they simply could not help but be jubilant.


  “I doubt there’ll be anything bigger than this that will happen. The Debau Company’s plan is no doubt running smoothly, like chasing a rabbit down a rabbit hole. As long as the rabbit hole doesn’t lead to a strange place, which shouldn’t happen, because a rabbit hole’s just a rabbit hole.”


  Luward spoke as if one might be hiding somewhere as he drank his wine. He might have been envious of those people who did not even notice there was a rabbit hunt.


  Lawrence himself was, if anything, on the envied side.


  Though he’d originally come to this town intending to oppose the Debau Company, the greatness of what they were accomplishing had made him proud as a fellow merchant – humans were certainly a fickle lot.


  However, what Debau was doing was simply of that level.


  No doubt they were having a great celebration at company headquarters that very moment.


  “Well, let’s say it’s a turning point of the era and leave it at that. We mercenaries have always lived in the gaps of history after all.”


  As Luward spoke in a self-effacing tone, Moizi raised his cup a bit.


  “And it seems we are not the only ones who think so,” he said, shifting his gaze down the window once more.


  “That’s the kid from Rebonet, isn’t it?”


  “Ha-ha. Their captain is a devoted lover of wine, too, after all.”


  Be it out of a simple love of parties or that the turning point of the age simply demanded the drinking of wine, the young man pounded on the door without restraint, calling for Luward from the other side.


  “I can’t say no to that. Well, the rest of you have fun here.”


  So Luward said, adding that Moizi should enjoy himself like the others downstairs, energetically handing him the whole lot of the gold coins from the money bag he brought from the Debau Company.


  Lawrence had seen that many lumione gold pieces during the uproar in Kerube, but seeing them handled so casually was a first.


  He realized that indeed they were mercenaries and he was a merchant.


  “Well, I’d best be off.”


  Luward seemed to be shaking his head as he wrapped his coat around himself and left, but there was happiness on his face as well. He was much younger than Lawrence, after all. No doubt his blood ran too hot to keep his chagrin at being fooled by the Debau Company off his face.


  “Now, to enjoy myself, as requested…… And what about the two of you?”


  Moizi counted the various gold coins Luward had handed him, returning over half of them to the bag before he stood. From his tone of voice, he conveyed that they need not remain for his sake.


  “We’ll return to our rooms. Doubtless everyone will get quite carried away in the middle of this uproar.”


  “Heh-heh-heh. A wise decision. The taste of wine should be properly enjoyed at leisure. They’d just as well drink mud water right now. Indeed, quite a lot of it.”


  Moizi shrugged his shoulders and laughed as he took a few more gold coins out.


  Even from the second floor, they could hear the commotion on the first.


  Just how they were drinking was easy to guess.


  “Besides, now that I’ve paid the deposit for that store, my head hurts from the money I’ll have to raise. This is no time to spend a couple of days drunk.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Moizi’s eyes widened with some surprise.


  “Oh, truly, you have?”


  “Yes, with both feet.”


  “… Ha-ha. How fortuitous. A once-in-a-lifetime purchase for a young man.”


  Moizi slapped his forehead just like Luward did. It had probably been Moizi’s habit to begin with. It seemed that if people lived together long enough, they began to resemble a husband and wife.


  Lawrence glanced sideways at Holo as he thought about that.


  When she cocked her head with a questioning look, Lawrence merely smiled casually, saying nothing.


  “Fortuitous, indeed. I didn’t think you’d actually buy it. And at the most opportune time, as well.”


  The town was in an uproar. Prices for everything shot up during festivities. No doubt, had Lawrence not paid the deposit at that very moment in time that building would now either be already sold or much higher in price.


  “Yes. I’m grateful to God.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Moizi looked between Lawrence and Holo, somewhat surprised. He was probably wondering if it was all right to say such a thing in front of Holo.


  Holo, of course, made no sign of minding.


  With that, Moizi surely could guess to some degree what kind of journey Lawrence and Holo had undertaken together.


  “In this world one never knows what might happen. Good night, then.”


  Having said this, Moizi brought his subordinates along with him as he left the room.


  “Shall we go as well?”


  As Lawrence saw Moizi and the others off, he turned back to the middle of the room where Holo was greedily pouring wine from the jug that had been left behind.


  “There’s wine in the room, too.”


  “Fool. How can I leave good wine like this behind?”


  The wine in the room was good, but certainly the wine that Luward had treated them to was of the highest quality.


  Perhaps having seen Moizi and Luward leave, a young man entered by a different door to clean up afterward. However, he noticed that Holo and Lawrence were still in the room and remained at the entrance, hesitating about whether to go in.


  “See? We’re in the cleaner’s way. Let’s go.”


  Lawrence gave the young man a tip and led Holo out of the room by her hand.


  Holo reluctantly followed, her filled-to-the-brim mug in hand, but she was definitely dragging her feet.


  “What, you don’t want to go back to our room?”


  There was a raucous celebration outside.


  He wondered if the great wisewolf, so prone to moping, just wanted to flap her ears down and go to sleep somewhere.


  “… ’Tis not that,” Holo said.


  As if you’ve never thought such a thing, Lawrence thought, but his lips simply said, “Ah,” spontaneously.


  “Are you worried about the money?”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo averted her gaze as her ears perked up under her hood.


  No matter how good the wine was, she did not need to drink it down that greedily with all the celebrating outside.


  No doubt she knew that this was easier on Lawrence’s wallet than teasingly yanking a cork out. That she had not done just that meant she was taking seriously what he had said, half in jest, about his head hurting from the money he would have to raise.


  “I have enough money for good-tasting wine for you.”


  Lawrence lifted the mug out of Holo’s hand.


  When a little spilled, she muttered, “What a waste.”


  However, Holo made no move to take the mug back.


  “Truly?”


  As she asked from beside him, she wagged her tail under her robe.


  He wondered what kind of request he would have to honor if he said yes here. Even so, Lawrence took a long sip from the high-quality wine Holo had filled her mug to the brim with, coughing as he spoke.


  “Let’s knock ours–”


  Holo put her hand over his mouth to stop him from saying the rest.


  “If you let your guard down now, you shall regret it later.” Such were words that Lawrence had often directed toward Holo. “Lately you have not been of such frugal mind. Are you not slipping, perhaps?”


  As he thought, She got me, Holo happily retrieved the mug from Lawrence’s hand, walking with a skip in her step as she drank.


  “However.” Holo suddenly halted, looking back at him over her shoulder.


  She made a face so saucy, it made him want to grab her with both hands and shake it out of her.


  “If you insist so much, there is no need to drink outside.”


  Holo teasingly fluttered her eyes as she danced a step ahead of Lawrence.


  Thus having immediately put distance between them, he endured her laughter even amid her scolding, notorious tease that she was.


  “Had too much to drink?”


  Continuing to smile, as if not listening to Lawrence’s words whatsoever, she replied, “Aye.”


  That night the entire town seemed to become one extended square, with wine and food sold in every corner. Lawrence and Holo tried to reach to the square, turning back due to too many people. In the end, they settled down at a folding table in front of a roadside spice store. As there were no annoying regulations to worry about, even the spice store, spotting a business opportunity, had turned into a small tavern.


  Naturally, Lawrence was the only one to settle down; Holo, having received silver coins from Lawrence, gripped them tightly and ran toward the booth like a child.


  And thinking that she would return with her arms full of food, which she did – only to put it down and immediately run off again.


  The scene repeated itself four times over. The spice shop’s owner watched the ruckus outside while drinking wine; it made his eyes spin.


  “Mmm-hee-hee-hee.”


  It seemed foolish to warn her not to overeat.


  Lawrence watched Holo eat and drink with a look of awe.


  Certainly, he had been less concerned about thrift of late; he understood that this was because his priorities had begun to shift inside him.


  Money above everything. Money more than anything.


  He remembered that greed from the year before last as a radiant, searing heat, but could not remember how hot it burned whatsoever. And compared to the happy mood he felt now, it was but a pale shadow, soon to be buried away in his memories.


  If he could set up his store here and make it work out, he might be gazing at the same scenery with Holo across the table, years or even decades down the road.


  He had little confidence he would be able to remember how he felt now.


  However, he did not doubt whatsoever that he would be happy.


  Lawrence had begun to realize that he had spent too long convinced he was just about to catch the big one and that the sun of his life would be reaching its zenith. That was why Lawrence, spending his days as a traveling merchant, wanted a place he could return to, where his sun could set in peace.


  To have actually obtained it here was an unexpected bonus.


  If he could meet himself on his worst day as an apprentice, he’d have told himself this: Your hard work will be rewarded.


  Thinking of that, Lawrence smiled to himself.


  “And what are you grinning about?” said Holo as she washed down the drumstick meat that she had been chewing on, gristle and all.


  “I’m happy. That’s something to smile at.”


  He gazed straight at Holo, making an easygoing smile as he spoke. He said it simply, no blush, no embarrassment. Holo seemed about to say something snide, but Lawrence’s calm seemed to draw the poison out of her.


  “’Tis because you say such things with such audacity that I say you are a fool.”


  That was the best that he was going to get.


  “When you said, ‘I want to go back to Yoitsu,’ and I brought you with me, I never imagined something like this happening, though.”


  Holo, who was eating a bit of everything on her plate, grabbed a crispy chicken wing with the skin still on, deftly bringing it to her mouth, letting the sweetness of the oil swirl throughout the inside of her mouth.


  “If you ask where it is even now, I cannot recall. And were I to recall, it is possible I would misremember.”


  Holo’s ears could tell when someone lied.


  It was understandable that she arched back as if to make a heavy sigh.


  “And yet, we’ve arrived.”


  “We have not arrived yet,” Holo corrected him immediately, without admonition.


  It was plain as day she wanted him to say something, anything back.


  “Well, that’s certainly the case, but more importantly.”


  Lawrence licked his finger and used a piece of bread to grasp a bean that had rolled onto the table. He did not know who had grown it, but someone had planted it, someone had harvested it, someone had brought it to the town, someone had husked it, someone had broiled it and served it on a plate. Thanks to no small number of merchants, none of which they knew personally, Lawrence and Holo were able to eat here and now.


  Common to every stage of the bean’s journey was coinage and the sound, profitable actions of various people, with the blessings of the Lord only a small part of the large picture.


  Lawrence had spent the time since meeting Holo making sound compromises between his own greed and reality. At first, he did not make these compromises, resulting in failure and in arguments with Holo. However, in time he managed somehow.


  It did not seem so strange if one looked at the process one step at a time. In business, any contrivance was merely one very obvious thing piled atop another, no matter how extravagant.


  This being said, Holo before his own eyes, a suspicious, oddly pained expression on her face, he could not help but think it a mysterious thing.


  As if this was an illusion that would vanish the moment he stretched out his hand.


  The time when he would think such thoughts and timidly reach out had passed. Where but a little before he would have forced things forward only to have his hand brutally slapped back, Lawrence sat deeply in his chair like any other town merchant, resting his right arm on the table as he spoke gently.


  “Let’s talk after we reach Yoitsu.”


  He finally spoke openly and honestly about the unfinished issue he had evaded many times over. Holo did not express laughter or shock or happiness, instead looking the other way, a miffed look on her face. Even so, Lawrence smiled gently at her. When she stole a glance in his direction, she snorted.


  “You are the only one moving ahead, bit by bit.” She was speaking like a child, he thought; actually, her words were that of a child. “I am just like those who carried Myuri’s claw – the side left behind.”


  Within the town, amid the clamor the Debau Company had stirred, where some were happy, others were not.


  In the world of man, there were those who fierce changes left behind.


  Holo knew that even after reaching Yoitsu, this would be a dismaying, inescapable fact.


  “And yet until a short time ago, you were the one chasing me.”


  In truth, back in Lenos he had been frantically running around the town in his desperation to find a way to go with Holo.


  Thinking about it, he realized that over the course of a mere few days, he had become liberal in a very bold way. He did not think he had ever been more proud of being a merchant than he was now.


  As fellow merchants, the Debau Company had accomplished a great enterprise that surely any merchant had wished for in vain.


  Merchants were certainly not minor players in the world.


  Merchants would sweep across the world to come.


  This town had an atmosphere that permitted such grandiose aspirations.


  Lawrence looked at Holo.


  Holo stared at him like a spiteful cat, her hands pressed on top of her tankard as if using it as a heater.


  Such small, delicate hands.


  But it was those hands that had pulled Lawrence through many hardships.


  “It’s because I worked so desperately to catch up. Won’t you praise that?”


  Holo lowered her eyes and, seemingly unable to hold out any longer, laughed.


  She was surely thinking something like, A little success and this male gets carried away.


  Even so, after laughing for a while, she made a soft sigh and lifted her face, a smile left behind as she stopped. “That’s right. You have worked hard.” She took her hands off her tankard. “You have fulfilled your promise to me. So, as for what comes after…”


  Holo spoke that far before she closed her glistening lips, glazed with chicken fat.


  She did not need to say what came after that, after all, and she could not speak it from her own lips.


  Having undertaken the fairy-tale-like journey to Yoitsu with Holo, Lawrence would return to the trade route called reality. He had a job he had to do, things he had to see through.


  But what came after that was settled. It was not an unreasonable stretch, nor some wild delusion. Even with a beast’s ears and tail, the very incarnation of the wild wolf, Holo being right by his side was enough for him to forget all about such things.


  Therefore, Lawrence should take Holo’s hand in his. It was perfectly obvious.


  Is it not? Holo expressed wordlessly, a shy, slender smile forming on her lips as she gazed at him. It is. Lawrence pointedly moved the fingers of the hand he had laid atop the table. If he ever looked back later on in life, he was certain this was the moment he would remember.


  Even though he expected Holo’s hands to be far hotter than his own and prepared for it, her narrow shoulders shrank further.


  A carnival atmosphere had taken hold of the town of Lesko.


  That’s why he thought for a moment, Well, these things happen.


  A bag fell onto the table with a thud.


  
    
  

  It was cheap and seemed to have very little in it. Even without raising his face, he could imagine what the owner looked like well enough.


  No money, living on the road, taking with him only what he could carry securely. He knew not if the person was in the middle of trying to do something or had spent his entire life like that. Either way, he imagined the fellow had probably gotten carried away amid the tumult, drinking himself into a stupor and carelessly dropping his bag along the way.


  Lawrence stopped moving to take Holo’s hand in his and picked the sack up from the table. Oh, foolish drunk, tonight at least such behavior can be forgiven. Thinking this, he lifted his face. Though all was already settled in his mind, something seemed to tug at him and he looked down at the sack again. That moment–


  “Kraft Lawrence.”


  A name was uttered. Lawrence’s name.


  Across the table, Holo opened her eyes in shock.


  What had been placed on the table had not been carelessly dropped, for it was the possession of someone they knew well, someone who should have been far away from the town.


  “Holo the Wisewolf.” The person who had tossed Col’s sack onto the table, hooded robe pulled over the eyes, spoke a second name.


  In this world, many characters walk onto the stage.


  And all of them plunge forward toward their many objectives, be they comedies or tragedies.


  To Be Continued




  Afterword


  Hi, Isuna Hasekura here. It’s been a while. It’s taken quite some time, but this is volume fifteen. Finally within shooting distance of Yoitsu, I think we can safely call this the final chapter.


  And another two-part set of volumes. I wanted to write this and write that, and after cramming in so much plot, I ended up with quite an amount of text. I think you will enjoy the ride. I rather like the subtitle this time around. It’s like the subtitle for a treasure hunt action movie. Well, it’s not a precise fit, but…


  By the way, I’ve done a lot of diving lately. I’ve already done it about twenty-five times this year. Every time I go to the sea I dive three times a day, so it adds up pretty quickly.


  I like seeing many kinds of fish, but if I was to pick a favorite, I like the little, delicate fish, so I grab my camera and go looking all around the rocky and sandy areas. When I do, Instructor-san a short ways away blows his whistle and draws everyone’s attention and points in the direction of a manta… well, it happens a lot. Honestly, mantas feel pretty flat to me… On the other hand, I just can’t get enough of how itty-bitty gobies and clown fish are.


  In particular, even though gobies are so tiny, there’s over two thousand species of them and probably a mountain of new, unclassified species besides. I like clown fish because you can take really pretty pictures even if you’re bad at photography. After that, lionfish, perhaps?


  One odd and interesting species is the electric ray. If you touch the electric organs on its body, you’ll get a jolt, even with gloves on. Also, with all electric rays, you can lean on them, rub them, prod them, and they’ll never run away; I wonder why. Since a lot of them burrow into sand, maybe they still think they’re hidden, even when you’re rubbing them. Maybe it’s like an author making excuses about everything going well. It’s all right! The manuscript’s getting there! I’m not talking about me, of course.


  Last, an interesting story about an octopus. When I saw Instructor-san catch one, it got away and rushed right toward me, incredibly lively. When it was about to slip between my feet, I closed my thighs and caught it right between them. It was wriggling right between my thighs. Perverse. finally it spewed out a huge amount of ink and got away.


  I’m working hard writing Part II so that it doesn’t spew out ink and get away.


  See you next volume.


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Chapter 6


  The sack tossed on top of the table stole their attention, for it belonged to Col, who should have been headed far away from there to the town of Kieschen.


  The words highwayman, thief, and bandit immediately raced through Lawrence’s head. No matter how mighty Col’s spirit, it would have been useless before ruthless physical force.


  But it was still odd. He could not piece things together in his head.


  As Lawrence lifted his face, there was a slender man beside the table wearing a hood low over his eyes. Lawrence instantly searched his own memory, but the man’s silhouette did not fit any person Lawrence could recall. Moreover, Lawrence was confused at the lack of a malicious aura. If anything, the man somehow had a refined air about him.


  Then, the mysterious person wandered on his way, as silent as a ghost. It did not even occur to Lawrence to give chase as the man slipped away from the table.


  He regained his senses when Holo grabbed the sack on top of the table and rose from her seat.


  He somehow managed to get one word in.


  “… Wait.”


  Holo’s eyes, eerily unblinking under her hood, turned toward him.


  Stopping me now makes you as much of an enemy as he is, her anger told him.


  “He shouldn’t have been alone. Where are the others?” said Holo.


  She stared straight at Lawrence.


  Her eyes seemed so full of anger there was no room for sympathy in them.


  As Lawrence continued to squarely meet her gaze, Holo’s breaths grew progressively heavier. Her blood had rushed to her head; even she could not control herself very well. Her slender shoulders made great movements, as if she was feverish – but somehow she kept herself from exploding altogether.


  She looked like a furnace, fed air with a bellows.


  Reason finally returned to her eyes.


  “Others?”


  As he asked once more, Holo put a hand to her eyes, as if dizzy from waking up too quickly, and taking a deep breath, she looked around the area.


  “I do not know. Gone most likely. Still.” Holo’s fangs shone under her lips. “It would not matter how many there are.”


  Convincing her otherwise was impossible. Having instantly judged it to be so, Lawrence nodded.


  He put what they owed the shopkeeper on top of the table, rose, and came alongside Holo as she walked.


  “Let’s be certain. Is this really Col’s?”


  At Lawrence’s question, Holo rustled the sack.


  It was a familiar object, and indeed when Holo disturbed the sack, it smelled faintly of Col.


  Holo’s nose would not mistake the scent surely.


  Also, when he looked into the cord-drawn sack, he recognized the contents within: a few scraps of wrapped cloth, the deeds that had been used to swindle Col out of everything he owned, and a small amount of coin.


  This was clearly no simple robbery, for there was no profit whatsoever in taking these things.


  And whoever had taken Col knew about Holo.


  “Can you follow them?”


  Lawrence’s question actually brought a smile to Holo’s face.


  “Had the land no end I’d still not let them escape.”


  Holo walked down the busy street, full of confidence, as if making for a landmark. Though it was the dead of night, the town’s bustle remained in force.


  However, the atmosphere had changed from good cheer to something sticky and lingering. Those wandering about were slurred in their speech, swaying as they laughed, swilling liquor that was hard to tell from horse piss.


  Lawrence recalled the contents of a book written by a clergyman led on a visit to hell by an ancient saint. The people on the road leading to hell had given themselves over to the seven deadly sins as they sung the praises of this world’s false springtime. There were flowers of lava blooming, with prostitutes’ bodies as ripe as the fruit of the pomegranate, not even aware that they had died.


  Lesko, the town governed by the Debau Company, had no nosy guilds spreading their regulations about. Anywhere else, the echoes of degenerate laughter and singing in this and that corner of the streets would have been considered criminal.


  Now, even the stars and moon of the winter sky, once beautiful enough to make one’s breath catch, were concealed.


  No doubt, someone looking down at the town from a distance would see it as though at the bottom of a boiling cauldron of crimson flames. Though the town had seemed full of hope and ambition just a short time ago, to Lawrence’s eyes, the atmosphere had now taken a turn. It was as if the tossing of Col’s sack onto the table had broken the spell.


  Lawrence grasped Holo’s hand, walking past the drunks as if threading a needle.


  The Debau Company had constructed this town with meticulous preparation, bottomless courage, and peerless sagacity and wit. The splendor of it had filled Lawrence with a feeling of pride as a fellow merchant. But this was plainly a constructed town. Picturing what was happening behind the scenes of such a great monolith, the employment of such vast amounts of financial profit and privilege, frightened him.


  Holo gave a snort as she stopped in front of an alley.


  They could see nothing, even as they peered in, for the bonfires made the alley’s darkness thicker than usual. It was an ideal place to set a trap.


  “All the more convenient for makeshift measures.” As Holo spoke, she pulled out from her breast the pouch of wheat she wore about her neck, turning her head and cracking her neck. Evidently restraint would not be necessary.


  Lawrence could only go along with her. He followed after Holo, carrying Col’s bag over his shoulder.


  The alley demonstrated the growth of the town very clearly in that moment. Lacking even footpaths, the street had half-constructed houses on both sides, with construction materials piled up, apparently having been used for work until a short time earlier but now left exposed to the elements.


  If viewed in the light of day, no doubt Lawrence would have thought this was the foundation of the town’s lively sense of hope.


  However, viewing the scene in the dead of night, with snow remaining in various places, he felt like he was being shown the truth behind the curtains of that dazzling world.


  As Lawrence held his breath, he went with Holo, who had no trouble walking in darkness. The street emptied into a small square. The square was surrounded by buildings with a well in the center. If the buildings had been sold and occupied, it would surely have been a very relaxing place in broad daylight.


  However, right now, the piles of building materials and half-finished houses looked like the aftermath of a war.


  And there was something unexpected on the lid of the well: a lone hare.


  For a moment, Lawrence thought it must have escaped from a store somewhere, but the hare made no effort to run or hide.


  Lawrence finally realized the hare’s eyes were filled with a look of intelligence, fully suited to comprehending human speech.


  Holo took a very deep breath, barely managing to keep herself from flying at it in a rage.


  “I apologize for saddening the bag’s owner.” So spoke the hare. In accordance with Lawrence’s initial impression, its speech was refined and articulate. “However, I have done him no harm. I would very much like to avoid such a circumstance.”


  It would be better to let Holo judge the truth or falsity of that statement. What Lawrence needed to do was to remain as calm as possible and observe the entire situation.


  “What is your objective?” Lawrence asked.


  This could not be a simple play for money.


  The other party was a talking hare, after all, and he knew about Holo.


  “My comrades saw you prowling about Lenos. I had them discover what the intentions were of such a strange pair as a merchant and a wolf.”


  “And what have you learned?”


  At Lawrence’s courteous question, the hare’s ears immediately pricked. “We have need of a forbidden book – a technological manual.”


  The wind of surprise only lightly patted his cheek. With the hare having gone out of his way to show Col’s bag to Lawrence and Holo, and their activities in Lenos having been observed, this declaration was entirely understandable.


  “… For what purpose?”


  “Not for any purpose hostile to the two of you, at the very least.”


  Though that was no answer to Lawrence’s question and the words may have been meant to hold Holo at bay.


  Holo seemed ready to pounce on the hare at the slightest provocation. Her small hand continued to clench the wheat pouch at her breast.


  The hare gazed at Lawrence and Holo and spoke. “The northlands are in unprecedented peril.”


  Lawrence took a sharp breath.


  If his own judgment was correct, the forbidden book’s existence could be the spark to plunge the northlands into upheaval; he thought it highly unlikely it could save the land from peril.


  “If we have the forbidden book, we may be able to avert this peril.”


  The hare’s manner of speaking was logical. His pronunciation was correct and seemed appropriate to an individual of distinction.


  However, the drawstring of Col’s sack had been sliced open. Lawrence did not think this was a conversation or a negotiation. It was intimidation, as if to say, What you may find atop the next table might well be his head.


  “Just who are you?” Lawrence asked.


  The words coming out of the hare’s mouth made Lawrence unwittingly lift his chin.


  “Hilde Schnau. Treasurer of the Debau Company.”


  In any trading company, the treasurer was the owner’s right-hand man. In the Debau Company, surely that meant someone of quite formidable status. A company of such large scale, an organization able to even issue its own currency, could without exaggeration be called a small country in its own right.


  In other words, he was the right-hand man of a king.


  Or was it all a lie?


  As Lawrence shifted his gaze to Holo, Holo stood still right where she was.


  It seemed that the hare calling himself Hilde spoke truly.


  Lawrence swallowed his saliva a little. He then deliberately took three breaths.


  One, two, three.


  The contents of his head switched completely over to business.


  “And why does Mr. Hilde require the forbidden book?”


  “It is natural that you have suspicions. We are not ignorant of your objective, after all.”


  If they had cast their net over Lenos, they may well have discovered that much. In particular, the Debau Company had dealings with numerous mercenaries. If mercenaries associated with the company were trailing Lawrence and Holo in the town of Lenos, it was far from unthinkable.


  “However, having considered the various possibilities, the tale of the forbidden book is all that we have left to cling to.”


  Lawrence did not know if a merchant of Hilde’s caliber, and the treasurer of the Debau Company no less, speaking in such a serious, urgent manner made his words worthier of trust.


  But he did not think the hare’s words were a complete lie.


  After all, Hilde was not asking Lawrence to lend his abilities as a traveling merchant, let alone asking Holo to lend her fangs. He merely needed a forbidden book.


  Furthermore, bringing Col’s bag out before Holo meant he was prepared to stare death in the face.


  The life of the Debau Company’s treasurer was too weighty to risk on a roll of the dice.


  
    
  

  Perhaps they really had exhausted every other option before coming to this point.


  So Lawrence asked one more question.


  “May I ask what is going on?”


  For a moment, Hilde held his breath, as if not wanting to speak of unpalatable truths, but then spoke. “Currently, the Debau Company is internally split in two parts. And my part is in the worse position.”


  “… And?” Lawrence asked back as instantly as he could manage, but he could not hide his shock.


  The Debau Company split.


  That was not good news.


  “I presume you know of our deciding to issue currency?”


  “Yes, I thought it a marvelous thing. By that I also mean the profit from minting it, of course.”


  “It is indeed as you say.”


  Of course, the tumult on the main streets did not reach this place deep in the alleyways, However, when Lawrence lifted his face, he could see the flickering red sparks of the fires against the pitch-black sky.


  “However, to put it bluntly, we profited too much.”


  Profited too much – said the treasurer of the Debau Company.


  Lawrence repeated the words as if they were the only ones he knew.


  “Profited too much…?”


  “Yes. The moment we decided to issue the currency, the profit was vast. In addition, the money changers have already driven up the price of the new currency.”


  So they had already begun speculating in a currency yet to exist.


  Most people believed that it would indeed have an unbelievably high purity level and would maintain that level thereafter.


  Even if the price went up somewhat, there would surely be many people who would want to take some home; taking advantage of that, there were surely many money changers speculating that the price would rise.


  “Originally, the rise in the currency’s price made us very pleased as well. However, it seems that there is little that has a good influence on people when in excess – in particular, nobles dividing the new currency between themselves in advance. This is a windfall surpassing any seen in the history of their houses. When they realized this, what they suggested was exceedingly simple.”


  “To issue even more currency?”


  The hare nodded and made what seemed like an exasperated sigh.


  “Increasing the currency issued increases the issuance fee, which in turn increases the profit.”


  “But why does this mean unprecedented peril for the northlands?”


  As Lawrence pressed his question, Hilde momentarily averted his eyes.


  Was he polishing up a scheme? While Lawrence entertained such doubts, the gaze aimed at the sky grew desolate. He seemed to be cursing as he gazed at the sky, for though he had ears that were like feathers, he could not fly.


  Hilde’s gaze returned to Lawrence. If it was an act, Lawrence was well and truly fooled.


  “Issuing currency requires raw metal. The current orders from the money changers are for such an amount that our reserves are already stretched to their limit. We cannot issue any more right away. However, as selling when the opportunity exists is a fundamental of trade, you are aware of a simple method of resolving the problem, are you not?”


  A disagreeable taste spread throughout Lawrence’s mouth. He saw where this was heading.


  “Plunder the raw metal or coins of other currencies to melt down for the new.”


  “That is correct. Even in the northlands where trade is meager, there are still places rich in supplies. Those with covetous eyes are now fervently urging that we attack these supply-rich places. In fact, there are a number of rulers and towns that have closed their gates in opposition to our plans. On our side, rulers that covet those very territories are advocating that as well.”


  Hilde surely spoke in a scornful tone because he was indeed scornful.


  Such overly simplistic urgings did not suit the Debau Company’s image. Surely what got under his skin was the rulers acting as parasites on the Debau Company, scheming as if to leech away the profits for themselves.


  However, Lawrence did not think that just because the rulers advocated something in no way meant that the men of the Debau Company had to grudgingly obey. After all, the Debau Company had made it this far by using such men as their marionettes.


  There was only one possibility he could think of.


  “So there are people within the Debau Company itself that support these barbaric notions?”


  “Yes. And to diminish their fervor, we require the forbidden book that contains techniques for excavating mines.”


  The feeling that swirled about Lawrence’s head was much like nausea.


  The story itself was not complicated. However, that the virtues and drawbacks were so artistically combined he could only think of this as some sort of divine prank.


  Hilde spoke quietly, as if watching a festival of demons. “Those urging aggression are thinking rationally, in a sense. They are not simply advocating taking that which they lack. They are hedging against the possibility of our current mines running dry.”


  Rationalization was a merchant’s best friend.


  “In other words, given the possibility of mines running dry in the near future, they seek to delay the day of reckoning as long as possible, either by mining more slowly or by developing new mines. And even in normal times, developing a mine is a difficult political problem. However, with so much vigor behind the company right now, why not simply obtain lands rich in are deposits? Is it not logical to obtain them right now while we still can?And does not robbing the treasure chests of the towns and rulers we bring down kill two birds with one stone? Or so they advocate.”


  Raging avarice, desire for profits, and the obstacles to eliminate to get them were all lined up in a row. Lawrence did not think anyone could oppose the Debau Company in the present circumstances. Luward had declared they should be able to invade and crush any territory they wanted to.


  After all, the Debau Company had money, and in the end, war is a contest of coin.


  Furthermore, if the Debau Company won, it would obtain the rich ore deposits in that land, and also, by restricting the use of currency and issuing a great deal of its own, it would reap even greater profits.


  The more enemies it attacked and absorbed, the stronger it would become, like a wild snake god out of ancient mythology.


  Would it perish in the end, just like the snake in that myth?


  The snake god’s stomach had a limit, but the number of coins one could issue was effectively unlimited.


  “However, if we had the forbidden book, we could at least disrupt the mine-depletion argument. After all, even if we cannot perform new excavations, we would be able to make fresh excavations at mines already closed. With mines that were once closed, surely we could sell money to the majority of rulers without objection. Please think about what that means. No doubt you chased after the book because you did not think the northlands sinking into ruin to be a good thing.”


  As mining techniques advanced, many mines once thought depleted had been reopened. That meant reducing, even by a little, the need for new land. Beyond that, if obtaining it was something that could be resolved with money, there was no concern about sparking a war.


  To Lawrence and Holo, there was no need to even ask what meaning this held.


  “We are able to resolve many things through money; we believe many more should be. We must end the age of swinging swords and shedding blood. Surely the Moon-Hunting Bear showed us centuries ago that the age of size and power is coming to an end!”


  Hilde’s body leaned forward as he spoke; when he closed his mouth, he held his breath.


  Holo stared at him.


  In her place, Lawrence asked the most important question. “Are you the only one advocating for this?”


  Was this small hare fighting a battle within the Debau Company all alone? If that was the case, entrusting the forbidden book to him would be like pouring oil onto an open flame. As a logical merchant, Lawrence could only advise against such a risky course of action.


  However, Hilde firmly replied, “I am not. Our company owner, Hilbert von Debau, shares the same thoughts.”


  He might have been the Debau Company’s owner, but his position in his own company was imperiled.


  Though it sounded absurd, Lawrence was not so surprised. A huge company was impossible to administer single-handedly; authority had to be delegated left and right. One often heard of owners forced out by empowered subordinates. For the same reason, one sometimes heard of even the owner of a large company behaving in a pompous manner having been removed out of necessity.


  And that meant the Debau Company itself might be reborn into something else now that it had fanned the flames of avarice.


  “I beg you. If we do not break the rebels here and now, the Debau Company will decay into a mere invader. If money and military might become one, even the Church will join in. If that occurs, the flames of war shall spread like a wildfire. We do not want the Debau Company to become the gateway to hell. Were the dreams and hopes of this town not attractive to you? That is our owner Debau’s dream. At this rate, Debau’s dream shall collapse!”


  Hilde’s pained shout was swallowed by the red-dabbed night sky.


  The humans of this world were bound by countless threads, reeled together and woven into countless cloths. It was true that Lawrence had regarded the miraculous cloth woven by the Debau Company with pride, as if it was his own banner.


  Worldly domination had passed from ancient beings such as Holo to human beings, and finally, merchants had outwitted the kings and nobles, the conquerors of the human world, to reach the summit themselves.


  For a single moment, he had beheld a daydream more fantastic than any fairy tale.


  That was the scale of what the Debau Company had accomplished.


  “As you can see, I am a hare, yet I sympathize with Debau’s dream. He said he wanted to build a free country on this soil, a place where people are bound to no one, led only by their intellect and effort, and to bring peace to this fractured, quarrelsome land. I believe it is a dream worthy of sacrificing my life. That is why I have raised a hand against a wolf pack.”


  He gazed squarely at Holo as he spoke.


  “For I have my back against the wall.”


  No doubt he had never had any intention of killing Col. Perhaps he could not kill in the first place. If he had fangs and claws, he could have threatened Le Roi, twisting his arms until he surrendered the location of the forbidden book.


  But even so, he had taken Col hostage knowing Holo might kill him for it.


  Something like that?


  Everyone had their own reasons.


  Hilde’s ears suddenly twitched. His face turned in various directions, then silently regarded Holo.


  “In the event this all goes well, I shall of course pay you in thanks. You two have purchased a shop and are settling down in this town. And I am the treasurer of the Debau Company, always supporting Debau from the side.”


  Meaning he would make it worth their while, beyond any monetary profit Lawrence had ever known.


  “The situation is grave. All those involved in the Debau Company have spent most of their lives at the gambling table. They are people who understand that one must strike while the iron is hot. Beginning with our leader Debau himself, our faction has been shut inside the company’s walls. I am the only one who somehow managed to make it out.”


  Hilde hopped down from the lid of the well and, like a hare out of a fairy tale, lifted up folded clothing with his front paws.


  “I do not want to be locked in a shed while I still possess a key. Please think carefully about it. Surely our interests perfectly coincide. I will visit the inn tomorrow evening to hear your decision.”


  And then, Hilde hopped along, pushed his body through the gap between two houses under construction, and vanished. Unusually, it was Holo who stopped Lawrence from trying to pursue, and right after, a red light appeared on the opposite side of the alley.


  “Mm? What, having some fun in an out-of-the-way place?”


  A group of three men bearing spears over their shoulders slowly emerged.


  From their attire, they were town vigilantes.


  “We’ve got enough work dealin’ with the drunks. Go do that at an inn.”


  The man shooed them off like chasing away a dog or cat. Of course, Lawrence did not oppose them, putting his arms around Holo’s shoulders as if supporting her as they headed back through the alley they came. The men watched them for a little while, but they finally disappeared down another alleyway as they continued their rounds.


  As they did so, the surroundings suddenly became dark and silent. Because Lawrence had lamplight in his eyes, he could not see Holo properly, though she was right beside him. His eyes were filled only with the night sky and the flickering light.


  Holo then directed words at him. “What will we do?”


  Until Lawrence’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, they could not guide him down this street, which was filled with supplies and garbage. He was about to say, Let’s wait a bit longer, when Holo did something unexpected. She clung to Lawrence’s arm more strongly.


  “Those words did not feel like a lie,” she said. He realized she was speaking about the forbidden book. “The merits and risks are clear. That hare called himself Hilde. It’s as he said.”


  The people within the Debau Company yearning for even greater profits for themselves were thinking of beginning a war. The possibility of their mines running dry provided the righteousness for their cause.


  Therefore, Hilde was thinking that the existence of the forbidden book, leading to greater mine production, would cripple their scheme.


  “What do you think…?”


  “I…” Lawrence began to reply but held his words.


  His thoughts arrived at a single piece of reasoning.


  “I think, from our own perspective, we should proceed with Hilde’s plan. We do sympathize with Debau’s dream, and war does not bring profits forever. The profit is for an instant alone. It’s like setting a bushfire for warmth. Certainly it’s warm, but nothing is left afterward.”


  Furthermore, Luward had judged this town unsuited to war. Lawrence agreed.


  That was fine if one was on the offensive, but what would it do if it was being invaded instead? The town had no walls.


  Even so, he imagined that people would remain in the town, or at least, that they had no intention of running.


  “Also, handing over the book carries no danger by itself.”


  “If that is what you say, ’tis well.” Holo spoke with a mumble.


  Lawrence, taken back a little, replied, “Er… Shouldn’t you be the one to make this decision? The northlands ride on this. Do you not agree with Hilde’s plan?”


  From the way Holo had spoken, it seemed as though she could not decide which path to take. Or else whatever his answer, she would tilt in the opposite direction.


  Even so, Holo did not answer Lawrence’s question.


  “… If the northlands aren’t engulfed by war, doesn’t that help you, too? Hilde has his own ambitions here, I’m sure, but I don’t see any benefit in our opposing them at this stage. Certainly developing closed mines is a good move. Beyond being profitable, it does no damage to new lands. Hilde’s words were no lie, right?”


  If that was so, he felt that handing the forbidden book to Hilde was the logical decision. At the very least, if they did not hand it over, he could not see how the situation could be reversed.


  If failure to reverse the situation and not surrendering the book over achieved the same result, they should opt for the choice that presented the possibility of better results.


  No doubt Holo’s head was more than capable of making such a calculation.


  So, of the possibilities he could think of, this was it.


  “Do you have some reason for not wanting to hand it over?”


  At Lawrence’s question, Holo’s body quivered in surprise. There was no way Holo would just pass such an important decision on to Lawrence. Doing so could only mean she had turned desperate, or there was something she did not want to think about.


  But if so, what?


  “… Can you not trust Hilde? Certainly, he looks like an unreliable hare but… he seems well informed about what is going on. The treasurer of an organization like the Debau Company has to be a rather sharp thinker. I don’t think we need worry on that count.”


  That was just what Lawrence thought without elaboration or embellishment.


  There was no proof Hilde would be able to convince the opposing party, but he felt now was not the time to say that.


  “Or don’t you trust Debau, even so? Certainly it might be difficult to trust someone we’ve never seen… Also, there are still the rumors of unrest that the Debau Company spread that are still in the air.”


  This was not a simple argument concerning impressions. Until a very short time ago, Lawrence and Holo had been chasing after those very rumors of unrest.


  However, Holo said nothing in either direction.


  She continued to stand there, head down, clinging to Lawrence’s arm.


  Lawrence desperately held back the sigh he wanted to make.


  Was there something more beyond this? Was there something he was not seeing? More than that, why was Holo not talking to him about it?


  Little by little, those doubts changed into irritation toward the unspeaking Holo.


  Was there indeed a reason beyond those that she did not want to hand over the forbidden book?


  If there was, there really could not be many left.


  “Or are you concerned for the possibility they might do harm to Col?”


  After all, they had Col’s sack then and there, with its meager contents as if to display Col’s helplessness.


  But Hilde had said he had no intention of bringing harm to Col.


  Holo clearly thought those words were not false; if she had been concerned, she would have put Hilde’s small body between her giant fang-filled jaws then and there.


  And Holo had desperately held her reactions in check.


  That led to the conclusion that Holo trusted Hilde’s words – essentially, that Hilde truly did not intend to bring harm to Col. This was likely true even if they refused to hand over the forbidden book.


  Hilde had a creed.


  Lawrence did not think that creed included meaninglessly killing anyone.


  “Or is there something I’m just not seeing here?”


  Lawrence asked that, unable to restrain himself any longer.


  There was no mistaking that going with Hilde’s plan was in Holo’s interests. There was no room for such a misunderstanding on Lawrence’s part. On top of that, it was an opportunity for exceptional profit.


  The dawn of success would surely bring an exceptional amount of goodwill in the town. His cheaply setting up a store would take on an even more special meaning. Goodwill from the people who ruled the town was no different from having the goddess of fortune smiling right by your side. With Holo beside him as he traded in the store, he felt like he might even be able to catch Eve’s tail.


  Lawrence looked squarely at Holo, as if waiting for an unreasonable child to calm down.


  Holo was no child. If she had something to say, without fail, there was reason behind the movements of her lips.


  Finally, Holo’s mouth twitched several times, and then finally the words came.


  “If we hand this forbidden book over, even more lands may be despoiled in the distant future.”


  Lawrence felt like his field of vision had just doubled in breadth.


  What surprised him was that he did not expect Holo’s reasoning to be that shallow.


  “It’s true… that possibility does exist. But the new technology will enable the revival of some mines already closed. If that happens, the need to clear new land will be noticeably reduced. After all, it will be easier to develop land already cleared for mining. Furthermore, just as Hilde said, there will be many cases where everything can be resolved with money. In the course of my own travels, I’ve heard that there actually are specialists who profit from reviving depleted mines. Therefore…”


  Lawrence cut his words off there.


  Still Holo did not reply.


  “Therefore, I think what must be done right now is to eliminate the reason for the hard-liners within the Debau Company to invade the northlands. Or more precisely, I think we should support the revival of the dream held by the people who built this town. Of course, I understand you have concerns. The forbidden book probably really does contain amazing techniques. And if we hand that to the Debau Company, that technology might stoke the flame of ambition for further development. However…”


  Lawrence realized that at some point, he had switched to trying to preach to Holo.


  He had paid the deposit for buying a store in this town, so there was that as well. But the foremost reason was because, having seen what the Debau Company had set out to accomplish, he was moved and excited by it.


  If merchants governed the world, surely the mountain of foolish and irrational things in that world would be swept away. When one got down to it, merchants made towns grow, and the only way they could do business was by making people happy. Unlike kings and nobles, few merchants were swayed by stupidities like renown or avarice. There was a popular misconception founded in ignorance that the great merchants were despots living in the lap of luxury. Any merchant doing that would soon have his business stolen by another merchant.


  More crucially, a king or noble could dominate others without a single coin in his treasury, but no merchant with an empty treasury could dominate anything. Since they had no choice but to work hard, Lawrence felt it was obvious who ought to govern and who ought to be governed.


  Besides, in his experience as a traveling merchant, places where trade was vigorous were full of life and happiness. That was why Lawrence wanted to support Debau.


  Handing over the forbidden book might well lead to greater exploitation of the land, but Lawrence felt that casting away all hope out of fear of that possibility was a foolish thing.


  He had something else he wanted to say to Holo.


  “Why do you say that now of all times? You said whatever the Debau Company was doing in the northlands didn’t bother you, didn’t you? Isn’t that why you supported my buying a store here?”


  This time, Holo’s body did not even twitch.


  “And yet, to not hand over the book…”


  “Wrong.”


  Holo spoke.


  “Wrong. ’Tis not like that at all.” Holo clutched Lawrence’s arm hard enough that it hurt, repeating “wrong, wrong,” over and over.


  She looked like a spoiled child unable to get her way. Perhaps that was indeed the truth of it.


  As Holo repeated “wrong,” her voice became more and more tearful. Holo slackened her grip on Lawrence’s arm, finally letting both of her arms hang down.


  Her shoulders shook like those of a weeping child thrown out of the house on a rainy day.


  “How am I wrong? The damage might well be somewhat excessive. It might be a forbidden book, but it’s no book of magic. Certainly it might promote more mine excavation but… even so, I don’t think it’ll be some sudden tragedy leaving the northlands stripped bare.”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence from under her hood.


  The gloom he saw on her face was the despair of a merchant in a caravan under attack by wolves, desperately wondering what to do.


  “… Certainly, it might come to pass decades down the road, but there’s no point thinking about it, is there?”


  Holo gave a heavy sigh at those words.


  She looked like she wanted to scream; she also looked like she was holding back words that would be a little too frightening. He realized it was probably both when tears began to pour from Holo.


  “There is… a point…”


  “… Ah?”


  Lawrence, thrown off by the thick gloom that had brought Holo even to tears, could not wrap his mind around it.


  But even if he later arrived at an understanding on his own of the words Holo had spoken, he did not think that changed what he had to do.


  The reason was that this was the way of the world – an eternal fact that lay between Holo and Lawrence.


  “There is a point… I live a long time. You will not be by my side forever. Why, why must I watch alone as forests are mowed down because of my decision? Why must I watch mountains stripped bare? Come, now… why do you say I must decide? Do you want this to be my fault? Is it because you will die in no time, and after you die, it matters not either way? You, you…”


  Holo clenched her hands into fists and pounded Lawrence’s arms.


  He had been struck by Holo’s fists in earnest several times now. It was obvious she was not putting her whole strength into it; if he tried, he could stop her anytime.


  But Holo’s state in that moment was a more painful blow than any that had come before it.


  Holo’s fists trembled as tears covered her desolate face, as if to expose how even she was powerless before a fate she could not defy.


  She pounded Lawrence’s chest over and over as if she was divining the moment when he would never again awaken.


  “I can bear it because you are here… But I – I…”


  She sniffed up her sobs, looking up at Lawrence with her tear-drenched face, seeming to desperately cling to him as she spoke.


  “I am not so strong.”


  As if the fists that had powerlessly struck Lawrence’s arms had finally exhausted the last of their strength, she grabbed hold of the sleeve of Lawrence’s clothing. Holo was crying as she grasped Lawrence’s sleeve, as if pleading with him not to abandon her.


  When Holo had been drawing a picture of the store of Lawrence’s dreams, she declared, “Is there no place for me in your store, I wonder?” That had not been in the slightest jest.


  Holo truly wanted a place of her own; that was why she had resolved to shut her eyes to disagreeable things so that she could obtain such a place.


  However, if she resolved to hand over the forbidden book, she would have to bear all of the responsibility for mine development continuing centuries into the future. Lawrence had no doubt Holo would think so, never questioning whether that was a fact or not.


  Also, Lawrence would not be there by then. If he was fortunate, he might live for another fifty years or so.


  If he came down with a grave illness, he might not last the week.


  Human life was very short. A poet might say, If you are afraid of losing something, why not find someone to fall in love with?


  Holo had to have been resigned to that from the start; surely she had experienced it a number of times. In all honesty, for Holo to be this much at a loss even so made Lawrence think, as a man, he was proud to have come this far in his life.


  His gaze fell to Holo’s hand; he slowly shifted his gaze to Holo once more. Holo continued to stare at Lawrence, sobbing and sniffling all the while, having wholly cast aside her vanity as the self-proclaimed wisewolf.


  Lawrence took her hand.


  Holo was still crying.


  This wisewolf knew from the start what Lawrence would say.


  “Then, it’s fine if you don’t decide.”


  Lawrence spoke while bringing Holo’s small body into both of his arms.


  “You knew from the beginning that we should hand the book over to Hilde, didn’t you?”


  Lawrence felt largely the same way that Holo did.


  The pros and cons were quite clear, all the more so when the conditions were so clear.


  Even so, Lawrence had tried to somehow win one against Holo. He was bad at giving in – a common trait among merchants.


  And Holo must have anticipated what Lawrence would say in the end.


  That was how she wanted it.


  She must have been ashamed at how she was weeping, capable only of waiting for the words she desired.


  However, if the most precious person to him in the whole world was waiting for her own words, Lawrence would proudly deliver the words she was waiting for.


  “I will follow what is profitable for me and hand the forbidden book to Hilde. You objected. You objected for a variety of reasons. I’ll take responsibility. I’m not sure how I’ll take responsibility yet, but I’ll take it. I will take it. Is there any deceit in my words?”


  Holo weakly shook her head side to side.


  “Sorry,” she said in apology several times.


  “It’s settled, then. I’ll hand the forbidden book to Hilde. Lift up your face and look at me.”


  Lawrence grasped Holo’s slender shoulders, pushing her away a short distance to the point it was a little rough.


  Holo was still crying.


  One would not think she was a wisewolf at all. But really, she wasn’t.


  The name wisewolf was Holo’s false form that was worshiped by the villagers of Yoitsu.


  “We’ve managed this far. We’ll manage this time, too.”


  Even logic like this was something Holo required to endure the loneliness nipping at her heels.


  “So, don’t cry anymore.”


  Lawrence forcefully wiped Holo’s eyes with the nub of his finger.


  As he did so, tears fell again where Lawrence’s finger had pressed. He wiped those away, too.


  “If you cry too much, you’ll give me odd ideas again.”


  He lightly slapped her cheek and laughed. Holo laughed as if coughing from a joke that was just too awful, then, on cue, cried again just a little.


  However, he had said all he had wanted to say.


  Holo wiped her face with her own hand, wiping further with her sleeve in rough motions. There was no more for Lawrence to do. Finally, Lawrence offered his hand to Holo.


  “Let’s go back to the inn.”


  Holo took his hand and nodded firmly.


  The next day, Lawrence awoke before Holo.


  Even now, Holo’s face looked like she had cried herself to sleep; her breaths seemed labored as she slept. As she usually slept curled up like a beast, the fact that her face was poking out from the futon was yet another reminder that things were not normal.


  Lawrence had been by her side ever since the night before.


  To Holo, Lawrence would die in but a very short time. Even if she had been overwhelmed by her feelings in that moment, the fact that the words had come out of her own mouth had frightened her.


  Lawrence was not the one who would see her off.


  He thought that as he remembered seeing Col off from Lenos.


  The face Holo made while watching him go was a very tired one. As she desperately tried to do so with a smile, the fact that whomever one saw off did not return exhausted her under the surface.


  It would be nice if at least one person you saw off returned.


  She looked too exhausted even to entertain such absurd impossibilities.


  Even if there were countless great men who could perform miraculous resuscitations, there were none who could defy the passage of time.


  Holo was always the one to watch others go. She always had been and always would be.


  Lawrence stroked Holo’s cheek and got down from the bed. He opened the wooden shutters a crack; it was once again cold but rather bright. It was lively outside; there was not a shred of any sense of the Debau Company being internally split in two or of a war breaking out in the air at all.


  Tragedy always came suddenly; then all was revealed.


  All Lawrence could do was to keep his feet moving at all costs, even within the raging storm.


  Moving forward was all he could do for Holo.


  Losing battles were always depressing stories; by that measure, Holo’s life had been one prolonged losing battle against fate and providence.


  Lawrence tidied himself and left the room.


  He thought it a little cold, but as if to show he would soon return, he left his coat behind.


  “Business with the young master, you say?”


  When Lawrence went to Moizi’s room on the third floor, it was apparent Moizi drank in his own room as well. The sleepy-looking Moizi slowly exited the room, along with a fierce whiff of alcohol.


  “Yes. I have a bit to discuss.”


  “Mm… if he is not in his room… and he’s not. Pardon me for a moment.”


  Opening the door, Moizi urged Lawrence inside; in short order, Moizi came back into the room with a water jug in his hand.


  And even though he was in front of the desk, he poured the water down atop his own head, shaking his head like a dog.


  “Whew! My goodness. I don’t want to get any older if that’s all it takes to get me drunk.”


  “It seems to have been quite the celebration.”


  “Ha-ha. How embarrassing. I do have the excuse that one knows not when one will perish, so one must drink to the fullest.”


  So enjoy every drink as if it is one’s last.


  Certainly that was an excuse anywhere on earth for warding off admonitions against heavy drinking.


  “Now, then, the young master.”


  When he combed his hand back along his head, his silver hair stuck up like needles.


  Such vigor at his age – no doubt, when he was younger, he had truly been a wolf or a bear of a mercenary.


  “Yes. Do you know where he might be?”


  “He’s probably with Rebonato… Ah, that’s the name of the head of the Hugo Mercenary Company. I think he’s probably there, but… the young master and other heads of companies travel in different circles than the membership. I don’t know what liquor he was invited to drink or where he got himself drunk.”


  As befitted a frank, forthright mercenary, he left it at that. Besides, it seemed those that managed groups indeed traveled in their own special circles.


  “As it seems you are in a hurry, I can get the youngster moving, but…”


  Moizi’s words silenced Lawrence for several seconds.


  Sensing his hesitation, Moizi slipped out of words suited to a man of battle and into others. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?” This was the old, practical strategist managing a mercenary company. Normally, for Moizi to send for the head of the company, there had to be a rather good reason.


  “Of course, it’s no problem at all. I am merely a little concerned that he will feel responsible for being drunk and asleep at a critical time if I speak of this to you first.”


  Perhaps it was too harsh a thing to say to Moizi, who seemed to still have liquor left in him.


  That concern flew out the window in an instant.


  “I’ll send the youngster running. It won’t be long.”


  Moizi strode past Lawrence into the corridor.


  He yelled “Messenger!” in a great voice that seemingly threatened to bring the whole building down.


  Blessed by an omniscient and omnipotent God, lords ruled their lands by divine right, and knights swore fealty to those lords. It was God that determined what the lord, his earthly representative, did and desired for his lands. And so, at times, even forests that had stood unmolested until now and vast steppes across the land suddenly cried out as they became charred, barren wastes.


  The fate of this town was in the grasp of the Debau Company, a lord without a face.


  A faction holding contrary views, having launched an internal rebellion and succeeded, was an exceedingly serious matter to those mercenaries entrusting their very lives to the company.


  “My word.” Luward had wobbled back to the inn, pulled along by the hands of two youngsters, as if a pair of younger brothers were pulling their beloved older brother along. He washed and wiped his face with a hand towel and lifted up his face. “How certain is this information?”


  Like the cog of a waterwheel, the direction Luward’s troop would advance shifted depending on the information they obtained. At that moment, they so feared being led astray by a mistaken report.


  Lawrence and Holo might skirt by with moderate damage, but for Luward and his men, their fates quite literally depended on it.


  “Does the name Hilde Schnau ring a bell?”


  As Lawrence spoke, Luward looked at Moizi.


  Moizi replied in his place. “The treasurer of the Debau Company. He is said to be the owner’s right-hand man.”


  “If Holo’s ears are correct, he is, as he claimed to be, this Hilde Schnau.”


  No lies slipped past Holo’s ears; there was no lack of such legends concerning ancient beings such as Holo. Luward stared at the towel he had wiped his face with, giving it a look as sharp as a drawn and bloody blade.


  “One of my comrades has heard talk of dealings with the Debau Company going bad, that some kind of internal conflict seemed to be taking place,” said Luward.


  One of the youngsters moved to sensibly take the towel away, but Luward wiped his face once more and tilted his head.


  “Issuing the new currency is vital business. And no doubt the profit’s enough to make your head spin. So, we joked that they’re done using us so they’re not giving us the time of day anymore, but…”


  “It seems the owner and most of his faction have already been confined within the company.”


  Lawrence’s words did not change Luward or Moizi’s expressions one bit. No doubt he would have elicited more of a reaction if he had told them the daily price of bread had fallen.


  “They got greedy.”


  Luward saw right through it in an instant.


  “Fools. Wearing a bear’s hide doesn’t make you a bear. They think they can behave like the lords of the south just because they made a lot of money? These are the northlands, forsaken by even the Church. They don’t see they’ve confused the ends and the means. Thinking that all you have to do is attack and the war ends just like that is why the lords here are mocked as bumpkins.”


  On the map spread across the wall, there were a number of narrow-looking, slender roads that cut between the mountains. If it were the plains of Ploania to the south, such narrow roads would not even appear on a map.


  However, these were the main thoroughfares of the northlands; they were vital but tenuous lifelines that connected the hollows of the mountains to a portion of the deep forests that had been cut open.


  Such roads could lead to a unit on the advance passing through very constrained places along the way; for their part, merchants were fearful of their lines of communication with one another being cut off.


  “And? Is that all that the treasurer had to say to you, Mr. Lawrence?”


  Surely Luward was thinking of other comrades who he should inform of these matters, and also, where the flames of war would spring should they erupt.


  As Luward silently stared at the map stretched over the wall, Moizi asked in his place.


  “No. He seeks cooperation to regain internal control of the Debau Company.”


  Luward turned toward him. “Cooperation.”


  In war, who was friend and who was foe was a matter of life and death.


  “As a practical matter, this means only handing over an object we obtained in Lenos that will further his plan, but…”


  “Mmm.”


  The aged, bearded soldier tugged at his chin, while Luward folded his arms and lifted his own chin.


  “Mr. Lawrence, you came across some kind of treasure on some adventure?”


  “It was somewhat related to a business deal – a forbidden book, which contains techniques for mine excavation.”


  The expressions of the two mercenaries did not change from this, either. It seemed their faces betrayed less the more important the information that was before them.


  They truly believed that no matter how unnatural it might feel, the moment one lost discipline is the moment one failed.


  “Holo and I wanted the forbidden book to occupy the bookshelf of some dilettante in the south for all time, so we cooperated with a book merchant. Right now, that book merchant is headed to the town of Kieschen, far to the south, with an acquaintance of ours.”


  “Kieschen. That’s nearly a week’s travel, even with a fast horse.”


  Moizi nodded to confirm what Luward seemingly said to himself.


  “Last night, the luggage of our acquaintance, one which ought to be with the book merchant far from here, was tossed right before our eyes. It seems they took it so that they could speak to us. The request for cooperation from Mr. Hilde was on top of that.”


  “Among our comrades, that method for requesting cooperation is respectfully referred to as ‘extortion,’” said Luward.


  “Yes. However, Mr. Hilde seems to have arranged it to demonstrate that he is determined, to the death if need be.”


  Knowing Holo’s true form, Luward said with a nod, “I see,” and then raised his face.


  “Then, this Hilde is…”


  “Not human.”


  He could trust Luward. When Lawrence nodded briefly, Luward’s lack of expression did not falter. After a pause, all he muttered was, “I – I see…”


  “And so, we have agreed to cooperate with Mr. Hilde.”


  As Lawrence declared it was so, Luward’s gaze did not climb or any such thing. Instead, he gazed at a bare spot on top of the table, as if putting a plan in order in his head.


  “Or rather, only to hand the forbidden book over. Tonight we will inform him as much.”


  “What are his chances of victory?” Luward asked straightforwardly.


  It was refreshingly pragmatic.


  “He has a chance. That is as far as I will go.”


  The larger the affair, the more difficult it was to stop the flames of avarice once they had been set ablaze.


  Now that the company had begun issuing its own currency and facing off against the landowners by itself, he did not know how much they could resist, regardless of how influential they were within the company.


  After all, this was a matter of profit.


  Speaking of dreams would of course be seen as trying to spoil things with small-minded logic.


  If one was dealing with men with swords on their hips, they would rebuke with a simple Silence! and have their faithful subordinates slice a person into ribbons as a matter of course.


  “In other words, you are telling us to run, Mr. Lawrence?”


  As the waterwheel turned the cog, the pestle would soon fall.


  Luward had no doubt worked out in his own head that something similar was coming here.


  Lawrence nodded.


  “I am. If Mr. Hilde fails to persuade them, I think we shall be endangered ourselves. I am nimble, and I have someone who will protect me. However, you… require time when altering the route of your advance.”


  The word retreat was the word most associated with dishonor among mercenaries.


  “Mmm. Certainly, changing the route of one’s advance takes time. But retreat takes even more time.” Luward grinned and laughed. “We’re a hardheaded, stubborn bunch, after all.”


  Lawrence meant to carefully pick his words; Luward seemed especially fond of them.


  “Altering the course of your advance, eh…?” Luward repeated to himself with a small smile. “I’ve seen what happens when you try to drench a blaze with cold water. Have you seen a refinery, Mr. Lawrence?”


  When asked, Lawrence replied that he had not.


  Of course, he had seen a number of factories with furnaces within towns, but what Luward was referring to was a huge furnace made by gouging out the slope of a hill.


  “You have five or six people working, using bellows to pump air into a furnace taller than a siege engine. The coal makes a sound like the breath of a demon as it burns. If you toss water onto it, you don’t put the fire out; rather, the flames swell up like an explosion.”


  It seemed that with anything, the results could be reversed if the situation was extreme enough.


  “I’m sure they’re painfully aware of what they’ll need to do to realize their ambitions. Right now, they’re all hot and excited. I credit the courage of someone who’d dare pour water over them. But the cost of failure is high.”


  Luward looked up at the ceiling and said, “Boom,” before continuing. “Understood. Mr. Lawrence, thank you. I won’t make you have to convince me. After all, I was planning to leave the town behind anyway. This just speeds things up a bit. There’s still plenty of booze left in this world that I haven’t gotten to drink, after all. This is no time to dawdle around.”


  He sounded like Holo when he said that. Perhaps being born close to Yoitsu was responsible for his love of drink.


  Luward firmly gripped Lawrence’s hand. “I’ll leave a few good men behind. When it’s time to run, use them. We’ll be waiting on the road that goes to Yoitsu. From there, we know plenty of paths leading east.”


  So even now, he intended to lead them to Yoitsu.


  Mercenaries had a strong sense of duty.


  “So, we’d better move quickly and quietly. We’ll get our baggage together while they’re too worried about internal problems to look outside. Moizi, what’s our food situation?”


  “Two days’ worth at best.”


  “Immediately provision five days’ worth to bring that to seven days. Don’t sell gold coins. Buy everything with silver.”


  With silver trenni linked to the new currency’s sudden price jump, logically its own price would climb along as well. That being the case, the value of gold coins would invariably drop greatly relative to silver coins, making buying anything with gold coins look like a fool’s errand.


  Luward could make that calculation in an instant.


  He was indeed no mere war enthusiast.


  Lawrence even found himself thinking that if Luward ever retired from mercenary work, perhaps they could do business together.


  “Tomorrow morning, during the mist of dawn, the Myuri Mercenary Company shall alter the course of its advance.” The corner of Luward’s lip curled up wryly at the last part.


  Moizi cracked a smile, replied, “Understood,” and straightened his back.


  Lawrence had ensured the safety of the mercenary company that bore the name of a companion from Holo’s homeland. If by some chance Hilde should fail to persuade the others, it was highly likely that his links to Holo and Lawrence would come to light even as displays of modesty turned into bloodbaths. Apparently, sometimes a perfectly healthy pig was slaughtered in sight of enemy troops as a means of intimidation. No doubt using mercenaries would cause men of small influence to shake in their boots.


  “Then, you should be next.” Thanks to having cried so much, Holo’s face looked puffy and unhappy.


  However, she was properly snuggled against Lawrence’s side as she gnawed on some bread.


  Certainly her attitude remained defiant, but her displeased expression looked like it was hiding a blush.


  Lawrence suddenly found the face rather adorable.


  “Nn, ah, ahh…?”


  Holo looked at him with a dubious, questioning look when she caught him seeming to see right through her.


  “I wonder what we ought do about the store?” And after a short pause, she continued, “I know not whether that hare can manage to carry this off, but… you have said yourself, nothing good comes from leaving what is precious to you in a perilous place.”


  He recalled when they had spoken about how easy it was to fall into tragedy when one had something to protect.


  Certainly, if Hilde’s counterattack did falter, setting up a store in this town would be a dangerous gamble. In any case, Holo was well aware that a store was not a cheaply bought thing.


  She was truly concerned about him.


  “However, you have paid money for it, yes? It is the store of your dreams… and you are rather greedy when it comes to money, after all…”


  Her words of concern had an abusive tone.


  This side of Holo brought an unintentional strained smile to Lawrence’s face.


  However, it was not that he was unhappy.


  “As the money goes, I only paid the deposit.”


  Sitting on the bed as they were, the usual difference in their height was lessened.


  He gave a straight answer to Holo’s probing eyes.


  “I’ll have to sell, of course.”


  If he sold it and Hilde succeeded in persuading his comrades, surely conditions would be favorable for buying a store or two; if Hilde failed, he could only run with his tail between his legs. And should Hilde’s mouth falter, even if Lawrence and Holo remained  in the town, he doubted very much that the town would retain its radiance once plunged into a war. At any rate, battle often gave rise to more battle. If that happened, it would be foolish to keep precious merchandise in a town without walls.


  It was said that an ancient, legendary king had waged three hundred battles without having a single scar inflicted upon him. However, Lawrence’s heart was unconvinced that the town of Lesko would walk the same glorious path as that king.


  If indeed the lords that had invested in this town’s buildings were not opposed to war, that had to mean that they were fully confident of success. Success brought about the intoxicating feeling that one could do anything one wished.


  But, as sometimes one success did indeed lead to another, Lawrence could not just laugh it off as a foolish fantasy.


  The important thing was, since failure would cost Lawrence everything, it was not a gamble that he ought to throw in on.


  Besides, when Holo decided Lawrence should buy a store in this town, she resolved to not be concerned with whatever happened to the northlands. So, he should resolve to not cry over a store or two.


  That’s what Lawrence thought, and that’s what he needed to do.


  “Although…”


  “Mm?”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo looked straight at him.


  “Selling a store before even opening… it’s an odd feeling,” he said.


  Lawrence had thought for sure it was the beginning of his adventures as a town merchant. If that had been so, here in the town of Lesko he would have been caught up in the advance of a story that none such as him could do anything to oppose.


  All he could have done was hand over merchandise as demanded and then arrange his baggage and take refuge.


  But rather than despondent or miserable, he felt closer to disappointed.


  “I think ’tis a shame about the store as well. However, you know well enough what happens to those who are prisoners of the past, do you not?”


  That was what Holo said in response. It was rare for her to be so self-effacing.


  Holo had been buffeted all over the place by her past. So learning from her life’s lessons, Lawrence should immediately wash his hands of setting up a store in such a dangerous place and put his hopes into the next place.


  Even he understood that.


  Even so, Holo’s words left him a bit dumbfounded but for an entirely different reason.


  “That may be so, but…”


  “… So what is it, then?”


  As Lawrence asked, he put Holo’s head in his hands and slowly stroked it.


  Holo seemed annoyed as she tried to brush his hand away, but he ignored her and stroked her again.


  Her dexterous tail was making brushing sounds on top of the bed, so she was not genuinely upset.


  Lawrence proceeded to embrace Holo’s body, as though to ensure she would never get away from him again.


  “But sometimes being trapped by the past brings people together.”


  Lawrence remembered when Holo snuck onto his horse-drawn wagon’s wagon bed on a moonlit night.


  “I wish to return to Yoitsu,” the wolf had said.


  But for that one phrase, Lawrence surely would have never come to a place like this.


  “Fool. Fate does not repeat itself over and over.” Holo finally brushed Lawrence’s hand away as she spoke.


  It was so.


  And the reverse was also true.


  “I’m sure the hard times will end right about here, in fact.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo snickered.


  Lawrence rested his chin atop Holo’s head, and Holo’s tail swished a single dramatic swish.


  The evening that Lawrence easily concluded the sale of the store, Hilde appeared at the inn at night, right on schedule.


  This time he was in the form of a hare from the beginning, so there was no clothing hanging over his back.


  With meat flying off the shelves during the celebration, hopping around town as a hare carried a higher risk of death than walking in the forest.


  “May I ask what your decision is?”


  
    
  

  Hilde, who appeared thinner than he had the night before, spoke with a voice that seemed more parched than broken up.


  He looked like someone who had desperately and near the point of death exhausted all options inside the company.


  Were he to tell a future chronicler of his experiences, this would have been the most powerful section.


  To Hilde, sitting atop the chair and seeming very unharelike, Lawrence replied for both of them.


  “We will hand over the forbidden book.”


  Lawrence’s words shot through Hilde’s small body like an arrow.


  “…”


  Hilde’s red eyes continued to stare at Lawrence for a while as if he was unable to speak.


  Not even his long ears twitched.


  It was enough to make Lawrence wonder if he had fainted.


  Likely, the situation inside the company had become hopeless. Lawrence knew not what threads of fate bound Hilde and the others together. However, he suspected that the Debau Company was a group of exceptional people, any member of which was as valiant as Eve. Surely it was a frightening war of words mixed with devious intrigues.


  If Lawrence and Holo’s decision could rescue them amid all that, Lawrence was glad for that alone, all the more so because it was in their own best interests. When Hilde was finished taking a deep breath that seemed unsuited to his small body, he made what Lawrence thought to be a smile.


  “Thank you very much.”


  Hilde spoke as if he had found a single ray of light in the depths of hell.


  Even so, it did not mean all was resolved that very moment.


  After all, preceding the issue of Hilde succeeding in persuading the rebels was the practical matter of getting the forbidden book in hand.


  “We have no objection to handing over the book. However, the book merchant on his way to purchase the forbidden book does not follow the same creed that we do.”


  Probably, whichever way the northlands went was all the same to Le Roi the book merchant. To him, the forbidden book’s existence and meaning to the northlands were merely a means to the end of securing Lawrence and Holo’s cooperation.


  In other words, Le Roi was not one to be moved by tearful pleas.


  “I have money.” The hare in charge of the Debau Company’s accounts spoke without the slightest pause.


  “How much?”


  “I can pay three hundred gold lumione. I left them in a hideaway of mine in town.”


  There was no need to check with Holo whether his words were true or false.


  For the treasurer of a mining company that led the lords of the region around by the nose, that was surely not a difficult sum to amass. Perhaps the head of Debau had given Hilde the money for special circumstances.


  When a deposed royal family was restored to power once more, there were always excellent subordinates who had brought them gold bullion in exile. Those who failed to prepare for when they fell rarely rose again.


  “That is probably far more than is needed. But there is one thing that concerns me.”


  “What is it?”


  Even though he was a hare, his pronunciation was so elegant it almost turned Lawrence’s stomach.


  Lawrence thought that the only reason he could deal with Hilde as an equal was because he was in the form of a hare.


  He had not seen the face of the man under the hood, but he had no doubt it was a face full of confidence.


  “In the event that you fail to persuade the rebels or that the forbidden book becomes fundamentally unnecessary…” As he spoke the latter half, the tone of his voice changed as if to impart deeper meaning to it.


  As Hilde looked Lawrence over, Holo looked up at Lawrence much the same way. Should the northlands be laid to waste because of the techniques in the book, Holo would feel partly responsible, Lawrence imagined. Therefore, they had to leave as much room for them to maneuver as possible.


  “Yes. If I fail to convince them, I do not mind if you take the forbidden book back by force. Should it no longer be necessary, I will return it in secret.”


  “–!” Holo sucked in her breath at Hilde’s words.


  Lawrence replied, “Thank you very much.”


  Whether the forbidden book rested with the Debau Company or not mattered a great deal to Holo’s sense of guilt.


  That pledge was worth a thousand pieces of gold.


  “Then, there is the matter of going all the way to Kieschen to procure the book.”


  “The book merchant is sly and wary and possesses a strong sense of duty as well. One might say he is the worst kind of man to profit from as a lender,” said Lawrence.


  Hilde gave a firm nod.


  Those red eyes were not the eyes of a fool who, when falling into a predicament, could only beg others for aid.


  “Resorting to documents is too roundabout. I desire a quick decision and a quick resolution. Regardless, there is no time. Right now, the factions within the Debau Company are still arguing between each other. However, numerous lords with stakes involved are particularly obstinate, behaving as if this is a dispute over a family fortune.”


  “So, you are saying they could take control in the blink of an eye?”


  “Yes. No matter how absurd it may be, they are magnificent at getting their way.”


  Father killed son, son killed father. Estranged in-laws and bastard sons usurped crowns. No matter how immorally they behaved, lacking fear of any God, they proudly asserted their own righteousness nonetheless.


  Seizing control of a company by force was light morning exercise to them.


  “I have a bird companion. His wings are the fastest, but… what he can carry is roughly limited to that sack.”


  So it seemed that bird had taken Col’s carrying sack. It was not so rare, when eating a meal in the plains, to have one’s food stolen by a bird swooping down. Col’s situation was merely an extension of that.


  “So, I would like Miss Holo to go.”


  Hilde finally looked at Holo as he spoke.


  Holo, her legs dangling over the bed, made what seemed like a small sigh.


  “I am a substitute for a bird?”


  “In a manner of speaking.”


  Just because one could take human form did not mean one was huge and wielded enormous might. That was true for Hilde before them; it was also true for the bird exhausting all efforts on Hilde’s behalf.


  “I mind not. Besides, ’tis good to run in my true form once in a while,” said Holo as she got up from the bed.


  Hilde lowered and raised his head, as if nodding in recognition of a trustworthy comrade’s point of view. “How long would Miss Holo’s feet take to bring her there?”


  “Who knows? I know not the distance to the city.”


  Hilde’s face scowled slightly. Right now, what was most precious to Hilde was neither money nor weapons. It was time.


  Lawrence provided a lifeboat. “How much farther is it from Lenos to Kieschen than from here to Lenos?”


  Hilde’s long ears stretched instantly. He raised his head. “By fast horse, messages take twice as long as from here to Lenos.”


  “Is the road poor?”


  “Somewhat.”


  The road being somewhat poor was no doubt of little import to Holo.


  As Hilde asked with his eyes, Holo replied in an annoyed tone, “Were I to run without sleep, a day and a half. Three to four days to return.”


  Hilde gave a strong nod.


  Then, he nodded one more time.


  “That might make even my comrade’s wings weep.”


  “’Tis of course a mad pace.”


  The tip of his nose made the tiniest twitch.


  By Holo’s standards, the look in her eyes was one of considerable humility.


  In other words, she spoke the literal truth.


  “Were my old pack mates to learn of a wolf being a hare’s errand runner, ’twould be quite a laugh. Even so, ’tis the world as it is today. Right now I can offer nothing save rushing into the company, fangs bared. The time when problems could be solved thus has passed. Am I wrong?”


  Holo did not think that killing the group opposed to Hilde was a resolution to the problem whatsoever. Everything was interconnected in complex ways – a precarious balance held atop a scale.


  To control the world of men, one needed not large claws, but slender fingers.


  However, in all likelihood, were it not for the Kingdom of Winfiel, Holo would never have helped Hilde, he thought. The sight of Huskins crossing so many lines to protect his home was burned into Lawrence’s memory, too.


  Though he was the being known as the golden ram whose legend continued to be told to this day, the sheep had eaten the flesh of sheep, and finally, he had ended up a cat’s paw of men.


  Even so, Huskins had never wavered in his objective.


  Holo’s expression was conflicted, no doubt because she was remembering him.


  And as she wiped that conflicted face away with a single deep breath, Holo grew in stature once more.


  “I know not how much time ’twill take to retrieve the book from the book dealer. What about you?”


  Meaning, having decided her own role meant she had determined to carry it out with all her strength, so it was Lawrence’s turn to speak.


  “In Lenos, I proposed means that would require immediate decision…”


  “Do you think they shall bear fruit?”


  Nothing could be said for certain. Even so, Lawrence could say this.


  “Some people, if you pack three hundred gold coins in their bag and pat them on the rear, will run as fast as their legs can take them.”


  Perhaps entirely able to imagine the sight of Le Roi running full tilt as if his pants were on fire, Holo sniggered audibly. Even Hilde allowed himself the luxury of a modest laugh at the joke.


  No matter what the situation, it was important to allow oneself room to laugh.


  Lawrence cleared his throat and spoke. “So, it should be five or six days, I imagine.”


  If the situation worsened day to day, that number would no doubt feel close to an eternity. But the land that God had created was mercilessly vast.


  “I can make no promises,” said Holo.


  “I believe they should have arrived in Kieschen by now. I can only hope that they have already obtained the book.”


  He was not saying that to put Lawrence the merchant at ease. The same went for Holo.


  Even so, unlike earlier, both nodded without a word.


  It was said that even when one must work with their father’s enemy, shaking his hand raises the plan’s probability of success.


  When cooperating, one must forget all else and truly cooperate.


  Hilde spoke with forcefulness one would not expect from a hare. “Then, let us be on our way with haste.”


  Holo replied as she yawned, “You’ll be a good boy, won’t you?” She directed the words toward Lawrence.


  Since it was not as if Holo was loading a mule down with a heavy pile of baggage, in the end, she merely switched to a pouch filled with gold coins, fastened a bit of food and water to herself, and left the town behind.


  He could see a single bird flying in the moonlit sky above them. After circling around Lawrence and Hilde for a while, it flew off to the east.


  Hilde did not remain.


  If he was absent from the company too long, he might even be assassinated if where he had emerged next was exposed. No doubt the following several days would be the longest Hilde had ever known.


  As a merchant, Lawrence felt that aiding Hilde achieve his objective was something to be very happy about. But in the end, Hilde had not directly asked for aid.


  It made perfect sense really. Lawrence was a traveling merchant after all, and just the thought of sticking his neck into the Debau Company’s internal strife made him shiver.


  And yet Lawrence felt a little lonely at the role of a mere traveling merchant being thrust upon him once more. He returned alone to the inn where his room felt strangely large, and laid in bed, turning over.


  Though he would be separated from Holo for less than a week, he still thought, Please come back soon.




  
    
  

  Chapter 7


  The next day, as soon as Lawrence awoke, he searched for Holo with his eyes.


  Of course it was meaningless; his face reddened as soon as he realized what he was doing.


  Since he thought Holo was charming when she searched for him with her eyes, she probably would think the same thing of him. With no noise in the quiet room save that which came from the bustling street outside through the wooden shutters, Lawrence scratched his face, sighing.


  He went out to the inner courtyard of the inn, greeted the mercenaries training and chatting there a bit, and picked up a beard trimmer. Even though he had done this hundreds of times over, it just did not refresh him.


  Of course he was well aware of why.


  Holo.


  Even though he knew she would be gone for only a few days, it was like when a knife one was used to was out for repairs; one felt a certain emptiness in their hand. He really should have insisted on going to Yoitsu with Holo without paying the town of Lenos any heed. The only good thing about Holo not being here was that he could entertain such embarrassing thoughts without hesitation.


  After indulging in his reverie, Lawrence went into town and changed all the silver coins he had with him into gold coins. Normally one would have to go to the exchange administered by the Debau Company to trade for gold lumione, but now that speculation had begun on the new silver coins, everyone wanted silver coins badly enough to pull them out of people’s throats.


  The money changers at the market were paying unbelievable prices compared to gold coins.


  In a normal town, if speculation grew too heated, the councilors and guild masters would scold them suitably into line.


  If clergy did not pray, farmers did not till, and warriors did not fight, but were instead wholly absorbed by gambling, anyone could imagine what would result for the town.


  However, this was a town of freedom and hope. Lawrence sensed no one trying to stop people from speculating on silver coins. Indeed, the faction in control of the Debau Company might well have been fanning the flames.


  The higher the price of silver coins climbed, the greater the profit that would line their pockets. Even though a silver coin, no matter how far it might travel, was in the end just a piece of silver with a symbol stamped on it, its price could climb to the heavens themselves.


  Lawrence obtained gold coins in wide circulation from a street lined with jam-packed money changers. Unlike silver, gold coins did not tarnish or corrode; they always glittered. Lawrence had of course never seen gold coins or the like in the cold village where he was born; even when traveling between towns and villages with his master, it took him several years for him to lay eyes on a gold coin.


  And when he actually saw a real gold coin in person, Lawrence then truly understood why gold had occupied a special place in human history. With their glitter and weight, they were like a condensed form of what was precious in the world. Gold made people prostrate themselves before it, as if they could not imagine treating it lightly.


  Of course, gold lumione had a particular symbol stamped on it, but the pattern stamped on a gold coin was largely irrelevant. For gold was respected more than any long-dead ruler.


  But unlike gold coins, which rarely showed their face in the market due to their value, the same was not true for silver coins, which dominated day-to-day trading.


  That was why, as Lawrence came across a couple of mercenaries with time to kill chatting about various things across the land, the motif for the new currency suddenly came up.


  “I think it’ll be a ruler’s face like usual.”


  So spoke a man with a large scar at the edge of one eye.


  “Really? Well which ruler, then? Or they gonna put a whole bunch of faces?”


  “Well… how ’bout the head of the Debau Company?”


  Even if they looked rustic, mercenaries’ knowledge and observations were more informed than one might think. Their observations were broadened from having walked between numerous towns and seen many things. An exceptional person might gain insight without seeing anything, but even a normal person could greatly broaden their field of vision through experience.


  That was one of the small number of forward-looking teachings Lawrence received from his master.


  “There’s no way the rulers would forgive the head of a company stamping his face onto a coin. Besides, who is he anyway? His face ain’t gonna put any value on a coin.”


  “… Well, whose face do you think they’ll put on it?”


  “Who knows?”


  The mercenary made a large, deft shrug of his shoulder and placed a bet on a card atop a table.


  “Mr. Merchant, what do you think?”


  He passed the question off to Lawrence, who was watching the game.


  Of course they knew he was on good terms with Luward and Moizi.


  But Lawrence, who felt a bit tense, as if he was standing before vicious beasts, replied thusly. “Since they’re a mining company, I was thinking they might put a pick or something on it.”


  “Oh, I see. A pick. Could be that, sure.”


  There had been groups that had raised iron pots instead of cloth as their banner of war.


  The important thing was that one instantly knew who they were and exactly where they stood in the grand scheme of things. Normally, one needed the backing of a person of influence to issue a currency; that’s why the face of a ruler was stamped.


  So, with the faces of so many rulers lined up behind a currency with such a large number of coins, the chances the motif would be something other than a person were quite high.


  “Still, it seems kind of a waste to stamp a pick on top of a coin.”


  “A waste?”


  “Well, ain’t it? I mean, it’s the perfect chance to spread your face around.”


  “Idiot. There’s too many people who wanna spread their face, there’s no room to put ’em all!”


  “Ah, yeah.”


  Their voices rose in hearty laughter.


  “But if it’s a pick, a lot of people won’t like that, I bet.”


  Having somehow made his decision, the mercenary discarded a card.


  As he spoke, another person discarded a card, and yet another drew a card on top of that one, to which all the remaining people instantly yelled, “Bastard!” as they tossed their cards away.


  “No good, no good. Crap.”


  As such words came out of their mouths, they tossed crude copper coins on top of the table.


  The man who drew the last card laughed as he gathered up the coins, murmuring, “I wonder,” as he stuffed them in his bag.


  “Thanks to mine excavatin’ the place I was born’s turned into deep holes and muddy water. Won’t stampin’ a pick on a coin stir up trouble with folks?”


  Those who appeared to have lost were reaching for their drinks when they made “Mm…” sounds as the words made them think.


  “Don’t it make ya think? Somethin’ stinks about this whole business.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “Who knows. But let me tell ya…”


  And perhaps switching to his card game face, one of them looked all around as he stretched his hand over the table, flipping one coin onto its back.


  “It’s nice if you can use a ruler whose face you know. I like Reggie the Bold, duke of the duchy of Golbea. That’s why I’m sorry I can’t use that silver coin no more.”


  It was the name of a king worthy of a gallant tale, but the child of his favorite duke had been assassinated and his position as king had been usurped. Of course, the currency in circulation stamped with the face of the previous king was melted down, and use of the old currency became a crime. It was a textbook example of forbidding the use of the enemy’s currency.


  “Well, there is that. But there’s going to be trouble stirred up no matter whose face you put on it,” said a comparatively older man.


  And he was probably right.


  Currency should be just that, currency – not a tool for promoting the names of people of influence.


  Indeed, in many cases, that became an obstacle to the currency coming into wider circulation.


  Because the right to mint currency had been largely synonymous with the right to rule, issuing currency had become a symbol of authority more than a means to make money.


  “It’s better for us that trouble is stirred up, though.” So said another person.


  “No doubt there.”


  Hearty laughter arose once more. The conversation shifted to who was each person’s favorite ruler.


  Some of the names Lawrence knew; some he did not. What kept him from leaving was that the conversation made the blood flow much more than those between merchants.


  Merchants did not usually talk with one another about whom such and such got along with or did not like. When two merchants dealt with each other, it was because there was money to be made or payment to be disputed or so forth; in the end, what was important was whether money was being made or not.


  But right now, he thought of such easy-to-understand fundamentals as very precious. If everything was as simple as that, the world would be a better place for it, he thought to himself.


  Because this person did not get along with that other person, hundreds of currencies were necessary.


  To put it bluntly, it was inconvenient.


  Convenient was better than inconvenient.


  He felt that what the Debau Company was trying to do was indeed correct.


  He thought that to use force to interfere with or even destroy that goal for profit was living in the old era.


  He wanted Hilde to do well, and for that purpose, he wanted Holo to return quickly.


  As he left the card-playing mercenaries and wandered about the town, he kept thinking as much.


  He thought it more logical that money should move forward as something for calculating profit and loss, with nothing to do with recognition or authority.


  In the end, it was rulers who were causing upheaval within the Debau Company.


  He wondered why they were such fools.


  Indeed, it was best that something other than men of influence be stamped upon a currency.


  If not what the mercenaries had guessed, he wondered what motif would indeed be suitable.


  It was close to an enigma; Lawrence just could not grasp it.


  While eating supper with Luward and Moizi, even as subjects wandered from increasing signs of cracks in the Debau Company, how they would proceed toward Yoitsu, and a few other less-dignified subjects, he continued thinking about it the whole time.


  Though it was true the matter simply rubbed him the wrong way, the real reason was the empty feeling in his hand.


  When he returned to the silent room by himself, all he wanted to do was go to bed as quickly as possible.


  There was nothing he could do to cooperate with Hilde; he had no time to do anything that would make money. He realized that with nothing to do, his heart was not at ease. Rather, he was feeling very lonely.


  When a person traded, there was always someone else to trade with. Everything began with the expectation that others would respond to one’s own words as a matter of course.


  Lawrence realized that right now, the thread connecting him to the rest of the world had been severed.


  Holo had probably felt like that for centuries while in the village’s wheat field. When he thought about it, he had a feeling that the silence and loneliness in the wheat field would have driven him mad.


  Holo was indeed quite an extraordinary person, he thought to himself.


  If all went well, Holo would return two or three nights hence at the earliest. Even if that was not so, Hilde’s bird companion would return to inform them of the situation at least.


  He hoped everything would go well.


  It did not happen very often, he thought, but precisely because of that, it would be nice if it happened once in a while.


  Disputes petering out, problems resolved; everyone would move forward without hesitation. And he would set up his store, with Holo by his side and trustworthy subordinates under him. If he wanted, he could groom a successor.


  But, he thought impudently, that successor would surely have a wolf’s ears and tail. He would pretend that slap back in Lenos never happened.


  He wondered if one could not snip the ears and tail with a pair of scissors.


  After cutting them off, he would just have to ask Norah to handle the stitches.


  No, that would get Holo angry, maybe he could get Eve to do it? Oh, Holo’s angry, pounding the table more and more. Do not be so pouty. If it means so much to you, you can do it yourself. Although with a crude personality like yours, I’m not sure you could even put thread through the eye of a needle…


  Lawrence meant to think about all of that, but he had apparently dozed off somewhere along the line.


  He suddenly awoke in the pitch-dark room.


  The pounding sound was not Holo pounding the table, but the sound of knocks on the door.


  “Yes!” he replied loudly from atop the bed, and the knocking stopped.


  Who could it be?


  Just as he thought it, the door opened on its own.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  A seasoned voice entered the room along with the glow of a candle.


  There stood Moizi, with one of the youngsters with him.


  Illuminated by the candle’s glow beneath it, Moizi’s face looked very serious.


  “I’m sorry, it seems I fell asleep… What is it?”


  When Lawrence got off the bed, he realized he had been sleeping with all his clothes on.


  He adjusted his sleeves and collar, but before he was finished grooming, Moizi spoke.


  “They are raising troops.”


  “Eh?”


  As Lawrence asked back, Moizi’s gaze did not waver one bit, delivering a hard fact as straight as a tightly pulled shoelace.


  “The Debau Company has decided to raise troops.”


  Instantly, he felt like his body was being pulled backward into the darkness.


  For the meaning was all too clear.


  Even before the arrival of the forbidden book, Hilde had lost.


  “I think we shall move up our timetable and depart tonight.”


  Certainly, it was quiet inside the inn, but there was an odd stirring within. No doubt Moizi’s subordinates were preparing for their march in great haste.


  “What will you do, Mr. Lawrence?”


  Moizi asked his question, but Lawrence was somewhat hesitant.


  After all, for a mercenary company to leave a town when troops were being summoned for conflict was a display of noncooperation with the Debau Company. That did not mean it would be instantly recognized as a foe, but if a single traveling merchant, having been given so much consideration by that mercenary company, stayed behind, it would be small surprise if he was suspected of being a spy.


  Even if Lawrence’s position was under scrutiny, he could not hide himself like some trained spy.


  If he came under suspicion, he was in a place ruled by the Debau Company where no one would complain if he was decapitated following an interrogation. The level of danger was incalculable.


  However, Lawrence had made a pledge to Hilde.


  He did not think the forbidden book would serve any benefit at this stage; he did not think remaining behind could do any bit of good whatsoever. Even so, Hilde had exhausted all other options, clinging to the book, with considerable doubts remaining as to the verity of its contents, as his single thread of hope. Consequently, Hilde had no proper path of escape in spite of this turn of events. Knowing this, Lawrence could not simply drop everything and run with his tail between his legs.


  Lawrence had cooperated in handing the forbidden book over because he thought it would bring him no small profit.


  Therefore, the decision was no small responsibility.


  “There’s someone I want to contact.”


  “Contact?”


  But his face did not brighten any, for surely meeting Hilde would be no easy thing.


  “We’re preparing to flee because of the sudden summons by the town. The fact the summons for raising troops came out at night is proof someone accustomed to warfare is at the Debau Company. Once morning comes, there’ll be no choice but to cooperate with them. But those who are not at all prepared cannot just leave town during the night, even if it means yielding to the summons. A deft move.”


  Moizi’s praise of those who had decided to raise troops meant that even without saying, it was all too clear what would happen to those on the opposing side.


  And no doubt that was actually the case.


  Lawrence immediately wondered if Hilde was still alive.


  “Still… I must meet him.”


  Moizi stared straight at Lawrence.


  After pausing for a moment, the nod Moizi gave was no doubt his acceptance that he was a mercenary and the other man was a merchant.


  “Shall I send someone with you?”


  It was a very kind offer. Lawrence shook his head side to side.


  “Very soon our preparations will be finished and we shall head out. The route we’re taking is southeast, through the section past the butcher shop. There might be old comrades who wish to flee with us, so we’ll be waiting outside the town for them for a little while. If you can make it in time, by all means…”


  He must have said similar things to people he had left behind on numerous battlefields. The way Moizi said it exuded the thought, We’ll be thinking of you.


  Lawrence made a firm nod and asked, “Any sign of danger outside?”


  “There is no sense of panic from so-called tidings of war. I think there is no danger of robbery or murder. But the Debau Company surely has people watching to see where and how others will move. In that sense, I cannot recommend strolling about.”


  Surely, what made Moizi and the other one so calm was that they had no doubt faced the far more desperate situation of being surrounded by town walls many times over. The youngster beside him bore a face like a child who had set something on fire in a far-off district under cover of darkness.


  “You’ve been of great assistance.” Lawrence spoke the departing words proper for any traveling merchant.


  All Moizi replied was, “May you allow us to aid you once more.”


  “By all means.”


  Moizi and the youngster alike spoke with earnest faces. “May the fortunes of war favor you.”


  A little while later, the mercenaries quietly left the inn.


  When he looked down at the town from his room, the atmosphere was certainly odd.


  These past several days, without exception, there had still been many people dancing and drinking at this hour, but there had been something shabby about it all.


  Like a festering wound, there was no longer only the degenerate atmosphere, like overripe pomegranates; he felt a kind of refined ill will hidden somewhere.


  Assembling mercenaries meant with certainty that real power within the Debau Company had shifted.


  In kingdoms and dominions, it was normal for a new ruling faction to kill off the old. There was no reason to suffer to live those who might come for one’s head while one slept. Decapitation was so accepted that a new king merely exiling the old ruling faction was considered shocking leniency to many among the masses.


  However, a trading company was not such a simple beast. Trading involved special knowledge and acquaintances in numerous places – things one did not acquire in a single day. Surely there were not many people they could find to replace Hilde, let alone the owner of Debau.


  In that sense, Lawrence did not think they would be killed so lightly.


  However, it could be done at any time. One light swing of a sword and a man’s head would fall. He knew well from public executions in the towns he had visited what a mysteriously easy thing it was.


  As he gazed out the window, he had no sense of being watched by anyone, but as he was not Holo, he did not want to put much faith in that.


  Having nowhere else to go, with all others having left, he remained in his room.


  Besides, clumsily moving about the town would backfire if Hilde did want to make contact with Lawrence.


  The situation was bad. It was better to leave town while he still could. He was separated far from Holo, but if he left word at this and that town he would no doubt meet her again in no time.


  But he wanted to meet with Hilde before that, even if only for a brief moment. He did not want to speak of plans to strike back. Lawrence had neither the intellect nor the courage for such a thing. If he could, he wanted to persuade Hilde to flee without attempting anything rash.


  Even though Hilde was a Debau Company insider, he was a comrade of Holo’s in a broad sense. Lawrence thought he wanted to save Hilde all the more because, morality-wise, Hilde too wanted to bring peace and tranquility to this land. For Hilde, fighting for his own ideals, to continue to fight until death after having lost any chance of victory would not be an amusing tale to anyone’s ears.


  That being the case, he thought it better for Hilde to escape with at least his life and aim to recover later.


  More than anything, if Hilde did not perish, Holo would not have to see yet another ember from her own era extinguished.


  To Lawrence, that was more important than anything else.


  It was then that he heard a sound from downstairs.


  Since the Myuri Mercenary Company had rented the entirety of the inn, the inn’s owner and servants, which would ordinarily be occupying the building, were staying at a nearby residence. Now that the mercenaries renting the inn were gone, there should not have been anyone there.


  That being the case, the potential visitors were very few.


  Lawrence adjusted his collar, cleared his throat a little, double-checked the location of his dagger, and left the room.


  The inn felt much colder without any people in it.


  His breath was turning white, making him realize all over again just how much a building was warmed by the people inside it.


  As his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he went downstairs without a candlestick.


  As he heard small sounds, the sound of his heart grew heavier.


  When Lawrence moved to leisurely head out through the first-floor tavern, he sensed a faint light coming from the hallway that continued to the rear entrance. When he headed that way, the door of the back entrance was slightly ajar.


  It was difficult for him to believe that in an inn rented by a mercenary company even keener eyed than a merchant, someone would have just forgotten to close the door. Lawrence stayed put and thought about it for a while when he finally noticed something white in the corner of his vision.


  “Mr. Hilde?”


  To the side of the rear entrance was a storage shed without a door.


  When Lawrence called out in a low voice, a single hare appeared without hesitation.


  However, the hare was not uniformly white. There was an incision from a stab behind the shoulder of his front right leg, leaving his fur ripped. His right forepaw was as crimson as if it had been dipped in a vat of dye.


  Lawrence did not need to ask what had happened.


  “Mr. Hilde, are you all right?”


  “Yes… I have not been killed, at the least.”


  The hare’s face remained impassive as a falsely brave smile came over Lawrence.


  “What’s the situation?”


  As Lawrence inquired, Hilde’s long ears promptly moved, speaking in an energetic tone that belied his wounds. “There is no time. I will convey only that most crucial.”


  There was no mistaking the fact that he was on the run.


  “The radicals have seized complete power. They have forced the signature of a document transferring all authority. I and my master have lost power. However, they know it will be difficult to manage the company without us. I believe it is not likely they will kill us.”


  That perfectly matched Lawrence’s expectations.


  The words that came next did, too.


  “However, I am not giving up.” As Hilde spoke, he turned around and hopped, dragging his leg, going inside the shed.


  He returned right away, holding a sealed scroll in his mouth.


  “Also considering that Miss Holo will obtain the book, I must not give up now.”


  “… What do you intend to do?” Lawrence inquired.


  The Debau Company possessed silver and copper bountiful enough, it was as if they flowed right out of a well. Even with Holo, this was absolutely not an opponent Lawrence could take on, all the more so now with it filled with fervor and vigor. He wondered how one might fight the lords among their allies.


  “If one leaves this town and heads northeast along roads passing through the mountains, there is a town there called Svernel.”


  When Lawrence thought about it, he realized he had heard the name of that town from Luward’s lips.


  “Svernel is one of the few towns to oppose us until the bitter end. As wool and amber circulate through it, they no doubt believe they will lose their position. Also, it occupies a critical position geographically, so it is an easy place for those who see us as enemies to gather together. So, please…”


  With that, Hilde used his nose to push the sealed scroll at his feet toward Lawrence.


  “… deliver this there. It contains a request for aid in stopping the radicals.”


  On the theory that the enemy of my enemy is my friend, no doubt.


  However, Lawrence hesitated to agree to it.


  “My bird comrade knows that Svernel was my fallback plan. It is not likely he would be separated from Miss Holo. Ah yes, I do have another letter as well.”


  Hilde looked at Lawrence as he spoke.


  He seemed to be mistaking Lawrence’s hesitation for wondering why there were two letters.


  “There is a lord farther north of Svernel who is uncooperative with us. Nearly all of the lords in that area are against us. They cannot cooperate with those who ravage the land and who bring about change, they say. Once they hear of the radicals, they may well rise up.”


  It was precisely because these lords had not buckled to the Debau Company’s overwhelming power and momentum that made them reassuring allies for bringing the current Debau Company to heel. Certainly, that way of thinking might well be correct; at the very least, Lawrence thought it might serve as something to cling to in this situation.


  However, despite the smile on Hilde’s face after he spoke, his expression looked close to tears.


  His heart broken, Hilde had been worn down to the point it was astounding he had not given up.


  “I beg you, Mr. Lawrence. Deliver these letters to Svernel. And with Miss Holo, please shatter the momentum of the radicals.”


  Hilde’s right foreleg seemed to have lost nearly all its strength.


  That was why the attitude he took seemed extremely unnatural before Lawrence’s eyes.


  What made Lawrence wince was how he looked like a man with business left unfinished, clinging to this world even after death. It looked like the matter had already been completely decided. If he was to follow the logic as a merchant, it was absolutely impossible to turn this situation around.


  There were no other words that he should have been saying.


  But no words came out at all.


  Persuading someone of something meant changing their way of thinking.


  He did not think any half-baked persuasion would have a chance of success against someone well and truly prepared to die.


  And yet, faced with someone unafraid of death and resolved to die for his beliefs, Lawrence was unable to accept Hilde’s letters.


  He could not irresponsibly get drawn into the other side’s tale.


  Let alone when that tale seemed to be above the clouds themselves.


  As Lawrence made no move, Hilde called out his name. “Mr. Lawrence.”


  Lawrence suddenly regained his senses and looked at Hilde.


  The wounded Hilde looked up at Lawrence, his face expressionless as he spoke.


  “Do you believe the conflict is already decided?”


  As Hilde had seen right through him to the core of his being, Lawrence could not smooth over his expression.


  However, Hilde only strengthened his tone even further.


  “I have encountered many crises thus far and have overcome them all, you see. I will overcome this one as well. Though this time…” He glanced behind his shoulder. “… the odds are particularly poor.”


  On Lawrence’s travels with Holo, Lawrence had seen a number of situations where there had been no visible option but to give up. Even so, he was here now because he absolutely had not given up; had his being bad at surrender ever backfired, he might well be on a slave ship or in the ground right now.


  He thought himself rather conceited in wanting to use logic to dissuade another from digging his heels in.


  Hilde was without doubt the main character of Hilde’s tale. He had conquered all difficulties so far, having earned his great successes. So it was natural Hilde would think, I shall not yield to this difficulty, either.


  But for the first time, Lawrence felt how cruel this looked when viewed objectively.


  He knew it was already too late for Hilde. The only one who did not know it was him, still believing that the goddess of fortune was on his side.


  Lawrence averted his eyes, for he could not hold onto the words he should have spoken.


  “I decided I would move forward with Debau, that I would absolutely not stray from the path, come what may. Perhaps that makes an idiot of me, but I think it just fine nonetheless.”


  Hearing such resolve put him in a corner. Lawrence lifted a hand to restrain him.


  Hilde did not retreat an inch.


  “I strive to know how difficult it is to survive just for the sake of surviving. It is the same as being alone in all the world. Mr. Lawrence, I believe that you understand the meaning of these words. That is why you and Miss Holo, in human form–”


  “Please stop.” As Hilde halted his words, Lawrence said once again, “Please stop. There are things one can cooperate with and things one cannot. That applies even between Holo and I.”


  He understood Hilde’s feelings in absolutely not wanting to give in, but Lawrence had praised Holo for giving up so many things.


  Giving things up was essential and in no way made one a beaten dog.


  There truly are things one must give up to be able to move forward.


  He wondered which held true in Hilde’s instance.


  Lawrence and Hilde stared firmly at each other.


  “Please take care of the letters.”


  That was all Hilde said before hopping off.


  Lawrence did not budge an inch even now, moving only his mouth.


  “I won’t accept them.”


  For a moment, those words stopped Hilde in his tracks, but in the end, he resumed hopping off without turning. Lawrence wondered how many allies Hilde had amid this overwhelming, sudden reversal of fortune. There probably was not anyone left who could take that letter to Svernel.


  As Hilde’s small body wobbled, he vanished out of the gap of the back entrance’s door through which a red light filtered. The door gently closed, and all that remained were the two letters and silence. Lawrence did not think delivering them would change the state of the battle; if he was not careful, the Debau Company would have his head removed as a saboteur.


  However, to simply deliver them was no impossible thing.


  Lawrence thought as much but shook his head and told himself to think clearly. If he was to deliver the letters, what advantage was there for him? What was it that he could lose? Everything could be thought of in terms of loss and gain, and that’s how he needed to think.


  Those who held views antagonistic to the Debau Company to begin with might well raise the flag of rebellion in spite of their great fear. Surely the current Debau Company was something to fear all the more.


  Hilde no doubt thought that if the Debau Company’s advance on Svernel could be temporarily halted, gaps would arise that could be exploited. When steel cools, it is far more difficult to work it into the shape one desires. And weighing profit and loss doing business in swords and shields was everyday work for Hilde and his ilk. If it were so, the Debau Company might well be put back in its sheath.


  However, all of this depended on talk like “maybe” and “therefore.” In the present situation, it was abundantly clear just how much of a dream the town was. Hilde and Debau’s hopes would be smashed, the utopia they had given birth to trampled under the feet of soldiers. In this world, not everyone’s dreams could come true. It pained Lawrence, too. It was unfortunate.


  Hilde and Debau had failed before reaching the very last step.


  It was idiotic to cling to one’s expectations like this. No matter how magnificent and sublime the story had been, surely it could not be more important than their lives.


  Lawrence closed his fists, left the letters as they were, and walked away. With negotiations having broken down, all Lawrence could do was to rendezvous with the Myuri Mercenary Company and make himself at least a tiny bit safer.


  That was the correct choice; there was nothing mistaken about it whatsoever.


  He was not saying every single ember that threatened him had to be snuffed out, but there was no reason to toss himself into the cauldron of hell. There was every possibility that surrendering the forbidden book would backfire. Furthermore and most importantly, Lawrence and Holo had no reason to place themselves directly in danger. Quite the contrary, carrying the letters to Svernel looked without hope, and such action would put him at direct personal risk.


  Logically, everything added up; Holo would surely agree.


  If there was nothing that could be done, surely it meant he needed to give up, make his escape, and live for the future.


  However, the more distance Lawrence put between himself and the storage shed, the more painful his heart grew and the heavier his steps.


  He was of course painfully aware of what the cause was.


  It went without saying once more that, just as if one had something they must do but had no time to do it, being unable to trust someone meant being all alone in the world.


  A traveling merchant wanted a store of his own because he wanted a physical place he could call home. He wanted something to serve as the result of his successes.


  And above all else, he wanted a store to leave behind after he passed away; if a person had someone they trusted to succeed them, there surely existed no better way to move on in peace.


  Lawrence knew how marvelous such good fortune was. He was frighteningly aware of just how trusting someone and being trusted by that someone provided the fuel to live on.


  And now Hilde had probably lost both.


  The hare on the run wanted to say this to Lawrence: It is unfair for only you to be happy.


  “Shit.”


  Lawrence spat it out. It was as though Hilde had cast a curse upon him.


  If Lawrence had been able to be happy while watching the happiness of others die, he would likely have been a merchant with a bit more money.


  As he returned to his room and put his belongings in order, he felt like his body was being ripped apart. Even so, he clenched his teeth, telling himself that giving up was the right decision here.


  He could not stop for someone bringing himself to the point of death.


  Hilde was prepared to die for the sake of the dream in his heart; that was indeed his wish.


  For but a single moment, Lawrence had become intermingled with Holo’s tragic story and so had come to cooperate with her.


  He had been swept about right and left as a minor character on the stage; this did not bother him.


  He was a merchant. He knew well enough what happened sooner or later to merchants that did not follow calculations of loss and profit.


  He reminded himself of this as he packed up his things and moved to leave the room.


  The moment he extended his hand toward the door, he heard the voice of a drunkard from outside the window.


  “Ho, what’s this?”


  Lawrence instantly understood that the man was rather drunk from his stupidly, pointlessly loud voice. Though that was nothing remarkable in a town in such high spirits, what sounded strange to his ears was what followed afterward.


  “Hey, this is great. Ya found a great thing here, lad.”


  “Grace of God, huh? This’ll make a great souvenir.”


  “A tasty-lookin’ hare, ain’t it?”


  Every hair on Lawrence’s body stood up at those words.


  “Aw, it’s hurt. fled here from someone’s kitchen maybe?”


  “Who cares about that. I don’t see anyone close so let’s take it with us.”


  “Yeah, let’s do… mm? Oh, it’s still alive.”


  Instantly, Lawrence cast his baggage aside and flew out of the room.


  He rushed down the stairs, darted through the tavern, and plunged into the narrow, dark corridor.


  He opened the back entrance door Hilde had left through only just before, flying into the street, looking left to right and back.


  In the corner of a street not even a block away, a pair of drunks were looking toward the ground.


  There was no mistake – it was Hilde who they were prodding with their feet.


  “Hey, don’t run off now.”


  “That’d be trouble. Snap ’is neck.”


  “Oh? Ohh yeah, let’s do that.”


  The man raised one foot.


  The same moment, Lawrence yelled out.


  “Please, wait!”


  The night was getting late. Lawrence’s voice reverberated well; the two drunks noticed him immediately.


  “Please, wait!”


  “Mm?”


  “That hare.”


  Lawrence pointed as he ran. The drunks looked at their own feet.


  They looked at the wounded, limp hare and then looked back at Lawrence.


  “Whaaat? You tryin’ to swipe this hare from under our noses?”


  It was a crudely spoken threat that could only be explained by booze.


  Lawrence did not have time to discuss this. He did not know if the vigilantes might hear the ruckus and come. If one of the men who was after Hilde were among them that would be the end of that.


  “No, that hare ran off in the middle of the cooking. I’ve been looking for it the whole time since. So this is in thanks.”


  Instead of drawing his dagger from his hip, Lawrence loosened his money bag and fished out silver coins. He would not be called stingy. One silver trenni per person, two pieces altogether. By rights, that was enough to purchase an entire cage filled with hares.


  As the drunkards saw his hand push the coins toward them, they were at a loss for words.


  And the moment after they realized the value of what they held in their hands, they practically jumped as they distanced themselves from the hare.


  “Ah, er, sorry ’bout that. Had no idea he’d run off from a nobleman’s house.”


  There was no way anyone normal would have offered silver trenni for a single hare.


  The drunks looked at each other and ran off, fearful of the consequences.


  Lawrence watched their backs as the pair ran off. He then looked down at Hilde.


  He was wounded, on his side, his fur pathetically exposed.


  Like this, it was enough to doubt whether he was alive at all.


  Hilde no longer had anyone left he could ask for aid.


  Perhaps his allies had fled in fear; Lawrence knew not if they had even betrayed him.


  He understood that at the very least, lying upon the road, disgracefully exposed like this, no one would come to his aid. He had narrowly avoided being killed by a drunk just a few moments before.


  Until but a short time ago, he was in the midst of a grand scheme that ought to have made him akin to the conqueror of the world. But what came instead was ignominiously betrayed and abandoned, and now he was fighting hard to recover. He was in the vortex of a tale so dramatic that he could not make any complaint – a tale of having been felled by betrayal on the very cusp of the success of one’s dream.


  For everyone who succeeded in the world, their successes were thanks to the many who had failed, their own tales vanishing into the darkness. Hilde was soon to join them.


  Even so, together with the Debau Company, Hilde had shown Lawrence and other town merchants a dream, if only for one moment. He would never forget that elation, as if they could conquer the whole world.


  But they had lost to the lords, or rather, to the lord-like avarice mixed with old blood. No doubt they had faced many challengers in the past, all having fallen without anyone knowing.


  Lawrence still was not inclined to join in. Practical problems stood in the way; more than anything else, however, they had to have been well resolved before crossing this dangerous bridge.


  But he had become inclined to help.


  Where there was life, one could recover. What would become of him if he lost sight of what was important?


  After all, it was also the truth that accomplishing great deeds was not the only meaning to life.


  Lawrence lifted Hilde’s tiny body into his arms, returned to the inn to retrieve the two letters, and put his things in order.


  A little while later, he safely caught up to Luward and the others.


  Hilde’s small body was like the corpse of a dream.




  
    
  

  Chapter 8


  “And so, the great and mighty merchant goes out with a whimper.”


  Luward spoke as he lifted Hilde’s body, whose shoulder had only just been sewn up, with his fingers. As he had not spoken to the men about Hilde, those ordered to heal the hare had been bewildered. His wound sutured and salved, he now slept like the dead inside a wicker cage. The mercenaries had apparently been making crude jokes about this being tonight’s supper.


  Lawrence and the others were on the outskirts of Lesko, not very far removed from the town.


  There was not a single cloud in the sky. He could see the pretty twinkling of the stars.


  In turn, the cold was fierce. The members of the company huddled under blankets near fires they had lit with dead grass gathered from the roadside to get as warm as they could. They sent longing gazes toward the wagon bed of Lawrence’s wagon, but they did not ask why someone so out of place was in a place like this. Their gazes were filled with longing for a quick decision.


  “It’s some ways away, but heading south may be a wise choice.”


  Moizi spoke as he spread a map over the bed of Lawrence’s horse-drawn wagon.


  “Lenos, eh? If by some chance the Debau Company bunch want to put us to the slaughter, a large army attacking over flat ground would wipe even our unit out in an instant, yes?”


  “Yes. However, if we head north, we shall be pursued as rebels, but if we go south, they have no just cause to attack us.”


  Great violence was often senseless, but it seemed even they needed a cause, no matter how thin.


  “Well, I suppose in Lenos it would be easier to rendezvous with Miss Holo.”


  “Indeed, it would. There are no proper towns or villages to the east or west. A good plan would be to quietly head downriver and wait for things to cool down, then head back to Tolkien. Even the Debau Company would surely not advance an army against Lenos.”


  The dominion of Ploania was just south of Lenos. Without doubt, sending an army there would provoke the king and nobles. Certainly, it was unlikely they would do such a foolish thing.


  “What do you think, Mr. Lawrence? Is this acceptable?”


  Lawrence could not really wrap his head around his participation in this conference to decide where the storied mercenary company would march. Asking him, Where do you want your goods pillaged midroute? and Where do you want to be killed? would have been better grounded in reality by far.


  “I think it is a good plan.”


  “All right. It’s settled, then.”


  Luward stood up, hopped down from the wagon bed, and grandly strode forward.


  As he did so, the squirming mercenaries gathered to him, like children around a clown that had appeared in the town square.


  With a flap of his overcoat and a great wave of his hand, Luward announced his decision. He spoke frankly and clearly and brooked no complaint.


  It seemed they would be marching by night. For that reason, he first ordered preparations for a nighttime meal to fill their bellies. That instant, like little children, the soldiers raised both hands with a great shout.


  As Lawrence gazed at the sight, Moizi watched him in turn while deftly rolling up the large map. Suddenly, Moizi spoke.


  “Mr. Lawrence, is something wrong?”


  “Eh?”


  Lawrence thought he must have been referring to the meal, but Moizi moved his chin in the direction of the wagon’s draft horse as he continued.


  “If so, I’ll have someone lead your horse. It would not do for us to be separated in the middle of marching at night, after all.”


  In other words, a traveling merchant with little endurance should meekly sleep on top of the wagon bed.


  But even if that was the case, he did not have the confidence to be the only exception with mercenaries walking all around him.


  He was sure Moizi meant well, but he had to walk.


  “No, I’ll walk. After all…” Lawrence’s answer seemed to put special emphasis on the last part. “… Holo will no doubt be running all night without rest.”


  Moizi’s hand stopped rolling up the map and slapped his own forehead. “My apologies. I spoke in haste.”


  They were such serious people. If all mercenaries were like this, he would really have to revise his general impression of them a bit.


  “But you are sure about this?”


  Having finished rolling up the map, Moizi tied it with a horsehair cord and handed it to a youngster sitting idle on the edge of the wagon bed.


  When Holo rummaged around in the wagon, it looked very broad, but with Moizi, it looked rather cramped.


  “The forbidden book will likely be all for naught.”


  “… Certainly that is true.”


  As Lawrence replied, he looked toward Hilde, sleeping like the dead in the wicker cage. “He should realize it’s time to quit. The larger a company, the less it is something that can be driven by a single person. Now that he’s completely lost internal control, there’s surely nothing more he can do.”


  “Mmm… so he should live to trade again, in other words.”


  “These are the narrow thoughts of a traveling merchant, mind you.”


  A ration of alcohol was given to all in advance of the night meal.


  Moizi accepted his own jug from the youngster and put it down on the wagon bed.


  “I think you are correct in this. Although… it does have a slightly tiresome side to it, I must admit.”


  Many people simply enjoyed a life of battle. To them, Lawrence’s way of thinking surely seemed that of a small-time, timid merchant.


  Even so, what stopped him from reacting visibly to this implication was that their judgment was not all that far off.


  But Luward, who had returned at some point after finishing giving orders to those around them, stood right behind Moizi and spoke. “That seems different than what you told me, Moizi.”


  “Y-young master?”


  “Don’t call me that. So what, you pounded practicality into me over and over when you’re the one drunk on war romance?”


  As Luward twisted his words like a knife, Moizi, his face austere even under normal circumstances, made a still sterner face.


  Luward laughed at Moizi’s look and agilely leaped back up onto the wagon bed.


  “Either way, I’m not supporting Mr. Lawrence’s judgment here. The Debau Company rubs me the wrong way, whether it’s the old guard or the new guard.”


  If Hilde and Debau blazed the way for a new era, others, like Luward and his men, would be left behind along with the old world.


  In that sense, perhaps that was why Luward felt so friendly with the current Debau Company.


  “What’s sad is how we have to help a company that plans to treat us as disposable. Certainly we’d make money. It might be profitable, but…” Luward paused mid-sentence to take a sip of liquor as a youngster brought over the evening meal. It was simple – bread sandwiching sausage – but in this cold, it surpassed any feast. “Only in money. A bit of drink and merrymaking and it’s gone.”


  This said, Luward wolfed down three mouthfuls worth of bread.


  Certainly, if one only made enough money to eat, once they ate, it was gone.


  “How about you, Mr. Lawrence? You’re a merchant. Have you ever thought about that?”


  As the conversation was passed to Lawrence, he was biting into his sausage, which left a bit of grease on his face.


  Luward’s question seemed hot and oily in its own right.


  “In the town of Lenos, there was a merchant who was such a miser even I was taken back.”


  “Really.” Luward and Moizi both took great interest as they looked at him.


  “This incredible person earned money over and over, using without conscience not only the lives of others, but his own life as well. I heard about this man. And I encountered him, with sword and knife pointed at me, in a seemingly abandoned warehouse.”


  The two mercenaries’ eyes widened in surprise for a moment; then, they made smiling faces like innocent children.


  “I asked him, why do you desire money so much? Is it not like trying to drink up an ocean?”


  Lawrence could not remember the face Eve had made at the time. It was not important at the time. Even so, he remembered the tone of her voice to the present day.


  That innocent, powerful, and somewhat sad tone of voice.


  “Because he needed to see, he said.”


  “To see…” Luward alone repeated it back. Moizi firmly bit his lip, moving his thick neck and tugging on his chin.


  “To see.” The young head of the mercenary company repeated it once more, gradually shifting his gaze into the distance.


  The response stuck like a piece of paper in a bird’s craw, but his eyes easily leaped and trailed away.


  “He might have made a good warrior.”


  And laughing as he spoke, Luward returned his gaze to Lawrence.


  “Wonder if he’d come if we sent an offer his way. What do you think, Moizi?”


  “Mmm… certainly, he might become a fine warrior. However, he surely lacks the personality to follow orders. If it is in his interests, he is capable of working with others, no matter how reckless the plan. However, if it is not in his interests, he can betray you no matter how friendly he is. It is a characteristic of many who have things expected of them somewhere else rather than here.”


  It was so precise an assessment it was as if Moizi had seen Eve with his own eyes.


  Luward raised a dissatisfied-looking eyebrow, but as Lawrence nodded, the mercenary breathed a heavy sigh, like a child whose playtime had been interrupted midway. “So you’ve been betrayed, too, Mr. Lawrence.”


  “Holo became a pawn, and in the end, before I’d even realized it, even my own life came to be at stake.”


  Luward whistled through his lips as Moizi stuffed his mouth with the last of the bread. “Merchants are frightening. The fact they don’t look it makes them even more frightening.”


  He looked toward the wicker cage in which Hilde slept as he spoke.


  “There’s a limit to how large a sword a man can swing. However, there’s no limit to the amount a merchant may write on a piece of paper. Here they have failed, but merchants might truly be the rulers of the world someday.”


  Luward’s left hand had been holding the hilt of his sword for some time.


  The expressionless way he looked down at Hilde was like a king who is thinking of cutting down his foe while still a powerless baby so that the child might not grow up to someday usurp his crown.


  “That might be so, but today is not that day. So, we shall fight on till that day comes.”


  Moizi’s words made Luward raise an eyebrow, looking slightly annoyed.


  It was as if telling a child that one did not take a life in vain.


  “… Still, strife in the northlands does worry me somewhat.” With a rattle, Luward’s hand came off the hilt of his sword as he spoke. “I don’t think there’s any reasonable chance anyone can stop them with the momentum they have now. I’ve heard that opponents are gathering in Svernel, but it’s no use.”


  This was the veteran mercenary’s assessment of the town to which Hilde sent his letter requesting aid.


  So indeed, if Lawrence delivered the letter, he would only be putting his own life in peril. It was a selfish thought, but having laid hands on an excuse, he felt his mood brighten just a little.


  “I wonder what Miss Holo plans to do. Perhaps she can slow conflict down even a little?”


  Holo’s mind was already set. She would surely do no such thing. No doubt she would do like Hugues, the sheep art seller, and would match the flow of the world as well as she could, pretending not to see.


  As Lawrence shook his head side to side, Luward’s own chest seemed pained as he tugged his chin and nodded. “It is a hard decision but one that must be made. She is indeed impressive.”


  “We, too, must work so that we bring no shame to our own banner,” said Moizi.


  “Damned right we will. But first, we’ll change the course of our advance and wait and see.”


  He said retreat without actually saying it. It seemed he really was fond of that line.


  “Although it’s good to do a night march like this after so long. Nice if it stays clear.” As Luward spoke, he raised his hand to shield his eyes as he looked up at the sky, acting like it was the middle of the day.


  Right now there was not a single cloud as the pretty stars twinkled in the cold night sky.


  “Snow might be all right, but rainfall would be troublesome.”


  They could manage with snow; for the cloud cover to be thick enough for rain, it had to be unseasonably warm.


  Lawrence had that in mind as he spoke, but Luward laughed as he tilted his neck.


  “I’m not worried ab out rain or snow. I’m worried about whether we see the morning sun.”


  “Morning sun?”


  “Yeah. I love seeing the morning sun when marching in the dead of night. What’s even better is that even if you’re all chewed up from battle, not one person makes a complaint. When you’ve been going all night – What’ll become of us? Is there relief ahead? Why’d this happen to us? and so on – it’s the best.”


  Luward’s speaking in such high spirits brought a pained smile to Moizi.


  “Blood and sweat are like flies buzzing about a corpse with the stench of death; you can never wipe them away. When darkness sticks to your hands, it stays with you like blood; you can never leave it behind. But the moment the sun emerges, all is washed away that instant. When you see that morning sun…” Luward closed his eyes, and as if remembering that very scene, he made a pause in the hymn, then continued, “… You can’t quit the mercenary life.”


  No doubt they thought this in particular because their livelihood depended on endless war.


  One really did have to cut away all the bad and let it all wash away. It had to be a very good feeling.


  But as a merchant, Lawrence would rather take action before a situation became desperate, if at all possible.


  “Well, it does look like we’ll see a really beautiful one this time.”


  Having left town in defiance of the Debau Company, there had been no sign of any pursuit from them. Besides, Luward and Moizi had said there would probably not be an attack without some kind of just cause.


  They would arrive at the town of Lenos with little difficulty and would rendezvous with Holo, who was not far now.


  Bringing Hilde to Lenos with them as well, he would surely calm down and rethink things.


  It was best to think of what to do afterward when the time came.


  Taking Holo to Yoitsu would be good, but if Holo would forgive it, Lawrence would like to wrap up his own business first. It would mean a fair detour, but there were many places a traveling merchant must visit before spring came in earnest.


  And if he and Holo were to begin a new life together, there were numerous things he would like to liquidate.


  “Well, we’ve stuffed our bellies so it’s time to be off.” As Luward spoke, Moizi slowly rose up.


  Traveling at night with a ghost seemed far more likely than traveling in the middle of a mercenary company. Lawrence wanted to laugh at the absurdity before his eyes. However, on the bed of his wagon rode the right-hand man of a mineral trader unheard of in any prior era. Furthermore, he, a hare incarnate, was fighting fiercely to bring peace to the northlands.


  And all of this had been made possible by a chance encounter.


  However, in the end, the world was a cloth woven between each and every person in it; the power of an individual was not great. As Luward had said, even this exceptional merchant went “out with a whimper.”


  Though the splendor of his commercial profits ascribed to him a God-like halo, as if everything he touched turned to gold, no such thing actually occurred.


  Perhaps that was part of why Holo so quickly realized that she could not solve everything in the world with her fangs.


  Her power had limits.


  For his part, Hilde had been easily wounded by a sword, had lost all his influence as a grand merchant, was nearly killed by drunks, and now slept in a wicker cage. His form looked frail – no more and no less than a hare.


  Perhaps realizing this in the bottom of one’s heart was what made people see the world with open eyes.


  “No one misplaced anything?” Luward asked very casually.


  At those words, Lawrence spontaneously looked in the direction of Lesko.


  For a while, he really wanted to see that store set up. He had in fact paid the deposit. But he had completely given up on that dream now. One had to give up many things for the sake of a new travel route, which was why travelers did not stay long in a village with many gentle souls.


  Very soon now, what he might have done in Lesko would be an amusing tale, one he thought would be good to tell with Holo by his side. So, Lawrence raised his face and moved to reply to Luward.


  The sooner we go, the better. Life is short, after all.


  It was not his own fault that his voice did not come out. It was because Luward’s face seemed to be saying, “Oh my.” He had no time to even think, What is it all of a sudden?


  From behind Lawrence, they heard a painful, stuttering voice.


  “I– mis… placed…”


  “Mr. Hilde!” Chasing after the path of Luward’s surprised gaze, Lawrence turned to see the wounded hare in the wicker cage desperately raising his head.


  “… some… thing…” It was as if his consciousness was hazy, perhaps due to fever from the wounds. His tiny head swayed, and one eye was not opening properly. Even so, he was desperately determined to tell them something.


  Hilde still had some attachment to Lesko – some regret of some kind.


  Luward closed the distance.


  “Hey, you rabbit bastard.” Luward thrust a single rough finger at the hare, one eye still closed, perhaps due to the wounds sapping his endurance. “You lost your war. Get it through your head. We’re heading south. If you don’t wanna die, shut your mouth and curl up right there. Understand?”


  The hare was so frail merely raising his head made him shake, but Lawrence did not find Luward’s display particularly untoward. A mercenary company had to act as a group. If head and mouth were not in accord, the hands and feet would fall into disorder.


  “Do you understand?”


  Finally, Luward lifted the powerless Hilde’s chin and turned his face to the side, like what was done with oppressed slaves. His eyes only seemed dimly open, as if he had a concussion.


  “Maybe I should say, as expected of a merchant of the Debau Company? I’ll give you credit for being stubborn.”


  “C-certainly, it is a temperament wasted on a hare.”


  Unsurprisingly, even Moizi was thrown off by the sight of a talking hare before his eyes. He was a steadfast, loyal mercenary. He displayed respect for any party who merited it, even a hare.


  Moizi used his too-thick fingers to politely pull the blanket, which had slipped, back over him.


  And, just as Luward stood up to give orders to his subordinates…


  “I l-left…”


  The sound of the shaking voice made Luward turn around.


  “… l-letters.”


  And a look approaching shock came over Luward’s face. “Letters, you say?” But those open eyes and that exhausted chin contained a seething rage under the surface. “Hey, is that true?”


  Luward brushed Moizi aside and thrust his hand into the wicker cage.


  “Hey, wake up!”


  And just as if trying to force a drunk to wake up, Luward grabbed him by the collar and shook hard enough to make his head shake.


  Of course Moizi intervened to stop him. Hilde remained completely limp, his long ears seemingly very heavy.


  He had left a letter.


  With one sentence, Hilde had driven a rusted wrench into the gears of Luward’s mind.


  “Shit! Letters, letters, he said?!”


  Luward took his hand off Hilde’s throat. He returned the small, exhausted hare’s body to the cage.


  “Yeah, it’s possible… If he asked Mr. Lawrence, then… it’s possible. Very possible…”


  Irritated, Luward gazed at the surface of the wagon bed, repeating himself in rapid succession.


  And suddenly, he raised his head.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  It was an intense gaze that suddenly made Luward seem taller.


  Those wide-open eyes that had just been gazing longingly at the twinkling stars seemed more like a beast’s than a man’s.


  “You were the last one to meet him. But I was careless and forgot to ask you.


  “I thought all of this was over after all.”


  Luward’s eyes gazed at Lawrence as if peering directly into Lawrence’s head.


  “I get that his final wish was for you to request aid. But what does that mean in real terms?”


  That instant, the matter of the letter floated into the back of Lawrence’s mind. Hilde had been on the verge of death when he used his nearly last gasps to reach the back entrance of the once-more silent inn, entrusting him with two copies of a letter – letters to Svernel and the lords within, saying Help me. Lawrence finally understood the effect of the pin Hilde had driven home.


  In other words, Hilde’s letters requesting aid demonstrated beyond all doubt who the Debau Company’s current enemies were. So if Hilde had gone to Lawrence for aid, was it unthinkable he had requested aid from others as well? For example, from the storied and esteemed mercenary company filled with crack troops that had been stationed at the inn just earlier? It was not so difficult to imagine.


  As if a youngster confessing an irrevocable mistake, Lawrence sucked in his breath and said this.


  “He entrusted me with letters requesting aid in halting the Debau Company’s current momentum from those arrayed in opposition to it.”


  Lawrence withdrew the two letters from his breast. He thought it would have been best to tear up and burn them.


  At the very least, to do so for those entrusted to him.


  A natural thought, but that would do nothing for any others.


  In Hilde’s situation, it would not have been strange to have left behind letters he had written but not disposed of. Or rather, there was a high probability he had left them on purpose.


  After all, at that inn, it was still highly likely Lawrence would try to persuade him to give up. Considering Hilde’s own physical strength was near its limit, Hilde must have thought it entirely possible Lawrence would whisk him outside of the town regardless of his own consent.


  Once he left the town, it would be difficult to persuade anyone to fight the Debau Company. Even with Hilde’s strenuous efforts, it was difficult. What to do?


  Have the Debau Company come after him. For example, he could leave a letter in a conspicuous place requesting aid from the Myuri Mercenary Company, or failing that, one that said, “Thank you for your assistance.”


  Upon finding such a letter, the Debau Company would dispatch assassins to eliminate potential complications. Failing that, they might simply make an example. In either case, the Debau Company had a reason to pursue.


  If it had been Lawrence in Hilde’s position, he would probably have left a letter of thanks in a conspicuous place himself.


  “To Mr. Luward Myuri of the Myuri Mercenary Company. Thank you for hearing my request. Let us take back the Debau Company, hand in hand.”


  “You got us good, you rabbit bastard,” Luward muttered in loathing, as if his teeth were clenched and he was growling right through them. At this point, they could not return to Lesko to check and make sure. Like a demon, no one could prove whether the letters existed or not.


  But if it meant sending the Myuri Mercenary Company’s strength to Svernel, Hilde would absolutely have written them. In the face of the suspicion that they might have joined forces with Hilde, the Myuri Mercenary Company could no longer head south.


  After all, the only route to Lenos was over a wide-open plain, making them the perfect target for the Debau Company’s overwhelming military might. No matter how mighty the Myuri Mercenary Company was, if chased on an open plain, the force larger in number would be certain of victory. On the other hand, the narrow mountain roads that continued all the way to Svernel would allow them to make up for the numerical disparity.


  Yet it was also quite possible this was a complete bluff on Hilde’s part.


  Though possible, if it was indeed true, heading south would bring the Myuri Mercenary Company’s long history to an end.


  It was plain even to Lawrence, with his thin knowledge of military affairs, that the Myuri Mercenary Company’s only hope of survival against Debau Company forces pursuing it was to flee into those narrow mountain roads.


  When one was small, they needed to flee into small spaces to survive. It was an obvious truth.


  Like a hare fleeing into a hare hole.


  “Svernel… Svernel, eh…?”


  Luward put his hand to his own forehead, repeating the word as if begging for relief. Lawrence himself had thought it reckless; Luward and Moizi had paid the idea no heed from the start.


  No one would have by any normal measure of thinking.


  However, Hilde’s stubbornness was not normal, nor was his way of thinking. The single utterance Hilde had dropped was so powerful a thing. If Holo had been by his side, she might have acknowledged it with a dazzling, fang-baring smile on her face.


  He had chosen to expend the last of his truly limited strength on a few choice words selected for maximum effect, bearing maximum force, delivered at the most opportune moment. With but a few words, he had bound the will of the head of a mercenary company.


  This was the surly right-hand man of the owner of the Debau Company.


  Lawrence realized he was fiercely jealous of the difference between him and this other merchant.


  “Going south is no longer an option. We would risk annihilation.” Moizi spelled it out. “Having said that, heading east or west would do nothing to clear up the suspicions directed at us. Also, there are plains in both directions. What, then, rush to Lenos as fast as we can? It’s no use. They have boats. They will catch up with us, and there will be battle. That must be avoided at any cost.”


  “I know,” Luward said shortly.


  Moizi nodded and continued, “Then, we must turn north. There is nothing that can shield us save the narrow mountain roads. And the one nearest to us” – as the excellent strategist he was, Moizi spoke plainly about the failure of their plan – “is the road to Svernel. As a key line of communication, it cannot be ignored.”


  “In other words, we’re being driven like hares into a hole.”


  The veteran strategist nodded gravely, for it was indeed exactly so.


  But there was neither anger nor despair on his face.


  There was only respect for Hilde the strategist.


  “With a single arrow, he has upended the circumstances of the war. And he has accomplished this as a merchant with a single sentence.” Luward brushed aside his coat with a rustle, raising his face in what seemed like defeat. “No choice but to ride with it. Ride and dance nicely on his palm.”


  
    
  

  And with that, he bounded down from the wagon bed, ordering the mercenaries to assemble.


  Moizi followed in Luward’s wake, distributing various minor commands.


  The only ones left were Lawrence and Hilde.


  But Hilde had revealed a plan that had earned respect from both Luward and Moizi.


  For his part, Lawrence was merely playing the fool. One was the right-hand man of the master of a great merchant company. The other was a mere traveling merchant. One might say that even being jealous was absurd.


  Lawrence looked down at Hilde, who had fainted; he then averted his eyes.


  The great merchant went out with a whimper?


  A foolish judgment.


  He was a traveling merchant himself.


  That sentence had viciously pierced Lawrence’s own heart.


  In trade, some loss could not be avoided.


  But there were losses that had to be avoided at all costs.


  These were not long-term losses nor great losses, but the losses that could not be recovered from.


  Surely it was no different for mercenaries.


  When one made their living in something as uncertain as war, severe damage was surely not such a rare event. However, losses to the extent that none would succeed to carry their flag had to be avoided at all costs.


  Therefore, to avoid annihilation, some undertakings were necessary despite their great risk.


  As a result of Hilde’s plan, heading south carried with it the possibility of complete destruction. Therefore, the Myuri Mercenary Company changed course, entering the mountain road that led to Svernel.


  If they were unable to put enough distance behind them while they still had cover of darkness, when the Debau Company determined the Myuri Mercenary Company to be an enemy and began pursuit, the mercenaries would be unable to implement strategies for escape. But advancing under darkness along a snow-packed road that was dangerous even in broad daylight only multiplied the dangers. One ran the risk of sliding down a sudden slope if they mistook something that was not a road for the road itself. The mercenaries organized themselves against that by dispatching a number of torch-bearing scouts that advanced forward while keeping track of one another’s location. Under normal circumstances, Lawrence would have surely been in admiration at the skill of it.


  However, this was an army on the march with possibility hanging over them that an enormous enemy might assault them from the rear at any moment. Furthermore, Lawrence himself was nothing more than extra baggage. Rather, it was Hilde, who had created this circumstance, who deserved all the credit for the brilliance of his strategy. That was why, even as Hilde slept within the wicker cage, that cage had been moved from Lawrence’s wagon bed to one of the mercenary wagons that carried their equipment and supplies.


  Having no feel for the land, Lawrence could not function as a guide, of course; neither could he work in tandem with the mercenaries. Furthermore, Lawrence’s horse-drawn wagon was fundamentally unsuited to traveling along mountain roads, and snow-covered roads all the more so; there was no small chance of the wagon wheels getting stuck.


  Though the same went for the wagons belonging to the mercenary company, Lawrence’s baggage was for his own benefit and had little to do with the mercenaries themselves.


  Neither Luward nor Moizi had shown any sign of displeasure whatsoever, but the same did not go for their subordinates.


  Getting someone to help a person get a stuck wagon wheel out of the snow was no different than finding a needle in a haystack.


  Besides, Lawrence had other reasons for his mood not lightening the entire time. Luward and Moizi had clearly anticipated it when they had looked at the spread-out map.


  Even as a person thought, If we’re lucky, the season will soon be over, one also thought, Isn’t it time already? Won’t it ever change?, and so on. And thanks to a single sentence thrown their way, the predeparture nighttime meal was long exhausted, with the time now reaching the beloved hour of breakfast.


  The slope suddenly increased, the road narrowed, and the horse-drawn wagon was no longer able to progress. At Moizi’s command, the mercenary group’s baggage was brought down from its wagons, and the horse-drawn wagons were overturned on the spot. Experienced hands removed the wheels of the wagons with sleds installed in their stead. Such equipment was natural for those considering marching an army through the winter. However, Lawrence’s horse-drawn wagon was not so well made as to have such tricks in store.


  Though it was not a cheap thing, either.


  Not having had the courage to sit on the wagon bed on this winter road from the start, Lawrence had been walking ahead of his horse, leading it by the reins the whole time, but thanks to that, now that they were stopped his sweat was rapidly cooling his body.


  Even so, the chill he felt that moment was not because of the cold. It was because Moizi came rushing over during a pause between giving orders.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  It was not unusual for a mercenary on the march to bear a grim face.


  However, to a merchant’s eyes, accustomed to reading the expressions on people’s faces, Lawrence could clearly see that he had come to say something unpalatable.


  “The wagon, you mean?”


  So, when Lawrence said it first, Moizi looked at Lawrence with earnest eyes, his expression not softening one fragment as he nodded. “It must be a difficult decision for a merchant.”


  Abandon your wagon, in other words.


  For the independent selling everything save his life for the sake of money, buying one was the fulfillment of a fond wish. The assets Lawrence had amassed for several years that had ridden with him served as proof that he was a proper traveling merchant.


  The odds of losing it during his travels had not been low. There were times when his wagon wheels had been stuck in the mud while traveling alone, and he wondered if it was all over. Even so, right now the wagon wheels were neither stuck in snow nor broken.


  But to advance any farther, it had to be abandoned.


  “I knew this was coming.”


  Lawrence managed to smile, stoutly waving it off.


  It was much harder than walking away from the deposit he had paid for the store.


  The other party was a mercenary who had surely been at harsher negotiation tables than most merchants. No doubt he easily grasped the gloom behind Lawrence’s expression. Even so, be wasted no meaningless words of sympathy, making an austere nod.


  And he raised his hand to call someone, giving orders to switch the baggage onto the horse, and what could not be loaded moved to the company’s sleds.


  “Then, let us be off,” said Moizi.


  Just like that, it was over.


  The switch from wheels to skids ended shortly after. Time was precious, and the road was long.


  Without pausing for breath, the mercenaries resumed their advance.


  Illuminated by torchlight, the snow-packed road made an eerie white glimmer.


  When Lawrence turned around, his wagon stood silent atop the white road.


  It was not that anything was getting any worse at this point.


  It was just that, to a traveling merchant such as himself, the sense of loss was like leaving part of himself behind.


  Perhaps it would have been a bit easier with Holo there, but he did not know when the rendezvous would take place.


  If things went poorly, it was possible Lawrence would be discarded on the side of the road, just like his wagon. It was not impossible at all that it might come to battle.


  As his wagon vanished into the darkness, it remained in the back of his mind like an ill omen.


  Afterward, they advanced across a number of roads, arriving at a small unoccupied traveler’s lodge.


  They rested to change shifts, and finally, dawn broke.


  It was not the morning sun that Luward had yearned for, but a thinly clouded dawn instead.


  They said it would take three to four days to reach Svernel. Though the distance was not so great, moving a large number of people over snowy mountain roads made for slow movement by its nature. However, as the same would be true for any pursuer, when Luward and Moizi had spoken about coming affairs, they had no concerns with the speed of their advance.


  More than that, since Hilde’s stratagem had driven Luward and his men into the narrow mountain roads by denying them any other choice, what they needed to think of above all else was what to do once they emerged from the mountain roads.


  “The first thing that stands out is that Svernel holds a strategic position in the northlands.”


  It was when they were emerging from their first rest break at a small lodge for merchants that warded off the cold, something ever present wherever in snowy regions.


  Inside the tent where crucial decisions were to be made concerning their advance, Moizi was the first to speak.


  “However, I have my doubts as to whether any proper military strength can be raised there.”


  “In other words, even including us won’t change the situation by much.”


  The reason Moizi did not reply was not because there was any room for uncertainty in what was said. It was because as Luward’s eyes gazed at the spread-out map, he could confirm it with his own eyes.


  “There are the letters Mr. Lawrence received, but…”


  With that said, Lawrence looked over the letters spread out to the side of the map. They were written by Hilde’s own hand and bore the stamp of the Debau Company. The text was concise and precise, giving the reader the strong impression that the writer was highly capable.


  However, the smudged characters, from not having given the ink time to dry, made it plain to any observer they had been penned in haste. Furthermore, despite the gravity of their contents, the letters had not been sealed with wax.


  “How about heading north from Svernel and requesting the cooperation of the former lord?”


  “Klaus von Havlish the Third, you say. Certainly he has not cooperated with the Debau Company whatsoever, but I would not call him part of the rebel faction.”


  “What’s his disposition?”


  As Luward asked, Moizi spent a while in silence, stroking his beard.


  “I have heard no rumors of valor concerning him. His territory must be fairly broad. He controls a number of roads that reach the north side of the mountain range. To head farther north from Svernel, using one such road is inevitable. Meaning trade to the north side of the mountain range cannot occur without passing through Havlish’s lands. The same stands if the Debau Company went there in search of new mining sites.”


  “So he’s the type who likes to collect tolls and loaf around the castle counting his coins.”


  “Most likely. Surely the man surviving to this point is a simple matter of geography. The present lord aside, his ancestors were probably benevolent.”


  “We can’t rely on him, then,” Luward said with a groan.


  Dawn had broken, but the direction of the wind made for snowy weather.


  With clouds in the sky, the day would be short. In that meaning as well, they had no time to think deeply about the matter.


  “So, we really don’t have any sane choice other than to enter the town of Svernel. But…” Luward sighed as he spoke. “We can’t escape any farther north. Am I right?”


  “Yes. The food stores cannot take it. If we slip past Svernel, there are only run-down villages along the way to the next proper town. Even if they ‘cooperate,’ I am doubtful we can live off it.”


  Even if they consumed a village’s food like a plague of locusts, a run-down hamlet’s food stores had limits. And it was the coldest part of winter.


  The first customer Lawrence ever gained as a traveling merchant was from such a village, forsaken by other traveling merchants. That was why he was painfully aware of the condition of such a place in the deep of winter.


  Even if Luward and his men did go to one, it would without doubt lead to the complete destruction of the village.


  “It’s perfect. The hole we’ve been driven into has a dead end.” The wounds seemed very fresh as Luward spelled it out.


  However, this was certainly not some special kind of wisdom that came exclusively to those being pursued.


  There was one other reason why Hilde’s strategy was so remarkable.


  And this was the preeminent reason why Lawrence, a mere traveling merchant, was part of this meeting.


  “So, when do you think Miss Holo will rendezvous with us?” Luward spoke while his gaze remained down upon the map.


  Holo’s existence was akin to what the joker was to card games. The lone trump card capable of felling even an emperor.


  “She expected to return to Lesko today or tomorrow at earliest.”


  But it was scarcely possible every last thing had gone according to plan.


  “Once she arrives in Lesko, she’ll realize the Debau Company has been taken over. I wonder what she’ll do after that? Look for us, probably.”


  Lawrence wanted to praise Hilde for having seemingly taken truly everything into account while making preparations.


  “He referred to this possibility when handing me the letter at the inn. It seemed he’d always planned to go to Svernel should anything happen. Mr. Hilde apparently worked it out with his companion who headed to Kieschen with Holo.”


  “In other words…”


  Luward took in a large breath, his body seemingly growing as large as a bear’s.


  Apparently, clearing the air required chilling his insides first.


  “… He instigated all this to get his paws on military might.”


  Neither Luward nor his men had actually seen Holo in her wolf form. However, the legends that told of Holo that Lawrence had heard here and there hardly did her justice.


  “If you’re thrown into battle empty-handed, all you think of is running away. But if you have a weapon in your hands, even a small one, you can show a lot of bravery, even in a reckless situation. That is why you tie a spear to the hands of new recruits for their first battle but… who knew the same could be done to us.”


  “I’m sorry, but can we really trust Miss Holo so far?”


  Flattery was not the job of a strategist.


  At Moizi’s misgivings, Luward raised an eyebrow as his chin twitched. “That’s what has Mr. Lawrence so calm, isn’t it?”


  Those were by no means words of praise.


  But it was the truth.


  “… Yes. If Holo can rendezvous with us, certainly that would mean great military strength. However–”


  Holo had no intention of doing battle.


  Luward interrupted Lawrence with a wave of his hand. “You can save the rest. What I want now are facts.”


  He had been brushed off. It twisted his gut how he could be a traveling merchant and still be treated as less than a person.


  “So Svernel really has to be our objective.”


  It was a strategic point in the northlands where those opposed to the Debau Company were said to be gathering.


  In the first place, in the event of war, Luward and Moizi had planned to make money off those fleeing toward the outskirts of Yoitsu. This was also for the purpose of preventing the wounded and fleeing from heading to Yoitsu and threatening the livelihoods of those who dwelled in the villages there.


  By that thinking, for the Myuri Mercenary Company to deliberately head to Svernel, premised on the thought of joining the rebellion there, was a bad joke indeed.


  But Luward was not some mere beaten dog driven into a corner by a hare.


  As he gazed at the map, he added, with a lighthearted tone such as one would use to say, Let’s go have a drink…


  “I mean, all we have to do is rob enough food and run.”


  Lawrence had let it slip from the forefront of mind, but these were mercenaries.


  “All right, forward march!” shouted Luward.


  They were reliable men, but they lived in a different world.


  Right now, there was no wisewolf beside him. He would have liked to hear her make a small chuckle at the foolishness of humans.


  Hilde awoke sometime after they took breakfast and set out.


  Anyone would have found the head of a marching army and his strategist taking care of a hare to be odd – and people ignorant of Hilde’s true nature all the more so.


  In the end, the plate came around to Lawrence once more.


  “Fatten him up well,” said the mercenary with a laugh, handing Lawrence the wicker cage that held Hilde.


  Not that Luward or Moizi had said it, but rumors steadily  broadened to the effect a merchant’s scheme had forced Luward and his men to head to Svernel. So it was easy for them to identify who was responsible.


  The mercenaries around Lawrence did not come close, opening the distance both in front and behind him. At this range, should any sign of betrayal present itself, he could be instantly slain in a wall of spears.


  It was a bitter pill to swallow.


  Even though Hilde had awoken, he did not carelessly raise his voice, carefully assessing the situation instead.


  “We can speak a little.”


  As Lawrence spoke, he brought a damp cloth near Hilde’s lips. After taking a sniff, Hilde took the moisture into his mouth, clumsily drinking with a radiant twinkle in his eyes.


  “… To Svernel?”


  It was a curt question.


  And with those two words, Lawrence was certain that Hilde’s earlier question had been a complete and utter fabrication.


  “Just as you planned.”


  The least Lawrence could do was to answer with rancor. His words made Hilde hold his breath for a moment and then slowly exhale. Lawrence brought the cloth close to his lips once more; Hilde drank more steadily than earlier.


  “Right now… where are we?”


  The murmur of his voice was by no means restraint on his part. From the luster of his coat, he truly did not have the energy for more.


  “We entered the mountain passes and left a small mountain lodge this morning. Right now, I see two mountains to the east and one mountain to the north.”


  If he had a sense of geography, that would surely suffice. Hilde nodded. “And Miss Holo?”


  Then, that question. Everyone was depending on Holo. The tightening in his chest every time it came up might have been him feeling responsible he could not shoulder burdens as heavy as Holo, or perhaps it was simple jealousy.


  Probably both, he thought.


  “Not yet. However, if she returns to Lesko, you said you’d planned to head to Svernel, yes?”


  “… Yes. There are… limited routes between both places. My flying companion will likely find us immediately…”


  Humans were limited to land and sea, but the sky was for birds alone. Lawrence did not bother to nod as he pulled out some bread with a rustle, showing it to Hilde. “Food?”


  “… I am unsure if I can hold it down.”


  “Let’s moisten it, then.”


  Lawrence had taken care of numerous weakened animals in his travels as a merchant. He had even pulverized wheat or beans, added hot water, and packed the paste into their mouths, forcibly if necessary.


  But since Hilde could understand speech, there was no need to force his mouth open.


  “I do think this is quite strange.”


  Lawrence seemingly smeared the moistened bread on Hilde’s mouth to put it in, dripping the water in the cloth down to his lips. Hilde’s eyes narrowed. It seemed hard for him, but he finally swallowed it down. After repeating this a few more times, Hilde listlessly shook his head side to side. “… Pathetic.”


  “Hm?”


  “For me… to end up like this…” Hilde’s feeble-sounding voice brought a strained smile to Lawrence.


  It was certainly not a smile of unnecessary sympathy for the wounded.


  No, it was a smile directed at himself.


  “With a single utterance, you bound Mr. Luward’s thoughts to your own will. You’ve amassed a great fortune and left everyone guessing whether you’ll move left or right. And now you want even more?”


  Hilde kept Lawrence in the corner of his eye. There was an unfathomable prudence in his eyes. Even in his weakened state, his eyes betrayed no hint of emotion. Within his heavy ingenuity and intellect lay a deep sense of caution.


  “True… if one desires too much, one will fail.”


  “Like your enemy.”


  At Lawrence’s words, Hilde closed his eyes and made a painful-sounding laugh.


  “Pursuit?”


  “None at the moment. But if it comes, we should hear of it from the lookouts today or tomorrow.”


  It would come. The addition of one small mercenary band to the enemy could be dismissed as trivial. While that might be so, right about now the town had to be in an uproar at Hilde’s disappearance. One could call it human nature to put two and two together.


  It was hard to believe a person such as Hilde would be ignored.


  “Right now, you should sleep. I may be envious, but you are a splendid merchant. I think, when the time comes, your wisdom will prove very valuable, far more than that of a mere traveling merchant like myself.”


  He could only admire Hilde for deploying a strategy Lawrence could not even grasp the whole splendor of. Furthermore, he had Luward, the leader of an army on the march, in his grasp, and Lawrence himself had become akin to a hostage left alive because he was on such good terms with Holo.


  Those thoughts brought out the words he used to flail himself.


  Even if a merchant was resigned to licking the boots of the other party, if he became servile, he lost. But knowing that did not mean one could do anything about it.


  “… I shall do as you advise,” Hilde said after staring at Lawrence for a while. His eyes did not scoff at the servile Lawrence. Hilde had no reason to do so, for he was an excellent merchant.


  As Hilde closed his eyes, Lawrence covered his body with a blanket. If he wore a face like this when reuniting with Holo, she would give his backside a good hard kick, he thought.


  Something in his head slackened. The situation – with Hilde’s greatness right before his eyes, Luward and his men seeing him as only a traveling merchant, and everyone around him depending solely on Holo – might have put him in a bit of a sulky mood.


  It was foolish, he thought. Perhaps having spent so much time with Holo had given him notions about being a wolf himself. Lawrence smiled at his own absurdity as he walked in the center of the silent mercenaries.


  He then realized it had been a very long time since he had walked in silence. My journeys were always like this before I met Holo, he thought with fresh wonder. Furthermore, he could barely remember what it felt like back then. Lawrence was amazed with himself at how much he had taken traveling with Holo for granted.


  They climbed a plateau, crossed a frozen swamp, and walked on deer and hare tracks as they moved forward. It was already past noon as they made a rapid pace toward the horizon, as if fleeing from the cold.


  When he raised his head, thinking this was about when Holo would be asking what they were having for supper, the mercenaries around him raised their heads as well, as if waking up. Perhaps it was the coincidence that made Lawrence expect to see Holo there when the mercenaries all looked back together.


  The one running from behind looked like a mercenary through and through. But even when he ran right past Lawrence and headed toward the vanguard, for a while he still had his hopes up that Holo might appear.


  When Lawrence finally had to accept she was not coming, he realized that he had fallen for Holo to a truly pathetic degree.


  Shortly thereafter, the advance came to a halt and people gathered all around Luward. A report had come that there had indeed been pursuers dispatched from Lesko. There was a faint sense of tension enveloping everything around him.


  Then, Luward faced his audience and spoke.


  “Just now, I’ve received word pursuers from Lesko are drawing near us.”


  There was no murmur among the mercenaries. It was quiet enough to hear a drop of water falling onto the ground as they awaited their leader’s next words.


  Luward seemed satisfied with that as he spoke grandly.


  “Our opponents are roughly three to four times our numbers.”


  Unsurprisingly, he heard a light inhale of breaths.


  However, since they judged themselves to be the most valiant mercenaries of all, they did not falter at all. Fiery looks mixed with caution poured onto Luward in silence.


  “Also, besides being well funded, they aren’t a bunch of weaklings under the command of the third son of a noble half playing around. Their mountaineering is just as good or better than ours. At the very least, it’s a fine opponent to test our valor against.”


  A fine opponent to test one’s valor against. It was like referring to a retreat as advancing in a different direction. Among the mercenaries, small chuckles spread around, along with wondering out loud who the opponent was, with blustering laughter mixed in.


  Lawrence had heard that, normally, one belittles their opponent to reduce fear before engaging in battle.


  Saying straight up what a dangerous situation might have been to warn them not to let their guard down, but even more than that, to tell them there was nowhere to run.


  In these narrow passes, even if they fled into the mountains, this was a barren, snowy place in wintertime. They would freeze or starve to death in no time.


  Even a mouse driven into a corner had no choice but to bare its teeth to the cat and fight.


  “So, what unit is this anyway?” one of the mercenaries asked, unable to bear the suspense any longer.


  Not a single person looked in the direction of that mercenary, their eyes squarely on their leader, Luward, since they were all thinking the same thing.


  The mercenary business was a small world.


  If one knew who they were facing, they would know his skill level and tactics, too.


  Though knowing their opponent did not necessarily improve the situation, there would surely be some measure of relief merely in knowing who they would be fighting.


  “You really want to know?”


  Luward had such a serious face as he spoke that the mercenaries murmured all around. Even Lawrence held his breath. There were times when knowing was a relief; sometimes, it was better not to know.


  Either way, if the pursuers caught up, there would be battle.


  But these were vain mercenaries. Another mercenary spoke for the rest of them.


  “Who is it?”


  As the question was asked, everyone’s murmurs truly stopped that instant.


  Luward smiled at the silliness as he looked at his feet. He raised his face.


  Everyone held their breath.


  Luward said this.


  “The Hugo Mercenary Company.”


  Lawrence had heard that name in Lesko. He was sure the man commanding that unit was named Rebonato.


  The Debau Company was not taking any chances. Whatever the Myuri Mercenary Company’s objective, no matter how small in size, they had sent a force with overwhelming numbers, forged over the course of a hundred battles.


  Lawrence clenched his fists.


  But the next moment, cheers went up all around.


  “Come on! Don’t scare us like that, boss!”


  “If you’d scared me any more, I’d have pissed my pants!”


  A clamor arose from many lips, with protests mixed with laughs as sword and spear were raised.


  Lawrence felt like a fairy was tickling his nose. He had no idea why they were suddenly filled with such joy.


  “Ha-ha, don’t be so sore. I didn’t know what to think till the moment I heard who was chasing after us, either. But Rebonato’s done pretty well for himself. He’s apparently taken a lot of the Debau Company’s gold, after all.”


  As Luward cheerfully spoke, the mercenaries raised their voices to display their displeasure at the Hugo Mercenary Company and the “fat and stupid” Rebonato who commanded them.


  But Lawrence still had no idea what they meant by it.


  “Well, let’s play along to give him a good excuse at least.”


  Luward had spoken; the rest was left to Moizi.


  “So, that’s how it is! Forward march! Walk quickly if you want to sleep under a roof even a day sooner!”


  The mercenaries gave Moizi’s spirited command a lackluster, halfhearted response.


  They were finally dismissed and returned to their previous formation, but the atmosphere had completely changed from just before.


  Could they really be that relieved that it was the Hugo Mercenary Company pursuing them?


  Perhaps dialogue was an option to begin with? Certainly, Luward and Rebonato were drinking partners and seemed to get along well. But mercenaries that would not switch sides if they were paid enough gold simply did not exist.


  When Lawrence returned to his own horse, Hilde’s face was peeking out slightly from the wicker cage mounted on the horse’s back.


  “What is going on?”


  The earlier shouts had apparently woken him up.


  As the vanguard was setting out without delay, Lawrence went along with the flow and replied, “Pursuit approaches, apparently.”


  Those words brought neither surprise nor sadness to Hilde. The eyes wordlessly facing Lawrence betrayed nothing.


  “Though they don’t seem to be worried about it at all…”


  Lawrence spoke while taking the wicker cage down from the horse’s back, wrapping one arm around it.


  Hilde thought about that for a while, seeming to carefully select his words as he replied, “It must be a unit they know well.”


  Then, he made a sigh of relief. Hilde seemed to know what this, too, meant.


  “What do you mean?”


  As Lawrence asked his question, Hilde’s ears rose a little.


  “It is quite simple. Mercenaries are not quite the barbarians the world fears them as; they will not simply do anything for money. In particular, they rarely raise their blades against their own kind.”


  Lawrence had begun to understand over the last several days that mercenaries were far from mere crazed killers.


  However, that did not immediately put him at ease by any means.


  “Therefore, the employer’s side… has a fair bit of difficulty handling them.”


  The hare within the wicker cage narrowed his eyes as he laughed.


  Lawrence had always seen things from the perspective of those attacked by mercenaries.


  In Hilde’s case, he was the one hiring them.


  “On the battlefield, killing is chiefly the role of knights and thugs hired for short periods. The job of real mercenaries is to capture their opponents alive. That way, they receive ransom for their captives as well. They do not pillage nearby towns or villages any more than necessary. In Lesko… you surely saw how they live. In particular, the good relations the units have with each other.”


  Certainly, Luward had spent two whole days drunk, seeming to show his face in every corner. He had used letting others know about the Debau Company’s issuing a new currency as cover for heavy drinking all night long.


  As Lawrence nodded, Hilde made a somewhat exasperated sigh.


  “There are people in mercenary companies who have a long history together. Their bonds were born in the course of meeting together on the battlefield many times over. They are a group that dances to its own tune.”


  “Then…”


  “Yes. That is why… one truly hires them not for offensive strength, but as a check upon others.


  “Though they are used to pillage towns and villages and lay waste to the countryside, depending on circumstances. Even by mistake, one does not hire mercenaries to pursue other mercenaries, particularly when the two units know each other well. If one did so, it would be… a waste of money.”


  As he ducked his head under the blanket in the wicker cage, his red eyes narrowed as he spoke, growing ever more mortified. He probably thought it pathetic that the company built by someone he trusted could engage in such incomprehensible stupidity.


  “… All the real authority is probably being held by the lords. My subordinates would never consent to employing money in such a clumsy…” Hilde’s mouth stopped mid-sentence.


  Then, he made a somewhat embarrassed laugh.


  “I should say, the traitors… would not do such a thing.”


  Lawrence did not know how to react to that. All he really understood was that Hilde truly was a great merchant.


  So that was why Luward said Rebonato had done well for himself. He had been paid good money to pursue them without any intention of engaging in real battle whatsoever. Perceiving this, Luward would engage them just enough that they could make excuses to their employer. A fine trade, indeed.


  “But with this the state of things, we might just manage.” Hilde suddenly spoke.


  “Eh?”


  “To make that determination, surely… then, even if Miss Holo is absent… or perhaps…”


  Within the cage, his head under the blanket, Hilde gazed far into the distance.


  He was immersing himself in his thoughts, continually thinking about his next move.


  But Lawrence could not follow whatsoever. This was on too grand a scale for him to grasp.


  There really was a world known only to those who made great fortunes move.


  The time when he wanted to peer into that world, even just a little, had passed.


  So he asked, “Would you like to drink some water?”


  Hilde finally looked back at Lawrence, stating politely, “I would indeed.”


  After the following morning, the Myuri Mercenary Company was overtaken by the Hugo Mercenary Company, the pursuers dispatched by the Debau Company.


  An envoy from the company brought a demand to surrender and hand Hilde over. They had understood what had happened with Hilde immediately. That Hilde and the mercenaries vanishing during the same night were tied together was not bad thinking on their part.


  But whether the demand was for good reason or not, no one ever heard of mercenaries submitting to a demand for surrender.


  No one would ever hire mercenaries that surrendered just because the going got rough. Hence, those who sullied their flag through surrender suddenly lost their way. As a result, they vanished from the battlefield.


  So the world was full of undefeated mercenary companies.


  “Fire!”


  In the end, the Debau Company side probably meant to rout the Myuri Mercenary Company for its connection to Hilde regardless; after a declaration of war, battle commenced.


  But this was not a direct clash between the mercenaries, but rather, an exchange of arrow fire.


  From time to time, arrows poured down like rain. Various soldiers defended themselves with wooden shields while others loosed arrows when the other side was preparing to fire its next volley.


  During those intervals, Lawrence and the others advanced; once they had gone ahead a little ways, the archers advanced as well.


  So far, there had been only two wounded, and it seemed they had been hit by stray arrows while collecting arrows that had already fallen.


  What was hard to believe was how the scale of arrows being traded back and forth required the combined efforts of several towns’ worth of craftsmen to make. Though they had been properly maintained, the arrow tips had been blunted from having been fired so many times. That was why one of the two wounded was merely bruised. If not hit in a bad place, even a child probably would not die from such arrows.


  Even so, with large men yelling battle cries as they let a great many arrows fly, it would look like a fierce battle to any observer.


  From time to time, Lawrence could make out a merchant in the enemy ranks sent by the Debau Company to keep an eye on things, but he was the only one who seemed to have sweaty palms as he meekly observed the battle.


  “While remaining in their seats, eminent merchants can move great amounts of goods and people from one place to another. But almost none of them actually see people and things in motion. That the cunning can fool them is not because they’re incompetent. It’s because they’re careless.”


  “Painful words to hear,” Hilde replied curtly from within the cage Lawrence cradled. The scouts and the baggage mounted on sleds formed the vanguard; Luward and the other leaders followed right behind on horseback.


  Moizi had remained in the rear of the unit, raising his great voice as he took temporary command. However, he returned from time to time to moisten his throat with wine. Surely he had enough leeway to have snacks with his wine, too.


  “From Rebonato, we have word he’s nicely fooling the overseer, but what do you think?”


  “It is surely as he says. This must be that one’s first time laying eyes on a battlefield, after all.”


  Hilde seemed acquainted with the merchant sent to oversee matters. It was clear to a ridiculous extent that all was in the palm of his hand.


  “So it’s a greenhorn with conventional thinking, huh? He probably takes pride in printing his name in church letters. You okay with this, though?”


  Luward was sitting with one leg across his horse’s back, resting his cheek upon his palm. In doing so, he looked the part of a veteran mercenary. That was indeed the case, but Hilde seemed even calmer as he replied, “I think it is quite all right for you to look with your own eyes and judge accordingly.”


  Luward silently looked back at Hilde, but Hilde, who could do nothing but stay put within the wicker cage, seemed almost asleep.


  “Well, fine,” Luward said with a snort. “As long as Rebonato’s well fed, we’ll make it to Svernel just fine. Not trying to put your old comrades down here.”


  “No, surely it was the lords who decided to dispatch troops. I am not praising them out of affinity, but this is not the man they would select were they attacking us in earnest. That is surely why the overseer is so young.”


  “Because they know how this’ll turn out even without coming to see?”


  “Yes.”


  As they were well aware they were both in the palm of the other’s hand, each was rather calm about it.


  One was the one who flattered; the other was the one who was flattered. A person would think if they had the time for this, they could use it for more constructive thoughts, but instead they were shooting the breeze.


  Both legitimately excellent men, their conversation went as smoothly as between two old friends.


  “Well, at this rate we’ll end up arriving in Svernel just like the plan you drew up.”


  “Yes.”


  “You thought we had a shot?”


  As the head of a mercenary company could not be seen talking to a hare, Lawrence was carrying the wicker cage as he walked alongside the horse. Those around them thought they saw Lawrence speaking to Luward, but in reality, he had no right to get a single word in. Seen from above as well as from below, he was a porter, nothing more.


  “… Yes.”


  “Liar. We only had a chance once Rebonato showed up.”


  He spoke in a lighthearted tone, but his insight penetrated rather deeply.


  Depending on how one used it, even the sharpest tool could be turned into useless junk.


  Just as Hilde seemed to, Luward, too, regarded how the tool called the Hugo Mercenary Company was being employed as an instant revelation of the current internal state of the Debau Company.


  “Lords and nobles with their eyes wild over profits get all worked up. They figure brute force is gonna solve all their problems. That’s making me treat everything you’ve been doing till now like water under the bridge.”


  “Yes. Looking at their numbers and equipment, too, it is immediately clear a ridiculous sum was expended. The lords have probably entered the office itself.”


  Lawrence thought Hilde must have meant that figuratively, but Luward laughed hard enough, he turned his face to the sky.


  “Just because you get people with swords hanging from their hips to sit down at the table doesn’t mean you can have a debate with them. On that score, the company you and Debau ran was pretty incredible. The head of a small mercenary company like me getting a glimpse of either of you was almost impossible.”


  Though he spoke it with invective, Lawrence heard them as nothing but the highest praise. Hilde, of course, was not the sort to be so easily pleased by flattery, but the sigh he made was not so far off from that.


  Somehow, it made Lawrence think back to his dealings with Holo.


  “It seems we have a grasp on who is truly playing whom. The managers who raised the flag of rebellion against us must want to quickly seize back control from the lords by whatever means necessary.”


  “Meaning, if they know you’re in Svernel, the merchants will say, ‘It’s our turn now,’ and start negotiating?”


  “And they might well offer various compromises to obtain my cooperation in seizing control from the lords. I believe there is every possibility of that.”


  In such a circumstance, it would not be strange for the imprisoned Herbert von Debau to make a return to the stage. For at the very least, Debau could weave his way through the gaps between those in power, mediate, administer, and use them as much as he could.


  “Besides, arriving in Svernel safely will make people who do not know the situation see it as us slipping away, like an eel, from a force several times our number. That will serve to raise morale splendidly.”


  “I agree. So on top of that, assemble fighting strength, and like you said, brush off the Debau Company’s demands and wring concessions out… huh? They’re relying on momentum, too. There’s no way those lords have any deep plan here. If the fatal flaw’s the merchants realizing they’re being played by the lords, they’ll decide to swallow their shame and go back into their sheaths, is that it?” said Luward.


  “Yes. Merchants live and die by their calculations of loss and profit.”


  Luward’s laugh made his shoulders quiver. No doubt the fickleness of merchants amazed him.


  “So, if all of this actually goes well, there’ll be an appropriate payoff, I take it?”


  Mercenaries were every bit as fickle as merchants. They were constantly hunting for compensation for their actions.


  But since money was an unavoidable necessity for a unit to continue existing under its own banner, knowing how to gloss things over was even more important than profit and self-interest.


  “Of course. A merchant’s gratitude is redeemable in gold, after all.”


  Luward, too, seemed caught off guard by the joke. He shook with noiseless laughter for a time, finally raising a very amused laugh.“Ha-ha… I get it. I get all of it. Still, I see…”


  This was the first time Luward had prevaricated in his conversations with Hilde.


  Hilde seemed to take note of that as well, raising his long ears much like Holo, gazing at Luward with deep interest.


  “What is it?”


  “Mm? Ahh, well, you see.”


  He really was being evasive.


  It just did not feel like he was clumsily hiding something or trying to pull the wool over their eyes.


  The young mercenary company leader seemed amused as well as bewildered.


  And once his bewilderment calmed after a while, he looked at Hilde, as if demonstrating a small measure of resolve.


  “At first, I thought it best if the Debau Company went ahead and ripped itself apart.” He came right to the point. “The company looked like a sign our mercenary’s luck would be running out soon.”


  Hilde watched Luward’s face for some time. Perhaps it was his nature as a merchant, but Hilde’s eyes were poised and guarded, as if words were a snare lying in wait for him.


  Luward watched Hilde’s look, shrugging his shoulders with a light laugh.


  “It’s simple. I’ve met someone whose principles were betrayed who’s scheming to turn it all around. The situation’s bad. Furthermore, the enemy’s huge, even overwhelming. Because of that, he has to gather military strength together. He can’t let the slightest opportunity to strike back go to waste. And, cooking up a ruse, he’s finally got his way to strike back. We, the Myuri Mercenary Company, are among the few, precious lights of hope. We’re not doing this for money. Actually it took all I had not to smack around the lot of you back at Lesko. In other words…”


  It was likely no coincidence that many famous generals were orators.


  Luward’s words were strong and had a power that resonated with those who listened to them.


  But this was by no means a simple matter of speaking well. Luward truly believed the words he spoke. Likely, no matter how sternly Moizi had drilled practicality into him, inheriting a banner that had flown for centuries, with so many valiant men having fought under that banner, he could not do his job without being a dreamer himself, too.


  For a dream one sincerely believed in would resonate deeply with others.


  “In other words, right now, we’re pure mercenaries. Mercenaries through and through. This is a saying from the great Iohann Schlauzenvitz: To be a mercenary, one needs power. And how much you can live as a mercenary depends on how many of the powerless need that power and how well you learn how to use it. Thinking only of swinging your sword, breathing like the air is your food, dashing across the battlefield: That’s a mercenary. The perfect tool. And the simpler a tool, the more beautiful it is.”


  Perhaps one could call it the beauty of functionality.


  The thought might anger Holo, but the way Eve earned and spent from anything and everything in search of a golden throne was beautiful, too.


  But Hilde made a cold face at Luward’s bountiful words. “A contract must obtain what both sides desire, nothing more, nothing less. It is the foundation of all business.” He was not swayed.


  Hilde was indeed a key figure in the Debau Company. A great merchant who had planned and succeeded in bringing about the issuing of a new currency, showing the town merchants like Lawrence a dream while showing mercenaries like Luward a nightmare.


  Lawrence no longer held either envy or jealousy for him. Lawrence merely experienced its purity.


  Luward excitedly had his eyes wide, his teeth bared. No doubt he thought with an employer like this, his mercenaries could take on the whole world.


  The dream that had seemed to collapse was blossoming once more thanks to Hilde’s intellect and the mercenaries’ might. If things went well like this, the forbidden book that Holo was carrying might not even be necessary.


  “Well, let’s do our best to be good paper tigers. We want a fat reward if this works, too.”


  Luward’s spiteful tone concealed his embarrassment. Hilde merely closed his eyes as if in gentle amusement.


  “Ha-ha. Better show me some nice dreams. Don’t get hit by a stray arrow now.”


  “You would do better to take care I do not end up as dinner.”


  “You’re not lying.”


  The two shared quiet laughter together.


  When they broke camp and resumed their march the next day, things unfolded much like the day before.


  Though there was a huge clamor, it unfolded as a comedy, in which a single fatality ought not to result.


  Even so, how they were pressed by the opponent at times, and nicely widened the distance at others, made it look like a mysteriously back-and-forth battle.


  In reality, it was simple: The vanguard on sleds could not slack off when going up an incline, while the reverse was true on a downward slope. Moizi was doing a marvelous and skillful job at the helm.


  From time to time, they scattered blood from sausages over the snow and made it look like they were carrying wounded men.


  While the men were busy putting on a show for all they were worth, word arrived of a force from the Debau Company advancing on Svernel by a major road, separate from the Hugo Mercenary Company with the Debau Company overseer. Just as the Hugo Mercenary Company had cooperated with him, Luward no doubt wanted to hand that information over so as to owe them nothing going forward.


  As Luward and Hilde had said, if one was not actually there himself, there was no way to even guess at what was going on behind the curtain. The company had grown arrogant on its throne, handing out only money and orders, manipulated by cunning people more and more.


  Also, during the time he was leaving matters in the rear to Moizi, Luward was dispatching scouts to learn of Svernel’s situation. If Luward and the others, having originally gathered at Lesko to seek employment with the Debau Company, proceeded to Svernel carefree and without a thought, they might well be taken for enemies and attacked.


  Even putting that aside, Lawrence remained doubtful Svernel would still be willing to raise its banner against the Debau Company.


  After all, the Debau Company’s power and momentum showed no sign of waning as of yet.


  “Ah, I think it’ll be all right,” Luward said with a yawn atop his horse. “People who aren’t good at figuring out profits and losses don’t change their thinking that easily.”


  “For better or worse.”


  At Hilde’s addendum, Luward jutted his lower lip forward and shrugged.


  “You’ve a point there. But that means we should count on Svernel.”


  “Is that so? Unfortunately, I have never had any actual dealings with them.”


  “Even so. After all, they’re normal – they have walls around their town, they collect taxes, they have guilds, they regulate merchants, they carefully set the price of bread, and trading goods back and forth makes their eyes shine. They’re a lot easier to predict than folks from a town with no walls and no taxes that seems to run itself as if by magic.”


  Hilde twitched his nose at Luward’s words.


  “Certainly, one must not trust people like that.”


  Luward slapped his horse’s neck in amusement at the betrayed Hilde’s deadpan joke. “Well, we’ll find out when we get there. We’re close enough we should arrive tomorrow or the morning after at most. We’d better finally think about how we’re gonna escape Rebonato.”


  The word escape had a deeply resonating meaning to them. As they were not actually fighting, engineering a situation that allowed them to escape was rather difficult.


  Even more so, how to dramatically raise the morale of those shut inside Svernel in the process.


  “Depends a bit on how they want to play it.”


  As Luward spoke, he looked at the mountains yonder with distant eyes. The other mercenary company no doubt did not want to look like they had let their prey slip away through incompetence. So the Myuri mercenaries needed a fairly decent plan.


  However, Hilde did not offer any wisdom from within the wicker cage; his head did not even stir from within the blanket spread all over him. He was asleep, his face buried under the blanket as if fleeing from the cold.


  No doubt he thought that just because he was intelligent did not mean he should offer an answer to every dilemma.


  If the best answer could be drawn out of those who excelled at this, it was enough.


  Unlike with a traveling merchant, division of labor came naturally to a large company. It took great courage to entrust something to someone else. Lawrence thought, I might not be able to entrust decisions even to Halo. Yet that was something they did even when it concerned their very lives.


  They were simply in a different category of business.


  When Lawrence had left Lesko and come this way, he had the distinct feeling that he was buzzing around just outside the mosquito net, but it no longer bothered him. He was happy just to have a glimpse at their beautifully logical world.


  As they traveled, the sun rose higher, and it became midday. Lawrence and the others had dinner, exchanged friendly chats with various people, and leisurely ate their meals as they walked. Those brought with them as “wounded” a few moments earlier did so as well, their faces half covered in pig’s blood.


  Amid that relaxed atmosphere, there was a suitable visitor as well.


  “What? With swords and spears?” Luward spoke from atop his halted mount. He looked down at his knees to a messenger from the Hugo Mercenary Company.


  “Yes. The boss wants to give the overseer bastard chills. So he wants one big battle, he says.”


  “Mmm…” Luward closed his eyes, raising his chin and stroking it with his hand, but thanks to youth and physical predisposition, he did not have much of a beard. From that perspective, it had a conspicuous, childlike charm to it. “But if that happens, we’ll each have to hand captives over. What does he say about that?”


  “Yes. The boss wants to hand four people over to you, and you to hand… roughly fifteen people over to–”


  “What?”


  The tenor of Luward’s voice changed. That instant, like how a single wolf’s growl raised the tension of the entire pack, the look in the surrounding mercenaries’ eyes changed.


  But that reaction might only be natural. Even Lawrence’s head found such a trade to be reckless. If a unit like the Myuri Mercenary Company handed over fifteen-odd people as captives, their numbers would be greatly depleted; even more than that, they judged themselves the stronger mercenaries, so such a condition was a bitter pill to swallow.


  Even when colluding in battle, going along as part of a tacit agreement, there were things one did not do.


  “It’s part of the boss’s idea.”


  Luward snorted. He raised his sword high and said, “Explain.”


  “As you wish. The boss said he wants to negotiate a prisoner exchange and wants to present an ultimatum at that time.”


  “Negotiate?” Luward asked back. He glanced at Moizi.


  “Yes. We have both suffered losses from attrition. So, there must be room to negotiate. The boss will bring that merchant overseer along to the meeting. We would like Master Luward Myuri and one other person to come to negotiate.”


  Lawrence imagined what that would look like.


  Right in the middle of a snow-covered road, each mercenary leader paired with a merchant as they faced each other down.


  Those negotiating would be on the one hand, a mercenary company that had nearly half its members taken as captives, desperately trying to escape and survive. On the other hand would be a mercenary company with overwhelming military superiority and financial resources backed by the Debau Company.


  In other words, surrender now and give up on going to Svernel and they shall be permitted their lives alone.


  The negotiations would no doubt be very one-sided.


  And when the time came, who would be the specialist who would negotiate?


  Having thought that far, Lawrence understood where this was going.


  “In other words, your ignorant, pure young merchant will demand ransom for our captured comrades and will push us to surrender after that.”


  The messenger, who had maintained a neutral expression the whole time, cracked a smirk for a single moment before regaining his composure.


  “You will become very angry at the content of the negotiations. And in the face of overbearing, unreasonable demands, you will have no difficulty taking advantage of the carelessness of a naive youth, taking him hostage. We will be forced to release our captives and allow you to escape. We will report that we sincerely tried, but someone was foolish.”


  “You think it’ll go that smoothly? He might be young and naive, but he’s still from the Debau Company.”


  The messenger made a blunt sigh at Luward’s question.


  “He’s horrible. The boss has put up with him pretty well. Should’ve killed him on the first day.”


  Amid all that formality, his real opinion poked its head out.


  The male messenger politely amended his words with, “Ahem, or so what everyone says.”


  “Got it. We were just thinking of how to get into Svernel ourselves. This is good, I think. It’s what I’d expect of a plan from the famed veteran captain of the Hugo Mercenary Company.”


  “The captain will be proud to hear of your words. I believe we must leave it at that.”


  “Understood. Then, we need the particulars… or are those details being left to us?”


  “The boss said as much.”


  Luward made a small laugh. He wanted to say, I expected as much.


  “All right, we’ll let you know when and how we’re gonna go at it. Fine with you?”


  “As you wish.”


  The messenger knelt and bowed his head, darting off and running across the snow immediately after.


  His speed truly evoked the expression a hare on the run. In no time at all, he vanished amid the trees along the road.


  “So, that’s how it is, Moizi. Pick about fifteen unlucky guys. And use all of our pig’s blood. For the little details… how about we do it like back at Lesso Valley?”


  “… I see. Understood. I shall find for a proper place with all haste.”


  “Please do.”


  With that, various preparations began until finally all was ready.


  No troupe of players performing in a plaza ever made use of such extravagant devices.


  Lawrence was quite beside himself as he watched them go to work. But the mercenaries making preparations were enjoying themselves like little children.


  The two armies faced off atop hills separated by a valley.


  The valley seemed to have originally had a river flowing through it, but during winter the water was frozen, and thanks to the snow, the entire area was indistinguishable from solid ground, making it most suitable for a battlefield.


  The commanders, Luward and Rebonato, stood atop the hills on both sides of the valley, with the slopes continuing from the hills to the valley lined with troops. Since one could look down at both one’s own force and the enemy force from a high place, the order of battle was obvious at a glance.


  However, the anecdotes of a large army being shattered by a small army were legion. Perhaps such anecdotes accounted for why the Myuri Mercenary Company’s morale was so high in spite of their numerical disadvantage.


  If someone was observing both armies facing off from the outside, he would surely think as much.


  “Everyone’s blades are smeared with grease, right?”


  Those were the words that came out from Luward’s mouth. With the blade smeared with grease, a sword was no different than a stick. According to the script, the Myuri Mercenary Company realized it could not shake off the Hugo Mercenary Company if it continued to flee, so it decided to turn and strike back, girding itself for one final battle.


  Lawrence was suspicious as to whether they could pull this performance off, but Moizi handled command extremely well. Perhaps the Hugo Mercenary Company also had a keen understanding of how it might best be driven back at such a time.


  At any rate, even knowing it was all a show, Lawrence and the others’ flight, carrying them into the valley and up the hill, was quite suspenseful.


  “Yes. They seem to be using rather well-worn weapons as well. They’ll say they broke during combat and request compensation, I imagine.”


  “Ha, makes me jealous… How about we do that, too?” Luward turned his head back as he asked.


  Of course, he was not asking Lawrence, directing his question at Hilde, who Lawrence carried in the wicker cage.


  Hilde made only a flick of his ears out of the cage; his face never rose from its side. Though their de facto employer, he was a prudent merchant, careful about what he promised, both in print and by words alone.


  Luward simmered as he smiled, but Moizi did not seem to notice.


  “Well, the biggest concern is moving exactly according to plan. No oversights, right?”


  “Correct. They are reasonable people as well. As they have made their preparations, it should all go well.”


  “I see.”


  As Luward spoke, he took in a deep breath. The way he raised his brow and then narrowed his eyes was no doubt because he knew just how absurd this so-called battle was.


  However, the battle would accomplish the triple feat of having no meaningless fatalities, leaving as few grudges between them and the enemy as possible, and mutually protecting their favorable relationships with their employers. Though it might have been absurd, unimportant it was not.


  At any rate, there was nothing for Luward to gain by thinking about it by himself. As mercenaries built up their reputations over long careers, there were many things they needed to understand as implicit problems that could not be resolved with money alone, nor that could be glossed over with bluster and conciliation.


  There lay the crystallization of the will of the many that approved of the mercenary life.


  A traveling merchant came to glimpse at the various worlds of various professions. Few among them had problems that could be resolved with money alone.


  By Lawrence’s thinking, it would have been nice if there were a few more problems that could be resolved with money; Hilde had supported the Debau Company with that very concept in mind. However, sometimes things in this small world were settled by absurd, splendid performances onstage.


  The huge man on the opposite hill with his arms folded, looking in their direction, was no doubt Rebonato. Lawrence saw a Moizi-like blaze in how he looked. His long, frizzy red hair went in all directions, and his face was sunburned even in this season. He was so muscular that merely folding his arms seemed to threaten to rip his clothes apart.


  Rebonato made a small nod as he looked at Luward. After glancing at Moizi to make sure, Luward nodded back.


  Even with this many people in one place, one could not even hear a cough.


  As a cold wind blew gently, Rebonato lit the match.


  “So now that you see you can’t run you’re minded to fight! We, the Hugo Mercenary Company, will show our respect for the Myuri Mercenary Company’s banner and fight with all our strength!”


  Sound traveled poorly on the snow-covered roads. In spite of that, Rebonato’s booming voice made them feel like he had reached out and touched them right on their own hill.


  Luward was the one who responded.


  He slowly drew the sword hanging from his hip, raising it high above his head as he replied.


  “We advance, our destinies granted by God! Those who live by the sword must sometimes turn our backs against God himself and accept the stigma of apostates! However, what they cannot endure is the stigma of foully attacking their enemy’s back! We desire to put our lives on the line for the sake of the much-reputed Hugo Mercenary Company’s honor!”


  Lawrence did not know if their lines were scripted, but they nearly made him laugh, all the more so because he knew what was about to happen would be a large-scale farce.


  Even from a distance, Rebonato’s look of rage was apparent; worked up even before, he was now all the angrier. Standing next to him, the overseer from the Debau Company seemed quite indignant at Luward’s speech.


  As the overseer was the only one in all this playing his role seriously, it was impressive.


  Or perhaps, in a certain sense, both Luward and Rebonato were taking this very seriously.


  If this was a ritual that was part of their being mercenaries, it might well be so.


  Holo would have been quite pleased to see this.


  “Very well! No doubt the war god Rajitel will reveal the truth!” As Rebonato spoke those words, he took his ax from his hip and swung it high; the mercenaries deployed along the slope brought their weapons to bear all at once.


  The sight of over a hundred men readying swords and spears in unison was not something one saw very often.


  As a man who had been stirred by tales of the slaying of dragons, Lawrence’s heart quivered at the sight.


  “A worthy foe! Attack!!”


  With those words, Luward signaled the start of the battle.


  The next moment, the troops ran down the slopes like avalanches.


  Perhaps the merchant serving as overseer – the same age as or a little younger than Lawrence – was caught up in the moment, raising his voice in such excitement, one half-expected that if someone handed him a sword, he would run to join the battle himself.


  Certainly, in the face of a scene like this, few young men were able to keep their cool.


  That was true even for a merchant who mocked the stupidity of war, scorning it as unprofitable.


  Lawrence felt as though he understood why many men continued to make their living at war, even though it was dangerous, made them hated by the world, and that he absolutely could not call it profitable. This excitement was difficult to taste any other way.


  This was where someone might ask, Which side is stronger? Yet the answer was so simple, even a baby that had not spoken his first words could understand.


  If Holo were here, Lawrence had no doubt she would get annoyed and start cheering the friendly forces on. Depending on the situation, she might even take wolf form and leap into the fray herself.


  Easily able to imagine the sight, Lawrence made a small chuckle to himself.


  That moment–


  There was a small rustle of movement within the wicker cage Lawrence carried securely within his arms.


  Just after he realized Hilde had raised his head, he heard these words from behind.


  “What is so amusing?”


  “What do you mean, what? It’s obv–”


  Lawrence smiled as he began to answer, turning around, and only then realized what his eyes were seeing.


  It was Holo.


  “Holo!”


  Lawrence immediately raised his voice. Holo closed her eyes, looking annoyed.


  And his voice made the others around them realize the presence of an intruder.


  A girl like Holo walking all around the place should stand out, but no one had noticed her at all. That’s a wolf for you, he supposed.


  “When… did you get back?”


  “I returned to the town the day before yesterday, but ’twas delayed a bit there.”


  Holo seemed a bit tired compared to when he had last seen her. Her hood and the face beneath it seemed dusty somehow.


  When he thought more deeply about it, Holo had just returned from a journey that would have taken some seven days on human feet. No horse would have survived being pushed so recklessly.


  But more than all of that, though it had only been a few days, the sight of her made him as happy as if it had been several years.


  “I see… I mean, I’m glad you’re sa–”


  But as Lawrence tried to speak, Holo interrupted him with a wave. “So? What is the hare doing here?”


  Lawrence’s mouth hung open as if to continue his earlier words. He remembered when as an apprentice he had become separated from his master in an unfamiliar city, and when he thought he had finally found his master, it turned out to be someone else.


  He faintly recalled that something like this had happened once before. It was when Holo had been captured in Pazzio, when Lawrence had been waiting for Holo in the subterranean passage.


  “Things went in a completely different direction than we expected.”


  Luward was the one who answered. Though Holo could keep her hood lowered and hide her tail to look like a normal girl, there was no way they could allow Hilde to speak where people could see.


  “Do not tell me you fell for honeyed words and promises?”


  Luward made a pained laugh at Holo’s sarcastic words. As that had been precisely the case, he made no reply.


  “Hmph. Well, we heard most of the story back in town. I can deduce the rest.”


  “We?”


  When Lawrence asked, Holo made an annoyed-looking wave toward him and pointed above her head.


  As Lawrence and Luward looked to the sky, there was a single bird flying above them in a circle.


  “I shall ask for the details later. First, what are you doing? Using pig’s blood even; is there some kind of festival afoot?” Perhaps it was to be expected that Holo instantly understood it was a farce.


  “Maybe it’s easiest to call it mercenaries putting on an act together?”


  Holo made a voiceless laugh at Luward’s words. Mixed with the circumstances, she might have understood a very great deal from what those words indicated. “Putting on an act is very important. Everyone has their role to play, after all.”


  “I’m happy that you understand. I feared I might be muddying the name of Myuri with this farce.”


  “I might well be angry if ’twere done poorly.”


  Luward pursed his lips as he made a funny face.


  “But ’tis well done. Myuri was quite fond of playing tricks upon others, after all.”


  Luward, who had purposefully put on a look of surprise, was genuinely amazed by Holo’s words.


  And as a smiling face seemingly burst forth, he turned toward the banner they flew, looking back at Holo once more.


  “Is that so?!”


  “It is. However, males of all sorts like this sort of thing, do they not? Provided that they are not sweaty-palmed fools, that is.”


  Holo clapped Lawrence on the back as if she might or might not be referring to him.


  Though he wanted to say something in return, he made no protest, for it was the truth.


  “I suppose that’s true not just of mercenaries, but everyone who lives on the battlefield. Well, it might be hard to watch, but please bear it a bit longer. The curtain will rise very shortly.”


  “So it would seem. So that’s why you’re sneaking something off toward the mountain?”


  Moizi, who had only just finished giving orders for advancing in formation toward the valley, turned in shock at Holo’s nonchalant words. She really was a wolf, noticing every little thing.


  “That is correct.”


  “And this is because you want those great sleds and so forth to move forward, is it not?”


  The slumping of Luward’s shoulders indicated “it is as you say.”


  “Thanks to that, ’twas hard for me to find anywhere to hide, you see.”


  “A place to hide?”


  “Indeed. Well, then, ’tis not your place to mind the hare forever.”


  With that, Holo roughly snatched the wicker cage up out of Lawrence’s hands. Even the ever calm and composed Hilde poked his head out of a fold of his blanket, shaken by such treatment.


  “Hm. So this is why I caught the scent of blood. Damned fool.”


  Speaking while making a teasing face, Holo swayed the cage from side to side and shook it up and down.


  Hilde had no option but to endure it.


  Under the blanket, he was not a frog caught in the gaze of a snake, but a hare under the gaze of a wolf.


  Holo’s teasing of Hilde having brightened her somber mood, she pushed the cage onto a nearby youngster. “Hold this, will you?”


  Already bewildered by a girl suddenly appearing in the center of their unit and being treated with respect by their captain for some unfathomable reason, the youngster, even more bewildered, looked to his captain, hoping to be rescued.


  “Take good care of it. It’s an important hare.”


  “Aye, I’m counting on it. Come, you, let us be off.” As the hesitant youngster found himself pressed by his captain’s command and Holo’s smiling face, Holo grabbed Lawrence’s hand and walked off. Lawrence was not the only one at a loss.


  “Where are you going?”


  Luward asked the extremely pertinent question.


  Holo, who was already dragging Lawrence along as she strode off, suddenly stopped, turning around. “I hid a certain something in the mountains. I must go retrieve it.”


  “If that’s the case, I can send one of my men to…”


  Holo momentarily let go of Lawrence’s hand as Luward made his offer, perhaps made out of respect to Holo, and looked squarely at Luward as she replied, “Though I am grateful for your concern, this fool would sulk soon enough.”


  Holo poked a finger into Lawrence’s belly.


  Certainly Lawrence had said he would take all responsibility for the forbidden book and so forth when asking Holo to help. For the text to bypass Lawrence and go straight to Luward and Hilde would be a rather dull affair.


  But just as Lawrence was about to protest that he was not such a child, Holo instantly turned back around and seized Lawrence’s hand. Looking over her shoulder, she said this.


  “That being so, wait just a bit. I shall return soon enough.”


  Luward gave a vague reply as he watched them go. “Ah, yes…”


  Keeping Lawrence’s hand in her grip, Holo advanced farther and farther until they reached a place that no sign of conflict reached. Ahead there remained distinct tracks of sleds and those transporting them.


  The smallest set of tracks mingled with the others before splitting off midway and heading toward the mountains.


  “So, that’s where you came here from?”


  “Aye. When I heard sounds of fighting, I really thought I might have to join the battle as a wolf.”


  There had been times when he might well have prayed for salvation from Holo, so he could not just laugh it off. However, since he knew what was behind the curtain of the grand farce, he forced a bitter laugh.


  “It was a close call, then. If that’d happened the whole thing would’ve been a waste.”


  “If Luis hadn’t told me, it would have been a much closer thing.”


  “Luis?” Lawrence echoed back as Holo pulled up the hem of her robe as she climbed the slope of the mountain she had descended from.


  “Do not make that face. There. There.”


  She pointed to the sky.


  “It’s rare for you to remember a name.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo made a satisfied smile and laughed as if she had found a fun new toy.


  “What, are you jealous?”


  She was irritatingly accurate.


  “Well, judging from your look after you noticed I was there, ’tis surely that as well. What had you so flustered? You were like a dog who had not seen his master in ages.”


  Holo smiled teasingly as she climbed the slope farther on her own.


  Though mortified, Lawrence could not find any words to reply with. Even so, he made his usual resigned sigh and trod up the slope as they retraced her footsteps.


  Goodness, he had been looking forward to their reunion, but it had been a storm of invective.


  Unlike the light-footed Holo, Lawrence’s legs became mired where the falling snow had grown thick. When he pulled his legs out of the snow, the malicious Holo hurled even more abuse at him.


  Just because they had been apart a while did not mean she would be happy when they had reunited.


  When he had been waiting for Holo in the subterranean aqueducts of Pazzio included, did she even realize how much he had worried about her? Certainly, this time there was little direct cause for concern. But by its very nature, one never knew what travel would bring.


  In particular, on Lawrence’s side, it had been entirely possible that one mistake would have truly ended in death. Leaving Holo’s concern for Lawrence aside, it would have been nice if Holo had worried about Lawrence just a little more.


  Was he wrong to expect such a thing? I’m being quite irrational, he was well aware, yet knowing that did not keep out the spontaneous thought.


  He kept pulling his legs out when they became stuck, searched for the next reliable foothold, and used trees to pull himself up the suddenly steepening slope. Since he could not lift his gaze, he had no idea how far Holo had gone. He could not even hear her footsteps anymore.


  If it was going to be like this, I should have waited downhill.


  But the instant he stopped to catch his breath, making a sigh…


  “Hng, wha–!”


  Lawrence sustained a heavy impact with sky and earth switching places.


  The terror of climbing a slope and going backward down it can only be appreciated by those who have experienced it. The world turned on its head.


  However, somehow Lawrence’s body came to a complete stop in deep snow before rolling over.


  “… Urgh…”


  Rustle, rustle. Along with the dizziness of his head and the oppressive feeling of something mounted atop his chest, he heard the rustling of snow. It seemed snow had fallen right on him from the treetops.


  As he thought, Holo’s going to laugh at me again, and tried to get his nicely inverted body up, he found himself barely able to lift hand or foot.


  It was around then when he finally realized.


  “… Holo?”


  She had not come to rescue him. She had not come to laugh at him.


  Holo had been on top of Lawrence the whole time, head buried in his chest, unmoving.


  Holo had leaped right into him, bowling him over.


  “…”


  She wordlessly pressed her face against Lawrence, both arms wrapped around Lawrence’s back, squeezing with all her might.


  As if she truly was at the limits of her strength, from time to time she took a breather, changed the positions of her hands and her body a little, and embraced him with all her strength once more. As the snow fell down with a rustling sound, Holo admirably swept the snow away with her dexterous tail.


  Once Lawrence took the entire situation in, he stopped trying to rise, relaxing into the snow. His head rather deeply in as he had fallen into it with some force, with walls of snow filling his vision before suddenly coming to a halt. Of course, the snow covered both ears, limiting the sounds he could hear to very little. The only sounds he heard were those made by him and Holo.


  He was unable to see up to the sky, with evergreens, filled to the brim with snow, acting as a chilly barrier. With that, Lawrence finally understood the true reason why Holo had hidden the forbidden book in the middle of the mountains. She had wanted to bring Lawrence this far out, to a place hidden from not only Luward and Moizi and Hilde, but from the high-flying Luis’s line of sight as well.


  As Holo rested atop Lawrence’s chest, he put his arms around her back and lightly stroked her. He felt she had become a little thinner. As he stroked Holo’s back, Holo made a raspy, painful-sounding voice as her small body shuddered. The claws on the hands around his own back dug in enough to hurt.


  
    
  

  He had not been the only one happy to be reunited. He had not been the only one who felt the last few days were torture. Lawrence gave a light laugh.


  “So you were the one putting on an act,” he said.


  Those were the words Luward had used. As Lawrence laughed, Holo’s claws dug into his back more strongly, no doubt partly in a show of protest.


  “Ow, ow! Well, I’m sure you’d have been appalled if you knew how I’d been faring.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo paused for a while, as if doubting his words, before pulling back her claws a little. Lawrence made a relieved smile as he recalled something similar that had happened during the affair in Pazzio’s underground aqueducts. Awfully glad I didn’t say anything, he thought with some relief.


  In return, knowing he should make full use of his good fortune, Lawrence said this.


  “Welcome back.”


  Holo’s face shot up from his chest.


  And as she looked at Lawrence, her face lost all composure.


  Lawrence was flustered no more. This time, with Holo on the verge of tears, he embraced her body once more, shifting his body around to position his feet to stand. Holo shot him a look of protest, but Lawrence replied with a strained smile, “If we’re too slow someone’s going to come looking for us.”


  No doubt Holo’s vanity could not have taken that.


  As her lips made a pout, she pressed her face against Lawrence’s breast to wipe away the tears that had seeped out, and after a final embrace, she hopped right up.


  “Somehow, I feel like I’ve been ridden like a horse.”


  Once he had been pinned to the ground by a giant wolf claw, too.


  But this time Holo did not bare her fangs at him, but instead, she moved a little aside and extended a hand to Lawrence to help him get up.


  “… Why does the one holding the reins end up on the bottom?”


  He took them as words of gratitude, but did not ask back, So, which of us wears a rope around their neck? Instead, once Lawrence had gotten up, he wiped a lingering tear from the corner of Holo’s eye with a finger. Even as Holo turned her face with a sour look, her ears and tail seemed pleased.


  Furthermore, now that he had wiped her right eye, her left eye regarded him.


  Lawrence sighed and carefully wiped the tears from her left eye.




  
    
  

  Chapter 9


  “So, this is the forbidden book.”


  The book was within the luggage Holo had carried from Kieschen.


  It was marvelously bound in leather, with that alone giving it an overwhelming, overbearing feeling.


  “The contents?”


  “Who knows… but according to that portly book merchant…”


  Holo, speaking as she changed clothes, exhaled a sharp “phew” as she poked her heard out of her shirt. “… ’Tis authentic.”


  “I-I see…”


  When he opened it, the ink bore the particular fragrance of knowledge.


  But Lawrence was of course unable to read the characters written within. Apparently, the contents had been written in the words of a desert kingdom to make them more difficult to read. It was all strangely thin and curvy. Lawrence did not even know if these were actual characters.


  “It’s good you managed to get it, though.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo’s hand, in the middle of pulling her long hair out from under her shirt, stopped as she suddenly made a sullen look.


  “… There was an argument?”


  As it was not an inexpensive book, something between her and Le Roi could well have taken place.


  Lawrence thought that as he asked his question. Holo brushed her hair back and seemed annoyed as she spoke. “Something like that.”


  “I-is that so…?”


  It was written loud and clear on Holo’s face that something she truly disliked had happened when she drew near at Lawrence’s mild-mannered expression of concern.


  “Surely you comprehend how great a chore it is to shake off Col?”


  “Ah!”


  Lawrence finally got it.


  “We forced him to go his separate way to begin with, so of course the sight of my face put him in tears. I had to make my escape while that overly serious church girl held him back!”


  Lawrence understood all too well the storm of protest Holo’s arrival to get the forbidden book must have kicked up.


  Col was probably clinging to her the whole time, pleading for her to let him help.


  Had Elsa not stopped him, Holo really might have ended up with Col riding on top of her the whole way back.


  “Well, that’s… really…”


  As Lawrence had not witnessed it himself, all he could do was offer sympathy.


  Holo was well aware of that, so her face was not terribly indignant when she looked the other way. “It certainly is! And after all I’ve done for her, the attitude that serious church lass took with me…”


  Holo, apparently remembering her anger at the time whatever had happened, became worked up all over again.


  There were few girls as fearless as Elsa, and she must have said something to Holo to make her so worked up.


  Holo’s tail swished back and forth as she shook her head. “More importantly, why are you making for such a dangerous town with that hare anyway?”


  To Holo, the entire misadventure must have seemed like one unpleasant event after another.


  She snatched her sash, which she had always let Lawrence wrap around her, from his shoulder, roughly wrapping it around herself. Someone just happening to come along might make a few assumptions about the situation, but it was nothing of the sort. Holo had returned to her wolf form to dig up the book she had buried in the snow like a fox.


  Holo seemed in ill humor as she lobbed her words at Lawrence.


  “I did hear talk of you heading to Svernel, hare in hand, plotting to join the rebels. How many times must my precious Lawrence stick his nose into danger no matter what I say before he is satisfied, I wonder?”


  Had they merely handed over the forbidden book the danger would have been minimal.


  But by taking Hilde to Svernel, the danger was not limited so.


  “About that… it was because Mr. Hilde’s strategy was just too good; that’s all I can really say.”


  Lawrence explained his dealings with Hilde at the inn in Lesko and how, thanks to a single utterance by Hilde, he had tied the mercenaries into knots and how that was linked to their difficult decision.


  Holo, of course, was not amused.


  “But in spite of all that, what kind of idiot heads for enemy territory on purpose?” she said after listening to the whole story.


  He understood what Holo was trying to say.


  Since it was clearer than a cloudless, sunny sky that Hilde’s counterattack was reckless, they should not have lent their support.


  Yet Lawrence and the others had gone along, ending up walking the narrow mountain roads.


  Therefore, Lawrence could only ask Holo this: “Well, should just the two of us run away?”


  That option was a great deal simpler than performing a dramatic reversal scene and heading to Svernel as planned, but it had obvious drawbacks.


  “… I just wanted to say it.”


  Holo seemed unamused as she spoke.


  If Holo was cold-hearted enough to so easily abandon Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company, she, too, might sing the praises of this world a little more.


  “But a few things will probably sprout from this, yes?”


  Meaning, there was at least a possibility of cracking open the present circumstances.


  Lawrence made a light nod at her question and closed the book. Holo then stuffed it back into the hemp sack she had carried it in, securing it shut. This was not some cheap thing; the hemp was the same high quality as used to embroider stout ropes. Stored within was every last gold coin Hilde had placed in Holo’s care.


  No doubt a book merchant of Le Roi’s caliber would have immediately pulled out his scales. If the forbidden book proved unnecessary due to the failure of Hilde’s plan, Holo would invariably take it back by force. Therefore, taking the possibility of things turning sour into account, the best move was to sell Hilde’s gratitude. That, more than accepting three hundred gold lumione now, was thinking of far greater potential profits.


  Probably something like that.


  “You saw that stage play, too, didn’t you? The Debau Company seems to be fairly shaken internally. The company’s middle management planned to use the power of the lords to seize control, but apparently it’s really the lords using them. That’s why they’re forced to make a rather stupid decision like this.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo stared straight at him, and seeming to carefully weigh his words, she lifted her chin.


  “… It serves them right.”


  “Yeah. But that’s a favorable situation for our side.”


  Holo seemed a bit dissatisfied with Lawrence’s reply.


  “Is that so? All it means is the enemy’s switched from backstabbing merchants to disorganized oafs.”


  “That may be so, but from the beginning the Debau Company planned to use the lords as its puppets while seizing power over the region from them. In other words, we think there’s a high likelihood the traitors within the Debau Company didn’t want the situation as it is now.”


  “So light the fires of rebellion, and sympathizers shall emerge from the rebels and such…?”


  Holo was making a face as rigid as if she was gnawing on bitter rye bread.


  Certainly, it might be a very convenient way of looking at things.


  But since the words were not those of an amateur, but those of Hilde, who had been inside the Debau Company, they carried weight.


  “At the very least, that’s what Hilde thinks. I think it’s an optimistic perspective, too, but some of the traitors must be more fervent than others. It wouldn’t be strange if some thought, If we keep on going like this, the lords will run us into the ground, and so forth.”


  “…”


  Holo surely understood the logic of it, yet she was deeply perturbed.


  Before Lawrence could ask her what she really thought, Holo said this.


  “So what, call back the owner they have bared their fangs at once already? And if called back, would he forgive them?”


  Certainly, that was a sensible reaction.


  But merchants were shockingly greedy, thick faced, and black-hearted. These trends were exacerbated in merchants of exceptional skill. Famous merchants were specialists at throwing their weight around, but Lawrence had heard they were just fine with rubbing their cheek against the ground right in front of others.


  In practice, such things usually did not obtain any definite results, and if the middle managers did not kill Debau himself because they could still use him, the reverse was equally true. In other words, even if Debau returned to power at the head of the company, Hilde and Debau could never return the company to its former state by themselves.


  “I think… they will. And Mr. Hilde and the others are spurring a counterattack because they think so.”


  For a while, Holo’s eyes watched Lawrence as if he looked like a creepy magician or the like, finally making a sigh. Perhaps she averted her gaze because looking at the forest calmed her heart.


  “You merchants truly are a pack of fools…”


  Tone aside, those words seemed to constitute tentative assent. Besides, this was very good news so far as Holo was concerned.


  Even Holo would want to avoid making the choice to abandon Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company if at all possible.


  After all, handing Hilde the forbidden text was with the intent of averting an unprecedented crisis in the northlands. Moreover, had Holo and Lawrence not become involved with the Myuri Mercenary Company, it would not have become wrapped up in such danger.


  With such thoughts in mind, Holo and Lawrence could not just flee by themselves.


  All they could do right now was hope that all would settle down; right now, that was still possible.


  And Holo knew this, of course.


  She did not like it, but she accepted it. Perhaps she had raised the issue because she wanted to rule out their running away on their own, but he made no effort to confirm that.


  Lawrence had something else he wanted to say instead.


  “So if you were an exceptionally skilled merchant who could easily do such shocking things, what would you do?”


  “Mm?”


  Holo looked at him, seemingly taking a bit of time to understand the meaning of his words.


  Though not being simply led by the nose by Holo made him happiest, taking a long, hard look at Holo’s face changing into a bewildered expression was a close second.


  She looked like she was not going to give up even if it took her the next hundred years.


  “… Do you intend to push this onto me? I must say that is very small-minded of you.”


  “I think we stupid males are proud of being good at that.”


  And without laughing, Holo snuggled nicely into Lawrence’s side and said this.


  “Yes, yes. That is so.”


  Holo took Lawrence’s hand, as if asking, Is this all right?


  The smile Lawrence sent back covered his whole face.


  “Hmph.”


  Holo looked the other way with an annoyed expression.


  From there, the two descended the slope and came out onto the road.


  To the right was where Luward and the others were fighting; to the left, the winding road continued all the way to Svernel.


  By now the heavy sleds must have all advanced quite a ways down the road. The marvelous feast of sword and spear was due to come to an end, so those not involved had gone ahead.


  “Incidentally…” With the road curving to the right, Lawrence asked as they walked, “If you arrived at Lesko the day before yesterday, what were you doing between then and coming here?”


  According to Hilde, the bird named Luis knew to tell her that if anything had happened in Lesko, Hilde would be heading toward Svernel.


  Therefore, since the eyes of a bird in flight surely would have spotted Lawrence and the others right away, a rather large amount of time had passed.


  As he asked, Holo shrugged her shoulders a bit and said this.


  “The town was like a clam that had closed its shell. Even knowing without doubt something had happened to the hare, I had little notion of what exactly that something was. That and someone left the inn without leaving so much as a note.”


  Holo said it with invective, but in that situation, Lawrence would never have left a note.


  If he carelessly left such a thing, he would have no idea what way it might be taken.


  “So you were investigating the circumstances?”


  “Aye. Luis’s comrades had vanished as well. But though Luis did not take human form, he truly has courage and is quite valiant. He said he would not give up and would keep searching. Aye. Enough that ’tis truly wasted on a bird.”


  From Holo, who rarely even remembered other people’s names, this was rather high praise.


  As Lawrence thought as much, he also knew he had best keep his face neutral, but apparently the decision had come too late. Holo noticed and leered at him from the side.


  “… This Luis is so incredible, then?”


  So he said it before it was said for him.


  “Aye. Let us say we had a bit of an adventure.”


  “I see,” Lawrence calmly replied, but Holo seemed to be testing him as she said all this.


  “Making a forced march, running all over day and night, finally arriving at the town and searching for those who were missing and gathering information was not something that could be done alone. Sometimes he urged me on; sometimes I urged him on. Sometimes I led him; sometimes he led me. That is why…”


  Holo made a small pause in her words.


  “… I might have fallen for him just a bit.”


  She turned her face away as she spoke for good measure.


  As Holo spoke such words, she made what seemed to be a constrained smile.


  A man and a woman bound together through hardship was one of the staples of the old ballads.


  It could not be. Could it…?


  If a man and a wolf was fine, why not a wolf and a bird?


  But if he showed even a hint of suspicion about that, it would mean he did not trust Holo.


  More than anything else, he was certain Holo thinking he did not trust her would hurt her.


  While Lawrence desperately tried to maintain his logic and self-control, Holo diligently gazed at Lawrence’s face as a satisfied smile came over her face.


  “Wh-why you little–!”


  A moment before Lawrence could finish, Holo hugged Lawrence.


  And taking in a deep breath as if sniffing the scent of Lawrence’s clothes for all she was worth, she held it for a while before gently exhaling.


  When she pulled back, she seemed happy, so much she teared up a bit.


  “How much do you think I love you, you fool?”


  Certainly, it was Holo who had lured Lawrence to a place with no trace of anyone else and pushed him down.


  Lawrence had no words of rebuttal, scratching his face as he looked the fool.


  “But quite a lot actually happened. We ended up fleeing from the town in a big hurry.”


  Instead of feeling like a fly was crawling on his head, the about-face made Lawrence’s head seem to go numb somewhere.


  “Is that so?”


  “Indeed. I do not intend to second-guess the judgments you all made… but they are a fiercer enemy than before. Perhaps it is because of their internal disputes that they have hardened their defenses to excess. ’Tis the time for it, after all. That sack has much of Luis’s courage packed in it.”


  As Lawrence looked at the hemp sack over his shoulder, she told him, “By the way, you may not.


  “Luis was told so by his master. If the worst happens, do not let anyone see or ask, just deliver the package to the hare.”


  Holo’s face made plain that she was not saying it as a joke.


  Lawrence looked at the hemp sack on his shoulder once again.


  “But the town is filled with enemies, you see. You have no idea how much trouble it was to get that thing… Furthermore, he had the courage to entrust such a valuable thing to me because I am stronger. You understand why he makes me swoon, yes?”


  The last part was surely a joke, but what had been entrusted to her was no doubt of such importance – certainly something worthy of Holo remembering his name and praising him.


  But what could it be that she had been entrusted with? This master was no doubt Hilbert von Debau.


  All Lawrence could think of were letters or perhaps money, or failing that, various documents bearing the Debau Company’s stamp of authority. Certainly, if that was so, it had to be something no one would know about or think even the possibility existed that it would move beyond their grasp.


  When push came to shove, company operations always functioned on trust. Scattering documents embodying that trust outside of the company meant throwing the company’s trust out of the window as well.


  Even though they had let the former owner live so far because he was still useful, they would most certainly kill him for that. Or perhaps they would let him live so that something hidden would not be exposed.


  “Have you seen it?”


  As Lawrence asked, expression vanished from Holo’s face, and a moment later, Lawrence’s field of vision flipped.


  It took him a while to realize Holo had pulled his leg and sent him tumbling.


  “You truly are a fool.”


  As she haughtily looked down upon him with a frigid look, Lawrence remained on the ground as he raised his head, muttering, “Certainly.”


  As Lawrence and Holo arrived back, the party was in full swing.


  In Luward’s camp, about four men bound with ropes were being made to sit.


  Their faces bore numerous scars; even their hands bore large reddish-black lumps on them.


  It seemed that the blood that dyed the snow red was not something made up.


  Small doubt what stood out was how upbeat their faces were in spite of looking like that. Merely understanding that their lives were not in danger could not account for that. They looked like they had just finished a horse race.


  “We’re back.”


  When Lawrence called out to Luward, Luward nodded without a word, exchanging looks with Moizi.


  “It is about time.”


  Lawrence nodded at Moizi’s words and, leading Holo by the hand, came to rest at a nook in the road.


  Even from there, they had a plenty good view of the false battlefield.


  Snowflakes danced, battle cries rose; it did not look like a single person was holding back. In practice, though the swords and spears did not cut, they were plenty useful as blunt instruments. A square hit in the head would make someone swoon; it would be easy for someone to lose his life. Even in the short time Lawrence and Holo watched together, there were a number of people carried to the rear with broken bones or who had been knocked out cold.


  Furthermore, even though this had been prearranged, the situation put the Myuri Mercenary Company at a clear disadvantage. One could say they were overwhelmed.


  However, they exhausted every effort, friend and foe alike. Everyone had an equal possibility of dying. But even knowing this, they were all so serious that it lit a fire in Lawrence’s chest. He truly understood why people liked battle.


  Therefore, no matter how idiotic the goal, regardless of it being a matter of ego, Lawrence still thought it looked stirring. Why is it stirring? he thought. He even thought, If only I could join in. For this was the world of sword and shield, a world that lay beyond the path not taken.


  “You truly do seem envious,” Holo pointed out to him.


  As Lawrence tried to maintain a neutral expression, he selfconsciously patted his own face.


  “I know not what is so good about it.” Holo seemed exasperated as she spoke, shrugging her shoulders. Lawrence could not explain it himself, after all; when push came to shove, those who were fighting did not know themselves. Even so, there was something attractive about it. Battle had a certain something to it.


  Though he did not want to say, A woman probably would not understand, there certainly was something about it.


  “Well, if I’d been a mercenary, I might not have ever traveled with you.”


  That was why, when Lawrence said it, Holo made a strained laugh like a much older sister.


  “Who knows? At the very least, you would never be able to keep up to their fine work as you are now. Perhaps you would have died before ever meeting me?”


  That was a rather frank and realistic opinion. Even more so, it sounded convincing.


  However, Lawrence pictured it anyway: him, burlier and sturdier than he was now, accustomed to wielding a sword or an ax, perhaps using one of them to earn his supper as a mercenary.


  And then, one day meeting Holo and heading to Yoitsu. Of course, being a mercenary, he would have tried to deal with this and that on their journey to cut open a path with force of arms and intellect.


  At such times, Holo would be standing at his side. Certainly, this was Holo, but since he would be a professional mercenary blazing a trail with his blade, Holo would not have to do anything excessive. If her form as a wolf was exposed, he would stand right by her side, sword in hand.


  If she spotted an enemy, like just below this hill, Holo would counter sword with fang all on her own.


  Himself, perhaps called a wolf of the battlefield, beside Holo, giant wolf fangs bared?


  Surely no young man could fail to quiver at such a sight?


  “But,” said Holo.


  Lawrence felt embarrassed at having peered at such an idiotic fantasy, but Holo’s narrowed eyes gazed across the wide-ranging battlefield when she said this:


  “Since ’twould be you, it might have been fun whatever happened.”


  And she looked toward Lawrence, making an embarrassed-looking smile. With such a smiling face before him, Lawrence could not right himself with any elegance. If he was a valiant man, devoting himself to professional mercenary work, not batting an eyebrow at putting his life on the line, that would surely have its very own charm.


  Unfortunately, however, he was simply a pathetic man in practice.


  Lawrence could not help but think so, but Holo did not seem to think it herself. She pulled her head back, smiled with an amused look, and looked over the battlefield once more. As she breathed in and out, there was a white shade to her lips, natural as that might be.


  “There’s such a thing as fate. ’Tis what I believe.”


  Lawrence did not think those words came to her all of a sudden.


  Meeting Holo was by coincidence, and having come this far involved a number of very large coincidences as well. All of them could have ended up differently; that was why, had he met her as a mercenary, it was quite possible he would have bid her farewell by dying on some battlefield somewhere.


  “I am tired of grieving. I am tired of worry and hesitation. Hungry, all four paws hurting from the cold, frantically running on the snow-covered roads – even so, I thought about it. Until even a very short time ago, I never imagined she called the Wisewolf of Yoitsu would end up doing this sort of thing. However, if ’tis fate, ’tis not a poor one, I think.”


  There was a bit of distance between Holo and Lawrence.


  As expected, Holo was not foolish enough to snuggle up against him here.


  However, Lawrence thought nothing of such a distance.


  Holo, in a place but a few footsteps away from Lawrence, slowly turned her head to him, and said this.


  “And since I had a lot of time to think as I ran, I thought of it.”


  “Thought of it?”


  Of what?


  Faster than Lawrence could ask, Holo resumed speaking, as if unable to contain herself.


  “The name of your store.”


  “Eh?”


  It was that instant, as his eyes widened and as he moved to take a step toward Holo to grasp her shoulders.


  An incredible roar reverberated, seeming like it would split the very ground.


  It sounded just as if trees were being felled. That was Lawrence’s first thought, but then he realized he was mistaken, for trees truly were being felled.


  “Avalanche!” someone shouted.


  If one looked over the battlefield, all the soldiers with weapons in hand trying to cut at their opponents froze in place as they absorbed the news. They all turned their heads in the same direction.


  Just as no mercenary, no matter how greatly he built up his body, could never best a bear in strength, no matter how many people are in one place, they cannot win against nature. A mass of snow seemed to be slowly falling at first, but when it plunged against a bulwark of trees, they warped and finally made a great cracking sound. That instant, it leaped off the snowy mountain.


  The snow plunged into the valley all at once.


  “Retreat! Retreaaat!”


  Luward was yelling, and Rebonato on top of the hill on the opposite side also yelled, but their voices no longer reached.


  In the midst of the roar that seemed to shake their very bodies, the soldiers scattered in every direction like ants being chased by water. The mass of snow relentlessly poured into the valley, crushing everything in its path, before finally enveloping it with a thick, rising spray of snow.


  In an instant, it was all over.


  However, everything had changed.


  For this was how the curtain was being yanked down over the battle.


  “Gather the wounded! Retreat! It’s an act of God!”


  Luward’s command flew first over the battlefield now returned to silence.


  On the other side of the valley, Rebonato seemed taken aback at the cowardice of the Debau Company’s overseer, but the Myuri Mercenary Company paid no heed. They pulled as many of their comrades out of the snow that they could, ran up the hill, and kept running. As Lawrence and Holo fortuitously fled like hares as well, Rebonato finally regained his senses.


  “Running away, cowards?!”


  And he hurled his ax in anger. The ax flew an unbelievable distance, thrusting into the camp on their side, but of course it struck no one. As Rebonato looked over the camp, empty as a hollow shell, he shouted, “Damn it all!” in a voice filled with such anger, one would not think it was an act.


  When Lawrence and the others advanced all the way to where the sleds had arrived, hot soup was waiting for them.


  The comedy had ended in suitable fashion, but Lawrence, who knew it was all a trick, had not thought it would be so incredible. He wondered if those who had been caught up in the avalanche were all right.


  Thinking about such things as he ate his soup, his concern might have shown on his face.


  When the roll call was finished, confirming that fifteen people had been left on the battlefield exactly as planned, Moizi, having finished his report to Luward, said this to him.


  “The ones caught up in the avalanche were pikemen. Well, I’m sure they’re all right.”


  So that’s it, thought Lawrence.


  “Also, it was all snow spray, not nearly as bad as the real thing. None of our men would die from the likes of that.”


  He grinned widely at that.


  “Once things settle down a little, they will no doubt be in touch with us. What should concern us is what comes next.”


  Lawrence meekly nodded at Moizi’s words.


  Certainly it was true. So far, everything had been between mercenaries in on it, but it would not be so from here on.


  For once they entered Svernel, their opponent would be the Debau Company itself.


  Meanwhile, Luward was going around looking over the wounded, checking on the condition of the prisoners, and thanking those who had pushed into the mountains and built a device to deliver a splendid avalanche for their labors.


  No doubt those who made use of men could only do so because they were considerate at times like these, even if they looked imperious and heavy-handed at times.


  “Everyone, well done.”


  And once everything settled down back to normal, Luward spoke.


  “Compared to the large-scale, much-reputed Hugo Mercenary Company, your fine work was as good or better. Unfortunately we didn’t win the match, but that’ll make it more fun next time we spar with them.”


  Knowing full well there had never been such a thing and never would be again, everyone made lighthearted laughs.


  Hilde, the de facto employer of the mercenaries, must have made a strained smile inside the wicker cage.


  “Well, then, I’d like to say get some rest for what’s left of the day, but unfortunately it’s still a ways until we can sleep under a roof. On top of that, we have to be the mercenary company that used a sudden avalanche to barely escape. So because of that, I want to advance with all speed. Anyone want to complain?”


  Luward looked all around, but of course no one did.


  Everyone was smiling, pleased with their own roles.


  “All right, after a few preparations, we advance!”


  According to the script, they would desperately flee toward Svernel.


  But riding high on boastful tales and impressions of their fighting, there was not even a hint of tension.


  Right about now, the Hugo Mercenary Company was no doubt digging its own comrades and the Myuri Mercenary Company members out of the valley. From the other side’s perspective, it looked like they had fled in such a harried state that they had abandoned fifteen of their own men.


  In truth, even if it was a show, the battle had been overwhelmingly in favor of the Hugo Mercenary Company.


  The know-nothing merchant overseer would likely be fooled with ease.


  “So, what are they going to do now?” Holo asked as they walked.


  She said not one word about the baggage being piled onto horseback with the wagon nowhere in sight.


  She understood that it would not be a fun conversational topic.


  “What do you think they’ll do? When I heard the plan, it made my tongue curl.”


  Holo thought about it for a while, but shrugged her shoulders and said, “I know not.”


  “After, they’re going to negotiate. After all, they have fifteen of their comrades taken captive with wounds all over their body. The other side thinks they’re at an overwhelming advantage, so this side has no choice but to negotiate. We’ll go negotiate and take hostage the young merchant pathetically certain of victory.”


  “… And then, we get their captured comrades released and run for it?”


  “That rough bunch will make the merchant the scapegoat, absolving them of blame.”


  With an annoyed look on her face, Holo snorted a “hmph” and sighed.


  “All jumbled together.”


  Her judgment was swift.


  “But it’s marvelous, isn’t it?”


  “I would have thought you more concerned they would push the fool’s role unto you.”


  She said it quite bluntly, but as he had thought of the possibility himself, it did not bother him much.


  “At the very least, I have plenty of credible bad experiences to threaten him with. I’ve had more of them than he has, after all.”


  “Indeed. And truly you have not had enough.”


  He was not minded to protest; Holo seemed satisfied with just the sigh he made.


  “Leaving that aside, so many people is inconvenient.”


  “Mm?”


  When Holo drew close and whispered, he thought, Oh, but an annoyed Holo scolded him immediately.


  “Is there nothing else in your head?”


  Her gaze was scornful.


  “The pack leader holds the hare in high regard, you see. I cannot find a time to hand this to him.”


  Holo used her chin to indicate the hemp sack hanging from the horse’s back.


  In there were things that should never have been hanging so simply in a place such as that. First, there were three hundred gold lumiones; in addition, the original manuscript of a forbidden text banned by the Church. Yet that was not all, for there was also what Debau had entrusted to them back in Lesko.


  But a short time ago, even had he told anyone such a tale, they would have dismissed it as a nonsensical piece of fiction. Even if most of it was not so surprising, having something akin to a great trading company’s treasury riding on his horse’s back really did make him feel like he was dreaming.


  “Certainly, handing it over as soon as possible and having one less piece of baggage is a good thing.”


  “But we must think of what comes after handing it over, especially if ’tis not in a place touched by human eyes.”


  “True… but how big is it? There’s a bunch of things rattling around in the sack, but…”


  Holo gave Lawrence what seemed to be a reproachful look, but he did not particularly intend to pry.


  As if to indicate that, he pulled back a bit. Holo made a bit of a sigh.


  “About this much. ’Tis wrapped in a cloth.”


  Holo indicated the rough size with both her thumbs. It was like a short stick, making Lawrence immediately think of some kind of dagger. In truly important business deals, both sides exchanged a ceremonial knife as proof they were both putting their lives on the line. If that was indeed the case, he really was entrusting the Debau Company’s life.


  “Not something you can just hide with a little effort.”


  “Aye. Especially for a hare.”


  Prying aside, that was a quite practical consideration.


  Lawrence thought about it for a while, unable to avoid the safest conclusion.


  “If we go to Svernel, there’ll be plenty of opportunities once things settle down. Also, if he’s going to negotiate with the Debau Company, he can’t stay as a hare forever.”


  Holo made a slow nod at Lawrence’s words.


  And she started to say something but stopped.


  Lawrence, too, noticed something move in his field of vision.


  When he looked, it was Moizi.


  “Are you free?”


  “Yes.”


  “We need to discuss what will happen from here on.”


  Lawrence looked at Holo.


  After they nodded to each other, he replied, “Yes.”


  Lawrence and Holo walked at the vanguard of the unit, drawing gazes that asked, “Who the hell are those people?”


  Luward walked a fair distance apart from the others, a young man at his side carrying Hilde within his cage.


  “I’ve brought them back.”


  As Moizi spoke, Luward made a wave toward the youngster. Lawrence, imagining Holo was making ugly thoughts the whole while, politely received the cage with Hilde within.


  “Now, then, the rest is a battle without a script.” Luward spoke with a change in the tenor of his voice compared to just a bit before. “Miss Holo was able to safely rendezvous with us. Furthermore, I have heard she carries some kind of book with her.”


  Holo seemed to have given up trying to deter the “Miss” part. She nodded without it seeming to mean anything in particular.


  “He shall provide you with the details.” Holo quickly handed the conversation over to Lawrence.


  “Within the text is recorded technology for mine development.”


  “I heard it was a ‘forbidden book.’”


  “Yes. I think Mr. Hilde might be able to explain more about it, but…”


  Hilde who had kept his eyes shut the entire time, until that moment, opened them at Lawrence’s words.


  “… we looked into it in the past ourselves. We have settled that the writer was indeed executed, but as for the contents, only experts could say, and we are not.”


  “So is it the real thing?” Luward pressed a very legitimate question.


  “According to the book merchant, it is authentic. However, as it is written in words of the desert regions, I can’t read a single word of it.”


  “I see. So as a fellow man of the Debau Company, what do you think? Is it trustworthy enough to use as a bargaining chip?”


  It was a difficult question, but Hilde showed no particular hesitation as he replied.


  “That depends on how much we can make them believe it is the real thing, I would think.”


  Lawrence thought he heard the sound of Holo’s tail puffing up.


  “Ha-ha. That’s certainly a true negotiator talking. How promising.”


  “The practical problems are the difficulty in finding a person who can translate it and, having done so, the question of if the translator can be trusted. There are always uncertainties in business.”


  Those were weighty words. Moizi, standing guard a short distance away to ensure others could not listen in on the conversation, made what seemed to be a heartfelt nod.


  “All the conditions are met, then: first, we of the Myuri Mercenary Company; second, the forbidden book; and third, Miss Holo,” said Luward.


  These were the three tools for Hilde to fight the Debau Company with. No matter the situation, in the hands of a master, a dull blade would defeat a masterpiece every time. On this point, Hilde and Luward’s ingenuity came guaranteed.


  But Holo, catching the scent of being counted among them, seemed somewhat unamused.


  “Also, the scouts we sent to Svernel have returned with favorable replies. At the very least, the Svernel town council will welcome us.”


  With that, there would be no arguments outside the city walls or threat of being shot by arrows while trying to pass through them.


  “That doesn’t mean there aren’t problems.”


  Luward said it like when stirring up unease before he announced the identity of their pursuers.


  When Lawrence thought about it, nothing good would come from a more straightforward telling.


  “It’s true that those who oppose the Debau Company have gathered at Svernel. But we don’t know if that makes all of them our allies.”


  So a mob; failing that, a mishmash of people assembled with conflicting interests.


  When Lawrence thought about it, either was highly plausible.


  “They do appear to have opposing the Debau Company in common. But they’ll naturally have different approaches, some resisting so they can kill it, others resisting who aren’t thinking beyond slowing it down.”


  As Luward spoke thusly, Lawrence looked down to his hands at Hilde.


  “In other words, they are saying they will not work with us unless I can prove my identity?”


  “Yeah. In particular, Hilde Schnau’s ingenuity is the bandwagon we want to ride on, so we don’t have any intention of taking orders from anyone else. Since that’s the case, you have to take the reins in negotiations.”


  Hilde’s retaking of the Debau Company and aiming for further mine development left no room for doubt.


  That being the case, getting everyone in Svernel on the same page presented a delicate problem. Many might answer that either side winning would be a tragedy.


  However, Hilde, covered more by white dressings than fur as he poked his head out of the wicker cage, showed not the slightest shred of fear as he spoke.


  “It is written in scripture that without fail what one conceals will go awry. I will have no choice but to reveal myself.”


  “On top of that, can you get everyone with disagreements on board?”


  Luward’s sharp, relentless gaze seemed to shoot through Hilde ever so slightly. Entering the town walls together meant that their fates were as good as one and the same. If he could not trust Hilde, there was no doubt he could pick another option.


  But Hilde had no evidence whatsoever with which to back a firm promise. After all, these were people who saw the Debau Company’s might as at its zenith, yet were opposing it all the same. Lawrence did not think they were halfhearted about this at all.


  However, Hilde said this, not wavering whatsoever.


  “It is my job to do so. You may leave that task to me.”


  It was not a request.


  Luward and Hilde stared at each other for a while until finally Luward relented.


  Luward pulled one foot back, placed his right hand on his breast, and lightly bent his hips.


  Then and there, he displayed who was the master of whom.


  “We are your shield and your sword. Let our banner be bathed with your blood; let our banner be the shroud for your corpse.”


  “And in the event of victory, may your banner be the one that flutters.”


  At Hilde’s words, Luward closed his eyes, as if drinking wine of the finest caliber.


  Hilde knew to a detestable degree what words were most effective with a given person.


  “When I was a boy, I wanted to be a merchant, but maybe who I wanted to be was you.” Luward left it at that.


  In his basket within Lawrence’s arms, Hilde did not stir.


  The night had grown late when messengers from the Hugo Mercenary Company arrived.


  This was no backstage visit: These official envoys rode in on horseback with one bearing a flag.


  For its part, the Myuri Mercenary Company lit signal fires, defended its camp with spear and sword, and welcomed them in under heavy guard.


  Luward gave the envoys’ verbal message a one-word response. “Fine.”


  They were behaving with utmost seriousness, as if the merchant overseer was watching them within the darkness that very moment.


  God is always with you, it is said.


  And the Myuri Mercenary Company always waved its banner.


  “Well, then, the Hugo Mercenary Company will await you at the appointed place,” said the envoys with all due formality before leaving leaving the Myuri Mercenary Company’s encampment.


  All that remained was silence. Even though they knew what was to happen from here, there was tension.


  “Moizi, make preparations.”


  “Sir.”


  After Luward broke the silence, Moizi exchanged looks with a youngster on logistics duty beside the sleds.


  Then, in a well-practiced manner, the youngster retrieved a fur-rimmed overcoat from the baggage train. Rimming with fur was not simply proof of a person’s affluence, but a display of the wearer’s high social status.


  After putting on the heavy coat, which nonetheless did not appear warm in the slightest, he put a jeweled sword on his hip.


  “I never know if I’m nervous or if the gear’s just so damned heavy.” Luward acted disinterested as he made the joke. He was probably still nervous, too. “Now, Mr. Lawrence, how’s your end?”


  Lawrence nodded when called.


  They had hammered out before eating that Lawrence would proceed with him to the negotiations. Hilde was injured, after all, and there was nothing to be gained whatsoever from disclosing his location.


  If everything went as planned, however, all he would be doing was carrying a few things; nothing difficult whatsoever compared to his business dealings as a traveling merchant. As a result, he kept telling himself it would be all right, but he could not hide his tension.


  Perhaps seeing Lawrence like that was why Holo whacked him close to the hip without a word.


  “Make preparations for departure just in case.”


  Luward issued such an order to his subordinates. Moizi made a stern face, but the men laughed in response. Lawrence thought of saying some kind of joke to Holo, but Holo was yawning and sipping on her liquor without even glancing toward him.


  It seemed a bit mysterious, but maybe she was trying to tell him not to be so nervous.


  After that, Luward took the lead with Lawrence, Moizi, and two others serving as bodyguards, their party advancing along the nighttime snowy road. It was a cloudy night with the moon coming out and then hiding again; the temperature was frighteningly low. It was bad enough it seemed like any words spoken would freeze over then and there. Lawrence sometimes felt like snow was falling, but that was no doubt the fault of the bitterly cold wind.


  As they listened to the sound of a horse plodding over snow, Lawrence and the others finally arrived at the valley where the avalanche had been triggered during the day. The Hugo Mercenary Company was already in the bottom of the valley, projecting a winner’s confidence that was obvious at a glance.


  However, Luward and Moizi seemed fairly surprised while looking at them. Lawrence realized that Rebonato, the head of the Hugo Mercenary Company, was covered in an ordinary, heavy overcoat. It was by no means of poor quality, but was heavily mismatched with the ceremonial fur coat and jeweled sword Luward was dressed in.


  Or perhaps a calculated show of disrespect was required because this was not a negotiation between equals.


  That was Lawrence’s thinking, and Luward and Moizi seemed to have decided as much.


  “Well, let’s go.”


  This said, Luward took the initiative by spurring his horse, deftly moving down the sloping road. Lawrence handled his reins and somehow managed to go down the unfamiliar sloped road. The snow at the bottom of the valley was heavily packed; hooves did not sink into it at all. The head of the Hugo Mercenary Company stood with the young Debau Company merchant overseer beside him, and behind them stood two bodyguards, equal to their own side.


  Moizi looked all about out of habit, but of course there were no troops in ambush.


  Moizi sent Luward a quick glance, Luward nodded, and they finally closed the distance.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.” That was the first thing Luward said when dismounting. “I believe you received my message…”


  The Hugo Mercenary Company’s Rebonato spoke without replying.


  “Let me repeat. This is not a negotiation. This is a declaration.”


  Unlike the clothing Luward wore to espouse dignity, Rebonato’s heavy coat was completely devoted to practicality.


  With Rebonato speaking frankly, looking like that, anyone listening would think he was delivering a merciless final warning.


  “I don’t mind. I’m handy with a sword, but not so with words,” Luward replied with a show of vanity.


  Standing beside Rebonato, the young merchant scowled with his eyebrows, looking uncomfortable. Rebonato’s visage, sterner even than Moizi’s own, seemed frozen and expressionless as he continued to speak.


  “We have taken fifteen captive. For your part, you have only four of our men captive. These are clear facts not up for debate. But we are well aware of the honor of the Myuri Mercenary Company’s flag until now. Therefore, we find no reason to continue to turn our swords upon you.”


  He seemed very fond of exaggerated words.


  However, if fifteen men were genuine captives, they would be on the verge of annihilation.


  There was no mistaking that Rebonato would be delivering the same lines even if this was not all an act.


  “We will not ask where you are headed. We will, however, inform you of our conclusion.”


  Rebonato was not requesting a dialogue.


  His behavior was fitting in this cold, dark valley.


  And taking in those words, the uncomfortable-looking, scowling merchant beside Rebonato finally allowed a little happiness to show on his face at the prospect of delivering the finishing blow.


  “My name is Raji Glem. I am a merchant of the Debau Company. I want you to think of my voice, my orders, as speaking for the Debau Company.”


  When he finished speaking, he sent a defiant glare toward Luward.


  It was as if he expected invoking the Debau Company would bring everyone to their knees.


  In practice, Luward was neither frightened of such talk, nor did he even give Glem a glance, making him seethe audibly.


  Perhaps the especially cold air was a blessing, for he breathed deeply and cooled his anger. After that, he pulled out two documents from his breast to finish off these obstinate people who refused to submit, even after a decisive defeat.


  “We have two demands. The first, you will pay ransom for our captives. The second, you will halt your advance.”


  The contents were just as they had been told beforehand.


  And Glem the overseer was apparently even more conceited than the report beforehand had claimed.


  “No response?” he asked in an overbearing manner.


  Rebonato looked at Glem from the side, but the defiant behavior did not cease.


  Luward averted his gaze as if he was dealing with a child as he spoke.


  “Ransom? You at least know the price, I take it?”


  Glem’s face turned beet red to a pathetic degree at the transparent taunt.


  Lawrence was aghast at how petty the other side’s fellow merchant was. Perhaps it was that not having to work hard, at a company that had continued to succeed time after time, made this inevitable.


  He was just like the spoiled third son of an aristocrat.


  As Glem continued to glare at Luward, he nearly shouted as he spoke.


  “Ten gold lumione a head! You will pay immediately!”


  For fifteen people, that would be in excess of five thousand silver trenni.


  Lawrence did not know the going rate for ransoms, but even he immediately understood this was exceptional.


  Rebonato acted surprised as he urgently raised his voice to the indignant Glem beside him.


  “Wh-why are you deciding th–”


  “Ha! That’s a high enough price for a pack of beaten dogs!”


  Certainly, Rebonato had said this was not a negotiation, but this was nothing short of an ultimatum.


  The more worked up Glem became, the cooler Luward’s attitude became in turn.


  “This won’t do, Captain Rebonato. This relates to your reputation.”


  Rebonato, to whom Luward’s statement was addressed, swallowed his words.


  Glem paid not the slightest attention to Rebonato’s reaction, waving a sheet of paper in his hand as he shouted in anger.


  “You whelp! This is not a negotiation! It’s a declaration! Don’t you see that?!”


  Luward finally returned his gaze to Glem with an afflicted look.


  Glem, making labored breaths, seemed so worked up that his head might emit steam.


  Normally, the one who did this lost the negotiation.


  However, Luward looked at the paper in Glem’s hand and reeled in shock.


  “What the…?”


  “… Ha, ha-ha, ha-ha-ha! How about this, whelp! Yes, this is a contract! A pledge for you to pay this amount of money in thanks for our sparing the lives of the subordinates you abandoned. It is even sealed with blood! Do you know what this means! If you defy this, we can bring you to heel as contract violators at any time of our choosing!”


  Though Lawrence could not see the contract very well, such was the norm when there was a seal in blood.


  For that was the nature of contracts and what contracts should be.


  “Ugh… but who’ll believe that’s real…?”


  “Take a good look! This is the contract that binds you!”


  But Lawrence could only feel pity for Glem now.


  Likely, he had only seen people inside of the company, fearful of the contracts that bound them to the company.


  Therefore, he had made an exceedingly simple blunder.


  “No, but that can’t be…”


  “What are you saying! Can you not read th–?”


  “Hmph.”


  No matter what kind of demon a contract bound one to, an all-powerful magic spell it was not.


  The moment Luward made a heavy exhale through his nose, Glem still did not seem to quite get that his neck was already in the noose.


  “He sure is noisy.”


  “Luward!”


  By the time Rebonato shouted and brought his ax in hand, it was all over.


  Luward’s hand pulled Glem’s body close, handing him off to Moizi, standing behind Luward, like a carry bag.


  A situation could be turned on its head in a single instant. This was true of trade and battle alike.


  “Ugh… uhh…”


  Moizi’s frighteningly thick arms held both Glem’s slender neck and his arms tight.


  When Lawrence looked, Glem’s feet had been lifted clear off the ground as they kicked.


  “Don’t move, you bastard. You’ll really be in shit if you break your neck.”


  Glem’s movements came to a sudden halt.


  “Luward…”


  “Don’t give me that face, Rebonato. This is what happens when your master is a fool.”


  Rebonato shifted his gaze to Glem.


  His stern face became even sterner as he took a deep breath and tugged on his chin.


  “Release Mr. Glem.”


  “Ha! Mr. Glem, is it now? Don’t embarrass your banner. How much will you pay for him?” Luward spoke as he turned.


  Glem’s feet began to kick once more, no doubt anticipating what was going to happen to him.


  “Who’s the whelp now?”


  Luward twisted his hips and thrust his right fist into Glem’s side.


  Even Lawrence’s ears could clearly hear the sound of bones breaking.


  “Hey, Luward!” Rebonato yelled.


  “Don’t shout, don’t shout…”


  As if in surrender, Luward raised both hands up to shoulder level.


  And he turned around, looking at the pathetic Rebonato, his master taken hostage.


  “Bring all of my men here.”


  “U-urgh…!”


  Lawrence felt like Glem was trying to yell something at Luward’s back, but Moizi’s thick arms covered even Glem’s mouth. Besides, his voice might have been merely a whine, containing no meaning whatsoever.


  “You said this was no place for negotiation?”


  It was possible that even if Rebonato was reasonable, he would permit no rudeness toward Glem.


  Rebonato looked at Glem once more and then looked at Luward.


  “… You would release Master Glem?”


  “On the name of the Myuri Mercenary Company.”


  But this time Glem was clearly trying to groan something out.


  Rebonato looked past Luward, giving Glem a strained look.


  Luward briefly turned his head back and made a sigh.


  “Hey, Rebonato. Whatever the reason, isn’t this pretty pathetic for you?”


  “… Shut up, brat. This is the Debau Company’s…”


  “Hmph. If you want to take your employer’s side so much, all you have to do is ask. If Glem here’s a brave merchant, he’ll let you negotiate.”


  Luward grinned as Rebonato made a slight nod. Both handled their roles perfectly.


  And as Luward turned about, this time Moizi made a slight nod toward him. Like a good, loyal subordinate, Moizi loosened his arms, and Glem collapsed on top of the snow. On his knees, Glem moaned in apparent pain, coughing violently. Luward looked at Glem just like he was looking at a worm. He could kill Glem anytime, in any way, and would never remember him ever again. During that, the pathetic Glem raised his head, desperately trying to breathe, and called out Rebonato’s name.


  “… Rebonato…”


  Save me.


  That’s what Lawrence thought would follow.


  “Do it.”


  The next moment, Luward leaped sideways. That was what Lawrence thought, but it was altogether too sudden and the force too incredible. What made him realize the truth was Rebonato stopping in mid-motion as his muscle-bound body pulled back his fist.


  “… I do not think Luward would die from that, but…”


  Rebonato spoke as he looked over the skilled escorts who had suddenly placed the tips of their swords at Luward’s throat.


  After that, he slowly turned around, looking like a bear.


  “Now, then, who let his guard down?”


  “…!…? Mr. Rebonato…?”


  “What?”


  Rebonato picked at his ear as he replied to Moizi’s words.


  An act? A performance? A mistake? Or…?


  No, betrayal.


  The moment Lawrence finally realized it, Rebonato’s arm made a slight movement.


  A moment later, Lawrence felt severe pain in his left thigh; he felt like someone had driven a needle through his knee.


  “What, an actual merchant?”


  As Lawrence heard the dejected-seeming voice, Lawrence noticed the dagger thrust into his thigh. It was then that Moizi started reaching again for Glem, still at his feet.


  “Hey, don’t disappoint me here…”


  Rebonato’s grating voice halted Moizi’s movements like glue.


  Moizi’s eyes shifted from Rebonato to Luward, whom he had sent flying.


  Luward was neither dead nor unconscious.


  But what made him try to get up in spite of the swords at his throat was his complete refusal to take in the situation. Perhaps thanks to his head being struck – even then, as Luward tried to get up, he was shaking enough it seemed like he would fall to pieces. Lawrence was sure he could not stand in that condition and had his doubts Luward was even truly conscious.


  As Luward was now, killing him would be as easy as twisting a baby’s arm.


  “Mr. Glem, get over here.”


  As Rebonato spoke, Glem staggered his way forward.


  Moizi could only keep silent and watch.


  Of course, Lawrence was no more helpful than a tree on the side of the road.


  “Damn it, they sure treated you rough. I didn’t think they’d do this.”


  Glem, having finally staggered his way near to Rebonato, was grabbed by Rebonato’s thick arm and pulled up.


  “Guaa, aa…”


  “Hmph… just a broken rib or two. Get a grip. You’re not coughing blood, but that’s Luward for you.”


  As Rebonato so spoke, Luward might have been reacting to his own name.


  Having failed to get up, Luward looked up as he raised his voice in a moan.


  “Rebo… na… t…”


  “Oh, you’re conscious? I must’ve held back too much.”


  Rebonato handed Glem off to his subordinates and strode close to Luward, gazing down at him.


  “Hey, Luward. Since you’re listening, I’ll say it. Surrender. Stop heading to Svernel. And you must know the location of Hilde Schnau. Say it. Hey, nothing bad’ll happen… We’ll capture him and return him alive.”


  However, Luward’s eyes seemed so vacant that Lawrence doubted he was listening.


  Rebonato sighed and crouched and grabbed Luward’s ear, pulling his head up with it.


  “Are you listening? You’re listening, right? I’m changing my body position and getting up.”


  As he spoke, Rebonato put his giant, oxlike foot on top of Luward’s right knee.


  “Here we go.”


  A moment later, Rebonato stood on it with all of his weight, breaking it with a loud crack.


  “Aa… gaa…!”


  “Now you’re awake. So, what’s your answer?”


  And he squatted once more.


  They had been betrayed, Lawrence realized.


  And furthermore, they had fallen into an absurdly deep trap.


  “Ugh… wh-why…?”


  “Why? I ask and you ask back, huh?”


  As Rebonato spoke, he drew Luward’s jeweled sword from his hip. Though it was of considerable value, Rebonato’s face seemed to express, “What trash, I’ll just toss it away,” as he lowered his hand.


  The jeweled sword prioritized appearance over sharpness, but dull as the tip was, it could still cut.


  The tip thrust into Luward’s right hand.


  “Well, you have a point. I thought that, too.”


  Rebonato kept his hand on the sword stabbing Luward’s palm, twisting it a second and third time. He looked like a child tossing pebbles.


  “But I had no choice. They piled the money high.”


  Even with his knee broken, even with a sword thrust into the palm of his hand, those words delivered the greatest shock to Luward.


  “You d-didn’t…”


  “Ha–ha, you giving me that pure, innocent look makes it tough on me. After all, I’m… I’m a traitor, that’s why.”


  Rebonato pulled back the sword, examining the droplets of blood along the blade.


  “The brave, resolute, and stubborn Hugo Mercenary Company? Well, I’ve been upholding that charming reputation for twenty years now. When you add my ancestors, it’s centuries, huh?”


  Luward was in severe pain and surely was still dizzy from when his head had been struck. As he glared unsteadily at Rebonato, he seemed to squeeze his own words out.


  “… Why, why… answer… me!”


  “Yeah. I was bothered by it. Why do I have to betray you? We might be savage and ferocious, but we’re mercenaries who uphold our ways. But you see, they piled up the money.”


  Rebonato rose up.


  Glem scowled for all he was worth as he walked over, using a subordinate’s hand for support.


  “For money, Luward.”


  Rebonato handed the dull jeweled sword to Glem.


  Glem turned eyes that seemed to burn toward Luward, but Rebonato said, “If I handed you any better weapon you’d kill him.” Of course Moizi tried to move, but the instant Rebonato put his hand on the ax at his hip, Moizi’s movements stopped.


  Rebonato’s overbearing manner was just like that of a bear’s.


  He had something about him that stopped people in their tracks.


  “Don’t make me kill anyone, Moizi.”


  As Rebonato said those words, behind him, Glem stabbed Luward’s left thigh with the jeweled sword.


  “Gw… aa…!”


  “Leave it at that. If he dies, it’s inconvenient for us, too.”


  As Rebonato put a hand on Glem’s shoulder, Glem rose up, still glaring at Luward with a very great scowl.


  And lastly, Glem spit on his face.


  “I thought about it a lot. Life only comes around once. So, I figured it was all right to sell the flag out to the Debau Company for a pile of money big enough to make your head spin.”


  Rebonato looked at the sky as he spoke the painful words, seemingly lecturing the moon hidden behind the clouds, and made a great sigh.


  “I mean, Luward, think about it. How many mercenary companies do you think have vanished from sloppy little deals? You remember a bunch from just lately?”


  Luward closed his eyes tightly at those words.


  He looked like either the pain was unbearable, or he was trying to flee from the words.


  “Listen to me.”


  And it seemed he was trying to flee. Rebonato stepped on the wound on Luward’s thigh as he spoke.


  “Plus, there’s that stuff in Lesko. Our time is done. That’s why I think it’s stupid to worry about the stuff we used to. Ain’t it so, Luward?”


  Even though he was holding a position of absolute superiority, Rebonato’s voice seemed sad.


  “In the end, we wanna live somewhere nice, have a good time, and then kick the bucket. Right?


  “And all you have to do to make it happen is lower your head to these merchants. That’s all this is.”


  Lawrence felt sick to his stomach as he stared at the scene.


  Rebonato was asking for forgiveness. He was asking for forgiveness for selling out their pride for money.


  Luward, who had rammed his fist into Glem’s side and had held an absolute advantage, had been sent sprawling onto the snow in the blink of an eye by, in a sense, the power of money. It went without saying that this was the power of the Debau Company.


  Perhaps, from the point of view of a merchant, this was something to celebrate. The Debau Company was a group of merchants and that group of merchants had brought old power to its knees.


  However, what was this bitter feeling? Lawrence truly felt nauseated. Though money solving all problems was the method that Lawrence, too, had hoped for, what had occurred before his very eyes was just too offensive, too dirty.


  A sight ugly enough to make Rebonato, who had sold his soul for money, beg for forgiveness.


  “In the end, I just couldn’t risk my life for something that’ll soon be forgotten. Money glitters, and good liquor’s expensive. That’s how it is, Luward.”


  Once more, Rebonato looked straight down at Luward’s face.


  “You know where Hilde Schnau is, don’t you? That’s why you’re heading toward Svernel, isn’t it? Where is he? The bosses at the Debau Company really want to know.


  “So say it, Luward. Please say it.”


  “If you don’t say it, I’ll kill you.” Glem added his own words.


  His eagerness to repay his grudge against Luward might have been an act, but it seemed his volatile personality was not.


  Rebonato gazed to the side at him, shifting his gaze back to Luward once more.


  “Rebonato…!” Moizi shouted, but his broken voice seemed to be absorbed by the empty nighttime sky.


  His voice did not sound threatening. It was a very sad, pleading voice.


  “We were bumpkins who didn’t know the might of money. There’s no reason to be ashamed of that. So, Luward, say it. Or is it…”


  Rebonato’s expression grew cold as he slowly drew his ax.


  “… Is it simply that you don’t know?”


  Lawrence knew what kind of mercenary was before him.


  A mercenary who would do anything for money.


  “…!”


  What stayed Rebonato’s hand was the movement of Luward’s lips.


  Holding Glem and his subordinates in check with a glance, he bent down on one knee.


  “Luward, say it. Say it, Luward!!”


  Rebonato spoke as if urging on a nearly dead comrade.


  This was the vulgar voice of a man who had sold his own soul for money.


  Come with me.


  That is what he was yelling.


  “… Mr.… Lawrence…”


  Rebonato pulled back his face with a puzzled look.


  Lawrence himself was taken completely off guard.


  Why, at a time like this, would he call out Lawrence’s name?


  He did not plead for his life, passively obey, or even show Moizi his final defiance.


  The head of the Myuri Mercenary Company instead spoke the name of a wounded traveling merchant.


  “… Call her.”


  So that’s how it is, Lawrence thought, breaking apart inside. But this was no time to mourn his sense of powerlessness. He vaguely understood that this was his only option.


  To be rid of this nausea, the only thing Lawrence himself could do was yell.


  For the only thing he could do to resist the great merchant’s dirty methods was to rely upon the old power.


  He sucked in a deep breath and called out its name.


  “HOLOOOOooo…!” he shouted with all his strength toward the heavens. That he closed his eyes was not because of the strength he had put in it. It was because he was pathetic.


  The next moment, Lawrence fell ungracefully atop the snow, for Rebonato, with agility inconceivable for one of his large frame, rushed over to Lawrence and punted him by his gut into the air.


  Lawrence rolled onto his stomach, gasping for breath. All he could do was cling to his expectation Holo had heard; his own powerlessness nearly brought him to tears.


  “Ready!” Rebonato shouted; a moment later, soldiers emerged atop the hill, bows at the ready.


  They had prepared for everything.


  However, even after some time, there was no change.


  “… Ah?”


  Rebonato, who had been on his guard, seemed disappointed as he raised an eyebrow.


  “Some kind of prayer? Hey, Luwa…”


  That moment, as Rebonato reached out to shake Luward’s shoulder.


  Everyone stopped moving. Even Lawrence’s spine froze solid.


  Lawrence had heard that a bird under the glare of a hunting dog would remain still atop a branch until a hunter had killed it with his bow. A frog under the glare of a snake would remain still until it had been swallowed whole. When truly under the glare of an overwhelming opponent, prey could behave only as prey and shudder.


  “Fire, use f–”


  He did not hear Rebonato’s voice past that. Likely, that was simply where his memory had broken off. But he was a bit unsure that there was anything else at any rate. Rebonato’s huge body was launched into the air by something even larger, and while still in midair, it was crushed to the ground.


  Without any growl, there stood Holo, her paw thrust into the snowy ground.


  Within the darkness that appeared as clouds covered the moon, white breath leaked out between Holo’s fangs.


  This was not a human town glowing with streetlamps everywhere.


  The forests and mountains ruled by deep darkness and silence were the domain of spirits and beasts.


  Holo slowly shook her head. Lawrence did not know what was going to happen to the others after that. He knew only he should get up and run.


  But thanks to being stabbed in the left thigh by a knife and kicked in the stomach, his knees held no strength. Just as he was being reduced to crawling on the snow, one of the Myuri Mercenary Company’s escorts grabbed and dragged him by the collar. When they reached where the horses were, the only one not frozen by the display of the giant wolf’s fangs and claws was Lawrence’s horse for it was accustomed to Holo. With the escort lending a hand, Lawrence somehow managed to raise himself, seized the reins, and turned to Moizi as he shouted. “… O-on my horse…!”


  With Luward still on his back, Moizi rushed over without even a nod. He might have been chagrined at the tears that drenched his face, but surely it could not be helped.


  Moizi first mounted Luward on the horse’s back and, noticing Lawrence’s condition, easily hoisted Lawrence onto the horse’s back as well.


  “Take care of the young master!”


  Moizi turned around as he spoke. Two of the escorts moved as he did, gripping long swords that seemed to flow out of their hands.


  However, whether out of anger, shame, or fear of Holo, their hands shook to the bone.


  “Y-you’ll be in the way!”


  As Lawrence spoke the plain truth, Moizi and the escorts’ bodies visibly shuddered.


  That much they already knew. Thanks to Holo, the soldiers the Hugo Mercenary Company had concealed toward the hill were strewn all over the place. If Moizi and the others plunged headlong into the fray, they might well be killed.


  “Let’s… run. We have… to run.” Lawrence was not afraid to say it. “We’ve lost!”


  They had been completely taken in by the trap. If not for Holo, they would have all been killed or, at best, become captives that could be killed at any time. Moizi’s body shook so hard from the anger he endured, Lawrence thought he could hear it.


  
    
  

  But Moizi was also an excellent strategist.


  “Mr. Moizi…”


  “… Pardon me. Let us hurry. You and the young one are both in danger.”


  Lawrence gripped the reins and made his horse gallop.


  With his leg bleeding profusely, no doubt it was not just the night making his vision go dark.


  As he endured the cold and the blood loss, Lawrence made for the camp.


  Even though he had thought the power of merchants was marvelous, they had used money’s might in a deeply ugly manner. That fact wormed its way into Lawrence’s head like a nightmare. If everything could be resolved with money, naturally this possibility was included as well. The pain in his left thigh felt like his naive dream being impaled by reality.


  As the horse’s back swayed under the strain, the unconscious Luward threatened to slip down as if he was a corpse. With Lawrence’s own endurance depleted, Moizi helped them several times over. The soldiers that followed behind the horse kept looking behind, never letting their guard down.


  Even though the distance was not all that great, he almost thought he would never make it to the camp.


  Lawrence thought back to the underground aqueducts of the harbor town of Pazzio. Then, like now, Lawrence’s arm had been stabbed; he ran and fled, staggering all the way. He had not moved a single step forward since that time. Barely holding onto consciousness on horseback, Lawrence could only smile at how pathetic he was.


  “The camp’s been sighted! Only a little farther!”


  With that, Lawrence realized that he had been in danger of falling off the horse’s back himself.


  Moizi rushed over and supported his body, hurriedly reeling in the reins while setting his body upright. Luward, somehow cradled between Moizi’s arms, had grown as cold as a corpse.


  “Medicine! Bring medicine and liquor!”


  As Moizi shouted with all his strength, those who realized the situation was dire ran off.


  And without asking about the fine details, they immediately acted on their orders, looking into the distance the whole while. Without anyone needing to give orders to anyone else, without needing to be told whatsoever, they moved, and others still acted in anticipation of those movements. Lawrence found it a bit interesting that it looked like a well-rehearsed play.


  To mercenaries fighting from dawn to dusk, this must have been a daily occurrence; Lawrence saw a certain beauty in how they instantly dealt with a crisis. This was not something mastered in a short time. This was doubtlessly something gained over many months and years of comrades fighting side by side.


  This is what the Hugo Mercenary Company had sold for coin.


  They could never become good old mercenaries ever again.


  “Come back with all the hot water we have! We must treat the young one quickly!”


  Suddenly the mercenaries had gathered around Lawrence’s horse, easing Lawrence as well as Luward off its back. From the way they treated Lawrence, he had apparently been promoted from a suspicious merchant to the benefactor who had bravely transported Luward to camp.


  As he was laid on top of a blanket spread atop the snow, hands examined his body up and down as if beating him, and suddenly, his cheek was slapped hard. He thought of saying, I’m wide awake, thank you, but his mouth would not move; he could not even move his head on his own anymore.


  But when he was slapped again and his head rudely returned to its original position, he caught sight of a mercenary holding the knife that should still have been planted in his own thigh. Apparently that had been to obscure the pain when pulling the knife out.


  “Stopped the bleeding! Where’s that poultice?!”


  “Strategist! Fight back? March forward?!”


  “Weapons! Bring weapons!”


  “Run, young man! Open the second sack, it’s right there!”


  The tumult sounded so distant to him. Beside his head, many feet violently ran about, kicking snow onto his face, which someone wiped off.


  So this is the field of battle, Lawrence thought absentmindedly.


  The next moment, someone seated beside him said this.


  “God is at your side. Let us pray.”


  His hair disheveled, the clergyman looked rather grim. He had just tossed on his robe; his long sword was hanging in plain sight. Even so, he was doubtlessly a fine military chaplain.


  “You’re in time…”


  Once Lawrence managed to reply, the chaplain seated right beside him broke into a smile, slapping Lawrence’s cheek as he rose.


  “Is he conscious?!”


  It was Moizi’s voice. The moment after Lawrence had the thought, a rugged hand forced Lawrence’s face in a different direction.


  “Mr. Lawrence! It’s me!”


  Lawrence, with his thoughts still a jumble, somehow managed to nod.


  “May we consider that wolf as an ally?!”


  From the look in Moizi’s eyes, it did not look like a joke.


  Lawrence could certainly understand the feelings that made him want to ask.


  “It’s… Holo.”


  As Lawrence made his brief reply, Moizi stroked his chin, looking as if he had swallowed a stone.


  “Understood.”


  Now that the Hugo Mercenary Company had betrayed them, any further mistakes in judgment meant the annihilation of the entire unit.


  That was the level of the resolve that filled Moizi’s face.


  “Medics stay behind. Everyone else, gather arms!”


  As the strategist shouted, most people had already taken up arms.


  One hand held sword, spear, or ax, while the other held a torch. A pot filled to the brim with wine was being passed around them. Each of them accepted it, glugged as they drank, and passed it along to the next person.


  “The Hugo Mercenary Company betrayed us! Now we go rescue our comrades!”


  It was that moment, when everyone was set to raise a shout to greet his words.


  “S-strategist!”


  One of them pointed ahead along the road. As Moizi turned around, Lawrence heard the faint sound of people stepping back. Or perhaps it was the sound of the others taking up battle stances.


  But Lawrence, too, understood what they were seeing. From the side, they could see the entire giant body, its footsteps making unfathomably gentle sounds.


  Footsteps that had saved him from danger so many times.


  From that alone, something like drowsiness came over him.


  “… Miss Holo, is it?”


  When Moizi somehow found his voice, Holo’s only reply was to drop something onto the snow. A number of mercenaries cried out as it made a thud.


  “Glem. Wh-why did you…?”


  Holo answered Moizi’s words.


  “Surely you can put him to some use.”


  Still lying down, Lawrence made a silent laugh. Surely Hilde was making a satisfied look within his cage as well.


  “Your comrades are on their way. Some are wounded. You would do well to greet them quickly.”


  Holo spoke bluntly, then apparently sat on her rear.


  Judging from the silence, Moizi and the other mercenaries must have stared at one another, but the next moment, a battle cry erupted as they ran off.


  Once he could no longer hear the sounds of their footsteps, Holo rose, squishing the snow as she approached.


  “Fool.”


  The word came with a lick of his face.


  “… We’re… saved…”


  “Hmph. In a sense.”


  As Holo spoke, she looked in the direction Moizi and the others had run.


  “But I may have erred in saving you.” She dropped a short comment as she walked off.


  Erred?


  As Lawrence strove to understand the meaning of that word in the far corners of his mind, he lost consciousness.




  
    
  

  Chapter 10


  When he awoke, he was in a room with a fire quietly burning in a fireplace.


  For a while, he felt like he had seen a long dream. The instant he tried to move his body, sharp pain ran through his thigh, finally clearing all of the fog from his head.


  He had a very faint memory of having reached Svernel before dawn had broken.


  Lawrence gently slid his body, shielding his painful leg while hanging both over the side of the bed.


  The light that slipped past the gaps in the wooden shutter was very weak; the sky outside was the color of a heavy lead weight.


  But the inn itself as well as the outside seemed almost too quiet. Perhaps it was still early morning.


  If that was the case, he should still be sleepy, but he felt very little urge to sleep. It was always so when his life was in danger.


  But there was one more reason Lawrence could not sleep, one of which he was well aware.


  That was the thought Unforgivable!


  It was not that the Hugo Mercenary Company had betrayed them. It was the Debau Company that had contrived the betrayal that he could not forgive.


  Of course, since Rebonato had ultimately resolved to betray them, Lawrence held a grudge against him as well. Even so, Rebonato had expended many words on Luward in search of forgiveness. Having seen that, Lawrence could somehow put the rest together. Rebonato had to agree with such a large amount of money before his eyes.


  In Lesko, the Debau Company made the mercenaries realize that it was starting a new era. That should have shaken them to the core. But what if enough money was piled in front of them that they could live in luxury for the rest of their lives?


  To a merchant, stroking human greed for one’s own advantage was perfectly normal.


  But at that time, Rebonato had an absolute advantage. He had broken Luward’s leg, stabbed his hand and thigh with a dagger, and had struck him in the head hard enough that he could barely speak. Yet Rebonato had pleaded before him all the same.


  Come over to our side. Don’t make me the only traitor.


  And as Lawrence thought about that, it made him sick.


  That was not what business should be.


  He absolutely could not recognize that as business.


  “…”


  Lawrence rose up, retrieving his coat from the shoulder of the chair at the side of the bed. As he did so, he realized there was a lot of brown-colored hair under the chair. No doubt Holo had been sitting in this chair attending to him.


  Dragging his bad leg, he went out of the room and into the hallway. The hallway was filled to the brim with an atmosphere that spoke, It really is still morning. Based on the size of the room, he deduced he was on the third or fourth floor of an inn. If Hilde and Luward were here, they would no doubt be on the second floor, so Lawrence leaned his shoulder against the wall as he went down the stairs step-by-step.


  Even if seen in the most favorable light, the present situation was dire. Hilde and the others had deduced the current state of affairs in the Debau Company based on the Hugo Mercenary Company attacking the Myuri Mercenary Company. They thought that after the Debau Company had chased Debau and Hilde out of power, there had been even further internal power disputes.


  But in truth, the Hugo Mercenary Company had been bought off, and Lawrence and the others had been deceived. One could say the scheme was perfect; it would have been the end to everything had Holo not been there.


  That being the case, having somehow managed to flee into Svernel, the opponent would assail the city with all its might.


  All he knew for certain was that there would be no easy counterattack.


  With that thought in his head, he descended to the second floor and saw a youngster standing watch in the corridor ahead. Though the youngster yawned as if sleepy, he immediately noticed Lawrence’s presence and knocked on the door in a hurry, poking his face in. The youngster pulled his face out of the doorway and moved aside as Holo came out. She looked surprised to see Lawrence and seemed angry as she rushed over.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Are you going to tell me to go sleep?”


  As Holo moved to lend her shoulder, Lawrence moved forward as if he was going to push her out of the way.


  “And just where are you going?”


  “That’s obvious. They’re talking in there about what to do now, right?”


  He’s injured. He’s a merchant. He could not be the only one left out, particularly at a time like this.


  He could not back down with a circumstance like this before his eyes.


  He thought to lend whatever little strength he had to Hilde and Luward.


  They could not let the present Debau Company stretch any further.


  But Holo spoke calmly. “They are doing no such thing.”


  What Lawrence instantly felt was anger. Did she think even a child would fall for that?


  “’Tis true. Come, you, calm yourself.”


  The youngster guarding the door watched Lawrence and Holo’s dispute with a perplexed look. Perhaps because Lawrence was not yet at full strength, the lads body looked hazy; Lawrence could be certain only of his face.


  And pressed by Holo, Lawrence could put up little resistance as his back was pushed against the wall.


  He muttered a curse and tried to right himself, but when Holo’s hand touched his forehead, the coldness surprised him.


  “… Come, you. The fever is making you a fool.”


  Fever?


  As Lawrence thought, That’s crazy, it was true that his body held no strength.


  “Your leg was stabbed, and you were beaten enough to make you vomit everything in your stomach. If you weaken your body further, you could even die. Come, now – if you were in my shoes, what would you do?”


  There was no way he could win against Holo’s logic.


  Lawrence averted his eyes from Holo and tried to step forward once more, but he could not.


  “You said it plainly yourself.”


  “… What?”


  Holo looked straight at Lawrence as she spoke.


  “That we have lost.”


  “I…”


  Before Lawrence could finish speaking, strength drained away from the good leg somehow still supporting him.


  But Lawrence was a traveling merchant. He was second to none at being bad at giving up. “I don’t think Mr. Hilde will give up.”


  As Lawrence hung his head, there was clear strain on Holo’s face.


  Hilde had not given up, either. How could Holo say that they had lost, then?


  They had to be having a meeting in the room. Hilde, speaking but a few words while worn ragged and at the end of his endurance, spurred Lawrence and the others to Svernel with his truly astounding wit. Hilde was prepared to die; he was prepared to be killed.


  Certainly, Luward’s being gravely injured, thanks to the Hugo Mercenary Company being bought off and betraying them, was a heavy blow.


  But they had the forbidden book, plus the complete three hundred gold coins remaining, plus the Myuri Mercenary Company.


  Therefore, this being Svernel, the place where those opposed to the Debau Company were assembling, if they gathered everyone under one banner, surely they could halt the opponent’s advance.


  From the start, provided it was possible, Lawrence had wanted to support Hilde and Debau’s dream.


  However, now he thought that more than that, the present Debau Company must not grow any more powerful.


  “Certainly, that hare will not give up.”


  “Then–”


  “However, that does not make true that which you wish to say.”


  “What should we do, then?”


  As Lawrence asked, Holo averted her eyes for once.


  Seeming bothered, her eyes narrowed enough that her long eyelashes cast shadows, her gaze still failing to meet his.


  As she did so, the door opened a little, and the young man who had been standing in front of it was sucked right in. Someone had no doubt pulled him along.


  Seeing that and seeing Holo, Lawrence was able to get the gist of the situation.


  And he murmured, “You can’t mean…?


  “You’re not saying, run away, just the two of us?”


  Holo looked up at Lawrence and nodded bluntly.


  “Yes.”


  Those cold, beautiful eyes stared at Lawrence.


  Lawrence grabbed hold of Holo’s slender shoulders.


  “We can’t! We can’t do such a thing!”


  There was no way they could flee by themselves and leave Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company here in Svernel.


  “Then, what would our staying accomplish? Lawrence, what will you do?”


  With Lawrence still grasping her shoulders, Holo took his hands, which were twice the size of her own.


  Her hands were frighteningly cold, like ice.


  Holo’s sad eyes shifted to Lawrence’s breast.


  “Lawrence… ’tis not my thought alone. The hare and the people of the Myuri Mercenary Company think it as well.”


  So that is why Holo had been in the room. She was not convincing them. They were convincing her.


  From the other side’s point of view, it made perfect sense. Lawrence being here served no useful purpose, but should Lawrence perish, it would leave a bad taste in everyone’s mouths.


  Lawrence guessed as much, but even so, he swallowed and said this.


  “They can’t flee?”


  After hesitating briefly, Holo nodded.


  “The hare has not given up yet. Those who inherit the name of Myuri must remain at any rate.”


  Luward was severely wounded, and even putting that aside, there were many others injured as well. Should they leave the town in such circumstances, hounded until they reached a proper town, next time the result would be a bloodbath.


  It was better to fight facing one’s foe than to die from wounds to the back as a person fled.


  Such an emotional appeal was not necessarily correct, but no doubt remaining was also a rational decision.


  “Are you… all right with this?”


  He thought it an unfair way to say it. Even so, as Hilde pursued his own dream, he was acting out of concern for the northlands. The Myuri Mercenary Company, having endured for so many centuries, had finally been able to pass the message it had inherited from Myuri down to Holo. Surely they could not so lightly abandon Hilde’s dream or a mercenary company with such a long, uninterrupted history that might well collapse?


  Remaining behind in town, Lawrence could paint no pretty picture of what would happen when they lost, even without being a pessimist.


  “’Tis not all right. Of course it is not all right.”


  Holo seemed to suffer as she said this. Even though he knew what her answer would be, he still made her say it.


  Even though Lawrence wanted to stop, even though he wanted to ask for forgiveness, he went on the attack with his last resort.


  “Then, shouldn’t we stay here with them? Why don’t we try our best and see? If they were in our shoes, the Myuri Mercenary Company surely wouldn’t abandon us and run because the circumstances were unfavorable. They did inherit the name of your pack mate from your homeland, after all.”


  Holo’s face twisted as if Lawrence’s words weighed heavily upon her chest; the last sentence finally made tears spill from her eyes.


  However, what was there was not sadness. It was anger.


  “But what can we do by remaining here? Stick around until the bitter end and flee when all is truly lost? I am not infallible. There are things that cannot be salvaged if one is taken by surprise. Once the hare is finally slain, are you confident we could abandon the rest and run then? Surely we could not? I, too, could only push as far as it would go in such an event. But that would be dying in vain. ’Tis not something we ought to do, knowing what the result shall be.”


  Though he might have sarcastically called Holo’s torrent of words wise, that was a perfect description for them.


  Holo had a point. And a second point, and a third.


  What could Lawrence help with if he stayed? What role could a mere injured traveling merchant play when an army commanded by a great trading company invaded?


  “Come, you – surely you at least understand that there is no role here for you to play?”


  He could not fight with his injured leg. If it became a siege, just lodging would mean he was only eating up precious food reserves; Of course, he would be unable to have a voice if there were negotiations; all he could do was cheer for victory.


  It was the same if he stayed or went. However, though he could provide his allies with no proper aid if he remained in town, when they lost, the victors would most certainly judge him a good and proper member of the enemy.


  Though sometimes a previous king whose throne had been usurped was merely exiled, a former king plotting to usurp the throne was always fated to be slain.


  Hilde had plotted rebellion. To fight in this town meant to be seen as rebel conspirators beyond all doubt.


  If this was to be the Debau Company’s first step in subduing the northlands, the slaughter of those opposing it would surely be a mandatory ritual for the sake of the distant future. Those who know they are going to be killed often put up fierce resistance; yet in many instances, such actions sometimes ultimately reduced the total number of people who died in conflict.


  The logical conclusion was that it was better Lawrence did not remain.


  Holo looked straight at Lawrence as she spoke.


  “Were you not going to open a store? Did you not tell me to think of a name for that store? I have decided. Not just the name of your store, but that we will live pleasantly in your store as well… Will you break that promise?”


  He did not think this the underhanded thought of a woman concerned only with herself.


  He knew all too well how much it made Holo suffer to walk away from this.


  Perhaps the fever was why Holo’s body felt so very cold.


  But he thought that perhaps it symbolized something.


  “I truly would enjoy it… Living idly with you would be truly a delight… Surely you understand, do you not? After the clamor of town festivals, the fear of being left behind alone when everyone goes back to their normal lives? I want a home. I really do not want to know what is happening to Yoitsu anymore. I know that. I know what is happening to it… I did not want to return to Yoitsu so that I could be alone. That was why I was truly happy you comforted me in Lesko. When I thought, I am not alone, I was truly happy…”


  Holo let her words trail off with a sniff of her nose at the end.


  The playfulness she had shown when she returned from Kieschen with the forbidden book, flying at Lawrence, was no prank.


  Holo really had missed him. She really did need him.


  Looking back, they had had arguments and made up after many times over; it was not that she had taken his hand when his life was in danger once or twice, but rather, they had escaped many crises together when Lawrence thought they were done for.


  If someone asked Holo what the most important thing in the world was to her, Holo could answer without hesitation. She already had. She had many times over.


  Even so, Lawrence could not embrace Holo’s shoulders.


  “Th-that doesn’t mean…”


  As Lawrence tried to speak, Holo stopped him with a cold voice. “Do not make me say it.”


  As the ambiance put a complete stop to Lawrence’s words, Holo lifted her face.


  “Come, you – do you not yet understand that one must give up certain things?” Holo’s words hurt Lawrence as much as if she had thrust them right into his wound. “And you have, to gain me. And you will, to gain what comes ahead. You are naive, are you not?”


  “… Naive?”


  As Lawrence echoed her word, Holo spoke in a pained voice as if she was doing something bad.


  “Did you mean to carry on our journey forever? You have sympathy. I, too, understand how you cannot have witnessed that and not become so angry you cannot forgive it. But what is that within you that you cannot compromise, I wonder? Is that what you truly must protect? If that is so, why did you take my hand all of those times? You…”


  Holo, both sad and angry, bit down her shaking tongue.


  “Am I not your princess?”


  Lawrence was dumbfounded. While dumbfounded, he stared back at Holo intently.


  So far as he could think, for Holo to call herself a princess was sarcasm toward Lawrence of the highest order.


  He could not comprehend his own foolishness. Why had he not realized such a thing? How many times had he ignored Holo saying, “Let’s end this journey,” gripping her hand whether she liked it or not? There were times when Holo had truly pulled away, not wanting to be a millstone around Lawrence’s neck. There were times when Holo said, “Let’s split up before splitting up becomes too hard.” Why had Lawrence flown over, gripping her hand whether she liked it or not, and swatted all Holo’s concerns away?


  Holo was afraid. She was afraid of taking Lawrence’s hand. She had lost all she had ever obtained, so learning that the merciless advance of time wiped all away, as if turning it to dust, she knew better than anyone how there existed no fairy tale where one lived happily ever after.


  The crux was whether one had the determination to take responsibility or not.


  Gaining someone precious and protecting that someone were two completely different things. Lawrence could see that clearly now.


  Lawrence looked at Holo.


  Even in his dreams, Lawrence never thought he would misunderstand something so thoroughly. Perhaps he had mistaken himself for a hero in a fairy tale. In a heroic legend, one cast away anything and everything without a thought about the future to obtain one’s beloved, the end.


  But reality was different. The story continued onward, too.


  Gaining one’s beloved came with a responsibility.


  And yet he had never realized such a thing. He had been all too childish.


  “I wish to live a quiet life with you…” she said.


  Thinking back to when he had decided to set up a small store, running a modest business, he felt a pain in his chest. Even so, he had been spending each day living a very different life without complaint.


  He might have been happy. He might have been very happy.


  But Lawrence had never stopped scorning the merchant without ambition, the very sight of the man who had given up many things for a quiet life, who was unable to fly off because he embraced that which he protected.


  It is said that one grows when one journeys. Lawrence had held the conceit that he had grown sufficiently, that he knew enough about the world. That had been a complete presumption on his part.


  To choose Holo, to understand that choice and to make an incalculable compromise, would probably make an adult out of him. Surely that was not a bad thing. If simply imagining life with Holo made it hard to breathe, surely it could not be a bad thing.


  Lawrence had taken Holo’s hand. He had taken her hand many times over. Holo had always trusted Lawrence. She had pretended to not see all of her concerns and doubts in order to come with Lawrence.


  Through traveling with Holo, Lawrence had truly come to understand what it meant to be with someone else.


  Lawrence reached out to Holo. Holo tensely watched his hand. When Lawrence’s hand touched Holo’s cheek, Holo gently closed her eyes.


  Lawrence drew Holo to him, putting his other arm around her back.


  As a merchant, seeing Hilde’s dream had lit a fire in his heart. His righteous indignation at the Debau Company’s foul plot via the Hugo Mercenary Company had lit a fire in his body.


  But no longer could the raging flames consume him and turn him to ash.


  This was what having someone precious meant.


  If, as Holo had said, this was fate, it was not so bad.


  As Lawrence listened to his own thoughts, his arm that embraced Holo squeezed strongly once more as he called her name.


  “Holo.”


  As he did so, Holo’s ears twitched and moved, and she raised her face.


  This was not happiness. If one had to describe it, this was acknowledging the sin was both of theirs to bear. Coconspirators were bound together much like this. For her part, Holo was a wolf that had spent centuries in a wheat field out of obligation, never being thanked once. Leaving Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company and running could not possibly be easy for her.


  Lawrence pulled back and took Holo’s hand.


  Holo looked at her hand intertwined with Lawrence’s and nodded.


  That moment, Lawrence’s journey came to an end.


  “Ugh…”


  That might not have been the cause, but Lawrence felt dizzy and put his back to the wall once again.


  Holo hastily moved to support him. His physical strength had indeed not returned whatsoever.


  “I-I’m all right…”


  “Fool. Here, grab on.”


  Holo lent Lawrence her hand. This was probably how they would live from here on.


  How could anyone be dissatisfied with that?


  That moment, as Lawrence grabbed onto Holo and stepped forward…


  Thud, thud, thud. There was a sound of someone pounding on the door downstairs. This was still early in a peaceful morning. Such a powerful echo seemed an ill omen.


  And after one more pound of the door, apparently someone who had drawn the short straw and was standing watch without sleep opened the door. After a brief argument, there was a sound of heavy footsteps.


  The door in the hallway ahead opened, and Moizi and a middle-aged man emerged from it.


  Lawrence had only seen the man with a hood low over his eyes back in Lesko, but as a traveling merchant, he could remember people by a variety of characteristics. From his silhouette, he knew immediately that this was Hilde. Without his hood in the way, his face was covered in long, blond hair. His eyes looked like that of a recluse.


  But those eyes had the air of deep intellect within them; Lawrence could discern the resolute will that lay hidden behind that beard.


  Lawrence was grateful Hilde had been in the form of a hare all this time. Faced with a man like this, Lawrence would have found himself too overwhelmed to make even a single judgment.


  After lightly greeting Lawrence and Holo with his eyes, Moizi ran down the stairs along with a young man.


  Hilde walked over slowly, coming to a corner of the hallway and standing before Lawrence and Holo.


  “Have you made your decision?”


  It was a curt question.


  And before Lawrence could reply, he deduced from looking at the way their hands were joined together.


  That moment, the corners of his eyes became like those of a good-natured old man.


  He would say not a single cross word before two people who were running.


  He put a wrinkled, gnarled, large hand on Holo’s shoulder, then touched both of Lawrence’s arms as if giving a blessing.


  “May you both be happy.”


  Lawrence felt that Hilde was going to add, “… in spite of all this,” at the end, but perhaps that was just his imagination.


  At any rate, he was unable to simply accept the words right before him and, instead of thanks, said this.


  “Has something happened?”


  He half expected to be brushed off with a It has nothing to do with you, does it? However, Hilde gazed squarely at Lawrence and, after closing his eyes once, replied, “Right now, the inn is surrounded by soldiers.”


  “Wh–?!”


  “The man who administers the town in the name of the town council has been seen riding a horse. It will not be idle chitchat, I am sure.”


  He spoke those words without showing a single shred of tension.


  This was absolutely not the defiance of someone who had given up; rather, a feat no doubt made possible through a wealth of experiences.


  “But surely they will not surround us at all hours of the day. Please flee when there is an opening. Now, then.”


  Hilde strode past Lawrence and Holo as if heading to a minor deal for the company. Even with the inn surrounded by soldiers, he was this magnificent. He was made of different stuff than those who went on adventures.


  As Lawrence and Holo watched Hilde go, they heard footsteps from downstairs and a voice. The voice was Moizi’s, saying, “Please wait!”


  Were they under attack?


  A moment later, before Lawrence could move ahead of Holo to shield her–


  “Ho.”


  Without heeding those standing about him, a man wearing a cloak that reached all the way down to his ankles began to climb the stairs, noticing Hilde as he went. Based on his appearance, he seemed somewhat younger than Hilde, but he was nonetheless of considerable age. His red hair continued down his sideburns to his chin, forming a neatly trimmed beard. From the air about him, one could tell with a single glance that he was a man of authority.


  The cloak that he wore was neither fine nor shabby. He looked like a hardy man, but not one who seemed like a poor prospect to do business with. He was the type who would not buy anything spectacular, but who, once one gained his trust, would deal with them over the long term without grumbling about the fine details.


  The man gazed straight at Hilde, speaking without any show of emotion. “I can tell just by looking.”


  Having climbed the stairs far enough to come in view of the second floor, he looked toward Lawrence and Holo as well. “You, too.”


  For a moment, Lawrence did not understand what he meant, but when he saw Holo’s body stiffen, he muttered, “It can’t be.”


  “The sooner we speak the better. I’m borrowing the room there.”


  “Mr. Millike!”


  Moizi tried to stop him, but the man called Millike brought the veteran mercenary to a halt with a single look.


  As he did so, Hilde asked back. “Jean Millike?”


  “Indeed. Chairman of the Svernel Merchants’ Council. Also known as…”


  Millike grandly topped the stairs, now coming to stand on the same floor as Hilde.


  Hilde was not a small man by any means, but Millike was larger. Though not to the same extent as Moizi or Rebonato, he was physically imposing.


  
    
  

  “Klaus von Havlish the Third.”


  “Wha…?!”


  Millike shifted his unamused eyes to the shocked Hilde. “I received a bizarre report before dawn and thought, just perhaps, but for you to truly not know…”


  Millike, or perhaps Havlish, stepped past the flank of the speechless Hilde, standing before Lawrence’s eyes.


  And he respectfully lowered his gaze to Holo.


  “I have heard you have a more valiant form.”


  A moment later, Holo slapped Millike’s cheek. Everyone there was surprised, and Holo was no exception. Holo stared at Millike’s cheek as she gripped her right hand with her left, as if she had slapped him by reflex alone.


  For Holo, slapping someone’s cheek was not exactly a rare event.


  What surprised Lawrence was that Holo looked like she was frightened.


  “… A literally rough welcome. But I did not come for pleasant conversation. I shall borrow the room in here. I take it the fireplace is lit?”


  Hilde stroked his hair and tugged at his chin as he seemed to regain his senses. “This way,” he said, walking ahead and leading him inside. Holo’s eyes followed Millike after Hilde, but her feet did not.


  Lawrence did not really need to ask.


  “He’s not human?” These were the northlands, much of them covered by mountain and forest.


  “About half.” Her answer quite naturally surprised even Lawrence.


  And as Lawrence watched Millike, Millike suddenly stopped and turned around as if noticing his gaze.


  “Come. You both have a responsibility to come.”


  For a moment, Holo acted like she was going to ignore him, but her hand grabbed hold of the collar of Lawrence’s shirt. Lawrence grasped her hand back, replying, “We can listen to what he says.” Besides, it was clear that fleeing under these conditions would go poorly. Having come in with hare, wolf, and the mercenaries, he would not get off as someone uninvolved. If they did flee, Hilde and Moizi and the others would be put at a disadvantage, too.


  Also, Lawrence still could not move quickly due to his injuries, and Holo could not transform into a wolf in such a cramped place. If they behaved clumsily and aroused suspicion, it was more than possible everyone would end up killed by the not-human Millike.


  Lawrence leaned on Holo’s shoulder and slowly moved forward.


  Millike shot a glance at Holo and Lawrence as they entered the room.


  Inside the most lavish room on the second floor, there were only four people.


  Hilde, Millike, Holo, and Lawrence.


  Moizi tried to join, but Millike flatly refused.


  No doubt normally he would have dug his heels in as a matter of honor, but seeing Holo and Lawrence passing by, he seemed to have made a deduction. Without any strong complaint, he yielded to Millike’s request and withdrew to stand watch.


  “Now, then.” Millike was the one who broke the ice. “You’ve caused quite the uproar in this land.”


  The phrase was too grandiose to be limited to the pivotal crossroads of the northlands known as Svernel. Lawrence had heard that the lords in the countryside were pompous with little knowledge of the world, but was that really so in Millike’s case?


  The phrase in this land probably seemed fitting to Millike himself.


  “Under the name of Havlish, my lands have enjoyed two centuries of peace. There have been no great expeditions from the Church. The steep mountains and valleys have protected it from fools hungry for land. Its sole weakness is this place here, Svernel. To think you would bring your enemy to its doorstep… If you wish to make a mess, make it in your own lands. Is that not so, you of the Debau Company?”


  His manner of speaking was suited to the public chamber as well.


  But Hilde did not falter.


  “I make no excuses that the result was to invite my enemy. However, that is why I am here, so that I may make amends.”


  “Amends?” Millike parroted the word back, making a heavy sigh. “Surely you say this in jest? How large a force do you think presses upon the town from the trade route to the south? There is a report that a captain of a thousand has been sighted. They come not for some minor skirmish in the mountains. They come to tear down the town itself.”


  The Debau Company was serious. “Captain of a thousand” was a title given precisely because he literally commanded a thousand men. Without securing the services of the likes of the Myuri Mercenary Company in the mountains, they came to engage in spectacular fighting such as open battle on the steppes or siege warfare. The Debau Company had paid the Hugo Mercenary Company a fortune just on the chance Hilde might be with them. This time, real nobles were in command, dragged into showing their faces by the prospect of a great battle right out of the chronicles. No doubt they truly meant for this to be their bridgehead to total dominion. 


  “Don’t tell me you don’t know. I saw a bird flying around yesterday, a bird not seen in these parts. A friend of yours, yes?”


  Hilde neither confirmed nor denied it, but that was the same as an admission.


  Leaving Hilde like that, Millike shifted his gaze to Holo.


  “Does a sublime wolf such as you intend to participate in this foolish disturbance?”


  So he could tell Holo was a wolf. “Half,” she had said; that indeed meant Millike was half inhuman.


  “I have heard you are the one who saved them. Should you lend any further support–”


  “I shall not.”


  As Holo spoke, Millike closed his mouth. He raised an eyebrow slightly in satisfaction after.


  “As I expected. A very practical judgment.”


  Though Lawrence thought it might be sarcasm, it apparently was not.


  It seemed to be what Millike truly thought.


  Having received Holo’s words, he turned to Hilde once more.


  “The powerless always have absurd dreams. Those who have power understand well what power can accomplish. They understand just because you can carry a boulder does not mean you can move a mountain. It is only those who play with pebbles who dream of moving a mountain. As it is my task to oversee trade in this town, I am well aware of what incredible visionaries merchants are. That is why neither Svernel nor my lands have had anything to do with you great and powerful sorts. You sent envoys again and again, yes. Yet you yourself never came once. Had you used your own feet, you would have at least learned your own subordinates planned to betray you.”


  The man in charge of managing trade in Svernel was the same as one of the territorial lords Hilde had been asking to join. That fact had seriously surprised Hilde. In towns under the administration of a lord, it was not all that rare for the lord to also be the chairman of the merchants’ council.


  Yet Hilde had not known of it.


  From Millike’s words, the betrayal had been prepared long before, and the reason Hilde had not noticed was because he had hidden himself away in Lesko, waving the Debau Company’s baton of command all the while.


  “When you are trading, you feel you can see until the ends of the world. I think it is a marvelous thing. But that is why you do not notice the pitfall at your feet. I inherited the name Jean Millike some five years ago. Jean Millike had a strong spirit, but his body was frail. He became sick, bedridden, and promptly passed on. I owed him, too, you see; he’d resolved a trade dispute while this town had asked me to manage the circulation of furs and amber. There is no hidden truth; it’s a common enough story. And no one ever told you this common enough thing. You thought Svernel and the lands behind it were ruled by different people. And because you thought so, you came to this town. Is it not so?”


  Or perhaps, since he was resolved to sacrifice himself for his dream if need be, it was irrelevant.


  But he was not wrong to lay this on Hilde’s doorstep.


  Having joined hands with many lords across the northlands, his subordinates had stripped him of authority from below. Even if one might say they are always more open from below, that made a weak counterargument.


  “Then why did you give the envoys we sent favorable replies?” Hilde calmly switched to firmer ground for a counterattack.


  “It’s very simple. If we’d refused, you’d have gone somewhere else. In this season, any village is low for food. If mercenaries are going to eat villages whole, down to the locusts, and still die on the side of a road somewhere, better to take you in and capture you here in town.”


  It was an appropriate judgment by a lord protecting his lands.


  Hilde spoke softly.


  “You intend to sell us?”


  Hilde and Moizi and Holo had no doubt been speaking in this room for some time while Lawrence was still sleeping on the floor above. Their conclusion must have been a very pessimistic one.


  Was it because the approaching army was too large? Or was it because the head of the Myuri Mercenary Company was wounded, his troops arriving in town as defeated men?


  It was probably neither.


  Hilde and the others had probably known the instant they had entered the town in a much simpler fashion, when the top administrators of the town had not come out to welcome them.


  “No…”


  But so spoke Millike.


  Hilde was not soft enough to embrace hope so easily.


  “So not us, but rather me.”


  “Correct.” Neither the tenor nor the volume of Millike’s voice had changed whatsoever, saying this like it was a truly ordinary thing. “Yes. I will sell you and you alone. I’m sure you are prepared for this much, at least?”


  Profit comes with risk. When armies move and enough money is paid to make man betray man, a person’s life did not even register.


  To attempt to obtain profit on this scale, one must prepare themselves for a correspondingly great risk.


  That is what gambling was.


  “I am. However, my desire to continue is greater.”


  “Mmm. It is important not to give up. But the problem is doing it on someone else’s territory. If you want to do it, do it in your own place.”


  It was such a disappointingly commonsense argument that Hilde was at a loss for words.


  Lawrence had thought Hilde a great merchant, but feeling the fires of idealism, leaving himself exposed from below, made him look like a youth.


  However, Hilde desperately protested.


  “This is not a matter for us alone. Should our plan succeed, the northlands should enjoy long-term stability. A great many lords will be drawn into the same economic sphere through using the same currency. That being the case, it will be simply unprofitable to remain on the outside. In the difficult environment of the northlands, one will perish if unable to purchase food from neighboring lands. A common currency will become a powerful weapon in foreign trade. Our leader has boasted, those lords, hitherto beyond reproach even by God himself, shall be tamed with a golden yoke.”


  This was the tale that Lawrence had seen with his own eyes at Lesko and that had made a fire burn in his chest as a merchant. This was the tale Hilde was telling Lord Havlish before his very eyes.


  Lawrence knew not whether Hilde had hopes the man would listen to reason or if Hilde simply plotted to convey the degree to which he believed in it himself. All he knew for certain was that Millike seemed largely unamused by such talk.


  Certainly, such talk was not very amusing if it was one’s neck being yoked.


  But even as Millike stared at the table, he did not reveal even the slightest hint of displeasure.


  He looked something like a father listening to his son’s foolish dreams.


  “And what proof is there that a world ruled by merchants instead of lords would be run any better?”


  Hilde’s words stuck in his throat.


  No matter who held the reins, there would always be uncertainty. There were too many examples to count of kings that had been benevolent at the beginning, only to suddenly become a despot later.


  Then, one could only address that concern through one’s actions. Surely that was what Hilde was going to say.


  But it was Lawrence, unable to endure any longer, who opened his mouth.


  “Merchants engage in trade, and the foundation of trade is profit. And in trade, you profit because you made someone happy.”


  Lawrence was unable to participate in Hilde’s dream.


  Even so, he could not bear to see the dream mocked before his very eyes and remain silent.


  “Ho.”


  Millike made a curt reply, smiling. It was the smiling face that praised a child: “You’ve really done your best.”


  He gave no sign that he was angry at Lawrence for making light of him. That was the nature of dreams, and at any rate, Hilde’s deep nod made plain there was nothing to be frightened of.


  “This is where I would put you down as a brat, knowing nothing of the world… but it seems that is not so.”


  Millike’s gaze shifted from the bloodstained bandage wrapped around Lawrence’s leg to Holo, sitting beside him.


  “There is surely a touch of truth to it. Yet I wonder if it can endure in the face of reality?” said Millike.


  “I could say the same thing to you,” Hilde said to Millike.


  “What do you mean?”


  “There is no mistaking that this town has many raising their voices against the Debau Company’s tyranny. To them, I am extremely useful.”


  The smaller the town, the more incredible how quickly rumors spread.


  A large group arriving just before daybreak, barely escaping with their lives, could not exactly pass unnoticed. Surely, there was at least one dweller of the northlands here that was aware of the Myuri Mercenary Company; when one added Hilde’s presence, even a fool could understand there had been a coup in Lesko.


  The enemy of my enemy is my friend, went the saying. And a man who was until a few days ago at the center of the enemy was all that more powerful an ally.


  “Meaning, you’ll interfere with us councilors keeping the people in line?”


  “No, surely that will not be necessary. If I may say so, the truth is on our side, and popular will follows the truth. The current Debau Company must be stopped.”


  Hilde and Millike traded glances, neither retreating an inch.


  Lawrence thought the silence would continue for eternity, but Millike broke it first.


  “I see. If so, that too is fine. Go ahead and try.”


  “You are not selling me?”


  Hilde’s jab brought a strained smile over Millike.


  “That I can do at any time. If you weren’t a hare… well, I’d have to think about it.”


  It was clear without him spelling it out that he was talking about Holo.


  “Do you acknowledge our freedom, then?”


  “Do as you like. Preach your gospel to the masses and guide them, like a missionary of the Church. Raise your banner and invade other lands, just like many lords do.”


  Millike rose from his seat.


  He did not look fed up with the talk of selling or buying at all.


  Lawrence wondered what was inside Millike that let him fend everything off with such certainty.


  Whatever it was, even putting aside his height and demeanor, the overbearing weight of it made his words resonate deeply.


  “But I wonder if you will go to battle in the end.”


  If they fought the large army approaching the town, it was certain the town would lose. That was why Millike had sought to avoid battle, was it not, either by convincing Hilde and the others otherwise or putting him in irons?


  Lawrence found it difficult to grasp what Millike was thinking.


  Millike added this. “Had you been more foolish, this would be a more complicated matter. If you are so wise, it is not my turn on the stage.”


  Lawrence did not think he said “wise” as a compliment.


  Even so, he did not think it was complete sarcasm or falsehood, either.


  Was there a world of negotiation techniques of which even he was unaware?


  As Lawrence watched the exchange intently, Hilde’s words made him hold his breath.


  “It is because there are lords like you that the world does not change.”


  The phrase made Millike laugh for the first time, looking amused.


  “Ha-ha-ha. But…”


  As Millike laughed, he noticed some dirt under the fingernail of his thumb, flicking it out with the nail of his little finger.


  Even how he mocked others was flawless in its elegance.


  “Nothing in the world will change. If it was going to change, those with power would have changed it long ago.”


  Millike looked straight at Holo.


  Holo fended off his gaze without expression, brushing it aside like an indifferent cat.


  Millike made a hearty laugh and looked at Hilde.


  Hilde looked at Millike with what seemed like a scowl.


  “And how much do you intend to sell this town for?”


  It was a blatant provocation, but perhaps Hilde was trying to extract information out of Millike.


  An unapproachable opponent could not be swayed with tears or entreaties.


  One had to get him angry and draw him into conversation.


  “Money? Ha-ha, money is it? If they paid money that would be good, but…”


  Millike laughed.


  That his way of laughing was eerie was not Lawrence’s impression alone.


  Beside him, Holo’s body clearly stiffened.


  “This is a town where only furs and amber pass through. The craftsmen have all left. No one stays here; everyone just moves right by. No doubt the fools will carry their weapons and go beyond the town. But beyond here are only deep, treacherous snowy mountains. Many difficulties will assail them. Their footprints shall stretch a ways, but finally, even those shall be buried by snow. All pass through but go only to their end. No one stays. The only thing that piles up, like sediment, is time.”


  Millike’s talkative voice was clearly filled with resentment.


  Lawrence realized that this lord was like Holo.


  But unlike Holo, Millike was wrapped in resentment at the unassailable providence that governed the world.


  “So, you are a poet.”


  It was Hilde, who unlike Holo and Millike was certain the world could be changed, who made that reply.


  “Prattle,” said Klaus von Havlish the Third. In this town, Jean Millike.


  Holo and Hilde had known at one glance he was not a man; Holo had said he was half inhuman.


  No doubt he, too, built a solid foundation for himself in this land while taking care not to stand out.


  Concealing oneself was also a matter of skill.


  To conceal himself, Huskins the golden ram had gone as far as to eat the flesh of his fellow sheep.


  Thinking of Millike as merely a pessimistic half-human lord would be a dramatic mistake.


  “But do not underestimate the power of money.”


  The vast profits from issuing new currency caused his dazzled subordinates to betray him and had bought off the Hugo Mercenary Company.


  But for whatever reason, Hilde’s words made Millike shoot him a look of what seemed to be sympathy.


  “I see. Well, then, if you will excuse me.”


  Millike turned about, showing not a single shred of hesitation, and left the room without another sound.


  As the door closed shut, Hilde lowered his face and made a heavy sigh.


  The town’s leaders were not welcoming Hilde and the others. That was largely a declaration of defeat in itself; furthermore, because Hilde had not been aware of the fundamental fact that Millike and Havlish were the same person, investigating “Millike” and striving to win him over and such was doubtful with so little time.


  This made Lawrence think of the choices that remained.


  Assassination. Flight. Surrender.


  All the options he could think of were extreme and likely none of them would bring any good result.


  Therefore, since Lawrence was so concerned, he could not help himself but ask, “Do you have a plan?”


  Hilde, who surely knew the gist of what he had promised Holo, raised his face and made a listless smile.


  No doubt, what he wanted to say was, What are you doing, trying to make me say no?


  They knew that Lawrence was not the kind of human who ran away just because the going got tough.


  But Hilde said, “I do.”


  A great merchant of a great company was far worse at giving up than any traveling merchant.


  “I am, despite it all, the former treasurer of the Debau Company. I have a grasp of what the company needs and lacks to continue operating. If we can assemble and organize the humans of this town and get them to close the gates, it should be enough to force the company to the negotiating table.”


  However, mercenaries specializing in siege warfare were apparently pressing near Svernel.


  Lawrence did not think the walls would hold against such a force.


  “They should no longer have the funds to fight a siege.”


  The Debau Company, its arms full of mines that gushed profits like spring water, lacked the funds to fight?


  Lawrence did not think so.


  “Just as we were doing, they are using the profits from issuing new currency to bind together the lords, the mercenaries, and the townspeople. However, there is an overwhelming lack of base metal with which to issue the currency; it shall take some time until they can issue it. They need to melt down lower quality silver coins and reforge them at a higher purity level. Then, what do you think will happen if they must continue to pay lords and mercenaries in new, freshly minted, high-value currency for the sake of war? What will happen if the currency is not distributed to the travelers and peasants of the northlands that want it?”


  People giving up on getting their hands on the new currency would no doubt return to their homes with silver trenni and other runners-up in hand. If that happened, the speculation fever would abate, and the lords would be enraged that the value of the payments promised to them in the new currency had plummeted.


  Lawrence gazed in astonishment at Hilde’s calm judgment.


  “Based on my memory of all the company’s accounts, I have deduced that the betrayal of the Hugo Mercenary Company and the dispatch of the captain of a thousand have now placed them in a very difficult situation, at the very limit of their ability to raise funds.”


  The size of those business dealings were far out of the league of any traveling merchant.


  Lawrence could not even begin to grasp the vastness of the dealings of something on the Debau Company’s level.


  But just as Lawrence remembered every deal he had made on his trade route, Hilde might well remember the vast majority of his own deals.


  “That, therefore, is why they are creating the conditions for immediate surrender. And if we surrender without a fight, the Debau Company saves itself a vast amount of war expenditures, and they can behave as if their funds are unlimited in the future as well. This is far too outlandish a scheme for the sake of a single wounded treasurer and a small mercenary company, even an elite one. In a manner of speaking, it is the same technique of defeating one’s foe with a paper tower that Debau and I used ourselves.”


  No matter what the situation, he forgot no weapon at his disposal, overlooking nothing.


  But if it was so, the problem boiled down to a single issue.


  “Therefore, it is a matter of whether we can get the town gates closed or not. If we can get them closed, we force them to the table. If we surrender without a fight, we play right into their hands.”


  Surely Millike had foreseen that far himself?


  It was possible that, precisely to avoid such a situation, a messenger from the Debau Company had simply delivered a letter requesting the gates not be closed under any circumstances.


  Then there was the matter of what if Hilde could not implement his plan? And even more so, there was the matter that even if things went according to the degenerate way of thinking Hilde had sarcastically referred to as poetry, liberating this one town from the Debau Company did not amount to any great thing.


  But Lawrence did not think that the people at the Debau Company were underestimating Hilde at all. Surely, they realized Hilde would remember all of the accounts and perceive that their funds were in a precarious state.


  In other words, this was a gamble testing the intellect and courage of Hilde, Millike, and the Debau Company.


  Whose plan was the softest, the weakest? Whose liver was the most delicate, most frail?


  Lawrence knew that there was no place for him in such a thunderous dispute.


  “From a certain merchant, I have heard the words trade war.” Lawrence spoke to Hilde, seemingly in admiration. “What I do as a traveling merchant is trade. There is no place for me here.”


  Holo made a sigh of relief as Hilde gently smiled. It was a smile like one made to praise a child who had realized that a man could not move a mountain.


  Soon after, there was a clamor outside as Millike’s voice commanded those around the inn to withdraw.


  As their footsteps became distant, heavy footsteps approached from the corridor in long strides.


  It was Moizi who entered the room.


  “It seems you had a conversation?”


  Hilde did not lift his head right away. Perhaps it was simply difficult to put into words to explain.


  Of course, it was not something that could be shown with one sentence.


  “He said, if you can do it, do it.”


  But he gave no indication that anything more had taken place.


  Hilde shifted his gaze to Holo. “Are you going to laugh?”


  Holo sounded unamused as she replied, “I shall not. I am somewhat envious, however.”


  Holo had lost all of her confidence that the world could be changed.


  As Holo said that, she put a hand on Lawrence’s forehead. It was as if she was saying, There’s but a single human I can rest my hands upon.


  And as she got up, she beckoned for Lawrence to get up as well.


  “Mr. Lawrence.”


  Hilde spoke toward Lawrence.


  Holo did not seem of a mind to linger, but Lawrence, borrowing Holo’s shoulder, turned around.


  “What is it?”


  “The words you spoke to Master Millike were marvelous. I shall never forget them. Having realized this truth, I am sure your store shall be a most prosperous one.”


  “… Thank you very much.”


  It was nothing to be delighted at.


  But he properly said his thanks.


  Then, Lawrence and Holo left the room. It was not a bad way for a traveling merchant’s dream to come to an end.




  
    
  

  Chapter 11


  It was Lawrence’s job to do nothing but sleep and recover his physical strength.


  As a result, the next day he found himself struggling with Holo as he ate toast for breakfast.


  It seemed the town baker had expressly baked bread for Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company lodged at that inn.


  Hilde had certainly not underestimated the situation. The town and many of its townspeople were fearful of the Debau Company’s clear and present tyranny. Hilde had apparently succeeded in having himself recognized as the great merchant who would correct the Debau Company’s tyranny. From his room, looking down the stairs, Lawrence caught sight of a parade of well-dressed gentlemen coming and going.


  No doubt hunters, farmers, merchants, and craftsmen were all fearful of sudden changes to their way of life should the Debau Company start a war. As Hilde truly was their ally, that was enough, even without his great skill in speech as a merchant.


  People may laugh at a man’s ideals, but a dream truly and honestly held by a man will always resonate with others.


  But at the same time, Lawrence saw a number of soldiers bearing identical suits of armors and spears standing watch at the curve of the road leading into the district containing the inn.


  From the beginning, Millike had not made the merchants’ council stand in the Debau Company’s way.


  First, if it did come to battle, it was a certainty something dreadful would occur; second, there was the issue that even if Millike rolled out the red carpet for the Debau Company’s army, the company would destroy itself on its own. Viewed in light of the historical fact no one had ever succeeded in subduing the northlands, this was most certainly not blind optimism.


  Besides, Millike held a grudge against the world’s providence that frightened even Holo. There was no doubt something had happened that made him so confident the world absolutely would not change and could not be changed.


  But at the moment Hilde and the others were doing well for themselves. After all, in the eyes of the watchmen sent by the merchants’ council and the townspeople themselves, sending them bread straight from the oven was not all that favorable a thing.


  One might say Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company had established themselves as generous thieves.


  “Lawrence.”


  Lawrence was sitting in a chair by the inn’s window and gazing outside after his meal when Holo gently called out to him.


  “What is it?”


  “Grab onto me for a moment.”


  As she said that, Holo rolled up the sleeve of her robe, offering her slender arm.


  Lawrence considered asking her why, but he grabbed her arm as he was told.


  “Now grip as hard as you can.”


  “Hard?”


  As he wondered, What’s all this about? he gripped as he was told, putting his strength into it.


  It seemed as if he was gripping hard enough to break Holo’s delicate arm. Though he did not actually have the strength to do any such thing.


  As he steadily increased the pressure, he was ready to let go if Holo showed any sign of pain, but in the end, she made no move to stop him even when he was gripping fairly seriously.


  When Lawrence pulled his hand back, it left an imprint behind on Holo’s white, slender forearm.


  Holo seemed a bit pleased as she looked over the mark while Lawrence had a somewhat guilty feeling about it.


  “You should be all right, then.”


  “Ah, er?” Lawrence asked back, flustered as he kept thinking odd thoughts about how he had put a mark on Holo’s body and so forth.


  “If you can grip this strongly, ’tis enough. If you stay properly rested, there shall be no problems.”


  Lawrence finally realized this was a test to see if he was ready to set off.


  “We’re leaving…?”


  He had almost tripped up and said, We’re leaving already? but Holo was not one to miss the implication.


  Holo lifted the corner of her lip in a strained smile and tugged on Lawrence’s beard.


  “Aye. We’re leaving.”


  Leaving Hilde and the Myuri Mercenary Company in this town was probably something he would never forget in his lifetime. The only thing he could wish for was hearing someday, in a town far away, that in spite of many hardships they were still well.


  Lawrence had been forced to abandon fellow traveling merchants midway many times; as time had passed, Holo had no doubt seen many people and things swallowed by the passage of time. Compared to that, they were in a far better position. They were still standing, still bore weapons.


  They had no option but to accept it.


  Therefore, Lawrence purposefully spoke with good cheer.


  “Yes. First, perhaps a return to Lenos?”


  “That town again…? Aren’t there any other lively towns?”


  “If we go south, there are many. On the trade route I was on before meeting you, there are plenty of towns as large as Ruvinheigen. The season will improve from here; it’ll be a pleasant trip.”


  When winter ended and spring and summer came, traveling was a marvelous thing.


  Sometimes one came across a spring on a warm day; sometimes a person fell asleep on a grassy plain so verdant they could choke on it.


  And since they would look for a store at any town they might come across, it certainly would be a pleasant journey.


  In other words, unlike what they had done until now, there would be no glint of adventure in their eyes here.


  No great gamble would be necessary to set up a store; there would be no push himself to keep Holo close.


  He knew what was precious to him; he knew what he needed to do.


  There would no doubt be spats and arguments.


  However, what he did know for certain is that they would no longer stray from the path.


  He had gained Holo’s hand.


  Therefore, he needed to take that responsibility.


  “Well, I had best go arrange the luggage and food.”


  As Holo spoke, she slowly brought up her right palm.


  Lawrence, thrown off, spoke as he took Holo’s hand. “Mm? Ah, ahh, please do.”


  As he did so, Holo stared blankly, and then, as her tail made a large swish, she broke up laughing.


  “I have had quite enough of your hand. Coin, coin!”


  Lawrence finally realized, So that was it.


  He unfastened the coin purse he always carried on his hip and handed it to Holo.


  Amid all their travels, he had never entrusted Holo with the entire purse.


  Now he did, but not because his leg was wounded. Rather because he could hand it to Holo without hesitation.


  A merchant could entrust even his life to Holo.


  She made a small chuckle. “Now, then, what shall I buy?”


  “Don’t spend too much.”


  Holo, who seemed to have been waiting for him to say it, stuck out her tongue and turned about.


  Though he was a little concerned at the happy swaying of her ears and tail, he was confident it would be all right.


  After watching Holo leave the room, Lawrence shifted his gaze out the window once more.


  He gazed at the state of the town as he always did, no matter at which town in the northlands he had ended up. He thought he might see a happy Holo heading out before long, but then recalled that the inn had a back door.


  Knowing Lawrence was watching, Holo might well use the back door on purpose just to tease him.


  As he laughed to himself at the thought, a single bird flying in pretty curves suddenly swooped down below Lawrence’s room. It was Luis the bird. Though Lawrence had seen him come and go many times before, it oddly rubbed him the wrong way for some reason.


  As Lawrence looked down, he realized Holo was standing by a nearby intersection. From the way she laughed when she saw Lawrence staring at her, Lawrence immediately understood.


  She really had taken the rear exit, no doubt standing around and going, Does he see me now? Now…?


  Holo the wisewolf.


  Lawrence gently murmured her name as he laughed.


  Holo and Lawrence went to pay Luward one final visit.


  His head had been struck, his palm and leg stabbed, and his leg broken on top of that.


  Though he could be fairly said to be wounded from head to toe, and slept soundly even now, his face gave off the air of a beast devoting all of its strength to recovery.


  Without a word, Holo lightly pressed her forehead against Luward’s as he slept.


  “This is how wolves do it.”


  That was all she said before she and Lawrence left the room.


  Though Holo’s face did not look any different from the norm, somehow Lawrence understood.


  If he poked her, she would pop like a soap bubble.


  From there, they went to greet Hilde and Moizi. Moizi was absent, out stirring up support in town.


  Perhaps he had ensured he was absent on purpose.


  But the number of those in the entrance of the inn had clearly increased; it felt certain they were poised for their chance to strike back.


  A man originally a merchant excellent at making use of others and a strategist of a mercenary company excelling at encouraging those facing danger were both on the case, so that might have been a natural reaction.


  With those two, they might well be able to organize the people of Svernel, hold back the merchants’ council, and get the town gates closed.


  If they could do that, the Debau Company’s side would be compelled to negotiate.


  A captain of a thousand was powerful, but as Hilde had said, a great expense was required.


  Every day the war lengthened, enough money would be exhausted to make one’s eyes spin.


  Furthermore, if they wished to use the town as a beachhead for invasion after the fact, if they did not take it as undamaged as possible, the repair costs would be excessive in themselves. Even more so, carelessly doing harm to the people would create resentment that would be troublesome later.


  On the surface, Hilde and the others should not have been at a disadvantage.


  Just, of course, what Jean Millike, aka Havlish the Third, had said was on his mind.


  Even so, they had to manage. They could not be deterred by what-ifs.


  When Lawrence shook Hilde’s hand, he was half-serious about such thoughts.


  “Well, then, here are the gold coins you entrusted to us.”


  They were finally able to hand over to Hilde the gold coins they had not found a suitable time to return before now.


  Lawrence was unlikely to see such an amount of gold for the rest of his life.


  As he thought about that, he felt some sense of loss, but part of him also felt relieved.


  “Also, the forbidden book.”


  Hilde nodded, retrieving both the pouch with the gold coins and the book from the hemp sack. “Thank you very much. Concerning the book…”


  As Hilde directed his words at Holo, Holo replied as if it was all a bother, “Do as you like. I shall do as I please.”


  Even if Hilde lost, a single forbidden book would not be difficult for Holo to seize back.


  “Understood. Then… hmm?”


  Right then, Hilde realized that there was still something else in the hemp sack that Lawrence and Holo were returning to him.


  “Is this from Holo?”


  “From the bird. I was to return it without anyone knowing, so I was unable to until now.”


  With tension on his face, Hilde took it out of the sack.


  It was too short to be a ceremonial dagger and too large to press against a wax seal.


  Lawrence did not understand.


  Even so, the moment Hilde grasped it, he seemed to understand.


  “This is…”


  Hilde gripped it with his right hand, on the side of his injured shoulder, as if it was a cane that was not long enough. The quivering was probably from the injury sapping his strength.


  But it was apparently very valuable, indeed.


  Hilde lowered his head as even his shoulders shook.


  “Thank you… thank you for bringing this to me…”


  “Thanks to Mr. Luis’s courage, it would seem.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Hilde looked at Lawrence, then regarded the object once more. He closed his eyes and touched it to his forehead as if it would save the world.


  Saying anything more here would be boorish. Lawrence and Holo exchanged glances, nodded, and moved to politely take their leave.


  “Please, wait.”


  It was Hilde who stopped them.


  “No matter which way things turn, you will probably learn sometime, somewhere. So, if possible, I would like for you to learn of it through me.”


  Lawrence had no time to ask, What do you mean?


  Unbecoming of Hilde’s age, his eyes teared up as he removed the wrapping around what Debau had sent and entrusted him with.


  “…!”


  Lawrence looked at it in shock.


  A single hammer appeared atop the table.


  However, this was no mere hammer. This was a coining hammer carved with a symbol, the very life of coinage.


  Surely this was no random coining hammer. Without doubt, it was constructed for the issuing of the Debau Company’s new currency.


  In other words, it was the bridge that linked Debau and Hilde’s dream with making it a reality.


  As Hilde gazed at it, his eyes were sparkling like a child’s.


  As coining hammers degraded from hammering out coins, one could only be used to mint about two thousand coins.


  Therefore, as the Debau Company surely had tens of identical hammers, stealing one in no way prevented the current Debau Company from minting the new currency. Depending on when they finished melting down coins and increasing the purity to the level of silver trenni, identical hammers would certainly be used to mint new coins all at once.


  But Debau risking his very life to entrust this coining hammer to Hilde made it exceedingly symbolic.


  Do not forget our dream.


  That was what Debau wanted to convey to Hilde.


  “Mr. Hilde.”


  Lawrence called out Hilde’s name – Hilde, who was looking at the hammer lying on the table like a child.


  “Would you show us the symbol?”


  A smile came over Hilde’s face.


  Back in Lesko, Lawrence had pondered what the design of the new currency might be. Mercenaries had thought it would not have the face of someone powerful on it. Simply put, if one used someone’s face, they would earn the ire of someone without fail, and such a thing was just too unsuited to a currency meant to unify the northlands with so many powerful interests at stake. Some thought a mining pick would be appropriate, but this was something to be avoided in regions that had been despoiled by mining in the past.


  Before knowing about Hilde and Debau, Lawrence had been able to think the design they would circulate was one shrouded in power and authority.


  But now he could think no such thing.


  After all, here was Hilde right before his eyes, full of life.


  With Hilde and Debau like this, Lawrence did not think that when they were designing the new coinage, they were thinking of ruling the world or making the people of the northlands obey them.


  No doubt they were glowing like youths, filled with dreams and hope, the certainty that they could change the world engraved upon their chests.


  “Of course. That is, after all, what I really wanted to show you.”


  Hilde lifted the coining hammer, turning the face for minting coins toward Lawrence and Holo. That moment, Lawrence did not suck in his breath, nor did he show surprise. He certainly could not be dejected by it.


  The instant he saw it, his face broke into a smile on its own.


  In these cold northern lands, many shrouded by gray, cloudy skies, certainly this was what would grant happiness equally unto all people.


  The symbol of the sun.


  With the sun in his hand, Hilde would bring order to the northlands.


  “Please, always remember the merchants of the northlands wrapped in a ridiculous dream.”


  Lawrence understood that no matter what he might say, it would come off as boorish.


  Therefore, he remained silent and nodded, bowing his head like a loyal retainer.


  “Now, then, I am sorry to have detained you so long. May the grace of the sun be with both of you on your journey.”


  Hilde spoke the words without invoking the name of God.


  Now Lawrence could put his feelings in order and move forward.


  That moment, as Lawrence once again tried to salute and take his leave…


  “Master Hilde!”


  The door opened and a young man flew in.


  Seeing Lawrence and Holo, he hurriedly regained his balance, but even so he was unable to contain his enthusiasm as he rushed to Hilde’s side.


  “Master Hilde, m-message from Master Moizi. He says a Debau Company envoy has come into the town.”


  “–!”


  That moment, Hilde’s expression returned to that of a merchant as he promptly put the coining hammer back within the sack with the gold coins.


  But Lawrence and Hilde realized at the same time how unnatural that report was.


  “Envoy? An envoy you say?” Hilde murmured as if asking himself, Why… an envoy?


  It was by no means rare to send an envoy before a war began to hold one last dialogue before plunging into the flames of war. In other words, by conventional thinking, Millike had accepted his entry and given him a seat at the table. Of course, Millike would not be thinking of closing the town gates, but rather discussing the town welcoming the Debau Company with open arms.


  
    
  

  Naturally, however, there were other ways of thinking, too.


  So far as the townspeople would be concerned, the arrival of an envoy was clearly the first step toward a declaration of war. Should negotiations fail, they would surely shut the town gates.


  Furthermore, the townspeople had already accepted Hilde and the others as chivalrous rogues. Even should the envoy and Millike come to agreement, wholly ignoring the will of the people, with the merchants’ council deciding on its own to leave the gates wide open for the Debau Company, there could even be civil strife. Lawrence wondered if Millike would court such a thing.


  In the first place, if all was in perfect agreement, no envoy would have been accepted to begin with.


  Or perhaps Millike had some kind of plan?


  Plain thinking could only arrive at a single conclusion.


  But though exceedingly simple, even Lawrence did not want to believe it.


  That was, he had confidence that the will of the people could be assuaged.


  However, regardless of what the envoy and Millike wanted from negotiations, Hilde had to bite. The worst thing was for them to discuss things between themselves alone. Even if the Debau Company’s army did not enter the city, no good would come from civil strife arising.


  “Er, and Master Hilde…”


  “Is there something else?”


  As Hilde asked, the young man spoke, his voice filled with all the courage he could muster.


  “The envoy wishes to negotiate with Master Hilde.”


  This was completely unexpected.


  But when Hilde poked his head out of the wooden shutters, he instantly pulled back and looked at Lawrence.


  “It’s bad if you leave right now. All of Millike’s soldiers are already heading this way.”


  They might be questioned, and if they were not careful, they would be suspected of being spies.


  Even if that was not so, if they were closely examined on a busy street in broad daylight, Holo’s ears and tail would be exposed for all to see.


  “Understood. We will lie low for a while and go when the time is right.”


  “Please do so. I do not believe they will be so absurd as to put us in irons. Should such a thing happen, at least you two must escape.”


  If they clumsily stayed behind and the worst happened, it would bring anguish to Hilde and Moizi and the others, and the one who would suffer the most would be Holo.


  Lawrence hardened his resolve and nodded.


  “But-but… no, perhaps…?”


  Hilde was desperately questioning himself. Even someone as intelligent as Hilde – no, probably precisely because he was sharper than the likes of Lawrence, he simply could not understand the envoy’s actions.


  What did he intend to do by negotiating with Hilde?


  It was plain that talks would rupture.


  Or was it that they intended to compromise from the start? Then, why would they be paying an exorbitant expense to command such a large army? Or did he truly believe he could persuade Hilde to give up?


  “If you go and meet him you will know,” said Lawrence.


  Then Holo spoke curtly. “There are many mysteries that cannot be resolved by simply gazing at them. You had the rug pulled from under you once before. Do you intend to repeat the same mistake?”


  The words of Holo the Wisewolf firmly grounded the great merchant Hilde’s floating thoughts.


  “… Thank you very much.”


  “Hmph.”


  Holo snorted as Hilde left the room, taking the young man along with him.


  Remaining in the room, Holo reached her hand out to the coining hammer, its head sticking out of the hemp sack.


  She pressed her thumb against it, looking it over. “That fool,” she muttered. “Males are all fools,” she finished, annoyed and turning over the coining hammer engraved with the symbol of the sun.


  They heard a voice from outside the window. “Is Master Hilde Schnau here?!”


  When they looked outside, the streets had become packed with people at some point.


  Right in the center was Millike, straddling a rather fine horse, with soldiers escorting both.


  Waiting a small ways behind was a man dressed in extremely fine garments who had to be the Debau Company’s envoy. Even watching from the inn’s second floor, the hat made of river mouse pelt and the fur-hemmed overcoat resembled a horse draped in gold-and-silver embroidery without the slightest sense of embarrassment.


  Even his servant seemed to be clothed quite well; he was pulling a horse with some kind of baggage piled upon it.


  While they bore solemn faces while straddling the horses, they did not bear the bitter taste peculiar to those left behind by a situation out of hand. They had a sure-footed confidence as to who was the victor here.


  But those gathered all around them were not here simply to see the sights.


  There was a butcher, his meat cleaver in his hand, and a baker, holding a stone rolling pin heavier and harder than any wooden one. They were those who had accepted Hilde as a chivalrous rogue who had come to do battle against any foes who would invade the town.


  Furthermore, they were here to look over the Debau Company, which having danced ahead so far now had mercenaries with weapons poised with one general after another under their thumb, an old way of thinking it had rejected in the past.


  The circumstances were absolutely not one-sided.


  And Moizi and the stout men of the Myuri Mercenary Company stood in front of the inn’s door, trading glares with the soldiers that had demanded Hilde’s presence. It was apparent at a glance who was friend and who was foe.


  What broke the stalemate was the opening of the inn’s door.


  Seen as the leader of a chivalrous band of rogues, Hilde rushed out, and a scrum began with the soldiers protecting Millike and the Debau Company’s envoy.


  “You demand dialogue with us! What is the meaning of this, bearing arms in the presence of an envoy?”


  Hilde was the one who shouted.


  The excited populace somehow stopped shifting around.


  “Master Hilde Schnau, is it?”


  One of the soldiers examined him. Hilde nodded and replied, “Indeed, I am.”


  “We have accepted an envoy from the Debau Company. He wishes to establish a place for negotiations with Master Schnau.”


  As the soldier conveyed his message, the common folk around them mocked Millike and the soldiers’ weak attitude.


  For it was only through setting up walls that a town could protect its autonomy.


  There were many who coveted towns. There were lords who viewed the people of the land much the same as common weeds; mountain bandits thinking only of plunder; the Church, which thought nothing of burning disobedient heretics at the stake; avaricious great merchants; and even failing those, no small number of wolves and bears came down from the mountains in search of food. The fear of having one’s knees broken and being chewed all the way down to the bones was certainly not paranoia.


  But Millike paid the shouts of the crowd no more heed than the buzzing of flies.


  He maintained a completely neutral expression as he gazed at Hilde.


  “I, too, desire this.”


  “Very well. Now, then, the envoy from the Debau Company is…”


  As the soldier attempted to provide an introduction, Hilde checked him with a hand.


  “I know this man well.”


  Hilde spoke quietly and took a step forward.


  Lawrence did not think Moizi and the other mercenaries were walking beside Hilde simply to open a path.


  Even watching from the second story, he was able to take in Hilde’s incredible resolve.


  “Emanuel Yanarkin…”


  The man maintained a cold smile on top of his horse and replied to the seemingly spat-out words.


  “It seems that you are well, Master Hilde Schnau.”


  Hilde pressed his right shoulder lightly.


  Perhaps it was this Yanarkin who had inflicted that very wound.


  “If it pleases you, we will go to my mansion for the negotiations.” It was Millike who interjected.


  This was natural, coming from the chairman of the merchants’ council, its most powerful member, and the man who approved merchants.


  However, the townspeople could not accept this being moved behind closed doors.


  That moment, the clamor began to build anew.


  “I have nothing to be ashamed of. I do not mind having this debate right here.”


  It was Yanarkin who spoke those words.


  It was this very man who had the most to hide in a place like this.


  Furthermore, as if to display this was no simple whim, he climbed down from his horse.


  The crowd’s presence was conveyed by the collective sucking of breath, for the act of coming down from his horse meant they could raise no tumult about it.


  “… How about you, Master Schnau?”


  Millike, playing the role of the neutral mediator offering a place to negotiate, looked down at Hilde from horseback as he spoke.


  It seemed that this development had simply caught Hilde off guard.


  Hold negotiations that would determine the fate of the town right in front of the crowd?


  It was only natural that business be done behind closed doors; that was even more true of political dealings, with no reason to speak of them in front of others whatsoever.


  For compromises, traps that looked like compromises, and sometimes threats and pleadings were all traded back and forth.


  It was nothing one wanted most people to see.


  Yet even so, Yanarkin dismounted, standing on the road.


  “… I do not mind.”


  Hilde, after a silent pause, could only reply thusly.


  Since he was a chivalrous rogue, he had to appear forthright and open at all times.


  Though Debau and Hilde’s dream was without question something to be proud of, whether the path to achieving it was something that could be fully revealed before others was a different question altogether.


  Lawrence was painfully aware of how merchants were broad-minded when it came to good and evil.


  But Lawrence did not know whether the general public would understand that.


  “Very well. Let it be done here and now, then.”


  Millike issued commands from horseback. The soldiers employing spears lowered them, opening a space right in the middle of the street. Upon noticing this, many faces poked out of the building on the other side to watch what was going on.


  Even as Lawrence watched the people driven away form a crowd, he felt that the situation was indeed not so bad.


  If anything, he thought things had tilted in favor of Hilde.


  After all, none doubted the fact that a large army was marching upon the town; nor was it false that Hilde thought the northlands could be unified without force of arms. He had not only mere words, but also practical methodology as well.


  That being the case, surely it was Yanarkin who was at a disadvantage negotiating in front of people.


  But Yanarkin was not intimidated in the slightest. Millike was not flustered whatsoever.


  The only one who was tense was Hilde, who should have had the advantage.


  “Are they planning something?”


  Lawrence murmured out of the blue.


  “I know not. Logically this should favor the hare.”


  So Lawrence was right. Even Holo thought as much.


  But after staring intently below the window, Holo quietly said this.


  “But that gloomy-eyed lord told the hare, ‘You are wise, so there is no place for me on the stage.’ If by that, he meant the comfort margin he is showing here, then…”


  Lawrence shifted his gaze from Holo to the street.


  It was Yanarkin who broke the ice.


  “We have been misunderstood!” The voice and gestures he used were far too grand for a one-on-one conversation. “We are not the ones bringing harm to this land!”


  A storm of jeers arose from the public at the all-too-transparent statement.


  One could not win trust from others if there was a difference between their words and their deeds.


  Hilde said as much, of course.


  “How dare you speak so? Where, then, is the army under your command headed? Is it to the land beyond that continues to infinity? Have you confused consuming every single ear of wheat with profit? That you have brought an army with you is proof of your selfish avarice!”


  One would think the treasurer of a great company would spend his days locked in a room staring at numbers.


  However, Hilde’s posture was actually majestic, splendidly so.


  Come to think of it, the Debau Company surely was not a large company when it started.


  When he had joined hands with Debau and began doing business, he had no doubt been too busy to even sit in a chair.


  Hilde was absolutely not an intellectual who had never set his feet on the ground.


  He was an adventurer who had endured many hardships without forgetting his dreams.


  For his part, Yanarkin spoke with calm. “Therein lies the misunderstanding.”


  “Misunderstanding? Misunderstanding, he says?”


  The spontaneous murmurs from the crowd all around were not spoken with nearly as much calm.


  “What kind of misunderstanding would this be? Or are you saying you are such a coward that you require an army of this size to protect you?”


  The crowd agreed with Hilde’s words. Pressing close to town in command of a large army was not some misunderstanding. It was a clear fact that the town stood in opposition to the Debau Company; that being the case, no excuse would suffice. In the first place, the very arrival of an envoy was recognition that they were in conflict.


  But that moment, a very bad feeling came over Lawrence. Yanarkin was smiling. He was clearly smiling. The smile said, “You’ve fallen into my trap.”


  Misunderstanding. Protect. Coward.


  Lawrence forgot the pain of his leg as he moved his body forward.


  This was bad. What Millike had said was true.


  “That is correct!” Yanarkin proclaimed with a great voice.


  Not only was the crowd shocked, but also Hilde as well.


  They could not comprehend it. Did he think such an excuse would fly?


  But it would fly. He would make it fly.


  Lawrence set his eyes upon the baggage Yanarkin had brought with him.


  There were a number of wooden boxes atop a horse’s back.


  Why had he not noticed that before? Now, he understood.


  It was because he had Hilde’s explanation from the day before in his head.


  That the Debau Company had no surplus funds. That it did not have the funds to fight a war.


  So spoke Hilde, the treasurer of the Debau Company, who had memorized all of its accounts.


  But Lawrence remembered. He remembered the tumult at the great monastery in the Kingdom of Winfiel.


  Treasurers were not all-seeing and all-knowing. The numbers matching up cannot tell one if they are true or false.


  No doubt Hilde had considered improprieties. Even so, he must have been certain, There’s no way they could’ve hidden that much money from me. But what if that premise was in error? And this was the same Debau Company that had used those funds to make the Hugo Mercenary Company betray them.


  Millike was correct. Hilde was wise. Too wise.


  That was why a fool’s method would bring him to his knees.


  “We are not the ones bringing harm to this land! To the contrary, it is we who require a great army to protect us! Behold!”


  Yanarkin’s servant unfastened a wooden box and opened the lid.


  “Ohhh.” The crowd’s voices rose.


  The box was packed to the brim. Silver coins. It was packed with silver trenni.


  There were eight boxes just like it. If they all contained silver trenni, it was quite a fortune right there.


  “I am no intellectual agitating people through my mouth alone! I am a merchant! Merchants use goods and money to bring happiness to people! I am not like the man there who deceives people through words alone!”


  As Yanarkin shouted, he grabbed a fistful of silver coins and threw them all about.


  Silver coins danced like falling snow, pouring on top of people’s heads. “Ohh, silver coins… they’re real!” “Real silver coins!” Excitement arose from the mouths of various people. Of course it did. Depending on where one lived and if they spent wisely, a person could live off a single silver trenni for a month.


  The crowd’s eyes were pinned to the direction the coins were dispensed.


  Then, Yanarkin turned around and threw another fistful of coins.


  “Go! Take it! The Debau Company dispenses silver coins to the people!”


  As the silver coins danced in the air with a rattle, people dropped their weapons and chased after the coins.


  “I am a merchant! Merchants do no harm! We dispense these silver coins here for our business! We know that to dispense silver coins brings prosperity, which brings us new silver coins in turn! If you think I deceive you, pick up a coin and look at it! They’re real! Real silver coins!”


  Rattle, rattle. He dispensed handful after handful, finally hurling the box itself, along with all the coins left remaining.


  His servant took another box as well, dispensing handfuls one after another.


  Not a single person in the crowd held a weapon any longer. There were silver coins to be had. No one had any time for holding weapons.


  “Wait, everyone. Wait!”


  Though Hilde cried out, it was a meaningless gesture amid the tumult.


  Even the spear-carrying soldiers seemed torn between their desire to bring the tumult under control and to pick up silver coins themselves. Realizing this, Yanarkin walked over and poured silver coins right into the palms of the soldiers’ hands.


  Millike watched the scene with a neutral expression. It was not that he lacked desire for gold and silver. No, Millike knew the shallowness of men and the might of money. He also knew to his core how the overwise Hilde’s idealistic arguments held no sway over either.


  Hilde and Moizi grabbed the shoulders of those picking up the coins and tried to convince them against it, but to no avail.


  Lawrence wanted to cry. He could not accept that Yanarkin was a merchant. He could not accept this as a way of doing business.


  Using this to subdue Hilde and Debau was no different than old power whatsoever.


  The tyranny of money: tyranny that could only be practiced by those with a great fortune.


  Words, just causes – before this, nothing held any meaning whatsoever.


  By such a crude, ugly method, Hilde and Debau’s dream was being crushed. Merchants had dreamed of an ideal world, but other merchants were bringing that dream to naught.


  This was a victory of overwhelming force, indiscriminately mowing down everything in its path.


  Millike had said that the world would not change. Would not change. The world would not change. That was truth, for most people would not change. It was indeed the truth.


  Hilde shouted until his throat was parched, but it was useless.


  Lawrence pounded the window frame as hard as he could and rose up.


  He turned around and reached toward the hemp sack lying on top of the table.


  An eye for an eye. A sword for a sword. Gold coin for silver.


  As Lawrence began untying the sack’s cord, Holo stopped him. “Come, you, do not do anything stupid!”


  “It is stupid! Oh yes, it’s stupid! But I can’t just watch like this! I can’t just let them win like this!”


  Having said that, he did not think dispensing gold coins would make a difference.


  He knew it would not.


  But Lawrence could not help but yell it anyway. This was not something that could be forgiven.


  As he and Holo struggled over the sack, the gold coins poured onto the table. Hilde’s memos based on his memory as the Debau Company’s treasurer and Col’s carry bag fell as well.


  Then, Lawrence looked at the stamp, which had also fallen.


  The stamp upon which was engraved the symbol of the sun, made to lead this land, or even this world, to a brighter future.


  “’Tis fate,” Holo said in a quivering voice.


  Her voice was like a parched breeze, as if she had been crying for centuries.


  “There are things that cannot be changed. Aye, there are many such things in this world…”


  Millike had said as much. If the world could be changed, those with power would change it.


  Holo had not changed. She had been unable to change the ways of the world that had taken everything from her.


  Lawrence let go of the sack, wobbled, and fell on his rear. Holo continued to hold the sack of gold coins as she made a suffering look down at Lawrence. He could hear a tremendous clamor outside the window. He could not hear Hilde’s voice any longer, not even a little.


  Surely no one’s ears could have.


  “’Tis by enduring it I have come this far.”


  So she was saying, you need to endure it, too?


  He was no wisewolf. Lawrence looked at Holo in despair.


  “And still…” Holo crouched beside Lawrence and wrapped both hands around his head. “Even I could not have endured it without you. I was able to walk forward because you pulled my hand. So, come.”


  It was as if Lawrence had made Holo come this far.


  “The world shall not change. But we have both gained something precious. Come, you… we should be satisfied with that.”


  Lawrence searched for words.


  However, none came forth. All he could manage was a sigh, close to sobbing, at how pathetic he was, unable to do anything save listen to the sounds of merchants’ dreams being violated.


  Was this all right? Was this forgivable? Was there no God? Why must the righteous be forsaken?


  The world was harsh, cold, and senseless.


  Few dreams were granted. Few were even seen.


  Lawrence wept. He wept without restraint.


  And he looked at the fruits of Hilde’s labors scattered across the floor, and at the sack belonging to Col, even now in Kieschen, no doubt still clutching his dreams.


  Right now both were of equal value.


  With Hilde’s dream smashed, his precious treasurer’s memos were mere fragments of the past. What poked out of Col’s carry bag were bonds that were truly empty shells. He had spent all his money buying them from a swindler, only to discover they were all worthless. Hilde’s records of his time as treasurer would soon suffer the same fate.


  Humanity was like a carry bag. No matter how much one patched it up, precious things fell out of it.


  Col still held on to his dreams. Lawrence thought that was a very cruel thing.


  If the likes of Hilde and Debau could not succeed, who in this world could?


  Lawrence glared at the papers scattered across the floor. He glared at the useless, worthless paper bundles.


  In the end, money was everything in this world. It was not a dream or a just cause, but money that one could see, touch, and that enabled one to eat.


  The numbers written on those bundles of paper had been Hilde’s livelihood. For their sake, he had overlooked something very important and had finally arrived at this point as a result. Lawrence felt like they all shared the blame.


  Lawrence flew into a rage at the papers scattered about. He wanted to drag them to an unseen place and kick them as if they were no-good children. But as if to spite Lawrence, the paper he had raised up kept slipping out of his palms. Every last thing mocked those who lacked strength.


  “Shit!”


  The moment Lawrence was about to start trying to tear the dancing paper to shreds…


  “…?!”


  Lawrence’s hands stopped. It was not that he had a reason. His hands truly stopped out of the blue.


  He had felt misgivings the instant he had looked at the paper. Something was wrong. Something was odd. His sixth sense, developed from the adventures he had engaged in as a merchant, trying to get Holo to stay, was going off.


  What danced down into the palms of Lawrence’s hands was one of the bills of exchange Col had been fooled into purchasing. Apprentices who found their service to their company difficult stole them and sold them to swindlers for carriage fare as they made their escape.


  It was an ordinary, already-used bill of exchange, no longer bearing any value whatsoever.


  But Lawrence’s head was struck by a powerful impact as if a nail was being pounded into it.


  Bills. Bills of exchange.


  There was a way. A way for the Debau Company to hide money.


  A way still open to them.


  But Hilde had not thought of this? Lawrence untangled himself from Holo’s arms and ran his eyes over the documents scattered over the floor.


  Then, his eyes found and ran over the paper upon which Hilde had written various methods.


  There was a list. Changing the way cargo was packed, fictional trades, inflating fees, and so forth.


  But it was not written there. Bills of exchange were not written there.


  It was a marvelous method invented so that travelers would no longer need to carry heavy sacks of coin with them. A person deposited their coin at the branch of a trading company in one town and received a bill of exchange, brought that with them to the next town, and exchanged the bill for coin at the company’s branch in that town. It was a commonly used method, not something prone to impropriety at all.


  But the important thing was, the actual coin deposited stayed with that company the whole time. The only things that moved were the traveler and the bill; the money itself did not move at all.


  That is why Hilde had overlooked it. Had it been a deal with merchandise it would have never escaped his sight.


  But in the first place, there was no profit involved; he had paid no attention to bills because they were merely a convenience. In accounting terms, bills of exchange did not create any change whatsoever. But that did not mean they had no impact on reality.


  All the more so for an organization with business as massive as the Debau Company’s; surely, its bills of exchange could be redeemed for an unbelievable amount of money. Lawrence had no doubt they had used that.


  Come to think of it, when they had met Col on that ship, the sailors were gossiping about a thousand pieces of gold. They were perplexed by the strange bill of exchange being transported. The bill was to be brought to Kerube, to be shipped to Lesko without ever being converted into coin.


  That was probably due to issuing a bill of exchange so large that Kerube could not pay the coin. At any rate, since physical money was not actually moving whatsoever, the branch paying out the money would eventually run dry. That was the precise method via which Lawrence had arranged for Le Roi to obtain the forbidden book back in Lenos.


  And bonds could be used in reverse, too.


  All the more so considering how abnormal the money prices in Lesko was compared to other towns. Gold was cheap; silver was expensive.


  That being the case, there was no doubt that many people were using that difference in prices for profit. That was to say, taking gold obtained in Lesko and bringing it to the Debau Company for a bill of exchange, taking that back to Kerube for gold, and exchanging the gold for silver, was a surefire way to make money the easy way. No doubt a mountain of people jumped at the chance.


  Therefore, there had to be an unbelievable amount of money resting with the Debau Company in Lesko.


  As a surprised Holo watched beside him, Lawrence endured the pain of his leg as he rose once more.


  Yanarkin was scattering silver coins all about as Hilde desperately grabbed shoulders, trying to persuade people.


  But Lawrence did not speak.


  He could not speak yet.


  He knew that the Debau Company had used bills of exchange to secure the coinage to produce this wild scene. But it was not enough. He could not find a way to calm the crowd and silence Yanarkin. In the first place, bills of exchange were not bad things. They were not bad things at all.


  Even so, the thumping in Lawrence’s chest told him there was something.


  He felt like he had when he had seen through the Debau Company’s scheme in Lesko; he knew something was there, but it was tantalizingly out of reach.


  There was a way he could use to take the offensive against Yanarkin. A way that involved bills of exchange.


  But what? What was it?


  Bills of exchange. Differences in prices. Misappropriation of deposited coinage. Such words ran about in Lawrence’s head. He had found the answer but the words would not come out.


  Lawrence looked at Holo in search of aid.


  However, Holo looked at Lawrence with a sad face.


  His tongue had already run dry saying that to take responsibility for obtaining Holo, he would adventure no more. He could understand why sadness laid on the other side of anger.


  But this was his nature. A nature he could not change.


  Therefore, Lawrence clasped Holo’s shoulders. He gripped her shoulders firmly, as if asking her to help him out of his wordless suffering.


  “Come, you…”


  As Holo spoke, she lowered her head as if in surrender.


  Holo’s desire was to live quietly in a little store, chasing after tiny pieces of happiness. It most certainly was not for him to thrust his head in a dangerous situation, risking his life for a dream with no end in sight.


  Lawrence had meant to give all that up. He had truly meant to.


  Even so, idiocy was incurable for life.


  If I could toss it aside here, that’d be nice, too. He was amazed at himself for thinking it.


  Then, Holo spoke.


  “Do it already, then. I shall quiet the howling ones.”


  “…!”


  As Lawrence sucked in his breath, Holo made an awkward smile. “I am quite benevolent myself.” She put her hands on top of Lawrence’s. “Someday you shall repay this debt to me.”


  Debt. That was it.


  That moment, some obstruction in Lawrence’s chest melted away.


  “Now, then, please.”


  Holo made a satisfied smile and put both hands on the window sill, exhaling until she was bent over as if to cough something up, then inhaled with all her strength, her body arching back in the other direction.


  She made a marvelous howl, as if yelling at a pack of idiot males.


  “Aoooooooooooo!!”


  Even though they were inside a town’s walls, the townspeople were sensitive to wolves in the forests and mountains that lay just beyond.


  Everyone became deathly still, as if cold water had been poured over the entire disturbance.


  “The Debau Company’s impropriety must be redressed!”


  Lawrence’s voice resounded.


  The crowd’s gazes converged upon Lawrence at once.


  “The Debau Company’s impropriety must be redressed!”


  Hilde, too, looked up at Lawrence dumbfounded.


  “The Debau Company’s impropriety must be redressed!”


  As Lawrence spoke a third time, it was Yanarkin who moved.


  “Wh-what are you saying! Impropriety?! Based on what evidence?!”


  Evidence. Yes, evidence. There was no evidence.


  Even if the logic added up, without evidence, he had nothing.


  Lawrence’s head went blank. The rug had been pulled out from under him again.


  Finding no comeback, nausea assaulted him.


  That moment, Holo slapped his butt. As he looked at Holo, she turned her chin aside in an annoyed look.


  “Have you no confidence, Lawrence? Evidence is support for your case, no more.”


  Wisewolf Holo.


  Lawrence looked out of the window, raising the paper in his hand.


  “This is evidence! A Debau Company bill of exchange!”


  A complete lie. Furthermore, even had it been real, it would not have been evidence of anything.


  However, it brought results. Immediately.


  “Wh-what is…! What evidence of anything is that?!”


  Yanarkin had been unnerved. Lawrence had not been mistaken. This was the correct path.


  Lawrence inhaled and shouted. “What are you saying, you who fling about coins deposited in Lesko for bills of exchange! That money was entrusted to you by others!”


  Hilde was right. The Debau Company did not have the coin on hand to fund waging war. It certainly did not have money to pursue a battle to break down town gates that had been shut. Even if it did, it would interfere with issuing the new currency, which bound the lords and mercenaries to it.


  But the Debau Company’s treasury contained all the coinage deposited when it issued bills of exchange.


  Bills of exchange would eventually become coin once more, but there was a time lag. During that time, it was as if the Debau Company was borrowing the money. The money Yanarkin and the others were flinging about would eventually need to be replaced from somewhere to make the accounts balance.


  If collections slowed because town gates had been shut, it would hinder repayment. Even more so, if everyone learned how money they had merely deposited was being used behind their backs, no one would want to use bills of exchange anymore.


  If that happened, their financing would suddenly dry up.


  “I think we should send a fast horse to Lesko and confirm the situation! This is a life-and-death issue for this town, indeed, all the northlands! There’s no reason to rush a decision whatsoever! Or is it that you wish to dazzle the townspeople with stolen money!”


  At those words, many people’s heads pulled back.


  As they regarded at one another’s faces, perhaps they were remembering what they looked like when they were picking up the scattered silver pieces – wretched, miserable, without a single shred of dignity.


  Lawrence went to shout one final time.


  However, his breath cut short and his head went dizzy. He had come to the limit of his physical strength.


  His eyes were spinning; his legs were shaking. At the end of his vision, a broad smile came over Yanarkin.


  This was bad. If he could not press his case, he would lose the crowd.


  “Th-this is absurd! Of course this is not borrowed money! If we did such a thing, th-the Church would surely be angry! But, we, the Debau Company, bear the seal of the Church as well! The Church and the lords are with us because what we are doing is just!”


  Here he was, speaking of the Church in the middle of the northlands. Proof enough he had lost his cool.


  It was working.


  “Then…!”


  But right after Lawrence got that far, his throat felt pressure as if someone was pressing a lid on it as the edges of his vision wavered.


  Grave wounds. Fever. Giddiness.


  He had spoken too much.


  Lawrence’s spine arched back from lack of breath. The edges of his vision were going black. His head was throbbing; his consciousness was growing distant. Even though he had the words to retort with, he lacked the strength to speak them.


  Lawrence fell to his knees.


  Strength. Once again, he lacked strength.


  As Lawrence wept, an angel slapped his cheek.


  “You truly are a fool.” Somehow managing to crouch against the window, he looked beside him. “But you are not alone any longer.”


  Even if one person could not move forward alone, two people could.


  That was the true meaning of his journey with Holo.


  “My lines.”


  And with Holo’s one sentence, he understood all. Holo had the appearance of a nun, and her skill in speech was magnificent enough to tie even merchants into knots.


  Lawrence put his embarrassingly shaking hands on his knees, finally pulling his body together when it seemed like it would fall apart.


  Even so, he could firmly say, never in his life had his heart ever been supported more.


  “… Then, I ask you…”


  “Then, I ask you!”


  Holo’s voice reverberated like a bell. That it was a girl’s voice made its strength all that more poignant.


  Furthermore, Holo seemed amused from the bottom of her heart, which reassured Lawrence tremendously.


  “While you, fling silver coins about…”


  “While you fling silver coins about!”


  “You speak of… prosperity giving rise to new silver coins…”


  “You speak of prosperity giving rise to new silver coins!”


  Lawrence gave up on crouching against the windowsill and sat on the floor, resting his back against the wall.


  “But these are not the Church’s teachings… for silver coins are silver coins. And if silver coins do give rise to anything, that…”


  Holo yelled in a loud voice in accordance with Lawrence’s murmurs.


  It was as if she were a shopgirl calling customers over to his store.


  “That would be interest! The Church does not approve of interest! You, the thief, misusing the name of the Church! What is your objective?! Or is it on purpose that you anger the Church, invade a blameless land, bringing about destruction?!”


  Holo had not been aimlessly journeying, either. She had read scripture together with Col and had observed many things this way and that. Lawrence thought so because he was not sure he had spoken the latter half of her lines properly.


  But Holo’s speaking was so perfect, she could go preaching on the street just like that.


  “Hff, hff.” As Holo finished speaking, Lawrence heard small, ragged breaths.


  And after seeming to swallow once to get her breathing in order, Holo turned toward him.


  Lawrence looked up at Holo and said, “Well done.”


  The crowd outside was astir. Lawrence could not see from where he was, but Yanarkin was probably looking all around with tears on his face.


  “S-silence, silence! Si– No, it’s not like that… listen to me, I-I only want to… to profit, profiting, is delight…”


  He had fallen to pieces, no longer bearing any words worth speaking.


  When, with Holo’s support, Lawrence somehow managed to get to his feet, Yanarkin was desperately searching for words, finally gazing all about at the crowd, looking like he was pleading for help. But now, the crowd all around him that he had dazzled so much by scattering silver coins about merely gazed at him from afar.


  Finally, Yanarkin thrust his quivering hand into the box he carried and flung silver coins out. The crowd surrounding him watched with their eyes, like a dove observing a thrown pebble, but not a single person stretched out his hand.


  They had won. It was a complete victory.


  They had won against those who would seize the hearts of men by scattering money about.


  Hilde looked his way, and their eyes met.


  Lawrence said nothing and closed his eyes, raising them toward the heavens.


  “You who have just witnessed the courage of my comrades! Close the gates! A great army invades!”


  As Hilde shouted, the crowd rushed as one. Soldiers joined them in ones and twos as well; they too loved their town, and they too held the power to determine what was just and what was unjust.


  Finally, nearly all of them had joined the crowd, running off to prepare for the great army’s onslaught.


  Yanarkin stood in terror as he watched the crowd go. As he regained his senses, he unsteadily pressed close to Hilde and latched onto him.


  “D-don’t do anything rash! If you close the gates, th–they’ll blame me. They’ll kill me! They’ll rip me to pieces!”


  It was all too pathetic how he pleaded for his life. Lawrence could not even summon anger over how he had made his gamble without a single thought about such a risk.


  
    
  

  Even with Yanarkin grabbing him by the collar, Hilde made no move to resist. It was Moizi who peeled Yanarkin off him. Hilde’s silence was a de facto death sentence for Yanarkin. Finally, Yanarkin stopped struggling in Moizi’s arms, hanging his head in defeat.


  Hilde shifted his gaze to Millike next. Even as those surrounding him lost their bearings, the man who governed the town council calmly watched the flow of the crowd from horseback.


  He had not erred to think as he had.


  But people were not quite that foolish, nor quite that wise.


  Though Millike noticed Hilde’s gaze, silently trading glances with him, he suddenly spurred his horse, departing together with the few soldiers remaining with him. Moizi let go of Yanarkin, and Yanarkin stumbled after Millike and his men.


  It seemed to be over.


  Hilde and Moizi looked up at Lawrence from the street, waving their hands as if making a salute.


  Lawrence made a light wave in return as he leaned on Holo’s shoulder.


  Then, the two men set their subordinates in order and returned to the inn.


  Lawrence finally made a sigh of relief and looked at Holo beside him.


  But a moment later his vision blurred, and without understanding what had happened, he found himself fallen on the floor, gazing straight up at the ceiling.


  At the same time, Lawrence realized not only that he had been slapped on the cheek, but also that a Holo-shaped rump sat on his chest while a deft tail lay atop his head.


  “That you would sit quietly in a store from here on truly was just a dream…”


  Holo turned tired eyes toward Lawrence as she sat on top of him, resting her elbows on his lap and her chin on her palms.


  To gain Holo, he had to take responsibility and cease adventuring. Lawrence had taken Holo’s hand with every intention of doing so, but having watched the scene before her, it was quite natural to doubt him.


  And yet, he thought, even if Holo would have left him for it, he would have done it anyway.


  This was Holo, after all; surely she had realized how absurdly determined he was.


  More than that, Holo had gone along with a great fool of a man’s pastime.


  But even as he thought those things, he wanted to excuse it all with That’s just how it turned out; it couldn’t be helped.


  And it went well, had it not?


  Holo’s tail softly patted Lawrence’s cheek. Perhaps it was because she thought there might be even the slightest dissatisfaction on his face.


  “I keep getting pulled along by no-good males.”


  Lawrence replied to Holo’s oft-spoken words.


  “But you love me anyway, don’t you?”


  Holo looked taken back for a moment, not dismissing it out of hand like usual.


  As Holo gazed into space, as if immersed in the aftershocks of the great tumult, she made very deliberate movements with the tip of her tail, took a deep breath, and said this.


  “Certainly, that is where the problem lies.”


  At the end, Holo glanced sideways at Lawrence, grinning and bearing it.




  
    
  

  Chapter 12


  Two men, death-defying even by the standards of the Myuri Mercenary Company, accompanied Yanarkin, wearing a face like a condemned criminal on his way to the guillotine, out of town with a handwritten letter. Their destination was the camp of the army commanded by the captain of a thousand.


  Before any answer came back, Hilde headed to Millike’s residence for negotiations.


  Holo wondered idly, What is there to negotiate over now?


  But since Svernel was still the cornerstone of the intersection of the northlands, there were still things Hilde had to do.


  It was good to have smashed Yanarkin’s plot and spurred the crowd into closing the town gates like chivalrous rogues. Upon learning of these facts, the troops under the command of the captain of a thousand would likely turn back the way they came.


  But that did not mean everything had been resolved.


  As the town was under the rule of Jean Millike aka Havlish the Third, Hilde required a certain level of trust between them. Hilde was, after all, on the inside of the walls; if Millike wanted, he could have his troops surround the inn and set it ablaze.


  That aside, lingering hard feelings would leave Svernel a future source of trouble.


  From Millike’s point of view, even if Hilde returned to the Debau Company in full glory, Millike could not know when he might be invaded, his political authority usurped.


  Besides, Millike had that opaque confidence that suited him to ruling this town.


  With this in mind, and as a person of the Debau Company, Hilde needed to build up a minimum of trust with Millike.


  Therefore, Hilde heading to Millike’s residence without bringing anyone else along was to display Hilde’s good faith.


  But Lawrence and the others were completely at a loss as to how he could actually win such trust from Millike. Proposing an agreement for the Debau Company not to interfere with Svernel held no potency whatsoever.


  Hilde seemed to have a strong plan of attack, but Lawrence could not even picture it.


  Moreover, as Millike might even kill him outright if things went poorly, those waiting back at the inn could not help but be concerned.


  But a short time after sunset, Hilde returned safe and sound. While Lawrence and the others breathed a sigh of relief, the talks had apparently not concluded, for after a meal, Hilde returned to the residence to continue talks once more.


  Unexpectedly, the second set of talks ended immediately.


  Though joy was evident on Hilde’s face, Lawrence and the others were rocked back when Hilde revealed the details.


  Hilde had proposed to use this town as a second mint for the Debau Company.


  But in shifting the profit from issuing the new currency, would this not cause some other huge problem?


  Lawrence and the others had thought so, but upon hearing Hilde’s plan, their concerns were quickly alleviated.


  “And so, we must set alight the furnace of this town that has gone unused for so long.”


  The town had no proper furnace in operation.


  As the Debau Company’s mining interests prospered, foul talk of its mines had long held sway in the northlands. Originally, this town had smelted iron sands, too, but Millike had forbidden it out of fear of future consequences; thanks to that, though the town had obstinately refused to cooperate with the Debau Company, it retained its independence until the bitter end.


  Though Millike had thought to cut the town off from the northlands’ foolish disturbances, he was well prepared should he ever change his mind.


  That being the case, the furnace needed to be brought back into working condition so that Hilde could implement his plan.


  “All right! Move away from there! Put those holding rods around there… Hey, you! Dig that hole properly!”


  It was Luward, leaning on a cane, barking orders in front of an old blast furnace, currently used for the storage of furs and amber that passed through the town. When he had learned how Lawrence and Hilde had fought fiercely while he slept, he had wept in self-derision.


  Certainly, to the leader of a mercenary company, it was a mortifying, unbecoming failure.


  Seeing his master like that, Moizi frankly asked Lawrence and Hilde for aid. Surely, he asked, is there not some important duty to assign him so that he might regain his honor?


  Apparently that is when Hilde had issued his order to get the furnace back in working order.


  Also, perhaps because the town’s residents had seen the tumult during daytime, there were many people concerning themselves with the defense of their own town’s walls. That, too, established the well-disciplined Myuri Mercenary Company as the most suitable for the physical labor.


  “It’ll be finished by dawn, won’t it?”


  Based on the expectation that an envoy would be returning with the reply to negotiations with the Debau Company force commanded by the captain of a thousand, Lawrence deduced that it was already near daybreak.


  Hilde replied optimistically to Lawrence’s question as he beheld the Myuri Mercenary Company’s way of working.


  “I think it will be all right.”


  “I’m impressed that you thought of this, though.”


  Lawrence spoke as he stood beside the entrance of the warehouse-turned-blast furnace, watching the ongoing work.


  “I slapped my knee when I realized, you really are resolving things with money.”


  They were watching the contents being cleaned out, a crack in the furnace being repaired, and the bellows being prepared and the equipment to make the bellows move when Lawrence spoke; Hilde merely laughed a little.


  Right beside Lawrence stood a great merchant of which there were few.


  That fact loosened Lawrence’s tongue a little as he continued.


  “I never had any sane notion you’d be using that stamp to remint gold lumione of all things.”


  For that was indeed what Hilde proposed to do.


  Gold lumione were the gold coins with the highest level of purity, so even if reminted, they still retained marvelous value.


  But the important thing was, the symbol was the same as the one the Debau Company was using to issue its own currency.


  The Debau Company had announced it would issue gold and silver coins, but had not done so with gold coins. Gold coins were far too precious, not something to hand over to the common folk. Besides, each and every coin was a small fortune; even the Debau Company could not withstand issuing gold coins.


  And that was why Svernel could issue these gold coins instead.


  Since it was impossible to issue a large number of gold coins, it would have no great effect on the Debau Company’s coin policies.


  However, as a symbol, gold coins were particularly momentous; enough that it would be worth issuing a small trickle of coins on special occasions hereafter.


  Therefore, Hilde’s proposal was to entrust the town with one of the stamps and to pay it a suitable fee to mint gold coins when an occasion to issue them arose.


  Having gone that far, even after Hilde and Debau returned to power at the Debau Company, no harm was likely to come to Svernel.


  If the Debau Company, having shown Svernel such favor, treated the town coarsely on some occasion, it would lose trust from all corners of the northlands.


  Meaning, Hilde was giving Millike a reason to trust him to ensure the long-term stability of Svernel.


  Millike was not someone who would be ignorant of the value of that.


  “However, it is thanks to you and Miss Holo that I am able to take command like this.”


  Hilde, Luward, Lawrence, Holo.


  Had a single one been lacking, they would not have arrived at this point.


  After a while, Hilde called Lawrence’s name. “Mr. Lawrence.”


  “What is it?”


  As Lawrence lifted his eyes, Hilde was watching the Myuri Mercenary Company at work, with Luward letting commands fly. It seemed like he could watch the scene forever when he spoke.


  “Would you not come to the Debau Company?”


  And as he spoke, Lawrence’s gaze turned to him.


  It was a mining company of rare size, an incredible company even able to mint a new currency for the northlands.


  Setting up a store in Lesko was nowhere on the same scale as being invited in.


  But about the same time as Lawrence turned his gaze to Hilde, he saw Luward and the others.


  It was a fascinating idea. Surely everyone would say such a thing could not possibly be true for a traveling merchant.


  “If I accepted that, every day would be an adventure, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yes. I guarantee it.”


  Lawrence replied without hesitation to Hilde’s firm words. “That’s why I can’t.” He gave Hilde a strained smile. “If I do that, no one will believe another word I say. I must respectfully decline.”


  Even without the little details, it was surely clear what he meant.


  For a while, Hilde seemed radiant as he looked at Lawrence along with Luward and the others.


  “You are probably right.”


  Then, as if making a complaint, Hilde said this.


  “If only I had taken the form of a girl…”


  Lawrence could not help himself but laugh at the terrible joke.


  After laughing for a while, he gripped the stick that supported him, raising himself up.


  “If you took the form of a girl, Holo would probably eat you.”


  “… I am a hare, after all.” Hilde smiled and said, “A pity. Incidentally, where are you going?”


  “Back to my room. With my leg I can’t even step on the bellows; I’ll just be in the way.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Hilde seemed surprised to the bottom of his heart; indeed, there was anger in his words as he spoke.


  “Surely that is not so. Everyone is wounded here. Besides, it is you, Mr. Lawrence, who silenced Yanarkin. If it had not been for you, even Mr. Luward and his men could not have–”


  Lawrence made a strained smile and raised a palm at Hilde’s vehement protest.


  He knew what Hilde was trying to say; he truly wanted Lawrence to be present for the minting of the gold coins.


  But Lawrence could not.


  He had to finally excuse himself from the banquet.


  “If I get in too deep, I’ll never be able to pull back.”


  Hilde seemed to still want to say something in response to Lawrence’s words.


  However, Hilde knew what was between Lawrence and Holo. It was Hilde, after all, who had convinced Holo that their lives were being jeopardized and that they should flee the town.


  Therefore, for Lawrence to flee from this point on should be nothing compared to that.


  Even without Lawrence saying any of that, Hilde understood on his own; though it pained him, he nodded.


  “I understand. I shall call you when we are ready, then.”


  “Please do.”


  With those words, Lawrence clutched his walking stick and departed from the building with the furnace.


  The interior of the building was well lit to the point of being dazzling, and thanks to all the hardy men running about, it was rather hot.


  Perhaps thanks to that, it was painfully cold outside, and he felt like it was so quiet it made his ears ring.


  If he was there, he would have surely relished the zeal of those who had made risky gambles and won.


  Even so, that was no longer any place for him.


  As Lawrence walked, making step after step with his walking stick, there was someone coming toward him from the other direction. As he wondered who would be out walking at this hour, it turned out to be Holo, carrying a casket of wine.


  “Mm? Where are you going, you?”


  “That’s my line.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo regripped the wine casket and replied, “I was given some wine. I thought I would come have a drink with you.”


  “I imagined I’d just be in the way, so why not go back to the inn.”


  “A fine decision by your standards.”


  As Holo spoke, her face looked like that of an old wife saying to her already drunk husband, And from tomorrow on, you shall go to the tavern no more.


  As a previous offender, Lawrence, scared of the eyes with which Holo was staring at him, strongly and rather transparently changed the subject.


  “… You said someone gave you that wine? Who?”


  “… Goodness… What’s his name, you know, that fool.”


  Holo did not remember his name. Typical.


  “You don’t mean Millike?”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo said, “Right, right.”


  “But why would Millike have wine sent over?”


  As Lawrence asked, a somewhat mysterious look came over Holo’s face.


  “’Tis no problem, is it? Or do you suspect it is poisoned?”


  “I suspect no such thing, but…”


  Lawrence was not able to grasp how Millike thought at all.


  Furthermore, since he was half-man, half-beast, Lawrence wondered what could have happened between him and Hilde as well as Holo that had gone so well.


  It was not that he suspected anything untoward, but not being able to fathom it tugged at his mind.


  “Walk.” Perhaps Lawrence was projecting his thoughts when Holo urged him onward, glancing sideways up at Lawrence in exasperation.


  “Come, you. There are many stories and many circumstances that you know not.”


  That was exceedingly obvious, but what of it?


  “When Mr. Hilde went off to speak to him the second time… Come to think of it, you weren’t around?” said Lawrence looking back.


  Lawrence had been speaking to Moizi and Luward, but Holo could not sit still and said she was heading off to another room to brush her tail.


  Holo made a disagreeable-looking face.


  So something had happened back then.


  “And I was being kind in not saying it,” replied Holo.


  “Kind?”


  “But perhaps it shall serve as a good lesson,” Holo muttered in response to Lawrence’s doubtful question. “In the end, that fool was protecting a grave.”


  “Protecting a… grave?”


  “Aye. I know not the details, but several decades ago the female he was mated to fell ill and died. As she was born in this town, in this town she rests. He did not have the power to save her, but he hoped she could at least rest in peace. So, Lawrence, does this story not remind you of something similar?”


  Holo spoke with a flippant tone, but her face showed no humor at all.


  Having one’s mate die first, and obstinately protecting the resting place of that mate, struck rather too close to home.


  “So, then you…”


  “Aye. Well, I’d firmly grasped your hand right in front of a man like that. Small wonder he gave us those dark looks.”


  Anger, exasperation, perhaps even jealousy.


  Regardless, he could not have been able to keep calm.


  “But, well, that fool sent word he wished to speak with me through that fool of a hare.


  “I did say I was going out.”


  Like Millike’s wife, Lawrence would someday die before Holo did. Be it from old age or disease, perish he would.


  That was an unavoidable fact and one Holo certainly understood.


  She had experienced it several times before; it was something she had worried about before.


  They had arrived this far because then and on other such occasions, Lawrence had taken Holo’s hand no matter what. Holo, finally moved by his affection, had taken Lawrence’s hand in turn.


  He wondered what Holo had said to Millike in light of that.


  What kind of words did she offer to Millike, who was protecting the place where his dead wife laid?


  Without smiling, Holo spoke curtly.


  “I told him… find your next female already, you fool.”


  “…”


  Lawrence stopped still, staring in shock.


  Holo went several steps farther before looking back over her shoulder, a mocking smile coming over her. She giggled. “You really are a charming one.”


  Then, she walked off, making a cackling laugh all the way.


  Certainly, even if his own death made Holo sad, he would want her to laugh once more.


  But nor could he stop himself from hoping that, if possible, there would never be another man at her side, stupid as the thought was.


  Lawrence walked off once more, following Holo.


  “But having said that, I did wander about a wheat field like that, yes? And you, as soon as you start to build a nest, you run off all over the place.”


  Holo’s words came with a good measure of ill temper as they arrived at the inn and she opened the door.


  No doubt she had not held the door open entirely on purpose.


  Holding his walking stick in the crook of his arm, Lawrence awkwardly opened the door and moved his listless body inside.


  “So, because we talked like that, he went out of his way to send wine, which arrived just earlier.”


  Holo walked briskly, even as Lawrence was largely groping as he walked.


  “The two aren’t connected.”


  As he made the obligatory protest, Holo stopped still in the darkness; he felt like she was silently laughing.


  Then, she took light, hop-like steps up the stairs.


  Lawrence clutched his walking stick and climbed the stairs with his meager endurance.


  By the time he arrived at the fourth floor, he was largely out of breath.


  “The two are not connected, you say?”


  “Wah!”


  The sudden voice right before his eyes nearly bowled him over.


  Holo guifawed, laughed, and took Lawrence’s hand.


  But the atmosphere after her laugh was oddly frightening.


  “…?”


  Lawrence felt like Holo was glaring at him in the darkness, but since he could only make out her silhouette, he was not sure.


  It was very similar to the conversation itself.


  “We have arrived.”


  As they entered the room, it was a little brighter due to the wooden shutters being open.


  Lawrence, relying on the moonlight, made it to the bed and was finally able to sit down.


  As it occurred to him to look up and ask for at least some water, her face was angry enough that he suddenly sat upright.


  “So, you.”


  Her tone of voice was frigid, and her look was truly merciless.


  Because Lawrence’s back was facing the moon, Holo’s eyes received the light, giving off a silvery glint.


  “I thought you were not going to lay a hand on anything dangerous again?”


  So she was going to bring that up again now?


  Besides, how it worked out could not be helped.


  As Lawrence’s eyes pitifully complained thus, Holo snorted a “hmph,” and she pulled back a little.


  “Well, certainly it could not be helped there.”


  That’s right, he moved to say, but Holo’s sharp eyes shut Lawrence up.


  “However, it is a violation of your promise nonetheless. If you get wrapped up in something, it stirs your deep benevolence so that you can’t help but stick your nose into it. Certainly, I had fun helping you there beside the window, but come, you, it shall not always go well like that. If you do not take that to heart, you shall truly suffer for it.”


  He did not know if she meant suffering as a direct result of sticking his nose in or from what Holo would do to him afterward. Probably both.


  “And even if you nod now, I cannot trust that…”


  He wanted to say, But I turned Hilde down, but that would not build her trust.


  One earned trust by making their deeds match their words.


  How many times had he spoken to Holo and not come through?


  As he thought about that, Lawrence looked up at her like a criminal awaiting judgment.


  “But having said that, I am well aware you are honest to the point of foolishness. Therefore, I believe there may be some fault in my methods.”


  “…?”


  As Lawrence’s head spun, trying in vain to make sense of it all, Holo spoke in a grandiose tone.


  “You seem the sort who will uphold a contract, if not a promise.”


  “Huh?”


  As he spoke without thinking, Holo slapped his cheek hard.


  Furthermore, the hand Holo slapped his cheek with pinched it, turning Lawrence to face her.


  “I have no idea what that cheeky little girl was thinking to say such a thing but…”


  Then, she spoke with annoyance through bared fangs.


  Lawrence remembered back to when Holo was digging up the forbidden book back in the snow-covered mountains.


  Apparently, when Holo had gone to Kieschen to obtain the forbidden book, Elsa had said something to her there.


  What in the world was it, and what did it have to do with them here and now?


  Lawrence could not hazard a guess, but there was no mistaking the fact that whatever it was, it had gotten under Holo’s skin.


  Holo took her hand away from Lawrence’s cheek, immediately sandwiching Lawrence’s head between both hands.


  She looked like she was about to swallow this pathetic traveling merchant whole from the head down.


  Perhaps that was not so far off the mark.


  As Holo gazed straight at Lawrence, she said this.


  “She said when ’tis time to take our vows, she would stand witness anytime. The fool.”


  It was clear that what Elsa, a woman of the Church – albeit a young one – meant by vows was not something to cross Lawrence’s lips.


  “So, how about it?” Holo asked sourly.


  As if she needed to ask.


  If that was the contract into which she wanted him to enter, there was no possible reason he could refuse.


  Lawrence, gazing at Holo as if entranced by her, nodded.


  As he did so Holo, who until this point had eyed Lawrence with suspicion, finally let all the tension ease, as if she was tired.


  And after an exhausted sigh, a smile came over her, as if somewhat embarrassed, slowly drawing her face near him.


  The moonlight that bathed her face seemed to shroud it in a white veil.


  Humans made their vows before God; perhaps wolves made theirs before the moon.


  Holo tilted her face ever so slightly, slouching a little.


  Her hair gently fell over Lawrence’s shoulder and rested upon it.


  Lawrence put his trembling hands around Holo’s slender hips, but of course Holo did not object.


  Holo made a giggle and brought her face close.


  Lawrence, anticipating tenderness, matched Holo’s movements and slowly closed his eyes.


  And.


  No matter how long he waited, the expected sensation never came.


  “Mm, I forgot something important.”


  “Ah?”


  As Lawrence opened his eyes, Holo briskly raised herself up and turned the other way.


  “Er, ah…”


  And though Lawrence reached out as Holo pulled away, she slipped from his grasp as if she were an illusion.


  When Lawrence tried to get up from the bed, he bent his body from the fierce pain of his thigh.


  But fearing the matter would be kicked down the road again, he cast his eyes toward Holo once more.


  She giggled. “Can you not make such a face?” Despite her words, her expression made clear to Lawrence that she was thoroughly enjoying watching his pathetic expression.


  He wanted to get upset and call her a terrible person, but as he looked at her eyes, he was unable to say the words.


  Holo was truly angry that Lawrence had been seduced by the fickle dreams of merchant-kind.


  He had promised so many times before, and he still had not learned.


  All Lawrence could do was sit on the bed like a dog that had made a mess.


  Whew. Holo slapped her hip with her hand and sighed through her nose.


  It seemed like they would continue in these roles for good.


  “Well, it is the truth I forgot something important. Before forming a new vow, we must carry out the old.”


  “The old?”


  As Lawrence murmured in a daze, he saw Holo’s face break into a smile.


  “Were you not to bring me to Yoitsu?”


  “R-right…”


  Even on pain of torture, he would never admit to having completely forgotten about that.


  When Holo and Lawrence met, it was under the night sky much like this: the wisewolf, quivering with loneliness and wanting to go home, and the traveling merchant, his mind occupied with counting coins and a burning dream to set up his own store, riding atop an all-too-wide driver’s seat.


  We certainly make an odd pair, he belatedly thought in hindsight.


  As Lawrence, at a loss for words, continued to watch Holo. Her expression finally softened as she looked at the moonlight coming in through the window.


  If there was any meaning to it, Lawrence thought that probably it nicely hid her blushing.


  “Besides, you have said it before.”


  “Ah?”


  As he asked back, Holo shifted her gaze back to Lawrence, grinning at him as she spoke.


  “That there is very deep meaning in bringing one’s partner home with you.”


  Certainly, Lawrence felt like he had said something like that, but he barely remembered it.


  But that Holo had remembered him saying something like that made him even happier in a strange way.


  Perhaps, just as Lawrence had been in great haste where Holo was concerned, Holo too had leaped from joy to sorrow along with every word Lawrence had spoken.


  That soft chuckle again. Under the moonlight, Holo smiled and shrugged her shoulders.


  Lawrence smiled as well, able only to sigh.


  “Yoitsu. Yoitsu, huh?”


  “Indeed. We have postponed it too long.”


  “Very well… however.”


  “Mm?” Holo asked back.


  Lawrence shifted his gaze to behind Holo as he spoke. “We can at least drink together, can’t we?”


  He waved behind Holo at the cask of wine Millike had sent over – sent for the purpose of celebration.


  “Hmm… well, not that you have the fortitude to keep up with my drinking, after all.”


  Though a definite slight, even if it did not quite hit the mark, it was not so far off, so he said nothing back.


  Holo lifted the wine cask up and placed it on top of the bed, bringing but a single cup over.


  Isn’t there another one? As Lawrence’s eyes searched the room, Holo gave his forehead a small poke.


  “You truly have no mind for subtlety…”


  Even as Holo scolded him, her tail swayed happily.


  She loves me, he realized with maddening intensity.


  “Take care not to drink too much.”


  “To think the day would come when you would warn me about that.”


  “Fool.”


  As Holo spoke, she pulled out the cask’s cork.


  And she had Lawrence hold the cup as she poured wine into it.


  That very moment, Lawrence thought that along with the moonlight, some kind of shout was coming in from the window.


  Probably, they had lit the furnace and everyone was stepping on the bellows. Here and now, in the depths of the northlands’ harsh, long winter, a new gold coin would be minted, stamped with a sun that would light the way for all people.


  Luward had said how he liked watching the dawn on a night-long march, for the sun washed all away.


  No doubt the soon-to-be-minted gold coin of the sun would become the herald of the dawn of a new age.


  However, Lawrence did not go there to join them, instead staying in the nearly empty inn.


  He felt no reluctance or regret about that.


  He had wine in his hand, poured by none other than Holo herself.


  When Lawrence looked up from the moon reflected in the wine, Holo’s smiling face was there to greet him.


  She laughed her quiet laugh.


  More radiant than any sun or any coin of gold was the smiling face of his beloved.




  Afterword


  It’s been a while. Hasekura here. Volume 16. I believe it was advertised as the final novel of the series. It’s been fifteen years since I began writing Spice and Wolf. My main laptop stayed with me until the bitter end without crashing once, but the battery’s weak and the fan and so forth are beaten up, so it overheats quickly, and the exterior finish is a mess.


  I wrote all sixteen novel manuscripts with this laptop, but just lately, I bought a new one and am using it. Old notebook, your efforts are appreciated.


  Now that the series is reaching its end, I thought it’s finally time to write an afterword with talk about the work I’ve never done before. It’s just, as I’ve already been writing Everything Spice and Wolf with each volume, I wanted something more all-inclusive.


  The title Spice and Wolf is a twist on French economist Jean Favier’s Gold and Spices: The Rise of Commerce in the Middle Ages (translated by Hidemi Uchida). Thinking back to when I read it, I recall thinking I’d love to use things from this, which gave me inspiration for the first volume.


  It has been often said that a debut to the light novel genre with an economics theme is a rare thing. Furthermore, though in the fantasy genre, neither swords nor sorcery played any role.


  I’ve been called a fairly twisted person for it, but it’s simply where my way of thinking ended up.


  In other words, from long ago, many people have used settings with nobles and kings, knights and wizards, demon kings and heroes, including a number of great classics. I wondered if I could wedge myself into all that and win on their terms. For that same reason, I hadn’t written much of anything in school.


  Even when reading textbooks, I was largely confined to academic journals, definitely not the kinds of books people oriented toward writing fantasy novels read. I wasn’t reading primers on medieval economics, either, but rather books for experts, well aware I didn’t fully understand them. For the mythos, I did not read an encyclopedia on world mythology, either, instead restricting myself to things like the Bible and The Golden Bough. Part of me was vain for reading difficult books, but the fact I was reading the same books as people with talent, not thinking I had any talent myself, was the foremost reason I didn’t think I could write more interesting novels than those people with talent.


  So Spice and Wolf, where neither swords nor sorcery played any role, was the result.


  Although I had a fairly firm feeling about what the work would revolve around, I think the books I have read indeed had a large influence on the path leading the main character and the heroine forward, the so-called theme for writing the novel.


  In particular, Schopenhauer stands out. I kept thinking, when writing about Holo and Lawrence doing business, whether this was a story that could continue to be a happy one. Schopenhauer is thought of as the incarnation of pessimism, but to me, it is the opposite: The simple fact it was possible for him to continue to be happy while asking such critical questions makes him a fundamentally forward-thinking person in my mind. After all, when Schopenhauer wrote his first book, he said to his mother, then an author, “Decades from now no one will read your book, but mine shall be the basis for a hundred others” (even though Schopenhauer’s book was not selling at all), so he was no pessimist.


  Also, a tale where the continuation of happiness falls into question seems just the right leg to stand on for the exceptionally long-lived Holo and the bad-at-giving-up merchant Lawrence.


  I think that this, the sixteenth novel, is the summation of all that, demonstrating the path that both of them must follow. I believe both Holo and Lawrence will persist in walking that path together.


  There may be people wondering, Eh? That’s it? Huh? What? and the like. My honorable editor said those things to me, too. But this is my aesthetic… philosophy… and… stuff. If there’s one thing about the series I regret, it’s that Nyohhira never emerged in a concrete way.


  Since I have such feelings remaining, I’m doing a total epilogue for the sequel.


  As it will also include works too short to be their own books, I hope all of you who want one more little peek into the world of Spice and Wolf will read and enjoy it! It’ll probably be out in early summer.


  … But as the world of Spice and Wolf is not about viewing the world in itself, but the “Spice” and “Wolf” (Holo and Lawrence) in it, it’s actually the antithesis of that universal metaphor, so in other words… et cetera, et cetera, et cetera, ad nauseum.


  Now, I truly want to thank those who have been wondering, What is Isuna Hasekura going to be doing next? I’m tentatively scheduled to have a new work coming out around summer 2011. There’ll be animal ears in the next one, too. Animal ears are my philosophy, y’know. But this won’t be a medieval fantasy, or academic work, or science fiction, or a mystery. I intend to write a novel to make people say, Why is it so rare for things like this to come out?


  I think that the moon, which played a role in my debut work, will play a large and pivotal role here.


  I have a bit more work left for Ayakura-sensei, who keeps drawing those incredibly pretty illustrations, but thank you, Ayakura-sensei! Sensei and Keito Koume are doing a wonderful job drawing the splendid manga version of Spice and Wolf, too. Thanks to all the anime staff and everyone related to Media Mix. Manager T and Manager A, thank you very much. I look forward to your help in the future.


  And thank you to all of you readers who have stayed with me until now – truly, thank you all so very much!


   – Isuna Hasekura




  

    

  



  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  

  
    
  



  
    
  

  Epilogue


  
    
  

  Intermission


  “Ah, Sir Knight. You seem to be in a fine mood.”


  I heard a voice calling out to me as I lay atop a sunlit stone step.


  I have the fine name of Enek, mind you, but it was no bad thing to also be known as Knight. I made a generous sigh through my nostrils and gave a single wave of my tail.


  “By the way, is the priest inside?”


  Her head wrapped in a towel, both of her sleeves rolled up, the woman was built like a bear.


  I seem to recall that she was a cooper – a maker of barrels. By this hour, things had probably calmed down at the morning markets and she was taking a small break until lunch. Perhaps she had even come to offer up a prayer or two.


  Pondering such things, I yawned a great yawn.


  “Someone said a horse-drawn carriage arrived where the children play on the hill, so I thought, maybe it’s the one the priest mentioned.”


  “…”


  Somehow, I kept my eyelids – heavy and ready to close even now – in check as I looked at the woman.


  “Goodness,” she said, rising and returning to the church. “But you know, the children said it was a pitch-black carriage… As if it was haunted. I wonder if it’s all right…”


  It was clear that the woman’s doubt and curiosity were dueling within her as she followed the path, which I led her down.


  She may have looked like a bear, but her personality was closer to that of a cat.


  “What will you do, Sir Knight? Coming with me?” The humans of this town spoke readily to me, but I would never last if I answered them all.


  Ignoring her, I walked to the middle of the corridor as far as the scribe room. It was the room where the priest of this church wrote important books and letters.


  Though things had been busy but a short time ago with harvest festivals and saintly blessings, it was all peace and quiet.


  Having said that, there were not many people who wrote, and what few there were had a mountain of duties to fulfill. Today, too, he was surely writing up a storm in that scribe room.


  If things were as expected, that is.


  “Reverend, it seems that a horse-drawn carriage has–”


  The woman made a light knock, half opening the door and speaking as she entered the room.


  She seemed to swallow her words in a largely instinctive reaction. My master, loftily addressed as “Reverend,” was bent over her desk, fast asleep. It had recently become rather warm. It was hard work to even get out of bed.


  Even so, though her back and hair had grown somewhat, she still looked like a child as she slept.


  I cleared my throat.


  “Woof!”


  “… Hunh!?”


  As my master awoke, she sat up in a great hurry. Her eyes darted all around the area and noticed myself and the woman standing in the doorway. Though there was a mountain of papers and books atop her desk, along with clothing and the tools of a tailor placed atop it.


  “Ah, Miss Rifkin… Ah, er… Ha-ha…” Like a child she tried to push the clothing and the tailoring tools into the middle of the desk as if she meant to hide them.


  It was rather frivolous behavior for someone in the service of God. Despite the passage of some number of years, my master still had not quite been able to outgrow a certain childishness.


  “Oh, I am not upset.”


  The woman made a teasing smile. My master’s body seemed to shrink in embarrassment, but as she met my eyes, she made a somewhat resentful glare. It was highly illogical to act as if it were my fault.


  “Ah, so, what is it? If it’s preparations for the guild’s Guardian Saint Festival, I’m hiring Mr. Botz to take care of it…”


  “Oh, not that. There seems to be a horse-drawn carriage coming into town. I thought this might be the one you mentioned so I thought I’d let you know.”


  “… Carriage?”


  “Yes. You mentioned it yourself. Something about having been called to somewhere a bit far off…”


  “…” My master gazed at the woman in shock, and then, she suddenly opened her mouth wide, sucking in her breath. “I thought it’d be next w… Ah, er, sorry, if you’ll excuse me!”


  Pulling up the hem of her long outfit, she ran out of the room in decidedly unladylike fashion.


  The woman laughed heartily, holding her belly as if keeping it from dropping.


  I had the vague feeling that my master had been more reliable when she had been a shepherdess.


  Norah the Fairy.


  That had been my master’s old name when she was a shepherdess for a time, highly skilled at leading sheep.


  Now, though, she was the priest of a church in a small town leading a different kind of flock.


  One never knew what might happen in this world.


  Born the overly serious sort, she had cut her teeth in a place of solemn masses and festivals, making her a fairly sharp person.


  However, in spite of having the ability and fortitude to endure hunger and cold while splendidly protecting a flock of sheep from wolves and foxes – or perhaps, because of it – I had learned, shortly after we began to live in town, that my master was surprisingly absentminded.


  The date, math, people’s names, prayer phrases, ceremonial protocol – in spite of having an eye-popping grasp of the broad outlines, she tended to lose track of the small details.


  It was a pitiable thing that were I not by her side, no one would call her an adult.


  “Errr… clothes, food, ah, I’d better have a book of scripture, too. Also a prayer book… ah? Maybe I should bring several pairs of boots? But I haven’t worn boots since way back… I wonder why…”


  As she used her hand to comb down her blond hair, which ran down to the middle of her back, she feverishly prepared the luggage strewn about before her. My master pulled out the clothes she had worn when she came to this town, but I wondered what she intended to do with them, since it was clear it was not the right size.


  I lied on my belly at the doorway as I sighed an exasperated sigh,


  “Ahh, er, bring the letter, er, and then, and then…”


  She had never been at a loss about what to bring when leading sheep out of the pastures.


  Perhaps the Church was right to teach that one should discard one’s belongings and pass them to those who lacked their own. It was an abundance of things, which made one hesitate in the face of a journey. That was all the truer for life itself.


  I snorted another sigh, and my master noticed and looked at me.


  By the time I thought, Uh-oh, a rolled-up apron was already sailing toward me.


  “It must be nice to be so carefree, Enek!”


  They were words I had heard from time to time during the five years since we had come to live in this town.


  Of course, it was not so at all.


  It was just that it mattered far more to me whether I was getting a cut of meat for supper that day than whether the day’s mass had gone well or not.


  As my master scurried about the room like a human storm, I crawled out from under the apron, sniffing for my master’s scent, when my ears caught the sound of someone knocking at the entrance of the church.


  I could tell most of the townspeople apart by their knocks.


  I did not know this knock.


  A guest had arrived from the outside.


  It might have been just as well to call her an emissary from hell.


  A throng of people had formed on the street in front of the church.


  For a time, plague had reduced this town to a veritable town of the dead, but the brave few who remained, those who refused to give up, and the assistance of my master, had brought the town back to a fairly lively state.


  It was not that someone coming from outside town was all that rare a sight. There were times when a caravan of merchants would pass through, with dozens of men mounted on horses. But what had caught the attention of the crowd was the majestic appearance of the entirely too-fine black horses and the pitch-black canopied carriage they were pulling. There was a separate wagon for carrying luggage, with six stout men escorting it all.


  My master was seized by shock the moment she set foot out of the entrance of the church and saw the carriage.


  Then, she desperately tried to comb her hair into place with her hand, but it was a complete waste of time, as it had always been fairly wavy to begin with. Besides, considering the person who came out of the carriage, one could only call my master’s efforts to hand comb her own hair pathetic by comparison.


  A tall woman was not such a rare sight.


  Nonetheless, it was rare to see one possessed by such dignity.


  “Eve Bolan.”


  The woman spoke her name. Her back was straight and tall; her body was slender. But thin was not the most accurate word; rather, it was as if a sculptor had thoroughly scraped away everything unnecessary. The fragrance about her was decidedly feminine, but for the first time in quite a while, my nose caught the scent of a beast that roamed the plains.


  “Ah… err…”


  Though my master was still flustered, she was someone who had had a certain amount of success as a priest, and as such, apparently refocused her wits. Clearing her throat to set things straight, she stretched her back straight up and put a smile on her face. “Ahem. I am Norah Arendt.”


  Though my master had straightened her posture appreciably, this Eve was clearly an entire hand taller than her, Besides, she was overwhelmed for a number of reasons other than height. Though my master had put a fair bit of meat on her in the last five years, the woman before her came off like a wolf in her prime. Perhaps it was the combined effect of the swell of her bust and the curve of her back.


  Eve, seeming like a noble who adorned herself with a fur coat regardless of the weather, looked over my master from head to toe and made a small sigh. “So she really…”


  “Huh?”


  As my master murmured back, Eve blinked her eyelashes, which were so long I expected to actually hear them. “Nothing. It seems best if I take care of all the necessities. If you get lonely at night, all you need bring is a book of scripture. There are other places we’re stopping at, just like the letter said. We’re leaving today.”


  Upon finishing her statement, the woman calling herself Eve returned to the carriage.


  Left behind, my master stood still for a while, then looked at me.


  As it was too much trouble for me to bark, I snorted a sigh.


  Apparently Eve did business in a country to the south.


  Though I could only venture to guess as to the size of her business, my experience suggested it was considerable.


  The horse-drawn carriage was wide enough to comfortably seat three adults, with two seats of that width facing each other. The seats and their backs had many lines on them and had been adorned with fabrics and delicate ornaments. In spite of my master’s resolve to live for the sake of the townspeople, she had retained a lingering affection for sewing and so took great interest in those details.


  For my part, I had rarely laid eyes upon clothing such as that in which Eve clothed herself. A very comfortable-seeming piece of clothing, it resembled a robe, but differed in many of the fine details. Perhaps responding to my master’s furtive glances, the reticent Eve said only, “It’s from a desert country.”


  From there, it was a peaceful trip.


  Eve was a woman of few words by nature; my master was not the type to make proactive conversation, either. As my master had procured Eve’s permission, I rose up onto the seat and gazed out the window, with her hand stroking my head the whole time.


  When she had been a shepherd, even once we left the town gates, it was not a vast, borderless expanse that greeted us. Indeed, the land was more like a fearsome prison, for no matter where we went, nothing would change.


  I would have been content living in the forest.


  But my master, a human being, could only live among others of her kind; as a dog, I was painfully aware of just how difficult it was to live in that world.


  With no help from anyone, one’s days were filled only with getting the food before one’s eyes into one’s own mouth, and there was scant likelihood of anything changing until one last drew breath.


  When my master slept upon bales of straw at the sheep pen, gazing up at the moon as mice and insects scurried about her, she may not have voiced such thoughts, but she had no doubt had them.


  And then a single chance meeting changed everything.


  From that alone, my master’s life was changed forever.


  There are many who run with all their might. However, many see their legs fail them. And yet, if only there was someone to give them a little push from behind, that is all it would take for them to move forward, too,


  And so my fortunate master was able to run until she arrived in a new land.


  “Anxious to be heading out?”


  It was the second day since we had left.


  “Hm?”


  “It’s not often that a town priest leaves on a journey, after all.”


  Making a flourish with her pen at the end, she double-checked the text before extending the letter out of the open wooden shutter. As she did so, a human standing and waiting outside took it, folded it, sealed it, and began riding in a direction different from our own.


  The woman returned to the same subject.


  “Quite a decision for you to make. Nyohhira is at the far end of the world. Even I hesitated.”


  It was often said that even though one might be at the ends of the world or under the ground, if one could keep a calm face, had wine to drink, and could write letters, one was not doing so poorly.


  But this Eve was underestimating my master. She was no small-town priest ignorant of the world. Though she undeniably had some fairly foolish aspects to her, she was a fine person who had never surrendered to hardship or deprivation.


  I looked up at my master from her lap.


  So say something, I thought at her.


  My master laughed quietly. “Certainly, I was a little nervous about leaving town,” my master finally said with a pleasant smile. When I made a small bark, my master stroked my head, as if to soothe me. “Even though in the past, I wanted to go out, out, when I couldn’t…”


  “…”


  As my master spoke while looking outside, Eve put her elbow on the windowsill, resting her chin on her hand in a very unladylike pose as she watched.


  In the forest, this was behavior reserved for predators.


  “Did you meet her in that town?”


  There was something of a pause before Eve, now gazing out the window as well, asked as if she had no great interest in it.


  “No, it was in Ruvinheigen.”


  “Oh? You’re a former nun?”


  “No…” my master replied bashfully as she lowered her gaze to me. She looked like someone who had peeked into a chest full of precious treasure. “The Church took care of me, but that is all. I was like a scared little lamb.”


  I laughed at my master’s self-deprecation.


  
    
  

  It was only because she had escaped that place that she could smile about it now.


  “I was a shepherdess.”


  Eve raised her head up from her palms in surprise, looking over my master once more, this time with a long, hard look.


  “That’s how I met both of them… Or I should say, I was saved by them… or perhaps dragged by them into conflict?” She giggled. “The latter is likely more accurate.”


  Even my painfully overserious master had finally become able to speak in such a manner. Certainly, that wolf and that sheep had tried to aid us, but in the end had merely entangled us up in their chaos.


  “Miss Bolan, where did you meet those two?”


  A predator asks only one question. Would you prefer to be eaten starting from the head or the tail?


  Perhaps that was why she frowned a fair amount at my master’s question.


  “Eve is fine.”


  My master grinned and nodded, correcting herself. “Miss Eve.”


  “It was farther north. They dropped in to visit along their way, as it turned out.”


  “Is that so?”


  My master could persevere in conversation with congregants for hours.


  She laughed softly; she nodded; sometimes she urged conversation forward, and others, she gently rebuked, as if with a soft pat from her palm.


  That was why she did not say anything at that particular time. But her collected experience of talking to people none the less loosened Eve’s tongue.


  “So you were a timid lamb.”


  “Hm?” My master echoed back before making an embarrassed-looking smile and a nod.


  “I was a wounded wolf.”


  Eve gazed far into the distance, but surely it was an old memory she stared at.


  When my master first became accustomed to this town and permitted herself the luxury of reminiscing, she often had such a look.


  “That’s why…”


  “…”


  Without prompting, my master gazed across at Eve. “… I make a poor cat burglar.”


  My master’s eyes widened a little.


  For her part, Eve slowly reeled in her gaze from the outside, glancing sidelong at my master.


  There was a very faint smile on her lips, but it looked like she was laughing at herself.


  It seemed that man was on her mind a fair bit.


  Furthermore, though her gaze seemed to suggest my master as being of a piece with her, if my memory served correctly, my master thought nothing of men whatsoever. Even since she had settled down to live in this town, though no small number had approached my master, she had gently refused them all.


  My master told them it was because she was in service to God, but that was not why.


  So long as l was by her side, it was enough.


  I whuffled a short sigh as my master, stroking me from head to neck, spoke to Eve. “You see, once a sheep’s attention is taken by something, all else flies out of her head.”


  As my master spoke, Eve made what was clearly a strained smile.


  “Hmph. Quite some nerve she has, calling us here like this.”


  Eve gazed outside once more, but this time she seemed to be actually looking outside.


  “Using me as an errand girl for them takes no small amount of courage in itself. Can you believe it? There’s going to be three more women riding that wagon to Nyohhira with us.”


  “Oh!”


  “Shocking, isn’t it? I’m quite wrathful over it. That horse-drawn wagon behind me is full of valuable clothing and jewels. You’re Norah, right? You can borrow whatever you like and dress up however you please.”


  Eve made a sadistic smile that seemed to suit her very well as she spoke.


  It was no surprise my master’s smile seemed a little conflicted. After all, my master has no interest in any male besides myself.


  However, after seeming to think about it a while, she stared at the tip of my nose before lifting up her gaze to speak. “Even sheep must not be pampered all the time, you see.”


  The wolflike woman gave my master a grin.


  I was rather taken aback with shock, thinking back to that sheep while atop my master’s lap, and made a guffaw with a sigh.


  “…”


  Though the old uncertainties of travel presented themselves, the carriage and clothing Eve had prepared were extravagant indeed, napping in the carriage might have been more comfortable than that drafty old church.


  My master is constitutionally hardier than she looks; Eve seemed to admire that as well.


  Though there was no conversation to speak of, the atmosphere was not particularly ill, and I was able to nap on my master’s lap quite a bit, too.


  This was how it went until we arrived at another town. It seemed that here, another woman would be coming aboard.


  However, first came a hot meal and a good night’s sleep at the inn; later, we greeted the next day’s morn.


  In the middle of the morning, as I wondered what sort of person this new passenger would turn out to be, I caught a strange scent inside the moving coach.


  “… I wonder what this scent is?”


  “Medicine.”


  “Medicine…?”


  “Numerous alchemists live in this town. Apparently the woman we’re picking up collects them.”


  Miller, executioner, shepherd – she used all these words with the same tone she used for witch and alchemist.


  Eve spoke in a jesting tone as if she was frightening a child, but when I saw my master make a sound of admiration through her nose, I was a bit disappointed.


  “Rare or not, there’ll be enough of those scents in Nyohhira to make you sick of them.”


  “Eh, is that so?”


  “Nyohhira is a famous land of springs. In those mountains, there are baths everywhere the eye can see. Just picture a bathtub as large as a lake. The whole place smells much like this.”


  Of course, I found this a rather dubious claim, but my master seemed to take it in as the honest truth.


  This time, just as Eve desired, I held my tongue and let my thoughts wander.


  However, if there was a bathtub as large as a lake, who on earth would bathe in it…?


  Naturally I thought it had to be an exaggeration.


  And as the carriage came to a large turn in the road, it gently came to a stop.


  The driver descended from his seat, checking someone’s name outside. With things apparently cleared up without delay, there was a gentle knock on the wooden door of the carriage.


  “Aye.” Eve made a curt reply and respectfully opened the door.


  There stood the woman who seemed to be a legendary witch.


  “I am Dian Rubens. You may call me Diana.” She smiled as her glossy black hair swayed slightly.


  This woman had a different air about her than Eve or my master.


  She sat on the same side as my master, keeping that faint smile on her face as she directed her radiant gaze out the window.


  Reluctantly, I curled around my master’s feet, but I continued to glance up at the woman intermittently, taking notice of matters overhead.


  My master was sneaking sideways glances at Diana, as was Eve.


  I could somehow understand why. It was an obvious question: What relationship did a woman who gave off an air like this have with that thickheaded sheep?


  “Incidentally…” It was Diana, who seemed like a pitch-black raven, who lit the spark.


  “Are the two of you friends, I wonder?”


  At first glance, her calm, smiling face and demeanor displayed what looked like a gentle personality.


  However, my nose told me that this bird was closer to Eve than my master.


  Eve, making a bored face and giving Diana a characteristically ill-mannered look, rested her chin upon her hand as she spoke. “Does it look like that to you?”


  “Not really.” Diana’s expression did not falter whatsoever as she turned her still-smiling face toward my master. “It’s just, I could hardly believe that man capable enough to handle more than one more liaison, so you must be friends, I thought.”


  Those words made my master nearly smile. Somehow she suppressed it, but one threatened to break out at any moment as she turned toward Eve.


  “I must agree on that point.”


  “But of course.” As Diana tilted her head with a mirthful smile, her hair, so dark that it shimmered, made a sound as she brushed it. Both Eve’s hair and my master’s was splendid gold in color, but neither made the slightest move to copy her. Pitiably, though I have black hair myself, I have no skills to compare.


  “I myself found it rather mysterious seeing you, I should say,” said Eve.


  Diana chuckled. “You could say that… I am their elder in terms of life experience, perhaps.”


  “…?”


  Eve raised an eyebrow a little as she looked at Diana. One might say she was intensively scrutinizing the other party’s words, but even while thinking of something, she did not show a single opening.


  For her part, my master tucked her chin a bit, just like when sensing the wind coming from an odd direction across a meadow.


  “Are either of you married?”


  Eve made a small laugh at the question, sitting up and raising both hands up to shoulder level.


  “I’m busy with financial matters.”


  “Heh.” Diana expressed no surprise as she made a small laugh that seemed very typical of her, shifting her gaze to my master, who made a nervous smile.


  “People in town have made advances, but…”


  “Really?” As Diana spoke, she shifted her gaze onto me. “Not because you got in the way?”


  Why – this woman! I made a short cry and met my master’s eyes.


  “Certainly he’s always been protecting me.” My master petted my head, then cradled it with both hands. “Right, Enek?”


  “Woof.” Of course, I answered, but my master made a somewhat lonely face.


  Yes, of course I understood why.


  My master was vibrant and full of life each and every day, but I was the opposite.


  My prime as a sheepdog was probably five years ago now. I would have liked to say I had a mountain of time left, but indeed, it was all too brief.


  “So, you do have a husband, then?”


  Diana lifted her gaze from me in response to Eve’s words. “I did once.”


  The curt reply, given without hesitation, seemed to be as far as she would look back and scratch at the old memory.


  And yet, when Diana, who had a particularly dubious air all about her, placed her snow-white hand on her chest, she made a face like a girl reminiscing about secrets from the night before as she spoke.


  “So, when they came to my town, I had more excitement than I’d had in years. Was it like that for you?”


  With that, her gaze moved to both Eve and my master. Both glanced at each other’s face, making strained smiles together.


  “Does annoyance count as part of excitement?” said Eve.


  “If excitement includes envy enough to dazzle the eyes,” said my master.


  Diana’s face showed a bit of surprise at both of their answers, finally breaking into a pleasant smile. This was not the resolute mask of before, but something more natural. “Heh-heh. So in the end, you got called over here, too. That’s just, oh…”


  “Annoying.”


  “I’m envious.”


  As both finished the sentence, like a ripple, all three of them smiled.


  “But I think that innocent charm might put them in a tough spot.”


  “Only one of them will be in a tough spot, I assure you.” Eve made a knowing smile as she spoke, and the two others indeed giggled and smiled.


  Even though their ages, origins, and upbringings all differed, somehow they all shared the same estimation of that foolish sheep. As I largely agreed with them, I was certainly not going to jump to his defense.


  “But that’s why I find their having a proper ceremony to be rather unexpected.” Diana pulled a sealed letter out of a purse.


  It was just like the letter my master had received. When she had opened her own copy of that letter, she had looked like nothing so much as a moth who had strayed too close to an open flame.


  “Ha-ha. I thought the same thing! It seemed too embarrassing for them to actually do.”


  “Very much so. I’m all for being decisive, but to call us here, too…”


  “And there’s two more guests after this?”


  As my master asked, Eve made a happy-sounding sigh. “Yes. He’s a complete fool of a man.”


  “A fool of a man, yes, that expression fits perfectly.”


  As Diana nodded, my master’s words turned timidly toward her. “Ah, incidentally, as their senior in life matters, what conversations have you had with them?”


  I lifted my head without thinking, for I thought it a question very unlike my master to ask.


  Even so, and in spite of my master’s rather timid tone, her face betrayed great interest. In spite of her never setting one foot into the women’s banter back in town, my master was indeed just at the right age for it.


  “You want to hear?” A dubious smile came over Diana.


  “We have plenty of time.” As Eve replied with a leer, she and my master both leaned their light figures forward. “This is a tale of love known to precious few in my town…”


  As Diana began her tale with those words, as a knight, the atmosphere within the carriage suddenly became distinctly uncomfortable.


  There was time. There was also wine. Oh, and plenty of snacks for those noisy girls, too.


  They laughed, they were aghast, they sometimes smiled, sometimes grew angry, or perhaps simply interested, as they immersed themselves in the tale.


  Though none of them were children, and Eve and Diana did not look like the sorts to engage in such frivolous conversation, they all behaved very much like adolescent maidens. My master positively never interrupted, taking sips of wine, which she had taken a fondness to of late, as she participated in the conversation to a rather shocking extent. Regretfully, I had no desire to venture my opinion of who was behaving most like a silly maiden here.


  Like a dog who continued to gnaw on a bone he had been given for five or even ten days, they continued the conversation nonstop as they left the town, with things finally calming down when they stopped for a while to take breakfast.


  Eve, whose throat rang out with such laughter that it made her shoulders quiver like that of a wild beast, said she had exhausted herself laughing and left the carriage, moving to the wagon with the luggage. Since the rays of the sun were warm and there was no wind at all, she probably just wanted a nap.


  Or maybe she had pulled a stomach muscle from bragging so hard.


  It was apparent she held more than a few feelings for that stupid man.


  Perhaps she used the words fool of a man to reflect upon the matter – to chew over that particular bone in her own way.


  For her part, my left-behind master was sitting on her seat, audibly fanning her own face. Perhaps one could get drunk on conversation as much as on wine. The story Diana told was of how, in spite of clearly looking like a couple to everyone else, their lack of honesty with themselves about it resulted in a third party challenging him to what was essentially a duel.


  When the pair had met us, we came under the impression they had been settled together for some time, but apparently that wolf had been much more of a fool than I had expected. Otherwise, would she have played the innocent sheep gripped by hesitation while mere wolves attacked?


  At any rate, the man who had challenged him to a duel ran all about the town in his best efforts to win, with the resulting circus kicking up a completely unnecessary uproar.


  In the end, they were able to trust each other to cooperate for victory in the duel or something like that. Though I felt sorry for the man who lost, I could only think of him that one reaps what one sows. Perhaps the saving grace was that there were still fools who could not let a damsel in distress go without rescue. He seemed to be living happily now that he had mended his broken heart.


  In spite of their ages – and this went for the prior discussion too – the carriages’s passengers displayed intense interest, or perhaps amusement, in the parts that seemed sweeter even than the dreams of maidens.


  As I preferred savory things, just listening to these tales made my ears itch, but so long as my master was enjoying herself, I was content.


  So musing, I let myself casually lay down on the floor.


  My master, drunk on wine and conversation, had been audibly fanning over her breast for a while.


  The wooden shutter of the carriage was open, letting a refreshing breeze in through it.


  It was a quiet time, with the only sound being the rattling sound of the carriage wheels.


  “Goodness, it’s really quite something.”


  “Oh?” my master asked back, hastily pulling her hand away from her collar. She must have mistaken the words as criticism of indecent behavior.


  “Those two, I mean.”


  “Ahh…” As Diana smiled, my master returned her expression in apparent relief, adding, “That’s true.”


  “But I do find myself envious…”


  “Oh, really?” The wine must have been hitting my master, for her lips had been loosened considerably.


  Diana, viewing this as a good opportunity, continued speaking. “I’d think you’d be able to find plenty of good matches. I’m sure you have more than a few matchmakers trying to meddle?”


  After pondering this for a bit, she made a strained smile.


  “And yet–?” Diana was not asking in earnest. She posed the question while busily pouring wine into her own cup out of the casket Eve had left behind.


  But perhaps that gave the question just the right seasoning.


  My master leaned back into her seat, raising her chin and narrowing her eyes as if a little hot, and took her time thinking about it. “None of them seemed quite right.”


  Certainly, my master was currently like a loosened cord, but even so, that answer struck me as rather surprising. I had been sure she was going to brush off the whole subject.


  “May I… speak to you about him, then?”


  At that, my master drew her chin back a bit and lowered her gaze. My eyes met with hers as the corners of my master’s lips made something like a faint smile. “It’s not Mr. Lawrence, you know.”


  Then she leaned back in her seat once more. Even though she was on very good terms with the townspeople, my master was still someone from the outside. Moreover, she was always at the church – always a step removed from society. Drinking wine and letting her guard down simply did not happen. Usually she remained guarded, keeping her distance.


  After all, I was the only one who voiced gentle complaints and told her when she was being silly; when happy, fun things happened to her, I was the first one she told.


  Thus my confidence was not without basis.


  “Then, it really is him?”


  Diana struck right at the heart of the matter.


  But my master gazed absentmindedly at the ceiling, as if not hearing her words whatsoever. It was not that I lacked confidence, but even so her lack of a reply was making me nervous.


  It was right when I lifted up my head, wondering if my master might have fallen asleep.


  “It’s not that I wish Enek were human.”


  My body stiffened in shock.


  I did not know how I should have taken those words.


  “Did I mention that I was a shepherd?”


  “I heard as much during our introductions.”


  “Ah, right… Er… So you see, Enek has been with me the whole time… And it’s thanks to him that we were able to overcome so much… But still, I don’t wish him to be a human.”


  A shepherd was said to be an alien entity to a townsperson, the offspring of man and beast. Was it all right, then, to say something like this so lightly in front of someone she did not know well?


  I was concerned for my master, but as she leaned back with her chin held high, she lazily changed the direction of her face.


  “Miss Diana… You’re the same as Miss Holo, aren’t you?”


  I was the one taken by surprise.


  That’s absurd, I thought, shocked, but the completely unruffled Diana merely stroked the edge of her wine-filled jar. “I am not a wolf, though.” She continued with a sigh. “It seems I’ve let my secret out.” My master smiled with a bit of pride as Diana added, “Or perhaps it’s from your long association with the good knight there?”


  It was a manner of speech rich with implication. They seemed to have both delivered verbal jabs to the other, but as my master laughed, she composed her face and gently closed her eyes.


  “So you might have supposed that my thinking to bringing Enek with me was in that sense.”


  “In that sense,” Diana spoke curtly without a single hint of question.


  My master, her eyes still closed, made a somewhat embarrassed-looking smile.


  “Yes, in that sense.”


  “And? Did you imagine that if you asked the great wisewolf, she just might give you the answer?”


  I heard all too clearly something very difficult to listen to. Indeed, it was myself whose composure was disturbed, but my master, less perturbed than when listening to confessions by the townspeople, calmly replied, “I will do no such thing.” Then, she made a somewhat malicious-looking smile, a true rarity for her. “I think, if I did ask, it would put a genuinely conflicted look on her face.”


  I remembered back to just after the gold-smuggling uproar.


  From my perspective, this seemed like childishness quite inappropriate for both their ages.


  “Why, then?” Diana asked.


  This time, my master replied with only the slightest hesitation. “I wanted to see them again.”


  “Just to see them?”


  As Diana bounced the words back, my master slowly opened her eyelids, sitting up and looking me over.


  I knew this as her cue for “come,” so I got up and put my forepaws on top of her lap.


  “Just to meet them.” My master took my paws in her hands, teasingly moving them up and down.


  Diana stared squarely at her, but my master did not return the gaze.


  Grasping my head, my master pulled a lip aside with a finger and said “grrr” to me as she grinned.


  “People don’t come to church because they expect God to solve all their problems.” With no apparent concern, she said something that I doubt would have come from even my fang-filled mouth. “But people come to church nonetheless.”


  My master removed her hand from my head and patted on her lap. When she said, “Come on up,” I could not refuse.


  Though I was somewhat reserved about it, I hopped up onto my master’s lap and licked her face.


  “I can’t really put it in words, though.”


  “No, I understand very well.” Diana reached out with her hand and stroked the back of my neck.


  It was nice, I thought, to have a change of pace from my master’s usual way of stroking.


  “It’s been several decades since I left the town I was in. But yes… I think of it like a pilgrimage. It’s surely the same for Lady Eve, who’s far more wolfish than even the wisewolf herself.”


  To call that a lady meant she must really have been quite something.


  “To think, having to go together to a church like this.” Diana laughed. I wondered who she was laughing at? The pair of fools we had been discussing? Or my master and I? Or perhaps, at her past self? “This really is quite fun.”


  Apparently, all of them.


  Diana proposed drinking more wine, but my master objected as she looked out the window.


  There was a grassland there that seemed infinite, continuing for God only knew how far.


  The long winter was over. Grass was sprouting; trees were budding. It was a very fine season.


  However, in the end, there were such scenes everywhere we went; they seemed to extend throughout the whole of the world. No doubt these were thoughts shared by many of those who left town walls behind on long journeys.


  Even so, it made meeting a couple like that one possible someday.


  With that, my master had been able to take the decisive first step.


  Like a crab, she suddenly realized that it really was possible to move forward in the world.


  My master probably treasured me more than anyone else in the world.


  But I was a dog, and my master was a human. No matter how favorably the townspeople regarded my master, she was a stranger, someone who had arrived from the outside. How we had lived ever since was all an extension of that distinction.


  Even so, that stupid couple was an exception to all of it. They seemed so childish, and yet, like children, they paid no heed to the ways of the world.


  What seemed to slowly tighten around my body was likely what they call common sense. But if push came to shove, those two did not mind breaking all the rules.


  Their existence together was the very incarnation of that mad notion.


  I drew in a deep breath as my master embraced me.


  I could not embrace her body in return.


  All I could do was lick her cheek.


  “Those two, having a marriage ceremony…” Diana mumbled as she drank her wine. “It makes me want to laugh.”


  My master laughed again, too, and I barked for good measure.


  It was several days later that we arrived at a small village and the other two women joined us in the carriage.


  One was a strict-looking woman priest whose personality ran in yet another direction from Eve’s; the other was a traveling silversmith.


  The temperature in the carriage had already been plenty.


  Now that there were five of them, each with their own relationship to that couple, it seemed like the talk was never going to end.


  In the midst of it, I would sometimes get down from the carriage and walk, riding on the luggage wagon’s roof at other times.


  It was good to be alone once in a while.


  But since I went back to sleep in my master’s arms every night, perhaps I was in no position to laugh at that man.


  But just as meeting me and my master was miraculous, there was no mistake that their journey had brought various miracles to others just like us. Had that not been the case, I would not have been in that carriage, listening to the high-pitched exclamations and laughter within it.


  It seemed of great import to the people concerned, but given Diana’s story, I could explain it thus.


  They were searching for a rainbow.


  But it was this place, right where they stood, that was the end of the rainbow.


  As a dog, I believed this to be a rather profound notion.


  I had some regret that I was unable to share the thought, but perhaps such a thing was simply unnecessary.


  “Enek!” As the carriage stopped for a break, my master stepped down and called my name.


  Perhaps, just as belongings made one hesitate in the face of a journey, the capacity to speak made one hesitate in the face of conversation.


  Yet in spite of that, the things one needed to do were very few.


  It was good for that stupid couple to realize that truth.


  I sighed, paused, and barked a sharp woof.


  Then, I ran to my beloved master’s side as fast as my legs could take me.


  
    
  

  
    
  

  Conclusion


  Lawrence’s head hurt.


  Though at first he had said it as a mere what-if, he felt like he really did have a headache.


  The cause was crystal clear.


  It was the letters Holo had sent out.


  They were addressed to Norah and Eve and others they had met on their journeys – all women.


  The contents: We’re having a banquet, so come during the St. Alzeuri spring festival.


  Furthermore, he had first learned of the letters when Holo handed them over, already written, saying, “I shall leave the males to you.”


  At the time, he might still have been able to catch up to the traveling merchant she had handed the letters to.


  But had he done that, he would have had to face Holo’s imperious wrath.


  From all his experiences with Holo until now, she always had a reason when she did something like this.


  Furthermore, given her cleverness, it was highly likely she had armed herself with sound, logical arguments with which to display the righteousness of her cause. The point was, at times like these, she was often already beyond the point where she could still be swayed.


  All Lawrence could do was to try and figure out if he had stepped on Holo’s tail at some point, had invited Holo’s displeasure without realizing it, or she simply had a bee in her bonnet.


  Regardless of the outcome of such thoughts, all he could do was pray for the grace of God.


  When one considered that if there were gods here in the mountains that would hear his prayer, there were only those with dignified, large, triangular wolf ears and splendidly furred tails – like Holo.


  But when Wisewolf Holo herself had a bone to pick, she was implacable.


  In the end, what Lawrence could do was very limited. The letter had to have been ghostwritten by a human, and since there were not many people in the area Holo trusted to write a letter for her, all he could do was speak with the one who had.


  Retracing Holo’s steps from when he had received the letter from her, Lawrence walked along the snow-covered path, heading away from the building under construction.


  He had planned to complete all of the roof construction by autumn of that year, thinking he would set up enough interior decoration to make heads spin during winter and begin receiving guests once the snows melted in spring, but everything had fallen behind schedule. There apparently had been a war in the plains to the south, causing many enthusiastic traveling craftsmen to head off for the front. Also, a large trading ship belonging to his lender for the construction funds had run aground, sustaining heavy damage, and heavy snow came earlier than most years, hindering his procurement of supplies.


  The last three years had taught him that he could not expect everything to go smoothly, even here at the far edges of the world of trade.


  Even so, keeping the main building construction on schedule was sometimes thanks to Holo’s power and, beyond that, to the combined aid of everyone whose trust they had gained over the course of their long journey.


  As a rival business was due to open in the summer, he wanted to be first if at all possible.


  That was why he intended to hold a grand opening for his much-yearned-for establishment in the spring.


  The plan had been to hold it a little after the festival of St. Alzeuri.


  Among the acquaintances Lawrence had gained on his journey with Holo were people of status on a completely different scale than his own. Of course, he wanted to invite them all to his grand opening, but he could not very well force them to traverse snow-covered roads, for there would still be snow in the mountains during the festival of St. Alzeuri.


  However, it was precisely the right time to invite those accustomed to snowy roads for a preopening celebration and those he was close to who did not dwell too great a distance away. It was in that sense, too, that Holo was well aware of the situation.


  She was up to something.


  Even if it was a simple prank or joke, the fees for even mere letters were hardly trivial.


  The fee for Eve’s letter was no doubt the highest. She was doing business in the great empire of the south; whatever dangerous bridges had to be crossed to get there, the town councils took care of all the preliminary duties, so the location of even a merchant in elite circles could be ascertained with certainty. Norah seemed to have headed east from Ruvinheigen to work in some town as a pastor; even getting a letter there required a nontrivial amount of money. Even though Diana and Elsa did not live quite that far away, Elsa lived in a small village, so Lawrence had his suspicions a letter would safely arrive there to begin with. In Fran’s last correspondence with Lawrence, Elsa was showing her some things at her monastery, so she might still be in Elsa’s village as well.


  As he thought back, they were all very interesting people, but when he pictured Holo’s letters bringing all of those women to meet in the same church at his very doorstep, Lawrence could not stop his face from going rigid.


  Though his breaths brought in air cold enough that he could feel it in his lungs, the sigh he breathed out between the fingers covering his lips was a hot one.


  “Gracious… What on earth is she thinking…?”


  Even though he had been with her some six years, he still did not understand Holo.


  They had had a big argument just earlier even.


  He was not aware of there being a cause, per se, but he was well aware she was an unreasonable person.


  He had the sense it was something about a tasteless meal.


  He certainly understood that someone with Holo’s personality had to blow off a little steam from time to time while living in this land in the middle of winter.


  And though he thought it was stupid of him, he did consider making up after arguments to be an important thing.


  “Ah, Mr. Lawrence?”


  When Lawrence sighed once more, brushing the snow off his head as he entered the under-construction addition, the young man laying down stone tiles lifted his head. His sudden growth spurt had made him taller than Holo; it felt like he would be taller than Lawrence, too, given another two or three years.


  But as his features had been delicate since long ago, with the length of his hair tied in a tail even now, he looked every bit like a tall young woman. Col, who had been a wandering student when Lawrence had met him, waved Lawrence off with a hand, grabbing a towel and wiping the sweat off his brow.


  “Is it lunchtime already?”


  “No, I wanted to ask you about this.”


  When Lawrence hoisted the letter he had received from Holo as he spoke, Col’s face looked like he had just swallowed a fly. It seemed she really had asked Col to write the letter. There might have been only one or two other people in the entire region who could write in multiple languages with such calligraphy.


  “She pretty much twisted my arm into writing it…”


  “Oh, I’m not criticizing you for that. I’m sure Holo asked you because she thought you’d never refuse.”


  Col’s hands were mismatched with his face, weathered from doing manual labor in summer and winter alike.


  But open at Col’s feet laid manuscripts copied and borrowed from the theologians and high-ranking clergymen who visited this land; Lawrence knew he recited and memorized them as he worked. Lawrence also knew that at night, he chewed on raw onions to fend off sleepiness as he studied.


  After Col had parted ways with Lawrence and Holo, he had spent about two years traveling between churches and abbeys in every land before finally coming to work under Lawrence, but this absolutely did not mean he had given up on his dream from back then of walking the path of the clergyman. Once he learned Lawrence was setting up his own establishment here, he joined right in, saying it would kill two birds with one stone.


  So far, Col’s plans for discourse with intellectuals coming to this town from all over the world, difficult to meet anywhere else, had been a success. Lawrence understood from his own business dealings how Col benefited from forming connections with such esteemed company.


  After all, no matter how busy such people were at home, when they came to this land, they had plenty of time to spare.


  This was a secluded land deep in the mountains, well away from civilization.


  It was said that this place, Nyohhira, was the only place war was unthinkable.


  “More than that, I want to ask you about Holo’s state when she made you write it.”


  “Miss Holo’s…?”


  “Yeah. Was she angry? Did she say anything?”


  Though he was socially embarrassed to ask this of Col, a fine adult but maybe half his own age, this was far from the first time the boy had mediated in an argument between him and Holo.


  Sometimes when Holo was being stubborn, she entrusted words to Col that she could not bring herself to say.


  For that reason, Col should have known something, but this time he made a grave face.


  “That’s…”


  “That’s?”


  “She was smiling.”


  Col said it like it was something he did not want to admit, like having seen a ghost in the mountains.


  “Smiling?”


  “Yes. Er, the addresses for these letters…”


  “Yes. They’re to the women Holo met on our journeys. Of course, you remember Elsa, but I’m sure you remember Eve, too, yes?”


  Col made a rather pained smile as he recalled Eve, who seemed more of a wolf than Holo herself. But there was no ill will present, perhaps because she had treated Col very kindly, in her own way.


  “For her to write those letters and send them against your wishes, I believe you must have done something to anger her, Mr. Lawrence, but…”


  It was something Col had said often over the years.


  Lawrence thought it exceedingly unfortunate that he had no proof to go with anything he might say in his own defense. “Err… but she’s often smiling when she’s really angry.”


  “Is that so? But I had the feeling she was genuinely smiling… I should say buoyant even…”


  “Buoyant, you say?”


  When Lawrence shot him a look of surprise, parroting back the words, Col tucked his chin in like a little girl, making a timid shrug of his shoulders as he nodded.


  
    
  

  “Ah… there’s no mistaking it. She’s angry.” Lawrence put a hand to his forehead and hung his head then and there.


  Where had he gone wrong?


  He always kissed her cheek before rising in the morning and coming to bed at night; he never failed to compliment the fur of her tail when she was grooming. No matter how busy his other work was, he always prepared breakfast and supper at home. This left a mountain of craftsmen guarantees, thank-you letters for future cooperation, informational notes for suppliers and traders, and other secretarial work piling upon the table in his bedroom.


  It should have been enough to make even Holo smile nervously and admit perhaps I am pampered a trifle too much.


  But even so there was friction. There were arguments.


  He could not think of any occasion whatsoever where he had courted such anger she would call over five acquaintances from long before – and all women at that.


  Perhaps she was still angry about that, mused Lawrence as he lifted his head.


  From the start of autumn onward, people came to Nyohhira from all over to spend the long winter partaking of its baths. Many of them were wealthy, giving rise to the necessity of arranging beautiful girls to greet them.


  Several among those girls were known to give Lawrence amorous glances.


  Here in this place away from civilization, customers who came to bathe were veritable fountains of gold for one’s business, and many flocked to the establishments with the prettiest girls. In a normal town, they would not pay the slightest heed to an ordinary merchant such as Lawrence.


  That said, as the bathers were largely raisin-like old men or middle-aged scolds who loved to complain when boiled for too long, perhaps it was not so strange for a man such as Lawrence to enter their sights. They had been chatting, in short, about how many men there were in this place and how they ought to be ranked. Most people who worked here for five years or more had found a pretty girl to marry.


  Certainly, the people who ran the bathhouses and stores all around Nyohhira were aware that Holo was with Lawrence while his establishment was under construction, but Holo had never publicly declared herself and Lawrence to be husband and wife.


  At first she might have found it embarrassing, but this being Holo, a stubborn woman who rarely took back anything once she had said it, she displayed no sign of revisiting the idea even though they had lived here for three years.


  There was no other way for him to interpret her highly literal interpretation of their agreement at Svolnel.


  He had promised to bring Holo to Yoitsu to begin with. In point of fact, that promise remained unfulfilled.


  From Nyohhira, Yoitsu was practically at the tip of her nose, and the distance was one Holo’s paws could cover as if going out for a stroll. Even so, Holo had stubbornly refused to go, becoming angry in earnest whenever the subject was raised. Perhaps she had always meant to use their agreement at Svolnel to not commit to marriage before their previous commitment had been resolved as a shield to fend the subject off.


  Lawrence himself, thinking that Holo had her own reasons, had asked about it, but had not forced the issue.


  But even though they had not exchanged vows in a church, he could put his chest out and say that they were as close as almost any husband and wife in this world. He knew that there were several aspects of Holo that she herself had a poor grasp of. Besides, from time to time she had Lawrence groom her tail, something she would have absolutely never let him do in times past.


  Given that, perhaps it was not entirely surprising that a few women – who had no doubt left plenty of men and their partners in tears long before he had arrived – had flirted with Lawrence half in jest.


  But one can put their soul into anything, in any form. If one raises up the head of a herring in prayer, even in jest, soon enough they will be doing it for real.


  In other words, at first he had simply been ambushed in womanly fashion while minding his own business relaxing at a public bath, but it escalated to home cooking before long, soon followed by the sewing of clothes for him.


  His multiple refusals had not discouraged the women whatsoever, nor could he completely ignore them; furthermore, when Lawrence showed them even the slightest bit of admiration, they were so happy that they sparkled like jewels, making his heart hurt.


  Holo angered easily, after all. And none had intervened in favor of the awkward newcomer no matter how much it put Lawrence in a bind.


  On the road, everyone was a spectator.


  In the end, it was the wordless tears welling in the back of Holo’s throat at night that hardened his resolve to settle the matter.


  After strenuously explaining to one after another that there would be no bride for him save Holo, he was finally able to get them to relent.


  It was the same explanation he had given to everyone, but when he returned from convincing them, Holo, eyes red and tail bottlebrush puffed, grabbed Lawrence and sniffed the scents all over him.


  From time to time, Holo stopped moving, and sensing why, Lawrence resigned himself to being snapped at, but in the end, Holo said nothing.


  Instead, she did not speak to him for about an entire week.


  After a week, when she finally did speak, the first thing out of her mouth was indeed, “Fool.”


  Incidentally, the women that had wooed Lawrence could still boast great popularity as musicians at baths all over Nyohhira. The one felicity was that word spread that Lawrence was a sincerely loyal man; thanks to that, the people of Nyohhira came to trust him a good deal more.


  In the time since, it felt like Holo, too, had put her various feelings about the matter behind her.


  Lawrence, still in the frigid living room of the addition under construction, hung his head deeply and sighed. As his feelings and Holo herself passed by one another, he thought back to that inn at Svolnel five years before.


  Holo had been beautiful, the moonlight shining on her face like a white bridal veil.


  He had thought everything after that would be happily ever after, but the extent of his worries had not changed. Indeed, it had only grown.


  Lawrence sighed once more, suddenly realizing that Col was standing beside him, watching with a look of concern.


  “This is coming along quite well, though.”


  “Ah yes. One more pass by the craftsmen, and it’ll be perfect. There are a few things I hope to iron out before they come, though.”


  “That’s a big help. You’re very precise, too. Bit of a waste for the splitting image of a budding theologian.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Col laughed lightly. When Col had free time, he spoke to all sorts of people, learning about the local flavor and the various visitors who came to bathe. He did not mind if he was not speaking to theologians, but to craftsmen or mercenaries instead.


  These days, it was no rare thing for a former craftsman to become a great scholar.


  What mattered was if one had the will to learn and earned enough money to cover daily expenses. One did not have to be an aristocrat to study.


  “I think architecture and theology are very similar. Each requires a blueprint, raw materials, and a logical way of putting it all together.”


  “And neither can be built in a day?”


  “Quite so.” Col made a wry smile.


  In Lawrence’s case, he had attained everything for setting up his establishment by spending two years negotiating with trusted comrades along his trading route and wrapping up various endeavors, spending another year traveling to many lands with Holo with an eye on where to set up shop, and another two years to construct it once he had decided this was where it would be.


  And his work was far from done.


  The addition had been expected to include individual rooms for the private use of affluent guests and a guest hall enabling them to have pleasant conversations without needing to worry about other boisterous guests. Here, where Col was working up a sweat laying down stone tiles, was the very place the guest hall would be.


  Stone-laid aqueducts passed under the floor’s surface, bringing the warmth of the hot spring water in.


  Col was not sweating just because it was manual labor; the floor really was rather warm.


  “Well, you can leave it like this for now and take a bath before dinner.”


  “Understood.” As Col made his reply, his gaze shifted to the letter Lawrence was holding in his hand. “Er… Ought I not to have written that?”


  He was very bright but also honest. Perhaps that was why even august, bearded bishops and scholars found themselves bound by Col’s enthusiasm and zeal.


  Natural talent had something to do with it, too, but even Col always faced temptation. Yet in the face of that, it was his own hard work that had brought him to this point, and he had never strayed from his path.


  “It’s quite all right. Though there were a few places where turns of phrases were used improperly.”


  “Er–”


  “I’ll correct them in a note later.”


  “Please!”


  Lawrence nodded and put the addition behind him.


  Lawrence was well aware that if he had anything to teach Col, he needed to do it while he still could.


  Even if his business went well, he could foresee the day when he would become another old man in Nyohhira, ignorant of the wider world, being unable to imagine ever leaving his business behind. The course of human life was as natural and obvious as the sun rising in the east and setting in the west. There were many more odious and reckless jobs. Had things gone differently, he might have rowed his way into the ocean of large-scale trade.


  He would no doubt have made the same choice one woman in the letter, Eve, had made to go south.


  Going with Eve, profiting from one dangerous deal after another, would no doubt have been an adventure worthy of the heroes in the bards’ tales.


  In fact, Eve no doubt possessed enough financial power to employ a biographer to chronicle the latter half of her life, a life that in the years to come would surely leave behind a name as weighty as a thick tax ledger.


  Failing that, he could also have chosen to accept the invitation to go to the Debau Company back at Svolnel, where he and Holo had first sworn to live their lives together. In the end, the exiled Hilde and his former employer Debau both returned to their seats of power; like a king and his chancellor, they were managing the company to that day.


  Of late, though they were still not equal to the Ruvik Alliance, the greatest financial alliance in the whole of the world, their momentum was such that it seemed only a matter of time until the gold and silver coins bearing the mark of the sun truly did circulate throughout the entirety of the northlands.


  Even now, when he thought about how he himself had fought to protect the symbol of that great currency, his excitement was such that his heart beat faster and sweat ran down to his heels.


  It was not that he thought to avoid adventure. It was simply that what he carried in his arms was a weighty thing.


  If one is going to go on an adventure, they need to lighten their load, and Lawrence had resolved not to cast anything aside.


  As he thought about such things, Lawrence put the letter into his pocket and opened the door to the main building.


  Upon doing so, the sweet fragrance of soup made with well-boiled milk wafted by.


  “It will be a little longer, so wait just a moment, would you?”


  When he went into the living room with the fireplace, Holo spoke while peeling the shells off roasted chestnuts.


  She had not changed much since he had met her, but he felt like she had grown ever so slightly taller and seemed to be getting a bit rounder.


  Or perhaps it was simply an optical illusion, with Holo growing larger only in his own heart.


  “You say it as if you’re the one cooking it,” Lawrence said in exasperation, and Holo chuckled.


  Her mood seemed good for the moment.


  Standing in the kitchen was the woman who handled most of the housework and who was expected to work in the galley, too, once the place was up and running. Hilde had introduced her to them; her name was Hanna, but she probably was not human. Neither Holo nor the lady concerned had filled him in, but since it seemed that the two women got along better with a shared secret, he let the matter be.


  Besides, a place with many travelers and vagabonds like Nyohhira was no place to pry too far into someone’s past.


  When considering numerous places for where to set up his establishment, he chose Nyohhira partly because it was close to Yoitsu, but he also took that local flavor into account. The sheep incarnate Jung, who had been dealing in paintings for a long time, was of course coming under suspicion by the townspeople because he did not age; by now he had probably gone “missing” while traveling to purchase paintings he had had his eye on. And once the ruckus died down some, he would return as someone with a “close resemblance.”


  Here, such methods were easy to pull off; and with similar beings close at hand, Holo would be less lonely for it, even if Lawrence should perish.


  Besides, the woman Hilde had introduced as Hanna was a very skilled cook; she also had a keen eye, able to spot edible plants and herbs even on a snowy peak. She seemed more familiar with human society than Holo, so from time to time, she taught Holo sewing, embroidery, and so forth.


  But for the time being at least, Holo did not tailor hats or gloves for him like loving wives did for their husbands all over the world. Holo probably enjoyed the sight of him wondering just what in the world she was working on.


  “But what are you doing roasting chestnuts like this? Spring’s a little ways off yet.”


  “I’m getting sick of salted meat and fish every day.”


  “The first year here, you kept saying how salty things were so tasty…”


  Holo ate one of the chestnuts she had peeled as she gave him a dour glare. “Too much of a good thing.”


  “You should just ask Col to hunt something, then. Apparently he can use a bow now. Seems he took down a deer for Old Man Roz not long ago. If you boil the liver, I hear it’s delicious with ale chilled in the snow.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo furrowed her brow and drew in her chin. She did not seem very fond of the idea.


  It seemed that spending all day at home and eating salted meat and fish every day could put even Holo’s body under the weather.


  “I have not had any appetite for that of late.”


  “So roasted chestnuts?”


  “They’re good when dipped in currant honey, but someone does not seem to buy very much.”


  “I’m already under a mountain of debt. Once we’re making money I’ll buy as much as you like.”


  Holo seemed displeased as she sighed through her nose and made a soft chestnut shell dance on top of the table.


  “But…”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo, deftly cutting into and peeling away a hard shell with a knife, raised her face, glancing at him.


  He’d thought to himself many times, I’ll never get tired of looking at that face, and it was truly so.


  Looking back at Holo’s red-tinged amber eyes, Lawrence closed his eyelids once, averting his eyes as he spoke. “… Since you’re not feeling well, we need to think a little about what goes on the menu.”


  As the hard shell split with an audible snap and the contents fell onto the table, Holo made a bitter smile as she peeled the soft shell off.


  “The food you make when I’m ill is only ever distasteful.”


  “But it works, doesn’t it?”


  “It makes a person think that eating it cannot be borne forever. In that sense, it works very well.” She tossed yet another shelled chestnut into a basket.


  As Holo always spoke in this fashion, Lawrence let it roll off and went toward the bedroom. It was not him, but Holo, who finished the thought.


  “But if not for that, one would want to be a patient forever.”


  Her head was tilted slightly with upturned eyes. When Holo was in ill health, Lawrence would pour all his body and spirit into nursing her. Part of him wanted to nurse Holo because it was the only time she would meekly go along with being pampered.


  During the lonely autumn season wedged between the twilight of summer and the start of winter, sometimes Holo clearly faked being ill.


  At such times, he would pretend not to notice and nurse her anyway.


  It was easy to tell when she was faking being ill, because she would invariably say “thank you” at the end.


  “Shall I merely nurse you, then?”


  When Lawrence asked, Holo chuckled without replying and returned to peeling chestnut shells. “Thank you,” she finally said to Lawrence’s back as he left the sitting room.


  In the end, several days passed without him being able to ask and confirm the true purpose behind Holo’s letter.


  He had thought of holding a banquet for those they were close to in advance of the grand opening for some time, after all; questioning Holo for the need for one would have made strange conversation.


  Besides, if he asked, she would turn to him with the same smiling face as always and say, “True purpose? It’s to call friends of ours over, is it not?” Once she did, he would be unable to say anything back.


  That day, the people who operated bathhouses and stores in the Nyohhira area were holding a council to set common prices for fuel, mainly kindling, yet Lawrence had not been able to pull his mind away from the matter.


  But as a newcomer who had not even opened his establishment yet, it was a conversation he could not miss.


  Thanks to the suspension of large expeditions here in the north in recent years, the price of fuel had fallen, but this winter’s snows had come unexpectedly early, and heavily, too, which had led to a few quarrels.


  The land known as Nyohhira constituted a central town through which passed a road many travelers made use of, along with tiny nearby hamlets in the surrounding mountains, which were linked by narrow roads.


  The central town contained public paths used by travelers and the less affluent seasonal guests. All those with an abundance of time and money stayed at a specific inn, and each of those inns managed its own bath.


  The richer the person, the farther from civilization he wanted to bathe. The owners of bathhouses frequented by archbishops and nobility always stressed that they were late for councils because their bathhouses were in such remote locations.


  The owner of one such establishment glanced at Lawrence out of the blue and waved at hand.


  “Concerning the rationing of kindling, Mr. Lawrence, don’t you have too much as it is? You’ve been buying lumber from me since autumn rolled around.”


  The eyes of all those at the long table fell upon Lawrence.


  In Nyohhira, anyone who discovered a hot spring essentially had the right to open a business there, so those who had done so were crafty and willing to accept risk.


  The glares from a group of such men had quite a bit of force to them.


  But none of them were as imposing as the least of the Myuri mercenaries, let alone Eve. They did not hold a candle to Holo on a rampage in wolf form. These business owners had a bone to pick with Lawrence because he, having already discovered a hot spring in a remote area where finding one was said to not be possible, made them nervous.


  This had been a recurring scene since he had begun constructing his establishment, so Lawrence was quite calm as he replied, “Are you saying I should turn the lumber I bought for construction into kindling? If I was making as much as Master Morris, I might be able to do that, but…”


  As Lawrence spoke, a number of people traded smiles and whispered among one another.


  At the beginning of autumn, Morris’s bathhouse had suffered a fire, the thing one had to avoid most here in the mountains.


  Fortunately, at the time the fire was quickly extinguished, but Lawrence’s words made the face of Morris, standing right before him, turn as bright as any flame. And just as he seemed about to say something, anything, so long as it was shouted, the chairman of the council interrupted.


  “The amount of lumber Mr. Lawrence purchased was approved by this council. Following precedent, the rationing of kindling is an unrelated matter. Any questions?”


  The chairman was not the only one fed up with Morris’s stubbornness. There were a number of people cool to Lawrence because they preferred to have less competition, but Morris’s unsightly ways had largely swung the group to Lawrence’s favor.


  This was also a result of Morris’s attitude that only a man of high status could get customers.


  That being the case, it was best to get under his skin just a little.


  The secret to group relations was if one gave in at the start, they yielded for all time. A display of humility was more than enough for people to look down upon you. This was something Holo’s acerbic tongue had taught him well.


  “Then, I think we should agree to ration kindling in proportion to the rise of its purchasing cost.”


  At this time of year, with winter soon to end, with old guests about to leave and few new guests in the offing, it was just the right time for these people to drink some wine and have a relaxing nap as soon as the council concluded.


  Nearly all the members raised their right hands in agreement with the chairman; even the ever-complaining Morris reluctantly raised his right hand in the end,


  “Very well. The council is adjourned,”


  The chairman wrapped things up, and everyone rose from their seats and left the room.


  Morris seemed to be aware of the glares in his direction, but Lawrence was entirely unconcerned.


  Rather, he realized that he must pose a proportionally dire threat to the man’s bottom line.


  At that moment, Lawrence’s establishment was in the running for the first- or second-most remote location in all Nyohhira. Furthermore, he had located a hot spring inside a cave, the sort popular with bathers above all others. Together with Col giving high-ranking clergymen and intellectuals such a warm welcome, the opening of his establishment was seen as a certain success. Lawrence himself thought as much.


  If Morris’s position had grown so weak, Lawrence wondered if he ought to borrow more money and buy the man’s establishment outright.


  As Lawrence entertained the thought while walking near the public square, he was suddenly struck by a snowball.


  Standing in front of the Rogers Company building, founded by expatriates from the Kingdom of Winfiel across the far-off ocean, was not a child playing a prank, but Holo.


  “You must be thinking something bad. I can tell from your face.” She smirked at him as she sat on a wooden fence. The business owners just leaving the public assembly stared at Holo; it was rare for her to come down to town like this.


  “You do understand that I’m not going to go out on a journey while I’m building something like that, don’t you?”


  There were times when Holo turned to the horse that Lawrence had traveled with during his days as a traveling merchant, strictly commanding that should Lawrence look about to set off on a journey, it must utterly refuse to cooperate.


  Lawrence thought she probably allowed him to see her doing it on purpose, but he did not really think it was a joke. After all, ever since, he had been unable to mount it, even just to move it a short distance.


  “Journeys are not the only adventures.” As Holo spoke, she swayed her body within the extravagant pelt coat, heavily decorated with fur at the edges; the Debau Company had sent it when they learned this was where he would set up his business.


  Goodness, Lawrence thought to himself, but it was true that buying Morris out would create no small disturbance. “You’re in no mood for an adventure?”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo casually let out a white breath, making a smile rich in meaning. “Let us just say my hands are full at the moment.”


  Lawrence sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and took Holo’s hand.


  He had had no idea what Holo had gone outside for without gloves on, but it seemed to be so that she could thrust her hand into Lawrence’s glove.


  It was, of course, rather odd for there to be two hands in one glove.


  “People will laugh when they see.”


  “Let them laugh. It only means they are jealous.”


  Holo spoke casually as she marched over the snow. She thrust her remaining hand into her coat, looking like the perfect maiden.


  “What did you come all the way down here for, though? I said I’d be back early today, didn’t I?”


  There were times when her nose twitching was an indicator she was about to start crying.


  Today, though, she seemed to be just sniffing the springs out for the moment. Lawrence could not tell whatsoever, but apparently hot baths had subtle differences in smell depending on the place.


  Since she could also tell the size and temperature of the spring, a severe problem for many – unearthing a new hot spring in the area for setting up an establishment – was no more difficult for her than twisting a baby’s arm.


  Searching at night a bit in her wolf form, it had taken her but two days to find one.


  Lawrence’s only expenses were honey-preserved fruit and occasionally lending out the spring to the deer and bears whose territory encompassed this area.


  It was not difficult work, for though the hot spring was in a cave, Holo’s ears, able to discern even the purity of a silver coin, searched for sounds of water, and she was easily able to remove boulders that seemed unmovable by human means.


  There were old stories that if one trapped a fairy in a bottle and fed it a sweet, it would lead a person all the way to a vein of gold. This was not far from that, though unlike the stories, if one opened the lid of this bottle, the fairy would not run off.


  As the two walked through Nyohhira’s central town without a word between them, Lawrence stole glances at the side of Holo’s face, as if confirming his good fortune.


  “Hanna went to pluck some herbs.” Holo looked in another direction as she spoke.


  Her gaze led to a public bath where mercenaries, travelers, and hunters from nearby, who had come in to sell the meat and pelts from the game they had felled, were drinking and relaxing together. There was also sunny music being played as an apparent competition unfolded, with men, still buck naked from their time in the bath, boasting to one another about their scars.


  As Holo was staring at them with very little restraint, several men raised both hands and cried out something or other to her as they noticed.


  Holo, quite fond of pranks, turned her face away like a bashful maiden, chuckling as she listened to the men’s boisterous cheer.


  “So?”


  When Lawrence made an exasperated laugh and prompted her, Holo turned back to the men once more and made a small wave of her hand. “Aye. After you left, someone called for the lad and he went out, too.”


  “So you got lonely?”


  Even though she was stubborn in odd places, she was oddly pleased as he posed his question.


  As if no longer paying one shred of attention to the noisy men of the bathhouse, she clung to Lawrence’s arm and swayed her tail about. “I procured wine as well.”


  The way she said it was rich with meaning, but as Lawrence looked down at Holo, he sighed again. Lately he felt like he was getting older; no doubt that was because the number of his sighs had increased.


  “No doubt that’s what you were really after.”


  “Heh-heh.” Holo curled her lips as she smiled.


  As Lawrence lightly looked around the area, he embraced Holo tightly, as if her feet were floating up to the heavens, and walked forward once more.


  Afterward, he sent for a sleigh to take them out of town, and they returned home together.


  It went without her saying – of course she had procured wine.


  As Lawrence peeked into the kitchen, there was already a platter of pork sausages and cured meat.


  As Hanna was a very frugal person who would have never dreamt of such things. Holo had no doubt twisted her arm into making it.


  “Honestly…” As he ate one slice of the thickly sliced pork sausage, Lawrence took a plate out of a nearby cabinet and put sweet, dried fruit on it, carrying it along with pitchers for both wine and mead.


  Once it felt like he had enjoyed alcohol in proportion to its volume, but he had taken a liking to sweet things like mead of late. Sweet alcohol was not something a person gulped down in order to get drunk. He was glad it meant one needed fewer snacks.


  But perhaps because he had let his guard down like that, his girth had grown larger of late, which Holo had pointed out to him. Though that put him one step closer to being a portly town shopkeeper, he had to smile wryly at how his journeys were finally over.


  “Huh?” As Lawrence left the building and headed out down the road, there was a large brown bear sitting there. It had a scar on its right shoulder inflicted by a hunter; it seemed to specialize in finding bee hives. This year it had apparently failed to hibernate and appeared at the hot springs here and there. Its fur was all drenched, steam rising from it, as if it had emerged from a hot spring just a moment before.


  “Did Holo chase you off?”


  As Lawrence asked, it regarded him out of the corner of its eye, slumping down at a bend in the road.


  Though he had at first been fearful, now that he knew he could speak to it through Holo, it differed little from a mercenary of few words.


  Handing off two slices of sausage as he passed by, he arrived at the bath.


  “Hmm…”


  Holo, in her giant wolf form, was sprawled over the little island in the center of the large bath. Holo only allowed other beasts to share the same bath when she was in a foul mood – put another way, only when Lawrence was not there to join her.


  When she evicted all interlopers and sprawled herself over the island like a king holding court, it was proof she was in a rather good mood indeed.


  When she wanted to be alone or was sulking and so forth, she would go to a corner of the bath in human form, offering little clue as to where she was. The point being, she wanted more attention, she wanted the company – or the like. Even with Lawrence’s arrival, Holo did not open her eyes; only her large, well-steamed tail moved, swaying around in the bath.


  Even without guests, they had to ensure that the baths were not leaking or otherwise in poor shape, so they had been using the baths practically every day this winter. Holo was overjoyed to immerse herself day after day, but she had become quite sick of bathing by herself. Col might have entered alone more than she had; often whatever what was on one’s mind came to a boil when in a bath.


  Once Lawrence set the food and drink down in the usual spot, he took a good look around the bath.


  Since a variety of beasts often bathed here – a sight that would shock or enliven the hearts of hunters if they could only see it – it was possible something might be damaged. As he had made a point of strictly telling Holo to fix anything that might be broken, he had seen bears, deer, and rabbits fixing the stone arrangement more than once.


  It was something right out of a fairy tale, he thought, drifting off as he recalled the scenes.


  At any rate, there were no problems at the moment. The ducts that led to the bath were the same as always. Leave it to Holo to use her nose to find a bath by means literally beyond human facility. Though the elevation was higher than that of other bathhouses, the water volume and temperature were first-rate.


  “It’s not too hot?”


  Even though Lawrence asked in a loud voice, Holo’s tail merely continued to sway back and forth at the same speed. Meaning, it was fine.


  From there, Lawrence inspected the ducts drawing in drinking water all around the area. It was believed that drinking hot spring water so rich in minerals that one could feel them on their teeth worked against all illnesses. Lawrence had found the claim highly dubious since being stricken by diarrhea the first day he had drank the water, but as the water tester he had to put up with it.


  But today, too, the rough matting laid around to keep refuse from getting into the bath was in bad shape. The hot spring minerals stuck to it, plugging the gaps. Col had pondered the matter as well, but there was not any good solution to it. As other bathhouses used manpower to bring potable water in, he wanted to stand out somehow with a water fountain or something like that.


  For the time being, I’ll have to skip bathing and clean all this, he thought, making another sigh as he rose up. “I’ll have to give it a sweep.”


  As he looked up at the sky, judging from the very hazy color, a change in wind direction would no doubt bring considerable snowfall. While falling snow getting into the bath was not a bad thing, being cold on the way back up to the main building was an inconvenience.


  He racked his mind trying to think of a way to improve things, but no good plan came to mind.


  As he did so, Holo, on the small island, raised her head and spoke. “Your head fills itself with bad thoughts.”


  “You want to eat honey-preserved currants, right? I need to make some money, then.”


  “I can get both honey and currants with my own paws.”


  “Not that you’ve ever done it. Why not learn from Miss Hanna?”


  Instead of rebutting, Holo bared her fangs at him in a wordless laugh, making a large splash with her tail that made the bathwater churn.


  “There are things one cannot grasp no matter how hard one tries.”


  Then she rose up, making a growl as she stretched her back.


  “For example?”


  “For example?” Holo parroted back before making a great sway of her head to the side, plunging into the bath.


  She immersed herself without restraint, her entire body diving into the hot water.


  As the depth was, of course, not very great, the face that popped out was that of a person.


  “For example, a rainbow.” She’d probably heard the words from some poet. There were many of such people in Nyohhira.


  “Would you stop diving in like that? You’ll mess up the stone arrangement.”


  “If they come apart that easily, arrange them more solidly next time.”


  On their journeys, whenever they found a spring during the summertime; Holo would adopt wolf form and plunge in. It was only since coming to Nyohhira that he learned Holo had done her share of swimming before, but not in human form.


  Just then, too, Holo swam earnestly for a while, eventually giving that up and walking as far as the edge.


  “Like certain friends of ours.” Immersed in hot water up to her hips, Holo raised her drenched hair up, speaking as she gave him a defiant smile.


  “Fool.” As Lawrence mimicked Holo’s manner of speech, Holo made a small chuckle as she smiled, then made a small sneeze. “Soak yourself to the shoulders already. Wine for you?”


  “Aye.”


  Hearing her reply, he took hold of the cord around the neck of the pitcher when she said, “On second thought, I shall have mead, the same as you.”


  She really did seem to be in a good mood.


  As Lawrence moved to pour the drink into a pair of wooden cups, Holo checked him with a hand. One cup was fine, in other words.


  “After all, that drink could be even sweeter.”


  So Holo spoke while having a sip. That mead was sweet enough that serious connoisseurs would even say it did not count as proper alcohol. Amazed, Lawrence stripped off his clothes and immersed himself in the hot water, accepting the cup from her.


  “You’re too extreme in your tastes.”


  “Ohh? But if it wasn’t for this, I could hardly spend time with a fool like you.”


  As he heard the words, he raised his face to the sky as he handed the cup back. “Goodness… but, I have to do something about these cups…”


  “Mm?”


  “The cups. Wooden cups are convenient, but…”


  “They’re not good enough?”


  “They’re cheap, no two ways about it. Silver cups are the top class, but…”


  At the Morris bathhouse, which received numerous top-class guests, the owner made a great show of using actual silver utensils. If Lawrence tried to use silver utensils in a place like this, they would turn black in an instant. He would need to soak them in oil when not in use and kill himself polishing them before and after each use.


  Though steel, tin, and bronze did not require so much labor, they all came off as cheap. Brass was an option, but it was difficult to obtain.


  That left rustic earthenware and uncracked, cheap wooden utensils as the only candidates.


  “I would think it of little import to one who cares only about what’s inside, like you do.”


  As Holo took the cup back once more, she drank as she spun Lawrence’s words into yarn.


  “Well, that’s why you picked me, isn’t it?”


  “… Ha!”


  Holo snorted a blunt laugh as she brought a slice of pork sausage to her lips.


  “Well, ’tis pointless just thinking about it, I think.”


  “Ah?”


  “Are the guests you invite here really so meager as to pay attention only to material things?”


  A smile that somehow smelled of victory came over Holo as she gazed squarely at Lawrence.


  Those were the eyes of a young man about to set out on an adventure. Such eyes did not doubt their own judgment whatsoever, full of faith that the future waiting for them held only radiance.


  Holo came to Lawrence’s side.


  If that was so, those eyes were looking at the future Lawrence should be seeing.


  “I suppose not,” Lawrence said with a plain, self-derisive smile.


  “Besides, I think ’tis meals that are more important. That fellow who you get along with poorly, what’s his name…”


  “Morris?”


  “Aye. That’s the one. The meals you get there are, ah, second-rate.”


  Sometimes Holo knew things that really made him wonder how she knew them.


  Had someone invited her there and shared a meal with her…?


  “I know because I heard from the birds and foxes that fish through their trash. Right now, the best is the one under the sign with the two oaks.”


  “Jeck’s place, eh…? That place is certainly thriving, though its facilities are fairly poor…”


  “I think the meals are the secret.”


  Since they were all places where everyone stripped bare, bathhouses were more secretive than other establishments in town. While Lawrence’s thoughts crept along in his own fashion, Holo’s presence was strongly felt as his right-hand man, so to speak. One might think this was to be expected of one who was sometimes – though largely against her wishes – called a god.


  
    
  

  “So then, you.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Could you not arrange a great and fine banquet for the saint’s festival?”


  Holo wrapped both arms around Lawrence’s neck and grinned as she spoke. Perhaps it was the minerals of the hot spring at work, but the sensation he felt when they touched each other, naked like this, never failed to startle him.


  The hot spring flush on Holo’s cheeks was all the more conspicuous against her white skin.


  “A-aye…”


  But at this stage, it was not Holo’s provocative behavior that made Lawrence stammer.


  “Why so hesitant? Anyway, you had better prepare things properly. It has to be magnificent. You understand, do you not?”


  Without taking much effort to stretch her neck, Holo was right at the range where her fangs could reach Lawrence’s throat at any moment. As Holo started at him, making a hmm sound all the while, Lawrence came to feel rather nervous.


  He had never imagined Holo would be the one to bring up that subject – calling over five old female acquaintances and arbitrarily deciding they would hold a banquet.


  As Lawrence’s vision swam, with a splash, Holo snuggled all against Lawrence’s body.


  Lawrence did not even have time to think, Oh no, when Holo spoke.


  “In these matters, first impressions are very important. If you surprise them at the start, the fish tales later will be even bigger. I’ve used this technique for a very long time. Once you overwhelm your opponent, they’ll rarely defy you even if you let up later, you see.”


  Even though she had the body of a maiden, this was hardly the first time she spoke with overinflated pride.


  Besides, at the very least, it was fair to say that Lawrence occupying the position in Nyohhira that he now did was largely due to Holo’s suggestions. Given that, he should have just quietly enjoyed himself, but the issue kept tugging at Lawrence’s mind regardless.


  Namely, what was Holo really after with this banquet?


  “Now hold on, Holo.”


  “Mm?”


  Even as he thought asking might be lifting the lid of a cauldron full of hellish things, he had to ask. There was no way she had a normal, lucid reason behind this.


  If she was angry, she should have just said so. Being surrounded by wolves on the open plain was far preferable to hearing rustle after rustle from the shadows of trees in a dark forest


  Lawrence swallowed down.


  And the very moment he said, “Now, Holo…” to as certain her true intentions…


  “What do you suppose you’re doing!?” As Holo suddenly made an angry shout, he heard cries of birds and sounds of beasts running away the next moment.


  When Lawrence looked, he saw a bird taking flight and the tail of a fox vanishing in a grove of trees, both having tried to take a bite of their snacks.


  She was magnificently adult when she was chasing off beasts. No matter how much she might deny it, she behaved very much like one accustomed to standing above commoners.


  Actually, Lawrence, too, found himself under her rump, her tail spread all over him.


  “Goodness…” As Holo sighed, her face went back to her usual good mood in no time at all. “I must be strict in telling my guests not to misbehave. The damage would not be trivial, would it?”


  It was just as she said. As it was humans that had forced their way into the mountains to live there, they of course came under attack by those who had dwelled in the forests and mountains for far longer. Were it not for Holo, he would have to hire people at considerable expense just to drive away beasts.


  “Indeed. Ah, now then, you…”


  “Hm?”


  “What was it? Weren’t you going to ask me something?”


  Holo looked down at Lawrence with a smiling face as she asked.


  But at this stage, Lawrence had no courage left in him to wave about.


  “No, it’s nothing…”


  “Mm? Well, that’s how it is. ’Twill be fun, will it not?” Immersing herself up to the shoulders, Holo snuggled against him as she spoke.


  Those words – “’Twill be fun…?” – seemed entirely too meaningful. Lawrence soaked himself to his lips, making bubbling sounds as he closed his eyes.


  Having been told to take care of the men, he had written letters of invitation to those who had attended the opening of his business and, separately, those he was friends with. Having said that, he had no acquaintances from long before anywhere in Nyohhira; there were not many people who he socialized with outside of business.


  Holo had sent a letter to Eve without a shred of restraint, but if all those women did come, he had to gather a certain number of men to keep up appearances.


  At any rate, Lawrence wrote to all the people he could think of.


  Hilde of the Debau Company, Le Roi the book merchant, the Myuri Mercenary Company led by Luward, Hugues the art dealer, Kieman of the Rowan Trade Guild, Huskins the shepherd, and – though it was a reach – he thought of Mark, who had opened a shop in the same town Diana lived in. While writing to Amati, Lawrence could not help his hand stopping. Among all those who had been taken in by Holo’s beauty and charm, no others had the stature to plainly convey those feelings to Holo. By that measure, he had been Lawrence’s greatest rival during their journey.


  Lawrence made a prayer to God and struck the name from his list.


  Stretching his mind to the limits, there was Jakob, the guild hall master of Ruvinheigen; and the money changer Weiz near the village he had first met Holo; and Marlheit, who had taken care of him during the time he seized back Holo following her abduction.


  But none of them struck him as people he could call for whatever this event was, and more of them were of the sort he would be inclined to invite to a proper shop-opening banquet.


  “Still…”


  With that, Lawrence, in front of his bedroom desk, made a light sigh as he looked over the tablet he had written the names on.


  Merely remembering their names showed just how many people he had become involved with.


  Furthermore, at each and every one of their towns that he had visited were incidents that became crucial turning points for the course of his life. If a single one of them had been absent from those places, events would surely not have unfolded as they had. Each had played a decisive, irreplaceable role in Lawrence and Holo having slipped out of those predicaments.


  From time to time, he had labored under the illusion that he traveled under his own power, or his and that of Holo. However, looking at what he had written, he viscerally realized he had traversed a frighteningly narrow tightrope on the way to becoming the man he now was.


  Lawrence prayed once more before the stone tablet, willing his thanks to God that he had met all of them.


  And bit by bit, Lawrence’s face changed into something pained.


  When he opened his eyes, there before him were the names of the people important to him.


  “Now, who to invite, huh…?”


  There were many who would no doubt gladly respond to an invitation, but they had everyday lives of their own. Furthermore, Nyohhira was practically at the edge of the known world.


  Even the fees for the letters alone were practical concerns that could not be scoffed at. There was nothing guaranteeing people happily setting off on a journey in response would not become wrapped up in some accident or incident along the way.


  That said, there might well be people he was on good terms with who would hold a grudge later if he did not invite them.


  In this world, only rumors traveled thousands of miles. When people opened up an establishment, they seemed to invite only their inner circle of friends to the opening banquets. People would ask, “Weren’t you invited?” And so forth.


  It was a depressing thought.


  “If only Holo just went and picked them all up…”


  Lawrence muttered to himself as he anguished in front of the tablet.


  In the end, after agonizing for two nights straight, he sent a bundle of letters to those who could take three months from their work without particular harm; those who would be enraged at not being invited even should they befall disaster en route; and those, like Huskins and Marlheit, who would surely reply that they would come no matter what.


  From there, Lawrence switched from matters of the head to those of the stomach. He did not think Eve would really come, but since Lawrence had invited people, too, he had to put on a banquet to make their head spin, just as Holo had urged.


  Fortunately, he had funds he could call on.


  His journey with Holo had truly had many ups and downs. It was oddly linked to people that lived in this world that Lawrence would prefer never having to meet again for the rest of his life. A major slave trader had, like a Grim Reaper, told Lawrence to invite him to celebrate the opening of his new establishment. Furthermore, he had said he would be happy to lend Lawrence money anytime he might be in distress. Even in Nyohhira, a place of many people with checkered pasts, there surely were not many people who would accept a letter from that source.


  At the Debau Company, not only Hilde, but also Debau himself had met him a number of times to thank him.


  They had told him that they would take care of him anytime he wanted to open an establishment, lending as much as he might need. He was truly grateful, but he simply could not leave everything to the Debau Company; he politely declined and borrowed funds from the Rowen Trade Guild via Huskins the great ram. Though Kieman’s personal company trading ship had been shipwrecked, making Lawrence think he might bow his head before even the Debau Company to hide his embarrassment, he somehow came through. He apparently viewed owing a favor to the irresistible force that was the Debau Company as a last resort.


  Besides, Lawrence himself had assets accumulated in the course of his travels and business dealings.


  He was mindful that his coin purse was not as full as it might have been in the past.


  As most of it was borrowed money, it did not even seem real.


  Under such circumstances, even if the money weighed upon him a bit, he did not really need to be stingy; in particular, since people naturally flocked to the baths for long periods in anticipation of the festival.


  Just as Holo had said, if he drew people to the merits of his establishment here, some among the bathers would surely consider his bathhouse the next time they visited.


  That was why he had ordered first-rate food and drink, but unfortunately Lawrence possessed little passion for dining himself. No matter how well-informed he was about the price of food, he was ill versed in whether a dish was good or not.


  “That being the case, if there’s something you want to eat, please say it.”


  So Lawrence went to Holo to inquire after jotting down basic banquet dishes.


  Today, too, she and Hanna were cracking and eating walnuts they had gotten from God only knew where.


  “Anything is fine.”


  She had a serious look in her eyes he had not seen in several days.


  In response to Holo’s words, Lawrence hardened his resolve and nodded.


  “Truly?”


  Hanna shifted her gaze to him as he prompted for confirmation. She always said, “It’s better to be very certain before you leap.”


  Usually she was standing in the kitchen; sometimes she ate with Holo, sometimes she was absent, always striving to be frugal – that was Hanna for you. No matter what kind of remote place she was in, Holo always seemed to know how to get good food to eat.


  Furthermore, Holo’s knowledge of food had prospered ridiculously well while traveling with Lawrence.


  It was his own fault Holo was able to cajole him into loosening his purse strings, but Lawrence made a single deep breath, nodding.


  “Right. Could you write what you want on this?”


  And Lawrence brought forth not a tablet, but paper.


  If she was to write down the likes of honey-pickled peaches on this, she would have to take back the earlier words she had so carelessly tossed out.


  Showing that she would do nothing so underhanded would be, for her, a profound display of resolve.


  As if noticing that very thing, Holo looked at the paper and pen Lawrence offered her. She looked up at Lawrence himself with what felt like a bit of a strained smile.


  “I am not so much of a fool as that.”


  Holo spoke as she took the pen and paper from Lawrence’s hand.


  “After all, if you bite down on your prey till it perishes, you cannot play with it later.”


  Though that made her a cat toying with a mouse, speaking the joke surely meant she would grant him mercy.


  Lawrence was optimistic, but Hanna made a sigh as she spoke.


  “Will you still be able to pay my salary, I wonder?”


  Her line came as Holo held the paper before her, her tail merrily swishing around.


  Though Lawrence thought inside his head that he would regret this, he shook the notion off with a shake of his head.


  Hanna looked at Lawrence and made an exasperated-looking smile.


  “If things turn desperate, I shall claim my salary in food.”


  “Sounds like a fine plan.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo shouted, “Ink!” and Hanna rose from her chair to go and get some.


  The list contained wine, beer, apple wine, mead, the drink called Kvass made from boiling rye, wine distilled into “fire water,” distilled wheat-based liquor called “the water of life,” and besides that, even kumis made with fermented mare’s milk; God only knew where she had learned of it. There were people and goods that came in from a far eastern nation of steppes and grasslands to Nyohhira via the northlands; she had probably heard of it that way.


  The meat was even more incredible. Mutton, lamb, beef, bullock, hare, pork, chicken, domesticated goose, wild goose, and after those entries, she had listed the most expensive of all meats, namely quail, peacock, and so forth.


  “Where am I going to buy peacock…?”


  A great theologian had supposedly proven that peacock meat did not rot. Even kings sitting on their thrones did not partake of it often; many commoners probably had no idea it even existed.


  But beside the entry for peacock was written “if possible,” so she probably meant it as a joke.


  She had surely been tempted to write that beside the entry for quail as well; that was probably what she was really after.


  The fish were comparatively tame: pike, carp, eel, and so forth, all centered on river fish.


  Small doubt she wanted these because everything from the sea had to be smoked or salted, and she was entirely sick of eating smoked and salted things during the winter months. Maybe I should mix some herring in and play dumb, he thought mischievously.


  And finally, the last was “fish tail.” No doubt this was the rodent prepared on the riverbank she had eaten in Lenos. He could order that relatively cheaply.


  The next part of the list contained fruit.


  “Thanks to the season, this one’s relatively easy to do, but…”


  Lawrence made a sigh as he looked the list over.


  “Where did she learn about oranges and lemons?”


  He had heard only rumors that ports to the south traded in them when giant trading ships unloaded their cargo. Apparently they were shipped from somewhere close to the desert, but Lawrence had never seen it firsthand.


  Figs, raspberries, huckleberries, currants, peaches, apples, pears – these he could get if they were dried and pickled. The rest of the list was filled by a bunch of shellfish, chestnuts, and miscellaneous types of beans.


  At that point, she was probably writing down anything else that came to mind.


  He showed Hanna the list and struck off the things even Hanna could not prepare.


  She said, “You can do basically anything if you’re cooking meat.


  “For example, roast pig.”


  He added that to the list.


  He had seen Holo beg to be able to eat roast pig more than once. Usually she directed her begging for food toward Hanna, but she had begged Lawrence for roast pig, too.


  Furthermore, when she went, “You have not forgotten the taste of the roast pig you and I ate back then,” he had no real leg to stand on.


  He was not going to deny Holo now.


  Roast pig here in Nyohhira? Lawrence thought, hanging his head. With salt-pickled meat the foundation of the market, he wondered just how much it would cost.


  But having resolved to do it, he would carry it through.


  Besides that, if he was going to spend this much on food, he of course needed music.


  “Eh? Miss Annie?” When Lawrence called Col over to discuss it with him, Col of course parroted his words back in surprise.


  “I mean, it’s been so long and it neatly solves that problem…”


  She was the musician who had tried to woo Lawrence. However, her skill really was first-rate, and moreover, he was afraid of what would happen if he invited any other.


  “So could I have you ask her for me?”


  “…”


  Col, who still had a book open that he had borrowed from someone who had come to the baths, made a disagreeable face, but he yielded in the end. The women musicians were always calling out to Col, too.


  He had never once wavered in the slightest from his resolve to become a man of the cloth, but this aloofness sent the girls’ hearts aflutter all the more. Lawrence said to him that God might overlook a minor indiscretion or two, but Col being Col, his stubbornness turned what other men would consider good fortune into what seemed to be an improbable source of concern.


  “Also, what’s happening with the craftsmen arrangements?”


  During winter, craftsmen looked for work where there was no snow, and when a certain amount of snow did fall, they came north. He wanted to open his establishment in spring so badly because of all the people gathered around.


  “Based on the letter I received yesterday, there’s nothing else left to do. They’ll arrive in a few days’ time, so I think we should get ready for them.”


  “Understood. Besides that, ah yes, we’ll need bedding and so on for the guests… Is Eve really going to come? If she really does, we can’t be having her sleep on a bed of straw, can we…?”


  At home, a merchant of Eve’s caliber no doubt slept atop silks filled with cotton on a wood-frame bed sitting atop a stone foundation. Norah could probably handle sleeping on the floor if only she had a blanket, but it was not something he would actually care to propose to her. It was not the way to treat guests invited to a banquet to say the least.


  “How about going to Mr. Morris and borrowing some things?”


  “Ugh.”


  Certainly, he was short on guests and so had bedding to spare. That plan was especially attractive.


  “I’ll think about it…”


  “Besides that, how will you pick them up? If it’s by carriage, we should make arrangements as early as possible, but we don’t really know when they will arrive…”


  “Ah! That’s right!”


  He had forgotten about that. One could use a carriage on the road that continued to Nyohhira, but coming with assumptions from the south would not work very well. For that reason it was better for them to go to a comparatively large town like Svolnel and prepare specifically for the mountains in winter.


  If a carriage was not arranged, they would have to hire someone to ship the goods… and walk.


  One way or another, he needed to get in touch with them somewhere.


  “If we’re considering escorts, too, how about we ask Mr. Luward and his men? You’re probably inviting them anyway?”


  Lawrence was cradling his head when he suddenly lifted his face up.


  “We can do that.”


  “I’ll add an attachment to your invitation letter, then. Perhaps we can manage to send a letter to Lenos to Miss Eve and the others? Miss Eve is surely accustomed to traveling, so she’ll probably gather information and make preparations there.”


  That was Col for you, both intelligent and well accustomed to travel.


  He had already become completely dependent on Col; the boy was less of an apprentice than someone he could not help but think about convincing to stay on in order to keep the business running.


  “I’ll entrust all those things to you.”


  “Understood.” Col respectfully bowed his head as he spoke.


  He would leave the spring banquet in Col’s hands; he had to deal with the more immediate issue of the craftsmen.


  Having righted his thoughts, Lawrence went down to the central town amid lightly falling snow to make various preparations.


  Things instantly got much livelier with the arrival of the craftsmen.


  Usually, it was just Lawrence, Holo, Col, and Hanna – four people in a building designed for the lodging of numerous people, making it feel rather empty.


  Besides, even though Holo was highly territorial, she was unexpectedly accommodating of guests. When they had settled on going ahead with a bathhouse, she had said with interest, “I do not mind it being lively.”


  But with winter having crested, with spring seemingly on the other side of the hills, Holo withdrew from the ruckus they were raising every night.


  Out of not feeling well, she spent many daylight hours shut in her own room; she did not seem to have any appetite, either.


  She claimed it was from living this deep in the mountains during such a season and being forced to eat mostly dried meat and fish every day. When people spoke of spring sickness, they usually meant colds going around; people recovered right around when vivacious, fresh plants sprung up. Even the council had numerous absences; some people lost a fair bit of weight from loss of appetite. Seeing these things, Lawrence thought it mysterious that no one questioned the effectiveness of the baths, which were said to cure everything. Perhaps spring sickness was in the same category as love sickness.


  For his part, Lawrence had told Hanna to wash as much of the salt off as she could when preparing meals, even at the cost of less taste, but Holo seemed unable to endure that.


  She had probably eaten too much along with the lively craftsmen at times, too.


  For a while, even when Lawrence brought her gruel, all she seemed to do was take the scent in. In the end, though wheat gruel was no good, rye bread boiled in goat’s milk went down fine, so she was currently eating small amounts of that. She was holding up pretty well given that she could not even drink wine.


  Even though this was spring sickness, Lawrence was fairly worried at times, but Hanna told him there was no reason for special concern. As she seemed to be well versed in illnesses, Holo evidently trusted Hanna quite extensively; even if she could pull the wool over Lawrence’s eyes, she got nowhere with Hanna.


  As he nursed Holo and gave instructions to the craftsmen, more and more days passed as he prepared for the spring banquet.


  When a little more time passed, around when sunny days began to outnumber days when snow fell, a letter reached Lawrence. It had come to Svolnel, written by Eve’s hand. As Col had suggested, he had written a letter and sent it to Lenos, but that seemed to have been in error.


  Even so, just as he had surmised, for her to have properly sent a letter ahead of her from Svolnel, she had not lost her knack for travel.


  If she came from Svolnel, she would arrive before the festival of St. Alzeuri, but preparations for food and other things would still be steadily under way. That was why Lawrence replied that she would make it just in time if she took it easy on the way up. He also wrote that he was surprised she would really come.


  She would probably make a strained smile and say, “I was invited, so why are you so surprised?” but she would no doubt laugh herself silly if he told her the circumstances under which that letter had been sent. Lawrence chuckled to himself as he pictured the scene.


  Because she was in a foul mood, Holo, sideways on her seat in front of the fireplace, made a questioning sound and shot him a suspicious look.


  “It would seem our guests are on their way, safe and sound.”


  Several days prior, he had received letters indicating Weiz and Mark and those with them had safely reached Lenos. They seemed to have sent their letter on the way out, so they had probably reached Svolnel around the same time as Eve.


  He felt somewhat odd as he thought about that.


  Holo made a halfhearted nod as she sat in her chair, pulling a blanket over her lap. “You supposed poorly,” she said curtly.


  “And yet, there is still time, is there not? You should focus on recuperating till then.”


  As Holo spoke, she slowly closed her eyes, moving her chin so vaguely it barely felt like a nod, and turned toward the fireplace.


  Even in poor condition, Holo was Holo.


  When he was being soft, she always behaved frankly, but gracefully.


  After taking the opportunity to show Holo the letter, he gently stroked her head. In the old days, she liked it when he messed with her hair, tousling it, but nowadays she seemed to prefer long, gentle strokes.


  As her hair was being leisurely stroked, Holo browsed the contents of the letter. Though she had difficulty with writing even now, reading was no problem at all. There had been times when Lawrence’s concern over Holo’s lies that she could not read a single word had backfired. Perhaps Holo was remembering back to that time when, as she finished reading Eve’s letter, she sniffed the letter’s scent and made a small giggle.


  “She is fairly angry about something, it would seem.”


  “Oh, aye?” Holo made a typical small smile as she returned the letter to Lawrence. “Eve’s angry, is she?”


  As Lawrence asked her back, Holo shifted her gaze to the side and closed her eyes.


  It was as if she was saying, “The fool still understands nothing.” She chuckled.


  But Holo’s good mood frightened Lawrence in a different sense.


  Holo sank back into the chair, eyes closed. In that pose, with the tip of her tail gently swaying, it was as if she was having a pleasant dream.


  “More importantly, how are things going with the business?”


  For Holo to switch to that topic herself meant she wanted to dance around the other.


  She was definitely hiding something, but with her worn down like this, he prudently followed her lead. On their journey, too, arguments broke out most easily when she was feeling of stride.


  “It’s getting there. I’d say the skeleton’s all finished and eight tenths of the meat is on, too. We should be getting the fine decorations and fixtures bit by bit as the snow clears.”


  “Indeed. A pity I cannot watch the work in progress.”


  Certainly there was pleasure in watching wood and stone put together as a building was being built. But only the passive observer had it easy; owners had no small amount of things to worry over.


  “Go one step at a time. Sometimes your eyes see what is far off with surprising accuracy, but you also miss things right under your nose. ’Tis not so?”


  “…”


  He thought it was like she was lecturing a child, but when she asked again, “’Tis not so?” he answered, “That’s right.”


  “Aye.”


  Holo made a satisfied nod and then added, “But.”


  “And yet your penchant for overlooking what is at your feet has led to your picking up some unexpectedly joyful things yes?”


  “Huh?”


  At Lawrence’s reply, Holo made a light smile and waved dismissively with her hand. “It’s nothing,” she seemed to say. “More importantly, you, what’s happening with that?”


  As Holo spoke, she opened her eyes, strength having returned to them at some point.


  With the look she gave him, even Lawrence could not mistake what she meant by that.


  “That, is it?”


  “Aye, will it be in time?”


  The serious face Holo was making greatly resembled a look of concern, no doubt because her eyes were wide and her face was displaying a fair bit of emotion. Incidentally, it was her mouth that stood out when she smiled. It was truly lovely how she opened her mouth ridiculously wide to guffaw when she seemed to be really having fun.


  As a matter of fact, while it was rare enough for Holo to be hiding something deep down, it was equally rare for her face to display this much emotion.


  Without thinking, Lawrence embraced Holo’s cheeks with his palms, stroking her, forgetting that Holo had “trained” him to do so only a short time before.


  “I’m confident the appraisal and supply of the goods will be worthy of a top-rank merchant.”


  Holo closed one eye with a slightly dejected look while he stroked her neck like he would a puppy’s.


  Perhaps she thought her wisewolf wisdom might be affected depending on how much her cheeks were stroked and her tail swished.


  “But those appraisals have gotten us into trouble more than once.”


  “It’s like a stone wall. We wouldn’t be here if it was any other way,” Lawrence casually replied to Holo’s abusive manner of speaking.


  Holo made an exceedingly distasteful face as she stuck her tongue out, making a sigh.


  “Are you not the type to keep breaking stone walls?”


  “If you didn’t like it, you should’ve gotten out of the bath.” He spoke while pinching her cheeks.


  They were words he would have been far too scared to speak in the middle of his journey with Holo. Nowadays, he did not worry at all that if they had a big argument on one day, Holo might be gone the next.


  Holo trained her red-amber eyes on Lawrence, staring.


  Many times over, water had been spilled and flames fanned from such a point onward.


  Even so, ever since he had met Holo in that far-off village, Lawrence was proud that what Holo stared at the most was him.


  As he confidently looked back at Holo, her ears finally wilted, her tail seeming to curl as she wrapped it around her own feet.


  Among beasts, the first to look away lost.


  Holo pouted her lips as she spoke.


  “Once soaked, I cannot get out of the bath without getting cold.” With that, she looked at Lawrence once more. “Thus I should just soak in the water, at least till spring comes and it becomes warm outside.”


  Holo had been obstinate about not going to Yoitsu because she could guess well enough what had become of it.


  According to a book she had seen in the church Elsa administered, Yoitsu’s wolves had been attacked and scattered to the winds by the Moon-Hunting Bear. Furthermore, in spite of having traveled around so much, they had never met anyone purporting to be one of Holo’s comrades, nor had they even heard of one doing so.


  If they went and saw, it would become the truth.


  But if they did not go and see, they still would not be sure.


  This age was not the age of the people of mountains and forests that Holo and her comrades knew.


  In this age, which to them was a long, bitter winter, they were compelled to live quietly and in secret.


  Lawrence could not remain married to Holo for centuries. He would almost certainly die before she did.


  Holo was well aware of that. It was as if she was deciding what she should do afterward.


  That being the case, Lawrence could not call staying soaking in the bath until the water ran out the right thing to do.


  He should build stone walls to protect the bath and arrange good food, good wine, and the playing of musical instruments.


  A merchant found joy in bringing joy to others through their wares. They risked everything for the sake of hearing at the end, “Ahh, that was delightful.”


  Then Holo spoke. “But I feel as if I have been soaking just a trifle too much of late.”


  Lawrence wanted to explain in detail just how much he did every single day for her sake.


  But it was a princess like this that could bring cheer to a merchant with a single word.


  “My apologies.”


  As Lawrence spoke, he embraced Holo from the side as she sat in her chair.


  Inside Lawrence’s arms, Holo took a very deep breath.


  Perhaps she thought of Lawrence as the finest of food, but if so, he did not mind. On this occasion, if it was a choice between a sacrament granted by a priest he barely knew or having Holo season him with the finest oils mixed with the finest salts, he would rather Holo do it from head to toe.


  As he thought of such things, Holo’s tail, which had seemed asleep until now, slowly moved, making a swishing sound. As Lawrence loosened his arms slightly, she pouted a little like a sulking baby, but rationing in small amounts was a basic part of business.


  “So, about that…”


  On a cold morning like this, Holo would seriously obstruct Lawrence if he was trying to get her out of bed, but here, she listened as Lawrence spoke those words, a somewhat absent-minded look still on her face.


  “Aye…?”


  “Want a preview? I was thinking that the banquet wouldn’t be a bad place for its debut.”


  The item in question had been made in Svolnel and was on its way to Nyohhira at that very moment.


  For a while, Holo drifted off, thinking about it, she seemed to use Lawrence’s chest to wipe her face once, exhaling before speaking curtly. “Indeed. I mind not.”


  Lawrence drew his chin in a bit, as this was a terribly blunt way to say it. Between the two of them, was that really such a light thing? And such.


  But taking no heed, Holo closed her eyes and yawned.


  “Now that I’m warm, I’ve become sleepy”


  This was Wisewolf Holo, quirks and all.


  Beside himself, Lawrence thought, It certainly figures, as Holo made a slight twist of her body and thrust her arms out.


  “Mm? What is it?”


  “Pick me up.”


  She said it without the slightest shred of embarrassment.


  As it was the nature of a merchant to respond to requests, even this one, he could not help himself.


  Lawrence cradled Holo and picked her up. He thought, with a somewhat strange feeling, the day would come when he would no longer be able to carry her like this.


  Holo would remain young as he became old.


  Until now, Lawrence had thought only of Holo, who would be the one left behind alone, but he had spared little thought for himself.


  At the moment, he still had little grasp of the meaning of getting old. His body was in good health; if he hardened his body a bit, he thought he would be able to become a traveling merchant again. But at some point his body would decline, becoming decrepit with age, and Holo would start looking like his own granddaughter.


  Perhaps when that time came, he would curse his own helplessness, or perhaps lament how pathetic he had become, for in the past he had been able to cradle and lift up Holo.


  From that perspective, these daily trivialities, that would repeat themselves for who knew how long, constituted precious moments he ought to value far more than gold.


  It was as if her abusive language was a distraction to keep that fact from weighing upon Lawrence’s heart.


  “Aren’t you bringing your wolfishness to tears?”


  Holo turned her body around in Lawrence’s arms, her eyes narrowed, apparently in good spirits as she replied, “If I cry, will you console me?”


  Within his arms, Holo’s big ears twitched, her tail swaying happily.


  This was happiness… almost too much happiness to bear.


  Therefore, all they could do was enjoy it – for they could neither stop the flow of time, nor reverse it.


  Lawrence kissed the base of Holo’s closer ear, carefully putting her to bed.


  Being a narrow town, streets were few.


  Even without inspectors to ask what your cargo was and where it was going, those things were quite clear to all. As a result, rumors that Lawrence was holding a banquet for close acquaintances to celebrate the opening of his business had long circulated around town.


  It had even been made known that he had what were clearly odd connections for a mere traveling merchant. This being the case, he would have all eyes on him whether he wanted it or not, but Lawrence did not grow timid whatsoever.


  For the banquet he was preparing would be very fine indeed.


  “What are you doing?” Holo called out to Lawrence while he looked over the hall of the main building that he had decorated.


  These last several days her condition had improved as she had eaten more, perhaps because she had made clearer what she wished to eat and what she did not.


  “I was just thinking, look at how far I’ve come.”


  He said it as a light joke, but Holo made a rude laugh beside him.


  “Is that a voice of mourning I hear?”


  “…”


  He looked down beside him at Holo and sighed.


  “Only because you made me show off.”


  “Heh-heh.” Holo folded her arms behind her, nuzzling against Lawrence’s arm with her face alone.


  “Your own business, something you’ve gained and lost before.”


  Not only once, but also twice.


  There was a time when Holo had shouted at him, “Are you giving up on your dream?” That was when Holo herself had become the merchandise, about to be sold off.


  For a while, Holo kept Lawrence company like that, gazing at the hall with him.


  There was white fabric all over the reception table, the chairs, and the walls, making them ready to greet human beings of even the highest rank. Even if the utensils and trays were not silver, he had been able to put together a full set of brass. Swindlers deceived people into thinking fool’s gold was the real thing, but the dull, golden twinkle of brass held the indecency of gold in check, giving off what Lawrence thought to be a rather pleasant glint.


  Even though he had thought it would be difficult preparing flowers in the present season, Hanna had somehow gotten her hands on plenty of early blooming ones that he had used to decorate.


  Even if the hall was deserted now, it would no doubt be full of people and laughter soon enough.


  It seemed that, in the end, everyone they had invited had come and would arrive without incident.


  With his fingers, he counted thirteen years since he had set out on his own as a merchant. Finally, he had an establishment to call his own.


  “It would have been nice if your master could have seen this, too,” Holo chimed in, apparently noticing him counting with his fingers.


  Lawrence made a pained smile and shrugged his shoulders.


  “Well, he was an eccentric man. He’d probably complain about all sorts of things.”


  “Do you want to go find him?”


  It was Holo who spoke such words – Holo, who would have either yelled in anger or cried if he had shown the slightest sign of wanting to travel.


  The horse that had seen Lawrence through so many trials had become an obstinate horse that only carried Col’s things because Holo had strictly commanded it to do so.


  Even so, Lawrence put his hand on Holo’s head, drawing near, and said, “Why would I?”


  Holo turned her head, looking up at him.


  He had not spoken much of his master, even to Holo.


  “All I have to do is have a business so big he’ll have to take notice, after all.”


  “…”


  Holo’s large ears twitched as she discerned the meaning of his words, reading Lawrence’s sentiment with her large eyes.


  But, Lawrence thought to himself, he was confident she would not find what she sought within his heart, for he did not understand it himself.


  No, he thought. It was probably the same way she thought about Yoitsu.


  Lawrence and his master passed through a treacherous mountain trail, reaching a town inn at the ends of their endurance. Just before Lawrence fell asleep, his master told him, “I’m heading out for a bit,” and left without any proper luggage.


  No one had seen him since.


  Lawrence had heard he had debts and a woman he loved. He probably thought Lawrence would just slow him down.


  But his master had left him all of his charters and most of his cash on hand.


  He was a man of many mysteries, so he probably ended up as a monk or recluse or something.


  At the very least, that is what Lawrence thought, for it dispensed with all concerns.


  “Before that, I need an establishment no one’s going to laugh at.”


  “They shall not laugh.” Holo seemed peeved as she spoke, unclasping her hands from behind her back and folding her arms in front of her chest. “They absolutely shall not laugh.”


  “That might be a problem in itself.”


  As Lawrence pinched her cheek, she seemed annoyed as she turned her face aside.


  “But even these things can happen if you live long enough.” His murmur was deep in emotion.


  A mere traveling merchant.


  A traveling merchant who thought great profits were as distant as the moon floating in the sky.


  His being in that place and time seemed very much like a reflection of that moon floating on the water.


  “’Tis all thanks to me.”


  Holo said it without an ounce of shame.


  With Holo like that, Lawrence took her hand, speaking to her as if she was a princess.


  “I do not deny it.”


  “But ’tis thanks to you that I am so happy now, too.”


  Holo said that with even less shame…


  She said it with a determined look, a chuckle, and a smile.


  As Lawrence shrugged his shoulders and replied, “I won’t deny that either, you know,” Holo’s tail swished around as she cackled.


  Just as she was doing that, Col opened the door and entered.


  Because ’twas the occasion of a banquet, he wore not his usual worn-out clothing, but a seminary student robe Hanna had tailored for him. His hair being fastened and held up by a red ribbon was no doubt the result of teasing by the musicians and dancing girls.


  “Everyone is here!”


  He was out of breath, possibly from running all the way over from the center of town.


  Lawrence and Holo’s faces met, and both nodding at the same time, they walked forward.


  As they went outside, it was surprisingly fine weather, even by the standards of the last few days, enough to make someone wearing thick clothing sweat.


  “Because the sky has been nothing but clouds, ’tis making my eyes blink.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “I just wanted you to know if there are tears in my eyes ’tis not my doing.”


  As Holo spoke those words, she stomped on Lawrence’s foot.


  “I hadn’t noticed.”


  “Fool.”


  As Col opened the door, he looked to and fro in front of the establishment and finally made a pained smile.


  Col called out to him just so. “Ah, right. Mr. Lawrence…”


  “Mm?”


  “Mr. Luward and the others should be bringing it up right about now, but where shall you present it? At the start of the banquet? Or here, perhaps?” Col spoke as he made ready a stepladder and mallet below the building’s eaves.


  The front of the bathhouse served as a fine front entrance, but it was still incomplete, and there was a reason for that.


  Lawrence thought a bit before replying.


  “Here’s good. That’s what it’s for to begin with.”


  “I suppose so. Best to use it as a nice opening ceremony, then.”


  Col moved with a bounce in his step. To be frank, Lawrence had not paid much heed to the tiny details because Col had taken care of them all beforehand.


  “You’ve come to rely on him quite a lot.”


  “Jealous?”


  As he asked, Holo leered, showing her fangs. “As if I could lose to a little brat like that.”


  It was a wolfish face she did not show very often, one not so much frightening as bewitching.


  “Well, you have become a fair bit more plump of late.”


  As Lawrence spoke in jest, Holo stomped his foot with all her might.


  He suffered in silent agony as Holo coldly declared, “Fool.”


  “Ah, Mr. Luward and the others are coming! Er, did something happen?”


  As Col glanced between them, Holo made a grinning smile as Lawrence suffered without a word, something that happened rather often. Col made an exasperated smile and went to welcome Luward and the others.


  “But I wonder how it’ll feel in the end?”


  She spoke in such a sunny voice that it was as if what had just occurred had never existed.


  Though it would do Lawrence no good to speak of the fact, he was in awe at the speed of the change.


  “It’ll feel simple. Simple is best, after all.”


  She replied, “Indeed,” and nodded.


  Lawrence had conveyed his broad desires to Hugues the art merchant, and from the drawings Hugues had come up with, he had selected the simplest of them.


  From there, the drawing had been shipped to Svolnel, entrusted to the hands of Jean Millike, the man who ran it. Lawrence had wanted to entrust someone else, but Holo had stubbornly insisted.


  In the end, Millike did accept; he also sent an exceptionally curt letter that simply said: “Invite me when you hold the celebration.”


  No doubt Millike, child of man and spirit, who even now held sway over that town to protect the burial site of his beloved wife, who had departed long before him, had a thought or two in regards to Holo.


  Nonetheless, the two did apparently have a few things in common. From time to time, Holo would send off some alcohol to him and he would send some to her, back and forth.


  And so, what Lawrence had requested was cast in the furnace that had been lit once more in Svolnel.


  It was the same furnace where the first gold coins bearing the Debau Company’s symbol of the sun were minted, and the day that furnace was lit was the day Lawrence and Holo had sworn to go as far as they might together.


  No doubt a first-rate craftsman had been hired to do the work.


  As neither Lawrence nor Holo had wanted to look at it before it was complete, they had no idea what the final product looked like at all.


  So the sign that would hang over the bathhouse’s front entrance would truly be revealed for the first time this day.


  “Mr. Lawrence! Miss Holo!”


  Moizi raised his voice first, his great frame and vigor undiminished by the years.


  Luward Myuri was a tad taller and his physique quite a bit sterner after six years, perhaps looking so radiant because of the backdrop, but to Lawrence’s eyes, he looked like he was at pains to drag a smile onto his face.


  “It’s been a while.”


  Luward spoke calmly and put out his hand.


  Lawrence gripped his hand, shaking it vigorously.


  And then, Luward knelt before Holo on one knee, suddenly coming to a halt.


  This was no doubt his display of the highest respect to Holo, comrade of Myuri, the symbol of their banner and the wolf of Yoitsu from whom he had inherited his name as captain of a mercenary company of people of Yoitsu.


  But Holo did not like this kind of thing.


  Luward, still halted on one knee, respectfully took Holo’s hand and put his lips to the back of it.


  “A fine male you have become.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  The Myuri family line had passed a message down for Holo’s sake.


  No doubt Holo was grateful beyond words; no doubt Luward, current head of the house, could not be more proud.


  “But you have become even more beautiful. Truly, among women, you are–”


  Right around there, Holo put her index finger to Luward’s lips.


  “…?”


  “Kufu.”


  Holo smiled and tilted her head slightly, her gaze shifting from Luward’s questioning look to the horse-drawn wagon behind him.


  “The luggage is over there?”


  “Ah yes. Hey!”


  With that, Luward completely regained his captain’s demeanor. No doubt the men who had followed Luward in his father’s stead no longer called him “Young One.”


  “I was more worried about this than any other cargo escort job we’ve ever had.”


  The scars on his face had increased, making his smile feel more striking.


  No doubt he would slip past death many times more as the years would pass, growing into a mercenary sharper and more forceful than even Moizi.


  “Should we put it up right now?”


  “No, we’ll do it once people come, right?”


  Holo’s words were directed toward Lawrence.


  “I think that’s best. They’ve come all this way.”


  “Understood. Moizi and I have it here, so go ahead and unveil it.”


  It was a large, round metallic sign that a single adult could just barely get his arms around.


  Some people simply had the name of their establishment for the design on their signs; others used symbols that carried some kind of drama or that simply stood out.


  Lawrence had put the name of his establishment on the sign.


  “It came out nicely?”


  As Lawrence asked, Luward carried it over together with Moizi with ease, making a leer as he spoke.


  “It made me tremble.”


  “Can we use that line as a testimonial?”


  Luward first made an easygoing laugh at Lawrence’s words. “How about ‘’Tis the finest bathhouse of the age, where even the hardy Myuri Mercenary Company feels at home’?”


  “Oh, everyone has arrived!”


  Lawrence suddenly grew tense at Moizi’s words.


  He could see a group coming from a grove of trees toward the top of the hill.


  Eve was first, followed by Norah and Elsa and more. There seemed to indeed be five people.


  In the end, he would still never understand Holo’s true intent.


  But beside him, Holo was in an exuberant mood; it seemed that Holo really had not brought this about because he had made her angry.


  If that was so, what in the world was this?


  No, best not to question, Lawrence decided.


  Either way, there was no more felicitous day than this.


  To Lawrence, there was only a single thing that he could think of that would be more so.


  “Ah, that’s right.” It was while she held Lawrence’s hand in the middle of heading to the entrance to the grounds to meet their guests.


  “Mm?”


  “There is something I forgot to ask.”


  “What?”


  Was there something she had forgotten to have prepared for the day’s feast?


  He thought it must be something like that.


  “Aye. The name.”


  “Hm?” Lawrence replied, then continued. “We decided on a name, didn’t we? Er, well, certainly if you want to change it, it can still be changed… But didn’t you like it? Spice and…”


  He would have continued, but Holo’s gaze alone brought Lawrence’s lips to a halt.


  It was not because she was angry. She was not sad, either. Nor was she beside herself. It was that even though her smiling face was so soft, it bore a look of seemingly unfathomable happiness, as if merely looking at him was enough to stir her heart very deeply.


  And so she spoke. “’Tis not that.”


  “That?”


  Lawrence spontaneously raised his head, looking all around the area.


  Holo giggled and smiled. “Honestly,” she said with a sigh. “So you really had not noticed? I was beginning to think you simply pretended not to…”


  Lawrence was utterly confused.


  What was Holo talking about?


  While this was going on, the party of guests reached the top of the hill.


  Unexpectedly, the first one up the hill was Weiz the money changer, but apparently Enek the dog had been chasing him; he had probably made a pass at Norah or something.


  But the sight of them did not really enter Lawrence’s head.


  Inside his head, he felt like something incredible was about to be born.


  Yes.


  So strongly, like something, something completely new, was about to be born, here and now!


  “It can’t be–” As Lawrence raised his voice in a near shout, he became too overwhelmed to say any more.


  He was in no condition to greet their guests; everyone around them paid attention to Lawrence’s odd state.


  Holo grinned. “To the very end, you never actually asked why I invited them to a banquet,” she said. She narrowed her eyes – because of the dazzling brightness, or perhaps to hold back tears. “Obviously I wish to brag!”


  And then, she lifted her chin and stood up on her toes, heedless of her surroundings.


  There was no way he could decide something like that with all these people watching…!


  He did not know if what reached his ears after were cries of acclaim or exasperated sighs.


  But as Lawrence embraced Holo, he could say with certainty that he was the happiest man in the world.


  Such was the memorable opening of a legendary bathhouse said to be a place of many smiles and much happiness…


  … Spice and Wolf.


  THE END


  
    
  



  
    
  

  Traveling Merchant and Gray Knight


  It was a strange thing, but without any particular reason for it, a house unlived in seemed to become decrepit with incredible force.


  The doors cracked, the floorboards swelled, the roof fell to pieces.


  Though the roof that had protected pitiable travelers from the rain had been robust while people lived here, it was now unreliable even before a light drizzle.


  Perhaps because the building had been built on a firm foundation of stone, the weight-bearing pillars at the building’s four corners still bore the vestiges of belonging to a house. Right now he seemed as if he pressed his body against them as he sheltered himself from the rain.


  As that was the state of affairs, he placed the cargo-laden horse-drawn wagon, and the horse pulling it, beside the supporting pillar on the other side, and the supporting pillar for the ridge beside it, respectively.


  As Lawrence sat with his back against the wall and lit a fire, he took a good look through the dilapidated roof at the heavy clouds on the other side.


  “What, the fire is not ready yet?”


  So spoke a small girl as she came over along the wall, splashing water off her robe all the while.


  Under the dirty stone building, she looked like a devout nun on a pilgrimage to see the remains of an ancient saint.


  However, as she went to Lawrence’s side, stripping off her robe and shaking about, he beheld something very odd. Namely, though her long chestnut hair had a noblesse-like beauty to it, enshrined upon her head were the ears of a beast, and below her slender hips, which seemed a trifle too thin for a teenage girl, hung a beast’s tail.


  Lawrence, who had traveled alone as a merchant for some seven years, now traveled with Holo, a centuries-old incarnation of a giant wolf sometimes known as a wisewolf.


  “Is that what you should say while you’re wringing water out of a robe right beside someone starting a fire?”


  The first step was to take grass stalks that had been pulverized and cleaned with water, then dried to make them come apart, and light them with sparks from repeatedly striking flints together. Next came using that to ignite straw, using that to make wood burn.


  The somewhat ominous look Holo made when she put her wrung-out robe back on was just as Lawrence finally got the fire transferred to the bundle of straw in his hand.


  “I believe ’tis easier to light that fire with the heat of your anger.”


  Sarcasm aside, it did not seem she was interested in a real argument with Lawrence.


  As her words fell on deaf ears, Holo put her hand over her head beside the fire.


  Lawrence began burning wood chips he had shaved with a dagger, feeding kindling into the fire bit by bit, resulting in a fine campfire shortly thereafter.


  “It really was just in the nick of time, though.”


  Lawrence picked out a branch from among his kindling, speaking as he pruned it with his dagger.


  “Aye, thanks to a foolish merchant being unable to say no, we piled up too much heavy freight and ran late. We almost ended up having to sleep under the rain.”


  Holo spoke while spreading out some oiled leather and sprawling herself over it.


  At the town they had visited several days earlier, he had been unable to say no when a traveling merchant he knew asked him to carry salt-pickled herring on his wagon. Thanks to the weight, the wagon had only been able to make gradual progress on the road, and rain began to fall midway.


  But there was no mistake that far more than that, she simply found the strong smell of pickled herring on the roof rack hard to stomach. Perhaps it was due to all the lazy napping, but Holo’s overly sensitive nose was not accustomed to any scent on the roof rack besides that of the hair of her own tail.


  “We are profiting from it, though, after a fashion.”


  With the sharp, shaved branches, he skewered from mouth to tail a number of pickled herring from the cargo, standing them around the fire.


  The contract with the shipper permitted them to eat up to ten fish.


  It had been a while since they had had fish, so if he had wanted to go all out, he could put onions, garlic. and butter with them; surround them with tree bark; bury them in soil; and build a fire on top. After a while, he could put the fire out and dig the food up, having nicely cooked a covered “pot” of sweet and salty fish.


  The reason he had not done so this night was that he could foresee that once Holo had tasted such cooking, she would never again be satisfied with fish that had been merely baked.


  Tasty things were poison for the eyes and poison for the tongue. But one could not crave something they knew nothing about.


  “Indeed. Aye, baked. ’Tis a rather tasty-seeming scent.”


  Holo smacked her lips as her tail wagged rapidly.


  As Lawrence made an amazed-looking smile, he tossed wood shavings right into the fire.


  “Since we’re not in the woods, I’m not worried about attracting anything and everything, but I am concerned about mice.”


  Even though he had only just begun cooking, Holo poked a fish with a finger and licked the salt off.


  If he said something like, “I thought it was dogs that liked the taste of salt,” no doubt every hair on her tail would stand up with her flying into a rage.


  “Well, I do not think that will be a problem. Not many people dwell in a place like this. For that matter…”


  With that, Holo merrily licked salt directly off a fish that had not yet been skewered before continuing her words.


  “… What is a building doing here, anyway?”


  Holo looked up at the crumbling ceiling as she spoke, like a child looking at something odd.


  It was not a particularly strange thought, nor could he call it ignorance of the ways of the world. The building suddenly jutted out of the earth amid an empty plain stretching as far as the eye could see. She must have thought it similar to a pimple suddenly popping up from silky, beautiful skin.


  Looking at the building, surely it did not take someone who had spent centuries in a village’s wheat field like Holo to think the same thing.


  Namely, that the building sheltering Lawrence and Holo from the rain had been built atop something that itself stood out.


  “To begin with, how did you know about this place? When you realized rain might fall, you came straight here, did you not?”


  Perhaps having licked enough salt to satisfy her for the time being, Holo took the piece of wood that Lawrence had been whittling right out of his hands as she spoke.


  Just as he wondered what in the world she was doing, she picked out the largest fish left among those that had not yet been impaled on sticks, squeezing its mouth shut.


  She was probably saying, “This one is mine.”


  “That’s because I’ve been here before. At the time I was lost and just stumbled upon it.”


  Holo murmured as she took that in, looking around the area.


  “I wonder, was it already this worn out back then?”


  “No. Buildings pile up damage when people don’t live in them. It’s right about three years since I came here.”


  As the conversation continued, Holo turned to the fish baking from the fire.


  She really could not calm down with food right in front of her.


  “Meaning, there was someone living here at the time?”


  “Yes. A rather eccentric man, too.” As Lawrence spoke, he chuckled as he remembered. But it was not simply a laugh, for a considerable sigh was mixed in as well.


  No doubt the dubious-looking face Holo made toward him was due to her noticing that sigh.


  Lawrence raised his face up and shook his head a little.


  “He built a stone fort in a place like this and lived in it, so of course he was eccentric.”


  “Indeed… Well, that might be the case, but…”


  … What was the cause of that sigh?


  As Holo spoke the unexpected words, she stared straight toward him.


  Lawrence did not notice where she was looking, for he was looking not at her, but squarely at the flames of the campfire.


  “It sounds like quite a story.”


  The voice Holo suddenly turned toward him seemed displeased on the surface, but there was a small air of sadness lurking behind her tone.


  “Not really, but…”


  It was not really something Lawrence wanted to talk to other people about.


  That seemed particularly so in Holo’s case.


  Even though it felt like Holo lived to expose that which was hidden, she seemed to read the atmosphere at that point.


  It looked like she might just quietly back off, but her ears drooped as she gave off a desolate look.


  And then she spoke while reaching out for a fish. “You really do not speak much about your past.”


  Surely it was not so much insisting on hearing the story than lodging a small complaint.


  Even so, Lawrence got weak in the knees when he saw Holo in that state.


  As Holo, perhaps unable to resist, bit into the fish, as if purposefully taking off the salt she had gotten on her cheek in the process, Lawrence tentatively prefaced his comments.


  “When tired on a journey, aren’t funny stories better?”


  “Salt never tastes better than when you are tired.”


  In no time at all, she had finished eating half the length of the fish and drank wine from a small keg with a sour look.


  Her behavior, like that of a spoiled little lady, was largely an act, but Lawrence knew she wanted to be indulged with a story.


  No choice, then, he thought with a sigh; he brought the dagger he was using to scrape branches over the fire.


  “This dagger’s taken good care of me here and there.”


  With that, he began.


  “You see the words engraved here?”


  It was a well-made dagger that he would not be ashamed to show any smith in any town whatsoever.


  It had protected Lawrence on numerous occasions and had served as a convenient tool on his various journeys.


  But it really felt like too martial a dagger for a traveling merchant to carry around with him.


  As Holo savored the taste of the fish in her mouth, she snuggled against Lawrence’s body under his arm, squarely peeking out at it like a cat.


  “Ahh, where weally is somewhing?”


  Holo spoke lazily with fish still in her mouth.


  She was probably asking, “So what is written on it?”


  As Holo sat beside him, Lawrence handed her the dagger.


  “God grant me mercy.”


  Holo’s look of surprise might have been because she expected something more magnificent to be engraved on a weapon like this. In fact, chariots, rams, and the great swords and lances knights used on horseback all had phrases etched upon them. Yet among them, only a knight’s dagger had something as seemingly banal as “God grant me mercy” engraved upon it.


  In the past, Lawrence, too, had found it curious but thought it simply a matter of custom. He had only learned of its significance when he came to this very stone fort.


  “Among the elderly, there are those who call these daggers ‘misericordes,’ meaning acts of mercy in an older tongue.”


  Holo nodded with deep interest; the moment she raised the dagger over the fire, the finely polished blade reflected the fire’s light so brightly that she closed her eyes.


  “Ha-ha. So you see, this dagger was handed down to me by just one such old man.”


  As he retrieved the dagger from Holo, his gaze fell to the well-used hilt.


  The story was from three years prior.


  It was a time when something like Lawrence meeting Holo was as yet unthinkable.


  Though by good fortune he had reached it while having lost his way, truly this was the house of the devil.


  The story of a merchant who wasted his profits on a daily basis was not an amusing one.


  Furthermore, having set eyes upon it amid a plain that continued seemingly for all eternity, even though he thought it an ill omen, it simply could not have been helped.


  The bare hill appearing smack in the middle of the plain had posts sticking out of it like the spines of a sea urchin. The grand, dignified stone fort at the summit of the hill gave off an atmosphere like an execution ground straight out of hell where the sins of man would be judged.


  The feeling that a demon or Grim Reaper might show up at any moment was not based upon that atmosphere alone.


  Having cut food down to the minimum to reduce traveling expenses, his last provisions had run out the night before. Horses could live off eating the poor, wild grasses while on the road, but men could not. Though he could choose to sacrifice his horse as a last resort, it would bring about bankruptcy, which meant much the same as death to a merchant.


  Finally, he had received divine punishment for being too obsessed with turning a profit.


  The circumstances were more than sufficient to make a man think that way.


  Aided by his empty stomach, Lawrence was on the verge of losing his spirit and giving up.


  However, it was an all too realistic welcoming ceremony that suddenly brought Lawrence back to his senses.


  He heard a high-pitched sound, making him think that a large insect had buzzed past his ear. After, a sound like the shaking of wood instantly alerted him to just what had flown at him.


  Lawrence instantly leaped down from the driver’s seat and hid under his horse.


  Someone had shot an arrow at him.


  “I’m a traveling merchant who got lost! Just a traveling merchant!”


  And even after yelling with all his strength, two more arrows thrust into the earth. They neatly avoided the horse, one falling to the left, one to the right; the shooter must have been rather skilled.


  Whether as a result of Lawrence’s shouts or not, no other arrows came flying, or perhaps the shooter was simply waiting for him to stick his head up before shooting again. Thinking of that, Lawrence stayed put for a while; finally, he heard the sound of footsteps. It seemed he had not been shot at from the fort; the shooter was apparently hidden on some slope somewhere.


  When Lawrence, pathetically between the legs of his horse, looked in the direction of the sound, he saw the silhouette of a man.


  The man stood still and spoke.


  “A traveling merchant, you say?”


  The voice was rather coarse; even if it was for show, Lawrence thought the man had to have been fairly old.


  As Lawrence answered yes, the man swiftly crouched down.


  The man, as small and aged as his voice had made him seem, had a very frank look about him.


  “By the grace of God. Good thing I didn’t shoot you to death.”


  The leering grin on his face made it hard to dismiss as a joke.


  But the man stood up and made an about-face on his heel.


  Is he letting me live? wondered Lawrence, staying put under his horse, when the old man suddenly looked back.


  “Well, what are you doing? You got lost, didn’t you?”


  When Lawrence slowly poked his head out, the old man was pointing to the fort atop the hill as he spoke.


  “At least let me treat you to a meal for your journey ahead, young man. Also, I have a favor to ask you.”


  It was quite a line, coming from someone defending his fortress by bowshot.


  He behaved as though he was the master of this fort, but the old man, showing a perfect set of teeth in spite of his age as he smiled, introduced himself in this manner:


  “I am called Fried, entrusted with Rumut Fort by the command of Count Zenfel, honored lord of this castle.”


  Spoken like a king, or someone who thought he was one in his own mind, but as Fried finished speaking, he looked up at the fort, his face suddenly breaking into an embarrassed-looking smile.


  “Having said so, it’s been quite a while since I shot an arrow at someone. I’m thankful I didn’t hit you.”


  And as he made a chuckle, he walked up the hill.


  For a while, Lawrence stayed where he was, watching Fried’s backside from under his horse, his face a mix of a bit of surprise and bewilderment. He had heard of Count Zenfel. He was famous in this region for his trivial pursuits, though one would no doubt only hear such talk about the ruler from travelers on the side of the road.


  After all, it had been over a decade since that ruler had governed these lands.


  What was Fried doing in a fort that no longer had a lord?


  Bandits were fond of setting up shop in forts abandoned by soldiers, but was it really that?


  Furthermore, he had no sense the man was going to plunder his cargo.


  Courting unprofitable danger would make him a poor merchant, but lack of curiosity would make him an even poorer one.


  After thinking it over for a while, Lawrence finally crawled out from under his horse, picked up the arrows Fried had left on the ground, and tossed them on top of the roof rack, and gripping the reins, he followed after Fried.


  The road winding its way to the fort was in good repair, with tapered stakes all over the place embedded into the slope at an angle. They looked like defenses one would put up against an army about to invade at any moment, yet it all seemed to be lacking somehow.


  It was only when they entered through the open stone gateway that he realized that somehow it was far too quiet.


  “… Goodness, it’s hard getting up the hill at my age.”


  As the wagon entered the courtyard, Fried spoke while slapping his hip with his bow.


  Inside the finely set stone walls, life on the inside of the fort was just as finely maintained.


  There was a cattle pen, a vegetable garden, and a stable, plus a graveyard and a small chapel, with flowers blooming all around.


  It was immediately clear that the second floor of the building was kept in impressive repair as well; it seemed like someone’s face might suddenly poke out from the shadows made by the open windows and doors.


  But as Lawrence tethered his horse as Fried told him to, no faces poked out, nor was there even the slightest sign that they might.


  He heard pigs, chickens, and even the faint baa of a sheep.


  To be blunt, it was as quiet as if all the soldiers had turned tail and run.


  “Hmm. I thought it might be my imagination, but you really don’t look so good.”


  Fried suddenly spoke like that as he took note of Lawrence’s state while walking with him and leading him inside.


  There was no point hiding it, so Lawrence made an honest reply.


  “Actually, my last proper meal was two nights ago.”


  “Hmph. That would do it. I must treat you to a feast, then. I have freshly ground pork and… Oh, come to think of it, Paule aid an egg by the ditch just this morning,” Fried murmured to himself as he went into the building.


  Many people spoke to themselves as the years advanced, but if Lawrence’s assessment was correct, Fried was likely doing it out of having lived on his own for too long.


  Thinking such thoughts, Lawrence followed along, entering a neat and tidy galley.


  “Over here.”


  They passed by a cooking stove that still had red embers in it, arriving at the middle of the room.


  There stood a well-used table and chair.


  As Lawrence sat, the chair made an uneasy creak, but there was not a speck of dust on it.


  “Yes, yes. Still fine for you to sit in, is it? It seems my skills haven’t dulled yet.”


  Though he spoke like a noble, he apparently did not shy away from manual labor.


  In the first place, if he was the lord of the castle, he would not go out of his way to personally take up arms against guests. Moreover, leaving one’s fort meant it had no value as a fortress.


  “Well, you can rest easy. You and I are the only ones in this fort, after all.”


  There were tales of women living in small cottages in the middle of the forest.


  Whether the woman be witch, devil, or spirit, the possibility she brought good fortune was overwhelmingly low.


  But did that go for an old man who greeted visitors with shots from his bow?


  Whatever the case, Lawrence certainly could not think of him as some sort of monster.


  “Have you always been here by yourself?”


  Fried smiled at Lawrence’s question.


  It seemed the chagrined smile on his face was not just Lawrence’s imagination.


  “When this place was entrusted to me, I had five bold men under me. I was down one, then another, and finally, only I remained.”


  “Was that from battle?”


  As Lawrence questioned further, Fried turned toward him with a very forthright look.


  Right around the moment Lawrence wondered if it was a bad question, Fried raised his face toward the ceiling and let out a hearty laugh.


  “Ha-ha-ha! If only! It’s been ten years since this was entrusted to me. The only visitors are the ones who get lost!”


  Speaking as he laughed loudly, he stopped on a dime and closed his mouth, glaring at Lawrence.


  “Do be careful about supper. If you eat too much, you won’t be able to leave.”


  And smiling once more, he immediately walked toward the kitchen.


  I’m sure this is not some demon-built gateway to hell, at least, but I have entered a very odd place indeed, murmured Lawrence within his own thoughts.


  It did not take much time before pork added to runny eggs and rough-cut vegetables stir-fried in tallow were all done; the outside was still dyed dark red.


  Bread seemed to have been recently baked inside the fort, for the wheat bread he was served was still soft, coming with ale that itself had been brewed in the fort. His mouth was full of herbs he had seen in the vegetable garden outside. In most respects it was a feast indeed.


  Furthermore, before Lawrence could worry about it being poisoned, Fried himself toasted him in good cheer, displaying a healthy appetite one would not expect from someone his age.


  “Aye. It’s indeed tastier than when you’re by yourself. Oh, don’t hold back. You’re young! Eat up! You’ve barely touched your ale.”


  He was hungry, of course.


  Once he first stretched out his hand, he wolfed down everything in no time, to the point Fried’s eyes went wide.


  “My, my, you certainly ate that,” Fried remarked while putting toothpicks whittled from a branch with a small knife through scraps of meat and bread. Indeed, though he spoke as if he was a nobleman, he looked like an old man in a village happily heading out to his fields and certainly nothing like a noble or knight at all.


  In the middle of their meal, Fried asked Lawrence some very probing questions, such as “Where did you come from?” “What are you trading?” “Where were you born?” and “Do you have a wife?” As Lawrence had to answer such questions or do without such a delicious meal, he had no time to ask questions of his own at all.


  “That was truly a splendid feast. No doubt I’d have needed a gold coin to eat like that at a traveler’s inn.”


  He spoke very merchant-like words of thanks.


  “I see, I see. Ha-ha-ha.”


  Fried, his face red from drinking ale, made an amiable laugh and nodded along.


  “The wheat bread was splendid. The pork was of exceptional quality. But there’s no land here to grow wheat, and you can’t have enough feed for pigs and sheep on your own. What do you do about it all?”


  Fried kept the smile on his face as he looked over some bread that had absorbed a lot of grease while being used in lieu of a plate.


  There was a smile on his face, but Lawrence knew well the look of someone in thought.


  In general, he found that if one was in a normal conversation with an elderly person, even if they were reluctant, they would speak even of troubles and conflicts of the past if a person insisted on asking.


  “And… it has been several years since Count Zenfel…”


  “Aye.”


  Fried promptly made his decision.


  As he nodded, he took hold of the bread acting as a plate, and as if ripping the caution in his heart, he tore it into four large, roughly similar pieces.


  “It’s been… six years, perhaps, since the last letter came? It came from a knight calling himself the count’s nephew. Apparently the count was campaigning in distant lands, fell ill, and passed away. What a shame to lose him.”


  So it was largely as Lawrence had remembered.


  “The letter contained a will by the count, stating that he was entrusting this fort to me, to defend well this dominion. It also said the Duller Monastery would no doubt send whatever supplies I might lack. There are many who claim that the count was as upbeat as a poet singing a song, but he was very reliable in such matters.”


  He had probably made donations there when it was harvest time in the territory.


  So this was the reason Fried was living alone in a fort on a hill in the middle of a barren prairie.


  “I left a village withering away to begin with. Over twenty years ago, I was a would-be mercenary while the fever of a great war laid waste to the world. I gained a fief from the count during that time. He truly was a fine man to serve.”


  “They say… it is only in a time of war that one can dream of going from a shoemaker to a shepherd, yes?”


  As Lawrence spoke while getting further along with his ale, Fried made an “Ohh” with a suitable expression, nodding in satisfaction.


  “Yes. It was an age when princes strove to gain lands by force of arms, however barren they might be.”


  Like an elder, Fried spoke of the past with nostalgia and some measure of pride.


  But Lawrence knew. In truth, war took place in but limited regions, though based on the all-too-heroic tales that were topics of conversations in this town and that, one would think the entire world had been plunged in mayhem.


  Of course, Lawrence kept his peace, not wanting to pour cold water upon the matter, but Fried gazed at him with amusement as Lawrence casually brought more ale to his lips.


  “Ha-ha. You are quite reserved for one so young, not telling me I’m an ignorant old man.”


  Surprised at those words, Lawrence made a pained smile.


  Even in a place like this, Fried was well aware of the goings-on in the world.


  “It’s fairly often that far-off disputes are taken for stories of conflicts in nearby lands by mistake at some point. The sparks of war and chaos fly out of the mouths of men. Neither those who live in towns nor those who till the soil in villages travel outside them very often. Furthermore, travelers like you don’t pour cold water on the tales of villagers, either. Before long, people get the notion that war is a whirlwind spanning the entire world.”


  Lawrence wondered if it was a magnanimous era.


  Many real conflicts erupted over mere rumor; in many cases, both armies stuck their noses into something in the name of justice, with different ideas about how that was to be defined.


  The stories left behind seemed like bad jokes.


  “Because things are like that, I was as surprised as a hen when I heard the tale at a tavern… that Count Zenfel, known not only in his own lands but outside them, had declared he was building a fort here.”


  As Fried spoke, he tossed broken pieces of bread out through the window.


  “Stöckengurt!”


  And as shouted outside the window like so, Lawrence heard a sound like hooves; the whine that followed established that it was that which bore the exaggerated name of Stöckengurt.


  Apparently it was a pig.


  “But building this fort did give plenty of people work to do. Count Zenfel was a very generous man. Thus, the fort was completed, but…”


  “So no enemies came, then?”


  As if Lawrence’s words had awoken Fried from a dream he had not wanted to wake from, he slowly nodded.


  “I have no recollection of any in the last ten-odd years. I’ve aided many lost souls, and once some bandits came down from the mountains looking for this place, or at least I heard rumors to that effect. In the end, there has not been a single battle.”


  It was pointless to invade a barren land with nothing but dry, open prairie, after all. There was no value in defending such land. The fort could not support itself if besieged and would be forced to surrender in a very short time.


  A worthless place to attack and completely unsuited to defense.


  So that was why an abandoned fort like this had not fallen even once in spite of the passage of over a decade.


  “In the first place, I never heard one word about anyone invading this region after the count passed away. I suppose other groups didn’t want the place because it’s too barren. It’s like a teaching of the Church, is it not? Blessed are the meek.”


  Aided by his ale, Fried’s laugh was tinged with a smidgen of anger.


  He had lived in this fort for ten and more years.


  Perhaps he regretted that he had not had a single battle in that time.


  “But it looks like the privileges granted to the count will run out next summer. A letter to that effect practically just arrived.”


  “Oh?”


  Fried stood up at the same time as Lawrence’s surprised reaction.


  “Because of that, I am, as I said, quite glad I did not hit you with my arrow. You’re a traveling merchant, yes?”


  When Fried tossed yet another piece of bread out the window, it was a chicken that cried out this time. Perhaps this was the Paule that had just laid an egg at the channel.


  For a quiet fort, it had certainly become rather noisy.


  “There is something I wish to ask of you.”


  “That’s… Yes, of course, if it’s within my power.”


  Even though he had only recently begun traveling on a proper trade route, he was still very hungry for new business opportunities. Even a fort with its lord having long passed away, with his privileges soon due to expire, it had to have stores of some kind. He would be very grateful if he could make a good profit from it.


  As Lawrence balanced his debt to the man who had aided him and his own greed on the scales in his mind, the elderly man employed in defense of the fort had a smile on his face, looking somehow relieved as he spoke.


  “I’d like you to help me liquidate this fort.”


  Lawrence raised his face, realizing then that he had an unguarded look that was entirely pathetic for a merchant.


  “I want to go on a journey. So, I want to convert everything here into money.”


  “I don’t… mind, but…”


  “I have served here for ten-odd years. I deserve that much of a fitting farewell. I have faithfully defended this land, after all.”


  Only the last line sounded like the joke of a man who was drunk.


  “Well, go ahead and enjoy a good night’s sleep. It’s been so long since I had a guest. You’ll be amazed at how well you sleep on a straw bed that isn’t squished down!”


  Fried spoke in the exaggerated manner of a knight on the field of battle, following up with a great, hearty laugh.


  Among human-built structures, forts were said to be places of simplicity and elegance second only to churches. Fried walked down a set of stone stairs within the fort, talking along the way.


  Building a fort on top of a hill required a hill road, and these invariably spiraled clockwise around the hill going up. Such planning allowed for the transit of cargo up even steep hills, and should enemies ride up on horseback, it forced them to continually expose their right flanks to the fort. Since ordinarily, knights carried weapons in their right hand and shields in their left, this made them easier to attack from the fort.


  Besides allowing one to see the condition of the enemy, the holes in the stone wall protecting the fort were harmonized with a solar calendar so that people under siege could determine the time of year.


  It was set so that one could tell what month it was by the height of the hole the sun came through at noon.


  Also, channels had been dug in various places around the fort to gather rainwater that splashed off the stone walls, making it run close to the vegetable garden. Jugs were placed thereafter so that the water did not go to waste; even the excess was blocked by stone slabs embedded in the ground, allowing the water to be pumped out later like from a well. What made the fort even finer was that when smoke was permitted to leave the kitchen, it was piped out to distribute warmth throughout the fort.


  “It’s quite a job for one man to maintain all this; in particular, dealing well with broken stones.”


  That was how Fried put it, but Lawrence felt that if he had been here by himself, maintaining a stone fort like this over the course of several years would be little short of a miracle.


  The treasure room he was guided to after breakfast was, of course, not despoiled by enemy actions, but rather had been maintained in a tidy state, prevailing against the forces of humidity and mold.


  “Well, more than anything of monetary value, this was placed here for when Count Zenfel might visit. To me, it’s a treasure I can’t put a value on, but what about you? Surely there is something here you can convert into money?”


  Illuminated by the light of a candle were pavilion tents for use by persons of high status when traveling, banners, and a number of antique utensils. Certainly, the tents and banners seemed to have been used as bedding, but since there was no mold growing on them, they surely would have a fair amount of value. The utensils were not actual, magnificent silver, but rather all tin and steel. Of course, they were worth at least as much as the value of the melted-down metal. There was also a parchment upon which was written the rights to the fort and an exception from taxation, but this was a fort ignored by bandits for over a decade. Anyone would understand that the privileges on such a certificate were worthless, but if the words were erased, it could be sold off as a blank parchment. He could probably dig out something on the level of a book of tales of chivalry.


  As Lawrence took note of everything in his head, he took his own wages into consideration as he reported to Fried about one item after another.


  Fried marked a wax-varnished wooden table with a dagger to keep count.


  “Mmm. For things to turn out like this…”


  As he recorded the final numbers, Fried seemed a bit relieved as he spoke.


  “The tents and books will go for quite a bit. It might make enough of a dowry that you could get into a monastery.”


  Afterward, he could live out his days peacefully in prayer and contemplation.


  Fried roared with laughter at Lawrence’s words.


  “Ha-ha-ha. I’ve spent quite long enough living in a place like this, staring at nothing but the sky and flat plains.


  “I’ve no intention of spending my money like that.”


  Speaking like a young man, Fried took in a deep breath and made a sigh.


  “I left my village to win land of my own by the sword. I don’t think I could die under a roof now. I am Fried Rittenmayer, part of a knightly order under Count Zenfel.”


  Even an old soldier had force behind his voice befitting an old soldier.


  As Fried’s own words seemed to deeply resonate within him, he suddenly looked in Lawrence’s direction.


  “I now remember that I am a knight. I forgot to take into account the most important thing.”


  “The most important thing?”


  As Lawrence bounced the question back, Fried made no response; rather, he placed the dagger he had left on the table back on his hip and walked to one corner of the not particularly large treasure room.


  And withdrawing a box from the tents and banners the count had granted him, he peeled off the crimson fabric beneath it all at once. Lawrence had assumed it was a protrusion from when the underground chamber had been constructed, but beneath that fabric appeared a large wooden crate large enough to fit an adult person inside.


  As Lawrence wondered, I wonder what could be inside, his question was immediately answered.


  When Fried opened the crate’s lid, the candlelight illuminated what looked like the silhouette of a man on his knees. It was a suit of armor from a bygone era, complete with helmet and greaves.


  “This.”


  With that, Fried picked up the helmet, his eyes narrowing in a nostalgic look as he rubbed somewhat dented portions of it.


  Perhaps, in times long past, it had gone together with Fried onto the field of battle, saving his life.


  “Could you trade this for money? It might be hard to take with you due to the weight, but still.”


  As Fried spoke those words, he tossed the helmet in Lawrence’s direction.


  Having been well oiled, it had dulled somewhat, but was not rusted whatsoever. A little polish and it would once more be ready to take onto the battlefield at any moment.


  But when Lawrence looked at Fried after a price came to mind in his head, Fried made an embarrassed-looking smile.


  “The armor that saved my life in my younger days has to be worth something.”


  Lawrence had heard that when a young man leaves his home with dreams of glory, whether he wears a suit of armor or not determines if he is knight or bandit.


  Like a king’s cloak, simply wearing something of such high value established someone’s status.


  However, was it really all right to sell something like this?


  With such thoughts in mind, Lawrence could not find proper words with which to reply.


  “… I think it’s… probably worth as much as everything else here put together… but…”


  “Mm. I see, I see. If it’s worth more than banners and tents for looking heroic on the field of battle, I suppose I’d look like quite a person wearing a suit like this, then.”


  Certainly that might be so if considering only the monetary value, but his tone made it clear he did not truly think that way. Compared to everyone risking their lives under the magnificent, embroidered crimson banner they had sworn fealty to, it was true that this dulled suit of armor bore only a tiny fraction of its former value.


  It bore only the value of what was left behind with the passage of time.


  He was well aware of the awful truth that things like prestige and might were fleeting things indeed.


  “Fwa-ha-ha. In the old days I’d never have thought of selling my suit of armor. Yet now it is not I choking on his words in the face of it, but a traveling merchant. How amusing!”


  Lawrence, his back slapped by Fried, was a tad flustered.


  Perhaps it was a trick of the candlelight, but it looked to him like Fried was putting out an excessive amount of bravado.


  “… To be honest, I think you have enough for traveling expenses even without selling it. Besides, all you’d need to maintain this fort is enough to pay for a mason and a gardener.”


  “No, it’s quite fine. The count granted me knighthood for the purpose of defending this fort. If I am to leave, I shall require the armor no more.”


  In business, whether in towns or villages, the most difficult people to deal with were stubborn old men. Even if they looked soft, they never deviated from their pet theories. Lawrence was sensing that impression from Fried, but what made him give up on convincing him otherwise was seeing the lonely look on Fried’s face from the side.


  He really did not want to sell it.


  However, enveloped by the accumulated memories of an old man, the suit of armor was too great a burden to bear.


  How he felt was plain to see.


  “Well, let’s go up and have a bit of a drink. If I’m going to leave, there’s some wine I want to open up first.”


  Lawrence told Fried in a teasing tone that his having a drink before it was even noon showed he was still as spry as he was in his younger days.


  Putting the helmet back and closing the wooden box, Lawrence and Fried left the treasure room and went back up the stairs.


  “I joined in a number of large battles, too. It was a war that will be remembered for a thousand years in the annals of scribes. I lost count of how many times arrows struck my helmet. When an enemy’s ax bounced off my armor, the sparks thrown up made my eyes dizzy. When I was waiting to have my armor fixed one time, the blacksmith told me it was only by the grace of God that it hadn’t been ripped apart.”


  The white wine Fried brought out of the cellar was slightly hazy from sediment as he poured it into glasses. Completely unlike low-quality wine that had ginger added to it to cover up the taste of strained grape lees, being able to see the lees in the glass after one was finished was a mark of high-quality wine Lawrence had heard of, but never before seen.


  This was absolutely not something one drank while sitting on the porch, teasing the pig while your shoes turned fluffy from the chicken pecking at them.


  Fried’s face broke into a smile at Lawrence’s hesitation to drink.


  “Truly, it was the Lord who guided this young man to me who knows the value of things!”


  Speaking such words, he made a grandiose toast and emptied his glass in one gulp.


  Lawrence had no choice but to drink, then.


  It was so good, he wished he could spit it out into a barrel later, package it, and sell it in town.


  “I truly wanted to drink this with the count once more, but it cannot be helped.”


  As he spoke, his laugh and his smiling face struck Lawrence not as that of an old man having lived several times longer than he, but the smiling face of a man the same age – no, younger than he, a teenager still embracing tales of heroism inside him.


  Lawrence, his eyes nearly spinning from pouring more of the fine wine into his glass, feared he was drunk as he opened his mouth.


  “Where do you intend to go after you leave here?”


  Fried looked at Lawrence with upturned eyes at his question, looking amused as he poured wine into his own cup. Though it was wine of the sort one would drink at dinner among nobles, he greedily poured too much into the glass, leaving it to a sheep passing by to lick up what had been spilled.


  “I thought I’d go visit an old friend of mine. I get letters from him from time to time. It’ll take me past the monastery that’s sent me necessities so nicely.”


  Most would drink even low-quality beer with more care.


  Fried drank down half his glass and bit into a sausage.


  “He was a stout man, but my friend’s finally at a precarious age. It’s probably my last chance to talk about old times. Also, I want to see how a town I once defended is doing now; maybe go to the church in a town I sacked long ago and atone for my sins. Even I want to go to heaven, you see.”


  Making a leer, it was quite charming how he made one think he was truly accustomed to the field of battle in old times. Lawrence somehow regretted that it was doubtful he would be anything like Fried when he advanced in years.


  “And I thought it’d be good to live on the road like you traveling merchants, finally collapsing on some warm patch of grass somewhere for my final breaths.”


  Fried steered the conversation over.


  “Ah, is that so…”


  “You’ve probably had the experience. Your belly empty, lying flat on a patch of grass on a clear day thinking you might die, staring up at the sky… How strangely refreshing it is.”


  Fried looked up at the sky as he spoke such words.


  Hearing them, Lawrence put some wine in his mouth, as if sulking a little.


  For ever since setting off on his own as a merchant, he had had his eyes glued to the ground, searching for any money that might have fallen. When hungry, he had imagined boiling leather to eat or had even looked intently upon the muscular rump of his horse.


  He had not been born with the manliness to stare up at the sky, arms wide, resigned to death. He could not even imagine it.


  Regretting that fact, Lawrence faced forward.


  “I think, I’d like to die like that if I could. But really…”


  After, Lawrence felt like Fried muttered something, but he could not catch what it was.


  When he prompted back, Fried had not seemed to have said anything to begin with, for he had interrupted his mumbled words by swallowing down more wine.


  “What does a knight who’s shown a merchant his treasure room have left to hide?”


  That line seemed especially effective when used on an especially chivalrous knight.


  Fried slapped his own forehead and made a hearty laugh; still sharp, he tossed a sandwich over to Stöckengurt as the pig searched for any openings.


  “Ah, ’tis exactly as you say. Why, as I said all that, I surprised myself that I’m finally at the age to think that way.”


  As Stöckengurt drew near, wondering what else there might be, Fried fended off its snout and pushed it toward a plate left on the porch as he spoke.


  “In the first place, lying with my back against the grass staring up at the sky was an experience from my first sortie.”


  Lawrence could not even imagine how long ago that had been, but Fried spoke like it was yesterday.


  “I was wearing a heavy suit of armor, on an unfamiliar horse, all full of myself. It was right after I encountered the enemy and traded two or three blows of the lance. I thought I’d taken down my foe, but when I came to, I was spread out on the ground, staring at the sky. The suit was extremely heavy; tough as it was, once you fell, you couldn’t get back up on your own. All I could do was wait for my comrades to rescue me or be skewered.”


  Lawrence was in danger of laughing as he imagined a knight-like a turtle on its back.


  “Of course, I was prepared to die. I hadn’t even heard the sound of the impact from the fall; the only thing before my eyes was the broad, clear sky of early spring. Even though ’twas the middle of a battle, I wondered if that was heaven.”


  And lastly, Fried related in a low voice, “When I thought I’d felled my foe, I got so excited I fell off my horse.”


  Even without wearing a heavy suit of armor, it was not difficult to get killed falling from the back of a tall horse.


  That he escaped with only a concussion, and had not been impaled like a fish by someone’s lance, surely meant that God’s grace had been with him.


  However, the only words Fried did not continue were those he had begun with, “But really…”


  As if realizing he was trying to pull the wool over his own eyes as well, Fried stubbornly scratched his nose and drank his wine as he watched Stöckengurt and Paule scramble for a piece of bread.


  By the time he finally opened his mouth, he was on his third glass of wine.


  “I have a favor to ask.”


  Having spent this much time with him, Lawrence could form a good idea of what he might want, as this was Fried, who had made such a lonely face in front of the armor back in the treasure room.


  “Yes.” Lawrence could not hide the smile on his face as he replied.


  Fried’s cheeks may have been red as he looked at Lawrence, but his eyes were resolute.


  “Would you face me in my final battle?”


  He wanted to remember old times once more before departing on his journey.


  To Lawrence, entirely aware that he had a long way to go before becoming a merchant who could turn anything and everything into money without a smidgen of compassion, it was a heartwarming request.


  “I am at your service.”


  Fried stood straight up, looking at the radiant sun.


  In spite of the armor being in fair condition as a whole, it was unsurprising that the straps and leather portions had rotted with mold growing on them and had to be replaced.


  Happily, Fried had fingers as skilled as any craftsman; he made straps out of leather in no time at all, and repairs proceeded apace.


  During that time, Lawrence drenched linen in oil and used it to polish the helmet, armor, and gauntlets.


  There were blade marks and dents all over the place. In particular, the helmet bore dents that one would think must have been instantly lethal, helmet or no.


  Fried himself said with a hearty laugh, “It’s strange, why didn’t I die from all that?“


  That often seemed to be the case for those who survived in this world.


  When one died, it might be from a sharpened stick thrust into them by a child in some village.


  “Let’s see, how about this?”


  It was well past noon when the binding of the last leather straps was complete.


  As the sheep and Stöckengurt ate grass side by side in the barn in neighborly fashion, he could hear Paule making vivid calls from the back side of the fort from time to time.


  The suit of armor, marks from battles past engraved in it while simultaneously polished to a sparkle, looked fine enough that even Lawrence, who walked the path of a merchant, got a little worked up inside.


  How could you sell something like this?


  It was enough to make him think even that.


  “I’m not sure I can wear it, but…”


  That was what Fried said as he and Lawrence gazed upon the suit together, but it was very obvious his voice rang false.


  He wanted to wear it, so there was no avoiding it, but he was no doubt a little embarrassed at doing it in front of Lawrence.


  “Let’s see, now comes the weapons. There were swords and lances in the treasure room so I’ll get some. What would be best?”


  As Lawrence asked, Fried thought it over a bit before replying.


  “Bring one sword and one lance, then.”


  “One of each?”


  “Aye. I’ll take the sword. Would you take up the lance?”


  He had only heard of young knights with robust physiques swinging swords on horseback while wearing heavy suits of armor, for it was far more sensible to use the lance on horse-back in most cases, charging while bracing it.


  But Lawrence went to the treasure room and carried back a sword and lance just as he was told.


  As he entered the courtyard, wondering if these were fit even for mock combat without being touched up, there was a single knight of small stature before him.


  What sent Lawrence into shock was not so much that Fried had put on the heavy suit of armor by himself – shocking as that was – but rather what he looked like.


  The small-built Fried’s upper body looked very fine with the suit of armor over it, but what he straddled was not a tall horse, but rather a sheep, calmly eating grass all the while.


  “Behold my beloved ram, Edward the Second!”


  Edward the Second made a “baa” with an annoyed look.


  Likely, Fried himself grasped that his body was at an age where it could support neither the endurance nor the skill for riding on horseback.


  But riding a sheep, let alone in that outfit, was all too comical.


  As Lawrence laughed, unable to help himself, Fried let out a hearty laugh as well, saying in a loud voice, “Give me my sword!”


  “I am Fried Rittenmayer under the Scarlet Eagle of Count Zenfel.”


  Gripping the sword in his right hand, Fried touched the hilt against himself around his chest, holding the sword’s blade up as if about to touch it to his forehead as he made a mighty shout that filled the fort.


  As he made circular motions with his sword without a hint of hesitation, even as he was clad in a heavy suit of armor, it seemed his body had not forgotten how to handle a heavy sword even now.


  “Raise your lance, young man!”


  And then, Fried shouted.


  In a hurry, Lawrence awkwardly raised the head of the unwieldy lance.


  The next moment, Fried seemed to smack Edward’s rump with his left hand.


  As Edward raised a cry that Lawrence thought was more like a shriek, he ran forward like a surging wave.


  Lawrence stood still in surprise; as Fried passed by his flank, he deftly struck the shaft of the lance with his sword.


  “What’s wrong, young man? Losing your nerve?”


  Fried grabbed the base of the confused Edward’s neck, over-bearingly steering him in Lawrence’s direction.


  A gentlemanly old knight straddling a fluffy ram; yet he looked good enough to make one laugh.


  “My sword versus your lance. Let us make clear here and now who the goddess of victory favors this day!”


  Edward ran as if trying to escape the baggage on his back.


  But he was just a sheep.


  His hooves suddenly slowed to run rather ponderously in Lawrence’s direction.


  Fried raised his sword high overhead, staring straight at Lawrence’s eyes all the while.


  Even worked up like this, he was not brought to tears from nostalgia; he had a gentle look on his face.


  Lawrence thrust the lance toward his wide-open torso. Fried swept it away, disposing of it and transferring to an offensive stance with the grace of a far younger man. Suddenly, Edward’s patience seemed to snap; he lowered his head and charged with all his might.


  
    
  

  Fried, his balance thrown off from the sudden acceleration, lurched backward due to the weight of his armor and sword. The tip of Lawrence’s thrusted lance struck his head; with light resistance, it broke from the base on up.


  Fried collapsed straight behind, both arms wide as he fell from Edward’s back.


  It was all over in an instant.


  The great crashing sound woke Lawrence from his reverie; he hastily cast aside the lance’s shaft and rushed to Fried’s side.


  “Mr. Fried!”


  As Lawrence ran over, Fried was staring straight at the sky.


  What surprised him was that Fried was still gripping his sword.


  That he was not getting up was likely due partly to the impact he had taken to his back, but just like in the story, he probably could not get up on his own power.


  As Fried looked at the sky, he spoke in a dramatic voice.


  “H-has heaven finally forsaken me…?”


  Fried’s gaze slowly shifted to look at him.


  “But if there is compassion in you…”


  And with his left hand, Fried drew from his hip the dagger he had used previously.


  “… would you deliver the final blow?”


  This dagger was a little different than the ones traveling merchants like Lawrence employed for their daily meals. being more martial.


  The dagger was sharpened along some parts; turning the crest on the hilt to him was likely an action similar to how merchants exchanged daggers when making formal written contracts.


  As a noble knight, he was obligated to be noble even in defeat.


  With his entire body covered in armor, slicing his neck off with a sword or impaling his chest with a lance were not realistic outcomes. Using a dagger to thrust through the gap between helmet and armor was the most logical option.


  From the gravity in Fried’s eyes, it did not look like he was joking.


  Bewildered, Lawrence yielded to superior force of will and accepted the dagger.


  And when he beheld the blade, longer and thicker than that of an everyday tool, he swallowed.


  Was this really what Fried wanted? Could it be he really intended for Lawrence’s hand to send him on an eternal journey?


  His liege was no more; even bandits ignored him; when the privileges ran out, the people of the monastery would no longer bring necessities in. This was already a fort forgotten by all of the people of the world, home to an aging knight who had exposed his treasure room to a traveling merchant and who had a ram for a steed.


  Suicide was considered indecent.


  Then why not do it by another’s hand?


  Lawrence looked down at Fried.


  A moment after he gripped the dagger hard to cover up the shaking of his hand…


  … he noticed the words etched into the blade.


  “God grant me mercy.”


  His gaze was stolen by those words carved into the blade as if they were pulling him in.


  Even if a knight’s pride would not tolerate defeat, it did not mean he wished for death. If he could not beg for his life with his tongue, he need only write words to that effect on the dagger meant to finish him.


  Perhaps this was a culture born from the gap between honor and one’s true feelings.


  Exhaling, Lawrence’s expression slackened as he slipped the dagger under his belt.


  Upon seeing this, the strength in Fried’s neck suddenly failed him; with a clang, he looked up at the sky.


  His expression was not that of peace of mind, but relief.


  “So I have been granted mercy, have I?”


  “Yes. By a merchant.”


  Fried’s lips twisted and he made a sigh.


  “Then I should call myself a knight no longer. ’Twas a good, stirring fight.”


  And so, the old soldier Fried finished his preparations to leave the fort.


  The rain had already stopped at some point as he finished the story.


  Holo was in Lawrence’s arms, resting against him and not moving in the slightest as he embraced her from behind. The sweet scent of Holo’s chestnut hair rode the wind along with the wetness of the just-lifted rain, tickling Lawrence’s nose.


  Maybe she fell asleep?


  Just as he thought it. Holo’s body made a small burst of motion inside his arms.


  She seemed like she was going to sneeze as he noticed the bonfire had grown much smaller.


  “… Nn!”


  He thought Holo was murmuring something, but she was simply making a large yawn.


  Within his arms, Holo stirred and spread herself larger as the wisewolf opened her mouth toward the sky.


  After making a yawn worthy of a king of the forest, she lazily half closed her eyes as she crawled to the pile of kindling and reached out with her hand. On cue, the tail that had been between Holo and Lawrence that whole time struck Lawrence’s face as if on purpose.


  He wondered if her yawn had been a way to cover up tears.


  Holo herself had been asked to stay in a field of wheat, and so she had for several centuries, long after the person asking it had passed away and the locals had forgotten.


  “So… this place has been deserted ever since?”


  Midway, Holo cleared her throat as she spoke, as if she had not raised her voice in quite a while.


  “I believe so. On one hand, Mr. Fried did say he had some regrets so would try to find someone he could push the deed and rights to the fort onto, but it doesn’t look like that worked out very well.”


  After all, the two things that kept territorial disputes going were that barren land remained barren forever and fertile land was limited.


  Even though this was an iron law of the world, seeing it first-hand did make one feel a bit desolate.


  Without any warning, Holo tossed kindling into the bonfire, sending sparks dancing far and wide.


  “Perhaps ’tis the way the world flows, so to speak.”


  Holo spoke in an oddly candid tone as she rose to her feet and looked at the sky.


  “There is nothing that does not change. All we can do is appreciate that which is right before our eyes. Something like that?”


  If that is what Holo, who had lived for centuries, said, Lawrence, having lived a couple of decades and change, could say no differently.


  But Wisewolf Holo of Yoitsu seemed slightly embarrassed to have only come up with that line after several centuries of life.


  She turned toward him, made an awkward smile, and said… “I’m hungry.”


  Lawrence made an exasperated smile as he brought out bread and sausage. Eating at night like this was more of a luxury than breakfast, but being tired from speaking so much, Lawrence was hungry, too.


  As he drew his dagger and brought it to the sausage, Lawrence suddenly felt her gaze upon him and brought his face up.


  As Holo looked down at him with a malicious smile, she said this:


  “And how much mercy shall you grant, I wonder?”


  For a moment, he did not catch her meaning, but when his gaze fell to his hands, he immediately understood.


  It was Holo the glutton versus Lawrence the diligent, stingy merchant. The thickness of the cut of the sausage was a compromise between their mutual interests.


  Holo was demanding mercy in the form of thick sausage; Lawrence was asking for her to be merciful in not eating any more of it.


  With the blade still resting on the sausage, Lawrence did not look toward Holo as he opened his mouth.


  “Are you telling me to stop being a merchant?”


  He positioned the blade for a shallow cut of sausage.


  Just as it seemed a little more pressure would tear the thin skin, Holo spoke to him with amusement.


  “When that happens, I shall finish you off myself.”


  Then, as Holo squatted in front of Lawrence, she gently took hold of the blade and moved it into position to make a cut of sausage twice as thick.


  Right before his eyes, her large amber eyes bore a mischievous look.


  Surely even Fried the knight would have surrendered.


  Lawrence put his strength into the hand that held the dagger.


  “Ohh, God grant me mercy.”


  Holo smiled in satisfaction.


  A building quickly fell into ruin without human hands to maintain it. Surely a person’s smile would soon falter if there was no good food to maintain it. That was especially true for this wisewolf.


  Amazed at the excuses he made to himself, Lawrence sliced a thick cut of sausage and offered it to Holo.


  Whatever happened, someday the end would come, and they would part.


  If that could not be avoided, he at least wanted to keep a smile on her face until that moment came.


  “O Lord, grant thy mercy to this foolish traveling merchant.”


  As Lawrence muttered, the reflection of the moonlight gave the dagger a dull glint.


  End




  
    
  

  Gray Smiling Face and Wolf


  Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo were arguing again.


  The cause was not allotting Miss Holo enough meat in her stew for supper.


  For his part, Mr. Lawrence said he was subtracting equal to the dried meat she had snatched and eaten. For her part, Miss Holo said, “You have some nerve, do you have any proof,” and so forth.


  In fact, Miss Holo really had snatched and eaten the dried meat. During the time Mr. Lawrence had gone into town, checking the state of the place and speaking to people at the inns, I had witnessed with my very own eyes her sitting on the bed, casually eating the dried meat while grooming her tail.


  Even so, Mr. Lawrence had no way of knowing that; so when pressed for evidence, he was at a loss for words. I thought if I said I saw the whole thing, the circumstances would have been turned on their head.


  I did no such thing, because I thought it might have been some kind of scheme of Miss Holo’s.


  After all, she was a wolf god known as the wisewolf who had lived centuries.


  Miss Holo pressed even harder. “Any proof?”


  With an unpleasant look, Mr. Lawrence drew in his chin and said, “None.” After glaring at Mr. Lawrence for a while, Miss Holo snorted a “hmph” and turned aside. Afterward, she declared it her natural right and pulled a handful of dried meat out of the pouch.


  I had witnessed this kind of back-and-forth many times ever since they allowed me to travel with them.


  Though arguments could begin based on a few words and on the slightest of misunderstandings, there were also many cases like this where Miss Holo was clearly at fault. At first, it made me very nervous, but lately I had become quite accustomed to it, so I just turn away from them ever so slightly and think little of it.


  This time, too, Mr. Lawrence made a sigh and Miss Holo turned away in annoyance. Perhaps Miss Holo did not recognize what she was doing as bad behavior. Even though I think that if thoughts between you differ, you should just talk things over properly, for some reason, neither of them did.


  But even though their gazes were averted so as to not look at the other, I felt like they were closer to each other than before the argument, maybe because they were both leaning forward a bit.


  It was a sight I did not see much of in my village.


  When in town, there were multiple options for supper, like a tavern or the dining hall of an inn, but Mr. Lawrence wanted to eat in his room at the inn as much as possible.


  When eating in the room of an inn, it was usually cooking using ingredients he had procured for low prices that he brought to the dining hall to be cooked. If you asked him, he would say it was cheaper that way. He would also say, even if there was not enough and he asked for extras, he could still keep expenses down that way.


  He would add with a strained smile that this was particularly important since he had someone with him who ate and drank her fill.


  As if Miss Holo knew why Mr. Lawrence did not go to the dining halls or taverns to eat, she drank her wine as if it was precious. When eating in a room and finished drinking her allotted wine, she never got any more, no matter how much she sulked like a spoiled child. All Mr. Lawrence did was open his water skin and present it to her without any expression.


  When Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo argued, they did not shout and throw things at each other like I often saw back at the village; they just suddenly stopped talking. They did not meet each other’s eyes, behaving like there was no one else there. Back in my village, when people had an argument, it was like both people concerned had started a fire, and as a rule, the neighbors did not approach until it had burned itself out, since valuable things always seemed to get broken.


  Instead of doing things like that, even as Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo gave each other the cold shoulder, they were able to talk to others with smiling faces right away. Judging from their faces, you would think there had been nothing but fun times since getting up that morning.


  After that, as if each’s existence had been exiled from the other’s head, they were able to completely ignore the other as if it was truly second nature. Even if Mr. Lawrence broke down first during the ignore-the-other contest that followed, calling out to Miss Holo over and over, it was all for nothing if her mood had not improved. Her tone, posture, and eye movements were completely natural as she joked with me and ignored Mr. Lawrence.


  At first, how they were both exceptionally adept at making composed smiles even while angry looked a little creepy to me.


  Even so, when looking at the big picture, it all looked so childish that I did not really understand either of them.


  After we ate, by the time I put into order the utensils we had borrowed from the inn, went to return them to the kitchen, and came back, Mr. Lawrence was coming out to refill a pitcher of water.


  I simply could not hold it in anymore and told him about Miss Holo.


  Once I did so, Mr. Lawrence made a surprised expression, indeed acting as if there had been no argument whatsoever.


  “Mm? Holo did?”


  “Yes… Er, I felt that it really wasn’t good for me to keep quiet about it…”


  The Church teaches us that God sees all our actions, so it is futile to try and hide what we do. However, as we do not possess eyes like those of God, the truth remains hidden from a great many people.


  In my village, lies were punished by having one’s rump smacked with a supple bow.


  It was literally beaten into you that when holed up by snow in the middle of winter, when bears and wolves roamed the mountains, even the smallest lie or concealed thing could bring about nigh-unimaginable disaster.


  I have encountered many lies and concealed things since descending from the mountains, but I still believe such things must be rectified.


  All the more so because I had eaten the slice of dried meat that Miss Holo pushed onto me.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  But with a smile, that was what Mr. Lawrence said to me.


  “Ah? But Mr. Lawrence, you…”


  “Certainly if you insist on my providing proof, I have none, but we’re down four pieces of dried meat. Perhaps Holo ate three and you ate the other one?”


  As he beat me to it, I brought my fingertip up to my forehead.


  Mr. Lawrence, who was well versed in dense passages from scripture, seemed able to recall exactly what he had of everything.


  “… I’m sorry.”


  After speaking, I hung my head.


  In my village, if you stole food, they even made you stand naked outside of the house.


  But Mr. Lawrence made a wry smile and placed the pitcher in his hand on top of my head.


  “Holo made you eat it, didn’t she?”


  That was exactly what happened, but the fact this was what Mr. Lawrence believed actually made me a little concerned.


  “Am I wrong?”


  Quickly lowering my upturned eyes, I made a small shake of my head.


  “I trust you, and that’s why I don’t doubt what you said.”


  When I lifted my head, Mr. Lawrence had a smiling face very typical of him.


  “Besides, even Holo must vaguely realize that I count the slices of dry meat.”


  “Ah?”


  Mr. Lawrence removed the pitcher from my head and spoke as he walked.


  As I spoke back in surprise, I followed right behind Mr. Lawrence, awaiting his reply.


  “It’s not as if I thought I was putting her on trial and determining her guilt or innocence. I’m not that hard up for money.”


  Mr. Lawrence opened the door that led to the courtyard and went outside.


  It was a moonlit night, seemingly blotting out the oil lantern in his hand with ease.


  “But on a journey, if you let your guard down over and over, that can lead to disaster someday. For example, in a critical situation, you might have to give up on something because you’re just a little short on money or something similar.


  “You understand, don’t you?”


  As I nodded, Mr. Lawrence nodded back.


  I thought that these were very important words.


  But after Mr. Lawrence made a satisfied face at my reaction, he turned gloomy.


  “But she’s extremely narrow-minded about some things you see. I have no objection to simple childishness, but she’ll probably get hardheaded if I prove impropriety to her face.”


  I wondered if that was really true for Miss Holo, a wolf so sublime as to be called wisewolf.


  Though that was what I thought, Mr. Lawrence sighed and slumped his shoulders and, drawing close to my face, said this:


  “If I back her into a corner and say, ‘You swiped the food, didn’t you?’ she’d acknowledge it, yes. And after, when taking the slightest break and offered food, there’s no doubt in my mind she’d say, ‘Is this not swiping food?’ Moreover, she’d go, ‘Is it all right to eat this?’ or something, and even ‘This, my boy, this is a trap,’ wouldn’t she?”


  Mr. Lawrence looked like he dreaded it from the bottom of his heart as he mimicked Miss Holo’s manner of speech.


  I could not say with confidence, “No, she would never do that”; they certainly did seem like things Miss Holo might say.


  Overwhelmed by Mr. Lawrence that I was, I found it mysterious that, however great the dread on Mr. Lawrence’s face, I did not see a single shred of dislike for Miss Holo upon it.


  “That’s why I don’t need to back her that far into a corner and drive the fact I count all the food in like it’s a nail. Holo’s no idiot. If I gently point it out, even she’ll stop swiping food after a while; a few cross words to me doesn’t mean any genuine conflict. Besides…”


  Lawrence drew the bucket out of the well and poured cold water into the pitcher.


  “It makes it a little harder for her to beg for food and wine when the going gets a little rough, doesn’t it?”


  I nodded in admiration.


  It was definitely so, I thought, for Miss Holo was indeed stubborn about certain things.


  “Goodness. She should know exactly what happens when you’re not prepared and trouble strikes… She really is quite troublesome.”


  Holding the pitcher, nearly full to the brim, Mr. Lawrence made a heavy sigh.


  “Where would she be if I wasn’t the one traveling with her?”


  In the corridor, someone was passing through who was apparently a merchant who knew Mr. Lawrence, so I took the pitcher and returned to the room in his place.


  When I arrived back, Miss Holo was glugging down her wine as if still holding a grudge as she sat on the bed, grooming her tail.


  “Mm. Water?”


  “Would you like some?”


  As I inquired, Miss Holo nodded. Beginning to drink water apparently meant she was done drinking wine for that day.


  Drinking wine alone made you thirsty, but treating it by drinking more wine would not put a stop to that. “Even fools treat thirst with water,” she would always say.


  Just as I was looking around the room for a small container to open, Miss Holo reached her hand out to me. Then, she took the pitcher, put it to her lips, and began to drink. Even though she drank the water as heartily as any wine, she did not spill even a single drop.


  I thought to myself that she was not very drunk today, for I had often seen Mr. Lawrence hurrying to wipe water dripping from the corner of her mouth.


  “Phew. ’Tis nothing quite like cold water.”


  Making a burp that greatly resembled a hiccup, she cackled as she tendered the pitcher.


  I took it and put it on top of the table.


  It seemed Miss Holo’s mood was not terribly foul at present.


  “So, what of that fool?”


  “Mr. Lawrence, you mean? He seems to be speaking to a merchant he’s acquaintances with downstairs…”


  Do you want me to call him? I nearly asked, but I stopped myself.


  I had learned a thing or two about how Miss Holo operated, too.


  “Hmph. ’Tis good if he does not stick his neck into strange schemes again…”


  Her eyes fell upon her fluffy tail; seeming to see some hair that was about to shed, she pulled it out with a light tug and blew it away with her breath. Then, she made a great yawn, raising her arms in a stretch that looked like it felt good from where I stood.


  “… Ah. So, did you tell him about me, lad?”


  As she examined the sandals sitting on a chair, Miss Holo launched one of her usual ambushes.


  I could not feign innocence like Mr. Lawrence could.


  Taken back by surprise, I looked toward Miss Holo.


  “Heh-heh. I am not upset.”


  There were times you could do naught but trust the smile on Miss Holo’s face.


  Even now, there were times when I guessed wrong, but I thought today’s was genuine.


  “Did he say something, then?”


  Miss Holo put the tankard with wine in it onto the floor and pushed it into the corner.


  Usually, this was a signal she was going right to sleep.


  But she crossed her legs and sat on top of the bed, putting her elbows on top of her knees and resting her chin upon her palms with a bored look.


  “Er… ah, that’s…”


  Of course I remembered, since it was only moments before, but if I told her all of it there would probably be another argument.


  Since I am quite poor at telling lies, I was as economical with the truth as I could be.


  “Well, he said he can’t provide any proof, but he does know you ate it…”


  After gazing straight at me, scrutinizing every word, Miss Holo went “Hmph!” and turned aside.


  “Goodness, he truly is a fool.”


  Then, she made a large sigh.


  “He does not understand in the slightest why I swiped the food.”


  “… Ah?”


  “Mm? Could it be that even you think all I was doing was having a snack?”


  Miss Holo’s ears were fearsome ears that could pick up anything.


  I nodded, venturing no excuse, tilting my head a bit as I looked at Miss Holo.


  “My word, these males are just…” Miss Holo rocked forward, grimacing as if enduring a headache.


  She fell from the bed, but my worry was of course needless; she deftly put a hand to the floor, reached her other hand out to the wine, taking it in her hand as she rose up in one swoop.


  “I am certainly aware of his side. ’Tis not good to swipe food and waste it, it might cost us when in a real pinch, and so forth?”


  It being exactly as she said, I nodded as if wondering if she was angry with me.


  “Of course I understand that. But I do not think ’tis necessary to be so narrow-minded about each and every little thing. I did not steal food that we have but a limited supply. A few slices of dried meat shall hardly be missed.”


  Miss Holo had a valid point as well, I thought.


  Mr. Lawrence’s preparedness was important, but to always be that way was stifling.


  Even in my village, it was said good hunters must keep their guard up at all times, but when night falls, the good hunters are the hunters who sleep well.


  Even the Church teaches that excessive austerity is no virtue.


  “I think it a good thing if that fool lightens up a little. When I first met that fool, he was so greedy that he would not overlook even a nail fallen upon the road. He did not even eat properly, focusing everything on making money, neglecting even his own life. If you do such things long enough, your mind shall split and you shall make a terrible mistake.”


  As Miss Holo finished the last part, she guzzled down some wine.


  Though she had a great love of wine, it did not look so tasty when she drank it alone.


  “Human life is short. Those who do not enjoy themselves when it is time to do so die with scowls on their faces.”


  Then she muttered, “Goodness,” as she drank the seemingly bitter wine.


  I looked at Miss Holo as if I was admiring her.


  No, I really was admiring her.


  Miss Holo lived a very long time. She had no doubt watched the lives of many souls.


  I thought she had likely seen some who prepared for any future eventuality, yet had not lived long lives as a result. If that was so, they had likely never had the time to use any of what they had piled higher and higher, dying without ever enjoying themselves.


  Certainly, Mr. Lawrence always made a pained face at Miss Holo’s propensity to eat and drink her fill until she could no longer move. But in the end, he was greatly enjoying having Miss Holo with him. “It can’t be helped,” “Might as well enjoy it after having come this far,” and so on.


  Apparently Miss Holo was not behaving like this out of self-indulgence; she truly believed Mr. Lawrence’s obstinate aspects ought to be mended.


  I reflected upon the fact that I had not noticed this whatsoever.


  “Well, if I said this to his face, he’d no doubt think he is the wise one. He’d likely say, no, you’re the one who’s mistaken. That is why I must very slightly play the fool, loosening him up whether he likes it or not. Yet even though this wisewolf is doing so much for him, truly that fool is…”


  As I thought to myself, I feel like I’ve heard something like this before, Miss Holo made a large burp and said this:


  “What would happen to that fool if I was not traveling with him?”


  Miss Holo was already up when I awoke the next morning.


  She had opened the inn’s shutters and placed bread crumbs from last night on the windowsill that attracted small birds.


  Even though her true form was a huge wolf that seemed like it could swallow a cow whole, and even in her current human form had incredible intensity when angry, she watched the little birds peck at the bread crumbs on the windowsill with her chin on her palms, looking very gentle.


  Besides, I knew that Miss Holo truly was very kind. She was considerate to me about all kinds of things; sometimes she even told Mr. Lawrence things in my place that I found very difficult to say.


  She was mean to me just as much, but since Miss Holo always seemed to be having fun from the bottom of her heart, she probably did not think it was mean. After all, she did not tease even Mr. Lawrence all the time.


  As I got up out of bed, I saw that Mr. Lawrence was sound asleep in the adjacent bed. Even though Mr. Lawrence was in the middle of sleep, his forelocks were in perfect order. Miss Holo, with her chin on her palms at the window, most likely knew why they were like that.


  “What, ’tis the lad who awoke first?”


  As Miss Holo noticed me and said that, she seemed a little sleepy.


  Those words seemed to make the little birds pecking at the bread crumbs realize that Miss Holo was right beside them. With shrill cries, they hopped up and flew off.


  Miss Holo lazily watched the heartless little birds as they departed; it felt like she was saying “My, my” as she rose from her seat.


  “Now then… slap the fool awake and get breakfast, perhaps?”


  She cracked her wrists, finally making a sigh and a snort.


  Though her face lacked expression, she seemed somehow amused; no doubt she enjoyed waking Mr. Lawrence up.


  I pretended not to notice the eager sway of her tail as she drank cold water out of a pitcher.


  In short order, Mr. Lawrence was waking up with a start while Miss Holo made a cackling laugh.


  “–nsherned you shay?”


  It was a little before noon when Mr. Lawrence entered the room and Miss Holo parroted the words back at him.


  Her strange way of speaking was because she still had dried meat in her mouth.


  In spite of that, his composure did not waver an inch.


  However, perhaps I might say, that is Mr. Lawrence for you. After all, the dried meat Holo was gnawing on was broken out from Miss Holo’s personal supply.


  When I heard Miss Holo rummaging around and saw her taking out the dried meat and gnawing on it, I exclaimed, “Ah!” but Miss Holo made a conspiratorial laugh and explained it to me.


  She seemed to have done it with the intent of Mr. Lawrence seeing that and admonishing her, with her answer to give her great bragging rights.


  Miss Holo’s tail wiggled all around when Mr. Lawrence failed to fall into her trap.


  “Yesterday I ran into an old acquaintance of a merchant in the corridor, and he asked me to help with something.”


  “Then should you not do it?”


  As Miss Holo spoke those words, she returned to her every-day tail grooming.


  Since she combed it several times a day, it was a comely tail indeed.


  However, Miss Holo was being uncooperative beyond reason, like a princess withdrawing from a conversation.


  “You’re free, aren’t you?”


  Immediately one of Miss Holo’s sharp ears stood straight up. It was as if to say, “Aye, try saying that again,” but Mr. Lawrence simply slumped his shoulders.


  “Um, can I do it?”


  I was not doing anything in particular, and since they were both taking such good care of me, I wanted to help where I could.


  I did not mind physical labor; it was the simple, boring chores that made you stronger.


  “Mm? Ah yes, you’d be plenty of help, Col. Can I count on you?”


  “Yes!”


  Since I did not have many opportunities to be useful, I leaped up at this one.


  As Mr. Lawrence beckoned with his hand, I tossed on my overcoat and hurried to the doorway.


  “What will I be doing?”


  As I asked, Mr. Lawrence spoke rather casually. “It’s merely counting some gold coins. There’s a fair amount, but you’re strong in math so I’m not at all concerned.”


  I knew that this was high praise coming from Mr. Lawrence, but such considerate words were ticklish. Before meeting Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo, I would have wondered if I was being mocked, deceived, or perhaps both.


  “I’ll do my best!”


  “Ha-ha. You’ll be fine even without the enthusiasm.”


  And as Mr. Lawrence was escorting me out of the room, his feet suddenly came to a halt.


  “So?” Mr. Lawrence said curtly.


  His face seemed somewhat amused.


  When I turned around, it was just as Miss Holo, who but a moment before had been gnawing on dried meat, grooming her tail, was pulling her robe out of the luggage.


  “I shall go, for you will be lonely without me.”


  I met Mr. Lawrence’s face and made a small smile.


  Of course, this was not overlooked by Miss Holo, for in the corridor she stomped on my foot.


  In the end, the three of us left the inn, making our way to the inn the merchant concerned was staying at.


  Outside, it was very bright and warm.


  It was bustling from so many people being out; everyone was full of life in the morning.


  Miss Holo was showing great interest in stalls she spotted through the spaces in the crowd; had Mr. Lawrence not been holding her hand, she would probably have gotten lost like a child. If I asked her what in the world she was doing, she would have probably been mean to me again so I held my tongue, but Miss Holo truly seemed to be having fun as usual.


  “So what was all this?”


  “A merchant I know asked for help tabulating his money.”


  It was a vaguer explanation than he had given me, but Miss Holo, as if she thought it was fine as it was, went “Hmph,” nodded, and scratched the base of her ear through the hood of her robe.


  “And why did he ask you to do such a thing?”


  “Apparently he’s not close to any of the money changers in this town. His deal ended well, but he’s unfamiliar with the currencies here, he said. So he asked me to sort out the coins and show him in broad terms how to convert them efficiently; he can’t learn without seeing it for himself.”


  Miss Holo listened to Lawrence’s explanation, though it felt unclear whether she was really listening or not. I was not an expert on trade, but I did know it was very complicated to exchange a mountain of differing varieties of coin. When I was studying in the scholarly city of Aquent, there were people who told silver coins apart by biting them. They told me they had been fooled by counterfeits made from rusting pieces of steel. They added, “You can tell steel by the taste, so you’d better learn it, too.”


  I told Mr. Lawrence the story, to which he made a great laugh.


  “That brings me back. My teacher did that a lot to cheat me out of my allowance.”


  This shocked me quite a bit, but Mr. Lawrence looked like he had had a great deal of fun.


  That master and pupil to deceive each other by such means made me admire what an amazing profession being a merchant was.


  However, Miss Holo yawned as she listened to the story, saying this at the end:


  “So that is how you became so gutless?”


  “I’d rather you said ‘watchful.’”


  “Ha!”


  Actually, I really liked the way Miss Holo laughed when she was mocking someone.


  That was because she looked so malicious and yet so very pretty.


  Even as Mr. Lawrence drew his head back a little, he surely understood that any rebuttal would dig a deeper hole.


  He politely held back his words and walked forward.


  He was devoting himself to silence to avoid an argument.


  I thought Mr. Lawrence came off very well, too. Miss Holo harshly dubbed him a cowardly fool, though.


  “Ahh, ahh, thank you for coming. And you brought such a charming apprentice, too.”


  It was indeed a portly, middle-aged merchant who greeted them at the inn.


  I was unaccustomed to the hat he was wearing; when I asked about it, he indicated it was from a land far to the east. Apparently it was a harsh land that was dry year-round, a place of both extreme heat and extreme cold.


  Certainly, the gentleman was very kind, but I felt he would be quite frightening if angered. It was an atmosphere I saw much of in my village.


  “This is Holo, who I travel with for a few odd reasons, and Col.”


  “I am Holo.”


  “Tote Col.”


  When Miss Holo and I introduced ourselves, the gentleman went “Mm, mm,” as his wrinkled face made a nod.


  Perhaps he had grandchildren around our ages.


  “Oh, I’m truly sorry for making you come out of your way like this. I’ve been trading in far-off lands for twenty years, you see. I can’t make sense of this mountain of strange coins, and as a result, these money changers want to keep half my coins for commission. You can’t slip anything past them.”


  He spoke resentfully, but I understood very well what he meant, having had my own terrible experiences at the hands of money changers. Only Miss Holo asked Mr. Lawrence, “Was that one at the town back then ill-natured, I wonder?”


  Mr. Lawrence thought about it for a while and replied, “That money changer was a real villain.”


  Most likely, Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo were speaking off a money changer at a town they had visited before on their journey. I could not even imagine what kind of money changer it took for Mr. Lawrence, with such a breadth of knowledge about the world, both in front of and behind the curtain, to call him a villain.


  But I wondered why Miss Holo looked somehow amused. Perhaps, like a knight, she was more worked up the mightier the foe.


  There were many things I still did not understand.


  “So, can I ask you to get this done as soon as possible? Actually, there’s a money order from a comrade I need to settle by tomorrow. There’s too many people who push this job and that onto their elders, I tell you. This is why I hate traveling.”


  “It just shows how much they trust you. Understood.”


  “Right this way, then…”


  And so, the gentleman showed us to the in room where he was staying.


  “Mm.”


  “Ooh.”


  “…”


  The moment we entered the room, the three of us were at a loss for words.


  In spite of being about the same size as the room where we were staying, it was just overflowing with things: bundles of rolled-up fabric; bundles of furs fastened with ropes; and bulging flaxen sacks with their mouths closed strewn all over the floor, filled with different kinds of beans so far as I could tell. There were other things I did not understand at all, but I picked out a number of crates, making me wonder just what kind of business this man was into; I really could not tell.


  But what struck us dumbfounded was most likely not that, but rather the mass of coins, a mountain, piled atop a large table likely at its limits.


  “Bwa-ha-ha! How about it. Surprised?”


  The gentleman’s shoulders shook as he made a droll laugh.


  Though he seemed every bit a little boy playing a prank, the proud smile on his face was indeed that of a greedy and exceptionally skilled merchant.


  Though Mr. Lawrence, too, had sucked in his breath, when I glanced up at the side of his face, he looked composed as he stared straight at the top of the table, seeming to calculate in his head. In Aquent, there were a great many people who devoted themselves to thinking, but I thought that sometimes, the side of Mr. Lawrence’s face looked like those of exceptional people I had seen in that town.


  It had been famously said the front of the face can lie, but the side cannot.


  Miss Holo mocked and made fun of Mr. Lawrence quite often, but I thought Mr. Lawrence was an excellent merchant himself.


  “There’s quite a bit of coins all over the place here… and with old ones mixed in, too.”


  “Yes. That makes it difficult. My traveling companion is a merchant about the same level as I. I had a deal for the guild to send someone to do the accounting, but he was completely useless. I have to think it’s our willingness to stick our own necks into danger that makes us into merchants.”


  When the gentleman smiled, his teeth poked out, with several off-color like a set of mismatched coins.


  In the village, it was taught that men became like stone as they advanced in years. Therefore, it was taught, one should age gracefully so that even if you truly became stone and you were on display forever, you would have nothing to be ashamed of.


  Surely, even if this gentleman became stone then and there, he had the look of a merchant whom travelers could only admire.


  “Also, this merchandise… You bought up a whole warehouse from some company hard on its luck?”


  “Ah?”


  I was the only one surprised. When the gazes of everyone else there assembled onto me, I realized that my face was red.


  “Hah. Well, something like that. I haven’t been in business long enough for this land to trade kings three times over for nothing. I was collecting on favors I’d made here and there and so forth.”


  I understood from Mr. Lawrence’s slumping his shoulders that this was surely not worthy of overwhelming praise.


  But the gentleman took it as admiration and looked very proud.


  Looking at the two of them, I felt like I was watching two children who had enjoyed pranks who had grown into adults wholly unchanged.


  I thought that was something to be quite envious of, but Miss Holo did not seem all that fond of it.


  Even at a time like this, she had a bored look as she poked the hilt of a sword in its sheath with the tip of her finger.


  “We’ll be as much help as we possibly can. But with so much, I’m not quite as confident so… I need a visual reference. Holo, sorry but could you go get the pouch with coins in it from the inn?”


  Miss Holo lifted her head from a shield adorned with pretty decorations, looking at Mr. Lawrence, then at me.


  She must have thought, Why not make the lad do something so tiresome like that?


  But.


  “Mm. The one you always use to compare by eye?”


  Miss Holo asked with a display of humility that astonished me. “That’s the one. Sorry, but thanks.”


  “Mm.”


  Miss Holo nodded briskly, heading out of the room at a jog.


  Though I did not understand whatsoever the circumstances swirling around, I wondered if perhaps the coins were too valuable to be entrusted to me.


  That made me a little sad, but it stood to reason.


  “Now then, Col.”


  That was when Mr. Lawrence’s voice leaped out.


  “This one, this one… and this one; shouldn’t be any question for these. Take the same type as these and line them up in piles often.”


  “Right!”


  I made my reply and got to work.


  As the coins on the table had already been roughly divided into copper, silver, and gold coins, we strove to sort out the valuable gold and silver coins.


  Since there were several silver and gold coins that closely resembled one another, plus subtle differences depending on the date of minting, it seemed quite a few coins were mixed up with others. Scales and measuring boxes full of water were methods for rigorous distinction, but it was best to sort by hand as much we could.


  Seeming well aware of these circumstances, the gentleman said, “A lot of money’s riding on getting the fine details right.” Though this meant Mr. Lawrence was doing so-called assistant’s work, he made a pained smile that revealed no special dislike.


  I did as Mr. Lawrence had told me, proceeding to divide silver coins alone. Furthermore, since these were different enough that there could be no mistake, my work proceeded fairly smoothly.


  For sorting the gold coins, Mr. Lawrence gave instructions to the gentleman, with both doing it together.


  When taught something you do not know, you should be cordial and pay proper respect, even to someone younger.


  This is what the learned men of Aquent taught, but I thought it very unlikely that they could follow their own precept.


  As a result, I had thought that it might not be possible, but in fact, it was possible.


  Merchants might be liars, but they are forthright to about the same extent.


  “Hmmm. The gold coins are fine like this.”


  “It seems so. The problem is the silver coins.”


  The pair of experienced merchants had apparently divided the gold coins up in what seemed no time at all.


  As my eyes widened, both merchants came to my side, making small grunts as they sat.


  “Ah. you’re making good time here. There’s no need to rush; accuracy is what’s important for this.”


  “Right, right. Rushing won’t make more of them. Though when you don’t close your purse quickly, you find yourself a few short!”


  With that, the gentleman made a loud laugh.


  He seemed in spirits high enough to live another few centuries.


  “Now then, you have to watch out for this one and that one. This is counterfeit; that one’s from a rival religion.”


  “Hmph. Today’s men in high places do things just like the old ones.”


  “Well, I suppose so.”


  The gentleman made an exaggerated slump of his shoulders and a large sigh.


  After that, we began to divide silver coins together, but I suddenly realized about Miss Holo. I felt she was a little late coming back.


  Even in the middle of a town, there would be cowardly thugs after your things if you let your guard down.


  I did not think Miss Holo, of all people, would have her things taken by highwaymen, but nonetheless, I was getting worried.


  But Mr. Lawrence did not seem to be paying that much concern. In the end, Miss Holo arrived back a short time later.


  “Sorry about that.”


  As Mr. Lawrence, still sorting out silver coins, displayed his gratitude, Miss Holo curtly nodded.


  Somehow, it felt like the back and forth between a master and a dutiful apprentice.


  I watched Miss Holo, quiet with her hood pulled down, as if watching something somewhat mysterious.


  “All right, line the contents up over there.”


  “…”


  Miss Holo nodded briskly and stepped closer to the table. Mr. Lawrence had indicated where silver coins were in neat rows in piles of ten. Normally, Miss Holo would probably make a great laugh and send the piles of silver coins crashing down with one swipe of her tail, but of course, she did not do so here.


  Instead, she pulled something out of her robe and put it on the table as Mr. Lawrence had asked.


  I instantly doubted my own eyes.


  For Miss Holo had taken out a very familiar carrying bag – mine.


  “Don’t mix them up with the others.”


  Mr. Lawrence said it casually with a small smile. His eyes narrowed as he smiled, like an old man displaying his affection for a beloved granddaughter. Beside Mr. Lawrence and the rest of us, Miss Holo untied the cord of my carrying bag. In addition, my carrying bag, made for carrying over my shoulder, was tied with two cords: one around the mouth of the sack and another tied around the base of the bag forming a large ring.


  What Miss Holo had untied just now was the cord of the bottom; she had laid the bag onto the table on its mouth.


  Even as I thought there was no way Miss Holo would make a basic mistake like that, I was somewhat concerned and was about to raise my voice.


  That was when Mr. Lawrence spoke to me.


  “Ah, that silver coin is wrong.”


  “Ah? Oh.”


  I had put one with a lily drawn on it where the ones with lilies and moons drawn on them went.


  As I hurried to fix that, I confirmed that I had not made any similar mistakes.


  ”You’ll make mistakes if your eyes stray.”


  Lowering my eyes as the gentleman, sitting across me, admonished me with his gaze, I resumed my work.


  I needed to worry about myself, not others. If I failed here, it would only cause trouble for Mr. Lawrence. Furthermore, I was a hundred years too young to be worrying about Miss Holo.


  Right after I had that thought…


  “Ah, hey, Holo!”


  “Mm, uh?”


  It was the instant Mr. Lawrence rose from his chair in haste and stretched his hand toward Miss Holo. The carrying bag Miss Holo had untied with her own hands began to move according to the laws of nature.


  As Miss Holo slowly drew the cord out, the contents, lightly held up, now had nothing to support them and came crashing down onto the table. And just like when dropping a leather pouch full of water, the contents did not simply fall and crash, but sought an outlet to pour out of.


  The carrying bag’s mouth had only been lightly tied.


  The heavy silver coins inside easily broke through the dam, flying out toward greener pastures.


  It was all in the blink of an eye.


  When I regained my senses, Miss Holo was absentmindedly holding the now-empty sack as she stood before the spilled contents of the bag.


  “Ahh, what are you doing, you fool!” Mr. Lawrence disparaged Miss Holo.


  Under the hood, Miss Holo’s face drew back and exploded.


  I reflexively cowered, but I did not hear Miss Holo yell, “Fool!” Instead, she looked at Mr. Lawrence like a frightened child and began scooping up the spilled silver coins from the mountain of silver coins piled up on the table.


  However, one could not separate iron powder from sand without special implements. The task before Miss Holo was all the harder because several of the coins were the same varieties as those that had been lined up on the table.


  As a result, things ended up only becoming a bigger mess. Before she could be yelled at, Mr. Lawrence grabbed Miss Holo’s shoulders and pulled her back.


  An awkward silence fell over the room.


  I forgot to breathe and waited for someone to speak.


  The gentleman cleared his throat.


  “I’m not upset. In exchange, is it all right if I decide how many silver coins there were? Looks aside, I’m still going strong up here.”


  The gentleman pointed to his own head as he spoke.


  Though a merchant’s words were never to be taken at face value, it was true that the gentleman did not appear upset. He had probably counted them while we were piling them up.


  Mr. Lawrence, looking like he wanted to say something to Miss Holo, shut his mouth and nodded toward the gentleman.


  “Sorry. I can’t have you saying I inflated the numbers in the confusion.”


  “Ha-ha. I’d say the same thing even if there was a written count.”


  “Is there any proof I ate the dried meat?”


  That is what Miss Holo had asked at the inn.


  In this world, irrefutable proof rarely existed.


  “That’s thirty-two Ladeon Diocese silver pieces; fifty-five Mitzfing Cathedral silver pieces; forty-one Archduke Dandren Enthronement silver pieces; and finally, eighty-five silver trenni pieces.”


  As the gentleman listed them off, he gave Mr. Lawrence a somewhat sleepy look when he reached the last part. “The same as I recall.”


  As Mr. Lawrence replied, the gentleman made a broad grin before shifting his gaze toward Miss Holo.


  “That’s how it is. Don’t be concerned; just separate that many coins out. If you make a mistake, correct your mistake and you will be forgiven, for the Lord is generous.”


  The last part was a famous line from scripture.


  As Miss Holo nodded, Mr. Lawrence emerged from behind, extending the hand nearest to the table.


  Without a word, Mr. Lawrence pointed out the silver coins concerned and assisted with the work. Clang, ching – the sounds peculiar to silver coins reverberated, almost as if they were crying.


  The gentleman seemed satisfied as he gazed at Miss Holo and Mr. Lawrence’s work.


  And when he suddenly looked in my direction, his smile grew even stronger as he said this:


  “Lad. What did your master tell you earlier?”


  I resumed my work in a hurry.


  Miss Holo finished sorting out the silver coins that had been jumbled together around the same time I finished sorting out the gentleman’s remaining silver coins.


  “Good. Splendid.”


  Looking at the coins neatly piled on top of the table, the gentleman spoke with pride.


  “Glory to God.”


  Afterward, Mr. Lawrence used reference samples to make a more detailed classification, focusing on those he considered especially troublesome. Mr. Lawrence said that this was all that could be instantly recognized on sight and to please consult a proper money changer with proper scales for an expert opinion on the others.


  The gentleman seemed quite satisfied with just this, nodding with a smile on his face.


  And as the three of us were preparing to depart from the inn, he handed Mr. Lawrence a small leather pouch.


  “You’ve been a real help.”


  As Mr. Lawrence’s hand accepted the pouch, the gentleman clasped both hands around his with a good-natured smile on his face. “Call if you need anything else,” Mr. Lawrence said with a smile; then they parted.


  I had been sure that we were going to have dinner together, but it did not feel like that at all. I could not really tell if they got along well or poorly. Perhaps relationships between merchants just aren’t like that, I thought, committing it to memory.


  Besides, there were other things pressing on my mind far more.


  The first was: Why did Miss Holo put coins in my carrying bag and bring it over?


  The second was: Why in the world did Miss Holo make a blunder even worse than mine?


  “Goodness.”


  As I pondered these things, Mr. Lawrence finally opened his mouth.


  For a moment, I was startled, wondering if he was referring to the words inside my head, but Mr. Lawrence had spoken after opening the pouch from the gentleman and placing the contents atop his open palm.


  “That’s a well-known miser for you. Made us work like money changers and this is all he pays us.”


  Mr. Lawrence pinched three coarse silver coins together and held them up to the sun.


  Even though he had told me the story of his master swindling his own student, I was shocked nonetheless.


  “This won’t even cover lunch.”


  As Mr. Lawrence spoke, I finally recalled that I hadn’t had lunch.


  “Hungry, aren’t you? Let’s go buy something with our profits.”


  I thought I had heard wrong, but the next moment, Miss Holo, who had remained silent up to this point, let out a chuckle.


  “So, how much did we make?”


  Mr. Lawrence did not find Miss Holo’s behavior suspicious in the least.


  Miss Holo seemed to be toning down her usual voice as she laughed.


  What in the world is going on? I wondered, as Miss Holo pushed the carrying bag, packed with silver coins, onto Mr. Lawrence.


  “Who knows? I am not a merchant. I do not know the prices of silver coins.”


  At those words, I thought, Ah!


  At the time, the gentleman had counted from memory, but I wondered if a few extra had not fallen into the sack in the confusion.


  Isn’t that plain burglary? The moment after I had that thought, Miss Holo spun toward me and took my hand. making a proud, grinning smile, with her fangs showing.


  “How many coins were you able to swap?”


  While Miss Holo stood beside me, grinning all the while, Mr. Lawrence carefully opened the mouth of the carrying sack wide and peered inside as he spoke.


  My head was full of question marks. Swap?


  “About ten of the silver coins with swords on them; I did not replace any with lilies. I replaced around thirty of your beloved silver trennis.”


  “Mm… if that’s the case, well, considering the age difference, it comes out to a fair bit.”


  “Heh-heh. That fool was desperately counting them, was he not? It was as if he had grease in his eyes. I wonder, will you turn into that when you grow old?”


  Mr. Lawrence made a disagreeable face at Miss Holo’s final words.


  Miss Holo made a small cackle before suddenly looking toward me.


  “Ah, Col. I had to use your carrying bag. Do not be concerned, your belongings are all in order at the inn.”


  I nodded at that, but I still had not the faintest clue what was going on here.


  They had not stolen silver coins, yet they profited from swapping them alone?


  “Good of you, though. At what point did you notice?”


  Mr. Lawrence closed the carrying bag and directed his words toward Miss Holo.


  “Mmm? ’Tis obvious. ’Twas the moment you returned to the room and spoke to me rather than the lad.”


  I was completely lost.


  Even Mr. Lawrence looked at Miss Holo with a suspicious look now.


  “Well, I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Fool. But I must say, you put on quite an act yourself. When Col made that dubious face at the carrying bag, I thought things might get a little rough.”


  “…!”


  That was when Mr. Lawrence had warned me.


  “I was surprised, too. I thought you’d pick a gentler method.”


  “But ’twas perfect, was it not? ”


  “Very much so. Well, it’s a good thing I’m used to giving out that humble, submissive feeling, too.”


  Miss Holo maintained the smile on her face while baring her fangs, which was quite a dexterous feat.


  However, she immediately withdrew her fangs, pulling her head back in apparent happiness.


  I was the only one not in on it.


  As I stood there like a scarecrow, Mr. Lawrence noticed me and said, “Ahh, sorry, sorry,” and explained.


  “Holo can tell whether silver is good or bad by sound.”


  “Huh?”


  “She can tell by sound just like we can tell steel and copper by taste. Even if the symbol is the same, the silver purity rate varies heavily according to the year it was minted. It was clear from the start that stingy old man would get people to help him without any proper reward, you see. So, we swapped our bad coins for good coins and took our own reward.”


  The sound Miss Holo made when scattering the silver coins about. And then, the sounds the coins made when she hastily sorted the silver coins out again.


  “This fool wouldn’t ask me to do something troublesome for no reason, you see. There was definitely something behind it. And then there was that mountain of coins. Of course, I understood right away what he had in mind.”


  At the very least, so far as I was aware, there was no evidence either of them had spoken a single word to plan out this conspiracy. After all, no doubt if they had, I would have heard them, and being a timid person, I could not have calmly gone along with it.


  Miss Holo took my hand with her left; she took Mr. Lawrence’s hand with her right.


  Mr. Lawrence’s face had a satisfied smile as well; they really were dancing to the same tune.


  “Well, we’re not traveling for nothing, are we?”


  Miss Holo was looking up at Mr. Lawrence as she spoke. As she did so, Mr. Lawrence looked down at her, somewhat sarcastically curled up the corners of his lips, and inclined his head a little.


  It was when I felt somewhat left out by the tight bonds that Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo shared that Mr. Lawrence said that to me.


  “Aye. ’Twas because the lad worked so diligently that the fool let his guard down, after all. Besides, paying attention to one rabbit is one thing; two rabbits is a different matter altogether. Col’s hard work making him careless beforehand was what made it possible.”


  “That’s because the apprentice is a reflection of the master. He seemed to think Col was my apprentice, so that must have made him more confident I had nothing up my sleeve.”


  As they were both very kind people, I thought this was probably more than half being considerate of me.


  However, the other half, or even less than half, was praise, something I should gratefully accept.


  That made me happy, and I smiled widely at it.


  When Miss Holo and Mr. Lawrence saw me like that, the smiles they gave me were much gentler than before.


  They were very good people. They were people I could trust, people I could open my heart to. Moreover, they were people considerate to someone like me. If the people in the Church were like this, people would be able to live in my village and the villages nearby with greater relief.


  In spite of that thought, I needed to lament about that less and be happy I was able to travel with both of them. Setting my thoughts in order, I picked my pace back up and I, Miss Holo, and Mr. Lawrence walked side by side.


  “Now then, time for lunch?”


  “Yeah. Let’s buy something appropriate around here. I know there’s a cheap bakery right around…”


  Mr. Lawrence tried pulling Miss Holo’s hand down a street, but as if he had made a misstep, Miss Holo stopped walking, with her hand holding Mr. Lawrence back.


  “Mmm? There’s a restaurant with delicious-looking food over there. Is that not better?”


  “That’s the one with what, roasted chicken and duck? During the day it may smell delicious, but it’s expensive. Bread’s plenty.”


  As Mr. Lawrence tried to walk forward once more, Miss Holo fiercely yanked him back.


  “Fool. You go earn money, but you have no intention of using it?”


  “No intention whatsoever. If I use up everything I earn, when can I rest easy?”


  “Hah! That’s quite something from someone who’s always sleeping like a foolish, lazy cat. What you earned back there was thanks to me, so use it as I tell you!”


  “I’m the one who took the job. Besides, you don’t even know how to arrange coins by type. Let’s say you earned half. That half probably doesn’t even cover all the food you’ve swiped.”


  “Y-you’re dragging that out again… Really, this fool is just…”


  “Don’t you think about anything but eating? Think ahead a little more…”


  In hushed voices, here in the middle of the street, the back-and-forth started again. Fortunately, the street was incredibly packed, making an even more incredible racket. There were craftsmen arguing with one another and merchants having price disputes all over the place. The people around them gave Mr. Lawrence and Miss Holo slightly odd looks, but immediately lost interest and hurried along their own way.


  But as I watched the two of them like this, I slowly had a thought:


  This is probably what getting along well means.


  In the end, as if unable to come to terms, both suddenly looked away from each other; Miss Holo came toward me with incredible force.


  Then, she grabbed my hand and walked off.


  “Ah, er, and Mr. Lawrence?”


  As I asked her, Miss Holo had a sulky look on her face like that of a little girl as she said this:


  “That fool can jump off a bridge!”


  In the midst of being pulled away by Miss Holo, I looked back at Mr. Lawrence.


  Mr. Lawrence looked toward us and, moving his mouth, formed but did not say the words:


  You, too!


  Still, they looked like they would be making up before supper.


  Like telling the quality of coins by their sound, I had a fair grasp of the tone of their words.


  I quietly thought about that as we slipped into the bustle of the town.


  End




  
    
  

  White Path and Wolf


  He was not sure if he was twelve or thirteen when he apprenticed himself and left the cold village in which he had been born. He had lived as a merchant ever since.


  He and his master had spent a long time together as just the two of them, but there were sometimes others who traveled with them.


  There were people they would travel two or three days together with before immediately parting ways, only to unexpectedly rendezvous with them a week later; there were others they would travel with for a month or two, living on the road through thick and thin, and as soon as they had learned all there was to know about one another, they parted ways, just like that.


  That was normal for those who lived on the road; of course, other rare things happened that one would likely never experience living in a town. A person could meet nobles of high on the road they would be bowing to in the middle of town and enjoy a warm meal together as equals.


  For that reason, it was understandable why those who lived in a town all their lives looked at those who lived on the road as strangers. The stigma toward foreigners was especially strong among residents of remote villages who had known everyone around them since birth.


  Some people would raise up scythes as tall as men as if driving away bandits. But they were outnumbered by those who welcomed one on friendly terms. In particular, those who occupied high places by villager standards were friendly out of burning curiosity – which was really quite a bother when one got a hold of you.


  Sometimes people who had lived on the road for a long time offered those just starting out some amusing tales when staying at the same inn.


  At times like these, the storyteller received a warm welcome fit for a king.


  “Yes, yes, yes.”


  That was the reply he received when asking someone in a nearby field if he could have some water from the village while passing through.


  The man looked at Lawrence in surprise as if he was a son returning after going off to war without a single word since; suddenly, a broad smile came over him, and his mud-caked hand grabbed hold of Lawrence’s own.


  The man was fairly advanced in years, but with his face bronzed by the sun, he was like a doll crafted out of mud when he smiled. Furthermore, his eyes had a glittering radiance in them like that of a child.


  Though Lawrence was indeed pleased at the welcome, experience had taught him this might turn into trouble.


  “Um, water…?”


  But his words were lightly brushed off with a smiling face and a “Now, now now.”


  And with impressive strength, the man pulled Lawrence toward his house.


  Later, Lawrence would learn that this was the village headman, but he would be done for once the wine came out.


  The man would fiercely ask what drinks Lawrence would recommend and stories of Lawrence’s journey; the conversation would no doubt continue until Lawrence’s shoulders shook from complete exhaustion.


  After hearing such stories, he would no doubt claim he wanted to go on a journey himself to get a feather under his cap.


  In his usual travels, Lawrence would drop the name of the lord of the land and proclaim he was a merchant on official business and make his escape, but today he did not. Or perhaps it was better to say, he could not – for his traveling companion, who ought to have waited at the horse-drawn wagon, had at some point turned up at Lawrence’s side.


  “Here.”


  With that, his traveling companion gave the village headman’s hand a light, chiding slap.


  Lawrence was not certain if this was really a rebuke, for after slapping the headman’s hand, she had an exceedingly serious look on her face that she usually never showed, grabbing Lawrence’s hand on the arm opposite the one the headman was pulling.


  It was like an actual mother and a mother-in-law bickering over a child, but on the one hand was a man from a village.


  On the other was a girl who looked beautiful on the surface, but Lawrence could only sigh.


  His elders had warned him, “Beware of girls with hoods on their heads.” Indeed, there was a secret under this hood.


  If she opened her mouth, pretty white fangs liable to rip one’s throat out poked out; her name was Holo.


  By happenstance, she had come to travel with Lawrence, but her true form was that of a giant wolf easily able to gobble a man whole.


  Then, she said this: “This one is mine.”


  Under her hooded religious habit, he could see her pretty, noble, flaxen-furred tail.


  The headman gave Holo’s face a long look, but Holo’s reddish eyes, like amber-colored jewels, returned a stout look to the headman.


  The two hands pulling on Lawrence’s arms, the headman’s and Holo’s, differed in size, smoothness, and every other way.


  “Would you give him back?”


  Holo tilted her head slightly, looking sad as she spoke.


  With that, the headman regained his senses as if a spell on him had been broken.


  “Ha! Er, well, pardon me.”


  He let go of Lawrence’s hand in a hurry.


  If villagers in the surrounding fields looked over to see what was going on, no doubt it would look like their cheerful, guileless headman had once again done something rude and was being scolded by a traveling nun.


  “Thank you.”


  However, as Holo said those words, she grabbed Lawrence’s now-free arm with a covetous look unbecoming of any nun.


  Though no man could find this disagreeable, for Holo to do this within sight of others meant she was definitely up to something.


  When they had first met, his being unable to tell when she was serious or not made him nervous, but lately it had not been so. He had become able to calmly discern when she was serious, even in the solitude of a room for two at the inn.


  Lawrence sighed, as it was quite obvious what Holo had in mind.


  “What did you want incidentally? We came thinking we might get some water, but… perhaps he made some mistake?”


  It was unclear if she would leave it at that when she pushed up onto her toes and gave Lawrence’s head a light slap with a “Here.


  “This truly is a helpless soul. Even though I tell him over and over to approach all things with a sincere heart…”


  He had no idea where she had picked this up, but somehow she plausibly strung similar words together, speaking them with a clear tone one would normally never hear them spoken with. Though it was no bad thing to be gently scolded with words at his age, Lawrence’s spirit grew heavy.


  “No, no, not at all. Not at all.”


  It was the village headman who interjected with great excitement, having finally grasped who was in charge between the two people before him.


  With great energy, he humbled himself and explained not to Lawrence, but to Holo.


  “Because I live in a village such as this, I was hoping very much I could speak with you.”


  “Mmm? Speak?”


  “Yes, yes. If I may say so, I am the headman of this village and I bear the duty of broadening the horizons of the people who live here. Therefore, I was very much hoping to speak with travelers such as yourselves about your experiences in other lands…”


  If Holo played her con to the hilt, she would have this village headman use his position and bring them into the house of one of his fellow villagers and satisfy her own curiosity.


  Lawrence had never seen such a humble yet shameless headman.


  It was plain as day who he normally spoke with. Almost beyond all doubt, they were merchants taking a shortcut, just like Lawrence.


  It was easy to tell what sort of people had influenced his choice of words and manner of speech.


  “Aye… certainly we are travelers. We have come from the south on our way to the north where all is cold. Of course, our lives are like candles flickering in the storm, and we have been saved not a few times by the grace of a great light.”


  She spoke like a true believer, throwing in an appropriate wave of her hand.


  She was probably recycling stories told by bards to groups of children and bored adults in town. What made Holo frightening was that she was sharp enough to be worthy of her other name, Wisewolf, and furthermore, she feared nothing, which made her able to pull off stunts like this.


  “Ohh, ohh, my goodness… In other words, you bear tales of fantastic creatures of legend, vagabonds, heroic knights, and the like?”


  “Mmm? Aye, certainly I know several stories like that… Mmm… No, you probably would not believe them…”


  “Ohhhhh…!”


  Lawrence himself, in spite of striving to be a complete merchant in every way, was hardly unfamiliar with taking advantage of people’s ignorance, particularly people living in backwaters like this with limited sources of information, but the sight before his eyes made even him blush.


  “Oh, I forget myself. Were you not here to get water?”


  As if going out of her way to keep it private, she whispered into Lawrence’s ear.


  Now that she had gone this far, he had no idea what kind of retribution she would indulge in if he did not play along. If it was business, he had plenty of confidence in his acting ability, but thinking of doing it in any other context gave him stage fright.


  Quietly, Lawrence took in a large breath and girded himself.


  “… We’re still all right, but if I don’t do something soon…”


  Lawrence thought as hard as he could and forced the words out. As he did so, Holo gave him a sour glare.


  Lord have mercy on our souls, Lawrence thought, turning his face away as he spoke.


  “We’re not running out of just water, but wine, as well…”


  That moment, in the direction opposite to where Lawrence turned his face from, he felt a gaze shift to him so hot, he could feel it even in his sleep.


  It was the village headman; he looked like a knight whose beloved princess had been taken captive.


  “What! You should have said so sooner!”


  His voice was so great that Holo’s angular, dignified wolf ears, hidden under her hood, threatened to spring right up. It was no doubt a voice honed so that he could give precise instructions to villagers working in large fields. No doubt Holo, of excellent hearing, was surprised by it.


  She looked like she was desperately trying to calm herself under her hood.


  Seeing Holo like that, and having come this far, Lawrence assumed an expression of surrender. He bypassed Holo and spoke to the village headman.


  “Meaning?”


  The headman made a smile so great that it almost sent Lawrence flying.


  “Come stay at my house! I’ll prepare fine wine indeed!”


  Holo, who was bad with loud noises, looked like she was desperately enduring the ringing in her ears. She still had a look of suffering on her as she glanced up at Lawrence.


  “What a… generous offer…”


  And after taking a short, deep breath, she turned back to the village headman, looking like she had been offered the chance of a lifetime.


  And so, with her whole heart set on drinking his wine…


  “No doubt the blessings of God shall be upon you.”


  Being something like a god herself, Holo cared little for the God that the Church spoke of.


  Even while thinking she was quite a troublesome girl, he wondered if her manner of relentlessly pushing her way to her own objective might be something he should learn for himself.


  At any rate, Lawrence and Holo had just traded stories of the road for a drinking party in the village.


  In the first place, Lawrence should not have engaged in unnecessary conversation in the middle of the road.


  Lawrence had asked a passing stonemason on a pilgrimage about the state of the village to cut down his own travel times.


  Since he apparently repaired the stones that made up the stone bridges of the area’s villages, their millstones, and sometimes even went to town to cut cobblestones, Lawrence was able to ask him detailed questions about various things.


  He was a good-natured craftsman, so Lawrence thought it was probably kindness at work.


  He had been at special pains to sing the praises of one nearby village, which apparently had a beautiful spring, and the wine made there was exceedingly tasty.


  But, the craftsman said, the wine made by the principality’s commoners was so good the archduke himself could not neglect it, so the technique of producing the wine, and the wine itself, remained fairly well-kept secrets.


  He said that once, he had even been called up by the archduke himself for a job, cutting pretty stones to repair a collapsed well, and this treasured wine had been his reward.


  At the time, he was deeply moved by an aroma so extravagant, one would not think such a thing existed in this world; a taste so rich, it numbed a person’s very temples; and so forth. Holo, to whom food and wine were nine-tenths of the pleasures of the world to be craved, listened to the story, her tail swaying under her robe the whole time.


  Moreover, Lawrence’s wallet had become lighter of late from allowing Holo to eat the food considered the most famous specialties at one town after another. Perhaps it was like he had been taught as a child: One keeps trouble from stray dogs at bay by never feeding one, no matter how hungry it looks.


  But very much like a child who had never been taught, Lawrence had fed Holo delicious food over and over when she made that hungry-looking face. As a result, just like stray dogs emerging from the mountains and forests to cause people trouble, Holo, with the knowledge of what delicious food tasted like, used various means to cause Lawrence grief.


  This was despite his knowing where this led: Once she had tasted good food, she wanted more of the same; then she wanted even more delicious food and more of it.


  For that reason, holding Holo in check was essentially impossible.


  “Aye. And then, that very moment, he heard the distant howl of a valiant wolf. It was like a cry of victory…”


  Trailing off as she spoke, Holo made a sigh full of admiration at the last part.


  Everyone was listening so intently that they forgot to drink the wine in their hands.


  “The wolf pack plunged down into the valley like an avalanche. In the end, the bandits that had invaded the valley could do nothing against them and fled, all in a jumble. The only ones left were the villagers who lived in the valley.”


  “A-a valley full of wolves?”


  “Even if the bandits were driven off, that’s… you know?”


  “Y-yeah. Even if the bandits were gone I can’t tell which’s worse…”


  Several villagers argued among one another.


  A village in a valley isolated and helpless before a band of heinous bandits, saved by the arrival of a pack of wolves; it sounded too good to be true, yet Lawrence did not think a single person doubted it.


  “S-so, what happened in the end…?” One of the flustered villagers asked.


  Though men like these were often called villagers ignorant of the world, they simply knew a different set of things than the humans who lived in towns. Indeed, it was they who were far better informed about the outside world.


  They knew all too well that bears and wolves were animals that brought direct harm to men.


  They knew that wolves had never been domesticated.


  But that was precisely why they hung on every word.


  “The villagers in the valley no doubt thought the same thing; one calamity followed by another. No, this could be worse than the bandits, for this was not a foe one could reason with.”


  Holo seemed quite satisfied when the callous smile that came over her as she spoke made all the villagers tremble.


  No doubt these villagers had all endured numerous hardships, such as mercilessly blowing windstorms and hail one could only think of as the anger of God himself.


  But just as windstorms and hail seemed to rebuff the prayers of men, those who had seen locusts gnaw on not only the ears of wheat, but also on homes and even men themselves knew in their hearts that it was meaningless to beg for aid beyond that of man, whatever their eyes or mouths might say.


  Once one had seen the eerie sight of stricken men with empty eyes, obeying nothing but their own instinct to eat, it was a sight never forgotten.


  Wolves existed at the summit of man’s mountain of fears.


  Everyone held their breath.


  Holo slowly took a sip of her wine and spoke.


  “But one wolf advanced in front of the line of villagers. It was an old wolf with gray hair mixed in. And the village headman had seen this wolf before.”


  “It was the wolf he’d helped?!” Someone shouted in his excitement, earning a smack to his head from someone else.


  But it was clear this was where it was going and what everyone was waiting for.


  A wolf, never to be domesticated by man, saved the village from danger, for he never forgot his debt from long ago.


  It was not the moving tale that the villagers sought; it was the possibility itself that such a thing could happen in some far-off land.


  “In the end, the villagers offered all the salt-pickled meat they had. But they did not eat the villagers even so. After all, wolves do not eat ears of wheat. And so, the village managed to get through the winter that year.”


  “Ohh…”


  Men, women, and of course children were all lost in the tale.


  Anyone who had listened to stories at an inn had a fairly good grasp of which stories were true and which were fabrications. Even so, few thought this story was false.


  Holo told seven or eight stories more. Some were stories of things she and Lawrence had been dragged into; others Lawrence had never heard of before.


  In villages like this, which seemed to transform every drop of the high-quality spring beside it into wine, Holo was wont to say, “I have no more stories to tell,” casually pouring more wine into her tankard all the while.


  Therefore, a number of her stories might have been flat-out lies.


  “And? Is there more? Other stories like that to tell?”


  “No, how about tales of chivalry! There’s lots of those all over the place, right?”


  “I want to talk about the Church. There’s things I want to ask people on a pilgrimage. Is it true that the Holy Mother is at the cathedral in the Belan Mountains?”


  It continued like that, one after another.


  The village headman, rather than admonishing the villagers as headman for their shamelessness, seemed to be busy lightly engraving the story Holo had told into a roll of tree bark with a finely pared stone.


  “Hmmm. But really, I am all out…”


  Holo spoke with a laugh as if in mild distress, but of course the villagers would not let her escape so easily.


  “Hey, looks like you’re running low on wine. Lemme pour some more!”


  “Hey, hey, God forgives people for drinking all the time. We don’t get these chances very often, so please, tell us more stories like that one!”


  Perhaps not so with the food. but the wine was every bit as good as the mason had claimed.


  Furthermore, Holo, who normally had at least some regard for Lawrence’s wallet, was not bothered in the least by villagers taking her stories as having equal value to their wine; she glugged it down without restraint, becoming even more talkative about this and that.


  But even Holo’s strength against wine was not infinite; nor was the variety of stories she could tell as great as dandelions in spring were many.


  Though Holo hardly needed to be told either of these things, for whatever reason, she did not stand up while inside the ring of villagers around her.


  Even so, it felt like it was just about time to end this; also, that standing up might prove difficult.


  There probably really was not any more for her to talk about; Lawrence had his doubts she could even taste the wine anymore.


  Watching Holo like that as the furthest person in the ring of people, Lawrence was somewhat at a loss as to what to do. Normally, he ought to put an immediate stop to it, saying, “We’ll have a fun time again tomorrow,” to take the steam out of them. Then, when “tomorrow” came, they just needed to set off before anyone was the wiser.


  It might seem a cold and arbitrary way of doing things, but one could hardly be a traveler without doing at least that much.


  The problem was if Holo had different ideas, pulling her out of the throng would only backfire. Holo was not the little girl she seemed to be; indeed, she was as pampered and stubborn as any princess.


  As he thought about that, his eyes met Holo’s as if on cue.


  Even if her look didn’t quite say, “I want some help here,” it was close enough.


  Apparently she realized she could not simply escape the ring of people on her own power.


  Goodness, thought Lawrence with a sigh, rising up.


  “I’m very sorry, but…”


  The atmosphere soured the moment Lawrence pushed through the people clustered around Holo.


  Of course, he could not help but think, Damn you for making me play the villain.


  The villagers seemed to be arguing over Holo continuing her stories, but it was the village headman who calmed things down.


  Notwithstanding how much he seemed to be a childlike mass of innocence and inquisitiveness, when it was time to do his duty, the headman carried it through.


  The villagers seemed disappointed, but as Lawrence, keeping his mouth shut, embraced Holo, their gazes were like those given after a feast.


  One young lady took a tallow candle in hand and led the way for Lawrence and Holo. She guided them to a large barn beside the village headman’s house that stored about a year’s supply of food for the villagers.


  The common barn had been built sturdier than the villagers’ own houses, but the villagers thought this perfectly normal.


  In the center of the barn, a single bed had been prepared, a bed made of bales of straw tied together with hemp rope, piled up in what seemed to have been a great hurry. Surely whether they thought this was tactful, or simply had nothing else to provide, was something better not asked.


  Lawrence gave the girl a smile on his face and a silver piece of middling value as he uttered his thanks.


  After accepting the silver coin, the girl reverently opened the door; after, Lawrence could see her jumping for joy as she returned to her cottage.


  “So, why didn’t you get up before it got to this point?”


  As he laid Holo down upon the bed of straw, the moonlight shining through the skylight built for summer use shone right on top of Holo’s belly. Thanks to that, he could not see her expression all that well, but he could tell it was an annoyed one.


  “Goodness…”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo made a small groan in her throat, probably because it was so very dry from having spoken too much.


  “… Water.”


  Then, what came out was but that single word.


  “… Hold on.”


  Surely it would have been no great sin to say something sarcastic.


  However much she might blame it on drinking wine, she had been a complete child to make it a huge ruckus like that.


  Mixing in a sigh, Lawrence searched the room with his eyes, but there was no water pitcher to be found. Apparently, so few were the travelers who stayed overnight that the villagers had neglected that detail.


  “There’s no water pitcher. Hold on a bit, I’ll go draw some water.”


  But just as Lawrence spoke, starting to move away from the bed…


  “Me, too…”


  With that, she grabbed hold of Lawrence’s trousers.


  Usually, when Holo was drunk and lay down once, she never rose again till noon the next day, so this was a rare sight.


  “I spoke too much… My face is hot. There’s a brook near here, yes?”


  Certainly, after having been sandwiched by that large a crowd and drinking wine, it was good to at least wash one’s face.


  Lawrence lent Holo his shoulder as they left the barn.


  “Whew…”


  As they went outside, Holo sighed, as if finally being able to breathe again.


  In the first place, Holo was the type of person who could merrily brush off a request, calling it troublesome or something like that.


  Yes, she had been passed quite a bit of wine, but she had given the villagers a lavish performance.


  “Well, looked like you had fun.”


  Though Holo sometimes seemed in danger of tripping, she did not seem to be quite that drunk and walked properly on her own two feet.


  Or perhaps Holo could walk on her own two feet just fine, but she wanted to pretend she was drunk.


  Holo always seemed embarrassed when she had done her best for something, so it was entirely possible she was trying to conceal a blush.


  “… Pwah!”


  The two went as far as the brook that crossed the quiet village’s road; there, Holo washed her face in the cold spring water.


  Until the princess finished washing her face and moistening her throat, her servant Lawrence put Holo’s hair in order from behind with one hand, supporting Holo’s body with the other.


  After drinking a fair amount, Holo suddenly had had enough; she lifted her face and pulled her body back up.


  Then, Holo used the hand towel she had hung from her waist to wipe off her face, nonchalantly wiping both hands off as well.


  There were no words of thanks, but when Holo stood up, she grasped Lawrence’s hand.


  “Is this not enough?” she might have said, but he wondered if it really meant there was no complaint for her to make.


  “What is with this, though?”


  “Mm?”


  The path extended in a perfectly straight line from the brook to the barn, precisely wide enough for two people walking side by side.


  Holo spoke softly as the two of them walked together under the moonlight.


  “I did not think they would be that insistent. I wanted to slip out somehow, but…”


  Pausing to take a breath, she made an embarrassed-sounding laugh.


  “I got scared midway.”


  Lawrence was a little surprised that Holo had had the same thought.


  “People are more frightening. Once wolves and bears’ bellies are full, there is nothing to fear from them. But people are not limited by such concerns; when abstract things are concerned, all the more so.”


  She spoke as if out of pique, but the side of her face looked mildly amused.


  It was probably something she thought she, too, should reflect upon.


  “It would be nice if you always remembered that…”


  “Mmm.”


  Holo pouted, but she did not move away from Lawrence; to the contrary, she butted her head against his arm.


  “But I must wonder.”


  “Mmm?”


  “What did they expect from me?”


  Judging from the side of her face, it was not a joke, so Lawrence thought for a while before parroting her words.


  “What… you ask?”


  “I know they wanted amusing tales. That is not what I mean.”


  Apparently annoyed, the tone of her voice became prickly.


  It seemed the wine had made her a fair bit moodier.


  “That is not what I mean… Surely my stories were not amusing enough to listen to them so seriously? Or were they so fascinating? A number of them were lies, and obvious ones at that, yet even so?”


  So she really did mix lies in, he thought with a somewhat strained smile, but he somehow understood what Holo was getting at.


  After all, the villagers had truly been desperate.


  It was as if they felt it was more important to hear as many stories as was possible than to enjoy them.


  There was no mistaking that this had thrown Holo off her stride.


  Perhaps the reason she had not gotten up when drunk from her wine and running out of stories to tell was because the desperation of the villagers was so incomprehensible, her legs just would not move.


  But the answer Lawrence immediately prepared within himself was a very simple one.


  Indeed, it was so simple an answer that Holo might be upset once he told her.


  Hence, he thought he should dress it up somehow, but nothing came to mind.


  Giving up, he spoke. “To put it bluntly… Because they’re villagers.”


  It must have sounded like the sort of ill-tempered reply one would get from a hermit.


  Holo made a pout as she looked up at Lawrence.


  Really, he did not mind seeing Holo a little angry and a bit sullen like this.


  But the straw bed the friendly villagers had prepared beckoned just beyond.


  Since he did not want to sleep on the hard ground, Lawrence spoke.


  “This path…”


  And he pointed to the path they were currently walking upon.


  It was a pretty path that stretched from the brook past several houses, right past the front of the village headman’s house, and right in front of the barn.


  “It’s probably the prettiest path in the village.”


  Holo looked behind her, then ahead, then finally back at Lawrence.


  “What of it?” her skeptical eyes seemed to say.


  “Haven’t you noticed something since we started walking?”


  As Lawrence asked, Holo’s face grew even more dubious. Her eyebrows were scowling so much that she really did look angry.


  As Lawrence did not think Holo would arrive at the correct answer by herself, he laid it out before she became genuinely angry.


  “This path is just wide enough for two adults to walk along it, holding hands.”


  “… Mm?”


  “No doubt it’s like this from the brook till it ends.”


  Since Holo was a little too small to be adult sized and was snuggled up to Lawrence like this, there was a bit of room to spare.


  Even so, Holo displayed tentative agreement with Lawrence’s words.


  “But since it’s too narrow for two horse-drawn wagons to pass by each other, the path through the field over there is probably wider.”


  It was precisely because this was a remote village that a wide path was needed for transporting bundles of straw, produce, and livestock.


  “And yet, this path, connecting most of the houses in the village, is only this wide. There’s a reason for that.”


  “Aye…?”


  Though her sourness had vanished, it felt like she might say at any moment, If this answer is not interesting, you shall regret it.


  But paying little heed, Lawrence made a small smile as he spoke.


  “If we walk to the end, you’ll see. And, it’ll serve as the answer to your own question, too.”


  “Aye…”


  If you put it that way, let us walk.


  Making a sigh that seemed to express that, Holo leisurely walked with Lawrence along the path.


  As the season was winter, there were no frogs, nor the sounds of birds or insects.


  Having been silent this far, one would think it would remain silent the rest of the way.


  The only warmth rested between their palms as they walked straight down the simple path.


  The village, which Lawrence did not even know the name of, did not reach very far.


  They soon arrived at the end of the path.


  And when they arrived at that place, Holo squeezed Lawrence’s hand just a little harder.


  “This is the answer.”


  As Lawrence spoke, he looked at Holo beside him.


  Holo stood silently in place, staring squarely at where the path ended.


  “This village begins at the brook, but for other villages it can be a well. Anyway, it begins where there is water, and here is where it ends. You understand why the path is so narrow now, don’t you?”


  Even though the moon was out, it was nowhere anyone wanted to go to in the middle of the night.


  This was the village’s graveyard, the final destination at the end of the villagers’ lives.


  “Wide enough to carry a casket?”


  “Yes. The brook is used for baptism, and when you die, you reach the end of this path. If the sun was out, you could see this place straight from the brook. The villagers’ lives have no twists or turns. There are no detours. Where they were born and where they shall die were determined long ago. That’s why they want to know about the outside world.”


  The stories being interesting was of secondary importance.


  Holo patted a stake of the fence surrounding the graveyard and let out a long, narrow, white breath.


  “You see what I mean?”


  Holo nodded.


  And after she nodded, she made a vexed smile.


  “It would have been nice to speak with them more.”


  It was kindness typical of her, he thought.


  “But ah yes…”


  Holo lifted her chin and looked over all of the graveyard, which was not all that large, and tilted her head ever so slightly.


  “This is the natural order for many people, is it not?”


  “I suppose so. If it wasn’t, there wouldn’t be any business for traveling merchants.”


  As Lawrence spoke, Holo said, “Quite true,” and laughed.


  “Well, the world is full of many things. Now I have become wiser about one more.”


  As Holo spoke with an intentionally comedic tone, she let go of Lawrence’s hand and spun around on the spot.


  “Now that the mystery is solved, shall we go back? My hotness from the wine seems to be cooling.”


  “I’m all for that. After all, tomorrow…”


  Lawrence closed the gap between them, took firm hold of Holo’s hand once more, and spoke.


  “… we’ll be back on the road again.”


  So long as one journeyed, anything could happen.


  Some things would be joyous, others would be sad, and still others, painful.


  But so long as their hands were joined and they had a road to follow, they could keep moving forward.


  Holo glanced up at Lawrence, her refined lips tapered ever so slightly in a smile.


  After that, she raised her chin, saying, “Aye,” and made a satisfied-sounding laugh.


  End


  
    
  



  Afterword


  It’s the last afterward, but actually, I didn’t want to write it.


  I truly have written all in the Spice and Wolf series that I wanted to.


  This volume is centered on an episode taking place a while after the events in volume sixteen, but midway, it became harder to write than anything before it. I really didn’t want to write it.


  But rather mysteriously, this brought me no anguish. Indeed, it made me very happy.


  Really, really – really, I’ve done this, I’ve done that, I’ve done it all, there’s no more!


  I was able to think such a thought for the first time in my life. My personality has tended to make me get tired of anything, discarding things midway as soon as I get used to them, over and over again.


  Besides, in the beginning, not having anything left to write was my nightmare. Fearing this, I read a great many books. But it seems that the true meaning of not having anything left to write laid elsewhere. So there are things like this, I thought in exasperation; I slumped and grinned at pained grin.


  (Bit of a Spice and Wolf joke there.)


  Even so, having written these characters for a whole five years, I was able to gather the vestiges of my memories and commit them to paper, but this is a method permitted only once, at the very, very end.


  The “intermission” and “conclusion” comprise that one last time. When I reread the short stories I’d jotted down during the same time, made with the sense that I was finishing somewhere, I really surprised myself.


  I’m happy that I was able to have fun with the series Spice and Wolf until the final seventeenth volume.


  Now then, even though I just said I’ve written everything I wanted to, I have a bunch of other things I already want to do. Volume sixteenish in… you might blame me for writing “summerish” as too optimistic, but it’ll be within the year! I’m sure of it!


  After that, I’m picking at some private creative activities, so if you see me somewhere else, please take a look!


  And so, the long journey of Spice and Wolf comes to an end.


  To all who participated in this series, and to all the readers who read to the very end, I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart as I lower the curtain.


   – Isuna Hasekura
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