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​Chapter 1: The Insect Sorcerer
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The scorching sun hung high in the sky, not a breath of wind stirring the air.

The province of Virginia had  seen no rain for three months, leaving water resources severely depleted.

On the scorching street, Brook Francis—a lanky, pale-skinned youth with flaxen hair, typical of most his age—held a comically bald little bird in his hands.

Brook glared helplessly at the shop before him.

After three days of work, she hadn't earned a single copper coin. Instead, her employer had casually handed her an unsold bird from the corner of the shop as payment.

In Virginia, vagrants like Brooke, lacking legal status, had no right to work. To survive by doing black market jobs, they could only pray their employers possessed enough kindness. Brook sighed in frustration. It seemed this payment was slipping through his fingers.

Life was hard.

Truthfully, this wasn't unusual. To survive, he'd taken countless odd jobs—porter, corpse watchman, tour guide, peddler of contraband goods, even midwife assisting women in childbirth...

Not getting paid was a common occurrence.

The featherless chick in his hand, however, tilted its head to study Brook for a moment before extending its disproportionately small wings and clutching his palm tightly.

Finally, someone was willing to buy it. It was the last one left from the same batch brought into the shop. Those damn customers hadn't appreciated its elegant form.

Brook licked his parched, chapped lips, consoling himself that at least he wasn't leaving empty-handed.

Brook tucked the bird into his pocket, then pressed his body flat against the building's wall. Supporting himself with his elbows and knees, he scrambled swiftly up the wall toward the rooftop.

This was a climbing technique of the insect mages—limbs agile and powerful, movements slightly unnatural but highly practical.

The province of Vigia was known as the homeland of the Insect Mages. Even the vagrant children within its borders would encounter and learn some simple insect spells.

From the rooftop, Brook could see swarms of insect mages scurrying across the roof like fleas. This was a unique elegance of the Province of Vigia. It was said that in other provinces of the Franse Empire, the profession of insect mage could only be found in history books.

During the Insect Kingdom era a millennium ago, insect sorcerers wielded immense power. Yet with the rise  of new professions  like physicists,  engineers,  and  mechanics,  their  influence waned, and the Insect Kingdom era faded into history.

Vigia Province, however, preserved its tradition of cultivating insect sorcerers. This was

due to its remote location, which spared it from the ravages of war and the "fashions" of other regions. Moreover, the province's vast mountain ranges provided an ideal habitat for a diverse array of insects.

Having experienced little conflict, the architecture of Vigia Province retains the style of the Insect Kingdom era: two stories with a protruding platform, especially the roofs. These were built with stone-carved bricks forming sharp arches—hard, smooth, and ideal for insect mages to traverse. After all, during the Insect Kingdom era, streets and rooftops were the most common commuting routes for insect mages.

Looking down from the rooftops, sparse steam-powered carriages glinted in the harsh sunlight, while the hum of mechanical spindles echoed from workshops lining the streets...

Perhaps only in the province of Vigia could one witness such a scene where new and old arts coexist.

Brook navigated the rooftops with agile ease. Passing a cathedral, he witnessed a familiar figure being beaten on the street below.

"Father Joseph"

Father Joseph was a kind and compassionate old man who had taken in the wandering Brook days ago and arranged for him to obtain official identification.

For a wanderer, this was an immense honor. With official status, Brook could work openly, receive legal wages from employers—at least according to Vigia's laws—not to mention the old priest's intention to fund Brook's education.

Outside the church, Father Joseph was pushed to the ground. One of the priests arrogantly kicked the old man twice.

These clergymen were not natives of Vigia Province; they had been invited by Marquis Kim from other provinces to address Vigia's drought crisis.

Initially, everyone held these priests in the highest regard, as their purpose was to aid Virginia.

But half a month passed, and these clergymen seemed to have no solution for the drought. Instead, they actively meddled in many other matters.

The day before yesterday, they had stumbled upon an affair between a farmer's son and a stablehand. While such a romance might have been considered quite romantic in Vigia, the priests deemed it a violation of the Church's doctrine and prepared to hold a public trial.

Old Father Joseph had gone to reason with these new priests.

As Old Joseph often said, the Church's doctrines were meant to restrain themselves, not impose on others. Even if the farmhand and the farmer's son had done something absurd, it didn't warrant a public trial.

To his utter dismay, Father Joseph found himself treated with such contempt by fellow clergymen who should have been brothers in the faith. Not only did they drive him away, but they also beat him mercilessly.

Old Father Joseph fell to the ground, his face blank with bewilderment and disbelief.

On the rooftop, Brook sighed. "Old Joseph has spent his entire life in Virginia. I doubt he even cares what's happening outside..."

Brook crouched down and, like a lizard, climbed down the wall to help Old Joseph up from the ground.

Old Joseph still murmured, "How could they treat a devout servant of God, who dedicated his entire life to the Lord, like this..."

The arrogant priests had just closed the church doors.

Brook glanced at the priest who had beaten Old Joseph before averting his gaze.

Brook said, "Dear Joseph, God's most faithful servant, you should tend to your injuries first."

At his advanced age, he'd been kicked twice and was in too much pain to walk. What was the point of worrying about what virtues a servant of God should uphold?

Brook helped Old Joseph away, his slender frame seemingly unable to bear the weight. His hand braced against the wall for support.

On the way, Brook vented to Old Joseph: "That damned shopkeeper swallowed my three days' wages..."

This finally brought the deeply distressed old Joseph back to reality. "Poor child, once your papers are settled, you won't have to worry about such things anymore."

Brook: "..."

He truly was a simple old man who believed the world was a beautiful place.

Even though Vigia's laws forbade withholding wages from legal workers, the practice of skimming pay never ceased.

Old Joseph lived in an old monastery, sharing the space with nine others—Brook now included.

The ancient monastery, though somewhat dilapidated, offered decent space and even a courtyard. The trees and flowers cultivated there had withered yellow in the drought, yet their layout still hinted at the meticulous care once lavished upon them.

Along the way, Old Joseph's injuries had healed considerably, and he was grateful they were only superficial wounds.

Upon entering the monastery, Old Joseph sat down on a bench in the hall. Beneath the sculpture of the Holy Father, he recited hymns of praise while praying fervently, imploring the merciful Father to resolve the doubts in his heart.

Brook watched for a moment, satisfied that Old Joseph was unharmed. He then glanced at the statue of the Holy Father and muttered after a long pause, "If the Holy Father's mercy truly shines upon all, then evil should be brought to justice."

For reasons unknown, Brook felt a pang of shame before the sculpture of the Holy Father. After his muttering, he returned to his own room.

Brook's room was on the second floor, the first one up the spiral staircase beside the hall.

The room was simple and unadorned. The old mechanical clock and gas meter on the wall were no longer functional, and the connecting pipes were rusted, yet one could still glimpse the former glory of this monastery named Saint Mingwei.

He placed the featherless bird from his pocket onto the table.

"Not only did I not get paid, but now I've got another mouth to feed."

"This baldie looks kinda dumb, and he's not big either. Shouldn't eat much, right?"

The featherless bird blinked its eyes, then stood on its claws, raised its bare bottom, and spread its tiny wings.

This man must be admiring it, watching it strike such an elegant pose.

...

At that moment, in the Vigeia Mountains.

A tall, handsome knight—a courtier—stood with a retinue of dozens before a human corpse torn to shreds.

A fist-sized metal sphere hung from the corpse, its surface covered in savage bite marks. The sphere had split open, as if something had departed from within.

The ceremonial officer stepped forward to examine it, then performed a standard noble salute to the knight: "Your Highness Louis, this corpse is indeed that of the Imperial traitor General Afre."

"The Sacred Artifact of the Insect Kingdom he carried has been torn apart by beasts. The Wisdom Bird within it—said to hold the knowledge of the greatest pioneer of the Age, Aivik Francis—has vanished without a trace."

Of course, "Wisdom Bird" might merely be a codename—it need not be an actual bird.

After all, no one had ever seen its true form. Were it not for the Empire's fortuitous acquisition of the writings of Avic Francis, the pioneer who ushered in an era, its very existence would remain unknown.

The handsome knight named Louis pondered deeply. A thousand years ago, during the Bug Nation era, an epoch-defining exalted figure had emerged—his name was Aivik Francis.

He bore many titles: the mightiest sorcerer of the Insect Kingdom, the greatest alchemist, the wisest scholar, the prophet who shaped destiny...

His  pinnacle  creations—steam  locomotives,  flintlock  muskets,  magic  nets, photogrammators, difference  engines,  and  glassware—remain widely used today. The physicists, engineers, and mechanics he pioneered ushered in a new era.

Such an unimaginable figure truly existed in that era. Within the libraries of the French Empire, some literary works penned by his own hand remain preserved: The Lady of the Camellias, The Three Musketeers, The Red and the Black, The Count of Monte Cristo...

Of course, in the White Paper on Éric Francis, he modestly referred to himself merely as a student abroad, a physicist, a promoter of the C programming language, and a literary translator...

Yet this visionary pioneer, this noble soul, confessed in his notebooks deep regret for having ushered this era into existence.

But that matters little. What matters is that within his notes lies a secret—a secret rivaling the industrial age he pioneered—safeguarded within an artifact called the "Wisdom Bird," housed within the Sacred Relic of the Insect Nation.

The ceremonial officer gazed upon the boundless Vigea Mountains and inquired, "Your Highness Louis, what shall we do next?"

The handsome knight named Louis gazed toward the distance, where a city seemed to rise atop the mountains, and answered, "To there. To the City of Vigea."

First, Virginia City is a pioneer of its era and the birthplace of the venerable Aivik Francis. If the artifact known as the "Wisdom Bird," which holds secrets comparable to an entire epoch, truly possesses wisdom, it may well return to its homeland.

Second, the writings of Aivik Francis were composed in the insect script of the Insect Kingdom era. A thousand years ago, the Industrial Age dawned, marking the end of the Insect Kingdom era. Insect Sorcerers gradually faded from history, leading to a dwindling number of those who could decipher the insect script.

Across the entire continent, the only place that still preserves a significant portion of the insect mage tradition is the remote city of Vigea.

Perhaps in Vigia, deciphering this ancient manuscript could yield further insights.

Third, and most crucially, unfamiliar footprints were found near the body of the defected General Afre. If the "Wisdom Bird" was taken, the person who took it most likely came from the city of Vigea.
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​Chapter 2: The Maya Pottery Bowl
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Vigia City, Saint Mingwei Monastery.

Brook stood at the bottom of the monastery well, scooping water with a bowl.

Bowl after bowl of damp silt was handed up to old Joseph on the ground.

After a period of prayer, Old Joseph's mental state had visibly improved, but his brow furrowed even more deeply.

This well had once yielded murky muddy water; after settling for a while, it could provide barely drinkable clear water. But now, all that came up was wet mud—there was simply no way to draw water from it anymore.

This wasn't just their situation; the entire city of Virginia faced a water shortage.

"If this drought continues..."

...people might die of thirst. So many would suffer.

Old Joseph's voice was filled with pity and sorrow.

Brook climbed up from the well and offered comfort: "It's been dry for three months. Maybe it will rain tomorrow."

But who could say for sure.

At that moment, on the second-floor balcony, a featherless chick craned its neck to peer down below, tilting its little head as if deep in thought.

Brook looked up just in time to see the reckless little bird: "You bald-headed fool!"

It'll shatter if it falls.

Brook muttered, rushing upstairs to pluck the cheerfully flapping baldie from the air and cradle it in his palm.

Just as he was about to carry the bird back to his room, the little creature in his palm suddenly flashed its two pea-sized eyes like signal lights.

Brook's body trembled slightly as a fragment of unfamiliar memory surfaced in his mind. "This is..."

A mental interference, bypassing his defenses to implant a memory projection directly into his mind.

But how could this be?

Brook couldn't dwell on it now. The strange, unfamiliar memory in his mind was too bizarre, and it was slowly fading.

After  all,  they  weren't  his  own  memories.  Given  enough  time,  perhaps  only  vague fragments would remain, with no way to recall the specific details.

With every passing second, the new memories faded.

Brook hesitated. Perhaps it was curiosity about these novel memories, or perhaps an inexplicable urge drove him to set aside his investigation of the strange bird and prioritize

processing the memories appearing in his mind.

Brook ran downstairs, gathered the wet clay freshly scooped from the well, and then went to the monastery's storeroom to fetch some alchemical clay.

This alchemical clay belonged to a monk residing in the monastery named Melen, whose side occupation was that of an apprentice alchemist.

Including Brook, nine people resided in the monastery: priests like Old Joseph, monks like Melen, wanderers like Brook, and monks and nuns...

It seemed quite complex, but the relationships were actually very simple.

Each person's personal belongings would  automatically  gather  in their  own room.  If something was placed in the storeroom, it meant it was freely available for shared use.

After retrieving his items, Brook returned to his room. He sat quietly, mixing wet clay with alchemical clay to form a bowl-shaped vessel. He then began etching intricate patterns onto its surface... a rather laborious process.

Tranquility reigned as the flickering glow of the wall lamps lingered until late into the night.

Under the full moon, Brooke carried the bowl-shaped vessel she had fashioned downstairs to the kitchen. She stuffed chopped wood into the hearth, lit it, and began baking...

Only after completing these tasks did Brook emerge from his strange state.

The unfamiliar memories in his mind had largely faded. If asked to recreate such an identically intricate pottery bowl again, he could no longer recall the specific steps or the exact lines of the design.

Brook picked up the baked pottery. In his mind, only its name remained faintly, nothing else.

"Maya pottery bowl."

The crackling fire in the hearth on this quiet night sharpened his thoughts, yet Brook still couldn't make sense ofwhat hadjust happened.

A mental disturbance from a bald chick? A foreign memory implanted directly into his mind? Then crafting a pottery bowl based on rapidly fading recollections?

The firelight flickered, casting shifting shadows on Brook's face, his expression wavering.

After waiting  some more time, Brook  carried the  finished piece—dubbed the  "Maya Pottery Bowl"—back to his room.

The bowl was earthen yellow, not particularly refined, and even looked somewhat ancient and rough—likely due to certain steps in its creation.

"How peculiar."

Yet, as  a whole, it possessed  an  indescribable  elegance,  especially the patterns—like writhing incantations and intricate circuits.

Brook examined it from every angle, yet couldn't make sense of it.

He placed the bowl on the table, and time passed slowly.

After an unknown period of deep contemplation, Brook glanced at the bowl again and suddenly squinted.

Within the bowl, the clear water reflected the glow of the wall lamp.

For a moment, Brook thought he was seeing things. He lifted the bowl to his eyes and saw a thin layer of water pooled at the bottom.

Unlike the murky muddy water they'd been scooping from the dry well lately, the water in the bowl was now clear and clean.

Hesitating, Brook dipped a finger into it and tentatively touched it to his parched, chapped lips.

Moist. Clean...

Brook waited, waiting to see if this water was drinkable.

Then his eyes grew brighter and brighter, and the water in the bowl slowly increased.

Brook: "This vessel, known as the Maya Pottery Bowl, is an alchemical artifact capable of automatically generating clean water!"

Though it produced only a small amount of water, and not particularly quickly, and was even useless during the rainy season when water was plentiful, now was different. It arrived just in time for his urgent need.

Brook moistened his lips with the clear, clean water. His parched, chapped lips regained

some color, then he took a large gulp—the most satisfying drink he'd had in days.

Savoring the comforting sensation of water sliding down his throat, Brook turned his gaze to the bald little bird nestled in his pocket, its head dangling out as it slept.

"What... exactly is it?"

Perhaps the night was too quiet, for Brook seemed to hear an inexplicable, faint hum of precision machinery turning...

...

The next day.

Within the city of Vigia, a murder case that had shaken the Chief Inspector of the Public Security Bureau was under investigation. The victim was a priest of the Holy See.

Hailing from the imperial capital of Longcove, he was also a distinguished guest invited by Marquis Kim to address Vigia's drought crisis. His death naturally drew intense scrutiny.

A seasoned detective, a profiler, and an investigator—the standard homicide team—stood at the cathedral entrance. A concealed rune was etched into the cathedral's wall.

The profiler reconstructed the sequence of events: "The victim is Priest Vilen, who had been in Vigia for less than a fortnight."

"Location of death: inside the cathedral."

"Cause of death: fatally stung by an assassin caterpillar."

The profiler glanced at the rune on the wall: "Based on the scene investigation, it's highly probable  that  a  master  insect  mage  used  this  insect-script  rune  to  cast  a  bug  curse, commanding assassin caterpillars to infiltrate the cathedral for the assassination."

"However,  the  assassin  caterpillar  only  causes  skin  redness  and  blistering—making injuries appear severe but not fatal."

"Therefore, this insect curse was not solely for summoning the assassin caterpillar. There must be other concealed methods of murder."

"Unfortunately, the curse was pecked away by birds summoned by the killer, leaving no discernible traces."

"This was a highly targeted murder, likely involving a powerful insect sorcerer of unknown capabilities."

The profiler concluded his report to the chief inspector.

Within the three-person homicide squad, each member had distinct responsibilities: the profiler reconstructed the crime scene, while the investigator gathered and questioned other leads.

Now it was the investigator's turn to report to the chief inspector.

"Based  on  our  interviews  and  inquiries,  Priest  Vilen  has  been  in  Vigia  for  the  past half-month. Like other priests, he actively attended noble banquets daily and showed no signs of making enemies. However..."

"However,  yesterday  Priest  Vilen  did  have  a  conflict  with  a  local  priest.  Witnesses described  Priest  Vilen  punching  and  kicking  Father  Joseph  of  the  Holy  Wisdom Monastery."

"Shortly after this incident, Priest Vilen met his end within the cathedral, killed by an assassin caterpillar summoned by an insect mage."

...

Saint Mingwei Monastery.

Brook overslept yesterday and missed morning prayers.

When Brook appeared in the monastery hall, the elderly Father Joseph was guiding a detective wearing a black top hat toward the confessional.

Brook froze in surprise. Saint Mingwei Abbey was far too dilapidated; nobles simply refused to  come  here.  In  their  words,  the  abbey  was  gloomy  and  dark,  lacking  any semblance of the Holy Father's light and mercy.

The absence of nobility naturally strained the monastery's finances, making its upkeep difficult.

As for the common folk, they had neither the money nor the time; coming once or twice a year was considered generous.

Brook had once proposed adding a window to the wall behind the statue of the Holy Father. That way, when worshippers prayed, they would gaze upon the sculpture bathed in divine light—perhaps even blindingly so.

Old Joseph rejected the idea outright, deeming it a trick of charlatans and a sacrilege against the Holy Father.

So Brook  found  it  rather peculiar  that  a  detective  had  come  to  their  old  monastery. Positions like that were typically reserved for nobles of exceptional standing.

The confessional is a  small room  divided by a partition in the middle. Through this partition, the faithful simply speak the words they wish to share with the priest.

The priest serves solely as a listener, though of course, if the believer wishes to push up the small partition and converse with the priest, that is entirely up to them.

No sooner had they seated themselves than Inspector Philip removed his top hat, slid open the partition, and fixed his gaze intently upon the elderly Joseph, dressed in simple clerical attire, as if studying him closely.

"Father Joseph, I've recently encountered a murder case. I have many doubts and seek answers from the Holy Father."

Old Joseph paused in surprise. While most penitents came seeking spiritual solace, this was the first time he'd encountered someone consulting the Holy Father over a murder case.

Philip cut straight to the point: "Did you know? Your brother priest, Vilen, was assassinated yesterday. He died by the assassination magic of a brutal Great Bug Sorcerer. Even in our land of Vigia, Great Bug Sorcerers are not commonplace. An unregistered, illegal Great Bug Sorcerer is roaming among us. How dangerous this is..."

Old Joseph: "?"

Old Joseph pondered for a long moment. Within the clerical hierarchy, he didn't recall knowing a priest named Vilen.

Meanwhile, Brook was being questioned by an investigator disguised as a believer.

Brook: "You want to know about Old Joseph? Go confess to him?"

"He's the priest here most skilled at listening. Any believer who confesses to him can be sure their wishes and prayers will reach the Holy Father, finding peace of mind."

"If you don't believe me, ask anyone else."

"Old Joseph is a good man. He's lived diligently in this area for forty or fifty years."

"He took me in, ending my days of wandering. Thank you, Old Joseph. Thank you, merciful Father..."

Investigator: "..."

This young man was far too talkative. He'd blurted out everything the investigator wanted to know—and even things he didn't—including the entire story of his own past.

The investigator frowned. A priest who had always been diligent and unassuming, with a life as clear as day—was he truly a hidden master of the Great Worm? If he’d concealed himself for so many years, why risk exposure by committing murder over a minor dispute?
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​Chapter 3: The Great Flutter
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The scorching sun's rays streamed into St. Mingwei Monastery as Old Joseph saw off the somber Inspector Philip.

Just then, he spotted Brook returning from outside.

Brook addressed the unassuming elder: "Dear Joseph, look at this!"

Brook shook the water bag in his hand, the water sloshing loudly—it was nearly full.

Brook  explained,  "I  went  out  to  find  work  while  you  were  hearing  confessions  this morning. The kind employer actually gave me a bag of water as payment."

Old  Joseph  was  somewhat  surprised.  He  had  been  worried  after  Brooke  mentioned yesterday that his employer had withheld three days' wages, fearing the poor child might sink  into  sadness  and  harbor  bitterness.  Yet  today,  he  had  encountered  such  a  kind employer.

Old Joseph took the water bag. "My Father, in His mercy, treats kindly every soul whose heart is clear."

Then, with a cheerful expression, he added, "I'll take this water to Brother Melen and the others. They'll surely be grateful to you."

Brook had little interaction with the other members of the monastery beyond morning prayers, as he worked dawn to dusk daily—a laborer must toil constantly to survive.

After seeing Old Joseph off, Brook diligently cleaned the common areas once more before returning to his room on the second floor.

A plate sat before his door, holding a shriveled piece of bread.

It must have been left by Teresa. As the convent's cook, Sister Teresa had likely placed it there when she found Brook absent upon knocking.

Brooke brought the bread back to his room. It was dry and hard—so much so that it bounced off the table when tapped. This was because there hadn't been enough water in the dough, resulting in a naturally dry and hard loaf.

On the table inside the room sat an oak basin, holding the "Maya pottery bowl" Brooke had fired the previous night.

By now, the clear water inside the bowl had overflowed, pooling at the bottom of the oak basin.

Little by little, over the course of a morning, it had gathered this much water.

It wasn't that Brook was unwilling to give Old Joseph more water, but rather that he couldn't explain it. The generous employer giving Brook more than half a water skin as payment was already extravagant and fortunate.

Water was precious now, and for penniless Brooke, this was an unimaginable fortune. He planned to secretly find a good buyer once the oak barrel was full.

At the current rate of water accumulation, filling the oak barrel would take at least two days.

Just thinking about it filled him with sweet delight.

As for the strange bird and the "Maya pot" that automatically produced water, he had spent most of the previous night studying them, yet still hadn't reached any reliable conclusions. Brook pulled the sleepy bald bird from his pocket and fed it some bread dipped in water.  The bald bird wasn't large; tucked into his pocket, it resembled a small trinket.

Brook crumbled some bread mixed with water and swallowed it before heading out.

In the hall, Old Joseph was hearing confessions again in the confessional booth. This time, it was a loud-mouthed peasant woman whose shrill voice could be heard piercing through the walls from a distance.

"That damned Kang Dai stole one of my hens..."

This was Old Joseph's work—forty years of diligent  service, listening to complaints, hearing stories, and bringing peace to troubled souls.

As Brook walked out, he thought: Listening day after day like this—it wasn't something just anyone could do. Sometimes Brook even felt that Old Joseph, who listened to the troubles of countless ordinary people every day, giving both the poor and the rich someone to confide in, radiated a holy light.

Yes, confession was free. Yet most of the poor would rather spend that time earning an extra copper coin.

At the monastery gate stood a small wooden hut, home to a little dachshund named Polly.

Brook crumbled the remaining bread into crumbs and scattered them on the ground. Little Polly sniffed the air, then stretched out his tongue and bounded out of the hut, wagging his tail happily as he ate.

This little dachshund was also adopted by Old Joseph, reportedly found as a stray, barely alive, in an alley.

How to put it? Saint Mingwei Monastery was passed down to Old Joseph by his ancestors, while everyone else had been picked up by him at different times over the past forty years and had since made their home here.

So Old Joseph didn't just have a habit of taking in people—he took in dogs too, and this habit stretched back an incredibly long time. Otherwise, how could a large monastery have fallen to the point where they could only afford hard bread?

Brook glanced around, then secretly poured some water from the newly filled waterskin at his waist into his palm and fed it to Polly. Only then did he clap his hands and walk out.

After leaving Saint Mingwei Monastery, Brook arrived at Virginia Square, where a lively spectacle was unfolding: the ecclesiastical authorities were publicly reviewing cases of sin.

Ah, it was the public trial of a farmer's son and a stablehand for adultery, conducted by the Church's magistrates.

It seemed the death of Priest Vilen hadn't significantly disrupted the clergy's routine.

Upon the high platform, a priest named Muum was delivering a righteous verdict on the

sinners' crimes. His mouth opened and closed, spittle flying as if he never felt thirst.

One wonders why  such  a  simple  charge  could  provoke  this  priest  to  such  righteous indignation under the scorching sun for so long.

Brook  sat  down  on  a  bench  in  the  square,  listening  casually  as  his  fingers  tapped rhythmically on the seat, their pace shifting between quick and slow.

Suddenly, a large moth fluttering through the air flapped its wings and, without warning, flew straight into the mouth of Priest Muum as he opened and closed his lips.

The crowd watched as the priest, who had been delivering the verdict on the high platform, suddenly clutched his throat in agony before tumbling down from the platform... screams and chaos erupted.

By the time Inspector Philippe arrived, Priest Muum had already ceased breathing entirely. "Judging by the signs of death, he suffered immense agony."

"A Quill Moth was found in Muum's throat."

"When disturbed, Quill Moths release vast quantities of powdery scales."

"The deceased suffocated to death after his airways were blocked by the massive amount of scales."

Inspector Philip pondered. Were it not for the precedent of Priest Velen's assassination, this incident would appear entirely accidental.

A priest delivering a "speech" in a public place, in full view of the crowd, accidentally swallowed a Quill Moth that burrowed into his mouth, leading to an accidental death.

It was an extraordinary coincidence—bizarre, yet seemingly without a trace of foul play. But two deaths in two days, both involving visiting priests?

Philip had a premonition that perhaps things weren't as coincidental as they appeared on the surface.

What truly convinced Philip that this was more than mere coincidence was the occurrence of another murder that afternoon.

The scene was an alleyway in Grey Street. The victim was Priest Billge, also hailing from the imperial capital, Longquewell.

Grey Street was the filthiest and poorest part of Vigia City. Witnesses reported that Priest Bilge had become fascinated by a pile of insects piled on top of each other. Suddenly, a rusty copper pipe stabbed out from the mass of insects, piercing through Bilge's chest and killing him instantly.

The incident unfolded in an instant. Before anyone could react, Bilgei was already dead.

Philip's expression was grave. Three murders occurring consecutively rivaled the shocking serial killings that shook Vigia in the year 378.

Given that all three victims were priests who had traveled together from the imperial capital of Longcowell, the cases were consolidated into a single investigation.

Philip suddenly asked, "Where was Father Joseph of Saint-Minhé Abbey during the time of the crime?"

Investigator  Conley,  seemingly  anticipating  the  question,  replied,  "According  to  our brothers stationed outside St. Mingwei Abbey, Father Joseph did not leave the premises at all today. Parishioners who came for confession can corroborate this."

Philip pondered for a moment before abruptly asking, "And where was that young vagrant Joseph took in?"

Investigator Conley was somewhat surprised, for although the young man named Brook had appeared at the scene of the first murder, it was difficult to connect him to the killer.

Judging by the commonalities across the three murders, only an exceptionally skilled assassin could execute such meticulous killings: disguising the crimes as accidents in crowded areas, performing instant executions in secluded alleys, and escaping undetected.

Brook was far too young. For someone of his age to have become a master assassin would be nothing short of terrifying.

Though puzzled, Investigator Conley replied, "We've looked into this young man named Brook. His social connections are both simple and complex."

"During our investigation, we discovered he was known by many. He's worked in nearly every  establishment  in  Virginia—diligent,  reliable,  and  capable—leaving  a  strong impression on his employers."

"His work history can be traced back at least ten years, though records beyond that grow hazy. Still, we can reasonably conclude he's a native-born drifter of Virginia."

A native of remote Virginia and a priest from the distant imperial capital—they should have had no prior connection, nor any reason for enmity.

Moreover, wanderers spend most of their time struggling to survive, leaving no time for insect magic training, let alone access to advanced insect spells—effectively eliminating any possibility of becoming a great insect mage.

While Vigia is the homeland of insect mages—even wandering children know simple insect spells—truly profound insect incantations have never circulated in the common streets.

Investigator Conley pondered for a moment before stating, "During our investigation, we uncovered an intriguing pattern: this exceptionally skilled laborer frequently finds himself swallowed up by employers or left unpaid."

If he truly possessed formidable martial prowess and a cruel disposition, how could he have endured such oppression all these years?

To endure such treatment from childhood to adulthood—if that were possible—would be terrifying and utterly unbelievable.

Inspector Philip remained lost in thought for a moment before finally speaking. "When did Brook first wander into this area?"

Investigator Conley looked up: "Half a month ago."

This coincided precisely with the arrival of the Imperial City's priests, invited by Marquis Kim, to Vigia.

For reasons unknown, Philip chose to approach Brook. Perhaps it was the intuition of a

seasoned detective, or perhaps it was the duty of one who leaves no stone unturned. When Philip found Brook, the man was working a job.

Brook held a stack of newspapers in his hands. "Sir, would you like a copy of the Vigia Security Gazette?"

"Three heinous murders have occurred in Vigia! The detectives at the police box are utterly helpless, with no leads whatsoever! The killer remains at large, growing ever more brazen! This is a challenge to the peace and order of our Vigia, a desecration of the gods and our faith!"

His righteous indignation poured out as he aggressively peddled the paper, radiating the grievances of an ordinary man and the spirit of a laborer.

Philip: "..."

Brook: "How about a copy of the Virginia Social News? A man in the Wesway community displayed his father's corpse on the balcony for days to collect his father's social security benefits, pretending his father was still alive."
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​Chapter 4: The Spider in the Sorcerer's House
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Detective  Philip  bought  a  newspaper  from  the  vendor  Brook,  exchanging  casual pleasantries while observing him.

Brook appeared exceptionally skilled at sales, employing distinct pitches tailored to each customer.

This was no act—it was the natural slickness honed by years of manual labor.

Judging by Philip's experience, this young man's work history was no mere facade.

Philip finally abandoned his suspicions. For if Brook were the killer, then this young man would have had to be a born actor, liar, and fraudster since childhood to make everyone believe his role.

Achieving that would be an impossibly difficult feat.

As for Old Joseph of Saint-Minhieu Abbey, he had solid alibis for the two subsequent murders.

Philip glanced at Brook, who was hawking newspapers to passersby under the blazing sun on the street, then began to walk away.

The suspects weren't limited to Old Joseph and Brook. Others who had conflicts with the capital's priests included... the farmer's son and the stablehand who had been publicly tried by the clergy...

Two hours later, Brook had sold all his newspapers under the scorching sun. At settlement time, he received ten copper coins.

In Vigia, a simple loaf of bread cost about five copper coins.

For a vagrant, today's earnings were decent—not enough to fill his belly, but enough to stave off hunger. Most diligent vagrants in Vigia lived in this state.

As the evening glow illuminated the sky, Brook began his journey home, setting the bald-headed bird from his pocket onto the ground.

The little bald bird strode ahead with its head held high, like a victorious warrior returning from battle.

Every so often, it would glance back at Brook, who was strolling along the street behind it.

Brook kept a watchful eye. Since that bald bird had last mentally interfered with him, forcibly implanting unfamiliar memories into his mind, it hadn't shown any further signs of abnormality.

Brook muttered to himself, "What triggers it?"

Unconsciously, they had reached one of Vigia's main thoroughfares, where an ornate steam truck passed by on the street.

On board, the arrogant-looking Imperial Priest was invited by Marquis Kim to attend a banquet.

This was their daily routine since arriving in Vigia.

Previously, they had traveled independently, but after the three murders, Inspector Philip had warned them this might be a deliberate hunt targeting them. Since then, they no longer ventured out alone.

The priests were dressed in splendid regalia, their clerical robes embroidered with golden silk thread. Bathed in the glow of the setting sun, they radiated an aura of sacred nobility. In the remote and not particularly affluent city of Vigia, this drew many envious glances.

These gazes made the priests lift their necks haughtily.

Yet, under the gaze of the crowd, the head of the first priest detached from his neck without warning. Blood gushed like a fountain from the cleanly severed neck.

The severed head still wore an expression of bewilderment.

A deadly weapon—a high-speed steam truck—had collided with an invisible, razor-sharp blade, obliterating the priest's head without warning.

Screams and cries of panic mingled with the priests' terror and rage—all traces of their earlier grandeur and sanctity vanished.

Half an hour later, at the Vigia Security Booth.

The telephone rang incessantly, the operator too busy to pause for even a moment.

Inspector Philip rubbed his aching temples. Earlier, Marquis Kim had personally called to inquire about the case's progress, while priests from the imperial capital kept ringing in with accusations, venting their dissatisfaction and rage.

Yet so far, there was not a single clue—not whether the killer was male or female, their appearance or age, or their motive.

This was the fourth murder, destined to shock all of Vigia.

All four bodies were currently stored in the police station. In such sweltering heat, they should have been dealt with promptly. The Imperial Clerics also wanted to retrieve the remains, and discontent was already running high.

In truth, Philip and his team weren't entirely without progress.

"Judging by the wounds on the fourth victim and the murder weapon we collected at the scene, it's the 520th-ranked advanced insect curse, 'String Slash'."

"The murder weapon was a transparent spider silk—tough and razor-sharp. It was stretched across the intersection along the route of the Imperial Clergy's steam truck. As the truck sped through, the taut silk sliced off the victim's head in one swift motion." The profiler reconstructed the crime scene. "Such precision suggests the killer was likely present at the


"



scene.

"The killer must have bred a spider with unique bloodlines, specifically for producing this lethal silk."

This was a crucial lead. As insect magicians habitually bred specialized insects, screening suspects based on their insect collections could narrow the field. The only complication was that Grand Insect Magicians no longer confined themselves to a single species. They could now wield insect curses through diverse insect lineages.

At that moment, Brook stood on the balcony of his room.

He recalled that the last time the Bald Bird had interfered with his mind, it was here—after witnessing him and Old Joseph drawing water from the dry well in the courtyard.

Brook tried his best to replicate the conditions that triggered the incident last time, hoping to uncover a pattern.

"Or maybe the Baldie's mental interference only has this one segment."

Brook pondered this while feeding the bird bread. Today's loaf was noticeably softer, thanks to another bag of water Brook had given Old Joseph. Old Joseph, in turn, had passed the water to Sister Teresa, who oversaw food preparation. With extra water and flour, the bread's texture naturally improved.

As for explaining the water's origin? He couldn't possibly claim it was a gift from his employer—how could he have such good fortune every single day?

It was simply that Brook had poured water into the monastery's dry well and then scooped it out again.

The dry well had water again, leaving Old Joseph astonished for a long time.

Brook, equally "excited," repeated his explanation over and over, claiming he had merely dug a little deeper into the well and unexpectedly struck water. He thanked the Holy Father's mercy profusely.

Now, the oak barrel in the room was already more than half full of clear water. Once he collected a little more, Brook would have to find a buyer.

"I must find a buyer who won't attract attention or spread rumors."

A ruined monastery suddenly producing abundant water might attract unwanted trouble. Currently, every water-yielding well in all of Virginia was controlled by the nobility.

Brook pondered this while watching the bald-headed chick before him, its crop bulging from being fed until it looked almost transparent.

It looked like nothing more than an ordinary, gluttonous young bird.

Brook pinched a few more breadcrumbs and tossed them onto the wall outside the balcony.

Brook's room occupied an odd position. Half the balcony faced the monastery courtyard, while the other half extended beyond its walls. The monastery's ancient exterior was once covered in climbing vines, their roots intertwined. Now, due to the drought, the vines had long withered. Yet their vitality was astonishingly resilient; once rain came, they would revive.

Brook tossed the breadcrumbs into the crevices of the ivy on the wall.

Rustle.

A strange sound, or perhaps chewing, seemed to emanate from the dense tangle of dead vines.

The bald creature on the balcony craned its neck to peer into the vines, then flapped its tiny wings angrily toward Brook. The bread was all his, his alone—no unnamed creature would

dare compete.

Brook stopped feeding the bald guy—otherwise it would burst its crop. The thing never seemed to know when it was full.

After lingering on the balcony for a while, Brook headed out. Nighttime was prime earning time for workers.

The moon shone brightly.

At a modest tavern called Fly Trap, sparse patrons gathered to chat, play chess, gamble, and crudely discuss women and the petty happenings of Virginia.

Business was slow due to the drought, but the boisterous voices didn't diminish despite the sparse crowd.

As a waiter, Brook stood in the corner, ready to serve at a moment's notice, waiting for customers' calls. He couldn't afford to lose the label of being the most competent worker. It was his reputation for diligence, built up over years, that had earned him his employer's favor and secured him this job.

Just then, the tavern door swung open. A knight and a herald entered one after the other, followed by a sizable retinue.

Brook's  eyes narrowed  slightly.  The knight  leading the  group wore heavy  Longquell white-striped steel armor, radiating an imposing presence. Just looking at him evoked the image of an indestructible fortress, exuding authority, courage, strength, and confidence.

This made the knight appear exceptionally tall and imposing.

The knight's sturdy helmet formed a distinct "T" on his forehead, vaguely revealing the young, handsome, and resolute face beneath.

Then there was the young family ceremonial officer, in his early twenties, appearing somewhat refined. His robe was made ofTisland blue silk, an extremely expensive fabric available only in the imperial capital of Longquan.

As  the  group  entered,  the  family  ceremonial  officer  frowned  slightly,  dodging  the occasional insect that appeared.

In Vigia, finding a place free of insects was likely the most difficult task of all.

The young official parted his parched lips and said, "First, some light red wine..."

They  had been parched  since  entering  Vigia  Province.  More  than  food,  they  craved liquid—he'd nearly forgotten the comfort of sweet wine. His throat burned like fire, his lips cracked and peeling.

The Province of Vigia was the largest province in the Franse Empire, counting the vast, boundless Vigia Mountains. But if you excluded the mountains, the entire province of Vigia... was reduced to just the city of Vigia, perched atop the steep, towering peaks within the mountain range.

Thus, along their entire journey, they found no place to replenish their water supply.

Though they weren't particularly fond of this tavern—it was cramped and crawling with bugs—they couldn't be too picky when the chance to replenish their fluids came early.

The young steward's voice cut through the tavern, silencing it for a moment before bursting into laughter.

As  a  competent  waiter,  Brook  hurried  forward,  smiling  politely  and  obsequiously. "Esteemed sirs, Vigia has been suffering from a water shortage for three months now. All alcoholic beverages have long been monopolized and purchased by the nobility."

Not only is our little tavern out of liquor, but so is every other tavern around.

Given the current drought with no end in sight, even the wines from noble collections won't be sold.

So expecting to buy liquor at a tavern these days is nothing short of a joke.

Brook enthusiastically recommended, "Gentlemen, you should try our Ashley cheese and the absinthe lamb chops. The lamb arrives fresh from the farm each evening, exceptionally tender, and reasonably priced..."

The proprietor behind the counter nodded approvingly. The worker was sharp—judging by their attire, he’d automatically upcharged these strangers thirty percent on the priciest items. As for fresh lamb chops? Taverns always stocked stale goods.

Smooth, sharp, observant—he'd make a fine waiter.

He'd deduct less from his wages later.
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​Chapter 5: The "Miracle Well" That Produces Water
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The knights frowned at Brook's explanation.

They weren't short on food—they were short on water.

This tavern couldn't meet their needs.

Without much thought, they headed outside. As for Brook's claim that no tavern could procure liquor, they dismissed it as a mere ploy to keep customers.

Brook eagerly tried to persuade them to stay. After all, a dozen weary travelers who appeared quite well-off would surely spend generously. And having just arrived in Virginia, if they chose to lodge at his tavern, it would mean a substantial income.

Alas, these travelers paid no heed to Brook's diligent attempts to keep them.

As the group exited the tavern, Brook was angrily shoved out by the furious proprietor.

The furious proprietor unfairly blamed the waiter for losing the business that had been practically in his hands.

Brook's face flushed alternately red and white before he finally relented, "My wages for an hour's work..."

His words were met only by the sound of the tavern door slamming shut.

The knights who turned to watch exchanged bewildered glances.

Brook, however, watched the group not far away. The worry on their faces instantly turned to smiles. "Honored guests from afar, might you require a guide? Vigia City dates back to the Bug Nation era. Its roads crisscross and commuting is complex. A competent guide can save you time and spare you unnecessary trouble."

Ah, his last job was gone just like that, and he hadn't even received his wages. He needed to find his next job quickly.

He couldn't afford to show a single trace of worry in front of his new employer.

For some reason, the group felt an illusion upon seeing Brook's smile—as if they were facing a greedy goblin in human skin. Cunning, slick, possessing an insatiable lust for money beyond anyone's comprehension, viewing wealth as both a creed and a universal elixir for healing the soul.

Even the tall knight couldn't help but glance at Brook. One moment he'd been swindled out of his wages, and the next he seemed to have bounced back. Or perhaps such things happened so often he'd grown... numb?

The knight couldn't help but ask, "How did you know we came from elsewhere?"

His voice carried the authentic accent of the upper nobility of Longquan, with a deep resonance in his tone and nasal cavities, sounding low and rich, possessing a unique masculine allure.

Brook smiled and gestured to the side.

Several noble ladies from Vigia passed by, their steel-hooped skirts billowing as they crawled along the ground. Elbow-braced, they advanced like insects toward the rooftops,

hopping away like fleas.

Who in Vigia would ever walk stiffly down the street instead of riding in a steam-powered carriage? That would be utterly inelegant.

The crowd: "..."

These outsiders cautiously declined Brook's self-recommendation.

They pressed on, entering tavern after tavern, only to emerge disappointed.

Thirst and travel fatigue made their faces look less than cheerful.

Only then did they believe Brook's earlier claim: no tavern in Virginia would sell alcohol.

Not only these newcomers, but even the natives of Vigia couldn't find a place to buy water without special connections.

Brook, who had been trailing the group all along under the pretense of "traveling the same route," stepped forward. "Gentlemen, it seems you truly need a guide."

"I happen to know  a  fine  old tavern with ample  drinking water, delicious  food,  and comfortable lodgings for you gentlemen. Hmm, it's spacious enough to even offer a lovely garden for activities—though the price is a bit steep..."

Brook painted a picture of exactly what the weary travelers needed most: a comfortable, beautiful, and well-stocked resting place.

The knight in charge glanced at the weary group. Finally, the family ceremonial officer stepped forward and said to Brook, "May your honesty not land you in trouble."

Brook hastened to reply, "We Virgians never deceive."

He even began fulfilling his duties as a competent guide: "Gentlemen, things have been unsettled in Vigia lately. A serial killer has the populace in a panic. You must be vigilant about your safety..."

Ever  since  the  fourth  priest  was  murdered,  newspaper  descriptions  of the  killer  had escalated from serial killer to murderous fiend.

Brook led the way, casually introducing the city of Virginia.

He spoke with ease, drawing on his past experience as a tour guide during his days working odd jobs.

However, the path Brook led them down grew increasingly remote, causing the group to frown. Hadn't he mentioned a high-end old tavern? Anything associated with high-end should never be found in such a secluded spot.

Fortunately, they soon came to a halt before the weathered gates of an old monastery.

From a  small wooden hut beside the gate, a dachshund wagged its tail cheerfully in greeting, though it eyed the strangers warily.

Brook scooped up the dachshund named Polly and deftly unlocked the ancient monastery door. "Joseph! Joseph!"

Inside the monastery, old Joseph heard the call and emerged, holding a lit oil lamp, looking

puzzled.

Brook explained, "Dear Joseph, a flock of lost lambs needed shelter. I saw them wandering the road and brought them here. They promised to give the monastery some compensation for the kindness."

The monastery was short on funds, surviving on nothing but hard, dry bread each day. Old Joseph was already troubled, so the prospect of some reasonable income was certainly welcome.

Moreover, Old Joseph was a kind-hearted soul, always compassionate like a saintly father. Brook had mentioned the payment beforehand to prevent the old priest from offering them free lodging—after all, Joseph would never permit charging those in need.

The expressions on the group's faces darkened.

A high-end old tavern? Comfortable lodgings?

Virginians never deceive?

Yet before them stood a dilapidated monastery.

Look at these peeling walls, these ancient doors and windows, this eerie, lifeless light—not even enough lamps to illuminate the place...

The young family chaplain named Spartis was about to voice his furious displeasure when the tall knight leading them, Louis, silenced him with a stern glance.

Through their conversation along the way, Brook had learned their names.

Spartis was puzzled. This was clearly fraud—deceiving  strangers unfamiliar with the environment  and  circumstances.  Why  wouldn't  His  Majesty  let  him  teach  this  slick youngster, more cunning than a goblin, a lesson?

Brook,  too,  felt  puzzled.  He  had  prepared  his  defense  against  anger,  yet  it  seemed unnecessary.

Strange.

Nevertheless, it didn't stop Brook from leading them inside with a straight face.

The main gate opened onto the monastery's large courtyard. Perhaps this was the only part that matched  Brook's  boastful  descriptions—yes,  ample  space,  a  beautiful,  fragrantly maintained "grand garden." Except every plant within it was dead.

Though old and dilapidated, the monastery offered decent space. The unused confessional rooms could serve as twin rooms, easily accommodating the dozen or so people.

The weather was hot now, and even at night, the confessionals wouldn't be cold.

Of course, to Spartis, such surroundings seemed downright shabby.

He considered himself fortunate to accompany His Majesty on this journey. As the family ceremonial officer, it was an honor, and he had meticulously managed every detail along the way. This situation clearly disrupted his plans.

Old Joseph went to prepare the habitable rooms and roused Sister Teresa to prepare food for these "helpless" lambs.

Brook went to draw water from the dry well.

With  no  outsiders  present,  Spartis  finally  voiced  his  inner  question  to  Louis:  "Your Highness, why did we not punish that cunning goblin—or rather, that human fox?"

Louis removed his knight's helmet, revealing dazzling short hair and a handsome face. His features appeared exceptionally hard and angular in the flickering lamplight.

Louis: "Didn't you notice the name of this monastery at the entrance just now?" Spartis froze. The moonlight had been too dim; he truly had overlooked it.

Louis  said  gravely,  "On  those  ancient  walls,  faded  letters  spell  out:  Saint  Mingwei Monastery."

Spartis's expression visibly shifted to astonishment.

This name had appeared in the writings of Aivik Francis, the exalted figure who had ushered in a new era a thousand years ago.

Toward the  end  of the  Insect  Era,  the  exalted  one  Aivik  Francis—who  had brought prosperity to the world, ended chaos, and ushered in a new age—suddenly vanished from public view. No one knew where he had gone, nor why he had disappeared so abruptly.

The answer lay within his writings: Avic Francis was atoning. With a heavy heart, he returned to his homeland of Vigea, building the monastery of Saint Mingwei. There, he spent the remainder of his life in quiet seclusion.

The Vatican's elevated status across the continent stems precisely from its founding by the revered Avic Francis—a sanctuary born from his late-life faith or penance.

Had his memoirs not been discovered, no one would have known that such a towering figure of his era ultimately spent his remaining years in quiet regret, living out his days without fanfare in a remote monastery.

His Majesty Louis and his entourage had come to Vigia for two reasons: to seek the "Bird of Wisdom," which held secrets comparable to founding an era, and to unravel more of the

contents ofAivik Francis's notebooks.

This place was, in fact, their best possible base of operations.

After his initial surprise, Spartis grew concerned: "The Exalted One's journal first surfaced in the hands of the Imperial rebels. They used it to locate the 'Wisdom Bird' sealed within the Sacred Artifact of the Insect Kingdom, which was then smuggled away by the defected Imperial General, Afre."

"Though we don't know why General Afre perished in the vast mountains of Vigia, we can deduce his escape route led directly there."

"From this journal, we learn that the Holy Monastery of Saint Mingwei was the late residence of the Exalted One, Aivik Francis. Therefore... the Imperial rebels who obtained this journal earlier must have known this as well."

"Now that we've been guided here upon arriving in Vigia, isn't that a bit too coincidental?" "Perhaps this is the Imperial rebels' base for receiving General Afre—a trap set for us."

That is indeed a possibility.

Louis also fell silent. With the Franse Empire now engulfed in constant civil strife, had Vigia—a province of the Franse Empire—already sided with the rebels, or even become their stronghold?

But one thing was certain: staying within these monastery walls might just reveal the answer.

At that moment, Brook was secretly pouring a barrel of clear water into the dry well, mixing it with mud and sand, then refilling the oak barrel.

Hmm, this fresh water of his had found a good buyer.

Brook thought to himself that when he met Old Joseph later, he would have to exaggerate his praise for the Father's mercy. Their monastery truly was a blessed place—all they had to do was dig down into the dry well to find a new water source.

Old Joseph would surely be delighted to inspect the well. No matter—he'd pour a barrel of water into the well's depths, mixing it with the already damp soil. No one could tell the difference; they'd simply assume the underground water had slowly seeped upward.

A sparkle danced in Brook's eyes. Rather than merely finding a buyer for the purified water, perhaps promoting this "miracle well" could restore the struggling monastery's favor with  the faithful, improve their lives, and solve the ongoing issue of selling purified water.
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​Chapter 6: Who's the Real Actor?

[image: ]




Brook carried a bucket of slightly murky water and freshly baked bread to Louis and the others.

Their faces twitched.

Delicious food? Crystal-clear, sweet water?

Well, from the moment they stepped into this so-called "upscale old tavern," they should have known that not a single word out of this sly, cunning youngster's mouth was the truth.

Brook also noticed something rather amusing: though they were clearly parched, not a single one of them rushed to take a sip of the murky water from the oak barrel.

And that freshly baked bread—the entire group politely concealed their dissatisfaction.

To maintain such basic decorum and dignity in adversity—only nobles who'd never known hardship or faced dire straits would do that.

Who exactly were these people?

After delivering the water and bread, Brook said,  "Gentlemen, I wish you a pleasant evening."

The group: "..."

How could it feel pleasant? Today's  "downfall" was  something they had  never dared imagine before.

Brook returned to his room, stepped onto the balcony, and gazed down at the confessionals now occupied by people on the first floor. His eyes held an inexplicable depth.

"From the imperial capital, Longkewei?"

A faint smile touched the corners of his mouth.

Night fell, windless, yet dark ripples stirred beneath the pitch-black sky.

Brook climbed into bed and fell asleep. Before dawn the next day, the bald creature climbed onto Brook's face, its yellow beak clamped onto Brook's nose.

This bald guy now woke Brook up punctually every day to feed him, more reliable than a mechanical clock.

Brook slipped out before dawn, only to miss morning prayers upon his return.

Daylight had fully broken. The knight named Louis was exercising in the monastery courtyard. His beautifully defined latissimus dorsi muscles were so powerful that if you tossed the bald guy onto them, he'd be flattened like a pancake.

Brook greeted him cheerfully, "Good morning, sir."

Louis turned to see Brook's smiling face and a featherless fledgling flapping its comical little wings toward him.

Brook felt it was his duty as a responsible guide to warn the foreign knight about the dangers outside.

"Sir, another murder occurred this morning."

"During the morning service at St. Virginia's Cathedral, a priest from the Imperial Capital was murdered."

"That damn psychologically twisted psychopath has struck again."

Yes, the public's description of the killer had now escalated from serial killer and murderer to psychologically twisted psychopathic killer.

"They say, while everyone bowed their heads in devout prayer, the killer silently descended from the statue of the Holy Father. He slit the throat of a priest full of love and peace with a dagger. When the congregation finished praying and looked up, they saw the priest's horribly mutilated corpse..."

Brook cursed furiously in condemnation: "This is a crime! How could anyone kill before the statue of the merciful Holy Father? This is true sacrilege..."

"Nowadays, outside Virginia Cathedral, guards armed with flintlock muskets stand every three paces. Virginia hasn't seen such heightened security in a very long time."

Brook: "Gentlemen, if I may ask—you aren't from the Imperial Capital, Longcowell, by any chance?"

"Not to pry, but all five victims were from the capital. If you gentlemen are also from there, you must be especially cautious." Brook spoke with a look of concern.

Louis didn't answer, instead asking, "Are there ecclesiastical officials from the Imperial Capital of Longcowell in Virginia?"

Brook's eyelids fluttered imperceptibly. "Yes, sir. They arrived in Virginia halfa month ago. Reportedly,  Marquis  Kim  invited  them  to  address  the  drought  in  Virginia.  They're  temporarily lodging in Virginia Cathedral."

"It's strange, though. There are many clergymen from the Holy See in the Cathedral of Virginia, yet only those from the Imperial Capital have been killed. It's as if... as if someone is deliberately hunting them down."

A shiver involuntarily ran through his body as he spoke.

Louis inquired further, and Brook naturally answered without reservation. These details were all reported in the Vigia Security Gazette, as the matter had far-reaching implications and sparked intense public debate.

After a few more words, Brook rubbed his hands together, looking somewhat embarrassed. "Sir, regarding last night's charges..."

"If you gentlemen choose to extend your stay, I can offer you a discounted rate."

"With all the chaos outside, our monastery may be a bit remote, but as you've seen, it's safe and quiet..."

Louis: "..."

So this was the reason behind all that warmth and initiative.

Louis summoned the young ceremonial officer, Spartis.

After some negotiation, they settled on a deal at eighty percent of the original price. The group of outsiders planned to stay here for another week.

Brook was puzzled. Given their dissatisfaction with the place last night, they should have left early this morning to find new lodgings.

But why did they choose to stay another week?

Certainly not because the muddy water tasted good, nor because Mother Teresa's bread was delicious.

Still... this was perfect.

Brook smiled. "Though our monastery may lack the grandeur of other places, we possess a profoundly ancient history. At the far end of the second floor lies an old library—the one with the door open, not closed. It houses some rather antiquated books. If you gentlemen are interested, you might wish to take a look."

The service was attentive. The monastery was rather dull, and that library was about the only remotely interesting spot to pass the time.

Brook happily collected the deposit and departed—not a single copper coin deducted. These people truly were nobles living within their fortress walls.

Louis: "Spurty, I never knew you haggled with people."

The young ceremonial officer lifted his head haughtily. That human fox always gave him the feeling he was being cheated, so there was no way he'd let the man get the better of him. A twenty percent discount filled him with a satisfying sense of victory.

Louis:  "Send  someone  to  verify  whether  the  information  our  guide  just  revealed  is accurate."

Then he muttered under his breath, "Those wavering fools... I wonder why they ended up in Vigia too. And... it sounds like they've run into some trouble."

He continued, "Have someone observe every person in this monastery for any ties to the rebels. Also, keep an eye on everything related to the exalted Avic Francis within these walls."

...

At that moment, inside Vigia Cathedral.

Inspector Philip wore a grim expression. No one had anticipated the killer would be so brazen—murdering a priest who was officiating morning prayers right in the cathedral, in full view of the congregation.

The sheer number of nobles present had turned the situation into an uncontrollable uproar. It was said these nobles had been invited at great effort by the priests themselves.

With such a tragedy now unfolding, it would be exceedingly difficult to invite these nobles back to the cathedral for morning service.

Philip gazed at the corpse. This marked the fifth imperial priest to be slain.

Logically, there  should  be plenty  of local  priests  within the  Cathedral  of Vigea,  yet strangely, only outsiders have been killed.

What could the killer's motive possibly be?

Additionally, a  spider  silk  strand was  found  at  the  scene. According  to the profiler's reconstruction of the crime, the killer used this strand to hang upside down and silently carry out the murder.

This was a highly skilled criminal specializing in assassination.

This also corroborated previous speculation: the killer kept a spider of unusual lineage to provide the murder weapon.

...

Brook returned to his room with the deposit, nearly ecstatic.

"That young usher named Spartis must be a wealthy fool who's never ventured far from home—he actually agreed to an 80% discount."

"I'll have Joseph buy some cheese later. It's been ages since I've tasted cheese bread."

Brook even hummed a tune as he hopped along with the bald man, who moved like a rabbit, to the balcony.

Brook's  balcony  offered  excellent  visibility,  allowing  a  clear  view  of  the  first-floor common areas and even some activity outside the monastery.

The moment Brook stepped onto the balcony, he spotted someone on the balcony of the adjacent room.

"Brother Melen!"

That  was  the  middle-aged  monk  whose  side  gig  was  alchemy.  Brook  had  used  the discarded alchemical clay from this monk's storage room when crafting her Maya pottery bowl.

Brother Melen was conducting a small alchemical experiment on his balcony, but his gaze seemed fixed on the courtyard below.

Perhaps startled by Brook's call, the monk's movements faltered. Flames suddenly erupted from the alchemical materials in his hands, filling the air with smoke that left his face yellowish-black.

Baldie: "..."

The creature happily flapped its tiny wings, chirping away.

It sounded like mockery.

Truly, for some reason, Brook seemed to hear genuine mockery coming from the bald bird. As if this bald bird understood alchemy too.

The thought flashed through Brook's mind, leaving him momentarily stunned.

The last time, the memories the bald bird had projected into his mind had indeed created a magical alchemical artifact called the "Maya Pottery Bowl."

Brother Melen on the neighboring balcony ignored Brook's greeting and returned to his room with a distinctly sour expression.

Brook wasn't surprised either. Brother Mellen was just that kind of person—he stayed in his room every single day, never going out, supposedly studying alchemy.

He was a rather peculiar recluse.

Truth be told, most of the monastery's permanent residents were peculiar, aside from Old Joseph and Sister Teresa—who had been taken in by Old Joseph when she was very young. They shared a common trait: they all disliked interacting with others, preferred to stay alone in their rooms tinkering with their own affairs, rarely ventured out, and enjoyed going their own way.

Brook was also quite solitary, though his reason was mainly to work long hours, leaving early and returning late.

Seeing that Brother Mullen paid him no mind, Brook lingered on the balcony for a while.  Meanwhile, the people Louis had brought were leisurely wandering around the monastery. Brook  remarked,  "I  was  just  saying  it  offhand—this  monastery  has  such  a  long history—but they seem genuinely interested in exploring it."

"They seem to be... inspecting it a bit too thoroughly."

Brook pondered, a faint smile curling his lips. Did anyone truly know the people around them? Perhaps everyone was merely an actor on a grand stage, competing to see who could play their part most convincingly.
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​Chapter 7: Where Miracles Begin
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Brooke's schedule was packed, and he headed out again that afternoon for work.

This time, luck was on his side—he landed a janitorial job cleaning the street outside Virginia Cathedral.

Rumor had it that a bloody incident during the cathedral's morning service had frightened the previous cleaner away, leaving the job open for Brook.

Outside Virginia Cathedral, guards stood vigilantly with flintlock muskets. The police inspector had cordoned off the entire area, busy investigating inside the security booth. Investigators were also interviewing nearby residents, searching for possible clues.

With five murders now, the police station was under immense pressure and urgently needed to provide answers to everyone.

Outside the cathedral, citizens chattered animatedly.

"To kill silently within the cathedral and then walk away freely..."

"The killer must be intimately familiar with the cathedral's layout."

These days, aside from the drought, the hottest topic in Vigia was undoubtedly the recent bizarre murders.

The buzz of discussion reached Brook's ears as he swept the grounds. He was actually quite familiar with the cathedral's layout, having once worked as a temporary cleaner there. Such work demanded meticulous attention to every nook and cranny, naturally giving him insight into the building's design—though that was several years ago.

At his feet, the bald man busily tossed a leaf into the pile of swept-up trash—a diligent little worker.

What surprised Brook was that after losing five priests, the Imperial City clergy should have been extremely cautious. For their own safety, they ought to have kept a low profile. Yet, despite the bloody incident that morning, a group of Imperial City priests strolled out again that afternoon.

They even committed a highly conspicuous act: at the center of Vigia Square, they burned the skeletal remains of a scholar unearthed from a century-old grave.

The reason? A passage in one of the scholar's translations: "Humans had no gods, so they created them."

In the Church's doctrine, descriptions of God are scarce. Yet the Holy Father is the Son of God, and His coming to earth to suffer was by divine will. This indirectly proves God's existence.

Thus, the clergy exhumed the scholar's remains under the pretext that this long-dead scholar had violated the Church's doctrine. They publicly burned his bones and denounced his errors before a large crowd.

Of course, the events unfolding at the center of Vigia Square held no connection to Brook, who continued diligently sweeping the street outside the cathedral entrance.

At the heart of Via Piazza, the priests' ideological review was drawing to a close.

Inside the café next door—which, ironically, didn't serve coffee—Detective Philip sat with a furrowed brow. The guards stationed around the perimeter held their breath throughout the entire process, gripping their flintlock pistols tightly, not daring to relax for a moment. Yet... not a single unexpected incident occurred.

Such a prime opportunity for a kill, yet the killer never showed.

For days now, five kills—even daring to assassinate a priest in front of countless nobles. According to the analysis from the crime psychologist at the security kiosk, the killer was likely  in  a  blood  frenzy.  Given  just  one  chance,  he'd  probably  strike  again  without hesitation.

It was fortunate that the capital's priests were willing to cooperate, but it seemed... they hadn't fallen into the trap as planned.

Philip was deeply troubled. Returning empty-handed would surely provoke the already agitated imperial priests into fury. Truthfully, Philip wasn't so much concerned about these outsiders as he was about the pressure mounting from the Marquis of Kim's faction.

Vigia was governed by five marquises, and Marquis Kim was one of them. "The killer is more rational, cautious, and meticulous than anticipated."

"What appears to be a spree of madness is actually a meticulously planned series of murders."

"The first victim died by the Assassin Caterpillar. The second by Quill Moth powder clogging the airways. The third by a rusted steel pipe pierced through a mound of insects. The  fourth  by  'String  Kill,'  ranked  520th  in  the  Insect  Curse.  The  fifth  by  a  silent assassination within the cathedral..."

"Each act grew bolder, each more urgent than the last."

"Yet even so, the killer remained rational, outwitting traps and biding his time."

"This is no ordinary crime of passion. He must be lurking nearby, like a predator in the shadows."

At this moment, Brook the laborer had completed his task and awaited his payment.

The  employer  handed  over  two  nearly  withered  yerba  mate  plants.  Apparently,  the employer's household had also run out of water, and they could no longer sustain these plants.

Mate tea trees were a specialty of Virginia, their taste intensely bitter yet followed by a subtle sweetness that quenched thirst profoundly.

They were not widely cultivated in other provinces.

The employer seemed reluctant: "You got a bargain."

Luke's hands trembled. What about the ten copper coins he'd been promised?

These yerba mate plants were a Virginia specialty, but this wasn't Virginia. Their value was mediocre. Crucially, who would be extravagant enough to waste water nurturing two low-value yerba mate plants at this critical juncture? Even if they survived, there was no water to brew the tea.

The employer shooed Brook away with a look of disgust: "If no one else dared come, why should a vagrant like you get the chance? You should be grateful for any payment at all."

Golden afterglow bathed Brook's form as he bit his lips until they turned white. There was no way around it—under the New Laws of Virginia, vagrants held no right to labor. Opportunities to earn a living were reserved for Virginia's citizens.

Illegal labor meant he was at the mercy of others.

Under the golden afterglow, Brook and the bald man's shadows stretched long.  Sighs mingled with the bald man's puzzled whimpering as he tilted his head.

Brook carried two nearly dead yerba mate plants back to the Saint Mingwei Monastery. This was his pay—he couldn't just throw it away, could he?

He had to make the most of them.

After some thought, Brook scooped the damp silt he'd accidentally brought up from the dry well into two discarded clay pots. He planted the two yerba mate saplings in the pots and carried them to the monastery's main gate, placing one on each side.

Brook scooped water from a gourd to water the plants while tearing bread into pieces to feed Polly, the little dachshund, on the ground.

His bright eyes glanced thoughtfully toward the monastery's corner. A smile touched his lips as he made the sign of the cross over his chest with one hand, murmuring in a voice neither loud nor soft: "Thanks be to the merciful Father for bestowing this miracle upon this place, restoring life to the parched well."

Leaving a little water in the gourd scoop, he walked toward the monastery.

After a moment, from around the corner, a stray glacial green-skinned fish-man cautiously poked out a fish head.

The little fishman carried a pitchfork on its shoulder, with a tattered bundle tied to it. Being naturally more sensitive to heat than humans, the fishman's scales were shriveled and parched, cracked in places until they bled.

Its eyes widened into ovals, blinking several times before comprehending what it saw.

The little fishman dashed forward, scooping up breadcrumbs from the ground and stuffing them into its mouth.

"He actually scattered breadcrumbs on the ground to feed the dogs!"

"Thank goodness for his kindness!" Little Dachshund Polly: "..."

Then its tail wagged even more joyfully. A fellow pup! A new doggy friend! Let's eat together!

The  little  fish-man  felt  incredibly  lucky  today. When he  turned  around, he  stared  in disbelief at the glistening water inside the gourd scoop.

Water!

Good heavens, his dead fish eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

Eagerly, it scooped up the gourd and gulped the water down.

No one knew what a single drop of water meant to a fish-person. Thirst was sometimes more unbearable than death itself.

After drinking with immense satisfaction, the little fishman glanced at the two newly planted yerba mate bushes in clay pots by the door. The soil in the pots was moist. His eyes darted about as he pondered something.

"A land blessed by the Holy Father's miracles?"

"Can a dry well truly yield water again?"

The little fishman hesitated, then resolutely returned to the corner. He set down the tattered bundle on his pitchfork, pulled out an old tent, and began pitching it in the corner.

Normally, vagrants live off the land, but this remote spot wasn't ideal for their survival.

Meanwhile, Brook stood on his room's balcony, leaning against the windowsill, watching with amusement as the little fishman pitched his tent in the corner outside the monastery wall.

Mate tea bushes, little fishmen...

Brook muttered to himself, "May the Holy Father's blessings and the miracle of the dry well begin with you. The Abbey of Saint-Mignac needs to be seen. Perhaps those who hear the news will come to Vigia—after all, it is the divine mark reappearing!"

Meanwhile, the ceremonial officer Spartis was briefing Louis on the day's events. "Your Majesty, this monastery is rather peculiar."

"That old priest named Joseph—though he's practically destitute, he takes in people who have nothing to do with him."

"Most of those he shelters are equally peculiar. They spend their days confined to their rooms, living reclusively on a single piece of bread provided by old Joseph,  avoiding contact with anyone year-round—practically ascetics."

"Ironically, the most normal one is that young man named Brook, who leaves early and returns late every day."

"But  our people have  also noticed  something  suspicious.  Someone  has  been  secretly following and observing Brook, and they're highly professional—like someone trained for this kind of work. Brook seems completely unaware that he's being watched  from the shadows."

Louis looked up. This was interesting.

Louis wasn't on the first floor now, but in a room at the far end of the second floor—the old library Brook had mentioned.

The ancient parchment in Louis's hands turned slowly. It was a study titled "Research Report on Human Domestication."

Louis was also quite surprised that such ancient and blasphemous books still existed here. Why was Aivik Francis revered as the Exalted One? He was honored by all, not merely for

ushering in the Industrial Age, enriching humanity, and multiplying material abundance.

He was also humanity's hero, liberating humans who had been kept as livestock and food during the Bug Nation era. A thousand years ago, during that era, humans were not the sole masters ofthe continent.

This  ancient  parchment  scroll  documents  the  research  reports  detailing  humanity's captivity.

"Simply provide humans with a room and basic sustenance, and they will contentedly live  within it, no different from cattle or horses. Give them clothing to cover their bodies, and  they will express profound gratitude, strangely forgetting that we merely raise them as food. Instead,  they  develop  reverence  and  worship  toward  us,  willingly  safeguarding  our  interests. Among the species we cultivate, humans are somewhat unique."

"If you provide humans with a yard to roam, their meat becomes even more delicious."

Such texts once existed in the Franconian Empire, though they were later burned by enraged humans.

It  was  a  history  no  one  wished  to  acknowledge—a  humiliating  Chapter  that  proud, dignified humans desperately sought to erase.

Thus, this library truly possessed a long history.

Beyond these ancient parchments, Louis discovered several crucial texts.

Shakespeare's Sonnets and The Redemption of Villains. Louis had never heard of these titles before, yet their content bore similarities to the works of the esteemed Avik Francis, housed in the Franse Empire Library.

For instance, it was said that firearms did not exist in this world until the emergence of Avic Francis and his work The Three Musketeers, after which firearms gradually became a common weapon.

Both books also contained strange artifacts that were never heard of before, yet they were woven naturally throughout the narratives.

Such discoveries proved the authenticity of the contents in the Aivik Francis manuscript he had obtained. If this truly was the place where Aivik Francis spent the remainder of his life, then it was only natural that he would have left some traces here.
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​Chapter 8: The Bald Man's Eyes Flicker Again
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The next day, at the entrance of Saint Mingwei Monastery.

A woman named Momo walked toward the monastery in the faint light of dawn.

She had been terrified lately. With the sensational serial murders, evil was breeding, and darkness had overtaken Virginia. As a believer in the Holy Father, all she could do was pray at the monastery, hoping the Holy Father would restore peace to Virginia soon.

St. Mingwei Monastery wasn't her first choice—it was remote, desolate, and dilapidated. But other monasteries were too far away. If she encountered that twisted killer along the way, she might become the next victim.

As Momo approached the gates of Saint Mingwei Abbey, she was filled with surprise. On either side of the entrance, she saw two mate tea trees beginning to show signs of life.

As a native of Virginia, she was quite familiar with these plants.

They thrived in water and weren't particularly difficult to maintain, but now there was a severe drought. As a devotee of the Holy Father, she naturally knew something about the monastery  closest  to  her  home.  How  could  the  poor  and  dilapidated  Saint  Mingwei Monastery possibly have enough water to sustain two yerba mate trees?

Mumodi exclaimed in astonishment, "Huh? What's going on here!"

Meanwhile, a stray merman named Grumble stood nearby, eagerly awaiting someone to feed the little dachshund inside the cabin.

Hearing this, the little fishman casually replied, "Lady, haven't you heard?"

"The merciful light of the Holy Father has blessed this place, bestowing a miracle upon it. The parched well now flows with clear water once more, sweet as the rarest springs in the Vigea Mountains."

The little fishman licked his lips and continued, "The young monks at the monastery even dared to use it to grow yerba mate plants. Madam, I swear, just yesterday these two tea plants were barely clinging to life, but now they're bursting with vitality. If that's not a miracle, what is..."

Mummo: "..."

A... miracle?

For believers like them, a place where miracles occur becomes sacred ground.

Mumodi couldn't be certain, yet somehow, gazing at the dilapidated monastery before her, it felt different from before.

A place blessed by the Holy Father?

Had  the merciful  Holy  Father  finally  relented,  unable  to  bear  His  faithful  followers enduring the drought's torment, and bestowed a miracle?

Mumodi entered the monastery to attend morning prayers with Father Joseph. Along the way, she encountered Brook passing by, and both seemed imbued with a sacred aura, dispelling her fears about the psychopathic killer.

Particularly, while waiting for the service, she witnessed the young priest named Brook carrying a wooden bucket of clean, clear water into the confessional.

Such pure water! She'd heard even noble households' water was muddy, yet in this humble monastery... they used water purer and more precious than that of the nobility.

Mumodi  could  no  longer  contain  her  excitement.  The  moment  Joseph  emerged,  she immediately asked the question burning in her mind.

Old Joseph: "The dry well in the courtyard has indeed been re-excavated to yield water."

Mummo: "..."

Though few believers came to Saint Mingwei Monastery for prayer, worship, or confession, there were still several nearby residents like Lady Momo.

A peculiar rumor began circulating among the faithful: Saint Mingwei Monastery, the mate tea tree at its entrance, and that dried-up well that had miraculously produced water again.

Of course, it hardly qualified as a miracle—after all, it was merely a dry well miraculously seeping water at the moment of greatest need.

It merely sparked curiosity, astonishment, and a sense of wonder among those who heard it. At that moment, Brook delivered the oak barrel of fresh water to Louis.

Tsk, all about the money.

His Maya clay bowl produced only a modest amount of water, but thankfully, it kept increasing steadily. He kept some for himself and Old Joseph, selling the rest to Louis and the others.

If Brook, a mere wanderer, sold water on his own, he'd naturally worry about attracting unwanted  attention.  But  under  the  monastery's  name,  it  was  different—the  Church's influence was immense.

Even nobles wouldn't lightly antagonize the faith of the people over a mere supply of water, however dilapidated Saint-Mauroy Abbey might appear.

Brook told Louis, "I've purified the water I've collected several times over, sir. You can drink it with confidence."

His robust physique and courageous, handsome face made him seem more like a leading man than any actor on the grand stage of Virginia—handsome, righteous...

Louis nodded, then asked, "I've been to the library on the second floor of the monastery. The books there are fascinating. Do you know who the original authors of those texts were?"

He watched Brook's expression intently as he spoke.

At this mention, Brook perked up immediately: "Oh, sir, you've noticed those peculiar books too?"

"Besides the Father's followers, our monastery sometimes welcomes scholars."

"According to them, those books are likely connected to the Exalted One, Aivik Francis."

"The Exalted One, Aivik Francis? He's a hero to us humans."

"We have many legends about the Exalted One, Aivik Francis, here in Vigia."

"For instance, we have peculiar laws in Vigia, like the Vigia Tree Felling Decree, which mandates that for every tree felled, at least two saplings must be planted. It's baffling—the Vigia Mountains are vast, and the trees could never be exhausted."

"Take the Vigian Hunting Decree, for instance. It mandates hunters observe designated seasons, strictly forbidding entry into the Vigian Mountains during closed seasons. It also prohibits the killing of pregnant females and underage young..."

"I hear these peculiar laws were personally enacted for Virginia by Aivik Francis."

"Hmm. Aivik Francis also forbids the people of Vigia from praising him, claiming a sinner is unworthy of praise. It's rather absurd, though of course this is merely legend—no one can verify its truth."

After a pause, Brook added, "I've heard that every year on the beautiful Rainbow River in the imperial capital of Longcowell, they hold grand ceremonies to sing the praises of the exalted  Aivik  Francis  and  his  contributions  to  humanity?  Such  celebrations  are unimaginable in our Vigia. Longcowell is simply too wealthy."

Brook spoke with an expression of envy.

Louis's expression turned pensive. If the man were an Imperial rebel, he shouldn't have remained so composed when asked about books related to Aivik Francis, nor should he have so enthusiastically shared everything he knew.

Louis nodded slightly. "That ceremony is indeed magnificent—it is the most important festival of our Franse Empire."

But he corrected, "The Rainbow River in Longquan... isn't beautiful. It reflects a metallic sheen, garish as poison, emitting a strange stench. Not a single fish or insect can be seen in its waters. Nor is it quiet—the clatter of factory machinery echoes ceaselessly along its entire length."

Ivek Francis ushered in the Industrial Age, bringing prosperity to humanity and abundance of goods. Simultaneously, the Age of Insects came to an end. Bugmasters, who depended on insects to cast bug curses, faded from history as most insects gradually died out.

Louis thought to himself that the young priest Brook, who had never ventured far from home, seemed deeply envious of the outside world, embarrassed by Vigia's remoteness and poverty. But Brook didn't know how profoundly shocked he and Spartis had been when they led their men into the Vigia Mountains—by the boundless green waves, by the sheer variety and abundance of insects.

That soul-stirring green and the pristine sky were beyond anything they had ever imagined. Unlike other provinces of France, where the sky was perpetually a lingering gray and the pervasive noise could be heard even within the castle walls.

Brook's eyelid fluttered imperceptibly as he listened to Louis's reply.

To describe the multicolored river of Longcove and its celebratory festivities with such detail—these people must undoubtedly come from the imperial capital.

Louis felt a twinge of doubt; he sensed the young priest before him had lost some of his initial enthusiasm.

Louis picked up a book—an ancient parchment scroll, its surface bearing only a few faded words.

Brook was taking his leave: "Sir, should you require any assistance during your stay, please do not hesitate to ask."

After Brook exited the room, the ceremonial officer Spartis entered. Noticing the folded parchment in Louis's hands, he remarked, "He shows no reaction whatsoever to the journal of the exalted Avic Francis?"

Indeed, the parchment in Louis's hands was the very journal documenting the existence of the "Wisdom Bird." If Brook had come here to rendezvous with Imperial Judge General Afre or to seek out the secrets ofAivik Francis as an Imperial rebel, he would undoubtedly know of this journal.

To remain utterly expressionless upon suddenly encountering something so crucial—either the man was a master actor, or he knew nothing at all.

This was the test Louis had planned.

Louis: "Was he perhaps a little too calm?"

"Though sparse, the parchment cover clearly bears the words 'Aivik Francis.' No one would pass it by without so much as a glance."

Spalding nodded. It did seem a bit off.

When Spartis emerged from the confessional—now serving as his makeshift quarters—he happened upon Brook conversing with Old Joseph.

The conversation revolved around Old Joseph's plan to sponsor Brook's education.

Old Joseph: "Learning to read and write would be good. You could work as a clerk in the company. The pay isn't high, but it's stable enough to support yourself."

This was Old Joseph's plan for Brook. In his mind, even an ordinary clerk was far better than Brook drifting from job to job, working himself to the bone for little pay. At the very least, if Brook followed in his footsteps to become a priest, he could live a better life.

Brook nodded gratefully.

Spartis: "...!"

Brooke couldn't read at all? And their wise and valiant Lord had just tried to test an illiterate person with a notebook written in ancient Chinese script?

Spartis's  mouth  twitched  uncontrollably.  Holy  Father,  this  blunder  was  utterly embarrassing.

After bidding farewell to Old Joseph, Brook ascended the stairs and returned to his room. His heart began to pound wildly, impossible to suppress.

It was the notebook of the exalted Aivik Francis.

The very manuscript that the Imperial family, the Senate, and the rebels had fought over for over a decade, only for it to vanish without a trace.

Now a knight stood before him.

"He's a bit too confident,"

Doesn't he worry about someone snatching it away?

Brook composed himself: "His name is Louis?"

In the Franse Empire, there were many men named Louis. Take Brook's own name, for instance—shout it on a busy street, and several men might rise at once.

The  naming  conventions  in  the  Franse  Empire  were  somewhat  chaotic.  It  wasn't uncommon for fathers and sons to share the same name. Those familiar with them could distinguish them—using "Old Brook" and "Young Brook" as examples—but for strangers, it would be difficult to tell them apart.

Brook: "From the imperial capital, Longcavel. Another knight."

The imperial capital of Longcowell does have a very famous knight named Louis.

"And the one tasked by the Imperial Court to track down that notebook is none other than... Louis."

Brook stood on the balcony, observing the first floor while deep in thought. Baldy yawned boredom on the balcony.

At the  corner  outside  the  monastery  walls,  a  glacial  fish-man  struggled  to  open  the makeshift tent, peeking out with a fish head. The dry heat had cracked his green skin, causing many scales to fall off.

The bald man, seemingly encountering a fish-man for the first time, peered down curiously, tilting his head as if deep in thought.

When the bald man turned back, his legs twitching, his two pea-sized eyes began blinking like signal lights.
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​Chapter 9: Another Alchemical Artifact
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To  be  honest,  Brook  had  tried  hard  to  recreate  the  conditions  for  Baldie's  mental interference, but none of his attempts were ideal.

Now, however...

New memories began inserting themselves into his mind. Just like last time, they breached his  mental  barriers  directly—an  utterly  terrifying  phenomenon.  At  least  in  Brook's understanding, no one in this world had ever achieved such a feat.

And just like last time, the memories in his mind were fading with every passing moment.

To understand what the Bald One truly was, Brook almost immediately acted on the unfamiliar memories within his mind.

How to put it? Perhaps it was merely an excuse. The memories in his mind carried an irresistible compulsion, compelling him to find every possible justification to fulfill them.

Brook went to the ground-floor storeroom, where he found a piece of rock that was hard and tough, along with some chisels used for carving.

These chisels belonged to the reclusive monk Melen. Made of a special material, they were essential tools for alchemists, used to carve alchemical arrays into hard surfaces.

Brook returned to his room and closed the door.

Then he sat quietly, carving the stone with the chisels.

Strangely enough, though Brooke had never done such a thing before, it felt as though he were repeating a motion he had performed a thousand times.

This state was truly peculiar.

It was certain that as the memories in his mind faded and receded, it would be nearly impossible for Brook to enter this state again.

The stone in his hands was first whittled bit by bit into a rectangular block the size of his palm, then meticulously carved with the sharp chisel.

The stone was hard; most people would struggle to carve it smoothly, and even if they could,  it  would  take  an  immense  amount  of time.  Yet  Brook's  slender  fingers  were unexpectedly strong. Those hands didn't look like those of a laborer; they were the steady, powerful hands of someone who frequently wielded weapons.

Strange, mysterious patterns began to emerge on its surface.

The bald man beside him watched Brook intently, his small wings fluttering as he studied the work with focused attention, as if appraising something of great value.

Time passed.

When Brook finally emerged from this state, he had no idea how much time had passed. The ground was littered with stone fragments of various sizes.

In his palm lay a pale yellow rectangular stone carving, resembling a seal, engraved with patterns that looked like characters or incantations.

The only unfamiliar memory lingering in his mind was the phrase  "Seal  of Personal Experience."

"Another strange alchemical artifact!"

Brook cradled the new artifact, the "Seal of Self-Knowledge," in his hands, examining it. For the moment, he couldn't discern its purpose.

Brook wasn't in a hurry. Just like the Maya pottery bowl last time, it slowly began to gather clear water.

Time ticked by, second by second.

Brook's expression grew increasingly peculiar. In such sweltering heat, one should feel unbearably hot at all times, with sweat pouring uncontrollably.

Yet now, Brook felt the air around him grow chilly. The refreshing coolness stood in stark contrast to the sweltering heat, even sending a faint chill across his skin.

Brook stared at the "Cold-Warm Self-Knowing Seal" on his hand: "This is definitely not an illusion."

The stone seal on his hand felt significantly cooler than before.

To prove it, Brook placed the "Cold-Warm Self-Knowing Seal" on the table, opened the door, and stepped outside. The moment the door swung open, a wave of heat hit him like a wall...

The sensation felt like crossing two provinces in an instant—one still in the sweltering heat of summer, the other already in the coolness of early spring.

Brook returned to the room and closed the door.

"This alchemical artifact lives up to its name—Cold and Warmth Known Only to Oneself."

It was another item that seemed ordinary in function yet proved exceptionally practical. In this season, no one could resist the refreshing sensation it offered.

With this refreshing coolness, it could likely alter the entire monastery's temperature over time.

This change was gradual, not abrupt at all. Those residing within the monastery would likely not immediately notice the subtle shift in temperature. Instead, it was those suddenly entering from outside who would probably feel the distinct difference.

Brook toyed with the "Cold and Warmth Known Only to Oneself Seal" before placing it beside the oak barrel containing the Maya pottery bowls. Wearing it on his person might make the strange aura around him too easily detectable to those near him.

Brook turned his gaze to the bald man sprawled there like an old hen, his eyes half-closed in cool contentment.

Brook pondered.

During the first psychic interference, the bald man had seen himself and Old Joseph scooping water from the dry well in the courtyard from the balcony.

Water was exceptionally scarce then; they could only dredge up damp silt, the very bottom

having long since dried to mud.

During the second mental intrusion, the bald man stood on the balcony again and saw... a wandering fish-man outside the monastery's corner wall, his skin cracked and parched from the heat, scales flaking off.

A flash of insight  struck Brook's mind. His eyes grew brighter and brighter, then he grabbed the bald man and rushed outside.

He slammed the door shut behind them, vanishing like a gust of wind.

Downstairs, he bumped into passing Louis, but Brook didn't even have time to greet him. Louis: "..."

What could be so urgent? Though Brook was a bit greedy and cunning, he was usually quite polite—especially when money was involved.

Louis summoned Spudis and had him follow to investigate.

Brook didn't stop running all the way to the Virginia Bank's entrance, where he excitedly held the bald man aloft above his head.

"Baldie, watch closely."

"Watch how the bank prints its money."

"Once you've learned it, tell me." We're rich! We're rich!

The Genie was none other than the wish-granting spirit from Aivik Francis's literary work, The Magic Lamp of Aladdin.

Whatever he lacked or needed, he was given.

When he was thirsty, the Bald One used psychic interference to make him create a Maya pottery bowl that produced water.

When he was parched and sweltering, the Bald One made him create a self-regulating seal.

Brook's eyes practically glowed. Why would he ever work for wages again? Once he mastered the money-printing seal, he could print as much as he wanted.

The beauty of life shone like the gleam in Brook's eyes.

Guards at Virginia Grand Bank's entrance gripped their muskets nervously. Where had this vagrant come from? His very expression made them tense—their gaze suggested they already saw the bank as the enemy.

Brook  rubbed  his  hands  together  excitedly:  "Gold  certificates  for  bedding,  silver certificates for flooring, and copper certificates? Just toss them out—they take up too much


"



space.

The bald man perched atop his head pondered in confusion.

Brook muttered under his breath, "Baldie, I know you must understand what I need most right now."

"Don't think I haven't noticed—you're far too clever to be just an ordinary little bird."

"An ordinary little bird would've grown feathers long ago after eating all this bread. But you're still as bald as ever."

The scorching sun beat down on Brook, yet he felt no heat at all.

The strange stares directed at him didn't faze him in the slightest. Even when the guard at the  bank  entrance  pointed  his  flintlock  rifle  at  him  warily,  Brook  remained  utterly unconcerned.

He licked his lips, causing passersby to nervously give him a wide berth.

After  an unknown  amount of time, the bald creature  atop his head  seemed  to  grasp something, growing agitated.

Flapping his tiny wings, he crowed triumphantly and charged into the bank: Rob... rob them! Use it all to buy bread.

...

Night had fallen, the sun long set, when Brook finally returned to Saint Mingwei Abbey. He looked like a defeated rooster, his arms sunburned and red.

The bald guy was clever, like a bird spirit, but they were never on the same wavelength. They nearly got themselves shot.

Brook didn't go straight to his room. Instead, he sat on the bench beneath the sculpture of the Holy Father, hands clasped before his chest in contrition.

"Holy Father, you are too cruel."

"Why won't you grant even this insignificant wish of mine?"

"Why isn't a single gold certificate in the bank mine?"

Old  Joseph,  passing  by,  glanced  at  him  and  nodded  approvingly.  Among  Virginia's countless suffering vagrants, do you know why he chose to take Brook in?

Because he had once seen Brook praying beneath the statue of the Holy Father, just as he was doing now. In his decades as a priest, Brook was the most devout believer he had ever encountered.

"To see this, how steadfast his faith must be—he surely prays for the Father's light to bring justice and fairness to those who suffer." Old Joseph was thoroughly satisfied with his choice, just as he was with the others he had taken in—all the most needy and devout believers.

Meanwhile, Louis received the report.

Louis's handsome features twisted in astonishment: "So he spent the entire afternoon at the bank's entrance? Drooling like some greedy goblin?"

"What on earth was he doing?"

Spartis's mouth twitched slightly as he replied uncertainly, "Perhaps... he's driven mad by poverty?"

At least, that's how the messenger who returned to report it described it: "Brook looked like a robber ready to burst into the bank at  any moment. He  stayed  like that the  entire afternoon."

Silence.

After a long pause, Spartis continued, "But our people have identified the individual who's been secretly observing and following Brook."

"It was an investigator from the security booth." Louis fell deep in thought.

An ordinary citizen wouldn't warrant a dedicated surveillance officer from the security booth. Yet Brook's behavior, movements, and speech constantly conveyed that he was nothing more than a simple, somewhat greedy commoner.

By now, Brook had returned to his room and fetched a woolen blanket from the storage closet.

"This is ridiculous. Who needs a blanket in this heat?"

This was after opening the window; otherwise, he'd need a thick quilt.

Truth be told, Brook had  sensed  a  slight  chill  the moment he  stepped back  into the monastery.

Perhaps in a few more days, this ancient monastery would become the most peculiar place in Virginia.

"A single miraculous well isn't enough to prove divine intervention, but add this spring-like coolness to the mix..."

There would be no shortage of believers coming. Even those imperial priests now holed up in the cathedral of Virginia might find time to take a look. That would bring glory to the Holy Wisdom Monastery and naturally attract more followers.

The faithful would come—prayers, confessions, all free of charge. But they'd need to eat, wouldn't they? And that, my friend, was a golden opportunity to make a profit.

Ah, if only that damn bald fool hadn't been too stupid to grasp his meaning in the end, he wouldn't have to scheme for every meager copper coin just to scrape by.

Speaking of which, Brook glanced up at the first floor. Dim light still seeped out from the confessionals down there.

Brook winced inwardly. "Just think of all the kerosene being wasted."

Frustrated, Brook wrapped himself in a blanket and flopped onto the bed—out of sight, out of mind.

The bald man crawled in naked, his bare bottom squirming under the blanket. His favorite spot was the crook of Brook's neck—that's where the bald gentleman insisted on sleeping.
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​Chapter 10: A Lifetime of Lies
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Night fell, and a refreshing coolness slowly spread from Brook's room throughout the entire monastery.

Residents who had been unable to sleep due to the stifling heat found themselves enjoying the most restful night in days. They rose lazily, later than usual.

Brook was no exception. Rising, he breathed deeply of the air that was no longer scorching, his body and mind refreshed. The feeling was indescribable, like drinking a large bowl of ice water when parched.

As usual, Brooke first tidied up the monastery before heading to the entrance to feed Polly, the little dachshund.

As Brook headed to the kitchen for bread, he ran into Sister Teresa, who was carrying a large tray of bread back.

Luke: "?"

Sister Teresa: "They returned the bread."

"They went to the tavern outside to order their own meals."

Brook was stunned. Not securing the gold voucher recipe yesterday was one thing—after all, every vagrant dreams of striking it rich overnight, though none have ever seen that dream come true. He could barely accept that outcome. But today, someone had actually refused his meal?

Refusing his bread meant he'd lose out on so much profit.

Brook decisively abandoned his plan to seek work elsewhere. The earnings from several days of labor wouldn't even match what he made from serving a single meal to these imperial capital gentlemen.

Brook grabbed a loaf of bread and hurried away. Behind him, Sister Teresa gazed up at the sky. "It feels much cooler now. Could the scorching heat finally be ending?"

Brook didn't go straight to Louis. These imperial capital gentlemen could barely endure two days of bread.

From his observations, Brook noted that aside from Louis and Spartis, the others wore impeccably crafted leather armor lined with fine, soft cloth. Their belts featured silver buckles, their exquisite weapons were inlaid with gems, and most significantly, the hilts bore the engraved crests of noble imperial families.

This indicated that these men, who appeared to be bodyguards, were likely all members of imperial noble families.

If Louis was indeed the person Brook suspected, then a guard composed of noble offspring made perfect sense.

Brook pondered this as he walked toward the monastery entrance, tearing off a piece of bread and tossing it on the ground to feed his little dachshund, Polly.

He glanced briefly at the corner of the wall before turning away.

Before long, a little fish-man darted out, grinning so wide his mouth split, scooping up the breadcrumbs from the ground and stuffing them into his mouth.

"Oh, this is pure bliss!" he thought. "I knew setting up my tent here secretly was a smart move. That little dog at the gate? I'll have to feed him every day."

As long as it got breadcrumbs every day, it could live here forever.

The stray fishman named Gulu was happily imagining his wonderful life ahead.

Then a hand clamped around its neck, and Brook's voice came from above: "Caught a thief."

He dragged the little fishman toward the monastery.

Louis and the others were drawn by the commotion.

Little fishman Gulu was shouting at the statue of the Holy Father: "I am guilty! I confess! I shouldn't have stolen the breadcrumbs the gentleman scattered on the ground to feed the dogs!"

All the while, it stole glances at Brook, who was holding a kitchen knife.

This was the scene that greeted Louis and the others when they arrived.

Killing a fishman over a few breadcrumbs meant for dogs?

Louis's brow  furrowed.  He hadn't realized Brook possessed  such  cruelty beneath  his cunning and greed.

Before  the  others  could  react,  Brook  seemed  to  notice  the  newcomers.  His  "anger" instantly transformed into a "smile": "Good morning, Mr. Louis!"

"Gentlemen, it seems you've taken a particular interest in the monastery these past few days. Old Joseph mentioned you've visited it quite a number of times already."

Though  they  had  been  inwardly  condemning  Brook's  brutality,  their  expressions immediately stiffened at his words.

In truth, they had been "exploring" the monastery's public areas repeatedly under the guise of tours, searching for clues about the exalted Avik Francis. After all, this was where Avik Francis had spent his final years—a place too significant to overlook even the slightest possibility.

But  the  monastery  was  only  so  big.  Their  repeated  "explorations"  inevitably  looked suspicious, no matter how well they disguised their actions.

Brook: "Gentlemen, Vigia boasts a rich history and many fascinating sites. Spending all your time within the monastery walls would be a waste. As your guide, I'll take you outside today to introduce you to this ancient city, brimming with unique artistry."

He then looked at the group expectantly.

The group: "..."

They had claimed a particular fascination with the history and culture of the ancient, enigmatic city of Vigea, providing a plausible excuse for their meticulous "tour" of the monastery.

But now, if they truly were so fascinated by Vigia City, after spending two days earnestly exploring this monastery, they couldn't possibly refuse Brook's proposal.

Otherwise, it would be easy to assume their interest lay solely in the monastery itself—not in the supposed fascination with Vigea's ancient mysteries that had supposedly brought them here.

Indeed, what normal tour group would linger in one place, fixated solely on a dilapidated, remote monastery?

Louis frowned as well.

Seeing Louis' hesitation, Brook immediately turned and raised the kitchen knife in his hand toward the little fish-man, Gulu.

With the deal off the table, he naturally continued punishing the thief.

Louis: "Brook, lead the way. We've long anticipated visiting Vigia City. After resting for two days following our long journey, it's indeed time to properly explore this city."

This provided a reasonable explanation for why their travel group had remained stationary for the past two days without venturing out.

A smile touched the corners of Brook's mouth.

It was said that His Majesty in the Imperial Capital was a guardian who still upheld the ancient knightly code. Among the most crucial tenets of this code—besides defending justice and abstaining from women—was the vital principle of aiding the weak.

How to put it? Knights who still upheld these principles were becoming increasingly rare.  The reason might be simpler than imagined. For instance, people used to adore chivalric  romances—stories of knights who were brave, just, vanquished evil, and fought against sin. But now, the fashion had changed. The public's taste had shifted toward scripts featuring  reckless, headstrong musketeers as protagonists.

I hear that  aside  from  some  remote regions  like Virginia that  still  cling  to tradition, knight-themed stage plays have become a rare sight in other provinces.

Regardless,  the  poor  little  fishman,  ending  up  under  Brook's  cleaver  over  a  few breadcrumbs dropped on the ground, looked pitifully weak no matter how you looked at it.

Brook's heart bubbled with glee. They actually refused the bread he offered? Just wait until he takes them to a place where no food can be bought. They love exploring these ancient, mysterious spots, don't they? Soon, his bread will be their only option.

Brook instructed everyone to prepare for their outing.

A quarter of an hour later, they gathered at the monastery's main gate.

The moment they stepped outside, a collective "Huh?" escaped their lips.

The sun had only just risen, yet its scorching heat was already intense. The moment they stepped outside, a wave of stifling, murky heat washed over them.

They had assumed last night's coolness was simply due to the naturally lower nighttime temperatures, but now it seemed that wasn't the case at all. Rather... the monastery was indeed significantly cooler and more refreshing than the outside world.

Many turned back in surprise, their faces etched with astonishment and confusion.

At that moment, Brook emerged, accompanied by a small fish-man carrying a load on a pitchfork. One end held a bundle of bread, while the other supported a half-barrel of clear water.

Brook didn't need to chop the little fishman to death with a cleaver; instead, he made it carry goods as penance.

The pitiful little fishman, eyes brimming with tears, looked so wretched. This little priest named Brook was nothing short of a demon.

"Demon Brook, cruel Brook, he's like a butcher with a face full of fleshy bulges!!!" Little Fishman Gulu even composed a rhythmically catchy little ditty in his mind.

Finally, the group purchased tickets from the conductor and boarded the steam-powered automobile.

This was Gulu the little fishman's first time riding a steam car. He'd heard only noble lords were entitled to ride them—a vagrant like him would be thrown off even if he had money.

It wasn't that Vigia City had any specific laws banning vagrants from riding, but the unspoken rule was clear: no matter how well-dressed they appeared, others saw them as diseased, unlucky, and full of bad vibes.

The little fish-man climbed into the car and sat quietly, his tiny hands secretly tracing the iron frame of the steam-powered vehicle.

The others, curious, turned their gaze toward the little fish-person.

Non-human races  were  exceedingly  rare  on  the  continent.  In  the  imperial  capital  of Longkewei, most people might never see one in their entire lives.

To them, the Glacial Fishmen were a particularly wondrous species.

Noticing the group's interest in the little merfolk, Brook, as their tour guide, naturally felt compelled to explain.

"Though the glacial merfolk's name includes 'glacier,' they don't actually live on glaciers. Legend says their ancestors drifted to the continent on an iceberg across the sea. People named them 'glacial merfolk' based on the first sighting of them."

Brook continued, "A thousand years ago, during the Bug Nation era, the Cyclopes kept humans as captives and slaves. That was until the Noble Avik Francis drove the Cyclopes into  the  unknown.  He  liberated  those  humans—enslaved,  caged,  even  treated  as food—bringing freedom and peace to mankind."

"With the industrial age ushered in by the Exalted One, Aivik Francis, humanity gradually grew wealthy and powerful, becoming masters ofthe continent. It was also from this time that humans began enslaving non-human races..."

"Several centuries later, non-human races withdrew from the continent, retreating deep into the vast mountains of Vigea and beyond."

"So it's not unusual to encounter non-human races while hunting in the Vigia Mountains." As for why a young fishman wandered into the city of Vigia, Brook had no idea.

Brook recounted what was written in Vigia's history books. Some street poets would weave such legendary tales into epic songs to sing for the common folk.

Vigia's history books differed somewhat from those of other provinces. It was said that in other  provinces,  accounts  of  non-human  races  had  largely  disappeared  from  history books—simply because contact was rare, and such information was deemed useless and buried away. Vigia, however, maintained these records because contact with non-human races still occurred occasionally. Sometimes, non-human races even came to Vigia City to conduct business.

Brook delivered these tales as  if recounting ancient  legends, proving himself a truly competent guide. He knew travelers relished such wondrous, history-rich stories—after all, tour guiding was a job he'd once worked.

Yet, he silenced the entire group.

The enslaved have become the enslavers.

After a long pause, Louis's deep voice broke the silence: "We live in a most peculiar world."

It was unclear what he meant.

Louis then turned to Brook: "I never expected you to know about this. Even the most learned  scholars  from  other  provinces  might  not  be  aware  of—or  might  refuse  to acknowledge—this Chapter of history."

No one wished to revisit that humiliating past, nor acknowledge the crimes humanity had committed.

Brook immediately lifted his head, brimming with pride. "Sir, no offense, but your guide is absolutely worth every penny."

Then he lowered his voice: "Its worth far exceeds anything you could imagine."

"Let me share a secret with you."

"Truth be told, I know some bigwigs you couldn't even imagine."

Then, with a touch of bashfulness, he added: "Actually... actually, the First Knight of the Empire, His  Imperial  Highness the  heir to  our  empire...  is...  is  my  good  friend.  We correspond regularly..."

Brook, the braggart, winked at the group: "Just think how lucky you are to have found a guide like me."

Little Fishman's jaw nearly dropped to the floor.

The others: "..."

They stared at Brook in utter disbelief.

He... he was just complimented once, and already he's so arrogant he's lying right to their faces.

A vagrant from some backwater city... actually... actually dared to claim he was a close friend who corresponded regularly with their own Crown Prince!

This was absolutely the most outlandish person they'd ever encountered in their lives.

Knight Louis's expression was even stranger. Hmm, he too was utterly shocked by this sudden revelation.

Beneath Brook's "show-off" expression, understanding dawned. Their reactions now spoke volumes.

The heir to the Empire sat right before them. Otherwise, they wouldn't have questioned his earth-shattering claim—for they all knew whether Brook spoke truth or lies.

A hidden gleam flickered in Brook's eyes as he pondered something—likely not even he had anticipated that this lie would accompany him for the rest of his life.

Meanwhile,  after  Brook  and  his  companions  departed,  nearby  resident  Mrs.  Momo, accompanied by several ladies she knew, was making her way toward the Saint Mingwei Monastery.

"Saint Mingwei Monastery truly is different now. It has been blessed by the Holy Father."

One lady replied, "Because of that dried-up well that started flowing again? It might just be a coincidence. It doesn't prove anything."

Unconvinced, she had only come because Mrs. Momo had insisted on bringing her along.
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​Chapter 11: The True Culprit
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Madame Momo could clearly sense that her friends did not believe her claims about the Abbey of Saint-Minhui being protected by divine miracles.

They even seemed impatient with her words.

Though she remained silent, Madame Momo held fast to her conviction within. For the impoverished Saint-Minhieu Abbey to suddenly have water was undoubtedly a blessing from the Holy Father.

It wasn't until they reached the main gate of Saint Mingwei Monastery that Mrs. Momo spoke again.

"Look at those two pots of yerba mate plants. Don't they thrive better than anywhere else?"

Mate tea plants possessed remarkable resilience when water was available. Amidst the surrounding desolation of withered, yellowed foliage, even a hint of green made them stand out distinctly.

The ladies traveling with them sighed in exasperation, covering their foreheads with a headache-inducing groan. "Mummo, haven't you been worrying too much lately? Your husband mentioned you've been losing sleep over that psychopathic killer."

"Mummo, we're just common folk. There's nothing about us worth anyone's attention. So... there's no need to worry."

"As for the well springing water—that was just a stroke of luck..."

"Huh!"

Before she could finish, the moment they stepped through the monastery gates, they all gasped in unison.

The sudden transition from the furnace-like heat to the cool, spring-like chill caused their pupils to widen instantly.

So refreshingly cool it made their pores stand on end.

There was no way it was an illusion—the sensation was too distinct.

Mumodi was astonished too. When she'd come yesterday, it hadn't been like this. Yet today... Saint Mingwei Monastery had undergone such a tremendous "change."

"What's going on?"

"Did you feel that? How did it suddenly get so cool?"

The group stood at the entrance, still in disbelief, repeatedly stepping in and out.

Burning heat, icy chill, burning heat, icy chill...

Mumodi's voice grew excited and high-pitched: "This must be the blessing of the Holy Father!"

"The Holy Father has performed a miracle here—a miracle everyone can see and feel."

"The merciful Holy Father could not bear to see His faithful followers endure drought and scorching heat, so He graciously brought water and coolness."

How else could one explain the current state of the Saint Mingwei Monastery?

The others gaped, utterly speechless.

Mumodi, her spirits lifted, beamed  as  she  led them  inside. Hmph, her  friends hadn't believed her at first, but now they had nothing left to say.

Mumodi, after all, was not one to lie.

The deeper they ventured, the cooler it grew. Watching her friends' expressions grow increasingly astonished and incredulous, Momo's smile only deepened.

Inside the monastery, old Father Joseph gazed at the sky in puzzlement. The sun hadn't shrunk, yet its rays felt less scorching than usual, though still intensely hot.

Meanwhile, Brook was boasting excitedly aboard the commuter steam car.

"My friend, His Imperial Highness, the heir to the throne, writes to me about everything."  "His Highness has recently been troubled by concerns about weight gain due to his lack of restraint in eating. He specifically wrote to describe his worries and seek my advice."

"I'm pondering how to respond without hurting His Highness's pride. You know how it is—these private anxieties aren't something he'd readily share with outsiders."

The  entire  carriage  fell  into  an  extreme  silence,  a  quiet  that  carried  a  subtle,  eerie atmosphere.

Some passengers couldn't resist stealing a glance at Louis.

Obesity? Confiding troubles and seeking advice?

The mere thought of their wise and handsome Highness transformed into a large, obese figure made them shudder involuntarily.

Louis's  angular  features  twitched  slightly.  He  cleared  his  throat  to  interrupt  Brook's impassioned "speech." If this liar continued, who knew what other bizarre symptoms or peculiar habits might surface.

He should count himself fortunate that he was merely a fat man.

Louis: "Our most esteemed guide, perhaps you could begin by introducing us to Virginia City?"

Brook seemed reluctant to stop, pausing for a moment before continuing:

"Virginia City's transportation system is quite unique. It's like a complex box with no fully connected roads. Hmm, how to put it... Because we Virginians treat rooftops as normal commuting paths."

"If you only walk along the streets and avoid climbing walls or traversing rooftops, you'll barely reach your destination."

"So for outsiders, Virginia City is essentially a maze."

Everyone had already turned their gaze outside the car. The intricate network of roads was indeed a headache. Ifa criminal who knew the roads exceptionally well committed a crime, they'd likely be nearly impossible to catch.

Brook: "Vigia has preserved its architectural structure and layout from the Insect Nation era. These steam-powered automobile highways were built upon the original foundations, serving as the only continuous roads. There are only a handful of such routes across all of Vigia. Relying solely on automobiles for commuting is unreliable. Moreover, most Vigians consider riding in cars utterly inelegant—devoid of any insect-like grace. Of course, some nobles now fervently champion these machines, hoping to promote them widely."

After this, Brook added,  "Today we're heading to the Ancient Insect Kingdom Road. Legend has it the Exalted One, Aivik Francis, built it for the young and the old. As you know, we Vigians don't even need roads—we simply climb up and down. But Vigia City sits atop a mountain, making prolonged climbing difficult for the young and elderly."

"Of course, this is merely legend. How could the Revered One, Aivik Francis, have come all the way to Vigia just to build a rugged mountain path?"

Louis and the others were taken aback. Their outing today had been intended merely to dispel  others'  suspicions,  allowing  them  to  continue  searching  for  clues  at  the  Holy Mingwei Monastery.

Little did they expect that this so-called Bug Country Ancient Path would also bear traces of Aivik Francis.

Perhaps this journey wasn't entirely without purpose after all.

As for Brook, or rather, the Virgians' knowledge of Aivik Francis seemed rather limited, appearing to stem largely from ancient legends passed down through the ages.

Louis could roughly guess the reasons. First, no mainland texts mentioned where Aivik Francis's homeland was; their knowledge likely came  from  discoveries  in that  secret manuscript.

Second, from the legend Brook mentioned last time, it was known that Aivik Francis forbade the Vygian people from praising or commemorating him. Since the Vygian people were not permitted to praise a sinner—regardless of the reason—a thousand years is a long time. Even a great man, if neither praised nor hated, could easily be forgotten by history.

Yet this is, after all, Aivik Francis's homeland, so some legends about him are entirely plausible.

Brook continued, "That ancient path winds steeply upward, flanked by over four hundred penitential stone carvings. It's said... well, this part is rather outlandish—that Aivik Francis carved them to atone for his sins and find peace of mind."

How could the hero of all mankind, the pioneer of the industrial age, ever see himself as a sinner?

Brook said, "We'll take the Great Elevator down now, then begin our ascent on foot from the trailhead."

"Of course, the Grand Elevator is quite expensive, but gentlemen, surely you wouldn't want to climb down the cliff like the insect magicians of Virginia?"

After an hour aboard the steam-powered vehicle, the atmosphere remained pleasant—at least in Brook's estimation. Throughout the journey, he  served as a competent guide,

detailing the ancient city's distinct character compared to other provinces.

Upon reaching the great elevator at the cliff's edge, the little fishman Gulu guarded their luggage while the others...

The sweeping vista offered a clear view of the boundless mountain ranges and the sky, blue as if freshly washed.

Even Louis fell deep in thought. Brook envied the wealth and prosperity outside, unaware that Virginia possessed riches anyone would covet yet could never attain.

Perhaps everyone defines wealth differently.

Spartis murmured softly, "Your Highness, I never understood why poets wrote of beautiful skies. In my memory, the sky was always gray and dull, like a dirty rag. But now I begin to grasp why those verses are filled with praise for the heavens."

Brook stood nearby, wondering what had gotten into these people—they were as still as wooden statues.

They hadn't even reached the attraction yet, and already they were completely mesmerized.

Brook glanced up at the sky, a flicker of understanding flickering in his own eyes. He decided these people probably weren't in a hurry to board the grand elevator. He folded his arms and waited nearby. A competent guide should know when to explain and when to give travelers free time.

What intrigued Brook even more was that while waiting, he spotted a middle-aged noble butler—his hair slicked back with pomade so glossy it almost shimmered—accompanying an imperial priest. Under the watchful cover of their entourage, they slipped into a tavern nearby.

The pattern on the middle-aged butler's cuff... the House of Kim?

Brook was somewhat surprised. Shouldn't the capital's priests be cowering in protective bubbles, terrified by that psychotic murderer? What could be so important that they'd risk their lives to meet the Kim Marquis's butler here?

Of course, this had nothing to do with Brook.

Brook continued his dutiful guide role, addressing Louis and the others who were still admiring the scenery: "I'll go purchase tickets for the large elevator first. Gentlemen, once you've had your fill of the view, we'll continue onward."

The group: "..."

Perhaps they could never truly tire of it. Such soul-stirring awe was something Virginians would never comprehend.

...

Virginia Police Station.

The mechanical telephone in Inspector Philip's office rang.

Philip hadn't slept in two days, his face covered in a thick stubble that made him look disheveled.

The ringing of the phone irritated him. It was surely another noble impatiently urging him to solve the case quickly, relentlessly applying pressure.

But he had no choice but to answer.

He exhaled a heavy breath and pressed the receiver to his ear.

A somewhat noisy sound came through the line; the environment on the other end seemed boisterous. A deep voice, tinged with a hint of mockery, spoke.

"Another Imperial Priest is about to die."

"Mr. Philip, would you like to know who the killer is?" Philip's weary mind snapped awake: "Who are you?"

The voice  answered directly:  "Come  to the tavern nearest the  Grand Elevator. You'll witness the entire process of an Imperial Priest being killed."

"Mr. Philip, congratulations. You're about to solve the case."

"Beep beep beep." Then came the busy signal.
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​Chapter 12: City of Machinery
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"Beep beep beep." The busy signal on the phone made Philip frown.

This inexplicable call—was it a prank? Or had someone unwilling to reveal their identity stumbled upon a clue? Or... was it the killer himself making a taunt?

Regardless, it was better than floundering around like a headless fly.

Philip slapped his face to shake off his daze and immediately ordered investigator Conley: "Confirm whether any of the Imperial Cathedral's clergy in Virginia left today. Also, trace the origin of this call."

Then he led his men toward the main elevator shaft.

A squad of guards, rifles slung over their shoulders, sprinted across the rooftops on all fours like beasts, drawing curious stares from passersby.

Fully armed guards at the police kiosk—what on earth was happening?

Even a homicide wouldn't warrant mobilizing such a large force. Qi! Shu! Wang! w! w! w !.! q! i! s!  h ! u ! 9 ! 9 ! . ! c ! o ! m

Before Philip and his group reached the main elevator, Investigator Conley caught up. After all, moving alone was far quicker than traveling in a group.

Conley approached Philip: "Chief Inspector, an Imperial City Cleric named Dud Quincy has slipped out without authorization."

"What's peculiar is that these Imperial City Clerics refuse to tell the truth, covering up Dudley Quincy's departure. Even though we repeatedly emphasized that for their own safety, it's best to minimize outings lately, this was merely  a reminder—we have no authority to prohibit their outings. They really shouldn't need to hide anything from us."

Philip frowned. It was indeed peculiar. Going out was one thing, but sneaking around like they were hiding some secret they didn't want anyone to know?

Conley: "Because I'm acquainted with a local priest at Virginia Cathedral, I managed to coax the information out of him. Those Imperial City priests were tight-lipped and nearly misled us."

Conley added, "As for that phone call, the investigator reported it was likely made from a public phone booth near the main elevator."

Philip nodded.

The situation was now confirmed: an Imperial City priest had indeed left the premises. The question remained whether this priest, named Dudley Quincy, had actually gone to the tavern closest to the Great Elevator.

If the authenticity of that call was confirmed, Dudley Quincy could be in serious trouble.

The team picked up the pace. They had to reach the scene before the killer struck Dudley Quincy—ideally, they needed to apprehend the criminal altogether.
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