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  THE STORY THUS FAR


   


  “YOU MUST BE SERAFINA. I am your cousin, Sirius Ulysses.”


  Sirius, the young knight brigade vice-commander, visited the six-year-old Serafina in the forest she had been living peacefully in with her young spirit friends. However, when Serafina was faced with mortal danger, her extraordinary power was unleashed, and she returned with Sirius to the royal capital to start a new life.


  Serafina visited Starfall Forest to search for the Galle Gold Leaf but coincidentally encountered her older brothers in dire straits as they were surrounded by monsters. Little did she know, this was actually part of an over-the-top plan devised by Sirius to strengthen their resilience, but Serafina was unable to sit by and watch, ultimately spurring her knights to enter the fray and help.


  After having successfully cultivated Galle Gold Leaf in her garden, Serafina eagerly shared her triumph with Mirach and company before setting off to deliver the herbs to Galle Village… However, when the village chief saw that the lost medicinal herb had been returned, he remorsefully broke his silence and divulged a torrent of secrets to his son, Mirach, and the others.


  With the Galle Gold Leaf incident resolved, Serafina returned to her everyday life at the castle accompanied by a greatly matured Mirach.
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  Prologue to the Birth of a Demon


   


  THE CASTLE WAS LOCATED in a dense grove of trees, deep in the forest where no human dared to venture. It was constructed from randomly stacked black stones and had a balcony furnished with a table. It was there that a man was enjoying a cup of tea. He paused for a moment to lift his head as the breeze that blew in from the forest rushed past him. 


  “Well, well, it rarely ever smells quite this delicious,” he said with a chuckle. “How long has it been since I felt hunger?” Thinking for an instant that he’d already sampled every sort of dish that existed in this world, the man corrected himself. “No, that’s not quite right. The last delicacy that eluded me was hidden by those great spirits.” 


  He placed his teacup on the table, twitching his nose as he shook his head in disappointment. “Unfortunately, I cannot expect anything new or fresh ever again. As much as I enjoyed listening to the dying screams of my prey and dining on rare flesh that’s still dripping with blood, I can no longer savor that experience.”


  He placed one hand on the table and rose to his feet, his shoulder-length black hair fluttering in the breeze, the perfect picture of elegance and grace. Though he was human in form, his fully black eyes and the horns growing from his head that gleamed in the sunlight betrayed his true nature.


  “If the scent is this strong, I’m sure the others have noticed as well. Competing with that lot would be a hassle, so I need to move quickly if I want to avoid running into them. I would feel the same way even if I were up against my lady,” he murmured, turning his gaze to the castle’s interior. But upon confirming that it was completely silent and that there was no sign of anyone else, he broke into a relieved smile.


  “Lucky for me, my lady prefers to sleep in. My dear, I’ll be going out for a quick meal. Apologies that I didn’t wake you to let you know. After all, what sort of gentleman rouses a lady from her slumber?”


  With that, he leaped from the balcony railing into the forest. Despite jumping from the fourth floor of the castle—a height from which hardly anyone could expect to come out unscathed—he fell straight to the ground as if he didn’t mind the drop one bit, gracefully landing on both feet.


  “It’s been quite a while since I’ve paid a visit to the forest,” he murmured as he casually glanced around. He then narrowed his eyes, placing one hand to his temple as if he was searching for something.


  “It would be too much of a bother to fly, so I’ll need to use some other form of transport. A dragon would be the most practical, but are there even any living nearby? Ah, it seems that there is one around…”
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  With a nod of satisfaction, the mysterious man set off in the direction of the dragon’s residence.


   


  ***


   


  “Have you heard, Princess? Apparently, an incredibly large star fell last night!”


  I was rolling around in the castle gardens, watching the clouds drift by in the sky, when Scheat, who was guarding me at the moment, opened his arms wide and began to speak. From where I was lying sprawled out on the ground, he looked absolutely enormous.


  Maybe Ludo, who was lying next to me, thought the same thing, because I saw his snout wrinkle slightly. I gave him a few pets as I asked Scheat, “Do you mean a shooting star? Oh! If a huge star falls, does that mean it’s possible to ask for an equally huge wish?”


  What a waste! I had so many wishes, but last night I’d gone to bed early. I grimaced, thinking I’d made a terrible mistake, but Scheat’s face contorted into an even more pained expression.


  “No, no! It’s nothing as sweet and romantic as that! This star is causing an uproar among all the astrologers!”


  “Scheat’s right.” Miaplacidus chimed in, his expression equally serious. “The astrologers are saying, ‘This is a sure sign that the world is about to change dramatically,’ and now the entire castle is in a frenzy!”


  Astrology was a technique that predicted future events by observing the movements of the stars. The astrologers delivered “prophecies” to the people, many of which turned out to be true. So it was only natural for everyone to get riled up whenever the astrologers made a declaration.


  “The world’s about to change dramatically? But how exactly? And I mean, that’s not always a bad thing…” I sat up from where I’d been lying down and gazed up at the knights. Their arms were crossed, as if they were considering what I’d said.


  “You make a good point. The astrologers are gathering as we speak to deliberate what this could mean, so honestly, we don’t know right now. Hopefully, it will be major event that makes everyone happy.”


  But Fackt shook his head as if to refute Mirach’s kind response.


  “I loathe to be the one who crushes your dreams, Your Highness, but prophecies are meant to foresee major events that could affect the future of the entire nation and play a role in helping everyone avoid danger. With that being the case, I would say roughly 90 percent of them foretell misfortune.”


  “Oof!” I squealed.


  Scheat quickly jumped in with consoling words as I couldn’t help but react to the shock of what I’d just been told.


  “What Fackt’s trying to say is that, while it’s easy to predict bad things like great dangers that will affect everyone, the opposite is much more difficult. After all, doesn’t everyone have different interpretations of what’s good?” 


  I tilted my head to the side, not fully understanding, as the knights followed up with further explanations.


  “For example, children often want to play outside, so they say to wish for nothing but sunny days. But on the flip side, aren’t the farmers grateful for rain?”


  “At the very least, I can’t think of a single event that every last person who lives in this country would consider ‘good.’ It’s that difficult to please everyone.”


  “Whether it’s a string of sunny or rainy days, it’s surely nothing for the astrologers to be making a fuss about!”


  Hearing the knights say it was difficult to think of an event that was good for everyone in the country, I proudly stated my thoughts. “I guess it is kind of hard, huh? But I’ve thought of a major event that everyone would love! How about a great incident where it rains nothing but cakes? Ta-da! Everyone would be happy, wouldn’t they?”


  When they heard that, the knights’ eyes widened in surprise.


  “Huh? Well, that’s definitely a major event that would make everyone happy… You sure come up with some outrageous ideas, Princess!”


  “Indeed, such a terrifying imagination!”


  “I’m sure everyone would be delighted to fill their bellies with cakes that fell from the sky. Personally, I’d prefer it if meat could also rain down.”


  “Oh! I’d like it if meat was in there as well!”


  Since all the knights started raving about meat, I charitably conceded.


  “All right, a bunch of meat will rain down in addition to cakes. What do you think about that?”


  “That would be amazing!” they chorused in unison.


  Well, now all we had to do now was wait for the astrologers to prophesize that meat and cake would fall from the sky.


  Happy with the conclusion we’d reached, I lay back down on the grass. The sky stretched blue as far as I could see, and it didn’t seem unreasonable that cake and meat might just come tumbling out of it at any moment. Feeling relieved, I began to doze off with Ludo, but I could still hear the whispers of the knights as they stood above me.


  “…Isn’t that just adorable what she came up with? I’d love to see the princess delighted at the sight of cake and meat falling from the sky.”


  “We must make sure that nothing strange ever falls from the sky and terrifies the princess.”


  “Even if that happens, we’ll be sure to dispose of it by ourselves.”


  Ahh, my knights sure were a reliable bunch. Knowing how incredibly strong they were, I felt even more reassured and drifted deeper into sleep.


  “Ha ha! Look at her smiling in her sleep. She’s definitely dreaming about cakes and meat.”


  No, I’m dreaming about my knights effortlessly taking care of anything that might scare me… That was what I was thinking, but by that point, I was 90 percent asleep, so I couldn’t respond. I kept that thought in my heart, all to myself.


  At that time, no one was yet aware that the dark being, who had been hiding in the abyss for one hundred long years, had begun to stir.


  Open for a Limited Time Only! The Knight Café


   


  THE ASTROLOGERS FINALLY made up their minds that the falling star was a harbinger of terrible things to come for the kingdom, so I figured that meant the knights would be busy. However, it turned out that my assumption was way off the mark. In fact, a few days later, Scheat arrived a little late to his guard duty shift. He stepped forward gallantly, making a sweeping gesture with one hand.


  “It is I, Scheat Knowles of the Royal Red Shield!”


  “Huh?” I’d been playing with Ludo in the castle garden, but when I saw Scheat posing like he was an actor on stage, my mouth almost dropped to the ground.


  I stared at him, wondering what sort of bizarre thing he was up to this time. When I noticed that he looked like he might burst into laughter at any moment, I braced for what might happen next. 


  Though he seemed like he was in a good mood, that likely meant he was plotting something big.


  “Scheat, are you up to something new?” I asked hesitantly, prompting a big grin in response. 


  “Yup! I’m embarking on an incredible mission to spread the good name of the knight brigade, boost its honor, and, if things go well, maybe even get some compliments on my physique!” 


  I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, so I cocked my head to the side. Seeing that I was clearly confused, Scheat proudly crossed his arms and announced, “Although the peak of summer has passed, due to popular demand, we’ll be opening the Knight Café again!”


  “What’s a Knight Café?” I’d never heard of that before. Maybe it was a café that only knights could frequent? They already had their very own canteen on the castle grounds, but considering how ravenous they were, it’s possible that wasn’t enough. Yeah, that had to be it. 


  Scheat looked positively delighted as he loudly clapped his hands together. “That’s an excellent question! The Knight Café is a café where we, the knights, work as staff. It’s a summertime-only venture that was started last year, where visitors have a chance to get up close and personal with the knights.”


  “Huh? The knights work there? But if it’s only during the summer…” I trailed off. By this time of year, fall was already in the air. 


  Seemingly reading my mind, Mirach chimed in from the side, “Everyone ended up going to the Set Coast in midsummer and then got busy with other tasks once we returned. The idea of opening the café came up just a few days ago, since that was when we’d finally wrapped up all the business pertaining to the Set Coast trip.”


  I had a feeling that “everyone” included my father, the king, as well as Sirius, the knight brigade’s vice-commander. Also, the “other tasks” Mirach had mentioned probably meant the post-investigation of the terrifying ringed demon lions that had attacked us. They were a special type of monster that had resided in the lost Lodrigone Continent. I wondered what sort of information they discovered about them.


  My curiosity was piqued, but seeing how eagerly Scheat was waiting to continue, I brought the conversation back to what we’d originally been talking about: the Knight Café.


  “Um, so the knights will soon be opening a café where they’ll work, right?”


  To appoint the elite knights who protected the royal capital as café staff was quite a daring move, not to mention an utterly mismatched and inappropriate use of their talents. There was only one person in this country I could think of who could come up with such a wild idea and actually have the authority to put it into action. 


  As for who that person was… Digging any further would only cause unnecessary complications, so I made sure not to press the matter.


  Serafina Náv was getting more mature by the day! And today, I learned how to remain silent. I showed my appreciation for the knights’ efforts without even a single mention of who might be behind the café.


  “That’s got to be a lot of work!” I crooned. “Is the café open during the afternoon?”


  “No, we have our usual tasks during the day, so it’s open from the evening into the night. Once we’re done with our work for the day, we’ll take shifts at the café.”


  “What? You have to work there in addition to your regular duties?”


  Wasn’t that a bit much? But my knights flashed some poses that showed off their muscular frames.


  “We can handle it! We’re knights; our bodies are our greatest asset!”


  “The café only runs for a month and working there is completely different from what we usually do, so it’s incredibly fun!”


  Seeing how positive the knights were being about the extra load they had to take on, I couldn’t help but be filled with admiration for them.


  “You’re all such hard workers,” I agreed. “But this is on top of your everyday duties, so don’t wear yourselves out. I don’t want you overexerting yourselves.”


  “We’re not overexerting ourselves at all!”


  “Why don’t you come by sometime? You can see just how full of energy we are!”


  “What? Can I really? Of course I’ll come and visit!” I immediately jumped at the offer. Though I had some doubts whether these sword-wielding knights could carry and serve dishes with grace, they seemed to be really looking forward to the café. With a big smile, I promised to visit them at their new place of work.


   


  ***


   


  The next day, I was reading a picture book in my room when memories of the conversation about the Knight Café popped back into my mind. I glanced up at Canopus, who was on duty guarding me at the moment, and asked, “Are you also going to work at the Knight Café, Canopus?”


  Canopus froze before looking down at me with a tense expression.


  “…Who told you about that place?”


  Wow, it’s really unusual for Canopus to answer a question with another question! I thought, shutting the book before I replied.


  “Scheat did. He and the other knights invited me to go there as well. If I’m going to stop by, I figured I’d do it on a day that you’re working.”


  “I…don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m not very skilled at serving customers, so I don’t think you’d enjoy it very much, Princess.” 


  I was always under the impression that Canopus could effortlessly handle anything, but if he was going to say that about himself, it must be true.


  “Okay… Then maybe I should visit while Sirius is working,” I murmured, thinking there was nothing that Sirius couldn’t do well. But Canopus’s face twisted into a grimace.


  “Vice-Commander Sirius doesn’t work at the Knight Café.”


  “Oh, he doesn’t?”


  But now that I thought about it, Sirius was always working late into the night, so he definitely didn’t need any extra duties on top of that.


  “That’s true, Sirius shouldn’t work any more than he already does,” I said, pretending that I understood as I turned my attention back to my picture book. Canopus had said I wouldn’t enjoy myself because he wasn’t good at serving customers, but I thought just watching him work would be incredibly enjoyable in and of itself.


  Still, even if I voiced that opinion, I was sure he’d still tell me not to go. That meant I would just need to figure out what days he was working in advance and visit the café in disguise. Canopus was really kind, so it’s not like he would tell me to leave once I was actually there. Now that my mind was made up, I began to consider who I should go with, all while pretending to read the picture book.


  An Excursion for Serafina
(Basic Level: The Play)


   


  A WEEK PASSED SINCE I first heard about the Knight Café; however, instead of visiting, I found myself at the largest theater in the kingdom.


  “Hmm, is he really that handsome?” I overheard my sister Shaula muttering to herself as I sat in the theater’s royal box. Mother was with us as well. And the reason I was here in the first place required a bit of backstory…


   


  ***


   


  It was about a month later. One night during dinner, Shaula had asked, “Don’t you suppose Serafina’s saying all this because she hasn’t had enough fun experiences as a princess?” What she was specifically referring to was my request to “train to be a great saint rather than study to be a great princess.”


  My older sister wasn’t exactly thrilled by what I said and insisted that all I needed was to have more fun. With a smile, she said, “Wearing pretty dresses is so much fun. And it’s also enjoyable to go to a grand theater and watch a play from an excellent seat. When royalty attends, the actors make small changes in their performance and say lines just for us. It’s such a thrilling spectacle.”


  Since it was true I didn’t have much experience with any of those things, I couldn’t say either way, but it was possible that what my sister was saying was correct. Father also seemed to agree with her line of thought. “Since Serafina is only spending time around knights, it’s true that her understanding of high-society life is very limited. From now on, I’d like her to accompany the queen or Shaula to somewhere befitting of royalty once a week.”


  Thus, I’d agreed to come to this grand theater with Shaula and Mother today. However, just as we were about to head over, Sirius declared that he’d join us as our bodyguard.


  Since my mother and sister had members of the First Knight Brigade and I had the Royal Red Shield, I thought it was a bit much, but Mother and Shaula laughed and said, “How can we refuse the protection of the strongest knight?!”


  I looked up at Shaula quizzically, and she whispered in my ear, “Master Sirius is the vice-commander of the knight brigade. His position is far too high to ever be in a role where he would act as a mere bodyguard. This will be the first time I’ve ever had him offer to look after me, so there’s no way I’m letting this chance slip by!”


  “Okay.” I nodded, thinking back on how Sirius had behaved in the past. He always seemed to be tagging along with me in the name of being my “bodyguard,” but if what Shaula said was true, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.


  Sirius worked way too much, so maybe he was using “bodyguarding” as an excuse to take the occasional break from his other duties. But he’d come to my aid multiple times while he was with me, so it didn’t seem like it was much of a respite for him.


  I was still trying to make heads or tails out of the information thrown my way when Sirius swiftly took charge of the knights and arranged everything we needed for our outing in no time at all. With the preparations all set, Mother, Shaula, Sirius, me, and a whole bunch of knights set off for the theater.


   


  ***


   


  According to my information source, a.k.a. Mirach, today’s performance was going to be the most popular play in the capital, The Handsome Chief Duke’s Elegant Love Affairs, which was said to feature some of the finest stage actors.


  Because of that, Shaula had been buzzing with excitement the entire time. When the actor she had been waiting for appeared on stage, her eyes lit up with joy. But after a short while, she tilted her head with a confused expression.


  “Hmm, is he really that handsome?”


  Mother, who had been gazing at the stage with an admiring look, replied, “As far as I know, Twinkle Star is considered the most charismatic man of our time.”


  But Shaula still didn’t seem convinced, now tilting her head in the opposite direction.


  “I guess that’s right. I heard many of the ladies say the same thing, so I was really looking forward to the play. I’ve been eagerly anticipating just how much my heart would race at the chance to see the kingdom’s most handsome man for days now.”


  “I understand your excitement, Shaula,” Mother agreed. “So what do you think now that you’ve seen him?”


  Shaula’s face darkened slightly. “Well…” She trailed off, turning toward the door of the royal box and gazing at Sirius, who was standing guard just outside of it.


  Mother followed her gaze, murmuring softly in apparent agreement before letting out a deep sigh. 


  “Yes, Master Sirius is with us today, so we’ve been with him the entire time, from the carriage to our box seats. To be perfectly honest, having Master Sirius come with us may have been a mistake.”


  “That’s right! I thought I desired to be by Master Sirius’s side anywhere, any time, but this is the first time I’ve realized there are situations where that’s not appropriate at all!”


  “You’re completely right, Shaula.”


  Seeing that they both agreed on that point, I leaped up in surprise.


  “Huh?! It was a mistake for Sirius to accompany us today?!”


  Sirius had left the royal box after being summoned by the knights for some urgent matter, but until then, he had been calmly sitting in the seat right next to mine.


  He’d barely said a word in the carriage, so I couldn’t think of anything he’d done that might’ve offended Mother or Shaula. But seeing how shocked I was, Shaula hastily waved her hands in denial.


  “Don’t take it the wrong way!” she exclaimed. “Master Sirius didn’t do anything wrong. The main issue is that we’re sharing a box with the most handsome man of all!”


  “Pardon?” I shook my head, not understanding what she was trying to say at all.


  Shaula clenched her hand into a fist before practically exploding, “Master Sirius’s looks are incredibly refined, and being a real knight, he has this amazing presence. He’s like…a top-tier magic sword just sitting there, gleaming and ready for action. After gazing at someone like Master Sirius so frequently, this popular actor just seems like an ordinary man in comparison.”


  “Not to mention we’re sharing a box seat with him. The sheer intensity of his presence is overwhelming, so it’s hard to pay any mind to what’s happening on stage,” Mother added.


  Seeing them in full agreement, I tried to offer a solution.


  “So…Sirius just needs to put a large bag over his head?”


  If Sirius was like a magic sword, maybe he just needed to be sheathed in something. In that case, maybe a bag would do the trick. But my mother and sister shook their heads as soon as they heard my idea.


  “There would be outrage were we to hide that gorgeous face!”


  “About half the women in attendance aren’t even watching the play but gazing at Master Sirius instead! If we try to hide him, there’s no doubt the complaints will come flooding in!”


  Well, this was quite a pickle.


  As I frowned, wondering what to do, the two of them hung their heads in apparent regret.


  “Frankly speaking, this performance itself is the problem.”


  “Right. I didn’t imagine that Master Sirius would be attending with us, so I chose the most popular production without considering anything else. But with this show, you can’t help but compare Twinkle Star and Master Sirius himself.”


  I was about to ask for further clarification when Sirius returned, unusually agitated as he roughly took a seat in his chair.


  “Is everything okay, Sirius?” I asked, but he just leaned back wearily.


  “I was called out on urgent business, but it ended up being a trivial question about security. They could’ve easily figured it out on their own, so I don’t know why I had to be summoned,” he murmured in a puzzled tone before turning his attention back to the stage. But just then, another knight called out to him.


  “Vice-Commander Sirius! I’m terribly sorry, but there’s something urgent we need you to confirm immediately!”


  “…Is it really so urgent?” Sirius asked with a suspicious look, likely because of what had happened before, causing the flustered knight to instantly stand at attention.


  “O-of course it is! We received a messenger from the royal castle!” 


  “…Fine.”


  With a quick word of apology, Sirius rose from his seat once more and left the box.


  As she glanced at him departing out of the corner of her eye, Shaula sighed in exasperation, “This is Father’s doing, isn’t it?”


  “I think it must be. The manager of this theater is one of the king’s classmates from his academy days, so he asked him to ensure the production runs smoothly until the final performance. And as usual, the king eagerly agreed to handle it all.”


  “Then he must be trying to keep Master Sirius from watching the play. I’m not sure how well he’ll be able to deceive him, though.”


  As I heard Mother and Shaula whispering together, a question popped up in my head.


  Why would Father want Sirius so distracted that he wouldn’t be able to watch the play?


  I couldn’t make any sense of it, but I was sure the key to it all lay within the show itself. I would just need to concentrate and figure out what it was.


   


  ***


   


  I stared intently at the stage, determined not to miss a single detail. Just then, as if it were the perfect moment, the scene changed and a beautifully dressed actor stepped out from the wings. It was none other than the heartthrob of the century, Twinkle Star.


  As though in response to the shrill cheers from the women, Twinkle shot a playful yet captivating glance across the entire theater. The audience was visibly thrilled, waving their handkerchiefs in excitement.


  Of course, Twinkle was a well-known actor in his own right, but it seemed the ladies in attendance were even more excited about who he was portraying: the Handsome Chief Duke, a total superstar of a character that was incredibly popular with their demographic.


  No matter what he attempted, the chief duke always succeeded, and any woman he encountered was guaranteed to fall for him. However, the duke was a bit of a show-off, overly smooth, and would silence those around him by spending obscene amounts of money. He was the kind of character whose popularity seemed hard to understand. 


  Yet, whenever the duke offered a rose or gave a flirtatious wink, the audience erupted into excited cheers. It seemed that the people had spoken, and this was the kind of man who was admired and adored.


  “Hmm, maybe I was in that forest so long that my tastes are out of step with the rest of the world. This is supposed to be the most charming man of all, right?” I muttered to myself, but Scheat, who was standing against the wall guarding me, retorted as if he couldn’t help himself.


  “I don’t think he’s charming at all. He’s nothing but a scrawny pretty boy who’s all talk and no walk. Look at that bony chest of his! He doesn’t have any muscles at all; where’s the appeal in that?”


  Ah, I almost forgot. Scheat was the type who gauged the charm of a man depending on how muscular he was. 


  Mirach nodded vigorously. “Scheat’s right. When I was reading the book, I could picture the vice-commander in my mind, so everything he said and did seemed impressive. I can’t help but feel irritated seeing this actor give such a shallow performance.”


  The other knights also passionately chimed in. 


  “The book is better!”


  “The director and scriptwriter need to stay at the royal castle for a while to actually observe how the vice-commander acts!”


  The knights sure were fired up, but I was confused as to why they were suddenly mentioning Sirius.


  “By vice-commander, you mean Sirius? What does he have to do with this?” 


  As soon as I asked my question, all the knights quickly clasped both hands over their mouths, as if they’d realized they’d said something they shouldn’t.


  “Oh, uh, I misspoke!”


  “Sorry, just sleep talking! The theater is so dim that I was drifting off to dreamland!”


  They were obviously acting suspicious, but just when I was about to ask another question, Sirius came back. As soon as he was within their sight, the knights dropped their hands from their mouths and sprang to attention. They stared straight ahead, deliberately avoiding making eye contact with him. 


  Sensing something was off, I got the feeling that I should also keep quiet too, so I took a page out of the knights’ book and kept my mouth shut.


  With all of us watching intently, Sirius grumpily took his seat like before and started barking out orders.


  “Scheat! Miaplacidus! You two guard the door! No matter who comes or no matter the circumstance, do not open it!”


  That’s certainly a reckless thing to ask, I thought as I gaped at Sirius in shock.


  “But, Sirius, what if there’s an urgent or important request?”


  “There won’t be,” he moaned. “Every little thing that happens at this theater seems to be ‘urgent’ and ‘important.’ Trivial matters are treated as if they’re major issues here. I’ve already been called out twice for something ‘urgent,’ and both times it turned out to be something completely insignificant.”


  Everyone within earshot collectively winced. As Mother and Shaula had surmised, this was apparently Father’s doing. I wasn’t sure if that was indeed the case or not, but if a truly important issue did pop up, the knights guarding the door would be put in a tough spot. I had to try and convince Sirius to change his mind.


  “But didn’t they say there was a messenger from the royal castle? What might seem like a trivial matter to you could be a big deal to others.”


  “The question was whether the king rode a stallion or a mare this morning. Does anything about that seem urgent or important to you?”


  Ack, that was a trivial question if I’d ever heard one. As soon as Sirius said that, I knew Father was the one behind all this nonsense.


  I glanced over at Mother and Shaula, but their eyes were glazed over, completely focused on the stage. Yup, they were definitely aware that Father was the party responsible, and they weren’t planning to chime in.


  “…I’m sure it was an important matter to confirm…” Now that I knew I was alone in solving this predicament, I’d need to come up with a good excuse, but nothing seemed to be coming to mind. 


  I was still struggling to gather my thoughts when Sirius continued wearily, “It seems that the royal castle plans to order new bridles, and they needed that information to decide on the color. But even so, there are already plenty of existing ones, and the color can be whatever the rider desires, regardless of the horse’s sex. There’s no need to send a messenger all the way over here to confirm something like this. In fact, this is something that should be run by the stablemaster, not me.”


  All valid points.


  Although I completely agreed with Sirius, I still felt like I needed to say something, so I desperately tried to find the right words.


  “Umm, you’re absolutely right, and probably everyone realizes it’s not a big deal…but since you’re here at the theater, maybe they thought you were feeling dramatic and might have an over-the-top opinion on the matter.”


  At that, Sirius’s bored expression shifted to one of amusement. I could make out the smallest of smiles tugging at the corner of his mouth.


  “I see. If that’s the case, this might be the perfect occasion to showcase your poetry. Even I should be able to lavish your verses with praise if the theater really is affecting my mood.”


  Not only had Sirius changed the subject, but he was also wearing a mischievous grin. 


  I glared at him sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I’ve always wanted to praise your poetic prowess,” he said with an innocent smile.


  “You can do that anytime you want,” was my obvious response, but he cocked his head to the side as if he was considering something.


  “I’m not very good with words, you see. It seems I require some sort of external assistance to praise your poetry.”


  Realizing that nothing good would come of continuing this conversation, I fell silent. Sirius also said nothing more and turned his attention to the stage. Now there was nothing to be done but give up, so I allowed myself to rest against the back of my chair.


  At this point, there probably wasn’t anything more Father could do to interfere with Sirius, since he had blocked the door. There was nothing that would stop him from watching the performance from now on. It’s not like I was on Father’s side, so I had no intention of getting in Sirius’s way. With that in mind, I decided to focus on the show along with him.


   


  ***


   


  At first, I couldn’t understand why Twinkle was so lauded for his portrayal of the Handsome Chief Duke, but as the performance continued, I realized that I’d been wrong. The longer I watched, the more I understood exactly how charming the chief duke was. Not only was he positive and fun-loving, but he was unconditionally kind to women.


  I found myself thinking, I can see why you’d enjoy spending time with someone like that, as I stole a glance in Sirius’s direction.


  He’d been expressionless at first, but I noticed his eyebrows knitting closer together as time passed, and now his jaw was also tightly clenched. He didn’t seem too pleased with what he was seeing.


  “Who’s that actor…?” he asked.


  “His name’s Twinkle Star.”


  But once I’d told Sirius his name, he made an odd mistake.


  “That Turtle Star is…”


  “No, no. It’s Twinkle Star.”


  “Sounds like he chose that flashy name on purpose. And that gaudy gold outfit he’s wearing appears to be a form of protest.”


  Ah, it seemed Sirius’s peculiar sense of humor was shining through. I decided to let that comment slide since provoking him further might lead to an unnecessary hassle. Instead, I decided to wait for whatever barb he’d toss out next, but his follow-up question caught me completely off guard.


  “I’m asking this in total earnest, but is that incorrigible ‘Handsome Chief Duke’ that Twinkle Star is portraying…supposed to me?”


  “Huh?!” I gasped audibly, unable to contain my shock, but for some reason, everyone else looked more solemn than surprised.


  “Wh-what?” I stammered. “Is that really the case?” From the way everyone else was reacting, it felt like they were affirming Sirius’s question. Startled, I looked around—only to see them all awkwardly averting their gazes. Their silence said it all. I widened my eyes as the answer dawned on me. It’d gone completely over my head this entire time.


  A long silence fell over the royal box, only interrupted by Sirius’s drawn-out sigh. “I’ve flipped through that book, you know. The order of some of the scenes may have changed, but I recognize them all from the story. Still, I didn’t put two and two together at first because the lead actor’s portrayal of the ‘Handsome Chief Duke’ character is so far removed from how he was in the novel.”


  His words were met with silence.


  “Indeed. If you took the chief duke from the novel and made him 50 percent more clueless, 100 percent more vain, and 200 percent more insufferable, you’d end up with the stage version of him.”


  No one sitting in the royal box uttered even a peep in response.


  Sirius seemed to realize that he was going to make no progress with Mother, Shaula, and the rest of the knights, as their lips were tightly sealed, so he turned his gaze to single out Mirach.


  “Mirach, go and call for the manager at once! Tell him it’s an urgent and important matter!” Sirius didn’t need to elaborate any further—it was obvious that he wanted to lodge a complaint. 


  Sirius undoubtedly had the upper hand in the situation. After all, it was common knowledge that he was the inspiration behind the titular character of the popular novel, An Elegant Day in the Life of the Handsome Chief Duke. I hadn’t realized until he mentioned it, but it was clear that the play we were watching was based off that bestselling book. 


  However, it seemed the contents of the book had been seriously degraded. 


  That much was definitely true. Though I’d been watching the play this entire time, the way that Twinkle portrayed the Handsome Chief Duke was so different from the real Sirius that they were basically incomparable. The script must have gone through several rewrites. But judging by everyone else’s reactions, it seemed like they all knew that Twinkle was supposed to be playing Sirius. However, anyone who didn’t know Sirius personally and watched Twinkle’s performance in this play would likely come away with the wrong impression. I could understand why he’d be upset, but the theater was packed with spectators and lots of people were enjoying the show. I’d have to make sure that Sirius’s anger was mollified to the point where he wouldn’t demand that the performance be canceled halfway through.


  With that in mind, I grinned as broadly as I could and said with a giggle, “Looks like the magic of the theater has actually made you overdramatic, Sirius!” 


  “Overdramatic?! I think it’s well within my right to demand this performance be stopped immediately!”


  I winced internally. Sirius had already jumped to the worst conclusion possible. Twinkle’s horrible portrayal of him must’ve gotten to him…


  I buried my face in both hands as the worst scene from the show flashed before my eyes. “Gaaah! You must be so upset because Twinkle winked at the ladies while saying something so full of himself like, ‘I’m a devastatingly handsome man.’”


  It was true that when he’d heard that line, Sirius’s brow had furrowed deeply. As I lamented that moment, the knights interjected with their own opinions on the matter.


  “That wasn’t it! It was the part where Twinkle rubbed raw egg into his hair to increase the glossiness that the vice-commander didn’t like!”


  Yes, that was another troublesome scene. 


  If I were Sirius, I wouldn’t want the people watching to assume I massaged raw egg into my hair either.


  “No, it’s not that one!” Another knight chimed in. “I believe the vice-commander wasn’t a fan of when Twinkle proclaimed that tea was a ‘drink for dreamboats’ before he consumed it.”


  Ah, that could be true. I remembered Sirius frowning when he’d heard that line as well.


  But then yet another knight exclaimed, “You’ve got it all wrong! What really irritated the vice-commander was how Twinkle always kicked up his leg and adjusted his stance before reciting one of his catchphrases.”


  That made perfect sense too. Before delivering a famous catchphrase, Twinkle would lift his leg as high as he possibly could, then switch his stance with an exaggerated, theatrical flair. And every time he did, he’d sharply bend his ankle, point his toes toward the ceiling, and flash a smug little smile. If people ended up thinking that Sirius always had mannerisms like that…well, that would be awful, wouldn’t it?


  I found myself nodding over and over since all the scenes were good candidates for the very worst. The knights seemed to be waiting for Sirius to respond, but he just glared at them, his mouth firmly shut.


  Sirius was shooting daggers at the knights with his eyes, but either they were used to it or their curiosity was even stronger than their sense of self-preservation because they all chorused together, “Which one is it, Vice-Commander?”


  Without even pausing to think, Sirius snapped back, “All of them!”


  Well, that was a concise and easy-to-understand response.


  It seemed that Sirius found every single aspect of Twinkle’s performance unpalatable. I silently agreed with him, and everyone present also nodded in understanding.


   


  ***


   


  Though Sirius’s answer had satisfied everyone’s curiosity, Mirach still reluctantly left the box. He was probably going to fetch the manger like Sirius had ordered him to do earlier. I caught a glimpse of him through the half-open door, moving at a painfully slow pace down the corridor. 


  Ah, he must be employing the “slow and steady strategy,” I noted. Leave it to Mirach to try and stall for as much time as he could.


  Earlier, Mirach had been upset that the performance had misinterpreted Sirius’s character, but he still understood that the play was a form of entertainment that a lot of people were enjoying. After all, it had been Mirach who’d informed me that this was the largest theater in the kingdom and that the play we were watching, The Handsome Chief Duke’s Elegant Love Affairs, was incredibly popular.


  With that being the case, was there anything that could be done to improve Sirius’s mood? I was pondering the answer when a high-pitched scream tore through the air.


  I whirled my head in the direction of the noise and noticed a group of five or six tough-looking men had appeared on stage—one of whom had pulled a knife on an actress.


  The knife glinted in the stage lights, reflecting on the actress’s pale face. Thinking her terrified expression was the most well-acted part of the play thus far, I let out an impressed gasp.


  “What realistic acting!” I crooned enthusiastically.


  It was obvious this actress was dedicated to her craft, but Sirius furrowed his brow suspiciously.


  “…That looks like an actual knife.”


  “Huh?” My eyes grew wide as the rest of the knights voiced their agreement.


  “Yes, it certainly shines like the real thing.”


  “And just look at the bulk on those thugs! That’s not just for show—those are real muscles!”


  Scheat, who had rushed in from outside the door before I knew it, sized up the bad guy’s muscles in a way that only he could.


  In contrast to Scheat’s heated outburst, Fackt was calmly analyzing the situation. 


  “Something’s off. I’ve read the source material multiple times, but nothing like this ever happens in the novel. This play has been following the book thus far, so I don’t believe they’d add in a brand-new scene out of nowhere.”


  “What? So, you’re saying this isn’t part of the show?” 


  I’d barely been able to get my question out before Sirius grabbed the railing on the side of the box and effortlessly leaped over it.


  “Huh?!”


  It looked like he was casually jumping over a low fence, but we were on the second floor and there was a crowd of people below. I rushed to the railing in surprise, but when I looked down, Sirius had already landed safely.


  It went without saying that the audience members on the first floor all stared wide-eyed at Sirius when he suddenly jumped down in front of them. But Sirius completely ignored their dumbstruck expressions and beelined straight for the stage in the blink of an eye.


  He quickly smacked the knife out of the bewildered man’s hand before sending him flying with a kick. Though I was initially worried that Sirius was acting recklessly toward an armed man who had a hostage, those fears were thankfully misplaced.


  “Wow! When you’re that much stronger than your opponent, them having a hostage makes no difference at all!” I gasped in surprise as the knights all around me also leaped over the railing.


  “Wh-what?”


  I recalled once again that we were on the second floor, but all the knights landed without issue and immediately sprinted toward the stage.


  The only one who remained behind was Fackt, who stood behind me protectively and said, “An average person stands no chance against someone at the vice-commander’s level.”


  That much was apparent. The knights didn’t even reach the stage before Sirius had already taken out all the bad guys by himself. 


  As I watched, Sirius extended his hand to the actress, who had collapsed to the floor, and helped her to her feet. She tried to teeter toward him, but he skillfully offered her one of his arms, as to avoid touching her directly.


  I didn’t really understand what was going on, but judging from the audience’s expectant gaze, this was probably supposed to be a scene where the chief duke and a lady developed feelings for each other after he rescued her from a group of thugs. 


  Still, it was a bit of an issue that he looked like he didn’t want to get too close to her, as he was literally keeping her at arm’s length with his fully extended arm. The actress must have noticed the same thing, because she shot Sirius a scathing glare. But it’s not like Sirius was an actor, so I guess he didn’t have to play along with the scene.


  As I wondered if that was the right thing to do, the audience began to stand up one after another, erupting into thunderous applause. Startled and unsure of what had just transpired, I looked around, only to see people excitedly praising Sirius.


  “That was fabulous! What a feast for the eyes!”


  “What a classic showing by the Handsome Chief Duke! I’ve got goosebumps!”


  “I can’t tell whether that was an actual incident or part of the show, but it’s truly impressive regardless! I can’t think of a better reward than seeing Master Sirius in the flesh! It’s almost unbelievable how much more handsome, strong, and manly he is compared to his stage counterpart!”


  Despite being lavished with praise by everyone in attendance, even from where I was sitting, it was clear to see that Sirius was displeased.


  “Oh dear, the vice-commander appears to be in a terrible mood, doesn’t he?”


  Fackt accidentally voiced his thoughts, a sentiment that Mirach, who had returned before I realized it, echoed. 


  “Seems so. He likely went down there to make sure the victim wasn’t injured, but he’s probably regretting it now after nearly finding himself in her embrace.”


  “Either way, the audience is completely worked up. I thought there was a small chance—perhaps 1 percent—that those villains were actually part of the show. But upon witnessing this revelry, I’m sure all would be forgiven even if that were the case.”


  “Huh?”


  Hearing that, I spun back around to look at the men who were sprawled out across the stage. It was obvious that being on the receiving end of Sirius’s pummeling had injured them.


  If there was even the smallest chance of Sirius jumping to conclusions…


  “I can help!” I exclaimed, jumping out of my seat, but for some reason, Fackt lifted me up and put me on his shoulders. Then, he called down in the direction of the stage.


  “Vice-Commander Sirius, do you require the princess’s aid?!”


  I’m not sure if Sirius could actually hear Fackt calling out to him amid all of the commotion, but it looked like he noticed that Fackt had yelled something while carrying me. Sirius seemed to form a conclusion from that limited information, shouting up to me as he continued to hold the actress at bay with one hand.


  “There you are, Serafina!” he shouted. “Nothing else matters as long as you’re safe!”


  I was pretty sure he meant that because I was useful to have around as a saint, but the audience didn’t seem to take it that way. They began to whistle and clap as if they’d just been privy to a passionate declaration of love.


  Scheat casually approached the two on the stage, took the actress by the hand, and led her off into the wings. While I watched the excited audience in a daze, Twinkle appeared back on stage once more. 


  He dropped to the floor on one knee with an exaggerated flourish and extended a hand up toward me.


  “Ah, Princess Serafina! My heart feels as though it will collapse under the sheer weight of my love for you! Call me a coward if you must for failing to strike down those villains—but I could not, would not, ever endanger even a single hair on the head of anyone you cherish so dearly!”


  “Woooo!” Shaula called out beside me, reminding me of something she’d mentioned earlier.


  “When royalty attends, the actors make small changes in their performance and say lines just for us. It’s such a thrilling spectacle.”


  My eyes widened as it suddenly dawned on me: This was exactly what she was talking about!


  Of course, all Twinkle was trying to do was fully embrace the character of the Handsome Chief Duke and endear himself to me. While I was impressed by his spontaneous improvisational skills, it didn’t seem like Sirius realized Twinkle was acting—especially given how he marched straight up to him and grabbed him by the collar.


  “How dare you speak such nonsense right in front of me!” Sirius bellowed menacingly. “Before you even think about getting close to Serafina, you’ll have to defeat me first!”


  Sirius issued a warning straight to Twinkle’s face before tossing him to the ground. The force behind the throw seemed a bit too strong—likely fueled by Sirius’s distaste for the performer’s obnoxious acting—but Twinkle was clearly the victim in this situation. Still, Sirius’s actions seemed justified, as long as he didn’t cause the actor any actual harm.


  I continued to keep an eye on the audience, who were waving their handkerchiefs, stomping their feet, and growing more fervent with each passing second. At this rate, would it even be possible to calm them down? This was going far beyond the level of a standing ovation.


  The women were red-faced with tears streaming down their cheeks as they spoke of witnessing a “once-in-a-lifetime spectacle,” while the men kept repeating Sirius’s “you’ll have to defeat me first” line over and over.


  Fackt couldn’t help but express his admiration as he continued to carry me in his arms. “That’s the vice-commander for you. That came straight from the heart. Indeed, no acting can rival sincerity when it comes to words and deeds.”


  Mirach, on the other hand, shook his head in disagreement.


  “I don’t know about that. When people are being natural, they’re not thinking about an audience, so it ends up coming across as plain and doesn’t really shine on stage. That’s why actors rely on big, dramatic gestures to capture the audience’s attention. But Vice-Commander Sirius? He barely moved a muscle and still had the whole crowd going into a frenzy. That’s seriously impressive.”


  “Of course he did!” Fackt beamed with pride. “The vice-commander has a natural charm that draws everyone in. Never forget, he is the hero of the kingdom!”


  Just as the two of them nodded in agreement, the previously dimly lit royal box was suddenly flooded with light. The lamp flared to life, casting a warm brilliance that hadn’t been there just moments before. Startled, I glanced over to see an unfamiliar middle-aged man standing next to the lamp, casually adjusting its settings.


   


  ***


   


  An unfamiliar man was adjusting the brightness of the lamp. Although I had no idea who he might be, he turned toward us and gave a deep bow.


  “I apologize for the late greeting. I’m the manager of this theater. I rushed over here as quickly as I could because I heard there was an ‘urgent and important matter’ that needed to be discussed.”


  I remembered that Sirius had asked to speak to the theater’s manager, but the chance had long since passed. I would’ve thought the show devolving into chaos and the audience going wild would probably be higher on the priority list for him. 


  Suddenly, Mother let out a weary sigh. “As expected of a former classmate of the king’s. You managed to make the best of a bad situation and even milk it for some extra drama.”


  I tilted my head to the side, unsure of what she meant. But Fackt—who seemed to instantly understand—shook his head in exasperation. But then, almost immediately, he pulled himself together and turned to face me.


  “I don’t like the way this has been handled at all, but considering that the vice-commander is starting to get riled up, we should probably put an end to this commotion sooner rather than later. Princess, could I ask you to call out to Vice-Commander Sirius?”


  “Huh?” 


  I still had no clue what was going on, but Fackt lowered me back onto the floor. Then, he and Mirach stood on either side of the box, as if they were attempting to gather everyone’s attention. 


  Although my knights often joked around and acted silly, there was no doubt about it—they were truly amazing. They had earned their titles for their bravery, respectful nature, and exceptional swordplay. Dressed in their striking red-and-white uniforms and standing tall with pride, they looked absolutely impressive.


  It seemed like their actions did the trick, because the crowd quieted down as they looked up at us, expectantly awaiting our next move. It was only then that I realized that the theater manager hadn’t brightened the lamp by chance, but did so to draw everyone’s attention. All the lights in the audience were dimmed during the performance to keep the main focus on the stage, but now, the royal box was the only place in the whole theater that was brightly lit. 


  As the crowd finally fell silent, Fackt and Mirach bowed respectfully to Mother, who rose gracefully to her feet with quiet authority. She then took a slow, deliberate look around the audience, and as her gaze swept over them, a collective gasp of awe rippled through the onlookers.


  “Oh! Her Majesty is as beautiful as ever!”


  “Indeed! Seeing the queen is enough to make this a wonderful day!”


  That was Mother for you. Just catching a glimpse of her was enough to leave everyone enraptured. The audience’s reaction made me break out into a big smile. I was still grinning broadly when Mother finally addressed the crowd.


  “Taking in plays has always been something I love. Today, I brought my daughters along with me, and once again, we had a new and unforgettable experience. Though there does appear to have been an unexpected bit of trouble, I am truly relieved that no one got hurt.”


  Mother paused for a moment before beckoning Shaula and me over to her.


  “I’d like to introduce my daughters, Shaula and Serafina. This is the first time that Serafina has made a public appearance.”


  Mother took my hand, and through my nerves I managed to squeak out, “Hello, I’m Serafina! I came to watch Sirius’s play today.”


  Everyone seemed momentarily taken aback before the entire audience burst into cheerful laughter. Seeing their reaction, I immediately realized—Oops! I definitely shouldn’t have phrased it like that!


  While everyone was aware that the Handsome Chief Duke was based on Sirius, no one had ever openly declared so, and it was more of a tacit understanding. But here I was, going and calling this show “Sirius’s play.”


  Panic started to wash over me as I recalled what Fackt had requested of me: “Princess, could I ask you to call out to Vice-Commander Sirius?”


  Feeling that I absolutely needed to do so, I yelled directly to Sirius.


  “Thanks for everything, Sirius! It’s because of you that nobody got hurt! But if no one can get close to me unless they defeat you, that means you’ll be the only one that’s left by my side—so maybe you can reconsider that statement?”


  I decided to respond to what Sirius had declared earlier: “How dare you speak such nonsense right in front of me! Before you even think about getting close to Serafina, you’ll have to defeat me first!”


  But the second the words came out, I knew exactly how strange they sounded—and more than anything, I wanted to bury my face in my hands. I was flustered by being put on the spot, so I ended up talking to Sirius like I normally did, even though all eyes were on us.


  It was obviously a huge blunder, but for some reason Mirach and Fackt seemed impressed.


  “Bravo, Princess! That was the perfect line!”


  “I couldn’t have cooked up a better response myself!”


  The audience, on the other hand, looked surprised by what I said. They quickly turned toward Sirius with eager eyes, clearly on the edge of their seats waiting to see how he’d respond.


  Sirius, who did not appear to enjoy being on the receiving end of all this attention, had taken in my words very seriously, but almost immediately, his face softened into a smile.


  “I’m afraid I must refuse!” He chuckled. “There’s no way I could entrust you to someone who couldn’t defeat me. Which means…you’ll just have to stay with me forever.”


  Well, that was a relief. Sirius sounded like his normal self too. It was the same casual banter we always shared. The fact that so many people were hanging on his every word, or that they’d likely take whatever he said and run with it, didn’t seem to matter to him at all. All he’d done was respond in his usual, easygoing manner.


  Of course, I knew exactly what he meant, but the audience—all people who didn’t know the real Sirius very well—immediately burst into chatter that almost shook the whole theater.


  “Goodness me! That was a public proposal!”


  [image: ]


  “To think I was there in person to witness the historic moment when His Grace, Sirius Ulysses, asked for the hand of Her Royal Highness!”


  “Well, well, don’t those two get along well! There’s not even a hint of it being a political marriage despite the large age gap!”


  Fackt and Mirach gazed out across the enthusiastic crowd with satisfied looks.


  “Bravo, Vice-Commander Sirius! That was excellent!”


  “I never would’ve come up with a line like that!”


  All Sirius had done was respond to what I’d said, so this whole commotion was actually my fault. When I saw that the two knights didn’t seem upset with me, it felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. 


  But even if they weren’t upset, I was sure Mother would be. I took a very, very hesitant glance back at her, but she had a wry smile on her face, as if she had already resigned herself to the situation.


  Shaula, on the other hand, was clapping like mad for some reason, her eyes wide in surprise. “Incredible, Serafina! It seems your betrothal has been decided before mine! And to the finest catch in the country!”


  I wanted to correct my older sister’s misassumption immediately, but before I could, the theater manager spoke out in a booming voice. “That was beyond perfection, Princess Serafina! I’m truly honored to have been witness to such wonderfully improvised lines by Her Highness! Thanks to you, today’s performance will go down in history!”


  “Huh?”


  Something about his words gave me a bad feeling, but the thoroughly satisfied-looking theater manager walked over to the lamp and dimmed the lights back down. As the royal box returned to its dimly lit state, the curtain fell, hiding Sirius, the knights, Twinkle, and all the bad guys behind it.


  Just when I was thinking the show had to be over, the audience burst into a thunderous round of applause, their cheers flooding the auditorium once more.


   


  ***


   


  “What did you think of the play, Serafina?” 


  When Shaula asked me my opinion on the way home in the carriage, I answered her honestly.


  “I got to wear a pretty dress, go out to a fancy venue, and sit in splendid seats, but it felt more nerve-racking than fun to me. Also, when Twinkle said that special line to me, rather than having my heart flutter, I felt kind of bad that things got so chaotic with the audience. Maybe I’m not the type who enjoys the theater.”


  At that, Shaula and Mother exchanged glances.


  “Serafina, today’s performance was a unique one. An incident with a knife unfolding on stage is practically unheard of. It’s a terrible thing that might happen only once in a decade,” Mother explained.


  Shaula quickly picked up where Mother left off. “Mother’s right, you know. And normally that would’ve been the end of it—a serious incident to be dealt with immediately. Things only spiraled further out of control because you and Master Sirius wound up getting involved. In the end, the theater turned out to be the site of a public proposal.”


  “Shaula, Sirius didn’t propose to me.” 


  Somewhat surprisingly, my sister didn’t fight back against my flat refusal.


  “Yes, I suppose you’re right, but I don’t think it would cause any problems down the line if we say that’s what happened.”


  Sirius was riding in the same carriage as us, and Shaula glanced over at him as she said that, but he didn’t meet her gaze. It seemed like he wanted nothing to do with this conversation.


  Seeing this, Shaula quickly changed the subject.


  “Anyway, let’s put that aside for now. To be honest, what I came to realize today is that you either have too many allies, or perhaps your allies are simply overwhelmingly strong. I got the impression that whether a dire situation has actually unfolded or not, everything you’re involved with becomes a big deal.”


  “Wait! You’re saying troublemakers like that exist… And I’m one of them?!”


  It sounded like she meant that some people attracted chaos, even when things were peaceful. And honestly, that was the last kind of person I wanted to be.


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I guess I’ll just have to accept that, when it comes to you, it’ll always be like this and we should try to make the most of them, trouble and all.”


  I shook my head vigorously, unwilling to accept the serious accusation she’d dropped into our conversation so casually.


  “I-I don’t want that!”


  But Shaula just giggled in response and said, “You’ll be fine, Serafina. You have the strongest brigade of knights on your side.”


  Yeah, things might turn out fine in the end, but I really didn’t like the idea of having to experience disaster to get there. I felt that from the bottom of my heart, but since Shaula didn’t seem like she was going to say anything more on the topic, I just frowned and sighed as I turned to Sirius.


  He reached out and dotingly stroked my hair.


  “Serafina, the royal guard exists to protect you. Please try and be understanding if they take a slightly intense approach to accomplishing that mission. Our main goal is to ensure your safety—everything else is just a minor detail.”


  “Ugh!”


  Hearing his words, I instinctively recoiled. What on earth could he be thinking? Sometimes Sirius’s point of view was way too extreme. It was like nothing else mattered to him, as long as I was fine. Of course, he had a valid point—safety was important for sure, but that didn’t mean everything else could fall by the wayside. How could I make him understand my point of view?


  “Sirius…I like things that are fun!”


  “Yes, I’m well aware.”


  “Are you?”


  “I am.”


  I gazed at him suspiciously, wondering if he’d really gotten the point I was trying to make, but his response had been so confident that I couldn’t help but think that, just maybe, things would be okay. Sirius was as clever as they came, so I was sure he could read between the lines. Feeling a bit better, I gave him an enthusiastic nod.


  Some time later, we received information that one of the men who had stormed the stage was the actress’s ex-boyfriend. She had tried to end things with him for good, but he hadn’t been able to accept it. After drinking with his friends earlier in the day, he’d gotten swept away in his emotions and showed up at the theater, eventually forcing his way onto the stage.


  “Apparently, they broke up because he was verbally abusive. And drinking is no excuse to pull a knife on your former lover! Master Sirius was completely right to pummel him and send him flying. Even if it’s a little late, I feel a bit better about the situation now that I have all the facts!”


  Though I understood why Shaula was so relieved, there was still something else on my mind. 


  “I agree with you, but I think that what happened afterward might be an even more serious problem…”


  “Oh, you mean the public proposal?”


  I nodded at her, a serious expression plastered on my face.


  The story of Duke Sirius Ulysses, the hero of the nation, making a public proposal to the second princess in front of a crowd had spread like wildfire, sparking a huge commotion. While he did phrase things in a way that could be misconstrued, there wasn’t a grain of truth to the gossip at all.


  “I feel bad for poor Master Sirius!” Shaula said. “Everyone’s always dying to know more about him, so rumors are awfully quick to spread about whatever he does. But doesn’t letting this gossip go on without correcting it mean that you’re not entirely opposed to it?”


  Shaula’s eyes were sparkling, but I shook my head emphatically to let her know that wasn’t the case. 


  Frankly speaking, Sirius was hardly concerned with anything that was being said about him. I thought back to when I’d gone to play at his office a little while after that incident occurred. He’d been sitting at his desk, writing something, when I casually asked him what he thought about the latest rumors. He paused for a moment, giving me an intense look as if he were wondering why I’d even asked. After setting his pen down, he rested his chin on his crossed arms as he seemed to contemplate the question.


  “The fact that I haven’t banned that infamous book about the chief duke should be proof enough of my tolerance of blatant falsehoods. Ever since its release, I’ve been the subject of countless misunderstandings and baseless rumors, but I’ve brushed off every single one of them.”


  “Th-that must be hard on you,” I stammered, caught off guard that Sirius had brought up the book that was based on him.


  The book in question—An Elegant Day in the Life of the Handsome Chief Duke—was meant for adults and had been too difficult for me to read. Because of that, I didn’t know much about the contents, but I’m sure it was all about everyone’s perfect version of Sirius. Something like that would certainly be hard to live up to. He was probably trying to say that it was unfair for people to try and force him to be the version of Sirius he was in the book.


  “These new rumors are nothing compared to all that,” Sirius continued. “I admit that I said something to you that was easy to misinterpret, but even if the story’s been slightly exaggerated, it’s still within reason.”


  I wondered if that was really the case. Wouldn’t it cause problems for him down the line if people started to believe that a noble knight like Sirius proposed to someone as young as me? I was so worried, in fact, that I decided to ask Captain Deneb, who also happened to be in Sirius’s office, for his opinion.


  “Hey, Captain Deneb. What do you think it would take for the rumors about Sirius and me to disappear?”


  “That’s simple,” Captain Deneb stated before quickly launching into his suggestion. “If you want to clear the rumors up, go in front of a large crowd again and firmly turn down his proposal!”


  But that suggestion prompted the most disgusted look out of Sirius that I’d ever seen.


  Well, I could understand why. Not only would he have asked a young girl to marry him, but rumors of her rejecting him would probably be so embarrassing that he wouldn’t be able to set foot outside the castle. If the only way to dispel those rumors was further humiliation, Sirius would probably rather choose to deal with them for the time being.


  “Sirius, I guess we’ve got no choice but to deal with the rumors for now until everyone gets tired of them,” I said defeatedly.


  “Until everyone gets tired of them? So you’re saying you’re willing to go along with all this until you’re old enough to accept it as the truth?”


  Looked like Sirius’s weird sense of humor was coming out again.


  “Heh heh, people will lose interest in those rumors long before then.” I stated the obvious, but Sirius narrowed his eyes as if he didn’t believe that to be the case.


  “We shall see.”


  I tilted my head to the side, not understanding why he’d say that, but Captain Deneb piped up before I could get another word in.


  “Seems like the princess wants you always by her side, Vice-Commander Sirius.”


  “Deneb!”


  Just as quickly as Sirius barked his name, Captain Deneb backed down, his face assuming a solemn expression. 


  “I was just talking to myself. Don’t worry about it.”


  “…Fine.”


  To be honest, I wanted a little more context about what had just transpired, but it was clear that would put Captain Deneb in a tough spot, so I decided to hold off. Instead, I walked toward where Sirius was seated in his chair and threw my arms around him, squeezing tightly.


  “If you did ask me to marry you, I would never say no,” I told him honestly.


  Sirius seemed to freeze on the spot, so it was Captain Deneb who hastily called out, “Vice-Commander Sirius, remember that Princess Serafina is still only six years old…”


  “I’m fully aware,” Sirius responded, seemingly returning to himself. “It’s not like I took what she said seriously.”


  I puffed out my cheeks in a pout. “Well, I was being serious.”


  Captain Deneb hastily threw both hands up in the air, as if he was trying to calm me down. “Do you think you could cut him some slack for now, Princess Serafina?”


  “Cut him…some slack?”


  I wasn’t sure what that meant, but before I had a chance to ask, Sirius silently rose from his chair. Then, he took a step back and gave me a beautifully executed knight’s salute. It was rare for him to do something like that, and with how handsome he looked when he struck his dutiful pose, all I could do was stare in awe.


  Sirius gave me the sweetest of smiles, and I was frozen on the spot, unable to do or say anything.


  “Serafina, I’ll always remember that’s what you thought at age six. It’s an incredible honor to serve as your knight, Princess.”


  Him saying those kind words in such a gentle voice touched my heart, so I smiled back at him and said, “I’ll absolutely say the same thing when I turn sixteen. I love you, my knight!”


  Serafina and Medicinal Herbs


   


  “ARE YOU GOING TO GET MARRIED when you grow up, Fi?” Seven asked with a grin. 


  We were lounging on cushions we’d spread across the floor of the entrance hall to the villa. Apparently, the rumors about Sirius had made their way to my spirit friend, and he wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to give me a hard time.


  “I could ask the same of you, Seven. Are you going to get married when you grow up?”


  Seven quickly sat up, making it seem like I’d said something completely ridiculous.


  “I’m never going to grow up. I’m always going to remain a child.”


  Well, that was quite an interesting thing to say.


  “Wouldn’t that be impossible?” I asked. “Both humans and spirits eventually grow up someday.”


  “I won’t. I’m going to stay a child forever.”


  Okay… Still, no matter how much one wanted to stay a child, their body was going to grow whether they liked it or not. Besides, wasn’t growing up a good thing?


  “I want to grow up soon. That way I can fight alongside Sirius,” I said, making what I thought to be a heroic pose, but Seven’s eyes just grew wide, and he started to laugh.


  “Of course you do! I’ll be by your side to help! But…are you sure you want to be with a spirit who’ll always be a child? Fully grown spirits are stronger, so wouldn’t you want to make a contract with one of them?”


  Seven’s face darkened as he continued to speak, and he truly seemed concerned. Caught off guard, I stared back at him with wide eyes.


  “I’d never even consider it! You’re the only spirit for me, Seven!”


  “Really? You promise?” Seven sounded thrilled as he rose from the floor and flew up to the glass that was embedded into the ceiling.


  “The glass in this villa is unlike any other. It filters only the light of the primordial sun, which makes us spirits feel great… I even believe it enhances our powers. That’s why I love basking in the sunlight here. Even if I remain a child, maybe I can grow stronger than the other spirits.”


  How curious. Seven seemed concerned about staying a child spirit even though it sounded like that’s what he wanted. But to me, I didn’t care whether he was a child or a grown-up, or whether he was weak or strong.


  I got the feeling it would be better to change the subject and recalled that today Sirius would be returning from one of his monster extermination missions.


  “I’m going to make a wish on the sun that Sirius was able to pick the medicinal herbs I requested of him from Starvigil Forest.”


  At that, Seven folded his arms with a knowing look.


  “Ah, so that’s where he was off to. This was the first time you actually told him what you wanted, right, Fi? Hmm… I still have a feeling that he’ll come back with something completely different.”


  “Huh? No, he won’t… At least, I don’t think he will…”


  Even though I’d refuted what Seven said, I wasn’t entirely confident myself, so I ended up trailing off. The reason for this being that whenever Sirius “brought me medicinal herbs,” nine times out of ten, they ended up being weeds. 


  I’d thought about how I could prevent him from picking me random weeds and decided that instead of asking for a wide variety of herbs, I should be more specific. That’s why I showed him my Encyclopedia of Medicinal Herbs and pointed out specifically what I wanted. I’d told him, “This one here is supposed to grow deep in Starvigil Forest. If you find it, could you bring it back for me?”


  It was my first time trying that method, so I couldn’t say how it’d go for sure. But Sirius had a really good memory, so I had faith that he’d bring me back the right herb. Still, I wondered if he’d mess up like Seven thought he would…


  But as I was pondering that thought, the next thing I knew I was dozing off, nestled in the cushions. The sunlight that shone through the special glass really was something else, almost as if its effects made you sleepy.


  “Princess Serafina, you sure were sleeping soundly.” 


  When I finally awoke, the knights were speaking in the kind of tone you’d use when looking at something adorable, so I just responded vaguely, “It’s because I’m a child.” 


  I then turned to Seven, who’d also just woken up, and whispered, “It’s nice to be a child because you can sleep as much as you want and bask in the sunlight. I wish I could stay a child forever too.”


  At that, Seven flashed me a brilliant smile and said, “Yup! I knew you’d understand, Fi!”


   


  ***


   


  I was relaxing in my room after dinner when Sirius stopped by for a visit. When I glanced up at him expectantly, he calmly handed the pouch he was carrying over to me.


  “Here are the medicinal herbs you asked for.”


  My face lit up as I took the pouch from him. Now was the moment of truth. My heart pounded as I emptied it onto the table and looked at what he’d found.


  The first thing that I saw was one of the two herbs I’d asked him to look for. My eyes sparkled as I recognized the distinctive, knifelike leaves—just like I’d shown him in the encyclopedia.


  “Th-this is it! You got the one I wanted, Sirius!” I couldn’t help but let out a joyful yelp.


  I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Sirius had actually found the medicinal herb I’d asked for. I gazed at him with a look of pure awe while at the same time chastising myself for having any doubts that he’d be able to bring the right one back earlier.


  Oh my, it looks like I completely underestimated him, I thought as I self-reflected. 


  It turned out Sirius was someone who could identify herbs. I’d asked him to look for two and he’d already fulfilled half of my request. I glanced over the remaining herbs, only to spot the other variety I’d asked him to find.


  “What?! Sirius, I can’t believe it! This is the other one I wanted! Wow, you perfectly granted my wish!” I stared up at him with wide eyes, but he only gave a nonchalant shrug.


  “Why are you so surprised? All I did was pick the ones you asked me to. It wasn’t that difficult of a task.”


  So he said, but up until now he’d just been bringing back weeds! Although, I didn’t mention that and just mumbled something about them being “difficult herbs to find.”


  Then, as I was sorting through the remaining herbs while they were still fresh, I froze in shock—among them was a plant that I’d never seen with my own two eyes before.


  “Hmm?”


  It was beautiful herb with a striking blue-green color. One I never imagined I’d come across like this. I blinked several times to make sure I wasn’t just seeing things.


  “S-Sirius, this is…”


  “Oh, right. The shape of the leaf was practically the same as the one you asked me to find, but the color was different. It caught my eye, so I decided to pick some as well, just in case.”


  Sirius brushed it off like it was nothing. But I couldn’t let it go—this was a big deal.


  “B-but this is a climbing plant that wraps around thick trees…and it doesn’t even start to grow leaves unless it’s more than twenty meters above the ground.”


  “Yes, that’s true. I just so happened to be looking up at the sky when I spotted it.”


  That alone was impressive. Just how keen was Sirius’s eyesight? Or maybe what really deserved praise was his sharp mind. He’d been able to identify an exact match to the leaf shape I was looking for with just a glance.


  “You’re amazing, Sirius! This herb was rumored to be found in Starvigil Forest, but no one’s been able to pick it for years! It’s incredibly precious!”


  “All that matters is that you like it.”


  When I saw Sirius act so casual about what he’d just accomplished, a sigh of admiration escaped my lips. He seemed to have no idea what an incredible thing he’d just done.


  Still in awe, I returned to sorting through the medicinal herbs when I froze in place again as I came across yet another surprising plant. I picked it up and stared at it with wide eyes.


  “What? No way…”


  I wasn’t seeing things, was I?


  It was an herb shaped like a yellow needle, one that shouldn’t have been growing in the forest Sirius had visited.


  “S-Sirius, th-this herb can’t be…”


  “Oh, that. I recalled seeing it in the encyclopedia you showed me.”


  I did remember this one being listed next to the herb that I’d asked him to find, but he’d only briefly glanced at my Encyclopedia of Medicinal Herbs when I was explaining what I wanted. Not only had he remembered the herbs I’d asked for, but he had had time to memorize other ones as well? It didn’t seem like that would be the case, but…was Sirius that gifted?!


  “Sirius, I gravely underestimated you. I never imagined you’d be this incredible.” I slumped forward, placing both hands on the table in defeat.


  Seeing this, Sirius raised one corner of his lips in an amused smile.


  “Are you complimenting me? I just picked the herbs from the page you showed me and now I’m being showered with praise? It’s a little much, to be honest.”


  “B-but this is the first time these herbs have ever been found in that forest! Would you mind telling me exactly where you located them?”


  “I’ll bring a map of the forest tomorrow,” Sirius said, narrowing his eyes in obvious amusement.


  Seeing that expression, I knew without a doubt that he had completely defeated me. I had convinced myself that my herb-picking skills were impressive, but they were nothing compared to Sirius’s. His skills went far beyond simply bringing back the correct herbs. Seeing as gathering herbs was one of the saintly duties, losing to a knight like him was…incredibly humbling to say the least.


  “Ngh,” I whimpered as I lowered my face in dejection.


  “What’s wrong, Serafina?” Sirius asked, his voice filled with concern.


  Lifting my head back up, I felt full of renewed determination, “Sirius, please make me your apprentice! I want to learn your herb-gathering techniques!”


  After a momentarily startled expression, Sirius began to chuckle.


  “You’d rather have me be your herb-gathering professor and not your knight? I’m honored, but unfortunately, I’ll have to pass.”


  “What?” I gasped in shock. 


  Upon seeing my reaction, Sirius gave a soft smile and placed one hand on my head. “The area I ventured into this time was deep in a forest filled with vicious monsters. It’s too dangerous for you to accompany me. Still, it looks like I’ve collected some rare herbs, so you must also be quite skilled if you were thinking of becoming my apprentice. If you need anything, just ask me. There’s no need for you to go out and gather them yourself.”


  “Huh? But rare herbs like these aren’t ones you just casually pick!”


  The two herbs Sirius had gathered on his own were incredibly rare and valuable. People would typically venture into the forest with the sole purpose of finding them. But when I explained that to him, Sirius laughed like it was nothing.


  “You’re talking about people who aren’t knights, correct? Serafina, I’m your knight, and apparently moonlighting as your personal herb collector as well. It’s not a big deal.”


  “…Are you sure?”


  “Of course.”


  Seeing the always clever Sirius so full of confidence was all it took to convince me.


  “You’re right!” I giggled. “Thanks, Sirius. You’re the best!” I squealed, my eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. 


  But later on, when I told Shaula what Sirius had done for me, she clutched her head and exclaimed, “What on earth are you making the vice-commander of the esteemed Horned Beast Knights do?!”


  An Excursion for Serafina
(Intermediate Level: The Knight Café)


   


  THE DAY HAD FINALLY COME. I stood in front of the “Knight Café” fully prepared for what might await. Since I’d experienced a “terrible thing that might occur only once in a decade” at the play the other day, I was fully confident that I could go anywhere and handle anything that might happen with ease.


  I was standing between Adara Ace, captain of the Fourth Saint Knight Brigade, and Mirfak Shubridge, the vice-captain. As I glanced up at them, Captain Adara asked for confirmation. “Princess Serafina, are you ready to go in?”


  “Yes!” I grinned, turning to both saints and giving them a big nod. I took my first step toward the Knight Café with all the determination in the world.


   


  ***


   


  To tell the truth, I went back and forth quite a bit on who should accompany me. I initially invited Sirius, since he’s usually my first choice, but then I quickly took it back when I recalled that he was the knights’ superior. If he made an appearance, I highly doubted the knights would be able to work very comfortably. 


  When I asked if he’d ever visited before, I learned that Sirius had never been to the Knight Café, not even when it was open the previous year. If that was the case, the knights would absolutely be nervous if he just showed up. That’s why I ended up asking Captain Adara and Vice-Captain Mirfak to come with me instead.


  That evening, just as I was preparing to go to the Knight Café, Sirius stopped by my room. When he saw the captain and vice-captain of the Saint Knights sitting on my sofa, he narrowed his eyes as if he were trying to piece things together.


  “Serafina, you’re going to the Knight Café with Adara and Mirfak?”


  I’d been checking how I looked in the mirror, but at Sirius’s question I quickly turned around and cheerfully announced, “Yup! I thought the knights would get nervous if you came with me because you’re their superior. I figured that since Captain Adara and Vice-Captain Mirfak belong to a different unit, it would be okay if I went along with them.”


  “You really think just seeing me would make them nervous?” Sirius mumbled under his breath. When I thought about it, he did have a point.


  No matter how many times he got angry at them, the knights kept repeating the same kinds of pranks over and over, so maybe the chance of them being put on edge wasn’t as high as I thought.


  “Maybe they won’t be nervous, but they won’t be able to let loose like they normally would.”


  “They’re working as café staff, aren’t they? Why would they need to let loose?” Sirius asked me with a puzzled look, and I immediately replied, not understanding why he’d even need to ask such a question.


  “Because that makes it more enjoyable for the customers!”


  At the very least, I wanted to kick back and have some fun with the knights.


  Sirius’s lips briefly twitched into a frown as he thoughtfully placed his hand to his chin. “The knights will be there, so I shouldn’t need to worry about your protection. Not to mention that Adara and Mirfak will be by your side. Still…I can’t shake this uneasy feeling, so I’ll come with you as well.”


  “What?!”


  Sirius had said he “shouldn’t need to worry,” but he was clearly concerned. I was still wondering whether the knights would be okay if he came along when Vice-Captain Mirfak gave a soft smile.


  “So, to sum up the situation, Vice-Commander Sirius wants to accompany us because he’s worried about the princess, but you’re afraid that the knights will be intimidated by him, right, Serafina?”


  Sirius didn’t utter a response, so I replied on his behalf.


  “Yes, that’s exactly it!”


  Hearing that, Vice-Captain Mirfak lowered her voice as if she were revealing a secret. “In that case, I have a solution. My hobby is collecting traditional outfits from different countries. I have both men’s and women’s outfits from all over the world. While I keep most of them at home, I sometimes bring a few into work and admire them during my breaks.”


  Sirius still didn’t say a word, but he grimaced as if he’d just had an unwelcome epiphany. I’m pretty sure Vice-Captain Mirfak caught his expression as well, but she carried on speaking as if she hadn’t.


  “At the moment, I have a traditional outfit from a desert country in my office. The attire is loose and consists of a single piece of cloth that covers the body from neck to ankle, which will easily hide the vice-commander’s physique. The head covering will also mask his hair, and if he wears dark glasses, there’s no chance anyone will recognize Vice-Commander Sirius at all.”


  “Sirius can go in disguise!” I excitedly chimed in, prompting a nod of affirmation from Vice-Captain Mirfak.


  “Because of the vice-commander’s impressive physique, it might be obvious to tell who he is just from his silhouette if he’s wearing ordinary clothes,” she explained.


  “That’s true! At the very least, Scheat would be able to tell based only on Sirius’s muscles!” Adara added.


  I nodded emphatically, recalling the terrifying intensity of Scheat’s gaze whenever muscles were involved. Any outfit that accentuated them would be a mistake.


  “What a great idea, Mirfak!” I said. “It’s the perfect way for Sirius to be able to visit the Knight Café without any of them catching on!”


  “I’m flattered by your kind words. I’ll go and fetch the costume immediately.”


  “W-wait…” Sirius trailed off weakly.


  But Vice-Captain Mirfak had disappeared from the room before he had any chance of stopping her. Captain Adara gave a wry laugh as she observed his efforts fall short.


  “My apologies, Vice-Commander. Collecting outfits from various countries is Mirfak’s hobby. Seeing others wearing them seems to give her the greatest joy of all, but there are few people who are willing to indulge her.”


  “Well, that’s not terribly surprising…” Sirius agreed without a hint of reservation, but Captain Adara continued in a bright tone.


  “And now you’re here, Vice-Commander—a model with absolutely flawless looks. I ask that you find it in your heart to forgive Mirfak if she momentarily loses her grip on reality.”


  A guarded expression crossed Sirius’s face as he stared at Captain Adara.


  “…Allow me to confirm one thing. When you say ‘losing her grip on reality,’ you’re referring to the vice-captain rushing out of the room without listening to me, right?”


  “That’s what you thought I meant? Hah! That’s not what I was talking about at all. Running out of the room without heeding her superior is an everyday occurrence for Mirfak. What I’m referring to will happen after you put on the costume, Vice-Commander.”


  Sirius’s face darkened even further at Captain Adara’s blunt response.


  “And you’re seriously expecting me to obediently don some traditional outfit after hearing something like that?”


  “It’s the only way you’ll be able to accompany Princess Serafina, isn’t it?”


  Sirius’s expression went blank as he clenched his teeth tightly, offering no rebuttal. I got the feeling there was plenty that he wanted to say, but surprisingly, he didn’t have any rebuttal for Captain Adara. 


  On the contrary, he quietly put on the outfit that Vice-Captain Mirfak brought him and didn’t make any fuss when she danced around him in glee. I was truly impressed—it seemed like Sirius was the perfect gentleman when it came to humoring women!


   


  ***


   


  The Knight Café was in the central part of town. There was nothing eye-catching about the building’s exterior; it blended in with all the rest. However, it was next to something quite extraordinary: a massive pool. Given the astronomical land prices in the city center, something luxurious that took up a lot of space like a pool was almost unthinkable.


  I was pondering why it was even there in the first place when Sirius piped up from behind me, interrupting my thoughts.


  “I believe that pool was hastily crafted for the sake of the Knight Café.”


  “Huh? But I heard that the café would only be operating for one month.”


  “Correct. They need to return to their true occupation as knights, so it can’t stay open indefinitely. I’m sure that after the café closes in about a month, the pool will be filled in again as well. Still, it’s quite a large one, isn’t it? They must’ve enlisted a great number of earth magic practitioners to excavate the ground.”


  Hearing that, I felt a bit guilty. I was almost certain the work would’ve been tasked to the members of the Mage Knight Brigade. The pool was just as big as the Knight Café, so it must’ve required a lot of hard labor. The thought alone made me bury my face in my hands. 


  I didn’t want to connect the dots, but it was no use. Only Father could have come up with and pulled off an idea as extravagant as the Knight Café.


  “Ngh… What do I even say?”


  Whenever an outlandish situation popped up, you could bet that Father was involved somehow.


  It was so obvious that all I could do was let out a big sigh. Behind me, I heard Sirius do the same. I was sure that he’d reached the same conclusion and was just as disheartened.


  I completely understand how you feel, Sirius, I thought, empathizing with a defeated sense of exhaustion I was sure he was experiencing as well.


  Seeing the two of us looking so dejected, Captain Adara cocked her head to the side and said, “While the vice-commander’s suggestion would surely be the most efficient method, I believe that the knights dug the hole using their own strength. After all, this is a café run by the knights, and they consider physical strength to be the ultimate power. They’d likely want to handle everything by themselves.”


  Oh… That was entirely possible. Not only did the knights love being active, but they also enjoyed making a wide variety of things as well. They might’ve dug the hole themselves. Still, for my own my peace of mind, I really hoped that they built the pool voluntarily and not because Father made them do it.


  “I see. I hope that’s the case.”


  Sirius seemed to be in agreement as he acknowledged Captain Adara’s remarks with a nod. Then, he guided us toward the building’s entrance.


  Since the entrance was on the opposite side of the pool, we had to walk halfway around the building. For some reason, the side of the building with the entrance was so dazzlingly bright it almost hurt to look at. The outer walls were covered with countless panels that looked like colored glass, and the reflection from the streetlight made them sparkle in vivid shades of red, blue, green, and more.


  “Whoa, what is this place?” I breathed in awe. “It’s awfully fancy for a café. Doesn’t really seem like the type of place that would be run by knights who are all about living the simple life.”


  All the cafés I knew were more modest and subdued, a far cry from the sight in front of me. The blinding brightness was starting to hurt my eyes. While I blinked again and again, Vice-Captain Mirfak gave a knowing nod, as if my reaction was only to be expected.


  “Of course it’s fancy! This is the ‘Knight Bar’ after a—ack!”


  “Oh, my apologies. Was that your foot I just stepped on?”


  But Captain Adara didn’t look apologetic at all as she firmly squashed Vice-Captain Mirfak’s foot. In fact, instead of pulling her foot away, she seemed to be pressing down even harder, causing the vice-captain even more pain.


  “I-I’m sorry! I slipped up! But you can’t really blame me, can you? After all, Vice-Commander Sirius is right here beside me. Seeing such a flawless masterpiece wearing one of my favorite outfits… Honestly, my sanity has already flown off into the sky! I should be praised just for keeping myself from drooling!”


  “Dial it back, Mirfak. Your unfiltered desires are spilling out. Think of your position. You’re the vice-captain of the Saint Knights, and we’re about to meet with members of the same brigade.”


  “Y-you’re right!” Mirfak gasped. “Breathe, Mirfak, breathe! You’re the calm and sensible vice-captain of the Saint Knights…”


  Hm, Sirius also had a habit of repeating his rank out loud. Aha! This must be a ritual of some kind among the knights. Feeling a little smug that I’d uncovered one of the knights’ secrets, I looked up at the two saints with a smile.


  “Princess Serafina, are you ready to go in?” Captain Adara asked.


  “Yes!” I replied cheerfully, walking through the entrance to the café at her prompting. After taking a deep breath to calm myself, I gathered my courage and looked around. To my surprise, despite the flashy exterior, the inside was quite ordinary.


  The mood was calm and relaxed, with about ten four-person tables and counter seating as well. All the seats were taken except for one table, and every single customer in the café was female.


  “Welcome, honored guests!”


  It was Scheat and Miaplacidus who greeted us with polite and composed expressions. The two of them were dressed in their usual knight uniforms, with a waiter’s apron tied around their waists. Upon closer inspection, they were even wearing black gloves. They totally looked the part—like real knights through and through. 


  I found myself smiling as I thought, Yup, this place really lives up to the name!


  “Hello, Scheat, Miaplacidus. We came by to visit!”


  I barely had time to finish my greeting when Canopus rushed out from the back of the café with a startled “Princess Serafina!”


  “Oh, Canopus! What a surprise to see you here. I told you before that I was planning to come, didn’t I? I tried to visit on a day you weren’t working, but I guess it didn’t go as planned. Honest, this is a sheer coincidence! It’s not like I checked the days you’d be working ahead of time or anything. It’s serendipity!”


  In truth, I had checked in advance to see which days Canopus would be working and planned my visit accordingly—but since there was no way for him to know that, I made sure to insist it was just a coincidence.


  I figured that since Canopus was so kind, there was no way he would tell me to go home. It seemed I was right because although his expression was obviously troubled, Canopus didn’t breathe a word about me leaving. It was quite the opposite actually; he quickly guided me to an empty table and handed me a menu.


  “Princess, the sun has already set. You shouldn’t be staying out late, so please eat quickly and head right back to the castle.”


  Ah, so he wasn’t outright telling me to go home, but it did seem that he was subtly trying to get rid of me. 


  Canopus had originally told me not to come to the café while he was on duty, so maybe he felt uncomfortable having me there. However, Scheat and Miaplacidus didn’t seem to share his sentiment at all.


  “C’mon, Canopus. Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud.”


  “That’s right! We’re working with all our might here; there’s nothing to be ashamed of!”


  Canopus shot the two of them a scathing glare. 


  “You may be proud of your bodies and have no shame in showing them off, but that doesn’t mean the princess wants to see them!”


  “Oof! Canopus, you just want to rip my heart to pieces, don’t you?!”


  “Wow, that was a direct hit!”


  Scheat and Miaplacidus both collapsed to one knee clutching their chests in a dramatic display of just how deep Canopus’s words had cut. 


  I’d expected them to be more serious and noble at the café, to show people what knights were really like. But nope, they were just goofing around like always. I couldn’t help but think, Yup, these are definitely my knights.


  But just then, they turned their attention to Sirius.


  “By the way, Princess, who’s this man that’s accompanying you? He seems incredibly dignified.”


  “Y-you think so?”


  Despite my attempt to play dumb, there was no question that Sirius looked magnificent indeed. I thought Sirius might look silly dressed up in the outfit Vice-Captain Mirfak recommended for him, but to my surprise, he gave the impression of someone extraordinary.


  Vice-Captain Mirfak made Sirius put on a super fancy all-white desert outfit that covered him from head to toe. She then added a wide, sparkly blue-and-gold belt and a white cloth on Sirius’s head with a laurel wreath on top. I honestly thought it might make him look a bit ridiculous, but he ended up looking incredibly dignified—almost too magnificent for his own good!


  I tried to make him seem less imposing by adding some flashy gold accessories to his neck and wrists and giving him some dark glasses. However, despite my best efforts, Sirius still gave off the unmistakable air of an important dignitary—and Miaplacidus was gazing at him in awe, clearly impressed.


  “Yes, as knights we take great pride in our bodies, but this man appears to have the same stature as us and is incredibly well-built.”


  “It’s a shame that it’s hidden by his stunning outfit, but this man seems to have an impressive physique. The accessories he’s wearing also seem to be quite expensive, and given that he’s accompanying you, I can’t help but wonder if he’s someone of noble status visiting us incognito.”


  “Th-that’s exactly what I was thinking! In particular, the accessory around his neck looks very valuable!”


  Sirius remained completely stoic as the knights gathered around him, making all sorts of guesses about who he could be.


  I, on the other hand, couldn’t help but frown at just how clueless they were.


  The knights should’ve been used to seeing members of the royal family and other nobles. Could they seriously not tell the difference between pieces of precious jewelry and fakes? Sirius was adorned with cheap pieces that Vice-Captain Mirfak had obtained from a bazaar, and yet they thought they were luxury items? Maybe it was Sirius’s aura that made even this cheap jewelry look expensive. 


  Regardless, there was no doubt that he had serious self-control. If I was able to fool the knights so thoroughly, I bet I’d be so thrilled that I’d probably reveal my identity right around now. However, Sirius remained steadfast.


  It must’ve been due to Sirius’s thoughtfulness that he didn’t want to disturb the knights’ work by revealing who he truly was. I was very impressed by his stalwartness, but for some reason, Vice-Captain Mirfak rose from her seat and whispered to the knights as if she was revealing a secret.


  “As expected from the royal guard. I applaud you for realizing this is no ordinary man. In fact, the individual accompanying us is of incredible status. He’s a prophet who’s the son of a hermit who mastered the secrets of the desert and a harem’s princess!”


  Oh boy, Vice-Captain Mirfak had gone ahead and made up a really outlandish backstory.


  Truth be told, I was quite impressed. It must’ve been something she thought about long and hard in order to conceal Sirius’s identity, but Captain Adara pressed her hand to her forehead and muttered under her breath, “Please forgive her. It seems Mirfak has gotten a bit carried away. Her one true passion is admiring extravagant clothing, and now that the perfect model has appeared and is wearing the things she loves so effortlessly, it seems that she’s off in la-la land.”


  “Huh?”


  “Her imagination isn’t going to slow down at this rate. I’m sure she’ll just keep creating one custom-made scenario after another.”


  Oh… But that actually sounded kind of fun! It was like thinking, “What if Sirius had been born under a different star?” Honestly, I was curious about what kind of life Sirius would have led if that were the case, too.


  I was watching the situation unfold with a sense of excitement when Scheat’s eyes widened in surprise.


  “I-If that’s the case, why is this man carrying a sword? I thought he was a swordsman, but I guess that’s not the case. Oh, but the pommel is encrusted with so many gems—maybe it’s just for display rather than combat?”


  That was Scheat for you. There was no denying it, he’d been completely deceived. 


  It went without saying the sword Sirius was carrying was the real thing. However, since carrying his usual sword would reveal his identity, he stopped by the treasury and randomly picked a sword to take with him instead.


  I chuckled to myself with glee. At this rate, they were never going to catch on that this was Sirius. But that’s when I noticed Canopus silently scanning him up and down.


  Uh-oh. Canopus was always very polite, so he’d never stare at someone. For him to be gazing at Sirius for so long…perhaps he’d figured it out? 


  I was a little worried, but I knew Canopus wasn’t the type to blab even if he caught on to the truth, so I reassured myself that it would all work out and pushed my anxieties aside.


   


  ***


   


  “This man, Eciv Rednammoc, delivers one world-shaking prophecy after another! He decided to come to our country after the leader of his own nation gave him some time off!”


  “I see! So, he’s called Eciv Rednammoc! That certainly is a name brimming with exotic charm!”


  Scheat gazed at Sirius and nodded, clearly buying into Vice-Captain Mirfak’s tall tale, but I realized she’d just reversed the order of the letters in “Vice Commander.” As far as fake names went, it was pretty terrible, and I couldn’t help but feel mixed emotions at my proud and capable knights being deceived by something so obvious.


  “Eciv Rednammoc has even foreseen the end of the world!”


  My eyes flew wide open as Vice-Captain Mirfak murmured solemnly, her hands twisted in a strange pose in front of her face.


  Whoa! That was a bold statement to make!


  Without thinking, I blurted out, “I wonder if the end of the world will be full of flower fields?” 


  Sirius, who’d managed to keep a blank expression until then, showed the slightest hint of a smile, as if he’d heard something whimsically unexpected. But Vice-Captain Mirfak interrupted before he could reply.


  “Your Highness, the end of the world is nothing so cute! In order to attune himself more deeply with the world, Eciv Rednammoc thrust his left hand into the vision he had about that prophecy. As a result, his left hand was burned by scorching flames!”


  “Sparkling? Oh, now what you mention it, the armlet on his left hand is sparkling like flames.”


  “Not sparkling, scorching!”


  “That’s enough, Mirfak. I’ve already given up trying to make any sense of your story.” Captain Adara intervened, her hand still firmly pressed to her forehead. 


  Vice-Captain Mirfak shot Captain Adara a resentful glare, but her superior simply shook her head, clearly dismissing her.


  Captain Adara turned to Scheat, who’d been listening to the story with great interest, and said with a regretful expression, “Since the content of the prophecy can’t fully be revealed, the vice-captain had to include a lot of fake details in her explanation. But I think the information about Eciv Rednammoc burning his hand on the scorching flames should be enough to help you see that it’s the truth.”


  “No, there’s more to it! The secret ritual that was passed down from his father the hermit was—”


  Vice-Captain Mirfak immediately started talking again, but Captain Adara quieted her once more.


  “That’s enough, Mirfak.”


  Miaplacidus had been quietly listening to the entire exchange. He shot a glance toward Vice-Captain Mirfak, who had reluctantly been silenced, before showing his understanding of the situation.


  “I think I get what you’re trying to say, Captain Adara. Prophecies are subject to various interpretations. Even when one has been received correctly, it’s not uncommon to hear stories of third parties taking it the wrong way.”


  Scheat nodded as if he agreed.


  “Speaking of, remember when that giant star fell recently? The astrologers were making a big fuss and saying it was something that would ‘change the world,’ but they haven’t made their interpretation public yet. When they do, I bet it will be announced as a ‘prophecy.’”


  “Seems like both of our countries have quite the situation on their hands. Our astrologers are no doubt working furiously, and a prophet from a distant nation is receiving visions as well. There’s no doubt that something big is on the horizon!”


  Hearing Miaplacidus link the two events together caused Captain Adara to cradle her head, as if suffering from a headache. “Mirfak, this is all your doing…” she muttered.


  I got the feeling that Vice-Captain Mirfak was making things up on the spot. Captain Adara probably didn’t want anyone to start speculating about prophecies that didn’t actually exist and have things spiral out of control.


  “Like I said, this is a story about a prophet, so some of the information might be intentionally false…” Captain Adara tried to make an excuse for her subordinate, but she trailed off as Mirach approached us with a smile and directed a question to me.


  “Princess Serafina, do you remember the prophecy?”


  “Huh?”


  The prophecy was the topic of conversation at the moment, so I wasn’t sure why he was asking about it. Mirach added some additional information to jog my memory.


  “You know, the one that you told us about when we were all discussing what the astrologers might say about the falling star.”


  Oh, he was referring to our chat in the castle garden the other day. Of course, I still remembered that.


  “Why yes! You’re talking about when I said that cake would fall from the sky, right?!”


  “That’s the one!” Mirach said brightly, loudly clapping his hands together.


  The sharp sound drew the attention of everyone in the café. Then, with a grin, he pointed up at the ceiling. Everyone looked up to see about three dozen colorful balloons pressed against the ceiling. Each one had a ribbon at the end that was tied to a small basket. I stared, wondering what could be inside, when the balloons—along with their attached baskets—began to drift gently downward.


  “What?” I gasped, my eyes opening wide in astonishment.


  “Mirach can use wind magic,” Sirius whispered to me under his breath.


  “Oh, right.” Actually, that was my first time hearing about it.


  It felt just like a dream. Red, blue, and green balloons softly and slowly floated down all around us. I couldn’t stop staring—they were so pretty, I almost forgot to breathe.


  Just a little bit closer and I’ll be able to touch it, I thought, reaching out my hand as far as I could to grab one. But just at that moment, a new customer entered the café, and all the baskets swayed in the breeze caused by the open door.


  “Oh no! It’s going to spill!”


  I hastily tried to grab for the basket, but when Sirius muttered something under his breath, the rocking motion stopped in an instant.


  “Wow! You can use wind magic, Eciv Rednammoc!”


  Scheat looked completely dumbfounded. 


  Still, by all accounts, he should’ve known that Sirius was capable of wind magic. The thought that it wouldn’t be long until he put two and two together and realized who he was made my heart race.


  But neither Scheat nor Miaplacidus acted like they’d made any big revelations. In fact, they were just gazing at “Eciv Rednammoc” in awe.


  “Guess it helps that the members of the royal guard are so trusting,” Captain Adara murmured to herself like it was a good thing, but I was worried that perhaps my knights were too trusting.


  Nah, they’re all grown-ups. I don’t need to worry, right? I thought, trying to cast aside my doubts. I glanced up at the still descending baskets—only to see that they were filled with yummy-looking meat dishes!


  “Oh! It’s meat!” I cried out happily, reaching out for a basket and setting it on the table.


  Captain Adara grabbed another basket and placed it beside mine.


  “This one has cake in it.”


  Around the café, delighted exclamations from customers filled the air as they discovered the baskets that they reached for were full of either meat or cake.


  Amid all the revelry, Mirach suddenly called out in a loud voice, “Just the other day, a giant star fell from the sky. All of us wondered what it could possibly mean. Surely, it was a sign of some great catastrophe on the horizon, but what exactly would that be…? After much pondering, we reached a conclusion: It meant ‘Cakes and meat will fall from the sky!’”


  The customers, including myself, stared wide-eyed for a moment before bursting into cheers.


  “Wow, Mirach, my prophecy came true!” I stood up from my chair and beamed up at him in delight.


  “Yes, your prediction was spot-on!” Mirach agreed with a smile.


  Next, Fackt cheerfully announced, “Meat and cake have fallen from the sky before you! They’re here for your enjoyment, so please, help yourselves!”


  Once again, the café was filled with delighted cheers.


  I was so filled with happiness that all I could do was gaze at my knights, and they all met my gaze with big smiles.


  I was reminded of exactly what I’d said the other day.


  “I’ve thought of a major event that everyone would love! How about a great incident where it rains nothing but cakes? Ta-da! Everyone would be happy, wouldn’t they?”


  Then, I remembered what the knights said while they watched over me when I took a nap with Ludo.


  “Isn’t that just adorable what she came up with? I’d love to see the princess delighted at the sight of cake and meat falling from the sky.”


  My knights must have taken it upon themselves to fulfill my prophecy just to make me happy. My face turned bright red—I was overwhelmed with emotion as I realized what they’d done for me. Seeing that, Captain Adara quietly murmured, “All of your knights are simply wonderful, Your Highness.”


  “I know! They’re the best knights ever!”


  I couldn’t contain my joy, so I ran to Mirach and squeezed him tightly.


  “Thank you, Mirach! I’m so happy!”


  “I’m happy that you’re happy, Princess.”


  After Mirach said that to me with a kind smile, I ran to Scheat and squeezed him tightly as well.


  “Thanks, Scheat!”


  After I’d gone around the café hugging every single knight who was there, I heard Scheat and Miaplacidus chatting behind me.


  “I’m so happy the princess enjoyed herself! And I’m even happier the vice-commander wasn’t here! If he was, blood would’ve rained down from the sky.”


  “Haha, you’re right about that! Vice-Commander Sirius is so possessive, he makes the green-eyed monster look like a cute little puppy!” 


  “Did you hear about what happened not too long ago…”


  Captain Adara started coughing, almost as if she were trying to block the knights’ conversation from reaching us, but they were speaking so loudly that the sound didn’t drown out a single word.


  Since I had been able to hear everything, there was no doubt that Sirius had heard it all as well.


  At first, I was very concerned about what might happen to the knights after this, but Sirius technically wasn’t supposed to be here today, and it was easy to see that the knights were just joking around. I decided to cast my worries aside. Surely he’d let it go, right?


   


  ***


   


  “Yum! This meat is so good, isn’t it?!” I exclaimed as I bit into the meat that had fallen from the sky while at the same time sneaking a glance at Sirius to try and determine what kind of mood he was in. 


  The reason I had been okay with Sirius accompanying me to the café in the first place was because I wanted him to see the full extent of the knights’ efforts. Not only were they doing their regular duties during the day, but they were also managing the café at night. I wanted Sirius to understand just how hard they were working and praise them accordingly. I also secretly hoped that Sirius, who also worked incredibly hard, would finally get a chance to relax and enjoy himself at the café the knights were so proud of. It seemed like the latter had been achieved by eating the meat and cake that fell from the sky, and so as long as Sirius praised the knights, my mission would be a success.


  As I was lost in thought, I suddenly noticed that the knights had disappeared from the café floor. Puzzled, I looked around, only to find them standing stiffly at attention in a straight line behind the counter.


  “Hm?” I mused out loud. “What are the knights doing over there?”


  All the other customers seemed to know exactly what was up because they started clapping excitedly. Hearing the rhythmic clapping of their hands, I leaned forward in my seat, excitement bubbling up inside me as I wondered what was about to unfold.


  “What’s going on?” I asked, gazing at the knights as my curiosity reached a breaking point. Just then, they all raised both hands and lowered one finger at a time as they began to count down.


  “Ten, nine, eight, seven…”


  I looked toward the window and noticed it was pitch black outside. Maybe this was their way of announcing that the café was going to close?


  Still, this sure is an energetic closing-time countdown. How very knightly of them! But my thoughts were interrupted as they all chorused “Zero!” in union. Just when I figured it was time to head home for the night, something completely unexpected happened.


  The back of the counter where the knights were lined up was just a solid wall—or so I thought. But the moment their enthusiastic countdown reached zero, I was astonished to see the wall began to tilt backward and slowly fall away.


  “What?!”


  I watched in wonder as the wall continued to tilt until it fell completely back with a loud thud. In its place was a sweeping view of the giant pool.


  “Whaaat?!”


  The pool was sparkling brightly in the dark. It seemed that the same kind of glass used for the outer walls of the Knight’s Café had also been installed around the pool, and when the lights were turned on, it began to shine as well.


  I was already taken aback by the sight, but when I turned my gaze back to the knights, somehow, they were all suddenly topless.


  “Whaaaaat?!”


  I was so shocked I didn’t know how to react, but when I looked at Scheat, he was wearing a colorful flower lei around his neck and proudly holding up a glass. Behind him, the other knights were dressed the same way, each one raising a glass in a similar manner. 


  “Are you ready, ladies?! It’s Knight Bar time!”


  “Let’s get the Knight started!” all the female guests chorused raucously.


  I felt a bit faint, almost as if I’d stepped into a world I probably shouldn’t have. Just then, I felt myself steadied by a firm grip on my back. When I turned around, there was Sirius, his brow furrowed deeper than I’d ever seen.


  Uh-oh. I was really worried for the knights’ now.
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  An Excursion for Serafina
(Advanced Level: The Frenzied Knight Bar)


   


  HUH? WHAT’S ALL THIS?


  I blinked in confusion at the scene that had unfolded before my eyes. Everything had changed in an instant—almost like magic—so I needed some time to grasp what was going on.


  I thought I was supposed to be at the Knight Café, a simple café operated by the knights.


  “Adara, Mirfak, we’re at the Knight Café now, aren’t we?” 


  I thought it was a straightforward question, but neither of them answered me.


  “Adara? Mirfak?” I called out to them once more, and this time, it was Captain Adara who hesitatingly replied.


  “Up until now we’ve been at the Knight Café, yes. But this is the Frenzied Knight Bar.”


  “The Frenzied Knight Bar…?” There was something quite ominous about that name.


  “So, what you’re saying is, once the countdown reached zero, the atmosphere of the café changed a little?”


  I tried to use the most benign wording I could think of, which prompted a deep nod from Captain Adara.


  “I believe that’s the most refined way of putting it, yes.” 


  “The Frenzied Knight Bar only started this year. They’ve set things up so that there are two sides to this establishment—the Knight Café and the Frenzied Knight Bar,” Mirfak casually chimed in.


  The additional information caused Sirius to tightly clench his jaw.


  “Why those little…”


  Oh no, Sirius was really fired up now.


  For all their quirks, my knights were still reasonable people for the most part, so I didn’t think they’d do anything too outrageous. 


  But Sirius was absolutely furious. I got the impression he was thinking about what bad things they might do and getting mad in advance. I hoped he’d have a chance to see for himself that the knights weren’t actually as wild as he was imagining, but I wondered if that opportunity would ever come.


  I was still thinking about how to handle things when his chair scraped across the ground loudly as he rose to his feet.


  “Serafina, we’re going home!”


  “Um, actually, I’d like to stay a little longer.”


  “What?! You want to remain in place that used the word frenzied in its name?”


  “To be honest, I don’t really understand what that word means.”


  “It signifies irrational behavior.”


  Ah, so it was a bad meaning, just as I’d feared.


  “But, um, you see… Oh! I’m still hungry! Yeah, I’m starving. And I’ve still got plenty of dinner left. I don’t want to let any food go to waste.”


  Sirius didn’t say anything, but it seemed that I’d said something agreeable enough that, after a few moments of thought, he settled back into his seat with almost as loud a noise as when he got up.


  I got the impression that although he wanted us to leave right away, he was willing to wait until I finished my food. I was safe for the moment, but I knew I was on borrowed time. Still, I wanted Sirius to see for himself that the knights weren’t up to anything absurd while I was finishing my dinner.


  It’ll be fine, I told myself. I’m sure my knights will behave in such a way that Sirius finds acceptable.


  With my hopes high, I gazed at the knights who seemed to be happily mixing drinks. They were rhythmically shaking their alcoholic concoctions in a silver flask-like container. Oh dear, why couldn’t they shake more quietly? There was no need to spin around, and there was certainly no need for that exaggerated up-and-down motion they were making.


  I internally sighed. Sirius’s expression was getting more terrifying by the minute.


  “Serafina, are you still not full yet?”


  “N-not yet, I’m about two-thirds of the way there.”


  Actually, I was plenty full, but I was sure Sirius would force me to leave if I told him that, so I had to insist that I wanted to eat more.


  Captain Adara seemed aware of how I felt, because she tried to distract Sirius by suggesting that he try a drink.


  “They don’t serve alcohol at the café, but they do during bar time. The fruit cocktails are especially popular. Would you like to try one?”


  “And what might be in that?”


  Hm, I couldn’t recall seeing Sirius ever try any sweet alcoholic drinks. It would’ve been better if I ordered one, but children couldn’t drink alcoholic beverages, so I wasn’t sure what to do.


  I was still unsure how to proceed, when luckily, the customers at the table next to us called over to Scheat.


  “Sir Knight, I’d like a cocktail with pineapple in it!”


  “Your wish is my command, my lady!” Scheat replied cheerfully as he removed the lei that had been hanging around his neck. I wasn’t sure why he did that, but I was sure the reason wasn’t good. I watched wordlessly as he took off his apron and pants to reveal some knee-length swim trunks. When I saw that, my bad feeling only intensified.


  In an instant, Scheat ran toward the pool and dove in with excellent form. 


  “Huh?!” I exclaimed, but I was drowned out by a loud splash as he began effortlessly gliding down the length of the pool.


  Meanwhile, all the other guests were rhythmically clapping and cheering, so it seemed like it wasn’t unusual for the knights to go for a swim. Maybe it was something they often did.


  Scheat swam to the middle of the pool, where he grabbed hold of two floating objects—one in each hand. Then, he flipped around and skillfully swam back using only his legs. The customers burst into laughter at how comical he looked.


  Scheat climbed out of the pool with a dramatic splash and tossed what he had been holding to the knights at the counter.


  “Canopus, Miaplacidus, here you go!”


  Canopus caught a pineapple with green leaves while Miaplacidus grabbed a green-skinned coconut. As I watched on curiously, they washed the fruits and then, with gloved hands, held them above their heads. The guests burst into loud applause as Canopus lowered the pineapple to chest level and twisted it clean in half with both hands. Right beside him, Miaplacidus crushed a coconut between his hands with a loud crunch.


  “What?!”


  Pineapples and coconuts were both superhard fruits. I couldn’t believe that anyone could twist them up or crush them with their bare hands. I was still watching in astonishment as, from opposite sides of the counter, they poured juice from their respective fruits into the same silver container.


  Fackt picked it up, and after a few rhythmic shakes, poured it into a glass. With that, the sparkling yellow drink was completed. Fackt brought it to the table and placed it down with an exaggeratedly polite bow.


  “Here is your piña colada, a cocktail with coconut and pineapple.”


  The excitement in the shop reached fever pitch, with customers clapping and cheering “Sir Knights!” at the top of their lungs.


  The lady who had ordered the drink happily declared that it was “sublime.”


  Seeing that, I was struck with sudden clarity, as if I’d just stepped out of a haze. Everyone at the bar, except for those at our table, was beaming with smiles. It was then that I realized the knights were doing an amazing job.


  Of course, slaying monsters and protecting the citizens from external threats was undoubtedly important, but it suddenly hit me that bringing joy to others was just as valuable. I was admiring the knights when Sirius asked me a question in a puzzled tone.


  “Is everything all right, Serafina?”


  “Yup! I was just thinking how wonderful the knights are! Look around! This bar is packed with customers, and all of them have huge smiles. Aren’t the knights doing a wonderful job making people happy?”


  Sirius grew silent. Since he was also a knight, he was likely thinking that a knight’s true purpose was to fight. It might be hard for Sirius to appreciate the knights showing off their bodies to entertain guests, but they were really doing a fantastic job. I just hoped that he could understand why.


  But Sirius simply looked troubled.


  Still, he didn’t contradict anything I said or criticize the knights’ behavior. He just appeared to be deep in thought. That was one of Sirius’s best qualities. Even when confronted with ideas that differed from his long-held beliefs, he never shot them down without consideration. Instead, he tried his best to understand.


  I didn’t want to interfere with that process, so I decided to leave him with his thoughts. Instead, I called out to my personal knight and ordered in the loudest voice I could:


  “Canopus, I want to drink orange juice made from an orange you retrieved!”


  At that, my super serious knight silently slipped off his lei, took off his apron and pants, and jumped straight into the pool without a second thought!


   


  ***


   


  “Oh no! How could I have overlooked something so important?!”


  I was hoping that Sirius would recognize just how hard the knights were working by seeing how delighted they’d made the guests. Just as I was getting my hopes up though, there was an unexpected turn of events, and I couldn’t help but let out a frustrated groan. I’d completely forgotten one of the knights’ most peculiar characteristics.


  However, my cheerful knights continued their conversation, completely oblivious to my reaction as I sat there, holding my head in frustration. Unable to resist taking a peek at the latest happenings, I glanced over nervously and saw Scheat looking up at Miaplacidus, his expression turning defiant as he issued a challenge.


  “Miaplacidus, if you want to do as you please, you’ll have to defeat me first!”


  After a long pause, Miaplacidus retorted with the same phrase.


  “You’ve got it all wrong! You’ll have to defeat me first!”


  The guests were all giving delighted cheers, but my face twitched uncomfortably. 


  This was really bad… I knew what they were referring to. It was the very same line that Sirius had said to Twinkle when we were at the theater.


  “How dare you speak such nonsense right in front of me! Before you even think about getting close to Serafina, you’ll have to defeat me first!”


  The knights had been with us that day, so that was certainly where they got it from. I was sure they were also fully aware that they were repeating Sirius’s line that they had heard that day. It looked like the knights’ mischievous sides got the better of them, and they decided it would be hilarious to copy what Sirius said.


  I’d completely forgotten about the knights’ tendency to take things too far. Why, oh why did this characteristic of theirs slip my mind?


  At the very least, I hoped that Sirius wouldn’t catch on. But as I sat there on pins and needles, one of the female customers shouted out gleefully.


  “How lovely! That’s the phrase that Vice-Commander Sirius, our national hero, used to propose at the theater! Tee-hee! Hearing that same line from the knights makes me feel like I’m right there, getting proposed to by the vice-commander himself!”


  “Right? It’s kind of moving to hear knights from the same brigade using the words their vice-commander once said. And lately, they’ve been finding all kinds of ways to work that phrase into things.” 


  Ugh, couldn’t they at least talk among themselves a little more quietly? Besides, they had it all wrong—Sirius never proposed to me. Thanks to the gossip, that misinformation spread in the blink of an eye. Honestly, it was getting to me.


  I was still racked with nerves when Scheat called out in a cheerful voice.


  “Well, of course! Our vice-commander is beyond comparison! People seem to think there’s real power in those words. In fact, I hear that phrase being used in all sorts of situations these days.”


  One of the women at the counter nodded her head in earnest agreement.


  “That’s exactly right! When my colleague was proposed to, her partner started off by saying, ‘You’ll have to defeat me first. In other words…’ Right from the opening line, my colleague knew that he was about to pop the question!”


  Miaplacidus chuckled in response. “How amusing! And did she say yes?”


  I didn’t think that was something he should be asking, but the woman nodded like it was the most obvious question in the world.


  “I knew it!” he exclaimed. “The vice-commander’s words really do have power behind them. That’s why we’ve been repeating them, in hopes of claiming a little bit of that strength for ourselves!”


  I didn’t even need to look at Sirius to know that dissatisfaction was written all over his face. I was honestly grateful for those dark glasses he was wearing—they were probably doing a great job of hiding exactly how sour he looked.


  Or maybe it would be better if the knights could see his face, because that might be the one thing that could make them pump the brakes.


  Ugh, I’d hoped that if he saw just how wonderful my knights were to the people, Sirius wouldn’t misunderstand them anymore. But much to my dismay, it felt like the gap between our perceptions was only growing wider.


  While it was wrong for the knights to goof off so much, it was also one of their greatest strengths. It was hard to stay mad at them, especially since enjoying work was the most important thing. On the other hand, I could understand why Sirius would feel uncomfortable seeing his cherished subordinates making light of him. At this point, I had no idea how to handle the situation.


  I let out a heavy sigh, feeling defeated, but then I caught a glimpse of Captain Adara and Vice-Captain Mirfak’s expressions—almost as if they were saying: You can do this! 


  That made me realize I shouldn’t be discouraged. So I started looking around the bar, wondering if there was anything around that could cheer Sirius up.


   


  ***


   


  “Why do you think fruit is floating in the pool, Sirius?”


  I was racking my brain to think of a way to improve Sirius’s mood, so when I saw all the fruits floating in the pool, I decided to ask him about them. If the fruits were placed on the counter, it would save them the trouble of jumping into the pool every time an order was placed.


  “I’m sure it’s only because they want to flaunt their muscles.” Sirius sounded entirely unamused.


  “Oh…”


  That wasn’t the answer I’d expected, but it was such a logical one that a quiet groan just slipped out.


  I was mentally kicking myself for asking that question in the first place when Captain Adara casually chimed in. “Also, keeping the fruit in the pool ensures that they’re nice and cold.” 


  “Oh, that’s right! Good work, knights! They’re so clever!”


  Now that I’d finally found something praiseworthy, I heaped it on as much as I could. Still, Sirius kept gazing out at the pool with a cold expression.


  “I wonder if that’s actually the case. Serafina, can you see the basket floating in the pool?”


  “Uh, yeah.”


  I looked over at the pool and saw about ten large baskets floating on the surface, each one even bigger than if I stretched out both my arms. Squinting to see what was inside, I realized they were all piled high with medicinal herbs.


  “Oh, that’s…”


  “Yes, they’re filled with weeds.”


  “Huh?”


  “After seeing you picking weeds in the castle gardens, I’m sure the knights got it into their heads that women enjoy admiring plants. With no other women around, they’ve taken you as their reference point. But children and adults have different tastes, and I can hardly call them clever if they’re using your preferences as the standard.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. I was mostly shocked that he’d called them weeds, especially when, even from a distance, it was obvious that they were medicinal herbs. I’d been delighted when Sirius recognized the ones I’d pointed out to him in my encyclopedia, but apparently that ability didn’t extend to all medicinal herbs. On the other hand, since the knights were with me every day, they should be able to tell the difference. I was sure that was why those baskets were loaded with medicinal herbs. Additionally, no one in their right mind would mistake a basket filled so haphazardly with herbs as something meant for decoration.


  I looked to Captain Adara and Vice-Captain Mirfak for support, but they both had pained expressions.


  “Unfortunately, I’d have to agree with the vice-commander’s take this time,” Adara said.


  “What? Really?”


  Caught off guard by what I’d just heard, I felt my own expression became pained.


  Just then, Scheat approached us and placed a basket on our table. “Princess, this bread is fresh out of the oven! It’s delicious!”


  “Oh, wonderful! Thanks so much.”


  I didn’t know why the knights had filled those baskets with medicinal herbs, but no one could deny that they were incredibly kind. There was only one issue—my stomach was at about 110 percent capacity by this point.


  Feeling troubled, I looked around for some respite, and my gaze fell on Scheat’s hand. He’d removed the black gloves he was wearing earlier, and I noticed that his hands were covered with wounds.


  “Scheat, what happened to your hands?!” I exclaimed, prompting Scheat to give them a casual glance.


  “We had a chef brought over from the knight’s canteen to handle most of the cooking, but sometimes I jump in to help if we’re short on hands. It wouldn’t be an issue if I could remember the correct order to do things in, but I’ve never cooked before, so I tend to get injured because I’m not quite used to it.”


  “So you cut yourself and get splashed with oil?”


  I could see that he had small cuts and burns, and Scheat nodded in affirmation.


  “Yup, exactly. But wounds like this are nothing!”


  I didn’t agree. It was small cuts that tended to have lasting pain. I was about to cast healing magic on him, but I stopped myself, thinking that he would probably reinjure himself soon anyway.


  I wondered if there was a more efficient way to treat the knights’ injuries since they seemed to get hurt so often. But my thoughts were interrupted by a loud thud, and when I turned around, I saw one of the female customers had collapsed on the ground.


  “What?!”


  I was still processing what had just transpired when Canopus quickly ran to the woman and checked her breathing. Another woman who’d been sitting next to her frantically called out to Canopus.


  “She’s been feeling under the weather for a while now! But since we managed to get reservations for the Knight’s Café today, she insisted on coming, even if it meant overexerting herself.”


  “Got it. Now it’s the saints’ time to shine. I’ll take over from here,” Captain Adara jumped in.


  She was at Canopus’s side before I even knew it.


  Phew. Having the captain of the Saint Knight Brigade here was a very lucky coincidence. I was sure the woman would be fine under the care of the best saint in the country.


  Just as I was breathing a sigh of relief, there was a loud crash of falling glass. When I turned to look, I saw that a woman had passed out on top of one of the tables. Her complexion looked very poor, so I began to worry if she was okay.


  Fackt immediately rushed over, and the woman’s companion started to explain.


  “I think she drank too much, too quickly! She kept ordering so that she could see her favorite knight swimming and ended up going well above her limit!”


  “If it’s a case of alcohol poisoning, I’m used to handling it thanks to treating the knights. Leave it to me!” This time it was Vice-Captain Mirfak that appeared by Fackt’s side.


  Since she was the vice-captain of the Saint Knight Brigade, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say she was the second-best saint in the country. If Mirfak was handling this woman’s treatment, she should be fine.


  I was still surprised that so many unexpected things had happened at the Knight Bar, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it, because just then, a scream came from somewhere near the counter.


  Now what? I thought, looking over in that direction. But this time, all the ladies who’d been seated there were crouching on the floor. As I squinted, I could make out several bees flying above them. I was wondering what could be done to chase them off when Mirach raised his arm and used his wind magic to blow the bees far away.


  “Wow, Mirach!” I exclaimed. “I didn’t know you could use wind magic that way!”


  Mirach got those bees out of there in a jiffy, so one by one the ladies on the floor slowly began to rise to their feet. But suddenly, one of them quietly moaned, “I got stung,” prompting Mirach to examine her injury with a shocked look.


  The wound was red and swollen, but the woman softly smiled and told Mirach it was nothing to worry about.


  “I can heal a bee sting myself, no problem,” she said. 


  That’s right. I’d forgotten that about half the women in this country were saints. Even so, she looked so pale that it was hard for me to believe she’d be able to heal herself so easily.


  The woman continued to mumble softly.


  “This is the fifth time I’ve been stung by a bee. The last time I was stung, my throat felt like it was closing up so tightly that I could barely breathe. It’s getting harder to breathe again now… It feels just like it did back then.”


  Her complexion continued to look worse the longer she talked, and there was a faint wheezing noise coming from her throat. I’d heard before that some people showed severe symptoms after being stung by a bee, and perhaps this woman was one of them.


  I jumped up to go and heal her, but Sirius grabbed me by the arm.


  “Serafina, Adara and Mirfak should have this wrapped up in just a few moments.”


  Seeing the concern written all over Sirius’s face, I couldn’t help but feel a bit guilty. I was making him worry again. He had told me before that he was afraid people would start demanding too much of me once they realized I was an exceptional saint, and I could tell that that was his main concern at this moment.


  Even though I didn’t want to trouble Sirius any further, I was still a saint. And right in front of me was someone who needed help. I couldn’t turn a blind eye to that.


  I looked up at him and tried to explain my thoughts in a way that he’d understand.


  “I really appreciate your concern, Sirius. But that woman might take a turn for the worse while she’s waiting for Captain Adara or Vice-Captain Mirfak. As a saint, I’m grateful for the opportunity to use my healing magic.”


   


  ***


   


  Saints could heal injuries and cure diseases, but only if they were still alive. It was fortunate that the patient right in front of me was in a condition where she could still receive healing magic. But since Sirius wasn’t a saint, I guess it was hard for him to understand how I felt.


  That was what was going through my mind while I tried to find the right words to express how I felt to him. Once I did, Sirius uttered a brief “I see,” and released his hand from my shoulder. When I looked up, a bit startled by his reaction, I could see that he was softly smiling.


  Phew, what a relief.


  Since Sirius was the vice-commander of the entire brigade, he was responsible for many knights. I was sure there were times when he also wanted to protect and preserve the lives of his subordinates. Even if we held different roles, maybe he’d finally understood what I was trying to say because he’d been in the same position before.


  “Thanks for understanding, Sirius!” I beamed.


  He gave me a knowing nod in return but still rose from his seat and trailed after me. I guess deep down, he was still pretty concerned about me.


  I quickly approached the woman who’d been stung by a bee with a disguised, yet obviously extraordinary, Sirius by my side. She was already fading in and out of consciousness, and her companion was too distraught to cast magic on her. Looked like it was going to be up to me.


  Raising my hand, I called out: “Heal!”


  I released my magic as I spoke, and in the blink of an eye, the woman’s complexion and breathing had returned to normal.


  The woman’s eyes soon opened, and she stood up in surprise. She then proceeded to feel all over her body as if to make sure nothing was wrong.


  “What in the world?!” she exclaimed. “I feel so much better! I had healing magic cast on me last time I was stung, but it didn’t make this dramatic of a difference.” She looked down at me curiously. “I can’t believe it. A girl this young can skillfully wield magic, even without having to rely on the aid of a spirit?”


  “Uh, umm…”


  I was getting flustered and unsure of how to respond when the woman gave me a deep bow.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frazzle you. But please, let me thank you. You saved my life, young lady. I’m just amazed a girl as young as you could wield such proficient healing magic. The two women you came with also seem incredibly capable, so perhaps you’re a relative of theirs, or maybe an apprentice?”


  “Uh, yeah… Something like that,” I stammered.


  I wasn’t related to Captain Adara or Vice-Captain Mirfak, nor was I their apprentice, but agreeing seemed to be the best course of action, so I nodded my head.


  After making sure the woman had safely taken her seat, I walked over to Scheat, who had been watching me with concern from behind the counter. So many incidents had happened one after another that I started wondering if this kind of commotion was normal at the Knight Bar.


  “Scheat, is it always like this here? You know, all these issues popping up all at the same time?”


  I figured he was going to say something like “No, of course not!” But instead, he cheerfully nodded and pointed at Miaplacidus.


  “Yup, this is pretty much normal! This guy just seems to attract trouble wherever he goes. We seem to have the most problems on days when Miaplacidus is working!”


  Was that actually possible? I wondered, my eyes widening in surprise. Seeing my reaction, Miaplacidus frantically cried out.


  “Those are false accusations! I’m not the one who attracts trouble—it’s Canopus!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not me; Fackt is the problem!”


  Miaplacidus had pushed the blame onto Canopus, but my personal knight sharply retorted from where he’d been kneeling beside the woman who’d collapsed to the ground.


  When Canopus passed the buck along to Fackt, he responded by calmly pushing up his glasses. 


  “That’s absolutely not the case. According to my calculations, most of the issues occur on days when Mirach is working.”


  Mirach scowled at Fackt from behind the counter before quickly spinning around and pointing at Scheat.


  “You know that’s not the case! No matter how you slice it, the root of the problem is Scheat!”


  I watched in disbelief as one singled out knight shifted the blame to another. The cycle continued until it came right back to Scheat, the original instigator. It seemed like this blame game would continue indefinitely.


  Still, if I was hearing things correctly, it seemed incidents like these were an everyday occurrence. The issues that had popped up today were resolved thanks to the saints’ healing magic, but it probably would’ve been difficult for the knights to handle them on their own. In other words, without a capable saint around at all times, the knights would definitely be in trouble.


  That thought reminded me of the baskets filled with medicinal herbs the knights had floating in the pool. Maybe that was why they were there—just in case no saints were available.


  “Oh! I have a great idea!” 


  Boom! It felt like a lightning bolt had struck me. A flash of genius hit me so suddenly that I couldn’t help but shout. Feeling a sudden urge to act, I spun around and ran toward the pool. Remembering how the knights had dived in earlier, I leaped straight into the water.


  Splash!


  But I ended up wincing in pain as I did a belly flop instead.


  Ouch, that really hurt!


  My eyes stung with tears, but I had an even bigger problem as I began to sink into the depths of the water. I’d remembered a moment too late that I didn’t know how to swim.


  Yup, since my eyes had been sealed until just recently, I hadn’t gotten to do many physical activities.


  When we went to the west coast, I held on to Sirius the whole time we were in the water. I’d never taken any swimming lessons, so I couldn’t even float.


  Uh-oh, this was a real pickle. Not to mention this pool sure was deep.


  “Serafina!”


  I heard Sirius frantically calling out to me as I began to sink into the water with bubbles all around me.


  Without a moment of hesitation, he ripped off the cloth that had been wrapped around his head before discarding the robes he’d been wearing and tossing away the dark glasses. From underneath his exotic costume appeared Sirius Ulysses, vice-commander of the Horned Beast Knights, wearing only half-length pants.


  As soon as he made his half-dressed appearance, a scream so loud that it reverberated throughout the royal capital rang out.


  “Kyaaaah!”


  At first it was the high-pitched squeal of women, but almost simultaneously it was bolstered by a deeper shout.


  “Gaaaaah!”


  The knights were shrieking as well.


  Both parties were reacting to Sirius’s sudden appearance, but while the women cheering in delight, the knights sounded more like they were screaming in terror.


  I was sympathizing with my knights when, suddenly, I noticed someone dive into the pool and yank me out of the water with a splash.


  It was Sirius.


  “Serafina, why did you jump into the pool?!” he demanded in a much more serious tone than usual, as if this was a really important question.


  I forgot I couldn’t swim.


  If I answered honestly, I had no doubt he’d be furious. 


  I gave Sirius a vague smile as I racked my brain for a way to dodge his interrogation. 


   


  ***


   


  “Serafina?”


  I couldn’t keep quiet forever, so I quickly pointed at the baskets, desperate to change the subject.


  “I was thinking of turning over those baskets and dumping the medicinal herbs into the pool.”


  “Medicinal herbs? You mean those weeds?”


  “You’re a knight, Sirius, so they may look like weeds to you, but to a saint like me, they’re medicinal herbs.”


  “I see, now I understand what you were trying to do. I just wish you’d said something before diving straight into the pool. The possibility of anything happening to you while I’m here is zero, but it still chills me to the bone.”


  I couldn’t help but lower my head in acknowledgment of his sound opinion.


  “Still, I had to reveal my identity in order to help you. You were concerned that if the knights noticed me, they’d feel intimidated and be unable to act normally. But don’t you think it might actually be better for their dignity if they refrained from being so ridiculous?”


  “What’s dignity? I don’t think I know that word.”


  When I answered honestly, Sirius gave an amused smirk.


  I turned toward him and confidently continued, “But the knights and their customers were having fun, so I think what they were doing was right!”


  Sirius chuckled mirthfully. “I see. Is that right? If you, the princess that the royal guard protects, say so, I suppose we can be fine with that.”


  He began to swim, still holding me in his arms. Sirius made his way into the middle of the pool and started to turn over all the baskets that were filled with medicinal herbs. I was initially happy he was going along with my request, but then the knights suddenly cried out in utter despair.


  “Scheat, look! The vice-commander is burning with rage thanks to your frivolous behavior!”


  “What are you talking about?! You’re the one who was being frivolous! That kind of shallow behavior is totally unworthy of the royal guard! And now, thanks to you, all the ornamental plants we carefully arranged are being angrily tossed into the water!”


  “What a waste! And after we gathered all those nice-looking weeds.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Apparently, the knights really did think those medicinal herbs were just weeds. They actually assumed that women would enjoy seeing baskets piled high with them. Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen one customer gaze over at the medicinal herbs in the baskets and remark that they were lovely.


  As I was getting over the shock of hearing that, Sirius continued to overturn all the baskets until he finally grabbed the last one. I reached out to help him push it over, and the herbs all fell into the water, gently sinking down into the depths.


  “Sirius, where is the water in this pool coming from?” I asked, prompting Sirius to look thoughtful.


  “It’s probably being diverted from the Eira River, the closest river to here.”


  The Eira River was one of several water sources in the royal capital and provided reliable drinking water to people living in the area. The locals were likely quite used to this water, so they’d probably be fine with what I was about to do next.


  I gave a little smile, and while still being supported by Sirius, gently submerged myself into the water as I softly murmured an incantation.


  “Water of restoration, channel the strength of these healing leaves, amplify their magic, and envelop all with their blessings.”


  Once I finished my spell, I took both of my hands out of the water and grabbed onto Sirius. He looked like he wanted to say something, but when he realized that I was focused on the water, he followed my gaze.


  As we looked at the pool, we could see a glittering light starting to rise from the bottom. The medicinal herbs seemed to dissolve, turning the water into a translucent shade of green.


  “Ooh, how pretty. What a refreshing color.”


  I watched in awe as the pool water turned into a healing potion, but for some reason, I suddenly heard the knights’ panic-filled voices.


  “Uh-oh, this is really bad! It’s not just the vice-commander; the princess is furious as well!”


  “You’re right! Our usually benevolent princess joined forces with the vice-commander in destroying all our decorative plants and turned our prized pool into a murky mess!”


  “Why is the princess so upset? What did we do wrong?!”


  Hearing how silly the knights’ assumptions were, I couldn’t help but feel a bit annoyed. Seriously? If I were mad, it would only be for one reason: After all the time they’d spent with me, they still couldn’t tell the difference between medicinal herbs and weeds!


  But Sirius’s troubled voice interrupted my thoughts.


  “Serafina, this water is…”


  But instead of finishing his sentence, something seemed to dawn on him, and he gave an amused laugh instead.


  “Ha ha ha! Are you serious, Serafina?!”


  “Huh? About what?” I looked at him, slightly cocking my head to the side.


  Sirius stuck his left arm in front of me.


  “I injured my arm while I was training with my sword, but now it’s perfectly healed.”


  I guess Sirius had answered his own question. He didn’t wait for me to respond, instead staring at the pool with wide eyes.


  “Serafina, you really have the most unorthodox ideas! You changed this entire pool into a healing potion? Ha ha, your thinking is on a completely different scale!”


  Sirius was in complete astonishment as he shook his head, though I felt a little glum. I thought I’d had a flash of genius, but maybe that wasn’t the case.


  “Was it a bad idea, Sirius?” I asked.


  “A bad idea?! Quite the opposite—it’s the absolute best!” Sirius exclaimed, climbing right out of the pool with me still in his arms.


  He turned his gaze to the knights and sharply uttered, “All of you, take laps in the pool right now!”


  “Yes, sir, Vice-Commander! How many laps should we take?”


  Despite the sudden order, the knights quickly snapped to attention and asked their question in perfect unison. I’d thought Sirius wouldn’t be too strict because this wasn’t the training grounds, but he looked so serious and sounded almost demon-like as he barked at them.


  “The knight who’s the fastest each lap may leave. Everyone else must continue swimming!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Now that they understood the rules, the knights had no further questions and they all jumped straight into the pool, frantically beginning to swim to the other side.


  I watched on in excitement, wondering who would come in first place, but my personal knight, Canopus, was by far the fastest. Well, that made sense. Canopus was from Sutherland, the continent to the south, and had webbing between his fingers. I was still in amazement at how fast one person could be when he returned and grabbed the wall right in front of me.


  Sirius, who’d been watching as well, called out, “Canopus, you’re done.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  At that moment, all the knights except for Canopus let out frustrated groans from within the pool, but not a single one of them stopped swimming. Instead, they all made a clean turn and began swimming back toward the other side.


  After a heated battle, it was Miaplacidus who came out on top next. The competition continued as Scheat, Fackt, and Mirach each finally won, but by then, everyone was so tired that they collapsed the second they got out of the pool.


  Seeing how displeased Sirius seemed by their exhaustion, Canopus and Miaplacidus called out anxiously, “Everyone, stand up right now!”


  “It’s your choice! Would you rather enjoy the fleeting comfort of collapsing here or survive the vice-commander’s brutal training that will start tomorrow? Make it quick! Because from the look on his face, he’s already decided your stamina’s not up to par!”


  After the two of them shouted that, all the knights rose from the ground and stood in a straight line.


  “How do you all feel?” Sirius inquired.


  “H-how do I feel? After such intense exercise, obviously I feel… Huh? That’s strange. I may be out of breath, but my body feels so light!” Scheat responded with a puzzled look.


  Fackt glanced at both of his hands before also gasping, “My wounds… I had minor injuries on both hands, but they’re healed now!”


  “Are you out of your mind, Fackt? All you did was take a dip in the pool. There’s no way your wounds would… Wait, you’re right! Mine are all healed up too!” Mirach had been wary of Fackt’s claims until he also exclaimed in surprise after glancing at his own hands.


  Miaplacidus, on the other hand, delightedly stroked his right ear. “My ruptured eardrum is back to normal! Wow, this is the first time I’ve heard normally in forever. Ha ha ha! Go on, Fackt, lemme hear ya say something!”


  “Miaplacidus! If you have time to work at the Knight Bar, go get treated by a saint first!”


  It wasn’t just Fackt, but all the knights scolded Miaplacidus in unison.


  They were right. A ruptured eardrum would obviously lead to discomfort and immediately seeking treatment from a saint would be the right course of action. Staffing the Knight Bar was done on a voluntary basis, so there was no reason to keep working there if one was injured.


  “Okay, but seriously—why did we all get healed out of nowhere?” Mirach asked, visibly confused.


  At that, the rest of the knights started to offer their own creative opinions on the matter.


  “I have no clue… No, wait. I know! I’m young, so my regenerative ability must be on par with a dragon’s!”


  “No way! This goes way beyond normal self-healing! I bet it’s a reward for how much self-restraint I’ve been showing lately! It’s all thanks to how unbelievably well-behaved I am every single day!”


  “You’re just bragging about that because women won’t give you a lick of attention!”


  The knights were bantering back and forth for a while when Canopus’s eyes suddenly shot open. He turned to look at me and then asked in a voice that almost quivered, “Princess Serafina, may I ask you an outlandish question?”


  “Of course! For you, Canopus, I’ll even reveal what time I go to bed!” I answered mirthfully, but Canopus calmly shook his head.


  “No, that won’t be necessary.”


  Aww, boo. That was some supersecret personal information I was willing to share, but Canopus, who was usually willing to go along with anything I threw at him, had turned me down.


  Not paying any mind to how dejected I looked, Canopus asked, “Would it be possible…to turn this entire pool into a healing potion?”


  That was my personal knight for you. Nothing got past Canopus!


  He’d hit the nail on the head with that question and even predicted what I’d done. Grinning with excitement, I spread my arms wide like I was making a big reveal and pointed at the pool.


  “Bingo! All the water in the pool is now a healing potion!”


   


  ***


   


  “What?!”


  “N-no way.”


  “All the pool is now filled with healing potion? That makes no sense!”


  I expected the knights to be overjoyed that the pool, once filled with ordinary water, was now a giant healing potion, but instead, they all looked terrified.


  Huh? Did I do something wrong? I wondered.


  “Should I not have done that?” I asked, puzzled.


  The knights froze for a moment, startled by my befuddlement, but then they shook their heads vigorously.


  “No! We’re grateful, of course!”


  “To be honest, we hurt ourselves in the kitchen every single day! The idea that a quick swim after work could heal everything is like something out of a dream!”


  Hearing that made me feel a lot better, so I let out the breath I’d been holding in.


  “I’m glad you like it! I figured that there were a lot of times this place could use a saint, especially because you’re always hurting your hands when doing new tasks you’re not used to, so I wanted to make a ton of healing potion. I hope it’ll help.”


  Surprisingly, the knights looked almost troubled, like they were struggling to believe what they’d heard was real.


  “I-Is that so? Then, creating this miraculous healing potion pool was your intention from the start, Princess?”


  “I-I understand wanting to make healing potions for us, but how did that lead to transmuting all the water in the pool?”


  The knights still look confused until Mirach boldly declared, “It’s because she can! Even if it sounds like something out of a fairy tale, our princess can make anything she wishes come true. There’s no limit to her imagination!”


  His words seemed to ring true to the rest of them because they all chimed as one, “Right! It’s because she can!”


  Looking defeated, the knights raised their hands to cover their faces and began to squirm uncontrollably. 


  “Our princess is beyond incredible!”


  “And to think she’d use that incredible power for our benefit—it’s beyond amazing!”


  “I’m so happy I became a member of the Royal Red Shield!”


  After that, they lowered their hands and gazed at me as if they’d finally accepted the situation.


  “Understood, Princess! You’re beyond our comprehension, so of course your ideas would be just as out of the box!”


  “It’d be one thing if it was limited to only magic, but apparently you can produce massive quantities of healing potion as well!”


  The knights were all smiling expectantly now. But when I nodded to indicate that what they were saying was correct, those smiles turned into wry laughter.


  I didn’t understand why they were laughing, but Sirius cut in before I had a chance to ask.


  “Though we understand what Serafina’s intentions were, there’s still one problem. It’s fine for the knights to use the pool to heal their injuries, but you can’t serve that same water to the customers.”


  “What?!”


  “Why not?”


  “We’re totally cool with it!”


  Before I could give a response, the female customers all started to voice opinions to the contrary. But Sirius paid them no mind and continued with his explanation.


  “You can’t let the guests drink the water that the knights have swum in. Even allowing them to use it to physically heal themselves would still be an issue. As such, healing potions for customers should be strictly separated from those used by the knights.”


  “No, no, no! That’s really noooot an issue for us!”


  “Those holy waters have even caressed the body of Lord Sirius! Even if it’s just to rub it on our skin, please allow us to use it!”


  The female customers were making a huge fuss, but Sirius didn’t respond to them. Instead, he issued an order to the knights.


  “Fill the largest cauldron in the kitchen with drinking water! Serafina will use that water to make healing potions that the customers can use.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The knights replied as cries of despair echoed from all the women.


  “Noooo…”


  “The holy water that gently caressed Lord Sirius…”


  “What a shame…”


  After that, all the ladies slumped over onto their tables as if they’d been completely drained. Watching them, I couldn’t help but marvel at the power of Sirius’s influence. While I wasn’t entirely sure what it was they wanted so badly, it was clear that Sirius was incredibly popular. I couldn’t help but feel extremely proud of him.


   


  ***


   


  Since I wouldn’t be able to visit the café the following day, I needed to transmute the water in the large cauldron into potion before I went home for the night.


  But right before I was about to, my stomach gurgled loudly. Seemed like I’d used up too much of my magic.


  “Sirius, I’m starving,” I moaned.


  But when I told Sirius how I was feeling, he looked almost amused.


  “Is that so?”


  It appeared that my magic and appetite were directly linked, so I always got hungry when I used a bunch up—but I could always replenish my magic by eating. In my current condition, there was no way I would be able to turn the water in the cauldron into a healing potion.


  Sirius and I headed back to our table, and though I could quickly grab the menu, I didn’t even have a chance to open it before we were surrounded by people, all eager to talk to us. 


  “Young lady, thank you so much for helping me earlier! Please allow me to treat you to something as a sign of my appreciation! Sir Knights, please serve Lord Sirius’s table four portions of your most expensive meat!”


  “Thank you so much for saving me when I collapsed! I had no idea you were the captain of the Saint Knight Brigade! Forgive my ignorance! I’d like to buy you some food as thanks. Sir Knights, please serve Lord Sirius’s table four portions of your most expensive fish!”


  “I’m beyond embarrassed that I drank too much. It’s thanks to you all that I was saved. Sir Knights, please serve Lord Sirius’s table four portions of your most expensive soups and salads!”


  The women quickly ordered food for us like it was nothing, but I couldn’t help feeling a bit uneasy. I was unsure if it was okay to accept such generosity from people we had just met.


  “Huh? Uh, but…”


  I’d just so happened to be here, and just so happened to use a little magic when needed. It didn’t seem worthy of being gifted an entire meal. But Captain Adara and Vice-Captain Mirfak had healed people too, so perhaps that warranted being treated to some food. While I sat dazed and unsure of how to respond properly, the ladies drew even closer with an intensity that left no room for argument.


  “If you truly wish to help us, please accept our offer!”


  “Yes, we’ll likely never meet again. Allow us to return the favor!”


  “I wasn’t raised to just take and not give back!”


  Overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of it all, I was at a loss for words, but the seemingly amused Captain Adara jumped in to make a suggestion.


  “If you want to make these ladies happy, how about accepting their offer?”


  “Huh?”


  “To be honest, the three of us are only benefiting indirectly. They requested four portions as a ruse, but their true target is Vice-Commander Sirius, and they’re desperately hoping he’ll take even just a single bite of the food they’ve ordered.”


  “But why?”


  That didn’t make any sense to me, but when I gave Captain Adara a questioning look, she just smiled and gave a small shrug.


  “Because it’s the most achievable hope that any fan of An Elegant Day in the Life of the Handsome Chief Duke could have.”


  “Oh, I got it!”


  I replied brightly, but the only thing I actually got was that I had no clue what she was saying. Still, the women were being so insistent, and Captain Adara made it seem like we should say yes, so I figured that was the proper course of action. In any case, if I was going to accept food, the proper thing to do was enjoy it. It was for that reason that I didn’t hesitate to devour everything the knights brought to the table.


  Of course, I made sure to throw in phrases like “Yummy!” and “This is delicious!” as I gobbled it down.


  Sirius stared at me, stunned. I expected it, though. I was eating at a far more rapid pace than I had been earlier in the evening. But his expression slowly shifted to amusement, and he even pushed his own plate in front of me.


  “It doesn’t seem like your portion will be enough to satiate you, Serafina. At this rate, you’re going to be as tall as me by sunrise.”


  Even though I didn’t think that was possible, I still pushed the plate back toward Sirius.


  “If you don’t want me to grow even bigger than you, you should eat your own food, Sirius.”


  Thinking back, Captain Adara had said, “their true target is Vice-Commander Sirius, and they’re desperately hoping he’ll take even just a single bite of the food they’ve ordered.” 


  If I ended up eating all the food that was meant for him, those ladies were sure to be disappointed. Besides, Sirius had been swimming around in the pool as well. Surely he was a little hungry himself.


  Sirius chuckled happily as I stared him down.


  “Ha ha. You’re right. I wouldn’t want you overtaking me.”


  With that, he grabbed a large piece of meat and took a big bite out of it.


  As soon as all the ladies saw that, they began to ooh and ahh in delight.


  “Oh my! He’s eating the meat I bought! Lord Sirius is so dreamy! How can the mere sight of someone eating meat be so exquisite?”


  “Yes, when I look at him like this, it’s clear he truly has royal blood. Every gesture, nay, every movement, is so incredibly elegant.”


  “I’m so mad at myself. I didn’t realize it was Lord Sirius because he was wrapped in that strange white cloth. I want those precious minutes back!”


  “Hold on! That was no strange white cloth, that’s part of my precious outfit collection!” Vice-Captain Mirfak protested when one of the women commented on Sirius’s outfit, but Captain Adara talked her down.


  “Mirfak, not everyone likes the same things you do. Besides, if other women gathered clothes like that as well, it would make it that much harder for you to obtain the collection you have today. It’s precisely because everyone has different tastes that everything works out so well.”


  “I…suppose that’s true.”


  Vice-Captain Mirfak mumbled reluctantly, although she seemed truly satisfied with that explanation. I was really impressed by how well Captain Adara managed to handle her.


  Once the four of us finished eating, we stood up from the table. When we thanked all the women who’d bought our food, the entire shop burst into applause.


  “No, thank you!” 


  “We were all saved thanks to you!”


  “I was able to have the best night ever! Tonight is a memory I’ll cherish for the rest of my life!”


  When I followed their line of sight, every last one of them was dreamily gazing at Sirius. I was a little surprised to see that he was the one who’d made their night so enjoyable. If that were the case, Sirius would probably be the perfect waiter for this café. I was about to suggest as much, but Captain Adara quickly stopped me.


  “Princess Serafina, I’d ask that you just keep those words in your heart.”


  Yeah, if having Sirius as a customer made the knights this nervous, having to work alongside him would probably keep them on edge the entire time. She was probably right—that was probably a thought I should keep to myself.


   


  ***


   


  Once all the ladies had gone home, I went to the kitchen and transmuted the water in the cauldron into healing potion.


  The knights thanked me with such sincere expressions that I couldn’t help but feel a sense of doubt stirring within me.


  The knights were always getting up to some sort of mischief, so it didn’t surprise me that they’d opened the “Frenzied Knight Bar.” But for some reason, it didn’t feel like they were doing it just for fun. 


  I decided I might as well go ahead and ask them for the origin story.


  “Why did you decide to open the Knight Bar?”


  At first, the knights exchanged glances, as if they were unsure how forthcoming they should be.


  Then, Scheat spoke up for the group.


  “We heard that His Majesty reprimanded you for spending so much time with us. You’d been neglecting the elegant and refined life befitting your status as a royal.”


  “Huh?”


  My eyes widened in surprised. I definitely hadn’t expected him to say that.


  Still, Father had said something to that extent…


  “Since Serafina is only spending time around knights, it’s true that her understanding of high-society life is very limited.”


  But how on earth had that conversation reached the knights?


  I was wondering where that information could’ve leaked from when Miaplacidus gave me a straight answer.


  “His Majesty directly voiced his displeasure to us.”


  Oh, Father… What could he have been thinking?!


  I felt so bad that he’d made the knights worry about something that was outside the scope of their duties. Seeing my sheepish look, Mirach quickly picked up where Miaplacidus left off.


  “Please don’t make that face, Your Highness. It’s on us for not picking up on that. But we saw the error of our ways after His Majesty spoke with us! That’s why we all decided that we’d try to make every day you spend with us as elegant and refined as possible.”


  “We were trying to figure out where to start when we realized there’s not a single female member of the royal guard!”


  “Oh?”


  Actually, it was something I’d been aware of since my royal guard was first established.


  “Even though that’s probably the main reason we lack refinement, it’s not an easy task to increase the number of female knights. That’s why we wanted to create a space where many women would want to gather instead.”


  “So, you’re saying that you started the Knight Bar for my sake?”


  Please don’t say yes. Please don’t say yes, I whispered in my heart, but it seems my wishes went unheard as the knights nodded eagerly.


  “Exactly!”


  Oh no, what a mess! While I appreciated their intentions, this didn’t seem like the right way to go about becoming more refined at all. Besides, the knights’ job was to protect me, so it’s not like they needed to be fancy or elegant in the slightest.


  “Um, you all do a great job at keeping me safe, so you really don’t need to go above and beyond that.”


  I thought I was just stating the obvious, but the knights suddenly grew quiet.


  They started glancing around all flustered, which only puzzled me more.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “No, it’s just, you’re always helping us out as a saint…”


  “I mean, you even saved us again tonight.”


  “It’s a bit bewildering to be praised for something beyond what we deserve.”


  Hearing my knights speak so reluctantly, I emphatically shook my head.


  “But I can’t fight with a sword! The ones who are always saving me are you, my knights!”


  The knights fell silent again.


  In fact, they were so quiet, I started to feel uncomfortable.


  “Um, did I say something wrong?” I asked, my voice faltering with uncertainty.


  As usual, it was Canopus who had my back, because he practically shouted back immediately.


  “You’ve said nothing wrong, Princess! We’re the ones who’ve messed up!”


  All the knights backed him up with similar affirmations.


  “He’s absolutely right!”


  “Your words brought me back to my senses, Princess Serafina!”


  “We’re your knights, so we must become your shield and protect you with our lives!”


  Everything they were saying was so lovely that I thought I should say the same thing in return.


  “Well then, I’ll become a shield for all of you as well!” I smiled sweetly, but the knights suddenly looked drained of energy, steadying themselves against the table for support.


  “Princess Serafina… I beg of you, please dismiss those thoughts.”


  “No matter what happens, don’t you even think about becoming our shield!”


  I couldn’t pinpoint why the conversation had taken this turn, but the knights looked exhausted and were staring at me with tired eyes, so I figured I shouldn’t push them any further. Even though I wasn’t completely convinced it would never happen, I went ahead and agreed.


  “All right.” 


  But bodies act on instinct, and if the knights were to find themselves in a dangerous situation, it wouldn’t be the strangest thing in the world for me to end up as their shield. Still, the knights had no way of knowing what I was thinking in my heart, and when I agreed, they all smiled in relief.


   


  ***


   


  One week later…


  “Princess Serafina, welcome back!”


  I smiled as Scheat called out to me in delight as soon as he saw me.


  It seemed that Sirius had adopted a compassionate view of the knights since that incident and had accepted the existence of the Frenzied Knight Bar. Thanks to that, I could ask to go there without any worries—and in fact, I found myself visiting almost every day.


  The knights might have been a bit off-kilter in various ways, but since they were running the Knight Café and Frenzied Knight Bar for my sake, I felt like I should go as often as I could. Also, since seeing Canopus working at the Knight Café once had been enough to satisfy me, I started going to the café only on days that he wasn’t working. To be more specific, I was visiting the café with Canopus on the days when he was guarding me.


  In addition to their usual tasks, the knights were running the café and bar at night. No matter how you looked at it, they were clearly working overtime. At the very least, I wanted them to be paid fairly and treat themselves to something nice. However, I learned that the knights had requested all the profits from the Knight Café be donated to an orphanage.


  Father, who’d originally come up with the idea for the Knight Café, apparently told them that the profits should be split among the knights who were working there, but the knights unanimously responded that “Seeing people smile is reward enough for us!” and decided to give all their earnings to the local orphanage.


  I didn’t think that was something most people would do, but the knights never bragged about their generosity or flaunted it. Instead, they merrily kept working. In fact, so many of them wanted to work there that they decided who would be on staff every night by way of arm wrestling.


  Turns out I was right about them all along. My knights were incredibly honorable, and their dedication to working at the café was truly something special. 


  Sirius didn’t say anything when I told him as much, but I did see a slight smile creep across his face. That confirmed what I thought: Sirius loved the knights very much. He must’ve been delighted to hear how excellent they were.


  As if to prove my point even more, the day after I told him that, my dinners stopped being prepared at the castle. Instead, Canopus would come to get me before dinner, and it became my daily routine to eat at the Knight Café.


  Even though I knew Sirius was the one behind it, every time I asked him to come with me, he’d say something like, “They won’t be able to relax if I’m there. They’ll be fine without me.”


  Yup, it seemed like he was fully confident in their abilities.


  Speaking of the knights… 


  “Princess, here’s your ‘Fresh at Knight’ Juice!”


  They were working as cheerfully as ever at the Frenzied Knight Bar.


  I couldn’t help but be impressed as Scheat crushed the fruit for my drink with his bare hands. 


  Heh heh, my knights are truly spectacular! I beamed with pride as I watched them.


  By the way, the women I’d met at the café that first evening seemed to have realized I was the princess from the rumors. As a result, more and more gossip about “sightings” of the two of us spread, and the rumor about Sirius proposing to me gained more credibility than ever.


  Meanwhile, thanks to an explanation from the quick-thinking Captain Adara and the sheer incredibility of it all, the story about me turning all the water in the pool into healing potion was dismissed as a joke. The ladies believed it was just a performance to liven up the bar. Because of that, there was no gossip about me being an exceptional saint, which was exactly what Sirius had been worried about.


  Still, Sirius seemed displeased about the new rumors that were popping up about the events that transpired between us at the café.


  “Since they treated me to a meal, I can’t really complain. Still, Serafina, this is a perfect example of the saying, ‘There’s no such thing as a free lunch.’ It’s been a good lesson,” he muttered, his expression troubled. 


  But despite the stern look on his face, his tone wasn’t gloomy at all, so it seemed he wasn’t actually that upset about the latest gossip spreading among the ladies. I was glad to see him becoming a bit more easygoing, but when I later told the knights about it, they all shook their heads as if I’d said something unbelievable.


  “Vice-Commander Sirius hasn’t changed one bit! The only reason he’s not steaming mad is because the rumors are about you and him!”


  “Here’s more proof! After making us swim at the Knight Bar the other day, he accused us of lacking physical stamina since we collapsed on the floor, and we were subjected to a hellish training session after that!”


  As I listened to the knights speak so passionately, I couldn’t believe how energetic they were, even though their days and nights were filled with work. It was truly astounding. I was so happy to see they were having fun that I had a huge smile on my face the whole time I was listening to them.


  Interlude:
Ludo and the Royal Guard


   


  THE SOUND OF THE KNIGHTS’ VOICES could be heard echoing from the Second Princess’s garden.


  “All right, Ludo! We’re not your enemies, you hear?!”


  “Check this huge monster out! We took it down in the forest and brought it all the way here just for you!”


  “Looks tasty, doesn’t it? Now you understand that we’re no threat, right?!”


  The knights spoke hastily as they offered the black fenrir the entire dire boar they’d hunted.


  “This should be enough to satiate you, huh? Now let me say it one more time: We are not your enemies. Let’s all try to live here in harmony until spring.”


  “Our vice-commander gave us direct orders to protect you in this garden until then, so we’re bound by fate until the day our farewell arrives.”


  “We’ll give you everything we’ve got, so you need to try and work with us as well. You can’t let anyone besides us see you, and you definitely can’t attack anyone here in the castle. Got it?”


  It was unclear if the black fenrir understood the knights’ bartering tactics, yet it watched them in silence, as if urging them to continue. The knights seemed to glean as much because their expressions softened into relieved smiles.


  “Good! Looks like you’re a smart boy!”


  “Phew! It’s a real relief that you’re such a reasonable black fenrir!”


  “Forgive the past me for fearing you just because you’re a black monster!”


  The knights then turned to Ludo and presented the monster with a large basket of fruit.


  “You’ve got to have some sympathy for us. Our princess refers to you as her ‘adorable friend,’ and Vice-Commander Sirius has ordered us to keep you safe. But, hey, if you decide to gobble us up right here and now, we’ll never be able to rest in peace.”


  “So, for the time being, how about we form an alliance and play nice? The vice-commander told us that ‘During its time at the castle, the black fenrir must not be given even the slightest chance of harming anyone.’ If you decide to eat us, that’ll seal your fate, and you’ll be shipped off somewhere far away and terrible!”


  “Yup! He’s right! That’s why you should satiate yourself with our most generous offering and not accidentally mistake us for a snack! And there’s a reward in it for you too! The vice-commander said that if you behave, you’ll get to go back to the forest you came from. So be good, okay? It’s for your own sake.”


  The knights were waiting for any sort of acknowledgment, but Ludo just let out a big yawn. It was hard to tell whether their words had made any impact.


  After a moment, Ludo grabbed the basket of fruit in its mouth before trotting off to its den. It didn’t show any interest in the dire boar, which completely baffled the knights.


  “Huh? It’s not going to even touch the meat?!”


  “Are black fenrirs vegetarian?”


  “That can’t be right. It completely ignored the delicious-looking meat and went for the fruit instead.”


  The knights couldn’t make sense of what they’d just witnessed, so they simply shook their heads, as if trying to collect themselves. 


  “Well, whatever! The fact that it took the fruit means that it’s accepted our offer! We’re in an alliance with that black fenrir now! And since it seems to like fruit, we’ll make sure to bring it a bunch every day starting tomorrow!”


  “Good idea! I don’t want to end up as a snack, so let’s make sure the black fenrir always has plenty of its favorite food!”


  Pleased with the favorable conclusion they seemed to have found, the knights all nodded in agreement.


   


  ***


   


  A few more days passed by.


  “Ludo, we’re back with even more fruit for you today!”


  The knights stopped by for their daily check-in, carrying their usual offering of fruit. This time, the basket was brimming with a vibrant array of choices.


  “These ones are sure to be delicious! Come and eat your heart out!”


  The knights brought the basket to the entrance of Ludo’s den and called into it. They waited around for a bit, but when it seemed like Ludo wasn’t planning to make an appearance, they were about to leave.


  That’s when something entirely irregular occurred.


  From deep within the hole they heard a voice mutter, “I’m tired of fruit.”


  “What?!”


  After an initial exclamation of surprise, the knights exchanged stunned looks of disbelief. 


  “D-did you hear that just now?”


  “I sure did. That wasn’t a hallucination, was it?”


  “Ludo’s a monster, so it shouldn’t be able to speak like us, right?! But maybe black monsters can learn to talk once they mature?”


  The knights were silent, but realizing they couldn’t just leave things as they were, Scheat stepped forward and called toward the den.


  “Hey, Ludo! Did you say something?”


  They strained their ears for any sort of reply, but all they were met with was silence. Just as they were about to dismiss the voice as a trick of the imagination, the faintest whisper came out from within the hole. 


  “…I’m not going to have any energy if I don’t eat some meat…”


  As soon as they heard that, the knights locked eyes and began to scream and shout.


  “Gaaah! You’ve got to be kidding me!”


  “Ludo can talk!”


  “What dramatic growth! If it can speak just a few months after being born, imagine what it’ll be like by next spring!”


  As the knights gazed at the entrance to the den with terror in their eyes, something slowly crawled out of the pitch-black hole.


  This prompted another round of screaming and shouting.


  “Gaaaah! Something’s coming!”


  The reason for the panic was that the figure that appeared before the knights was clearly different from the Ludo they knew so well. The knights desperately clung to each other, their eyes full of fear as they stared fixedly at the emerging creature.


  “Wh-what is it? Is that really Ludo? It looked more like a person crawling on all fours to me!”


  “Yeah, and it’s wearing clothing too!”


  “There appears to be hair on its head, but could that actually be fenrir fur? When did Ludo’s coat get so long?!”


  What the knights saw was a figure on all fours, its head lowered. It almost resembled a human—though if someone had told them it was Ludo dressed in clothes, they might’ve believed it. But just then, the figure raised its head.


  “I-It is a human!”


  “You’re right! Someone was living in Ludo’s den!”


  “Who are you? And what were you doing in there? You could’ve been eaten by a black fenrir, you know!”


  As the knights bombarded the figure with questions, Ludo appeared and calmly licked the person crouched on all fours. Seeing that, the knights relaxed just a little.


  “…Huh? You’re Ludo’s friend?”


  “Don’t scare us like that! More importantly, how long have you been in there with Ludo?”


  Just as the knights breathed a sigh of relief, the figure abruptly collapsed to the ground.


  “Huh?”


  “What?! H-hey!”


  But the figure was unconscious.


  Serafina and the Mysterious Child


   


  SCHEAT, MIAPLACIDUS, AND FACKT appeared before me looking unusually serious as they asked for a healing potion even though none of them looked hurt.


  I found that a bit strange, so I asked, “You need a healing potion?”


  “That’s right, we were wondering if you could spare one of your special healing potions for us.”


  My knights usually gazed at me with sparkling eyes, but today they weren’t making eye contact. In fact, they were intentionally looking at the ceiling, the floor…anywhere but at me. Something was up.


  “Who’s hurt?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be quicker for me to heal them with my magic rather than give them a potion?”


  It was a natural question, but the three of them seemed very flustered as they rushed to respond.


  “W-well, it’s one of the knights. It’s not a pretty scene.”


  “Th-that’s right! I’m sure the sight would be a shock to your system, Princess. It’s really not something you should see.”


  “As long as we can get one of your potions, we’ll take responsibility for his treatment.”


  I remained silent. This was getting more and more suspicious by the second. Everyone had been in tatters after we fought the ringed demon lions on the west coast, yet no one seemed to care that I saw them in dreadful circumstances back then. Were the knights really concerned with that kind of thing now?


  “…Okay.”


  The knights were definitely hiding something from me. I forced an innocent smile as I rose from the sofa and walked over to a shelf set against the wall. Taking a bottle from it, I handed it to Miaplacidus, who had tailed close behind. 


  “Here you go. Please tell the injured knight that I hope he feels better.”


  “Thank you, Princess! We’ll make sure your compassion is known!”


  The knights looked thrilled as they thanked me and left the room. 


  As soon as the door closed, I turned to Canopus, who’d been in the room guarding me, waiting quietly.


  “Follow them!” I ordered.


  “…Princess Serafina.”


  Canopus looked like he wanted to scold me, but I peered up at him with determination—this was part of my job.


  “Canopus, I might be a frightening princess…”


  “…Wh-what was that?”


  Canopus blinked, as if unsure of what he’d just heard, so I spoke very seriously to make my point clear. 


  “The knights are in trouble and need help, but they seem to be too scared to ask me for it. If that’s the case, then it’s my fault for being scary, so I guess I should take responsibility. I need to find out what’s going on and fix it.”


  Canopus didn’t say anything, which made me a little concerned.


  “Canopus?”


  It was only after I said his name that he let out a resigned sigh.


  “All right. I suppose I have no way of correcting your unfounded beliefs…and I doubt you’ll be changing them anytime soon.”


  It sounded like he was choosing his words very carefully. I had a feeling this was Canopus’s way of being sarcastic, but I intentionally decided to brush it off. As I waited with a smile for him to make a move, Canopus took on a knightly, sharp posture and placed one hand over his chest.


  “I will track down their location.”


  With that, he spun around and made for the door as I rushed after him.


  “I’m going too!”


  As soon as he heard me say that, Canopus stopped in his tracks and asked for confirmation on his task.


  “Princess, would you prefer I find out what the knights are up to, or would you rather play detective?”


  Well, that was a silly question.


  “Obviously, I want to be the perfect detective who deduces exactly what the knights are up to!”


  But when I told him exactly what I wanted, he stared up at the ceiling with a resigned look in his eye.


  “Understood. So, Your Highness, you’ve decided to choose both options instead of just one, as I suggested. In that case, I will follow the knights, and you will keep a safe distance and follow me. Is that acceptable?”


  “Yes!” 


  I gave Canopus a big nod as I got ready to follow him.


   


  ***


   


  It wasn’t long after I started trailing Canopus that I faced some of the difficulties of being a detective.


  “Oof! I didn’t know tracking someone’s movements was this much work!”


  That was because I’d been running into one obstacle after the other. 


  It might have been an incorrect assumption on my part, but I always thought busy people spent their days locked away in their office, working. Still, for whatever reason, I ran into Father, Commander Wezen, and Sirius! And what’s more, I thought they were supposed to be busy, yet they all stopped to make small talk with me. That in itself wouldn’t have been so bad, but when they heard what I was up to, they all made curious faces and said, “I’ll tag along and follow Canopus too.”


  I politely turned them all down, but I had a feeling Canopus might’ve overheard us.


  Yup, Canopus was right. It was a good thing I didn’t try to chase after the knights by myself. They probably would’ve caught on to me right away if that were the case.


  I pressed my back flat against the wall and glanced around. To my surprise, there was not a soul in sight, so I thought, Now’s my chance!


  Just as I turned the corner of the hallway, I locked eyes with Canopus, who was standing in front of a door. He seemed relieved to see me and immediately sprinted in my direction.


  “I’m very impressed, Princess Serafina! You have amazing skills of deduction to catch up with me despite being stopped by His Majesty, Commander Wezen, and Vice-Commander Sirius.”


  But to me, Canopus was the impressive one. He was trailing three people—Scheat, Miaplacidus, and Fackt. They would have surely noticed him unless his tracking skills were flawless. And yet, not only did he carry out his task perfectly without being spotted by any of them, but he also managed to keep track of my movements as I followed behind.


  “You’re amazing, Canopus!” I said, praising him from the bottom of my heart. But my personal knight looked like he didn’t know why I would say that.


  “All I did was follow your orders, Princess.”


  Yeah, but it’s not like just anyone could pull off what you did, I thought. Still, I decided to drop the subject for now.


  “Are the knights in that room?” I asked.


  “Yes, that’s correct. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the only voices I heard through the door were those of the knights. They’re in a guest bedroom, usually reserved for foreign dignitaries visiting the castle.”


  “I see.”


  After thinking for a few moments, Canopus and I decided to enter the room. We quietly crept up to the door and exchanged nods. 


  In the blink of an eye, Canopus opened the door without knocking, and I quickly rushed into the room. Our sudden entrance made Scheat, Miaplacidus, and Fackt freeze, their eyes wide with surprise. 


  “P-Princess Serafina!”


  “What are you doing here?!”


  “Canopus, you little… You led her here, didn’t you?”


  The three of them were standing in front of the bed like they were trying to hide something, but their suspicious behavior just prompted me to race straight toward whatever they were trying to keep from me.


  When I reached the bed, I saw a child fast asleep on it.


  “Huh? A kid? Who is it?”


  I’d never seen this child before, and when I asked who they were, the three knights exchanged defeated glances.


  “Scheat?” 


  I looked up at Scheat since he was the closest to me, and after a drawn-out sigh, he began to speak.


  “…He’s Ludo’s snack.”


  “Wh-what?”


  “At first, we thought it was Ludo, but it turned out to be a human. At first, I assumed that it was someone who was so hungry they snuck into Ludo’s den to try and eat him. However, this child was so badly injured that they passed out right in front of us. Given that, I’m now starting to wonder if, in fact, Ludo was the one who brought this child into its den as a snack.”


  It felt like Scheat was speaking gibberish. I crinkled my forehead trying to work out what he was trying to say when Canopus interjected.


  “Princess Serafina, Scheat’s trying to say that they found that child in Ludo’s den. It appears he lost consciousness, so they still don’t know why he was in there.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  No one moved to correct Canopus, so it appeared his speculation was accurate. I didn’t understand how Canopus, who hadn’t been there, could explain the situation better than Scheat, who had. That was pretty odd, but it didn’t feel like an avenue I should pursue, so I decided to change the subject instead.


  “Did you give him the healing potion?”


  At that, the knights’ expressions looked almost guilty.


  Miaplacidus took it upon himself to elaborate.


  “The problem is, we’ve been a bit stuck because we didn’t know how to get an unconscious child to drink it. If it were a knight, a couple of slaps across the face would wake him right up, but we figured that wouldn’t be appropriate to do to a child, so we’ve been brainstorming ideas.”


  “Oh dear…”


  The knights weren’t bad people, but they did have a tendency to be rough.


  That could’ve ended badly, I thought. Coming here seemed like the right choice.


  I quickly stepped up to the sleeping child and told the knights, “I’m going to use my magic on him.”


  Then, without waiting for any response, I cast a spell.


  “Heal!”


  In the blink of an eye, all the child’s bruises and injuries healed up and his ragged breathing ceased.


  Seeing that, I let out a sigh of relief and turned to look up at the knights.


  “He’ll be fine now. And also…Ludo would never attack anyone. We made a promise about that.”


  Ludo and I had made a promise when we first met in the forest. I’d said, “Hey, Little Black Fenrir, promise me one thing—never, ever attack people. Then we can be friends forever.” 


  After I’d said that, Ludo clearly barked, so I took it as a sign of agreement.


  I was certain that Ludo had been protecting this child. However, it’s not as if the three knights were aware of the vow we’d made, so they’d probably assumed that Ludo wanted to attack him. But I know Ludo wouldn’t do that. I stared at the knights as if willing them to understand.


  After a few moments of silence, Fackt hesitantly agreed.


  “If you say so, Princess, then that must be the case.”


  After that, Scheat and Miaplacidus also nodded their agreement.


  I was feeling happy that everyone believed me, when a soft smile suddenly lit up Fackt’s face. Then, he moved his gaze to the sleeping child.


  “I understand what you want to say about Ludo. Now, as for the child, it seems he’s been hiding out in Ludo’s den for several days while injured. I believe he ate some fruit during that time, but he’s still quite weak. I assume he’ll continue to sleep for a while longer. Once he wakes up, I’ll speak with him and report back to you, Your Highness.”


  “That sounds good.”


  I nodded and looked over at the child on the bed.


  He was sleeping peacefully, but his cheeks were hollow, and his limbs were thin. It looked like he’d been through a lot, and I prayed that he’d continue to get some well-deserved rest.


  Serafina Becomes a Straw Millionaire


   


  IT ALL STARTED while I was studying with my tutor.


  “Princess Serafina,” he asked. “Do you know how the value of goods is determined?”


  I thought the question over for a few moments before responding, “Well, isn’t it based on how much money the customer has?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If the customer has a lot of money, the price will be expensive. But if they only have a little bit of money, the price will be lower.”


  I thought my explanation was quite concise, but my tutor looked like he didn’t understand what I was trying to say. I guess I’d have to put my thoughts into even simpler terms. 


  “Let’s say if I went to go buy an apple, the price would be one bronze coin. But if Father went to go buy one, it would be ten gold coins instead.”


  At that, my tutor looked as if he might physically be in pain.


  “That is absolutely not how an item’s value is determined. Even if you’re selling something to the king, that would be a complete rip-off.”


  “A rip-off? Huh? What’s that?”


  “Never mind. Still, it seems you need a practical lesson in learning how much items are worth.”


  And just a week later, a special bartering session with the knights was arranged for me.


   


  ***


   


  The big day finally arrived, but before I could get to bartering, my tutor went over the basics one final time in my classroom.


  “Bartering is when both sides bring something they don’t really need themselves but that another person might find valuable and they agree to a trade. For example, let’s say you have some honey, and the other person has a strawberry. If they asked to trade, what would you do?”


  “Well, I love strawberries, so I’d gladly make that deal!”


  “You’d trade a jar or honey for a single strawberry? That’s unacceptable! You have to negotiate and say something like ‘This honey is quite valuable, so I won’t give it to you for less than ten dozen strawberries.’”


  “Ten dozen strawberries?! Isn’t that asking too much?”


  I couldn’t believe it—that offer was downright shameless! But my tutor looked at me with a stern, unamused expression.


  “Like I’ve said, that’s how bartering works. It appears to me that you don’t understand how much items are worth, Princess.”


  My tutor pressed one hand to his forehead like he sensed a migraine coming on, but this lesson felt like it was coming far too late to be much help.


  It was just then that there was a knock on the door, and Canopus entered.


  “It’s time, Princess Serafina. The knights are all gathered in the hall and ready to begin.”


  “Okay, let’s go!”


  I turned back to my tutor once more with a big grin.


  “Thanks so much for the wonderful class. I’ll see you again soon!”


  “I must admit, I am quite concerned. But since this is the royal guard you’re bartering with, I doubt they would take advantage of you in their negotiations. Probably. Hopefully. Maybe. Perhaps that’s wishful thinking on my part… Princess Serafina, I wish you the best of luck.”


  “Yup! My journey from zero to straw millionaire starts now!”


  With that, I grabbed the small bundle of items I’d set down on the table and left with Canopus.


  When I arrived at the hall, the knights were already waiting for me. Each of them had a cloth about two meters square stretched out in front of them, piled high with the items they’d brought. I eagerly glanced around the room. Even from a distance, I could see there was a wide variety to choose from.


  So, it’s basically like play shopping, I thought. I wonder what everyone is willing to part with.


  If I found something I liked, hopefully I’d be able to trade for it.


  My tutor set up this event so I could experience how the value of goods was determined through bartering. But considering the example he’d given me, it basically meant I’d have to make outrageous demands, like asking for ten dozen strawberries in exchange for one jar of honey. Sheesh, even I knew that was unreasonable. Even so, I got the feeling that the knights might surprisingly be open to such deals.


  I decided to walk from one end of the hall to the other and check out what each knight was offering.


  The first makeshift shop I stopped by was Mirach’s. He had a bunch of flowers spread across his cloth.


  “Welcome, Princess Serafina. In addition to the Galle Herbs, my village also cultivates flowers, and I’ve brought some of them here for today’s bartering session.”


  “Oh, how lovely!”


  There were plenty of tiny white baby’s breath flowers, beautifully blooming large white lilies, and colorful purslanes ­blossoming in shades of pink, purple, and yellow—each one more tempting than the last.


  I was mentally debating which one to ask for when my gaze stopped on a large yellow flower.


  “Mirach, what’s this big yellow one?”


  “That’s a sunflower. It has many uses. The petals can be made into dye, the seeds in the center are edible, and because it’s such a large and striking flower, having one in your room is sure to lift your spirits.”


  “Wow, sunflowers are incredible!”


  Multipurpose items were a big weakness of mine, and something that could be used as a dye, food, and decoration was a great deal! It was decided—this was absolutely something worth bartering for. 


  With that, I spread out the bundle of goods I’d brought with me in front of Mirach. I really hoped he’d like one of my items enough to trade with me.


  I’d only taken the first of my offerings out before Mirach stared at the bottle in my hand with great interest.


  “What’s that colorful water you’ve got there, Princess? The bottle it’s in is also cute.”


  “This is an herbal tonic for plants. When I was cultivating the Galle Gold Leaf, I said something like ‘It would be nice if I could grow it in just one day,’ remember?”


  At that, a hint of amusement showed on Mirach’s face. 


  Oh dear, I bet he’d caught on to how impatient I actually was. I’d been able to grow the Galle Gold Leaf in about a month, but that’s only because I’d infused it with my magic. I’d heard that if any other saint tried to grow them, it would take about six months. 


  Even though it only took me one month, that still felt incredibly long. Mirach must have caught on that I was trying to make the growing period even shorter.


  “Princess, I owe you a huge debt of gratitude for that. Thanks to you, we were able to cultivate the Galle Gold Leaf once again, and prosperity is slowly returning to my village.” 


  He then chuckled to himself for a moment. “Still, that’s a very interesting idea you came up with. Growing plants in just a single day would be quite a feat.”


  “You think so too, Mirach? Seven and I experimented with a bunch of things, but it didn’t go so well. The best we could manage was to make a tonic that cut the plants’ growth period in half. That still managed to surprise the gardeners, though.”


  I giggled just remembering that part, but Mirach sounded truly shocked.


  “You did what?!”


  “Oh, you mean with the gardeners’ plants? Well, I used some of this growth tonic without them knowing, and—”


  I was about to continue the rest of my funny story, but Mirach cut me off.


  “No, I wasn’t asking about your pranks, Princess. You said your tonic cuts the growth period of plants in half, didn’t you? Is that really true?”


  Ah, so that’s what he was curious about.


  I lifted the small bottle into the air and waved it in front of Mirach’s face.


  “Yup, it’s true. Just a couple drops onto the roots of any plant, and it’ll cut the growth period in half.”


  As soon as Mirach heard that, he jumped to his feet and exclaimed, “Please trade me for that tonic, Princess?!”


  “Huh?”


  At first, I was startled by the hastiness of it all, but when I looked up, Mirach’s expression was completely serious.


  I began to smile as I realized just how interested in my tonic he was.


  Oh, I might be able to strike a good deal!


  I would absolutely be making out like a bandit if I could get all ten sunflowers that he’d brought. I was about to start the bargaining, but Mirach beat me to the punch.


  “Princess Serafina, I’ll give you every last flower I have!”


  “Whaaat?!”


  What was going on? Mirach didn’t even test the waters before offering everything he had.


  Wow, was he bad at negotiating or what?


  I was still standing there in surprise when Mirach, who seemed to remain completely oblivious to my reaction, began patting his pockets as if he was searching for something.


  “What else have I got? Let’s see…”


  His face brightened as he seemed to find what he was looking for and he quickly drew it out of his pocket.


  “This is a magical item I bought last month that cost my entire salary! It looks like a regular stone, but once you cool it down, it stays cold for a long time. It’s really useful during the summer.”


  “Oh! That is a wonderful magical item.”


  I hadn’t seen that many magical items, so my eyes grew wide. It really looked no different from an ordinary stone. Mirach offered it to me, and I reached out to touch it.
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  “Oooh! It’s so chilly. Heh heh, how refreshing.”


  The stone was so cold that I couldn’t help but gleefully giggle. But Mirach began to look even more frantic as he started rummaging through his pockets once more.


  “Just this still won’t do, will it? Hm, do I have anything else…?”


  “Huh? W-wait, Mirach. Are you looking for even more things to trade with me? The sunflowers alone are enough! Besides, this magic item wasn’t set out with the things you were planning to barter with, so I can’t accept it,” I said, feeling slightly panicked as I waved both hands in the air.


  But Mirach wouldn’t back down.


  “No! That alone is hardly an equal trade! This may not be much, but I want you to take it!”


  “Absolutely not! Sirius always tells me, ‘Never be deceitful.’ I know I’m not always well-behaved, and I do play tricks sometimes, but I could never do anything dishonest to you, Mirach.”


  The tonic was something that Seven and I had made while fooling around, so I felt bad even offering it as a trade item. I tried to give the magical item back to Mirach, but he hid both hands behind his back as if he had no intention of taking it.


  “What are you saying, Princess?! If anyone’s being dishonest here, it’s me! Your items are one of a kind! Since they don’t have a set value, they can fetch whatever amount you ask for.”


  “Now you’re just being silly, Mirach.”


  But in response to my rational response, Mirach clutched his chest.


  “I…apologize for bringing up my own problems, but the Galle Gold Leaf hasn’t been growing as well as we’d hoped, and it’s been a real issue for everyone in the village. We were hoping to showcase those herbs to the outside world as soon as possible—that way the younger folks can see their value being recognized in distant lands. We want them to feel proud again. That’s why speeding up the growth of those herbs has become my village’s top priority.” 


  He was speaking very passionately, but that didn’t seem like the type of information you should reveal to the person you were bartering with. My tutor had hoped I could cultivate my negotiation skills at this event, but bartering with someone as forthcoming as Mirach wasn’t going to be very fruitful to my studies at all.


  Honestly, I’d given up on driving a hard bargain—just making a successful trade would mean I’d come out on top. I recalled the conditions I’d set for myself earlier.


  “I understand. In that case, I’ll give you this tonic for all your sunflowers.”


  “But that means I’d completely be taking advantage of you! I’ll give you all my flowers, the cooling stone, and this ticket to the ‘Chief Duke’s Meet-and-Greet’ that I procured!”


  Somehow in the commotion, another item had been added to the trade. That one seemed interesting though, so I’d gladly accept it. That would still mean that I was receiving a lot when I didn’t need anything else other than the sunflowers, though.


  I looked up at Mirach, but I could tell that his mind was set and any attempt to change it would be more trouble than it was worth. It seemed I needed to give up on any further attempts at negotiation.


  “All right, Mirach. Let’s make that trade.”


  “I’m in your debt, Princess!”


  Hmm… Is it really all right to just give up on negotiating and still come away with way more than I expected?


  My eyes wandered toward the big pile of flowers on Mirach’s cloth as I wondered about that. I guess Mirach took that to mean I was interested in them because he exclaimed excitedly, “I’ll have everything delivered to you later!”


  “O-okay, thank you.”


  After exchanging thanks, I left a smiling Mirach behind to check out the next knight’s shop.


   


  ***


   


  The next shop I stopped by belonged to Scheat.


  Unlike Mirach’s plethora of flowers, the only thing that Scheat’s shop had to offer was a large pot covered with a lid. Since the pot and I were just about the same size, I wondered what might be inside of it. Unable to come up with a good hypothesis on my own, I decided to go ahead and ask about its contents.


  “Scheat, what’s inside the pot?”


  Since I couldn’t imagine what might be hidden inside, I got the feeling it could be something quite terrifying. Maybe it was a monster he’d captured alive or a never-before-seen creature from deep within the sea. Or maybe Miaplacidus was stuffed in there. A myriad of possibilities bounced around in my head, but at the very least, the pot was too small for Miaplacidus, so that theory was out.


  I gazed at the pot, my heart racing with a mix of excitement and anxiety, as Scheat began to speak in an exaggerated tone.


  “If you’re curious about what’s inside…”


  Scheat let his words trail off, tilting his head as if to heighten the suspense before lifting the wooden lid of the pot with an exaggerated flourish.


  “It’s water! Water I collected from the La-La-La-La Cavern!”


  “Isn’t that cavern in a very remote area?! You brought this water all the way back from there?”


  That seemed like a nearly impossible feat, even for a knight as impressive as Scheat. But he proudly flexed his arms, his bulging muscles on full display.


  “I’ve got the strongest muscles around. With these bad boys, nothing’s off the table!”


  “Oh…”


  I’d learned the hard way that if I showed even the slightest interest in his muscles, Scheat would continue rambling about them indefinitely, so I kept my response as short and flat as I could.


  That’s when I remembered something I’d heard—La-La-La-La Cavern’s water had been pooling in its depths for hundreds of years. Was there a chance it had special properties? I leaned over the pot, peering in with growing excitement.


  It seemed my instincts were correct, because I sensed a great power from the water as I gazed at it. The realization sent my heart soaring.


  Incredible! This is the most powerful water I’ve ever seen!


  I glanced up at Scheat, my hands still gripping the rim of the pot. 


  “Scheat! I want this water!” It was such a precious resource that I probably wouldn’t be able to trade for very much of it, but I at least wanted enough to fill a jar.


  I immediately squatted down and started to open up my cloth.


  Please let Scheat like one of my items enough to want to trade with me!


  With that silent prayer, I was just about to set out my wares when Scheat glanced at the band I was holding with apparent interest.


  “That thing you’re holding looks like it’s made from a towel. Is it for tying your hair back?”


  “No, it’s not. It’s a wristband that you wear on your arm. I bought it when I went to an accessory shop the other day.”


  “Oh, it’s a fashion item then?”


  “Nuh-uh, not quite. For instance, you sweat buckets when you do lots of training with your sword, right? If that sweat runs down your arm and into your palm, you might lose your grip, and the sword could slip right out of your hand. Wearing this around your wrist would prevent that from happening.”


  “That’s amazing!”


  Scheat cried out excitedly as soon as he heard my explanation. It seemed like he’d never heard of a wristband before, but he was clearly enraptured by the item as soon as he’d learned what it was used for. I was delighted at his interest, so I decided to tell him my great idea.


  “Heh heh! And if you sew the cooling stone I got from Mirach into this band, not only will it absorb your sweat, but it will permanently keep your wrist cool as well!”


  “Princess, are you a genius or something?!”


  Hearing his praise made me puff out my chest proudly.


  “Oops,” I said through gleeful giggles. “It appears I’ve revealed just how clever I am!”


  “Yup, you’ve exposed your smarts to the max! Your Highness, I’d like to trade my La-La-La-La Cavern water for that wristband of yours! Wow, and there’s even some adorable embroidery adorning it as well.”


  “Oh, Scheat! You have a good eye!”


  Trading an item I’d previously bought without customizing it didn’t seem right, so—just as Scheat had pointed out—I’d specially embroidered the wristband. I beamed brightly, pleased that he’d noticed.


  Seeing how happy I was, Scheat ran his hands through his hair with a smug look.


  “Of course I do! I spent my childhood running wild through the fields, it should be no surprise that I can spot insect embroidery from a mile away. Obviously, I know this is a grasshopper with its wings spread wide open!”


  “No, it’s a butterfly,” I retorted, scrunching up my face.


  Scheat looked slightly panicked as he pointed to another embroidered animal.


  “…Th-this one’s a turtle, right?!”


  “No, that’s a ladybug.”


  “Ack! Yes, of course! I was just admiring your lovely embroidery of a butterfly and a ladybug!”


  Scheat brushed off his misunderstanding and started loudly praising my embroidery. But all he kept saying was “It’s so good, it’s just wonderful,” without delving any deeper. 


  It sounded like he was just making stuff up, so I shot him a sharp glare. But when he responded with a cheerful smile, it was clear that he was completely unaware of the actual purpose of the embroidery. I gave up and let it slide for the time being. But now, I guess it was time to explain what the embroidery was meant to do.


  “Scheat, this is a secret, but I actually imbued the embroidery with magic.”


  “Uh, what did you just say?” Scheat sounded confused.


  I smiled sweetly and went on to grant his request for further clarification.


  “It reduces the damage from an attack. Like, if you get hit where you’re wearing the wristband, it’ll make the impact a bit weaker. But it only works once, so make sure not to waste it, okay?”


  “What?!” Scheat’s mouth fell open as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


  The basic rule of negotiation is to make the other person feel important.


  I recalled Father’s advice to me as I leaned in close to Scheat and began to whisper. As long as I didn’t lie, I should probably try to make Scheat feel special.


  “I’ve been working on a new enchantment, something I haven’t tried before. Sirius is still doing research on it, so technically I’m not supposed to use it yet. But I’m a little worried about you since I heard you used to be pretty reckless in your last brigade. So…I’ll make a special exception, just this once.”


  I was wondering if my negotiation techniques had worked when Scheat fell to his knees, as if his energy had been completely drained.


  “P-Princess!”


  Then, for some reason, he burst into manly tears.


  “P-Princess! Princeeeess!”


  “Wh-what is it, Scheat?” I stuttered, starting to feel flustered as he gazed at me through misty eyes.


  “Your kindness has touched my heart! From now on, I’ll only use my muscles for your sake, Your Highness!”


  Uh, honestly, that was something I’d prefer to avoid at all costs.


  At least, that was my initial reaction. But since I knew he meant well, I couldn’t bring myself to turn him down directly, so I just gave a small smile instead. Besides, more than Scheat’s muscles, I wanted the water that was in that pot. I indicated as much as I pointed at it.


  “Your muscles are wonderful, but I’d like that water instead! Even just a single jar of it would be great!”


  “Just a jar’s worth? You’re not asking for nearly enough! For you, I’d offer every last drop, Princess!” 


  “No, no. That would be way too much,” I said, shaking my head in refusal.


  But Scheat exclaimed loudly, “There’s no such thing as ‘too much’! You’re willing to bestow me with a new enchantment even if it means defying Vice-Commander Sirius! Doing all that for my sake?! Everything I have is yours, Princess!”


  Oh dear, it looked like my bartering techniques worked a little too well.


  Apparently, there was a sweet spot when it came to negotiating. Push someone too far, and it might end up backfiring on you.


  “I don’t want to do anything that would make me look stingy! Please, take the entire pot!”


  I was at a loss for words. What was I supposed to say to that?


  I glanced up at Scheat, but the stubborn look on his face told me that no amount of reasoning would make him budge. The bartering event wouldn’t last forever, and I still had more knights to visit, so it was probably best to end the back-and-forth here. Besides—and I’d thought this before—Scheat was a really good person. He was making his offer with a genuine heart, which made it hard to turn him down. Just thinking about that made my chest feel tight, so I decided to throw in the towel.


  I gave Scheat a big nod. 


  “All right! Thanks, Scheat. It’s clear that I’m getting the better end of the deal, but let’s make our trade.”


  “Not at all! I’m eternally grateful to you!”


  Scheat was smiling so happily that I wondered if he realized exactly how lopsided our deal was in my favor. 


  It wasn’t just Mirach—Scheat was being overly generous as well.


  I didn’t do all that much bargaining, but somehow, I was getting really great stuff in exchange for things that weren’t worth much. It didn’t seem like the knights were going easy on me because I was a princess. Maybe they were just really generous people. But if that wasn’t the case…


  Hmm…


  I was racking my brain when the answer struck me like lightning.


  “Could it be that I’m just really good at negotiating?!”


  The thought hadn’t occurred to me at all until that point, but judging from these amazing results, that had to be it!


  Heh, it looked like I’d just stumbled upon a new talent of mine.


  I was grinning from ear to ear when Scheat piped up.


  “Princess, I’ll have this delivered to your room later!”


  “Thank you! It would be difficult to visit the other knights carrying this pot around with me.”


  I giggled as I bade Scheat farewell and headed off to the next shop.


   


  ***


   


  As I continued my bartering journey, the exact same thing seemed to happen again and again. I would visit a knight’s store and find some fabulous item. As soon as I took out a single one of my items, the knight would be captivated at first glance and immediately start urging me to trade. In the end, I’d always walk away with everything he had, giving him just one small trinket in return.


  This happened every single time.


  To my horror, I ended up receiving all of Fackt’s rare herbs, which he had gathered from deep within the forests and mountains, plus all of Miaplacidus’s prized monster remains, like horns and fangs from creatures he had defeated himself.


  Ah… Somewhere along the way, it seems I became a swindler, deceiving these honest knights.


  Even though Fackt and Miaplacidus were smiling happily, clearly satisfied with their end of the bargain, the obvious imbalance in value made me feel as if I had tricked them.


  Ugh. First it was Mirach and Scheat, and now I’d taken everything from Fackt and Miaplacidus. How horrible was I?


  I was dismayed at how devious I’d become.


  But no, if I turned over a new leaf now, maybe I could still make amends. 


  I clenched my fists tightly and made a promise to myself.


  This is the end of my villainy! I’ve made more than my fair share of unbalanced trades, and enough is enough! From now on, no more negotiations. Never again!


  But despite that solemn vow I made, Canopus had such an incredible item at his shop that my will began to falter.


  “This is a holy stone,” he explained. “It’s a gemstone harvested from shellfish deep in the sea. It’s capable of holding healing magic, although only a small amount.”


  Wow… There were so many amazing items in the world that I had no idea about.


  I really want to try imbuing that holy stone with my magic. Just think of all the interesting things I could do with it.


  But as my desires started bubbling up, a sudden realization stopped me in my tracks.


  What in the world am I thinking?!


  This wouldn’t do at all! I’d just vowed that I was done with making trades, and here I was, coveting this stone. But Canopus did have a lot of them on his cloth. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I could barter for just one.


  I opened the bundle I’d brought with me to see what I could offer, but to my dismay, there was only one item left.


  “Oh no… I’ve traded way too much. There’s no way this single item is worth a holy stone.”


  After all, Canopus’s item was a rare gemstone I’d never seen in the royal capital before; it was probably something he’d brought with him from Sutherland. All I had to offer was a common purification potion. It would be far too bold to offer something found just about everywhere in exchange for such a unique gemstone. I was about to put the bottle back when Canopus asked me a question, his voice sincere. 


  “What have you got there, Princess?”


  I stopped putting the bottle away and responded honestly.


  “It’s a purification potion. Remember that food poisoning incident at the knight’s canteen the other day? There weren’t enough saints available at the time, so they had to go around and treat everyone one by one. The knights looked quite uncomfortable while they were waiting for a saint to attend to them. Things would have been so much better if I’d had some purification potions with me, so that’s why I decided to make some.”


  Canopus looked slightly perplexed when I said that.


  “But I’ve heard that purification magic is unique among healing magics. It can be difficult for saints to use if they don’t have much experience with it. So then, wouldn’t it be incredibly challenging to create a potion that holds those same ­properties?”


  Ah, Canopus really was a sharp cookie. He seemed to know everything.


  “You’re really knowledgeable about healing magic, Canopus! Yup, the magic to cure food poisoning is pretty specialized, and most saints can’t do it if they’re inexperienced. But on the other hand, experienced saints can probably make a whole bunch of these—should be easy as pie, right? Anyway, it’s good to have something like this on hand for emergencies.”


  Even so, Canopus was by my side at practically all times, so I could easily heal him with my magic if something happened. He’d have next to no use for a purification potion like this.


  Yeah, there was no way this would be an equal trade.


  I slumped my shoulders dejectedly, but it looked like Canopus had a different use in mind because he suddenly started telling me about his homeland.


  “Sutherland, the place I was born, is located on the southernmost tip of this country.”


  “Huh? Oh, right. You told me that some time ago.”


  Canopus hailed from a region called Sutherland, located at the southern edge of the kingdom. Because it lay right next to the sea, the people’s lives were closely connected to it. I started imagining how nice it would be to go and visit sometime when Canopus continued speaking.


  “Like I have mentioned before, the people in that region live hand in hand with the sea. And we’re truly blessed by the ocean—every year, dozens of fish, shellfish, and other creatures, many never seen before, are found in its waters.”


  “Really?! That’s amazing!”


  I couldn’t imagine how thrilling it must be to be the one to discover a creature for the very first time. My eyes sparkled as if I had made such a find myself. But when I looked back up at Canopus, he began to speak again, this time in a softer, quieter voice, as if what he was about to say was a difficult subject to broach. 


  “…I know what I’m about to tell you will make the people of Sutherland sound foolish, but it’s just part of our nature. Whenever a new creature is discovered, the first thing we do is see if it’s edible.”


  “Oh, yeah? And how do they do that?”


  Finding out whether a newly discovered creature could be eaten or not was certainly important information.


  But how did the people of Sutherland determine that?


  That was the question in my mind when Canopus answered it right away, as if he were a mind reader.


  “The person who makes the discovery tries to eat it.”


  “Wh-what?”


  They chowed down on a creature that had just been found?!


  To be fair, that was the quickest and simplest way to discover if something was edible, but what happened if it was a creature that shouldn’t be eaten?


  Once again, it was like Canopus had read my mind as he answered the question I hadn’t dared to voice.


  “In most cases, they end up coming down with an upset stomach. And…although it’s rare, some people die from being poisoned.”


  I couldn’t help but shake my head in disbelief; he said something so terrible like it was a fact of life.


  “Even if they want to find out if a creature can be eaten or not, I don’t think anyone should be consuming things they know nothing about.”


  “You’re right, Princess. But in Sutherland, just as those who dive off high cliffs into the ocean are praised, so too are those who eat unknown creatures.”


  Well, food was very important… It made sense that people would be praised for discovering a new creature and proving that it was edible.


  “Unfortunately, none of the saints in Sutherland are skilled at purifying poison. Potion shops in that region stock potions made by our local saints, but to be honest, the purification ones aren’t very potent.”


  “I see…” I said with a slight wince.


  Canopus furrowed his brow before continuing.


  “The people of Sutherland are quite insular and never use potions made by outsiders. However, if I tell them that Her Highness Serafina, the princess of this country, personally made a purification potion and bestowed it on me as a special reward, then that’d be a different matter.”


  “You think so?”


  I didn’t really get why a potion I created would be treated so differently, but Canopus nodded confidently.


  “I do.”


  Hmm… I guess that the people of Sutherland trusted Canopus, so in turn, they’d trust potions made by me, the person he was tasked with protecting.


  “There are only a handful of serious food poisoning cases in Sutherland each year, so this purification potion would mollify them for a considerable amount of time. I know it’s bold of me to ask this, but would you mind trading me for it?”


  “What, really?! Of course, I’ll gladly trade with you!”


  I eagerly handed over the purification potion, but for some reason, Canopus started piling up all the holy stones he had.


  Uh oh, I had a bad feeling about this.


  “Canopus, what are you doing?” I asked, very hesitantly.


  “I’m gathering up the holy stones to give them to you.”


  Yup, my bad feeling was spot-on.


  Sensing the panic start to well up within me, I exclaimed in a loud voice, “J-just one is enough!”


  “I couldn’t possibly make such an underhanded deal. I cannot accept your purification potion unless you take the lot.”


  How was I supposed to argue with that?


  It almost felt like a threat after everything Canopus had told me. It was as if he was saying that if I didn’t accept all the holy stones, then he wouldn’t accept my purification potion, and nothing would be able to help the people of Sutherland when they got food poisoning.


  After thinking it through, I raised both hands to the sky and exclaimed, “Y-yay! I’m sooo happy! I got a bunch of holy stones, yippee!”


  I couldn’t figure out how to react, so I got all mixed up inside and a weird mix of excitement and confusion came spilling out of my mouth.


   


  ***


   


  Since Canopus’s shop was the last one left, I walked along the side corner of the hall, reflecting on the events that had transpired. 


  “Ah, now what do I do? I really did become a straw millionaire.”


  Head in my hands, I faced the wall and began muttering to myself. I’d been taught the story of the Straw Millionaire, a man who started out with a single piece of straw and ended up exchanging items with every person he met until he eventually acquired a vast fortune.


  Similarly, I’d brought very little to trade but ended up coming home with every last item that had been spread throughout the hall. If that wasn’t a straw millionaire, I didn’t know what was.


  But that’s when I realized something.


  “Hold on. I might not be a straw millionaire. In the story, the man traded the things he got from other people for different items, so he only had one thing in his possession at a time. I didn’t trade the items I got from one knight to the next, so I ended up with everything.”


  Yikes, did I accidentally end up getting way more than my fair share of wealth?


  Or even worse, did I become a straw billionaire?


  In that case, I really needed to give the knights back what was rightfully theirs. Or, so I wanted to, but I couldn’t think of one knight who would let me give back his items without making a big fuss about it. Feeling at a loss, I pressed my face even deeper into my hands.


  “Ugh, thanks to my amazing negotiation skills, the knights actually thought they were getting a fair trade. Even if I said I took too much and tried to give some back, there’s no way they’d be willing to accept it.”


  Well, what was done was done at this point. I just needed a spark of inspiration, something that would get the knights to happily take back their things. I crossed my arms and started brainstorming as hard as I could.


  Hmm… Hmm… What should I do? Nothing’s coming to me!


  I was still standing there, racking my brain, when my whimsical spirit friend flew through the window.


  “What are you doing, Fi?”


  “Seven!”


  Oh, his timing couldn’t have been more perfect.


  Seven loved getting into mischief, and I often found myself having to clean up his messes, but there was no one better in times like these. I gazed at him adoringly as if I’d just found the one being who could save me. Without wasting any time, I filled him in on the situation.


  “You see, I traded items with the knights, but they all ended up giving me everything they had. I got way too much, so I want to give some back, but I don’t know how to go about doing that. Maybe I could give the things I got from Scheat to Fackt, and what I got from Fackt to Canopus… Do you think that would work?”


  If the knights wouldn’t take their own items back, then maybe I could give them to someone else. That was the plan I concocted, at least.


  I could give Mirach’s bouquet to Scheat and… Agh, no…I can’t imagine he’d like that at all…


  I thought as hard as I could, hoping for a breakthrough, as Seven casually twirled in midair.


  “The solution’s simple, Fi! Since you’ve gotten your hands on all these interesting materials, why don’t you try making a new potion with them? Then you can distribute that to all the knights.”


  “Seven, you’re a genius!”


  What a brilliant idea!


  If they wouldn’t let me give back their things, I could use them to make something new!


  “That’s perfect! So basically, all I need to do is make something that the knights will happily accept. But what?”


  I scanned the venue, carefully considering what I could do with the items, when Seven’s cheerful voice rang out.


  “I know a potion the knights are sure to love! I found a notebook in the villa that had some really fascinating stuff written in it.”


  Seven was talking about the villa where the mother of the First King used to live, which housed a secret room that was filled with rare books and medicinal herbs. It was made to be incredibly comfortable for spirits, so Seven would often sneak inside and take naps there. He must’ve discovered a notebook that piqued his curiosity on one of those visits.


  But whenever Seven enthusiastically recommended something, it turned out to be totally outrageous about 90 percent of the time. I began to fill with doubt as Seven gazed back at me with an innocent look. 


  Yeah, this was definitely suspicious. 


  Whenever Seven looked the sweetest and most harmless, that was when you knew he was up to the most trouble. But I couldn’t think of a better idea, so I decided to go along with his plan.


  “All right. We’ll bet everything on your fantastic suggestion, Seven.”


  “That’s the spirit! Okay, here’s what you need: water so pure it’s practically impossible to find, sunflower seeds, the horn of a seven-year-old flower-horned deer, and the sour variety of the sweet red fruit.”


  “I have every single one of those things!”


  I stepped away from the wall and went around to each shop, collecting the various items I’d need.


  Scheat’s shop had water from the La-La-La-La Cavern, Mirach’s shop had sunflower seeds, Miaplacidus’s shop had horns from a seven-year-old flower-horned deer, and Fackt’s shop had the sour variety of the sweet red fruit.


  I put all of the items in a jar and imbued it with magic. My magic blended all the ingredients inside together, turning them into a single potion. Once it was done, I held the bottle at eye level and peered into it.


  “This is… H-huuuh?!”


  I squinted as I examined the new potion I’d created.


  “…Seven, what is this?”


  “You can’t tell?” Seven asked with a grin. 


  I scrunched up my face in response.


  It was a complete failure. After all that time and effort, I ended up making something utterly useless.


  “No, I can tell exactly what this is. But it’s the last thing the knights will want!”


  Why on earth would Seven have told me the knights were sure to love it? No one was going to be excited about this in the slightest.


  But Seven sounded like he was brimming with confidence as he boasted, “You’ve got it all wrong, Fi. It’s a potion so tempting that the knights would give up everything just to get their hands on it.”


  I didn’t agree with his opinion at all, but it was clearly even more useless to me than it was to the knights. Still holding the bottle tightly, I glanced up. Without me realizing it, the knights had started to gather around and were gazing at the bottle curiously. 


  A little afraid of the answer, I asked them, “Um, would you like to have a bottle of this? Or rather, this is all I’ve got, so I can only give it to one of you.”


  Fortunately, I hadn’t gone overboard and made a whole bunch. Honestly, I thought there was a high probability that none of them would want it and I’d be stuck with the potion.


  But as I waited for them to respond, Mirach asked politely, “What is it?”


  I scrunched my face up, but reluctantly, I had to tell them the truth.


  “It’s, um, a potion that makes muscles grow.”


  “What did you just say?!”


  Every single knight responded in unison. The impact was so strong that I took a step back in surprise.


  “Huh?” I murmured.


  I didn’t understand the dramatic show of interest. The knights’ muscles were already plenty big enough. They couldn’t possibly need more…right?


  But apparently, I was the only one who saw it that way. With complete sincerity, they began explaining why they actually did need more. To them, muscle was almost sacred, something you could never have too much of.


  “Princess, if there’s even the slightest chance of increasing my muscle mass, I can’t let it slip by! If I do, I’ll regret it for the next decade!”


  “I-It’s that important?”


  When all of them gravely nodded in reply, I finally understood the necessity of muscles. For the knights that is—I still didn’t get it at all. I wasn’t a fan of intense training, so I’d take lazing around over muscle-building any day. 


  I held out the bottle with a big smile.


  “Then this is for all of you!”


  “Princess!”


  “A-are you serious?!”


  I happily nodded at the incredulous knights.


  “Uh-huh! If you each take one spoonful before you train, the muscles you work on that session should be boosted beyond their normal levels.”


  I said that, but they’d probably only grow a little bit. Maybe not even enough for the person in question to really notice. The result probably wasn’t going to be as dramatic as the knights were expecting, but there shouldn’t be any negative repercussions. 


  Just then, the knights frantically started scanning the hall. I could tell they were looking for something more to give me as thanks. I immediately started to shake my head emphatically. There was no need for them to do that!


  “I don’t need anything in return. If you want to do something to thank me, do one hundred extra sit-ups after your muscles grow and let me see the results.”


  “Understood!”


  The knights nodded with such bright, beaming smiles that I couldn’t help but smile back…


  But their smiles were almost too radiant. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d unlocked a door I shouldn’t have.


  High above us, Seven looked downright smug, which only made me feel even more uneasy.


   


  ***


   


  The next day during my lesson, my tutor asked me, with deep interest, “How did your bartering session go, Princess Serafina?”


  “Uh, w-well…”


  Seeing me stammer, my tutor must’ve assumed that it went poorly, because he tried to console me.


  “I see, I see. Well, it was your first time, after all. It’s not surprising that things didn’t go as you hoped. Plan to do your best next time, okay?”


  Then, he clapped his hands together as if he’d just remembered something.


  “Oh, that’s right. I received a message from the knights. It said, ‘Since they would clutter Her Highness’s room and render it an unsuitable place for relaxation, we moved the items she received into one of the classrooms.’ If you don’t mind, may I take a peek at what you got?”


  “About that, umm…”


  I was starting to get worried that my tutor would think I’d swindled the knights when he saw how much stuff they’d given me. But once again, he seemed to misread the situation and assured me everything would be okay before he went to open the door of the neighboring classroom.


  “I understand you’re not used to bartering, Princess Serafina. It’s only natural that you’d come back with a small amount. Still, I wonder what they meant about it not being able to fit in…your…room…”


  He trailed off, mouth agape, as he stepped through the door and into the room overflowing with all sorts of items.


  My tutor stood there for a moment, as motionless as a statue, then slowly turned his head to look at me with wide, stunned eyes. 


  “Princess…you truly have excellent negotiation skills.”


  “Huh? No… Uh, I mean, yes!”


  I was about to deny it on the spot, but since I secretly longed for my tutor’s praise once in a while, I ended up agreeing with him.


  “That’s right! I do have excellent negotiation skills!”


  My tutor didn’t disagree in the slightest. In fact, he merely nodded and said, “That’s a very good thing.”


  Then, after fully taking in the vast quantity of items in the room, he asked me, “So, have you figured out how the value of an item is determined?”


  I quickly shot up one hand and loudly declared, “I sure have! Before, I thought it depended on how much money the customer had, but that was wrong. An item’s value is actually determined by how much someone wants it.”


  “I’m truly impressed, Princess Serafina. You’ve already got the main gist of it!”


  Seeing how in awe my tutor looked, I gave him a big nod.


  “Yup, so because I brought things that the knights wanted, I was able to trade them at a rate a hundred times better than usual and get a ton of stuff in return!”


  There’s no way I could have gotten all the knights’ items with things like one tiny bottle or a single wristband under normal circumstances.


  That’s when it hit me: I must’ve just so happened to have exactly what the knights wanted. 


  When I told my tutor that, he nodded approvingly.


  “Indeed. That’s why you received so many items in return. Your preliminary research was spot-on, Your Highness.”


  To be honest, I hadn’t prepared anything in advance. It was sheer coincidence that I’d brought items the knights wanted, but I wasn’t going to mention that.


  “That’s right!” I agreed.


  And with that, my tutor and I shared a warm smile.


  During that entire time, Canopus had stood behind me silently.


  He’d been with me while I was getting ready for the bartering event and knew how I’d randomly picked things to take with me. I’m sure he’d realized I’d left out some important details when I was talking to my teacher, but he didn’t say anything that would ruin the mood.


  Thanks to that, I got to savor the satisfying experience of being praised by my tutor for the first time in a long while.


  Serafina Joins the Council of Knight Captains


   


  AS SOON AS CANOPUS told me the news, I couldn’t help but have a loud outburst in response.


  “What?! All the knights are going to be gone?”


  Even though it would only be for a short time, it seemed that all twenty or so members of the Royal Red Shield would be leaving.


  Something terrible must’ve happened for all of them to be called to action at once.


  “Oh, I know! Is it because of the giant falling star?”


  I proudly shared my guess, but Canopus shook his head. It seemed that wasn’t the case.


  “There’s a knight brigade leadership meeting this afternoon. It’s held regularly and is usually attended by the commander, vice-commander, and the captains of each brigade. Under normal circumstances, only Captain Deneb, the captain of the royal guard, would be required to attend.”


  Ah, this must be the council that Sirius was always talking about.


  “However,” Canopus continued, “the topic of today’s meeting is the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent, so all the knights who encountered them on the west coast have been asked to attend as witnesses.”


  “What? They’re going to discuss the Lodrigone Continent monsters?” I repeated, a little startled by what I’d heard.


  But if they were going to be discussing those monsters, it made perfect sense why the presence of all the knights that fought them would be requested. The Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent were encountered so rarely that there was little to no information on where they may be encountered.


  “Since seeing those monsters is a super rare occurrence, they’re talking to everyone they can to get as many clues as possible?”


  Canopus nodded that I was right.


   


  ***


   


  The Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent were a group of ancient monsters that once roamed the long-lost continent of Lodrigone. Not much was known about them, but they were deemed to be brutal, violent, and cunning. What’s more, they had a completely different nature from that of ordinary monsters.


  If more of them had survived, they likely would’ve risen to the top of the monster food chain, but most perished when the continent disappeared. Still, a few did manage to survive, but their numbers were extremely limited, and they dwelled deep within remote forests and were rarely seen by people. As a result, not much was known about how and where they lived. That’s why the name “Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent” was uttered with both a sense of respect and fear.


  “Yeah, those monsters are something else. I’ve never heard of any other monsters stealing shadows before,” I said, suddenly lifting my head as a thought occurred to me: If everyone who’d encountered the monsters was going to be at the conference, shouldn’t I be as well? Seeing as I hadn’t heard a peep about it to this point, Sirius probably hadn’t planned on inviting me. 


  In fact, having Canopus tell me about it right before the conference was scheduled to start was probably Sirius’s way of preventing me from asking to join. In all likelihood, he’d say something like “The Council of Knight Captains requires thorough preparation, so it’s difficult to accommodate an additional attendee if they request to join right before it begins.”


  Still, I wanted to go. Thus, I ended up paying Sirius a visit at his office.


  “Sirius, I want to attend the Council of Knight Captains since I also encountered the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent!”


  Sirius immediately rose from his seat and gave me a pained look.


  But before he could say no, I quickly hit him with my reasoning.


  “I’m planning to become a saint who fights on the battlefield, so there’s a chance I might come face-to-face with the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent again. Not knowing what you’re up against can put you at a serious disadvantage, and it could even get you killed. That’s why I think it’s important to share what we know, gather as much information as possible, and be ready for anything.”


  “You have a point, but…” Sirius began reluctantly, a troubled look on his face. “Serafina, I believe I’ve told you this before, but once people start saying that there are things ‘only you can do,’ it becomes a heavy burden to bear.”


  I had heard him say as much before. Sirius was the strongest knight of all, so people assumed that if he couldn’t do something, no one could. That’s why whatever scary monster showed up, he was sent to face it—regardless of if he could beat it or not. I’d felt so bad when I heard that, and it struck me as incredibly unfair.


  “Currently, only the Royal Red Shield and a select few others know how capable of a saint you are.”


  “Right…”


  That ‘select few’ was probably Commander Wezen, Captain Adara, and a few other members of the Saint Knight Brigade.


  “Simply being present at the Council of Knight Captains doesn’t mean you will immediately be recognized as an accomplished saint, but the knights in attendance will certainly find it odd that a young princess is attending a gathering meant for seasoned leaders.”


  I suppose my presence would raise some eyebrows.


  “That’s why I want to avoid putting you in the spotlight as much as I possibly can.”


  In the end, he didn’t want me attending the Council of the Knight Captains for my own good. Sirius was always acting with my best interests in mind.


  I understood how he felt and was genuinely thankful, but if there was knowledge I could gain from the outside world, I wanted to hear all of it. That’s why I wanted to attend the Council of the Knight Captains and hear what everyone had to say. Still, it was true that the knights would likely find it strange if a young princess was present. 


  I didn’t want to cause any trouble for Sirius, so I was wondering if there was a way for me to go to the meeting without arousing any suspicion. That’s when I was struck with a great idea.


  I brought both hands to my eyes and began to cry.


  “Wah, wah! I’ll be so lonely without my knights.”


  “…Serafina?”


  Sirius looked concerned, which was valid considering I’d burst into tears out of nowhere.


  “Waaah! I’m only six. I don’t wanna be all alone.”


  Sirius pressed his hand against his forehead as if he felt a headache coming on.


  “Serafina, are you planning to keep up that cheap act throughout the entirety of the Council of the Knight Captains?”


  “Huh?! You saw through my fake tears?”


  I hadn’t realized he was that perceptive, but Sirius sounded utterly exasperated as he replied, “I’m not the only one. Canopus knew it was a farce too, and the other knights at the council will as well.”


  “I’d expect nothing less from my knights! They have such a keen sense of observation!”


  “Let’s…not use that tactic.”


  Sirius looked worn out as he lowered his head, pausing for a few moments as if deep in thought. Then he met my gaze with a resigned look.


  “You don’t need to pretend to be a lonely princess, Serafina. How about you attend the Council as…an extension of your social studies.”


  So I’d be attending the Council of Knight Captains as a field trip of sorts? It sounded a little fishy to me, but I didn’t raise any objections and nodded emphatically.


  “All right!”


  I was clever enough not to say anything to the contrary since Sirius had changed his mind and was allowing me to attend.


  Sirius gave me a concerned look, but then he reached out and swept me into his arms, saying, “You’re quite the troublesome princess, aren’t you?”


  However, his voice didn’t match his pained expression at all. If anything, he sounded cheerful and amused.


   


  ***


   


  When Sirius strode into the council room with me still in his arms, we were met with questioning looks from all the knight captains. Even though no one said anything, I could feel the prickly heat of their gazes on us. The uncomfortable feeling made me rub my body with both hands for comfort.


  Just then, Commander Wezen spoke up, his tone bright.


  “What’s the matter, Sirius? Was attending the Council of the Knight Captains such a lonely prospect that you felt the need to bring a guardian?”


  After shooting Commander Wezen a pointed look, Sirius replied sharply, “Are you drunk this early in the afternoon? You seem to have reversed the subject and object of your sentence. I’m the guardian here. Since all the princess’s knights were going to attend the council today, I decided to bring her on a field trip so she wouldn’t be left all alone.”


  Commander Wezen’s eyes widened in surprise as Sirius strode in, footsteps loudly clacking as he made his way to his seat. The knight captains also seemed taken aback by Sirius’s declaration and watched in silence as he walked briskly across the room, his footsteps echoing behind him.


  I was worried they were thinking badly of him for bringing in an outsider, when Commander Wezen spoke again.


  “Ha ha! Don’t you worry, Princess. The knight captains aren’t as rambunctious as the knights you’re familiar with, though they do indulge in idle chatter from time to time. Still, it doesn’t appear any of them have the guts to directly mouth off to Sirius.”


  That did seem to be the case.


  Still startled, I watched as Commander Wezen, clearly amused by my reaction, closed his eyes and pressed a hand to his forehead like he was channeling some kind of divine wisdom.


  “Now then, if I were to read the thoughts of the knight captains right now, it’d probably go something like this: ‘Wait! Vice-Commander Sirius, the one who’s always in his seat ten minutes before the council starts, just walked in last… And he’s carrying the princess?!’ ‘I know why! It must have to do with the rumors about what happened at the theater!’ ‘Oh, it’s her! The girl from the You’ll have to defeat me first! moment!’”


  I didn’t know Commander Wezen was such a good actor. He’d changed his voice to sound just like the various knight captains. Gauging by the wry laughter from the crowd, his impressions must’ve been perfect. Also, talk about investigative ability! Commander Wezen had his finger on the pulse of all the latest gossip on Sirius.


  Whereas I was impressed, Sirius sounded completely unamused.


  “I believe all the knight captains are perplexed by Captain Wezen’s overacting. Also, while it may appear he’s up-to-date on the latest gossip, it’s not because he’s particularly skilled at gathering intel; he just has plenty of free time because he completely avoids doing any paperwork.”


  Oof, it sounded like Sirius was bad-mouthing Commander Wezen right to his face. I was worried that might have hurt his feelings, but Commander Wezen just laughed breezily.


  “Ha ha, Sirius! You’ll have to surpass me in order to become commander of the knight brigade one day. If I’m too perfect, you’ll never stand a chance. That’s why I’m purposely leaving a few areas for you to do better than me in,” Captain Wezen said. Then he added, “I’ll be waiting for a thank-you.”


  I felt a wave of relief wash over me. It didn’t look like he was bothered one bit. In fact, Commander Wezen seemed to have a very healthy mindset. I was feeling much calmer as Sirius set me down on top of his knees. In fact, I was finally settled enough to take a glance around the room.


  It was quite spacious. A large, shiny round table stood in the middle of the room, with about ten chairs surrounding it. Of course, there wasn’t enough room for the whole royal guard, so three rows of chairs had been set up a bit farther back, which was where my knights were sitting. I’d expected them to be tense, but instead they waved and smiled when they saw me. I was glad to see they weren’t nervous at all.


  No sooner had I let out a relieved sigh than Commander Wezen slammed a hand down on the round table and said, “Since Princess Serafina is in attendance, this is a prime opportunity for you knight captains to climb the ranks. Make sure to put some oomph into your self-introductions!”


  Commander Wezen was clearly trying to make sure I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable about joining on such short notice, and I was truly grateful for the gesture.


  I was silently thanking him in my heart when a knight with deep-bluish-purple hair rose to his feet and stood at attention.


  “It’s nice to meet you! I’m Kaus Australis, captain of the First Knight Brigade in charge of guarding the royal family!”


  “Uh, right! I’m Serafina Náv!” I said, introducing myself with a hasty bow.


  Once Captain Kaus of the First Knight Brigade sat down, a young man with orange hair rose to his feet.


  “I took over the responsibilities of the Second Knight Brigade after Captain Deneb moved to the Royal Red Shield! I’m Giltab Butler, captain of the Second Knight Brigade that protects the royal castle!”


  “I-I’m Serafina Náv!”


  After I introduced myself once more, Sirius let out an amused chuckle from behind me.


  “Serafina, there’s no need state your name more than once.”


  “Oh, r-right.”


  It did feel like a bit much to keep introducing myself, so I decided to just bow my head politely from that point onward. As the knight captains continued to give their self-introductions, I got to learn a lot about them.


  The purple-haired man was mage knight Kaff Ka, captain of the Third Mage Knight Brigade. The gray-haired man was Juba Chiaz, captain of the Fifth Knight Brigade that protected the royal capital. The red-haired man was Menkent Shepard, captain of the Sixth Knight Brigade that was in charge of monster extermination around the royal capital. The man with bluish-green hair was Emon Short, captain of the Eleventh Survey Knight Brigade that investigated monsters. Lastly, the striking-looking woman with red hair was Adara Ace, captain of the Fourth Saint Knight Brigade.


  Once the introductions had finished, Kaus Australis, the captain of the First Knight Brigade who’d started everything off, rose to his feet again and spoke in a loud, clear voice: “I hereby call the Council of Knight Captains to order!”


   


  ***


   


  It appeared that today’s meeting would be led by Captain Kaus of the First Knight Brigade. With only a glance at the document in his hand, he spoke with confidence: “We have a special matter to address today. This is an emergency meeting of the interim Council of Knight Captains. There is only one item on the agenda, along with one report to deliver.”


  Captain Kaus went on to announce that the topic of discussion was the “Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent.” However, none of the attendees so much as flinched, suggesting they had been informed in advance. 


  At Captain Kaus’s signal, Captain Deneb stood with a report in hand and commenced his briefing.


  “Not long ago, the entire Royal Red Shield accompanied the Second Princess and Vice-Commander Sirius to the west coast. It was during that visit that we encountered several ringed demon lions—a type of Lodrigone Continent monster—while surveying Vlad Forest near the villa.”


  Upon hearing that, Captain Juba of the Fifth Knight Brigade and Captain Menkent of Sixth Knight Brigade frowned.


  “That’s impressively bad luck!”


  “Serves you right for pretending to be on guard duty when you were really just on summer holiday at the royal villa!”


  Captain Deneb completely ignored both men and continued speaking.


  “We managed to take one down when we first encountered them, but most of them escaped. Also, a majority had enlarged abdomens, indicating that almost the entire group was pregnant. Pregnant ringed demon lions attack nearby villages, so we decided to exterminate all of them posthaste.”


  The rest of the knight captains became a united front as they erupted into voices of protest.


  “Come now, Deneb! You lot are part of the royal guard! Exterminating monsters isn’t one of your duties! Why did you rush into attack without waiting for backup from the local knights?!”


  “Aren’t the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent much stronger than ordinary monsters? And you said that there was a considerable number present?!”


  “Even if you had Vice-Commander Sirius with you, that was way out of line!”


  I sensed that the other knight captains were worried Captain Deneb had recklessly rushed into a tough battle, and their concern showed in the harshness of their words. While they weren’t wrong, considering that the ringed demon lions could’ve struck the nearby village at any moment, there really hadn’t been any time to waste. Not to mention the personal feelings at play that had been a factor.


  Once it came out that the family and friends of Scheat, one of the royal guards, had been killed by ringed demon lions, everyone wanted to help him find closure. But even if we told them, would that be enough to sway them?


  I was still lost in thought when Captain Emon of the Eleventh Survey Knight Brigade stood up abruptly, his chair scraping loudly against the floor behind him. He signaled for Captain Deneb to take his seat before wordlessly glancing around at the rest of the group. This gesture seemed to have the mysterious effect of instantly quieting the agitated knight captains.


  Having confirmed that all the chatter had ceased, Captain Emon began to speak in a deep, resonant voice.


  “I’ve concluded that your inability to listen quietly to Captain Deneb’s briefing comes from a basic lack of understanding. You’ve been acting like children because you can’t grasp what’s being said. If that’s the case, it’s up to me to educate you all.”


  Ooh, he had a sharper tongue than I was expecting.


  Though I was a little surprised, everyone else was quietly waiting for him to continue, so it seemed like they were used to it. Captain Emon seemed to have made the same observation because he calmly started to break things down for them.


  “First, let us begin with some historical context. In ancient times, there existed the primordial continent known as Lodrigone. However, this continent fragmented into numerous parts, all of which ultimately submerged beneath the sea. Consequently, the majority of the creatures inhabiting the continent perished, though a few managed to survive, either by swimming across the waters or by clinging to fragments of the shattered land that drifted away. These surviving creatures are collectively referred to as the ‘Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent.’”


  None of the knight captains made any attempt to interrupt him and continued to listen intently. Just as Captain Emon had said, maybe they weren’t very familiar with the monsters of the ancient continent.


  Although Captain Emon had been quite sharp with them at first, his explanation was thorough and easy to understand, so perhaps he was actually a very kind person.


  “On the west coast, there are massive stone formations known as the Fragments of Lodrigone. These stones are believed to be remnants of the ancient continent that scattered when the landmass shattered. Unfortunately, that also means it is widely accepted that ancient monsters once clung to these fragments. The forest situated closest to these stone clusters is Vlad Forest, and it is said that all the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent that survived took up residence within its depths.”


  At that, the rest of the knight captains looked pained.


  “Why would they build a royal villa near such a notorious place?!”


  “It was likely intentional! The royal family always establishes villas or official facilities near places like that in order to properly keep an eye on them!”


  Hearing the fretful murmurs from the knight captains, Captain Emon seemed to conclude that everyone had understood his history lesson. Satisfied, he nodded and then shifted the discussion to the nature of the monsters.


  “Seems like you’re all following along well, so I’ll give you some more insight into the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent. The monsters in question have undergone a distinct evolutionary path, resulting in unique characteristics. The ringed demon lions we’ve discussed today are notable for their distinctive trait of walking on two legs despite their lionlike appearance.”


  The knight captains gaped as if they couldn’t believe what they were hearing.


  “A monster that walks on two legs?”


  “So like a lion that’s gotten too big for its britches? Now I’ve heard everything!”


  Captain Emon took one of the papers that was on top of the table and hung it on the nearby corkboard. It was a drawing of a lion with ring-shaped patterns, standing on two feet.


  “Perfectly stated—it’s a lion that’s gotten too big for its britches. And if walking on two legs wasn’t absurd enough, it has another peculiar characteristic: These monsters are born without shadows.”


  “What?!”


  “They don’t have shadows? No way something like that exists!”


  In contrast to the startled cries of the other knight captains, Captain Emon continued to speak in a calm, matter-of-fact tone.


  “Yes, you would think so, wouldn’t you? It’s something that defies the laws of nature. To correct this imbalance, ringed demon lions possess the ability to take the shadow of the first creature they kill. However, because they are so proud of their bipedal nature, they would never stoop to taking the shadow of a four-legged creature.”


  “What was that?!”


  “Then, that means…”


  Having been presented with an unbelievable story, the knight captains found themselves unable to fully wrap their heads around all the details at once. They stumbled over their words and exchanged bewildered glances.


  Captain Emon, however, showed no sign of relenting and pressed on, despite the knight captains’ confused reactions.


  “By nature, ringed demon lions are born with the desire to kill a two-legged creature shortly after birth. And now, I pose a question to you, my clever comrades: What bipedal creatures tend to live in groups?”


  “That would be…”


  “…Humans?”


  Captain Juba and Captain Menkent broke the silence with their answers, prompting an approving nod from Captain Emon.


  “Correct. Ringed demon lions give birth to their young all at once as part of their natural cycle. At those times, it seems they usually attack the nearest village with their offspring.”


  Once the knight captains learned this crucial information, they appeared completely tongue-tied. I was genuinely impressed by Captain Emon’s skill in delivering such excellent briefings.


  It was hard to believe these were the same knight captains who were all up in arms when, not much earlier, Captain Deneb told them the Royal Red Shield had to exterminate the monsters with no time to waste.


  Captain Emon’s voice broke the silence that now permeated the room.


  “There have been occasional reports and sightings of Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent in the past. As for the ringed demon lions, one was recently reported slain in the northern region. Since then, ecological studies have been underway; however, having only one specimen meant the sample size was too small for a thorough investigation, which made things difficult. That said, we were very grateful for the Royal Red Shield’s recent success in taking down thirty-two of these creatures.”


  When they heard that final statement, all the knight captains sprang to their feet.


  “Th-thirty-two, you said?”


  “N-no way!”


  “I’d heard there were a lot of them, but I assumed that meant maybe five or six! Even if Vice-Commander Sirius was fighting alongside you, how did you manage to slay that many?!”


  The knight captains bellowed at Captain Deneb, but he just shrugged his shoulders without offering a response. That made me realize the Council of the Knight Captains wasn’t only about giving straightforward answers. I was very impressed by how nuanced and complex it was.


  “Heh, so that’s how it was! Your judgment was spot-on, Deneb! If those ringed demon lions were all pregnant, there really was no time to waste. Moving to exterminate the monsters without waiting for the local knights to arrive was a splendid and commendable decision!”


  “Still, that took some serious guts! This is thirty-two Lodrigone Continent monsters we’re talking about! I know I wouldn’t have willingly jumped into that fight!”


  Once they’d shared their thoughts, the knight captains, still buzzing with excitement, launched into a barrage of questions about exterminating the ringed demon lions. It wasn’t just Captain Deneb who was under scrutiny but all the knights who were there who were subject to interrogation. However, they were calmly and seriously answering every inquiry. 


  Seeing this, I finally understood why the presence of the Royal Red Shield members had been requested. After all, the knight captains were also knights, so what interested them most was battle. If their curiosities weren’t satisfied here and now, the Royal Red Shield would face constant questioning in the days to come. Avoiding that hassle was probably a primary reason for this emergency meeting. 


  Since the fiery enthusiasm showed no signs of dying down, Captain Kaus of the First Knight Brigade, who was presiding over the meeting, called for a brief recess. The other knight captains seemed to have been waiting for this moment, as they all rose from their seats and gathered around the Royal Red Shield members, bombarding them with even more questions.


  As I was regarding the situation with great interest, Sirius whispered in my ear, “The Royal Red Shield was a unit formed exclusively of elite knights. Still, the knight captains are aware they wouldn’t be capable of defeating thirty-two ringed demon lions. I’ve already ordered the knights not to speak of you assisting us as a saint, so no matter how many questions they ask, the knight captains probably won’t be satisfied.”


  Ah, now I understood. The knights had to hide that I fought alongside them as a saint. In that case, I needed to do my best to help them out.


  I threw both of my hands up and pressed them against my head.


  “A monster that walks on two legs?! That’s soooooo scary!”


  Despite my stellar performance, the knights of the Royal Red Shield (including Sirius) stopped what they were doing and slightly narrowed their eyes.


  Huh? Did I mess up? I wondered, but all the other knight captains began to sympathetically say things to me like “It sure is!” and “It’s scary, isn’t it?”


  Feeling relieved, I looked up at Sirius with a smile. It seemed like I’d been able to pull off the role of a scared little princess with ease. But Sirius just looked at me like he was struggling with whether or not he should tell me what was really on his mind.


  “Ah, Serafina…”


  I was sure he was about to praise me, so I stuck my head out so he could easily pat it. Seeing that, Sirius went quiet, his eyes fixed in surprise on my head. Then, without a word, he reached out and softly tousled my hair.


  Heh heh! Sirius is rewarding me because I did so well!


  I was quietly giggling at the thought when Commander Wezen, who was sitting beside us, suddenly burst into laughter.


   


  ***


   


  After some time had passed, the recess was called to an end and the council meeting resumed. Although the knight captains didn’t seem entirely convinced, the Royal Red Shield’s answers seemed satisfactory enough for the time being.


  At the signal of the First Knight Brigade’s captain, Captain Emon of the Eleventh Survey Knight Brigade rose from his seat once more as he glanced down at a paper in his hand.


  “Now, this is just speculation, but I believe that ringed demon lions are one of the weaker Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent.”


  That was news to me, and apparently, it was news to the members of the Royal Red Shield as well. They all jumped up from their seats and started to protest.


  “W-weak, you say?”


  “You’ve got to be kidding! Tell me that after you’ve fought them yourself!”


  “I’m fully confident they’d wipe the floor with us if we faced them again! That’s how strong those ringed demon lions were!”


  Captain Emon raised one hand as if to put a stop to the Royal Red Shield’s barrage of complaints. Once they quieted down, he gave a knowing nod.


  “Believe me, I understand why you’d say that. I may have called them weak, but rest assured, that is only in the context of being Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent. By ordinary standards, they’re incredibly powerful monsters, as you all very well know.”


  As the captain of a knight brigade that specialized in monster research, Captain Emon had likely encountered countless monsters in his time. His theory was probably based on all the data he’d gathered over the years. Even so, it didn’t seem the Royal Red Shield was ready to accept it.


  Each and every knight looked completely unconvinced, and Captain Deneb spoke for all of them when he shot a question at Captain Emon.


  “Are the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent really that strong?”


  Captain Emon briskly nodded without a moment of hesitation. “Yes, they are. That’s precisely why all those ringed demon lions were pregnant at the same time. It’s known as the dilution effect. By existing in a large group, each individual monster lowers its chances of being targeted by predators. It’s a survival strategy used by the weak.”


  The logic behind Captain Emon’s explanation was undeniable, which caused everyone present to grow pale, as if gripped by a sudden chill. But even though it made perfect sense, that didn’t mean everyone would accept it quietly. In fact, a wave of agitation swept through the ranks of the Royal Red Shield.


  “A survival strategy used by the weak? Those creatures were weak?!”


  “Even if he’s captain of the surveying brigade, that’s an outrageous theory if I’ve ever heard one!”


  “If those monsters were weak, I don’t want to ever find out what the strong ones are like!”


  Captain Emon smiled as he addressed the knights’ words of protest.


  “Yes, indeed. I do come up with outrageous theories, don’t I? In fact, how about I tell you one more I’ve got?”


  “No, thanks!”


  The royal guard responded in perfect unison, causing Captain Emon to slightly wince.


  “So, you all finally agree on something…” he murmured.


  The royal guard seemed to take this comment as an invitation to unleash all their grievances from afar.


  “Don’t you dare look down on us! We’ve stared death in the face more times than you can imagine! The feeling of fear doesn’t even register anymore. But still…I have this chilling feeling that whatever you’re about to tell us is something we’ll regret hearing.”


  “No doubt about that! I have zero interest in hearing this hypothesis of yours, Captain Emon!”


  “What he said!”


  “Is that so? Anyway, the Lodrigone Continent disappeared, and almost all the monsters living there went along with it, save for a handful. The impact of that is…”


  “You’re just gonna keep going?!”


  Miaplacidus’s shout was loud enough to reverberate throughout the meeting room, but Captain Emon paid it no mind and lightly waved the paper he was holding.


  “As I previously stated, there have been occasional sightings and reports of slayings of Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent. However, these occurrences are limited to the last few months. Apart from this recent time frame, there have been no reports whatsoever of such monsters for roughly the past century. The same can be said for the demons as well.”


  As soon as Captain Emon said the word “demon,” a palpable tension swept over everyone present. The room fell silent as no one dared to speak. Finally, Commander Wezen posed a question.


  “Emon, why did you bring up demons just now?”


  Although he didn’t sound any different than normal, there was a distinct sharpness to his gaze. An icy glare from Commander Wezen would’ve frozen most people in their tracks, making it hard to utter a single word. Yet, befitting his status as a knight captain, Captain Emon merely shrugged his shoulders and carried on with calm resolve.


  “Looking over past data, the timing of the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent’s appearances matches that of demons. However, the connection between their appearances isn’t clear, so I suppose I can’t make any sort of valid hypothesis.”


  Despite acknowledging that it was an unknown relationship, Captain Emon had laid forth a bold claim. Commander Wezen gazed at him thoughtfully as he stroked his chin.


  “So, since the connection between the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent and demons isn’t clear, it might just be a coincidence that they’ve appeared around the same time so far. Or are you suggesting that we should start preparing for a demon’s arrival because large numbers of Lodrigone Continent monsters have been spotted?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” Captain Emon bluntly agreed.


  After looking thoughtful for a few moments, Commander Wezen turned to Sirius, as if seeking his opinion.


  Sirius acknowledged the commander’s gaze before speaking in a resolute voice.


  “To follow up on this, I will promptly reach out to the captains of the knight brigades deployed throughout every region. I will order them to intensify their vigilance in guarding their respective territories and issue directives to report any irregularities, regardless of how trivial they may seem.”


  Commander Wezen nodded, seemingly satisfied with Sirius’s response. He then turned back to the knight captains and rapped the round table a couple of times before addressing everyone in a tone that was part scolding, part encouragement.


  “You heard him! Nothing happening is the ideal outcome, but be prepared to respond immediately if something does!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Sirius also scanned the knight captains before issuing a sharp warning.


  “For the first time in a century, we have encountered over thirty Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent. This has led to speculation that it could be a precursor to the emergence of a demon. All personnel must remain extra vigilant and approach their duties with utmost seriousness.”


  “Understood!”


  After all the knight captains had responded, the captain of the First Knight Brigade stood up again and declared the topic closed.


  “We will now be ending discussions of the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent. Before we finish, there is one final report. The astrologers have released their prophecy regarding the giant star that fell the other day.”


  Since reports were presented purely for the purpose of sharing information, all the participants had to do was listen. That’s why, when Captain Kaus mentioned it was just a report, the tension in the meeting room visibly eased.


  The knight captains slumped back in their chairs, as if their work were already done, before jeering loudly. 


  “What’s that? A prophecy from the astrologers? Dress it up however you like, but at the end of the day, it’s just fortune-telling with a star motif.”


  “Exactly! It’s the kind of thing that tells you to wear pink that day or else. Then if something bad does happen, they say, ‘It’s your fault for not wearing pink.’”


  “Or they’ll tell you to hop up the stairs or something ridiculous.”


  “Well, it’s not a bad fortune if it helps you get in shape!”


  Captain Kaus of the First Knight Brigade brushed off his comrades’ jokes and looked back at the paper in his hands.


  “They say the fallen star had three dark spots.”


  Captain Juba and Captain Menkent immediately started jeering.


  “Wow! I thought astrologers were usually old fogies, but they sure have some amazing eyesight!”


  “Nah, that’s not it. They used some magic to zoom in on the giant star’s surface. I heard they even got twelve mages together for it.”


  Captain Kaus ignored both men and continued reading from the paper.


  “Thus, the astrologers have prophesized the arrival of ‘three black calamities.’”


  Captain Kaus’s serious tone and expression didn’t seem to make much of an impression on the knight captains who just shot each other glances as if to say, I told you so.


  “There it is! The all-important prophecy! Just as expected, it’s completely vague. I’ve got no clue what it means.”


  “Right?! It’s the same kind of ambiguity my childhood friend used when she turned me down! Her rejection was so vague that I was left in the dark for six months straight!” 


  “That’s only because you don’t understand the dating game. Anything less than a clear ‘yes’ means ‘no’! And who cares about your failed love life? You’ve got so many stories like that, we’d be here all night if you told them all.”


  Ah, so that’s what he meant…


  Now it made sense why Commander Wezen said the knight captains occasionally ran their mouths. As soon as they sensed their duties were over, they seemed to lose the ability to filter their thoughts.


  Actually, the only who wasn’t making a fuss was Captain Adara of the Saint Knight Brigade. Wow, she’s so cool.


  Captain Wezen said that the knight captains didn’t have the guts to talk back directly to Sirius, but here they were, mouthing off right in front of him. Wasn’t that basically the same thing? And it looked like Sirius was going to let it slide without reprimanding them at all.


  So that’s how it is, I mused, but Captain Kaus of the First Knight Brigade was far less tolerant. He shot the other knight captains a seething glare. 


  “Yes, yes, you’re right. But this is our job, and it doesn’t have anything to do with the astrologers. We need to figure out what the ‘three black calamities’ might refer to and be ready just in case.”


  At that, Captain Menkent of the Sixth Knight Brigade wrinkled his nose in disgust.


  “Hey, cut it out with the cryptic talk! ‘Three black calamities’? That could mean any number of things! Getting scared by something that vague is just giving in. Fear creates monsters bigger than the truth after all!”


  “Besides, the first thing that pops into my mind at the phrase ‘three black calamities’ is the black monsters, but there’s only two of them, right? So that can’t be right…”


  But as soon as Captain Giltab of the Second Knight Brigade said that, all the members of the royal guard immediately dropped their gaze to the ground.


  Actually, I did too.


  If I had to guess, the black fenrir I was keeping in my garden had suddenly popped into their minds. They were probably thinking that, along with the two black magical beasts known to the world, mine was the third. I was sure they were keeping silent for my sake.


  What should I do? I wondered, but Sirius gave me a little pat on the shoulder as if to cheer me up before speaking in a perfectly even tone.


  “I don’t think it means the black monsters either.”


  Oh, Sirius was covering for me!


  I jerked my head up in surprise, but all Sirius was doing was calmly scanning the faces of the knight captains.


  “Any other theories?”


  As the knight captains struggled to respond and their eyes darted around uncertainly, Captain Emon politely interjected, saying, “If I may be so presumptuous…” After a short pause he continued. “Considering the circumstances, I’d interpret the ‘three black calamities’ as ‘three demons.’”


  Knight captains were the crème de la crème of knights—an exceptional few selected from among an already elite group. It was likely that every knight captain there had some inkling that ‘black calamity’ was a veiled reference to demons. Even though they knew the truth, they deliberately chose to turn away from it. That was probably the reason why they were all shooting Captain Emon looks that clearly said, You just said something you shouldn’t have!


  The Blessing of “The Wind of Beginnings”


   


  ONE DAY, A SOFT GUST OF WIND greeted me as it entered my room.


  “Hello there, I’m a gentle breeze.”


  I’d squeezed my eyes shut basking in how nice it felt, but when I opened them, there was a stunning figure standing right in front of me. It was a man with chiseled features and hair that fell down to his waist. Due to his ethereal beauty and the unique shape of his ears, I immediately realized he was a spirit.


  “Are you a friend of Oligor’s?” I asked.


  Even though I’d never met this spirit before, he exuded the same kind of presence as Oligor. But when he gave me a puzzled look, I decided to switch languages. 


  “Are you friends with Oligor?”


  The moment my words reached him, the spirit stumbled as if the weight of them had hit him physically. Unable to regain his balance, he sank to his knees on the floor, burying his face in his hands and brushing at his tears with the sleeve of his robe.


  “Oh, it’s truly remarkable! Not only does the Little Queen speak the spirit language, but she’s come remarkably close to the truth of my identity!” 


  Phew. It seemed I was right—he was a friend of Oligor’s.


  A weight seemed to lift from my shoulders when I approached him, but before I could get any closer, Oligor’s friend raised his head and took one of my hands in both of his. 


  “Little Queen, my name is Wentus. I am the one who governs the wind. I vow to be of aid to you, so please allow me to serve at your side.”


  Oh dear, that was quite a request to make of someone you’d just met.


  Though part of me was feeling uneasy, I answered as honestly as I could.


  “No spirits serve me. I’ve made a contract with Seven, but he’s my friend. And since I have him, I don’t need any more contracts.”


  “Seven… I see, so that’s the name of your contracted spirit. He’s a numbered spirit, is he? I would expect no less from you, Little Queen. You’ve chosen quite a strong spirit to partner with.”


  It almost sounded like he knew who Seven was. I was wondering if that was actually the case when the spirit in question suddenly appeared.


  “Fi, with what we were just talking about, I—gaaaaah!”


  Seven had flown into my room through the window, but as soon as he saw Wentus, he toppled to the floor. 


  “Eeek! No way!”


  Seeing Seven trembling in fear, I remembered him saying he wasn’t comfortable with adult spirits. Come to think of it, this was his first time coming face-to-face with one. I’d just met Wentus myself, but he had a friendly smile and wasn’t scary at all. Seven must’ve been afraid just because he was an adult spirit.


  “Seven, Wentus may be an adult spirit, but he’s not anyone to be frightened by,” I chided.


  “F-Fi. You’ve gotta be kidding me! How can you casually address him like that?! Th-this is…”


  “That’s enough, little spirit.”


  At Wentus’s sharp command, Seven slid backward, his back slamming up against the wall.


  “U-understood!”


  It was obvious there was some kind of hierarchy at play. I suppose in the spirit world, whatever the adult spirits said was absolute. Then again, even in the human world, adults had the power to say things like “Go to bed!” or “Study!” Apparently, no matter the society, adults always held positions of authority over the youth.


  I watched on wordlessly as Wentus gave Seven a curious look.


  “Seven… Which means you’re his seventh son. But why do you still appear as a child? Your younger brothers have already taken their adult forms.”


  “W-well, that’s…”


  Seeing Seven so distressed that sweat was starting to trickle from his brow, I couldn’t help but chime in.


  “Um, everyone matures at different rates. I’m sure Seven’s just the type who takes a little longer to grow.”


  After taking a moment to give me a thoughtful look, Wentus firmly shook his head.


  “No, that’s not the case this time. This spirit has consciously stopped his own growth.”


  “Huh? R-really?”


  Still stunned by what I’d heard, I looked over at Seven, who quietly nodded in response.


  That must mean Wentus is speaking the truth, I thought. And that’s when I remembered something Seven had told me before.


  “I’m never going to grow up. I’m always going to remain a child.”


  He’d responded like that when I told him I wanted to grow up fast so I could fight alongside Sirius. 


  Seven had assured me that he’d be there for me, but partway through speaking, his expression clouded over, and he said quite worriedly, “I’ll be by your side to help! But…are you sure you want to be with a spirit who’ll always be a child? Fully grown spirits are stronger, so wouldn’t you want to make a contract with one of them?”


  Back then, I assumed he was referring to a dream that could never come true, but now I wasn’t so sure.


  Would Seven really stay a child spirit forever?


  Seeing him looking so dejected with his head hung low, I realized it was probably true. Even so, there was no need for him to worry.


  “I don’t care if you’re a child forever, Seven! The only spirit I’ll ever make a contract with is you!”


  “Fi!”


  Seven’s voice was filled with emotion, nearly matching the surprise in Wentus’s voice as he asked, “What? Then you don’t intend to accept me?”


  I scrunched up my eyebrows and gave him a small frown.


  “You said you govern the wind, right?” I asked. “I don’t know any other spirits like that, so you must be really special. And special beings have special jobs to do. I’m not a big, important saint or anything, so I’m probably not the one you’re looking for.”


  Maybe that would change when I grew up, but for now, all I could do was shoot him an apologetic look.


  “Despite the Little Queen still being quite young, she is very wise. You’re right—I have power and influence, so if you stay by my side, you might find yourself caught up in my affairs. I’m sorry for making such a thoughtless offer without considering that.”


  Seeing Wentus looking so forlorn made my heart ache.


  “Even without a contract, we can still be friends. That way, you’re free to choose a saint who’s better suited for you. And trust me, I always help my friends when they need it.”


  Wentus blinked as if I’d said something shocking.


  “…If we’re friends, won’t you still end up being caught up in my affairs?”


  “Oh… I-Is that so? Perhaps you’re right…”


  Wentus lightly chuckled at my confused reaction.


  “What am I to do? The Little Queen appears to be hopelessly good-natured.”


  “You don’t look like you’re going to do anything to stop me,” I said with a pout, seeing how happily he was laughing.


  At that remark, he gave me another warm smile.


  “Ha ha, I suppose you’re right. You know, Serafina, I’ve taken quite a liking to you.”


  “Uh, th-thank you,” I stammered, my cheeks starting to redden at his sudden confession.


  Wentus’s eyes narrowed and his expression cracked into a bright smile as he watched me.


  “I’m delighted to know you appreciate my kindness.” Then, he reached out a hand to me. “Serafina, would you allow me to bestow a small blessing upon you? Too much might needlessly draw you into my affairs, so I’ll give only a faint trace, just enough to be of some assistance.”


  When I nodded, he brushed his outstretched hand against my forehead.


  “I, Wentus, present Serafina with a small blessing of the ‘Wind of Beginnings.’”


  Even though there was no change whatsoever to my forehead, Wentus gave a satisfied smile.


  “Farewell for now, Little Queen. I shall come and visit you again.”


  With that, Wentus turned back into a gentle breeze and slipped away the same way he had arrived.


   


  ***


   


  Seven and I were now the only ones in my room.


  “Fi…”


  Seeing Seven look so hesitant, I stretched out both hands toward him.


  “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to,” I said. “I’d feel pretty down if I made you talk about things you’d rather not.”


  [image: ]


  Since his forehead was all scrunched up, I spoke to him as cheerfully as I could.


  “Spirits are pretty amazing, huh?! They don’t have to grow up if they don’t want to.”


  “It’s not something just anyone can do. Only extremely powerful spirits can do it…probably. I’ve never seen any spirit besides me try not to become an adult, so I’m not really sure how it works.”


  Seeing how uneasy Seven looked, I resolved not to add to his burden and tried to find something comforting to say.


  “When people grow up, all they say is ‘Do this,’ ‘Do that,’ and they stop playing altogether. So if you stay a child and keep playing with me, I’ll be super happy!”


  “…But I’m sure you’ll tire of me when you grow up, Fi. Adults aren’t going to want to play with a child spirit. Still, I made a choice to stay like this, and that won’t change. So, if you ever get bored of how childish I am, I want you to tell me right away, okay?”


  “Hm? Will I really get bored of you when I grow up?”


  Ack, I’d just come to a rather unpleasant realization.


  I’d been wondering what kind of adult would enjoy spending time with Seven, and the first person who came to mind was Father. Since I was Father and Mother’s child, I’d probably end up resembling one of them. I still wanted to enjoy spending time with Seven when I grew up, but if possible, I hoped to avoid turning out like Father. 


  “You’re the king’s daughter, so you might turn out just like him. If that’s the case, maybe you will enjoy our time together even when you do grow up,” Seven said hesitantly. It seemed like he’d been thinking the exact same thing.


  Hmm, that might be a problem. It seemed that the ideal “future me” Seven was imagining was someone who was just like Father.


  “Wh-who knows. There’s no saying I’ll turn out like Father just yet,” I refuted as politely as possible. Then, I walked over to Seven and squeezed his hand tightly. “Seven, Sirius may be a grown-up, but he’s always there with me, having fun. So even if I become someone else when I’m an adult, I’m confident I’ll still enjoy being with you just the way you are.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  Seven’s question was so earnest that I smiled and said, “That’s easy.” Then I leaned in close and whispered, “Because I love you very much!”


  His ears turned bright red as he pulled me into a tight hug.


  “I love you too, Fi!”


  Encounter with a Demon


   


  “DID YOU KNOW, SEVEN? When something bad happens, your sixth sense kicks in.”


  Seven and I were lying next to each other on the grass of the castle garden when I told him something I’d heard.


  “Your sixth sense?”


  Seven cocked his head to the side, presumably unfamiliar with the term. Well, it would be up to me to tell him everything that I knew about it!


  “They say a sixth sense is this amazing kind of intuition! Like, you can just tell something bad is about to happen. It just up and hits you all of a sudden!”


  “Is that right? That’s a nonsensical thing to suddenly bring up.” 


  Seven’s annoying grin prompted me to quicky retort, “It’s not nonsensical at all!”


  “Well, it sure sounds convenient, doesn’t it? All you have to say is ‘it was my sixth sense,’ without a single shred of proof.”


  “I have to admit, you do have a point… Oh, I just thought of a useful trick. When something’s too difficult or tedious to explain, I can just say I used my sixth sense.”


  “Right… Let me know how that works out for you.”


  Seven seemed to have lost interest in the conversation, because he started flying away. As I sat up and watched him dart off, I thought I saw something flying among the clouds. I squinted to see if I could make it out more details. As I watched, something seemed to drop from whatever was up there. Now intrigued, I rose to my feet, still keeping an eye on the flying object drawing closer.


  “Huh? A blue dragon?”


  As it got close enough for me to see it clearly, I realized it was a blue dragon. But what would one be doing here in the middle of a city? They usually lived deep within the forest. 


  As I stood there, stunned and unable to move as I processed what I was seeing, Canopus shouted sharply from my side.


  “Princess Serafina! Get behind me!”


  With that, he quickly moved in front of me and readied his sword.


  Maybe it was because of the sword or perhaps it had been its intention from the start, but the blue dragon landed only a few meters in front of us. A cloud of dust surged upward, and the gust of wind it brought along with it nearly knocked us over. The dragon towered about sixteen feet above us, making it a truly terrifying sight to behold.


  “I’ll stave it off, so make your way to the back of the castle! There are plenty of tall trees there, so you should be able to find somewhere to hide!”


  “Got it!”


  With that quick reply, I started running as fast as I could.


  Honestly, I wanted to stay behind and fight with Canopus, but if Sirius wasn’t there and I got hurt, that would spell big trouble for Canopus. That was why I decided to prioritize my safety.


  Incidentally, there were supposed to be several guards protecting me today, but the others had stepped out, so the only one with me when the dragon landed was Canopus. If anything happened to me in that situation, the other knights would undoubtedly be furious with him. Because of that, I ran with everything I had, and it seemed my efforts paid off. I was able to make it to the back of the castle.


  I did it! I thought, as I scanned the trees for a good place to hide. My breathing was still ragged when I felt a chill run down my spine.


  “Huh? Could this be my sixth sense?” I muttered to myself as I felt something stirring in my gut. It was just then that I noticed an iron door set into the ground not too far in the distance.


  “Huh? There’s a cellar out here?”


  Though I was curious, I got such an ominous feeling from the door that I couldn’t bring myself to get any closer. Besides, it was wide open, and I had a feeling something terrifying might jump out at any moment. Something about this whole situation left me with a sense of unease. I was about to run somewhere else when I suddenly heard a soft rustling noise.


  My heart leaped into my chest as I gazed toward the door, just in time to see a figure step out from the shadow beneath a nearby tree. It had patches of black fur and was standing on two legs. I gasped as I realized it was just like something I’d seen before—something I never imagined I’d stumble upon in the castle garden. Step-by-step, it moved forward, fully emerging out of the shadows. The second the sunlight touched it, I knew exactly what was going on.


  The creature didn’t have a shadow.


  There was nothing else this otherworldly entity could be—I was face-to-face with a ringed demon lion, one of the Monsters of the Lodrigone Continent.


  One of the terrifying monsters we’d exterminated on the west coast was right before my eyes.


  But this one didn’t seem as huge as the ones we’d fought on the west coast. In fact, it was just a little bigger than me. It was very likely that I was in the presence of one of their young. Still, that didn’t change the fact that it was a terrifying monster. It had a sharp stinger on the end of its tail, not to mention fangs and claws that glinted in the sunlight.


  A soft squeal escaped my lips.


  Up until now, I’d always been with the knights whenever I’d encountered a monster. I’d felt safe with them by my side, and that’s why I could act as a saint without an ounce of trepidation. But now, standing alone in front of a monster, I knew that things were completely different. 


  This realization caused me to tremble uncontrollably.


  I was frozen with fear. Those claws could rip through my skin like it was nothing, and those fangs looked sharp enough to bite straight into me.


  I wanted to run away, but my legs were shaking so violently that I couldn’t move.


  The monster took one step toward me, and then another.


  I was frozen in place as it crept in my direction, and once it was right in front of me, its lips curled into a wicked grin.


  “Eeek!”


  I cried out in fear, but that only seemed to amuse the monster even more. It grinned again—and in the next instant, it lunged at me. 


  I saw its sharp claws coming straight toward me, and I was positive I was about to be torn apart. 


  Right when I was about to meet my doom, an unfamiliar slicing sound rang out.


  The ringed demon lion’s claws stopped just inches away from me.


  There was a loud gushing noise as the monster’s blood sprayed through the air, some of it splattering on my face.


  Trying to understand what had just happened, I opened my eyes and saw a large hand with long claws. I followed the path of the claws, and my gaze landed on a tall man dressed all in black. He was holding the blood-soaked ringed demon lion with just one hand. I gasped softly as I noticed his shoulder-length black hair fluttering in the wind. 


  “Black hair…?”


  I’d never seen hair that color before, but it somehow felt ominous. A chill ran through me as Sirius’s words about the color black resurfaced in my memory. I tried as hard I could to recall all the information I’d been told about that color.


  Ah, right. Sirius had told me that black was a color of warning. Which meant…I probably shouldn’t get too close to this black-haired man.


  My heart was pounding so loudly that it almost rang in my ears as I stared at the man. He looked human, but his eyes had no whites at all, and sharp horns grew from his head. Was he a monster? Or maybe he was a demon, since he took on the form of a human.


  I had never seen anyone who resembled him before and couldn’t figure out who—or what—he really was. Just then, the man opened his mouth and an eerie voice came out.


  “Heh, it seems some fresh and exquisite prey remains after all. Moreover, it lacks a shadow and bears no trace of human scent, truly a rare delicacy. The journey all the way here was certainly worthwhile.”


  The man appeared to be talking, but the words were different from any language I’d heard, and I couldn’t understand a single thing he was saying.


  I stared up at him, my face as pale as sheet, but he didn’t even glance my way and continued to tear apart the ringed demon lion in his arms.


  I was just about to cover my ears to block out the monster’s piercing screams when I heard some familiar voices.


  “Princess Serafina!”


  I turned in surprise to see Canopus, Scheat, and Miaplacidus sprinting toward me.


  They dashed over to my side in no time and stood between me and the man, forming a human shield around me. From the other side, Ludo came running too, fur standing on end as it bared its teeth at the black-haired man.


  “C-C-Canopus…” I called out shakily as my personal knight swooped me into his arms.


  “Princess Serafina, it’s going to be okay now! I can’t apologize enough for putting you in such danger!”


  Now that the three of them were here, the fear that had overwhelmed me moments earlier began to loosen its grip. But that relief wasn’t nearly enough to quell the sense of dread I felt toward the black-haired man.


  “C-Canopus, who is that man with black hair?” I asked in a quivering whisper. 


  Although Canopus’s face slightly paled, he gave me a straightforward answer.


  “…In all likelihood, he’s a demon.”


  Even though I had suspected it, hearing the word demon spoken out loud made my throat tighten with fear. I started trembling again, and when Canopus noticed, he took a step back, trying to put more distance between us and the looming threat.


  At the same time, Scheat and Miaplacidus adjusted their positions so that they were standing right in the middle. The three knights always kept him in their line of sight, as if they were waiting for the right moment to make a move.


  “Princess,” Miaplacidus said quietly, like he was giving some advice, “don’t worry. Canopus is the fastest among us. We’ll cover for you while he takes you to Vice-Commander Sirius.”


  “N-no! Then the two of you will be in danger!” I vigorously protested, but Miaplacidus spoke firmly as he kept his gaze locked on the demon.


  “Don’t worry. Neither of us want to be heroes, so as soon as we know you’re safe, we’ll also make ourselves scarce.”


  “B-but…”


  I still couldn’t bring myself to agree. Seeing that, a pale-faced Scheat also spoke up in a hoarse voice. “Your Highness, I beg of you. That demon was pursuing the ringed demon lion. You were only caught up in this because of your proximity to the monster. Please…I can’t bear to see anyone be harmed by one of them again.”


  Scheat’s words struck me like a lightning bolt. That’s right, he’d lost his family and friends to the ringed demon lions. There was no doubt he was still carrying that pain with him, buried deep down inside his heart. 


  I didn’t want him to suffer any more than he already had, so I gave him a big nod.


  “Okay, we’ll go. But both of you better make it back too!”


  “Of course!”


  “We promise!”


  Their strong replies reassured me, and I clung tightly to Canopus as I readied for him to dash off. But just then, the demon suddenly turned to look at me.


  In that moment, it felt like my heart had been grabbed and I found myself struggling to breathe.


  But all the demon did was just stare at me with emotionless eyes.


  Bonus Story:
If Sirius Were Born Under a Different Star


   


  IT ALL STEMMED FROM something Captain Adara of the Saint Knight Brigade said when we were visiting the Knight Café. 1


  At the time, Vice-Captain Mirfak had gone off the rails after dressing Sirius in one of the outfits she collected as a hobby. To explain her comrade’s behavior, Captain Adara had said: “Her imagination isn’t going to slow down at this rate. I’m sure she’ll just keep creating one custom-made scenario after another.”


  But that had sounded kind of fun to me! It got me thinking: “What if Sirius had been born under a different star?” I was kind of curious about what kind of life Sirius would have led if that were the case. In fact, musing about that brought me a lot of joy.


  The following day, I brought the topic up with the knights who were protecting me, and Mirach’s eyebrows creased together, as if he was deep in thought.


  “What if Vice-Commander Sirius had been born under different circumstances? Well, I think no matter where or how he was born, the vice-commander would still be incredibly capable. Whatever path he took, he’d probably achieve something unbelievably extraordinary.”


  Scheat continued, “Yeah, I think so too! The vice-commander was wearing clothes from an exotic land, right? I imagine if he’d been born in a desert country, he probably would’ve ended up as a leader in those lands too. I mean, a prophetic swordsman? That’s about as epic as it gets!”


  “You think Sirius really would’ve been a prophetic swordsman if he was born under a different star? That sounds like it would be really intense.”


  When I chided Scheat about piling too much onto Sirius’s hypothetical plate, he only murmured a noncommittal “Perhaps you’re right.” 


  Then he gazed at me and enthusiastically asked, “Actually, why did you come to the Knight Café with Vice-Commander Sirius yesterday? And why was he dressed up in a costume? The moment I realized who he was, I almost fell into the pool out of shock.”


  “Me too! I was seriously torn between finding a place to hide or fainting on the spot!”


  Hearing the knights chime in their agreement one after another, I scrunched my forehead dejectedly. Perhaps it had been wrong of me to bring Sirius to the Knight Café.


  “Should he not have come? I wanted him to praise all of you after seeing how hard you were working at the Knight Café. Also, the reason he came in costume was because I thought it might be hard for you to concentrate on working if you knew he was there.”


  That was all it took for the knights to understand my intentions. 


  “Ah, so that’s what it was. You’re always praising us, Your Highness, so you wanted the vice-commander to do the same. Although the chances of that happening were nil…”


  “He pushed us to the brink during our training this morning, saying we were too out of shape if just swimming in the pool tired us out!”


  “Even if it comes across as complaining, please know we truly appreciate you bringing him along!”


  “What? You really do?” 


  After hearing what they had to say, I was sure bringing Sirius to the café was a mistake—but maybe that wasn’t the case after all.


  At that, Scheat loudly clapped his hands together.


  “As Mirach said, the vice-commander would surely be talented no matter what star he was born under, and he’s certainly proven capable under this one too. After spending only a short time at the Knight Café, he quickly noticed what we were lacking and took steps to fix it. Of course, it was you who actually made it happen, Your Highness.”


  Scheat was probably referring to the green pool and cauldron full of healing potion that I’d made. 


  Since all the knights seemed grateful to Sirius, I gleefully chirped, “Heh heh! Sirius is amazing, isn’t he?! Even if he didn’t say it aloud, he looked incredibly pleased when he saw how hard you were all working.”


  “What? I-Is that true?”


  “I can’t think of a greater honor!”


  I smiled to myself as the knights blushed.


  “Also, I agree with what you all said. I think Sirius would be amazing no matter what star he was born under. No doubt, he’d have a fun and happy life no matter where he ended up.”


  I couldn’t help but smile knowing just how almighty Sirius was. But seeing my knights exchange uneasy looks, I suddenly felt confused.


  “Is my theory wrong?” I asked.


  “Well, even amazing people aren’t always guaranteed to have fun and happy lives.”


  “They’re not? But isn’t it more achievable for them if they’re super capable? I mean, Sirius always seems to be enjoying himself.”


  At that, the knights fell silent, their expressions unreadable. 


  “What is it?”


  “…The reason that Vice-Commander Sirius is so happy is most definitely because of you, Princess Serafina.”


  “We know how he was before you came to the castle, and it’s almost like he’s a different person now. He didn’t seem to be very happy back then.”


  But Sirius was always smiling. How could he not have been happy? That didn’t seem remotely possible.


  “Tee-hee! But you knights are always so lively and fun. How could Sirius not enjoy himself if he was spending time with you?” I retorted, but I was only met with frowns.


  “That’s the thing! The vice-commander didn’t seem to be enjoying himself one bit!”


  “You didn’t know him back then, so I guess you wouldn’t understand, Princess.”


  “The vice-commander is at his best now, and I’d never want to return to those old days! Your Highness, we will absolutely protect you, so please don’t ever stray from Vice-Commander Sirius. Let us continue to enjoy these peaceful days!”


  “Hear, hear!”


  “That’s exactly right!”


  “We want this Vice-Commander Sirius with us forever!”


  Seeing the knights ramble on and on, I couldn’t help but laugh as I thought, My knights sure know how to take advantage of a situation!


  That night, when I was telling Sirius about how astute the knights had been, he rubbed his chin thoughtfully with one hand.


  “For once, those guys actually said something that hits the mark.”


  “Huh? Then was I wrong? You wouldn’t have a happy and fun life no matter what star you were born under?”


  Sirius shot me a sideways glance as he said in a teasing tone, “I suppose that would depend on you.”


  “Me?”


  I cocked my head to the side, not grasping what he meant.


  Seeing that, Sirius chuckled, “It’s quite simple, actually. No matter the circumstances of my birth, Serafina, I would be happy if I met you. If I didn’t, the opposite fate would await me.”


  “Really?”


  It was just as the knights said—I had some kind of influence on Sirius’s life. And if he enjoyed being with me that much, maybe he actually liked my teasing. I never realized it before. 


  “If I was met with misfortune even with you by my side, that would mean I was the one who made a terrible mistake. If that were to happen…I could do nothing but pray to make amends in my next life.”


  I blinked a couple of times, confused. Sirius talking about messing up or wishing for a new life didn’t sound like the man I knew at all. Sensing he was feeling a bit lonely, I scooted closer to him on the couch where we’d been sitting and snuggled right up to him.


  “You won’t be sad, Sirius! Even if it was under a different star, it would be nice to be together again. I’ll make sure to tease you every day so that you can enjoy yourself, okay?”


  I’d tried to say something comforting, but for some reason he just smiled wryly.


  “It’s not your teasing that makes me happy…but if doing that means you’re paying attention to me, I suppose that will suffice.”


  “Huh? What was that?”


  Sirius had been muttering under his breath, so I couldn’t quite make out what it was he said.


  At my question, Sirius reached out and patted my head.


  “I’m saying, I actually look forward to you teasing me.”


  I knew it! He did like my teasing after all. Feeling giddy, I let myself fall against him.


  “Sirius, as long as we’re together, we’ll live happily, no matter what star we’re born under!”


  As I divulged those words from my heart, Sirius responded kindly, “Yes, that would be nice.”


  The spot where I was leaned up against Sirius was feeling warm and toasty. It made me feel like no matter when and where we would end up, everything would be all right if we were together.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU SO MUCH for purchasing this book! Thanks to all your support, the fifth volume has been released!


  I initially struggled with what kind of stories to include in this volume, but I think the end result was just right! A play featuring the Handsome Chief Duke, the Knight Café and Knight Bar, the bartering event, encountering a demon, and more… I basically threw in everything I wanted to write about, so I hope you enjoy it! Once again, chibi-san provided amazing illustrations for this volume. The cover and color insert are absolutely lovely. Just looking at them puts me in an amazing mood. Thank you once again for your fabulous illustrations, chibi-san!


  Now then, in the main story, a knight appears whose eardrum had ruptured without him even realizing it. Some of you readers might be thinking, Wait, is that even possible? The answer is: Yes, it really is.


  Let me tell you a story from when I was in high school. As part of our regular health checkups, we would have a consultation with a doctor. While I was waiting in the prep room for my turn, I happened to overhear a conversation between the student before me and the doctor. It went something like:


  “Sensei, it feels like my right ear’s been buzzing lately.”


  “Let me take a look… Goodness me, you have a ruptured eardrum!”


  “I’ve felt off ever since I got hit in the ear with a ball during club practice three days ago. So that’s what happened, ha ha ha!”


  “This is no laughing matter, son. You need to go to the hospital.”


  “Gotcha!”


  Honestly, hearing that conversation made me think, High school sports clubs are terrifying!


  Also, regarding the Knight Bar, I based it off a place I visited with staff from the publisher. I was recently summoned to Tokyo by the publishing company, and maybe they felt a little bad about just calling me over, so they took me on a “field trip” of sorts to an establishment staffed entirely by muscular guys. And I mean every single employee was seriously ripped. 


  One of the company’s sales reps, who used to play soccer as a kid, came along too, and he looked like he was going to lose his mind when one of those macho men effortlessly picked him up in a bridal carry. 


  He groaned something like “I can’t believe he picked me up like it was nothing! If only I had my muscles from back then…”


  But the macho man just replied, “I can lift up to 330 pounds!”


  Even if he’d kept those muscles, it didn’t seem like it would have made much of a difference. Oh, by the way, my editor (a man) was backed into a wall by one of the macho men and completely melted into a puddle.


  He told me something like “I’ve always had the heart of a pure young girl,” which yeah, was definitely TMI.


  On that note, I have an announcement!


  As I mentioned on the cover flap, A Tale of the Secret Saint placed 2nd and A Tale of the Secret Saint ZERO ranked 21st in the “This Light Novel is Amazing! 2025” rankings in the light novels and novels category! It’s all thanks to you, the readers. I truly, truly appreciate it!


  I’m also writing a light novel for another publisher called The Villainess’s Guide to (Not) Falling in Love, which ranked 3rd in the same category. And incredibly, all three titles ranked in exactly the same positions as last year! That’s just amazing—and I’m beyond grateful to all of you!


  Before I wrap up, thank you for sticking with me to the end. I really appreciate everyone who played a part in bringing this book to fruition. It turned into something I’m genuinely proud of and excited to share. I hope you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it!


  Footnotes


   


  Bonus Story: If Sirius Were Born Under a Different Star


  [1] Please read after finishing the main story of A Tale of the Secret Saint ZERO Novel 5.


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!
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Character List

SERAFINA NAV

The second princess of Nav. Has crimson
hair and golden eyes. She lived hidden
away in the Forest of Lent because of her
blindness since birth, but she returned to
the royal capital after regaining her sight.
Despite her tender age, she already pos-
sesses exceptional ability as a saint.

Vice-commander of the Néav
Horned Beast Knights at the
young age of nineteen. Current
head of the Ulysses dukedom
and nephew to the king. A
handsome man with gray hair
&< and silver eyes, he is the king-
dom’s strongest swordsman.

SEVEN

A young spirit boy who

has a pact with Serafina.

CANOPUS BLAZEJ

A young man from the
islander minority group.
After Serafina chose him
as her personal knight,
he swore an oath of fealty
d toher.

SCHEAT KNOWLES

Formerly belonged to the
First Knight Brigade, but
was transferred to the
Royal Red Shield. A cheer-
ful and boisterous knight
with red and golden hair.

MIRACH QUARK

| Formerly belonged to the
/ Second Knight Brigade, but
4 | was transferred to the Royal
Red Shield. A caring and
helpful knight with a slen-
der physique and baby face.

MIAPLACIDUS AMES

Formerly belonged to
the First Knight Brigade,
but was transferred to
the Royal Red Shield.
A brawny and masculine

knight.

FACKT JIE

Formerly belonged to the First
Knight Brigade, but was trans-
ferred to the Royal Red Shield.
Nicknamed the “Ambassador

of Sarcasm,” a knight known

for his gift of gab.

LUDO

A fenrir that Serafina met
in the forest and is secretly
keeping in her garden.





OEBPS/images/COLORGALLERY_02.jpg





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_06.jpg
Procyon Nav
Serafina’s father. The king.
Spica Nav
Serafina’s mother. The queen.
Vega Nav
Serafina’s older brother. The first prince.
Capella Nav
Serafina’s older brother. The second prince.
Rigel Nav
Serafina’s older brother. The third prince.

Shaula Nav
Serafina’s older sister. The first princess.
Wezen Wald
Captain of the Ndv Horned Beast Knights. A gallant and
highly respected man, yet terrible at paperwork.
Deneb Bonino
Former captain of the Second Knight Brigade. Was
reassigned to captain of the Royal Red Shield.
Oligor
A spirit boy whom Serafina met on the Set Coast.
His true identity is the First Spirit Lord.
Wentus
A strong spirit known as “The Wind of Beginnings.”

Nav Kingdom Royal Family Tree

The Nav Family
Queen Spica King Procyon Daughter of Achernar, Former
Arteagian Duke Duke Ulysses
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NAV KNIGHT BRIGADE

First Knight Brigade
ROYAL GUARD

Second Knight Brigade
ROYAL GUARD

Third Mage Knight Brigade
MAGE KNIGHTS

Fourth Saint Knight Brigade
SAINT KNIGHTS

Fifth Knight Brigade
ROYAL CAPITAL GUARDS

Sixth Knight Brigade
MONSTER EXTERMINATION,
ROYAL CASTLE VICINITY

Seventh Knight Brigade
MONSTER EXTERMINATION,
NORTHERN REGIONS

Eighth Knight Brigade
MONSTER EXTERMINATION,
EASTERN REGIONS

Ninth Knight Brigade
MONSTER EXTERMINATION,
SOUTHERN REGIONS

Tenth Knight Brigade
MONSTER EXTERMINATION,
WESTERN REGIONS

Eleventh Knight Brigade
MONSTER SURVEYING

Mirfak

Scheat Knowles
Mirach Quark
Miaplacidus Ames
Facke Jie

Sador

Canopus Blazej





