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  Prologue


   


  I’M NOT CUTE. I’m unfriendly. I’m too serious, and there’s nothing interesting about me. I spent my whole life hearing these criticisms.


  And yet in spite of all my faults, I had the good fortune to marry someone I love. In fact, we recently returned from our honeymoon.


  I’m not just a saint anymore. I’m Sir Osvalt’s wife, too.


  We’ve experienced our fair share of chaos, but my life with him is a happy one.


   


  One day, while I was in my room reading about ancient ruins, a young man arrived at the mansion.


  I showed the man, who carried a large rucksack, into our reception room. We had encountered him on our honeymoon.


  “What brings you here today, Haruya? Sir Osvalt has gone to the royal palace to carry out his royal duties as prince, but he might be back soon.”


  “Look at you, Philia. Always a sight for sore eyes.” Haruya lowered his head politely. “Don’t worry. I knew Prince Osvalt was still at the palace. I’m here to see my sister.”


  Haruya was my bodyguard Himari’s older brother, as I’d been quite shocked to discover.


  “You wanted to see Himari?”


  “Yep. I wish she’d stop hiding and show herself.”


  Haruya looked up at the ceiling. Himari silently made her way down. I couldn’t understand why she’d wanted to hide until her brother left, but as a saint, I did see the value in keeping my personal and professional lives separate. I couldn’t really blame her.


  “Haruya,” said Himari, sounding detached and unbothered. “I am pleased to find you in good health.”


  “I sure am,” Haruya replied, smiling awkwardly. “It looks like you’re in top form as well.”


  “Which of my services do you require? Don’t tell me there’s someone you want me to dispose of.”


  “Ha ha. If I ever make such an enemy, you’ll be the first person I turn to. But no, it’s not that. I come bearing gifts.”


  “Gifts?”


  “You heard me. Here—take a look.”


  With that, he began to unload a pile of presents from his rucksack. There were fancy dresses, jewelry, daily necessities, and even sweets. It was filled to the brim with gifts.


  “Happy birthday, Himari.”


  “My birthday? I know it passed recently, but isn’t this a little excessive?”


  Lena had told me about Himari’s birthday, and we’d celebrated it a few days earlier. Haruya must have been away that day, accompanying Prince Osvalt on official duties relating to the Moontear Flower.


  Now that the explosions in the Volcanic Miasma Zone—formerly too dangerous to enter—had settled down, it was possible to obtain large quantities of the plant. As the second prince, Sir Osvalt was trying to be more active in more governmental affairs, including negotiating with the kingdom of Girtonia.


  As Sir Osvalt’s assistant, Haruya had his share of meetings to attend. His hectic schedule had kept him away from Himari’s birthday party. Whether he was making up for lost time or not, Himari was right. He’d definitely gone overboard with the presents.


  “For years, I didn’t even know you were alive. I never imagined I’d be able to celebrate your birthday. I’m making up for all the gifts I didn’t get to give you before.”


  “Haruya…” When she heard her brother’s explanation, Himari’s eyes started to well up.


  When they were reunited, Himari mourned how much Haruya seemed to have changed—yet beneath it all, some of him must have remained the same.


  Haruya smiled. “Yeah, I thought it was important to attend to this matter first, so that’s why I’m here.” He shifted his gaze toward me.


  “What do you mean by ‘first’?”


  “Your instincts were correct. There is something I need from Prince Osvalt. Mind if I wait here until his return?”


  It likely wouldn’t be long before Sir Osvalt came back. Knowing Haruya, he’d probably factored that in and arrived a little early so he could give Himari her presents first.


  “No, of course not. I don’t mind at all. Would you bring us some more tea, please, Lena?”


  “I’m on it! I’ll be back before you know it!”


  Once Lena had hurried off, I passed the time chatting with Haruya until Sir Osvalt’s return.


   


  “Any way you look at it, that’s a crazy pile of presents!” exclaimed Lena. “I’m super jealous, Himari! You’ve got yourself a really generous big brother!”


  “Hrm. It’s not that I’m ungrateful, but… Presents for every year, from the time we were separated to my nineteenth birthday?”


  Lena gazed at Himari with envy, but Himari herself appeared conflicted. She’d received years’ worth of birthday presents. Clearly, her feelings at the moment were difficult to process.


  “Nah, I see where you’re coming from,” said Haruya. “I’m not trying to patch over the time we spent apart. Still, nineteen? Time sure does fly.”


  “Yes. It does seem that way.”


  “On that topic, Himari… You’re nineteen now. Haven’t you received any proposals?”


  “Eh? Proposals?”


  Unusually for her, Himari’s voice cracked. Haruya’s question must have startled her. It didn’t strike me as especially strange, though.


  “Marriage hasn’t even crossed my mind.”


  “It hasn’t?”


  “I’m here to serve Lady Philia and Prince Osvalt. I don’t allow myself to entertain such frivolous thoughts.”


  It had never occurred to me that she’d take her loyalty that far. I decided to step in and make things clear.


  “Himari, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with thinking about marriage. No one would deem you ‘frivolous’ for thinking about your future.”


  “That’s extraordinarily kind of you, Lady Philia. A master like you is a true blessing.”


  “Now, wait a moment. I didn’t say anything special.”


  Himari’s emotional reaction left me at a loss for words. All I wanted was for her to live her life freely, without restrictions.


  “A-anyway, you’re welcome to consider marriage whenever you see fit,” I assured her. “Oh, and that goes for you, too, Lena.”


  Eager to lift the atmosphere, I looked to Lena for help. I was sure she’d lighten the mood, just as she always did.


  “I know! No need to worry! You see, I already have a fiancé!”


  This cheerful revelation left us all stunned. Himari and I exchanged glances.


  Lena was engaged all along? I had no idea.


  She might have been working as a maid, but Lena was the daughter of a noble family, not to mention a lovely young lady. It was hardly surprising that she’d found herself a suitor. Still, I couldn’t believe I’d never heard anything about him.


  “You’re engaged, Lena?” I asked. “When did this happen?”


  “When? That’s a good question.” Lena drew out her words slowly. “My engagement was arranged shortly after I was born, so it’s been a pretty long time.”


  If that was the case, it was safe to assume it was an arranged marriage. Even so, I had to ask. “Lena, when you say it happened shortly after you were born, do you–”


  Just then, Sir Osvalt arrived home.


  “Thanks for waiting, Haruya!” Apparently, he’d been expecting our guest.


  Haruya stood and bowed. “Don’t worry. We’ve been enjoying a pleasant chat. If anything, I should apologize for hurrying you.”


  “That’s all right. Now go ahead and share the results of your investigation.”


  “Should we step out and give you two some privacy?” I asked.


  “No, Philia,” said Sir Osvalt. “You all need to hear this. It’s important.”


  “All right.”


  Sir Osvalt nodded and took a seat beside me. I was curious to find out what Haruya had been investigating on his behalf.


  “Okay, I’ll jump straight to it,” Haruya began. “Soon, a delegation from the royal family of Alectron will be making a pilgrimage to the Sivaltz Ruins in Parnacorta. I’ve been collecting intel in preparation for their trip.”


  We’d recently visited the Sivaltz Ruins on our honeymoon. The spot was considered sacred by the people of Alectron, who believed it to be the birthplace of their most revered goddess. Every four years, members of the kingdom’s royal family made a pilgrimage to the holy site—and they were due a visit.
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  Why had Sir Osvalt asked for an investigation? What could he be worried about?


  “So? What was the outcome?”


  “Let me be direct.” Haruya’s voice took on a flat, unemotional tone. “Rumor has it that someone is plotting an attack against the Saint of Parnacorta on the day of the royal visit. They must be assuming that security will be focused entirely on the Alectron royal family.”


  Silence filled the room.


  In the past, Haruya had advised Prince Reichardt to purchase weapons to protect me, the country’s saint. According to Sir Osvalt, I’d made enemies of certain people in power. Now it seemed that someone had chosen the day of the Alectron royal pilgrimage to unleash their malice against me.


  I feared our peaceful days would come to an end sooner than we hoped.


  Chapter 1:
The Knights at the Border


   


  AFTER HEARING HARUYA’S REPORT, the Parnacorta Knights, with Philip at the helm, started patrolling the grounds of our mansion. They announced that they’d stay on high alert until the Alectron royal family’s pilgrimage was over.


  According to Rick, the archaeologist who had served as our guide during our honeymoon, more knights were stationed at the Sivaltz Ruins, too. As it happened, he had since been assigned to the palace’s research facility, where he was studying divine objects. There were a number of such artifacts in the palace’s treasure vault, so he was conducting research into their powers and using his findings to develop new magical tools.


  “Sorry,” said Sir Osvalt, glancing out the window. “I know you don’t need any more chaos.”


  “Oh, it’s fine,” I assured him. “But what about you? You’ve had a lot on your plate lately. Will you be able to manage?”


  “Me? I’m fine, too.” He flashed a white grin and stepped closer to me. “I may not be as resilient as you, Philia, but I have confidence in my endurance.”


  Sir Osvalt had been overseeing every aspect of the royal family’s visit. Whether it was planning the introductory party, arranging transport to the holy site, or taking care of security, Sir Osvalt was on it.


  His official duties had left him with barely any time to sleep. The previous night, he hadn’t made it home until well into the night.


  “Please don’t push yourself too hard.”


  “Ha ha ha. You’re the last person I ever envisioned saying those words, Philia.”


  “Is it really that strange of me?”


  “Well, our nation’s saint is the hardest worker you can find in Parnacorta—even if she might not realize it herself.”


  “Oh… Er, I’m sorry.”


  I recalled Lena encouraging me to rest, and Sir Osvalt telling me I worked too hard. When I first arrived in Parnacorta, forging ahead with my saintly duties was all I knew, but somehow, I’d begun to understand why they all begged me to rest.


  “Hey, I didn’t want you to apologize. I’m starting to get how you felt back then.”


  “What?”


  “I understand the satisfaction of giving your country and its citizens everything you’ve got. My capabilities may still be lacking, but I’m taking my role as a prince seriously. I want to carry out my duties in the same way you do.”


  Sir Osvalt said this with an intrepid look on his face. His expression took my breath away. Sir Osvalt, looking up to me? I could hardly believe it.


  I knew he was too sincere to lie about something like that, but I never could have imagined I was part of the reason he’d been working so hard.


  “What’s wrong? You’ve gone so quiet, Philia.”


  “Oh, no, it’s really nothing. I understand how you feel… But please, make sure your health doesn’t suffer because of it.”


  “Oh? Good point. It’s a promise. Thank you.”


  Sir Osvalt smiled, nodded, and sat down on the sofa. I automatically took the seat next to him.


  “The truth is,” he continued, “there’s another reason why I’m doing this.”


  “Another reason?”


  “Yeah. I’m a prince, and I want to do everything I can for my country. Naturally, I admire your dedication to sainthood.” Sir Osvalt gazed up at the ceiling, as if he were talking to himself. “But there’s another person I strive to imitate.”


  Another person. I knew exactly who he was talking about.


  “Is it Prince Reichardt?”


  “Yeah, my older brother. It won’t be long before His Majesty officially names him as his successor. Since he was a boy, his path was fixed, but our status will change once it’s officially announced. I’ll be the brother of the next king.”


  The king had the responsibility of appointing his successor. From what I’d heard, Prince Reichardt had received an education becoming of a monarch from a young age. It sounded like His Majesty had always intended for Reichardt to follow in his footsteps.


  “I see. Once the decision is official, we’ll have new roles as well,” I said. “Still, I know you fully support your brother, and I doubt anyone around him would oppose the choice. I can’t imagine that will be a problem.”


  “That’s one thing I’m not worried about,” Sir Osvalt laughed. “His Majesty has always been careful to avoid any conflict over the succession. That’s one reason why he subjected my brother to such rigorous training in governance. It was a way of assuring the people that no one would be more fit for the throne.”


  Conflict over succession…


  I’d witnessed such a crisis from close quarters when a dispute erupted between Prince Fernand and Prince Julius in my homeland, Girtonia. The two princes’ factions had collided, battling over who would take the throne.


  At that time, the looming threat of the Demon Realm had put the very survival of the kingdom at risk. The whole country should have been united, and it was easy to dismiss the in-fighting as foolish…but one could also argue that this demonstrated just how significant the role of king was.


  “Our mother passed away shortly before our father took the throne. I was still small, so all I did was cry. But my brother looked toward the future, studying hard and striving to stand on his own two feet.”


  “It feels like it’s been a while since you spoke about Her Majesty.”


  Soon after we got engaged, Sir Osvalt confided that he lost his mother when he and his brother were still young. It must have been a sad thing for him to recall, because he made a point of not delving very deeply into his memories. In fact, he rarely mentioned her at all.


  I was surprised to hear him talking about her now.


  “Well, I don’t have many memories of her. My brother might be older than me, but I’m sure he still craved our mother’s affection. It’s amazing how he took that deep sorrow and used it as motivation to work even harder. I guess he didn’t want to use his pain as an excuse to slack off. Anyway, watching him left a strong impression on me.”


  “You really respect Prince Reichardt, don’t you?”


  “I do—though I’d be too embarrassed to admit it to his face. Keep this conversation between me and you, okay?”


  Sir Osvalt smiled, pressing a finger to his lips.


  “Heh heh. Of course.”


  It would be hard to find someone as well-equipped for the role of king as Prince Reichardt. That was undeniable.


  “My brother is everything His Majesty hoped he would be. In this case, the nomination is just a formality.”


  “A formality… Now that you mention it, any member of the royal bloodline can be appointed ruler in this country, can’t they?”


  “You always know your stuff,” replied Sir Osvalt. “It’s almost unheard of for someone other than a prince to be named as the successor, but it has happened.”


  The king of Girtonia was chosen from among the princes, but in Parnacorta, anyone with ties to the royal family could potentially be chosen, including members of the nobility, such as dukes. Allegedly, this provision had been established in case there was no prince, or the existing prince was considered unfit to rule. In an extreme scenario, Prince Reichardt and Sir Osvalt could both be passed over if His Majesty decided neither of them would make a suitable monarch.


  “All that aside, when I thought about my brother becoming king, it got me thinking about how I could help our country. As it turns out, the answer was surprisingly simple. I just have to be a dependable little brother. After all, he’s going to have more responsibility than ever. I’ve decided to become a man my brother can lean on.”


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  “That was a pretty basic, obvious answer, right? I should have made it sound a little cooler,” he added, looking sheepish.


  He didn’t need to provide any complex reasoning.


  “What big sister wouldn’t worry about her little sibling?”


  It was a simple statement, but it saved me—and my sister Mia. I owed so much to the kindness that Sir Osvalt showed me from early on.


  “I must admit I’m terribly fond of you, Sir Osvalt.”


  “Whoa, that’s not something I hear every day!” Sir Osvalt laughed. “What brought that on?”


  “Oh? N-no particular reason… I just wanted to tell you how I was feeling.”


  The words had left my mouth of their own accord, leaving me taken aback. Situations like this were supremely embarrassing for me. I had no idea how to deal with them.


  “I love you, too.”


  “What?”


  Sir Osvalt gently pulled me toward him as he whispered these words of affection. All my strength left my body. Still, I felt oddly at ease.


  Maybe it wasn’t so bad to voice my feelings every now and then.


   


  ***


   


  “Prince Osvalt. Lady Philia. Please help yourselves to my special cake.”


  As the two of us were chatting, Leonardo entered the room. He placed a freshly baked cake on the table, its sweet aroma wafting through the air.


  Recently, he’d admitted to a newfound obsession with baking and had started treating us to his creations.


  “It looks lovely,” I said.


  “Yeah,” said Sir Osvalt. “Let’s try it.”


  “I hope you like it,” Leonardo replied.


  We decided to take a tea break and enjoy the cake Leonardo had baked for us. This one was a chocolate cake. The sugary scent drifting through the air would have made anyone hungry.


  “This is utterly delicious, Leonardo,” I told him.


  “You’re just as skilled as ever,” Sir Osvalt agreed. “Still, I never thought a man who once lived by the sword would take up baking cakes. I suppose you never know what’s around the corner.”


  “Back in the day, my duty was to fight for the kingdom as a knight. The life I lead as a butler couldn’t be more different.”


  Many years ago, Leonardo exercised his talents as a royal knight. When he accompanied me on my duties, I saw him slay monsters with masterful elegance. His skills were something to behold.


  The Parnacorta Knights were said to be the strongest military order in Sedelgard, so it was no surprise that his abilities were top-tier. Be that as it may, Leonardo seemed to be extraordinary even by their standards. He must have been among the most capable knights in the order.


  “If I hadn’t asked you to be my bodyguard,” Sir Osvalt continued, “you would have been commanding one of the border contingents by now.”


  “Hmm, perhaps.”


  The Parnacorta Knights were divided into five contingents: the main regiment that protected the capital and four border regiments that guarded the eastern, western, southern, and northern frontiers. Philip, the commander of the knights, managed the regiment in the capital, while the knights stationed along the border were supervised by four regimental commanders. I wasn’t surprised that Sir Osvalt believed Leonardo had the strength and ability for command.


  “Don’t be so modest. Everybody recognized your skill, Leonardo. Just look at the other two members of the Three Knights of Parnacorta for proof. They’re both serving as regiment commanders.”


  “The Three Knights of Parnacorta? That’s a phrase I haven’t heard in a long time,” said Leonardo, narrowing his eyes as he reminisced.


  The Three Knights of Parnacorta? I wasn’t familiar with that term.


  “Sir Osvalt? Who exactly are the Three Knights?”


  “Oh, I’m not surprised you don’t know about them, Philia,” said Sir Osvalt. “Back when I was just a boy—yes, I think it was when Gene Delon, whom we met recently, was the commander of the knights—three knights became known for their remarkable success at defeating monsters. They became known as the Three Knights of Parnacorta.”


  “Oh, I see,” I murmured.


  Sir Osvalt nodded gently.


  Bit by bit, I’d been learning about Parnacorta’s history, but there was still so much I didn’t know. I did remember reading that during that time, knights played a crucial role in slaying monsters that slipped through the Saint’s fingers.


  “One of the Three Knights of Parnacorta was Baron Aulps. You must have heard that name. He’s Lena’s dad.”


  “Oh, yes. Baron Aulps served as a guard to His Majesty at one point, didn’t he? I hear that he’s the commander of the eastern regiment nowadays.”


  Baron Aulps was the head of Lena’s clan. The family descended from a prestigious lineage, with generation after generation serving as knights or royal guards. It was thanks to her revered family background that Lena had advanced into Sir Osvalt’s personal guard. I’d heard that one of Lena’s two older brothers was a personal guard to the king.


  “Yeah, Baron Aulps was part of Leonardo’s cohort. His speed was unparalleled—everyone agreed that no one was quicker with a sword.”


  “He sounds quite remarkable.”


  I hadn’t gotten the chance to hear much about Lena’s father, so I never realized how outstanding he was. It made sense, though. Baron Aulps commanded one of the four border regiments. He wouldn’t have that job if he didn’t have the skills to match.


  “The last of the Three Knights was Elmhardt Clandy. He joined the order the same year as Leonardo. He was a man of few words, but he was incredibly powerful. Word has it that he once sliced a giant dragon in half with a single strike.”


  “Elmhardt… He’s the commander of the southern regiment, isn’t he?”


  “You’re right on the money. His regiment defends the area surrounding the Sivaltz Ruins—the place Alectron’s royal family considers a sacred site.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  I was glad that we’d been able to travel across Parnacorta on our honeymoon. Hearing tales of monsters and knights made me realize just how fortunate we were. There were people out there defending the places that I cared about. That thought made me even more determined to fulfill my saintly duties.


  “Someone told me the Clandy family is also one of the most distinguished families of mages in Parnacorta. One of their ancestors was a saint. Isn’t it unusual for someone from a magical lineage to become a knight?”


  “I should have known you’d be familiar with them. The Clandy family is a renowned magical family, but Elmhardt was born without any magical powers. Nonetheless, he’s an exceptional knight.”


  It was rare for someone born into a family of sorcerers to have no magic ability at all. Still, from the way Sir Osvalt was speaking about him, I gathered that Elmhardt was a remarkable talent in his own way.


  “You see, that’s why I’m hoping to strengthen the partnership between Elmhardt’s troops in the south and the main squadron in the city by carrying out a joint training exercise.”


  “A joint training exercise?”


  “Oh, I guess I forgot to tell you, Philia. We’re planning to bring a section of Elmhardt’s regiment to the capital, where the two groups can interact and train together. It’s partly to see how they’ll respond when members of the Alectron royal family arrive.”


  Sir Osvalt was already making plans for the southern regiment and the knights at the capital to work together. He was thinking ahead, ensuring everything would go smoothly in the event of a crisis.


  “Isn’t it a little early for that? Wouldn’t it make more sense to do that right before the pilgrimage?”


  “We’re holding a welcome party for the Alectron royals first, remember? There have been some worrying movements recently, so we need to strengthen security—not just at the venue, but across the entire capital. I’m planning to get Elmhardt’s men to help secure the event. They’ll also act as bodyguards on the pilgrimage.”


  “I see. You’re preparing them for that task.”


  The Sivaltz Ruins, which Alectron considered a holy site, were located on the route from Alectron to the capital of Parnacorta. Despite this, the royals were making it a point to stop by the capital first. It was their way of showing respect to our nation.


  Traditionally, this pilgrimage began with an exchange of greetings. Parnacorta threw a party to deepen ties between the two nations. Security for the event needed to be tight and every precaution had to be taken, just in case the worst were to happen.


  Sir Osvalt must have decided to start preparations early to ensure smooth cooperation. As a result, Elmhardt and part of his squadron would be staying in the capital for about a week.


  “Sir Osvalt, would you mind if I watched the joint training exercise?”


  “You want to watch the knights train?” Sir Osvalt looked at me with surprise, crossing his arms. “I don’t think it’ll be much fun.”


  “Please.” After hearing everything he’d said, I couldn’t help but be curious. “I want to learn more about our country and the people who serve it.”


  “That’s typical of you,” Sir Osvalt laughed, but his smile seemed tense as he gave me permission to observe. “You’re welcome to watch. I’ll let Philip know.”


  “Thank you!”


   


  Elmhardt had served as a knight at the same time as Leonardo. I couldn’t wait to find out what he was like.


   


  ***


   


  A week later, the day of the joint military exercise arrived.


  “I heard you were going out today, Lady Philia, so I’ll help you get dressed.”


  “I’d appreciate that, Lena. I’m going to watch the Parnacorta Knights conduct their training exercise, so I was thinking about wearing this.”


  “Your saint’s attire? Okay.”


  I changed into my saint’s outfit before heading to the training ground used by the Parnacorta Knights. I wasn’t officially on duty, but it was still a public place, and I was going to observe the training in my capacity as a saint. Like the knights, I was tasked with defending our country.


  “Philia, why are you so eager to watch the knights training?” Lena asked, giving me a quizzical look as she helped me get dressed. “My dad’s a knight, and I assure you, it’s not very interesting.”


  Sir Osvalt had asked me a similar question. Maybe it was rather strange that I’d taken an interest in the knights’ training.


  “Sir Osvalt told me about a trio called the Three Knights of Parnacorta.”


  “Oh yeah! I know all about them. Did he tell you about my dad?”


  “Yes, he did. He said he was exceptionally skilled,” I replied. “One of the Three Knights, Elmhardt, is going to be at the training session today, and I’m curious to find out what he’s like.”


  One of the Three Knights was Lena’s father, and another was her coworker Leonardo, so it wasn’t surprising that she was familiar with the trio. Elmhardt was the only one who remained a mystery to me.


  “Oh! If you were that interested, you should’ve come to me. I could have told you all about him.”


  “Oh? Have you met him before?”


  “Met him? I’m engaged to him! Sir Elmhardt’s my fiancé.”


  “Huh?!”


  Lena’s response caught me so off guard, it almost made me choke.


  I’d only recently learned that Lena had a fiancé. I never would have guessed that man was Elmhardt. He was from the same generation as Leonardo and Lena’s father, Baron Aulps. Surely the age gap was considerable.


  “What’s wrong, Lady Philia?”


  “Er, nothing… Your news just caught me off guard, and I’m a little confused…”


  “It caught you off guard?” Lena said, tilting her head and staring at me.


  I didn’t have the right to criticize her relationship, but I couldn’t lie, either. I decided to be forthcoming with my thoughts.


  “It’s just… When I heard that you had a fiancé, I was envisioning someone a little younger. I’m not quite sure how to put this, but it strikes me that he must be considerably older.”


  “Ohh. I get it now.” Lena clapped her hands together and nodded. She seemed to understand what I meant. Lena was younger than me, whereas Leonardo was even older than Mother Hilda. When I thought about it that way, I couldn’t help but feel concerned.


  Either way, it was a matter for Lena and her family. It would be wrong of me to encroach any further into her personal matters.


  “Sorry, Lena. That was rude of me. I won’t—”


  “Don’t be silly! I’m so pleased you’re taking an interest in my life!”


  “Lena?”


  She opened her arms wide and beamed at me, expressing her joy through her whole body. She didn’t look annoyed at all.


  “You see, my engagement was arranged not long after I was born. Having Sir Elmhardt be my fiancé is so normal to me, the age difference has never even crossed my mind.”


  “N-never? Really?”


  Knowing Lena, I shouldn’t have been surprised, but this did trouble me a little. How was I supposed to act?


  As with Himari, I wasn’t sure whether it was appropriate to ask personal questions. Sir Osvalt and Mia would have jumped right in. They both had a knack for getting people to open up.


  I was still unsure how to connect to other people, but I decided to pluck up the courage and ask.


  “Lena, you don’t have to share this, but why did you and Elmhardt get engaged?”


  When I first arrived in Parnacorta, I never thought I would be having conversations like these. I wasn’t convinced that this was a positive change, however, and I was definitely being nosy.


  Despite that, Lena was important to me. If it weren’t too much trouble, I’d like to know.


  “Huh? You want to hear how our love story began? I’d be more than happy to share it with you—it’s a pretty short story.”


  “Please. I’d love to hear it.”


  “Okay! Basically, it goes like this.” Lena launched into a tale. “Sir Elmhardt and my dad were childhood friends. Not long after I was born, Sir Elmhardt got badly injured protecting my dad.”


  I wondered what this had to do with the engagement. 


  Obviously, Lena couldn’t have been involved in this—she’d only just been born.


  “To thank Sir Elmhardt for defending him, my dad let him have my hand in marriage and promised him a comfortable life.”


  “Wait, what?”


  Were my ears deceiving me? It sounded as though her father had offered Lena up as a token of gratitude. I stared at her, stunned by this unexpected revelation. Lena went on, completely unfazed.


  “That’s why I started to learn housework at a young age. If it weren’t for those skills, I would have never become your maid, Lady Philia, so it all worked out in the end!”


  “Er…that’s nice, I suppose…”


  Lena was an incredibly capable maid. Though she was younger than me, she’d impressed me with her conscientiousness time and time again. Still, the thought that those skills were developed for a marriage that was decided without her consent, when she was barely an infant, cast the situation in a new light.


  I couldn’t say another word.


  “Lady Philia? You’re dressed and ready to go.”


  “Oh, sorry. My mind was elsewhere… Shall we get going?”


  “Yes! Let’s make this a great day!”


  With her signature cheerful smile, Lena took my hand and led me to the carriage.


  We were heading to the training ground near Parnacorta’s royal palace. The southern regiment, led by Elmhardt, was scheduled to join the capital’s squadron there.


  The revelation that Elmhardt was Lena’s fiancé was still sinking in. What could he possibly be like?


  Lena’s story only made me more uncertain—and more intrigued.


   


  ***


   


  “Sorry to have kept you waiting, Sir Osvalt.”


  “Oh! You made it. We’ll be taking a break in a minute, so hold on until then. Elmhardt wants to come over and say hello.”


  Sir Osvalt looked out over the training ground, his arms crossed. Leonardo, who’d left the mansion earlier as part of Sir Osvalt’s entourage, stood at his side.


  “The morning drills seem to have finished,” he remarked.


  Sir Osvalt responded with a nod. “That’s right.”


  One of the knights they were watching broke away from the group and came running toward us.


  “Prince Osvalt! Lady Philia! I am Elmhardt Clandy, commander of the southern regiment of the Parnacorta Knights. Allow me to greet you on behalf of my unit.”


  He had long black hair with a bluish tint, and deep indigo eyes. His features were clean-cut, while still exuding the bold spirit of a knight.


  So this was Elmhardt Clandy, the leader of the squadron tasked with protecting the southern border. The sword hanging at his left side was noticeably larger than those the other knights carried, yet it didn’t seem out of place against his burly physique.


  He did look around the same age as Leonardo.


  “Thanks for coming all this way, Elmhardt. How is the training going?” Sir Osvalt asked.


  “Your Highness!” Elmhardt responded crisply. “My men seem enthusiastic about training alongside the main unit’s knights.”


  Like Philip, his fellow commander, Elmhardt had a clear, resonant voice. One thing bothered me, though. His fiancée Lena was standing nearby, but he hadn’t so much as glanced her way. Was he just being respectful because the prince was around?


  “Great. I’m glad your regiment’s morale seems high,” replied Sir Osvalt. “My wife was hoping to greet you today.”


  “What? Lady Philia?”


  “I’m Philia Parnacorta.” I took a step forward to greet Elmhardt. “After hearing about you from Sir Osvalt, I couldn’t wait to meet you.”


  I figured that Elmhardt wouldn’t expect me to bring up Lena, so I decided to avoid the topic for the time being.


  [image: ]


  “I never thought you’d go out of your way to speak to me. I’m flattered,” Elmhardt responded evenly, his flawless bow testament to his knightly decorum. “I live by the border, so I didn’t imagine I’d get the opportunity to meet the Saint. Having the chance to greet you is an incredible honor.” 


  The way he carried himself was impeccable. It was clear he possessed the qualities of an exceptional knight. His sturdy build exuded reassurance, and he seemed genuinely friendly.


  “The pleasure is mine. I’m glad we were able to meet.”


  “You’re far too kind, Lady Philia. I would put my life on the line to defend you and your husband’s peace. This training exercise is just one part of that work.”


  Elmhardt spoke in a solemn tone. The force he put into his words left no doubt that he was being genuine.


  “We’re counting on you, Elmhardt,” said Sir Osvalt. “Once your break is over, we can review our plan for the rest of the session.”


  “Understood, Your Highness! Now, if you’ll excuse me…” Elmhardt cast a fleeting glance toward Lena. “I’d better get back to my men.”


  And he went back to the training ground without saying a word to her.


  He was in an important position, and Sir Osvalt and I were right in front of him. Maybe he felt it was unprofessional to speak to his fiancée in our presence, even if she was just a few steps away.


  Even so, I was concerned. I might have been imagining it, but I could have sworn I spotted a trace of sadness on his face.


  “What did you make of him?”


  “Sorry?”


  “He’s a proper knight, isn’t he? He comes across as overly serious and a little awkward, but he’s a man you can count on.”


  “Yes. He had a reassuring look in his eyes, and he seemed sincere. I can see why he was appointed the commander of the regiment.”


  Elmhardt seemed like a remarkable knight. I could sense his strength and skill from the way he moved, and his respectful demeanor suggested that he was well-educated. It made sense that Sir Osvalt held him in such high esteem. 


  “I’m sure Elmhardt would be pleased to hear you say that,” Sir Osvalt chuckled. “He was once said to be one of the strongest men in Parnacorta, and it doesn’t look like that’s changed.”


  “That’s wonderful.”


  I was impressed that his strength wasn’t fading with age.


  Mother Hilda found her physical strength wane as she got older, despite braving the same training she gave to me and Mia. At one point, it even led her to hang up her boots. I couldn’t even fathom how much work Elmhardt must have put in to retain the vigor of his youth.


  “Rest assured, the Parnacorta Knights are a tough team to come up against. They’re all striving to protect our country, not just Elmhardt.”


  “Yes. I know that. I can tell everyone is doing their best.”


  “Yeah… Well, I have a meeting with Philip in that hut over there. What’s your next move, Philia?”


  “I’ll wait here for now.”


  Sir Osvalt waved goodbye, then made his way over to a hut at the side of the training ground.


  Thank you, Sir Osvalt. Your kind words dispelled my worries. I’m deeply thankful.


  I’ll do everything I can to support you as you carry the weight of this country on your broad shoulders.


  “Oh. Sir Osvalt and Sir Elmhardt have both gone.”


  “…Lena?”


  Lena turned to me with a smile on her face, but, as with Elmhardt, I detected a hint of sadness. I had a feeling that there was more to their engagement than she had told me.


  “Well,” said Leonardo, “I’m off to shop for dinner. I’m counting on you to look out for Lady Philia.”


  “Sure thing! She’s in good hands!” Lena threw a fist into the air.


  Since Sir Osvalt was with Philip, Leonardo must have deemed it safe to leave.


  He was from the same cohort as Elmhardt and Lena’s father. Maybe he knew more about the circumstances surrounding Lena’s engagement.


  “Leonardo! Can I speak to you for a moment?”


  “Lady Philia wants to speak with me? Well, that’s one for the books.”


  “I’m sorry… I hate to put this on you, but could you take care of the shopping instead, Lena?”


  “Shopping for dinner? Consider it done!”


  After this cheerful response, Lena rushed off in the blink of an eye. The spring in her step made me question whether that sad look had been a figment of my imagination, but I wasn’t ready to let it go.


  “Leonardo, excuse me for going straight to the point, but are you aware of Lena and Elmhardt’s engagement?”


  Leonardo cocked his head in confusion. “Lena and Elmhardt are engaged? That’s the first I’ve heard. I doubt His Highness knows anything about it. Who told you that, Lady Philia?”


  Had Lena kept her engagement a secret from everyone? If so, why had she told me? The questions just kept coming, and I had no idea how to proceed.


  What if this was a topic Lena didn’t want anyone to talk about? Maybe it would be wrong of me to share any more about her personal life with Leonardo.


  “I take it she was the one to tell you.”


  “Well, yes. Sorry—it never occurred to me that she wouldn’t have told you. It’s probably best we leave it there.”


  It would be disrespectful to discuss Lena’s secrets without her permission. As curious as I was, I shouldn’t dig any deeper.


  “Usually, I would agree with you…but are you sure you’re happy to set this matter aside? I get the impression you’re worried about Lena and are keen to get to the bottom of the matter.”


  “That much is true. But—”


  “I, Leonardo, swear not to repeat a word of anything you share with me. Besides, Lena is a treasured colleague of mine. If I can help in any way, I’m eager to do so.”


  Lena and Elmhardt were acting a little strangely. What if speaking to Leonardo was the first step to helping her?


  I was probably overstepping, but I couldn’t hold back.


  “Lena herself told me about the engagement, so it must be true. Elmhardt suffered a serious injury around the time she was born—”


  I told Leonardo exactly what Lena told me: how Elmhardt had been injured defending her father, and was given her hand in marriage in return.


  “That’s what I heard, at least,” I said, concluding the story.


  “I see. I had no idea that such an exchange took place…” Leonardo stroked his chin, deep in thought. For a man who was usually so calm and collected, he seemed thrown off balance. This really was new information to him.


  “I’m not sure if this is something you’re interested in hearing, Lady Philia, but I remember the day that Elmhardt suffered those injuries.”


  “Could you tell me what happened?”


  “Of course. It’s something of a legend among the Parnacorta Knights. Come to think of it, that was the last day I ventured into battle as a man of the sword.”


  The last day that Leonardo fought as a knight?


  With a hint of wistfulness on his face, Leonardo began to tell the tale.


  “Do you know about the time rebels attacked Parnacorta’s royal family, Lady Philia?” he asked.


  “Sorry? Oh, I remember. A group opposed to His Majesty’s ascension staged an uprising soon after he assumed the throne.”


  I’d read about that incident while researching the history of Parnacorta. The rebellion targeted not only His Majesty, but Sir Osvalt and Prince Reichardt as well. The records didn’t go into much detail, however. Perhaps certain truths reflected poorly on the aristocracy.


  “I should have known, Lady Philia. You’re always well-informed. It was the largest rebellion in Parnacorta’s history, commonly known as the Archduke’s Revolt. Elmhardt was gravely injured that day—in fact, he nearly lost his life in the conflict.”


  The revolt was no laughing matter. If things had ended differently, the entire kingdom would be known by a different name. According to the records, the rebellion was suppressed thanks to the efforts of the Parnacorta Knights. If that was when Elmhardt was hurt…


  “At the time, Elmhardt and I—along with Baron Aulps, Lena’s father—were just your average knights. It was our job to guard the royal family’s carriages. Oh yes—and the chaos erupted while the Alectron royal family was visiting Parnacorta.”


  If I recalled correctly, Lena was sixteen, and the royal pilgrimage from Alectron happened once every four years. She had said her engagement was arranged shortly after her birth, so the timeline made sense.


  The rebels must have struck when security was spread thin, with resources diverted to protecting the royal family of Alectron.


  “Prince Osvalt and Prince Reichardt were still very young, but since it was His Majesty’s first engagement with another nation since becoming king, it was decided that all members of the royal family would attend. Both princes rode in the same carriage as His Majesty.”


  No doubt people thought that if the princes were absent, it would reflect poorly on the royal family. Or perhaps it was a show of strength—a way of demonstrating that they would not yield to rebel forces, no matter how unstable things were following His Majesty’s ascension.


  “Were there no signs of trouble on the horizon?”


  “There were rumors, as you’d expect. Whispers that certain individuals were up to no good,” replied Leonardo. “Nevertheless, we severely underestimated the rebels’ strength. We thought our numbers alone would be enough to maintain the upper hand, no matter what measures they resorted to, but—”


  “Agh! Leonardo! Get back!”


  “What?”


  “Grrrrrr! Gahhhh!”


  Upon hearing my warning, Leonardo leaped back. A beastlike monster dove toward us. 


  How had a monster made it here, of all places?


  Monsters came from monster dens, formed under the influence of the Demon Realm. They were far bolder and more ferocious than creatures like bears or wolves. While many looked like animals, they were impossible to tame. What made them especially troublesome was that once they saw a potential victim, they attacked indiscriminately. When large numbers were on the prowl, they could cause irreparable damage. Exterminating monsters and erecting barriers to shield people from them were among a saint’s most pressing responsibilities.


  “Grahhh!”


  “Grrrrr!”


  There wasn’t just one monster. We faced a horde of them. When I took a closer look, I even spotted smaller, insect-like monsters among their ranks.


  Those small monsters might be weak, but they were speedy and surprisingly difficult to take down. I had to keep my wits about me.


  There was one thing I couldn’t make sense of. The Great Purification Circle was supposed to be operating normally. It should have rendered the monsters powerless and unable to move.


  I couldn’t fathom how this was happening.


  Actually, no—there was one more thing that didn’t seem quite right. I noticed a dark, murky haze behind the monsters’ eyes.


  “Lady Philia! I’ll take care of this!”


  “Gaaagh!”


  Leonardo kicked one of the advancing monsters, using his fierce footwork to send it flying through the air. At times like these, having guards who could keep their cool was a blessing.


  “Leonardo! I’m sorry. I let my guard down… This isn’t the time to brainstorm theories. Silver Judgment!”


  “Agh!”


  A tirade of silver, cross-shaped blades pierced the monsters’ skin, purifying them…and exterminating them.


  What a relief. They didn’t appear to be completely immune to magic.


  “Gahhh!”


  “Grrr!”


  Two monsters ambushed me together. They moved quickly, rapidly closing the distance, which made them hard to target.


  I put up a barrier as a temporary fix. That way, they couldn’t get any closer. At least, that was what I thought.


  “Philia! Watch out!”


  “They got through my barrier!”


  I evaded their claws by the skin of my teeth. That was a close one. 


  My barrier wasn’t supposed to let monsters anywhere near it. How was this happening? 


  “Grr!”


  There was no time for theorizing. Another monster was threatening to pounce on me.


  “The barrier doesn’t seem to be having much effect. Let me try something different.”


  I held up my hand, creating a wall of light. My magic conjured a transparent wall that emitted a faint silver glow. Unlike the dome-shaped barrier, this shield formed a flat plane of protection. Harder than steel, the wall protected me from any physical impact.


  “Gahhh!”


  The monster slammed into the wall of light, but failed to get any closer.


  This shield wasn’t without its limitations—I had to keep both hands raised to maintain it—but not even a cannon would be able to break through it.


  “Silver Judgment!”


  Two of the monsters flinched. I used the opportunity to dispel my wall of light and shoot silver, cross-shaped blades toward them.


  “Gyaaaah!”


  The monsters let out the same agonized death cries as the others and vanished into thin air. They hadn’t been especially powerful, but the ineffectiveness of my barrier troubled me.


  “Are you hurt, Lady Philia?”


  “I’m fine. What about you, Leonardo?”


  “I didn’t suffer any injuries. Thank you for asking. That said… What in the world were those creatures?”


  Silver Judgment, a spell that destroyed monster energy, had made our attackers disappear. That confirmed that they were monsters. And yet they could move and attack people inside a Great Purification Circle. As far as I knew, there was no explanation for such a phenomenon.


  My only clue was the black haze that clouded their eyes. I would need to find out what it signified.


  “Lady Philia! Sir Leonardo! Urgent news!” A knight came running up to us.


  What could have happened now?


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I-it’s Prince Osvalt!” The knight panted. “Monsters attacked him! He’s been hurt!”


  “What?!”


  Before I knew it, I was sprinting over to my husband.


  “Lady Philia! Please, wait! You could be putting yourself in danger!”


  I heard Leonardo call out to me from behind, but my legs refused to stop.


  I felt the blood drain from my face and my body turn cold.


  Was Sir Osvalt all right? What if something terrible had happened to him?


  I continued to run, pushing these negative images to the back of my mind, and then swung the door of the hut open.


   


  ***


   


  When I opened the door, the first things to catch my eye were broken chairs and desks—or at least, what was left of them—and a bookshelf that had toppled onto its side.


  This hut had been the site of a fierce battle. That much was plain to see.


  “Sir Osvalt! Sir Osvalt!”


  I called out his name, my heart heavy with worry. I couldn’t sense anyone around. What if my worst fears were true?


  “Where are you, Sir Osvalt?”


  I shook my head, suppressing the silly scenarios I was imagining, and surveyed my surroundings. Philip and Elmhardt were supposed to be there.


  A chill ran down my spine.


  “What’s wrong, Philia? You don’t look so good.”


  “Huh?! Sir Osvalt?”


  I spun around. Sir Osvalt had emerged from a large hole at the back of the hut.


  Oh, what a relief. As soon as he entered my field of vision, all the tension left my body.


  “Y-you’re all right! I heard that you were injured! I… I…”


  “Oops. That must have worried you. As you can see, I just suffered a few scratches. Didn’t the knight we sent over tell you what happened?”


  Now that he mentioned it, I’d started running before the knight finished speaking.


  When Sir Osvalt showed me what looked like a light bruise on his arm, my body temperature shot up. Why did I run off without hearing the entire story? How embarrassing.


  “Well, thank you for being so concerned.” Speaking softly, wearing a gentle smile, my husband took me by the hand and helped me to my feet.


  “S-Sir Osvalt.”


  What a relief. I let a simple misunderstanding send me into a panic, and embarrassed myself in the process. But I’d needed to make sure Sir Osvalt was all right as soon as I could.


  As I felt the warmth of his touch, I let out a sigh.


  “Philip and Elmhardt were hurt, but they’ll be fine. It was hard to put up a fight in this tight space, so they fled through the hole the monsters created.” Sir Osvalt glanced toward the hole he’d come through, reassuring me that the others were safe.


  In that case, my first responsibility was to tend to their injuries.


  “Saint Heal!”


  I used my magic to heal Sir Osvalt as well as the knights. As he’d said, both Philip and Elmhardt had been hurt. Fortunately, their wounds were minor cuts and bruises, so it took less than a minute to fix them.


  Once I had finished treating them, Philip and Elmhardt bowed their heads in gratitude. I noticed several monster carcasses scattered behind the hut.


  “My apologies, Philia. Thanks to you, I’m as good as new.”


  “Lady Philia! It’s so thoughtful of you to treat not only me, but Elmhardt as well. Sorry you had to go to all that trouble.”


  “Thank you so much. Healed by the Saint herself… I never thought I’d have the honor.”


  As a saint, I couldn’t leave the wounded to suffer. I didn’t feel like such a small gesture warranted any thanks.


  Once things had settled down again, Leonardo—who hurried over a short while later—told Sir Osvalt what had happened to us. “Prince Osvalt, Lady Philia and I were attacked by monsters as well.”


  “Wh-what did you say?”


  The news that Sir Osvalt had been attacked had made me forget about the madness we’d just been through.


  “There’s no reason for the Great Purification Circle to have lost its effectiveness,” I said. “I don’t understand what could have caused it.”


  “I don’t know much about magic, but Philia, did you see some sort of black haze in the eyes of the monsters that attacked us?”


  “A haze in their eyes? Yes! I did notice that. Do you know anything about it, Sir Osvalt?”


  The abnormal black haze clouding the monsters’ eyes had struck me as odd. I’d suspected that it might lead us to the cause of the phenomenon, but it sounded like Sir Osvalt knew something I didn’t.


  “Leonardo and Elmhardt probably know more about it than I do.”


  Leonardo and Elmhardt looked at each other in silence, nodding. Had they encountered monsters like these before?


  “It’s just like the Archduke’s Revolt. The monsters that attacked the royal family during the rebellion displayed the same abnormalities.”


  “What?”


  Historical texts described the Archduke’s Revolt as an assault by insurgents, nothing more. Were there monsters involved?


  What really happened all those years ago?


  “Suspend the training session, Philip,” commanded Sir Osvalt. “Report this incident to my brother and ask him to confirm the whereabouts of the Infernal Knife.”


  “Yes, Your Highness! Understood!” Philip cried. It seemed he was going to get Prince Reichardt to check on an item, but the name didn’t ring a bell.


  “What’s the Infernal Knife?” I asked. 


  “Oh, I guess I never told you about it,” he replied. “It’s a divine object.”


  “A divine object?”


  A divine object was an item endowed with the powers of the gods. What did it have to do with the Archduke’s Revolt and the monster infestation we’d just endured?


  “The Infernal Knife is a dangerous artifact. Any monster struck by its blade is turned into a puppet, under the wielder’s full control. The knife was stolen from the royal vaults by one of Archduke Raden’s loyalists, and we were attacked by monsters they controlled.”


  I hadn’t known the Archduke’s Revolt had a tale like that behind it. Historians must have intentionally omitted any mention of the item, given its dangerous nature.


  “Now you know the story, Philia,” said Sir Osvalt. “For now, we should head back to the mansion. If the Infernal Knife has been stolen again, we’re up against a serious threat.”


  “Could you tell me more about the Archduke’s Revolt later on?”


  “Of course.”


  At Sir Osvalt’s recommendation, I got into the carriage and made my way back to the mansion.


   


  ***


   


  Leonardo


   


  IT HAD BEEN sixteen years since that fateful day.


  No wonder I’d ended up with a few extra gray hairs.


  Back then, I spent day after day wielding my sword as a royal knight, dedicating everything I had to the kingdom.


  “The plan remains the same as what was briefed to you. The rebels could carry out a nefarious act against His Majesty. They might be few in number, but it’s not worth letting your guard down.”


  The man addressing us was Gene Delon, Sir Philip’s grandfather. He was the commander of the Parnacorta Knights at the time.


  King Eigelstein had ascended the throne about a month before the royal family of Alectron was due to visit on a pilgrimage. Groups opposed to his rise were stirring up disturbances, sending the Kingdom of Parnacorta into a state of unrest.


  “Commander! Don’t we know where Archduke Raden is yet?”


  “Unfortunately for us, no. There are too many nobles willing to offer him refuge. His movements are difficult to track.”


  Archduke Raden was the younger brother of the previous king and the highest-ranking noble in Parnacorta. His warm, amiable nature earned him strong support from the kingdom’s citizens, and his charisma had the power to win hearts.


  When the former king was crowned, there were widespread calls for Archduke Raden to ascend the throne instead. The title of archduke was created to quell their disapproval. As it turned out, that was a mistake.


  “We want Archduke Raden to take the reins.”


  The citizens’ fervent desire continued to swell, eventually sparking a full-scale rebellion. After King Eigelstein was crowned, the situation spiraled out of control.


  “Treasonous conspiracies have even taken root among the Parnacorta Knights. I trust none of you are traitors…but our forces are not at full capacity. Carry out your duties with caution.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Some of the knights came from noble families with close ties to Archduke Raden. Although we’d succeeded at purging them from our ranks, we had inevitably sacrificed some of our strength as a result.


  As if the situation weren’t already dire, the chaos erupted just as the royal family of Alectron was due to visit our nation. We, the Parnacorta Knights, were tasked with protecting His Majesty, and yet we were nowhere near full capacity. 


  “Elmhardt Clandy, Luon Aulps, and Leonardo Elrod, you three will be the cornerstone of this escort mission. His Majesty personally requested that you protect Alectron’s royalty, so on the day of the pilgrimage, you’ll be central to keeping His Majesty and those accompanying him safe.”


  Elmhardt and Luon—Lena’s father—had joined the Parnacorta Knights at the same time. Together, we had triumphed on the battlefield, leading people to dub us the Three Knights of Parnacorta.


  I was a young man back then. I probably overestimated my own strength.


  No—it wasn’t just my own strength. I was convinced that as long as Elmhardt and Luon were by my side, we could deal with any challenge that came our way. I had total faith not only in my own abilities, but in theirs as well.


  After our work one day, Luon came to me with a surprising request.


  “Keep a close eye on Elmhardt tomorrow, Leonardo. You need to be able to provide backup.”


  “What makes you say that, Luon? Is something wrong?”


  “Not exactly… It’s not that I don’t have faith in him, but he seems to have lost his edge. It might be wild speculation, but another set of eyes would go a long way.”


  Out of all the Parnacorta Knights, Elmhardt had the most commendable reputation. Although we were grouped together as the Three Knights of Parnacorta, he was the best by a long shot. We assumed he would become the order’s next commander.


  To be asked to protect such a man was simply preposterous. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


  “He doesn’t look like he’s lost his edge to me…”


  “Hmm. Well, I could be mistaken. That’s why you’re the only person I’ve confided in.”


  Luon was a straightforward man. I could tell from the solemn look on his face that he wasn’t trying to malign Elmhardt.


  “Understood. I’ll keep an eye on him.”


  “Thank you. Make sure he doesn’t get wind of this. I’d hate for my dear friend to think I doubt his strength.”


  “Of course. I promise it’ll stay between us,” I replied. “By the way, I hear you’ve had another child. I’ll make sure to send over a celebratory gift next time I get the chance.”


  “Word gets around quick. Yes, she’s our first daughter. My wife has named her Lena.”


  “Lena? A fine name. Allow me to send you something in celebration of Lena’s birth.” 


  It went without saying that when I heard Lena’s name for the first time, I never imagined that we’d end up as colleagues, working for Lady Philia together.


  Luon was an exceedingly earnest man, so Lena’s uninhibited nature was surprising—but her exceptional aptitude for keeping people safe was inherited from her father.


  When Lady Philia told me about Elmhardt and Lena’s engagement, my exchange with Luon came to mind.


  I had a feeling that Luon’s painfully sincere character might explain the incident that occurred the next day.


   


  ***


   


  “Leonardo! Get in the carriage with me! I need to hear more!”


  “I sincerely apologize, Prince Osvalt, but I have work to do. I can’t just come on a trip with you, Your Highness.”


  “Boo. Okay! Good luck with work! We can finish the story another time!”


  When Prince Osvalt was a child, he was oddly attached to me, and I regularly took the time to chat with him. He was a bright little boy, lively and a little mischievous at times, but kind and considerate toward others. I could remember it like it was yesterday.


  It was around that time that His Majesty approached me about becoming Prince Osvalt’s bodyguard.


  For someone like me, a man with humble roots, this was an incredible honor. Usually, the royal guard was staffed with knights from upper-class backgrounds, or nobles who had been especially trained for the role.


  While the position didn’t come with a title, it did grant automatic noble status. That alone would make life somewhat easier for my not-so-wealthy family at home. This offer was a godsend for me.


  As I considered the prospect, Elmhardt approached me.


  “Luon said that His Highness has selected you for the royal family’s personal guard. Does that mean you won’t be a knight anymore?”


  “Yes, that’s the plan. As long as they have you, the Parnacorta Knights will be perfectly fine without me.”


  “Please don’t overestimate me. As flattered as I am, supporting the Parnacorta Knights is a hefty burden. I might have Clandy blood flowing through my veins, but I’m a cast-off with no magic abilities.”


  For some reason, Elmhardt always had a low opinion of himself. I couldn’t for the life of me comprehend why. He might have been a younger son, but he was still born into a family of marquises. He came from an even higher echelon of society than Luon. A commoner like myself came nowhere near him, as status went.


  More importantly, he had the skills to match. 


  The Clandy family came from an illustrious lineage. The clan had produced a long list of renowned sorcerers who had left their marks in the annals of history. A few had even become saints.


  I’d heard that the family’s eldest sons always found partners with magical abilities to ensure they maintained this standing. Thanks to this practice, the Clandy clan once rivalled the Mattilas family of Bolmern and the Adenauer family of Girtonia when it came to producing saints.


  I could understand why his lack of magical power was a source of insecurity for Elmhardt, but it didn’t detract from his strength.


  Sir Gene, the commander of the Parnacorta Knights, was a master of the spear, so it was hard to determine who was the superior fighter. Still, when it came to swordsmanship, no one in Parnacorta held a candle to Elmhardt.


  I respected Elmhardt as a man and considered him a close friend.


  “Don’t be modest. It’s not just me. Every knight in the order acknowledges how capable you are. It’s about time you acknowledged it yourself.”


  “Acknowledge it? Well, you might be right. Thank you.”


  If memory served me right, my words brought a smile to his face.


  Elmhardt was the type to keep to himself, rarely allowing his feelings to surface. That might have been the first time I saw him smile while sober. But under the surface, his expression looked strangely forlorn, as if he were alone.


  “I’m pleased to see you open up. Anyway, it’ll be some time before I take on the role of His Highness’s guard. On a more important note, we have a crucial mission to carry out today. Be sure not to lose focus.”


  “Yes, you’re right. I need to protect His Majesty and Their Highnesses.”


  “Elmhardt…”


  “Apologies for steering the conversation off track, Leonardo. It’s about time I went to my post.” With that, Elmhardt turned his back on me and walked toward his station.


  I began to understand Luon’s doubts. Elmhardt’s ambition was fading. He had always had a mild disposition, but the sparkle in his eyes seemed to have dimmed. A vague but unsettling sense of dread crept over me.


  “At any rate, we can’t afford to lose this battle,” I muttered to myself, looking down at my clenched fist.


  We’d never let the rebels defeat us, whether Elmhardt was in good form or not. As long as Luon and I were there to back him up, we had nothing to fear.


  We rode alongside the royal carriage as it headed for the Sivaltz Ruins, bracing ourselves for the battle we sensed was looming.


   


  ***


   


  “Hah… Hah… Your Highness! Please stay back. You’ll put yourself in danger.”


  “Leonardo!”


  What came next, I never could have foreseen.


  The rebels had attacked the royal family’s carriage, accompanied by swarms of monsters.


  Covered in wounds from head to toe, I brandished my sword, attempting to defend the young Prince Osvalt from danger.


  “Grrrrrr!”


  The monsters, all with the same dark haze clouding their eyes, had set their sights on the royal family. It was as though they were acting upon orders. As I later learned, the divine object known as the Infernal Knife was being used to control them.


  We were used to slaying monsters, but lamentably, these were far too numerous. They all charged at the carriage at once, catching us off guard. Never in my life had I felt so shaken, or brought so much shame upon myself.


  I ignored my bleeding and frantically cut down the approaching monsters, guarding the frightened young prince with my life. Amid the chaos, the worst-case scenario crossed my mind—but then, things changed.


  “The monsters are acting differently!”


  As I discovered after the fact, the Infernal Knife was only effective for a limited time. The artifact drained the user’s magic, bit by bit, until it ran out altogether.


  Luckily for us, the wielder of the knife seemed to run out of magic within about half a day. Once the magic wore off, the wielder’s power evaporated, and the monsters were no longer compelled to attack the carriage.


  Little by little, our momentum earned us a large advantage, and we managed to annihilate the entire horde.


  “Fantastic work, everyone!” His Majesty expressed his appreciation for our efforts, allowing us all to breathe a sigh of relief. “Those of you who are wounded, seek medical attention immediately!”


  While I’d sustained injuries all over my body, none were serious. After receiving first aid, I could get back on my feet.


  None of the other knights emerged from the turmoil unscathed, but luckily, they hadn’t suffered any critical injuries, either.


  That is, except for one.


  “Elmhardt! Elmhardt! Hold yourself together! Help is on the way! Stay with me!”


  The only person to suffer a potentially life-threatening injury was Elmhardt. Luon remained by his side, speaking to him incessantly until help arrived.


  Luon’s reservations about Elmhardt hadn’t been proven right. On the contrary, Elmhardt had demonstrated his worth under desperate circumstances. He’d raised the morale of our entire unit with his unrivalled prowess.


  I’d intended to act as backup, but when the attack broke out, I was too busy protecting myself and the prince. As a consequence, I missed seeing his dauntless and resolute performance in battle for myself, but a colleague described it to me after the fact.


  “I’d never seen Sir Elmhardt exude such a formidable presence. He’s usually so mild-mannered—it was as if he’d been possessed.”


  His intimidating aura was awe-inspiring. The way he felled monster after monster filled everyone watching with courage. Elmhardt had always been a force of nature, but people said his show of strength during this battle was truly godlike. 


  “Elmhardt! Why would you protect me?! I–I—”


  Confronted by the monsters’ ferocious assault, Luon lost his footing. At that moment, their claws aimed mercilessly for his most vulnerable areas. Luon braced himself for death—but to his surprise, he survived.


  Elmhardt leaped to his defense, surrendering himself to their sharp claws and fangs.


  “Elmhardt! Why would you do that for someone like me?”


  Luon tearfully begged Elmhardt for an explanation, but his friend was already unconscious…and no answer ever came.


   


  ***


   


  “Don’t feel too upset, Luon. It was Elmhardt’s own decision to shield you. If you keep blaming yourself, you’ll insult his bravery.”


  “I doubted his strength and asked you to cover for him, Leonardo. I didn’t just drag him down…I nearly got him killed as well. Could I be any more shameful?”


  Fortunately, Elmhardt survived, but the injuries he sustained were severe. At first, even moving was a challenge. According to doctors, it would be hard for him to return to his life as a knight.


  “It wasn’t just you. I sensed that the ambition had faded from his eyes, too. It’s no wonder that you misjudged him,” I said. “Losing someone like him will be a painful blow—we assumed he would be the next commander of the Parnacorta Knights—but the man’s the third son of a marquis. I can’t imagine he’ll go hungry.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong! If he can’t be a knight, he has no future!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Until that day, I had been somewhat envious of Elmhardt’s upper-class background. I was a mere commoner, after all. Many of the Parnacorta Knights were born into nobility, but few were of such high rank.


  “He was drunk when he told me this, so I never told a soul…but Elmhardt was an illegitimate child.”


  “What?”


  “He’s the son of the marquis and a lover. His mother passed away, so the family took him in to keep up appearances. But he was treated harshly at home and had little choice but to join the military. His own family considers him a waste of space.”


  I’d never heard that before—which was odd, because I assumed we were close. Elmhardt must have wanted very much to keep that part of his life private. Although he’d let it slip while he was out drinking with Luon, he lamented this mistake and bound him to secrecy.


  “He hoped that he could distinguish himself as a knight enough to earn a title of his own. That way, he could break away from his family once and for all. He pushed himself relentlessly, honing his skills to the level we see now, to make that dream a reality.”


  “I see.”


  “But now he’ll have to retire. Even if he doesn’t, he has no hope of further promotion. And all because he protected me. I stole his future from him.”


  The agony on Luon’s face was too much to bear.


  Nonetheless, it wasn’t long before I was busy filling the gap Elmhardt left, quelling rebellions in all corners of the land. I didn’t have time to worry about him.


  If Luon had offered his daughter to Elmhardt in marriage, surely it was because of that lingering guilt.


   


  ***


   


  “It seems as though the revolts have come to an end.”


  The man at the center of the rebellions, Archduke Raden, was found burned to death near the Alectron border.


  The archduke had plotted to take the royal family hostage and flee. The scheme failed when Prince Evan, the first prince of Alectron at the time, used magic to incinerate Archduke Raden and his allies. Prince Evan’s mother was the Saint of Alectron, and he was an exceptionally skilled sorcerer in his own right.


  I heard the prince had no idea that an archduke from Parnacorta was among the attackers and was genuinely shocked when he later learned the truth.


  Given the dishonor that Archduke Raden’s death would bring to both nations, Parnacorta and Alectron secretly agreed to keep the details hidden. None of the official records divulged the full truth.


  The Infernal Knife, which had been used against Parnacorta’s royal family, was safely recovered.


  At the time, we didn’t know that wielding this divine object required not only magic, but to physically wound the monsters with the weapon itself. It was hardly a simple task. Fortuitously, we Parnacorta Knights managed to recover it before the enemy could fully mobilize. 


  And so the rebellion was brought to an end.


  Chapter 2:
A Fixed Path


   


  “I SEE. THE INFERNAL KNIFE’S ABILITY to turn monsters into puppets is quite formidable.”


  Hearing the story of the Archduke’s Revolt and the Infernal Knife gave me a renewed sense of what we were up against.


  The Archduke’s Revolt was the biggest rebellion in Parnacorta’s history. The rebels had exploited a divine object with terrifying power, and Leonardo had personally held his own against it.


  “It doesn’t make sense. The Infernal Knife was safely retrieved once the Archduke’s Revolt came to an end.”


  Research surrounding divine objects was restricted, so not even I knew the full extent of their powers. I’d had no idea that one could be used to control monsters.


  The effects of the Great Purification Circle were intended to reduce a monster’s strength to the bare minimum, rendering it virtually immobile. I couldn’t believe they’d resisted such a force.


  I wasn’t sure how this attack had happened, but clearly, it was a pressing situation.


  “Since the Archduke’s Revolt, the Infernal Knife has been kept in an isolated location. Only a tiny number of people know where to find it, not counting His Majesty, my brother, and I.”


  “So now people recognize it as a danger.”


  “Of course. Thanks to your help, our nation is now spared from monster attacks, but back in those days, monsters were a huge problem, even with a saint and the Parnacorta Knights to defend us. In hindsight, keeping the Infernal Knife in the treasure vault was an extremely careless thing to do.”


  Monsters generally lacked intelligence. While their instincts drove them to attack humans, they were incapable of targeting specific individuals.


  Still, they were immensely powerful. A single error in judgment could prove disastrous even for the most hardened knights. The Infernal Knife, which gave its wielder the ability to manipulate them, was therefore an extremely dangerous item. It essentially negated monsters’ one weakness. If it fell into the wrong hands, the damage would be catastrophic.


  “The select few who know where to find it—who are they, exactly?”


  “Philip, Elmhardt, and a few of the most senior members of the Parnacorta Knights. There’s also Marquis Clandy, an expert in magic. It goes without saying that they’re all trustworthy people. We wanted to make sure it could be easily found, should anything happen. Only Brother and His Majesty have access to the vault, though. Not even I’m allowed in.”


  Interesting. Aside from the royal family, only some high-ranking knights and a dependable specialist in magic were aware of the Knife’s existence. As small as that group was, there was still potential for information to leak out.


  “Is that why you reported this incident to Prince Reichardt right away—to have him check that the knife was still there?”


  “Exactly. I’m sure we’ll hear from him any moment now—”


  At that moment, the magic brooch Sir Osvalt was wearing began to vibrate.


  I had given him the brooch a few days earlier. I assumed he’d need a way to keep in touch while on official duties, so I crafted a tool that worked like the communication bracelets I’d made before.


  The vibration meant that he was receiving a call.


  “I have to tap this twice, right?” he said.


  “Yes. It’ll connect you to Prince Reichardt’s magic tool.”


  Sir Osvalt tapped the gem embedded in the brooch and connected to Prince Reichardt.


  “Things aren’t looking good, Osvalt,” the older prince began.


  “Don’t tell me the Infernal Knife is gone.”


  “Just as you feared, it’s been stolen. And while we’re at it, we have no leads on the culprit. I wish this hadn’t happened so close to the pilgrimage, but here we are.”


  Prince Reichardt sounded grim. His experiences during the Archduke’s Revolt must have given him a sense of how serious the situation was.


  “Haruya hinted the other day that someone has their sights set on Philia. The monsters attacked me as well, but there’s a chance the person wielding the knife was after her.”


  “It’s too soon to say for certain, but that’s definitely a possibility. I suspect someone is continuing the legacy of our great-uncle, Archduke Raden.”


  “You think they’re trying to revive the Archduke’s Revolt?”


  “I’m not sure if I’d go that far, but it’s strange how the Infernal Knife happened to come into play now, of all times. We can’t afford to ignore that possibility,” said Prince Reichardt. “Either way, the fact remains that Miss Philia was almost injured. We’ll have to tighten security.”


  “That’s what I’m planning to do. I won’t let anyone lay a finger on her!”


  Sir Osvalt rose to his feet, clenching his fist. In truth, it touched me to see someone so normally calm and gentle stand up for me like that.


  “An investigation into the Infernal Knife’s disappearance is already underway. I’ll be sending archaeologist Rick Lucayel to help you out tomorrow. If Miss Philia can learn some more about it, it may help her protect herself.”


  Rick was a renowned archaeologist and an expert in divine objects. Prince Reichardt must have chosen him for his knowledge of the Infernal Knife.


  “Thank you for your concern, Prince Reichardt,” I said.


  “There’s no need to thank me. This is the best I can offer, and I’m shamelessly hoping you can lend us your insight. Please lend my little brother a hand.”


  “Brother…”


  With that, Prince Reichardt ended the connection.


  The Knife had gone missing?


  Who could be responsible…and what did they have up their sleeve?


   


  ***


   


  “Um, yes… My name is Rick Lucayel, and Prince Reichardt has instructed me to provide you with information regarding the Infernal Knife.”


  It was the day after our call with Prince Reichardt, and Rick had come to see us.


  “Uhh, yes. First, on the topic of the knife’s current whereabouts… Prince Reichardt says that a special investigation team will be assembled to search for it.”


  “That’s good to hear,” said Sir Osvalt. “I’ll ask Haruya for his help, too.”


  Getting the knife back was a top priority. We couldn’t afford for it to remain at large.


  “Anyway, allow me to get straight to the point. My primary reason for coming here today is to tell Lady Philia all there is to know about the Infernal Knife.”


  [image: ]


  “I’d appreciate that,” I said.


  According to my research, the Infernal Knife was one of the most tightly restricted divine objects. All I knew was what Sir Osvalt told me. I wanted to learn everything there was to know, so Prince Reichardt’s gesture was a blessing.


  “Um, let me tell you what I know. What makes the Infernal Knife special is its capability to control monsters at a whim—although its effects are limited to the creatures the knife has wounded. As long as you’re within a certain range—within the confines of the capital, for example—you can even control them remotely.”


  “Does that mean the owner of the Knife might not have been nearby when the attack occurred?”


  “Um, yes. As long as they’re holding the Knife’s hilt, the wielder can pull the monsters’ strings from any location.”


  It sounded like finding the person who had the Infernal Knife was going to be more of a challenge than I expected.


  I’d scanned our surroundings when the monsters attacked us, but I’d failed to detect a suspicious presence. This led me to assume that the object’s powers could be sustained from a certain distance, but I never would have guessed that it could cover an area as wide as the royal capital. If the perpetrator was keeping themselves hidden, we were in trouble.


  “However, if you’re issuing the monsters complex commands, they have to be in your line of sight.”


  “How complex?”


  “For example, if you wanted one monster to attack Lady Philia while the other shielded you…that’d be a complex command.”


  “What about the attack we witnessed? What kind of command was used?”


  “Well, um, I daresay a simple command was given, like, ‘Attack the humans nearest to you.’ Indeed.”


  “I see.”


  I agreed with Rick’s analysis. The monsters had attacked whoever they happened to encounter, be it Leonardo, me, or innocent bystanders. I doubted that the culprit was nearby at the time of the incident.


  “Can anyone use the Knife?” I asked.


  “No,” Rick replied. “Unless the person has at least some magic power, the knife is useless. Research has shown that the Infernal Knife’s effects require a small amount of magic to activate. Indeed.”


  “Does the duration of the effect vary according to the user’s power?”


  “Yes indeed. The more magic power a person possesses, the longer the knife’s effects last. The perpetrator who wielded it during the Archduke’s Revolt was not a particularly powerful sorcerer, so the effects ran out in about half a day.”


  If a weak sorcerer could maintain control over monsters for half a day, it was conceivable that a powerful magic user would be able to harness the Knife’s powers for an entire day…or even longer.


  “The monsters were able to pass through the Great Purification Circle. Do you know why that might be?”


  “Um, yes, indeed. This is mere conjecture, but our research suggests that the Infernal Knife assumes control of the minds of the monsters it has struck, enabling the manipulation of their thoughts and actions in a most literal sense. So, well, the monsters become puppets mobilized by the wielder’s magic, through the knife.”


  “The wielder’s magic?”


  “To put it another way, well, the Great Purification Circle is only effective on monsters—no one else. The wielder of the Infernal Knife is human, you see. I would deduce that since the monsters are being manipulated by human magic, your purification circle would not negate their power.”


  I understood. The Great Purification Circle only targeted monsters—or rather, their magic energy.


  Rick was definitely onto something. When I considered the situation in light of his analysis, things started to make sense.


  I could, for example, use my own magic energy to create chains capable of moving monsters like puppets. Since it would be my own magic guiding their movements, the Great Purification Circle would have no impact.


  Theoretically, the Infernal Knife was no different.


  However, the divine object worked in a more sophisticated way, subtly manipulating the monsters’ minds, so it looked as though the monsters were smashing through the Great Purification Circle themselves.


  The fact that it could be used that way was concerning in itself. Still, Rick’s theory offered a ray of hope.


  “In that case, once the effects of the Infernal Knife subside, the monsters ought to be vulnerable to the Great Purification Circle again.”


  “Um, well… That should be the case, provided my personal hypothesis is correct. Indeed, the monsters are only able to move because of the magic energy that the person controlling them possesses, as well as the power behind the Knife itself.”


  If Rick’s theory were correct, the worst-case scenario was avoidable—but there was another question weighing on my mind.


  “The Infernal Knife has the power to control monsters’ minds. Does that mean we have to injure their brains to stop them?”


  “N-no, umm, not necessarily. Even under control, the monsters are still living creatures. Damaging vital organs—like the heart—or making them lose a large quantity of blood would also be effective,” replied Rick. “To put it simply, any fatal injury would be the end of the road. That’s what experiments have shown.”


  “They’re not much different from ordinary creatures, then.”


  “Y-yes, precisely. That much we know for sure. The Infernal Knife was put under lock and key not long after its discovery, so there was limited time to conduct experiments. While our understanding of the object is incomplete, this particular result can be trusted.”


  Leonardo and Elmhardt, who had fought monsters under the Knife’s control, could probably confirm Rick’s claim. I had no reason to doubt him.


  “Thank you, Rick. I think I comprehend what makes the Infernal Knife so unique. I might be able to come up with a strategy.”


  “O-oh, really?”


  “It will take a while,” I said. “Still, now that I know what I’m dealing with, I expect its weaknesses will eventually reveal themselves to me.”


  This knife was turning out to be a formidable threat. Of course, I should have expected as much from a divine object.


  Still, it didn’t sound like it was all-powerful. There had to be something I could do.


  “You never let us down, Lady Philia.”


  “It’s too soon for praise. All I’ve done is identify a possibility,” I said. “I believe our first move is to try to locate the Infernal Knife. What do you say, Sir Osvalt?”


  “That sounds like a good idea. Only people with magic power can use it, so that should narrow down the search. Let’s make a list of potential suspects and get Haruya to investigate them.”


  Sir Osvalt was right. Relatively few people had magical power, and even fewer knew the Knife existed, let alone where it had been hidden. Narrowing down the suspects ought to be easy.


  “Oh!” Rick yelped. “Uhh, Prince Osvalt. I have a message for you from Prince Reichardt.”


  “Huh? From my brother?” Sir Osvalt leaned forward with interest.


  A suggestion from Prince Reichardt? I had an idea what it might be.


  “Well, Prince Reichardt advised that we suspend the pilgrimage that Alectron’s royal family was due to make, in light of ongoing events inside the kingdom… Yes, indeed.”


  “I see…Hmm.” Sir Osvalt mulled over his brother’s idea for a moment, arms crossed, before nodding. “That’s a reasonable suggestion.”


  “But Elmhardt and his men came up from the south to take part in this joint training exercise. That would be a hit to their pride. Plus, people might deduce we have no faith in the capital’s knights.”


  Sir Osvalt hadn’t neglected to consider Elmhardt and his regiment. The knights, being unaware of the situation, might have felt like we were underestimating their strength.


  “Safety is more important than their pride. If we cancel the pilgrimage, I’ll be the one to take the blame.”


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  When I advised him about the Demon Realm’s approach, Sir Osvalt vowed to take full responsibility and pushed for stronger defense.


  There was no one kinder than him. When people needed to be protected, he gave no thought to his own ego.


  “The trouble is,” Sir Osvalt continued, “we don’t know the perpetrator’s goal. What if their true aim is to damage our relationship with Alectron?”


  “I’ve considered that possibility as well,” I said.


  Why had they waited until the pilgrimage was around the corner to carry out the attack? Perhaps they wanted us to cancel the visit in order to sow mistrust between our kingdoms.


  “If Parnacorta ends up doing exactly as this mystery rebel intended, it could embolden your enemies, Philia. That’s another thing we need to keep in mind.”


  Sir Osvalt’s rationale was perfectly logical. Prioritizing safety was one thing, but if that decision played into our enemy’s hands, they would inevitably strike again. Without knowing who our enemy was and what their goal might be, the matter was far from simple.


  Should we cancel, or go ahead with the visit? Sir Osvalt had a difficult decision looming over him.


  “Could you tell my brother to give me some time to think things over?” he asked Rick. “I promise I’ll come to a decision before it’s too late.”


  “Uhm, well, of course. Yes indeed.”


  A divine object had vanished into thin air, and we’d been attacked by enslaved monsters. Making the right decision on the spot would be nothing short of impossible.


  What kind of conclusion would Sir Osvalt reach? If it were up to me, what would I choose?


   


  ***


   


  As soon as Rick left the room, Lena appeared. “Prince Osvalt! Lady Philia! Rick is on his way home! Would you like some tea?”


  “I’m heading to my study to contemplate our next step,” said Sir Osvalt. “Just make some for Philia.”


  “Why don’t you have some tea and relax while you’re mulling things over?” I suggested. “Maybe you’ll get even better ideas.”


  “True. I think you’re right about that, Philia.” After a pause, Sir Osvalt shook his head. “But you’ll have to let me do my thinking alone. I want an opportunity to get my thoughts together.”


  He looked apologetic, but his tone exuded headstrong determination. “These decisions are my own responsibility. I think it’s important I make that clear,” he continued. “It goes without saying that I’m interested in your opinion, Philia…but you’ll have to bear with me.”


  “I understand. Please do what you believe is best. I’ll be right behind you, no matter what.”


  “Thanks. Once I’ve gotten my thoughts together, I’ll be sure to ask for your input.”


  Sir Osvalt smiled gently, then turned and made his way to his study.


  I knew he wasn’t snubbing me. If he asked my opinion before collecting his own thoughts, it would cloud his judgment.


  Sir Osvalt was a man of character. He was always receptive to other people’s feedback. Nonetheless, he knew this was a choice he alone was accountable for.


  In the past, I would have struggled to grasp his perspective, but now I understood how he felt.


  “I’m here whenever you need me,” I said.


  I decided to wait until he came to his own conclusion. I had faith that he’d turn to me when the time was right. Still, I couldn’t help but feel slightly forlorn.


  I was staring into space after Sir Osvalt when Lena called out to me. “What do you think of the tea, Lady Philia? I got some nice tea leaves when I went shopping yesterday.”


  She must have read my mind.


  “It’s utterly delicious,” I assured her. “Why don’t you have some with me, if you’re making another pot?”


  “Could I really? Hang tight, then. I’ll bring my teacup over!”


  The joy in Lena’s voice and the spring in her step made my loneliness vanish in an instant. Once I’d settled down, she brought over the teapot, which radiated the aromatic scent of steeping leaves. 


  “Thank you so much for everything you do for me.” The words left my mouth of their own accord.


  “Huh?” My compliment must have taken Lena by surprise, for she cocked her head. “Um, Lady Philia? Did I do something special?”


  “Not particularly. It’s just—” I tried to answer, but struggled to find the words to finish my sentence. “It’s just that it lifts my spirits when you make me tea. I wanted to express my gratitude.”


  “Lady Philia! You’re too sweet! I’ll try to make my tea even tastier from now on!”


  “It’s already more than delicious enough.”


  “Don’t be silly! All this praise will only motivate me more! Watch this space—I’m going to perfect the art of tea-brewing!”


  “Oh, Lena. You’re taking this a little far, don’t you think? Please sit yourself down. We can have a little chat.”


  “Okay. Excuse me.”


  Lena’s cheerfulness knew no bounds, and being with her always lifted my spirits. It was like the tension in my body melted away, taking all my anxiety with it.


  “That reminds me. I heard there was a monster attack after I left to do the shopping yesterday. I don’t know the full story, but Leonardo assured me you weren’t hurt. Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Yes. Sir Osvalt and I got away unscathed. I’m sorry to have worried you.”


  “That’s a relief! The thought of something bad happening to either of you crushed my heart!”


  “You’re blowing things out of proportion, Lena,” I laughed, but I could tell a weight had been lifted. She truly had been worried about us.


  Lena had a heart of gold. I wanted her to be happy. I knew it was overbearing of me, but I couldn’t help but want to support her.


  I took a sip of hot black tea as I pondered these thoughts.


  “This is delicious. Does your family rave about your tea, too?”


  “Huh? Not really. My dad always said it was barely good enough to serve.”


  “But it’s delicious! He sounds rather strict.”


  Mother Hilda had put me through strict training from a young age, but Lena’s childhood sounded challenging, too. That made me feel a little closer to her.


  Lena giggled. “As long as I have your praise, I couldn’t care less what my father thinks.” She sipped her tea, a satisfied expression on her face.


  What should I do? Could I take advantage of her open-hearted nature to ask her a probing question?


  “Have you ever served tea to Elmhardt?”


  “Elmhardt? Yes, I have. Why do you ask?”


  I’d broached the topic of Elmhardt, albeit somewhat clumsily. What was a good way to open up the conversation?


  Ugh. Now that I thought about it, I hated what I was doing…


  “I just wondered how he might have reacted.” 


  “He didn’t say much, but he did drink it all. I mean, he is a man of few words.”


  “I suppose you must have seen him regularly, ever since you were young.”


  “Well, he is my fiancé.”


  Oh dear. At this rate, the conversation was going to fizzle out. I needed to say something to keep it going.


  Mia was always good at getting information out of people. When we saw each other again after a long time apart, I was shocked by how much she could talk.


  “Did you always think of Elmhardt as your fiancé?”


  “Hmm. I did, but it wasn’t really a conscious thing. I just took it as a given that we were engaged. The idea that he was the man I’d marry was always in the back of my mind.”


  I’d always had a vague idea that I was going to be a saint one day. Perhaps she’d experienced something similar. Actually, no—unlike sainthood, her marriage was something that could be forced upon her. The nuance differed.


  “What does Elmhardt look like, in your eyes?”


  Lena laughed again. “You’re full of questions today, aren’t you, Lady Philia?”


  “I-I am sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize. It makes me happy! My impression of Elmhardt? Good question.”


  She closed her eyes, furrowed her brow, and gave it serious thought.


  What’s your impression of your fiancé?


  For Lena, that might have been a tricky question. There was a complex background to their engagement.


  “I don’t know if this answers your question, but since Elmhardt is my dad’s friend, he’s invited to our house all the time. That’s when I get the chance to talk to him.”


  “I see.”


  “In the past, our conversations were usually pretty enjoyable, but whenever he exchanged glances with my dad, I’d see a flicker of sadness on his face.”


  “A flicker of sadness?”


  Lena paused to take a sip of her tea.


  She had known him since she was a young girl. What had she deduced from his expression?


  “When I see that face of his, I feel a little sad. A long, long time ago, when the two of us went on an outing together, I asked him about it.”


  “You did?”


  “Yep. I came straight out with it. ‘Why do you look so sad when you’re around my dad?’ But…”


  That openness was very in character for Lena—but as soon as she said the word “but,” her eyes clouded over. Something told me that the response she’d received was not an encouraging one.


  “From that day on, Elmhardt started to avoid me. He’s been like that for years—I haven’t had a proper conversation with him since. It’s like I offended him.”


  “Lena…”


  “I’d love to have a normal chat with him again, but he flat-out refuses to talk to me.”


  That explained Elmhardt’s strange attitude at the training ground. He was giving Lena the cold shoulder. Even so, I still I didn’t understand the reason behind it. Lena must have spent years trying to work it out.


  “Would marrying Elmhardt make you happy, Lena?”


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “It’s just, well… If he’s avoiding you, I can’t imagine the marriage working out.”


  “You’re probably right there.”


  Lena looked troubled, but after a short pause, a smile returned to her face.


  Before I knew it, I had begun to worry about her future. The more we talked, the more difficult it was to let the topic go.


  “Weren’t you engaged to that prince from Girtonia before Sir Osvalt proposed, Lady Philia? Did you think you’d be happy with him?”


  “What? M-my goodness…”
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  Lena’s question left me at a loss for words. I cast my mind back to my engagement to Julius, the former prince of Girtonia. How had I felt about it? I hadn’t been certain that I’d be happy with him. Had I felt something close to hope? Or something different entirely?


  “I don’t think I had any desire to be happy. I just craved acknowledgment.”


  “Lady Philia…”


  How had I forgotten that? Perhaps my married life with Sir Osvalt had brought about an imperceptible change in me. Back then, I saw marriage as nothing more than a link connecting two families.


  “I’m sorry. Lena, I’m not in a position to criticize anyone else’s marriage—”


  “That’s not true!”


  “Lena?”


  Lena leaned toward me, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry! It was so mean of me to ask that question, especially after all the kindness you’ve shown me! Please forgive me!”


  She had nothing to apologize for. If anything, I was the one in the wrong.


  “There’s nothing for me to forgive. I threw personal questions your way. I should be the one apologizing.”


  “Oh, please don’t! I was really pleased! You spoke to me like a friend, Lady Philia. That made me so happy!”


  “L-like a friend?”


  Her use of the word “friend” came as such a surprise, I found myself parroting it back.


  In what way had I acted like a friend?


  The only person who’d ever called me a friend was Erza, the demon hunter. I still didn’t grasp what friendship entailed.


  “Sure! You took an interest in my life and showed that you were worried about me. You made a real effort to understand what I’m going through, Lady Philia. That’s totally what a friend would do!”


  “I was trying to take an interest in your life… I see. So that’s what it means to be a friend.”


  Without my noticing, we were growing closer. I’d experienced this before, but discussing it directly made me feel a little awkward.


  Still…it made my heart sing. I was proud to have a friend like Lena.


  Lena went back to reminiscing. “By the time I was old enough to understand what was going on, I already had a fiancé, and my career as a servant had been decided for me, too. It felt like the course my life would take was set in stone, all the way to the end. I’d be lying if I said I never struggled with that.”


  “I think it’s only natural to feel conflicted.”


  “Yeah. But…when something’s already decided, there’s not much you can do about it, is there? I thought it’d be better to keep smiling and enjoy each day as it came. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.”


  I admired her optimism—how she chose to embrace her destiny and keep a positive outlook. Still, it must have been a heavy burden to bear.


  Lena abruptly lowered her voice and looked at the floor. “But the thing is… I’m not sure if I can keep doing this forever. I’m okay for now, but sometimes, I think… What if one day, it all just gets too much? What if I start to hate the situation I’m in?”


  Her voice quivered. Her cheerful demeanor wasn’t an act, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t carrying some anxiety deep inside.


  “Lena, you’ve brought me comfort more times than I can count. I can’t repay everything you’ve given me, but I really want you to be happy.”


  “Lady Philia?”


  “Forgive me for being presumptuous, but why don’t you try having a serious conversation with Elmhardt?”


  I’d ruined plenty of relationships by not communicating, so I was hardly one to talk. But that was why I didn’t want Lena to make the same mistake.


  “You think I should talk to Elmhardt? Yeah, you’re right! You’re giving me that advice because you care! I’ll give it some positive consideration!” 


  “Th-that didn’t take much convincing…” 


  I was overawed by how quickly Lena cheered up, but her peppy voice put my mind at ease.


  I was glad I’d worked up the courage to say it. Even so, I couldn’t help but worry about whether Elmhardt would open up. He was already avoiding Lena. It wouldn’t be easy to create an opportunity for the two of them to speak frankly.


  “Do you think you and Elmhardt will be able to talk?”


  “It’ll be fine. Elmhardt’s really nice, deep down!”


  “Really? All I’ve heard is that he’s an excellent knight.”


  “Well, before he started avoiding me, he used to take me on outings and stuff. We had a great time.”


  “I see…”


  At one point, Elmhardt had tried to get to know Lena. I wasn’t sure why he started distancing himself from her, but if they used to spend time together, there was still hope.


  “He used to tell me stories all the time—like the one about him and my dad capturing a group of bandits who’d taken some villagers hostage, back when they were still young! It was such a fun story!”


  “That sounds interesting. How did it go?”


  “Well, my dad used a secret move to hoodwink the bandits, and Elmhardt rescued the hostages by slipping in at just the right moment.”


  It sounded like the two of them had always been close. I knew that many members of Lena’s family served as royal guards. They must be a respected military family.


  “Where did you go with Elmhardt?”


  “Oh! We went to a place you know well, Lady Philia. The forest you and Prince Osvalt visited on your honeymoon!”


  “Our honeymoon? You mean the Altette Forest? It was lovely there.”


  Come to think of it, Prince Osvalt told me that Prince Reichardt and Lady Elizabeth used to visit the forest regularly. Perhaps it was a popular destination for couples.


  “Deep inside the forest, there’s this huge tree—so enormous that people call it the Guardian of the Forest.”


  “I haven’t heard about that. We didn’t venture very far in.”


  The forest had seemed mysterious, but I had no idea this tree was lurking within its depths.


  “It’s cool and quiet there, even in the summer. It’s kinda weird,” said Lena. “But whenever Elmhardt saw that tree, he looked really sad—just like he did in front of my dad.”


  “He looked sad?”


  “Yep. I think I remember him saying that spot was home to something important.”


  Something important…


  Given that it was in the middle of the forest, he probably wasn’t talking about a physical object. Perhaps it was a memory.


  Was it significant that he took Lena there? Or did something else draw him to the tree?


  “Why don’t we go and see him right away?” I suggested.


  “Huh? Are you serious, Lady Philia?”


  “Of course. Let’s find him.”


  I realized that my proposal was impulsive. Lena needed to mentally prepare herself. Still, now that I’d heard what she had to say, I was overcome by the urge to help.


  “Yeah… If you think it’s the right thing to do, Lady Philia, I’ll go talk to him!” Lena clenched her fist.


  With the decision made, we got ready and left the mansion.


   


  ***


   


  Philip, commander of the Parnacorta Knights, was standing guard outside the gate. I took the opportunity to ask him where Elmhardt was staying.


  “Huh? Sir Elmhardt? If you need something from him, Lady Philia, I can send one of my knights to fetch him!”


  Philip looked surprised. From his perspective, it probably made no sense that someone who’d only just met Elmhardt suddenly wanted to meet with him.


  “No. This is a very personal matter, so I’d prefer to visit him in person.”


  “A p-personal matter, you say? Understood! I know that you’d never cross any lines, Lady Philia,” he replied. “Elmhardt is staying at his family home, the estate of Marquis Clandy, for the time being! Now, where was it again? Um… Hey! Someone bring me a map!”


  One of Philip’s underlings kindly brought him a map and showed us the way to Marquis Clandy’s abode.


  The noble Clandy family was renowned throughout Parnacorta. Even the king trusted them deeply. I’d never visited their home, but the marquis had greeted us very courteously at our wedding ceremony. If Elmhardt was staying at Marquis Clandy’s estate, it shouldn’t be too difficult to meet with him.


  “Let me give you a map. You’re not planning to head there right away, are you, Lady Philia?” asked Philip, taking a step forward. He must have seen me glancing at the carriage.


  “Er, yes. That’s the plan.”


  “Golly! That’s quite concerning, especially in light of the recent attack. The idea of Lena being your only bodyguard makes me quake in my boots!”


  “Come on, Philip! I can handle things just fine on my own!” Lena pouted, clearly annoyed by Philip’s disapproving tone—but Philip didn’t seem like he was going to back down any time soon.


  “I don’t doubt your abilities, Lena! But there’s always a chance something unexpected might happen. I’m just advising that Lady Philia bring along at least one more escort, for the sake of her safety!”


  He had a point. Even if our journey was an uneventful one, sending us off with minimal protection could reflect badly on him. It seemed wise to listen to him.


  “Understood. We’ll take one more person with us.”


  “Thank you for your understanding! In that case, if I may be so bold—”


  “I’ll go. I’ve known Elmhardt for a long time. Himari and the rest of the knights can look after Prince Osvalt for us.”


  Leonardo emerged from the gate. It sounded as though he’d grasped what was going on.


  As soon as Philip saw Leonardo, he looked content. “Ooh! With you around, Lady Philia will be in safe hands! Leave protecting Prince Osvalt to yours truly! Take care!”


  With that settled, we were ready to head out.


  “Thank you very much, Leonardo.”


  “No need to thank me, Lady Philia. I’m also curious about what my former colleague is thinking. I have my own, personal motives for accompanying you.”


  When he was a knight, Leonardo had been a peer and friend of Elmhardt’s. Now Elmhardt was engaged to Lena, Leonardo’s current colleague, which added another layer of complexity to the situation.


  Given how well Leonardo knew both of them, his concern was understandable.


  “You’re worried about me, too, Leonardo? I didn’t see that coming.”


  “How rude. You’re usually so carefree—if something starts weighing on your mind, it may lead you to make unforeseen mistakes. Those mistakes could take a toll on Lady Philia’s daily life, so it’s only natural that I’d want to prevent them from happening. Simply put, I’m concerned about you because I’m concerned about Lady Philia.”


  “Grr. Lena doesn’t make mistakes! And I just heard you saying you were curious about Elmhardt!”


  “That’s another matter,” said Leonardo. “I know you have a personal matter to deal with, but you must remain vigilant at all times. We are Lady Philia’s guards.”


  From the moment I arrived in Parnacorta, Lena and Leonardo had kept a watchful eye over me. Whether I was performing my duties, enjoying a cup of tea, or simply going about my day, they monitored my surroundings, constantly primed to defend me. As my maid and butler, they had their own sense of duty, just as I did as a saint, and they devoted all their energy to fulfilling their roles, day in and day out.


  I was never truly alone.


  Upon my arrival in Parnacorta from Girtonia, I managed to carry out my first official duties without a hitch—and I unquestionably had them to thank for that.


  “Now then, let’s get this carriage moving. Please climb in, Lady Philia.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  I climbed into the carriage. Lena and Leonardo followed after me.


  “Excuse me, Lady Philia. I’m going to sit next to you.”


  Lena beamed at me as she settled down by my side. With that, the carriage set off toward Marquis Clandy’s estate.


  “You, and Lena, and myself, all in a carriage together. Does this remind you of anything, Lady Philia?”


  “Sorry?”


  “It reminds me of the first day you set out to perform your duties. I remember it like it was yesterday. There you were, this one-in-a-million saint, ready to start work at the crack of dawn. It was as if your long trip from Girtonia hadn’t affected you at all.”


  “Ugh. I feel embarrassed thinking about it.”


  In all honesty, I’d been feeling a bit sentimental myself, but hearing Leonardo describe things from an outsider’s point of view made me rather queasy.


  Back then, I was convinced that acting like a saint was all this country expected of me.


  “I never could have guessed you’d end up giving me advice on my own engagement, Lady Philia.” Lena pressed a finger to her cheek as she joined us in reminiscing.


  She and I could come to each other for advice. My little sister Mia probably would have turned to me if she were in trouble, too, but Lena was different.


  “I’m surprised, myself. A short while ago, I never would have dreamed of snooping into someone’s personal life. It’s really quite strange.”


  “I’m so happy that we’ve grown closer. There’s nothing strange about it. I mean, you’re a saint. Kindness is what you’re all about.”


  “Lena…”


  It was her personality that made me want to reach out to her. Her cheerful nature had a way of energizing everyone around her. Unhappiness simply didn’t suit her.


  I still wasn’t sure how much of a difference I could make, or how much help I could be, but I was determined to give her my all—not just as a saint, but as a human being by her side.


   


  ***


   


  “We’re here.”


  “Lady Philia, please watch your step!”


  We had arrived at Marquis Clandy’s residence. It was an impressive abode, just as one would expect from one of the most prestigious clans in the kingdom. An old building with refined splendor, it could easily be mistaken for a castle.


  “Hmm. It’s been quite some time since I last visited this place.”


  “What?” said Lena. “You’ve been here before, Leonardo? I haven’t.”


  “It was a long time ago. I paid Elmhardt a visit after he was injured.”


  That must have been when Elmhardt got hurt defending Lena’s father.


  “What is Marquis Clandy like?” I asked. “I had a brief conversation with him at my wedding, but I couldn’t tell much about his character.”


  “Hmph. I haven’t spoken to him much, either. I got the impression that he was an old-fashioned nobleman, the sort of person who values lineage above all else.”


  Most nobles felt a sense of pride and duty toward their clan, to some extent. That came with the territory. My own family, the Adenauers, had once been held in high esteem by the kingdom of Girtonia for producing generations of saints.


  “You have nothing to worry about, Lady Philia. You’re the second prince’s wife. I’m sure Marquis Clandy will treat you with the utmost respect. His Majesty respects him as a scholar of magic and holds him in high regard, so please rest assured.”


  “That’s good to hear,” I responded. “Anyway, let’s see if he can help us speak to Elmhardt.”


  With Leonardo and Lena at my side, I knocked on the gate.


   


  “The marquis will be with you shortly.”


  A servant showed us to the reception room. Before long, the door swung open.


  “My goodness, would you look at that? I must say, Lady Philia, it’s quite the surprise to have the great saint herself grace my humble home with her presence. I apologize for not being better prepared for your visit.”


  Marquis Clandy entered the room, looking flustered, and gave me a deferential bow. I had heard he was nearing seventy, but he had excellent posture and a firm, steady gait. His hair was completely white, but his black eyes were full of vigor. He certainly looked younger than his years.


  The marquis’s evident shame compelled me to sit up straight and share some of my own niceties. “I apologize for dropping in unannounced. Thank you for congratulating us at the wedding.”


  Leonardo’s description of him seemed only too accurate. Still, this man was Elmhardt’s father? He appeared to be nice enough, but he exuded a very different impression from his son. Perhaps knights tended to develop a sterner countenance.


  Once we’d had some tea and settled down, the marquessfound the perfect moment to broach the subject. “Now then, Lady Philia. It is a tremendous honor to have you visit our home, but may I ask what brings you here today?”


  “Thank you for taking the time to speak to us. We’re here for one reason only—we would like to speak with Sir Elmhardt, who I believe is staying at your residence.”


  The marquis sounded calm and unruffled, in spite of our sudden visit. I was sure he’d let us see Elmhardt without trouble. But the moment the marquis heard Elmhardt’s name, his expression grew tense, albeit only for a second.


  “What? Elmhardt? Has my fool of a son done something to offend you, Lady Philia?”


  What did that reaction mean?


  “No, nothing of the sort. As I’m sure you’re aware, my maid, Lena, is engaged to marry him.”


  “Oh, she’s that baron’s daughter…” The marquis coughed. “Excuse me—I knew he was engaged to marry the daughter of Baron Aulps, but I’d never had the pleasure of meeting the lady. I didn’t realize this was her.”


  As he glanced at Lena, Marquis Clandy’s placid expression returned to his face.


  Come to think of it, Lena had mentioned that she had yet to greet her future father-in-law. Why hadn’t they met? Marquis Clandy didn’t seem to be opposed to their engagement.


  “I see. Er, would it be possible for Lena and Elmhardt to meet?”


  “Y-yes, of course, absolutely,” responded Marquis Clandy, albeit with some hesitation. “Oh, but there is just one problem. He’s currently staying in a separate wing of the estate, and, well…it hasn’t been properly maintained. I’m not sure it’s appropriate for someone of your noble standing, Lady Philia.”


  He was making a subtle attempt to turn us away. For some reason, the marquis didn’t seem to like discussing his son.


  “I don’t mind at all,” I assured him. “I’ve ventured into all sorts of places to carry out my duties. Besides, we’re the ones who showed up uninvited. We’re hardly in a position to complain.”


  “If you insist, Lady Philia. I shall have someone escort you to the outbuilding.” While the look on his face remained austere, the marquis was clearly reluctant.


  I wondered why he didn’t call Elmhardt in to see us. Perhaps he didn’t want to see his son.


  “Lady Philia, I will take you to Sir Elmhardt,” said a servant. “Please come this way. Your companions can follow along.” He bowed politely.


  There was clearly some tension between Marquis Clandy and Elmhardt. I just didn’t know how deeply I could dig.


   


  As the marquis had said, the outbuilding looked as if it hadn’t been maintained in years. It wasn’t exactly in a state of ruin, but it was hard to believe it stood on the same grounds as the splendid main residence.


  As the servant led us to Elmhardt, Leonardo leaned in and whispered to me. “Lady Philia…”


  “What is it, Leonardo?”


  “Elmhardt was the love child of the marquis and his mistress,” he explained.


  “Was he? I see.”


  “I assume you were puzzled by the way Marquis Clandy was acting, and the state of this building. I thought I’d better let you know.”


  It was as if Leonardo had read my mind. I knew there had to be an explanation for Marquis Clandy’s attitude.


  If appearances were anything to go by, Elmhardt’s very existence was an inconvenience to the marquis.


  “Elmhardt doesn’t know that I know that. I’m telling you because I trust that you, Lady Philia, would never share that information with anyone else.”


  “I’d love to know how you found that out, Leonardo, but I’ll refrain from inquiring further. My lips are sealed.”


  Leonardo probably would have preferred not to share this secret at all. A little ashamed that I’d dragged it out of him, I continued on in silence until the servant came to a halt in front of a door.


  “Elmhardt. Lady Philia, the second prince’s wife, has come to see you. May we come in?”


  “L-Lady Philia? I’ll be ready before you know it.”


  The voice on the other side of the door was laced with surprise and confusion. The sound of someone hastily fumbling about followed. Our abrupt visit must have rattled him.


  We waited outside the room for approximately one minute before the door opened and Elmhardt showed his face. “I apologize for making you wait. I never imagined someone like Lady Philia would bother to visit me.”


  “I’m sorry for showing up unannounced. Could we talk for a moment?”


  “Oh, certainly. No problem at all. There isn’t much space, but you’re more than welcome to come inside.”


  Elmhardt showed us into his room.


  I’ll try to make sure you and Elmhardt get a chance to talk, Lena. Mediating isn’t my strong suit, but I’ll do whatever I can.


  “I do apologize. Did I make a fool of myself during the training exercise?”


  “Oh, no. Neither you nor your men have done anything wrong.”


  “Is that so? All right. What brings you here today, then?”


  As usual, Elmhardt was refusing to make eye contact with Lena. It was as if it hadn’t even crossed his mind that she was the reason we had come to see him.


  “I’m here to talk about Lena.”


  “What? Lady Philia is here…to talk to me about Lena?”


  “That’s right. You two are engaged, are you not?”


  His eyes wide, Elmhardt struggled to conceal his shock. For a moment, silence filled the room. He was clearly struggling to find the words to respond.


  “I wasn’t expecting you to bring up your servant’s engagement, Revered Saint…”


  “I may be overstepping. I sincerely apologize for the impertinence,” I said. “But I’m not speaking to you as a saint—I’m here today as Lena’s friend.”


  I wasn’t doing this as part of my saintly duties. I was doing it because Lena mattered to me. As her friend, I’d taken it upon myself to interfere.


  “Lena is your friend, Lady Philia?” Elmhardt raised an eyebrow. The tone of his voice softened. “I see… Perhaps she is.”


  “Lady Philia…”


  Lena looked my way, her eyes welling up with tears. I nodded back at her, but I couldn’t help but notice something different about her expression. Being around Elmhardt must have made her nervous.


  “Let me be direct with you,” I said. “How do you feel about Lena? She claims that you avoid her, despite being her fiancé. Is there any reason for that?”


  “Whew… I didn’t expect her to share so much with you. I prefer not to talk about personal matters, if I can help it.”


  “I am aware of that. That’s why I’m here—to ask you about matters you’re reluctant to talk about.”


  Even I realized there was no guarantee he would give me a straightforward answer. Still, I wasn’t prepared to go home none the wiser.


  “You must feel a strong sense of duty toward your friends, Lady Philia.”


  “Perhaps I do. Lena has done so much for me, after all.”


  “In that case, this may make sense to you,” Elmhardt began. “I agreed to marry Lena in order to fulfil an obligation. Lena’s father, Luon Aulps, is a longtime friend of mine. I accepted the engagement to allow him to preserve his dignity. I have no other feelings regarding the issue.”


  After Elmhardt was injured protecting him, Baron Aulps gave him his daughter’s hand in marriage. It made sense that he had to accept the offer to maintain the Baron’s honor. A question still weighed on my mind, however.


  “Are you sure that’s the whole story?” I asked.


  “By my knight’s honor, I am not lying to you,” Elmhardt declared unequivocally, his eyes fixed on me.


  It didn’t feel like he was lying…but something wasn’t quite right. Something told me he was hiding something important. Was he deliberately ignoring it, or were his feelings buried so deep inside that he hadn’t even noticed them?


  “Do you have any questions for Elmhardt, Lena?” I asked.


  “Huh? Umm, let me think… Oh yeah. You always looked so sad when you saw my father, Sir Elmhardt. How come?”


  I handed the baton to Lena, who asked a question of her own, albeit hesitantly. This was the question that started it all, the reason he started avoiding her. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to understand.


  Tension filled the room. The wind rattling the windows sounded abnormally loud.


  “Not this again,” said Elmhardt. “Wasn’t my silence enough of an answer? I thought you were clever, Lena.”


  “I’m flattered. I might be able to put the pieces together, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear it straight from you.”


  “I see. Lady Philia must have given you the courage to bring it up—that much is plain to see. You never change, Lena.”


  “Ugh… It’s not that simple.”


  For the first time, Elmhardt was speaking to Lena. They seemed close and natural at once, as if they had a tight bond. They truly felt like a couple—although much of that was probably thanks to Lena’s approachable demeanor.


  “I couldn’t bring myself to lie in front of Lady Philia, so I thought I’d sidestep any awkwardness by biting my tongue, as I did before.”


  “Elmhardt…”


  “But the thought of disappointing you, Luon’s daughter, even more is unbearable. You haven’t done anything wrong.”


  Elmhardt hung his head, his voice straining. He seemed to have come to a decision. Slowly, he looked up.


  “I’m not the nobleman Luon thinks I am. I’m not good enough for you.” With this cryptic declaration, he fell silent.


  “Huh? What do you mean by that?”


  Lena stared at him, bewildered. She clearly had no idea what he could be referring to.


  Leonardo, who had been watching the drama unfold in silence, finally spoke up. His friend’s attitude must have been bothering him, too. “Are you still hiding something, Elmhardt?”


  “Leonardo, I didn’t expect you to start pestering me, too. I always thought of you as a close friend.”


  “Stop deflecting. That’s exactly why I’m struggling to overlook the way you’re treating my colleague.”


  “Of course I’m hiding something. What human being lays everything bare?”


  “I’m not asking you to lay everything bare. I’m just asking you to be sincere.”


  “I have been sincere. I haven’t lied. I answered your question honestly, Lady Philia, and I told Lena everything I could.”


  “I think Lena wanted to probe a little further, Elmhardt.”


  Leonardo took a step toward Elmhardt and continued pressing him for more. His tone was as calm as ever, but his voice was deep and intimidating.


  “Hah. You know me and Luon better than anyone, don’t you? I know I agreed to marry Lena out of obligation to Luon. Do I strike you as the kind of person who would be fine with that and continue living my life without a care in the world?” 


  “Not really.”


  “You see? I feel guilty. Lena is young…too young, in fact. And to make matters worse, she’s my best friend’s daughter. It hurts to see her bound to me.”


  Though he struggled to sound detached, I could hear the anguish in his voice.


  Elmhardt claimed that Lena was bound to him, but to me it looked as though it was his heart that was held down by cold and icy chains.


  “I know you very well, Elmhardt, but the man I knew would have done anything to make Lena happy.”


  “You give me too much credit.”


  “No, I don’t. I know my friend. This is just my view. Is there something in your past that’s preventing you from moving forward? An event that not even Luon and I know about?”


  “How many times do I have to tell you? No one lays everything bare. I have no interest in talking about the past. I just wish you’d leave me be…”


  If his longtime companion and fiancée couldn’t get him to open up, who would? As a saint, people tended to put me on a pedestal, but I knew I’d be just as powerless. This man was struggling, and all I could do was stare.


  We’d come all this way to help Lena, but—


  “Come on, Lady Philia. Let’s go home.”


  “L-Lena? But Elmhardt hasn’t…”


  “Sir Elmhardt’s feelings are more than clear to me. If we upset him, it’ll upset me, too.”


  I’d never seen her look so sad.


  How useless was I? It was my ineptness that brought that expression to her face. I couldn’t even bring myself to speak.


  “Okay,” said Lena, “Elmhardt, sorry for taking up so much of your time. We’ll be taking our leave.”


  “No, please forgive me for how rude I’ve been. Lena is a remarkable person. I’m just weak—that’s the reason I can’t tell you the full story. I hope you understand.”


  Elmhardt stood and bowed his head deeply.


  Lena must have sensed that he had said all he was capable of. She turned and walked away.


  I was far from satisfied, but even I understood there was no hope of coaxing anything out of him.


   


  The servant was standing outside Elmhardt’s room. “Thank you for waiting,” I said. “We’ve decided to head home, so this concludes our visit.”


  “Understood. Allow me to convey a message to the marquis before you—”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that. We’d hate to cause any more trouble for him.”


  “If he finds out I let you leave without a word, I’ll never hear the end of it. Please don’t go just yet.”


  We allowed Marquis Clandy to see us off, then we left the nobleman’s estate behind us.


   


  I’m sorry, Lena.


  I was arrogant enough to believe I could help.


  I was convinced that once we spoke to Elmhardt face to face, he would understand how Lena was feeling, in the same way that Haruya had opened his heart to Sir Osvalt.


  It seemed I’d been quite naïve. Breaking down the walls around his heart was never going to be that easy. Still, I wasn’t ready to give up.


  I’d made up my mind. I was going to ensure Lena’s happiness, whether it made me a busybody or not.


   


  ***


   


  As we made our way back to the mansion in our carriage, Lena sat in silence, gazing despondently at her feet. I thought it best to give her a moment before trying to make con­versation.


  “Leonardo, do you have any idea what Elmhardt might be hiding?”


  “Oh, Lady Philia. Why ask me a question like that? Do you think we’d be here if I knew?”


  “It’s not that simple,” I replied. “If you had an inkling but were unsure, being his friend would make it even harder to broach the idea. You seem to know quite a bit about Elmhardt’s past. Doesn’t that suggest that you have at least some idea of what might be going on?”


  When Leonardo said, “I think Lena wanted to probe a little further,” it had sounded as if he was aware of something. He even asked outright whether there was something in Elmhardt’s past holding him back.


  Leonardo wasn’t the type of man who’d bluff his way through a conversation. It was more likely that he saw something in Elmhardt’s reactions and pieced together a theory.


  “Your insight is remarkable as always, Lady Philia,” he said, “I need to watch what I say when you are around.”


  “You do have an idea, don’t you?” I responded, continuing to press him.


  “I can hardly bring myself to talk about it—and besides, it’s mere speculation.” Leonardo looked troubled. “I might be letting my imagination get carried away.”


  What was I supposed to do?


  I knew what Leonardo was like. If I asked him to share his hypothesis, he most likely would, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to put him through the stress.


  “No need to worry, Lady Philia. I’ll tell you. Just remember, this is nothing more than a guess. You could even call it a baseless hunch. I need you to keep that in mind.”


  “I do apologize, Leonardo. I hate to put you in an uncomfortable position.”


  “Not at all. As your and Sir Osvalt’s butler, I’m only doing my duty.” Leonardo placed a hand on his chest and gave me a slight bow.


  He was as sympathetic to my feelings as ever, and for that, I felt guilty. Nonetheless, it would be wise to hear him out.


  I couldn’t shake the feeling that the darkness Elmhardt carried in his heart ran deeper than it seemed. Leonardo’s insight could be key to dredging up the truth.


  “This story takes us back to the Archduke’s Revolt,” Leonardo began.


  “That was when Elmhardt was injured protecting Lena’s father.”


  “That’s right. As you are aware, the ringleader of the rebellion was Archduke Raden. At the time, there were rumors about a connection between the archduke and Elmhardt.”


  “What? Even though he put his life on the line to protect his friends and the royal family?”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Rumors suggesting that Elmhardt had helped to mastermind the Archduke’s Revolt? I understood why Leonardo said this was hard to talk about. 


  “As you say, Elmhardt exhibited valiant courage in battle. Many knights—including Luon, Lena’s father—were there to witness it. Most importantly of all, His Majesty the King testified to his achievements and awarded him a medal.”


  “So why…”


  “Indeed. As you’d expect, the populace brushed the rumors off as worthless. Not a single person denounced him as a traitor. After all, the man had sustained considerable injuries defending his colleague.”


  That seemed reasonable. If Elmhardt had been a traitor, His Majesty and his fellow royals would have lost their lives.


  The fact that he’d had the opportunity to help Archduke Raden’s scheme succeed, yet chose not to, was enough to undermine the credibility of any rumor that he was an inside agent.


  Still, Leonardo must have brought it up for a reason.


  “Do you suspect that Elmhardt had some connection to Archduke Raden, even if the rest of the rumor was false?”


  What if the archduke had tried to tempt him into treachery, but Elmhardt rebuffed him and remained a loyal knight? A tie to the archduke, no matter how minor, would have weighed on his conscience, and the guilt would have kept gnawing away at him.


  That may have been the conclusion Leonardo arrived at.


  “Elmhardt is not only a treasured colleague, but a reputable knight. It pains me to have these suspicions.”


  “That’s perfectly understandable,” I said. “Does that mean you have a reason to suspect him, whether you like it or not?”


  “It’s not evidence, as such, but I’ve heard rumors that the treatment Elmhardt received from his family in his youth was even colder than it is now. The Archduke could have taken advantage of that, using the promise of a title to lure him over to his side.”


  Leonardo had just revealed to me that Elmhardt was illegitimate. Despite being born into a high-ranking family, he received unfavorable treatment. I’d witnessed it with my own eyes.


  He wouldn’t have been the first person to commit an act of insurgency in exchange for higher status. Leonardo’s speculation might not be completely off the mark.


  “Also, this has to do with Luon, but…”


  “Did Lena’s father say something?”


  “Not long before the attack, Luon told me—and me alone—to keep an eye on Elmhardt. What if he heard the rumors before the rest of us?”


  “But in the end, he did the opposite of what Luon suspected. He was seriously injured protecting the very man who doubted him. That must have come as a tremendous shock.”


  Even if he didn’t take the rumors at face value, Luon must have struggled to discount them entirely. And so he warned someone he could trust, Leonardo, who then started doubting their friend himself. That would have been painful in its own right—but then came the Archduke’s Revolt, and Elmhardt proved them all wrong…


  “It’s obvious that Luon arranged the engagement with Lena out of guilt. But what if there was more to the story? What if Elmhardt really—”


  At that moment, Lena, who had been staring at the floor in silence the entire time, abruptly raised her voice. “Please, stop this already!”


  “Lena…”


  I’d never seen her so angry before.


  “Please, Leonardo! You can’t throw accusations around like that!”


  “You’re right, Lena.” Leonardo looked Lena square in the face. “That was impudent of me. All I can do is apologize.”


  Lena clearly found it unbearable to hear people call Elmhardt’s intentions into question. 


  “I’m the one who pressed Leonardo to say all those things, Lena. I shouldn’t have been so insensitive. Allow me to express my remorse, too.”


  “Lady Philia… No, it was wrong of me to shout. I knew you two were considering these possibilities for my own good, but I just couldn’t hold back…”


  Lena looked at me with tears in her eyes. I’d been too ignorant of her feelings. Elmhardt was her fiancé, after all. It wasn’t right to malign him in front of her without good reason.


  “My dad always said he knew no greater hero than Elmhardt. Every time he drank, he’d boast about his friend, insisting he was a gem of a knight.”


  “He did?”


  “I totally fell in love with the idea of Sir Elmhardt.” Lena slowly began to open up. “For someone like my dad to praise him so highly, he had to be pretty great. I was so excited to get to marry him one day.”


  She’d not only accepted her fate, but embraced it with enthusiasm. Sir Elmhardt meant more to her than I had imagined.


  “Sir Elmhardt’s been giving me the cold shoulder. That much is true. But I know he’s a warm person deep down. I can sense it when I’m near him.”


  Understanding someone’s true nature was never easy. When we envisage what other people are like, we had to rely on our imagination to fill in the gaps.
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  I didn’t know Elmhardt as a person. I could only use the things I’d heard to picture what he was like. My understanding of him paled in comparison to Lena’s. 


  “I see now how important he is to you, Lena.”


  “Guhhh, Lady Philia!”


  “I’m going to trust him, too—and try to work out why he changed his attitude toward you.”


  I trusted Lena, so it was only right that I believed in Elmhardt, the person she had so much faith in. Somehow, this felt like the logical conclusion.


  People were never simple. At times, relying on intuition was your best bet. If there was one thing I’d learned from all the people I’d encountered since coming to Parnacorta, it was that. 


  “Hmm. It appears as though I’m the villain here,” said Leonardo.


  “N-no, that couldn’t be further from the truth,” I said. “I’m grateful for your input, Leonardo.”


  “Oh! Forgive me. I didn’t mean to criticize you, Lady Philia.”


  Leonardo quickly corrected himself, but I truly was grateful to him. My doubts about Elmhardt were purely speculative, while everything Leonardo shared was grounded in hard facts, directly from his memory.


  “What you told me about the Archduke’s Revolt was very helpful,” I said. “We still don’t know what Elmhardt is thinking, but your stories could offer some insight into the recent attack.”


  “Oh? What do you mean by that?”


  “I’m not sure how to put this, but if this attack is connected to the Archduke’s Revolt, I have a feeling Elmhardt might be involved.”


  Leonardo spoke of dark rumors that circulated around Elmhardt at the time of the Archduke’s Revolt, but what happened next contradicted them entirely. Lena’s father was so grateful that he offered Elmhardt his daughter’s hand in marriage. In fact, he practically forced it on him. Although Elmhardt accepted the engagement, he eventually began to distance himself from Lena.


  There was a hidden layer to this sequence of events. And now another monster attack had broken out.


  If Lena was right, Elmhardt had no malicious intentions. Even so, it was hard not to suspect he had some connection to the attacks.


  His presence is not something we can dismiss.


  This thought continued circling my mind as we made our way back to the mansion.


   


  ***


   


  Lena


   


  LADY PHILIA HAD GONE OUT of her way to be kind to me. So why did I feel so unsettled?


  I was sure Leonardo didn’t mean any harm, either. We didn’t know what Sir Elmhardt was thinking, and he was trying to give me an answer.


  I knew that, but still…


  “Lena. This is your fiancé, Elmhardt. Please introduce yourself.”


  “Hi! I’m Lena Aulps. It’s really nice to meet you.”


  “Oh, likewise. Er, Luon, isn’t this strange for you? For me to be engaged to your daughter?”


  I could picture Elmhardt’s troubled smile as clear as day. He seemed like a kind person. That was my first impression of him…and it came as a relief.


  For as long as I could remember, my father told me I would marry him someday.


  I was encouraged to become the perfect maid. Someone strong enough to serve the royal family and stand by Sir Elmhardt, no matter what lay ahead. Life wasn’t as tough for me as it was for Lady Philia, but I definitely worked hard from a young age.


  I never once felt bitter about that, though. After all, I was going to help keep the royal family safe and marry the greatest knight around.


  There were moments when I had my doubts, sure, but the future that lay ahead always looked so bright. That’s why I never stopped smiling.


  “Excuse me, Lady Philia. I brought you some tea to keep you alert throughout the day.”


  “Er…did I ask for tea?”


  I could still recall how troubled Lady Philia looked the first time I served her some tea. For some reason I failed to grasp, I always made people I respected feel uncomfortable the first time we met.


  “Ah, nice and hot…”


  But when I met Lady Philia, she was kind enough to drink the tea I brought her. That was the memory that stuck with me.


  She shared her thoughts with quiet joy, savoring each and every word—and yet she showed none of it on her face.


  I got the feeling she had an awkward side. She reminded me a little bit of someone I knew well.


  Prince Osvalt once said he chose me to be her bodyguard because he thought we would get along well. We were close in age, and we were both girls. But even before I knew any of that, I wanted to be Lady Philia’s friend. I started wishing for that the moment we met.


  “I was trying to take an interest in your life… I see. So that’s what it means to be a friend.”


  “But I’m not speaking to you as a saint—I’m here today as Lena’s friend.”


  Lady Philia called me her friend. As far as I was concerned, there was no greater honor.


  I admired the way she always carried herself with confidence. She confronted every challenge head-on and made it look effortless. And every now and then, her endearing side would shine through, and you’d catch her with a contented smile on her face.


  I’d never met anyone as charming as her before. Working for Lady Philia made me incredibly happy! I could shout that from the rooftops.


  Thanks to her encouragement, I was determined to try to get through to Sir Elmhardt when we saw each other. But things didn’t go according to plan…


  “I have been sincere. I haven’t lied. I answered your question honestly, Lady Philia, and I told Lena everything I could.”


  Ultimately, Sir Elmhardt only told us “what he could.”


  I saw that coming. I knew Sir Elmhardt would only touch on the surface. If he’d been willing to open up, he’d have no reason to avoid me.


  That was exactly why one thing never made sense to me. Why was he still going along with the engagement?


  If he was going to avoid me, he might as well call it quits. If seeing my father and me was painful for him, he could rid himself of any need to see us.


  “Lena is a remarkable person. I’m just weak—that’s the reason I can’t tell you the full story. I hope you understand.”


  Assuming that Sir Elmhardt was being honest, he probably had a deeper reason for sticking to the pact he made with my father.


  “It’s obvious that Luon arranged the engagement with Lena out of guilt. But what if there was more to the story? What if Elmhardt really—”


  I let myself snap at Leonardo, but the thought kept creeping in. What if Sir Elmhardt was on the archduke’s side?


  “—na? Lena?”


  “Huh?! Oh! Yes! What’s the matter, Lady Philia?”


  I was so lost in thought, I hadn’t heard Lady Philia calling my name.


  “We’re at the mansion. You’re welcome to go to bed early if you’re tired,” Lady Philia suggested, a concerned look on her face. “I’m sure you’d like the chance to organize your thoughts.”


  What was wrong with me? I was meant to be taking care of her, not the other way around. I barely deserved to call myself a maid.


  “It’s fine! If I let stuff like that get me down, I won’t be able to do my job.”


  “Lena…”


  “Come on! How does tea sound? One delicious brew, coming your way!”


  If you were happy, you smiled. And I was happy to be with Lady Philia. I was going to serve my mistress with a great big smile on my face. 


  “It’s fine, honestly,” said Lady Philia.


  “What? Are you sure?”


  “You don’t have to push yourself. I’m here to help. Let’s face this together. I’ll listen to all your worries and concerns.”


  Lady Philia gently took my hand and smiled at me. Her warm touch gave me courage. It felt as though she’d swept all my doubts away.


  “Lady Philia! I…I…I won’t hesitate to discuss my troubles with you! That makes me so happy! I can’t believe you care so much about me! Gahhh!”


  “L-Lena? A-are you crying?”


  “They’re tears of happiness!”


  Tears had started to pour from my eyes. Lady Philia’s kindness washed over me, and I couldn’t stop crying.


  “Please use this to wipe your tears.”


  Lady Philia looked a little uncomfortable as she handed me her handkerchief. I must have caught her off guard. “Thank you so much!”


  “Lady Philia!”


  “Yes?”


  “I’ll take pride in having worked for you for as long as I live, Lady Philia! I promise! I super-duper promise!”


  “Heh… I do appreciate that, Lena.” Lady Philia smiled and gave me a small nod. I felt like all my hard work had been worth it.


  “Jeez, you guys started causing a racket the moment you stepped through the door.” Prince Osvalt emerged from inside the house. “Nice to see you again, Philia.”


  “Hello, Sir Osvalt. We just got back.”


  Ugh, that was kinda embarrassing. I’d let my emotions get the better of me. Not only did I raise my voice, but I started crying like a baby, too.


  “Sorry to put this on you as soon as you get back, Philia, but there’s something I want to talk to you about. Can you spare a moment?”


  “Oh? Yes, of course.”


  Prince Osvalt’s request brought a slight smile to Lady Philia’s face. I guess she was sad about him not turning to her for help.


  Lately, I’d gotten pretty good at reading Lady Philia’s expressions.


  “I’ve made up my mind. I’m not cancelling the pilgrimage the Alectron royal family is due to make. I want you to give me advice with that in mind.” Prince Osvalt looked straight into Lady Philia’s eyes.


  You could see the prince’s tenacity and determination. In spite of the recent attack, he had no intention of changing his plans.


  Lady Philia, thank you for all the advice you’ve given me.


  But now I’m going to lay everything aside and prioritize defending you, your husband, and the people around you.


  That’s what being a maid is all about!


  Chapter 3:
The King of Alectron


   


  IT WAS THE MORNING after Sir Osvalt declared that he wasn’t calling off the royal visit. I sat outdoors, conducting my daily meditation. With my eyes closed and my knees on the ground, I turned my head toward the sky and prayed.


  Our new garden was even bigger than my old one, and the many trees and plants that grew there helped me feel closer to nature.


  I heard Sir Osvalt call out to me. The sun wasn’t even up yet. What had he come outside for?


  “Can we talk, Philia?”


  “Most certainly. You’re up early today, Sir Osvalt.”


  “All I seem to do lately is think. I haven’t moved much, and it’s making me stiff. I thought I’d get Philip to put me through my paces again—a training session is well overdue.”


  Sir Osvalt smiled brightly as the breeze ruffled his golden hair. Even in the shadows of the garden, he seemed to shine.


  He appeared to have put his doubts behind him. That was a relief. Perhaps he didn’t need my help after all. I’d done the right thing by telling myself to be patient and trust him.


  “Thank you for holding back, Philia.” Sir Osvalt sounded reflective.


  “Oh? What do you mean?” I was puzzled. I’d done nothing to deserve his thanks. What was he talking about?


  “You know what I mean. You left everything up to me. I could be wrong, but I got the impression that you wanted to help.”


  There was no hiding anything from Sir Osvalt.


  I got the impression that you wanted to help.


  I had to admit, he was right. It was only natural to want to help someone who was unsure or worried about something. When that person was my husband, that urge only became stronger. But there was one thought that offset that impulse.


  I grasped his hand, which felt cold to the touch, and told him exactly how I felt. “I trusted that you would reach out to me when you really needed my help.”


  “Philia…”


  He never put on a front to maintain his pride. He was happy to rely on other people when he felt it was the best course of action, and he took full responsibility for that choice.


  That was how Sir Osvalt was. I knew that about him, and I respected him all the more for it.


  “I’m glad you trusted me enough to wait,” he said, pulling me close. As I buried my face in his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart, our emotions seemed to synchronize. 


  “I thought you made a courageous decision,” I said. “One that was very you.”


  “Very me, was it?” he repeated. “The Archduke’s Revolt is one of the darker chapters of Parnacorta’s history—one this kingdom would rather bury and forget. But that’s precisely why I shouldn’t run from it.”


  There was a forceful undercurrent to his low voice. I could hear his determination.


  “Of course, I wasn’t just thinking about myself. I also considered the possibility of exposing you, my wife and our nation’s saint, to danger. Nevertheless, I am the prince. This is my chance to root out this evil and eliminate it for the sake of peace in our kingdom.”


  It was the kind of incident that would make a ruler want to look away—but for that very reason, he refused to do so. He wanted to fight for peace, even if it meant putting his life at risk. That seemed to encapsulate the way Sir Osvalt chose to live his life.


  “Sorry, Philia. I probably should have gone for the safer option, but…I just didn’t have it in me.”


  As he uttered his apology, Sir Osvalt turned to face me. He placed his hands on my shoulders and looked straight into my eyes. His voice was calm, but his gaze was powerful. His words alone were enough to tell me how sincere he was.


  “I’m the woman who ventured into the Volcanic Miasma Zone on a self-indulgent whim, Sir Osvalt. I even dragged my precious sister, Mia, along. You’re far more sensible than I was.”


  “This situation’s different, though, isn’t it?”


  “Is it? We both found it impossible to back down. We’re the same in that sense. And besides, I love the path you’ve chosen to take. Please let me walk it with you.”


  From the day he asked me to love his country, I’d watched him lead the way. The path Sir Osvalt carved out shone so bright, it cast light upon my heart.


  No matter how dark the future was, he lit the way forward, allowing me to move ahead without fear.


  “Thank you.” He laughed. “I feel like I’ve done nothing but thank you today.”


  “You have absolutely nothing to thank me for. I’ve simply decided to follow you wherever you lead.”


  “Oh, yeah? But I’ll never leave you, Philia. Don’t let yourself forget that. I’ll be here for you, always.”


  “Yes. I know.”


  There wasn’t a hint of deceit in Sir Osvalt’s words. Of that, I couldn’t have been more certain.


  If I told Mia, she’d probably tease me for being hopelessly in love. But I couldn’t help it. I knew it was true.


  Sir Osvalt always kept his promises.


  “You really are something, Philia. You’re so honest, it catches me off guard.”


  “You’re surprised by sincerity?”


  “Yeah, I am. And you’re so cute it makes my chest hurt.”


  “I-I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”


  This compliment came out of nowhere. It left me in such a fluster, I could hardly come up with a response.


  “Ha ha, sorry—that was a weird thing to say,” he said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m just happy I get to be with you, Philia. Seeing that shy look on your face feels like a reward in itself.” He gently planted a kiss on my forehead.


  “You love teasing me.”


  “Maybe I do. But whenever we’re together, I discover new sides of myself.”


  With that, he slowly pulled me into another embrace—this time squeezing me a little harder. I wrapped my arms around his back. For a while, we simply basked in each other’s warmth, not saying a word. Then Sir Osvalt quietly posed a question.


  “Do you think there will be another attack?” he said, gently pulling away. He looked serious.


  “Yes. Probably. But I’d be extremely surprised if it ended there.”


  Though I used the word “probably,” I was almost certain. Something told me Prince Osvalt shared my unease. That was why he had turned to me for confirmation.


  “It sounds like this attack was much smaller than the one that broke out during the Archduke’s Revolt. In fact, I got the impression the monsters were holding back. It wasn’t clear which of us they were targeting. The wielder was probably experimenting, trying to ascertain how effective the Infernal Knife would be.”


  “Hmm. But why would they need to go out of their way to show us that they’d stolen the Infernal Knife? Wouldn’t launching a surprise attack be more effective?”


  Sir Osvalt had a point. We only realized the knife had been stolen because of the incident. That definitely put our attacker at a disadvantage.


  “The Great Purification Circle renders monsters powerless, so it would be hard for them to assess how much of a fight the Parnacorta Knights and I would put up.”


  “You know, that’s true. It’s not often that people get the chance to see you fight.”


  “Exactly. If they want their next attack to succeed, they need to assess our capabilities. It’d give them a distinct advantage to know how many monsters they need to control, for example.”


  They’d clearly gone easy on us with their first attack. The most likely explanation was that it was simply a mission to gather intel for their next assault. By gauging their opponents’ strength, they could significantly boost their odds of success. While their exact goal remained unclear, I could at least deduce that much.


  Seen from this perspective, the next attack—or the one after—was likely to be a major one. 


  “There’s a strong possibility that we’ll soon face a large-scale assault.”


  “I had the same hunch,” said Sir Osvalt. “We need to be fully prepared.” 


  “Yes. If our attacker is taking inspiration from the Archduke’s Revolt, it could be horrifying.”


  It was clear that Sir Osvalt had considered the risks before arriving at his decision. I had voiced my concerns, too, but I wasn’t about to surrender just yet.


  “I suppose we have no choice but to fight,” I said.


  “Indeed. I never intended anything else. We’re going to settle this—and fast.”


  We looked at each other and nodded.


  Something was going to happen. That knowledge was all we needed. All we had to do was put a stop to it. Our minds were made up.


  “I did some thinking of my own yesterday,” I added. “Obviously, the recent attack seems tied to the Archduke’s Revolt. I suspect that Elmhardt has something to do with it, too.”


  “Elmhardt? He’s a knight I trust. What makes you think that?”


  “It’s just—”


  I told Sir Osvalt what Lena and Leonardo had shared with me the day before, and our visit to Elmhardt. I described the rumors that linked him to the Archduke’s Revolt, his potential connection to Archduke Raden, and the shift Lena noticed in his behavior.


  Sir Osvalt listened in silence.


  “…and that’s all I know so far. What do you think?”


  “I didn’t know Elmhardt and Lena were engaged. What an interesting state of affairs. Elmhardt was one of the knights who protected me way back then. I trust him.”


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  If Sir Osvalt said he trusted somebody, he meant it. That wasn’t a word he used lightly. And when he trusted someone, he was prepared to stand by them. Even if information surfaced that cast Elmhardt in a negative light, Sir Osvalt wouldn’t lose faith in him.


  “Your concerns are valid, though, Philia. Luckily, I know just the guy to help us. Haruya! I know you’re there. Come on out.”


  “My goodness, should I really intrude on such a private moment?”


  As soon as Sir Osvalt said his name, Haruya appeared in front of us without making a sound. As a former ninja, he could be just as stealthy as Himari. It was astonishing; I hadn’t noticed him at all.


  “Did you hear all that?”


  “Of course. I’ll look into the company Regimental Commander Elmhardt keeps and find out about his family. I’ll research Archduke Raden, too. I maintained an exceptional espionage network for business purposes. Valuable intel fetches a good price, after all. I’ll send you an invoice later. Bear with me.”


  With a sly grin, Haruya disappeared just as quickly as he had arrived.


  The famed tycoon Harry Freyer had a wide network of contacts. He was sure to uncover something useful.


  Sir Osvalt groaned. “He’s not planning to hit us with an outrageous bill, is he?”


  “What will you do if he does?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? I’ll haggle down the price.” Sir Osvalt flashed me a smile bright as sunlight. “Let’s see who can hold out the longest. Me or Haruya.”


  “You are funny, Sir Osvalt.” I couldn’t help but laugh along with him.


  I wanted our life to stay this way for as long as possible. I was determined to do everything I could to protect our happiness.


   


  ***


   


  About a week had passed since we asked Haruya to investigate. We’d been keeping our wits about us, but so far nothing unusual had happened.


  Then the long-awaited day arrived: the day the Alectron royal family was expected to arrive in Parnacorta.


  While the sacred site was located to the south, near the Alectron border, it was customary for the pilgrimage not to head there directly. Instead, tradition dictated that the visiting royals first stopped in the capital to foster diplomatic relations. They typically made their pilgrimage to the sacred site the day after the welcome party, which was held in the royal capital.


  “This dress looks incredible on you, Lady Philia! It totally highlights your beauty!”


  “You do flatter me, Lena.”


  “It’s not flattery! You look like a goddess, I swear! Come on, take a look for yourself!”


  I stepped in front of the mirror to look at my reflection. The dress was mainly blue, with delicate floral embroidery cascading down the skirt.


  Lena placed a necklace of glittering amber jewels around my neck before perfecting the look with a decorative comb.


  “This dress certainly is pretty,” I remarked. “I ordered it from a shop Haruya deals with. The craftsmanship is exceptional.”


  “The dress is lovely, but you’re the one who makes it shine!”


  Haruya’s career in Ashbrugge led him into business with a wide range of shops, including those that sold apparel. Working for Sir Osvalt hadn’t diminished his passion for business ventures, either. His drive was truly impressive.


  There was talk of him opening several stores in the capital of Parnacorta. Word had it that he’d already received Prince Reichardt’s personal approval. One of these shops was supposed to sell clothes and fabric, something Lena was overjoyed to hear.


  “By the way, Lena, I hear Elmhardt will be standing guard at the party today.”


  “Ooh, will he?”


  “Why don’t you find the time to talk to him again?”


  This was a get-to-know-you party, where the royal families of Parnacorta and Alectron would be able to strengthen their bond. Understandably, security would be even tighter than usual. Lena would be by my side as a bodyguard, too, so I was sure they could find a moment to chat.


  “Lady Philia! Sir Elmhardt and I will both be at the venue for work. We can’t spend our time discussing personal matters.”


  Lena was speaking sense. The old me would never have come up with such a suggestion.


  It might not have been the most honorable approach, and I knew I was leveraging my position, but helping Lena mattered more than any scolding I might receive.


  “You won’t let your guards down while you’re talking, will you?” I said.


  “Hmm…I’m not sure. But more to the point, Lady Philia, why are you concerned about me?”


  “Sorry?”


  “It makes me really, really happy, but I can’t help but find it strange. Not even a friend would go to these lengths.”


  I went quiet. It sounded like she was asking for an explanation. I hadn’t given it much thought. Why did I care so much?


  I stayed silent for a moment, thinking of a response to Lena’s question.


  “My path has always been clear,” I said at last. “I took it for granted that I’d become a saint.”


  “Lady Philia?”


  “But I never imagined that I would marry Sir Osvalt. I’m not sure how to put this, but I like to believe that our hearts connected and brought us together.”


  I had walked a predetermined path, with no doubts in my mind—until fate took a strange turn, and I was sold to a neighboring kingdom. That was when I met Sir Osvalt.


  We went through trials before we eventually married, but we faced all those challenges together. That journey allowed us to get to know each other and brought us closer together.


  It was an invaluable time for both of us.


  “Sometimes our circumstances leave us with very little choice. All the same, I want you to value your own feelings as you move forward in life.”


  “Value my feelings?”


  “Yes. I’m sorry. I know I’m getting overly involved…”


  For Lena, it was probably a nuisance to have such a concerned master. She had her own opinions, and they should be respected. I couldn’t force her to talk to Elmhardt, but I couldn’t bring myself to sit back in silence, either.


  “Heh heh. I’m so glad I get to be your maid, Lady Philia! I mean that from the bottom of my heart!”


  She looked straight at me with her pure, unclouded eyes. Once again, I was moved by her sincerity.


  “I’m pleased I got to meet you, too,” I replied.


  “No way! I’m not worthy of your kindness, Lady Philia!” Lena beamed at me.


  It had been over a year since I arrived in Parnacorta. I’d thanked my lucky stars for meeting her more times than I could count.


  “Why don’t we finish getting ready?” I asked. “Sir Osvalt will be here to pick us up shortly.”


  “Okay… Lady Philia, I’ll try to muster enough courage to speak to Sir Elmhardt again. I’ll do my best to get him to open up!”


  “Lena…”


  Clenching both her fists, Lena flashed me a look of determination.


  She was such a strong person. Someone as brave as her deserved to find happiness.


  At that moment, Sir Osvalt knocked on the bedroom door. “Philia?”


  “Sir Osvalt. Thank you for waiting. I’m sorry it took us so long to get ready.”


  “I only just got here. I had some preparations to take care of myself,” said Sir Osvalt. “Come on, let’s head out.”


  On that note, Sir Osvalt and I made our way to the party at the royal palace.


   


  ***


   


  At sundown, our carriage arrived at the palace.


  “The King of Alectron will be arriving shortly,” Sir Osvalt told me. “As the host, it’s my job to welcome him. You should stick with me.”


  “All right. Understood.”


  The nobles were already at the party venue, meeting our guests from the Kingdom of Alectron: the royal family.


  Sir Osvalt and I entered the venue, with Lena following behind as my bodyguard.


  It was almost time for His Majesty the King of Alectron to arrive.


  His name was Evan Alectron. According to records, he had been the eldest prince of Alectron at the time of the Archduke’s Revolt. He ascended to the throne just two years ago. The previous king, who was only in his mid-fifties, chose to step down early, believing that King Evan’s youth was essential for the nation’s continued prosperity.


  I heard about the rise of the young king of Alectron when I was in Girtonia. I remembered my fiancé at the time, Julius, scoffing that his own father should hurry up and retire, too. However, King Evan’s youth wasn’t the only reason he ascended the throne early.


  “King Evan is just as I described him the other day,” said Sir Osvalt. “He’s very popular with his people, a ruler unlike any other in the history of Alectron.”


  “Yes, I remember. The other thing you mentioned was quite a shock, though.”


  “Oh, that. The way King Evan sees it, he did the right thing. I personally think it was a little extreme, but…”


  “Yes. Obviously, His Majesty’s actions were not wrong in any way. I was surprised nonetheless.”


  While attempting to evade capture, Archduke Raden went after Prince Evan, planning to take him hostage. This plan backfired spectacularly when Evan used his magic to reduce the archduke to ashes.


  “It’s King Evan!”


  “King Evan has arrived!”


  Before long, the venue began to stir. His Majesty King Evan had made his entrance.


  His fiery red hair made him stand out among the crowd. He had handsome features, tanned skin, and eyes that shone like rubies. His mere presence transformed the atmosphere completely. Even from a distance, he made a strong impression.


  “It’s an honor to have you here, King Evan,” announced Sir Osvalt. Though his usual cheerfulness didn’t fade, he addressed the king with the appropriate decorum of a prince. “This year, I will be guiding you to the sacred site and overseeing security during the pilgrimage.”


  “Long time no see, Prince Osvalt. Thank you for putting on such a splendid celebration. I’m looking forward to spending time with you.” King Evan laughed jovially and extended his right hand for a handshake. “You’re much more mature than I remember.”


  Sir Osvalt took King Evan’s hand and smiled serenely back at him. “My brother insists I’m still very much a novice, but I’m honored to hear you say that.” 


  “Ha ha… Prince Reichardt is more mature than I am. Not every man his age is as level-headed as he is.”


  It sounded like King Evan held Prince Reichardt in high regard. King Evan was right: Reichardt was always cool and composed. He must have conducted himself like the perfect prince even when he was younger.


  “My brother will be delighted to hear that. I’ll be sure to tell him.”


  “I was only speaking my mind. Rest assured, Sir Osvalt, you are my favorite! You’re always a pleasure to talk to!”


  “Your Majesty… It’s an honor to receive such praise from you.”


  King Evan was acting like an old friend. His ability to gain people’s trust was nothing short of remarkable. It was easy to see why he was considered the greatest king in Alectron’s history. This was not a skill one could learn; it was an innate talent.


  “Still, I’m sorry I wasn’t able to make the wedding. I would have come if my schedule allowed it.”


  “Oh, don’t mention it. We were so grateful for the beautiful wedding gift you sent us.”


  “I picked it out myself. After all, I heard you were marrying a goddess of a woman.” King Evan cast a quick glance my way. He smiled, his white teeth gleaming. I took a step forward.


  “This is my wife, Philia,” said Sir Osvalt.


  “Hello, King Evan,” I said. “My name is Philia Parnacorta. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  Meeting King Eigelstein of Parnacorta was nerve-wracking enough for me. Greeting a monarch from another country was certainly no easier.


  “Likewise. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well. Tales of your exploits have reached Alectron.”


  “You know of me, Your Majesty?”


  “How could I not? You saved the continent from crisis and earned the title of Archsaint.”


  His eyes fixed on me, King Evan smiled and gave me a gentle look.


  Had my reputation really spread that far?


  “My mother spoke rather highly of you,” he continued.


  “Your mother?”


  “Yes. She used to be a saint, too.”


  “I know that, of course.”


  “She retired a long time ago, but she worked as a saint when I was a child. I have a lot of respect for saints.”


  King Evan’s mother was the former Saint of Alectron. I’d heard that she continued her duties after the birth of His Majesty. He must have inherited his aptitude for magic from her.


  Of course, there was no guarantee that a child would inherit a parent’s talent for magic, but the more magic power the parent possessed, the higher the chances were. Recent studies into magic had demonstrated this.


  That reminded me. Marquis Clandy was a renowned sorcerer, wasn’t he? It was odd that his son, Elmhardt, had no magic powers of his own.


  “A saint’s magic is special. Utilizing it is a feat in itself—but I hear you, Lady Philia, are also developing new forms of magic. I take my hat off to you, truly.”


  “Thank you for your kind praise.”


  Saint magic involved borrowing divine magic through prayer, allowing one to unleash significant power. Pillars of light and barrier spells were two such examples.


  Unlike ordinary magic, it had the unique ability to exclusively target and eliminate evil forces such as monsters. A saint could deploy large-scale spells without harming any humans in the process.


  “You seem to know a lot about magic, King Evan.”


  “I wouldn’t dare boast such a thing in the presence of the Archsaint—but thanks to my mother, I received magic training from a young age. I possess some knowledge of the topic.”


  “I see.”


  If King Evan had used his own power to destroy Archduke Raden, he must have undergone significant training.


  “Few people possess magic ability, and only a handful can wield powerful magic. As the gifted minority, we are duty-bound to deepen our understanding of this power. I’m sure you appreciate that, Lady Philia.”


  Magic was the most effective means of dealing with monsters. However, before the Great Purification Circle was activated, most countries relied on their knights to subjugate them. Knights capable of tackling these foes were indispensable, especially in border regions.


  “As a saint, I can’t say I study magic for myself alone.”


  King Evan chuckled. “I suppose the depth of your knowledge far surpasses mine. I’ve heard the rumors.”


  “I’m humbled to hear you say that.”


  I always felt that I was researching magic for the sake of my country’s prosperity. Still, I could understand what King Evan meant. Without magic power, one couldn’t be a saint, and there were limits to how much one could learn about it.


  As one of the lucky few of which he spoke, I probably did feel a similar sense of purpose driving my work.


  “I’m a fan of yours, you know. Prince Osvalt here is a very lucky man.” He turned to Sir Osvalt. “Take good care of her, won’t you?”


  “Of course. I intend to dedicate my life to living happily with my wife.”


  “Living happily with Lady Philia, you say?” His Majesty laughed. “How nice. That really shows your character, Prince Osvalt.”


  Sir Osvalt didn’t say that he’d make me happy. That wasn’t his style. If Sir Osvalt was unhappy, whatever the reason, I wouldn’t want happiness, either. I would choose to follow him down whatever difficult path he needed to tread.


  He knew what I wanted, and so he was careful with his phrasing.


  “I hope to build a good relationship with Parnacorta, now and forever.” King Evan extended his hand to Sir Osvalt. “Thank you for providing such a fine banquet for us today.”


  “As long as you’re happy, all my hard work has paid off.” Sir Osvalt shook King Evan’s hand again and smiled.


  They were similar, in a way.


  Although this was my first meeting with King Evan, my initial nervousness soon went away. Maybe that was because his warm, sunny personality reminded me so much of Sir Osvalt’s.


  “I know you’ll be looking after me again tomorrow, but I promise to repay you for everything you’ve done for me. Whenever you’re in trouble, I’ll be a shoulder to lean on.”


  “You don’t owe me anything,” replied Sir Osvalt, “but I appreciate the thought.”


  “Aha ha. If nothing else, at least you accept my good intentions! Glad to see it.”


  As I watched Sir Osvalt and King Evan laughing with one another, I felt confident that the party would be successful. Of course, that was partly thanks to King Evan’s friendly character, but Sir Osvalt’s sincere nature helped, too.


  “Now then, I hate to bore people with lengthy greetings. I’ll see you again soon.”


  “Please enjoy the party. If there’s anything you need, you’re more than welcome to ask.”


  “Of course. And as for you, Lady Philia—Oh.”


  “What is it?”


  Just as he was about to say goodbye, something behind me caught King Evan’s eye. I turned, following his gaze.


  “Who in the world is he? That knight standing over there?”


  “Do you mean Elmhardt?”


  Elmhardt was standing not far behind me.


  “Elmhardt?”


  “Yes. That’s Sir Elmhardt Clandy. He’s been entrusted with guarding this venue. He’s an exceptionally capable knight.”


  “Elmhardt Clandy… I see.” King Evan thought to himself for a moment, his eyes glued to Elmhardt. “Isn’t the Clandy family of Parnacorta a renowned house of sorcerers?”


  His knowledge of our kingdom’s noble houses caught me off guard. “Yes, that’s correct. Elmhardt is the third son of Marquis Clandy.”


  “The third son of a prestigious family of sorcerers? I take it he is one of the Parnacorta Knights. Can he use magic, too?”


  “No. Apparently, he has no magic powers to speak of. He’s an excellent knight nonetheless.”


  “Oh, is that right? I see,” King Evan remarked with a nod. He looked interested. It didn’t sound as if they had met before, yet the expression on his face was almost wistful.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “No… He reminded me of someone, but it seems I was mistaken. Ha ha… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause unnecessary concern.” King Evan smiled, then turned and walked away to greet another guest.


  Who could he have mistakenly seen a resemblance to? He didn’t seem familiar with Marquis Clandy, and the resemblance between Elmhardt and his father wasn’t obvious at first glance anyway—at least, not in my view. Still, I couldn’t think of anyone else he could have been referring to.


  Come to think of it, Marquis Clandy was absent from the party, claiming poor health. He’d let us know in advance. Was it merely a coincidence?


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  “I know what you want to say, Philia, but let’s draw a line through it for now. Our priority is making this party a success.”


  “You’re right. Prince Evan told us not to worry.”


  Sir Osvalt and I exchanged glances, and I put my doubts to the back of my mind. I knew I wouldn’t find any clues right away, and there was no time to think it over. We had a party to attend.


  Surely there wasn’t any link between Prince Evan and Elmhardt. It was a matter for another time.


  Instead, Sir Osvalt and I turned our attention to conversing with the other guests we’d invited from Alectron.


   


  The party continued without a hitch, and a harmonious atmosphere filled the venue. I stayed by Sir Osvalt’s side, listening and answering any questions that came my way.


  “Ha ha ha! You’re right about that, Prince Osvalt. Our country shifted our focus to increasing crop yields last year, too.”


  “If that’s the case, why don’t our nations set up a joint research association? Together, we can work to achieve abundant harvests.”


  Sir Osvalt’s amiable personality allowed him to establish a strong rapport with Alectron’s leading figures. After conversing with him, there were always smiles on people’s faces.


  King Evan, meanwhile, engaged with officials from Parnacorta, using his own sociable demeanor to strengthen national connections.


  Prince Reichardt must have left these proceedings to Sir Osvalt because he anticipated that he and King Evan would be on the same wavelength.


  It was impossible to predict what things would be like when Prince Reichardt eventually ascended the throne, even within our neighboring countries. The first prince needed all the allies he could get. Sir Osvalt’s ability to open his heart to anyone would be essential.


  At least, that was my assessment of the situation.


  Much like my sister Mia, Sir Osvalt had the sort of personality that could draw people in and unite them. Such a strength was far more powerful than anything a lone individual could accomplish. No matter how perfect one person tried to be, there would always be limits.


  I want to be one of your strengths, too, Sir Osvalt.


  I will do everything in my power to help protect this country.


  Sir Osvalt interrupted my thoughts. “Leave this to me, Philia. You should take a short break.”


  “What? But Sir Osvalt—”


  “You’ve got Lena to think about, haven’t you? Weren’t you hoping to find a way for her to talk to Elmhardt?”


  “H-how did you know?”


  “Well, I am your husband,” he laughed. “I can read your mind every now and then.”


  He understood me implicitly. I didn’t want to take advantage of that, but it did make me happy.


  This time, I happily accepted Sir Osvalt’s thoughtful gesture.


  “I’ll excuse myself, then. Come on, Lena.”


  I motioned to Lena, who’d been waiting nearby. 


  “Okies!” she replied. “I promise not to get distracted, Lady Philia! I’m still your bodyguard!”


  “You don’t need to tell me that. Let’s go.”


  Lena and I made our way over to Elmhardt.


  I knew it was a bit underhanded, but I hoped that if I spoke to him before handing things over to Lena, we could avoid a cold reception.


  “Could I speak to you for a moment, Elmhardt?”


  “Lady Philia. Are you sure you should be speaking to someone of my status at a formal event?”


  When I approached Elmhardt, who was stationed inside the party venue as a guard, and asked to speak with him, he appeared a little uneasy. Lena was lingering a few paces behind me, so he had probably worked out what I wanted to talk about.


  “It’s no trouble for me,” I assured him. “I’d really appreciate the chance to talk to you.”


  Elmhardt glanced briefly at Lena before looking into my eyes and letting out a resigned sigh. “You’re too kind. A lowly knight like myself could never ignore a request from the prince’s wife.”


  I didn’t enjoy taking advantage of my position, but I needed to steer the conversation forward. “I keep thinking about why you’ve been avoiding Lena, and what might have happened in your past. It’s constantly on my mind.”


  “Dear me. You shouldn’t waste your precious time on someone like me, Lady Philia.”


  He feigned a look of surprise, but I could see the sweat rolling down his forehead. He seemed rather nervous.


  “My acquaintance with you, Elmhardt, has been brief. Most of what I know about you comes from what Lena and Leonardo have told me. Still, I see you as a compassionate man.”


  “You overestimate me, Lady Philia. I’m selfish. That’s why…I couldn’t bring myself to tell you the whole story.”


  “Is that so? For a long time, my master withheld the truth from me out of compassion. Sometimes, we struggle to tell people things because we love them so much.”


  Hildegard never admitted to me, her pupil, that she was my mother. Her guilt may have played a part, but I believe she was more concerned about my future than anything else.


  Whatever the case, her silence amounted to years of self-inflicted torment. When I eventually learned the truth, I finally understood the pain—and the love—my mother had carried for so long.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean. I harbor no such—”


  “This is mere speculation, but… Are you concerned that, if something in your past comes to light, Lena may get caught in the crossfire as well?”


  “Agh…” Elmhardt’s expression grew tense.


  I had no concrete proof, so I was only bluffing. My plan was to make him admit something, and then encourage Lena to speak.


  “Your relationship with Marquis Clandy, for instance.”


  “My father? We’re not on the best of terms, that much is true. It’s not something I’d shout from the rooftops about, but it’s no secret, either.”


  “Is Marquis Clandy your biological father?”


  Elmhardt was too stunned to speak.


  That pause confirmed my suspicions.


  Elmhardt was the kind of person who wore his heart on his sleeve. Lying was not his forte. That must have been why he tried to keep quiet when we questioned him.


  But tonight, that honesty had betrayed him. The look on his face was enough to answer my question.


  “Wh-why would you ask such a thing? My father is the marquis. He wouldn’t raise a stranger as his own son. Please spare me these irresponsible accusations.”


  My question was based on mere speculation. I simply considered every possibility and articulated the one that seemed the most plausible.


  He had Clandy blood, yet he lacked magic power.


  He bore little resemblance to his father.


  Although he was described as the child of a mistress, his origins were unclear.


  His past must have been quite scandalous for someone as sincere and righteous as him to want to hide it.


  These facts led me to envision a grim possibility.


  “Of course, I don’t have any proof. You’re not denying it, though.”


  “I-is it appropriate for a saint to play such games?”


  “You’re right. My behavior isn’t very becoming of a saint. I accept your criticism. If you answer my question, I shall apologize.”


  “Ugh…” Elmhardt gritted his teeth, looking disgruntled.


  “By my knight’s honor, I am not lying to you,” Elmhardt had proclaimed during our last encounter.


  In other words, deceit went against a knight’s principles.


  He couldn’t outright lie. That was why he dodged our questions.


  “Could you answer me, Elmhardt? Is the marquis your biological father? If not, I will assume it’s the true identity of your father that you—”


  Suddenly, the sharp sound of shattering glass echoed through the room. I sensed the presence of monsters nearby.


  It was a repeat of the attack from the other day.


  “Why now, of all times?”


  Sir Osvalt and King Evan exchanged glances, confirming one another’s whereabouts.


  Window after window shattered into pieces, and monsters burst into the venue.


  “Leave this to me, Lady Philia!”


  “Lena! There’s a monster behind you!”


  “Grrrrrrrr!”


  Lena was too focused on me to notice a monster approaching from behind.


  “Silver Judg—”


  “Gahhhh!”


  As I cast the spell, trying to protect Lena, the monster that was attacking her let out a death cry.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “Sir Elmhardt?”


  Elmhardt had split the monster in two before I even launched my spell.


  Such speed! Such power!


  I’d heard he was strong, but not that strong…


  “I-I’m fine! Sir Elmhardt’s the one who’s hurt…” Lena said feebly, responding to his words of concern.


  He had leaped to her defense at the critical moment, surrendering himself to the monster’s claws to flourish his sword.


  “This is nothing. It won’t interfere with my work,” Elmhardt stated calmly. With that, he rushed off to defend the other guests from the monsters rampaging through the hall.


  Now I understood why Sir Osvalt placed such trust in Elmhardt. A knight like him was indispensable.


  More and more monsters burst in. Now there were at least a dozen.


  If these monsters could fight within the Great Purification Circle, an ordinary barrier was unlikely to be effective. With that in mind, I decided to attack them directly.


  “You certainly live up to your reputation, Lady Philia,” said a voice by my side. “You’re just as powerful as they say.”


  “King Evan! I’m flattered by your praise, but please find somewhere safe to flee to. You could get hurt.”


  Sir Osvalt was a short distance away, issuing orders as Philip and the other knights protected him from the monsters. Evacuating our foreign guests was our top priority—especially King Evan. We couldn’t risk an injury in the royal family.


  “I’ll be fine as long as I stay by your side, won’t I? Besides, I’m no stranger to magic myself.”


  As he spoke, a crimson flame erupted from the palm of his hand. The powerful fire spell burned the nearest monster to ash.


  The rumors were true. Prince Evan’s magic prowess was a force to be reckoned with.


  “Silver Judgment!”


  With that, we had eliminated most of the monsters—at least, as far as I could see. We could leave the rest to Lena and the Parnacorta Knights. 


   


  Once the chaos had subsided, the Parnacorta Knights escorted Prince Evan out of the venue. “This way, Your Majesty.”


  “Sure. Lead the way.”


  As I surveyed the damage, Sir Osvalt walked up to me. “At least we managed to keep the damage to a minimum,” I said.


  “I’m sorry, Philia. You didn’t deserve all that trouble.”


  “Don’t apologize. I’m Parnacorta’s saint. It’s my duty to protect citizens and visitors alike from threats.”


  “Thank you.” Sir Osvalt grasped my hand in gratitude. “If the Parnacorta Knights had been fighting alone, the damage could have been far worse. We were fortunate to have you here.”


  “You don’t have to formally thank me, Sir Osvalt.”


  “Huh? You sure?”


  “I didn’t do what I did to earn your thanks. I did it to protect the people.”


  “I know. I want to thank you anyway, though. I’d hate to take your bravery for granted.”


  Sir Osvalt shared his feelings, a kind look in his eyes. He didn’t want to take me for granted. I couldn’t fully grasp the emotions behind his words, but I sensed that was why my heart was beating so fast.


  “Lady Philia!” cried Lena. “It looks like all the monsters have been defeated!”


  “It seems so.”


  “We can’t let our guard down just yet,” Sir Osvalt warned. “More monsters under the control of the Infernal Knife could be on their way.”


  This was only the beginning. The realization sent a ripple of tension through the air.


   


  ***


   


  “Are the guests safe, Osvalt? Nobody was left at the venue, were they?”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve been notified that the knights escorted everyone to their rooms safely.”


  We had gathered in a conference room in the royal palace for an emergency meeting. Prince Reichardt was asking Sir Osvalt for a report.


  Thanks to the swift response from the Parnacorta Knights, Alectron’s royal family escaped unscathed. No panic had ensued, and very few people were injured. Even Elmhardt’s wounds were minor, and I quickly healed them.


  “That’s reassuring to hear,” responded Prince Reichardt. “I apologize for making you come up to this meeting, King Evan.” The prince bowed apologetically.


  “No need to apologize, Prince Reichardt. That said, I was taken by surprise. I thought Lady Philia’s Great Purification Circles rendered monsters powerless.”


  “This attack was caused by the Infernal Knife. I assume that name rings a bell?”


  “The Infernal Knife? Heavens… That’s a name I never expected to hear again.”


  When Prince Evan heard the words “Infernal Knife,” his eyes narrowed. He was a victim of the Archduke’s Revolt himself. There was no way he wouldn’t recognize the name.


  “Do you think a relative of Archduke Raden is behind this?” he asked. “If you know the Infernal Knife was used, I imagine this wasn’t the first attack.”


  “We don’t know for certain who the culprit is—at least, not yet—but there’s reason to believe his family may be involved. And your assumption is correct. Osvalt and Philia have fought off monsters like this before.”


  King Evan wasn’t to be underestimated. Despite the brevity of Prince Reichardt’s account, he quickly deduced that we’d already been attacked by monsters controlled by the Infernal Knife.


  “And yet, despite the circumstances, you felt unable to cancel our pilgrimage. I ought to apologize.”


  “Don’t apologize to me. I suggested we call it off. It was Osvalt who decided to go through with the visit.” Prince Reichardt glanced meaningfully in his brother’s direction.


  Sir Osvalt had made a courageous decision, though he was fully aware of the risks.


  “So it was Prince Osvalt’s call!” remarked King Evan. “The way you worked in tandem with your knights, including that Elmhardt guy, really impressed me. You were determined not to let any of us royals get hurt—that much was plain to see.”


  “I’m humbled by your praise, Your Majesty.” Sir Osvalt bowed. “With Philia’s help, we managed to preserve some of our honor, at least.”


  As a saint, it was my purpose to keep everyone safe—but even above that, I wanted to support my husband. I wanted to be able to state with confidence that he’d made the right choice.


  “I am, however, ashamed to admit that we have yet to locate the Infernal Knife. My accomplished subordinates are searching far and wide for it, so I’m sure it’ll only be a matter of time…”


  A large team, including Haruya, had been assigned the task of tracking down the Infernal Knife, but even finding leads proved extremely difficult. If we wanted to solve the case, we needed to find the Knife. Naturally, we had become preoccupied by its whereabouts.


  “King Evan,” said Sir Osvalt, looking directly into the king’s eyes, “I know this is a troubling situation, but I promise that security will be airtight. That said, if you choose to call off your visit, we will fully respect your decision.” 


  King Evan was likely to be apprehensive, no matter how flawless our security was. One couldn’t blame him for that. He was far from home, in a foreign country.


  “Heh. I know you never break a promise, Prince Osvalt.”


  “King Evan…”


  “You’ve assured me of your security. I’m not worried. The kingdom of Parnacorta has an exceptional saint and a capable order of knights in its arsenal. My safety is in your hands, Prince Osvalt.”


  Prince Evan flashed Sir Osvalt a reassuring smile. I couldn’t believe that Prince Evan placed so much trust in a foreign prince he barely knew.


  “Leave it to me. I won’t let anyone get in the way of this pilgrimage. Your trust will be rewarded!”


  The look on Sir Osvalt’s face struck me as familiar.


  “I’ll work hard to make you fall in love with this kingdom.”


  The first time we met, Prince Osvalt made that pledge to me. He was earnest, determined, and sincere. Seeing that expression up close filled me with strength.


  [image: ]


  “Thank you for trusting my brother, King Evan. I will do everything in my power to help, too.”


  “Thank you, Prince Reichardt. We always ask for so much from your kingdom. Don’t worry—I’ll explain the situation to the good people of Alectron.”


  With those words, our meeting came to an end.


  I knew trouble would find us during our visit to the holy site, but we wouldn’t let that defeat us.


  I wouldn’t give in, no matter what.


   


  ***


   


  “I didn’t expect monsters to attack us at the party. That freaked me out!”


  When we got back to the mansion, Sir Osvalt headed straight to his study to reflect on the events of the day. As I watched him walk away, Lena brewed tea for me.


  Security at the venue had been extremely tight. We assumed that if any unsavory characters attacked us, they would do so during transit. Even I was taken by surprise.


  As with the previous attack, our enemy was probably trying to evaluate our strength in combat. That was the only motive that came to mind…but who could say for sure?


  “Lena, if you’re hurt, please tell me. I’ll heal you.”


  “Oh, don’t be silly! I’m fine. Thanks to Sir Elmhardt, I’m as right as rain!”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  Elmhardt had slain the monster that attacked Lena with one swing of his sword. One could argue that he was simply doing his duty, but still…


  “It looked as though Elmhardt sensed you were in danger and forfeited his own safety to defend you.”


  He was a true master of the sword. If he hadn’t been so reckless, he could have brought down a monster of that size without injury. Instead, he let himself get hurt to ensure that Lena didn’t suffer a single scratch.


  “Sir Elmhardt is exactly the man my father said he was! He’s the quietest guy around, but he’s also the kindest!”


  “Lena…”


  “I know the timing sucked and our conversation got caught short, but his actions taught me way more than his words ever could!”


  Actions speak louder than words. The way he’d jumped to Lena’s aid demonstrated his character and principles. Elmhardt’s feelings were clear. Lena couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome.


  “Still, I was super careless. If that first monster hadn’t taken me by surprise, I could’ve handled it, and Sir Elmhardt wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”


  Lena was right. The monster had unexpectedly ambushed her from behind, but such a blunder could have been avoided. After all, she had formidable skills of her own.


  In fact, it was strange that Lena was the first person the monster attacked…


  “Wait a second.”


  “Lady Philia?”


  Both King Evan and Prince Osvalt were at the party, yet Lena was first to be targeted.


  Then again, Lena wasn’t even around when the attack at the training grounds broke out. That time, the monsters had their sights set on Sir Osvalt and me—along with Leonardo, Philip, and Elmhardt, who were with us.


  “No, that isn’t right. I’d sent you on an errand just before the last attack unfolded…”


  Maybe I was overthinking it. This case was linked to the Archduke’s Revolt. Back then, Lena was a newborn baby. She couldn’t have had anything to do with it. Still, the possibility couldn’t be completely disregarded.


  If it weren’t for the Archduke’s Revolt, she and Elmhardt wouldn’t have been engaged.


  “Wh-what did you just say?”


  “Huh?”


  At that moment, I heard Sir Osvalt shouting from his office. What in the world had happened?


  “Lena?”


  “Coming!”


  We ran to Sir Osvalt’s study.


  “Sir Osvalt. May we come in?”


  “Huh? Yeah, sure.”


  We entered the room. Sir Osvalt and Haruya were both there.


  “Sorry, Philia. I must have startled you.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that. More importantly, what’s going on?”


  He sounded so shocked. Something significant must have happened.


  “You’re about to find out,” he responded. “Haruya, repeat what you just told me.”


  Sir Osvalt glanced toward Haruya, who was holding a pile of documents. The tycoon began to read from them.


  “Time to set the record straight… Elmhardt Clandy is not Marquis Clandy’s son.”


  “I knew it.”


  I had questioned Elmhardt about this suspicion of mine at the party, only to be interrupted by a monster attack. As it happened, Haruya seemed to have obtained evidence.


  “My goodness. You already knew, Lady Philia?”


  “No. I didn’t have conclusive proof.”


  “Hmph. I thought I’d uncovered some groundbreaking intel, and yet here you are, as cool as a cucumber.” Haruya slumped his shoulders, looking disappointed. “I don’t know what to do with myself. How did you possibly work that one out?”


  He had no reason to be upset. The situation was still a mystery to me. Until I got to the root of it, I hadn’t really uncovered the truth.


  “Who is Elmhardt’s real father, Haruya?”


  “Hmm. You don’t know the full story, then. His biological father is none other than Archduke Raden. My goodness, that took some digging to expose…”


  “What?!”


  That was a bombshell.


  Elmhardt was Archduke Raden’s son?


  At last I understood why he was so set on remaining silent.


  It sounded as though Lena’s fiancé had lived a rather turbulent life.


   


  Haruya Fuuma’s Investigation


   


  “NOW THEN, where should I start?”


  Haruya had conducted an investigation into Elmhardt Clandy’s background, the Archduke’s Revolt, and the whereabouts of the Infernal Knife.


  After he leveraged the unique intelligence network he had cultivated as a merchant and acquired intel from a range of sources, the truth came out. Elmhardt and Raden were, in fact, father and son.


  “For now, I’ll go through things chronologically,” Haruya began. “Let’s start with the upbringing of Archduke Lienmeldt Raden. Knowing about his past will make the rest of the story easier to follow.”


  Archduke Raden was the uncle of the current monarch, King Eigelstein, and the younger brother of the previous king. The previous king had granted him the special title of Archduke, making him the second most powerful man in the kingdom.


  “I’m sure you know that much already.”


  Being both heroic and charismatic, Archduke Raden was popular with the kingdom’s citizens. Despite being the younger prince, he received more adoration than his brother from an early age. When King Eigelstein’s predecessor ascended the throne, there was considerable backlash. But the archduke himself pledged lifelong loyalty to his brother, placating his supporters.


  In return, the previous king trusted and relied on his brother. The title of archduke was a sign of their fraternal devotion.


  “This special treatment, however, did not end well.”


  With his new title, Archduke Raden became enormously powerful—but he had pledged loyalty only to his brother. He did not extend that same devotion to Eigelstein, the crown prince and future king. If Archduke Raden were the only one with this attitude, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but many of the nobles who venerated him chose to scorn the crown prince, too.


  “Now, let’s go back to the relationship between Archduke Raden and Elmhardt Clandy.”


  At a time when ties between the nobles and the royal family hung on by a thread, Archduke Raden—already a husband and father—had an affair with a low-ranking nobleman’s daughter. She became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She went to the archduke, her child in her arms, and asked him what she should do.


  At the time, Archduke Raden’s popularity far surpassed that of the king. He was idolized to the point where the myth surrounding him overshadowed the man underneath, and he had become fixated on maintaining his reputation.


  What had started as a casual fling had resulted in a child. Such scandals were common, but Archduke Raden was determined to keep this one under wraps. It wasn’t his fault that people had deified him, but he was afraid to risk shattering the façade. 


  “And so Archduke Raden convinced Marquis Clandy to take the child in and raise him as his own illegitimate son.”


  The Clandy household was the perfect cover. Marquis Clandy had kept his distance from Archduke Raden ever since his brother took the throne.


  Apparently, the marquis had once insulted the archduke while drunk at a party, and a fight had ensued. From that point on, their relationship had deteriorated. Marquis Clandy’s household was the last place anyone would expect to find the archduke’s child.


  But how did he make him agree to such an absurd request?


  “It’s believed that Archduke Raden blackmailed Marquis Clandy with some damaging secret. Regrettably, I was unable to find out what the secret was.”


  The two men were bound by the secrets they held over one another. Ironically, the fight that had split them apart provided the cover-up that tied them together.


  “Time went on. Shortly after King Eigelstein ascended the throne, the Archduke’s Revolt broke out.”


  The rebellion was suppressed, and Archduke Raden lost his life while trying to flee. Marquis Clandy had no involvement in the uprising, so the link between Elmhardt and Archduke Raden was lost in the shadows.


  “To put it simply,” Haruya continued, “Elmhardt is a living reminder of Archduke Raden’s shameful past. And to the marquis, he’s no more than a parasite—someone who must never reveal the truth. As far as scandals go, this one was nothing short of fascinating. That’s all I have left to tell you.”


  Chapter 4:
Another Attack


   


  “Y-YOU CAN’T CALL HIM A PARASITE!” Lena cried, disgusted by what she had just heard.


  “I apologize. It’s not my opinion. I was simply stepping into Marquis Clandy’s shoes.”


  The marquis knew he was raising the son of a traitor. If the truth ever came to light, it would put his own position at risk. It wasn’t hard to imagine his feelings.


  From Marquis Clandy’s point of view, Elmhardt was an onerous burden.


  “You’ll have to forgive me. I started this investigation with the belief that one of Archduke Raden’s relatives was behind this incident—perhaps his wife or descendants—but in the end, all I uncovered was the existence of his illegitimate child.”


  “His relatives reportedly live along the northern border. Have any suspicious movements been observed there?” asked Sir Osvalt.


  “Not as far as I can gather,” said Haruya. “It appears they’ve been leading quiet lives, and there’s no indication that they’ve evaded the northern regiment’s watch.”


  If this really were the Archduke’s Revolt all over again, the people with the strongest ties to him would be our primary suspects. Under the law of our kingdom, the family of a criminal was not guilty by association, so the archduke’s relatives had been allowed to live. There didn’t seem to be anything linking them to the new attacks, though.


  “Sir Elmhardt injured himself trying to protect me,” said Lena. “It’s not fair to treat a noble knight this way.”


  Lena wasn’t wrong. Watching him risk his life to shield Lena from the monster left a strong impression on me.


  “Come to think of it,” said Sir Osvalt, “Elmhardt always seems to get hurt whenever the Infernal Knife is involved.”


  “Huh?”


  “Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but think about it. He got hurt at the training grounds, and he was badly injured during the Archduke’s Revolt.”


  Mr. Osvalt noted that Elmhardt had suffered injuries at the hands of the Infernal Knife on more than one occasion.


  Now that he mentioned it, it was true…


  “Do you think Marquis Clandy is targeting Elmhardt with the Infernal Knife?” asked Lena.


  “No. If the marquis wanted to eliminate Elmhardt, there are simpler ways to do it. After all, Elmhardt lives with him.”


  He might have been in a separate building, but they lived on the same estate. Why would the marquis need to go as far as stealing a divine object to assassinate him? Even if he did, why attack him at a party?


  “You’re right… Sorry. That was a dumb thing to say.”


  “Not at all,” said Sir Osvalt. “Whether or not the marquis is trying to kill Elmhardt, he could still have something to do with the Infernal Knife.”


  “That’s true,” I added. “Now that the marquis’s connection to Archduke Raden has come to light, it’s possible he had a hand in the Archduke’s Revolt. And let’s not forget that the marquis is a highly accomplished mage—assuming his magical abilities remain intact.”


  “Yes. Magic power does diminish slightly with age, but not significantly. He would still be able to use the Infernal Knife.”


  “Most importantly, the marquis is one of the king’s trusted magic experts, one of the very few who knew where to find the Infernal Knife. It’d be strange not to be suspicious of him.”


  Sir Osvalt was right. All the threads seemed to come together.


  We had two big clues to follow. Archduke Raden and Marquis Clandy had secrets they wanted to hide, and the Infernal Knife could only be used by someone with magic powers. The marquis had shot to the top of our suspect list, which was already quite limited.


  “We should do more research into Marquis Clandy. Could you take care of that, Haruya?”


  “Consider it done. I’ll share my findings tomorrow. But I, for one, believe it would be wise to turn our attention to those plotting against Saint Philia.”


  “You think someone’s going to attack me?”


  “Yes. I’ve warned you before, and I’ll do it again. We know there are people out there who want to harm you. I’ve taken that into account while investigating the theft of the Infernal Knife.”


  I appreciated the warning, but I didn’t see how it applied to this situation. I didn’t seem to be the target of the person wielding the Infernal Knife. There was most likely another malicious influence at play.


  “I promise to keep myself safe tomorrow. I’m not dismissing everything you’ve said, Haruya, but—”


  “You want me to focus all efforts on investigating Marquis Clandy, right?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t have solid evidence yet, but something tells me that’s the best course of action. After all, the marquis is one of the strongest sorcerers in Parnacorta.”


  “Personally, I find it hard to believe that a high-ranking noble like him would risk everything to start a rebellion…”


  One warning was enough for me. I never neglected my daily training. As long as I remained vigilant, I could take on any number of monsters.


  Haruya was right. It was unlikely for someone of the marquis’s standing to throw away his status to rebel. Still, the evidence was piling up against him.


  “What do you want to do, Prince Osvalt?”


  “Do as Philia says. At this stage, I can’t shake the feeling that Marquis Clandy has something to do with it.”


  “Your wish is my command.”


  As soon as Sir Osvalt gave his confirmation, Haruya vanished.


  I was certain he would return with some useful information. All we had to do was wait.


  “Our security will be tighter than ever during this pilgrimage. I’ve already told the Parnacorta Knights. We need to be prepared for anything.”


  “I understand.”


  “Still…” Sir Osvalt turned toward me as he made this direct plea. “Philia, I don’t like to take advantage of you, but if worst comes to worst, you’ll have to lend us a hand. I think we’re going to need your help.”


  He didn’t need to say a word. My mind was already made up.


  “Your trust means more to me than anyone else’s, Sir Osvalt. Leave it to me. I’m the Saint of Parnacorta. I promise to help.”


  “Great! I’m counting on you!”


  Sir Osvalt gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.


  I would do everything I could for the kingdom of Parnacorta and Sir Osvalt…no matter what came our way.


   


  ***


   


  The day after King Evan and his entourage visited the royal capital, Sir Osvalt and I boarded a horse-drawn carriage together and began our journey to the holy ruins.


  “I’ll be serving as your bodyguard inside the carriage today,” announced Lena, who was riding with us. I was confident she would respond calmly, should any unforeseen circumstances arise.


  “Himari and I will keep an eye on our surroundings, Lady Philia,” added Leonardo.


  “I can detect any ominous presences from a considerable distance,” said Himari. “You have no reason to fear.”


  With that, Leonardo and Himari mounted their horses and began their patrol of the surrounding area.


  We had reliable, trustworthy friends nearby. That was enough to put my mind at rest.


  “It looks like the Parnacorta Knights have begun their chaperoning duties, as planned.”


  The Parnacorta Knights were escorting the royal family of Alectron, including King Evan himself.


  Sir Osvalt had assigned half of the knights in the order to safeguard them. The other knights were with the carriage containing Prince Reichardt and King Eigelstein. Elmhardt was responsible for the royals.


  I was concerned that the marquis might come after him, but if that was the case, there were far easier ways to do it than using the Infernal Knife. Besides, the southern regiment couldn’t afford to go without their commander. With this in mind, we decided to keep him on duty.


  We entered the southern regiment’s jurisdiction and approached the ruins where the sacred site was situated.


  King Evan’s carriage was at the front, while Prince Reichardt and King Eigelstein rode in the carriage at the back, with our carriage between them.


  “Shouldn’t I be escorting Alectron’s royal family?” I said to Sir Osvalt, albeit rather belatedly.


  Even when barriers were futile, a saint’s magic was the most effective means of defeating monsters. I should have been ready to counter the Infernal Knife.


  “Yeah, you could be right there,” said Sir Osvalt. “Still, they have plenty of people to chaperone them, and you might have a target on your back. Why don’t you prioritize your own safety until we know for certain, Philia?”


  “You think I could be targeted if I’m with King Evan? If the marquis is behind these incidents, though, I can’t imagine I’m the primary target.”


  “I know, but you’re my wife, Philia. Whoever’s behind this, it’s likely they’ll try to hurt the Alectron royal family as well. If we stick together, it’ll reduce the risk of King Evan and the others being hurt.”


  Sir Osvalt’s concern was reasonable. If our enemy utilized the Infernal Knife to send monsters after me while I was escorting King Evan and his family, they could get caught in the crossfire. We’d be getting our priorities all wrong.


  Sir Osvalt had made the sensible decision.


  “I’m sorry for giving you useless advice.”


  “It’s far from useless.” Sir Osvalt smiled at me. “Your suggestion might’ve been the more efficient way to keep them safe. You don’t need to apologize.”


  He was taking the right approach. All things considered, it was best to lie low until we were certain who the target was. It was time to put myself on the alert and focus on what was happening around us.


  “I struggled to decide what to do as well—mostly because King Evan is such a masterful magician in his own right.” 


  “Oh, yes. He showed off a remarkable flame spell at the party.”


  “Plus, he has his own bodyguards, even if they’re few in number. They all love the king, and morale is high.” 


  “He’s popular with his own people, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah, he really is. Seeing him for the first time in so long reminded me why that is. I’d heard that no ruler of Alectron has ever had so much support, and now I see why they all want to follow him.”


  King Evan was the most charismatic monarch in Alectron’s history, and he had strong support from his citizens. The people of Alectron must have been happy to have a leader they cherished so much.


  “Strong support from his citizens…”


  “Huh? What’s the matter, Philia?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing.”


  Something Haruya said the day before suddenly came to mind. I realized that King Evan and Archduke Raden had something in common.


  Although the rebellion had left a stain on his reputation, Archduke Raden was also a highly charismatic individual, purportedly adored by his people. It was just unfortunate that he was second in line to the throne. The grievances only began when his brother became king. And when King Eigelstein, the archduke’s nephew, became ruler, those grievances erupted into rebellion.


  Whether or not Archduke Raden had intended to fight for the throne, his popularity thrust him into a position where he had no choice.


  “Sir Osvalt, did many people mourn Archduke Raden when he died?”


  “Good question. I was a kid at the time, so I don’t really remember, but I hear he was popular with commoners as well as nobles. There were some clashes with his adherents even after the rebellion was suppressed.”


  “He must have been really loved.”


  His supporters had lost a leader they adored. That must have been an unfathomable shock.


  Wouldn’t I be embittered if Sir Osvalt clashed with the government and was killed? Of course, it would be wrong for a saint to hold a grudge or exact revenge. Truthfully, however, it was impossible to predict how I would act if I lost someone precious to me.


  “That’s why the fact that King Evan killed the archduke wasn’t widely publicized. It could have provoked a dispute with Alectron.”


  “That was a wise decision. Best not to give the archduke’s supporters someone to blame.”


  Parnacorta was lucky that Archduke Raden hadn’t harmed King Eigelstein. If Parnacorta’s soldiers had arrested and executed him, His Majesty could have become the target of resentment, causing internal disorder to drag on.


  “Still,” I said, “even if it wasn’t made public, quite a few people seem to know what transpired.”


  “That goes without saying. The king’s direct subordinates ought to make up most of that group, but even if they were told to stay quiet, I’m sure the secret’s out by now.”


  As I listened to Sir Osvalt, I thought things over.


  A certain share of Archduke Raden’s adherents must have resented the man who killed him. Now that very man had become king and was visiting our country.


  Archduke Raden had been as beloved as King Evan, yet he’d died without becoming king.


  It would make sense for the archduke’s devotees to direct their anger toward King Evan.


  “Philia, are you suggesting that the person behind this incident is plotting revenge for Archduke Raden?”


  Sir Osvalt had sensed where our conversation was heading.


  There was still information we had yet to uncover, but the fact remained that King Evan, who had killed Archduke Raden, was here in Parnacorta. There couldn’t have been a more convenient time for revenge.


  “King Evan is in danger,” I asserted.


  “Hmm. I considered that possibility,” admitted Sir Osvalt. “I’m afraid I know what you’re about to ask.”


  “Yes. Please ride me out to King Evan. It’s the only way to ensure he suffers minimal harm.”


  If it was unclear who the target was, it would be a bad move for me to serve as King Evan’s bodyguard. I, however, was certain. The person who was using the Infernal Knife for these assaults had their sights set on King Evan. I wished I could have reached this conclusion earlier, but there was no point wasting time on regrets. I was a saint. I had to hurry and protect King Evan.


  “I’m sure you could curb the damage by sticking with him. All right. Let’s borrow Leonardo’s or Himari’s horse.”


  Sir Osvalt opened the carriage window to look outside, but at that very moment—


  “Prince Osvalt! It’s an emergency, so I’ll keep my report brief!”


  Haruya galloped up to us.


  “Haruya? What is it?”


  “The Alectron royal carriage is under attack by monsters!”


  It was too late. As I feared, they’d gone after King Evan.


  “Understood. You can take Himari’s horse, Philia. I’ll go with Haruya!”


  “Are you going too, Sir Osvalt? It’s dangerous!”


  “During this pilgrimage, it’s my responsibility to keep everyone safe. I can’t just sit around and wait! I’ve been ready to fight all along—it’s why I brought my spear!”


  Sir Osvalt had brought his spear into the carriage, just in case chaos struck. He was skilled, having learned spearmanship from Philip, but it was still risky for him to accompany me to a fight with monsters.


  “Hurry, Philia!”


  Still, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop him. That was the kind of man he was.


  “Understood. May I join you on your horse, Himari?”


  “As you wish!”


  I mounted Himari’s horse and we headed to the scene of the monster attack.


  “Let me go, Leonardo!” Lena cried. “Sir Elmhardt might be in danger!” 


  “Good grief. I suppose I don’t have much say in the matter,” responded Leonardo. “Prince Osvalt, I’ll take this carriage and warn the king and his party away from the attack.”


  As Sir Osvalt rode ahead, Lena climbed onto a horse. Together we raced toward the Alectron royal family.


  The situation was urgent. We had to reach the scene as quickly as possible.


   


  ***


   


  “Wh-what’s going on? How did they assemble so many monsters?”


  When Sir Osvalt saw the horde of monsters in front of him, he was aghast.


  Only a handful of monsters had attacked the training ground, and about a dozen had descended on the party. We knew there would be more this time, but not this many. There were easily a hundred.


  “You have to injure the monsters with the Infernal Knife for its effects to work, don’t you?” said Haruya. “From a merchant’s point of view, that doesn’t sound very user-friendly.”


  Haruya was right. Wounding monsters with the Knife was surely no easy task. It would take enormous effort and time to assemble this army of monsters.


  Or would it?


  “They used the Great Purification Circle.”


  “The Great Purification Circle? Oh, yeah! It renders monsters immobile. The Purification Circle would make it easy for someone to wound this many monsters.”


  “Yes. I can’t believe it’s been misused in such a way.”


  The revelation made me shudder.


  I had created the Great Purification Circle to keep people safe. It was humiliating to learn that it had been exploited for such a sinister purpose.


  “Don’t let it get you down, Philia. The Great Purification Circle has saved not only our country, but every other country on the continent, too!”


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  “For now, we need to focus on dealing with this situation.”


  What was I doing, dwelling on unnecessary matters in such a dire situation?


  The sheer number of monsters here was immense. The Great Purification Circle, our last hope, had no effect on them. Defeating the monsters one by one would take ages.


  This left us with just one option.


  “I think our best bet is to find the person with the Infernal Knife.”


  “Without a shadow of a doubt. But are they nearby?”


  “Almost certainly. If their goal is to get revenge, they’ll want to see it for themselves. Besides, Rick said that the monsters can only be given complex commands if they’re within sight.”


  Psychologically speaking, it made sense that the wielder of the Infernal Knife would want to see King Evan for themselves. That was my guess, at least. Plus, the ability to impart complex commands on the monsters would drastically increase their chances of exacting revenge.


  If this was the attack the avenger was risking it all for, they were almost certainly in the vicinity.


  “Impressive guesswork. You’ve really got into the assassin’s mind,” said Haruya, nodding. “In other words, Marquis Clandy is nearby. I presume that’s what you’re trying to say.”


  “Haruya? Did Marquis Clandy steal the Infernal Knife?”


  “Oops, my bad. That was the news I rushed here to tell you, but all this mess completely distracted me.”


  Haruya had conducted further research into Marquis Clandy. The link between him and Archduke Raden had come to light the night before, so this revelation wasn’t hard to believe.


  “Can you ride a horse, Lady Philia?” Himari asked.


  “As well as anybody else can, I suppose,” I replied.


  I’d ridden horseback before, but what did that have to do with anything?


  “The horse runs faster with a lighter load. Besides, I can run quicker than a horse,” she said. “I will locate Marquis Clandy. Hunting people down is a ninja’s specialty. Leave this task to me and my brother.”


  With that, Himari passed me the reins and jumped down.


  That explained her question. She wanted to make sure she could run off and hunt down our culprit. At times like this, it was useful to have a ninja around.


  “Ugh. I thought I’d hung up my ninja boots,” grumbled Haruya. “Osvalt, I’ll be requesting a bonus once we’ve arrested Marquis Clandy.”


  “It’s a deal. I’m counting on you.”


  Sir Osvalt’s response brought a smile to Haruya’s face. “Great. I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations.”


  He dismounted his horse and dashed off without a sound.


  “I’m sorry my brother is being difficult at a time like this,” Himari said with exasperation before running after Haruya.


  If anyone could track down Marquis Clandy, it was those two.


  Meanwhile, Sir Osvalt, Lena, and I rode straight toward King Evan.


  There was just one thing to do.


  “Sir Osvalt, we need to ensure King Evan is safe while we’re hunting down Marquis Clandy. If he’s injured, I’ll have to treat him right away.”


  “You’re right. If the monsters are after King Evan, I’m sure we’ll find him among them.”


  “Prince Osvalt! Lady Philia! Don’t do anything reckless, okay? I’ll go first!”


  As our bodyguard, Lena felt obliged to move ahead of us. There was no time to argue, so we did as we were told.


  Sir Osvalt and I spurred our horses on, following Lena’s lead as we made our way over to King Evan.


   


  “There are too many monsters! No matter how many I strike down, they just keep coming!”


  “Are you all right, Sir Osvalt?”


  “It’s fine. They seem to be ignoring us to go after King Evan.”


  Sir Osvalt was right. The monsters’ actions were quite predictable. There was no doubt they were under the power of whoever held the Infernal Knife.


  The monsters that attacked us at the training grounds and the party were probably directed to attack whoever was nearby, which explained why they went after random people. This time, though, things were different. They were all hellbent on heading in one direction.


  “Please get out of the way!” Lena pushed forward, clearing the path ahead.


  “Gahhhh!”


  “What?!”


  “Lady Philia! Prince Osvalt!”


  To our frustration, the monsters quickly swarmed in, sealing off the path Lena had created and dividing us.


  “Lena! Don’t worry about us! Head straight to King Evan! That’s an order!”


  “Understood! Stay safe, you two!”


  Lena did as Sir Osvalt instructed and headed toward the king.


  We needed to catch up with her before it was too late. I turned toward the area where the monsters were least concentrated, and cast a spell.


  “Silver Judgment!”


  “Gooooaaaar!”


  “Sir Osvalt, the path’s clear.”


  “Thank you, Philia! Come on. Let’s go!”


  Sir Osvalt and I spurred our horses onward and careened toward the king.


  We’d fallen behind Lena, but I was hopeful that we would catch up.


   


  “A body double?”


  “Y-yes. It didn’t take long for people to work out that the monsters were making a beeline for the king, so…”


  Standing in front of us was a man of the same stature and build as King Evan. It seemed as though the Alectron guards had assessed the situation and acted accordingly.


  I never could have imagined that they would replace the king with a double so quickly. From a distance, one could hardly tell the difference.


  “Where in the world is the real King Evan?”


  “Oh, umm, a knight by the name of Elmhardt took him to a safe location.”


  Elmhardt had taken King Evan away? That made sense. The south of Parnacorta was his regiment’s domain. He knew the area better than anyone.


  “A-a safe place? Where?”


  “He was in a rush—I didn’t get the full details. But that young bodyguard of yours said she had an idea.”


  “My bodyguard? You must mean Lena.”


  Could Lena guess where Elmhardt had taken the king?


  I looked around as Sir Osvalt called out to her. “Hey! Lena! If you’re around, say something!”


  “I can’t see her anywhere, Sir Osvalt!”


  “What? Surely she hasn’t gone off on her own…”


  Had Lena run after Elmhardt by herself?


  Wherever she believed he might be, it must have had some personal significance for him.


  We were near the woods we’d visited on our way to the Sivaltz Ruins on our honeymoon…


  Hold on a moment.


  Lena had been there with Elmhardt. She’d told me about it a few days before.


  “Let’s go, Sir Osvalt.”


  “Do you know something?”


  “I know where Lena has gone. I just don’t know why she would go there.”


  It was all coming back to me now. According to Lena, that forest was home to something Elmhardt held dear—and I believed I knew what that was. If Elmhardt knew that the assailant with the Infernal Knife was Marquis Clandy, it made sense for him to take the king to that spot.


  Nevertheless, I felt a tinge of anxiety.


  “We need to get there as quickly as possible!”


  “Okay! Is someone in trouble?”


  “I’ll explain on the way!”


  I urged my horse forward, galloping toward the place I suspected Lena and Elmhardt had gone.


  First and foremost, we needed to make sure King Evan was all right. If he was where I thought he was, he was probably safe from the marquis’s wrath. But I couldn’t say for certain.


  “I have a bad feeling about this, Sir Osvalt. Can I hurry on ahead to guarantee King Evan is safe?”


  “By yourself?”


  “Yes. I’ll use magic to speed up my horse. I can’t risk you getting thrown off your horse, so I’ll have to ride ahead alone. I’ve marked the destination on this map.”


  I was playing it safe—but given Marquis Clandy’s intentions and how relentless he could be, there was a real chance that something could go seriously wrong.


  Sir Osvalt took the map and gave me an encouraging look. “Just take care not to push yourself too hard. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I can.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry you have to ride to the rescue once again.”


  “Don’t act so awkward. It’s my job to help people.”


  I galloped on ahead, ready to fulfil my duties as the Saint of Parnacorta.


  I quickened my pace, riding as fast as the wind.


  Please be safe, everyone, I prayed.


   


  ***


   


  Elmhardt


   


  “ALLOW ME TO MAKE one thing clear, Elmhardt. You won’t inherit a thing from me. My will shall ensure you get nothing—not even the most worthless scrap of junk.”


  From a young age, I knew my parents despised me.


  I was the bothersome third son. My father wasn’t ashamed to call me that. For as long as I could remember, there was no place for me on the family estate.


  “You want to join the knights? Do as you please. If you die an honorable death in battle, I might even give you a funeral.”


  And so I decided to join the Parnacorta Knights.


  If I made a name for myself as a formidable knight, perhaps I could win my father’s approval. Even if that plan didn’t work out, reaching the rank of commander could earn me a title of my own from the king.


  I was well-built and stronger than most adults even as a youngster. I was confident I could rise through the ranks as a knight.


  “You use so much force for someone of noble birth, Sir Elmhardt. As your opponent, I humbly ask you to show a little mercy.”


  “Your delicate style doesn’t suit mine, Leonardo. But there’s no need to be so formal. We both joined up at the same time.”


  “Oh, I’m surprised to hear you say that. I heard you were the third son of a marquis. I thought I had to speak to you with respect.”


  However, I soon discovered there was something more important than rising through the ranks—the friends that I made.


  “You say you’re supposed to speak to nobles with respect, and yet you’ve spoken to me like a friend all along.”


  “You’re from a baron’s family, Luon. Elmhardt’s the son of a marquis. It’s quite different.”


  “Sheesh, how rude! I don’t know if I care for your attitude.”


  Leonardo and Luon were talented knights and good people.


  “Ha ha ha! No need to get so worked up. I like your style, Leonardo.”


  “Hmph. A man’s affection doesn’t mean much to me, but I’ll take it.”


  “Never mind—I retract my statement. Your attitude does need some work.”


  Each of us came from different families and circumstances, but for some reason, we all managed to get along. It wasn’t long before we became the best of friends. Our combined achievements earned us a nickname, the Three Knights of Parnacorta.


  Eventually, though, I uncovered a shocking truth.


   


  “You want me to support Archduke Raden? Are you joking? We swore loyalty to His Majesty the King. Betraying him is out of the question.”


  Archduke Raden and his adherents were opposed to King Eigelstein’s coronation. One day, a member of the faction came to persuade me to switch sides.


  “Heh heh heh. I think I know why you chose to become a knight, despite being the son of a marquis—and it was not out of loyalty to the king.”


  “What?”


  “I heard that you’re illegitimate. I guess the famously straight-laced and serious Marquis Clandy is human, after all. You’re a stain on your family’s reputation. Come to our side. If you help us win, the archduke will make you a count—if not something even more prestigious.”


  When he called me a stain on my family’s reputation, it felt like a stab in the chest. No decent person would agree to such a vile act of betrayal—but I found myself tempted.


  “Considering it, are you? Interesting,” laughed the traitor. “Your situation is hopeless. Joining the archduke’s cause could change your life. Why hesitate?”


  I soon snapped back to my senses. I couldn’t bring myself to turn against my comrades, the Parnacorta Knights.


  “I could never—”


  “The archduke never lies!”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. If you side with Archduke Raden, he’s sure to reward your commitment. That’s the way he is.”


  Archduke Raden wasn’t just popular. Some people genuinely idolized him. The man who tried to recruit me was one such individual. He was utterly convinced that Archduke Raden would seize control of the country.


  “Seriously, come join us. If you take King Eigelstein’s head, it’ll make you a hero.”


  I said nothing.


  “Oh well, whatever. Maybe I was wrong about you. You’ll get the opportunity to choose your side soon enough. When that chance comes, think carefully—if you have any desire to change your miserable life, that is.”


  Soon, the chance would come.


  With that cryptic statement, the emissary vanished.


  As a matter of course, I reported everything to my commander.


  “I see. Thank you for letting me know.”


  “Are you going to discharge me?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. The traitors have already left us in a weakened position. What good would it do to kick out someone loyal to His Majesty?”


  Our commander, Gene Delon, trusted in me.


  At the end of the day, the Parnacorta Knights gave me a sense of belonging. There, I had comrades and a commander I respected. I had hope for the future.


  “You’re a stain on your family’s reputation.”


  And yet, coward that I was, those words refused to leave my head.


   


  “Father. I’m…”


  “Still alive, huh? A waste of skin like you is only useful as a shield. Just do me a favor and make sure not to soil our family’s good name any more than you already have.”


  When I saw my father again for the first time in ages, I got a frosty reception.


  What value did I even have?


  My colleagues assumed I was in a secure position, being the child of a marquis, but it was all an illusion.


  Deep inside my heart, I felt something ugly rearing its head.


  Are you going to betray them? it said. Are you going to betray your friends, your country, everything?


   


  “Luon! Watch out!”


  “Elmhardt!”


  That was the moment every trace of doubt inside me vanished.


  I wasn’t at my best that day, but I was determined not to show it. I dedicated myself to slaying the monsters attacking us.


  To my fellow knights, it probably looked like I was fighting with zeal, but that couldn’t have been further from the truth. I was just desperate to escape the monsters dwelling deep within my heart.


  “Elmhardt! Why would you protect me?”


  One of my closest friends, bleeding on the ground, looked up at me with tears in his eyes.


  Don’t look at me like that.


  You’ve got it wrong.


  If I hadn’t hesitated… If I’d been stronger…you wouldn’t have fallen here. 


  I couldn’t be more spineless.


   


  “I’ve been thinking, Elmhardt. How would you feel about marrying my daughter?”


  “Hah. Now, that’s a proposal you don’t hear every day. Sorry, but laughing makes my stomach hurt—could you save the jokes until I’m feeling a little better?”


  “I’m being serious, Elmhardt.”


  I’d heard that Luon had welcomed a baby girl named Lena, but how did he expect me to take his suggestion seriously?


  “With those injuries, it’s hard to say if you’ll ever serve as a knight again. You won’t be getting a promotion, that’s for certain. There’s no chance of you becoming a commander.”


  “Jeez, no need to hold back. As if I wasn’t worried about that already.”


  “It’s all my fault. At least allow me to accept responsibility for that. Lena will come round to the idea at some point.”


  “What kind of fool are you? How could I take away your daughter’s freedom like that?”


  It seemed he was serious. He wasn’t the sort of man to talk about “accepting responsibility” just for a laugh. That didn’t mean I was going to accept his nonsensical suggestion, however.


  “Elmhardt, I don’t want you to suffer for protecting me.”


  “Don’t write me off like that. Besides, what does that have to do with your kid?”


  “You’ll make her happy. I just know it.”


  I was too aghast to speak. Luon, however, was persistent—persistent enough to wear me down.


  When he threatened to kill himself if I didn’t agree to marry Lena, I panicked. I even started to fear for the future of the Aulps household.


  Eventually, I was practically coerced into accepting an engagement with Lena, Luon’s daughter.


  She’d just turned one year old, for heaven’s sake.


  “You’re going back to the Parnacorta Knights? I guess you refuse to die, huh?”


  “This is the only path for me, Father.”


  A year had passed since the most terrible rebellion in Parnacorta’s history, the Archduke’s Revolt. By some miracle, I had made a full recovery. After finishing treatment, I decided to pick up my sword once again.


  After all, I believed—no, I knew—that was where I truly belonged.


  “You’re the worst son a father could have.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can to prove myself to you, Father.”


  “You’ve missed your chance, you idiot.”


  “I-I’ve missed my chance? How?”


  My father’s face twisted with hatred as he condemned me for being a failure of a son. When he revealed the truth, I was overcome with despair.


  “A-Archduke Raden was my real father? H-he can’t be…”


  I had never even considered the possibility.


  The idea that Archduke Raden had demanded my father raise me to cover up his own infidelity was nothing short of absurd—and yet, in a way, it made sense.


  Why had my father held me in such contempt for so long?


  I now had a clear answer.


  “I know you were approached and encouraged to turn on His Majesty and the Parnacorta Knights.”


  “What?!”


  “Relax. I wouldn’t dare defile our family’s reputation by telling anyone. But you should have betrayed them. In the end, you helped kill your own father.”


  “What?!”


  The weight of the truth was more than I could bear.


  How could I have known? Actually, it didn’t matter. If I had known the truth, I would have done the same.


  Still, the realization that my birth father had died before I knew the truth—and that I’d had a hand in his demise—weighed heavily on me.


  I returned to the Parnacorta Knights and threw myself into my duties, but no matter how much I would have liked to, I never truly forgot.


   


  “So I guess I’m gonna marry you one day!”


  The years went on.


  Luon began inviting me to his home more often, where he treated me like a king.


  Needless to say, this meant spending time with his daughter, Lena, too. Her innocent affection was a welcome refuge, and her smile lit up the entire room.


  During the brief moments I spent with Lena, I felt as though I’d been freed from the fetters in my heart. But then…


  “Uh, Sir Elmhardt? Why do you look so sad when you’re around my dad?”


  The moment she said that, fear took over.


  It felt as if that pure, innocent girl had glimpsed the writhing shadow hidden in my heart.


  There it was. The exact spot where Lena pointed it out.


  With King Evan seated behind me, I brought my horse to a halt.


   


  ***


   


  “Is this the safe place you told me about, Elmhardt?”


  “King Evan! Sorry for being so rude earlier. And…thank you for agreeing to take shelter here.”


  I was sure the monsters were after King Evan. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, the culprit was most likely my father, Marquis Clandy.


  That was the reason that I brought King Evan to this place.


  I’d heard that he had a body double. I could use that to our advantage.


  “I didn’t think you were rude. Prince Osvalt told me you were a trustworthy knight. I have faith in him, so I figured I could trust you, too.”


  Regardless of what he claimed, I didn’t see how the king could place that much trust in people. This wasn’t Alectron. As charming as Prince Osvalt was, it wasn’t normal to trust someone that blindly.


  “So why exactly is this place safe? Can you tell me that, at least?”


  The king had followed me to this spot without knowing why. I told him I’d explain later, and he mounted the horse without a second thought.


  “This is a kind of holy ground. This spot is home to something they hold dear—something they couldn’t bring themselves to damage.”


  “Something important? You mean Archduke Raden?”


  “How did you know?”


  In all honesty, I was caught off guard. There was nothing to give it away.


  “It’s not that hard to work out. There’s only one reason somebody from your country would hold a grudge against me. I hear Archduke Raden was adored by many.”


  “But still, that doesn’t mean—”


  “Doesn’t it? If this is a place that someone brave enough to try and kill a king would hesitate to attack, only one person could be buried here.”


  King Evan had seen through it all.


  It was true. This was where Archduke Raden was buried after King Evan reduced him to cinders.


  “I can tell you where your real father has been laid to rest, if nothing else.”


  It was my father who told me where to find the grave, the location of which was concealed from the public. It turned out he had been a follower of Archduke Raden all along. He deliberately kept his distance and hid their connection so that if something ever happened, no one would suspect a thing when he stepped in to help.


  Marquis Clandy would never dream of bringing the battle to a place like this. He couldn’t defile the resting place of someone he so profoundly admired.


  “You’re absolutely right, Your Majesty. You have fantastic deduction skills.”


  “It was just a lucky guess. Calling it ‘deduction’ would be giving me too much credit.”


  He didn’t let my praise get to his head. Instead, he humbly downplayed it. It was moments like that that showed why the people of Alectron held him in such high regard.


  King Evan was born to rule. He took the crown because his people wanted him to.


  “This is only a hunch, so you’re welcome to brush it off—but was Archduke Raden your father, Sir Elmhardt?”


  “What?!”


  How could he possibly know that?


  King Evan took good instincts to another level. I hadn’t even managed to figure that out for myself.


  “Judging by your reaction, I hit the nail on the head again.”


  “How did you know?”


  “I killed Archduke Raden with my own hands. I watched him take his last breath. You don’t look much alike…but I dare say your souls have a similar hue.”


  The color of our souls? That was too abstract a notion for me. I was at a loss. 


  I didn’t want anyone to know my secret. Learning that Archduke Raden was my real father made me despise my life even more than I already did. More than anything, though, I was frustrated that I couldn’t tell anyone how much pain I was in.


  “So it’s true. You really are the archduke’s son.”


  “Yes, that’s right. Archduke Raden was my real father…though I only found out after he died.”


  “Interesting…” King Evan murmured, a distant look in his eyes. It sounded as though the last piece of a puzzle had fallen into place for him.


  “I know you killed him, King Evan,” I added.


  “Yes. That much is true. I’m grateful that Parnacorta hid the truth from all but a select few.”


  “Is that everything you wanted to ask?”


  I couldn’t help but wonder why King Evan seemed so relaxed.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well… It would be no exaggeration to call you my father’s nemesis. I know you say you trust me, but hasn’t it occurred to you that I could be plotting revenge on his behalf?”


  King Evan took the time to ask if the man he had killed was my father. Was that his way of getting a read on me?


  “Now that you mention it, that is a possibility.” King Evan laughed. “But if you were going to kill me, you’ve had plenty of chances. Why wait until now?”


  “What if I wanted to get revenge at my father’s resting place?”


  “That would be scary. But Sir Elmhardt, you don’t seem like the kind of man who’d let a misguided thirst for revenge consume him. Whatever you take me for, I pride myself on being a good judge of character.”


  It would be foolish to resent King Evan. That much had always been clear to me.


  “You really can read me like a book. I’m almost embarrassed,” I responded. “You’re right. I don’t resent you in the slightest.”


  “I’m pleased to hear that.”


  “But Your Majesty… Could I ask you just one question?”


  “What might that be? If I can answer it, go ahead.”


  It was a question I couldn’t ask anyone else.


  I was well aware that posing such a question to a foreign king was highly improper. For a knight, it could have been viewed as dishonorable. But if I didn’t take the opportunity to ask, I was sure to regret it for the rest of my life.


  “Can you tell me about the moment the archduke died? About how Archduke Raden—my father—met his end?”


  As his son, I felt compelled to ask. I had to face the past and learn to accept the burden of being a traitor’s son.


  “The archduke’s final moments? I remember them well. He died with a smile on his face.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t know a lot about the man, but I know he died with a look of satisfaction. He was rather strange…as if he knew what was coming all along.”


  The archduke died with a smile?


  He’d been chased out of his country as a traitor. I always assumed he’d met a miserable end.


  But King Evan had no reason to lie. Perhaps my father was even more extraordinary than I thought.


  “There was one silver lining to the ordeal. Witnessing Archduke Raden’s final moments inspired me to pursue a worthy life—one that would allow me to face death bravely, too. Your father may have committed a grave sin, but in his final moments, I felt something akin to respect. That feeling sent a chill through me.”


  “Even though he tried to kill you?”


  “Ha ha, yes, I suppose he did. Regardless of what he did, I see your father as an admirable man.”


  I felt thoroughly outclassed.


  The king was so handsome, so kind, so powerful. My father was slain by a truly great man.


  I fell to one knee. “I see why you command such tremendous support as king. Forgive me for being so impudent.”


  I was nothing more than a knight—no, I was the son of the man who tried to kill him. And yet he chose to answer my question with utmost sincerity.


  I couldn’t help but bow my head in the face of such overwhelming grace.


  “Don’t apologize. Whatever justification I may have had, I still took your father’s life. An answer to your question is the least you deserve.”


  “Your Majesty…”


  “More to the point, do you have any idea who might be attacking us now?”


  Of course I did. At that stage, knowing the identity of the attacker hurt more than knowing that Archduke Raden was my biological father.


  “King Evan, I commit to accepting punishment for this incident. The mastermind behind this attack is none other than… Argh!”
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  “Sir Elmhardt!”


  W-was that…a monster’s arm?


  A monster’s arm was piercing my stomach!


  How could a monster be here, of all places? It didn’t matter—my priority was keeping His Majesty safe.


  “Y-Your Ma…”


  Drat. I couldn’t talk. Or move.


  I had brought the king all the way here on my own accord, and now I was putting his life in danger.


  I could hardly believe my own incompetence. At this rate, I was really—


  “I won’t let you lay a hand on Sir Elmhardt!”


  “Screeeech!”


  At that moment, Lena severed the monster’s neck with a knife.


  She truly was Luon’s daughter. Her skills were nothing short of astonishing.


  Even then, I was struck by the way her brow was furrowed. Was she angry? She usually looked so calm and content.


  “Sir Elmhardt! Sir Elmhardt!”


  “L-Lena… Agh.”


  Lena rushed over, not the least bit bothered by the blood, and cradled me close.


  Why was she crying?


  I’d always been so cold toward her…


  “S-Sir Elmhardt! King Evan! Can you use healing spells?”


  “No, sorry. I can’t use magic to heal people like a saint does.”


  “Oh no!”


  Although King Evan was a powerful sorcerer, he could not heal injuries. Healing magic was the preserve of holy people, such as saints and bishops. Such skills could only be learned through training at a church.


  “For now, try to keep him still. First aid may help him pull through.”


  “G-got it!”


  Pull through? Not a chance. This was my body—and I knew full well that these were fatal injuries.


  I just hoped there was still a way to rescue King Evan and Lena. After all, this monster’s presence could only mean one thing…


  “Still alive, huh? Ever the worthless son.”


  “F-father…”


  At long last, he’d chosen to reveal himself.


  Marquis Clandy glared at me, Infernal Knife in hand.


  “Maquis Clandy! Why are you looking at Sir Elmhardt like that? You’re so cruel!”


  “Silence! I’ve lost all interest in that fool. My only purpose now is to avenge my dearest friend. I have one goal and one goal only: to end the life of Evan, the King of Alectron!”


  Just as I thought, his goal was to avenge Archduke Raden. That was why I’d taken His Majesty here.


  “A-are you sure you want to defile the place…where the archduke lies buried?”


  “You’re rather chatty for a man bleeding from the gut,” retorted my father. “You’ll be pleased to know that I already had his body moved. I anticipated that your limited judgment would compel you to bring King Evan here.”


  “What?!”


  How negligent was I? My father was the very person who told me where Archduke Raden was buried. And yet, I was stupid enough to bring the king there.


  “You’ve gone through a lot of trouble just to kill me,” said King Evan. “Now you’ve chosen to emerge from the shadows, you must believe the battle’s already won.”


  “I suppose they call you a wise ruler for a reason. You’re right—this area is already under my control. Time to prepare yourself!”


  As the marquis raised the Infernal Knife high above his head, monster upon monster leapt from the trees. There were twenty, at the very least.


  I was surprised by how much fighting force he had left at his disposal. He must have controlled these monsters with the Infernal Knife, positioning them in the trees in advance.


  “At last the day has come. I’ve waited so long for the opportunity to avenge my fallen friend,” he began. “You’re surrounded, King Evan. Not even you will walk away unscathed. Go on, then. Why don’t you beg for your life?”


  “Beg for it? Okay, if that’s what you want—spare me.”


  “Heh… At the end of the day, the so-called ‘wise king’ is a mere human. You fear death as much as anyone else.”


  Consumed by his thirst for revenge, my father roared with laughter.


  I’d never seen that expression on his face before. Long-suppressed emotions seemed to burst forth. His voice reverberated through the quiet forest.


  He should have felt triumphant—yet he didn’t look remotely happy.


  “Ugh. I can’t believe the archduke was defeated by a man of your caliber,” he said. “This world is truly unjust.”


  “Don’t be so quick to underestimate me,” replied the king. “So are you going to let Elmhardt and Lena live or not?”


  “Huh?”


  Marquis Clandy frowned. He didn’t seem to grasp what the king was saying.


  This was perfectly understandable. I couldn’t make sense of it either, and I was standing right next to him.


  Lena, on the other hand, seemed to understand him immediately.


  “Your Majesty! No! Please don’t sacrifice yourself to protect Elmhardt and me!”


  Yes, the king was trying to save us.


  “If you’re seeking vengeance for Archduke Raden’s death, then you only need to kill me. There’s no need to drag these two innocent people into it.”


  “S-spare me the idealistic nonsense!” Marquis Clandy’s eyes turned bloodshot as he shouted back at the king. “If that’s what you want, I’ll do as you wish and end your life! With that, revenge will be complete!”


  His face twisted with fury, he pointed the tip of the Infernal Knife toward us.


  This was my moment. I was determined to protect King Evan and Lena, even if it meant using my own body as a shield.


  “Attack!”


  At Marquis Clandy’s command, a huge, wolf-like monster sprang toward us.


  “I’m gonna protect you both!” shouted Lena. “Huh? Wait, Sir Elmhardt!”


  “Don’t you dare underestimate me, Father!” I cried.


  “Gafff…”


  “Huh?”


  Blood was still pouring from my abdomen. My arms were ice cold, and I could hardly feel them.


  My heart, however, was burning with passion.


  I didn’t care if that flame was about to burn out. I would fight on, sword in hand, to the very end. That was the man I wanted to be.


  “Wh-where are you getting that strength?”


  As my father stared at the monster whose heart I’d skewered, he showed his first flicker of panic. Maybe it was the shock of seeing his once-obedient son turn his sword against him.


  “Ack! You’re insufferable, right to the bitter end! I was hoping to take my time and torment you slowly, but scratch that! All of you—after him!”


  “Grahhhhh!”


  At least two dozen monsters charged us at once.


  Still, it made no difference. No matter how hopeless things seemed, I was willing to sacrifice my life to—


  “Wh-what?!”


  To our astonishment, not a single monster reached us. A massive wall of light had interrupted their advance.


  “Apologies for the delay.”


  There stood the greatest saint of all time: Philia Parnacorta, the second prince’s consort, whose miracles had saved our kingdom and the continent from ruin time and again.


  She was cloaked in a celestial glow—not quite gold, and not quite silver. You would have been forgiven for thinking a goddess had come down to save us.
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  Chapter 5:
Your Smile is a Ray of Hope


   


  “MARQUIS CLANDY… As the Saint of Parnacorta, I cannot overlook your actions.”


  It took me longer than I thought to reach the forest, but thanks to my magic, I still managed to arrive well in advance of Sir Osvalt.


  Elmhardt appeared to be bleeding from the stomach. I needed to heal him before it was too late.


  “Ugh,” the marquis sneered at me. “This is none of your business. You were purchased from another country! Don’t act all high and mighty!”


  “Irrespective of my past, I am the saint of this kingdom. Never mind me—what possessed you to commit such an outrageous act? Are you not tarnishing the reputation of the marquis family?”


  Also, I had to do something about that Infernal Knife. 


  Once I shifted my focus to healing, I wouldn’t be able to use any other spells, and we’d have no way of defending ourselves from the monsters. King Evan and Lena would be in a vulnerable position.


  “Silence! Silence! Silence! I may be a marquis—but first and foremost, I am a friend of the archduke! I anticipated that you would interfere, Lady Philia! That’s why I have a trump card up my sleeve!”


  Marquis Clandy raised the Infernal Knife into the air, commanding monsters to charge us once again.


  He called it a trump card, but this wave of monsters was smaller. A wall of light was more than enough to stop them in their tracks. Like a giant shield, it blocked their paths as they leaped toward us.


  I had to keep both hands in the air to keep the wall intact, but that wasn’t a problem. I could buy us time until our reinforcements arrived.


  The marquis must have realized that prolonging the battle would only worsen his position. So why did he look so confident?


  “Did you know that when the monsters are within my sight, I can execute more complex commands?”


  “Look out! They’re coming from above!”


  A spider-like monster leapt from the treetops, attempting to evade my wall of light. I automatically funneled more magic power into the barrier, hoping to enlarge it, but I wasn’t fast enough. The monster slipped inside.


  It dispersed threads at an alarming speed, ensnaring Elmhardt, then thrust its razor-sharp pincers toward his throat.


  “Got him,” said Marquis Clandy. “I could have sent it after Evan, but I didn’t want him to reduce it to embers and ruin my special pet.”


  Taking a hostage at a time like this? He was fiendishly clever. His ability to adapt to unforeseen situations was something to reckon with. If I had help, I might have tried to snatch the Knife straight from his grip, but it was going to take some time for Sir Osvalt and the others to arrive.


  “Saint Philia, are you really prepared to watch this man die? If you’re willing to step back and let fate take its course, you might stand a chance of escaping. What’s your decision?”


  My answer couldn’t have been more obvious. It was a saint’s duty to wield her power to protect her nation.


  Still, above all else, I had to protect people.


  “You’re taking your own son hostage? Do you have no compassion?”


  “Compassion? Don’t make me laugh! If you’ve done your homework, you already know he’s not my real son.”


  “Blood isn’t everything, is it, though?”


  “Enough blather! I can tell you’re buying time while you wait for backup. Get rid of that damned wall, Saint Philia!”


  I knew it’d be dangerous to do away with the wall of light, but if I ignored Marquis Clandy’s orders, he could hurt Elmhardt.


  “Come on, then! If you don’t hurry up and retract that wall, I’ll—”


  “Lena! C-cut my throat! With me gone, Lady Philia will have nothing left to worry about!”


  “S-Sir Elmhardt!”


  “I’m begging you, Lena… I have nobody else to ask…”


  What in the world was he saying?


  “I don’t want to die a burden… Lena… You’re the only one I can turn to…” Elmhardt pleaded with Lena through ragged breaths.


  “Stop that nonsense! You have three seconds, Philia! If the wall of light hasn’t been lifted, I will—”


  “S-Sir Elmhardt! I’m sorry!”


  Everyone gasped in astonishment as Lena slashed Elmhardt’s neck with her knife. Blood gushed from his throat.


  “What? Wh-what do you think you’re doing, you foolish little girl?!”


  “Blame the monsters, not me! Sir Elmhardt would still be alive if it wasn’t for them!”


  “Screeeech!”


  Next, she thrust the knife into the spider-like creature’s mouth. It released a final cry of agony and crumpled. It seemed Marquis Clandy was so taken aback by Lena’s actions, he had lost control of the monster.


  “You killed Elmhardt? You, the baron’s little girl? Have you lost your mind?!”


  “You’re the one who’s crazy! You kept hurting Sir Elmhardt, right to the very end! You’re the absolute worst!”


  I’d never seen Lena so angry before. Her right hand and knife were stained red.


  “You’ve lost, Marquis Clandy,” I said. “It looks like Elmhardt’s willingness to sacrifice himself far surpassed your thirst for revenge.”


  “Argh…”


  “Sir Osvalt and his men will be here before you know it,” I added. “You don’t stand a chance.”


  I was shocked and saddened by Elmhardt’s resolve. I’d been in his position myself. I did everything I possibly could to win my parents’ praise and received only their disdain.


  “This isn’t over yet! Anything could happen! I have the Infernal Knife! Come on, monsters! Protect me! Take me as far away from those people as you can!”


  In spite of everything, Marquis Clandy showed no signs of surrendering. The monsters huddled around him, attempting to aid his escape.


  “Lady Philia,” said Lena, “take down your wall of light. I’ll chase after the marquis. We can’t let him get away!”


  “V-very well.”


  “Thanks!”


  Lena ran after Marquis Clandy. I hurried to Elmhardt’s side, ready to focus on treating him.


  “We won’t let you escape!”


  “Ugh! Get out of my way!”


  When Marquis Clandy saw Lena drawing closer, he raised the Infernal Knife and spurred the monsters on.


  “Dumb monsters! I’m gonna get you!”


  She threw her knife at them, but the monsters, though wounded, remained unfazed as long as the Knife controlled them.


  “Die! Just die already! It’s what you deserve for killing Elmhardt!”


  “Agh…”


  The moment the monsters fixed their claws and fangs on Lena, a miracle happened.


  “Phew! About time we caught up.”


  “Huh?”


  The monster’s bodies were impaled by a massive spear. It could have only come from one person.


  “Prince Osvalt!”


  “Great. Looks like you’re all safe.”


  Sir Osvalt looked around, a relieved smile on his face.


  “Prince Osvalt! Get out of my way!”


  “If you plan to get past me, you’ve got another think coming,” he said. “Clandy, you’re under arrest. It’s time to surrender.”


  “Agh!”


  Sir Osvalt positioned himself in front of Marquis Clandy. Thrusting his giant spear toward him, he skillfully impeded the nobleman’s path. 


  What a relief. My husband had arrived in the nick of time.


  “Get out of my way! Monsters, attack him!”


  Undeterred, the marquis raised the Infernal Knife into the air again.


  “Who do you think I am?” Sir Osvalt shouted. “This number of monsters is child’s play!”


  “Huh?”


  With one swing of his spear, Sir Osvalt whisked the monsters away.


  I’d seen him handle a spear in Girtonia and the In-Between Realm, but it looked as though he’d honed his skills even more since then.


  I could see the panic on Marquis Clandy’s face. Distracted by Lena and me, he’d only managed to control a handful of monsters.


  “Philia! Getting a head start is one thing, but that was just reckless! Well, I suppose every second counts…”


  “I’m sorry, Sir Osvalt.”


  Sir Osvalt agreed to let me take the lead, but I’d neglected to mention how significant my lead would be.


  Then again, things were so tight, I didn’t really have a choice.


  “You’re nothing but obstacles—every last one of you!” the marquis shouted.


  “I wasn’t aware you had a personal connection with Archduke Raden, Marquis,” Sir Osvalt said.


  “Of course not! If you’d known, you would have destroyed my family!”


  “His Majesty might have had something to say about it, but I’m not interested in dredging up old friendships.” A hint of sympathy flashed over Sir Osvalt’s face. “It’s just unfortunate that you let your appetite for revenge get the better of you.”


  The marquis had genuinely admired Archduke Raden, and his grief had driven him to revenge. Sir Osvalt clearly appreciated his sorrow.


  “Don’t act like you understand, you royal brat! What could a man like you know?!”


  The marquis waved the Infernal Knife and raged at the prince—but in doing so, he neglected to pay attention to what was going on behind him.


  “Chain of Holy Light!”


  “Argh! M-my Infernal Knife!”


  I released a chain of light and ripped the Infernal Knife out of his hand.


  “Monsters! Get them! Move! Agh…”


  “It’s over, Marquis Clandy. The monsters are now immobilized, under the influence of the Great Purification Circle.”


  As soon as the Infernal Knife was torn from the marquis’s grip, the monsters were freed from his control. They collapsed onto the ground, floundering.


  Astounded, the marquis fell lifelessly to his knees.


  “The jig is up, Clandy,” said Sir Osvalt. “You can take some time to relax in the dungeon.”


  “The dungeon?” The marquis laughed madly. “I’d be sentenced to death, no matter what! If that’s my fate, I’ll end it here with dignity!”


  “Stop it, Clandy!”


  Marquis Clandy channeled his magic power into his right hand.


  Up until now, he’d refrained from using spells, probably conserving his magic to prolong the effects of the Infernal Knife for as long as possible. Now that it was no longer in his grip, there was no need to hold back.


  “S-stay clear, Prince Osvalt! You don’t want to get caught up in this, do you?”


  “What?”


  Marquis Clandy launched a fire spell, surrounding himself with a wall of flames.


  He’d chosen to die alone, in a circle of fire…just like Archduke Raden, who’d perished in flames.


  The archduke must have meant everything to him.


  “I won’t let you die for your own selfish reasons without apologizing to Elmhardt first!”


  “L-Lena!”


  Before I had the chance to unleash my ice magic, Lena leaped into the wall of fire.


  “Hurry up and put out the flames!”


  Shaken by Lena’s reckless behavior, I swiftly cast a spell to extinguish the fire.


  “You stupid little girl! What do you think you’re doing?! There’s nothing left in this world for me! Let go!”


  “I refuse! I won’t let you die, no matter what!”


  “Ugh! You insolent little twit! Let go of me!”


  Marquis Clandy continued to lash out, even once the flames were gone. Lena twisted his arms behind his back, preventing him from using magic.


  “If you won’t let me have my way,” the desperate marquis protested, “I’ll bite my tongue and—”


  “Cut it out!” Lena yelled. She slapped him across the face.


  “Agh!”


  “How deplorable can you get? If you don’t apologize to Sir Elmhardt, I’ll…I’ll…”


  “Ugh… I couldn’t care less about that failure! His opinion of me is none of my business!”


  The marquis didn’t hide his anger.


  Lena must have saved Marquis Clandy’s life for Elmhardt’s sake, but it didn’t seem like she was getting through to him.


  She and the marquis glared at one another.


  “It’s an insult to include him in the marquis family of sorcerers! If you want to die with him, go ahead!”


  After holding each other’s gaze for a few seconds, the marquis began to channel his power into both hands.


  “This ends now! All of it! This time, I will finally join the archduke—”


  “You’re not going anywhere. Don’t waste the opportunity Lena has created for you.”


  I stepped behind Marquis Clandy and grabbed him by the hands. I absorbed his magic power, employing the same method I used to take mana from the atmosphere.


  “N-no… M-my magic…”


  Having lost his power, Marquis Clandy fell limply to his knees.


  “Sir Osvalt, Marquis Clandy is now powerless. We can arrest him.”


  Sir Osvalt nodded. “Great work, Philia. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  “I underestimated Saint Philia.” Marquis Clandy glanced up at Sir Osvalt, looking defeated. “They say she’s one in a million for a reason, I take it.”


  “It wasn’t just Philia that you underestimated, though, was it?” said Sir Osvalt. “Lena put up quite the fight as well.”


  “She’s far too good for Elmhardt. It makes me sick,” replied the marquis. He dropped his head and sagged into the ropes that bound him.


  It was true. Lena was powerful. While she was younger than I was, she showed incredible strength and potential. She’d come to my rescue more times than I could count.


  “Lady Philia! Please make Sir Elmhardt better! At this rate, we’re going to lose him!”


  Elmhardt lay on the ground gasping. Lena was right. His injuries didn’t look good.


  His breathing was labored and the color had drained from his face.


  “Of course. I’ll start treating him right away.”


  The monsters no longer posed a threat. We could leave Marquis Clandy for Sir Osvalt to deal with, and when Himari and Haruya arrived, they could be entrusted with protecting King Evan.


  Elmhardt was my priority.


  “Saint Heal!”


  I focused my magic on the knight’s wounds.


  A monster had pierced his stomach with its sharp claws. It had narrowly missed his vital organs, so he could still move, but he was losing too much blood. I had to be quick.


  There was also the wound to his neck, inflicted by Lena…


  “Wait. Lena, what’s going on with Elmhardt’s neck?”


  “Oh, yeah. It’s a trick my dad taught me. I cut my own hand with the knife—see here?—and smeared the blood to make it look like Elmhardt’s neck was bleeding.”


  On closer inspection, there was a gash on Lena’s hand. I’d assumed she gotten it when she stuck her hand down the monster’s throat.


  She’d come up with that trick in a matter of seconds. Lena’s instincts were unbelievably sharp.


  “In that case, I’ll focus on healing his stomach wound.”


  I kept an eye on Elmhardt’s injuries as I cast healing magic. I had to reconnect the tissues and close up his wound as quickly as possible. With Saint Heal, I could seal up his injuries and restore his strength at the same time.


  He was as white as a sheet, but I wasn’t going to give up.


  At last, Elmhardt feebly opened his eyes. “I-it’s no use… M-my neck is fine, b-but I can’t l-lose this much blood…”


  He was probably speaking from experience; after all, he’d suffered near-fatal injuries in the past. It was a bad sign if he thought this wound was even worse.


  “You’ll be fine. I’ll heal you. Lena wouldn’t ask me to do the impossible. Healing magic is my specialty, I assure you.”


  I’d trained tirelessly from a young age, with the goal of saving as many lives as I could.


  Elmhardt wasn’t just anyone, either. He was the fiancé of a friend I held dear.


  I couldn’t put Lena through that grief. Crying didn’t suit her.


  “Lady Philia!”


  “If it’s okay with you, I’ll give you all the strength I have. Your wound is almost closed.”


  A little over an hour since I started casting Saint Heal, Elmhardt’s complexion started to improve.


  We were almost there. I was confident of it.


  I sharpened my concentration again and focused on healing.


   


  ***


   


  “Excellent work. It must have been a while since you sustained a healing spell for so long.”


  “I suppose it has. I think the last time was back in Girtonia, when Mia exhausted all her energy and collapsed.”


  “Yeah. That wasn’t a walk in the park, either.”


  Once I was done healing Elmhardt’s wounds, I entrusted him to one of the Parnacorta Knights. He carried him off on horseback to rejoin King Evan’s pilgrimage.


  “We need to hurry up and get back,” said Sir Osvalt. “We can’t afford to interrupt the pilgrimage any more than we already have.”


  “True.”


  The monster attack had left us with no choice but to put the pilgrimage on hold. King Evan told us he would go on ahead and get his affairs in order. He needed to reconvene with his personal bodyguards, who were waiting outside the forest. Himari and Haruya went with him to keep him safe. Once we caught up with them, the pilgrimage could resume.


  “I know he saw it coming, but King Evan remained remarkably calm throughout the entire ordeal,” said Sir Osvalt. “I need to take a leaf out of his book.”


  “Indeed. It’s not so daunting when you can use magic to defend yourself, but it was still amazing that he kept his cool in the face of so many monsters.”


  After Marquis Clandy was arrested, King Evan immediately turned to Sir Osvalt and asked him what to do next. He even suggested that he assemble all the visitors from Alectron himself. He probably felt obligated to continue the pilgrimage, but something told me he wanted to bring stability back to Parnacorta, too.


  “I need to apologize to him, and thank him as well,” Sir Osvalt reflected as the forest’s edge came into view. “King Evan’s foresight was a great help.”


  “I’m just relieved that you weren’t hurt.” 


  King Evan was waiting a short distance away from the forest, accompanied by his personal guard. When he spotted Sir Osvalt, he called out to him. Behind him, his troops stood neatly arrayed and ready to set off.


  “Sorry for keeping you waiting, King Evan,” said Sir Osvalt. “I must also apologize on behalf of Marquis Clandy. I never expected things to take such a turn. The responsibility lies with me. It’s inexcusable.”


  Sir Osvalt had lowered his head, a solemn look on his face—but the king wouldn’t stand for it.


  “Enough. Don’t bow to me. We’ve always been enormously indebted to Parnacorta for allowing us to make these pilgrimages. No matter what problems may arise, we won’t hold the Kingdom of Parnacorta responsible. Our nations came to that agreement when this tradition began, as I’m sure you already know.”


  “But if you’d been killed…”


  “Hmph. If that happened, I still think it would be wrong for us to demand you take responsibility.” King Evan nodded thoughtfully. “Not all my citizens might agree, but so be it.”


  “King Evan…”


  “But as long as I’m alive, I can just silence any complaints that may come up. I’m the King of Alectron, after all!” King Evan let out a hearty chuckle.


  He was an even greater king than Sir Osvalt and I had imagined.


  “That brave knight came out of it alive, too, didn’t he? As long as we’re alive, we can help other people, and they can help us. The ripples of hope will only spread further. Don’t you agree?”


  “Yes! Precisely, King Evan!” Sir Osvalt nodded and smiled.


  They really did resemble one another. King Evan had a sunny personality, just like my husband.


  “Now then, come and make this pilgrimage with me. You must be exhausted, Lady Philia, so I feel terrible for asking—but will you grace us with your presence for a while longer?”


  “Of course.”


  On that note, we headed to the Sivaltz Ruins, the holy ground.


  It was unlikely that anything else would obstruct our path, but I couldn’t afford to ease my vigilance. I had to keep my wits about me until Sir Osvalt had fulfilled his responsibility.


   


  ***


   


  “I wouldn’t call it a lengthy journey, but it did take a full day.”


  “I’m just glad the pilgrimage concluded without a hitch.”


  “Yes. You must be especially weary, Philia. Have some tea and put your feet up for a while.”


  It was dark outside, and the sun had set long ago. The pilgrimage was over, and we had returned to our estate for a long-awaited breather.


  We sat side by side on the sofa and chatted over tea.


  “Can you breathe a little easier now that King Evan and his delegates from Alectron have made it home safe?” I asked Sir Osvalt.


  “It’s all thanks to you. There’s no way I could have put a stop to the chaos by myself. Marquis Clandy was more stubborn than I thought he’d be.”


  Marquis Clandy’s meticulously prepared revenge scheme exceeded our expectations. He pursued King Evan with near perfection, even going so far as to predict what Elmhardt would do. If Lena and I had arrived a moment too late, we wouldn’t have been able to stop him.


  “According to his deposition and the investigative report Haruya just handed in, the marquis and Archduke Raden were referred to as ‘partners in crime’ from an early age.”


  “Partners in crime?”


  “Yeah. It was a bond formed in childhood, and later in life almost no one knew about their connection.”


  Marquis Clandy’s extreme fixation was plain to see, though it probably said more about his feelings toward Archduke Raden than anything else.


  “It’s strange, though,” I said. “I still don’t understand that story about Archduke Raden blackmailing him into adopting Elmhardt.”


  That was one part of the story that kept playing on my mind. I was slow to realize that Marquis Clandy was after King Evan because the nature of his relationship with the archduke was a mystery to me.


  “I guess he was just doing the archduke a favor,” said Sir Osvalt. “If it became known that he and the marquis were close, it could have caused problems.”


  “So the archduke always suspected he’d end up rebelling?”


  “I suppose so. He knew the prince would one day become king. He probably planned on welcoming Elmhardt as his son if the rebellion succeeded—but he also had to engineer a way of fooling people if he lost.”


  If Archduke Raden made it look like he’d forced the marquis into taking Elmhardt into his care, it didn’t matter if his son’s true origins came to light. Marquis Clandy would appear innocent.


  If the friendship they shared became public knowledge—well, that would be another story. Marquis Clandy would be branded a friend of the rebel, and the association was sure to have an impact on Elmhardt’s life. Aware that his demise would come at some point, Archduke Raden cut ties with the marquis entirely. It was the logical course of action.


  “But Marquis Clandy couldn’t bear it. Years went by, and he still couldn’t deal with the loss of the archduke. And then Prince Evan became king.”


  “Do you think that was the catalyst?”


  “That’s right. His desire for vengeance was set ablaze, and he put his plot into motion. He circulated rumors to create the illusion that you were his target, only to stage an attack on King Evan when security was low and our guards were down.”


  The marquis had gone as far as disseminating false information as part of his meticulously calculated plan. Even when he set monsters on us at the party and the training grounds, his goal was to confuse us.


  We managed to save King Evan by the skin of our teeth—and only because Elmhardt, battered and bruised, remained committed to his duties.


  “Still, it’s incredible you were able to heal Elmhardt,” remarked Sir Osvalt. “His injuries were horrendous.”


  “I couldn’t just let him die,” I responded. “Not with Lena watching.”


  “Naturally, I’m just glad he’s alive,” he continued. “But if he was fatally wounded, not even you would have been able to save him, would you?”


  “Not a chance. Not even Saint Heal is all-powerful.”


  A saint’s power had its limits. Our spells weren’t omnipotent. If critical organs, such as the heart, were too severely damaged, it would be almost impossible to save a life. Elmhardt had been relatively lucky.


  “His wound has healed without a trace,” I said. “I doubt there will be much scarring. With a little rest, he should be right as rain.”


  “No way! That’s great to hear! That guy’s always getting wounded. Wait. Now that you mention it…”


  My words brought a smile to my husband’s face, but then his brows furrowed in contemplation. It looked like I’d reminded him of something.


  “Was Marquis Clandy out to get Elmhardt all along? He used the Infernal Knife to turn the monsters against him.”


  Sir Osvalt had a point. The monsters injured Elmhardt at every turn: at the training grounds, at the party venue, and in the depths of the forest. Still, something about this theory didn’t sit right with me.


  “Sir Osvalt, I think it might actually be the other way around.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Think about that wound Elmhardt suffered. The strike bypassed his vital organs with uncanny precision, and his internal injuries were merely superficial.”


  What struck me as odd was how benign Elmhardt’s wound was. As soon as I got a close look at it, I could tell he was going to be fine. Urgent care was necessary to stop the bleeding, but once that was staunched, the injury would heal naturally, even without the help of magic. 


  “Are you suggesting the monsters were holding back? But Marquis Clandy took him hostage when he was already hurt.”


  “Well, that much is true…”


  Marquis Clandy was serious about revenge. That went without saying. Having anticipated that he would have to confront me, he made the cowardly decision to take a wounded man hostage. He’d planned meticulously, determined to exact revenge by any means possible.


  “Something still feels strange, though. Marquis Clandy was supposedly going after King Evan, but he got the monsters to strike Elmhardt first.”


  “If his priority was assassinating the king, we’d expect him to attack His Majesty first.”


  “Precisely.”


  “I see where you’re coming from. But didn’t that monster strike from behind? Maybe the marquis just took advantage of Elmhardt in a vulnerable moment.”


  Sir Osvalt’s guess might have been right.


  Lena wasn’t around at that time. All the marquis had to do was immobilize Elmhardt, and there would be nobody around to defend King Evan.


  The king could use magic to defend himself, but once he was outnumbered by monsters, he didn’t stand a chance. Marquis Clandy’s revenge would be complete.


  “That said,” Sir Osvalt continued, “I think your theory might be right.”


  “Oh?”


  “I mean, Elmhardt was injured twice before the pilgrimage even began.”


  “Yes. That’s what made me worry that he was the real target.”


  “Right—but the marquis had plenty of ways to kill Elmhardt if he really wanted to. What if those attacks were intended to remove Elmhardt from his position as a royal guard? To keep him out of the way, rather than to kill him?”


  Sir Osvalt jumped to his feet. Something seemed to have clicked.


  “In fact, I’ve been thinking about why Marquis Clandy kept giving Elmhardt the cold shoulder.”


  “You think he took it to the extreme to maintain the impression that Elmhardt was his own illegitimate child?”


  “That’s what I’m thinking, too. It’s the only thing that explains why he’d treat his best friend’s son so poorly,” said Sir Osvalt. “If he wanted to steer people away from the truth, he had to lean into the cover story.”


  If this incident had shown us anything, it was Marquis Clandy’s intense loyalty to Archduke Raden. Treating Elmhardt as his hated illegitimate son would keep the truth under wraps.


  “Then, when Archduke Raden died, Marquis Clandy’s desire for revenge was ignited.”


  “Yes.”


  “But what if Marquis Clandy knew his plan was going to fail?”


  “What do you mean”


  Marquis Clandy was utterly fixated on revenge. How could he have foreseen that his scheme might fail?


  Aside from having an escape route prepared, I couldn’t think of many other contingencies he could have put in place.


  “If Marquis Clandy failed, the royal family was sure to punish him harshly—no question about it. If, at that point, Elmhardt felt any attachment to the Clandy family…”


  “He might follow in Marquis Clandy’s footsteps and turn to revenge.”


  “Indeed. I doubt Elmhardt would have gone that far, but I can see why the marquis would be concerned for him.”


  In other words, Marquis Clandy didn’t want Elmhardt to tread the same dark path that he had.


  Elmhardt was the son of Archduke Raden, the marquis’s dear friend. Perhaps Marquis Clandy wanted him to live a life untainted by the struggles that he and the archduke had endured.


  That had to be what Sir Osvalt was trying to imply.


  “That’s why, when I pointed out the possibility that Marquis Clandy was holding back, you understood on some level.”


  “Yeah,” Sir Osvalt agreed. “Maybe we’re overthinking it, though. He was badly hurt, after all.”


  “At the end of the day, human emotions are far from simple,” I said. “Sometimes we can love someone and hate them at the same time.”


  I had encountered many kinds of love throughout my life—and equally as many forms of hatred. Sometimes, even the most loving individual could be consumed by a thirst for revenge.


  “You’re right. We never know how someone else really feels.”


  “Still, I agree with your theory. Maybe it’ll bring Elmhardt some peace of mind.”


  “Hah, you’re right! I want that guy to be happy!”


  Sir Osvalt nodded at me, beaming from ear to ear.


  We would never know the real answer, so why not settle on the most compassionate explanation?


  In a way, we were backing out of the issue, but Elmhardt had been hurt enough, both mentally and physically. I felt he needed some kind of hope, no matter how uncertain, to keep moving forward.


  “All we need to deal with now is the Infernal Knife. It caused enough trouble in the Archduke’s Revolt, and its involvement in the marquis’s rebellion has brought its dangers to light once again. I’ve discussed it with my brother, and he decided to seal it away like you suggested.”


  “He agrees with me, then.”


  The Infernal Knife granted its wielder the perilous ability to control monsters at will. Only a select few knew where it was kept, but once it was stolen, all hell broke loose.


  How, then, could we keep it safe?


  I suggested we seal it away with a barrier spell. The idea was simple, ensuring that no one could ever enter the place where it was stored.


  If, by some chance, someone did manage to get in, the Infernal Knife would be further sealed inside a box that only I could open, making it impossible to steal.


  “I wish we could just destroy it,” I sighed.


  “Yeah, but it’s a divine object. You and Rick say there’s no way of predicting what would happen if it were destroyed, and I’m not about to argue with the experts.”


  Destroying an item imbued with that much divine power could have dangerous consequences. The more power one was dealing with, the more careful one had to be.


  For that reason, I recommended a method of sealing the Infernal Knife away without interfering with the weapon itself.


  “My brother wants us to seal it away as soon as we can. I feel bad for asking, but could you join me in the dungeons of the royal palace tomorrow?”


  I responded to Sir Osvalt’s plea with a nod. “Of course.”


   


  ***


   


  It was early the next morning. Sir Osvalt and I descended into the dungeons, where Prince Reichardt was waiting for us.


  “Sorry to call you here so early, Miss Philia.”


  The first words out of Prince Reichardt’s mouth were an apology. He must have been busy the day before, because exhaustion was written all over his face.


  “You look exhausted, Your Highness. My healing magic can help with fatigue. Could you spare me a minute?”


  “I hate to trouble you with something like that, but since you’re offering, some assistance would be greatly appreciated.”


  “No problem at all!” I used my magic to alleviate Prince Reichardt’s fatigue.


  “Thank you. I feel as though I’ve just awakened from a deep sleep. You never let me down, Miss Philia.”


  “I’m happy to be of use.”


  “Now then, let’s jump straight to the issue at hand. I want you to seal the Infernal Knife in there.”


  Prince Reichardt pointed to a chamber. We had cleared it out so that a box containing the Infernal Knife could be kept there. I could then cast sealing spells on the box and the room itself.


  “This divine object is a very precious artifact. It could even be described as one of Parnacorta’s treasures,” I said. “Are you sure you want to seal it away?”


  “The Infernal Knife was wielded against us, the royal family of Parnacorta, sixteen years ago. Just days ago, the King of Alectron came close to losing his life because of it. Valuable or not, it’s far too sinister to call a treasure. Please go ahead and seal it off.”


  Without a hint of hesitation, Prince Reichardt handed me the Infernal Knife.


  “Understood. I’ll take full responsibility for sealing it away.”


  “Thank you,” the prince replied. “You’re a saint, Philia. I know we’re in safe hands.”


  I placed the Infernal Knife in the box that sat on a pedestal inside. When I closed the lid, a loud click echoed through the room.


  The box was a magic tool that only my magic could open. If I infused my magic into the lid while closing it, no one else would be able to open it again. It wouldn’t yield to an iron hammer.


  “No one will be able to open it now,” I announced.


  “It it safe to touch?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Sir Osvalt placed his hand on the box and attempted to open the lid.


  “W-would you look at that? No amount of force will make it budge.” Sir Osvalt looked at me, his voice filled with awe. “Pretty incredible stuff.”


  If it were any other precious article we were preserving, this amount of safeguarding would suffice—but the Knife was another beast entirely.


  “Still, someone could just take the box out of the room. Let me put a seal in place to ensure no one can get anywhere near the pedestal, as planned.”


  “In that case, Osvalt and I should probably get out of your way. This job’s in your hands, Miss Philia,” said Prince Reichardt.


  “Good idea.” I nodded, and Sir Osvalt and Prince Reichardt left the room.


  It was time to move on to the next stage: creating an impenetrable magic cage. In principle, it was similar to constructing a barrier.


  First, I made a prayer and created a small pillar of light. Then I erected pillars of light around the pedestal. Lastly, I deployed a magical barrier that fended off all potential intruders, not just monsters.


  “No one will be able to get anywhere near the Infernal Knife now.”


  I shared the news with Sir Osvalt and Reichardt, who were waiting for me outside the room.


  “Thanks. You’re a hero, Philia,” said Sir Osvalt.


  “I’m sorry for troubling you with this. We can feel at ease now.”


  I responded with a bow. “No need to thank me. As a saint, this is part of my job.”


   


  Now that the Infernal Knife was safe, we all had one less worry.


   


  ***


   


  “Aren’t you tired? You used a lot of different spells back there.”


  We were on our way back from the royal palace. Inside our carriage, Sir Osvalt looked at me with concern.


  “I’m fine. It’s no different from setting up barriers while I’m carrying out my usual duties. In fact, it was easier.”


   


  The barriers I normally put up were designed to block monsters and monsters alone. Theoretically, a cage that prohibited anyone or anything from getting inside was simpler to construct. While dubbing it an “impenetrable cage” was a little over the top, it was by no means complicated.


  “That’s good, then,” replied Sir Osvalt. “Incidentally, my brother told me something while you were praying in the other room. Elmhardt’s condition has improved considerably. Philip gave him an update last night.”


  “That’s wonderful to hear.”


  I had already patched up Elmhardt’s wounds. All he needed was a few days of rest, and he would be back to full health. I wasn’t surprised that he was able to recover more quickly than most.


   


  “He also said Elmhardt hopes to visit us when he returns to the Parnacorta Knights. It was a relief to hear that.”


  “It was?”


  “Yeah. I was nervous that he’d take the blame for what happened and resign.”


   


  Sir Osvalt’s concern was more than justified. After all, Elmhardt’s adoptive and biological fathers were both linked to the attacks. He was in no way responsible for his fathers’ crimes, but it was still bound to weigh on his mind.


  “He must have decided to move forward with his life,” I remarked.


  “Yeah. I sure hope so.”


  We exchanged looks, smiled at each other, and rejoiced at the news of Elmhardt’s recovery.


   


  ***


   


  “I sincerely apologize for the problems I have caused. Starting tomorrow, I shall return to the Parnacorta Knights—and I have Lady Philia to thank for that.”


  About a week after the royal pilgrimage came to a close, Elmhardt, fully recovered, visited our mansion.


  “Oh! You’re better already?”


  “Prince Osvalt, I was just as surprised as you are. It was harder for me to recover in the past, but this time Lady Philia was there to fix every trace of harm. I made a full recovery remarkably quickly.”


  My hurry to heal him had paid off, and Elmhardt had returned to full health without any lasting consequences.


  If a saint was too late to act, not even a Saint Heal could fully mend an injury, so I was grateful I’d made it in time. I’d heard rumors that he was recovering, but it was a relief to see him looking so well.


  “No need to push yourself,” Sir Osvalt chuckled. “No one’s gonna complain if you decide to take a little more time out.”


  Even if Elmhardt was feeling better, jumping straight to vigorous exercise as soon as he’d recovered would place enormous strain on his body. In my view, a week of recuperation wasn’t really enough.


  “No, I’m not going back into service, per se. I’m just completing the handover ahead of my retirement. It won’t be particularly taxing.”


  “What?!”


  Startled, Sir Osvalt and I exchanged looks of surprise. Was he upset enough to retire after all?


  “Elmhardt… Are you going to leave the Parnacorta Knights?”


  “Yes, Your Highness! I plan to leave my life as a knight behind and assist Gene Delon at the dojo. He invited me to work there after I retire the last time we met.”


  Gene was Philip’s grandfather and the former commander of the Parnacorta Knights. Sir Osvalt and I had visited his dojo on our honeymoon.


  “Why don’t you stay on a little longer? You can take as many breaks as you like. For the Parnacorta Knights, letting go of a knight like you would be a tremendous loss.”


  “You think too highly of me, Your Highness.” Elmhardt spoke slowly, his shoulders slumping. “Both my adoptive father and my birth father rebelled against the throne. I have no right to protect this kingdom.”


  “I won’t force you to stay if it hurts you. But for what it’s worth, Philia and I would never hold a child accountable for their parents’ mistakes.”


  “He’s right. I understand why you’re taking this so seriously, Elmhardt, but try not to torment yourself with guilt.”


  “Prince Osvalt… Lady Philia… I appreciate your kind words, but I’ve already made up my mind.”


  With a refined bow, Elmhardt acknowledged our sentiments. He looked smaller, somehow, but the look in his eyes was as strong as ever. His determination was clear.


  At that moment, Lena entered. “The tea’s ready. Coming through.”


  Elmhardt glanced at her. “May I speak to Lena?” he asked.


  “Feel free,” replied Sir Osvalt. “Sit down, Lena.”


  “Okey-dokey.”


  Come to think of it, that was the first time I’d seen Elmhardt initiate a conversation with her.


  “I’m sorry we couldn’t have a proper conversation before, Lena. As I just discussed with Prince Osvalt, I’ve decided to leave the Parnacorta Knights. So—”


  “Whaaat?! You’re quitting? But you can’t! I won’t let you!”


  I was surprised to hear Lena cut him off. She always let people finish their thoughts.


  “B-but I’ve decided to leave. I was just about to tell you what I’m doing next—”


  “There is no ‘next’! You’re the greatest knight around, Sir Elmhardt! There’s still so much more you can do!”


  “Lena…”


  Lena slammed a fist on the table and sprang to her feet. She stormed toward Elmhardt with a fierce glare. The contrast to her usual gentle nature was startling.


  “Don’t let the past defeat you, Sir Elmhardt! Didn’t you become a knight so you could rise above your upbringing?”


  “What?” Lena’s words struck Elmhardt like a bolt of lightning. His eyes widened.


  A realization seemed to dawn over him.


  “I became a knight so I wouldn’t be defeated?” Elmhardt’s voice trembled as his right hand clenched into a fist. “You’re right—I did pick up the spear in the hope of changing things.”


  As I suspected, losing Elmhardt as a knight wouldn’t just be a major blow to the kingdom—it could take a serious toll on his emotional well-being.


  “Things turned out okay this time,” said Sir Osvalt, “but who knows what dangers Parnacorta will face in the future? Don’t you want to be there to help? Talent like yours is hard to find.”


  “Sir Osvalt knows talent when he sees it,” I said. “Please, Elmhardt. Lend my husband a hand.”


  We begged Elmhardt to stay with the Parnacorta Knights, convinced that it was the best thing for his future, too.


  “Oof. Going against Lena’s wishes is hard enough…but there’s no way I can dismiss the pleas of the second prince and his wife.”


  “Sorry to put you in that position,” said Sir Osvalt. “Still, I believe you’ll be of great help to our country.”


  “I believe in you, too, Sir Elmhardt!”


  Sir Osvalt and Lena both smiled at Sir Elmhardt, who grimaced. Something had shifted. I was sure of it.


  “It’ll be hard to live as a knight while carrying such a heavy burden. I still feel the urge to run away from it all.”


  He spoke in a low, impassive tone, but this time there was no trace of despair. In fact, I could detect a hint of determination.


  “And yet I feel compelled to devote myself to Saint Philia and the royal family. I suppose the life of a knight is the only path for me.”


  “Elmhardt! Does that mean you’re going to stick with the Parnacorta Knights?”


  “Embarrassing as it is, I would like to retract my decision to retire.”


  As he made this announcement, Elmhardt looked both refreshed and relieved.


  “Oh, Sir Elmhardt! I’m so happy! I’ll keep being your biggest fan!”


  “Thank you, Lena. You’ve reminded me of what really matters.”


  Lena threw herself into his arms. Elmhardt softly embraced her and thanked her for her encouragement.


  He looked content—and more like his usual self.


  “Oh yeah, Sir Elmhardt. Didn’t you have something you were gonna say to me?”


  Come to think of it, he had been in the middle of saying something when she interrupted him. They’d been totally sidetracked by the mention of his retirement.


  “Oh, that? Well, I was planning to move to the mountains after quitting the Parnacorta Knights…and I was going to ask you to join me.”


  “Huh? Does that mean what I think it does?”


  Elmhardt stood, then kneeled in front of Lena.


  “You are my ray of hope. I hated the idea of tying you down in any way, but I simply can’t afford to lose you. Will you stay by my side for the rest of my life? I promise to keep you safe, no matter what obstacles we encounter.”


  With that, he produced a small box from his breast pocket and opened the lid. Inside was a ring. The sparkling aquamarine stone, crystal-clear and as blue as the sky, seemed to bestow a blessing on the couple.


  “Sir Elmhardt! Talk about a late proposal! I’ve been your fiancée for ages!”


  “Oh? Yes, I suppose you’re right—but I wanted to respect your wishes and ask for your hand.”


  “What a pretty ring!” Lena beamed with delight as she plucked the ring from its box. “Take a look, Lady Philia!”


  “Oh, yes. It is rather beautiful.”


  “Um, Lena? Aren’t you going to give Elmhardt an answer?”


  “Huh? Oh yeah! He already knows what I’m going to say, though! I know I still have a lot to learn, but I accept your proposal!”


  “Ah. Thank you.”


  There was no one as sweet and pure-hearted as Lena. Unhappiness didn’t suit her.


  “Is something the matter, Lady Philia?”


  “Not at all.”


  A single teardrop had silently rolled down my cheek, too fleeting for the two men to notice. For a moment, Lena appeared surprised, but it didn’t take long for her signature smile to come back.
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  I could tell from her expression that she was truly content.


  That was when I realized that she was finally free of her worries.


  Lena’s mental fortitude had no bounds. She must have been determined to keep a smile on her face, even when she was consumed by anxiety.


  “Find a replacement for your position, Elmhardt.”


  “Prince Osvalt? What are you talking about?”


  “I’ll arrange for you to be posted to the capital regiment of the Parnacorta Knights as soon as you return to work. That way, you’ll be able to see Lena whenever you like.”


  “Y-you don’t have to be so kind,” said Elmhardt, flustered.


  “It’s my way of congratulating you on your engagement. Just accept it.”


  “I’m humbled. I’ll strive to repay the favor through my work.”


  He stood, back straight, then bowed to Sir Osvalt.


  Sir Osvalt’s gesture showed real consideration. I never could have come up with such a thoughtful engagement gift.


  “There’s no harm in taking a little advantage of my authority, is there, Philia?”


  I laughed. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”


  He looked over his shoulder at me, wearing a mischievous smile. I couldn’t help but smile, too.


  It was so much fun to share my thoughts with the person I loved. I wanted Lena to experience that feeling, too.


  Epilogue


   


  “ELMHARDT HAS SUCCESSFULLY completed the handoff. He’ll be transferred to the regiment in the capital very soon.” 


  “That’s good to hear.”


  It had been about two weeks since Elmhardt proposed to Lena.


  When Sir Osvalt shared the news, I was genuinely happy. Lena’s life was about to become even more fulfilling.


  “It sounds like he’s found himself a new home, too—somewhere nearby, where he and Lena can live together.”


  “That’s lovely. Lena must have been pleased to hear that.”


  “I’m not so sure,” replied Sir Osvalt, forcing a smile.


  “What?” I cocked my head to one side, confused. I thought Lena would be pleased that Elmhardt had chosen to live nearby.


  Lena piped up. “I want to stay with you, Lady Philia.”


  “Lena? What makes you say that? You could just live with Elmhardt and commute here for work.”


  This took me aback. I’d always assumed that Lena would live with Elmhardt once he moved to the capital.


  “I want to live under the same roof as my mistress! It’s key to perfecting the art of being a maid. I’ll move in with Sir Elmhardt once I’ve honed my skills to perfection!”


  “How many years will that take?”


  “Hey. Don’t belittle me, Prince Osvalt. I’m on the cusp of becoming the most amazing maid imaginable!”


  I wasn’t sure why she was so hung up on that idea, but she clearly wasn’t going to let it go. As grateful as I was to have her around, I couldn’t help but feel bad for Elmhardt.


  “Are you sure about this? I’ll still have Himari and Leonardo around at night. And you can take as many days off as you please.”


  Lena trudged over to me, a tearful look on her face. “But Himari was talking about leaving the country…”


  I was starting to feel overwhelmed. Surely I hadn’t been that insensitive. It wasn’t as though she was leaving for good.


  “I already discussed things with Sir Elmhardt. We decided to live separately, at least until the wedding.”


  In that case, I was happy. I’d failed to consider that she and Elmhardt weren’t married yet.


  “All right. I look forward to the wedding. I bet you’ll look lovely in your dress.”


  “I can’t wait,” Lena giggled.


  I loved the idea of all of us giving her our blessing on her big day.


  What would it be like to attend a friend’s wedding? It was going to be a new experience. I was already anxious to find out.


  “If there’s anything you need for your wedding preparations, feel free to let me know,” Sir Osvalt cheerfully volunteered. He must have been excited for her, too.


  “Thank you.”


  “It does feel strange, though,” I said. “It hasn’t been that long since Sir Osvalt and I were married, and now we have another wedding around the corner.”


  “It won’t be the last one you’re invited to, either. You’re part of the royal family now.”


  “Still, it’s different when a close friend is getting married, isn’t it?” I laughed. “I can’t wait.”


  “I guess that’s true,” he chuckled. “Let’s make it a celebration to remember.”


  Sir Osvalt and I smiled at one another.


  The mere thought of Lena getting married was enough to make my heart sing. Her happiness felt like my own. I hoped it wasn’t the last time I’d be able to experience that.


  “Um, guys? I think there’s a more important wedding before mine.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I came into this room for a reason, you know! You’ve got mail.”


  Lena handed me two letters. It wasn’t difficult to guess what they were about.


  “This is from the royal household of Girtonia. And this is from Mia. Are these what I think they are?”


  “Read them.”


  “Okay…” I said. “Sir Osvalt! Girtonia’s royal family is inviting us to Mia’s and Prince Fernand’s wedding ceremony! It sounds like they’ve fixed a date!”


  My beloved little sister’s wedding. I was so excited to read the news that my voice rose to a shout.


  Mia was finally getting married. This was no surprise, of course—she was charming, lovable, and altogether flawless.


  Be that as it may, getting to celebrate the beginning of her next stage in life was truly special. She was my one and only sister, and she meant the world to me.


  “She and Prince Fernand are finally getting hitched, huh? I’m so pleased for them!”


  “That’s kind of you to say.”


  “What great news, Lady Philia,” said Lena.


  “It is. I’m delighted to hear it…”


  Before I knew it, my tear ducts began to sting, but it was too early for tears. I needed to save them for the big day.


  I wanted to etch the sight of her at the altar onto my memory—but then again, my blurry, tear-filled eyes would probably make that difficult.


  “We’ve heard a lot of sad stories lately, but with Mia’s and Lena’s happy news, it feels like things are finally looking up.”


  “You’re right, Sir Osvalt. A happier future awaits all of us. I’m sure!”


  I was just being idealistic, but I was eager to turn that vision into a reality.
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  I wanted to make the people I cared about smile. Not just in my role as a saint, but as a fellow human being.


  That was the life I’d decided to pursue.


   


  ***


   


  That evening, I lounged on the sofa, thinking about my home country.


  “…lia? Philia?”


  “Oh? Sir Osvalt? I’m sorry. I was zoning out.”


  “That’s not like you. You didn’t even respond to me calling your name.”


  “I was just thinking about Mia. The news made me a bit emotional.”


  Life moved at a dizzying pace. Before I knew it, the world around me had changed dramatically. Sometimes, those changes left me disoriented.


  “It’s really wonderful that Mia and Lena are moving forward in life. But it’s hard to know how to feel. I’ve been thinking—is it right for a saint to be so preoccupied with the happiness of the people she loves?”


  I recalled the words Marquis Clandy used when he revealed his treacherous intentions.


  “I may be a marquis—but first and foremost, I am a friend of the archduke.”


  He placed personal loyalty above his title, a choice that drove him to extreme measures.


  “Hmm… I see where you’re coming from. You’re a real saint, Philia.”


  Sir Osvalt offered me his hand, gazing at me.


  I took hold of it and stood up. He smiled at me.


  “Look. The sun is setting.”


  “It’s deep red. How beautiful.”


  The two of us stood by the window and watched the setting sun. The bright, shimmering globe slowly disappeared behind the mountains. Its light, which had illuminated everything around us, vanished from the sky, allowing night to fall in its place.


  “Until recently, sunsets used to make me feel lonely,” said Sir Osvalt.


  “I know what you mean. Knowing that the day is ending makes me feel empty inside.”


  “It’s strange, though,” he continued. “Ever since I started living with you, it’s been the opposite.” 


  “It has?”


  He bent so that our eyes were level, then pointed at the setting sun.


  “These days, it makes me excited for the next day. I enjoy wondering what kind of things we’ll get up to together.”


  “Sir Osvalt…”


  I felt the same way as he did.


  One never knew what was around the corner, but with him by my side, the future always looked bright.


  “Lena and Elmhardt deserve the right to experience that, too, don’t you think?”


  “Yes. I still want to help as many people as possible…but I also want happiness for the people I care about. I want to see them with smiles on their faces.”


  I was being selfish again. I recognized that.


  That didn’t bother me, though. Compared to the joy of seeing the people I loved embrace their bright futures, my little flaws felt trivial.


  My perspective had changed.


  “I don’t think that’s how saints are supposed to be, though. I can’t help but question if it’s inappropriate for the Saint of Parnacorta to wish for those things. A saint is meant to dedicate her life to the masses, doing everything in her power to secure her kingdom’s prosperity.”


  “Caring about the people close to you, or caring about the masses. This dilemma is very you, Philia. Still, I think you can do both.”


  “I can?”


  A saint existed to enrich her country and help as many of its citizens as possible. I enjoyed the life I’d been living, but what if I started neglecting that duty?


  As usual, when I opened up about my reservations, Sir Osvalt gave me the reassurance I needed.


  “Don’t worry. Everyone who crosses paths with you is grateful for what you do. I’m sure they’ll lend a hand if you need it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If you have to carry out a mass rescue, a network of allies will make you far more powerful. I’ll help in any way I can, no matter how minor. And Mia and Erza will be right behind you, too.”


  Sir Osvalt’s perspective always put my mind at ease. I always knew I wasn’t alone, but I’d never considered how much power that gave me.


  “You’ll be fine. You’re making progress—far more progress than I have.”


  “You made the pilgrimage a fantastic success, Sir Osvalt.”


  “No, I’m nowhere near my brother’s level. He would have handled things more competently.” Sir Osvalt’s smile tightened. “He might have prevented those attacks from happening in the first place.”


  “Of course, Prince Reichardt excels at certain things, but you have your own strengths, Sir Osvalt. I’m sure King Evan saw that.”


  “I hope so. Sorry for venting. I just assured you that everything would be fine, and here I am, questioning myself.”


  The sun was about to vanish. The light streaming through the window was slowly fading.


  Before I realized it, I was taking Sir Osvalt by the hand and pulling him toward me.


  He tensed for a second. I could tell he was startled, but he didn’t say a word.


  He’s colder than I thought he’d be.


  As soon as that thought struck me, I squeezed my arms tighter around his broad back, hoping to give him some of my warmth.


  I wanted him to realize how many lives his kindness had touched. In some small way, I wanted to show him that everyone appreciated his warmth.


  “Philia…”


  When I heard him say my name, embarrassment hit me. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”


  Sir Osvalt’s eyes widened a little, too. Then his cheeks reddened. I suspected that I was blushing, too.


  I gently averted my gaze, then pulled him close again.


  “Thanks. You were just trying to comfort me, weren’t you?”


  “Y-yeah, I suppose I was.”


  “I feel better, thanks to you.”


  He whispered those words into my ear, which made my face burn even more.


  “I suppose I was.”


  Could I have sounded any more pathetic? It didn’t feel right to leave things on that note.


  “Let me try again.”


  “What?”


  I turned to face Sir Osvalt with renewed resolve.


  I placed a hand on his chest, stood on tiptoe, and kissed him.


  I think my embarrassment is going to kill me.


  My heart was racing so fast, it was deafening. I was convinced he could hear it.


  When I moved my face away, Sir Osvalt’s eyes were still open wide.


  “Philia. What was that?”


  “Do you feel a little better now?”


  Sir Osvalt’s eyes widened even more. Then he started to laugh out loud. “That’s one way of cheering me up!”


  “W-was that odd of me?”


  I hadn’t expected him to laugh. In fact, he was belly-laughing. This time, I was the one blinking in confusion.


  Once he’d finished roaring with laughter, Sir Osvalt pulled me into another close embrace.


  “I feel so much better. My spirits couldn’t be higher.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  When I looked into his golden eyes, still sparkling as they did in the daylight, a smile spread across my face.


  We were marching toward a bright future together. Our hearts were always as one.


  Bonus Story:
A Letter from My Big Sister


   


  “MOTHER HILDA! Philia replied to my invite! She’s coming to the wedding!”


  Letter in hand, I shared the news with my adoptive mother, who was enjoying her nighttime tipple.


  It had been about six months since Philia’s own wedding. At long last, Prince Fernand and I were tying the knot.


  “Pipe down, won’t you? There’s no need to make such a fuss. We all knew Philia was going to turn up.”


  “W-well, sure, but I’m still pleased. She was kind enough to write me a letter, even though I knew what her response would be.”


  Mother Hilda’s point was impossible to argue against…but I couldn’t help but get worked up. I was so happy to get a response from my big sister.


  “I understand your excitement. Still, you need to learn to keep your cool when the situation demands it. You’re the future queen consort.”


  “Th-the queen consort… I know, but it sounds so serious when you say it out loud. I feel kinda scared now.”


  “It’s a little late for doubts, don’t you think? You’re not the type to get the pre-wedding jitters.”


  “How do you know?”


  I tried to snap back, but the truth was, I felt weirdly calm about the whole thing.


  I don’t know if it was because Prince Fernand had been so considerate, or if I’d been too focused on my duties as a saint, but I hadn’t given much thought to my new role. I knew I’d have even more responsibilities, but that was about it.


  “It’s rare for a saint to become a queen in our kingdom, isn’t it?” I said. “I mean, Philia was the first from the Adenauer family to get engaged to a royal.”


  “Until the current king came to power, it was generally frowned upon for a saint to marry someone of high status. I suppose the public didn’t want saints to hold too much influence, given how powerful they already were. That’s why people didn’t object to me marrying Kamil.”


  “Yeah, Kamil was an apothecary from Gyptia. It’s a good thing you didn’t have any marriage obligations here in Girtonia, so you were free to marry him.”


  Come to think of it, Philia’s reputation as the “greatest saint in history” had made a huge impact. Maybe that was why His Majesty arranged for her to marry that stupid prince.


  “It’s not uncommon in other countries, though. The previous king of Alectron married the saint of his kingdom. You knew that, didn’t you?”


  “Oh yeah. It totally slipped my mind.”


  “For goodness’ sake… You need to read up on international history before the wedding. It’d be reprehensible to negotiate with other nations without knowing their backgrounds—”


  “I’ll study! I’ll study, I promise!” I vowed. “Speaking of Alectron, I hear the royal family went on pilgrimage to Parnacorta. My big sis mentioned it in her letter.”


  Fed up with being lectured, I practically thrust Philia’s letter into Mother Hilda’s hands. By the sounds of it, the pilgrimage hadn’t been smooth sailing.


  “The royal family of Alectron visited their holy ground?”


  “They worship a goddess instead of following the Cremoux faith, right?” I said. “It’s kinda ironic that the king’s mother was a Cremoux saint.”


  “That’s precisely why his father married a saint,” Mother Hilda clarified. “While the Cremoux religion doesn’t tend to view other sects as heretical, the senior members of the international church don’t think very favorably of them. The country has to prove they take the Cremoux religion seriously.”


  It was a complex situation, but I gathered that the wedding was arranged to appease the dominant religion on the continent…I guess?


  Whatever the case, Alectron was a weird country. They designated some ruins in Parnacorta as their holy ground, sacred to their goddess.


  Ugh, I really needed to study history. Philia probably knew all about that stuff.


  “Philia must have been actively involved with the pilgrimage, since she’s a member of the royal family now. I’m sure I don’t need to worry about her, but…”


  “But what? Don’t look at me like that. Just say it straight. You want me to follow her example, don’t you?”


  “You already are. I’m just aware that you’re still a work in progress. I was trying to work out how to put it nicely.”


  “You’re so mean!”


  I knew I could be obsessive about my sister, but recently I’d begun to notice how proud Aunt Hilda was of her, too.


  Everyone knew how talented she was, but Hilda never stopped praising her. It was like she was trying to compensate for all the times she’d held it in before.


  She only ever voiced those lovely compliments in front of me, though.


  “Maybe you should say that stuff to her face once in a while. I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”


  “Huh? What are you talking about now, Mia?”


  “Figure it out for yourself,” I responded. “You’ll have to excuse me. I have some studying to do.”


  It wasn’t long until I got to see Philia again.


  I couldn’t wait.


  I was ready to put in the hard work. If I wanted to accomplish even a fraction of what Philia Adenauer, the greatest saint in history, had achieved, I needed to put my best foot forward.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU TO ALL of my readers for picking up a copy of Volume 6.


  This time, we focused on Lena’s story.


  Ayakita made young Leonardo look so handsome in the manga adaptation, so I wanted to include a glimpse into his past.


  Masami’s illustrations were amazing, too!


  All of them were incredible, from the front cover to the pictures at the end!


  In the next volume, I want to shine the spotlight on Mia.


  I imagine the illustrations I’m going to ask Masami to draw as I come up with the plotlines. If the next volume gets published, I’d love for you to give it a read.


  If you haven’t read it yet, the fifth volume of the manga, illustrated by Ayakita, is a real page-turner, so I encourage you to pick up a copy of that, too!


  On that note, I hope we meet again!


  —FUYUTSUKI KOKI
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