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      The Story So Far


      Liliana is the daughter of Duke Clarke, the head of one of the kingdom’s three most prominent ducal families. On her sixth birthday, a hex imprinted on a gift from her mother steals her voice. At the same time, she regains memories of a past life and realizes she’s the villainess of an otome game, fated to die for her sins no matter whom the protagonist romances. Worse still, she’s already the leading candidate to marry Crown Prince Riley, the game’s main love interest.


      Yet despite her grim prospects, Liliana leverages her character’s exceptional magical talent and discovers she can cast spells without incantations—a feat no one has achieved before her.




      Even after she learns to defend herself with silent magic, Liliana continues to play the part of a simple mute girl—unable to call for help, seemingly unable to protect herself, and of next to no political value. Between lessons and magical experiments, she occasionally crosses paths with Riley and his friend Austin, another romanceable hero from the game. Their behavior hints at a palace power struggle even more imminent than she expected, but the game never mentioned the kingdom enduring such a long stretch of instability.


      Duke Clarke isn’t just one of the three most powerful dukes; he’s also the kingdom’s premier, and he has plenty of enemies. Liliana begins to move in secret, determined to protect herself not only from the game’s grim endings but also from her father’s political opposition.




      As her brother Clyde nears his eleventh birthday, Liliana is invited to a celebration in Fortier, one of Duke Clarke’s domains. A mage named Petra escorts her, sent by the Ministry of Magic, and the two bond over apple juice and lessons about hexes. Upon their arrival, however, Liliana receives a painful reminder of how strained her family relationships truly are.


      On the journey home, Liliana encounters a swarm. Leaving Marianne, her handmaiden, in Petra’s care, she teleports through the besieged town, purging both the monsters and the miasma. Ordinarily, only the highest tier of light magic can eradicate a swarm, and it requires a group of holy mages working in concert. Liliana, however, draws on her vast mana reserves and past-life knowledge to cast light magic more efficiently—and exterminates the swarm alone. In the process, she saves two mercenaries, Gildo and Olga, and later hires them as her guards. Conveniently, neither of them ever appeared in the game.




      Liliana returns safely to the estate on the outskirts of Hudore, built by her late uncle and now serving as her home. Because Petra and her superior, Ben Draco—the Ministry of Magic’s vice minister—were also absent from the game, Liliana confides in them and regains her voice with their assistance. When she sees Petra’s genuine joy at hearing her speak again, an unfamiliar warmth blooms in her chest, only to be immediately replaced by a throbbing headache. She brushes it off and resumes her life of feigned muteness, all the while wondering what to make of the vivid, unnervingly realistic dreams that visit her now and then.




      One early afternoon, Liliana asks why Marianne seems so dejected. The handmaiden explains that abductions have been rising in her home domain, and that a friend of her brother has gone missing in Hudore. Liliana offers to help and meets with Marianne’s father, Marquess Kenneth, whose prolonged stay in the royal capital seems more than coincidental. In private, Liliana reveals that she has regained her voice and can use simple magic.


      By combining a spell with a hex, Liliana uncovers clues pointing to where the abducted children are being held. Only Gildo interprets them correctly—and he deliberately misleads the others so he can rescue his own people among the captives: children of Alvaldi. Liliana sees through the deception, uses her magic to track him to the true location, and joins him. Together, they successfully rescue the abductees.


      Indebted to Liliana, Gildo agrees to remain as her official guard, alongside Olga.




      After the children arrive at his estate, Marquess Kenneth orders his nephew—the captain of the royal order’s Seventh Corps—to keep an eye on Liliana, having noticed the astonishing talents she keeps hidden. Meanwhile, Riley must endure the contempt of powerful nobles. To make them listen and take him seriously, he and Austin decide to form a faction of similarly aged children, the exact opposite of Liliana’s decision to face her fate alone.




      Defying the game’s story won’t be enough for Liliana. In this world, trouble surrounds her at every turn. She can’t trust her family, the number of assassins hired by who knows whom keeps growing, and monster attacks are becoming increasingly frequent. She has only once-lost pawns—people who never appeared in the game—to rely on, but how will they change her fate?




      As unrest grows throughout the kingdom, Liliana’s future remains shrouded in mystery.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Crimson and the Merchant


      In a luxurious, dimly lit room thick with incense, a robed man stood petrified. Before him sat another man in an ornate armchair, dressed in finery, idly running his fingers over the chessboard on the table beside him.


      “I had such high hopes for you,” he said, his tone sardonic.


      The robed man’s voice caught in his throat. His face twisted in fear, and he trembled from head to toe, his corpulent body drenched in cold sweat despite the comfortable temperature of the room.


      “You were so confident when you accepted the task,” the man in the armchair went on, as casually as if he were discussing tomorrow’s weather.


      “Yes, but... I...”


      “You know how I feel about excuses, don’t you?”


      The robed man snapped his mouth shut and wiped his forehead with the hem of his robe for what felt like the umpteenth time. Across from him, the seated man frowned and exhaled through his nose in quiet contempt.


      “Swarms have been on the decline ever since,” he said. “I hope you haven’t wasted the materials I provided.”


      “O-Of course not...” the robed man replied, frantic.


      The finely dressed man gave him a look that seemed to say, “That had better be true.” Then he continued, “I’m looking forward to the final act. The Ministry of Magic isn’t the only variable to consider—there’s also the royal order. Miss this chance, and you won’t get another.”


      At the cold ultimatum, the robed man bowed deeply, his face paler than ever.


      The seated man waved away the target of his rebuke, watching as he scuttled out of the room. Then he snapped his fingers. His butler appeared behind him, poured warm wine into a glass, and placed it neatly in his master’s hand.


      “How’s the contraption in the dungeon?” the man asked.


      “Looser still,” the butler replied matter-of-factly.


      “Good. Word of that young mage’s actions had me concerned.”


      “They say there is no suspicion the swarms are man-made.”


      The man nodded, satisfied, savoring the smell of the incense as he gently rocked the glass in his hand. “It’s been so long,” he said in high spirits. “Setting up the grand finale will take time—but once it’s done, my hero will finally return.”


      The butler said nothing. He knew how much his master loved to soliloquize. Masking his presence, he quietly returned to his duties.


      “To that end, anyone who stands in my way must be dealt with.”


      As his deep voice filled the dim room, the man flicked the white rook from the chessboard and sent it clattering to the floor.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana Alexandra Clarke, daughter of one of Slivegrandia’s three most prominent ducal families, was reading a letter from the crown prince.


      Well, this is unusual. Strange, even.


      Though still only a candidate to be his fiancée, Liliana met with Riley on a fairly regular basis. Their meetings had grown less frequent as the prince took on more government work, but they still shared the latest happenings in their lives through letters.


      This time, however, the prince wanted her to accompany him on an inspection.


      He’s going to one of my father’s duchies. My brother will be there too.


      The duke had already given his permission. They were to lodge at one of his estates, where Liliana’s grandparents often stayed.


      How bothersome that he’s involved...


      Liliana had last encountered the duke on her return from Fortier, after attending Clyde’s debut. As she was leaving the site of the swarm attack, she had seen him in his coach—and he had unmistakably mouthed the words, “What, you’re alive?” Her opinion of him had promptly sunk to a new low.


      The invitation makes sense, though. Crimson fabrics are a specialty of the duchy and one of the kingdom’s major industries.


      Riley intended to visit the southernmost of Duke Clarke’s duchies, which specialized in producing crimson cloth. An entire river was dyed for the process, which meant only a single color could be made. The fiery hue was popular not only at home but abroad as well, and the method was forbidden anywhere else in the kingdom.


      Before the duchy had developed its own crimson fabrics, they had been imported from the Empire of Yunatian. Their popularity had encouraged the empire to keep its production method secret, but when tensions rose and trade between the two countries ground to a halt, many in Slivegrandia attempted to develop their own crimson dye. Only one duchy succeeded.


      The process demanded a clean river, for one thing. The duchy also had access to kermes—a species of scaled insect required to produce the crimson color—as well as alum, which made the dye adhere to fabric. Neither was easy to obtain. Alum could be replaced with tartar, lime, or wood ash, but its use increased the value of the local crimson.


      Kermes are common in the countries to the south, but it’s much cheaper to source them domestically.


      Even so, crimson fabrics were far more expensive than other colors. They were both an important source of revenue for the duchy and a protected industry for the kingdom. Once, the duchy’s crimson cloth had even been presented to the royal family, embroidered with pearls and gold.


      There was nothing strange about the inspection, nor about Clyde accompanying Riley in the premier’s place; it seemed a natural result of the current political climate. What didn’t make sense was why Liliana had been invited.


      What could this mean? Oh, but...


      This year, Marianne had turned sixteen—the age at which one debuted to high society. She would likely wear a dress made at home, but she would need others for the soirees that followed.


      I should gift her a crimson dress, if she wants one.


      Liliana had never taken much joy in choosing birthday presents for her family, but she liked picturing her handmaiden in a beautiful dress. She still wasn’t looking forward to the inspection, but at least it no longer felt quite so bleak.


      Liliana summoned Marianne and began preparing for the trip. Their destination lay much farther away than Fortier.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Clear skies welcomed the day of Liliana’s departure. The crown prince’s procession had already left the palace and made its way to her estate, where she was to join them. As she stepped outside with Gildo and Olga, Riley and Clyde were waiting at the entrance.


      “It’s been a while, Lily,” her brother, Clyde, said with a smile. “What a beauty you’ve grown into.”


      Liliana returned the greeting with a ladylike bow. Only half a month had passed since she had last seen Riley, but she hadn’t seen Clyde in some time; he had stopped attending the prince’s gatherings of late. Now twelve, he had shot up in height, and his face had grown a little more mature.


      Riley stepped forward and offered Liliana his hand. She let him escort her to his coach while Marianne, Gildo, and Olga loaded their luggage.


      “Lord Riley, I’ll take a different coach,” Liliana said. Neither Riley nor Clyde knew she had regained her voice, so she directed the words to him through the magical bracelet he had given her.


      “Take this one,” he insisted, a smile flickering across his face.


      Liliana conceded. She knew how stubborn Riley could be. It might have been an issue if they were riding alone, but Clyde would be with them—and the repercussions of delaying their departure and falling behind schedule would be far worse.


      Riley was about to sit beside Liliana when Clyde raised a hand to stop him. “I’ll sit next to Lily, Your Highness,” he said.


      “You know she’s my fiancée, right?”


      “Only a candidate.”


      Their standoff continued until Riley finally relented, heaving an affected sigh. He sat across from Liliana and folded his arms. “Very well. Have it your way. You’ll sit beside me next time, won’t you, Liliana?”


      She answered with a vague smile and glanced at Clyde. His own smile didn’t reach his eyes. Evidently, there was some kind of rivalry between him and Riley—though she couldn’t begin to guess why. She turned to the window, hoping they would settle it somewhere far away from her.


      “Let me know if you start to feel sick, Lily,” Clyde said with brotherly concern.


      Liliana nodded. She wasn’t that lacking, but she must have looked frail beside two boys who trained in swordsmanship and martial arts.


      “Things aren’t quite as bad as before, but there are still plenty of monsters around,” Riley added. “Be mindful of your condition at all times.”


      Liliana looked between her brother and the prince. Both seemed concerned she might be anxious about the trip. She wasn’t afraid of monsters, however; she had already proven it was possible to defeat them without expert-level light magic.


      My true fear is what would happen afterward, if they realized I can use magic.


      Spending so long with people she was hiding things from would be a constant strain. With every day of their journey, the chances of them discovering her secret would only grow. Liliana couldn’t even read books about magic around them. She could pass the time devising new spells, but even that had its limits.


      If she had simply teleported, she could have reached their destination in an instant. Traveling by coach felt endless by comparison.


      At last, once Liliana’s belongings were loaded, it was time to depart. The procession left Hudore and moved onto the highway, going from the stone-paved road to an earthen one. Liliana’s coach rattled as it rolled along.


      “We’re going to the special dyeing district in your father’s lands,” Riley said out of the blue. “It’s a great source of kermes, and its crimson fabrics are especially popular—though I’m sure you know that already.”


      Liliana nodded, drawing a smile from the prince. He didn’t seem to doubt her knowledge in the slightest.


      “My first objective is to display royal dignity through a personal inspection and to demonstrate how much the royal family values those lands. My second is to investigate the merchant from the Empire of Yunatian known to be frequenting the kingdom.”


      Liliana understood the first objective immediately. The second was too vague to mean much on its own.


      Riley’s smile softened. “Remember our conversation with Austin? About the merchant who’s been paying regular visits to the Tanner marquessate.”


      Now it made sense. Liliana had asked Gildo to investigate the matter without Riley knowing. The merchant held a permit to sell goods in Slivegrandia, yet he dealt only with nobles who maintained a neutral stance—chiefly Marquess Kenneth and Marchioness Calvert. If his only goal was profit, there was no reason to avoid the loyalists and Arcacians, whose numbers were greater. Still, nothing else about him seemed suspicious, so Liliana had set her concerns aside for the time being.


      “Yes. Does that merchant also visit our father’s lands? Even the ones we’re going to?” Liliana asked through the bracelet—then remembered that Clyde couldn’t hear her.


      Riley looked amused, but continued as though nothing were amiss. “I was told he’s been visiting the dyeing district in your father’s duchy. He has a permit, but those are easy enough to obtain if you have money and someone to vouch for you. That’s why I wanted to check things out in person.”


      The prince was worried their dyeing method might leak, or that the kermes required for it might be stolen. Producing crimson dye was complex and strictly monitored, so a would-be thief might instead target the alum, which was far easier to steal. Alum was also used to extinguish fires, for tanning, and as a precipitating agent.


      “By the way...” Clyde added, as though picking up where Riley had left off. He raised a finger to his lips, wearing a mischievous smile. “Father doesn’t know about the second objective, so don’t go telling anyone, Lily.”


      Liliana nodded firmly. Evidently, she wasn’t the only one trying to slip free of her parents’ influence.




      The inspection group headed south without passing through Fortier. They had chosen to avoid it out of concern for the king’s only son, since its highway had previously faced a swarm. Perhaps that was why they had already completed half the journey without incident.


      As Liliana listened to Riley and Clyde discuss politics, her thoughts drifted elsewhere.


      Even combined, the knights Lord Riley brought can’t match Gildo and Olga. And if we need magic, I should be able to manage on my own.


      The crown prince’s escort consisted primarily of knights from the royal order’s First Corps. They were all nobles, and they wouldn’t speak to Gildo or Olga at all. From what Liliana had seen of their training, they didn’t quite measure up to her two guards. Once again, she was grateful she had met them during that swarm—yet she couldn’t help wondering whether this escort was truly sufficient to protect the crown prince.


      Then something in the conversation caught her ear.


      “Northerners are skilled in combat, so they tend to become mercenaries,” the prince said. “But that only really applies to young, healthy men. A few women manage it, but most can’t find any work.”


      “Yes, employment is a major problem,” Clyde replied. “Most have no way to earn money besides mercenary work. Any support from local lords could be met with opposition from their people, and the lords themselves often discriminate against immigrants.”


      Ever since learning that northerners were going missing in the Kenneth and Calvert marquessates, Riley and his companions had discussed the issue at every opportunity.


      The prince folded his arms. “Only the two largest marquessates are taking action. Ealdred isn’t doing anything of note—or rather, it hasn’t managed to.”


      “My father’s lands are no different, I’m afraid,” Clyde said, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. He likely hoped to enact relevant policies once he inherited the duke’s title, but too many obstacles stood in his way.


      “Northerners are so different from us in temperament,” the prince continued. “They don’t take to farming or other industries. That’s probably part of why so few of them learn Slivegrandian.”


      “The merchant guilds are reluctant to hire them as well. Not only because of their temperament, but because training them takes time.”


      “The knights’ orders try to employ them,” Riley said with a shrug.


      Every domain had its own knights’ order, but outside the two largest marquessates on fertile lands—and a few other territories—there simply weren’t enough people to fill their ranks. In most places, members worked the farms and served as knights only in winter or during times of crisis. When emergencies struck and knights were scarce, mercenaries were hired to make up the difference.


      But while some lords took an interest in the northerners’ skill in battle, the strongest warriors among them refused to join local orders—perhaps fearing the loss of their beloved freedom. Lords ultimately had no choice but to hire them as mercenaries. Only the young and the less capable seemed interested in more permanent roles.


      “A mercenary’s income depends on skill, after all,” Clyde said. “And when northerners do join an order, there’s usually friction between them and their fellow knights. The real problem is how to employ the immigrants who can’t fight.”


      “Maybe we should look into putting an end to guild monopolies.”


      When a guild gained a monopoly, its members’ incomes rose dramatically—but it became all but impossible for anyone else to enter the market. For northerners, that could be a matter of life and death. Restrictions would be met with fierce resistance, however.


      A more viable approach would be to ban monopolies and unfair trade practices, regulate merchant unions, and establish committees within guilds to manage their affairs—under government supervision, of course.


      Liliana drew on the knowledge from her past life as she listened. Monopolies brought no benefits to consumers. Even so, this world didn’t treat economics as a science. Change came slowly, and radical reforms invited backlash. Her knowledge could reshape this world in ways both good and bad.


      Let’s not do anything rash. It’s not as though I want to tear down the existing system.


      Riley’s expression shifted from solemn to wry. “Frankly, I want to expand the royal order. Its knights are both fewer and weaker than those in the local orders of the Kenneth and Calvert marquessates. I also want to bring northerners into the fold, if possible. Their combat talents are too appealing.”


      “You would need the lords’ help to gather them from across Slivegrandia. And from what I hear, most who are old enough to join the order would rather be mercenaries.”


      “That’s true. I’ll also need to secure the budget. There’s too much to think about.”


      Riley let out a deep sigh. Changing the royal order’s recruitment policies required the approval of the Council of Advisers. Its members were typical nobles, and they would certainly disapprove of allowing northerners into an organization of such great esteem.


      There are children of Alvaldi in the Kenneth marquessate’s order, so I’m not sure where all this talk of them preferring mercenary work comes from.


      Liliana recalled the boy named Georg. When Riley and Clyde spoke of northerners skilled in combat, they must have meant children of Alvaldi. And if her experience with Gildo was any indication, she understood why so many chose mercenary work—they hated those in power, and they served only those they deemed worthy of trust and respect.


      Georg is young, but old enough to become a mercenary. What is it about the Kenneth order that made him join?


      Liliana considered asking Gildo, but even with his usual unseriousness, he was tight-lipped when it mattered. She didn’t expect a straight answer.


      She looked out the window as the wide meadow gave way to mountains. Morning light filtered between them, spilling onto the narrow road that connected the local villages. These lands belonged to Viscount Koirad, and the procession would stop at a nearby church to let the horses rest. The village ahead was small, but a roof overhead and a nearby river to drink from were enough for a brief respite.


      The viscounty had been formed only recently. It had once been a sparsely populated section of Duke Clarke’s lands, but during the attempted coup against the former king, a knight of the royal order—the current Viscount Koirad—had distinguished himself and been granted both a title and a domain. Since then, the population had steadily grown as the land was cultivated. Though it remained far from fertile, it now produced enough to sustain those who lived there.


      “It’s a little early, but it’s time for a break,” Riley said when his discussion with Clyde came to an end.


      After a few more jolts, the inspection team reached the village. While the horses drank and cooled themselves down, Liliana’s group headed for the church with several escorts. The building was unexpectedly spacious and tidy, containing statues of various gods and rows of benches leading up to them.


      “Looks like they worship Aster here,” the prince remarked.


      Aster was the god of stars, said to guide travelers. For a village that served as a resting stop, it was a natural choice of protective deity. The escorts spread out around the church while the children approached the statues.


      Without warning, one escort’s head flew clean off, blood spraying across the room. Riley and Clyde froze in shock, while Liliana calmly raised a barrier. She had learned assassination techniques from Mantis—the former assassin she had met through Gildo—and he had warned her to train the strength and reflexes she once lacked. Since then, she had kept herself ready for attempts on her life, whenever they might come.


      There were no signs of an attack—and no malice in the air. Did someone set a trap, knowing we’d stop here?


      The two boys recovered with startling speed, and Clyde began an incantation.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of wind to shield us from trespassers.”


      His barrier formed inside Liliana’s, so she let hers fade; there was no need for two. A volley of arrows struck the shield and fell away.


      “Where are they coming from?!” an escort shouted.


      They couldn’t spot any enemies. Riley and Clyde reached for the swords at their hips, but there was nothing they could do while the attackers remained hidden.


      Rekke.


      Liliana cast a detection spell in case the assassins were using illusion magic. She wasn’t familiar with the mana signatures of all the prince’s escorts, though, so it was a gamble whether she would identify even one enemy. The escorts began ushering the children outside, shielding them as they moved.


      Gildo scanned the church, then stared intently at the empty second-floor hallway. Baring his teeth, he sprang upward, using the wall as a foothold. Olga immediately bolted for the spiral staircase to the upper level.


      “Outside, Your Highness!” one of the escorts shouted.


      Minutes had passed since the attack began. A map hovered before Liliana’s eyes, visible only to her, its markers darting in every direction. She abandoned it as a way to locate the attackers.


      It’s overkill, but this calls for a dissipé on everything outside the barrier.


      The spell was normally used on specific targets, but in theory, casting it across an entire area would dispel every illusion within range. The mana cost was vastly higher—a normal person would have collapsed from the strain—but Liliana cast it as if it were nothing. Cracking sounds rang out here and there, and the assassins in the second-floor hallway were revealed.


      “There they are!” an escort yelled.


      By then, Gildo had already taken one attacker down with his bare hands. The rest were no amateurs—they fought fiercely against him and Olga, and they brought down the escorts who rushed in afterward with alarming ease. Their arrows traced unnatural arcs toward Riley’s group, as though imbued with magic.
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      I didn’t expect this many. And it’s strange—their numbers aren’t dwindling at all.


      Some assassins leaped down from the hallway and rushed the children. The escorts fought them off, but it was a close contest.


      If this happened in the game’s backstory, His Highness and my brother should be fine. But the plot has already begun to diverge, so I can’t be sure.


      Liliana knew only so much about the events that preceded the game, but one had already changed dramatically. In the game, the villainess Liliana had lost control of her mana, which secured her position as the crown prince’s fiancée. In Liliana’s reality, she hadn’t lost control—and she still hadn’t officially become Riley’s fiancée. Nobody even knew her voice had returned. Something else could have changed without her noticing, and there was no telling how that might affect the fates of the game’s romanceable characters.


      Either way, my top priority is getting through this attack in one piece.


      Even so, Liliana didn’t want anyone to learn she could use magic. The safest option was to avoid close combat, either by attacking from a distance or by augmenting others so they could do the fighting for her.


      Augmenting my own body wouldn’t be difficult, but doing it to others is exhausting. You have to control your mana so precisely.


      The human body was painfully fragile in the face of magic; one mistake could end up breaking it. Worse, the amount of control required varied from person to person. Liliana had the mana to cast the spell, but the concentration it demanded would be draining.


      Oh well. Mistral.


      With an inward sigh, she singled out an assassin who had breached the escorts’ defenses. In the chaos inside the church, nobody noticed him collapse for no apparent reason. Liliana loosed spell after spell as she and the others pushed toward the exit.


      She didn’t notice the looks Riley kept giving her, as though something weighed on his mind.


      Even with my help, we’re still on the back foot. Where are they all coming from?


      Clyde seemed to be thinking the same thing. Half to himself, he said, “They must be organized. There are too many of them.”


      The prince nodded without a word. Liliana glanced back at her brother, still a step behind her—and froze. At the edge of her vision, an arrow jutted from the pedestal beneath a statue of the god of stars.


      What happened to the barrier?!


      Seeing that Clyde’s barrier had somehow been undone, Liliana immediately raised another. She didn’t notice the flicker of surprise on Riley’s face; something far more pressing occupied her thoughts. Only after the barrier was in place did she realize her mistake.


      A sigil spread across the floor, its script resembling a teleportation spell.


      Olga rushed to neutralize it with her magic, having cleared the second-floor hallway. Her spell struck Liliana’s barrier and rebounded.


      “Liliana!!!”


      In an instant so brief that even the escorts beside them couldn’t react, Riley lunged and seized Liliana’s arm. The next moment, the teleportation sigil completed—and the two vanished.


      Clyde and the escorts could only stare, dumbfounded. The able assassins teleported away as well, as though the children’s capture had been the signal to end the engagement. Nobody managed to stop them. Any answers would have to come from those lying on the church floor.


      “Lily...”


      Clyde stared at the space where Riley and Liliana had been only moments earlier. There was nothing left but cold, empty air. He couldn’t accept that his dear sister was gone. Though he was too young to change the way their parents treated her, his desire to help her had grown day by day. When he had met her in Fortier last year, he had sworn again to protect her—yet he had watched her vanish right in front of him.


      “Your orders, Master Clyde?” asked the chief of the royal guard, bringing the boy back to his senses.


      “Get fast horses from Viscount Koirad.”


      “Understood.”


      Clyde clenched his fists. Part of him was strangely calm, considering the circumstances.


      With even the crown prince missing, the situation was critical. The aftermath was proceeding as smoothly as it was only because Clyde—a high-ranking noble—was still present to take command. He understood that logically, but emotion was another matter.


      He had thrown himself into studying magic because he wasn’t good with the sword. He had believed he was capable of protecting himself and those around him, yet his barrier had been breached, and both Riley and Liliana had been taken.


      If his barrier had been stronger—if he had stopped the attackers before the teleportation activated—everyone would be safe.


      Regret and anger surged through him. He saw red, and he tensed so hard that his temples began to throb. Then he forced himself to breathe, desperately trying to calm down.


      “Hey—where’d the girl go?!” Gildo roared, almost like an animal.


      “Calm down,” Olga said. “There’s a teleportation sigil. We won’t know where she went until we examine it properly.”


      Their voices made Clyde look up. These two were Liliana’s escorts, weren’t they? The strain on their faces anchored him, and he began issuing orders to the guards around him.


      “Everyone, gather outside,” he said, his voice hoarse but brimming with resolve. “We’re bringing back His Highness and Lily—uh, Liliana.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Pain roused Liliana from her slumber. As she squinted through the darkness, studying her surroundings, the situation became clear.


      We’re...in a hut?


      The air stank of animal dung—there must have been a stable nearby. Heaps of straw and firewood sat in the corners, and the floor was littered with tools used for dairy farming. The owners presumably kept goats or horses; many villages in the Koirad viscounty sat in valleys, so the locals didn’t raise cows or sheep.


      They tied us up and left, from the look of things. Judging by the plain nature of the rope, they mustn’t know I can use magic.


      Liliana let out a gentle sigh.


      “Are you okay?”


      She blinked in surprise, not having expected company. When she turned to the source of the voice, she saw Riley watching her with concern in his eyes.


      Why are you here...?


      Then she remembered—before the teleportation sigil activated, someone had tried to yank her from atop it. It must have been the prince.


      “I’m all right.”


      Riley smiled in relief. Liliana was glad to see that their telepathic bracelets still worked. She tried to sit up, and the prince helped by supporting her back with his shoulder. Then she turned to face him.


      “I’m so sorry for getting you caught up in this.”


      Riley knit his handsome brow. “Why are you apologizing? You’re a victim here.”


      “That teleportation spell was targeting me, Lord Riley. You were never meant to be taken as well.”


      Although Liliana had recognized the spell woven into the teleportation sigil, the sigil itself was unlike any she had seen in Slivegrandia. That made it difficult to tell for whom it was meant. It had seemed to react to her use of magic, though, so she likely would have been the only one whisked away—if the prince hadn’t grabbed her arm.


      “Liliana...”


      There was a hint of reproach in Riley’s voice. Liliana stared back at him with her usual smile, oblivious to the concern in his grimacing eyes.


      “Don’t blame yourself,” he said. “This happened only because I grabbed you at the last moment.”


      So the prince knew he hadn’t been the intended target. A normal girl—such as Lady Malvina, another candidate to become his fiancée—might have been moved by his words and fallen even deeper in love with him. Liliana was merely baffled, however.


      “If I may, Lord Riley... While I deeply appreciate your concern, your actions were simply too careless.”


      “You’re my darling fiancée; how could I stand by and watch you be taken away?”


      “I’m still only a candidate. Yes, I’m the daughter of a duke, but you’re the crown prince and future king—your life is incomparably more valuable than mine.”


      Riley stared in wonder at Liliana, who was looking around in search of an escape route. He opened his mouth to speak, only to close it again and sigh. After a moment of recollection, he moved the conversation along to something else entirely.


      “There was nobody here when I woke up. I think we’re alone now as well, but you never know when that might change. That sigil over there must’ve served as the destination for the forced teleportation that brought us here.”


      Liliana followed the prince’s gaze to a sigil drawn on the wall. It was different from the one she had seen in the church, and she wasn’t familiar with either.


      “Looking at it, I don’t think it’s magic.”


      It seemed to be a hex. Riley didn’t know Liliana was studying hexes in secret, however, so she had settled on a roundabout reply.


      “You’re right,” the prince said. “We use magic for teleportation, but I’ve heard they make hex-based teleportation sigils in the east. I’ve never seen that shape before—though I did read a report about a similar spell.”


      Liliana was surprised he’d encountered any hexes at all. There must have been a recent incident. And if the hex before them was a new development or discovery, it stood to reason she couldn’t recognize it; her study books covered only the basics.


      A report, hmm? Does that mean he read it in his office?


      Liliana looked up at the prince, who returned a reassuring smile.


      “Don’t worry—we shouldn’t have left the viscounty. That hex isn’t suited for long-distance teleportation.”


      “I see.”


      “There should be horses in the stable nearby. Let’s leave while we can and reunite with the others.”


      Riley spoke as though they weren’t restrained. Liliana could easily have used magic to escape, but not in front of the prince. It would hurt to no end, but her only option was to dislocate her joints, just as Mantis had taught her.


      I don’t want to do this, but I have no choice.


      Liliana braced for the pain—but Riley acted first.


      Huh...?


      Within moments, the ropes binding his hands and feet dropped to the floor. He smiled at Liliana and reached out to free her as well.


      “I was taught ways to escape confinement,” the prince noted.


      As her own restraints fell away, Liliana flexed her hands and legs. Only when blood started flowing back into them did she realize just how numb they were. She was unsteady on her feet, but with Riley’s help she was able to stand. He was only two years her senior, yet his muscular frame made it clear she could rely on him.


      “Give me a moment,” he said, moving to one corner of the hut. He took his sword from the heap of woodcutting tools, affixed it to his waist, and returned. “Okay. Let’s go.”


      No sooner had they taken their first step toward the exit than they heard the thunder of hooves outside. Riley gestured for Liliana to stay put, then swiftly made his way to the door. It refused to budge, presumably barred on the other side. He gave up and pressed his ear to the wall instead.


      Meanwhile, Liliana gathered her mana.


      Rekke.


      There were three people outside, all approaching their hut on horseback. They must have been with the assassins from the church. The prince seemed to have reached the same conclusion, for he moved away from the wall, took Liliana’s hand, and led her to the tall mound of straw in the corner.


      “There’s three of them—probably on horseback,” he said. “They must be coming for us. I’m sorry to ask this of you, but can you hide behind this straw?”


      “What will you do, Lord Riley?” Liliana asked, gazing up at him as she followed his instruction.


      Color rose to the prince’s cheeks, and he smiled down at the sword on his hip. “You might not guess it from looking at me, but I’ve been training. Even outnumbered three to one, I should come out on top.”


      Liliana knew Riley practiced with the sword, but she had never seen him use one in battle. Certainly, he had made a reputation for himself as a skilled swordsman in the game, but she had to wonder whether he could fight off a group of bandits at only nine years old.


      The prince gave her a nod, then turned to face the door.


      Let’s see how this goes. In the worst-case scenario, I can always intervene.


      Liliana watched through her rekke. Their enemies were capable of teleportation; if reinforcements came during the fight, she would need to deal with anyone Riley couldn’t keep track of.


      The prince took position in the entrance’s blind spot, steadying his breathing and concentrating his nerves so he could spring into action. As tension filled the hut, Liliana caught a snippet of the men’s conversation.


      “The girl was the target; why’d you teleport the boy too? Are all Hudore mages this useless? Sheesh.”


      “Don’t blame me. The people on-site were meant to have everything ready for us. We just did as we were told. Anyway...you’ve found a buyer, right?”


      “Yeah. But if you wanna break ’er in first, by all means. No one said she had to be a virgin. I’ll pass, though; I only take the hot ones.”


      A vulgar laugh resounded from beyond the door. Riley grimaced in disgust, but Liliana remained unfazed.


      So they were after me. Were they sent by father’s enemies—or by nobles hoping to profit from his outrage at His Highness over my lost virginity?


      If the aim was to remove Liliana from consideration as one of Riley’s fiancée candidates, there was a chance her own father had arranged the abduction. House Tanner was a suspect as well, though to a lesser degree. Only a select few nobles knew about the sudden inspection and would have had time to set such a trap, and House Tanner wasn’t privy to the prince’s plans.


      “What about the brat?” one of the thugs outside asked. “He’s a good-lookin’ kid. Must come from money.”


      “We’ll just sell ’im. Boys are in high enough demand. And if we don’t get our new price for the girl, we can always find a new buyer for ’er too. They’re our merchandise now, after all. Just leave this stuff to me.”


      Liliana heard the thugs dismount their horses. She could see the anger and righteousness burning in Riley’s eyes, exacerbating the tension in the air, and prepared to cast magic if necessary.


      The men opened the door, their guards lowered. It was exactly the moment Riley had been waiting for. Shorter than his targets but far more agile, he let the first two pass—then struck the third without hesitation, driving his blade in just below the rib cage.


      “Guh...”


      The man groaned and crumpled to the floor as Riley withdrew the blade from his liver. Blood gushed from the fresh wound.


      Only then did the other two thugs notice the ambush.


      Riley moved without delay. His targets had barely turned before he smashed his pommel into one man’s kneecap, shattering bone. The other clicked his tongue and drew his sword—then winced as the prince’s blade cut across the back of his sword arm. Desperate, the thug lunged with his left hand...and collapsed. Riley had driven the pommel into his solar plexus, knocking him unconscious.


      Wow, that was quick.


      Liliana watched, wide-eyed, from behind the straw. Riley was strong. His dance-like moves, graceful yet ruthless, signaled his future as a formidable swordsman.


      Using the rope that had bound him and Liliana, the prince began restraining the men. Liliana moved toward him, but he stopped her with a look of grave concern.


      “Stay back. You won’t want to see this.”


      “You needn’t worry about me.” Liliana’s gaze wandered to the thugs. “Do you intend to patch them up?”


      The prince had shown no mercy—his every strike targeted the men’s vitals. The first man looked to be on the brink of death; by now, only healing magic could stop his organs from failing. Liliana had no intention of saving them, but she kept feigning innocence all the same.


      I don’t care to heal criminals, but I wonder how His Highness feels.


      Riley didn’t know Liliana was trying to discern his character. He got up and studied her, a strangely calm look in his eyes.


      “What do you want me to do?”


      “Me?”


      Liliana was taken aback. She looked down at the men sprawled on the floor—men with ties to multiple buyers for the seven-year-old girl and nine-year-old boy they had planned to sell without hesitation. They cared only for their own desires and spared not a thought for their victims’ futures or despair. They must have believed they would never pay the price.


      How absurd. In what world would they never get their comeuppance?


      One of the thugs was still conscious, glaring at Liliana and Riley. Only the prince wore a bracelet that let him hear Liliana’s thoughts; to anyone else, it must have sounded like he was asking her to decide the men’s fate. She gave an ambiguous smile that could have been read as a sneer.


      “I shall abide your decision. You brought them down, and your status permits you to decide the fate of criminals.”


      It was up to local lords to pass judgment on offenders. In Hudore, that duty fell to the Temple—or, in certain cases, to the king. There would always be those who took the law into their own hands, but if Liliana had escaped on her own and wanted to keep the kidnapping quiet without committing a crime herself, her only option would have been to let the thugs go and refrain from reporting them to the viscount.


      Thankfully, she had the crown prince with her.


      A bitter look crossed Riley’s face. He had expected Liliana to cry, or at least show fear, so her composure left him with mixed feelings.


      Liliana cocked her head at the prince, unsure what was wrong. He studied her for a moment longer, then sighed and offered a wry smile. After shaking the blood from his sword and sliding it back into its sheath, he wiped his hands and held one out to her.


      “We’ll take their horses and regroup with the rest of the inspection team. From there, we can have our escorts collect these thugs, learn who hired them, and turn them over to the viscount. How does that sound?”


      Liliana flashed a grin and took his hand. “Sounds fine by me.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After searching the church and its surroundings, Clyde and the rest of the inspection team barged into Viscount Koirad’s manor—though it was hardly fit to be called one. It was the most robust structure in the village, but it was still closer to knights’ quarters than a noble’s estate.


      In its largest room, Clyde, Olga, and the chief of the royal guard received a report from the viscount’s butler.


      “We threw any attackers who survived in the goat barn,” he said. “Please forgive our lack of an actual jail. As you have surely seen, we are a peaceful countryside community with very little crime.”


      The butler carried himself flawlessly before the future heir of one of the kingdom’s three largest ducal families. Apparently, he had once been a knight or mercenary—but there was still no question about his mental acuity.


      Most of the assassins who hadn’t teleported away had already perished by the end of the conflict. A few had still been breathing, but even they had mysteriously died in the aftermath without ever regaining consciousness.


      “The assassins must’ve been temporary hires,” said the chief of the royal guard, still catching his breath. “It’s unfortunate we can’t interrogate them, but I strongly suspect they were professionals ordered to take their own lives in the event that they were caught.”


      Clyde nodded. It had already been obvious to everyone present. He turned to Olga and asked, “Have you found out anything about the teleportation sigil in the church?” None of the prince’s escorts knew enough about magic or hexes to be of use—something Clyde hoped to remedy in the future.


      Displeasure settled over the chief of the royal guard, as though he longed to remind Olga of her place as a mere mercenary. He restrained himself, however, mindful of the high-ranking noble beside him.


      Clyde didn’t discriminate against mercenaries; he recognized their worth and even hoped to hire more northerners when he could. He made a mental note to report the chief’s attitude to Riley, who would one day become the next king.


      Olga ignored the chief of the royal guard and said evenly, “The sigil was based on a hex, and it doesn’t resemble anything in common use. It not only teleported its target but also neutralized all magic in the vicinity. It must have been placed recently. We also found an arrow lodged in the pedestal beneath the statue of Aster; it destroyed a witchstone that had been preventing the sigil from activating.”


      “I see,” Clyde muttered. “Then finding whoever placed the sigil should tell us who’s behind all this.”


      “In all likelihood. That said, it was designed to vanish a set time after activation, so it will most likely disappear before we can identify who put it there.”


      Clyde groaned. The sigil wouldn’t help resolve the matter, then.


      The chief glared at Olga. “What kind of report is that?! Are you even trying to find His Highness?!”


      “Silence,” Clyde snapped.


      If anyone deserved criticism for producing no meaningful results, it was the royal guard. The First Corps of the royal knights’ order was full of handsome noblemen, and their primary function was escorting royalty at ceremonies and on battlefields. They put on a fine show at the former, but were nearly useless in the latter. And while they could manage swordplay well enough, they were helpless against professionals who wielded magic or hexes.


      Clyde turned to the butler. “Where do you think the kidnappers took His Highness and my sister?”


      “As you know, the people of our viscounty live among a tangle of valleys. In summer, many work in the mountains, where countless mountaineers’ huts are scattered throughout. Some haven’t been used in a long time, so the hostages could be held almost anywhere.”


      For all its clarity, the answer did little to inspire confidence. Clyde disliked the implication, but there were no better leads.


      “Give me their locations.”


      “Of course.”


      The butler must have anticipated the request. He took a map of the viscounty from among the papers in his hands.


      “Unfortunately, some areas haven’t been surveyed yet,” he said. “Our viscounty is still young, you see. But imperfect as the map is, it marks all the major points.”


      “Thank you.”


      Clyde took the map and examined it closely. Just as the butler had said, the center of the viscounty—small as it was—was well charted, while the outskirts were pocked with blank spaces.


      “Did the viscount make this?” Clyde asked nonchalantly.


      “No. I did,” the butler replied, his lips curving into a weak smile. “My lord is...an active man. Just this morning, he left the manor with several of our people, eager to reclaim a new stretch of land. When I learned what happened today, I sent a messenger to request his immediate return.”


      Everyone pretended not to hear his muttered “That bastard isn’t coming, is he...?”


      Clyde forced a smile. As unrestrained as the viscount seemed, there was no reason to dwell on it. His mind was already moving, coolly assessing the situation.


      Everything suggested that recruiting the villagers and combing the mountains would yield the fastest results. The problem was that the locals were busy with forestry and farming, and Clyde didn’t want to disrupt their preparations for winter.


      On top of that, he wasn’t sure he could trust them. The butler had claimed there was no crime in their self-sufficient villages, but Clyde knew what greed could do once money entered the equation. If even one villager was working with the kidnappers, the entire search could be sabotaged. The inspection team had to be careful—especially knowing their enemies had access to teleportation sigils.


      “We apologize for taking up your precious time,” Clyde said. “We would like to formulate a plan before proceeding.”


      “Very well. Would you like to have dinner with us?”


      “Only if you don’t mind.”


      “It’s no trouble at all.”


      After the butler left, Clyde summoned Liliana’s second escort. The chief of the royal guard looked ready to object, but Clyde shut him down with a glance.


      Moments later, a dark-skinned mercenary entered the room. He made no effort to show respect, despite standing before the future heir of one of the three greatest ducal families. If anything, he resembled a rabid dog—one that might bite at any moment and bolt from the manor. Clyde couldn’t help but smile at the sight of someone so loyal and so unhinged all at once.


      “Take a look at this,” the boy said.


      Gildo moved closer, though the boy’s composure clearly put him on edge. “A map of the viscounty, eh?”


      Clyde hadn’t expected an allegedly uneducated mercenary to catch on so quickly. Hearing him speak also explained why he had stayed silent through so many of their earlier encounters: The man likely feared being accused of disrespect, knowing he couldn’t manage polite speech.


      In truth, Gildo simply hated nobles and preferred not to speak to them at all—not that Clyde would ever learn that.


      The chief looked ready to chastise the mercenary’s attitude, but Clyde stopped him with a raised hand. “Indeed,” he said. “Teleportation sigils only reach so far, so they can’t have left the viscount’s domain.”


      “Huh.” Gildo’s eyes lit up, and for the first time, he looked at Clyde directly.
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      Clyde tapped the map, then turned to Olga and the chief of the royal guard. “What do you two think?”


      “I would have the villagers scour the mountains and check every hut,” the chief replied. “His Highness must be in one of them.”


      Olga looked distinctly unamused. Her expression didn’t change, but her eyes said enough. Clyde glanced at the chief, briefly weighing whether he ought to recommend replacing him, but answered seriously all the same.


      “There is indeed a high chance he’s in one of the huts. But what about the possibility that some villagers are working with the kidnappers?”


      “Then we’ll have the viscount take responsibility!”


      Clyde pressed a hand to his aching head. Beside him, Gildo gave him a look of genuine sympathy.


      “My concern is that they’ll interfere with the search and stall us until it’s too late,” Clyde continued, unable to keep a faint edge of spite from creeping into his voice.


      The chief of the royal guard pursed his lips, blushing profusely. He must have felt shamed—especially in front of the two mercenaries he looked down on.


      “I don’t doubt your loyalty to His Highness,” Clyde continued, softening his tone. He didn’t want to sour his relationship with the chief, lest it have repercussions later. “That attack didn’t end favorably for us, but you handled the attackers well. I’ll be counting on you going forward.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The chief’s mood recovered somewhat. He was an honest man, and neither Clyde’s youth nor his higher rank colored his response. Clyde was relieved, though he took care not to show it.


      “We’ll need to search the mountaineers’ huts, even if we haven’t settled on the best approach yet. I want you to pick out the escorts who are used to hiking.”


      “Understood.”


      The chief seemed proud to be entrusted with an important task. He exhaled sharply through his nose, glanced at Gildo and Olga, then left the room. Clyde sighed once the door had closed.


      “Guess you’ve got your share of troubles,” Gildo said, sympathy in his voice.


      Clyde managed a strained smile, then forced a more neutral expression. “I want your opinions. I have no experience with situations like this. Do we take only the best? Bring more escorts? If we ask the villagers for help, how much do we rely on them? What’s the best course of action?”


      “It’d be a problem if you did have experience,” Gildo said teasingly. He exchanged a look with Olga. Both of them seemed hesitant.


      “Is there something you’re worried about?” Clyde asked.


      “‘Worried’? I wouldn’t say that. I mean, you brought guards for a reason. Just go on and use them, you know?”


      The evasive reply drew a frown from Clyde. Olga stayed silent, but she seemed to agree with Gildo.


      “And what will you do?” Clyde asked.


      “No matter what you decide, we’ll look for the girl where we think she might be.”


      “Watch how you speak, Gildo,” Olga said. She didn’t contradict him, however; she intended to search for Liliana separately as well.


      Clyde found their attitude strange. “Do you know where Liliana and His Highness are?”


      “’Course not,” Gildo snapped. His earlier anger was beginning to flare again. “But it’s better to do something than sit around here twiddlin’ our thumbs. Those neatly decorated guards you’ve got—they’re just kids from well-off families. All they’ve ever seen are cities and staged victories. You said they did well in that fight, but they only took down the ones who were so useless that she and I”—he jerked his chin toward Olga—“didn’t have time to spare on them. They’ll just get in the way in the mountains.”


      Clyde endured the glare. It was nothing compared to the thought of disappointing his father. And it was obvious Gildo was genuinely concerned about his employer. They had the same goal.


      “We need to decide who goes,” Olga said calmly. “Gildo and I are a given, but among your escorts, I’d advise choosing those with strong legs. The villagers can guide them. Let the viscount pick the villagers, and make sure they keep the matter secret.”


      Clyde blinked at the clarity of her reasoning. Few mercenaries were known for careful thought, yet Olga had not only considered everything—she had laid it out in a way that was easy to follow. Even among the royal order, there were plenty who could do nothing but obey without question. Clyde had to acknowledge his sister’s eye for people.


      “I agree,” he said decisively. “May I entrust you two with selecting those who will go? I’ll give orders to the royal guard if necessary.”


      Olga’s and Gildo’s eyes widened. As mercenaries, they clearly hadn’t expected a noble to value their insight. Gildo’s surprise quickly twisted into a disgusted grimace—though Clyde didn’t notice.


      “I’m confident you understand this better than I do,” Clyde said. “If you think we should recruit the villagers’ help, I’ll speak with the viscount.”


      “Understood,” Olga replied.


      Gildo looked away and muttered, “What a pain,” but the words didn’t quite reach Clyde’s ears. Olga shot him an admonishing look, and he fell awkwardly silent.


      “We’ll get started,” she said, then dragged Gildo out of the room.


      Clyde would have to wait until their meal together to ask the butler about borrowing some of the villagers. Patience was hard to come by with Liliana in danger, but he knew better than to act in haste. He bit down on his lip to hold back the storm raging inside him—until the taste of blood filled his mouth.




      After parting with Clyde, Gildo shot Olga a resentful glare. “I could’ve gone alone,” he said as they walked. “What’s even the point of choosing from the escorts? It’s a waste of time.”


      Olga smiled—though it didn’t reach her eyes. Even during their conversation with Clyde, she had recognized Gildo’s complaint as one source of his irritation. “Says the guy who keeps plotting his escape. At least you didn’t run off while we were there with the boy. I know you’re tough, but you’re not familiar with these parts—try sliding down a mountain and see how that works out. You’ll have bigger things to worry about than rescuing the girl.”


      Gildo pouted and looked away. He knew Olga was right. Unable to come up with a retort, he changed the subject. “Anyway, are all noble kids so grown-up? The girl’s brother is barely over ten; it freaks me out how mature he acts.”


      Olga raised an eyebrow in disbelief. They were lucky no one was around—Gildo could easily have been punished for speaking so disrespectfully about nobility. Then again, she had spent years as a mercenary herself. After a moment’s thought, she replied evenly.


      “There aren’t many children like them, even among nobles. I’m not too familiar with high society either, but the noble kids in the Calvert marquessate seem no different from ordinary children. It’s probably an education thing.”


      One thing the crown prince, Liliana, and her brother had in common was the strict education they had received as future members of the ruling class.


      “Gah...” Gildo muttered, pulling a bitter face. “I really can’t tell what goes through nobles’ heads.”


      “Me neither,” Olga replied in earnest.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Interrogating the tied-up bandits didn’t yield much. Riley gave up before long, then left the hut with Liliana and barred the door behind them. When they looked around, they saw open plains dotted with grazing goats.


      “We’re really in the middle of nowhere, huh,” the prince said with a chuckle.


      “Indeed,” Liliana replied.


      Conifers hemmed them in on all sides, their high branches and dense canopy suggesting they were deep in the mountains. Sunlight barely reached the ground except near huts where the trees had been cleared away. Still, since the men had arrived on horseback, there had to be a sufficiently wide path somewhere nearby.


      Riley approached the largest horse and untied its reins from the fence.


      “Liliana, can you ride?”


      “I have some experience, but I’m not confident about riding through a forest.”


      “All right.”


      As if he’d expected that answer, the prince adjusted the stirrup, mounted without hesitation, and held out his hand. Liliana wavered for a moment, then took it, using the fence as a foothold while Riley gave her an extra pull. Though she was dressed for travel, her skirt forced her to ride sidesaddle, and she had to cling to him to keep her balance. He braced her with a steady arm.


      “This is a draft horse,” he said. “It should be more stable in these hills than the kind you’re used to, but it won’t be a smooth ride. Can you hold tight to me?”


      “Very well.”


      Riley turned the horse in a slow circle, scanning the plains with sharp eyes for a route back to the village—specifically, for markers left behind to keep travelers from losing their way.


      “Found it,” he said halfway through the turn.


      A strip of red cloth hung from a branch in the direction they were facing. After a quick sweep to make sure he hadn’t missed anything else, he guided the horse toward it.


      “All right. Let’s go,” he said. “We’ll know where we are once we reach a village.”


      Liliana nodded, and Riley rode slowly into the trees. He felt quiet relief when he saw broken branches ahead, snapped just above eye level—signs the kidnappers had passed through on horseback. The ground bore the wear of hooves.


      The silence was comfortable, but Riley spoke anyway. “Our kidnappers probably got their horses from the locals. I don’t think they’re villagers themselves.”


      Liliana nodded from the front of the saddle. She looked somewhat tired, yet she’d remained calm the entire time.


      Riley had never seen her so much as flustered—not even before he’d given her a way to communicate. She was exceptionally wise, with all the polish expected of a fiancée candidate for the crown prince. Even he was sometimes surprised by her quick wit and breadth of knowledge, and their current predicament had only reinforced his impression.


      But thinking more coolly, it was strange for her to be this composed. No amount of advanced education for high-ranking nobles should allow a child to regulate her emotions so completely. Even he and Austin had only begun meeting their strict teachers’ expectations within the past year or two. Most noble children were still too immature to present themselves properly before adults.


      Liliana had exuded calm even when they were served poisoned tea. Riley—trained to treat poison as a constant threat—had been terrified the first time it happened. He had survived thanks to his food taster, but he had trembled for days afterward and been too afraid to eat. He couldn’t begin to understand how Liliana had managed to behave as she had at the age of six.


      He’d pushed such questions aside at the time, but his curiosity grew with every passing moment.


      During the attack at the church, after the teleportation sigil activated, after waking in the hut, after he’d brought down the kidnappers right before her eyes—Liliana had remained unperturbed through it all. She observed everything with frighteningly calm green eyes, more composed than anyone else. Riley couldn’t help wondering whether he’d simply missed the signs of fear she must have shown at some point; it was the only explanation he had for how little she resembled a seven-year-old.


      And yet she had criticized him for teleporting with her—though he had done it for her protection. Her attitude had been cold and unflinching, her eyes strong and dignified.


      He had been captivated by her beauty.


      “Say, Liliana,” he began nonchalantly as they rode, “we just got attacked and kidnapped—wasn’t any of that scary for you?”


      She turned to him with a blank look that suggested the thought had never even occurred to her. Riley’s pulse quickened.


      No matter how exemplary she was in her crown princess education, there was simply no way a seven-year-old girl would never feel fear. It was instinctive; no amount of training could erase it completely. Even Clyde, who had grown up in the same household, had been shocked and confused during the attack.


      To make matters worse, those men had talked about taking her virginity. It was unthinkable that a girl as wise as she was didn’t understand what that meant, and yet she hadn’t shown so much as a flicker of emotion. Riley couldn’t sense anything from her—not anger, not sadness, not hatred, not even fear.


      He, on the other hand, had been furious, and he hadn’t held back against the despicable thugs. He had even killed one of them. If Liliana had shown even a hint of fear, he doubted he would have been so lenient as to leave their fate to the viscount.


      The anger returned as he dwelled on it, making his hands tremble. Liliana looked confused, but the prince only smiled and shook his head, as if to assure her there was no problem. He put more strength into the arm keeping her steady.


      “You realize what they were going to do to you, right?”


      “Of course.”


      There was no sign of deceit on Liliana’s face. She truly hadn’t felt anything about it. A bitter sensation rose in his throat, and an amalgam of concern, frustration, and irritation tore at his reason.


      “You should treasure yourself more.”


      Liliana nodded, traces of discontent on her face—almost as if to insinuate he was the last person who should say that after recklessly leaping into the teleportation sigil. Riley pretended not to notice.


      In the past, seeing Liliana smile in the face of danger hadn’t roused such unmanageable emotions. When he had started calling her “Liliana,” dropping the “Lady,” she had responded with a calm that felt strange for a girl her age. He had wanted someone so wise at his side to solidify his position as crown prince. Back then, he had still followed his grandfather’s teachings, so he hadn’t set his heart on anyone; his focus had been the kingdom, and his duty as its future king.


      But after learning from his father about the pernicious legacy the former king had left behind—and after losing his role model for what a king should be—he still hadn’t found a new direction. His failure to control himself when he saw Liliana in danger felt like proof that he wasn’t fit to rule.


      Riley shook his head weakly, trying not to spiral. Instead, he returned to the theory he was almost convinced of: that Liliana could use magic.


      When the attackers’ sigil had activated and dispelled Clyde’s barrier, another barrier had risen immediately afterward. Clyde hadn’t noticed in his astonishment, but Riley had. It had been flawless. Riley couldn’t raise a full barrier without an incantation—nor could Clyde or their escorts—which left Liliana as the only suspect. Yet he couldn’t be sure; silent magic existed only in theory.


      “Those thugs didn’t say who’s really behind the kidnapping. Who do you think is pulling the strings?”


      Liliana glanced around as she answered. “I would imagine it’s either my father’s enemies, or nobles who want to pit him against you and profit from it.”


      “Sounds about right.”


      Still, another possibility gnawed at him. If someone knew Liliana could cast without incantations, she would be in even greater danger. Silent magic was the ultimate weapon. Spoken spells gave an opponent a chance to anticipate an attack—but without a vocal cue, the only countermeasure would be to maintain a barrier from the start. If a bad actor took away Liliana’s will and forced her to cast at his or her behest, they would be practically unstoppable.


      Riley remembered something his father had said when he was still relatively healthy—that he should keep Liliana as a fiancée candidate, for her safety if nothing else. He stifled a groan as tightness seized his chest, prompting a startled look from the girl in front of him.


      “Lord Riley?”


      He found it hard to reconcile her small frame, which fit so easily in his arm, with her keen intellect and unsettling lack of emotion. Without thinking, he tightened his grip around her.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Together with a small group of young escorts accustomed to traversing mountains, Olga and Gildo made for a particular village. Apparently, many of the locals there knew the locations of most of the viscounty’s mountaineer huts.


      “How can we be sure they ain’t workin’ for the enemy?” Gildo asked quietly.


      “We can’t,” Olga replied in the same low voice. She glanced at the villagers ahead to make sure they couldn’t hear her, then said, “We’ll just need to keep an eye on them.”


      The mercenaries and escorts would split into parties, each with a villager to guide them, and would effectively supervise one another. Olga and Gildo’s presence was especially important; they needed to monitor both the escorts and the villagers, identify anyone in league with their attackers, and stop any sensitive information from leaking.


      “What a pain in the ass,” Gildo grumbled. “Would’ve been faster to go by myself.”


      “Don’t be stupid. The girl isn’t one of your kin.”


      Gildo pouted. “Would’ve made things easier, though.”


      “Well, what can you do? Kidnapped or not, she won’t give up without a fight.”


      “When she’s alone, sure. She’s with the prince, though,” Gildo said, bitterness plain on his face.


      Olga seemed to share his concern, and it showed. Both mercenaries knew Liliana was the strongest mage on the continent—strong enough to contend with the Demon King of legend. Olga was convinced the girl could repel an entire swarm, and Gildo had seen her wield magic with finesse.


      Still, in her current situation, would any of that guarantee her safety?


      Liliana did her best to keep her spellcasting secret. It was hard to imagine her using magic in front of Riley—and without it, she was just a clever girl with a little self-defense training. What chance would she have against ruthless thugs?


      Gildo had seen too many tragic ends over the course of his long career. His impatience was only natural.


      “Looks like we’ll have to pin our hopes on the prince’s wit and swordsmanship,” Olga said. “He’s nine, if memory serves.”


      “Yeah, right. What’s a little kid supposed to do?”


      Gildo’s response drew an involuntary smile from Olga, who glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “What were you like when you were nine?”


      “Me...?”


      Olga kept smiling. “You said it yourself: Her brother doesn’t act his age. What would you do in his situation?”


      The question was plain and simple—and it made Gildo scowl. “Don’t go comparin’ us with the locals,” he groused.


      “Sorry, I guess.”


      Gildo exhaled sharply through his nose and scratched his head in irritation. Then he gave Olga an apologetic look, as if to admit he’d said too much.


      They walked in silence until they reached their destination. Compared to the village containing the viscount’s manor, this one was smaller and cozier, built on land only recently reclaimed. The path to it was in poor shape, and the escorts were visibly tired—though Olga and Gildo still had plenty of energy to spare.


      “Welcome to our village. I’m the mayor here.”


      A young man greeted them, stout from physical labor. He looked like the sort who hunted in the woods with other villagers and tilled the fields besides.


      Olga stepped forward as the search party’s representative. “Apologies for the sudden visit. We’re looking for thugs occupying one of the mountaineer huts in this domain, and we would appreciate your help. Viscount Koirad has given his permission.”


      “But of course. We have plenty of young men suited to the task, and you’re welcome to take your pick.” The mayor turned to a boy stacking firewood. “Hey, Shorty! Go fetch a few volunteers!”


      The boy nodded and ran deeper into the village.


      With that, the mayor flashed a neat row of teeth. “Let’s not stand around. Please, sit down while we wait.”


      He gestured toward a small garden. It was overrun with weeds, and the only seats were a few logs set out as benches. Even so, it was a welcome offer for the escorts.


      Before long, the boy returned with four young men, their faces sunbrowned. They looked hearty, with nothing to hide.


      “They want people to show them to the mountaineer huts?” one asked.


      “Yeah,” the mayor said. “Apparently, thugs are using one of them as a hideout.”


      The men went pale; the thought of bandits so close to home must have worried them. Olga gathered everyone together, spread out a map, divided it into roughly equal quadrants, and began assigning groups to each sector.


      “I’ll cover this area in the south. Gildo, you take this one next to it.”


      “Crags and swamps, huh?” The mercenary nodded eagerly.


      The southern portion of the viscounty was difficult terrain, but it also lay close to a highway. If someone made it through the crags or swamps, they could take Riley and Liliana wherever they pleased. The escorts, near exhaustion, raised no objections.


      Time was of the essence, so the groups set out at once. Olga and Gildo walked together for a while, since they were headed in more or less the same direction.


      “Hey, are they gonna be okay?” Gildo asked quietly, glancing back at the escorts in their parties.


      Olga shrugged. “I’m sure they’re doing all they can. But you’re right—they’re lagging behind pretty badly.”


      The two mercenaries pushed through the trackless wilderness, trying to keep pace with the villagers leading the way. They were managing well enough—but the gap between them and the escorts widened by the minute. At this rate, the escorts would collapse before finding Liliana and Riley. As Gildo began to wonder whether they should simply abandon the deadweight, he stopped short.


      Olga turned. “What is it, Gildo?”


      “I hear something.”


      “Hear what?”


      The villagers looked just as confused. Gildo’s ears had picked up on a sound that would have been inaudible to an ordinary person.


      His expression changed. “It’s her.”


      Olga’s face tightened as she followed his line of sight. The villagers and escorts only exchanged confused glances—until Riley and Liliana suddenly emerged on horseback.


      “Young lady!!!” Olga shouted in relief.


      The children’s hair was disheveled and their clothes were dirty in places, but otherwise they seemed unharmed. Riley visibly brightened, and Liliana smiled.


      “You came searching for us?” the prince asked.


      At that, the exhausted escorts surged forward from the rear, panting, and nudged Olga and Gildo aside.


      “Your Highness!” one of them blurted. “You’re safe!”


      “Yeah. Don’t worry about us,” Riley said. “I’ve left some bandits tied up in the hut we escaped from.”


      “Then let us go retrieve them.”


      The escorts sounded as though they had never been fatigued to begin with. Gildo looked sick of them, while Olga seemed amused.


      “I’d appreciate it,” Riley said, looking down at his guards from atop the horse, “but it’s pretty far, and you seem rather tired.”


      The escort who had insisted on helping faltered, surprised the young prince had seen through him. “Oh, uh, that’s no problem at all.”


      Riley didn’t linger on the man’s reaction. “The road is rough, and one of the thugs is badly wounded. Bringing them back won’t be easy, but we do need to turn them over to the local lord. Whose lands are these?”


      “Viscount Koirad’s, Your Highness,” the escort replied at once, not giving Olga and Gildo a chance to speak. His attitude made his stance clear: Villagers and mercenaries had no right to address a prince.


      The only reason the escorts hadn’t complained about Olga directing the search was that the future heir of House Clarke had ordered it. Being made to follow the very mercenaries they looked down on had clearly bruised their pride. The young men from the village were visibly disgusted by the sudden change in the escorts’ demeanor.


      “All right,” Riley said. “Did you come here on foot? Then take our horse. Get another if you can before heading to the hut; it’s a little too far to walk.”


      “Understood.”


      The escort’s face stiffened. He was clearly unenthused by the prospect of another round trip along the same miserable path—but after speaking so confidently, it was too late to back out.


      Riley turned to the villagers. “Sorry for the trouble, but would you mind lending them a horse? I’m sure you know where the hut is, so I’d like you to take them there.”


      “Huh...” one of the villagers said, then exchanged glances with the other. They were eager to help catch bandits, but their expressions suggested they had no idea who this boy was—or why he carried himself with such authority. They didn’t seem to grasp what “Your Highness” meant, despite the escort’s repeated use of the title.


      Riley merely smiled. He was used to being treated like royalty.


      With no roads to follow, he and Liliana rode to the nearest village before dismounting their horse. They recalled the other search parties, while some of the escorts went with the villagers to retrieve the captured bandits. Everyone else would return to the viscount’s manor.


      The royal guards stuck close to Riley and Liliana. The two mercenaries brought up the rear without complaint. As they walked, Gildo drifted closer to Olga.


      “Think the thugs’ll confess who’s behind this?” he murmured.


      “No,” Olga replied. “They might’ve even slipped away while the lady and His Highness were gone. Hopefully he made sure they’ll keep quiet. If not, they’re probably getting their stories straight right about now.”


      Gildo loudly clicked his tongue. Riley was more mature than other children he’d seen, but it was hard to imagine him being accustomed to violence. Chances were he hadn’t done enough to ensure the bandits’ silence.


      The attackers in the church had been professionals. If someone had hired them, their employer would never be traced. Olga and Gildo couldn’t tell how much Riley knew about the situation, so for now, they could only wait and see how things played out.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It was dark by the time the group reached the viscount’s manor. Marianne met them at the entrance, her eyes red and swollen from crying. Riley smiled kindly and returned House Clarke’s young daughter to her.


      After changing and eating dinner, Liliana could finally relax.


      “I’m sure you’re tired, Lily,” Clyde said. “Go to bed early tonight—and make sure there are guards outside your room.”


      Liliana nodded and headed to one of the guest chambers. Marianne looked reluctant to let her go, but Liliana wouldn’t be able to sleep with her hovering. After some gentle persuading, she finally got the space she needed.


      Olga and Gildo stood watch outside, alert to ensure nothing else happened.


      What a long day.


      Exhausted, Liliana lay back on the bed. The ambush had taken place that morning, yet they’d still managed to return to the village by nightfall. If she’d been kidnapped any later, she and Riley would have been forced to spend the night outside; the forest was far too dark to navigate after sunset.


      I was lucky, really. I could use magic to fend off stray dogs and the like, but not in front of His Highness. I’d rather keep my abilities secret.


      She would use magic only in life-and-death situations—if monsters attacked, for instance, or if she fell from a cliff and was too badly injured to move.


      When she had helped locate Georg, the kidnapped friend of Marquess Kenneth’s son, Liliana had intended to pass herself off as someone capable only of hexes. If the marquess hadn’t seen through her anyway, she would have preferred he judge her for using hexes rather than learn she could weave spells.


      Liliana cast healing magic on herself to chase away her fatigue. Warmth spread through her limbs.


      Surely the escorts are back from the hut by now. I didn’t think royal guards could be this pitiful; the villagers guiding them might have fared better on their own.


      The young men from the village had brought torches, expecting the work to run late—but even they must have found their patience wearing thin.


      After recovering some of her stamina, Liliana cast a detection spell.


      Rekke.


      As expected, several people had gathered in one of the estate’s rooms. Riley and Clyde were there, along with Viscount Koirad, who had joined them for dinner earlier. They were presumably discussing what to do with the captured bandits and how best to proceed with the inspection.


      How rude of them to deliberate without me, the target of the kidnapping and one of the victims.


      Liliana frowned. It was probably out of consideration for her age, but she didn’t need their concern. She needed information so she could avoid any future calamities.


      She could have used her eavesdropping spell, but she wasn’t sure she could identify every speaker by voice—aside from Riley and Clyde. And she couldn’t simply appear before them; she could already picture them turning her away and telling her to rest. She rose from the bed, put on a blouse, made herself invisible with illusion magic, and teleported to a hidden corner of the viscount’s office, where the discussion was underway.


      The office seemed to double as his private chambers. Liliana spied a bed, separated from the rest of the room by a screen. A knight uniform, a sword, and a lance sat beside it, as though kept ready in case an emergency demanded he join a fight at once.


      Certainly not the best room to invite a lady into, Liliana thought, surveying the office with keen curiosity. While everyone gathered around the desk, she slipped behind the screen and hid by the bed.


      The viscount’s butler spoke first.


      “One of the three thugs was found dead, so only the remaining two have been brought in. They were interrogated separately, and both claimed that a man dressed as a noble hired them to kidnap Lady Liliana and hand her over to someone later. They also said they had help from a mage from Hudore. That is all we have so far. Neither seemed sincere about the job; they intended to demand more money from their employer, and if that failed, to sell their victims to other clients they’d dealt with before.”


      “They meant to go back on their agreement?” Viscount Koirad asked.


      “That’s right.”


      “Isn’t that a breach of contract?” The man seemed genuinely unable to comprehend it, perhaps too virtuous for his own good.


      The butler chuckled. “That’s how most bandits are.”


      “Really? Then they’re a disgrace to knights everywhere.”


      “They aren’t knights.”


      “Oh, right. They’re bandits.” With an excessively serious nod, the viscount fell silent.


      “Were the men in the hut even working with the group we encountered in the church?” Riley asked, his expression grave. “They carried themselves differently.”


      Clyde folded his arms and touched a finger to his chin, looking as though the thought hadn’t occurred to him. “You have a point. The people who ambushed us were professionals. Their weapons weren’t what knights use, but they’d clearly received proper training.”


      “Whereas our captors were run-of-the-mill thugs. If they’d been as strong as the people from the church, Liliana and I wouldn’t have been able to escape.”


      Riley had a clear sense of his limits. Their ambushers had shown such tremendous skill that he wasn’t sure he could handle even one of them alone. He put on a calm front, but he couldn’t entirely hide his frustration. Austin would surely have noticed what he truly felt, but Clyde wasn’t close enough to the prince to read him as easily.


      “I doubt interrogating the bandits will yield anything more useful,” Riley said.


      “I agree,” the butler replied.


      In the end, they couldn’t identify the true mastermind behind the kidnapping. They would have to be more vigilant for the rest of the trip.


      Riley brought the discussion to a close. “Well then—may I leave the thugs to your judgment?”


      “Of course,” the viscount said. “It’s my duty.”


      The inspection team had planned only a brief stop in his domain to rest. The incident had changed that—they would need to rework their schedule for the entire trip. After a few more words, the meeting ended, and people began to file out.


      Liliana teleported back to her room unnoticed. She returned to bed, closed her eyes, and slept soundly that night, without a single dream.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After leaving the viscounty, the inspection team reached their destination without incident. The prosperous city in the south of Duke Clarke’s lands was built around a hill, crowned by a church with an attached monastery. It was quite different from Hudore, which had been built around a palace.


      Two rings of walls stood at the foot of the hill. Between the inner and outer walls lay the dyeing district; beyond them stretched cultivated fields, with open grasslands farther out. The outer wall looked unmistakably newer than the inner one, constructed recently to prevent the theft of crimson.


      House Clarke’s villa stood on a rise farther up from the dyeing district, surrounded by old walls. It was both simple and extravagant. Liliana’s grandfather, Rodney Anthet Clarke, had often used it as a summer retreat with his family during his time as the duke. These days, he and Liliana’s grandmother stayed there by themselves; Clyde and Liliana had never been before, and their parents almost never visited. Both siblings looked around with insatiable curiosity, finding everything unfamiliar.


      They made their way toward the villa first. House Clarke’s crest swayed on a high banner in the courtyard—a sign that the former head of the family and his wife were present. The prince’s coach came to a halt before the gate, and Liliana’s grandparents’ personal butler and chamberlain came out to greet him.


      “Welcome, Your Highness. You must be tired after such a long journey. My master wishes to greet you in person, if you have the time.”


      Riley smiled. “By all means, take us to him.”


      The butler led the prince, Clyde, and Liliana to the parlor. The room was lavishly furnished, awash in deep, rich tones. Everything made with cloth—the couches, curtains, and carpets—had been dyed in the highest-grade crimson.


      Liliana’s grandparents rose to greet Riley. Their attire wasn’t especially formal, since they were in their own villa, but their manners were impeccable.


      “Welcome, Your Highness,” Rodney said.


      “It’s been a while, Your Grace. Thank you for accepting our visit today,” Riley replied with perfect tact, making no mention of the attack at the church.


      Liliana’s grandfather smiled. “We’re far out in the country, as you can see, but please—take your time and enjoy your stay. This is my wife, Barbara. You met her at Clyde’s banquet.”


      “Indeed, I did. It is a pleasure.”


      Barbara bowed with a ladylike grace that seemed unchanged since her youth.


      At the former duke’s urging, the visitors took their seats. A maid brought tea and snacks before withdrawing to a corner of the room. Only then did Riley turn fully to Rodney.


      “As I wrote in my letter, we’re here to inspect crimson dye production in the area.”


      Rodney nodded. “I’m told crimson is in high demand in Hudore.”


      “Its beauty and luster are so renowned that even foreign guests request permission to buy it.”


      “I’m most pleased to hear that.”


      Rodney had once served as premier. He spoke to the prince with easy affability, yet his face remained unreadable. Riley kept the conversation light, as though he didn’t mind in the least.


      Liliana observed her grandparents with interest. In seven years of life, she had seen them so rarely that even hearing their voices felt precious. The only exchange she remembered was the time her grandmother had spoken to her in Fortier, and even that had barely counted as a conversation.


      “Although crimson has been presented to the royal family before, it was only recently that it debuted on the market,” Riley said. “How long ago did your research begin?” He was positively brimming with curiosity.


      Officially, the race to produce crimson dye had emerged during a period of heightened tension with the neighboring empire—and the Duchy of Clarke had ultimately won. The prince’s question implied they had begun their research earlier than the other domains.


      “Not that long ago,” Rodney replied evenly. “Our research began with the goal of presenting dye to His Majesty, the former king.” Fierce emotion flashed in his eyes at the very mention of the late ruler, and Barbara nodded in quiet agreement. “We had our people investigate our options even before then, but our goal was to offer our beloved king the finest treasure our duchy—no, this entire kingdom—could provide. Fortunately, I had a talented son who brought that plan to fruition.”


      “You mean the current Duke Clarke?” the prince asked, surprised that the man known as the Cerulean Flame had talent in such a field as well.


      Clyde and Liliana were confused too, unable to connect their father to the development of crimson dye. Duke Clarke was the type to set others to work rather than involve himself in menial labor.


      “Oh, no. Abram had a younger brother,” Barbara said. “His name was Samuel, and he was very academically inclined. He idolized his brother, and when he learned that Abram had taken an interest in crimson dye, he became desperate to please him. Samuel pursued the technology actively—collecting eastern books from a young age, speaking with merchants who brought goods from the south... When his research finally bore fruit, Abram was the first person he told. That was how much he adored and admired him.”


      Barbara spoke with nostalgia. Rodney remained silent at first, but when she prompted him to weigh in—“Isn’t that right?”—he added with quiet satisfaction, “In House Clarke, we teach our sons from a young age to choose one person to serve for their entire lives. As the second son, Samuel must have chosen his brother.”


      Samuel, Liliana’s uncle, had passed away before she was born, but the books and magic items he had collected remained at her estate. She felt more connected to him than to her own father, whom she barely saw; at times, it hardly felt as though they were even related. She couldn’t reconcile the Duke Clarke she knew with what her grandparents said about him.


      Glancing at Liliana out of the corner of his eye, Clyde didn’t look convinced either.


      “‘One person to serve for their entire lives,’ huh,” Riley mused.


      Rodney nodded gravely. “Indeed. Though it goes without saying that we would never betray the royal family—the eldest son is to choose the king as his one and only master. We are a stubborn breed, and nothing will change that.”


      The implication was clear: House Clarke’s loyalty to the royal family was absolute. Rodney’s demeanor gave no hint of deceit, but his past as a talented premier made him hard to read. Riley couldn’t tell how far he could trust him, and neither could Liliana.


      I’m sure my grandfather chose the previous king as his master, but I wonder whom my father picked.


      Abram had risen to the rank of premier under the former king. If he had sworn loyalty to that king, then he wasn’t loyal to the current one—and he certainly wasn’t going to serve Riley.


      The prince’s eyes narrowed. It lasted only a moment, but Liliana happened to catch it. Perhaps he had the same concerns as her; he was certainly astute enough. Liliana’s grandparents didn’t notice the shift in his expression, though.


      “If you’d like to learn about the history of crimson dye,” Rodney said, as though the idea had just occurred to him, “there’s a museum not far from the dyeing district with plenty of research records. It isn’t open to the public, but I can have the curator let you in if you’re interested.”


      “A museum?” Riley echoed. He had never heard the word before.


      “It’s an element of foreign culture—a place that houses all manner of rarities. I’m told they’re beginning to spread through Slivegrandia in the form of cabinets of curiosities—or wonder-rooms, as some call them. A museum is the same concept on a larger scale, often focused on a single theme.”


      It had been another of Samuel’s ideas, Barbara explained. Developing crimson dye technology had required an enormous quantity of materials and tools. At first, he had kept everything in the villa for convenience, but it had grown to take up so much space that he’d been forced to move it into a separate building. Eventually, it had occurred to him that others might be interested in a cabinet of curiosities devoted solely to crimson dye.


      “Research is still ongoing there, so only nobles are allowed inside,” Barbara added, lips curving in a graceful smile. “You shouldn’t have anything to worry about, though. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your visit.”


      “That sounds most interesting,” Riley said in earnest.


      “In that case, I’ll have it opened tomorrow,” Rodney affirmed. He turned to his butler, who made a show of acknowledgment and departed at once to relay the order to the curator.


      The inspection team’s schedule had been arranged by House Clarke with Riley’s preferences in mind. Their first day had purposefully been kept free so that everyone could rest—though Clyde and the prince still had work to discuss with Rodney.


      Liliana retired to the room assigned to her. It held none of her personal belongings, so Marianne set about unpacking their things and making it more comfortable. Liliana settled on the couch, wrote a message, and passed it to her handmaiden.


      “I know this is out of the blue, but you’ll be a debutante later this year, right?”


      The question caught Marianne off guard. “Yes, I will.”


      Liliana continued, unconcerned by her handmaiden’s confusion. “Do you have dresses prepared? You’ll need a white one for your debut, of course, but you’ll need more for the soirees that follow.”


      As the daughter of Marquess Kenneth, Marianne couldn’t wear the same clothes to every social gathering.


      “I doubt I’ll need to attend many,” Marianne said, knitting her brow. “I’m your handmaiden and the youngest daughter in my family.”


      House Kenneth and its branch families had many children. Perhaps that was why the household was so meritocratic, with little regard for pedigree or birth order. Put another way, House Kenneth valued individuality—which was why Marianne had been allowed to serve as handmaiden to a duke’s daughter. Marianne herself knew her strengths and weaknesses well, and she had no intention of appearing frequently in high society even after coming of age.


      “Soirees are important for daughters of nobility,” Liliana replied with a smile, even though she understood perfectly how Marianne felt.


      Attending soirees would give the handmaiden a chance to learn things she might not be privy to otherwise—and perhaps to find a future spouse. It demanded an extremely high level of education and political awareness, but the connections could prove invaluable.


      “Even if you won’t need more dresses right away, you should at least keep some around. Let me gift you one.”


      “My lady...” Tears welled in Marianne’s eyes. She looked genuinely moved. “I, uh... The gesture alone is enough for me.”


      “Don’t say that. Consider it a small token of gratitude.” Liliana wasn’t about to back down—she still remembered the dream she had witnessed during last year’s swarm.


      Though I can’t tell whether it truly followed the game’s backstory.


      In that dream, Liliana had withdrawn into her shell after losing her voice, refusing to interact with anyone. Only Marianne had remained at her side. Eventually, with the help of a man she didn’t recognize, Liliana had managed to speak again—but then she had encountered a swarm. Monsters had slaughtered her two escorts, and the mage traveling with her had vanished without a trace. Panic had made Liliana lose control of her magic, and she had accidentally killed the handmaiden who had refused to abandon her.


      The nightmare had been too vivid to dismiss as mere fantasy. In the game, Marianne must never have made it to her social debut.


      Is this sentimentality? Liliana wondered, trying to name the unfamiliar emotion welling up inside her. She couldn’t quite tell—and either way, it didn’t change her desire to give Marianne a dress.


      The handmaiden sighed softly, then smiled, looking both troubled and pleased. “If it’s not too expensive...”


      A present from the daughter of a duke to the daughter of a marquess couldn’t possibly be cheap, but Liliana nodded anyway. While it wouldn’t be on the same level as the kind offered to the royal family, she still wanted to give Marianne crimson cloth of the highest quality she could obtain.


      I’m sure she’ll look gorgeous in red.


      They were in for a lengthy stay at the villa, and inspections weren’t scheduled every day. Liliana asked the butler to check with Clyde, Riley, and her grandparents about sending for a tailor, and to set up an appointment if they approved. Then she relaxed with a book until dinnertime.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next day, the inspection team headed to the crimson museum. After speaking with the curator, they would proceed to the crimson workshops.


      Their destination sat within the city walls, a ten-minute walk from the dyeing district. Just as Liliana had been told, it looked like an ordinary two-story private home—save for the brown wooden beams and white walls that made it stand out.


      The curator waited at the gate, visibly nervous. He had spent most of his life in the duchy, leaving it only for research, so nobles from outside House Clarke were truly strange beasts to him. Riley, being royalty, was a high and noble beast, tantamount to a national treasure. Liliana cast the curator a sympathetic look; he seemed ready to faint at any moment.


      He’s a commoner with no title. I feel sorry for him. His Highness is friendly with everyone regardless of status—for better or for worse.


      Some appreciated the prince’s attitude; others, like the curator, found it terrifying. Having avoided people and devoted himself to research, he was instinctively wary of his superiors, always tensing in their presence. This inspection must have felt like a nightmare. He would surely have preferred to leave it to someone else, but as the museum’s highest authority, he had no choice but to host.


      As the curator stood rigid, Clyde stepped forward and introduced Riley with an easy smile. “Thank you for agreeing to show us around, sir. This is His Highness Riley Williams Slivegrad.”


      “W-Welcome, Y-Your Highness. Y-Your visit p-pleases me,” the curator managed, his voice breaking into a falsetto.


      “Nice to meet you as well,” the prince replied with a smile. “We’ll be in your care today.”


      The curator led them inside, still seeming very awkward. Most of the escorts stayed outside, with only a few accompanying the group.


      The museum was tidier than Liliana had expected. The sharp scent of dye lingered in the air, but small windows lined the walls for ventilation. Their tour began with the exhibition room on the first floor; the second floor was used for research, while the basement served as storage space for materials.


      “Th-These are scale insects known as kermes, and they are the source of crimson dye. They dwell in oaks and prefer hot places, so we used to have no choice but to import them—but we’ve since managed to breed our own. Yes, indeed. The technology is highly confidential, so I really can’t share the details, I’m afraid.”


      Sweat beaded on the curator’s forehead as he spoke. Much of the crimson dye process was kept secret, given its impact on the domain’s profits. Carmine—the pigment extracted from kermes—was also famous as a high-quality dye for woolen fabrics. The curator clearly didn’t know how much he was permitted to say in front of the prince.


      Riley smiled. “That’s all right. You don’t need to reveal any secrets to me.”


      The curator let out a relieved breath. He glanced around the room and began explaining the exhibits one by one, speaking a little too quickly. Then he led the group up to the laboratory on the second floor.


      “One particular hue—alizarin—can be extracted from madder flowers, but it fades far too quickly. I’m hoping to find a way to preserve the color. It would look wonderful, I’m sure.”


      “So you aren’t researching only crimson, then,” the prince said.


      “Oh, um... I thought we might produce a shade that resembles crimson. Yes, indeed.”


      When the curator spoke on a subject he truly cared about, he sped up, but the inspection team still listened with interest. As the foremost authority on crimson dye, he answered the prince’s questions without hesitation. Liliana remained silent, observing the tools arranged around the room and quietly comparing the curator’s explanations with what she remembered from books she had read.


      He’s referring to alizarin crimson, I assume. Without the technology to carbonize coal at high temperatures, producing coal tar, it should be effectively impossible to make.


      Alizarin crimson was a synthetic dye, the creation of which depended on the separation and refinement of coal tar. Even with magic, it likely remained beyond current technological advancements.


      They would do well to establish a patent system before going any further.


      There was no protection for advanced technologies in this world. A patent system compatible with Slivegrandia’s legal framework would greatly benefit the kingdom’s industrial development.


      Liliana looked up. While she had been lost in thought, the group had moved to the storage room. She followed them inside and found countless books, experimental materials and tools, some junk of inscrutable purpose, and an abundance of crimson fabrics.


      “What are these?” Riley asked, pointing at the old pieces of cloth.


      “Imports,” the curator explained. “Apparently, they were found in ancient sarcophagi.”


      “I see.”


      “They must have been used to wrap either the dead or something buried with them.”


      Riley and Clyde gave the cloth ambiguous looks before averting their eyes. Liliana watched them with her usual smile.




      The museum tour ended, and the inspection team headed to the dyeing district. Dye houses lined the river, and one section contained rows of tailor shops where crimson fabric was worked into garments. Labor was divided for efficiency, giving the area the feel of a clothing-centered commercial quarter. Although the kermes workshop was off-limits, Liliana and the others were able to watch the extracted dye being applied to thread and wool before it was woven into cloth.


      After visiting each workshop, they stopped at a clothing merchant’s store. He sold primarily wholesale, but any crimson fabric bought from him could be taken to a sewing shop and made into whatever the customer desired.


      Riley looked surprised at the explanation. “That’s quite interesting. May I take a look at your wares?”


      “By all means.”


      Clearly, the man was accustomed to serving nobles. Having the crown prince in his store made him tense, but he kept his composure. He instructed his apprentice to bring out bolts of crimson fabric and other colors, and the boy obeyed at once.


      “We work primarily with fabrics dyed in this district,” the merchant continued, “but occasionally we buy from foreign traders when they have something worthwhile. Their silk, in particular, is unfortunately better than ours.”


      He began stating the grade of each fabric from left to right. Apparently, grades were influenced not only by the dye used but also by the evenness of its application—and by the origin and quality of the wool.


      The last piece he presented was silk purchased from a foreign merchant. It was red, with an unfamiliar pattern worked in gold thread. Liliana, who had only been observing until then, found the design strange and took the fabric to examine it, prompting an eager reaction from the merchant.


      “Does that one interest you? It’s from the Empire of Yunatian. A merchant brought it just the other day. His other wares weren’t anything special, but this was so high in quality that I couldn’t pass it up.”


      “From the empire?” Riley interjected.


      “Indeed, Your Highness.”


      One of Riley’s stated reasons for the inspection was to investigate a merchant from the Empire of Yunatian, but he hadn’t expected to find a lead in such an ordinary workshop. Liliana stared intently at the pattern; she had seen something like it before.


      Didn’t Lady Malvina’s dress have something similar?


      Liliana hadn’t spoken with Malvina Tanner for long that day, so she hadn’t gotten a proper look at the design, but she did remember thinking it was strange. The dress was patterned with writing arranged into a picture of sorts—a popular style in the Empire of Yunatian, and one that clearly differed from Slivegrandian tastes, which favored flowers and other natural motifs.


      Does this mean the imperial merchant I asked Gildo to investigate passed through this dyeing district?


      Liliana glanced at Riley out of the corner of her eye and found him deep in thought, his expression severe. He seemed to be considering the same possibility. The wholesaler stiffened, likely afraid he would be punished for purchasing imperial goods.


      Riley smiled reassuringly. “What a beautiful pattern. How long have you had it for?”


      The man’s shoulders relaxed as he realized there wouldn’t be any trouble. “About a week.”


      In other words, the Yunatian merchant had probably already departed the region. If they couldn’t speak with him directly, they would have to look for clues in the stock he’d supplied.


      Liliana decided to buy some crimson fabric and the Yunatian silk—several pieces in all. She beckoned Marianne and pointed out the bolts she wanted, and the handmaiden oversaw the purchase. The expenses would be invoiced to Liliana’s estate. Riley and Clyde, meanwhile, bought nothing. Clyde looked pleased with his sister’s interest, while the prince studied her as if he had something on his mind.


      She pretended not to notice, maintaining her usual expression. It would complicate matters if Riley started asking about the Yunatian fabric, and she wanted to keep her investigation as quiet as possible. Fortunately, she rarely attracted much attention; although she was the daughter of one of the three largest ducal families and a candidate to become the crown prince’s fiancée, she had yet to debut in high society.


      These patterns look like hex sigils, and hexes are Petra’s specialty.


      Liliana wasn’t certain, but the imperial merchant seemed to be distributing fabric marked with hex sigils throughout Slivegrandia. Whatever his motive, it couldn’t possibly be anything good.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Riley couldn’t keep his inner turmoil from showing on his face; he had never expected Yunatian merchants to visit Duke Clarke’s lands. Yes, investigating their movements was one of the primary aims of his inspection, but he hadn’t truly thought he would find traces of them.


      In both Yunatian and Slivegrandia, highways had made domestic travel far easier than before. The risk of running into bandits or monsters was as high as ever, but merchants accepted it for the profits to be made. It was only logical that they would expand beyond local goods and trade in rarities from abroad as well.


      Particularly savvy merchants issued drafts and paid travelers in the local currency of their destination. They also engaged in currency exchange. Such practices required special paperwork—as well as registration with a merchants’ guild—making them far more complicated than simply buying and selling wares.


      Slivegrandia’s crimson dye was as popular abroad as it was domestically. Had the Yunatian merchants come to steal the production methods, chasing easy riches? The very thought was disastrous. If other countries adopted Slivegrandia’s techniques, they would not only benefit economically but also exploit the kingdom’s weakened state to bring it under their influence.


      Riley felt certain of his suspicion. The problem lay in the embroidery on the fabrics. When the inspection team returned to the villa, he stopped Liliana before she could retire to her room.


      “Liliana, may I speak with you?”


      She instructed her handmaiden to go on ahead, then approached Riley with a smile. He asked the ducal family’s chamberlain to lead them to the parlor and requested privacy for himself and Liliana once they were inside. The chamberlain left the door slightly ajar on his way out.


      Riley sat beside Liliana. “Did you have a good time today? I noticed you didn’t get to ask any questions. It wasn’t too tiring, was it?”


      She had spent the entire day following Riley and Clyde, her smile unwavering. Time and again, she had proven herself as a valuable source of insight, so the prince was eager to hear what she had to say.


      “Not at all. It was a delightful, educational day.”


      “That’s good. I learned a lot too,” Riley said, speaking from the heart. “I already knew about crimson fabrics, but it was nice to hear from the most prominent person in the field.”


      “Absolutely. I was surprised to hear they’re experimenting with alizarin dye too.”


      Riley was momentarily taken aback by what Liliana had chosen to focus on, but he quickly regained his composure. “Yeah, I didn’t even think it was possible to make alizarin resemble crimson. I’ve read that madder—the flower it comes from—is used in medicine abroad.”


      “So have I. As a hemostatic and antipyretic agent, right?”


      “Yeah. You borrowed that book from the royal library, didn’t you?”


      “I did.”


      Warmth rose in Riley’s chest. He hadn’t expected that having something in common with Liliana—even something as small as having read the same book—could bring him so much joy. The book in question was extremely old, imported from the east. Most of its pages had been lost to time, but Riley had been amazed when he first read what remained.


      “This may be a little out of the blue, but...”


      Liliana paused. Riley urged her to continue.


      “How would you feel about creating a law to protect revolutionary technologies?”


      It really was out of the blue. Riley stared at her blankly, then composed himself and adopted a more serious expression. He was quick enough to grasp the logic behind the idea.


      “To protect inventions like crimson dye, you mean?”


      “Yes. The curator stressed it was ‘highly confidential,’ but what good is that? Secrecy can’t help if your technology is stolen—and it holds back the creation of new inventions.”


      Inventions were often built on existing knowledge and technologies. To foster innovation, those foundations needed to be shared. Under the current system, however, doing so offered inventors no protection, nor any reliable way to recoup what they had invested in research. Only those who copied the work stood to profit.


      The solution, Liliana explained, was to compensate inventors for publishing their work. For a fixed period, they would hold exclusive rights to an invention, and anyone who wanted to use it would pay a licensing fee.


      Riley folded his arms, deep in thought. The proposal made a great deal of sense. “Would those rights be granted in the same manner as court ranks?”


      “That would work, but you could also keep a separate registry. It might be best to have the king issue them at first, though. People might be more receptive that way.”


      A dedicated system would simplify the paperwork, and a registration process would make it easier to protect numerous inventions. Inventors were almost exclusively nobles or wealthy merchants, though; the most effective way to motivate them to release their work would be to frame it as a right bestowed by the king.


      “You could also give inventors a choice. Make publishing an invention grant special rights—call it a patent, say—but also create a law that allows people to keep trade secrets and take legal action against those who leak them.”


      Such legislation would require defining what constituted a trade secret and creating a system to verify what qualified. It was a lot to consider, but it would almost certainly be worth it.


      Riley exhaled and shook his head. When he looked up again, his expression was calm, and there was clear respect in his eyes.


      “You always manage to surprise me, you know that? How in the world do you come up with these things?” the prince asked, brushing his fingers over Liliana’s small hand. She was two years his junior and looked so frail, yet she possessed a lofty soul and a razor-sharp mind. “I really like your idea. The details will need to be worked out, but I’ll put it on the Council of Advisers’ agenda and perhaps ask the lords to consider it locally. I assume the terms would depend on the kind of product being registered.”


      “Indeed.”


      “I may need your guidance to see this through. Can I count on you, if necessary?”


      “By all means.”


      Riley’s smile deepened. He considered it a miracle that someone as wonderful as Liliana could be one of his fiancée candidates. The others wanted only to hear sweet words and talk about popular arts—and when he steered the conversation toward politics, the most they could do was recite what their tutors had taught them. It was neither fresh nor engaging, and it did nothing to stir his intellectual curiosity.


      He always feigned interest, of course—even as his mind drifted to past conversations with Austin or work he still needed to finish—but he knew he could never have a fulfilling relationship with such women, whether he married them or not.


      With Liliana, it was the opposite. No amount of time with her ever felt like enough. She and Austin were the only people he consistently wanted at his side.


      “You always seem to have the kingdom and its people at heart. There aren’t many who can think as you do. It’s magnificent.”


      Liliana shook her head. “Books and my teachers taught me that in ancient times, the privileged funded the highways and buildings used by commoners. We, too, have a duty to provide for the public; without them, we wouldn’t enjoy the advantages that come with our status today.”


      In many domains, the knights’ orders were composed mostly of peasants. They would be the first to die if the kingdom grew weak enough to be invaded. Liliana devoted herself to politics so they would never have to fight at all.


      Riley was captivated. It was rare to find ideals so firm in someone so young. He had once striven to become a great hero like his grandfather—before his father’s words had thrown that dream into question—which was why Liliana’s resolve left such a deep impression on him.


      The prince sighed. He hadn’t meant to get so worked up out of nowhere. He squeezed Liliana’s hand, then let go.


      “Anyway, I stopped you to ask to borrow the Yunatian fabrics you ordered.”


      Liliana blinked, surprised.


      “One of the reasons for this inspection was to investigate the movements of Yunatian merchants,” Riley continued, a serious look on his face. “Our relationship with the empire is somewhat strained, you see, and it’s only getting worse. It’s crucial that we find out what they’re up to. They could very well be spies.”


      “Is that your own initiative?”


      “It is.”


      The prince hadn’t breathed a word of his suspicions to Duke Clarke or any other powerful figure at the palace. Only Austin, Clyde, and now Liliana knew what he was truly thinking.


      “I’m no expert, but the patterns resemble hexes from the empire.”


      Liliana met Riley’s gaze calmly. The strength in her eyes unsettled him, but he forced himself not to waver and pressed on.


      “I’d prefer you didn’t keep the fabrics near you. If those patterns really are hexes, there’s no telling what effects they might have. Could you send them to me when they arrive? I promise to return them to you if I can verify they’re safe; otherwise, I’ll reimburse you for what you paid.”


      Riley’s palms had gone slick with sweat. He had feared that mentioning hexes might frighten Liliana, petite as she was—then just as quickly realized he had nothing to worry about. If being kidnapped hadn’t shaken her, this wouldn’t either. And indeed, she remained perfectly composed.


      But he couldn’t have predicted what she asked next.


      “If I agree to give them to you, who will analyze them?”


      Riley hesitated, but only for a moment. “Few know enough about hexes to begin with. To my knowledge, only the minister, the vice minister, and three other mages are suited to the task. I’d have to give them to the minister.”


      As crown prince, Riley couldn’t commission anyone else without causing offense. It would be taken as slighting the minister or implying that he didn’t deserve his post. Either way, Riley intended to keep the source of the fabrics secret and have the minister handle the matter discreetly.


      “Then I must refuse. I’ll take care of the inspection myself and report back to you.”


      “That’s a bad idea, Liliana. Please reconsider.”


      “I’m afraid I can’t.”


      The prince grew more restless. He hadn’t expected Liliana to be this stubborn. If the patterns truly were hexes, they needed a skilled eye to examine them—someone who could discern their purpose. Anything less could be fatal. Hearing those thugs describe what they would do to her had been bad enough; the thought of her dying from a hex was unbearable.


      “It’s too dangerous. If something were to happen to you...it would cause problems for me.”


      Riley could think of no better way to express the emotions surging through him. He clenched his fists, trying to keep his feelings at bay.


      “Please rest assured,” Liliana said, her sweet smile unfaltering. “I’ll have the best person for the job analyze the fabrics in a way that won’t compromise my safety.”


      “But—”


      “Do you doubt me?”


      The prince bit his lip. Liliana’s phrasing was foul play. He had to take a few slow, deep breaths before he could respond.


      “Very well. Can you at least tell me who you have in mind?”


      Liliana considered for a moment. “The Vice Minister of Magic.”


      “How is that any different from asking the minister himself?” If he was too busy to handle the matter personally, he would pass it to the vice minister by default. There had to be a reason Liliana wanted to circumvent him entirely.


      “Because the vice minister can be trusted.”


      The prince narrowed his eyes, trying to discern Liliana’s intentions.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Archduke Franklin Slivegrad—Riley’s uncle—was staying at his lover’s manor in Hudore, steeped in his usual indulgences. He often lounged in her bed well into the afternoon, but today his chamberlain brought him something urgent: a letter from a nobleman with whom Franklin had recently been on rather good terms.


      “Is something the matter?” asked the woman beside him—his current favorite. She was married, and her husband was aligned with the Arcacians, rivals of the faction that wished to see Franklin succeed to the throne. She was amiable, quick-witted, and fun to be with.


      But above all, the thrill of stealing an enemy’s wife was deeply gratifying.


      “I asked someone to do something for me,” Franklin replied, “but it seems it didn’t work out.”


      “Oh.”


      Known in her social circles for her wisdom, the woman cocked her head and blinked, her intelligent gaze irresistibly seductive to Franklin. He tossed the letter onto the bedroom floor and reached for her. She was brushing her hair at the dresser, but she giggled and reached back in turn.


      “Was it something difficult?” she asked.


      “Just a matter of going to a church, welcoming a certain guest, and taking them to their next place of stay. My contact said it would be easy and accepted readily, so I’m pretty mad they failed.”


      “A guest? Is she a woman, perhaps?” Franklin’s lover pouted and pinched his cheeks.


      “Jealous, are we?” The archduke smirked and pulled her to him with deliberate force. “She is, yes. I asked that the men be welcomed warmly as well, but the woman took priority—I didn’t want anyone to suspect my involvement. Her father hasn’t been very kind to me, you see, and it seemed about time someone taught him a lesson. Come now; don’t look at me like that. She’s far too young for my tastes. You’re the only woman for me.”


      He punctuated the insufferable flattery with an embrace. The woman smiled brightly, yet her eyes held a cold light, fixed on the letter lying on the floor.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana spent dinner tormented by embarrassment.


      I made a mistake—there’s no doubt about that.


      She stole a glance at Riley, feigning nonchalance. He kept looking at her, and she felt the weight of his gaze each time their eyes met.


      Liliana and the prince had shared many intricate discussions over the course of their tea parties, but their most recent conversation had changed things in a major way. His attitude was clearly different now. Liliana knew she wasn’t imagining it—she had definitely taken a step closer to becoming the crown princess.


      I tried to explain my actions as noblesse oblige, thinking he might relate, but I forgot the concept isn’t common sense in this world.


      If she wanted to stop being one of Riley’s prospective fiancées, she had to conceal any qualities that would make her a worthy crown princess. She knew that, yet it had proven too difficult in practice. Every selfless choice she made for the sake of the kingdom and its people only made her stand out more—but pursuing her own interests would put her right back on the path to becoming a villainess.


      Liliana had assumed that being mute would be enough to remove her from consideration, but clearly it wouldn’t suffice. Behind her smile, she plotted her next move—a way to lose her candidacy without breaking the law. There had to be a sweet spot. She was fortunate that Riley lacked the authority to overrule the Council of Advisers, but who knew how long that would remain true?


      Liliana was reminding herself of her original goal when she heard her grandmother’s voice.


      “It may seem unthinkable now, but Abram married for love.”


      “Really?” Riley asked.


      Liliana looked up at once. Clyde must have shared her surprise, because his eyes were wide as saucers. Their grandfather blushed slightly, nursing his drink, while their grandmother smiled pleasantly.


      “Indeed,” she continued. “He insisted he wanted Belinda and nobody else. She had the audacity to reject him at first, but he kept asking for her hand until she eventually agreed.”


      It was almost too absurd to believe. Liliana’s father was the last person anyone would expect to feel love with any passion. He and Belinda, Liliana’s mother, weren’t even on speaking terms anymore. Belinda seemed to be actively avoiding the duke, who showed barely any interest in her in return.


      Liliana was so astonished that she almost forgot the regret that had been gnawing at her moments before. She stopped moving her cutlery, intent on hearing more.


      “He loved her that much?” Riley asked.


      “Yes, though he was far more passionate about Belinda than she was about him. Still, she seemed to care for him.”


      “You said yesterday that the sons of House Clarke choose one person to devote themselves to. Custom dictates that the head of the family choose the king—but could he have chosen his wife instead?”


      “Oh, Your Highness...” Barbara chuckled, as though she had just been asked an adorable question by a child who couldn’t know any better. “He chose the king. Of that much, I am certain. The devotion we speak of manifests in many ways—love, yearning, sacrifice... But human emotions take countless forms. I’ve received more love from my husband than I can put into words, yet if he were to perish in his duty to the king, I would not resent it. I would be proud, even.”


      “I see,” Riley said, though he didn’t look convinced.


      Liliana turned her attention to her brother. He had the most contact with House Clarke of anyone present, yet even he seemed unsure of what Barbara meant—more so than the prince. For a moment, a grimace flickered across his face.


      Don’t let it show, brother.


      Fortunately, Liliana was the only one who noticed.


      Barbara spoke proudly of her husband, but there was no guarantee Belinda would do the same. One clear difference between them was that Liliana’s mother came from a low-ranking family. It wouldn’t have been strange if she had wanted a marriage founded on love rather than politics.


      What if, after hearing him profess his love so many times, she believed she could be happy marrying him—only to discover later that his love and devotion belonged entirely to the king? Could that have driven her to despair?


      Liliana couldn’t begin to imagine it. She struggled to grasp most emotions, but none were as opaque to her as love. She knew her share of sonnets and ballads, and a common theme among them was the desire to be the sole object of another’s affection. Liliana suspected it mattered to Belinda too, which would explain the discord in her parents’ relationship.


      While she was lost in thought, the conversation shifted to the duchy.


      “I saw immigrants here and there during our inspection,” Riley said. “Are they becoming more common?”


      “It’s the northerners,” Rodney answered, narrowing his eyes in displeasure. “Our son may be eager to hire immigrants, but I have to question their usefulness. They’re being employed in the dyeing district, even, but we don’t let them anywhere near our trade secrets—not that those empty-headed dolts would understand them anyway. I’d put them in the fur industry if it were up to me.”


      Working with fur had long been looked down upon. As a result, there were even fewer workplaces in that trade than in dyeing. Rodney’s spite was plain, as were his antipathy toward immigrants and his irritation at the growing number of northerners in the Duchy of Clarke. Riley pretended not to notice.


      “How much have their numbers increased?” he asked.


      “Enough that I’ve had to place restrictions on immigration. If you want the details, ask Philip or my son.”


      Even after passing down his title, Rodney still wielded some influence within the family’s duchies. He could even give orders to Philip—the butler of the Clarkes’ estate in Fortier.


      Riley nodded, though doubt lingered in his eyes. Liliana couldn’t tell why, and she couldn’t ask him either—not only did she want to keep her grandparents and Clyde from learning about her telepathic bracelet, but she also didn’t want the prince to grow any more interested in her.


      Still, she made a mental note that the Duchy of Clarke was entangled with the northerners. Her thoughts drifted to Georg, the boy from the Kenneth knights’ order whom she and Gildo had rescued.




      After dinner, Riley invited Clyde to his guest chambers. Only once he had cleared the room and secured their privacy did he broach the matter on his mind.


      “I need a favor, Clyde.”


      “Go on.”


      “It’s about the northerners.”


      Clyde’s expression changed. For some time now, Riley had shown concern about the rising number of northerner abductions. Clyde was aware of the situation himself, though he hadn’t been very vocal about it. Only the Calvert and Kenneth marquessates had reported incidents so far, but it was highly likely that immigrants were going missing in the other large territories too—namely the Duchies of Ealdred and Clarke. Austin was looking into the former, but nothing could be done about the latter.


      Evidently, Riley was hoping to find a lead during their inspection. Duke Clarke claimed he wanted to employ and protect foreigners, yet his predecessor, Rodney, had openly looked down on them. Riley couldn’t help but wonder whether the duke truly meant what he said—especially given how evasive his answers had been. A straightforward investigation into the disappearances wouldn’t be enough.


      “I want to know the state of the duchy. The duke himself refuses to speak on it,” Riley said. “Are you close with that Philip your grandfather mentioned?”


      “Philip is my father’s butler in Fortier. He’s also the steward, so he should know a thing or two.” Bitterness crept into Clyde’s voice, and he just barely managed to add, “I still haven’t earned his approval.”


      Riley folded his arms, looking serious. Duke Clarke was extremely talented, yet his loyal butler looked down on Clyde because of his age—even though Clyde was the family’s future successor.


      The prince’s expression soured as the implication of Clyde’s words sank in. Whether at the palace or among family, they were both dismissed as too green compared to the veterans around them. Their political proposals were ignored, and they were entrusted with little of real importance. It stung their pride and irritated them, but there was no point in complaining. Instead, they kept busy, searching for a solution.


      “I see,” Riley said. “I thought there might not be any reports because there are so few immigrants here, but it sounds like their numbers are rising. There’s also the possibility that people know about the kidnappings and are choosing not to act.”


      “Yes, indeed. My authority within our duchies extends little beyond trivial matters, but there should be relevant materials in Fortier. I’ll request access to them.” Clyde spoke with conviction, but their circumstances made it unlikely to be so simple.


      “Don’t do anything rash that might put a target on your back,” Riley warned. “It would make it harder to act in the future.”


      “As you wish. Please don’t do anything rash either, Your Highness.”


      The prince let out an awkward chuckle, caught off guard. Then he offered a few words of gratitude. Clyde’s concern was genuine.


      Once their conversation ended and the young Clarke heir departed, Riley slumped onto the couch. He had meant to keep up appearances, yet his exhaustion had seeped through enough for Clyde to notice. He rubbed his cheeks, admonishing himself.


      Recently, he had been forging connections with talented, trustworthy noble boys around his age. Clyde was one of them. As if to meet the prince’s unspoken expectations, he could piece together truths from the smallest scraps of information, and his sense of foresight was just as sharp. He was well-informed and one of the few who could speak with the prince on equal footing. But his most attractive quality was his kindness; it was hard to believe he was the son of the man called the Cerulean Flame, famed for his austerity and calm ferocity.


      “He doesn’t resemble his sister either,” Riley muttered.


      They resembled each other in appearance and overall impression, but not in the way they carried themselves. Liliana was wiser; Clyde was more expressive. Liliana always wore a gentle, fragile smile, yet she never let her true feelings show. There was something cold about her. Clyde, on the other hand, displayed his emotions openly, for better or worse. He was still harder to read than most other noble children his age, but he couldn’t begin to compare to his sister. She was far too mature for her years—though Riley understood that this was simply her nature.


      Suddenly, he thought he heard footsteps outside the door. No one was permitted anywhere near the room where the crown prince was staying, yet his guard didn’t react in the slightest.


      Riley rose and cracked the door open, unease brewing in his chest. As he peered through the narrow gap, the guard noticed and turned to him.


      “Your Highness. Is something the matter?”


      “Not really...” the prince replied, hesitating.


      If anything were amiss, the guard would have told him. Riley decided he must have imagined it, shook his head, and returned inside.


      Neither of them noticed the dark figure watching from the shadows.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      On the last day of their stay in the Duchy of Clarke, Liliana invited a dressmaker to the villa. She, Riley, and Clyde were measured first; they were ordering garments made from crimson cloth. Then it was Marianne’s turn. Liliana stood beside her, explaining her vision to the dressmaker.


      “I want something that will show her figure.”


      “All right. How about one of these?”


      The dressmaker produced several references, and Liliana nodded in satisfaction. She tried to keep Marianne’s preferences in mind, but the handmaiden favored conservative designs that concealed the body’s natural curves. Even if such dresses suited her, they would end up looking dated. Liliana wouldn’t swing too far in the other direction—anything too avant-garde could be deemed vulgar—but she wanted to highlight Marianne’s beauty and unpolished charm as effectively as possible.


      “M-My lady!” the handmaiden exclaimed when she caught a glimpse of the references, her face turning red as a tomato.


      Liliana ignored her protests with a smile. She wouldn’t force the matter if Marianne truly hated it, but she also wouldn’t waste time arguing if the handmaiden was simply shy. If high society began to gossip about the dress, Marianne could always silence them by saying it had been recommended by the daughter of House Clarke.


      In the end, the handmaiden sighed in resignation. “Just...please hide the upper arms...”


      Liliana adored formfitting dresses, but concessions had to be made. She picked out the designs that left the upper arms bare and moved them to the rejected pile.




      The measuring took the entire day. After dinner, Liliana sent Marianne to bed early to rest, intent on finishing one last task before their departure in the morning. She raised a barrier around her room, made herself invisible with an illusion spell, and—after confirming her destination was empty—teleported away.


      She reappeared in an office at the Fortier estate, facing a large desk and towering stacks of documents.


      Checking the tax ledgers seems like the fastest way to learn what’s happening with the immigrants.


      The ledgers were kept on a bookshelf. Each volume was thick, but Liliana hardly noticed as she pulled the first one free. It opened with a summary of the duchy and a brief overview of changes over the past three years. The population was reported as steady, with no mention of northerners. The amount of farmland and residential space, however, had increased dramatically.


      Strange... There haven’t been any major agrarian reforms in the past three years.


      Since Slivegrandia’s inception, the year had been divided into three seasons. Summer and winter were devoted to growing barley, oats, rye, and other cereals; otherwise, the fields were used as pasture.


      More recently, cattle-drawn implements had been replaced with large plows fitted with iron wheels, sharply increasing production. The Duchy of Clarke had adopted the technology ahead of other regions, hiring additional forgers who could use magic and magical items to mass-produce sturdier wheels. But that initiative, along with the broader push to expand farmland, had ended roughly ten years ago. There was little point in expanding further; no number of tools could make up for a shortage of hands to work the new fields.


      Liliana turned to the report on income and expenditures. Earnings from agricultural exports to other duchies had increased slightly. Yet the rise in export income and the lack of population change didn’t match the scale of expansion.


      What could this mean? Tax evasion, perhaps?


      Taxes came in two forms: a poll tax, levied on every individual, and a land tax, levied on property. If this were creative accounting, both revenue streams should have been doctored. Yet for some reason, poll-tax revenue had fallen while land-tax revenue had risen. Total income was up, but not enough to justify the risk of being caught and fined.


      Even accounting for tax evasion, I can’t see where the missing funds went.


      Duke Clarke’s duchies were managed soundly. Liliana’s mother was somewhat wasteful, but not enough to affect the family’s finances. And when a banquet for Clyde had been held in Fortier, the only oddity had been the unusually large number of servants.


      Liliana was sinking into thought when she heard a key turn in the lock. She swiftly returned the volume to the shelf and slipped behind the bookcase, grateful for her invisibility.


      Philip entered the office with another man at his side. Liliana’s eyes widened as she recognized him.


      That’s the chamberlain from the villa near the dyeing district.


      The district lay far from Fortier; the only way he could have arrived so quickly was by teleportation sigil. Had something urgent happened to bring him here?


      Philip closed the door. “So, you said His Highness has expressed an interest in northerners?”


      “Master Clyde asked me to consult you about it,” the chamberlain replied.


      “Did he, now? Couldn’t he have found something less annoying to stick his nose into?” The report clearly irritated the butler, though he didn’t seem to consider his attitude disrespectful. Without commenting on the northerners any further, he narrowed his eyes and asked, “Anything else?”


      “They’re leaving tomorrow morning. The inspection proceeded without incident. Lady Liliana bought several fabrics and ordered a dress. His Highness and Master Clyde are also having clothes made.”


      “Fabrics, huh.” Philip raised an eyebrow at the word.


      “Yes, sir. From a store in the dyeing district.”


      “Shouldn’t be a problem, then.”


      Liliana wondered what, exactly, Philip was concerned about.


      The butler crossed his arms, brought a finger to his chin, and asked, “Is there anything they might take from the villa?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      “Good. Keep treating our guests well—and see that they leave in high spirits.”


      The report ended there. Philip looked satisfied. The chamberlain bowed and used a teleportation sigil to return to the villa.


      Now alone, the butler sat in his office chair, leaned back, and let out a long sigh. His expression darkened.


      “Sheesh. I’ll have to report to His Grace if this gets too out of hand.”


      After a brief pause, he shot to his feet, approached the bookshelf Liliana was hiding behind, and adjusted the hands of a magical clock on the bottom shelf. The clock reacted to his mana; its hands turned green, and, with a soft click, a display case on the opposite wall shuddered.


      Liliana watched, unblinking, as Philip placed a hand on the display case and pushed. It slid aside with surprising ease, revealing a dark opening behind it. Without hesitation, she hurried after him into the hidden room—and the entrance closed behind them.


      Philip raised a hand to the wall and turned on the lights. He crossed to the desk at the back, opened a notebook, sat down, and began to write.


      There aren’t any magical items elsewhere in the manor, but this place is a treasure trove of magic and hexes.


      Liliana looked around. An entire wall of shelves reminded her of the library in her estate on the outskirts of Hudore, but the difference was stark: Every book here concerned magic or hexes, and the room itself was crowded with magical and hex-based curiosities. It felt unreal; she couldn’t even guess the purpose of many of the items.


      Is all of this my father’s collection? I know he doesn’t like military arts, but I guess he’s interested in magic and hexes.


      Apparently, her uncle hadn’t been the only one in the family collecting books and tools of this kind. Liliana had learned one surprising thing after another about her father of late. She had been wary of him because she didn’t know what to expect, but he was starting to feel more and more human.


      Philip rose, evidently finished with his work, and returned to the office. Liliana hurried to follow. Teleporting directly from a room packed with magical and hex-based implements risked setting them off or causing her spell to fail outright.


      As she reentered the office, the display case slid back into place behind her. Philip returned to his paperwork; for how late it was, he was a relentless workaholic. Liliana couldn’t investigate further while he was around—but just as she was about to slip behind a shelf and teleport away, she saw him do something unusual.


      Oh?


      Frowning, he reached for an hourglass on the table. It, too, was magical. The sand inside shifted from ocher to purple.


      “So many guests today... Can’t I catch a break for once?” Philip muttered, then pulled a whistle from a drawer. He blew into it, but Liliana heard nothing.


      The butler put the whistle away and returned to his paperwork. Liliana let her gaze drift, sharpening her senses—and a moment later, she caught a sound from outside.


      Is that a dog?


      It sounded like distant howling, though she couldn’t be sure. Maybe Philip had used a dog whistle; that would explain why she hadn’t heard anything. But frequencies that high didn’t carry far and traveled poorly through walls and other obstacles. There was no way they should have reached a dog outside.


      I should take a look before I leave.


      Liliana teleported into the courtyard. Immediately, her vision flooded with black, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She restored her sight with magic and saw the threats before her: several dogs, their purple eyes gleaming in the dark. Their muscles stood out as they prowled the courtyard, and their jaws promised a vicious bite.


      It took her a moment to realize they hadn’t noticed her. They were moving toward their prey—a formless mass of black.


      The mass stirred. The dogs growled and sprang toward it.


      In the next instant, miasma poured from the black shape and enveloped them. They writhed and scrabbled backward, but it clung fast, and the purple light faded from their eyes. Only then did the haze vanish.


      Whimpering, the dogs fled with their tails between their legs.


      Miasma? Is that a monster, then?


      The black mass didn’t move. Liliana watched it for a time, but it didn’t resemble any monster she had seen before. She approached slowly, until its outline came into focus.


      A small lion? There has to be more to it.


      Lions weren’t native to the area, and they didn’t normally exude mana. The one before Liliana lay curled up, but it raised its head as it noticed her. Their eyes met, and the lion narrowed its gaze.


      “A human?” echoed a distinctly male voice.


      The lion laughed scornfully. Realizing she was still invisible, Liliana undid the illusion and took another step forward.


      “You can speak?”


      “Is it that strange to see a talking animal?”


      “I’ve never seen one before.”


      “Huh.”


      The lion remained utterly unperturbed. He didn’t even seem inclined to flee, despite her unexpected arrival.


      Liliana paused. The creature was communicating through telepathy, a technique that required enormous amounts of mana—so much that even humans were believed to be incapable of it. Liliana herself was an exception; with knowledge from her past life, she often made the impossible happen. Yet the lion used telepathy as though it were effortless. Clearly, he was no ordinary animal.


      “You’re not a monster, are you?”


      Liliana had noticed that monsters were growing increasingly intelligent. Were some now capable of communicating with humans? The beast before her certainly didn’t resemble a fairy-tale spirit, and spirits were thought to be fictional anyway.


      The black lion scowled, as if offended by the question. “Don’t lump me in with those inferior beings.”


      “Sorry. I’ve just never seen a lion like you before.”


      “If there were many more like me, it would surely be a problem.” He still sounded upset, but Liliana’s apology seemed to placate him; his expression eased as he looked up at her. “Are you with the owner of this manor?”


      “In a way.”


      “Huh.” The lion exhaled sharply through his nose, as though already losing interest.


      Liliana took another step forward. Something about his behavior seemed strange; he simply watched her, calm and steady.


      “Are you hurt?”


      “I’m just out of mana.”


      Liliana was too taken aback to respond.


      “Would ‘I’m out of stamina’ make more sense?” the lion added, answering the question she hadn’t quite managed to form. He explained that when he lacked sufficient mana, he couldn’t move—hence the need to rest.


      “But you’re using telepathy, aren’t you?” Liliana asked. If he truly was short on mana, why waste any to speak with her?


      “I am, but it doesn’t take much effort. Tell me, human—do you need stamina to speak?”


      “Not normally, no.”


      “See?”


      It wasn’t entirely convincing, but Liliana didn’t argue. The lion’s common sense and values clearly differed from a human’s—and in truth, telepathy cost her very little mana as well. Pressing him felt unwise, so she fell silent. She had almost forgotten how far removed she was from ordinary human standards.


      The lion snorted. “Those dogs were controlled by hexes. I poisoned them lightly to wake them, but there’s little more I can do now. And that depleted my mana again.”


      His facial muscles weren’t very expressive, but Liliana still caught the shift in his demeanor. An unconscious smile spread across her lips. Normally, she would have been on guard around a being like this, yet nothing about him seemed threatening.


      The black lion studied her for a moment, then smiled as well. “A question for you, human. You seem to have a great deal of mana.”


      “Oh? Do I?”


      “Yes. About as much as I have in my normal state,” the lion said. “Well...maybe with room for more.”


      Room for more?


      Liliana couldn’t tell what he meant, and the lion didn’t seem inclined to explain. Instead, he leaned forward, as though something had caught his interest.


      “Can you share some of your mana with me? If you have that much, it shouldn’t pose an issue.”


      “Come again?”


      The request was so unexpected that even Liliana hesitated. A moment later, she understood what he meant.


      Fortunately, she had ample mana. Even accounting for what she would need to teleport, she would be able to spare enough to help the lion recover. But she had never transferred mana to another being before. She searched her memory for what she had read about such things.


      It’s not impossible, but there are side effects.


      Healing magic channeled mana into others, but a transfer was different. Once a healing spell ended, the caster’s mana dissipated from the target’s body. With a transfer, it remained. If she agreed to the lion’s request, a link of sorts would form between them.


      “If I do that, I’ll always be able to tell where you are.”


      “The reverse is also true.”


      Liliana was taken aback. The lion sounded unbothered—almost as though he had made the request knowing exactly what it entailed.


      “Is it really that desperate?”


      “I’d rather not be here,” the lion said bitterly, as if even breathing hurt.


      He didn’t seem to be lying. Strange as it was, Liliana sensed there was no point in probing further.


      Without another word, she brought her hands together as if scooping water and gathered wind mana between her palms. Once there was enough, it swirled and condensed into a small sphere, which she guided toward the lion. He watched with a blank expression as it hovered beside him—then opened his mouth wide and swallowed it in a single gulp. Licking his lips, he rose slowly, as though gravity no longer applied.


      “Delicious, as expected. It blends well with my body too. You show promise, for a human. Call me if you ever need me, and I’ll return the favor.”


      The black lion shuddered, his mouth curved into a meaningful grin—and dragon wings unfurled from his back. With a powerful flap, he launched himself into the sky without sparing Liliana another glance. Moments later, he was gone.


      Liliana stood dumbfounded, then hurried to make herself invisible again.


      “How am I supposed to call you? I don’t even know your name.”


      Still perplexed, she cast her magic as if on instinct and teleported back to the villa in the Duchy of Clarke, where the inspection team was staying.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Ruse at the Birthday Party


      It was the first day of the month, and preparations for the crown prince’s tenth birthday were underway across Hudore. It was an exciting time—but not for one man. Little Mouse’s report wasn’t what he wanted to hear.


      “It’s been a year. Why haven’t you been able to make contact?”


      “I’m afraid his collaborator fell from his horse the other day,” Little Mouse replied.


      The man clicked his tongue sharply. Nobody was stupid enough to believe that. Someone had killed the collaborator and made it look like an accident.


      “Death Worm’s people are on the move, yet no one can find him? Have you tried leaving an apple somewhere? That might bring him out of the woodwork.”


      “We could use your name to flush him out, Mr. Tenrec,” Little Mouse suggested cautiously.


      Tenrec grimaced. “It’s not worth the risk.”


      As an underworld information broker, he welcomed lucrative work with open arms—but not when it put him in danger. He had taken great pains to ensure his clients were reasonable; almost none of them would casually stab someone in the back out of personal interest or an overinflated sense of self-importance.


      Nobles without existing underworld connections turned to the Bringers of Calamity when they needed something done. If the Bringers refused, Tenrec took the request instead—though never to the client’s knowledge.


      He scratched his head. “Just my luck. Why’s this gotta happen now, when there’s work from one of our generous regulars?”


      In an unusual twist for Tenrec, his current client was a noble. The man tried to conceal it, but his clothes and mannerisms gave him away. He paid well and didn’t haggle. There was still time to take the job, but experience told Tenrec the client would check in again soon.


      “Guess we’ve gotta give up on Death Worm and find Poison Frog.”


      “He was last sighted a month ago.”


      Tenrec nodded. It wouldn’t be too difficult, then.


      The client had requested an assassin of the highest caliber. For Tenrec, that meant Death Worm—but Poison Frog wasn’t a poor substitute. He wasn’t quite as skilled, but he could still handle most jobs with ease. More importantly, he was obedient.


      Little Mouse nodded as though he had reached the same conclusion. “It might be a good time to speak with him. He’s booked for the next year but completely free after that.”


      “Yeah. I guess that’s what I’ll do. The client wants a two-year contract with extensions allowed, and he’s paying the full sum up front.”


      “Understood.”


      Little Mouse harbored doubts, and with good reason. A two-year contract meant exclusivity. Assassins were usually hired for a single job, with the target’s death marking the end of the relationship. That minimized the risk of exposing the client’s identity and reduced the chance the assassin would betray them—or kill them outright.


      Most of all, though, it was cheaper.


      A long-term hire was strange enough, but full payment in advance bordered on eccentric. Typically, only part of the sum was paid up front, with the remainder delivered upon successful completion of the job.


      “I take it the client plans to kill the assassin too.”


      “That’s why it has to be Death Worm or Poison Frog,” Tenrec replied, spite sharpening his voice as he shared the concern.


      The client likely wanted to buy his silence, but Tenrec refused to send any of his cash cows to slaughter. That was why he had his eye on Death Worm and Poison Frog—neither would go down easily.


      “True enough. But while Death Worm might’ve accepted, Poison Frog won’t be so amenable.”


      “Death Worm’s the better option, yeah. But if we can’t find him, what choice do we have?” Tenrec groaned, a headache already coming on. “The Bringers won’t be pleased.”


      An exclusive contract came with a tacit agreement not to accept other work during that period—and with tensions rising across the continent, it was bad business for the underworld to have its best assassins tied up. It wasn’t uncommon for unseen hands to alter the course of history, but those who lived in the shadows had no interest in the kingdom’s future. The Bringers of Calamity, who held the reins on both Death Worm and Poison Frog, would almost certainly complain. Death Worm, being a free spirit, would ignore any tacit agreement, but Poison Frog was as serious as they came—for better or for worse.


      “Well, Death Worm’s causing us enough trouble anyway,” Tenrec muttered.


      He waved Little Mouse away, signaling the end of the conversation. Little Mouse bowed and vanished, and Tenrec heaved a heavy sigh. He wondered how the underworld authorities would react if Poison Frog accepted the job.


      “Time to lay the groundwork, I guess.”


      It was annoying but far preferable to dealing with the aftermath. He ran rough calculations on the necessary expenses and added them to the contract he intended to present to the client.




      Half a month after being summoned, Death Worm paid Tenrec a visit. It was normal for him to appear without warning, arriving in a room as though he had stepped out of thin air. Tenrec was startled, but he had enough grit not to let it show. When he turned around, he met a gaze he couldn’t read at all.


      “Where were you?” he asked, suppressing what could only be fear rising in his chest.


      Death Worm raised an eyebrow. “Weren’t you looking for me?”


      “I was.” Tenrec paused. “I have a new job for you.”


      He laid out the details matter-of-factly, without preamble. Perhaps it was good fortune; he had almost given up on finding Death Worm and summoned Poison Frog instead.


      Again, the boy raised an eyebrow. He could put on a show of emotion, yet even other assassins often found him unsettling. Many in the underworld had taken to calling him “Worm,” a name that likely helped them mask their fear of the reaper who took lives as casually as one might cut weeds or swat flies. He disliked the nickname, born of awe and scorn in equal measure, but he never stopped anyone from using it—probably because he was confident he could deal with any of them whenever he pleased.


      Sometimes, he tested new weapons on his fellow assassins—people who were supposed to be his allies. He provoked them into striking first, then retaliated in “self-defense,” absolving himself of blame. It was underhanded, but nobody said anything. It was hard to criticize a boy who wielded that much power.


      For all his fondness for flashy techniques and doing as he pleased, Death Worm was relatively serious about his work. But when Tenrec explained what the job was...


      “Yeah, I dunno about this one.”


      “Are you busy with something else?” Tenrec asked to confirm.


      “Nah. I’ve just got this one target I’m curious about.”


      Tenrec’s eyes widened. The boy was so talented that he had never developed an attachment to anyone before. He often said there was nothing as boring as persistently chasing a quarry he could kill whenever he wanted, so if he was curious about someone, it had to be someone special.


      Tenrec didn’t pry, of course. Getting between Death Worm and his prey was like putting one’s head in a hangman’s noose.


      A sudden glint entered the boy’s eyes. “Why not use that guy?”


      “Which guy?”


      “You know, the one who never shuts up. The guy whose work is so painfully mundane. What’s his name again? Poison-something?”


      Death Worm had no interest in those weaker than him. If he couldn’t remember someone’s name, it was because he considered them too trivial to care about. If the man he was talking about could hear him, he would surely be furious.


      “Poison Frog,” Tenrec corrected him.


      “Yeah, that guy. Isn’t he supposed to be good? I know he’s a total dullard who only takes on the boring stuff, but I’m sure no client would complain about him.”


      “You’ll get in trouble again if you keep rating contracts as ‘boring’ or ‘fun,’” Tenrec warned.


      The boy merely shrugged. To him, assassination was just a way to pass time. Anyone could take a life; true talent lay in doing it aesthetically. Poison Frog would do well to learn that, Death Worm thought—the man killed entirely without passion.


      “It doesn’t take much to kill someone,” he mused. “Spill some blood or snap someone’s neck and poof—gone. I don’t get why everyone treats murder like such a big deal. They don’t mourn monsters or mongrels. Fools. Does it never cross their minds that they might be next?”


      He laughed darkly and turned away. Even Tenrec had to shudder at his words.


      “So yeah, I’ll pass on this one. Ask someone else.”


      With that, Death Worm left. Only after the door shut behind him and he was out of earshot did Tenrec let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana was staying in her family’s town house in Hudore. She was due to attend the festivities for the crown prince’s birthday, so she had arrived the day before to prepare. Marianne was with her, and she seemed positively enthused.


      Her lady, by contrast, was melancholic. It was bad enough that she couldn’t read magic books or pursue her research, but even the manor itself was depressing. Her father’s presence hung thick in the air—but at least he was absent.


      She stifled a sigh as Marianne dressed her. She had to wear something nice.


      Riley wasn’t looking forward to celebrating his birthday—his father’s health was still unpredictable. He had confided in Liliana that he was only going through with the festivities because many of the most influential nobles insisted. She couldn’t help feeling that, despite her intentions, the distance between them had shrunk ever since their visit to the Duchy of Clarke’s dyeing district.


      “It looks so good on you, my lady!” Marianne gushed. “You exude all the beauty of Princess Fiondi.”


      Fairy Princess Fiondi was a character from Slivegrandia’s most famous fairy tale, said to possess beauty unmatched in the world. Epics sometimes called her the spirit princess. In every rendition of the tale, she was loved by the king of heaven, only to meet a tragic end at the hands of a demon. It was popular enough to rival even the story of the three heroes who put an end to the three demonic centuries.


      Marianne added the finishing touches to her lady’s attire. In the full-length mirror, Liliana looked delicate and prim in a light-green dress that matched her eyes, with flowerlike frills at the chest and small blossoms of various colors scattered from the hem to the fitted waist. Transparent laces overlaying the fabric lent her an airy grace.


      “I daresay you might even be more beautiful,” Marianne said excitedly.


      “Come now. Surely that’s an overstatement.”


      As the story went, the king of heaven lamented gravely after losing his beloved fairy princess, and the skies remained constantly dark and cloudy. He set out to search for her, destined to wander for an eternity. The fairy tale ended there, but some history books offered a continuation. They claimed that, trapped in perpetual grief, the king of heaven caused sunlight to vanish from the world. Evil ran rampant, people and animals suffered epidemics, and plants withered. It marked the beginning of the dark age of despair known to historians as the three demonic centuries.


      It’s still a nice compliment, I suppose. I’ve heard every girl admires Fiondi at one point or another.


      The fairy princess’s life ended in tragedy, but the love between an emotionally aloof king and an earnest princess seemed to resonate with women. Outfits reminiscent of Fiondi were all too common at soirees. But as someone determined to avoid the grim fate the game had prepared for her, Liliana took little comfort in a tale about the princess’s untimely demise.


      There was a knock on the door. Marianne answered, and the chamberlain announced Clyde’s arrival. He had come to escort Liliana to the palace. She entered the adjoining parlor, and her formally dressed brother beamed when he saw her.


      “You look so much more mature in that, Lily. It really suits you. I’m so proud to escort such a lovely sister.”


      Liliana smiled in reply.


      Clyde held out his arm, and together they boarded the family coach waiting at the gate. Liliana noticed there were more escorts than usual.


      “It’s because monsters are so common lately,” Clyde explained, answering her unspoken question as he sat across from her.


      Of course. Not only had monsters grown more numerous, but they had also started appearing in places where they had never been seen before. Fortunately, Hudore hadn’t been attacked yet, but many nobles believed it was only a matter of time. Liliana felt stifled by the sheer number of guards—she could handle an entire swarm on her own—but she didn’t complain.


      “Have you heard today’s schedule?” Clyde asked as the coach lurched into motion.


      Liliana nodded. The festivities would begin with several high-ranking nobles delivering congratulatory addresses to the royal family. Food would be served afterward, though as a buffet rather than a sit-down meal.


      “All right, then,” Clyde said with a smile. “The speeches will come first—but given His Majesty’s condition, only the prince and the archduke will receive them. It’ll get pretty crowded at the buffet after that, so you probably won’t be able to speak with His Highness. He did seem to want to talk to you, though.”


      Liliana’s gaze drifted to the window, her smile unchanged. Hudorians were openly excited for the festivities. A swarm had appeared on the city’s outskirts just the other day, yet it was as though it had already been forgotten.


      Though not as frequently as before, Liliana still met with Riley for tea parties and his get-togethers. Apparently, that wasn’t enough for him. Perhaps he even planned to announce today that she was a leading candidate to become his fiancée—though her father would most likely interfere.


      Liliana unconsciously touched the telepathic bracelet on her arm. The prince had asked her to wear it for the festivities, but she couldn’t use it in public; to everyone else, it would look as though he were speaking to her unilaterally. She had to wonder what he was thinking.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The birthday party would be held in the palace, in a second-floor hall with a particularly fine view. A balcony connected to an exterior corridor that bordered the courtyard on three sides, allowing attendees to admire the seasonal flowers. The festivities hadn’t begun yet, but those who had already arrived were conversing in the hallway, drinks in hand.


      When Clyde and Liliana reached the palace, they didn’t join the others right away. “We need to make a stop somewhere first,” Clyde whispered into his sister’s ear.


      He led her past the venue and down a long hallway until they reached a room Liliana recognized. Clyde nodded to the two guards at the door, who summoned a chamberlain to open it. Inside, Liliana found the finely dressed Riley and Austin seated on couches. They rose together when they saw her, and the prince smiled.


      “It’s been a while,” he said. “That dress really suits you, Liliana. You look just like Fiondi.”


      “Your words are wasted on me. Your Highness looks marvelous too.”


      Riley wore a white uniform embroidered in gold and silver, paired with a red mantle adorned with jewels of various colors. Austin, being only a knight in training, couldn’t wear the order’s uniform, so he was dressed as befitted a scion of a ducal family.


      Liliana offered a ladylike bow, and Riley escorted her to the couch with practiced courtesy. He sat beside her, while Austin and Clyde took the seats opposite.


      The prince cast a soundproof barrier around the room. He had needed a magical item last time, so he must have learned magic in the interim.


      Without noticing the flicker of surprise on Liliana’s face, Riley turned to Clyde and Austin. “Did you learn anything about the Yunatian fabrics from the Duchy of Clarke’s dyeing district?”


      Liliana had entrusted Petra with the analysis and had already shared the results with the boys. The embroidery contained hex sigils of the eastern variety, which hampered the assessment considerably. The only certainty was that the hexes were meant to find someone—not a particular person, but anyone who met a certain set of conditions. Once those conditions were met, the hex would react and inform its creator.


      What those conditions were remained a mystery.


      Riley had been surprised by how quickly the analysis came back, but it had done nothing to slow his decision-making. He had said he would handle the matter in secret, without breathing a word to the Council of Advisers. In addition to asking Austin and Clyde for help, he had gathered information from some of the boys and girls at his get-togethers. He must have had a good eye for people, because not one of them had leaked what he was doing.


      “There are many more with similar designs. They’re being sold in the domains of lords who’ve elected to stay neutral,” Clyde replied. “I haven’t had the patterns analyzed, but they’re most likely hex sigils. Most of the sales have been in the Kenneth and Calvert marquessates.”


      Austin nodded. “I’ve received similar reports. There don’t seem to have been any sales in Arcacia, though. Maybe the merchants just passed through, or maybe they know we’re on the lookout and are being more careful.”


      Riley listened with a somber expression. “Though I can’t be completely sure,” he began in a low voice, “I suspect these hexes are related to the recent rise in northerner abductions.”


      He didn’t know the full state of things across the kingdom, but the kidnappings were apparently most prevalent in the domains of neutral lords—particularly the kingdom’s two largest marquessates. Liliana had made the same observation.


      Clyde fixed the prince with a steady look. “So the fabrics are being spread around to find northerners?”


      “Precisely. I know it sounds wild—and I can’t imagine the reason behind it—but that’s my theory.”


      “It would certainly explain things, but we can’t know for sure. If only my father’s duchies kept records.” Clyde’s frustration seeped through; consulting Philip hadn’t given him any clear answers.


      If the prince’s theory was correct, the situation was even more serious than they had thought. The involvement of Yunatian merchants was strong evidence that Slivegrandia’s neighbor was up to something.


      “Is the empire gearing up for war?” Austin asked, the first to voice the obvious concern.


      Riley and Clyde exchanged tense looks, then shook their heads. It was possible, but they couldn’t be sure. Had the three heroes not put an end to the three demonic centuries and founded Slivegrandia, its lands would still be under imperial rule. A nonaggression treaty kept the peace between the two nations, but the empire still regarded the kingdom as a vassal state and would surely try to bring it back under imperial control if given the opportunity.


      “I’m told there hasn’t been any suspicious activity at the border,” Clyde said. “But if word of His Majesty’s condition has spread, we can assume they’re keeping an eye on our situation, at least.”


      “Indeed,” the prince replied, his features twisting into a grimace.


      “Do you know much about the emperor?” Austin asked.


      “Only the rumors—that he’s bold and highly ambitious, and that he casts out any subordinate who dares disagree with him.”


      The kingdom’s royalty had very little contact with the imperial family. They had married one of their daughters into the empire as a show of good faith, but international relations were still strained.


      “We’d know more if we could get reports from our spies,” Riley said bitterly.


      Austin and Clyde looked at each other. Houses Ealdred and Clarke had both sent spies into the empire, but neither of the boys was in a position to request information from them.


      Maybe I should look into this more seriously.


      While the others continued their conversation, Liliana made plans. If Riley’s theory was correct, there was a real risk of Slivegrandia’s neighbor launching a war the moment an opening appeared. In that case, the game’s storyline would be the least of her worries; if the kingdom lost, its royalty and high-ranking nobility would be executed.


      Liliana had recently been gathering information using bird katashiro and hex sigils. The results, however, were fragmented. She was considering hiring a spy of her own, but her search hadn’t borne fruit—especially since she couldn’t ask Olga or Gildo for help.


      I can’t just pick someone from the slums. I don’t have the means to train them.


      She couldn’t train a spy herself, and she lacked the connections to find someone who could. Besides, there wasn’t time to wait for a child to develop the necessary skills. Mantis had come to mind, but he wasn’t an option; he specialized in assassination, not espionage.


      “Is the Council of Advisers aware that the empire could declare war on us?” Austin asked.


      “Probably. It doesn’t come up much.” Riley gave a resigned shrug. “Business as usual.”


      Apparently, the influential nobles were aware of the empire’s movements but didn’t treat them as urgent. The palace had more immediate problems than keeping watch on its neighbor.


      “It’s hectic enough already with the search for ways to deal with the swarms,” the prince said. “They’re increasing in both frequency and scale—and they’re appearing in more places too. I suspect the Ministry of Magic is getting the shortest end of the stick right now.”


      Riley turned to Liliana. Because of the whole situation with the fabrics, he now knew of her connection to the vice minister—much to her dismay. She nodded in response.


      “Yeah, it must be,” he concluded.


      “They’re busier than before, but there seems to be a significant bias in how they assign work,” Liliana said through her bracelet.


      Austin and Clyde exchanged glances, then voiced their agreement with the prince.


      “Those who analyzed the Yunatian fabrics—that is, the vice minister and his subordinate—are getting an abnormal amount of work,” Liliana explained. “The tasks themselves are unusual too.”


      Petra had complained scathingly about the unreasonable assignments Nicholas Bergson, the Minister of Magic, had forced on them. Their schedules were planned down to the minute, with so much travel involved that they couldn’t possibly keep to them without teleportation. Any ordinary mage would have been worn down and drained of mana—but the two geniuses had managed to keep their exertions to a minimum.


      Riley frowned. He was clearly curious about what Liliana had said, but pressing her to elaborate would reveal the bracelet’s existence to Austin and Clyde.


      “We should keep an eye on their activities too,” the prince said at last. He had chosen his words carefully, crafting a response that acknowledged Liliana without arousing the others’ suspicion. His sagacity brought a smile to her face.


      “On the ministry’s activities, you mean?” Austin asked. “Do you think something’s going on there too?”


      “Remember how I said they claimed the rise in monster sightings was a natural phenomenon? I objected, but they still haven’t reexamined the facts.”


      “Oh, right.”


      Austin and Clyde looked convinced, while Liliana let out a melancholy sigh.


      “I was against this celebration, as were several other nobles,” Riley said. “You know my father’s condition, and there’s no telling where or when the next swarm will appear. It doesn’t seem wise to divert so many knights and mages for extra security at the palace.”


      “I heard the Ministry of Magic objected to the request that as few mages as possible be deployed to the party,” Clyde replied, wincing as a headache began to set in.


      The objection had come from high-ranking mages determined to exercise their privileges. They insisted that attending the lavish celebration of the crown prince’s tenth birthday was an honor—though in truth, they hoped to curry favor with powerful nobles, advertise the ministry’s influence, and further entrench their authority. Most of the senior mages, including the minister and vice minister, were expected to attend.


      “There was a swarm just the night before last, on a highway not far from Hudore,” Austin said sourly.


      The mid-sized swarm had crippled an entire town, stranding nobles who had traveled from afar for the festivities. Some intended to continue on to Hudore once the highway was repaired, to personally deliver their gifts to the crown prince.


      The Ministry of Magic knew about the attack and still refused to act. The knights had likewise received no orders to intervene, and most were tied up protecting nobles and royalty at the palace. With their forces stretched thin, they couldn’t spare the manpower to help the town, further delaying its recovery.


      An oppressive silence settled over the room.


      It all makes sense now, Liliana thought, recalling a particular part of the game’s story.


      Emilia Navy, the protagonist, lived in her barony beside the Calvert marquessate, far from Hudore. She had intended to join the festivities for the crown prince’s tenth birthday—but in the game, she didn’t meet any of the romanceable characters until she was thirteen. She had probably missed the party because of the swarm.


      Liliana trembled faintly. Reality might have diverged from the game, but she could still feel a force behind this uncanny chain of coincidences.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The festivities began without issue. Liliana stayed with Clyde at first, using writing to communicate, but chose to leave his side when he struck up a conversation with an acquaintance. She waited alone by a window, gazing outside.


      Knights stood guard outside the venue. Inside, the mages mingled in newly made robes, each wearing a badge set with a jewel at its center. Liliana could already picture the vice minister racing about, investigating potential embezzlement and the enormous, unnecessary expense.


      Ben was extremely upset at having yet more work dumped on him on top of his usual duties. He would have much preferred to devote the time to research. As vice minister, he was meant to attend the celebration as well; Liliana doubted he had been pleased to receive a new robe and badge for the occasion.


      Looking around, she saw nobles of every stripe. Even Marquess Kenneth and Duke Ealdred, who rarely left their domains, were chatting with glasses in hand; not even they could afford to miss the crown prince’s birthday festivities. Power-hungry nobles hovered eagerly, hoping to forge connections, yet none dared make a move in Marchioness Calvert’s presence. She was known for her formidable character.


      At the center of the venue, the Minister of Magic spoke with Mrs. Finch—Riley’s home tutor. He seemed to be enjoying himself. Her husband, also in attendance, was an Arcacian marquess rumored to have been gaining influence in the Council of Advisers of late. He must have been uncomfortable; his eyes kept darting about the room.


      I’d listen in, but I probably shouldn’t use magic here.


      There were far too many mages present. Someone would surely notice an eavesdropping spell. Liliana abandoned the idea and focused on a nearby conversation instead.


      “Marquess Tanner must be close to retiring. His son has been actively attending social events with a lady at his side.”


      “She’s one of His Highness’s fiancée candidates, isn’t she? Look—there she is. I think she’s fourteen years the son’s junior. A daughter of the marquess’s second wife, as I recall. They seem to get along well.”


      “She’s so lovely. I don’t think she’s debuted yet, so she’ll probably only stay for the first half of the festivities. The marquess’s son should remain for the soiree, though. Let’s speak with him then.”


      Liliana glanced at the three nobles gossiping—all counts by rank. They hadn’t distinguished themselves under the previous king, but they had no shortage of ambition and tried to curry favor with every high-ranking noble in sight. Clyde was one of their targets. Their flattery was generally unwelcome, so lately they had begun focusing on noblemen who didn’t keep up with the rumors circulating through high society.


      Under normal circumstances, they might have approached Liliana as well—but Malvina Tanner’s insistence that Liliana was close to losing her fiancée candidacy due to being mute had cooled their interest.


      For all their ambition, they don’t seem to have any commercial foresight or talent for managing their lands.


      They were eager to increase their profits, yet not a single one of their commercial ventures had succeeded. The tallest of the three had even sunk into tremendous debt, and rumors in noble society suggested he might be forced to surrender his land and title in time. Words, however, were their specialty; they had used them to take advantage of many of their peers.


      The future heir of House Tanner was simply their next target.


      Bird katashiro are surprisingly useful, I must say. And they’re easier on my mental health than actual spies, since I don’t have to worry about double agents.


      Liliana had yet to enter noble society, so everything she knew about the three counts had come through her hexes. She had even imbued the hexes with a self-destruct spell that would prevent them from being analyzed, on the off chance they were discovered. It was unlikely that anyone who found them would connect them to her.


      A subtle shift in the air drew Liliana’s attention. When she looked around, she saw a robed man approaching her. He was masking his mana with magic—something that most mages couldn’t do. She offered a faint smile and turned casually back to the window. The man stopped just out of earshot, then used wind magic to carry his voice to her.


      “Should one of the crown prince’s fiancée candidates really be on her own during an event of this magnitude?”


      Liliana used wind magic to deliver her reply. “Mr. Draco. I thought you’d be overwhelmed with work right about now.”


      “You’d think I were a servant, the way the minister bosses me around. He has no right to complain if I take a little time for myself.”


      Ben sounded exhausted, drawing an awkward smile from Liliana. Evidently, he was even more swamped than she had heard.


      “Is Petra not here at the palace today?” she asked.


      “You know about the swarm from two days ago, I take it. She was sent to deal with the aftermath.” The vice minister’s features twisted in displeasure. “I wish we could have sent more people. It must be dangerous with so few mages on the job.”


      A pattern had recently emerged: Monsters would appear in an area several days before a swarm. The knights’ order and some mages had also raised the possibility of swarms occurring multiple times in the same location. Yet the Ministry of Magic had postponed addressing the aftermath of the most recent incident, prioritizing the prince’s birthday celebration because of all the nobles expected to attend. Strengthening Hudore’s defenses wasn’t a bad thing—but leaving the lingering monsters unchecked risked more people coming to harm.


      “Those who went with Myyrylainen are all useless, so she’s doing almost all the work,” Ben continued. “If anything, they’re getting in her way. Though this is Myyrylainen we’re talking about; I’m sure she’ll abandon them if she has to.”


      “That’s rather suspicious, I have to say.”


      “Yeah, well...” There was bitterness in Ben’s voice. He kept his true thoughts to himself, wary of the nobles nearby, but Liliana knew exactly what he meant.


      The ministry wanted to be rid of Petra. Why else would they send her on one dangerous assignment after another? She wouldn’t have survived without Ben’s supplies—and with his workload already far beyond what his position demanded, he couldn’t always be there to help.


      It wasn’t that the ministry valued Petra’s abilities enough to entrust her with the swarm’s aftermath; they simply didn’t care whether she survived it. Ben should have gone with her, even if it meant missing the festivities.


      “Mr. Draco,” Liliana said, giving voice to the concern tightening her chest, “do you think this party will end without trouble?”


      “How do you mean?”


      “I feel strangely uneasy,” she admitted, unsure how else to explain it. Something was amiss—so much so that she couldn’t relax. There was no malice in the air, yet she still felt danger drawing near.


      Ben fell silent, then nodded. “I’ll take another look around. Maybe I’ll spot something.”


      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do. I brought the witchstone you gave me.”


      “Good. There are plenty of times when I’m too busy to act.”


      The witchstones connected Liliana, Ben, and Petra, and wouldn’t work for anyone else. They rarely saw use, but Liliana had brought hers just in case.


      No sooner had Ben left—just as nonchalantly as he’d arrived—than a bell rang, and excitement rippled through the venue. Riley Williams Slivegrad, crown prince of Slivegrandia, and Archduke Franklin Slivegrad had arrived.




      High-ranking nobles lined up before the royals. Liliana’s father, as premier, stood at the front, followed by other prominent dukes. Liliana and Clyde bowed under his cold gaze, and he began his congratulatory speech.


      Clyde looked tense, but not because they stood before royalty; his father’s eyes were far more unsettling. Riley offered a brief word of thanks, after which Liliana and Clyde stepped out of the line and moved away. Freed from their father’s glower, Clyde exhaled in relief—then laughed awkwardly when he noticed Liliana watching him.


      “He’s just too much for me. I always get so nervous when he’s around.”


      Liliana managed a wry smile and a small nod. She didn’t feel it as strongly, but it was something they had in common.


      A melancholy look crossed Clyde’s face, as though he could hear her thoughts. “I know I should get my act together, but still...” he said.


      Liliana wasn’t good at reading people, but Clyde’s emotions were easy enough to grasp. In the game, he was a schemer; here, there wasn’t a trace of that yet. He was simply a pleasant boy who tried to be considerate. She gave him a gentle, encouraging pat on the arm. He blinked in surprise, then smiled.


      “Thanks.”


      Liliana shook her head. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a few girls watching him with irritating fascination. Her own sweetness was meant to draw attention too, but she was skilled at masking her presence—a habit born of casting magic and hexes unnoticed. As a result, she wasn’t used to being watched. She wanted to slip away from Clyde as quickly as possible, but he showed no sign of letting her.


      “Should we eat?” he asked, ignoring the eyes on him as he glanced toward the buffet at the back of the hall.


      Liliana shook her head again. She had always been a light eater; a sandwich or two would be enough to get her through the festivities. Clyde didn’t know that, though—he hadn’t spent much time with her—so he took her by the arm and led her to the tables.


      The spread was sumptuous, as one would expect; the palace’s cooks were among the best of them. Most guests seemed to be waiting until the congratulations ended to eat, so the food lay nearly untouched. Clyde murmured something to one of the palace’s servants, then guided Liliana to a chair by the window. Food and drinks arrived a moment later.


      “Have whatever takes your fancy.”


      Liliana picked up one of the many plates stacked before her. Clyde did the same, served himself, then looked at his sister with joy shining in his eyes.


      “I don’t know much about your food preferences. I’m glad we can remedy that today.”


      Liliana offered an ambiguous smile and ate some fruit to avoid having to respond. She didn’t know Clyde’s preferences either—or much about him at all, now that she thought about it. Most of what she knew came from the game, not from the person sitting across from her. Still, he shared a few traits with his game counterpart. For one thing, he clearly liked sponge cake; he was already stuffing his cheeks with a piece.


      Not that I care about his tastes.


      That wasn’t only because he had brought about her doom in the game. Liliana had little interest in people to begin with.


      She lowered her gaze, aware of how differently they viewed the world. Clyde must have mistaken the gesture for bashfulness, because he reached over and gently patted her head. Her eyes wandered. The fruit was supposed to be sweet, but she couldn’t taste it at all.


      “Oh?” came a noblewoman’s voice.


      Liliana looked up. Several women were peering out the window. She followed their gaze.


      “Is that...?” uttered one of the nobles.


      Most of them noticed nothing out of the ordinary, but several nobles and mages went pale the moment they understood what they were seeing. Liliana and Clyde recognized it as well.


      Miasma!


      Black mist swirled skyward like a dark tornado. It was some distance from Hudore but still close enough to be dangerous. In the worst-case scenario, monsters might attack the city. The density of the miasma and the fact it was visible even from the palace spoke to the sheer scale of the swarm.


      “Deploy a barrier around the city!” someone shouted in the distance.


      It was the largest, most disastrous swarm in history, reminiscent of the dark ages when people had lived in fear. Panic swept through the venue in an instant.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The festivities were canceled immediately. Knights and mages rushed about in a frenzy. A barrier needed to be raised around Hudore to keep the monsters out, and someone would have to go deal with the swarm itself.


      The nobles in attendance were told to return to their manors—yet none of them moved. Only mages and the knights’ order could respond to a swarm, and they were at the palace; there was nowhere safer for the guests to be. Even so, the palace couldn’t possibly provide enough rooms for everyone. The guest rooms already assigned were meant for rural and low-ranking nobles who couldn’t afford a town house in Hudore, but some high-ranking nobles were pressing the servants to give them priority.


      The palace was the royal family’s home, and guest rooms were offered only as a gesture of goodwill—so those demands weren’t going to be met easily.


      Liliana glanced at her brother and saw him pursing his lips. Riley and Franklin were leaving the venue under the escort of their knights. The archduke grumbled with open displeasure. The prince scanned the crowd, then smiled when his eyes landed on Liliana. Clyde nodded beside her, and only then did Riley finally depart.


      With growing impatience, Liliana cast an eavesdropping spell.


      Tapp.


      Amid the confusion, the risk of anyone noticing her magic was low. Countless voices poured into her ears—enough to make an ordinary person faint from the overload—yet her composure didn’t so much as flicker. Her eyes turned a deeper shade of light green. Listening to everyone at once wouldn’t help her pick out anything useful, so she narrowed the spell, targeting only the areas around Riley, her father, the Minister of Magic, and Thomas Hegarty, the supreme commander of the knights’ order. It was a gamble whether she would even recognize him, since she didn’t know him personally, but fortune seemed to favor her.


      “Commander, we’ve found where they’re coming from. It’s close to where the swarm appeared two days ago!”


      “Damn it. There’s no one nearby we can call on—they’re too busy restoring that town.”


      She also caught a mage’s voice.


      “Protect the city. That’s the highest priority.”


      A chill ran down her spine. The implication was clear.


      Petra might be in trouble.


      The witchstone she’d received from Ben showed no signs of activity. Either Petra was far from the swarm, or the monsters were keeping her too busy to reach out. Knights and mages needed to be dispatched as quickly as possible—yet the conversations coming through Liliana’s spell were pure chaos.


      “Let’s go, Lily,” Clyde said tensely, taking her arm.


      She had no idea where he intended to take her, but his concern for her safety was obvious. Liliana tried to follow, only to stumble. Maintaining the spell had left her drained, both mentally and physically.


      Clyde caught and steadied her. “Are you okay, Lily?” His expression darkened. “You don’t look so good.”


      Liliana hesitated, then weakly shook her head. She needed somewhere quiet and private to focus on gathering information. If possible, she would have teleported straight to the swarm and ended it quickly. The thought of Petra being caught in the chaos made her restless. To do any of that, however, she needed to get away from people. Time was of the essence; every moment she lost meant more casualties.


      Liliana wasn’t actually unwell, but Clyde took her behavior to mean she was frightened of the miasma. She took advantage of that misunderstanding without a second thought.


      Clyde predictably pursed his lips. He asked a servant to provide Liliana a room to rest in, and—either because she was one of the crown prince’s fiancée candidates, or because of Clyde’s pedigree—one was offered without question. The servant led them there, and Liliana went in alone. Clyde remained outside, clearly worried.


      “I’ll call Marianne.”


      Liliana wanted to refuse, but she had no good reason to if Clyde believed she was unwell. All she could do was nod.


      “I’ll lock the door and station guards outside,” her brother said. “Just lie down and rest, okay?”


      After a moment’s hesitation, he planted a gentle kiss on her forehead. Liliana knew it was only brotherly affection, but it startled her enough that the voices flowing into her ears abruptly faded.


      “I wish I could stay with you, but I need to see His Highness,” Clyde said. “I probably won’t be back until things have calmed down. I’ve asked to keep this room until noon tomorrow, so take all the time you need.”


      Liliana shook her head to signal that he needn’t worry. Clyde returned a faintly sad smile, patted her head, and left.


      Once he was gone, Liliana sank onto the couch and exhaled.


      Marianne was still at the town house in Hudore, and she would no doubt come as quickly as she could. Until then, Liliana would focus on gathering information; her spell was still active, and the stream of voices continued. It was earsplitting. She leaned into the couch and braced her nerves, her expression slowly going vacant.


      “If you don’t send the knights immediately, the damage will only continue to spread,” a knight informed the supreme commander. “Time is running out.”


      “How long are you going to spend erecting that barrier around the city?!” came the Minister of Magic’s furious shout.


      “The knights can’t teleport,” another voice told the supreme commander. “Once the barrier goes up, we won’t be able to leave without a sigil at the destination. But everyone with teleportation sigils is on assignments far from the city.”


      “If the barrier isn’t deployed quickly, the nobles’ fear will erode their trust in royalty,” the premier warned the crown prince.


      “I can’t abandon my subjects,” came Riley’s undaunted retort, his youth plain in his voice.


      “The teleportation sigil isn’t working!”


      Chaos fed on chaos—until a ruthless voice cut through it. “Your Highness, trying to save everything will cost you everything. You must be prepared to sacrifice one to save a hundred.”




      Liliana didn’t know how much time had passed. It couldn’t have been more than an hour, yet it felt far longer. A knock sounded at the door, and Marianne hurried in. She must have been rushing; her hair was disheveled, her breathing ragged, and her face pale with tension as she crossed the room.


      “Are you all right, my lady?”


      “Yes, I’m fine. I’d like to rest today, though. Can you help me change?”


      “Of course.”


      Liliana’s dress was far from comfortable, so Marianne brought her a simpler one to wear. It wasn’t exactly suitable for a duke’s daughter, but it also wasn’t so improper that it would invite strange looks.


      “I’ll rest alone. You may wait in the other room.”


      Marianne’s eyes widened at the request, as though the very idea were outrageous. “Out of the question,” she said. “I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep.”


      Normally, the handmaiden would have obeyed, but the emergency had made her stubborn. She still remembered Liliana’s disappearance during a past swarm—and the terror of seeing her brought back unconscious.


      “I’m feeling jittery,” Liliana said. “I can’t sleep with someone nearby.”


      Liliana couldn’t yield, and neither could Marianne. Their argument dragged on until the handmaiden finally relented.


      “I understand. I’ll be in the other room. But if anything happens, I’ll be here at once!”


      With that, Marianne left, and Liliana returned to the couch.


      She had a decent grasp of what was happening in the palace. The chain of command had been disrupted. The Council of Advisers, led by the premier, argued for raising a barrier to save their own skins. The royal knights’ order, by contrast, wanted to confront the swarm immediately, but the premier—the king’s deputy—refused to grant permission. Even if he relented, no one remained to place a teleportation sigil at the swarm’s location. Everyone was a step behind, and the knights were the most frantic about the delay.


      “I’ll take responsibility,” the supreme commander told a subordinate, tired of waiting. “Prepare the Second for deployment, on my authority.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Liliana took out Ben’s witchstone. She released her eavesdropping spell, raised a soundproof barrier, and channeled mana into the stone.


      “Can you hear me?”


      There was plenty of background noise, but the vice minister answered at once. “Loud and clear. What’s the matter?”


      “From the look of things, neither the knights nor the mages can deal with the swarm.”


      “Yeah, the teleportation sigil isn’t working,” he said bitterly. “Looks like someone tampered with mine too.”


      Liliana frowned. A sigil at their starting point wouldn’t activate without a second, functional sigil at their destination.


      Then she remembered something Petra had taught her.


      There’s a type of sigil that doesn’t require a preset destination.


      Normally, teleportation sigils operated by reacting to a corresponding sigil at the destination, but some could function on their own. Not many people could use them; the destination still had to be safe, and only one person could pass through at a time. Still, they were an option. Ben could use one to get close to the swarm, set a standard sigil to serve as a destination, and then have the knights teleport in. Barriers were usually an obstacle to teleportation, but sigils could be enhanced to penetrate them.


      “Are you saying the sigil you can use to teleport on your own isn’t activating either?”


      “Yeah. Now the knights are planning to head to the swarm on horseback. Well, at least the sigils weren’t tampered with in a way that would forcibly send me—or them—somewhere else.”


      For all the tension in Ben’s voice, he still managed to sound half joking, which amazed even Liliana.


      “I doubt many people can do that kind of tinkering.”


      Spells that fixed a sigil’s destination were exceedingly complex, which was why most people relied instead on sigils placed at the intended location.


      Liliana wanted to know who had tampered with them, but there was no time to dwell on it. Ben had said the knights were heading out on horseback. Horses couldn’t stand miasma, so the knights would need to ride as close as possible, dismount, raise a protective barrier, and continue on foot. Monsters were most active—and most numerous—at the miasma’s center; forcing their way in from the perimeter would mean heavy casualties.


      “I suppose it’s too late to send a mage to set up a sigil,” Liliana mused. It would be faster to ride.


      “It is. I wanted to try using a different sigil to get there, but I wasn’t given the chance.”


      “You weren’t given the chance...?” Liliana repeated. She hadn’t expected that from the vice minister.


      “Sorry,” he said, sounding rushed. “I’ve gotta go.”


      Before Liliana could ask anything else, Ben terminated the call.


      How strange.


      Unease prickled at her. She focused an eavesdropping spell on Ben and caught the angry voice of Nicholas Bergson, the Minister of Magic.


      “I’m told you’re the one who tampered with the sigil. We don’t yet have time to follow up on the claim, but I hereby forbid you from teleporting on suspicion of treason. Now put on these nullifying shackles!”


      Evidently, he was afraid that Ben might escape.


      Liliana’s expression tightened, and she instantly sat up straight. Things were taking a strange turn, but there was nothing she could do to stop it. She didn’t even have time to chase the truth.


      I need to set my priorities straight.


      As much as she wanted to dig into the circumstances of Ben’s arrest, the monsters came first. She tried to contact Petra through the witchstone, just in case, but received no response. It was highly likely Petra had been caught up in the swarm.


      Liliana rose and opened the closet. As expected, spare blankets and pillows sat neatly inside. She climbed onto a chair, pulled them down, and stuffed them beneath her bedsheets. The added bulk made it look as though someone were asleep, and she used illusion magic to make it resemble her.


      Just as she was about to teleport, Liliana glanced down at herself. Even her simple dress was too flashy for a battlefield. She considered her options, then threw on a cloak. It didn’t seem wise to make herself invisible. She was about to face what might be the largest swarm in history, and she needed to preserve as much mana as she could—both to deal with it and to return to her room afterward.


      Time to be off.


      Smiling boldly, Liliana vanished from the palace.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Riley watched the sky-reaching miasma from a window in his room, frustrated beyond measure. The Ministry of Magic refused to take meaningful action, and the knights couldn’t teleport to the swarm because their sigil wasn’t working. The delays had allowed the miasma to grow even thicker, and casualties continued to mount.


      The crown prince insisted that forces be dispatched, but the premier and the Council of Advisers refused to listen. Each time he offered a suggestion, they looked at him as though he were only adding to the chaos. He remembered what Duke Clarke had told him:


      “Your Highness, trying to save everything will cost you everything. You must be prepared to sacrifice one to save a hundred.”


      They were the same words Riley’s grandfather had repeated from his deathbed.


      “It all feels so futile...” the prince murmured, exhausted.


      For as long as Riley could remember, he had received a strict education as the future crown prince. For reasons he still couldn’t understand, his father had chosen his home tutor without his grandfather’s input. Riley had complained about the rigor, but his tutor, Mrs. Finch, insisted it would protect him and that it was proof of his father’s kindness. How could he contest that? Even as a child, he wasn’t allowed to speak or act like one; speaking his mind always earned him a harsh scolding.


      When Riley was five, he’d seen a clear sky and remarked, “The weather is nice today.” He hadn’t meant anything by it, but his teacher scolded him anyway. Prolonged dry weather would lead to dead crops, she said, which made it anything but “nice” for those who grew them. The public would judge his every move—his every word—so it was crucial that he consider absolutely everything before speaking.


      Knowledge would be essential in helping Riley appease everyone, so he had been forced to read a mountain of books. He hadn’t understood them at the time; he could barely grasp individual sentences, and the books all covered difficult, tedious topics. He had wanted to play outside, but that would only have earned him another reprimand, so he’d reluctantly done as he was told. Complaining wouldn’t have achieved anything. He hadn’t even been allowed to choose his own friends.


      Riley had once been told by Duke Ealdred that, since he couldn’t escape his fate as crown prince, his only choice was to do his best in the role he’d been given. So he endured every hardship, no matter how much he wanted to cry. He clung to the stories his grandfather had told him, relying on them as his main pillar of support throughout his strict upbringing.


      Through persistence, Riley neither made major slips of the tongue nor grew so fearful of misspeaking that people mocked him for being too quiet. They still called him mediocre, but he found that peaceful as far as rumors went.


      Then Riley met Liliana. Her view of the world differed from everything he had been taught. Her unexpected ideas, quick responses in conversation, and general presence brought him a great deal of comfort. The “patents” she had proposed during their inspection in the Duchy of Clarke had sounded particularly innovative.


      Because of Liliana, Riley had come to believe there were things he could do for the kingdom and its people, even if he couldn’t live up to his grandfather’s reputation. He had thought that, now that he was ten, he more or less understood how things worked—yet they still weren’t going the way he wanted. The premier and the nobles on the Council of Advisers still saw him as a child not worth paying attention to.


      Some nobles had even behaved arrogantly during his birthday festivities, demanding protection from the knights and servants, further plunging the palace into chaos. The archduke had grumbled, “Can’t the monsters do this somewhere else?” as he left the venue.


      Riley couldn’t deny his own lack of ability, but the self-important nobles and their refusal to act on his concerns for the people’s safety left him painfully frustrated.


      “Your Highness,” said the servant attending him, “Master Clyde is here to see you.”


      “Let him in,” the prince replied. He then smiled despite himself at the sight of the boy, whose features so closely resembled his favored fiancée candidate.


      Clyde closed the door behind him. “Austin, the supreme commander, and two mages have set out to tackle the swarm.”


      “I wish I could’ve gone too,” Riley replied, half serious.


      Clyde raised an eyebrow. Despite the reproach in his expression, he had noticed the prince’s resentment toward the Council of Advisers, who had little regard for their opinions, as well as his frustration at his own powerlessness.


      “I jest,” Riley said, raising his hands in surrender. “I’d only slow them down, anyway. Austin might be new to the order and still just an apprentice, but he’s got what it takes to become a proper knight one day.”


      That had to be why he’d been allowed to join the supreme commander’s group. Riley could think of no other reason.


      “I know you can fight,” Clyde said after a pause, catching the self-deprecation in Riley’s words, “but you’re the crown prince. You mustn’t put yourself in danger of your own accord.”


      The prince nodded ambiguously, then swiftly changed the subject. “Are they going on horseback?” He knew the Minister of Magic had told the Council of Advisers that the teleportation sigil prepared for rapid response had been tampered with and no longer worked.


      A sour look crept onto Clyde’s face. “They are. They’ll start at the outer rim and press toward the center of the swarm. I can’t overstate the burden they’ve taken upon themselves.”


      “I just hope they come back safe.”


      “Me too.”


      Even Riley could see how dire the situation was. The Ministry of Magic and the knights’ order were cooperating so poorly that it was hard to believe they regularly trained together, and decisions from the palace were coming far too slowly. Normally, the king would have had the first and final say—but power currently resided with the Council of Advisers, and they insisted on deliberating over every little detail. Riley had hoped they wouldn’t overcomplicate matters, since the premier had the final say regardless, but evidently that wasn’t enough.


      Duke Clarke was focusing on protecting the city and wanted to postpone dealing with the swarm entirely. Only at the fierce insistence of Duke Ealdred, one of the three most prominent dukes, had he agreed to send out the knights.


      Riley felt a headache coming on. He couldn’t even hide his frown, even with Clyde present.


      “Your Highness. My father wishes to see me. I must excuse myself, if you don’t mind.”


      The prince returned to his senses and put on his usual smile. “Of course. You may go. Sorry to have kept you.”


      “That’s all right. Call me if you need anything.” Clyde bowed and turned to leave, but paused before taking a single step. “My sister...” he said in a quieter voice. “She wasn’t feeling well, so I arranged a room for her to rest in.”


      “Liliana’s unwell?”


      Riley’s eyes widened. She had seemed fine when the miasma was first spotted. Something must have changed. Suddenly restless, he asked where she was staying. Clyde calmly explained which room she’d been given and that her handmaiden was with her.


      “All right. You have my gratitude,” Riley said.


      “Your words are wasted on me,” Clyde replied, keeping his voice low.


      As soon as Liliana’s brother left, Riley made his way to her room, doing what he could to rein in his restlessness. The nobles had returned to their rooms and town houses, so the palace was calmer than before—though the ongoing crisis left some agitation in the air.


      Liliana had been given a guest room near the royals’ private chambers, likely out of consideration for her status as one of the crown prince’s fiancée candidates. The guards posted at the door stepped aside as soon as they saw Riley.


      The prince asked a servant to tell Liliana to meet him in the waiting room. Instead, he was greeted by a familiar handmaiden. It was Riley’s first time speaking with Marianne in person, though he had noticed her barely contained excitement whenever he interacted with Liliana. She was, of course, older than both of them, and she watched over Liliana with the quiet fondness one might reserve for a beloved sister. She didn’t show it openly, but Riley often caught the cracks in her composure.


      The handmaiden lowered her head apologetically. “Forgive me, but my lady is asleep. Shall I wake her?”


      “Oh, no. If she’s sleeping, leave her be.” Concern showed on the prince’s face. “I know this isn’t proper, but Clyde told me she wasn’t well. I’d like to at least check on her.”


      Marianne hesitated, then relented with a sigh when she saw the pallor in Riley’s face. “As long as you’re quick.” She didn’t want to wake her mistress given her condition, but she must have felt guilty turning away the crown prince when he was so visibly worried.


      “Huh...”


      No sooner had they entered Liliana’s room than Riley noticed the soundproof barrier. Marianne didn’t seem aware of it, judging by her lack of reaction. It was exceptionally elaborate, tweaked to be unnoticeable to almost anyone. It spoke of incredible skill.


      “My lady,” Marianne called to the shape beneath the bedcovers, “His Highness is here to see you.”


      The silver hair peeking out from the sheets didn’t so much as stir. The handmaiden turned to the prince with an apologetic look, her mistress’s condition foremost in her mind.


      Riley offered her a reassuring smile, masking his surprise at the soundproof barrier. “I’ll take a quick look at her face, then be on my way.”


      “Very well.”


      Marianne moved to a corner of the room while Riley slowly drew back the sheets. Only when he saw Liliana’s peaceful sleeping face did he release the breath that had caught in his throat. He wasn’t surprised by what he found, yet his nerves still refused to settle.


      “She’s sleeping very soundly,” the prince whispered, feigning ignorance as he replaced the sheets exactly as he’d found them. “Let’s leave her alone.”


      The loyal handmaiden gripped her apron tightly and nodded. Riley could tell what she’d been up to.


      “You should go to bed too,” he said. “If you aren’t rested, how will you protect her if something happens? Sleep as much as you need. There’s nowhere safer than the palace.”


      With that, the prince left, his footsteps quickening as he headed for his room.


      “I knew it.”


      Riley bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. It was exactly as he’d expected.


      His suspicions about Liliana had first surfaced last year, during their investigation in the Duchy of Clarke. He hadn’t had the chance to confirm them then, but now he had proof. Once could be coincidence; twice was a pattern.


      Liliana could use magic—very likely without incantations or elemental constraints. She could also maintain advanced spells from a distance, without being anywhere near them. It was probably an application of hex theory. Either way, it was astonishing.


      Riley had known at once that she had erected the barrier in her room. The residual mana gave it away. He had also seen through the illusion in her bed. It was so elaborate that most people would never notice it, complete with rhythmic breathing. Illusions weren’t supposed to be able to re-create body heat, yet hers had done that as well.


      Even he had almost been deceived. It had taken suspicion and a bit of luck to catch it at all—the brief flicker of mana hadn’t escaped his eye.


      “Where is she...?”


      Liliana had vanished without a word to Clyde or Marianne. Riley was relieved to learn she hadn’t been kidnapped, yet he felt anxious and impatient all the same. What could a girl her age be doing if not a single person knew where she was?


      Given the circumstances, it had to involve the swarm. Was she acting alone, or did she have help? He knew she was skilled with magic, but he had no sense of the limits of that skill. The uncertainty sent him spiraling. Part of him wished she had told him something—yet another part mocked him for expecting trust when they barely had a relationship at all.


      He returned to his room, shut the door, and sank into his chair. No amount of deep breathing could keep the haze at bay. He gritted his teeth and forced back the tears that threatened to spill out, desperately pressing a lid onto the emotions roiling inside him. The nobles deemed him unworthy of notice, and Liliana didn’t trust him. If he let himself dwell on what that meant, those thoughts could drag him into the darkest depths. As crown prince, he couldn’t afford that.


      So he clung to facts and turned his eyes from his feelings. It offered only a fragile semblance of stability.


      “Did my father know about her powers? He couldn’t have.”


      Liliana’s magic was unlike anything else in the kingdom. If the king had known, he would have made her Riley’s fiancée from the start. Her power was alluring regardless of its origin. The only reason she remained merely a candidate was that no one knew about it.


      “Her handmaiden clearly doesn’t. Clyde probably doesn’t either.”


      That was why Clyde had told him Liliana was unwell. Still, it was possible her father knew. Perhaps that was why he was trying to remove her from consideration—to keep the royal family from gaining access to her magic.


      Was Liliana keeping it secret from Riley because she wanted to lose her candidacy too?


      The thought seized Riley’s chest with a sharp, sudden pain. He had come to enjoy their candid talks. The idea that they might end one day left him hollow. His thoughts kept spiraling, never quite finding a place to land.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Austin Ealdred rode with the knights of the Second Corps, close behind the supreme commander. The company urged their horses on as much as they could.


      The Second Corps consisted of mage knights—the most elite unit in the royal order. Two mages from the ministry accompanied them, but their inexperience on horseback meant they had to ride double with the knights. One of the mages was old and grumbly; it had taken a few stern words before he reluctantly agreed to climb on.


      Austin was the only apprentice knight in the company. Probably because he was the only one who showed the makings of a mage knight.


      The barrier that mages normally deployed to shield a company from miasma could only cover a group of this size if everyone stayed close together. Naturally, the knights moved too much for that to always be true, so they needed to be able to protect themselves. A sword was enough against a few monsters, but not against an entire swarm; sheer numbers would render it useless. Some knowledge of magic was also vital for sustaining one’s stamina. That was why mage knights were held in such high regard when dealing with monsters. They fought not only with blades, but also with incantations and magical items.


      While mage knights specialized in offensive magic, they could also use defensive spells to protect themselves from miasma. Even so, their craft required fine control of mana, which demanded both natural talent and grueling effort. For that reason, the barrier to entry for the Second was even higher than that of the meritocratic Seventh.


      Austin swallowed. He had never seen real combat, yet he was about to cut his teeth on the largest swarm in recorded history. The miasma had looked thick from the palace, but the closer they drew, the more vicious it felt. Even before the company reached it, its oppressive presence made it hard to breathe.


      Though his expression was clearly nettled, Vice Captain Eden steered his horse closer to Austin. “Stay calm, kid.”


      “Y-Yes, sir,” Austin replied.


      Eden was older than his captain, Dunhill Calvert, and fierce enough in battle to surpass him. Only his commoner origins kept him serving under Dunhill as vice captain. Brendon Carey, the captain of the meritocratic Seventh, was also a commoner, but he was an exception within the royal order; his mother had ties to House Kenneth.


      “The mages will raise the barrier when we dismount, but don’t rely on them,” Eden said. “Stay beside me, the captain, or the supreme commander.”


      “Understood.”


      Eden stayed calm no matter the battlefield. Knights looked up to his prowess, and his presence alone could raise morale—a rarity in their line of work.


      Austin frowned and stole a glance at him. Eden’s gaze was steady, fixed on the road ahead. Austin had expected a warning not to run off—recklessness endangered one’s fellow knights—but instead he’d been told not to trust the mages.


      “We weren’t supposed to bring you with us,” Eden bitterly noted.


      It was true that apprentices weren’t normally brought to deal with swarms, but the scale of the current attack meant every mage knight counted. None of this would have been necessary if the Ministry of Magic had agreed to deploy holy mages, but they had insisted on keeping them to defend the city—to the frustration of the supreme commander and the other knights. It was an inconceivably bad decision; unless the swarm was put down, the city’s defenses wouldn’t solve anything. Still, the ministry overruled every request the knights made. The Council of Advisers was dominated by nobles from the Ministry of Magic and the Ministry of Military Affairs, the latter of which held jurisdiction over the royal order.


      As the king’s private institution, the knights’ order could act without regard for the council’s decisions, but its personnel were still heavily affected by them.


      In the end, the order abandoned any hope of receiving holy mages. They asked for whatever lesser mages could be spared—the more they had, the better their chances—but were given only one: the old mage with them now. “If you need more, bring some apprentices,” they were told.


      Apprentices weren’t invested knights. Lacking both training and experience, they risked endangering the knights around them if something went wrong. The supreme commander and the captain of the Second had agonized over the matter but ultimately asked Austin to join them, since he at least had the makings of a mage knight. He had been told that he could refuse, but he agreed on the spot.


      Taking advantage of the fact that a son of one of the three largest ducal families had volunteered, the knights approached the Ministry of Magic again. This time, the ministry granted them one more mage—a newbie. It wasn’t ideal, but the supreme commander had to concede it was an improvement over being stuck with just the old-timer.


      Dunhill had been listening to Eden and Austin’s conversation, and he slowed just enough to ride alongside them. Eden took that as his cue to pull ahead.


      “Given the scale of the swarm, I’d rather the vice minister, or at least one of his subordinates, had come with us. Instead, we’ve got a greenhorn and some deadwood. At least the newbie shows promise.”


      Dunhill didn’t hesitate to air his grievances. “Deadwood” was a common insult for nobles who lacked magical talent and served in the ministry for prestige alone.


      “Huh...?” Austin blurted, eyes widening.


      The captain of the Second gave a sardonic grin. “This is why the supreme commander came with us. When it comes to magic, he’s one of the very best in the order.”


      Evidently, the three most prominent figures in the company had next to no faith in the mages who had joined them. The other knights must have known as well. Austin sighed; he could already feel a headache coming on.


      “I know Draco was there,” Dunhill said. “I was sure he’d come. I wonder if something happened to him.”


      The ministry had selected which mages would accompany the knights against the swarm. The slowness of their response, the chaos they had introduced into the chain of command, their questionable decisions—everything Austin knew about the situation made him suspicious. But he couldn’t afford to dwell on it; even a moment’s distraction could spell his doom.


      The company’s horses thundered down the highway but fell out of step as they neared the miasma. Eventually, the supreme commander reined in.


      “Leave the horses!” he ordered.


      “Yes, sir!” the knights chorused.


      They dismounted and moved into the forest, securing their horses to the trees. The mages erected barriers around the steeds with their staves to ensure they wouldn’t be stolen. Then the company broke into a sprint. They couldn’t see the miasma from their current position, but they could feel it. Their breathing grew labored, and their eyes and noses began to sting. It wasn’t long before the haze thickened.


      As their vision started to blur, Dunhill shouted to the mages in the rear. “Barrier! Now!”


      “O-Okay!” the newbie replied.


      He spread a bright shield around the company, and the crushing weight on the knights’ chests seemed to ease. Breathing came easier again. They slowed, advancing more cautiously as they neared the heart of the miasma, which was moving through the forest toward the city. The most efficient way to bring down a swarm was to cast purification at its center, but even getting there would prove difficult. Monsters ran rampant in dense miasma.


      The knights’ vision dimmed, blotted out by the miasma. Countless red eyes punctured the darkness. The monsters waited, watching to see what the company would do, and the hairs on the back of Austin’s neck stood on end.


      “This isn’t good,” Dunhill muttered.


      “What isn’t?” Austin asked, the only knight close enough to hear. Still, he stayed ready for an attack.


      Dunhill drew the sword at his hip and dropped into a combat stance. “They’re watching us. That means they’re intelligent.”


      “Is that even possible?”


      “Reports of smarter monsters have been coming in recently,” Dunhill explained, his voice strained. “I didn’t fully believe it either, but this is proof enough.”


      Austin’s surprise hardened into a grimace. It wasn’t yet clear how smart the monsters were, but the possibility alone was terrifying. If they could coordinate, the knights would be overwhelmed in moments. Humans already couldn’t match monsters in raw combat prowess. Exterminating a swarm required multiple holy mages or an entire unit of mage knights. Against one of this scale, their odds felt grim.


      “I guess that means we shouldn’t strike first,” Austin said.


      “Yeah. But if they move first, we could be in even worse trouble.” Ideally, they would take the enemy by surprise—but how could they manage that in the depths of the miasma, where the monsters felt at home?


      “Everyone, shield yourselves,” Supreme Commander Hegarty said quietly.


      “What?!” the elderly mage exclaimed, alone in his surprise.


      The knights spoke their incantations, wrapping themselves in barriers. Unlike the larger shields that mages deployed, these were thin membranes that covered the body’s surface. They required magical items to sustain, but they would at least keep the knights from succumbing to miasma poisoning.


      “Let’s set a trap and drive them into it,” Dunhill said, eyes still on the monsters. With so few knights and mages, there weren’t many other options.


      Hegarty looked at Dunhill and smirked approvingly. “We’ll cover you.” He then beckoned to the company’s sole apprentice. “Austin. You’re in the rear guard with me.”


      “Understood,” Austin said, moving at once.


      Dunhill turned to the newbie mage, who dispelled his barrier without being told. The fact he understood what to do spoke to his potential. At the same time, the rest of the mage knights vanished, leaving the supreme commander, Austin, another knight, and the two mages behind.


      “I-Is nobody going to protect me?!” the elderly mage cried, turning red in the face. He didn’t seem to grasp the situation—and nobody cared to educate him.


      Over the old man’s shouts, a calm, clear voice rang out.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of fire in my sword to incinerate my foes.”


      The remaining regular knight thrust his sword toward the sky as he finished the incantation. Fireballs burst from the blade, formed a circle around him, and rose high overhead. Then they moved above the monsters and rained down a torrent of flame, scorching not only their foes but the trees as well. The monsters that survived flew into a rage, baring their claws and fangs at the visible members of the company.


      The elderly mage shrieked, the color draining from his face. The newbie went pale too, but he still employed protective magic to help his senior. He knew which spells to use only because he had been watching the knights so closely. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough for his first time facing a swarm.


      The supreme commander beheaded the nearest monster with a single stroke. There was a faint glow to his sword—a sign that it had been enhanced with magic. By striking first, he signaled the others to fight.


      Again, the mage knight swung his blazing sword, spawning fireballs that incinerated the monsters beyond his reach. Austin joined as well, imbuing his blade with wind magic. It tore through anything it touched—and unseen gales cleaved targets farther out. The monsters’ attacks produced toxic mist, but it couldn’t penetrate the company’s barriers.


      Still, there were more monsters than the knights had ever seen. Rather than attack recklessly, the creatures took note of their positions relative to one another and gradually moved into formation. The grotesque horrors had wide angles of vision, letting them watch in every direction without even forming a full circle.


      “By my name, I call upon the flame to surge through my foes.”


      An enormous bolt of fire lanced through the center of the monsters’ formation like an arrow. Their roars shook the forest as the flames and wind worked in tandem, funneling them toward a single point. Those who broke away were cut down, but the miasma swelled again and just as quickly replaced them. For all their effort, the knights had gained no ground.


      Still, they focused on slaying the enemies before them.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of earth in my sword to carve a path to the abyss,” came a voice within the miasma. One of the knights who had turned invisible was speaking his incantation from inside the dark haze.


      A yawning chasm opened in the earth, swallowing the monsters above it. Those that barely managed to escape were struck by arrows of earth and fire that propelled them into the pit anyway.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of wind in my sword to sweep through my foes.”


      Winds picked up and crashed into the monsters trying to clamber out of the hole, forcing them back into its depths.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of light in my sword to banish the vile darkness.”


      A disk of radiant light covered the mouth of the chasm and worked its way down, forcing the writhing monsters deeper. Their death cries echoed through the forest as the knights shed their invisibility, spread out here and there.


      By the time the glare faded, the miasma had thinned somewhat. Even as the wind relaxed, monsters no longer attempted to rise up out of the hole in the earth. The company breathed a collective sigh and relaxed slightly, but the battle had barely begun. The swarm was far from defeated.


      “By my name, I call upon the powers of water in my sword to grace this land with rain,” one of the knights chanted quietly. At once, rain fell over the burning trees, extinguishing them.


      The company regrouped quickly. Staying together was key to surviving an encounter with monsters.


      “Let’s go,” Supreme Commander Hegarty said.


      The knights nodded without a word. They were used to life-and-death situations, but the concentrated miasma of the largest swarm in history still took a heavy toll. Their faces were stiff with tension and caution, and their fatigue was clearly mounting. Even their barriers would only last so long; fighting with them raised was like trying to exercise while the air was thin. With every passing moment, their bodies and minds eroded.


      Suddenly, someone latched on to the supreme commander’s arm. It was the elderly mage—the deadwood, as Dunhill had called him. His face was beet red, and a trickle of blood ran down his forehead; he must have failed to evade a monster’s attacks.


      “Th-This isn’t what I was promised!” he exclaimed. “Why is no one protecting me?!”


      Hegarty frowned, unable to comprehend why a man sent to help stop a swarm expected to be spared the fight. Slaying monsters was as much a mage’s duty as it was a knight’s. The supreme commander wished the old man would at least stay out of the way, but the deadwood couldn’t manage even that. Dealing with someone so useless and self-centered was nothing but a waste of time.


      A stern look from Hegarty was enough to make the old mage let go and take an involuntary step back. The rebuke must have stung his pride; he thrust a trembling finger at the supreme commander.


      “I... I’ll report you to the ministry! Just you wait!”


      With that parting threat, the old mage turned on his heel and stormed away. He made it barely a few steps before slowing to a halt, doubtless too afraid to brave the miasma alone. He looked over his shoulder, a vein bulging on his forehead, and shouted.


      “Won’t any of you come with me?!”


      Nobody moved. Almost the entire company regarded him with cold stares.


      “S-Sorry...” the newbie mage croaked, peeking out from behind the others.


      One of the knights placed a reassuring hand on the young man’s shoulder. The deadwood mage grew even more furious at the reaction to his leaving—or the lack of one.


      “Disrespectful savages! You’ll regret this!”


      He set off again, his back radiating anger. Austin glanced at Eden out of the corner of his eye.


      “Leave him be,” the vice captain said coolly. “He won’t make it either way.”


      A single scratch was enough to expose someone to the toxins in miasma and bring about their death—especially if that scratch came from a monster. Only by shielding oneself with a barrier or quickly treating the part of the body that came into contact with the miasma could one hope to survive. The deadwood mage could do neither, as his performance with the company had made clear. If the monsters didn’t finish him, the toxins already coursing through him certainly would.


      Austin couldn’t help making a sour face.


      To the Ministry of Magic, the old mage was entirely disposable. He clearly lacked talent, but his relationships must have been just as poor if none of his colleagues had objected to his deployment—a suspicion his parting tirade had all but confirmed.


      The newbie mage was lacking too, but at least he was earnest and tactful. There were no signs that he had influential relatives in the ministry, which meant he must have been chosen as a sacrifice. He seemed to recognize that himself; his timidity spoke to an abject lack of confidence.


      Without another word, the company pressed on toward the center of the swarm. The miasma thickened with every step. Even a barrier wouldn’t spare the unprepared or the fainthearted the mental strain, and the concentration would only rise as they advanced. The knights knew they were marching into the jaws of death. Staying alert for surprise attacks from any direction only made the ordeal more exhausting.


      The newbie grew paler by the minute. Mages were meant to remain at the center of the formation to keep everyone within their barriers, but he was already running out of stamina. At last, he fell to his knees.


      “Hey—you all right?” one of the knights asked, though he already knew the answer.


      The mage clapped a hand over his mouth and vomited through his fingers. The knights knew they could no longer rely on him for a barrier; the stress would make him collapse from fatigue. Even so, nobody moved to help him. In a situation this dangerous, they were too busy protecting themselves.


      “I don’t mind if he just heals anyone who gets seriously wounded,” another knight said sympathetically.


      The swarm was large enough to put even veteran knights through their paces, let alone a rookie mage. They’d known from the start that they could only count on themselves for protection, which was why none of them had placed much hope in him. He probably couldn’t even cast purification magic.


      No matter how they looked at it, the company was destined for death. They had been cast aside by both the Ministry of Magic and the nobles who held the reins of government—yet not one of the knights considered turning back. Abandoning their mission wouldn’t endanger the nobles sheltered in the palace; only the innocent would suffer, and that was something the proud knights could never accept.


      “They’re here,” the knight at the front said gravely.


      Several monsters had attacked, but their claws and fangs couldn’t penetrate the knights’ protective barriers. The creatures fell in short order to magically imbued swords.


      “Behind you!” the supreme commander shouted.


      Dunhill loosed flames from his blade just in time to protect the newbie mage. The monster bearing down on the greenhorn collapsed where it stood, releasing a foul odor as it turned to ash.


      Monsters appeared irregularly—sometimes alone, other times in clusters. In an ordinary swarm, they moved as one, but they had recently been arranging themselves into groups and working in concert. This swarm held even more groups than expected, and the area they covered was truly vast.


      The knights kept pushing forward, cutting down anything that came at them, but the miasma refused to go away. It gnawed at both body and mind, and the seemingly infinite tide of monsters wasn’t helping. The entire company was nearing its limit, but not one of them complained.


      “We’re almost at the center,” Dunhill announced. Tensions were already high—and at the thought of what awaited them, they climbed higher still.


      The heart of the swarm lay in a small town beside the forest. Normally the monsters grew more numerous the closer one came to the center, but after the first few encounters, the company hadn’t seen any at all.


      “What’s the meaning of this?”


      No sooner had Dunhill spoken than the air swayed. A horde of monsters—far larger than any they had ever faced—spilled from the pitch-black miasma.


      “Full barriers!” the supreme commander roared.


      Wave after wave of miasma-infused mana slammed into the company. It wasn’t magic as humans understood it—just raw, violent power. These monsters were vastly stronger than the ones they had already faced; the force behind their attacks was overwhelming. Everyone deployed the strongest barriers they could, but even then it was a gamble whether they would hold. The newbie mage hurried to cast spells to reinforce them, but his incantation came too late.


      “AAAAAAAAAHHH!!!”


      The young mage’s scream tore through the forest. A sharp crack followed, and his headless body toppled to the ground. Blood gushed from the stump, pooling dark red beneath him.


      Austin forced himself to look away. He tried to focus on the monsters, but a sick thumping hammered in his chest. It was the first time he had seen someone die up close.


      “Focus, Austin!” Dunhill shouted.


      The captain of the Second gritted his teeth and swung his sword, launching a mid-range fireball. Wind magic carried it straight into a monster, which writhed and screamed as it burned down into a lump of charred meat. Several more replaced it at once, teleporting within melee range, but he slashed through them one by one.


      Enduring the rancid stench hanging thick around them, the company fought on toward the center of the swarm, bringing might and magic to bear. Friends and foes became so tangled together that they could no longer maintain a formation. In strength and numbers, the monsters held the advantage without question.


      “Damn it!” Austin cursed, fighting desperately against the monsters overhead, using his sword and wind magic to the fullest.


      Using wind magic against ground-based enemies risked catching other knights in the cross fire—especially given how much power he was pouring into each spell. For that reason, he focused on the enemies above while Eden kept him safe on the ground. The vice captain glanced at him and nodded in approval of the arrangement, but Austin was too preoccupied to notice.


      With a loud click of his tongue, the supreme commander drove his sword into the ground. He murmured an incantation, and the earth beneath the monsters surged upward, throwing them into one another with such brutal force that they were instantly reduced to viscera. At the same time, raging winds threaded through the company, cleaving monsters with ease. Hegarty was considered one of the order’s finest when it came to magic, as the finesse behind such overwhelming spells made it plain why.


      Little did the company know they had wandered straight into the monsters’ trap. They were too busy fending off the current threat to notice the new ones drawing near.


      Within moments, countless monsters too small to stand out amid the miasma flooded the knights’ vision. They came like a plague of locusts, too numerous for fire or wind magic to sweep away. A single mistake could result in a fellow knight being caught in the blast.


      “These bastards!”


      Even as the tide turned further against them, the knights refused to yield. They had no choice. If they accepted defeat, the swarm would sweep across all of Slivegrandia.


      “Agh!”


      “Eden?!” Dunhill shouted. He had been burning monster after monster when he heard the vice captain groan.


      Eden had cut down the horror that tried to attack Dunhill from behind. But in shifting his focus to the captain, he’d left himself exposed for the briefest moment—long enough for another monster to sink its teeth into his left thigh, bringing him to one knee.


      Dunhill’s heart lurched. Toxins in the miasma had seeped through Eden’s open wound, darkening the blood. Sweat ran down the man’s forehead, and his eyes drifted without focus. No one in the company could purify the injury.


      “Keep it together, Eden!” Dunhill shouted, though he already knew the truth. There was no saving his vice captain. They couldn’t even carry him away from the swarm. In a few minutes, his breathing would stop.




      Eden had given his life to protect his captain.




      For as long as Dunhill could remember, Eden had been at his side. They were opposites in origin—one the son of Marquess Calvert, the other a commoner—yet they had crossed the boundaries of rank and become fast friends.


      At first, Eden hadn’t thought much of Dunhill, teasing him for his noble birth. Somewhere along the way, however, that mockery had turned into genuine praise. With his calm and collected vice captain by his side, even the frivolous Dunhill had grown into a capable captain of the Second, despite having risen to the position at such a young age. Whenever Dunhill’s spirits fell, Eden lifted them again. Whenever Dunhill was in danger, Eden protected him selflessly, as proven by the vice captain’s many scars. Even when Dunhill told him to stop, Eden refused, insisting that it was his duty.


      Dunhill had worked himself to the bone to become one of the strongest knights in the order—yet Eden had come to his rescue once more.


      The captain bit his lip until the taste of blood spread through his mouth. This was no time for sentiment. Monsters kept coming in relentless waves, never letting up. Yet even his momentary hesitation had proven fatal.


      “Kgh...”


      A sharp pain tore through Dunhill’s back, and the strength drained from his body. Only his pride as a knight kept his sword in his hand.


      “Captain!” Austin shouted.


      “Wait, Austin!”


      Despite the supreme commander’s warning, Austin sprinted toward the wounded captain of the Second.


      Dunhill meant a great deal to him. The captain had taken him under his wing long ago and offered a steady kind of support he’d never known before. He’d taken Austin out for dinner once, when the apprentice had been brooding over his relationship with Riley. He’d taught Austin to imbue his blade with magic. Over herring stew, he’d even chuckled and said that the boy should become a mage knight—that it might be the fastest route into the crown prince’s personal guard.


      Austin had always looked up to Dunhill. He had sworn that one day, he would catch up to him.


      A horror bared its fangs at him. It had the body of a wolf, the wings of a crow, and the head of a snake. Poison dripped from its open jaws as it lunged for Austin’s head. He tried to raise his guard the instant he noticed it, but he was a heartbeat too late.


      Then his vision went dark.


      Shattered fangs scraped across Austin’s left shoulder. Pain lanced through him, and his face went cold as strength left his limbs. He hit the ground and fought to stay conscious. Forcing his eyes open as wide as they would go, he stared at what lay before him, unable to believe it.


      “Comm—”


      He couldn’t get the word out. His throat burned with each ragged breath.


      Supreme Commander Hegarty had taken the blow for him. Now he lay face down, his back soaked in vivid red. The monster was dead, Hegarty’s sword still embedded in its serpent head.


      “Kgh...”


      Hegarty groaned as he pushed himself up. His arms trembled, refusing to bear his weight, and he clenched his teeth as cold sweat ran down his face. The company had slain many monsters, but plenty still remained. If they didn’t keep resisting, they would all perish—but almost none of them could fight anymore.


      The supreme commander made his decision in an instant.


      “We’re retreating.”


      Under any other circumstances, his pride would never have allowed it. He wanted to see his duty through to the end—to stop the swarm here. But with most of the knights already down and only a handful still standing, pressing forward was impossible.


      To evacuate everyone still breathing, Hegarty drew on what little strength he had left to utter an incantation. The teleportation sigil sewn into his glove responded to the mana he could gather, flaring into a golden glow.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After teleporting out of the palace’s guest room, Liliana found herself at the very center of the miasma, where the monsters were most concentrated. Her barrier protected her from the toxins in the air; without it, she would already have lost consciousness, and death would naturally have followed.


      She looked around. The miasma was so thick that she could barely see what lay ahead. She didn’t expect to find anyone this deep, but she checked just in case. There were only monsters.


      I wish I could say I’m glad there’s nobody here, but there really are monsters in abundance. And they’re all heteromorphs.


      No number of monsters would make Liliana lose her nerve, but still. The horrors she had faced before at least resembled animals. These looked as though they belonged to another world—as if they were demons torn from the pages of a storybook. Their forms would unnerve even knights and mages accustomed to fighting monsters, yet Liliana was brimming with curiosity. Not that she had time to study them.


      The creatures had noticed the human in their midst. They spread miasma and gathered their strength for a powerful attack.


      “Mistral,” Liliana uttered without hesitation, summoning violent winds around herself and tearing the horrors apart. She tried to keep the gale under control so it wouldn’t fell the nearby trees, but she couldn’t avoid collateral damage entirely.


      During her first encounter with a swarm, Liliana had opened with the strongest light magic she could. It had drained her mana after only three uses. This swarm was even larger, so she had devised a new, more efficient plan: slay the monsters with wind magic, which she had an aptitude for, and purge the miasma with ordinary light magic. If she could gradually thin their numbers, the swarm would come to an end.


      If only I could use that thing I made with Petra and Ben—but I don’t have it on me.


      Vexed, Liliana took another step forward.


      “Purge, evanesse.”


      The miasma thinned, but only for a moment; then it returned to its original density. Relying on sight was out of the question, so Liliana searched for monsters by sensing their mana instead.


      What if...I raise a barrier around the monsters, then summon wind magic inside it?


      After glancing at the few trees her previous spell had toppled, Liliana turned to face the fresh wave of monsters closing in. She erected a barrier around them and cast again, wiping out the horrors without cutting down any more trees.


      “This is pretty nice. Especially since it stops them from escaping.”


      Liliana purified her surroundings, intent on sticking to her strategy. She couldn’t tell how much it helped, but the thought of reducing the miasma even a little settled her nerves. She pressed on toward the heart of the swarm, casually dispatching any monsters she encountered on the way.


      Something felt strange. She checked the communication witchstone she had brought with her.


      Is Petra really here?


      Liliana tried to reach the mage, but there was no reply. A searching spell yielded no results either—not only was the miasma too thick, but there were too many monsters to get a read on any single source of mana or body heat.


      “If only I could reach her...” she muttered.


      Then a thought occurred to her.


      As she brought down nearby monsters with wind magic and purged the miasma, Liliana took the witchstone from a hidden pocket and poured ample mana into it—enough to reach Petra, wherever she was. Then, using a special spell that employed teleportation sigils through witchstones, she used the thread of overflowing mana to determine the distance and direction of the mage’s witchstone. She couldn’t be sure it would work—she had come up with the idea on the spot—and the suspense made her uncharacteristically nervous.


      But for all her worrying, the results came quickly.


      She’s close.


      Her bad premonition had been right: Petra was inside the miasma. Fortunately, her mana still pulsed—a sign she was still there.


      Being careful not to lose her read on the residual mana, Liliana teleported to Petra’s location. Her teleportation avoided inanimate obstacles, but it was a gamble whether she would steer clear of monsters. The moment she arrived, her hair stood on end, and every instinct in her body urged her to leave.


      Liliana found herself atop the ruins of an inn on the edge of town. The stench of death hung thick in the air, and the miasma was even denser than where she had teleported from. There were far more horrors here too. Had they been drawn to the concentration of people, or was it something else? Either way, the destruction was so complete that it was impossible to imagine how the area had once looked. With mangled human remains buried beneath the debris, it was a true hellscape.


      For once, Liliana was grateful for her limited vision, though it did nothing to blunt the stomach-turning stench of blood and miasma. The heteromorphs thronged in the pitch darkness, launching relentless attacks—but not at Liliana. There were three survivors nearby: Petra and two children, sheltered within her barrier.


      Liliana pulled up her hood to better hide her face from the children. They seemed wary at first, but then the mage noticed her.


      “Young la—!”


      Before Petra could finish, she lapsed into a coughing fit, retching hard enough to bring up blood. Her skin was pale, and she was wounded all over, with blood gushing most severely from her side and left arm. It must have taken everything she had just to maintain the barrier—and even then, it was beginning to fray. It might have collapsed at any moment if not for the other person sustaining it: Tania Draco, one of the children.


      Beside her, Tania’s twin brother, Berasta, clenched his fists, his ashen face pulled taut with determination as he stood guard over Petra and his sister. They must have been using offensive magic; the area around them was practically flooded.


      Berasta has an aptitude for water magic, if memory serves.


      Liliana stanched Petra’s bleeding with magic, though it proved little more effective than first aid. She followed with an imperfect purification, then turned away from the three of them; she had to do something about the mana and miasma the monsters were unleashing. Until she eliminated the threats, she couldn’t afford to take her time treating Petra or to teleport the group somewhere safe.


      As expected, dozens of horrors converged on Liliana at once.


      Mistral.


      She didn’t slow her onslaught, but the monotony was beginning to wear on her.


      Curiously, they all seem to be heteromorphs. I wonder if I can dissect them later.


      For that, their bodies would need to remain intact. Liliana’s highly destructive wind magic wasn’t suited to the task.


      I can’t use it as well as wind magic, but let’s give this a try. Glaciate.


      The spell was meant to rely purely on water magic, but Liliana had redesigned it to incorporate wind as well. It condensed the nitrogen within her targets, liquefying it to preserve the bodies without impurities. From her past life, she knew the process could preserve cells; it was often used to freeze blood and pathogens, among other things.


      Frozen inside and out, the monsters were forced into stasis in an instant. But freezing them wasn’t enough—there was always the chance they would start moving again, which would cause all manner of problems if Liliana wasn’t around to deal with it.


      Magis moor.


      She anchored the spell with magic, preventing the monsters from waking from their icy slumber. Whether freeze-preserving her specimens would yield useful results remained to be seen; first, she needed to repel the rest of the swarm before she could begin dissecting anything.


      Liliana pressed on, cutting down most of the horrors with wind magic and freezing the rest. She balanced offensive and defensive spells as deftly as several mages working in tandem. The way she carved through hordes until none remained, then pivoted straight into purification, made her seem utterly superhuman.


      “Wow...” Berasta murmured from behind her, eyes sparkling at the strange, overpowering magic. Liliana was too busy to notice.


      While Petra devoted herself entirely to defense, Tania and Berasta could only stare, mesmerized, as the mysterious girl dealt with innumerable monsters alone. Liliana’s vast mana reserves were so immense that the twins could barely move. She felt their eyes on her back but impassively continued her work. There had been enough horrors to fill their entire field of vision—and when half of them were gone, Petra’s mana finally petered out.


      “Petra!”


      At Tania’s shriek, Liliana looked over her shoulder so quickly that her hood almost fell back. She caught it in the nick of time, barely keeping her face hidden. The mage was unconscious. Judging by her deathly pallor and labored breathing, she had gone into hypovolemic shock.
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      Liliana summoned raging winds, teleported the nearest monsters out of range, then raised a lightning-infused barrier around herself, Petra, Berasta, and Tania. Far from being solely defensive, it would strike any foe that came too close with a devastating thunderbolt. It was an impressive feat of spellcasting; barriers with offensive properties were thought to be impossible.


      The monsters Liliana had cleared away charged toward her again, only to be burned to ash the moment they entered the barrier’s range. If Petra had been conscious, she would definitely have asked how to make one of her own.


      Liliana approached the mage and held out a hand. Though she couldn’t use magic to perform a blood transfusion, she could seal the remaining wounds well enough to buy time. The rest was up to Petra’s endurance. Mana was one of the crucial forces that kept a person alive.


      When color began to return to the mage’s cheeks, Liliana stopped weaving her healing magic.


      “Um, Petra wanted to use these,” Tania said, stretching out both arms. In one hand were five slips of paper—one marked with a teleportation sigil, the others bearing sigils of greater complexity. In the other was a bag containing five palm-sized witchstones that Liliana had never seen before.


      So that’s what she was doing.


      The papers bearing the more complex sigils were the “thing” Liliana had wished she’d brought with her—a countermeasure for swarms that she, Ben, and Petra had developed in secret. Once they were all set up, the sigils would deploy a barrier around a designated area. Then, if someone inside spoke a particular incantation, everything within the barrier would be purified with light. It was revolutionary magic that required neither aptitude nor abundant mana. With it, swarms could be quelled without the need for holy mages.


      Setting up the spell while fighting monsters and protecting Tania and Berasta must have been too much for Petra to manage. Still, she was no slouch; the children would almost certainly have perished in anyone else’s care. Petra could have used teleportation magic, but only as a last resort—she wasn’t capable of transporting the children by themselves, and there was no way to get them to safety without abandoning the swarm.


      I don’t have that problem, though.


      Liliana had teleported people and objects before. Not over particularly long distances, admittedly, but she was confident nonetheless. She couldn’t teleport things to her, but teleporting nearby things far away was easy. A faint smile touched her lips as she enveloped the three in her mana.


      Beam.


      Berasta and Tania stared at the hooded person, on guard. Liliana didn’t give them a chance to resist before she teleported them—and Petra—to Ben’s private manor.


      “I wonder if they arrived safely.”


      Liliana sympathized with Paul, who oversaw the manor. He was about to receive three unexpected guests: an unconscious Petra, drenched in blood, and the twins, who would refuse to leave her side. The steward would need to treat the mage while simultaneously consoling the children, all without context. Liliana hoped that House Draco’s doctor could keep a secret; it would quickly become clear that Petra was too badly wounded to have teleported herself.


      The Ministry of Magic also seems suspicious.


      From what she had overheard at the palace, Ben had been detained on suspicion of treason. The ministry would no doubt send people to his manor under the pretext of an investigation.


      Liliana looked around. The monsters were no fools. Only a few had perished against her barrier; the rest kept a safe distance, watching her closely. Her mouth curved into a grin.


      “I don’t know how close the knights are, but it’s time to put an end to this.”


      It went without saying that she would complete Petra’s purification sigil. The mage had likely intended to teleport around the swarm to set everything in place, but Liliana could handle the preparations remotely.


      The four more complex papers were nearly identical, save for a single character in ancient script denoting the element. There were meant to be five, but Petra must already have placed the one for light. Fire, water, wind, and earth remained.


      Liliana gathered a small sphere of mana in her palm and launched it high into the air to survey the area from above. She confirmed the cardinal directions and the boundary of the miasma’s spread, then determined where each of the four papers needed to go. One by one, she teleported them into position, drawing a large pentagram around the tainted ground. The order was crucial; once the final sigil was set, a barrier would manifest, preventing the swarm from spreading any farther.


      No sooner had the last paper fallen into place than a sharp sound reached Liliana’s ears, signaling the completion of the purification sigil. A smile crept across her face.


      Oh, wait. I almost purified my test subjects.


      Before making the finishing touches, Liliana covered the frozen monsters with smaller barriers, rendered them invisible, and teleported them to the dungeon beneath her estate. Only then did she speak the incantation.


      “Wardship of ancient starlight. Clarity of moonlight. Judgment of the blazing sun.”


      Her vision turned white—the same phenomenon as when she had used the highest level of light magic to put down a swarm. When it finally returned, the monsters and the miasma were gone.


      Satisfaction surged through her. The sigils had never been tested before, yet they had worked without issue. Liliana still couldn’t say whether they were fit for mass production, but they had proven a valuable asset nonetheless.


      “It’s nice that they disappear after use. There’s no need to retrieve them.”


      She had spoken with Ben and Petra about making the sigils reusable, but they had settled on the current approach instead. It reduced the mana cost and prevented the sigils from being found and misused—but above all, it spared users the trouble of having to collect them afterward.


      “Well, that was pretty tiring.”


      Liliana had enough mana to return to the palace, but she was still exhausted. She teleported back to her guest room, resisting the urge to crawl straight into bed.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Supreme Commander Hegarty was dazed. Most of the knights who still drew breath were unconscious. He gathered what mana he could and channeled it into the teleportation sigil on his glove, preparing to send himself and the other survivors back to the palace. But before he could finish his incantation...


      “Wardship of ancient starlight. Clarity of moonlight. Judgment of the blazing sun.”


      A gentle, ghostly voice carried on the wind. Hegarty’s vision turned completely white, and the miasma vanished.


      The spell purged even the miasma-born toxins circulating through the fallen knights. Many who had drawn their last breath—whom the commander hadn’t intended to teleport—stirred back to life. It happened so quickly that none of them noticed the twist of fate that had spared them. Even Hegarty, who had activated the teleportation sigil, didn’t have time to register anything amiss.


      Invisible vines coiled around the knights who had resumed breathing. In the next instant, the company was gone.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At Ben Draco’s private manor in Hudore, the muscular steward Paul was hard at work making baba. An exquisite bottle of rum had arrived the other day, and it seemed a shame to use it for anything else. He had donned a frilly apron and was devoting himself fully to the task.


      To make the delightful confection, one first had to bake brioche—not of rye, but of wheat. The brioche was soaked in tea-flavored syrup, then stored in a refrigerator powered by witchstones. Once it had cooled sufficiently, it was doused in rum and decorated with cream and fruit.


      “I wonder if there’s enough for the twins,” Paul mused. “The apple pie is prepped, and the nougat and macarons are done... I need to make something for Petra, but I still can’t tell what she likes.”


      It should be enough to satisfy the twins, he concluded, folding his arms.


      Hudore was in the midst of celebrating the crown prince’s birthday. For days, the streets had been alive with activity. Stores of all kinds had set up stalls, many selling commemorative goods, and people danced to music in the city square.


      Berasta and Tania, the youngest of House Draco, had planned to visit Ben’s manor to join the festivities. But the swarm on the highway had delayed them so severely that they feared they would miss the celebration entirely. Even so, Tania remained set on going to Hudore; late or not, she still wanted to see the brother she adored.


      It was the servants’ duty to keep an eye on the twins, but they had no authority to stop them. What worried them most was the children’s safety. The pair had stayed at an inn dangerously close to where the recent swarm had appeared, and rumors claimed that new swarms had been surfacing near old ones with increasing frequency.


      “And if that wasn’t bad enough, they say a pretty huge cloud of miasma was just spotted near Hudore,” Paul said. “Oh well. Whatever happens, it won’t reach us here.”


      Those who had just been celebrating now scattered in fear. There hadn’t been any major disruptions yet—people knew it was safer to stay within the city’s barrier—but it was only a matter of time. Sooner or later, panic would take hold, forcing law enforcement to divert forces from the swarm to keep the peace. It would only make the situation worse, but few commoners were in the right headspace to grasp that.


      “The twins should be fine too,” Paul muttered, trying to contain his unease. “They have Petra with them, after all.”


      Berasta and Tania had met up with Petra, who just so happened to be working nearby, and the three had agreed to travel to Hudore together. They would arrive by tomorrow afternoon at the latest, provided nothing delayed them, and Paul was doing everything he could to prepare the house in his master’s absence. In a windowless room, wholly absorbed in the process, he finished preparing the confections and other food.


      “Well, that’s the last of my work for today. Might as well get back to those curtains.”


      Paul untied his apron, folded it neatly, and returned it to its proper place. A glance at the clock told him it was dinnertime, but he wasn’t particularly hungry.


      For the past few days, Ben had been so busy that he spent even his nights at the palace or the Ministry of Magic. It had given Paul time to make real progress on his own tasks. A simple meal would be enough, especially since he wanted to get back to lace knitting, something he hadn’t found much time for lately. He was making curtains for the living room. They were white with floral embroidery—a true embodiment of spring.


      Brimming with anticipation, Paul headed from the kitchen to his room at the rear of the first floor. Then he paused. Something was wrong. He looked toward the entrance hall, but the door was still shut.


      “Is that smell...blood?”


      Paul tensed, instantly alert. He eased the door open at first—then flung it wide when he caught sight of what lay beyond, forgetting every lecture he’d ever given the twins about not making too much noise. Questions raced through his mind, but he forced them aside. Whatever the cause, this was an emergency.


      Petra lay motionless at the center of the entrance hall, drenched in blood. The twins clung to her, trembling, their small hands bunched in her robes as if she might slip away the moment they let go. The instant they saw Paul, the dam keeping their emotions at bay seemed to burst, and tears spilled freely down their faces.


      Paul didn’t spare them more than a glance. He knelt down beside Petra and began checking her condition. “What happened?” he asked. “I should call the doctor. Or wait...”


      “We got...c-caught in a...s-swarm...” Tania managed between sobs.


      “Did you treat her yourselves?” Paul asked.


      “S-Some hooded person did.”


      “B-But she won’t wake up...”


      The mere mention of a hood suggested a mage.


      “Were there any knights around?” Paul asked as he pulled back Petra’s robes and examined her wounds.


      Tania and Berasta exchanged a glance and shook their heads. That ruled out a healer from the order. It really must have been a mage.


      When Paul finished his inspection, he exhaled slowly. Most of Petra’s wounds had closed, but her pulse and temperature were both dangerously low. She must have lost a tremendous amount of blood; her robe was so saturated that he couldn’t even tell its original color. Wounds left by monsters were tainted with miasma and wouldn’t heal without magic. But magic alone wasn’t enough; summoning a doctor was still necessary.


      “Are you two hurt at all?” Paul asked.


      “W-We’re okay.”


      “Petra protected us.”


      The twins hadn’t been harmed, but the experience had clearly shaken them. Petra had been grievously injured protecting them, and now she lay cold and barely breathing. It was their first time seeing death draw near, and the thought that someone they cared about might die because of their weakness left them shaking. Their minds were blank, but they forced their way through the fog to answer the steward’s questions.


      Paul patted each of them on the head, then carried Petra to a room where the doctor could see her. She would need to be bathed, but that was work better left to another woman. Only the live-in cook came to mind. She was perfectly capable in the kitchen, despite her advanced age, but washing and changing an unconscious, wounded woman alone would be no easy task.


      As he considered what to do next, Paul gently addressed the twins, who were following close behind. “Don’t worry. She’s lost some blood, that’s all. The doctor should have her back on her feet in no time.”


      Tania and Berasta finally seemed to relax. Their exhaustion must have caught up with them, as confusion lingered on their tear-streaked faces.


      “P-Petra’s...going to live?”


      “Of course,” Paul said firmly. “You didn’t really think she’d die, did you?”


      The children broke into relieved sobs. Paul watched them for a moment, smiling, then cut the comfort short—there was still too much to do.


      “Tania, can you give me a hand?”


      “Y-Yes... Snff... O-Of course...”


      Tania’s eyes were red with weeping. She hated having to share her dear brother Ben’s attention with anyone else, which was why she had so often rebelled against Petra. That changed when her carelessness finally caught up with her and the mage had to save her from monsters. Tania had softened toward Petra ever since—making the most recent incident all the harder to bear. In the past, she would have openly refused to help, but now she was agreeing without hesitation.


      Berasta hurriedly tugged at Paul’s clothes. “I... I want to help too,” he pleaded.


      “Of course,” the steward replied.


      If she had been alone, Petra would have been able to protect herself even against such a massive swarm. The twins didn’t need to be told that she was only on the brink of death because she had protected them. Paul knew he had to do everything in his power to ease the regret, repentance, despair, and helplessness that must have been eating away at them.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “It’s...gone?”


      The palace was in turmoil. Everyone stared in astonishment at the empty space where, moments before, a noxious haze had hung thick in the air. The pitch-black cloud—large enough to blot out the sky—had vanished so abruptly that onlookers rubbed their eyes and pinched themselves. Many feared their senses were deceiving them, yet all they saw outside was the sun sinking over the horizon.


      It took a few moments for the realization to spread: The swarm had been repelled. The beautiful sunset was proof that the terrifying monsters had been slain.


      Even before the messenger reached him, Riley knew the good news; he had been gazing out his window when the miasma disappeared. He exhaled as the tension left his shoulders. Austin had gone with the knights to slay the monsters, and if they had defeated the swarm, most of them would return alive.


      The immediate crisis had passed. Now Riley had to deal with the aftermath—assessing damage and casualties, and assigning workers to restore the affected areas as quickly as possible. He also needed to identify what had delayed their initial response and take measures to ensure it never happened again.


      And yet the prince’s word carried no weight in the palace. Anything he said to the government fell on deaf ears.


      “Thankfully, the suggestions don’t have to come from me personally.”


      Riley might not have been able to force change himself, but he could persuade other, more influential nobles to voice his views to the Council of Advisers. He had never tried to secure a powerful backer before, but it was worth considering.


      Most nobles assumed Duke Clarke was the prince’s advocate. He was present almost every time Riley voiced an opinion or received information. Yet during today’s swarm, they had clashed without question. Their priorities could not have been more different.


      “‘Be prepared to sacrifice one to save a hundred,’ huh.”


      Riley remembered the duke’s words exactly. It was the same motto his grandfather—still renowned as a hero—had tried to drill into him. Perhaps there were times when a king had to adopt that mindset to protect his kingdom, but it wasn’t always necessary. As far as Riley was concerned, the best solution was one that required no sacrifices in the first place.


      Liliana, Austin, and Clyde came to the prince’s mind. Impatience and anxiety tore at him. He couldn’t stomach the thought of sacrificing them, no matter how many others it might save.


      Austin had put his life on the line by going to fight the swarm. The miasma’s disappearance meant the monsters were gone, but Riley wouldn’t truly relax until he saw with his own eyes that his best friend was safe. To keep his thoughts from spiraling, he forced himself to consider which influential nobles he could rely on. Three candidates came to mind: Duke Ealdred, Marquess Kenneth, and Marchioness Calvert.


      Marquess Kenneth and Marchioness Calvert remained neutral; neither had announced whom they wanted to succeed the throne. Duke Ealdred also hadn’t declared a candidate, but he at least seemed to look favorably on Riley. That would have made him an ideal choice, if not for how vehemently Duke Clarke opposed him. If the premier believed Riley was aligning himself with Duke Ealdred, he would likely turn against them both, and the last thing the prince wanted was to lose such a powerful ally.


      Still, Riley needed a way to seek Duke Ealdred’s support. As he weighed his next move, his chamberlain knocked and announced a visitor.


      “Come in,” the prince said.


      “Pardon the intrusion.”


      Riley turned to find Clyde, who looked notably relieved. He waited until the chamberlain closed the door, then offered his visitor a smile.


      “The swarm is dealt with, I take it?”


      “Yes,” Clyde said. Then, in a gloomier tone, “But the real trouble starts now.”


      Both boys knew that assessing the damages and organizing restoration work would be difficult. The lack of unanimity among the top brass was an additional, serious concern.


      “Your Highness, there are several confidential matters I wish to discuss with you,” Clyde began, his expression somber. He clearly intended to get straight to the point.


      Under these circumstances, “confidential matters” could only mean things Duke Clarke hadn’t instructed Clyde to relay. The information was being kept from Riley—either because the duke considered it “too early,” or because he wanted to conceal it permanently.


      Riley sat on the couch and invited Clyde to join him. Then he raised a soundproof barrier around the room.


      “First,” Clyde said, “the supreme commander, the captain of the Second, and Austin have teleported to the order’s barracks. The healers there are treating them as we speak.”


      “Is everyone safe?”


      “There were twelve casualties, all of whom were left on the battlefield. Of the fifteen who returned, five are seriously wounded, and eight suffered only minor injuries. The remaining two are unharmed, but their mana is almost fully depleted.”


      Riley couldn’t help groaning at the statistics. Running out of mana was dangerous, so even the two who had come away unscathed weren’t in the clear yet. Hopefully their mana would recover without issue, but there was a genuine risk of lasting consequences.


      In short, the entire company had almost been wiped out.


      “How are Dunhill and Hegarty?” Riley asked.


      “Both seriously wounded. From what I hear, Vice Captain Eden’s condition is the most critical. Austin was wounded in the left shoulder, but he should recover with enough rest.”


      The prince gritted his teeth, but he still couldn’t keep another groan from escaping.


      “You should be able to see him from tomorrow onward,” Clyde added, hoping to cheer him up.


      “All right. Did the mages purify the wound with light magic?”


      “Well, here’s the thing... None of the mages survived. I don’t know what happened there.”


      There was only so much to be learned this early, when the knights were barely conscious. But if Austin needed only a day before he could receive visitors, the miasma in his body must have been purged with light magic.


      Riley suppressed the storm inside him and adopted a mask of composure. “What else do you have for me?”


      Clyde lowered his voice further. “It’s about the Ministry of Magic. The vice minister is under suspicion of tampering with the teleportation sigil.”


      “Ben Draco?”


      The prince’s eyes widened. He had grown rather close to the vice minister since Liliana introduced them. The man was a remarkably wise, passionate researcher, and one of the few who opposed the Council of Advisers’ claim that swarms were of natural origin. In the time they’d known each other, Riley had come to understand exactly why Ben was the youngest vice minister in the ministry’s history. It was unthinkable that he would tamper with the sigil.


      “That’s a serious accusation,” the prince said. “He could be charged with treason.”


      “He was investigating embezzlement within the ministry and punishing the guilty. Perhaps he made a few too many enemies.”


      Clyde looked no less bitter than his host. Ben was currently in detention, bound in nullifying shackles that prevented him from using magic. The ministry would no doubt search his manor once the aftermath of the swarm had been dealt with.


      “For now, I plan to take my sister back to our town house in the city—though I’ll be staying at the palace for the time being.”


      “Take her back? Oh, right. I see what you mean.” Riley’s surprise quickly faded as he resumed his usual calm. “That’s for the best. It’s still too soon for her to return to her estate.”


      The swarm had been put down, but the chaos remained. Even leaving Hudore would be difficult. But it wasn’t the thought of Liliana returning home that unsettled the prince; she wasn’t even in her guest room at the palace. Far more concerning was the illusion “sleeping” in her bed, so elaborate that Riley might have suspected an organized kidnapping if he hadn’t recognized the mana behind it. Wherever she had gone, he was anxious to know whether she had returned at all.


      “Let’s check on her before she leaves,” he said after some thought.


      “As you wish. Should we go now?” Clyde asked, trusting the prince completely.


      “Sure.”


      The boys rose from the couch without delay. They didn’t speak as they walked the palace hallways, guards close behind. Clyde thought about the future, while Riley wondered where Liliana might have gone. How was he supposed to act if the illusion was still in her bed? He pinched the bridge of his nose, doing everything he could to hold back a sigh.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After teleporting from the defeated swarm to the palace’s guest room, Liliana breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She was tired, but this was no time to let her guard down. She returned the blankets she had used for her illusion to the closet, cast a purification spell on herself, and slipped into bed right away.


      Once she dispelled the soundproof barrier, she focused on the bustle beyond the door. As people realized the miasma was gone, the commotion gradually turned into cheers. Only Marianne and the guards seemed to remain outside the room.


      Liliana sat up. She couldn’t sleep, despite her exhaustion. There was too much on her mind.


      Because of the swarm, I won’t be able to return to my estate for some time. I’ll probably have to stay at the town house. It’s so depressing to think about, even if it can’t be helped.


      She sighed. It would be difficult to find an excuse to stay at the palace now that the miasma was gone. She knew she should go to the manor in the city, but she associated it so strongly with her father that she found it hard to settle there. Even the estate in Fortier was a better option, though not by much. It was unlikely that the duke would return home anytime soon anyway, since he had to deal with the aftermath of the swarm.


      Suddenly, Liliana heard footsteps outside the room. She listened closely and caught Marianne’s voice. There was a tentative knock on the door, and the handmaiden peeked inside.


      “My lady? Oh, you’re awake,” she said with a tender smile, prompting Liliana to nod. “That’s good. His Highness and Master Clarke are here to see you.”


      Clyde had probably come to take her to the town house, but why was the prince with him? Liliana climbed down from the bed, fixed her appearance with Marianne’s help, and moved into the adjacent parlor. Clyde and Riley were already there. The former smiled in relief, while the latter raised an eyebrow in brief surprise.


      “I’m glad to see you feel better,” Clyde said.


      “I do, thank you,” Liliana wrote in reply.


      “Yeah,” Riley said, smiling awkwardly for some reason. “It’s good that you’re back to normal, but try not to push yourself too hard.”


      Liliana thought they were acting strangely. The prince paid her confusion no mind and continued in a gentle tone.


      “I thought it wise to check on you, since I heard you were feeling unwell. The swarm has been put down. Repairing the damage will take time, but it’s safe now. You can rest easy.”


      “That’s good to hear,” Liliana replied through her bracelet with a graceful smile. She could hardly say it had been her doing.


      Riley’s expression remained unchanged, but there was a probing light in his eyes. It was impossible to tell what was on his mind.


      “Since you’re feeling better now, do you think you can make it to the town house?” Clyde asked, oblivious to the faint tension in the air. “I have to stay at the palace for a while to help father with his work.”


      Liliana nodded, having expected him to say exactly that, and Clyde smiled in genuine relief. He showed her far more concern than his counterpart in the game, whom Liliana remembered as an astute schemer who kept others at arm’s length. He showed a measure of sympathy for his sister if the protagonist chose his route, but in the end, he still resented her. Liliana couldn’t tell whether events had already diverged too far from the game or whether Clyde’s personality would change in the future.


      “I’ll arrange a coach,” Clyde said, then turned to Marianne. “Can you have her ready to leave by the time I get back?”


      The handmaiden bowed and returned to Liliana’s guest room to start preparing. It didn’t take long; they had never intended to stay.


      Liliana bowed to Riley and Clyde—they should have had no further business with her—but only her brother left the room. The prince glanced over his shoulder to make sure the door was still ajar, then approached Liliana and reached out to touch her cheek, as though checking for something. The gesture only deepened her confusion.


      Riley smiled gently. “I came to check on you while you were asleep. I didn’t wake you, of course; you were sleeping so soundly.”


      Liliana blinked, though her expression remained perfectly composed. “Oh. I’m sorry I didn’t notice.”


      “I was worried about you. I’m glad nothing happened, but I hope you’ll rely on me next time.”


      It was a strange response, Liliana thought. She had retired to her room under the guise of poor health—shouldn’t he simply have said he was glad to see her well? She was confident that no one had noticed her absence, but perhaps she was mistaken.


      Did he see through my illusion?


      Liliana cursed her bad luck, but she had no intention of admitting what she had done. She held the prince’s gaze without looking away, and he held hers just as firmly. At times, the eyes were more eloquent than the tongue. Riley opened his mouth as if to speak, then seemed to think better of it. Pursing his lips, he took a step back.


      “Forgive my selfish request, but I would appreciate a glimpse into your mind someday.”


      “Lord Riley...”


      Liliana was perplexed. She had expected him to reproach her for using magic. Choosing to count her blessings, she smiled at the prince.


      “They say Fiondi’s heart is pure, beautiful, and sincere.”


      The unexpected reply caught Riley off guard. Liliana had brought up Fiondi because the prince had compared her to the fairy princess when he had seen her dressed up before the festivities began. His shoulders shook with muted amusement at her roundabout suggestion that she had done nothing to be ashamed of.


      “Her heart must be deeper than one can imagine, then.”


      “Is that not true of everyone?”


      “Perhaps.” Riley smiled, then planted a kiss on the back of Liliana’s hand. “Well then—out of respect for my Fiondi, I shall take my leave.”
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      Liliana stood petrified as the door closed. When the tension finally left her shoulders, she noticed Marianne peeking out from the adjoining small room, blushing faintly for some reason.


      “Why, my lady—you and His Highness looked the very image of Fiondi and the king of heaven.”


      Liliana forced a smile. Both the king and the fairy princess were said to possess unmatched beauty. She shook her head as if to say that Marianne was exaggerating, but the handmaiden truly meant it.


      In a way, the comparison wasn’t entirely unfounded. Fiondi and Liliana both died in their respective stories, while their partners survived. The key difference lay in the nature of their relationships. The king of heaven was consumed by grief after losing the fairy princess, whereas Liliana’s love for Riley was entirely one-sided.


      There was a tragic irony in the handmaiden’s words, considering Liliana’s efforts to change her fate and escape death. Marianne hadn’t even meant anything by it—she had simply wanted to say that Liliana and the prince looked close, like the characters in the famous fairy tale.


      Still, Liliana couldn’t deny her frustration. It felt as though someone, somewhere, was laughing at her, telling her she couldn’t change her fate no matter what she did.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After parting with Clyde, who had wanted to see Liliana off, Riley headed toward the palace’s government offices, in the opposite direction from his room. To have the Council of Advisers hear his thoughts on how best to deal with the aftermath of the swarm, he needed to build ties with an influential noble. He had expected Duke Clarke to help him in this regard, but the day’s events had given him good reason to consider other options.


      Riley stopped outside a break room used by high-ranking nobles between council sessions. He had his chamberlain announce his visit, then entered when the expected reply came.


      “Are you alone?” the prince asked.


      “Fortunately, yes.”


      The reply came from Bernard Chad Ealdred, the head of House Ealdred. He resembled Austin, though he looked notably older than his years. Though he wore a gentle expression, his sharp eyes suggested a stern nature, and he spoke in a mild, matter-of-fact tone that made his true thoughts difficult to read. At any given moment, it was impossible to tell whether he was speaking candidly or merely saying what was necessary to guide the conversation where he wanted it to go.


      Duke Ealdred rarely attended the Council of Advisers. Even when he did, he largely remained silent. On the rare occasions when he voiced an opinion, however, the other nobles grew tense. Even the seemingly unstoppable, imperturbable Duke Clarke was wary of him.


      Riley accepted the duke’s invitation and sat across from him. “I heard your son Austin returned safely.”


      A faint smile graced the man’s features. “He did, yes. Word reaches you quickly, I see.”


      “Have you been to see him?” the prince asked. He had been told that visits wouldn’t be allowed until tomorrow, but an exception would surely be made for a relative.


      “I’m told he’ll live,” the duke replied. “He’s a knight now; what father would visit his son after every little injury sustained in the field?”


      It was only natural for a knight to be wounded in combat. If they died on the battlefield, not only would their family be denied their last moments together, but there might not even be a body to mourn. The duke’s words implied that he was prepared for that possibility.


      Riley lowered his eyes, keeping his emotions in check. “I overstepped.”


      “Not at all. Just be prepared for the worst from now on.” Though the duke spoke calmly, there was a chill in his voice. “In any case, do you have business with me, Your Highness?”


      “I do. I have my suspicions about the circumstances behind today’s swarm and the upcoming discussion regarding its aftermath.”


      “Let’s hear them,” Duke Ealdred said, narrowing his eyes.


      Riley swallowed under the man’s piercing stare, but he couldn’t afford to succumb to the pressure. He made an effort to speak as logically as possible.


      “I have two concerns. First, judging by the current state of the council, I expect restoration efforts to be delayed.”


      After two swarms in close succession, the damage in the affected areas was unprecedented. A budget would need to be secured for the repairs, and the council would likely place that burden on the people.


      “Second, the recent complications within the Ministry of Magic may have been orchestrated.”


      Ben Draco, the vice minister, was in detention under suspicion of tampering with the teleportation sigil. It was an unlikely story, given what Riley knew of him, but there was no way to prove his innocence. If the vice minister had truly fallen victim to a ruse, “evidence” of his guilt would inevitably surface.


      Seated on the couch, Duke Ealdred regarded the prince calmly. He stroked his chin, then let out a throaty laugh and nodded. “I see your concerns. I must admit, I underestimated you. I never expected a ten-year-old to get his hands on such sensitive information, let alone analyze it so thoroughly.”


      The duke was renowned for his genius. He had shown great promise as a child, and the years had done nothing to dull his edge. There had to be some deeper meaning behind his praise. Some might have taken it for sarcasm. But when the prince remained silent, unsure how to respond, Duke Ealdred offered him a gentle smile without a trace of reproach.


      “That was a compliment, Your Highness. I ask that you accept it.”


      “I’m...honored.”


      “For the older generations, nurturing talented youth is as much a pleasure as it is a duty.”


      Yet the smile quickly faded from the duke’s face, replaced by a sterner expression. Riley clenched his fists, his palms already slick with sweat. Silently reminding himself not to falter, he met the duke’s gaze head-on.


      “Your concerns are valid, Your Highness,” Duke Ealdred said in a deep voice. “I have considered these matters myself and requested the presence of Marquess Kenneth and Marchioness Calvert at all future council meetings. We won’t always agree, but I would rather have them at my side than not. Still”—his voice turned more authoritative—“leave this matter to us, and be sure not to tell anyone what I have told you today. Also, if you can, be especially cautious of your surroundings.”


      As crown prince, Riley had been wary of assassins since the day he was born. He had not only the royal guard to protect him but also spies who moved in the shadows. Yet the duke was implying that even that wasn’t enough.


      The thought of the many threats to his life left Riley ill at ease, but he forced a look of composure nonetheless. “I understand,” he said. “I shall take your words to heart.”


      On that note, the prince bowed respectfully and took his leave. Duke Ealdred waited until the door had shut behind him before sighing deeply and leaning back against the couch.


      “It’s a tough job taking center stage.”


      The duke rarely left his domain. He had a representative attend council meetings in his place and entrusted high-society gatherings to his eldest son. His arrival for the prince’s birthday celebration was an exception; otherwise, he came to Hudore only when the matters under discussion were too weighty for his stand-in to handle. He had intended to return straight to his lands once the festivities ended, but today’s swarm had forced him into the limelight yet again, whether he wanted it or not.


      With the prince’s departure, Duke Ealdred should have been alone. He looked into the shadows and smiled wryly.


      “I wish I could go back home. I’m really not suited for this sort of business. Still, it wasn’t for nothing. Austin will appreciate this, I’m sure. The prince is a good kid.”


      In response to his remark, the second presence in the room wavered.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lit by moonlight, a man on horseback rode jauntily through the empty city streets, bound for the quarter where the high-ranking nobles lived. The shadow of his deep hood obscured his entire face, but his lips were curled in a faint smile.


      “The day has finally come.”


      He had made good use of his pawns—his talented butler, the Minister of Magic, and others—to carry out his elaborate plan. Now he awaited the grand finale: the realization of his long-cherished wish. He had devoted a decade and a tremendous amount of money to this single desire. It had seemed impossible, even with all the knowledge he had gathered from far and wide, but he had gambled on it nonetheless.


      Now, at long last, it was beginning to take shape.


      The man recalled what the greatest contributor to his cause had once said to him: “The spell will need time to take root. It may fail, naturally—but if it succeeds, it will grow on its own and activate when the moment is right.”


      Again and again, his efforts had ended in failure, but his recent successes had convinced him that the time was right. The stage was set for his finale, and it was crucial that everything follow the script. This was his only chance; he couldn’t afford to spend so many years laying the groundwork again.


      Lost in his elation, the man didn’t realize he was being watched. Perched atop the nearby watchtower—a symbol of royalty—was a single lion. Its pitch-black coat seemed to absorb the light, while its eyes, a mix of purple and green, reflected the moonbeams.


      “If I do nothing, he will regain power. But should this method be allowed?” it said quietly, its mouth twisting with self-deprecation. “There’s no doubt he seeks nothing less than our king’s return.”


      Unable to cast aside its reservations, the lion unfurled its dragon wings. It shot into the air with a mighty flap, then vanished into the stygian darkness.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      In the palace’s guest room, Marianne was helping Liliana get ready for bed. The horses that had pulled her lady’s coach were still recovering from the miasma, which had reached them all the way from the swarm, so her departure had been postponed until tomorrow. The mages had done what they could to speed up their recovery, but it was still far safer to wait.


      “You must be tired, my lady. Why not go to bed early tonight?”


      “I will. Thank you.”


      Liliana lay beneath the sheets, waiting for Marianne to retire to the adjoining room. Then she sat up. She was too agitated to sleep.


      My plans have been upset. Maybe I should’ve expected as much when I dealt with that swarm.


      Liliana had teleported some of the monsters to the dungeon under her estate. She had hoped to return home right away so she could analyze them, but it was beginning to seem that repairing the damaged roads would take far longer than expected. She didn’t know when she would finally be able to leave.


      There was little chance of the servants wandering into the dungeon—they had no reason to go there—but Liliana had to acknowledge the risk that they might see something they shouldn’t. Scaring them was the least of her worries; in the worst-case scenario, they might suspect her of creating monsters.


      And I would rather not meet my end before the events of the game even begin.


      Liliana sighed, feeling a headache coming on. The only solution now was to teleport to the estate, finish the analysis, and then teleport back.


      Beam.


      In an instant, her surroundings changed. She was all too familiar with the dreary smell of the dungeon’s depths. Several monsters lay frozen on the cold stone floor.


      “Should I unfreeze them first?” Liliana mused aloud. “I doubt they’ll come back to life.”


      Even if they did, she could stop them with purification magic—but she didn’t want it to come to that.


      First, let’s see what I can do with them as they are.


      Liliana began her analysis of the monsters. Much to her relief, she was able to break them apart and study them as one might a fossil. The monsters she had analyzed before had been nearly identical in composition to ordinary mammals, but these had entirely different bone structures. Liliana grew paler as she continued her work.


      “Each one has about 250 bones. I’m sure some of the monsters are missing a few, but that’s well within the margin of error. Their skulls are impressive, and their hind limbs are more developed than their forelimbs. The structure of the forelimbs suggests a firm grip—but they didn’t seem to be bipedal when I fought them.”


      To be safe, Liliana also analyzed the elemental composition of the bodies. It only lent more weight to her suspicion that the swarms were man-made. She had no idea how that might have been accomplished, so she inspected the monsters closely in search of a clue.


      “Oh.”


      After half an hour of strenuous effort, her eyes landed on a tiny bit of writing.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Though most of Ben’s manor had been arranged to Paul’s tastes, some consideration was still given to its owner and guests. In the steward’s private room, however, no such concessions were made. The furnishings were awash in pastel colors, and the curtains, couch, sheets, cushions, and wallpaper were all decorated with flowers, lace, and ribbons.


      Paul sat on a couch embroidered with small flowers, knitting his new lace curtains. He glanced at the window and sighed, enjoying the brief moment of peace.


      “I suppose it’s too early to make dinner.”


      The two children were with Petra, in the room he had prepared for her. They were like kittens, refusing to leave their mother’s side. The mage’s injuries had been so severe that she could easily have died, and even survival had risked serious long-term complications. Yet thanks to the help of a hooded stranger, she was not merely going to live—she would recover without any lasting damage.


      Or so House Draco’s doctor said. Paul was convinced that when Petra regained consciousness, she would be in bad shape for quite some time. It would anger Ben, without a doubt. As obsessive as he was about his research, he cared deeply for her and for his family.


      “Hmm?”


      A strange sensation drew Paul’s attention to the vibrant cuckoo clock on the wall. Despite what the others thought—Ben and Berasta had given him uncertain looks when he bought it, while Petra and Tania had stared in surprise—he was particularly fond of it. Some of the flowers adorning it had changed color, prompting a frown from the steward.


      “We have uninvited guests, I see.”


      Paul’s deep voice and keen eyes contrasted sharply with the ethereal decor. He methodically folded the curtain he was knitting and placed it on a shelf, then locked the door, returned the key to the inner pocket of his jacket, and checked his appearance in the full-length mirror by the door. After straightening out the creases around the hem and sleeves, he smiled at his reflection—the picture of a perfect butler. He took his glasses from the table, slid a ring onto his little finger, and strolled to the room where Petra was sleeping.


      The steward knocked on the door and peered inside. “Berasta, Tania—I’m going to seal the rooms now, so stay there.”


      “Wait. You are?” Berasta asked in surprise. “Even though Ben isn’t here?” In House Draco, the phrase “seal the rooms” was used only in emergencies.


      Paul nodded. “There are troublemakers coming, so I have no choice. Your job is to protect Petra.”


      “You can count on us,” Tania said. Berasta echoed her a beat later, as though unwilling to be outdone.


      Paul was taken aback. When had the twins become so mature? Not wanting to let his astonishment show, he said only “Take good care of her” and left.


      The steward scanned the hallway’s floral wallpaper for a blue flower with a honeybee. He patted the edge of the flower, and the door to the room with Petra and the children vanished.


      Because Petra had come from abroad, Ben had given her the last name “Myyrylainen” in an effort to protect her. He had also created a room in which she could take refuge. Touching the flower had done more than merely conceal its entrance—it had also hidden other rooms, magical items, books on hexes, and everything else that mustn’t be seen. The steward had thought it would never be needed, but clearly he had been mistaken.


      “I thought they might insist on joining the fight.”


      Paul smiled at the thought of how much Berasta and Tania had grown. There was a good chance their unwanted guests would resort to violence. In the past, the twins would have demanded to fight alongside him, but now they seemed to understand their limits and how best to respond to the situation.


      “Children really do grow up before you know it.”


      They were rebellious brats not long ago, yet look at them now, the steward thought, letting out an emotional sigh. The fact that he was having such thoughts at all felt like a sign that he was getting old, which brought a wry smile to his face.


      Paul moved from the servants’ hallway to the entrance hall, then rotated the large vase in the center by 180 degrees. The air in the manor vibrated, confirming that everything was ready. The doors to the manor’s secret rooms were now indistinguishable from the walls around them.


      The steward took a pair of black gloves from his pockets and leisurely pulled them onto his hands, making no effort to remove his ring. As he checked his appearance one last time, a violent knock sounded at the door. He made a point of taking his time as he strode over and opened it, revealing four robed mages.


      “We’re investigators from the Ministry of Magic. Ben Draco is under suspicion of treason, so—with permission from the Council of Advisers—we have come to search this house and confiscate anything that might be relevant to the case.”


      “Treason?” Paul had not expected such a serious accusation. He fell silent, furrowing his brow as he considered it.


      Ben’s only interests were magic and hexes. The steward would sooner believe the sun rose in the west than take such an accusation seriously. Yet the mages were glaring at him in irritation, baring their teeth.


      “If you stand in our way, we’ll arrest you for treason as well,” one of them said. He looked well accustomed to making such threats.


      Paul was unperturbed. “I would never,” he replied with a polite bow and an amiable smile. Not letting them in immediately was his way of showing defiance, but he finally stepped aside and let them pass.


      “Took you long enough,” spat the second mage in the group.


      “We’re all obliged to you, inspectors,” Paul said. Thanks to his kind tone and friendly expression, they failed to notice the mockery in his voice.


      The steward narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing the mages. They were indistinguishable in their robes. Four inspectors would have been enough to search a commoner’s house, but Ben’s manor was considerably larger. They should have brought at least twice the manpower.


      As the last mage entered, Paul closed the door behind him. There had to be a reason they had shown up in such underwhelming numbers.


      Ben seldom spoke about the ministry, but the snippets Paul had gathered from various sources made it clear that very few mages were expected to deal with swarms. After yesterday’s interruption of the crown prince’s festivities, they should all have been gathered at the palace. Between that and the pretext of Ben being suspected of treason, it was clear that some faction within the ministry was trying to frame him.


      Didn’t I tell you to get involved in politics instead of focusing on your research all the time? Paul chided his foster brother. Now look at the mess you’re in.


      As much as Ben tried to ignore it, working in the Ministry of Magic required frequent engagement with politics and matters of national interest. The steward had always warned him that one wrong step could lead to betrayal. Ben had made some effort—he exposed embezzlement and other fraud, and investigated mages who turned to forbidden magic—but evidently not enough to fend off accusations of treason.


      The mages were dumbfounded by the sight of the manor’s decor. Though it was tamer than Paul’s room, so much color in a house with no mistress was unimaginable. The two mages at the back exchanged glances.


      “Is the vice minister married?”


      “I don’t think so... Yet a woman clearly decorated all this.”


      They spoke quietly, probably out of consideration for the elderly mages with them. Paul brought up the rear. He wasn’t ashamed of his tastes, but neither did he feel the need to justify himself to men who wanted to frame his master. If they concluded that Ben had a more feminine sense of style, so what? He was so obsessed with his research that he surely wouldn’t care in the slightest.


      “You two, search the first floor,” said the short man, already well into late middle age, who had grumbled to Paul at the door. “We’ll check upstairs.” The steward gathered that they were splitting up by age.


      Without asking permission, the mages began inspecting the house. Paul didn’t try to stop them; he simply followed the older group, keeping far enough back not to draw their attention. The short man and his middle-aged colleague marched straight to the very back of the manor—to Ben’s bedroom.


      At once, the mages ransacked the shelves and upended the bedsheets. One of them yanked a curtain with such force that it tore, yet neither man seemed to care. Even when they knocked things to the floor, they made no effort to return them to their places, preferring instead to trample over them as they moved on to the next room.


      Paul resisted the urge to frown, though he couldn’t hide the bulging vein on his forehead. He continued to shadow the mages, watching their every move.


      Inside the office, the younger of the two started to act strangely. He looked unnaturally startled and was about to raise his voice when Paul sneaked up behind him, seizing the man’s left arm before he could pull something from his robe.


      “What?!” the mage exclaimed, staring at the steward with wide eyes. He hadn’t expected the servant, who had remained quiet until then, to get physical.


      Forcing a polite smile, Paul fixed the mage with a cold glare. The steward was tall and muscular—in far better shape than either of the two intruders—and his grip tightened by the second. They were no match for him in physical strength.


      “I-It hurts!”


      “Have you found anything?” Paul asked, his voice terrifyingly devoid of emotion.


      The mage caught in his grasp began to tremble, his face turning deathly pale. He was too frightened to move.


      Yet the steward showed no mercy. He had seen through the inspection from the start. They had nothing that could prove Ben had committed treason, so they intended to plant evidence themselves. It was the oldest trick in the book. If they had “found” something in Ben’s office at the ministry, he would have called it a forgery, so they had come to his manor instead. The two older mages had arrived in small numbers to avoid suspicion and brought unwitting coworkers as witnesses.


      Paul had gathered from the beginning that the younger mages weren’t involved, and his intuition had been right. Slowly, he pulled the man’s left hand out of his robe pocket, in full view of the other mage. There was a red spinel ring on the man’s finger—and a folded piece of paper in his palm.


      “What’s this?” the steward asked, his tone still calm.


      The mage caught in his grip winced. Cold sweat ran in rivulets down his forehead, yet he said nothing.


      Paul turned to the other mage, who glared at him in frustration. The two men were crafty but lacked experience; they couldn’t fully conceal their unease.


      The steward took the paper from the younger mage’s hand, keeping his revulsion at bay. There was a small teleportation sigil drawn on it. “So you claim my master tampered with the ministry’s sigil, do you? I must say, this looks far too crude to be his work.”


      Faced with such blatant mockery, the restrained mage went from bright red to furious crimson. “We found it here in this very room,” he spat, fixing Paul with an intensely hateful glare. “It’s proof of his guilt, and we intend to take it with us.”


      “You found it here? Is that what you intend to report?”


      Paul knew that, with the help of witchstones, one could record evidence and the place where it had been found. The mage didn’t respond, but the way his lips twisted made the answer clear.


      “I see,” the steward replied, as though reaching a conclusion. He ran his fingers over the paper, folded it, and dangled it before the mage’s eyes. “Then you can have it back.”


      Seething with hatred, the mage snatched the paper from Paul. He took a witchstone from around his neck and held it over the paper, causing the stone to glow. Now they could present the sigil in court as having been found in Ben’s personal office. The man stored the paper and witchstone in his bag, then made a loud, hasty retreat with his colleague. Neither mage wanted to stay a second longer than necessary.


      Paul shrugged. As much as he wanted the intruders gone, he hadn’t expected them to be quite so cowardly. It was disappointing—nothing compared to the verbal warfare he had braced himself for. He headed to the entrance hall to see them off. The younger mages had returned empty-handed from their inspection of the first floor.


      “We have our proof. Ben Draco will be charged with treason,” the oldest mage told Paul, puffing out his chest. “Just you wait—judgment will come for you as well.”


      “Is that so?” the steward said, unbothered. He raised an eyebrow as though it didn’t concern him, then bowed respectfully.


      The statement seemed to frighten the younger mages more than anyone else. They stared at their senior, who looked close to bursting a blood vessel. He, too, raised an eyebrow, as if asking Paul whether he understood the severity of the situation.


      In response, the steward gave an aloof smile and stood upright. “A word of advice, if I may. Next time you conduct a house search, show a little more decorum. You had all the grace of ransacking thieves.”


      “What?!”


      The ministry’s mages were a proud sort, and the unfavorable comparison left them at a loss for words. Paul walked past them and opened the door.


      “If you would, gentlemen. Should we ever meet again, I’ll treat you all to a life-sized cake of Proedros.”


      Proedros was the god of truth. Clearly, the steward’s parting remark was a jab at the mages and their willingness to both forge and plant evidence.


      The oldest of the group opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. He knew what he had done, so he could hardly offer a reasonable objection. With a sharp click of his tongue, he turned on his heel and marched out. His middle-aged colleague followed with a spiteful glance, and the younger mages trailed after them with apologetic shrugs.


      Paul locked the door. “So they barge in, trash the place, and then scurry away just as quickly? Even Berasta and Tania have better manners.”


      Airing his grievances, the steward removed his gloves, ring, and glasses. He squinted at the ring and glasses for a moment, then shook his head and carefully set them on the table in the hall.


      “I must say, these really are quite useful.”


      Both the ring and the glasses were Ben’s work. He had made them so well that even Paul, despite his lack of aptitude for magic or hexes, could use them. The glasses allowed the wearer to identify the properties of magical items and sigils. The ring, by rotating its stone, could neutralize magical items and sigils on contact.


      Before the mages could plant their “evidence,” the steward had intervened. He had touched the sigil with his ring-bearing finger, and the mage had been too distracted to notice the result. Paul wished he could see the look on the man’s face when he took out the “evidence” he had placed so carefully in his bag and realized it was blank.


      “It’s too bad I won’t get to watch the trial.”


      With this, Ben should avoid being charged with treason. There might still be other traps laid for him, so it was too early to rest easy, but at least the steward could breathe a sigh of relief for now.


      Things were still rather dismal, though. Paul started toward the second floor in irritation.


      Judging by the young mages’ behavior, the first floor probably wasn’t too bad. But the older two had ransacked the second floor, leaving it looking like a ship that had just weathered a storm. Paul would now have to clean everything up and repair whatever had been broken. It was depressing just to think about.


      “He hates this sort of thing. I suppose I should be glad we won’t have to use our last resort.”


      The steward shook his head in resignation, his joints cracking. As he made his way upstairs, he thought about how to clear Ben’s name completely. Berasta and Tania wouldn’t be able to come out until he undid the seal, but that was fine. He would get everything done faster on his own, and this way he wouldn’t have to check whether they had put everything back exactly where it belonged.


      He started with the bedroom, though the devastation inside made him want to clutch his head. For a moment, his eyes went vacant as his mind drifted toward escapism.


      “Maybe I’ll try making a six-layer cake after I’m done.”


      Wearing a melancholy expression he had never shown the mages, Paul let out a deep sigh and scratched his head. Then he began gathering up the torn bedsheets strewn around his feet.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Hudore had been built around the palace. The town houses of the high-ranking nobles all stood in the center, and the Clarke family manor occupied the most convenient location of all. Its surroundings couldn’t have been better—they were exactly what came to mind when one thought of the royal capital. Though smaller than the manors in the duchies, it was still far larger and grander than the other houses around it, and its furnishings were of the highest quality.


      After dinner, Liliana climbed a red-carpeted staircase to a guest room. Clyde stayed at the manor often enough to have private chambers of his own, but the same wasn’t true of his sister.


      Everything in this manor is so obviously to my father’s tastes, she thought as she looked at the stately furniture on the half landing.


      When she reached the second floor, Liliana continued down a long hallway. Her temporary room was farther back than any of the others. Marianne opened the door for her, and she stepped inside.


      The furnishings were simple but tasteful, each piece positioned with perfect care. A wide window offered an open view of the beautiful courtyard, arranged symmetrically around the fountain at its center. It resembled a work of art. Beside the fountain stood statues of three men and one woman. The three men were a champion with a sword, a robed mage holding an orb, and a sage with a mirror. The woman wore a robe, with a halo suspended above her head. They were the three heroes and the saint, all figures from the tale of the end of the three demonic centuries.


      Between this and what I saw in Fortier, my father certainly does love tales of heroism.


      Liliana turned away from the window and looked at the bed. Even the canopy was embroidered with patterns related to the heroes who had brought peace to the land.


      “My lady, I’ll be in the room next door,” Marianne said. “Call me if you need anything.”


      She placed a bell beside the bed, bowed, and took her leave. Once she was gone, Liliana took a small diary from a desk drawer by the window and used mana to unlock it. She then sat at the desk and wrote that there was nothing worth mentioning. It was more a report log than a journal. Usually, she wrote only a line or two about the day’s events, though sometimes she wrote more.


      Leafing through the pages, Liliana reread her notes about the swarm that had appeared on the outskirts of Hudore. The night before moving from the palace to her current location, she had teleported to her estate and analyzed the remains of the monsters she had captured. She had known she likely wouldn’t be able to return to her estate by normal means for quite some time, given the damage the swarm had caused. The diary contained the results of her analysis. She had hoped that rereading it might help her notice something new, but no fresh theories came to mind.


      All I can say is that those monsters were completely different from the ones I saw in Profen Forest when I went to help Petra and Tania.


      She hadn’t learned much, but there was one clear difference between the monsters she had analyzed long ago and those she had examined more recently. Both had been heteromorphs, but their bone structures were entirely distinct. The older monsters’ skeletons had been composed almost exactly like those of animals, whereas the newer ones were closer to being human, if anything.


      During her analysis of the newer monsters, Liliana had also been fortunate enough to find fragments of a sigil. In other words, humans had been at least partially responsible for the swarm. Unfortunately, she didn’t recognize the sigil’s structure, so she couldn’t determine its effect.


      I saw only pieces of it. Did it activate at all, or did it remain dormant till the end?


      Reconstructing a sigil from mere fragments was difficult enough. Not knowing the original sigil made the task several times harder. If she could analyze the five witchstones Petra had placed in her bag, she would probably gain a better idea of what had happened. Alas, Liliana had never succeeded in analyzing magic or hexes. She had hoped to attempt it together with Petra or Ben.


      Liliana returned the diary to its drawer and reached for the cup of hot milk Marianne had left on the table. Lately, the handmaiden had prepared one for her every night, since her lady looked so tired. Liliana scooped some apple jam into the cup and took a sip. The subtle sweetness melted away some of the tension in her body. She let out a sigh of relief, followed by a small yawn.


      I haven’t gotten much sleep since leaving the palace.


      A lack of sleep inevitably dulled the mind. Liliana set the cup back on the table and rubbed her temples. As much as she wanted to return to her estate, the roads were still too badly damaged. She would have to stay put until repairs had progressed enough for a coach to pass through.


      Maybe I’m still on edge.


      At first, Liliana had assumed it was because she had sneaked out of the palace to put down the swarm. But even days later, she still found it hard to sleep, and her body felt heavy and sluggish. Had she been having nightmares as well? If so, she couldn’t remember them.


      Purge.


      Liliana cast purification magic over the room. She had thought there might be imperceptible traces of miasma lingering in the air, causing her weariness, but nothing about the way she felt changed. Deciding she shouldn’t dwell on it, she forced her thoughts away from the subject entirely.


      Not much time had passed since the swarm, and she hadn’t yet heard from Petra. Liliana had healed the mage and teleported her to Ben’s estate, but she had no way of knowing how well she was recovering. She couldn’t simply ask, lest Paul or the twins begin to wonder how she knew about Petra’s injuries in the first place. Until recently, Liliana would never have imagined that pretending to be powerless could become a problem.


      I treated the worst of her wounds, so I’ll just have to trust that she’s fine. I can probably send her a letter once enough time has passed, acting as though nothing happened. Oh, but wait...


      Liliana drew her eyebrows together in a small frown. She was assuming everything would return to normal. When the swarm had appeared and the palace had descended into chaos, Ben had been detained on suspicion of tampering with the teleportation sigil. Liliana knew the accusations were false, but in the aftermath, she had no way of knowing whether he had even been released. If he was being framed out of personal malice, or if someone simply wanted him out of the way, they would surely forge evidence of his guilt. And because Liliana didn’t know where he was, there was nothing even she could do.


      “I could send a katashiro to search for him, but I don’t know who’s responsible.”


      Ever since she had successfully used katashiro birds to shadow Marquess Kenneth’s agents, Liliana had relied on them—and on various hex sigils—to gather all kinds of information. But the method only worked when she knew whom or where to investigate. The birds couldn’t think or act independently like the spies in a noble’s service.


      “I should sleep.”


      Liliana slipped into bed, her headache worsening by the moment. She didn’t feel particularly comfortable despite the luxurious mattress and sheets, but she forced her eyes shut all the same. Her condition wouldn’t improve without rest.


      As her consciousness faded and she teetered on the edge of dreams, Liliana failed to notice the purple mist enveloping her body. Radiating a sinister light, it began to inscribe intricate patterns onto the bed, drawing a circle around her. The markings wavered like ripples on water, accompanied by ancient script.


      Liliana scrunched her face in her sleep. Cold sweat streamed down her forehead. Her body burned with heat, yet her eyes remained tightly shut. The purple mist had coalesced around her bed every night since she left the palace.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Several days after the swarm, the royal order’s barracks were still in an uproar. The knights who had suffered grievous injuries during the attack weren’t tainted with miasma, as though someone had purified them, and they had returned with wounds that healing magic could treat. As a result, nearly all of them had recovered enough to go about their daily lives.


      Dunhill Calvert, captain of the Second, was among them. He had fallen in battle against the swarm and braced himself for death, only to awaken with almost all of his injuries already treated by healing magic. Apparently, he had simply been fortunate in the severity of his wounds and the timing of when he had received them. Other knights had been far worse off, their bodies badly affected by the miasma coursing through them. Healing magic could do only so much for them, and their lives still hung in the balance.


      After breakfast, Dunhill went to the vice captain’s room, as he had been doing for some time. It was located in a quiet part of the building, far from the bustle of the training grounds and mess hall. Dunhill took a deep breath, then opened the door without a word. The room contained almost nothing, as though reflecting its owner’s personality. Brushing aside the sentimentality creeping over him, he walked to the bed.


      Eden, the talented vice captain of the Second, looked pale as he slept. His pallor made it hard to believe he was even alive, but he was clearly recovering. The doctor who had examined him had said that Eden’s thigh was unlikely to heal—that he would probably have to leave the order—but that he should at least recover enough to live a normal life.


      Dunhill recalled the light that had filled his vision just before his company had been evacuated from the swarm. Though his mind had been hazy at the time, he knew it had been magic used to annihilate monsters. It had differed somewhat from the exorcism spell used by holy mages, but it had still removed the miasma from the knights’ bodies, saving many of them. Eden had no doubt been saved that way as well.


      Suddenly, the vice captain’s eyelids trembled. Dunhill froze, then watched closely as Eden slowly opened his eyes and gazed vacantly around the room. The captain leaned over the bed, his breath caught in his throat, and called out his trusted subordinate’s name.


      “Eden! Eden, are you awake?!”


      The vice captain grimaced, then turned to his superior. Still deathly pale, he flashed a bold smile.


      “Look at your face. It’s all you’ve got, you know that?” he said brusquely, his voice hoarse. For all the bite in his words, his tone was warm and gentle. It was entirely in character for him.


      Dunhill clenched the hand he was resting on the bed, trying to contain the rush of emotion threatening to reach his eyes.


      “Your stamina is all you’ve got,” he shot back, his voice wavering slightly despite the sharpness of his tone. “How long are you planning to lie there?”


      Eden smiled and stared up at the ceiling. “Who knows? I’m not sure how well I can move at this point. Our young adore you, so I’m sure you’ll manage without me.”


      “What’re you saying? You were the first one to insist I’m not fit to captain the Second, remember? I need you until I’m actually worthy of the role.”


      Eden understood his own condition better than anyone, which made the implication of retirement in his words unmistakable. That was exactly why Dunhill raised his voice. He wouldn’t say it outright, but he didn’t want the man to step down yet.


      The vice captain let out a rough laugh, all too familiar with his captain’s personality. “That doesn’t sound like the confident noble I used to know.” Then his eyes drifted shut as sleep overtook him once more, and his breathing settled into a steady rhythm.


      Dunhill placed a hand on the vice captain’s forehead. It was burning hot. Eden was recovering, and things were no longer at their worst, but his condition was still grave. He looked nothing like the imposing knight who used to guide the young recruits. The contrast left Dunhill shaken.


      “Damn it all,” he muttered.


      When Dunhill had first joined the order, Eden had already stood out despite being a commoner. His performance as a mage knight had been so exceptional that people had suspected he might be the illegitimate son of a noble. Eden had never addressed the rumor, so even Dunhill didn’t know the truth.


      Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. The captain straightened the sheets, then opened it to find a boy—one of the order’s apprentices. Dunhill stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind him.


      “Hi, Mick. What’s up?”


      “Captain. The supreme commander wants to see you.”


      “All right.”


      They headed toward the supreme commander’s room. Not long after they started walking, Dunhill quietly broke the silence.


      “You joined at the same time as Austin, right? How’s he doing?”


      “Much better, sir. He keeps asking when he can get back to training.”


      “So he’s recovered enough to complain. That’s good to hear.”


      Dunhill chuckled, recalling how disgruntled Austin had looked when he had been forced to stay in bed. The boy’s injuries had been light compared with those of the other knights who had fought alongside him, but the grave wounds the others had suffered—even the supreme commander—had taken a heavy toll on him mentally. It even seemed to have slowed his recovery.


      “Keep him company for a little longer,” Dunhill said.


      “Yes, sir!”


      Mick blushed and nodded, pleased that the captain was relying on him. He was rather frivolous, even for an apprentice. Still, he was cheerful and kindhearted, so he would surely be able to keep Austin’s spirits up.


      When they arrived outside the supreme commander’s room, the young apprentice took his leave. Dunhill knocked, announced himself, and entered with Hegarty’s permission. The man sat in a chair, his expression serious. His wounds had yet to fully heal, but one could hardly tell by looking at him.


      “You called for me, sir?”


      “Yeah. Were you in Eden’s room?”


      Dunhill nodded. Hegarty knew how much the captain admired his second-in-command. He smiled and held up a piece of paper.


      “What’s that?” Dunhill asked.


      “A summons from the council. For you and me alone.”


      The captain grimaced. The Council of Advisers was a group of nobles who convened before the king to make political decisions. The summons couldn’t be good news, especially coming so soon after the recent swarm.


      “Will you join me?” Hegarty asked, his grin turning more ferocious.


      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” Dunhill replied. Though not yet fully recovered, he wore a belligerent look. He stepped toward the supreme commander and accepted the summons. “I’ll take them on for as long as they want.”


      “I’ve no idea what they’re plotting, but it can’t be anything good,” Hegarty stated calmly. All knights were his precious comrades—including those who had lost their lives to the swarm, and those who had survived only to remain on the brink of death.


      “I won’t let them defile this place,” Dunhill said, resolve in his voice. “Not after what we went through to protect it.”


      This was his way of showing sincerity to the friends who had lost their lives—and above all, to Eden, who had been badly injured protecting him.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Supreme Commander Thomas Hegarty and Captain of the Second Corps Dunhill Calvert entered a room in the palace with their summons in hand. They had both felt a bad premonition when they were called to attend a council meeting concerning the recent swarm, and their worry only deepened when they saw who was present. Hegarty’s expression didn’t shift in the slightest, but Dunhill’s cheeks twitched faintly.


      “We are here to answer your summons,” the supreme commander stated brusquely. “I am Thomas Hegarty, and this is Dunhill Calvert.”


      Before them sat members of the council, including the crown prince and the premier. The Minister of Magic was also in attendance.


      The Council of Advisers oversaw the Ministry of State, the Ministry of Home Affairs, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Magic, and the Ministry of Military Affairs. The House of Law and the House of Religion were completely independent from it. Since the royal knights’ order fell under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Military Affairs, knights were summoned before the council when necessary.


      Hegarty and Dunhill remained standing, waiting for permission to sit. It never came, and the speaker of the council—Count Mellers—began as though it didn’t concern him.


      “As stated in your summons, we have called you here today to confirm the facts of the latest swarm.”


      The knights silently urged him to continue. The speaker glanced at them, then returned his attention to the papers in front of him.


      “The group that headed to the swarm consisted of Supreme Commander Hegarty, twenty-five knights of the Second Corps, an apprentice knight, and two mages. The survivors are Supreme Commander Hegarty, thirteen knights of the Second Corps, and the apprentice knight. Is that correct?”


      “Yes,” Hegarty replied, determined not to waste his breath.


      Count Mellers nodded. Hegarty and Dunhill surveyed everyone in the room with sharp eyes. Most of the nobles present appeared to regard the meeting as nothing more than another routine matter, but Nicholas Bergson, the Minister of Magic, wore his displeasure on his sleeve. He was likely upset that the two mages hadn’t survived. No one around him paid any attention to his mood, however, and the speaker continued in a matter-of-fact tone.


      “The monsters were slain and then purified. One point remains unclear, however: Was the knights’ order truly responsible?”


      “What do you mean?”


      Aware of the suspicious looks directed at him and his fellow knight, Hegarty neither confirmed nor denied the statement. Dunhill remained silent, intent on leaving the matter entirely to the supreme commander. He stood one step behind Hegarty, his hands clasped behind his back and his expression unreadable. One careless action or word could worsen things not only for his superior, but for the entire order.


      “Only holy mages could purify a swarm of that size so quickly, yet you had none with you,” Marquess Finch said, clearly irritated. “The fact that you defeated the swarm at all is unusual. I am given to understand it was the largest this kingdom has ever faced, so how was it brought down by twenty-five knights—twenty-seven, if we include their supreme commander and the apprentice?”


      Hegarty remained completely unfazed. If anything, his lips curved into something like a sneer. “So you’re saying we either failed in our duty or resorted to improper methods to fulfill it. Is that correct?” His voice was calm, but sharp as a blade.


      Some members of the council averted their eyes. Others glared at Hegarty as though he had stoked the flames of their hatred. The rest looked on in composed silence.


      “Don’t try to talk your way out of this, Thomas Hegarty!” Bergson shouted. “It’s obvious that you couldn’t have defeated that swarm yourselves. And since neither of the two talented mages we sent with you returned, are we to assume you let them die so they wouldn’t expose you?!”


      A sudden chill swept through the room. Dunhill and Hegarty’s anger bordered on murderous.


      At the word “talented,” the captain of the Second nearly grimaced. The ministry had sent them a newbie and a lump of deadwood. Yes, the newbie had put up a decent fight, but he’d possessed neither the talent nor the experience needed to survive the worst swarm in the kingdom’s history. The deadwood mage had not only failed to cast a single spell, but had also disturbed the peace, acting like some important guest before flying into a rage for no reason and storming off. One way or another, the monsters would have claimed him sooner or later.


      To call either of those mages talented was absurd. And as though that weren’t enough, the knights were now being accused of abandoning them.


      Dunhill clenched one of the hands behind his back so tightly that his nails bit into his palm. How could these nobles, who had never known true helplessness, possibly understand? Bergson had all but implied that the lives of his twelve fallen comrades were worth less than those of the two mages. Had they been holy mages—or had they at least contributed something—more of the knights might have survived. Eden might not have suffered an injury so severe that his future as a knight was now in jeopardy.
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      Considering how many knights had risked their lives, and how many had died for nothing, the Minister of Magic couldn’t possibly have been more callous. Dunhill had to grit his teeth to keep any ugly words from surging forth. Lashing out wouldn’t lead to anything favorable.


      “Everyone knows that knights may fall in battle against a swarm,” Hegarty said, the chill in his voice helping to steady Dunhill. It was a tone knights rarely used—outwardly devoid of emotion, yet burning with cold, fierce anger. “Twelve of us died this time. Fifteen returned, but many still walk the line between life and death. Even more will have to give up their futures as knights. Then again, I’m sure you understand. You said it yourself—there were too few of us to bring down that swarm.”


      The supreme commander drew a breath. No one dared interrupt.


      “We knights risk our lives when fighting monsters. We can’t afford to protect others in the middle of battle. Being able to hold one’s own is the minimum requirement for joining an attack on a swarm. Since you chose to have the holy mages defend the city, I assumed you would at least send us experienced mages. And yet...”


      The pressure in Hegarty’s voice made everyone hold their breath, unable to move a muscle. The intensity of his glare seemed to bore holes straight through the Minister of Magic.


      “Of the two mages we were given,” the supreme commander continued, “one was too incompetent to deploy even a barrier. He expected us to protect him while he did nothing himself. The other was a newbie too green to use healing magic. Their blood is on your hands, not ours. And if that weren’t bad enough, burdening us with them reduced our chances of success and exposed my knights to unnecessary danger. Before laying blame on us, why not reflect on your own actions?”


      Hegarty’s murderous glare, combined with the threat in his subdued voice, was enough to make Bergson shiver. He lacked the experience to brush off the anger of a veteran knight who had survived countless battles. In many ways, he was a child by comparison, enjoying the comforts of his high office and accustomed to abusing its power. He trembled with anger, all color drained from his face, unable to say a word.


      The other members of the council looked at the minister with suspicion. Even the speaker appeared both baffled and annoyed. Clearly, Bergson’s outburst hadn’t been part of their plan.


      After letting out a quiet sigh, the speaker turned calmly to Hegarty. “Your points are entirely valid. We didn’t summon you here to denounce you. Our only aim is to clarify the matter and respond to the situation as the facts require.”


      Hegarty didn’t reply. Count Mellers was a reasonable man, unlike Bergson, but what people said often differed from what they truly meant. The two knights knew they hadn’t been called before the council merely for clarification. For reasons they couldn’t yet grasp, some of the nobles were trying to frame them. Bergson had simply fired the first shot, attempting to have them demoted or forced to resign over the deaths of the two mages.


      “One more question,” the speaker said. “Did the knights slay and purge the monsters?”


      “No.”


      “Then who did?” the speaker asked, his composure unshaken. He must have expected that answer.


      “I don’t know. We tried to make our way to the center of the swarm, slaying monsters as we went, but a devastating attack stopped us short. Just as we were about to make a temporary retreat, light swallowed our surroundings, which must’ve been what purged the monsters. Someone must have cast purification.”


      “You didn’t see who?”


      “I didn’t.”


      The supreme commander had realized the nature of the light only after he was back in the barracks—and even then, only after speaking with the other knights. In such an extreme situation, it was only natural that he hadn’t seen the mage behind it.


      Count Mellers sighed, then nodded. “So the monsters didn’t vanish on their own.”


      “They never do,” Hegarty said, and the lords of the affected lands all agreed.


      “So you retreated,” Bergson spat under his breath. “Shame on you, cowards. Knights ought to fight to the bitter end to protect their kingdom.”


      This time, Dunhill joined the supreme commander in fixing the Minister of Magic with an icy stare. Some of the nobles shot Bergson cold looks as well, but the disgruntled minister folded his arms as though he didn’t care. Hegarty’s brow furrowed in frustration.


      “It sounds like you’re unaware of how rare mage knights are,” Dunhill said.


      Bergson turned beet red at the obvious ridicule. He had been intimidated by Hegarty but now seemed intent on taking a firmer stance with Dunhill. The captain continued before he had a chance to respond.


      “Other than holy mages, mage knights are the only force capable of reliably vanquishing monsters. No one else can fight them with both magic and swords. Becoming a mage knight requires not only aptitude but also hard work and time. In other words, they are even more irreplaceable than mages. Is that clear?”


      Dunhill wore a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Bergson trembled with anger, repeatedly opening and closing his mouth. Just as it seemed he might finally speak, Duke Ealdred intervened.


      “You are correct, and your explanation is entirely reasonable. I do believe we on this council ought to give your words more consideration, given that you risked your lives to quell the threat. I would even go so far as to say we should apologize for failing to provide you with sufficient manpower to face such an unprecedented threat.”


      Duke Ealdred was implicitly criticizing the Minister of Magic for his rudeness and refusal to cooperate. He slowly swept his gaze across the other nobles in the room. Even those who had initially sided with Bergson gave reluctant nods beneath the duke’s scrutiny.


      “What are your thoughts on the matter, Your Grace?” he asked, turning to the premier.


      “Well,” Duke Clarke began solemnly, breaking the silence he had maintained since the knights’ arrival, “it goes without saying that no one should have to face monsters unprepared. It endangered not only the knights themselves, but the people as well. At the same time, this was an unprecedented crisis. We cannot count on being so fortunate next time, so let us learn from this incident and do better in the future.”


      Both of the prominent dukes present at the meeting had reached the same conclusion. No one could object. Bergson hung his head and bit down on his lip.


      “If the knights’ order had put an end to the swarm, we could reward you,” the premier continued, “but you say it was the work of an unknown mage. Ideally, we would honor that person instead, but I see no way for us to identify them—especially when we must focus on repairing the damage.”


      Too much time had passed since the incident. Duke Clarke insisted that their funds would be better spent restoring the affected areas than searching for some enigmatic mage, and Duke Ealdred voiced his agreement.


      Count Mellers looked around. “Does anyone else wish to speak?”


      A brief murmur spread through the room, but no one dared say anything. Only the two most prominent border guards—Marquess Kenneth and Marchioness Calvert—had the authority to openly challenge the two dukes, yet neither raised an objection. The matter was settled.


      “Supreme Commander. Captain of the Second Corps.”


      Hegarty and Dunhill stiffened at the unexpected address. They had assumed their role in the meeting was over. Some of the nobles looked confused, while Duke Ealdred and the premier calmly turned toward Marquess Finch, the one who had spoken. They seemed to have some idea of what he was about to say.


      Marquess Finch looked at the Minister of Magic, his gaze laden with meaning. “Is it not a matter of concern that twelve mage knights perished in the recent incident, given how scarce they are?” He was clearly drawing attention to the ministry’s decision to keep the holy mages in the city rather than send them with the knights. If the council accepted Hegarty’s testimony as true, then the ministry had placed the knights in unnecessary danger by assigning them only inexperienced mages.


      Bergson’s face went rigid. “Th-That’s...” He couldn’t find the words to deny it.


      “Mr. Bergson,” the speaker continued, “I have been informed of ongoing concerns that you have been negligent in your supervision of the mages under your command.”


      Hegarty and Dunhill didn’t have the slightest idea what he was referring to, but the council members clearly did. Some of them were even nodding in agreement. An awkward silence settled over the room.


      “Everyone makes mistakes,” the premier said at last. “It pains me to know that twelve knights fell in battle, and it represents a serious blow to the order’s strength. However, it seems excessive to punish someone for a single blunder.”


      Marquess Finch’s eyes narrowed, though only for a moment. He quickly forced his displeasure back under control. Bergson stared at Duke Clarke in surprise, then hurriedly looked away and lowered his head, his hands clenched into tight, nervous fists.


      “That sounds reasonable,” Duke Ealdred said. “Why don’t we have the minister present us with a plan for how he intends to proceed, and examine it here in the council?”


      “I have no objections,” Duke Clarke replied.


      Bergson kept his head lowered in gratitude, the boldness he had shown only minutes earlier nowhere to be seen.


      With that, Hegarty and Dunhill left the council room, not entirely satisfied with the outcome. They strode briskly through the hallways and out of the palace. Only once they were alone did they finally allow themselves to sigh.


      The captain stretched, trying to ease some of the tension in his shoulders. “Well, at least we’ve been acquitted, I suppose.”


      “Yeah.” The corners of Hegarty’s lips rose slightly. “I always thought their power struggles were a nuisance, but at least they worked in our favor for once.”


      Dunhill frowned, deep in thought. “Come to think of it, the loyalists and the Arcacians weren’t the only attendees. The archduke’s supporters were present too.”


      The Council of Advisers was far from monolithic. There were the loyalists, who supported the current king and crown prince; the Arcacians, who wanted Duke Ealdred on the throne; those who backed Archduke Franklin Slivegrad; and the neutral faction, led by the most prominent marquess and marchioness. Duke Clarke was at odds with Duke Ealdred, and between that and his daughter’s status as the crown prince’s most promising fiancée candidate, most people regarded him as a loyalist.


      “Indeed,” Hegarty said. “And though he hasn’t made it public, I’ve heard Marquess Finch has been on good terms with the archduke lately.”


      “Could he really have switched sides from the Arcacians? I’m not sure I buy it...” Dunhill muttered. “That would mean Bergson is with either the loyalists or the Arcacians.”


      Bergson couldn’t be one of Franklin’s pawns—not if Marquess Finch, one of the archduke’s supporters, had chosen to criticize him. The knights acted at the king’s command, and since the Ministry of Magic had wanted to oust Hegarty and Dunhill from the order, Bergson had to belong either to the Arcacians or to one of the smaller factions.


      Dunhill’s expression soured. He hated seeing the order used as a tool in the kingdom’s political struggles. Things had turned out in their favor this time, but he wished they didn’t have to deal with it at all.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The night after Hegarty and Dunhill were summoned before the Council of Advisers, a man sat in a luxurious darkened room, irritated. Incense burned nearby, but he lacked the presence of mind to appreciate its aroma.


      “How is the vessel coming along?” he asked his butler, who was attending to his duties.


      “Without a hitch. The stage will be fully set tomorrow night. After that, it will simply be a matter of waiting for the right opportunity.”


      “That’s good news,” the man said with a smile. Then his expression hardened into a look of displeasure, and he added spitefully, “The only good news, mind you. Both the order and the ministry more or less escaped unscathed. I shouldn’t have relied on that boastful coward. No ultimatum was ever going to make up for his lack of talent. But I’ve invested too much time and money into this to afford a setback.”


      “Understood.”


      “The useless must be discarded. And any seeds of unrest must be crushed.”


      The butler nodded. His ability to grasp what his master left unsaid had kept him in service for years. He took great pride in fulfilling every demand placed upon him, no matter how difficult.


      “I’ll begin searching for the mage responsible for the purification. I’ll also make arrangements for the Minister of Magic to exit the stage when the time is right.”


      “Do it.”


      Only then did the man accept the glass of mulled wine his butler had prepared. He took a moment to enjoy the scent before letting the drink pass down his throat.


      “About that assassin you wanted to rear...” the butler began suddenly.


      “Did you find one?” the man asked, openly intrigued.


      The butler’s tone remained matter-of-fact, neither confirming nor denying it outright, as he said, “I’ve been informed that a candidate has been found and will be sent here in a week.”


      The man let out an amused breath through his nose, then held out his empty glass for a refill. He stared into space for a while before a delighted grin slowly spread across his face.


      “Give some thought to his first target before he arrives.”


      “Understood.”


      The butler left the room, intent on carrying out his master’s wishes to the letter.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At the Clarkes’ town house in the center of Hudore, Liliana was as listless as ever. She had far too much time on her hands. There wasn’t much to read in the library, and she had nothing she could use to develop new spells or hexes. Leaving any trace of magic might lead to her father discovering her secret, and she couldn’t frequently teleport to her manor, so all she could do was sit in the guest room she had been given and drink Marianne’s tea.


      “I’m going out for a short while, my lady,” the handmaiden said, appearing at the door. She had been busy with work since their arrival.


      Liliana nodded. Marianne looked concerned, but bowed and took her leave nonetheless.


      Ever since they had come to the town house, the handmaiden had been deeply worried about her young mistress, who always seemed out of sorts. Marianne clearly believed it was because, in the palace, Liliana had been shocked by the sight of the miasma when the swarm appeared.


      Maybe it’s because my father usually lives here.


      Perhaps that was making her unconsciously uneasy. She pondered the thought while sipping her tea, and before she knew it, her cup was empty.


      After a moment’s consideration, Liliana looked out the window. The courtyard was meticulously maintained, and while smaller than the one at her estate, it was still spacious enough for a walk.


      Should I go for a stroll while Marianne is out?


      Ordinarily, Liliana would have preferred to spend her time reading or thinking up new spells and hexes to create, but she needed a change of pace. Spending too much time indoors was enough to make anyone depressed.


      So she headed for the courtyard. The Clarke household servants paid her little attention; only one of them stopped her along the way.


      “Where are you headed, my lady?”


      Liliana glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and pointed toward the courtyard. That was enough for him to understand.


      “Very well. But don’t stay out too long. It gets very cold in the evening.”


      The servant didn’t actually care about Liliana; he merely knew he would be blamed if his master’s daughter caught a cold. Seeing straight through him, Liliana gave a perfunctory nod and stepped outside.


      Only the servants at my estate treat me like a noble girl.


      That didn’t upset her, though. For some reason, ever since arriving at the town house, her emotions had felt even duller than before, as though a membrane separated her from her own heart.


      Liliana narrowed her eyes as a refreshing breeze swept over her. As she walked along the path, taking in the flowers, different thoughts drifted through her mind.


      There seem to be many strange things happening at the palace. But there’s only so much information I can get my hands on, and I still have no idea how to recruit spies of my own.


      The information Liliana had gathered during the swarms wasn’t enough to determine who was planning what. She wanted to use her katashiro birds, but she could neither recall nor analyze them when her father might return at any moment. Their short lifespan was another problem—if one took too long to return to her, it would revert to an ordinary sheet of paper and fall to the floor. A maid would probably assume it was some kind of prank and throw it away, but things would get complicated if a mage found one instead. The risk was great enough that she had stopped using them altogether for the time being.


      I wish there were another way, but I can’t think of one.


      She really was out of sorts; not a single solution came to mind. She covered her mouth just in time to hide a great yawn, then dabbed at her teary eyes with a handkerchief.


      Liliana let out a sigh, unconsciously veiling her presence with illusion magic. The spell was distinct from the one that rendered her completely invisible, though both were her own creations. She crossed the courtyard toward the servants’ building and slipped through the open back door.


      Inside, the servants were busily at work. It wasn’t yet dinnertime, but there was still plenty to do. The maids chatted as they moved efficiently through their tasks.


      “My daughter won’t shut up about this knight she’s completely smitten with,” one of them said while preparing rabbit meat. “Why do girls get so worked up over love?”


      “Aren’t all girls like that when they’re young? They make a fuss over handsome boys, even though there are far more important things than looks. An ugly man who works hard is far better than a good-looking one who does nothing.”


      “You can say that again.”


      The women laughed.


      “I bet she was absolutely frantic the other day, huh?” one of them teased. “When that swarm appeared, the knights must’ve rushed into danger to stop it—and her little crush would’ve been right there with them.”


      “It’s Sir Dunhill she’s set her heart on. She wants to know how he’s doing so badly that she keeps talking about asking someone she knows at the palace to check for her. My husband is sick of hearing about it.”


      The maids must have been just as terrified as everyone else when the swarm appeared, but now that it had been dealt with, it had become just another thing to talk about. Another woman stopped peeling vegetables and leaned into the exchange, her eyes wide.


      “Sir Dunhill? The captain of the Second? Isn’t he a noble?”


      Dunhill Calvert was captain of the Second, a corps of mage knights. He had been one of the key figures in the company sent to deal with the recent swarm. Liliana hadn’t expected to hear his name.


      “Yeah, which is why I’ve tried to convince her to give up on him. Especially with all the rumors that he’s about to be kicked out of the order. She has work to do, but she keeps taking days off to feed this obsession of hers. Honestly, she can be such a child.”


      Liliana frowned. She was reluctant to take such information at face value, but if what the maid said was true, the power struggle at the palace had grown fiercer than before. It was already clear that someone had obstructed the knights who had attempted to deal with the swarm, but trying to force the captain of the Second out of the order was something else entirely. Dunhill came from a powerful noble family. It wouldn’t be easy to have him dismissed, but perhaps whoever was behind it intended to use the knights’ failure to vanquish the swarm as an excuse.


      Marchioness Calvert maintained a neutral stance. She wouldn’t oppose the royal family directly. If someone wanted to seize control of the royal order and use it as they pleased, her son would have to be removed from the picture first.


      As the women’s conversation drifted to another subject, Liliana hurried back to her guest room, trembling in the cold wind.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At his hearing before the council, Ben suppressed a yawn as he calmly regarded the visibly furious mage before him. It seemed Paul had successfully deceived the man, who had triumphantly presented “evidence” of the vice minister’s use of forbidden magic.


      Neither of us would ever make such a blunder where magic is concerned, Ben thought. Though his hands were still bound in nullifying shackles, he lifted one enough to scratch his cheek.


      In response to the vice minister’s attitude, the mage, Zorn Greed, turned an even deeper shade of crimson. Members of the council stared at him in disbelief—and at the “evidence” he claimed to have found in Ben’s manor.


      “‘Forbidden magic’?” Marquess Kenneth repeated flatly. He had made a rare trip to Hudore for the prince’s birthday celebration and had not yet returned to his lands. “I see only a blank sheet in your hand, Mr. Greed.”


      “This is a cover-up! He concealed the evidence!” the mage exclaimed, pointing at Ben with his left hand. One of his fingers bore a ring set with a red spinel.


      “You have no proof, though,” Count Mellers said with a sigh, making no effort to hide the astonishment in his voice.


      The outcome was only natural. The ring Ben had given Paul for emergencies could make magic and hexes disappear. It could do nothing against highly complex spells, but the mages didn’t seem to have used anything of that sort. Unlike ordinary spells meant to neutralize or conceal magic, the ring left no trace whatsoever.


      Zorn’s paper wasn’t the only “proof” the Ministry of Magic had prepared. They had also brought items from Ben’s office in the ministry, but by the time they were presented to the council, those too had become blank sheets and ordinary stones. Ben was to blame for that, of course; because his office was smaller than the manor, he had been able to place a spell over the entire room, thwarting the efforts of the mages who had planted false evidence there and then pretended to discover it. If the whole ministry had been involved, they wouldn’t even have needed to go that far, and Ben’s preparations would have been useless. This time, however, the victory was his.


      “You did something, didn’t you?!” Zorn snarled beside the Minister of Magic, his face now a furious red.


      “Me?” Ben asked, widening his eyes with feigned innocence. He raised his hands. “With these nullifying shackles on, and from my cell in the ministry? Are you suggesting I managed to do something despite all the precautions you took to ensure I couldn’t use magic?” He flashed a grin. “If so, then that would mean there’s another mage in the ministry working with me.”


      Marquess Kenneth glanced at Ben out of the corner of his eye, smiled faintly, then returned to a blank expression. Zorn kept opening and closing his mouth, a vein bulging on his forehead at the implication that he had done a poor job.


      Don’t let it pop.


      Ben remembered how Paul used to scold him for going on about unimportant things while leaving out the details that actually mattered. The steward seemed to have handled the uninvited visitors to their manor perfectly, but he would no doubt still have plenty to say once Ben returned home. Time and again, Paul had warned him to build connections and take a more active role in politics.


      In truth, Ben wouldn’t have minded losing his position at the ministry—in fact, he would have welcomed it—but it would have caused far too many problems for his family. As depressing as it was to think about what awaited him at home, he kept it to himself and maintained a calm exterior.


      The hearing continued while the vice minister occupied himself with other thoughts.


      “If he tampered with the teleportation sigil, then he must be punished no differently from a traitor,” Count Mellers said. “But that’s precisely why we can’t pass judgment so lightly. You need real evidence.”


      Zorn Greed bit his lip in frustration and shot the vice minister a murderous glare. Ben calmly returned the look, prompting the mage to turn away in irritation. Bergson was clearly indignant as well.


      “Mr. Bergson, the council cannot impose a severe punishment on Mr. Draco. You may do as you please within the ministry, but since you couldn’t prove that he tampered with the teleportation sigil, this hearing is now concluded.”


      The Minister of Magic had no choice but to accept the outcome.




      With the hearing over, Ben was finally allowed to return to his manor. Because his imprisonment had come right after the extensive preparations for the prince’s birthday, he had been away for roughly ten days in total.


      Despite being released, Ben hadn’t been freed from his shackles. Unable to use teleportation sigils, he had to travel by coach instead. After a long, jostling ride, he finally felt a measure of relief.


      “Is someone there?” he muttered as he approached the door.


      He had never once used the door knocker. Paul was always there to greet him, even when Ben hadn’t said that he was coming. Today was no different—the door opened the moment Ben stopped, prompting him to flinch.


      “Welcome back, Master.”


      “It puts me a little on edge when you call me that. Still, it’s nice to see you.”


      It would have been a pleasant greeting from a pretty woman, not from a grown man with a deep voice. But as Ben followed the steward inside, a sweet scent reached his nose, and he caught sight of something familiar.


      “You’ve been making sweets again?” Ben asked. Then he noticed his foster brother’s irritation at the careless remark and immediately raised his hands in surrender. “I know, I know. It’s my own fault.”


      Paul frowned at his master’s wrists. “What are those?”


      “Hmm? Oh, nullifying shackles.”


      Ben removed his coat, handed it to Paul, then rolled his neck, producing a series of sharp cracking sounds.


      “So what happened?” the steward asked after hanging up the garment. “I’m fairly sure I neutralized the fake evidence.”


      “Yeah, and I appreciate that. They no longer suspect me of treason, but I couldn’t avoid the ministry’s punishment. Or rather, I couldn’t escape it.”


      “That’s the same thing, you idiot.”


      Ben forced a smile, unable to respond to Paul’s blunt remark. The pallor of his face made the steward sigh.


      “I have things to report as well, but take a moment to unwind first. I’ll go make tea.”


      “All right. Thanks. I’ll do that.”


      Ben headed upstairs to his room. As cumbersome as the shackles were, his robes were loose enough that he managed to change into something more comfortable. He relaxed on the couch, and before long, Paul arrived with tea and sweets. Ben’s face lit up when he saw that the steward had brought baba, one of his favorite confections.


      “So, may I ask what happened?” Paul said once his master had taken several generous bites.


      Still wearing an expression of bliss, Ben told his steward about the problem with the knights’ teleportation sigil and how he had been framed for it. He took a sip of tea, then continued matter-of-factly.


      “Their plan was sloppy, though. Teleportation sigils are expensive, and their potential for abuse is limitless, so everything about them has to be registered with the ministry—possession, purchase, creation, and use. It’s illegal to own one above a certain size otherwise. Not to mention that, officially, all those currently registered are kept in the ministry.”


      “I see. So it wasn’t exactly the smartest way to frame someone.” If a sigil truly had been tampered with, the Ministry of Magic itself would have been held responsible for negligence.


      “Sure wasn’t. Besides, if I had bad intentions, I wouldn’t tamper with a teleportation sigil. Who do they think I am?” Ben said, as though it were perfectly obvious. He was a genius when it came to magic; if he truly intended treason, he wouldn’t do something so easy to detect. There were far more effective, reliable methods. Not that he would ever go to the trouble of staging a coup—he had no interest in anything but research.


      “And that’s why they put those shackles on you?”


      “Yeah. In accordance with the ministry’s internal regulations, I’m under indefinite house arrest, with a demotion and a salary cut besides. In the meantime, I’m not allowed to use magic or conduct research.”


      “Is that really any different from being dismissed outright?” Paul asked, furrowing his brow. The punishment was excessive, regardless of whether it followed internal regulations. It was practically the same as being thrown in prison and barred from using magic.


      Ben didn’t seem particularly bothered, though. “It’s basically the same. They want to keep me on a leash, I guess.”


      “Not that you’d ever let them.”


      Ben wore a cheerful smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He had never wanted to work at the ministry in the first place—he could research magic just as well at home—but the decision had never been his to make. Long before he was born, one of his ancestors had refused a title and, in exchange, pledged to serve in the ministry as proof of his loyalty. Since then, it had become a long-standing tradition for the eldest son of House Draco to join the ministry, which was the only reason Ben had been forced into a job he hated.


      Those hungry for power had leveled false accusations against him and tried to drag him down from a position he would gladly have surrendered if he could. They had involved a great many unrelated people in the process and, still unsatisfied, had put him on a leash in the form of nullifying shackles. He was being treated like a dangerous animal. Ben wondered, with a calm that made it seem as though it didn’t concern him at all, whether that was simply how much they feared him.


      “That’s not true. I’ve got these shackles on, see?” he teased, flaunting his wrists.


      Paul didn’t reply, but his expression remained skeptical.


      “These things are very well-made,” Ben continued with a chuckle. “If you forcibly remove them, or use magic while wearing them, an alert is sent to the ministry. They also function as tracking devices.”


      “I suppose whoever at the ministry made them knew what he was doing.”


      “Yeah.”


      Paul didn’t know much about magical items, but the shackles hardly sounded like useless trinkets. He guessed they couldn’t have been easy to make—but Ben didn’t leave him in suspense for long.


      “Because it was me.”


      Paul shot his master—still happily eating sweets—a look of pure disbelief. If Berasta had been there, he likely would have given the steward a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. It wasn’t long before the last of the baba had disappeared.


      “So, you said you had something to report?” Ben asked.


      Paul studied the man’s demeanor. Though Ben seemed to have recovered some of his energy, he didn’t look ready to handle emotional strain just yet—not with the nullifying shackles still on him. The steward wasn’t convinced this was the right moment to give his report, but he couldn’t hide it forever. Steeling himself, he finally spoke.


      “Master Berasta, Lady Tania, and Miss Petra are here.”


      “Myyrylainen too?” Ben asked, his eyes widening. The twins didn’t surprise him—they had come for the prince’s birthday party—but he hadn’t expected Petra to visit.


      “Yes. Please try to stay calm.”


      Ben set his teacup on the table and regarded the steward with an unusually serious expression. The warning had made him uneasy.


      “She was caught up in the swarm and sustained serious injuries.”


      Paul had barely finished speaking when Ben sprang up from the couch and nearly used a teleportation sigil on instinct. Then he clicked his tongue sharply, remembering the shackles mere moments before using his mana. The sigil—one of many contraptions throughout the manor—wasn’t registered with the Ministry of Magic, and it had gone undiscovered during the search days earlier. If he used it now, the ministry would learn of it, and house arrest would be the least of his problems.


      Ben knew all too well the severity of being seriously injured during a swarm. Miasma seeped into wounds, preventing them from healing naturally, and spread through the body like poison. Even minor scrapes could lead to a slow death. If Petra was here in the manor, then she had to be alive—but there was no telling how long the last embers of her life might continue to burn.


      Paul firmly grabbed Ben by the shoulders and glared at him, abandoning his butler persona as the man stood pale and dumbfounded. “I told you to stay calm, you fool. Her life isn’t in danger. She woke up last night, and with enough rest, she’ll recover.”


      Ben drew a deep breath and emerged from his stupor, though he was still visibly shaken. The emotion in his eyes was intense, reined in, and at once imploring and concerning, as though it might destroy everything around him at any moment. He stared at Paul with a piercing gaze and bit his trembling lip so hard that it nearly turned blue. He seemed oblivious to the blood seeping from his palms where his nails had dug in, focused only on holding fast to reason.


      “Where is she?”


      “Come with me.”


      Paul gave Ben a light tap on the shoulder and led him to the first floor. Petra was asleep in a room at the very back of the manor, with Tania and Berasta beside her. The twins looked up when Paul and Ben entered, and broad smiles spread across their faces.


      “Brother!”


      “Welcome back!”


      From their enthusiasm alone, Ben could tell that Petra had escaped the worst of it. He briefly patted the twins’ heads, but his eyes remained fixed on the pale mage.


      Paul beckoned to Berasta and Tania. The two children exchanged glances, then quietly went to him. Even Tania, who usually made a fuss about Petra “stealing Ben away” from her, was strangely obedient. The steward led the twins out of the room and closed the door behind them.


      Unable to stop himself, Ben approached the bed and knelt beside it. He reached out a trembling hand.


      “Myyrylainen...”


      He touched her cheek. Was her skin so rough because of how busy she had been lately? It was also cold—so cold that, for a moment, he feared she had already slipped away. He held a hand over her mouth to make sure she was breathing. He could definitely feel her breath, faint though it was.


      Heaving a sigh of relief, Ben pressed his forehead against the cold sheets. Only now could he be certain that Petra would live. The small part of him that had managed to stay calm told him she must have been healed shortly after the attack. Even so, some of his anxiety lingered; he knew how fragile life could be. Someone drawing breath one moment could perish the next.


      In his youth, just after his voice had broken, Ben had found a little girl in a place filled with death. She had told him her name was Petra and, without shedding a single tear, that her hexer mother had died. In that ashen place where nothing but death awaited, she had been the only source of hope.


      Ben had immediately held out a hand to her, but she had only regarded it with cautious eyes. Offering her food or a place to sleep had fared no better, but the moment he said he would teach her hexes, she accepted. She had said she wanted to master them, since they were a memento of her late mother. Wanting to carve out a place for her in the world, Ben had given her the last name Myyrylainen and somewhere to live.


      It brought him peace to be near someone whose life burned so brightly. Spending time with her was every bit as enjoyable as researching magic. He could imagine existence itself turning washed-out without her in it.


      Everyone else called her Petra, the name her mother had given her, but Ben stubbornly called her Myyrylainen. It had been the first gift he ever gave her in his youth. He pretended not to notice that her eyes sometimes seemed to implore him to use her first name instead.


      “Please... Please don’t die, Petra,” Ben said, clinging to the vague hope that, if he granted her that wish, she would open her violet eyes at once.


      Petra’s mother had been killed in Slivegrandia, while Ben was descended from a family that had sworn loyalty to the kingdom. Had the attempted coup eighteen years earlier never taken place, Petra’s mother—an immigrant and a hexer—might never have died at the hands of the Slivegrandians, who had accused her of being a traitor with ties to the empire.


      Ben had been too young to prevent the coup, but his family was another matter. In his own awkward way, he had tried to acknowledge that through his actions. Giving a girl who had once given up on life the means to live had been his form of atonement. He felt too guilty to admit that, somewhere along the way, his feelings for her had changed.


      “Please live, Petra.”


      He had wished for it from the day they met, though he had never been able to say it aloud. Petra’s hand was small enough to fit in his palm. As he clasped it as though in prayer, it regained its warmth, little by little.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A few weeks after the swarm that had interrupted the crown prince’s birthday celebration, the outskirts of Hudore had mostly been restored. The area had been sufficiently purified, and the roads had been repaired enough for not only horses and pedestrians but coaches as well. Nobles who lived in their own domains still had to remain in Hudore, but Liliana was in high spirits as she set out for her estate with Marianne, Gildo, and Olga.


      “Jeez, what a mess that was,” Gildo grumbled from the driver’s seat. He had hated the thought of staying at the Clarkes’ town house, given his aversion to nobles, so Liliana had allowed him to find lodging among the commoners instead. He hadn’t returned until the final day, when Olga went to fetch him.


      Liliana used her eavesdropping spell to listen to the two mercenaries’ conversation, adjusting it so Marianne, seated beside her, wouldn’t hear. She had spent her time shut away in the manor, so she hoped they might offer a fresh perspective. The two of them carried on as though unaware of the spell.


      “Well, we can’t predict or prevent swarms,” Olga replied.


      “I know,” Gildo said with a grimace.


      Though the road had been repaired to some extent, it was still in poor condition. Gildo steered the coach around the more uneven spots, but it still jolted enough to send Liliana’s small body bouncing upward. Each time, Marianne steadied her to keep her from bumping into anything.


      “Please hold on to my arm, my lady. The road will likely get worse from here.”


      Liliana did as she was told, prompting a smile from the handmaiden. She still had much growing to do, and even small vibrations were difficult for her to endure. She found herself remembering how Riley had supported her when they rode together on horseback.


      “Gotta say, though—I’m glad we didn’t stay too long,” Gildo went on, oblivious to the conversation inside the coach. “A lotta things seem to be heatin’ up at the palace.”


      Olga blinked. “Did you hear any rumors?”


      “Maybe it’s nothin’ important, but remember that mage woman who was with the girl during the other swarm, right before she hired us?”


      “You mean Miss Petra?”


      “Yeah, her.” Olga had recalled the woman’s name immediately, but Gildo clearly hadn’t. “Apparently a bunch of mages never came back to the ministry’s lodgings, not just her. People are saying they probably either died in the swarm or lost their jobs after some kind of screwup.”


      “You heard that from the servants working at the ministry, I assume.”


      The Ministry of Magic was staffed mostly by mages, but it also employed lower-ranking nobles and commoners for chores such as cooking and cleaning. Some sons of lower-ranking nobles—sons who weren’t heirs—had married commoners, and when they returned home on weekends, they often spent dinner complaining about their workplace.


      “They hire a lot of commoners for cleaning and kitchen work,” Gildo said, glancing over his shoulder. He knew nothing about Liliana’s spell, but he was aware she might be listening.


      “Gildo?” Olga asked, noticing the change in his demeanor. He shook his head as though to say it was nothing.


      “The girl was pretty friendly with that mage, remember?” he said vaguely. “I was just thinkin’ she might be curious about her.”


      “I suppose she might.” Olga didn’t seem to take the subject too seriously. She scanned their surroundings for bandits or any other potential threat, as she had been doing since they departed. “But who’s to say she died in the swarm? Mages play a crucial role in reconstruction. Maybe she’s simply too busy to return to the lodgings.”


      “Yeah, maybe. It’s usually the mage knights who have to deal with swarms, anyway.”


      The two fell silent, as though Gildo had lost interest in the matter. The mercenaries got along well enough, but neither was especially talkative.


      Liliana projected calm as she clung to Marianne’s arm, suppressing the worry that churned inside her.


      Is Petra all right or not?


      She had treated the mage’s wounds, but not thoroughly. She hadn’t even had a chance to properly examine her condition. Petra was probably alive, but Liliana had no way of knowing whether she had recovered or was still bedridden.




      Between arriving at her estate and dinnertime, Liliana found a brief moment of solitude. She took her communication witchstone from its hidden pouch and tried to contact Petra, but received no response.


      I guess she still hasn’t recovered enough to answer.


      Liliana sighed, then tried contacting Ben. Again, there was no reply. He shouldn’t have been unconscious, so perhaps he had simply become entangled in something unexpected. Either way, it was clear that neither of them was doing well.


      What should I do? I could wait for them to contact me, but what if something has gone wrong? If I wait around, I might miss the chance to deal with it in the best possible way.


      Ben seemed to have been caught up in the ministry’s schemes. Liliana wanted to help him avoid an unjust punishment, given everything he and Petra had done for her over the past few months, but in the eyes of society, she was still only a little girl.


      There’s not much I can do on that front...


      Liliana’s specialty was magic, not navigating internal tensions. And if the problem could be solved through magic or hexes, Petra and Ben—her teachers in those fields—would almost certainly be able to handle it on their own.


      Mr. Draco also has more political influence than I do.


      Her father may have been one of the kingdom’s three most prominent dukes, but she was merely his daughter. Her influence was nothing compared to that of the vice minister.


      Liliana considered sending out katashiro, but what good would that do? Her enemy was the Ministry of Magic itself. Aside from Ben and Petra, she had no idea how skilled its mages were, and she couldn’t risk having her birds traced back to her.


      A letter would be the safest approach, she concluded after turning the matter over in her head for some time. She would write to ask how Ben was doing, wait for his reply, and then decide what to do next.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Two days after Ben’s hearing, Bernard Chad Ealdred, head of House Ealdred, slipped into the royal knights’ barracks. It was his second visit, and he smiled at the sight of his second son, Austin, sleeping peacefully in his room.


      Austin had looked far too pale after the swarm. What he had witnessed must have taken a terrible toll on him mentally. Bernard was relieved to see that he was improving.


      When the duke had first learned that Austin had been badly wounded, only decades of experience had allowed him to remain composed. The doctor had insisted that the boy would suffer no lasting effects, but Bernard had still been anxious. Wounds inflicted by monsters could quietly eat away at the injured without them even realizing it, to say nothing of how traumatic a first time on the battlefield could be. He knew the order provided mental care for those affected, yet his worry had driven him to the barracks all the same—for just one visit, he had told himself.


      There was nothing unusual about knights being injured—or even dying—on the battlefield. When Bernard had learned of Austin’s desire to become a knight, he had vowed that he wouldn’t come running if the boy was wounded in battle, and that he would calmly honor his life if he perished.


      “You just can’t help but worry me...”


      Austin was Bernard’s favorite child, born to his second wife when Bernard was already getting on in years. The boy was a mischievous troublemaker, unlike his well-behaved elder brother, but his sense of justice was so strong that even the duke found himself surprised at times. He could be rowdy, yet he never bullied the weak. He also had a stubborn streak and refused to yield in the face of unfairness.


      The first time Austin had met Riley, before Riley became crown prince, his eyes had shone with ambition.


      “Father, I’m going to become His Highness’s royal guard.”


      The fact that he had said he was going to, rather than that he wanted to, told Bernard all he needed to know about the firmness of his son’s resolve. Having watched Austin since the day he was born, the duke had simply smiled kindly and said, “Go for it. I’m sure you can do it.”


      When Bernard said something would happen, it usually did. It wasn’t magic or any sort of supernatural power; he had simply always been remarkably good at predicting the future from the facts before him. In games like chess, he could easily anticipate his opponent’s next move, and even in real life, outcomes often seemed almost perfectly clear to him.


      Austin knew about his father’s “power,” which was why that encouragement had affected him so deeply. He devoted himself to swordsmanship, horseback riding, and martial training. To go from being Riley’s friend to becoming his close aide and personal guard, he studied diligently and paid close attention to his manners. And after his elder brother explained the importance of building a reputation, he began making a deliberate effort to interact with the people of the duchy.


      “Rest well,” Bernard said, though he knew his sleeping son couldn’t hear him. He gently patted the boy on the head, then stepped out of the room.


      The duke’s two guards followed without a word as he continued down the hallway, headed outside, and climbed into his coach. No one else had seen him, and he had no intention of letting news of his visit spread.


      Bernard didn’t speak a single word on the ride back to his town house in Hudore. Even after his arrival, his escorts chose not to disturb his reflective mood, as did the servants. The duke went straight to his room and changed with a servant’s help. Only once he was alone did he finally allow himself to relax.


      Yet his solitude was short-lived. Bernard glanced toward a corner of the room, where a human-shaped shadow appeared.


      “Not a word, Adolph,” the duke said. “Yes, I regret it.”


      The shadow flickered, its movements seeming to convey both criticism and consolation. Bernard let out a deep sigh, sat down in his chair, and picked up the elegant, unsealed envelope resting on the table.


      “Life has always been so boring,” he continued, turning the envelope over in his hands. “All my predictions come true. Yes, every now and then a matter requires some thought, but otherwise, it’s all the same. Like in chess, everything is too predictable. You begin with a multitude of possibilities, but through various circumstances they all converge into one.”


      To prevent an event in the near future—or ensure that it came to pass—Bernard always knew what he needed to do and when. He had tested it many times, and each time he had succeeded. It was no different from playing multiple games of chess at once: From the first few moves, he could already tell how each one would end. Life was so long that he could see only so far ahead, but even so, he could prepare for what was coming.


      Yet long ago, he had decided to remain an observer. People had been hurt by his attempts to change the future. Ever since, although he still offered advice when asked, he had never acted of his own accord.


      “But Austin...” Bernard murmured. “He does things even I can’t predict. He always gives me cause to worry.”


      The duke’s eyes brightened. He dared not let Austin out of his sight—but for good reasons, not for bad ones. The ability to foresee everything had drained Bernard of emotion. But ever since the birth of his beloved son, he had been repeatedly surprised by how deeply he could feel.


      “When he was hurt the other day, I was more shocked than I’ve ever been before. I truly thought my heart might stop.”


      The shadow flickered again, this time in agreement. It seemed to be hurrying him, prompting a chuckle from the duke. As he gazed seriously at the envelope in his hand, he noticed the shadow shudder at the edge of his vision.


      “Hmm? I should take action? I suppose you’re right. I’ve spent too long as an observer, as though it were some noble role. I didn’t want to get involved. Predicting the future is easy enough, but trying to shape it is such a nuisance. I only ever act when something forces my hand.”


      Bernard had removed those who sought to harm his family, but that had been the extent of it. After the death of his first wife, he had withdrawn from politics altogether. It was the path he had chosen to protect the people he cared about.


      But he could no longer afford to stand by. He had known that for some time.


      Ever since Austin declared that he wanted to become Riley’s personal guard, Bernard had understood that mere observation wouldn’t suffice. One day, he would have to step into the abyssal dark himself. He had delayed it partly because it seemed so bothersome, but also because he was afraid. The thought of losing someone precious to him was paralyzing.


      And yet his inaction had led to his son being hurt. If he had done something, he likely could have prevented it. Perhaps he could even have prevented the swarm altogether.


      Bernard blamed his own weakness. For all the times he had told himself otherwise, life wasn’t truly the same as a chess match. Chess pieces could be captured, but once people died, they were gone forever. He knew that perfectly well.


      At least, he had thought he did.


      The duke lowered his gaze, closed his eyes, and traced the memory buried deep within his heart. When he looked up again, his eyes shone with renewed resolve.


      “But now it’s time to act. To show Austin what a father ought to be.”


      Bernard chuckled, telling himself he couldn’t remain a coward forever. He rang the bell on the table, and the shadow withdrew into the corner, merging with the darkness. The duke’s butler arrived scarcely a moment later.


      “Send a messenger to Marquess Kenneth,” Bernard said, handing him the envelope. “There’s something of the utmost urgency I must discuss with him.”


      “Understood.”


      Once the butler had left, Bernard rose from his chair and retrieved a cane from deep within one of the shelves. It was magical, and its handle was shaped like a lion. He had made ample use of it in the past.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A few days later, Bernard visited the Kenneth town house in Hudore. He was shown into the parlor, where a high-spirited Marquess Kenneth greeted him with a broad grin.


      “Welcome, welcome. I’ve been waiting for you, Your Grace.”


      “I would say it’s been a while, though I suppose we did see each other at the council.”


      “It’s been a long time since we last met in private, though.”


      The marquess laughed heartily and invited Bernard to sit. The duke settled into an armchair, took a sip of the tea a maid had prepared for him, and then waited for her to leave. Even after the door had closed behind her, a generous silence passed before the marquess spoke again.


      “To be honest, I didn’t expect a favorable reply to my letter.”


      Bernard gave a wry smile. It was a fair assumption. Though the duke said nothing, Marquess Kenneth seemed to gather from his expression that he had guessed correctly.


      “May I ask what changed your mind?” the marquess continued, a sharp glint in his eye.


      “Perhaps it was my son being hurt during the swarm.”


      “Regret, then?”


      “Yes. It was the second time in my life that I’ve truly regretted something.”


      The two men exchanged smiles. Bernard was younger than the marquess, but his composure made them seem like equals.


      “Do you know how my first wife died?” the duke asked.


      “My condolences for what happened.”


      “It’s all right. It’s in the past.”


      Bernard had been friends with his first wife since childhood, and she had been four years older than him. Her cheerful nature contrasted with his quiet temperament, yet they had gotten along exceptionally well. Almost no one knew the truth of her death. Only Bernard and Adolph, his younger brother by seven years, were aware of what had really happened. But that hadn’t stopped rumors from spreading. Marquess Kenneth had heard that she died by Bernard’s hand. The duke had never denied it, and the allegation wasn’t far from the truth.


      “Ada took her own life,” Bernard said matter-of-factly, “but it was little different from if I’d killed her myself. My arrogance led to her death.”


      She had given him only one child, and she died while their son was still young.


      In Bernard’s memories, Ada was radiant. Some days she was all smiles; on others, she was overcome with sorrow. There were times when she grew angry at him, but the next day she would always bring him cookies or flowers to make amends.


      On the day of her death, however, Ada had shown more than just anger. For the first time, she had looked at her husband with contempt. People weren’t chess pieces, she had shouted. Their lives were worth more than that. Bernard had said nothing in return. He had never doubted they would reconcile, and that she would come back with a peace offering as she always did.


      Yet when he saw her the next day, her body was cold. He would never hear her voice again. Even if someone else’s malice had lain behind the incident, he had been the one to create the conditions for it.


      Marquess Kenneth glanced at Bernard’s cane, now resting against the armchair. “Your choice of cane hasn’t escaped my notice. Have you decided to return to center stage?”


      “My wife in heaven would scold me again if I didn’t, and my second wife would blame me as well. Lord Plaisted and Marquess Finch have long worked in my stead, but it’s time I let them rest.”


      Marquess Kenneth answered the light remark with a smile. Looking at his visitor with kind eyes, he spoke in the tone one might use to encourage a younger man. “You once said you never wanted to have regrets again. Your first one was certainly justified, but the second isn’t yet set in stone. Whether it becomes one is up to you, wouldn’t you agree?”


      Bernard rarely looked surprised. Seeing it for himself drew a chuckle from the marquess.


      The duke laughed awkwardly and scratched his head. “Well, you have me there. And here I thought I’d at least learned how to maintain the dignified act of a prominent duke in front of others.”


      Marquess Kenneth smiled boldly. “Rest assured, you did an excellent job.”


      Bernard’s word carried immense weight in the Council of Advisers, to the point that even the premier couldn’t ignore him. He possessed a stern presence capable of intimidating others, but Marquess Kenneth, who had known him since youth, saw straight through it. He glanced at the clock on the wall, then straightened his expression and guided the conversation onward.


      “So, about what I mentioned in my letter...”


      “Right. The northerners and the latest swarm?”


      “Indeed. We’re gathering information ourselves, but too much remains unclear, and what we do learn is so intricate that it takes time to untangle. I was hoping to hear your opinion on the matter.”


      Marquess Kenneth hadn’t gone into much detail in his letter, but Bernard already had an almost complete grasp of what he meant. He had formed his own conclusions from the contents of the letter and the information already available to him.


      “I agree with you about the northerners, but not necessarily about who’s behind it all,” the duke replied. “From the sound of it, the merchants from the Empire of Yunatian are behaving suspiciously, but I think it’s still too soon to hold them responsible.”


      The marquess had reached the same conclusion.


      “As for the other matter...” Bernard continued, unusually hesitant. A faint crease formed between his eyebrows. “While I can’t be certain, can I give you a word of advice?”


      “Of course,” Marquess Kenneth replied. He could sense that the duke’s caution stemmed from the first regret of his life.


      Bernard looked relieved. “I’m sure you know about the largest factions: the loyalists, who want Prince Riley to become the next king, and the Arcacians, who support me. But it seems another faction is starting to gather strength as well.”


      “Another faction...?” The marquess didn’t appear to have heard of it before.


      “Yes. Support among nobles is beginning to grow for Archduke Franklin to become the next king.”


      “Archduke Franklin...?” Marquess Kenneth’s demeanor turned imposing, but Bernard was unperturbed—even when his host flared up and slammed a hand against the arm of his chair. “That’s impossible! No one in their right mind would support his candidacy! For shame! Are they trying to destroy our kingdom?!”


      He shouted so loudly that even the furniture seemed to tremble. Bernard pulled back slightly, but his expression didn’t change. He merely blinked several times, not in fear but in confusion, as he considered what he ought to say to calm the man.


      Marquess Kenneth collected himself quickly, however. A vein still stood out on his forehead, but he leaned back in his chair, folded his arms, and clicked his tongue sharply.


      “My apologies,” he said. “But if that fool ever became king, the national treasury would sink faster than a ship with a hole in its hull. The nobles would run wild like feral beasts, and the kingdom would collapse before our very eyes. Even a baby ought to understand that much.”


      “I agree. The archduke’s faction is still quite small compared to the other two, but we should deal with it before it grows. I’ve heard that its supporters already tried to harm the prince and Duke Clarke’s daughter, though nothing came of it in the end. And the neighboring empire is becoming increasingly serious about drawing us into its sphere of influence.”


      Marquess Kenneth had calmed down, but his expression now carried open scorn instead. He hadn’t heard about the attempt on Prince Riley and the young Clarke girl. As far as he knew, the archduke had only intended such a move, and it had never actually been carried out.


      “They tried to harm His Highness and his fiancée candidate?” he asked. “That would be outright treason. This is the first I’ve heard of it, but I trust they never managed to act on their plans.”


      “I don’t know all the details,” the duke replied calmly, “but since both children are unharmed, they must’ve failed either way.”


      Marquess Kenneth frowned in thought. “Do you know which nobles are siding with the archduke?”


      “Marquess Skone is almost certainly one of them. The two are particularly close.”


      “Marquess Skone, huh.”


      There was unmistakable spite in Marquess Kenneth’s voice. Marquess Skone was known as a shrewd and ambitious businessman. He had inherited a declining domain from his predecessor and turned it around in short order, earning both praise and influence throughout noble society.


      “Wait,” the marquess said, his lips twisting bitterly. “Isn’t his second son...?”


      “Yes. The captain of the Eighth.” Though Bernard answered with a smile, there was a sharp glint in his eyes.


      The Eighth was an important corps specializing in espionage and other clandestine work. They pursued those who sought to harm Slivegrandia, whether from within the kingdom or beyond its borders. Its captain, Bruno, was Marquess Skone’s second son. His age, ability, and his father’s support all made him one of the most likely candidates to succeed the royal order’s vice commander. He held considerable authority and an important position within the order.


      As a knight in training, Austin should never have been included in the company sent to suppress the swarm. The decision to bring him had been far too unnatural, even if there hadn’t been enough knights available.


      “I never imagined the supreme commander would take an apprentice to fight a swarm,” Bernard muttered.


      Both he and Marquess Kenneth knew what kind of man Supreme Commander Hegarty was. He wouldn’t have brought Austin unless someone even he couldn’t refuse had pressured him into it. Though the royal order served directly under the king, it couldn’t disregard orders from the Council of Advisers so easily.


      “Perhaps Sir Hegarty’s personal presence in the company was his only way of showing defiance,” Bernard said calmly. “He could use a teleportation sigil to get the knights out of danger. Perhaps, after learning that no holy mages would accompany them, he used his authority to lead the fight himself.”


      Marquess Kenneth listened in silence, then sighed. “What do you think of Bergson?”


      “He’s ambitious, but he doesn’t seem to be working toward any great cause. I’d call him a simple sycophant with little political interest, the sort who serves whoever can offer him the most. As for whom he’s working for now... I have my suspicions, but I won’t speak on the matter yet. I don’t have even circumstantial evidence to support it.”


      “I still wouldn’t mind hearing it,” the marquess said with a chuckle. It was obvious Bernard wasn’t going to share his thoughts, however, so he followed with a resigned shrug. “Either way, it seems clear that their schemes fell through.”


      “Yes. They likely wanted both the supreme commander and the captain of the Second dismissed so they could replace them with their own people, but that failed. Meanwhile, although the vice minister managed to avoid dismissal, he’s been placed under indefinite house arrest. I suspect that part, at least, turned out more or less as they intended.”


      Bernard had a sense of who their enemies were, but the picture wasn’t yet clear enough. At the very least, he could see that the archduke’s faction, with Marquess Skone among its members, was beginning to act in earnest. He had suspicions about who else might belong to it, but again, he couldn’t be certain.


      He knew all too well how much weight his words carried. If he declared that someone supported the archduke, everyone would believe him, and the Arcacians and the loyalists would almost certainly destroy that person’s standing, whether it was true or not. The lesson Bernard had learned from his late wife was that he should never speak lightly.


      A smile suddenly crossed his face. He remembered the boy who had approached him to voice his concerns about how the aftermath of the swarm was being handled.


      “What is it?” Marquess Kenneth asked.


      At first, the duke shook his head. Then he said, “I was just thinking of His Highness.”


      “The prince?” Marquess Kenneth asked in surprise. He listened closely as Bernard briefly explained what Riley had said to him, then let out an amused hum.


      “His Highness is acquainted with the Ministry of Magic’s vice minister, yet he still rationally and logically suggested that the charges against him might be false. I was impressed by his ability to gather information that was being concealed, and by the way he pieced those facts together into a coherent whole. One might expect such talent to make him arrogant, but no—he was humble.”


      “I see,” the marquess replied with a smirk, stroking his chin. “Then it seems I misjudged His Highness.” Coming from a fierce guardian of the kingdom’s border, it was the highest form of praise.


      Bernard grinned broadly. “He’s a worthy prince. To have charmed even my son at first sight...”


      Austin was still working hard to make his childhood dream come true. Bernard knew his son hoped to prove himself either in the Second, composed of mage knights, or in the meritocratic Seventh, since both offered the shortest path to becoming Riley’s personal guard.


      Though he meant no harm by it, Marquess Kenneth laughed so hard that tears welled in his eyes. Bernard’s remark carried a note of pride in his son’s good judgment, yet another sign that perhaps he doted on the boy a little too much.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Black Wind at the Border


      Thick clouds covered the moon, shrouding the land below in darkness. A skinny, pale-faced man was concealed so well that he almost blended into the shadows.


      “You’re quick,” Tenrec said, addressing him.


      “I’m exactly on time,” Poison Frog replied, shooting him an apathetic look.


      Tenrec let out a throaty laugh and shrugged. “Still a hard-ass, I see. Though I guess it wouldn’t be you otherwise.”


      Poison Frog stared at him without a word. Tenrec didn’t mind; the lack of reaction was just another of the man’s usual traits.


      “I have a new job for you,” Tenrec said, dispensing with pleasantries. “I’ve been paid to find someone for it. On the one hand, it’s a long-term gig. On the other, the up-front pay is good. Whether you actually work there is up to you, but if you turn it down now, you won’t get a single coin.”


      Ordinarily, Poison Frog would decide on the spot whether to accept or reject a job, then disappear just as quickly. He never needed more than the bare minimum of information. This time, however, he remained where he was, still half swallowed by the darkness.


      Tenrec furrowed his brow, growing wary. “What? Something bothering you?”


      Poison Frog didn’t answer, and a hesitant silence followed. That too was unusual for him. Tenrec was certain the assassin wouldn’t attack him, but even so, he prepared himself to run. Tensions rose, and the few seconds it took Poison Frog to respond felt like an eternity.


      “I heard you offered this job to Death Worm before me.”


      Tenrec suppressed the urge to complain, masking it with composure instead. Who had told him that?


      It was true that Tenrec had offered the job to Death Worm first, but the boy had turned it down, insisting that he was already too focused on a target in Slivegrandia. What Death Worm certainly hadn’t expected was that refusing the long-term assignment would lead to his leaving the kingdom altogether, summoned by the Bringers of Calamity’s main family to the Empire of Yunatian. Tenrec found the whole affair so amusing that he hadn’t been able to contain his laughter.


      So he had called for Poison Frog. Naturally, he had told no one that Death Worm had been his first choice. While the boy had no particular interest in his fellow assassin, a great deal of spite flowed in the opposite direction.


      “Of course not,” Tenrec replied. “The client asked for a talented assassin. That means you.”


      “You’d all say the same about him,” Poison Frog spat.


      Topics that fed the pair’s antagonism surfaced at every opportunity, though their methods could hardly have been more different. Death Worm was flamboyant, while Poison Frog worked quietly. The former considered his counterpart’s work dull and lifeless, while the latter saw Death Worm’s as senseless slaughter. They were as incompatible as two people could be, yet both were unmatched in their craft and completed whatever jobs they accepted.


      Tenrec held back a chuckle and raised his shoulders. “I don’t care either way. My only concern is satisfying my clients. And you never disappoint.”


      The pale-faced man snorted. The fact he didn’t complain further was proof enough that he had been sufficiently flattered.


      “Fine. I accept.”


      Quietly relieved, Tenrec disclosed the client’s identity. Poison Frog wasn’t at all surprised to hear the name of a noble everyone knew. He gave a brief nod, then vanished in an instant. Tenrec still found it hard to believe how abnormally agile he was.


      “Still as fast as ever, huh.”


      Poison Frog didn’t rely on magic or hexes. What made him a first-rate assassin was his physical ability, as well as his mastery of poisons, which surpassed even that of his teacher, Mantis.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A month after the crown prince’s birthday party, Liliana paid a visit to Ben’s manor in Hudore. Berasta and Tania had returned home as soon as the highways were repaired, leaving only Ben, Petra, and Paul to welcome her.


      Liliana sat across from Petra and Ben, with a table laden with Paul’s sweets between them.


      “Thanks for coming,” Petra said. “I’m glad to see you’re doing well.” Though her wounds from the swarm had healed, she still looked pale.


      “Sorry I left it so long,” Liliana replied. “I see you’ve recovered considerably.”


      Petra smiled, but Ben shook his head. “She still has a long way to go,” he said, a bitter look crossing his face.


      “I’m much better already,” Petra insisted. “He’s just being overprotective.”


      Seeing their grumbling yet harmonious exchange, Liliana couldn’t help but smile a little. She didn’t know what had happened afterward, but when she had encountered Petra during the swarm, the mage had clearly been gravely wounded. Liliana regretted not healing her properly, though eliminating the monsters had taken priority, so she was relieved to see that Petra seemed free of any aftereffects.


      The two mages stopped bickering and turned to Liliana. Ben reached for the macarons on the table. Paul had gone all out, making an assortment of sweets to cope with the stress that had built up recently.


      “You healed Myyrylainen and sent her here, didn’t you?” Ben asked. “Thanks for that. I could tell it was you because the traces of healing magic on her resembled your mana.”


      “It wasn’t anything special,” Liliana replied. “There were too many monsters around, and I didn’t have time to do more than basic first aid. I only wish I could have treated her properly.”


      “It was enough,” Petra said, looking a little awkward. “If not for you, the twins and I definitely would have died there. Even if we’d managed to escape, I would have suffered lasting effects.”


      Liliana wasn’t used to being thanked, but she accepted it in silence.


      Petra took a sip of tea. “Besides, you were the one who put down the swarm, weren’t you? Tania said she gave you the sigils and the bag I had with me. It would have been pretty bad if she’d handed them to anyone else, but overall, it was a smart decision.”


      “I’m glad the sigils looked familiar.”


      Petra met Liliana’s pleasant smile with a smirk of her own. The sigils Liliana had used to annihilate the swarm had been developed by the three of them to purify miasma and monsters without relying on light magic. Though it had been Liliana’s first time using them in battle, they had worked exactly as intended.


      “The only real problem is having to teleport around to set them up,” Ben noted sourly. “You can’t use them if you’re out of commission.”


      “Yeah... And I messed up because I had the kids to protect,” Petra added with a shrug.


      She might have managed on her own, but it had been impossible to teleport and set up the sigils while simultaneously fighting off monsters and trying to keep two children safe. Realizing that her words might make it sound as though she considered Berasta and Tania a burden, Petra glanced at Ben—but he seemed entirely unconcerned and merely gave a serious nod, arms folded.


      “What’s also a problem is that the sigils have to be set up in a fixed order,” he said.


      Liliana thought for a moment. If the user couldn’t move, perhaps the spell itself could move in their place.


      “What if the papers bearing the purification sigils could teleport on their own?”


      “You mean if we added teleportation sigils to them?” Petra asked.


      She and Ben exchanged glances, wearing identical expressions of surprise at the suggestion. As geniuses in the field of magic and hexes, it didn’t take them long to understand what Liliana meant.


      “That might be possible,” Petra said. “Though composite magic is difficult to use.”


      “It would depend on the user’s ability to control their mana,” Ben replied. “What about using witchstones to expand the user’s range?”


      “But if it starts requiring too many items, won’t that put some people off? Especially in rural areas, where most have never even seen a witchstone.”


      But just as their excitement peaked, Ben suddenly cooled. “Yeah, well... It would be fascinating to try, but I won’t be able to develop anything for a while.”


      “Oh... Right.” A shadow of sadness passed over Petra’s face as well.


      Liliana couldn’t tell what they meant, so Ben raised his hands and offered a wry smile. “Do you know what these are?”
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      “Some kind of shackles,” Liliana replied.


      “Yes, the nullifying kind.”


      Liliana was perceptive enough that it didn’t take her long to connect what she was seeing with what she had overheard through her eavesdropping spell. Shortly after the swarm, the Minister of Magic had ordered Ben to be shackled after accusing him of tampering with a sigil. Liliana hadn’t expected Ben to still be wearing them.


      “I was found not guilty, but the suspicion hasn’t been fully cleared,” he explained. “I was demoted and placed under indefinite house arrest. With these shackles on, I can’t use magic or even research it.”


      “Wait. You can’t research it?” Liliana echoed in surprise. So this was why Ben couldn’t improve the antiswarm purification sigils.


      “Yeah. If I use mana at all, even for research, the ministry will know. So nobody’s allowed to use magic anywhere in this manor right now. Of course, there are still magic and hex sigils all over the place, even if I can’t activate them.”


      Liliana found that strange. The existence of nullifying shackles was public knowledge, but the details of what one could and couldn’t do while wearing them weren’t.


      “I’m surprised you know that much,” she said.


      “Yeah, well, I made them.” Unbothered by Liliana’s look of amazement, Ben let out an exaggerated sigh and shook his head in exasperation. “Sometimes I hate how talented I am. Never thought I’d end up wearing these myself. I should’ve left some kind of loophole.”


      The veritable genius—the youngest vice minister in the history of the Ministry of Magic—looked faintly regretful. Even Liliana didn’t know how to respond to that. After some hesitation, she asked another question.


      “You said you’ve been demoted?”


      “I’m just an ordinary mage now, not the vice minister. Though given the indefinite house arrest, I’m effectively fired. They probably didn’t make it official because they didn’t want to let me do as I pleased.”


      “So you’re under surveillance.”


      “Pretty much. They’re such cowards, honestly.”


      The shackles were only one part of the ministry’s effort to keep Ben under control. The thoroughness with which they had stripped away his authority and monitored his movements made it clear that they regarded him as a threat.


      “Who took your place as vice minister?” Liliana asked.


      “Zorn Greed, I think.”


      “Some nobody who saw Ben as an enemy from the start,” Petra added. She seemed to hate Zorn even more than her shackled companion did. “I hear he’s been acting awfully high and mighty ever since getting the job. If his head gets any bigger, I’m not sure he’ll fit through the ministry’s gate.”


      The shackles weren’t the only reason Ben could no longer improve the antiswarm purification sigils or analyze magic and hexes. The vice minister’s office at the ministry now belonged to Zorn Greed, which meant Ben no longer had access to it for his research.


      “What about you, Petra? Will you go back to the ministry?” Liliana asked, giving up on the idea of improving the sigils for now.


      The mage hesitated. The smile she had worn a moment before vanished at once. “Well, I could, since I’ve already recovered, but...”


      “No,” Ben said.


      “There’s your answer.”


      “It’s too dangerous for you to go back now.”


      “It is?” Liliana asked.


      Petra smiled vaguely. “He worries too much.”


      “No, I don’t,” Ben replied, his expression still sour. “Remember how they kept burying us in impossible work? After this swarm, it’s painfully obvious they wanted both of us out of the way. They might even want us dead.”


      Petra shrugged, as though she had already come to the same conclusion. The work she had been given over the past few months had been completely unreasonable. She had been sent to fight monsters without proper preparation and forced to produce large quantities of magical items under impossibly tight deadlines. It had taken a toll not only on her mana, but on her life as well. She had been wounded so quickly in the latest swarm because fatigue had dulled her concentration, even if protecting the two children was what ultimately caused her to lose consciousness. And now that Ben, who had always stood up for her, was under house arrest, life at the ministry would only become harder for Petra.


      “If anything, I think you should quit,” Ben said. “Just live here and keep doing research. I’ll get these off eventually.” Removing nullifying shackles without the ministry’s permission shouldn’t have been possible, yet he spoke as though it were only a matter of time. He turned to Liliana and added, “Wouldn’t you agree?”


      Liliana nodded. She wanted to respect Petra’s decision, but returning to the ministry wasn’t worth risking her life. Even so, the mage still looked uncertain.


      “Why are you so against it, Myyrylainen?” Ben asked. “You don’t have any special attachment to the ministry, do you?”


      “Well, no. But that’s a separate issue,” she replied stubbornly.


      Somehow, Liliana felt she could understand Petra’s feelings. By the time Ben was released from house arrest and able to return to the Ministry of Magic, Petra likely would no longer be there. Neither of them had any allies within the ministry, and Ben’s demotion made it all the more important for him to have someone on his side. Petra probably wanted to keep her position for his sake alone, but Liliana also understood his concerns. He had to be uneasy about letting her go back to the ministry when there was no telling when he himself would be able to return. The place was full of enemies now.


      “Fine. Have it your way for now,” Ben said, seeing how resolute she was. “But stay on leave a while longer. Don’t go back immediately. I’ll have my doctor write you a sick note—that should justify a year off work.”


      “Isn’t that far too long?” Petra asked.


      “It’s not long enough.”


      Petra looked dissatisfied, but said no more. Liliana changed the subject.


      “There were five witchstones I’d never seen before in that bag Tania gave me.” She took the stones from a pouch and set them on the table. “I thought we might analyze them, since I assume you found them at the site of the swarm.”


      “Ah, yeah. She did,” Ben replied. “They were rigged to disappear on their own, but I undid that.” He leaned closer to the stones, careful not to touch them. His expression grew serious when he saw the inscriptions. “They’re meant to create something. But they’re imbued with hexes, not magic—and that’s Myyrylainen’s specialty.”


      “Yep. Sure is,” Petra said with a smirk. Then a frustrated look crossed her face. “But it should go without saying that I still haven’t managed to analyze them. I’d love to, but there’s nowhere I can do it.” She lowered her voice. “Not to mention, I’m almost certainly under the ministry’s surveillance too.”


      Liliana blinked in surprise and shot the mage a questioning look. Petra forced a smile and scratched her head.


      “They sort of lump Ben and me together. We’ve been doing research together for who knows how long, and he’s always stood up for me. The higher-ups at the ministry never thought well of us, so I’m sure they’re watching me too.”


      “Unfortunately, I agree,” Ben added with an apologetic look—though unlike Petra, he didn’t seem especially bothered by the surveillance.


      “So you won’t be able to come to my estate, then,” Liliana said with a sigh.


      “Pretty much,” Petra replied.


      If she did, it would put a target on Liliana too. Nicholas Bergson likely now had complete control of the ministry, and his close friendship with Duke Clarke made Liliana wary of him. Falling under suspicion would be bad enough, but she especially wanted to avoid being investigated. For that reason, she should probably stop visiting Ben’s manor as well.


      As these headache-inducing thoughts ran through Liliana’s mind, Petra gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to analyze magic and hexes, and I’ll give you everything you need. You should examine the witchstones as soon as possible to help prevent future swarms. You’ll have to do it alone, but I’m sure that won’t be a problem for you.”


      “I’ve never analyzed magic or hexes before,” Liliana said. Her confidence wavered slightly, but Petra paid it no mind as she cheerfully rose to her feet.


      “Everyone has to start somewhere.”


      She walked over to a hidden door visible only to a select few. Liliana had already been to the secret room beyond it. Petra said it held everything they would need, then eagerly led the way.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At her estate on the outskirts of Hudore, Liliana faced the five witchstones Petra had given her. The mage had taught her how to perform analyses and provided everything she would need, but Liliana couldn’t hide her anxiety about attempting it for the first time. Still, the analysis wouldn’t perform itself, so she steeled her resolve and took the bag from the table. It was imbued with a cognitive impairment spell, and inside were a book, a large sheet of paper marked with a hexagram, and the other things necessary for the analysis.


      “I wouldn’t want someone to find it in my room,” she said.


      Liliana headed for the dungeon. No one stopped her along the way, and once she arrived, she took everything out of the bag. She spread the paper across the floor, placed a witchstone on each corner of the hexagram, and set the five witchstones from the swarm at the center.


      The witchstones Petra had found seemed to be imbued with both magic and hexes. There were several ways Liliana could go about analyzing them. For a simple spell, a short incantation would suffice. Even people unable to use magic could manage it with the aid of magical items. But the spells woven into these witchstones were highly complex, and a considerable amount of time had passed since their activation. Even Liliana, a genius at magic, needed a magical item to assist her.


      “By my name, I command thee to show thy true form.”


      Liliana channeled her mana as she spoke the incantation. Strange light began to emanate from the words on the paper, and gold-and-violet mist spread across its surface. She studied the writing that emerged within the haze, watching it change in color and shape. Then she paled, her lips beginning to tremble as she realized what it indicated.


      After revealing their complete form, the witchstones split apart. The spell ended, and the mist vanished.


      Liliana drew in a sharp breath. “So that’s how things are...”


      She recalled what she had learned from analyzing the monsters she had captured during the latest swarm. The monsters from earlier swarms had been structurally identical to animals, but those that attacked on the day of Riley’s birthday celebration were distinctly more human. The fragments of spells she had found on their bodies further supported what she had just discovered.


      Liliana had rejected the idea that humans could be turned into monsters. She had assumed it must be some kind of mistake—or at least, she had wanted to believe it was. There had been no reports of humans transforming into monsters.


      But today’s analysis had all but confirmed her theory.


      “They capture someone, instill as much fear in them as they can, amplify it with magic to create miasma within the body, and then use a hex to turn that person into a monster. What cruelty.”


      If she had to guess, the first intelligent monsters she had encountered might have been a prelude to this scheme of turning humans into monsters. Since those animals had been transformed artificially, their hunting instincts may have carried over.


      “This is more similar to eastern hexes than to anything we have in Slivegrandia,” Liliana mused. “Maledictions, in particular, come to mind.”


      They had been mentioned only in a few books from the far-eastern Empire of Anatole. Maledictions drove people to madness or death, using katashiro or straw dolls as a medium. Liliana used similar hexes to gather information, but they could also be employed in ways that were infinitely more inhumane. Maledictions were banned even in the Empire of Anatole, and using them was grounds for capital punishment.


      “The books mentioned inducing madness, but madness can create miasma.”


      If a human were forcibly turned into a monster, their body wouldn’t survive the shock. That, in turn, would intensify the hex and transform the victim into a heteromorph. Pain, fear, anger, sadness, despair—their emotions thickened the miasma, and those poisoned by it were likewise turned into heteromorphs. They lost their human consciousness in the process, but even without it, they still retained a human capacity for thought. That, Liliana realized, must have been how those intelligent monsters had come to exist.


      “This is obviously a forbidden hex, and the kind that requires enormous time and expense. Procuring the resources for it couldn’t have been easy, and there are only so many people capable of using it in the first place. I can’t afford to be careless in investigating it, given how serious this is.”


      As Liliana wondered where the sacrificed people had come from, a bad premonition struck her. She recalled the cases of missing northerners that Marquess Kenneth was investigating. He had assumed it was human trafficking, but it might also have been connected to the most recent swarm. Liliana hoped she was overthinking things, but every possibility had to be considered.


      There was another crucial piece of information she had learned, however.


      “I didn’t expect there to be a spell woven into this that makes monsters disappear as well. I suppose causing as much destruction as possible was never the real goal.”


      The setup would have allowed its user to purify the swarm even if the knights had failed to stop it. She didn’t know who was behind it, but had things gone according to plan, that person would surely have risen to fame overnight.


      Liliana sighed. “It really is too bad that Ben and Petra can’t act.”


      No matter how capable she was, there was a limit to what Liliana could accomplish at her young age. Ben and Petra, on the other hand, were adults with both connections and experience. Liliana had depended on them thus far, but now that they were under the ministry’s surveillance, she would need to find solutions on her own. There was nobody else she could turn to.


      “I only wish I could tell who used these witchstones...”


      Unfortunately, all the relevant information had been wiped from them. And circumstantial evidence alone left far too many suspects.


      Who would benefit from this, and who would suffer because of it? Even among those who stood to suffer, someone might still profit in the long run. At the very least, given that Ben was shackled and Petra had been badly injured, neither of them aroused her suspicion.


      Concluding that she couldn’t yet identify the culprit, Liliana put everything away, returned leisurely to her room, and hid the bag at the very back of a shelf. She sat down on the couch and began leafing through a book on hexes in search of clues. But before long, her eyes drifted from the page as she sank into thought.


      If another swarm of the same scale were to appear, it wouldn’t only cause tremendous damage but could also harm the dignity of the royal family. The mere notion made Liliana impatient.


      “It’s a bit of a leap, but the Ministry of Magic stands to benefit from it.”


      They had gotten rid of Ben, who had been a thorn in their side, and placed him under surveillance to prevent him from acting against them. They might also have planned to quell the swarm themselves, use that feat to improve the ministry’s standing, and win fame for themselves. It would also have been easy to profit by selling purification items to people frightened of another attack.


      “Judging by circumstantial evidence alone, my father is under suspicion too, as are the dignitaries on the council.”


      The fact that they had ruled the swarms to be of natural origin made them suspicious indeed. They might have halted the investigation because it risked exposing their plans. Still, it wasn’t as though everyone on the council was suspect. Someone among them had probably continued the investigation in secret after pretending to agree with the decision to call it off.


      “As for the royal order...the Second should be in the clear, at least.”


      They had suffered far too greatly, and it was unthinkable that they would have put themselves at such risk in order to create a swarm. If anything, it was more natural to assume that someone had used this swarm to weaken the order and attempt to seize control of it.


      But from what Liliana had heard from Marianne, there had been no personnel changes within the order. Both the supreme commander and the captain of the Second had been cleared of suspicion at the council and allowed to retain their posts. Liliana didn’t know whether the person trying to incriminate them was the same person responsible for Ben’s fate, but it was safe to say that, at least where the order was concerned, things hadn’t gone according to plan.


      “I hear it was the Minister of Magic who accused the supreme commander and the captain during their hearing, but it would be a stretch to think he’s behind all of this. The odds of him gaining control of the order are effectively zero.”


      It was far more likely that council members belonging to the same faction were responsible. For all his ambition, Bergson lacked court rank, so he had neither the connections nor the political influence to control the order. He was merely a pawn; someone else was moving him.


      “I should keep an eye on the order for now. Whoever’s behind this may try something again, and perhaps I’ll find some sort of clue next time.”


      It seemed unlikely that anyone would make a move against Ben in the near future, so investigating the order took priority. With that in mind, Liliana decided to test a new hex. She checked the book again, returned it to the table, and picked up a katashiro. Until now, she had only used bird-shaped ones, but this time she had prepared rats made from a combination of witchstones and cloth.


      “Their greater volume should allow them to store more information than paper.”


      The usual purpose of katashiro was to dispel hexes, though Liliana had also used them to track Gildo and Marquess Kenneth’s people while helping the marquess investigate the missing northerners. But that had involved only locating her targets. This time, Liliana modified the katashiro to record both video and audio as well. They would provide far more information than eavesdropping on servants or piecing things together from what she heard from Petra or Riley.


      Delighted with her new creations, Liliana released them into the city.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Eating his apple, the boy turned back to look at the estate he had just left after delivering his report. It stood in Tutelary, the capital of the Empire of Yunatian. The city was full of well-paved roads, and the imperial palace rested at the foot of a mountain in its northern quarter. The empire was vast, and both its cities and culture differed greatly between the western and eastern regions. The capital lay in the east, and it looked nothing like the lands along the western border, which more closely resembled the Kingdom of Slivegrandia.


      “Those damn slave drivers...” the boy grumbled, tossing away the apple core.


      He had received his latest assignment directly from the Bringers of Calamity’s main family, which meant he couldn’t refuse it. The work they gave was usually uninteresting, and this time was no different. He had no desire to accept anything long-term right now, but that was exactly what this job was. It meant he wouldn’t be able to take on other work—or anything else, for that matter. Carrying out orders was easy, but it was hardly enjoyable.


      “If I’d known this was gonna happen, I would’ve taken Tenrec’s offer,” Death Worm said with a pout.


      Fortunately, his new assignment happened to be close to the object of his interest.


      “All right, then. Time for a long trip for once. Wonder if she’s doing well.”


      Though the job itself promised to be long and dull, the one good thing about it was the occasional scrap of information he picked up from his fellow assassins about his prey. To them, it was just casual chatter, not something they were deliberately passing on to him. Since his prey was still too young to appear in high society, he didn’t get to learn much, but knowing she was still alive was enough.


      “Which is no wonder, considering she sensed my malice, dispelled an illusion, and put down a swarm. A girl as crazy as that isn’t going down easily. Just like me.”


      A delighted smile spread across the boy’s face at the thought that his predictions had come true. The object of his fascination—Liliana, the daughter of Duke Clarke—was apparently still one of the crown prince’s fiancée candidates, despite having lost her voice in an epidemic.


      “My next target is in Slivegrandia anyway, so I might as well stop by and see how the girl’s doing.”


      The boy continued to grin. Liliana could effortlessly use magic without incantations, something widely believed to be impossible. The thought that she might be as abnormal as he was made his heart race.


      His current client had commissioned the deaths of several Slivegrandian nobles without specifying the method. Apparently, after seeing his work in Yunatian, the client had assumed he was obedient—someone who wouldn’t do anything excessive.


      Suddenly, the boy recalled a conversation he had overheard a few days earlier between the client and his attendant.


      “They call him Death Worm, but he’s just a child,” the client had said. “They told me his methods were flashy, but it turns out he’s no different from any other assassin. And, dare I say it, he’s quite good at his job. He even kills targets others in his trade might hesitate to go after.”


      Had the client thought Death Worm was absent, or had he believed he would be safe either way? Remaining well concealed, the boy had nearly laughed. It was far too amusing that a man so feared in the Empire of Yunatian couldn’t even tell what kind of assassin he had hired, or why people called that assassin Death Worm to begin with.


      “I almost killed him when he called me that.”


      The boy disliked the nickname. He let people use it only because it was too bothersome to correct them every time. He was also planning to cancel the contract on his own terms when the moment felt right. The client seemed intent on working him relentlessly, but he had already done enough for the amount he had been paid and fulfilled his obligations to the main family. There was no need to obey any further orders, but the latest one had given him the perfect excuse to return to Slivegrandia.


      He had never intended to stay in one place for long. Rather, he was the sort to wander wherever he pleased and work wherever his heart took him. He found it hilarious that some people believed they could put a leash on him with money or power.


      “I could always ask the branch family to take me in, and the main one probably wouldn’t dare make a fuss.”


      He knew hostility was brewing between the two families. If the main family wanted to drag him to the Empire of Yunatian, he could simply involve the branch family and let them destroy each other while he watched from the sidelines. Even if the Bringers of Calamity ceased to exist, the boy would never go hungry so long as nations and power still existed in this world.


      “Oh well. Whatever. She’s mine, and I won’t let anyone come between me and my prey.”


      He would only carry out the job of killing Slivegrandian nobles in passing. Suppressing his excitement, the boy bought a horse on the outskirts of the city and nimbly mounted it. He could run just as fast without one—faster, even—but doing so in broad daylight would draw too much attention.


      “Guess I should stop by the Kenneth marquessate first. Once I’m done there, it’ll be time to pay the girl a visit,” the boy said cheerfully as he spurred the horse onward, bound for Slivegrandia.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Thomas Hegarty, the supreme commander, stood with a stern expression before Curtis Pershing, the vice captain of the Eighth. Everyone else had been ordered to leave, so the two of them were alone, but the supreme commander still deployed a barrier around the room and spoke in a hushed voice.


      “Is that true?” he asked.


      “Indeed, it is. The spy among the Yunatian merchants has been seen entering the palace in Tutelary.”


      “An ordinary merchant should never have such an opportunity...” Hegarty replied with a sigh, prompting Curtis to nod.


      There weren’t many merchants from Yunatian in Slivegrandia. They had permits and conducted trade within the kingdom, but about half a year earlier, suspicions had begun to gather around one of them. The Eighth, whose primary duties were investigating, exposing, arresting, and interrogating subversive elements, had been looking into the matter.


      “What do you think he’s trying to find out?” Hegarty asked.


      “While it’s difficult to be certain, I would imagine he’s investigating His Majesty’s condition and our kingdom’s politics.”


      “And if you were to read further into it?”


      “They’re likely waiting for an opportunity to interfere in our politics,” Curtis replied matter-of-factly, without any change in his expression. He never let his emotions show, and he was exceptionally capable in his role as vice captain of the Eighth. Curtis had risen through the ranks through effort and talent despite being the son of a viscount.


      Hegarty nodded with a sour look. “Makes sense, given the ambition of the current emperor.”


      Curtis said nothing, merely blinking once in response. His eyes suggested that he agreed.


      The emperor of Yunatian, Calvin Gain Yunacaitis, spared no effort in seeking advantage for his empire. He continuously pressured nearby countries into signing unequal treaties, and he had seized their lands and wealth by force as compensation for alleged incursions into imperial territory. Yunatian was the only large country whose existence could be traced back to the three demonic centuries. The emperor’s pride, rooted in his empire’s history, ran deep, and he seemed driven by the need to prevail over other nations. Such was the nature of Emperor Calvin.


      “Anything else?” Hegarty asked.


      “No, that’s all for now.”


      “All right. Continue the investigation.”


      Curtis bowed and slipped quietly from the room. The supreme commander watched him leave in silence, then sank into thought, his expression stern. The empire was acting suspiciously. The information Hegarty currently possessed wasn’t enough to determine whether they intended to attack Slivegrandia directly or undermine it from within, but it was clear they were planning something. And to make matters worse, according to a different source...


      “He’ll be here in half a year, huh...”


      The second prince of Yunatian, Roland Dill Yunacaitis, would be paying a visit. He had recently turned sixteen, and people said his looks were his only redeeming quality. He was known as selfish and arrogant, a boy who had inherited only the worst of the emperor’s traits. And while he would be visiting the kingdom, he wasn’t the sort to do any work himself—that would fall to his capable entourage. Nothing had been finalized yet, but he would likely be accompanied by an assistant to the empire’s premier.


      Hegarty clicked his tongue sharply, a rare show of irritation from him. Too many problems were piling up at once.


      There was no doubt that Slivegrandia’s neighbor was plotting something, so tensions between the two countries were naturally rising, even if neither side showed it openly. Receiving a political visit under such circumstances was nerve-racking. Slivegrandia would need to return the second prince to the empire completely unharmed, while also ensuring that none of their own secrets were exposed. It was imperative to determine as soon as possible which Slivegrandian nobles and other influential figures were colluding with the empire.


      “All this while we’re still entangled in our own problems.”


      Hegarty scratched his head. During the previous swarm, he had felt clearly that someone intended to harm the order in its current state, and especially him and Dunhill. Neither he nor the captain of the Second openly stated their political leanings, since they served in the royal order, but it was obvious that they were loyalists. Whoever had tried to set them up had to belong to the Arcacians, the archduke’s faction, or a group of nobles under imperial influence—not that identifying their enemies’ affiliation would help much on its own.


      Most nobles weren’t loyalists. Many were still waiting to see whether the prince, only ten years old, was truly fit to become the next king. Hegarty could narrow his list of suspects to those whose allegiance was clear, but some changed their stance depending on the circumstances.


      The supreme commander groaned. The first item on his to-do list would have to be an inspection within the order, to ensure that everyone knew the correct maneuvers and formations in preparation for the imperial prince’s visit. He would also need to adjust the schedules and budgets of the affected corps. It was already decided that the First, which guarded the royal family, would accompany Roland and Riley, but Hegarty wished he could somehow use the Seventh as well, given that they were the strongest. Since security would still be insufficient, he would need to ask the government official responsible for the general supervision of feudal domains to negotiate with the lords at the prince’s destinations and secure additional manpower.


      “If only our guests would at least tell us where they intend to go, and for how long...”


      Hegarty heaved an especially heavy sigh.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana was having tea with Riley for the first time in quite a while when she heard the surprising news.


      “Prince Roland from the Empire of Yunatian is coming for a visit?”


      The prince smiled, not noticing the brief change in Liliana’s expression. “Yeah, though it’ll be a while before that happens. We’re still working out the itinerary and schedule. He’ll be stopping in your father’s duchy too.”


      Suppressing the bitterness that rose within her, Liliana smiled as well.


      “But it’s the second prince, not the first?”


      Roland, the second prince of the Empire of Yunatian, was destined to become the heir to the imperial throne in the game and was essentially the last romanceable character. There were hidden characters as well, but Roland would only appear in a new playthrough after all the other endings had been completed. Since time couldn’t be rewound in Liliana’s reality, he was never supposed to appear at all.


      Ever since regaining her memories, Liliana had wanted to avoid the game’s romanceable characters. But with this, she would have met all of them.


      “That’s right,” Riley said. “I’m surprised too. I thought that if any of them were going to come, it would be the first prince, who seems to like us. Maybe Roland wants to spread word of his talents among the imperial nobles.”


      The Empire of Yunatian was still without a crown prince, because the emperor wanted to monopolize all status and power for himself. Officially, he contended that he had yet to decide who was best suited to rule such a vast empire, but this only intensified the struggle among his sons and daughters.


      “In any case, this ‘courtesy visit’—which is really anything but—is already set in stone. We’ll probably have to accompany him to several destinations as well.”


      Although Riley claimed not to know why Roland was coming, he seemed to enjoy explaining what he knew of the second prince’s itinerary. Apparently, Clyde was in charge of it rather than Liliana’s father. Liliana already had some idea of the best place in the Duchy of Clarke to host an inspection.


      “Do you think he’s interested in crimson dyes?”


      “I don’t know, but they’re definitely the biggest attraction in your father’s lands. I’ve already said as much to Clyde, but if possible, I want to export crimson fabrics to the empire.” Then Riley seemed to remember something. “By the way, I suppose it’s been over a year since you first told me about introducing a patent system to protect inventions. We’re finally ready to issue patents now. Once the legislation is in place, we’ll be able to protect sufficiently novel inventions in Slivegrandia for a fixed period of time.”


      “That’s wonderful.”


      With legal protection for inventors, Slivegrandian industry was bound to flourish. It would encourage people to create new inventions, patent them, profit from them, and then use those profits to fund yet more inventions.


      Above all, though, this legislation was Riley’s first real achievement, and some nobles had begun to revise their opinion of him because of it. Apparently, they had been pleasantly surprised by the concept of patents. Ideas that were too innovative often invited backlash, but Riley had laid the necessary groundwork for this reform. This, too, was the result of his continued struggle against the Council of Advisers, despite how little regard they had for him.


      “The kingdom’s first patent is going to be ceremonially awarded during Prince Roland’s visit. The recipient will be the inventor of crimson dyes.”


      “Oh, that curator?”


      “Yeah. We think he’s the best candidate.”


      The curator of the crimson museum was the researcher who had told Riley and Liliana about the dyes’ history during their inspection. For a commoner, he was exceptionally knowledgeable and deeply devoted to his work, so it was hard to imagine a better choice for the kingdom’s first patent. Crimson dyes had once been thought impossible to produce domestically, yet he had played a major role not only in achieving that feat but also in building an entire industry around them. He would no doubt continue to contribute to Slivegrandia’s development in the future.


      Liliana nodded without hesitation, having no reason to object.


      “I’d love for you to attend the ceremony too.”


      The request caught her off guard, as she had assumed none of this involved her. She was neither the crown prince’s fiancée nor crown princess; it would make no sense for her to attend without the other fiancée candidates. If she agreed, people would assume she had effectively become his actual fiancée.


      Liliana was about to shake her head, but Riley stopped her first.


      “Not as my fiancée candidate, but as a member of House Clarke, together with Clyde. There’s nothing strange about that, since crimson fabrics are a specialty of your father’s lands. And honestly, since you were the one who brought up patents in the first place, that’s another reason I want you there when we announce the new system.”


      The prince spoke earnestly. Liliana could tell he was genuinely grateful for her suggestion, and that he wanted to hold this glorious first award ceremony with her present. At that point, she could no longer refuse.


      Liliana let out a gentle sigh and met the prince’s gaze. “Then it would be my honor to attend, Lord Riley.”


      In a gesture utterly unusual for him, the prince flashed a grin fitting for his age, momentarily captivating Liliana. She quickly forced a smile to hide her reaction as she raised her cup to her lips.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The palace was somewhat hectic with preparations for Roland’s visit. Riley seemed busy as well, since he was no longer inviting Liliana for tea or holding gatherings with the children of lower-ranking nobles as often as before.


      Normally, Liliana would have been at the palace today as well. But with nothing to do, she remained at her estate instead, relaxing with Marianne’s tea as she traced her fingers over the lines of a book she was making no progress in. It was an old collection of monster-related fairy tales gathered from across the world. Some were obviously fabricated, while others were quite believable. Liliana found herself particularly interested in a tale of monsters that could understand human language.


      Monsters had always been thought to lack intelligence, to be incapable of communication, and to wreak destruction until they were put down. Since time immemorial, people had avoided them just as they did dangerous animals. Yet the monsters in the recent swarm had been smart. Liliana knew they had once been human—that they had been turned into monsters through the use of hexes—but the monsters she had encountered before then had shared the same body composition as animals, and there was no proof that they had been artificially transformed. It was possible they had appeared naturally, for reasons still unknown.


      The cause of the swarms, my father’s plans, Prince Roland’s visit... There’s so much to think about. And despite all my efforts, I’m now meeting every one of the game’s romanceable characters.


      The game’s supplementary materials had been limited in both time period and perspective, so Liliana had no foreknowledge of most of what she was now experiencing.


      If only they had written something about the past from my point of view, or from that of the romanceable characters. Every mention of the past came from the protagonist’s perspective, and even then, there was hardly any detail.


      Liliana had hoped her father would strip her of her candidacy sooner, but the orders in the letter he had sent just after she lost her voice were still in effect. If she kept up the act of being mute until she turned ten, it should be enough to escape the fate the game had prepared for her. But if some unknown factor ruined her life before then, it would all be over.


      Suddenly, Liliana looked up, sensing a vibration in the barrier around the estate. She had put great effort into creating it, combining magic, hexes, and a large number of witchstones. It wouldn’t react to the presence of an ordinary assassin; Gildo and Olga could deal with those. The intruder was someone beyond even their capabilities.


      Gildo and Olga probably haven’t even noticed.


      Liliana rose from the couch. She approached the window and looked outside, but she couldn’t see much with only moonlight illuminating the grounds. The barrier had shaken only for a moment, and nothing else seemed amiss, but she remained on guard.


      Rekke.


      She pulled up a map of the estate and its immediate vicinity, then checked the locations of her two mercenaries and the other servants. The corners of Liliana’s lips rose when she spotted an unfamiliar mana signature in the courtyard. Or rather, she had encountered it somewhere before, but she couldn’t remember where. As she considered the matter, the suspicious signature drew closer to her room. It was clear that she was the target.


      I have an even stronger barrier around my room, so I should be safe.


      As well as the barrier, she had placed a hex on the room that would reflect all magic back at the caster. And if that hex failed, another would activate and automatically attack the intruder. Since they were hexes rather than magic, they would function even if she were asleep. But because she was awake, she could fight without relying on her defensive setup at all.


      After a moment’s thought, Liliana dispelled the room’s defenses. She wanted to see the intruder for herself and learn what they were after. She sat back down on the couch, and before long, the window facing the courtyard slowly opened. When she turned to look, she was completely taken by surprise—what appeared at the window was no assassin.


      “Oh,” she said.


      “Sorry to barge in, young lady.”


      The creature fixed its gaze on the girl, the darkness of night at its back. It was the black lion with dragon wings that Liliana had previously helped in Fortier.


      “I knew I recognized your mana. Some of it is mine.”


      “I appreciate your helping me back then.” The lion stepped down from the windowsill and sat on the floor, then looked up at Liliana with eyes that shimmered purple and green.


      During their first encounter, Liliana had shared some of her mana with the lion, who had been unable to move because he had run short of his own. Apparently, after recovering, he had ended up with two different kinds of mana mixed within him. That was why Liliana had recognized the mana, but not its owner.


      She smiled. “You caught me by surprise. What brings you here?”


      “You’re supposed to know where I am, but you didn’t seem to be looking for me. So I came to you instead.”


      “Oh, really?”


      Liliana assumed the lion was joking. He didn’t seem to mind, merely snorting cheerfully.


      “You told me to call you if I needed you, but you never told me your name.”


      “That’s because I don’t have one,” the lion replied with a shrug, making Liliana blink in surprise.


      “You don’t have a name? Isn’t that inconvenient?”


      “I’ve never found it inconvenient, at least. You can give me one, if you want.”


      Liliana recalled what she had read about ancient eastern hexes. Spirits and demons didn’t belong to this world, but one could summon them and form contracts with them all the same. Such hexes were useless in Slivegrandia, where no spirits or demons existed, but people had still heard of them. And there was something special about giving such entities a name.


      “If I were to name you, wouldn’t that create a contract between us?”


      The lion didn’t seem to have expected the question. “Only if I had been summoned through magic or hexes. Don’t worry—you didn’t summon me, and simply receiving a name from you wouldn’t make me your servant or slave.”


      “That’s a relief.”


      And it truly was. The lion, however, seemed puzzled by her reaction.


      “Why?” he asked after a brief hesitation. “Don’t you humans usually seek to form contracts with supernatural beings like me?”


      “I’m not exactly a normal human myself.”


      Contracts invariably required appropriate compensation for whatever was received. The books Liliana had read mentioned that the price for the services of spirits and demons was often life, one’s future, or a part of one’s body. That was why Liliana wanted to avoid making unnecessary arrangements.


      Apparently, the lion had never met a human who had reached the same conclusion, natural though it seemed to her. He let out a delighted sound, his body beginning to tremble, and eventually threw his head back and laughed. The fangs visible in his wide mouth didn’t frighten Liliana, sharp as they were.


      “That makes sense. I like the way you think.”


      She certainly hadn’t expected that response. As she stared at the lion, confounded, he fixed her with his mystically glowing eyes and smirked, his fangs still showing.


      “That only makes me want you to name me more. It would be inconvenient to stay by your side without one.”


      “You’ll stay by my side?”


      “I have nothing better to do. Don’t worry, I’m not going to stick to you twenty-four hours a day. And whenever I am around, I’ll remain invisible to everyone else.”


      A natural smile appeared on Liliana’s face. This was beginning to sound rather fun. “The same way you’re invisible now?”


      Ever since he had appeared that night, the black lion had been cloaked in a layer of mana that allowed only her to see him. When humans used illusion magic, they became invisible to everyone. Even Liliana, whose talent for magic was extraordinary by human standards, couldn’t make herself invisible in such a way that only one person could see her.


      “With looks as unusual as mine, it would complicate things if people saw me.”


      “I can imagine.”


      People were repulsed by things too different from themselves. Rarely did humans worship unusual creatures as gods or spirits. More often, they rejected or attacked them until none remained anywhere nearby.


      “You sound intimately familiar with the topic.”


      “I’m on the unusual side myself, you could say.”


      Liliana’s silent magic, which she had revealed only to Petra and Ben, was reason enough for others to shun her. The memories of her previous life made her even more abnormal. Given the current political instability in Slivegrandia, outliers like her could easily be exploited for political ends. People in any world united against a common enemy, not just in the one Liliana had come from.


      Though the lion surely hadn’t read her thoughts, he nodded in agreement. “So, what about my name?” he asked, amusement in his eyes.


      Liliana was at a loss. No ideas came to her right away. As she stared at the lion, she noticed that the purple and green in his eyes deepened in certain places. They reminded her of the Earth as seen from space.


      “How about Azurite?”


      The lion blinked in surprise, not seeming to have expected the name.


      Liliana offered a relaxed smile. “Does it suit you?”


      The lion considered it, then smiled with delight as well. “Like the mineral, hmm?”


      “Yes. Your eyes are that beautiful,” Liliana said, speaking honestly.


      The lion’s gaze turned distant and wistful, as if he were looking at something forever beyond his reach. The expression lasted only a moment before he nodded in satisfaction.


      “It’s a good name. I like it.”


      “I’m glad to hear that,” Liliana said with a sweet smile. “I’m Liliana Alexandra Clarke. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      Azurite stepped closer and licked the back of her left hand. A small pattern appeared there, then vanished the next instant. Liliana noticed that the writing at its center had read “Azurite” in ancient script.


      “What did you just do?” she asked, staring at the back of her hand.


      “I cast a spell so I’ll know immediately if you’re in danger. Don’t worry—I won’t use it for anything else.”


      Liliana was confused. She hadn’t expected this at all. “Oh. So you’ll protect me?”


      “I will. Now you have a name to call me by, which means we’re close enough to call each other by name. You humans call that being friends, don’t you?”


      Liliana’s eyes widened. Azurite was no human, yet he was as pure as a child. She wanted to say that ordinary humans weren’t nearly so simple, but before she could speak, the lion continued.


      “I’m sure that for humans, calling each other by name doesn’t necessarily make you friends. But for me, it does. No one ever gave me a name and called me by it until now. So from this moment on, you are my friend,” Azurite said, as though it were the most natural thing in the world.


      Liliana was lost for words, unable to define the emotion stirring within her. Once it settled, she flashed him an unusually sincere smile. She had family, servants, a potential fiancé, and acquaintances, but this was the first time she had ever made a friend—someone who was with her not out of self-interest or blood ties, but simply because they wanted to be there.


      “I suppose so. In that case, I look forward to our next meeting,” Liliana replied, unable to hide her joy.


      Azurite let out a pleased growl and turned toward the window. Without another glance at her, he leaped out and vanished into the darkness.


      Liliana sprang up from the couch and leaned out the window after him. The courtyard lay bathed in moonlight. It was beautiful, but she couldn’t sense anyone there.


      “He’s gone...” she murmured, in a lonelier tone than she had expected. She covered her mouth on instinct.


      Liliana knew better than to order a friend to stay with her or to grow too dependent on one. Attachment led to ruin, no matter its object, as it had for the Liliana of the game, who had become too obsessed with Riley. Azurite had never appeared in the game, but even so, such feelings seemed like a grave sin. She understood that—and yet she remained at the open window, gazing into the darkness outside.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The Kenneth marquessate was vast and fertile. Among its lands, the Ebene Plains were particularly well suited to agriculture and dairy farming, and the neighboring Empire of Yunatian coveted them so strongly that skirmishes had plagued the region since Slivegrandia was founded. Because conflict was so common there, the Kenneth order was as renowned for its prowess as the royal one, and its knights were known for their valor. Those familiar with the marquess said that his character played no small part in shaping the order as it was.


      The current marquess, Hamilton Kenneth, was visiting a fort with a clear view of the border. Officially, he was there to observe the knights’ training and commend their service, but his true aim was to see for himself what the neighboring lord from the empire was up to. Over the past few months, Hamilton had received reports of suspicious activity across the border. Scouts in service of his neighbor had apparently crossed the river several times, leaving the border in a prolonged state of tension.


      Despite nearing old age, Hamilton was still as formidable in battle as he had been during the attempted coup. Few members of the Kenneth knights’ order could go toe-to-toe with him. After a few practice matches with the rookies, the marquess approached Morris—the order’s vice commander, who stood at the edge of the training area—took a towel from him, and wiped the sweat from his forehead. Glum as the vice commander looked, Hamilton appeared thoroughly satisfied.


      “Is our neighbor preparing for war?” he asked.


      “No, he doesn’t seem serious about it,” Morris replied.


      The vice commander, with his ashen hair and eyes, was an exceptionally capable knight. He particularly excelled at strategy: He could calmly assess any combat situation and devise an appropriate response. For someone charged with guarding the border, not acting on emotion was crucial.


      Hamilton smiled, though his eyes stayed sharp. “Well, we did sign a peace treaty. Even if we were invaded, the empire would claim that the lord behind it had acted alone.”


      There was no proof that scouts had entered the marquessate, and Yunatian would invariably feign ignorance. But if Slivegrandia launched a counteroffensive, the empire would make a great show of accusing the kingdom of violating the peace treaty. The marquess couldn’t afford to act recklessly and hand them an excuse, so he kept his order stationed at the border fort under the pretext of military exercises. That alone helped curb the empire’s activities.


      “Georg and Ingeborg have been working hard on their physiques,” Hamilton said cheerfully. “They should be able to handle swords by now.”


      “Understood.”


      The northerner boy and girl were believed to have bright futures ahead of them. In a few years, they might even be capable of matching the marquess himself.


      Two years earlier, Georg had volunteered to travel to Hudore as a decoy in order to catch whoever was behind the frequent kidnappings in the marquessate. He was a brave boy with great promise, yet the culprits had outwitted Hamilton. If Liliana hadn’t rescued Georg, the marquess would have lost a truly talented knight.


      Ingeborg had been rescued in the same operation, and Georg had insisted on bringing her back to the Kenneth marquessate with no regard for the other kidnapping victims. The marquess, amused by the situation, had allowed it, and things had worked out well. Despite being a girl, Ingeborg too had the makings of a mighty knight.


      “They’re even stronger than Billy,” Hamilton said, bringing up his son. “I don’t know whether they’d make good commanders, but it might be worth sending them to officer school.”


      Unlike other domains, the Kenneth marquessate was a meritocracy. Priority was given according to ability, not pedigree. Simply being a noble wasn’t enough to be accepted into the knights’ order, and the same standard applied to inspectors and local government.


      Hamilton handed the towel back to Morris and smiled with genuine delight. Not because he had just practiced with talented rookies, but because of the letter he had received that morning.


      “Come with me,” he said.


      “Yes, sir.”


      Morris ordered the knights to continue training, then accompanied the marquess to the stable, where Hamilton personally bridled and saddled a black horse. Realizing this wouldn’t be a short ride, Morris prepared his own mount as well.


      “We’re going to the border,” the marquess announced after swinging nimbly into the saddle.


      “Understood.”


      They set out at once, guiding their horses across the plains at a gallop. Not a word passed between them until Hamilton finally spoke.


      “I have good news. The western tiger has awakened.”


      “I see,” Morris replied. A man of few words, he couldn’t quite hide the joy on his face.


      The “western tiger” was Duke Ealdred, the smartest person in the kingdom. He had stayed away from the center of government for a very long time. At the Council of Advisers, his role had amounted to keeping the nobles with more extreme views in check, which many considered a waste of his great talents.


      The marquess exhaled through his nose, amused. “He’s a bit late, though, if you ask me.”


      “There was no helping it. He was like a living corpse after the death of his first wife, before Master Austin was born.”


      “If not for that, he’d be premier by now.”


      Morris knew Hamilton wasn’t truly complaining. Both of them had seen how devastated the man looked at his first wife’s funeral. Ever since then, Duke Ealdred had lost all ambition, doing only the bare minimum necessary to protect his family and duchy. The former king had given up on him, calling him a coward and a mere shadow of the genius he had once been, and the premiership had gone instead to Duke Clarke, who now exercised his extraordinary talent from one of the kingdom’s highest offices.


      If Duke Ealdred’s wife had never died, or had died some other way, Slivegrandia would likely be in a very different position.


      “I’m sure he’ll start to change now,” Morris said, sensing Hamilton’s unspoken regret.


      “You think?” the marquess replied. His tone had grown heavier, prompting Morris to wonder what had caused the change. “I met him in Hudore the other day and received a letter from him this morning.”


      Hamilton had known ever since their last meeting that Duke Ealdred intended to return to politics, but he hadn’t expected the man to act so quickly. Morris urged the marquess to continue.


      “He never reveals more than he must, so my understanding is limited,” Hamilton explained matter-of-factly. “There is one thing I can infer from what he said, however.”


      The western tiger had awakened too late; events were already in motion. Political interests had only risen to the surface because there was no longer any way to stop them. The supreme commander and the captain of the Second had been summoned before the council, and the Vice Minister of Magic had been placed under indefinite house arrest. But what truly mattered was the process, not the outcome.


      “Namely, that some fool has been trying to seize control of our kingdom ever since the former king died,” the marquess continued. “They tried to take the Ministry of Magic and the royal order, and on the first point, they’ve almost certainly succeeded. They may not have the order yet, but I’m sure they’ll make another move soon.”


      “You mean they’ll have the supreme commander and the captain of the Second dismissed?”


      Hamilton nodded. Hegarty, the current supreme commander, had earned the admiration of most knights in the royal order. Removing him would provoke backlash, but it would also leave his supporters without protection, making it easier to cast them out as disruptive elements. Dunhill Calvert, son of Marchioness Calvert and captain of the Second, also wielded considerable influence, so it made sense that he too was being targeted. Even if Hegarty were ousted, the knights could still rally around Dunhill, posing a problem for anyone hoping to control the order.


      The empire was another matter entirely. As one of the guardians of Slivegrandia’s border, Hamilton took Duke Ealdred’s warning very seriously.


      “They say the empire is beginning to make its move, which must be why there’s so much activity at the border,” he said, looking toward the frontier, which hadn’t yet come into view. The sharpness in his eyes was like a glare aimed at the empire itself.


      The signs of a potential armed conflict were easier to notice here than in Hudore. The marquess had sensed that something was amiss ever since he learned that northerners had been going missing, but he hadn’t been able to pinpoint the cause.


      “Do you think the empire is behind the attempts to seize the ministry and the order?” Morris asked after a moment’s thought.


      “I can’t dismiss the possibility. I don’t know whether our nobles in their service are thinking that far ahead, though. More likely, they simply want to destroy the ground they stand on in the hope of profiting from it. Duke Ealdred didn’t say it outright, but I’m sure he shares the same suspicions.”


      Morris grimaced. “It would be disastrous to lose an order to them.”


      “The royal order, yes. We’ll have to work with Calvert to bring other lords to our side, and even that won’t guarantee victory.”


      Though Hamilton spoke in a casual tone, the implications were terrifying. It would be difficult to stand against the Second Corps with its mage knights or the Seventh with its raw skill. If the royal order were to fall into the empire’s hands, the feudal lords would be powerless to stop it, and Slivegrandia would inevitably fall under the combined might of the order and the imperial army.


      The situation had been even worse during the attempted coup long ago. Back then, the empire had been relatively friendly, and Slivegrandia had boasted a hero at its helm. The former king had been a brave warrior who also promoted those with talent. Even now, four years after his death, many still worshipped him, but back then their numbers had been even greater. That was why he had been able to crush the coup with overwhelming force while keeping casualties to a minimum.


      “But in our day, there are no heroes,” the marquess said bitterly.


      Had there been one, people could have rallied around them. More than one would have been better still—after all, it had taken three heroes to bring the three demonic centuries to an end. They didn’t need to be heroes in the literal sense; the kingdom simply needed someone who could unite its people and stop them from arguing over who was fit to be the next king.


      Another viable alternative would be for the current king to be in good health while the nobles held influence. Or at the very least, for the current political situation to remain stable until the crown prince came of age. Unfortunately, the king was bedridden and no longer even appeared before the Council of Advisers, which now made all decisions without him. There was no time left to solidify the crown prince’s standing or to let the powerful nobles judge whether he was fit for the throne. Even Hamilton had gone all this time without deciding whom to support as the next king.


      The border river came into view. Hamilton and Morris concealed themselves in a lush forest to avoid being seen from the other side, guiding their horses slowly as they watched the imperial lands. The gates of the old fortress across the border, which had remained open until a year ago, were now shut, and the moat surrounding it was full.


      “Do you believe Prince Riley to be the best fit for the throne?” Morris asked.


      “In all likelihood.”


      Though Hamilton didn’t give a definitive answer, he had, for the most part, already made up his mind after observing the prince over the past year. Duke Ealdred’s letter, declaring his support for Riley, had simply removed any lingering doubt. It reassured the marquess to know that he and the duke had reached the same conclusion.


      “If Duke Ealdred decides on a course of action, Lord Plaisted will move as well,” Hamilton said. “That should cause a fair number of Arcacians to switch to the loyalists’ side.”


      No noble would dare oppose the two leading figures of the Arcacians. Until now, the aristocracy had been divided among different factions, and many had remained neutral. Things would change dramatically if the most powerful Arcacian nobles threw their support behind Riley. But the loyalists had already lost the initiative.


      The Ministry of Magic had been taken over, and the royal order was in danger as well. The “fool,” in Hamilton’s words, was at odds with the loyalists, who might have been able to retaliate had the struggle been confined to Slivegrandian nobles alone. But if the empire was involved, the loyalists would be on the back foot even with the Arcacians on their side. A war would result in an enormous number of casualties.


      The marquess was almost certain that the empire was intervening in Slivegrandia’s domestic politics, and Duke Ealdred must have feared the same.


      “Are we prepared for war?” Hamilton asked quietly.


      “The knights are ready to go into battle at any time.”


      Suddenly, the marquess narrowed his eyes. In the next instant, he drew the sword at his hip. Sharp metallic sounds rang out, followed by the clatter of knives hitting the ground. Morris drew his sword as well, but then arrows struck their horses in the hindquarters.


      “Kgh!”


      Hamilton grunted as the horses neighed in surprise and reared high. He hadn’t been prepared and was thrown off, but his experience allowed him to twist in midair and land on a thick patch of grass, softening the impact. Pain shot through his left shoulder, and he gritted his teeth as he forced himself back up. Morris was thrown as well but just barely managed to roll and avoid serious injury. The horses, meanwhile, collapsed, frothing at the mouth. The arrows had clearly been poisoned.


      “Sneaky bastard!” Hamilton spat as he moved away from the thicket.


      Morris took position at his side, sword held at the ready. The attack had obviously come from the brush, yet no one was visible within it.


      The marquess swayed, his footing unsteady. The sensation was familiar—poison. It must have been concealed in the grass where he had landed, prepared in advance. Their attacker had planned everything. No knight would stoop to such dirty tricks, which meant they were dealing with an assassin.


      “Morris,” Hamilton called quietly to his trusted vice commander, glaring at the thicket.


      “Yes, sir,” Morris replied, equally tense as he stared in the same direction.


      “Go.”


      “But...”


      Morris hesitated, having noticed the change in the marquess. He couldn’t bear to leave his liege in that condition.


      Still, Hamilton refused to yield. “He’s only after me. If you stay, you’ll die too.”


      Morris, not Hamilton’s eldest son, was to become the next commander of the Kenneth knights’ order, so the marquess couldn’t allow him to die here. He recalled what Duke Ealdred had once said to Riley.


      “For the older generations, nurturing talented youth is as much a pleasure as it is a duty.”


      Apparently the duke had said he wanted to see Riley and Austin’s rule, and that was why he had chosen to support them.


      Hamilton had felt something similar when he saw Duke Ealdred, in his youth, defeat multiple opponents at once in chess. He had thought then that he wanted that extremely talented young man to lead the kingdom. But the marquess’s wish had never come to pass. That was why, when the duke announced his support for Riley, Hamilton made up his mind as well.


      Morris pursed his lips, stepped back, then turned and ran. He looked ready to cry, but the marquess ignored it and smiled boldly.


      Believing in meritocracy, Hamilton had watched the younger knights grow and had done everything in his power to help their talents flourish.


      It’s still far from perfect. And I want to see where the future takes them.


      But perhaps it wasn’t meant to be, for this was the crossroads of his life.


      “Show yourself, you sneak,” the marquess said, driven by anger.


      Even as cold sweat ran down his forehead, he didn’t lower his sword. Unlike knights, who faced their enemies head-on, assassins took lives through underhanded means. As a proud knight, Hamilton despised both assassins and those who employed them.


      A moment later, the thicket rustled, and a boy stepped out. He was dressed entirely in black and wore a hood low over his eyes. The marquess couldn’t see his face, but to his surprise, the boy looked about the same age as Ingeborg.


      “Wow, man. How are you still standing?” the boy asked, sounding genuinely impressed.
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      “I’ve built up a resistance to poison.”


      “That can only do so much for you, though,” the boy sneered, utterly unshaken by the marquess’s overwhelming aura.


      Hamilton furrowed his brow, quickly realizing what he was dealing with. “You’re with the Bringers, aren’t you?”


      Now it was the boy’s turn to look surprised. “I’m amazed you figured that out.”


      “There are only so many assassins like you.”


      Hamilton had captured bandits and assassins before, but there were very few who were both this young and this skilled. A truly capable assassin had to be trained from early childhood, and that required an organization willing to do the training. Only one such organization existed, and they were known as the Bringers of Calamity—a clan of assassins.


      “Can’t argue with that,” the boy replied, then smirked again. “It’s a shame, though. You won’t get out of this alive, now that I’ve set my sights on you. Don’t hold it against me, gramps. I’ll relieve you of the pain.”


      His cocky attitude was backed by experience, and there wasn’t a trace of hesitation in him. The marquess could tell that the boy was every bit as skilled as his demeanor suggested.


      “At least tell me your name so I can die in peace, assassin boy.”


      “My name? Are you for real?” He grimaced in a way befitting his age. “I hate my name.”


      Hamilton remained expressionless, desperately clutching his spinning head as he glared at his enemy.


      The black-clad assassin shrugged in resignation. “Well, I guess you’re going to die anyway. Fine. I’ll tell you. It’s ‘Death Worm.’ Shitty, right? I hate it.”


      He raised his hands to shoulder height. There were no weapons in them, but the marquess remained vigilant. Assassins concealed their tools, waiting for the perfect moment to take a life unnoticed.


      “Is it, though? It seems fitting for someone who lurks in the woods,” Hamilton replied with a grin, even as he struggled to breathe.


      The boy looked astonished, clearly wondering why the marquess was still forcing himself to stand. Yet the man remained upright, determined to burn his killer’s face into his memory until the bitter end.


      “Look, I haven’t got all day,” the boy said. “Let me put you out of your misery.”


      “Is that so? Then tell whoever hired you”—the marquess flashed a grim smile—“that you lost the target.”


      The next instant, his left arm began to shine.


      “Are you kidding me?” Death Worm said, squeezing his eyes shut against the blinding light. Though he quickly opened them again, Hamilton was nowhere to be seen. The boy scratched his head. “Well, damn. I fucked up. Didn’t think he had a teleportation sigil on him. Wasn’t he supposed to be a typical soldier?”


      Everyone knew that knights and warriors avoided magic and hexes. They even disliked fighting alongside those who wielded them. They respected mage knights but still kept their distance from actual mages, who, in turn, avoided knights and warriors because of how violent they were. The two groups were like oil and water. And Marquess Kenneth was a typical knight who couldn’t use magic.


      “At least I got him to fall from his horse and land on those poisoned needles, just like I planned. Even if he’d landed somewhere else, I could’ve finished the job before he got back up.”


      Marquess Kenneth was a veteran warrior who had guarded the border for many years, so the boy had carefully planned the location and timing of the attack. He had guessed correctly that Hamilton would come to the border fort out of concern over the empire’s suspicious movements, and that he wouldn’t bring too many people with him if he approached the frontier. An ordinary knight, bandit, or assassin would never have been able to lay a finger on the marquess, but the boy had been certain that he could. The only thing he hadn’t anticipated was the teleportation sigil.


      “Oh well. No way he’s surviving with that poison in his system. Even if he has a healer, they’re probably back at his estate in the city.”


      The needles hidden in the grass had lodged in Hamilton’s shoulder, and Death Worm had personally seen the inflammation spreading across his skin. Only a highly skilled healer could neutralize the poison he had used. But because healers were so rare, they were usually stationed somewhere safe—such as Hamilton’s estate in the marquessate’s capital—rather than at a fort in such a dangerous region. And since Hamilton had no talent for magic, even a witchstone would only let him teleport a short distance at best. That meant he must have gone to the fort, where there shouldn’t have been anyone capable of treating him.


      “Well, I guess I’ll go make sure, just in case.”


      The boy ran at a speed comparable to a horse’s gallop. He couldn’t find the knight who had fled earlier, though, despite having a clear view of the surrounding area. Had the man not returned to the fort, or had he taken another route? The boy dismissed the thought. He had no interest in anyone except his targets. Besides, that man hadn’t even been strong enough to warrant Death Worm’s attention.


      He quickly reached the fort and hid behind a nearby tree. A great deal of noise came from inside—not only from the knights, but from the servants too.


      “Should I go in?” he wondered, then slipped nimbly into the fort. “Wait, that’s him...”


      The boy’s eyes widened. The man who had abandoned the marquess stood in an open space within the fort, pale and drenched in sweat as he recounted the attack. The knights and servants reacted in one of two ways: some insisted the marquess would be fine, while others argued they should hurry to his aid at once. Death Worm found it amusing that none of them seemed to think he might already be dead.


      “Just give up already,” he muttered to no one in particular as he left the open space.


      He had planned to finish the job if the marquess was anywhere in the fort, but after searching even places like the armory and granary, he found no trace of him. Having checked nearly everywhere, the boy was left puzzled.


      “Nowhere to be found, huh. Oh well. I guess his teleportation failed. No way could he use a sigil that precisely in that condition and without enough practice.”


      All magic required concentration and fine control over one’s mana, but that was especially true of teleportation, where even the slightest mistake could send someone to an entirely different location. And that was if they were lucky. In the worst-case scenario, they would simply cease to exist. The marquess was purely a warrior, so he couldn’t have used teleportation sigils very often, and his body had already been ravaged by poison on top of that.


      “There are barely any houses near the border, so I can’t imagine there’s anyone around to help him. And even if there is, there’s no way he’ll find a good doctor.” The boy nodded to himself. “Well, that should count as a job done.”


      He hadn’t confirmed the kill, but he had other targets to deal with. With no one there to stop him, he vanished from the marquessate, clutching an apple he had bought along the way.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The poison coursing through his body left him in agony, but Marquess Kenneth hadn’t yet given up. He had learned through decades of experience that accepting death was the same as guaranteeing it. Given the same wound, a person might live if they believed they would survive, or die if they believed they might not. Hamilton had seen many of his fellow knights across countless battlefields lose their lives the instant they surrendered to despair.


      That was why he had glared at the assassin until the very end, searching for the slightest weakness in his guard. Yet he had found none. The boy had been so strong that, for a brief moment, the marquess had wondered whether he was truly going to die.


      Even so, he hadn’t given up.


      Duke Ealdred had decided to step into the spotlight. Hamilton couldn’t afford to die until he saw with his own eyes what the duke envisioned for the kingdom, and what would become of Riley, whom the duke wished to entrust with that future. Hamilton knew his aid would likely be needed at some point.


      That was why he couldn’t die here.


      The bracelet on his left wrist was magical. It had come attached to the letter he had received from Duke Ealdred, which warned him that his life was in danger. If he pressed firmly on the gem at its center, it would allow him—and him alone—to teleport to a safe, preset destination.


      He had been fortunate that Death Worm hadn’t noticed the bracelet. Otherwise, the boy would surely have stolen it. By Lady Luck’s grace, the marquess managed to slip away while the assassin was preparing to deal the killing blow.


      When he first read the letter, he had been indignant, thinking that no self-respecting knight would ever flee from a fight. But because the warning had come from Duke Ealdred, he had reluctantly chosen to wear the bracelet just in case. He certainly hadn’t expected it would come in handy so soon.


      “Master!”


      The marquess had teleported to his estate in the marquessate’s capital. His butler had been carrying documents to the office when the sound made him turn. He was astonished to find his master collapsed on the floor.


      “What happened, Master?! Ah—look at your shoulder!”


      He dropped the papers and rushed to the marquess’s side. He had no presence of mind to wonder how his master, who was supposed to be at the border fort, had appeared in the estate without warning and in such terrible condition.


      Hamilton’s face was slick with cold sweat, and he groaned like a wounded animal through gritted teeth. His ashen face was contorted with pain. Before long, strength began to leave his burly frame, and warmth along with it.


      “Someone fetch a doctor!” the butler shouted, quickly regaining his composure.


      He removed the marquess’s armor and clothing to examine the wound. Hamilton’s left shoulder was horribly inflamed, and the sight made the butler turn pale.


      “It’s poison...”


      There was enough of it to make even Hamilton, who had built up a resistance, lose consciousness. Attempting to suck it out as first aid would no doubt be fatal to whoever tried.


      “Call the healer too!” the butler added.


      Servants came running and stared in shock at the marquess on the floor. The entire manor erupted into chaos. Pulling on gloves, the butler squeezed the wound to force out as much blood and poison as he could. He had no idea how much time had passed since Hamilton sustained the injury. Even if it accomplished nothing but easing his own mind, he couldn’t simply stand by and do nothing.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It was a bright, cloudless day. Liliana was drinking tea and reading in the courtyard of her estate when she suddenly looked up. Gildo and Olga weren’t far away. They appeared to be relaxing, but they would surely be able to handle any assassins who might show up.


      It wasn’t the mercenaries who caught Liliana’s attention, however. Marianne, who had been called away by one of the maids, had returned.


      She doesn’t look well.


      As Liliana wondered what had happened, she noticed the letter in the handmaiden’s grasp. Since it was unsealed, it must have been addressed to Marianne—and judging by the handmaiden’s pallor, whatever it contained couldn’t have been good news.


      Noticing Liliana’s gaze, Marianne spoke in a tearful voice, her lips trembling and drained of color. “Um, my lady... I’m so sorry to ask this, but...may I take leave for a while...?”


      “What happened?” Liliana wrote. She didn’t mind giving Marianne time off, but something was clearly very wrong.


      The handmaiden squeezed her eyes shut, looking as though she might burst into tears at any moment, though she somehow managed to hold them back. “My father was attacked by an assassin and has fallen unconscious.”


      Liliana’s eyes widened. Marquess Kenneth had shown interest in her activities ever since their first meeting. It wasn’t as though he monitored her too closely, and she kept an eye on him as well, so neither of them had done anything about it. Still, she had thought it unlikely that he would be targeted by assassins. She remembered seeing “Marquess Kenneth” mentioned in the game in her previous life, so she had assumed he wouldn’t die.


      There was no guarantee, however, that it had been Hamilton rather than some other Marquess Kenneth. Marianne had never appeared in the game either.


      I should have given it more thought...


      Liliana chastised herself for that failure. She had let herself cling to a careless assumption. Hiding her inner disquiet, she put on a look of concern.


      “Of course. Go to him, and don’t worry about me,” she wrote. “Use one of my family’s coaches.”


      “My lady... Thank you.”


      The handmaiden’s face twisted, and Liliana shook her head to show that it was nothing. Marianne may have been her handmaiden, but she was still the youngest daughter of a marquess. Liliana couldn’t allow her to take a cab, and it would take too long for one of the marquess’s own coaches to reach her estate. Marianne left the courtyard to prepare for her departure.


      After a moment’s thought, Liliana rose and wrote to another maid, telling her to take away the tea set and that she would be returning to her room. Once there, she shut the door and took a paper bird from her desk drawer.


      “Spoor.”


      After breathing life into it with a hex, Liliana sent the paper through the wall to track Marianne. The handmaiden shouldn’t have been a target for assassins, but Liliana wanted to be cautious. She couldn’t risk Marianne coming to harm because of another bad assumption.


      In the game, she must have died during the first swarm we experienced. But even if she survived, there’s no guarantee she would’ve been safe afterward.


      Liliana took a magical pendant from a nearby shelf. Ever since meeting Petra and Ben, she had been actively making magical items as part of her education. By now, rather than merely tracing existing schematics, she was developing items with new or multiple effects. Not many of her creations turned out to be useful, whether because she lacked the talent or simply the experience, but there were a few exceptions.


      There was a knock at the door.


      “My lady,” Marianne said as she entered.


      Looking up, Liliana saw a bird floating behind the handmaiden, invisible to most people.


      “If it’s truly all right, I’ll be leaving now.”


      “Of course. Be careful on the way. It’s a long journey, so take this good-luck charm.”


      Liliana held out the pendant. Marianne took it in both hands and stared at it, wide-eyed, before breaking into a broad smile. Softness returned to her tired face.


      “It’s wonderful. Thank you, my lady.”


      “Make sure you wear it at all times. It will protect you.”


      The handmaiden nodded at once and put the pendant on. Its simple design made it suitable for any outfit. Marianne thanked her lady again and hurried from the room.


      Liliana settled leisurely into her chair and glanced around. “Come out, Azurite. I know you’re here.”


      In response, the black lion emerged from behind the bed.


      “You were hiding?” she asked, smiling. “I thought you said only I could see you.”


      “I just felt like it.”


      Giggling at his nonchalance, Liliana looked at his back. “I see you’ve put your wings away.”


      “They’d only bump into everything otherwise.”


      “That’s convenient,” she said sincerely. Freely retractable wings were rare.


      The lion glanced at her, then turned toward the door. “That pendant you gave her was magical, wasn’t it? It seemed to have a lot of effects.”


      “Oh, you noticed.”


      Azurite shot her a look that said, How could I not?


      “You’re right. It tracks her location, shields her from both physical and magical attacks, provides healing, and, if all that still proves insufficient, alerts me. Four effects in total.”


      “How overprotective of you.”


      “Is it?” Liliana placed a hand on her cheek.


      Azurite gave an amused growl. “You seem quite fond of her.”


      “Fond? Yes, perhaps,” she said, as though the matter had nothing to do with her.


      The lion looked confused by the answer, having expected a more straightforward one.


      Liliana fell silent, wearing an ambiguous smile. It was true that she wanted to help Marianne if something happened to her—and not just Marianne, but Gildo, Olga, Petra, and Ben as well. But she couldn’t be sure that the feeling came from goodwill. It didn’t feel much different from wanting to help a cat or dog abandoned by its owner. She expected that, if necessary, she could cast them aside just as one might an unwanted pet.


      Of course, as a noble, she would do everything in her power to avoid ending up in such a situation. But some things were simply beyond one’s control. And if that moment came, although she would regret leaving them, she wouldn’t grieve for them the way Marianne would.


      It would be no different with her relatives. Liliana was convinced she would accept their deaths as mere facts, without crying or even becoming upset.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Disaster struck on the second morning after Marianne left the estate. Liliana was reading by the window when she suddenly looked up. Azurite lay at her feet. He hadn’t shown himself much before, but for some reason, he had visited regularly since Marianne’s departure.


      “Is something the matter?” he asked, noticing the change in Liliana.


      “Yes. It seems something happened to Marianne. I’ll go check.”


      She rose from her seat, pulled on a robe, and teleported with a short incantation. Azurite looked at the empty space she had occupied, then yawned, rested his chin on his front legs, and went to sleep.


      Liliana teleported closer to Marianne’s coach, silently this time. It had been in good condition when it left the estate, but now it lay on its side, missing a wheel. Marianne scrambled away from the restive horses while the escorts protected her. She was injured, but not seriously, much to Liliana’s relief. The coachman was trying to calm the panicked animals, to no avail.


      What happened...?


      The road behind the coach was in a terrible state, strewn with stones and pocked with potholes. That could hardly have caused the crash, though—not with such a capable coachman holding the reins.


      Could someone have tampered with the coach last night when they stopped at the inn? But who would do such a thing, and why?


      Liliana surveyed the area. She couldn’t see anyone. Then her hair stood on end, and she deployed a barrier without thinking. A sharp metallic sound followed. When she looked down, she caught the glint of a needle on the ground beside her. She had seen others like it before, when Gildo brought the former assassin Mantis to her house to teach her the tools of his trade.


      Rekke.


      She cast her detection spell almost entirely on instinct. The attacker was in the woods a short distance away. If they were after Marianne, Liliana had to deal with them here and now.


      Keeping her hood low to hide her face, she teleported closer. Immediately, goose bumps rose on her skin. She strengthened her defenses, sensing danger, and teleported back slightly.


      “Damn. Nice reflexes you’ve got there,” a boy said with a whistle as he appeared. The knife in his hand was clearly magical, shining with a strange light.


      That knife dispels anything it touches. I can’t let it reach my barrier.


      Liliana faced the boy. As a noble, she had never been athletic. But since receiving Mantis’s lessons, she had been doing her best to get fit, practicing with the body augmentation spell and working to reduce its activation time. As a result, although she had teleported away from the boy, it must have looked as though she had nimbly leaped back.


      “And you have sharp senses,” Liliana replied.


      “You need them in my line of work,” the boy said, his composure unwavering as he watched the girl before him. A dark hood covered his face, but his height suggested he was older than her.


      “Are you here for that coach?”


      “Hmm? Kinda, but not really.” A violent aura enveloped the boy. “At the inn where she was staying, the girl in that coach mentioned receiving a pendant from her lady. It’s clearly magical. I don’t know all of its effects, but protection was one of them. So I figured this ‘lady’ of hers must value her highly.”


      Liliana frowned. “Were you hoping to see me?” It sounded as though that had been the only reason he attacked Marianne.


      The boy went silent for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Pretty much, yeah. That’s right. You’re Liliana Alexandra Clarke, right? And that girl over there is Marianne Kenneth. On her way to her pop’s funeral, I take it?”


      His chattiness made Liliana more vigilant.


      The marquess was in critical condition, but alive. Liliana had only found out through Marianne, and only a select few knew about the attempt on his life at all. That meant either the boy was responsible for the attack, or one of his associates was. And he clearly knew his trade.


      Perhaps Liliana had made a mistake coming here alone. She regretted it slightly, but there was no use dwelling on it now. As long as Marianne and her escorts got away, Liliana could fight the boy without holding back or putting anyone else in danger.


      “Why are you so interested in me?” she asked, preparing for battle. “I’m just an ordinary noble girl.”


      “Ordinary? You?” The boy’s pitch-black eyes gleamed beneath his hood. “How many ordinary noble girls can easily dispel magic, sense malice, or teleport around? Or use expert-level light magic, for that matter?”


      Liliana’s eyes widened. She rarely let her facade slip, but she knew exactly what he was referring to. She had dispelled magic and teleported often enough that she couldn’t be sure when he had seen her. Even so, she had always taken the utmost care to avoid being noticed.


      Her use of light magic was the only exception. She had used its strongest version only once, during the first swarm she encountered. Though she had rendered herself invisible at the time, she hadn’t had the leeway to care whether anyone witnessed the spell.


      “Are you sure you’re not imagining things?” she asked.


      “We can pretend I am, if you want,” the boy said, sounding no less certain. “Anyway, I’m curious about you—and not for work reasons.”


      “You won’t be very persuasive without proof, Mr. Assassin.”


      Liliana’s pleasant smile drew an excessively merry laugh from the boy. “See? Knew I was right about you. Not everyone can carry themselves so calmly when they know there’s an assassin right in front of them. Why bother calling yourself a noble? It doesn’t suit a girl of your caliber.”


      “Thank you. But I am, in fact, ordinary.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      The boy laughed again and flipped his knife. The next instant, Liliana teleported behind him, throwing her robe to his left as a decoy while she wove to his right.


      “Oh, hey. Have you been training? You only reacted to malice back then.”


      There hadn’t been any malice this time, but Liliana had noticed the slightest twitch of his fingers. The boy must have known she would avoid the attack by teleporting behind him, for a knife now pinned her robe to a nearby tree. Clearly, he was skilled enough to attack in every direction at once. There was no doubt he was testing Liliana’s ability.


      Ignoring the boy’s remark, Liliana cocked her head, feigning innocence. “I won’t go down without a fight. If you value your life, you would do well to leave.” She didn’t want to spill blood unless she absolutely had to.


      “Hey, that was my line, not yours. I’m the bad guy here.” The boy’s smile broadened, and he calmly retracted his hands into his sleeves. “You’re fun, you know that? Wanna hang out? I promise not to bore you.”


      “Hanging out, as you put it, doesn’t suit me. I prefer to spend my time indoors with my nose in a book.”


      The boy twisted his lips, clearly unconvinced. No sooner had his hands reemerged than something cut through the air.


      A string sliced through Liliana’s barrier. It was invisible to the naked eye, but with her magically enhanced vision, she could see that he had applied a hex to it. Her barrier would only be a hindrance from this point on, so she dispelled it entirely. She trembled as she had during her first encounter with a swarm—not from fear, but from excitement.


      “Twine,” she said, casting a spell.


      The boy’s weapon was invisible, but Liliana could change that. Her spell gathered organic matter from the ground and attached it to what she had taken for string. Fortunately, it was something much sturdier. Given the technology of the world they were in, it must have been superfine wire.


      Still, it’s scary to think there are organizations out there capable of working iron into thread.


      No ordinary blacksmith had access to such technology. It wouldn’t be impossible with magic, but even then, almost nobody should have been capable of it.


      “Whoops,” the boy said.


      Liliana’s plan had succeeded. The weight of the organic matter pulled the wire to the ground. The boy was speechless for a moment, but he made a quick recovery.


      “Yeah, see? You keep things interesting.”


      The words had barely left his mouth when his wires danced through the air again. If they so much as came into contact with Liliana, she would be torn to shreds. She created a pocket of turbulent air around herself to avoid them.


      The boy vanished. Liliana stopped relying on her eyes and focused on his mana instead.


      “Mistral,” she muttered.


      The winds at her back grew sharper, and the boy, who had instantly moved behind her, leaped away to avoid her attack. But the ground he tried to land on had vanished.


      “Whoa!”


      Even he looked flustered, despite all the composure he had shown so far. As he soared through the air, he twisted his body in an unbelievable way, barely managing to land on a remaining patch of earth. He stopped attacking long enough to peer down into the hole he had almost fallen into.


      “Damn, that’s deep.”


      He couldn’t even see the bottom. In an instant, Liliana had carved it out with earth magic, predicting exactly where the boy would land.


      Liliana looked around and combed a hand through her hair, disheveled by the turbulent wind. “Satisfied?”


      “Did you do this without an incantation?” the boy asked, pointing at the gaping hole.


      Liliana merely smiled in reply, but it was enough for the boy to understand. He let his shoulders droop and slumped onto the ground. Though he looked exhausted, he gazed up at her with eyes full of joy.


      “So you’re capable of more than just short incantations. I don’t even know what to expect from you at this point.”


      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “It was meant as one,” the boy said, suddenly looking awfully serious.


      Incantations often increased in length to sufficiently amplify the caster’s mana for a spell. There was research on short incantations, but nobody could actually use them yet—except Liliana.


      She observed the boy closely. Clueless as she was about what was going through his mind, he didn’t seem intent on attacking her anymore.


      “Are we done, then?” she asked.


      “Clearly I can’t kill you now,” he said innocently, glad to have met his match.


      “Is that so?” Liliana wasn’t best pleased about being forced into a meaningless fight. She thought for a moment. “Did you want to test yourself, then?”


      “Nah.” The boy sat cross-legged, resting one elbow on his thigh and his chin in his hand. “I’m just looking to have fun, that’s all. There’s nothing in particular I wanna do, and I’m only working as an assassin to kill time. Even that’s getting boring, though.”


      His life had been one long string of monotony before he met Liliana. At first, on that fateful day, he hadn’t realized she was the one who’d dispelled the illusion, but as he observed her, he had grown captivated by her superhuman abilities. Liliana had been thorough in concealing her true power, so even in the underworld, nobody other than the boy had set their sights on her yet.


      “My work brought me to this kingdom, and I kinda wanted to see you—or see if one of us could kill the other.”


      The boy was as pure and innocent as they came, speaking as brightly as a lonely child who had finally made a friend. If he had managed to kill Liliana, it probably wouldn’t even have fazed him. And if he had lost a limb or two, he would only have widened his eyes and said, “Damn,” or something to that effect, without any strong feelings on the matter. That was the strange impression he gave off.


      Any normal person would fear someone so deranged, but not Liliana. In fact, she saw this as an opportunity. There was a limit to how much information she could gather through servants, acquaintances, and katashiro. She needed someone who could think and act on their own—someone who could collect important information and discard everything irrelevant.


      A personal spy.


      Liliana had never seen the boy before, but his fighting style, personality, and weapon brought a certain possibility to mind. Duke Clarke had mentioned a group called “the Bringers of Calamity.” This highly capable assassin must have been a character from the games—someone who never appeared in the first game but was notorious in the second for the atrocities he committed. The superfine wires he used had featured prominently in the sequel.


      A character who hadn’t even featured in the first game was showing an interest in Liliana. He could take her life long before the story could. At this point, why not get him on her side instead?


      “Why don’t you come to my estate, then?” she asked.


      Enlisting the help of a character who never appeared in the first game shouldn’t affect the central plot too much. None of the characters or locations from the first game returned in the second, so any differences should center on Liliana and those around her. She wanted to avoid her doom, regardless of which endings the protagonist and the romanceable characters received.


      Naturally, the boy had no way of knowing her motivation. He simply looked at her, surprised by the offer.


      Liliana smiled at him. “Two rules: Don’t let anyone other than me see you, and don’t attack me. If you can abide by those, you’re welcome on my estate.”


      “Huh.” The boy smirked, probing her through narrowed eyes. “What’s in it for me?”


      He would only agree if he thought it would be fun. Liliana wasn’t sure what would resonate with him, but she had a suggestion in mind.


      “If you’re tired of your work, why not pull the strings of a government without assassinating anyone? May I interest you in spy work, gathering intelligence on the kingdom and the empire, and other covert activities? It looks like the political situation both here and in the empire is about to get a whole lot worse.”


      “Hmm.”


      The boy didn’t seem very receptive to the offer. Liliana calmly smiled anyway.


      “Come if you’re interested. I’ll be waiting. If you’re looking for an employer to replace the Bringers, you’ve found one.”


      At that, Liliana teleported away. The last she saw of the boy, his eyes were wide open.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Obsidian Killer


      Austin Ealdred pulled on the order’s uniform for the first time after an extended recovery. His shoulder, torn through by monster fangs, wasn’t fully back to normal yet, but he felt bad about resting while his fellow knights were hard at work. He didn’t want to be that kind of person either.


      “Damn, I’m tired...” he muttered, rubbing his eyes.


      In the immediate aftermath of the swarm, he had barely dreamed at all, due to both the fever from his severe injury and the effects of the healing magic. But as soon as he started to recover, nightmares began to torment him. The sight of weirdly shaped monsters and the mangled bodies of his comrades was still seared into his memory.


      Austin’s doctor had advised him to seek treatment in the form of mental healing magic, but he couldn’t bother the healers after every fight. This was just one of the many hurdles he had to clear to become a full-fledged knight, he told himself—yet some part of him knew he could never go back to how he was before the swarm.


      Austin made his way to the barracks and into the cafeteria. As he headed to a table, carrying a few plates, he saw his roommate, Mick, already eating breakfast. The two of them had joined the order at the same time.


      “What, you’re back on duty already?” Mick asked. “You should’ve told me. I would’ve gotten you something sweet, and we’d have thrown a big party.”


      “Yeah, right. You’d have just eaten it yourself,” Austin replied with a chuckle. “Besides, what knight celebrates every time they recover from an injury and return to duty?”


      “You have a point.”


      Mick rolled his eyes and bit into his bread. He was big for his age—enough that he would have been intimidating if he weren’t so expressive and easy to get along with. He was both older than Austin and a commoner, but you wouldn’t know it from looking at them. His lack of reserve and his jovial manner, no matter to whom he was speaking, had made him popular even with his seniors in the order.


      Austin sat next to him, relaxing his expression.


      “So, how was it?” Mick asked. “It’s not every day you get to face a swarm. Of all us newbies, I wasn’t surprised they took you. I heard you got injured, though. The supreme commander and that captain too. Must’ve been a tough fight.”


      “Yeah. Like, I didn’t even have time to remember my training. I was so desperate to survive that I couldn’t even see around me.”


      “So even you get like that, huh?” Mick didn’t notice how Austin really felt, though, so the mood didn’t turn too gloomy.


      Without another word, Austin started eating his own bread. Talking about the swarm made it sound almost banal, no matter how he described it. Even a single monster was said to pose a threat, and there were many more in a swarm.


      Truly, the experience had been a ceaseless stream of terror. No matter how many monsters they cut down, more followed, coming from every direction, draining their mana and stamina without end. Austin had seen comrades torn apart before his eyes. Even those braver, mentally stronger, and more talented in combat than he was had been reduced to viscera with horrifying ease.


      Time and again, Austin had been told that holy mages or knights of the Second Corps were considered necessary to stop swarms. But only then, when he was faced with one himself, had he truly understood why.


      “Well, what can I say?” Austin mused. “I guess the lesson here is that courage isn’t enough to become a mage knight. You need mental resilience, strength, willpower, magic, swordsmanship, martial arts, and probably something else.”


      “There you go, saying complicated stuff as usual. And what’s that ‘something else,’ anyway?”


      “If I knew, things would be a lot easier.”


      “True! And if a guy as smart as you doesn’t know, then I sure won’t either.” Mick seemed to be enjoying himself.


      Austin relaxed slightly, but it didn’t take long for his expression to darken again. He had made a mistake at the end of their fight against the swarm. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from running to Dunhill after the latter fell in battle. He had wanted to protect the captain he admired, who had always helped him, but he had left himself wide open in the process. Hegarty had gotten badly wounded protecting him. No matter how Austin thought about it, he clearly bore some of the blame for why the company had suffered as many casualties as it had.


      “Feeling depressed?” Mick asked, staring at his friend’s face.


      “Nah. Just disappointed with myself.”


      “Really?” Mick chuckled. “I’m not sure I get it, but you sound depressed to me.”


      It wasn’t the first time Mick had struggled to read the room, but Austin found it convenient. Mick was a great help when it came to ignoring the noise of the cafeteria. Many of the other knights had given Austin strange looks on his way in. Some had even whispered to each other about his involvement with the company. Apparently, they didn’t like that he, a knight in training, had been chosen to fight the swarm and they hadn’t.


      He hadn’t bothered engaging with them. If they had known what it was really like, they wouldn’t have envied him.


      Austin finished eating, then went alone to the edge of the training grounds. He had only just recovered, whereas his friend had been training as usual; naturally, their daily schedules didn’t align in the slightest. It was still too early for actual training, and nobody else was around, so he started warming up. He took in the tranquility, enjoying the refreshing breeze, then continued his warm-up in a mechanical fashion as he listened to the knights’ clamor in the distance.


      “Working hard on your first day back, I see.”


      Austin looked up and turned around. There stood Brendon Carey, captain of the Seventh, with his arms folded. Austin wiped the sweat from his brow.


      “How’re you holding up?” the captain asked.


      “I haven’t fully recovered, but I’m getting there,” Austin replied briskly.


      Brendon smiled. “Figures. Don’t overdo it, though, no matter the pressure. Now come. The supreme commander wants to see you.”


      Austin nodded, then followed the captain down empty paths and hallways. When they reached the supreme commander’s office, Brendon knocked on the door.


      “Brendon Carey and Austin Ealdred requesting permission to enter, sir.”


      Permission was granted, and they stepped into the room. Three people awaited them inside: Supreme Commander Hegarty, the only one seated; Miles Spencer, his vice commander, who stood imposingly next to him; and Dunhill, captain of the Second, who stood guard by the door. At Brendon’s prompting, Austin approached the supreme commander, while the captain of the Seventh moved to join Dunhill.


      “Austin Ealdred, reporting in.”


      “Right.”


      Austin wondered what this was about. He had to be the only one who didn’t know. At the same moment, Hegarty prompted him to take the two sheets of paper on his desk. Austin took a step closer, then froze, shocked beyond words when he saw what was written on them.


      “What’s wrong?” Hegarty asked calmly. He wore a sour expression, but there was a joyful glint in his eye.


      Austin was still shaken by what he’d seen. “Um, well, this is...”


      “You kept up with the other knights against the swarm, didn’t you? I know this is abnormally early, but I’ve decided to promote you to formal knighthood. I asked the captain of each corps if they wanted you, and these two said yes. You seem a fine match for either, so we want to hear your thoughts on the matter.”


      Normally, apprentice knights graduated after three years in the order. Austin had served only two. Not only was this premature, but the options being offered to him were highly unusual.


      “The Second or the Seventh...?” he asked.


      Austin turned around to look at the two captains. Dunhill smirked, while Brendon watched him expressionlessly. It was clear now why they were both in Hegarty’s office—they represented the two corps on offer. Every apprentice came to admire the Second and the Seventh at some point. Those confident in their magic strove to join the former, while those proud of their swordsmanship aimed for the latter.


      Only those with the right aptitude could become mage knights, which was why Austin, despite his interest in the Second, had been openly stating his aspirations to join the Seventh instead. He was obviously glad to receive the offer, but it made him anxious too.


      “But, um, I acted carelessly during the swarm...”


      “Even full-fledged knights make mistakes. Don’t let it get to you,” Hegarty replied with a dismissive wave. “If anything, you did well for someone who cut his teeth in such a difficult battle.” He gazed at the apprentice, silently posing the question of what he wanted to do.


      “I heard there aren’t many who want to become mage knights,” Austin said. “Knowing that, shouldn’t joining the Second take priority?”


      Mage knights were few and valuable. Many had either perished during the latest swarm or sustained injuries that meant they could no longer serve as knights, leaving the Second terribly understaffed. Still, viable candidates were hard to come by. Austin, who fought with both magic and a sword, shouldn’t have had a choice in the first place.


      A faint smile appeared on Hegarty’s lips. “There has been a case of a knight turning down the Second Corps for the Seventh. As much as the Second gets prioritized, exceptions do exist.”


      “Really?” Austin had never heard of such a case, but everyone else in the room seemed to know about it.


      “You’re looking at one.”


      For a moment, Austin thought his ears were playing tricks on him. He stared at the supreme commander with wide eyes, but the man seemed completely serious.


      “I was in the Seventh at the time,” Hegarty explained. “It was only after I joined that it became clear I had what it took to become a mage knight. They were going to make me captain of the Second, but before that happened, the captain of the Seventh fell in battle. I owed him too much, so I refused the transfer and succeeded him instead.”


      Austin looked flabbergasted. He found it hard to accept the comparison when their circumstances were so clearly different. Hegarty had other reasons not to join the Second—the captain of his unit had died, and his aptitude for becoming a mage knight had come to light only after he joined the Seventh.


      “Everyone here knows of your aspirations,” Hegarty continued as Austin remained speechless. “That’s why we decided to let you choose.”


      “So you think the Seventh would be a better fit for me than the Second.”


      “Both would suit you well. But as you already know, the Second is constantly shorthanded. If you join, you won’t really be able to transfer out of it. With the Seventh, however, you would be free to move later if you wished.”


      It wouldn’t be so easy to transfer out of the Seventh either, but joining the Second would make it harder for Austin to become the crown prince’s personal guard.


      “With enough experience as a mage knight, you would definitely be referred to the royal guard,” Hegarty noted. “Mage knights are scarce, and having even one in the king’s or prince’s guard would dramatically bolster their security.”


      The supreme commander had objectively listed the advantages and disadvantages of joining the Second. But his final words had sealed the deal.


      “I don’t mind if it takes me longer to get there,” Austin said. “I just want the strength to protect those I want to protect.”


      Hegarty raised an eyebrow, fixing Austin with an approving look. Austin stared back at him, awkward though it made him feel. The room lapsed into a tense silence as the supreme commander gauged the apprentice’s resolve.


      Before long, Hegarty picked up the order assigning Austin to the Seventh.


      “That settles it, then. Dunhill, Brendon, any objections?”


      “No, sir,” the two men replied.


      Hegarty held up the sheet, then tore it from top to bottom. He handed the scraps to Miles and offered Austin the other assignment order.


      “I hereby conditionally appoint Austin Ealdred as a mage knight of the Second Corps.”


      “It’s an honor.” Austin accepted the paper and bowed. He couldn’t hide his surprise at suddenly finding himself on the path of a mage knight, though he kept up appearances as best he could. “But what’s the condition?”


      “Get mental healing before you begin your training. We’ll watch you for half a year after that, and if we decide your mind is strong enough, you’ll officially become a member of the Second.”


      Evidently, Hegarty had noticed Austin’s mental state. Austin blushed, having assumed he had successfully kept it secret.


      “Understood,” he replied.


      “The details of your investiture will be sent to you later. You’ll be knighted together with the others being invested this year. Ask Dunhill for the rest.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      That marked the end of the conversation. Austin left the room, and the two captains followed.


      Dunhill tapped Austin on the shoulder, joy written on his face as he fell into step beside him. “Glad to have you with us.”


      “The pleasure is mine,” Austin replied.


      “You wanted to join the Seventh initially, right? I wanted you in the Second, but I never thought you’d actually come.”


      “Have you recovered already?”


      “What, you’re concerned about me? Damn. You’re gonna make me cry.”


      Austin hadn’t seen Dunhill since the swarm. Rumor had it the captain had been gravely injured, but he appeared to be doing just fine.


      “You’re not back to normal yet,” Brendon said. “You don’t have your full strength, and your swings are lacking.”


      “Come on, man. Not in front of Austin. Besides, I’m the picture of health.”


      Brendon remained expressionless as ever. “Trying to hide your injuries and health issues won’t help your unit. It only makes things worse for everyone.”


      “Don’t listen to him, Austin,” Dunhill said in protest as the boy stared at him. “I’ll show you later how great I’m doing.”


      “Take what he says with a grain of salt,” Brendon warned. “Rushing into battle despite your health problems will always make things harder than they would be otherwise. Such bravado negatively impacts other knights as well, to the point that entire operations can fall apart.”


      “Yes, sir,” Austin replied.


      Dunhill stood with his arms folded. He clearly had more to say, but he chose to bite his tongue instead.


      “Um... So why was the Seventh presented to me as an option?”


      Despite his usual composure, Brendon’s eyes widened slightly. Austin gazed earnestly at the captain, who faced forward, looking hesitant.


      When Hegarty had told Austin to make a choice, the boy hadn’t said everything on his mind. He had declared that he wanted the strength to protect Riley, and for that, he had received a spot in the Second. In other words, he had been expected to join the Second from the start. Sure, he had openly stated his desire to join the Seventh before, but why had the option actually been given to him? Normally, the upper brass would decide on his behalf, without even consulting him.


      There was a long stretch of silence before Brendon relaxed his expression, seemingly glad to have such a sharp junior. “After the battle the other day, you were judged fit to be a mage knight. But normally, a knight without combat experience wouldn’t be sent to fight a swarm in the first place. It takes too much of a toll on your mental health.”


      Monsters were beyond human comprehension. Their very existence was repulsive, their origins were unclear, and those who faced them were often left beset by the fear of death. So intense was the terror that some refused to go near forests, saw monster eyes shining in every patch of darkness, and eventually lost the ability to wield swords or magic entirely. Veteran knights were no exception, which was why even those who could otherwise become mage knights were removed from the Second if their mental resilience was deemed too weak.


      “The Seventh took in some of those who were thought to lack the aptitude for the Second,” Brendon said. “They could still wield their full strength if they weren’t facing monsters.”


      A human who perished in battle would stay dead, but monsters could get up and fight again. Any knight would lose heart after facing such creatures over and over.


      “Sometimes it’s the other way around,” the captain of the Seventh continued. “Some knights don’t want to kill people but don’t hesitate when facing monsters. They’re deemed better suited to the Second than to our corps.”


      “Take Eden, for example,” Dunhill interjected, breaking his silence. “He’s good against people, but against monsters, he shows no mercy at all.”


      As uncouth as he could be, Eden, vice captain of the Second, was a kind soul. Anyone who saw him in action would think he was as ruthless with people as with any other foe, but it made sense that he had an easier time facing monsters.


      “That’s why we let you choose,” Brendon said. “You could’ve ended up in the Seventh depending on your reaction. But since you didn’t seem afraid of monsters, you’re joining the Second.”


      Now it made sense. Austin had lost sleep after the swarm, and Hegarty knew that. The other captains had been aware as well. But they must not have been able to tell whether that was because of the monsters themselves or because of what he’d seen happen to his fellow knights.


      In truth, Austin had suffered not from fear of monsters, but because he had seen knights whose experience far exceeded his own helplessly lose their lives. That kind of thing happened to all knights, not just those in the Second.


      He sighed. “Thank you for your consideration, Captain Dunhill. Please shape me into a strong and capable knight.”


      Dunhill raised an eyebrow and smirked. He extended an arm and shook Austin’s hand. “You’ve got it. Get ready for some grueling training, then. Come to my room for now; I’ll introduce you to the guys in my unit. And we’ve gotta get you out of that room you’re living in.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      There was still time before practice was due to start. Until then, Austin would get to move into the Second Corps barracks and learn about his new unit. As he started running, he wondered what Mick would think of this new development. Austin’s surprise had given way to joy, and his melancholy had at some point faded away.


      He felt one step closer to his dream of becoming Riley’s personal guard.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Austin was getting ready for a dinner party at the Ealdred town house in Hudore. It was his day off from the order, and his parents and siblings had come to visit.


      Ulysses, Austin’s elder brother by fifteen years, was the son of the duke’s first wife and resembled their father more than anyone else in the family. He had always been kind to Austin and his sister, and the three of them were close. Recently, however, his duties had kept him largely confined to the duchy, where he oversaw its finances and worked to develop local industries, leaving Austin with few chances to see him.


      Once dressed in semiformal attire, Austin found himself with time to spare before the party began. He was thinking of going to the living room early, hoping to see his mother and sister, when someone knocked at the door. He called out in response, and his butler spoke from the other side.


      “The master wishes to see you, sir.”


      “All right. I’m coming,” Austin replied. He joined the butler, and together they headed to his father’s private room.


      Austin hadn’t seen Bernard since the swarm. He certainly hadn’t expected his father to visit the royal knights’ barracks to check on him while he was unconscious. House Ealdred was close-knit by the standards of high-ranking noble families, with its members keeping in regular contact, but Bernard was still a busy man. When Austin joined the order, his father had called him the pride of the family and told him that, for knights, injuries were like medals. Austin shared that view, so he hadn’t expected Bernard to make the trip.


      “It’s me, father. It’s Austin.”


      “Come in.”


      The butler opened the door for him, then bowed and took his leave. Evidently, this was going to be a family conversation.


      Austin approached his father, who sat in an armchair. Bernard looked momentarily surprised when he saw his son’s outfit, but his expression quickly softened. He no longer looked like the strict man other nobles knew him as.


      “Look how you’ve grown,” the duke said.


      Color rose to Austin’s face, and he managed only a “Yes” in response. It felt like an acknowledgment of his growth as a person.


      “Well, sit down.”


      Austin sat across from his father, who seemed to have already had a drink; there was a bottle and a glass of aperitif on the low table. The duke rested his elbow on the arm of his chair and stared at the glass, conflicted. Silence settled over the room, but it wasn’t unpleasant.


      “When you were born...” he began slowly.


      Austin watched his father without a word. The man looked noticeably older than he remembered, his hair flecked with gray.


      “When you were born, my first thought was that the world hadn’t abandoned me. You were far more mischievous than Ulysses, and it made me realize that perhaps boys were simply meant to be that way.”


      Bernard’s eyes remained fixed on the glass. He had never said any of this to Austin before.


      The duke bore the blame for the death of his first wife—Ulysses’s mother. When it had reduced him to an empty shell, not only his relatives but also his servants and friends had shown him consideration. He hadn’t planned to get married again, to his current wife or anyone else. Having once driven someone precious to him to misery, he thought he shouldn’t take anyone’s hand ever again.


      Yet he had done exactly that. A girl twelve years his junior had admired his late wife as though she were her sister. She had told Bernard that his Ada wouldn’t want him to suffer.


      “I’m grateful to her and to you kids,” the duke said. “I never knew the joy of having someone important to me. It made me realize this world isn’t so bad after all. I was glad to see you join the order because my father was a knight too.”


      Bernard smiled, as though remembering something. Austin had seen that expression before, back when he had first said that he wanted to become a knight. His father had smiled the same way then and encouraged him.


      “I have no skill with the sword. All of my talent lies here.” Bernard pointed at his head.


      Austin nodded. He had heard stories of his father’s youth—how he had simultaneously faced five opponents in chess while blindfolded and won. He had never seen Bernard play a serious game, but the duke’s advice had been invaluable to the entire family. Everyone praised him, and his predictions had always been so accurate that one had to wonder whether he could actually see the future.


      “When I saw you walking around when you were little, I thought I could see what kind of knight you would become.”


      Bernard wasn’t prescient, but his outstanding intellect had allowed him to identify Austin’s aptitude for knighthood before the boy had ever brought it up. Austin flushed with happiness.


      “I was proud to hear you say you wanted to protect His Highness,” the duke continued. “That kind of devotion makes people stronger. It’s a rare blessing to find someone worthy of that feeling while you’re still young.”


      Bernard treated his children from both his wives the same—Ulysses from his first, and Austin and his sister from his second. Hearing this from him now made Austin feel both embarrassed and delighted.


      The duke smiled at the awkward look on his son’s face. “When you became a knight, I realized you had become independent of me.” There was a hint of sadness in his voice as he said, “I never thought the day would come so quickly.”


      Bernard had always planned to start treating Austin as an adult from the moment he officially became a knight, whether he had come of age or not. The boy’s participation in the company that had fought the swarm had only reaffirmed that decision.


      Austin unconsciously straightened, feeling the weight of his father’s expectations and his own new independence.


      “You’ve got what it takes,” Bernard said reassuringly. “And you’re blessed with good friends and precursors.”


      Only then did Austin realize what a firm grasp his father had of his friends and acquaintances. He had never mentioned them, whether in conversation or by letter, but as the head of one of the three most prominent ducal families, Bernard must have been protecting his family and investigating whoever they associated with. He respected his son’s will and individuality and never criticized his choice of friends—but after major failures, he was always quick to offer a helping hand.


      Austin could only wonder how much Bernard had been supporting and looking out for his children from the shadows. Becoming independent meant leaving that protection behind. Austin naturally tensed, but his father calmly told him about other people he could rely on.


      “Don’t be too proud to ask for help when you need it. And when someone needs yours, do everything you can for them.”


      No one could do everything alone. Bernard had been through a lot, and his words carried tremendous weight. He got up, took a small, old box from his office desk, then sat back down and offered it to Austin.


      The boy accepted it, confused. His brother, Ulysses, had also been given one upon reaching the age of maturity. It had contained family treasures passed down through generations, chosen specifically for him. Only Bernard and the recipient would ever know exactly what was inside. Austin would open his later, though he had to suppress his excitement.


      “This is everything I have for you as your father,” Bernard said. “Becoming independent doesn’t mean our family bonds will disappear. You’ll just have more options. All I want is for you to learn and grow on your own.”


      “I will.”


      Austin could feel the weight of the box he had received, as though it contained all his father’s hopes for him. Yet his words were an irreplaceable treasure of their own.


      Bernard watched lovingly as a mature look appeared on his son’s face. Then he rose from his armchair. “Let’s go. They’re all waiting for you.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert8]
  

  
    
      As they stood in front of the door, it opened as if on cue. The bright light coming from beyond almost seemed to bless Austin’s future. From inside the dark room, Bernard watched his son’s back as though looking at something radiant, trying to burn the sight into his memory.


      “I pray you find happiness and never let it go,” he said, his heart full of complicated emotions as he acknowledged his son’s unexpectedly swift growth and prayed for his life to come.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After bathing and getting ready for bed, Liliana was busy working on her spying tools, magic book in hand. She was already investigating as much as she could with her katashiro and special rats, but they mostly brought in irrelevant information, when they brought in anything at all. She had been experimenting with the tools already at her disposal, but there was only so much she could do, even with her knowledge from her past life.


      Although she had offered the boy from the Bringers of Calamity the chance to become her spy, she hadn’t heard from him since. Perhaps her offer hadn’t been enticing enough, and without knowing where to find him, she had no way of checking what he was up to.


      Still, though...


      Liliana sighed inwardly. Even with the limited information she was able to obtain, it was clear that Slivegrandia’s government was in a state of chaos.


      They probably invested Austin so early to place him under Dunhill’s protection. Not that he seems to realize it.


      There must have been a fierce clash between factions over the order and the Ministry of Magic. The Council of Advisers should have blamed the ministry for the problem with the teleportation sigil and its failure to send holy mages with the knights, yet they had instead decided to investigate the Vice Minister of Magic, the supreme commander of the order, and the captain of the Second Corps. It was the work of someone who wanted to shift the current balance of power.


      Unfortunately, Liliana couldn’t tell which faction was responsible.


      It hurts that all I’ve got is circumstantial evidence. I’m sure whoever’s behind this isn’t with the loyalists, but if Austin was put under the captain of the Second’s protection, does that mean the culprit is also antagonistic to the Arcacians?


      Even the Arcacians weren’t a monolithic faction, however. While they all supported Duke Ealdred, their methods and convictions varied greatly. It wasn’t impossible that whoever was behind recent events was an Arcacian.


      To their more extreme members, Austin, who openly aspires to become Lord Riley’s personal guard, must be a thorn in their side.


      Austin wasn’t the only son of Duke Ealdred. Even if he were to perish in an accident, there would still be his elder brother Ulysses, not to mention his sister. House Ealdred was safe in that regard. Still, the duke must have already noticed the schemes unfolding behind the scenes, and he was definitely planning to retaliate.


      They might have found an excuse to kick an apprentice knight out of the order, but not an invested one.


      Dunhill, the captain of the Second, was the son of Marchioness Calvert. He would pose a far more formidable obstacle than Brendon Carey, the commoner in charge of the Seventh.


      Also surprising was House Ealdred’s involvement in the recent unusual investiture. Then again, no matter what the duke asked for, Hegarty would never invest a knight he deemed unworthy. He must have recognized Austin’s abilities after seeing him during the swarm, but if the duke hadn’t intervened, Austin would almost certainly have remained an apprentice.


      From what I’ve heard, Duke Ealdred has an exceptionally keen mind, but he’s rather hands-off with his children and stays as far away from politics as he can. Is that no longer the case?


      Liliana had never met the duke, but she had heard about him from Austin and others.


      No amount of ruminating will lead me to an answer. There’s too much I don’t know, and I’m not making much progress on improving my katashiro and rats...


      She sighed, rubbing her temples as if to soothe a headache. If she wanted more information, her only option was to increase the size of her spying tools. But that would make them easier for capable mages to detect, even if she concealed them with illusion magic. It would also make it harder to get them past the powerful barrier protecting the palace.


      Wondering whether she should try different materials or further increase the complexity of the spells she used on her tools, Liliana reached for a book on magical items. She leafed through it but couldn’t find anything that would help. After some thought, she sighed in resignation, closed the book, and raised her arms in a stretch.


      Marianne had yet to return from her family home, and a week had passed since Azurite had last shown himself. Learning hexes from Petra wasn’t an option, nor was researching magic with Ben. Liliana’s crown princess education was all but over, and her only chances to visit the palace were when Riley invited her for tea or one of his get-togethers. She had thought she wouldn’t mind staying home if she could research magic and hexes, but she missed the discussions she used to have with Petra and Ben.


      “Oh well. No point in dwelling on it,” she told herself. “Time for bed.”


      Liliana put away the book and her tools, turned off the lights, and got under the sheets. But sleep wouldn’t come to her. She squeezed her eyes shut in the hope that it might help, but it didn’t.


      After a while, she opened her eyes again. The spell on her room was active. This was the second time an intruder had gone unnoticed by Gildo and Olga, after Azurite. Liliana thought she knew who it was, and she wondered excitedly if she was right.


      A gust of wind swept over her. She hadn’t heard the window open, nor could she feel anyone’s presence. She closed her eyes again and searched for the intruder with magic. No amount of stealth could hide a person’s body heat or the traces of mana emanating from them.


      The midnight visitor approached Liliana’s bed. As he reached for her sheets, she felt him tremble.


      Liliana opened her eyes and sat up slowly. Restrained by her hex-based vines, the boy was quite literally caught by surprise. She smiled at her old acquaintance through the darkness.


      “I didn’t think you’d come this late, but hello. How have you been?” she said, as if speaking to a friend she hadn’t seen in years.


      Renowned as the strongest of the Bringers of Calamity—and now helplessly restrained—the boy adopted a look of amazement. “You’re good at pretending to be asleep.”


      “Why, thank you.” Liliana smiled more broadly. “It’s not exactly appropriate to visit a lady at night, though, I must say.”


      Despite being bound, the boy shrugged as though he didn’t have a care in the world. “Actually, for us, nighttime visits are the height of etiquette.”


      That made sense; he was an assassin, after all. But this boy in particular was supposed to be a special case—someone adept at killing in broad daylight without being noticed.


      “It is preferable to letting anyone see you,” Liliana said.


      “Exactly. Anyone else wouldn’t even have made it past your watchdogs. But for me”—the boy raised his chin proudly—“this was just a game with a few extra steps.”


      Refusing to take the bait, Liliana tightened the vines’ hold on the boy. An amused grimace appeared on his face. The restraints were supposed to hurt, but he looked as though he couldn’t even feel them.


      “I see you don’t intend to follow the rule I set about not attacking me,” Liliana remarked.


      The boy chuckled. “I’d never join someone who’d let me kill her in her sleep.” In other words, he had no intention of obeying anyone weaker than him.


      “So you wanted to see for yourself whether I was worth serving. That’s admirable.”


      Liliana spoke with perfect calm, but she didn’t loosen the vines; she still didn’t know if she could trust him. Even if he was still just a boy, he was the best assassin out there. A moment of carelessness would be her last.


      “So,” she said, “did I pass?”


      “Pretty much,” the boy replied with total seriousness.


      Liliana watched him closely, trying to gauge his true intentions. Eventually, she loosened the vines, and the boy sighed and rotated his shoulders.


      “Thought I’d join you,” he said. “But only if you can dodge this.”


      The boy smirked, and a cord extended from his hand. It was a regular whip, not one of his superfine wires, but it had remained invisible until it started to bend.


      Liliana’s face contorted in pain as the whip coiled around her. Even with magic and knowledge at her disposal, her body was still that of a sheltered maiden. She had very little endurance for physical attacks, so once she was caught, it was practically over. The boy didn’t let his guard down, though—his captive was better at magic than anyone else he knew.


      “It’s too bad,” he said.


      In his eyes, this entire interaction was nothing more than a greeting. He could neither obey nor befriend anyone he couldn’t casually say hello to.


      Someone he had once met—someone who, unusually, wasn’t afraid of him—had told him his greetings were much too violent. Perhaps that was true compared to a few words or a handshake, but the boy didn’t mind. To him, taking a person’s life was the ultimate expression of affection.


      Nothing was more torturous than being alive. Not just humans but every living creature he knew had to suffer every day of their lives. That was why, in his view, the sweetest, most delightful gift he could give someone was death. Outside of work, he tried to reserve it only for those special to him—those he deemed worthy of respect.


      The juvenile grim reaper twisted the hand controlling his whip, intent on taking the girl’s life. It was no simple attack, common magic, or foul hex, but a technique passed down only to a select few within his clan. With the slightest movement, he would shred Liliana to pieces.


      “You’re right. It is too bad.”


      The boy turned around in astonishment. Liliana’s voice had come from behind him. The girl sitting on the bed vanished, and a gleaming silver cage dropped down around him before he could react. Unable to run, he shot the real Liliana a look of amazement.


      “It was an illusion from the start?”


      “From partway in.”


      Little by little, she had swapped herself with an illusion while conversing with the boy. It was the same technique she had used in front of Marianne and Petra the first time they had encountered a swarm. Only once she had fully concealed herself had she released the boy from her vines and teleported behind him. His whip had restrained her phantom, not her.


      As everything clicked into place, the boy sank to the floor, powerless. He groaned, buried his face in his hands, and sighed deeply.


      “It felt just like a real person, though.”


      “Thank you,” Liliana replied. “That does wonders for my confidence.”


      It was a combination of illusion, wind, and earth magic—something already beyond the reach of ordinary humans. In most cases, people could only use mana efficiently with magic they had an affinity for, meaning combined magic required more mana than anyone could realistically possess. It could only be achieved through special items, and even then, affinity was still required.


      Liliana had never managed to create solid illusions until then. In the past, she had used blankets and the like to compensate. This time, however, she had done something unprecedented—creating a solid body with earth and wind magic, then gradually swapping places with it through illusion magic.


      Having witnessed magic unlike anything else in Slivegrandia, or even on the entire continent, the boy still couldn’t recover from his shock. He laughed dryly, hanging his head.


      “Did I pass?” Liliana asked again, furrowing her brow in concern this time.


      “Ah...” The boy groaned, then slowly raised his head, looking around at the silver cage. “Is this a hex thing?”


      “It is.”


      “And those vines?”


      “Technically, they were a combination of magic and a hex,” Liliana replied sincerely, not even trying to hide the truth.


      The boy sighed for the umpteenth time and gave a theatrical shrug. “I didn’t think you were that good with hexes too.”


      Liliana was confident in her magic, but she was still a beginner when it came to hexes. Still, she took the compliment at face value.


      “There are quite a few people after my life,” she explained. “I have guards, but how can I protect myself while I’m asleep if not through hexes?”


      “Fair enough.”


      While it was fairly normal for a duke to be targeted, most people would be shocked to learn that assassins were after a noble girl who had just turned nine, and sympathy would quickly follow. But since the boy knew only the underworld, he didn’t think much of the revelation.


      “All right. I’m yours,” he said at last, his previous attitude gone without a trace. Then, seeing the surprise on Liliana’s face, he smirked. “Don’t believe me?”


      “I don’t, to be completely honest. What made you change your mind so suddenly?”


      “You’re the first person to successfully trap me. I’m not gonna join anyone weaker than me.”


      That made sense. Liliana urged him to continue.


      “Besides, something tells me that hanging around you won’t ever be boring. Seems like a great way to kill time.”


      Who else but the boy would respond in such a manner? It wouldn’t be a perfect arrangement, though. Much as he claimed to be “hers,” he would surely try to take her life again if he changed his mind. Not to mention, there was a risk he would casually kill someone else, whether it was convenient for Liliana or not. That would pose a problem for her.


      “In that case, may I add another rule to the two I mentioned the other day?” she asked.


      The boy narrowed his eyes, faint caution peeking through them.


      Liliana smiled, assuring him that she wouldn’t ask for much. “You’re not allowed, under any circumstances, to kill anyone without my permission. Except to protect me or yourself.”


      Shock crossed the boy’s face. He had been asked to kill plenty of times before, but never not to. He hung his head in thought...then decided it wasn’t a real problem.


      “All right. Self-defense is fair game, though, right?”


      “Not if you provoke the attack. And you’re only allowed to retaliate within reason. If the other party means only to hurt you, then killing them would be going too far.”


      There was a pause before the boy reluctantly conceded. “Fine.” He would definitely have killed someone in “self-defense” if she hadn’t clarified.


      Liliana relaxed—discreetly, hoping the boy wouldn’t notice—then made the cage around him disappear. She invited him to sit in an armchair and took the seat across from him.


      “May I see your face, if that’s all right?” she asked.


      “Don’t know why you’d want to, but sure,” the boy said, a trace of a sneer in his tone.


      The young assassin wore a hood low over his eyes. It didn’t fully conceal his face, but Liliana thought he would be easier to talk to if she could see the changes in his expression.


      As requested, he removed his hood, revealing an exceptionally handsome face. Even other boys might have found themselves charmed by the sight of him—not that Liliana cared about looks. She observed him without personal interest, comparing him to how he had looked in the second game. The resemblance was close enough.


      The boy flinched under her gaze. He was used to people being captivated by him, but being studied so closely made him restless.


      “What’s your name?” Liliana asked.


      He furrowed his brow, suddenly looking more mature. He clearly didn’t like the question, but since he had just pledged his allegiance to Liliana, he had no choice but to cooperate.


      “Death Worm,” the boy said with open displeasure.


      “I take it that’s your nickname, not your real name,” Liliana noted, as common sense suggested.


      Death Worm blinked in surprise and stared at the girl, considering her reply carefully. “What do you want, then? The name my parents gave me?”


      “Not quite. If you don’t like your name, then it’s no more than a code used to identify you. Your real name is whatever feels right to you. One that proves you exist—that you can call your own.”


      Silence settled over the room. The boy looked surprised for a moment, then stared at Liliana, unable to say anything. He averted his eyes, his gaze growing distant. People knew him as the deadliest assassin, yet this girl had subdued him so easily. Stranger still, her words now made his chest ache a little.


      He let out a slow breath. After what felt like an eternity, he returned his gaze to Liliana and said, in a hoarse voice, “Obsidian.”


      A majestic black gemstone. That was the name the boy had received from the one person who hadn’t called him Death Worm—from the person who had said that his way of greeting people was too violent.


      “That’s my name,” the boy added calmly, as moonlight illuminated the room.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana was in bed. She knew something was wrong because her room looked subtly different: There were no spying tools, no traces of magic, and no hexes to be seen.


      I must be dreaming.


      But no sooner had the thought crossed her mind than everything around her grew more vivid. This had to be one of the nightmares that had plagued her ever since the swarm near Hudore.




      Liliana Alexandra Clarke was exhausted.


      After regaining her voice and losing control of her mana, she had officially become the crown prince’s fiancée. She had expected her father to be proud and her mother to be glad, yet nothing had changed. On the one occasion she had been allowed to see her father, he had only regarded her with a frown, while her mother refused to meet with her at all.


      The gift her mother sent her for her birthday was unremarkable, and people said that, once again, her mother’s butler must have chosen it for her.


      No one even looked at Liliana. She assumed it was because she wasn’t working hard enough—that everyone looked down on her because she wasn’t particularly good at anything—so she threw herself completely into her crown princess education, studying day and night to the point that she lost sleep and rushed her meals.


      Being capable was treated as only natural, while failing at anything earned only scorn. But no matter how hard Liliana tried, nobody praised her, and nobody loved her. She suppressed her emotions, clamping a lid over her overflowing sadness, her anger, and the growing void in her heart, until she was no longer living so much as merely existing.


      One night, she dreamed she was drowning. She had fallen from a boat into a vast lake. She fought against the water, but her body refused to obey her, and she sank deeper and deeper. Her dress grew heavy with water, and what little air remained in her lungs slipped free as bubbles floating toward the surface.


      As she reached out with the last of her strength, the world darkening around her, her fingers brushed against something. A grim reaper clad in black loomed over her, scythe in hand. It seized her by the neck, and she screamed until her throat was raw.


      Liliana sat bolt upright as her guards rushed into the room. The reaper was gone. It really must have been a dream, she thought. But when she climbed out of bed and moved to her full-length mirror, red marks stood out on her neck.


      Terror made her tremble. She was afraid to sleep alone at night, yet there was no one to comfort her, worry about her, or hold her hand until she drifted off. In the past, her handmaiden had warmed milk for her whenever she had nightmares, but the young woman had perished when Liliana lost control of her mana. Liliana had heard the servants whisper that she was to blame, and that upsetting her might trigger another outburst. Now, even they kept their distance.


      Liliana drew a deep breath. No matter how scared she was, or how badly she wanted to cry and wail, she knew firsthand that losing control of her emotions could make her mana run wild too.


      “I’m not scared. I’m not scared,” she kept telling herself, eyes swollen from crying. “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay...”


      Her dream of the reaper, her fear of death, her disappointment in her family—she gathered them all, weighed them down, and let them sink into the depths of her heart. She could think of no other way to cope.




      Liliana woke up with a start, unsure when she had even fallen asleep. She ran her fingers across her neck and found nothing out of the ordinary, but still, her mind raced. She looked in the mirror just to be sure, then heaved a sigh of relief when she saw that everything was as it should be.


      And yet, even when she climbed back into bed, Liliana felt her heart race. A chill had come over her, and she doubted she would be able to go back to sleep. She sat up and looked around, searching for something to prove she wasn’t still dreaming.


      Her eyes soon landed on the small table by the bed, atop which sat the cup of warm milk Marianne had brought her before retiring for the night. She spooned apple jam into it and smiled, feeling her heart warming up.


      “It’s okay,” she told herself, unintentionally repeating the words from her nightmare. “It was just a dream.”


      If she didn’t assure herself she was in the real world, she feared she would be pulled right back into the nightmare. She couldn’t allow that to happen.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It was early afternoon, and Liliana was having tea with Riley—not in the usual parlor, but in his office. He had received the room last year, upon turning ten, and now used it all the time for work. Recently, he had been summoning Liliana more and more often, and his guards, rather than the maids, escorted her through the palace.


      “A combat tournament?” she repeated, staring at the prince in round-eyed wonder.


      “Yeah. When Prince Roland, the empire’s second prince, comes for his visit, there won’t be any events worth going to. We’ve been thinking of holding a combat tournament for some time, and now we have the perfect excuse.”


      Riley was relaxing with a cup of tea, as was Liliana. He barely met with his other fiancée candidates anymore, which made her his de facto fiancée. Most expected them to make it official in the near future.


      In some ways, that was because of Duke Ealdred, who had fully returned to politics after the swarm. He wielded his reputed genius to full effect, upsetting some members of the Council of Advisers. Others were quite pleased to see their peers panic now that things weren’t going as they had planned. Among them was Lucian Kenneth, the eldest son of Marquess Kenneth.


      After an assassination attempt left the marquess paralyzed on his left side, Lucian had started attending the council in his father’s stead. He had quite the temper for someone so young; while he managed to remain polite with Duke Ealdred and Duke Clarke, he made sharp, sarcastic remarks to other nobles and was too shrewd to give them any opening to strike back. In Liliana’s view, he was the kind of person one wouldn’t want as an enemy.


      “I thought it wasn’t going to be so grand.”


      “Yeah, well, the original idea was just a fancier exam for the royal order.”


      When apprentices were about to become full-fledged knights, they took part in an exam to prove they were worthy. The organizers hoped to expand and strengthen the royal order by making the exam more elaborate and allowing the public to spectate.


      “We would split the participants into divisions, of course,” Riley explained. “A fight between a mage knight and a regular knight wouldn’t last very long at all. The idea is to have a Sword-Fighting Division, a Mageblade Division, a Magic Division, and a Martial Arts Division. Knights of the Seventh are strong enough to contend with mage knights, but otherwise, most knights and other swordsmen wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      Liliana blinked in surprise. “Will people outside the order be able to participate?”


      “Indeed.”


      The prince flashed a broad smile. If the tournament were only for knights of the royal order, then the first two divisions would have sufficed. The other two allowed mages and martial artists to participate as well.


      “The Sword-Fighting Division will be open to knights from other orders, as well as mercenaries,” Riley continued. “Mercenaries can also enter the Martial Arts Division, while mages can compete in the Magic Division.”


      “Can mercenaries join the Mageblade Division?”


      “Technically, but you’d be hard-pressed to find a mage warrior among them. Few mercenaries will be able to secure wins even in the regular Sword-Fighting Division.”


      The Mageblade and Sword-Fighting Divisions were effectively made for the knights of the royal order. Even mercenaries confident in their skills would be unlikely to best the kingdom’s elite, assuming any could make it into the first division to begin with.


      Those who fought with both swords and magic were known as mage knights when they belonged to an order, and they were few and far between. Outside an order, they were simply called mage warriors, but almost no mercenaries or wandering warriors could effectively employ such an advanced fighting style. Local orders had a handful of mage knights as well, though none came anywhere close in skill to those of the Second Corps.


      When Austin first learned he would be joining the Second, he had rejoiced from the bottom of his heart. And when his friend showered him with praise, he had blushed all the way to his ears, which was anything but normal for him. Liliana had just happened to be present at the time, and she had been perplexed by the reactions of the typically calm duo.


      “I understand. Will the winner receive prize money?”


      “Yeah. We’re preparing rewards for everyone who gets far enough in their division.”


      Liliana smiled pleasantly and took another sip of her tea. She was thinking of advising Olga and Gildo to participate. The latter would probably refuse out of his hatred for nobles, but perhaps the reward would be enough to tempt him. Money never seemed to stay in his pockets for long. Olga might find the tournament interesting in itself, with the prospect of a reward only sweetening the deal. She wasn’t wasteful with her money, and she seemed to be saving up her earnings from her guard work.


      I’ve never seen her put her all into a fight. She also never appeared in the game, so it’s hard to imagine what she’s capable of.


      Gildo regularly went all out in his line of duty, but Olga seemed to fight at her leisure. She was certainly serious about combat, but she never seemed close to her limits.


      Olga was rather skilled for a mage warrior—at least according to Gildo and Olga herself. Until now, she had used only her sword in combat. Gildo was definitely strong, and the fact that he recognized Olga’s talent naturally made Liliana want to see her give it her all. Not to mention, Liliana didn’t know how knights of the Second fought or exactly how strong they were. Some part of her hoped that Olga was even stronger.


      Still, if the two mercenaries were to participate in the tournament, it would be best to prepare fake identities for them. Liliana’s father would almost certainly be among the spectators, and she felt it would complicate things if he found out they were her guards.


      “Liliana?” Riley asked, noticing her silence.


      She smiled ambiguously. “It sounds fun. I would love to watch.”


      “Me too. Plus, it would motivate the knights, and it’s a unique opportunity to show the results of their daily training.”


      “I’m sure they’ll be extra enthusiastic in their training leading up to the tournament,” Liliana said. Then she asked something that had been running through her mind for a while. “Who will accompany Prince Roland on his visit? If he comes to the Duchy of Clarke, I suspect my brother won’t be the only one expected to give him a warm welcome; I will be too.”


      “Yeah, Clyde said the same thing.”


      Normally, only the duke and his wife would greet important foreign guests, but Liliana wasn’t about to leave everything to her parents. Now that her plan to avoid meeting the game’s romanceable characters had ended in failure, she wanted better control over her situation. Even if Duke Clarke would have the final say on the prince’s itinerary, Clyde was involved in planning it, and he was asking for Liliana’s help. It shouldn’t be strange if she got involved.


      Riley smiled. “The only attendant we know he’s bringing is Dormill Butler. They tell us he’s a caretaker, but in reality, he seems to be an aide to the empire’s premier. Princess Edith might be coming too, but that isn’t set in stone yet.” A mischievous note entered his voice as he added, “Just something to keep in mind, so you can ensure your safety accordingly.”


      Liliana knew full well that this was top secret, but she had far more pressing concerns. As much as she wanted to sigh, she held it back for Riley’s sake.


      Dormill’s presence will only complicate things...


      Known as the emperor’s young right hand, Dormill was renowned for his outstanding talent. He exceeded his sovereign’s expectations without ever upsetting him, despite how difficult the man was to please. His skill at gathering information was said to surpass even the emperor’s, to the point of seeming superhuman. Handsome and in his early twenties, he drew the attention of plenty of young noblewomen, but he bluntly shut down the advances of even the most beautiful among them.


      I’m glad Obsidian agreed to work for me. I wouldn’t know anything about Dormill otherwise.


      The eccentric assassin had gladly told Liliana about the empire’s internal affairs, without even being ordered to. He had gone into such great detail that she now felt she knew the empire even more intimately than she did Slivegrandia.


      Liliana also recognized the name of the other potential guest—Princess Edith—but she couldn’t remember anything about her. Concluding that the name must have stuck with her from Obsidian’s explanation, she continued her chat with Riley.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “So?” Obsidian asked with an amused smile when Liliana returned to her estate.


      The assassin had been moving around as he pleased, gathering information from various places and relaying it to Liliana. Because she didn’t want to restrain him too much, she had given him a magical item, which she would use to contact him when she needed to—not that she expected to use it anytime soon.


      “So...?” Liliana echoed.


      The boy let out a throaty laugh, enjoying her reaction. “The tournament. Are you gonna join the Magic Division?” Evidently, he had sneaked into the palace and eavesdropped on her conversation with Riley.


      “There’s no way I can do that.”


      “Why not? You’d definitely win.”


      Liliana was confident she would. However...


      “I don’t want to stand out,” she said. “And it wouldn’t be right of me to claim the reward.”


      “True. Seems fun, though...” the boy replied with some reluctance.


      The reward given to those who made it far enough in the tournament wasn’t much for the daughter of one of the three biggest ducal families. But for knights and mercenaries, it was mouth-watering. Liliana didn’t want to steal it from them.


      “If there were an Assassination Division, I’d get first place...” Obsidian added, looking mildly unsatisfied.


      “A royal event would never have something so dangerous.”


      “I’m kidding.”


      For whatever reason, Obsidian seemed to enjoy talking about random, irrelevant things with Liliana. She could clearly sense his mood improving, but something still confused her. While she was glad he had agreed to join her, she couldn’t tell why he was so friendly with her—or rather, why he seemed so attached to her. She decided not to dwell on it, though; she didn’t think he would tell her if she asked, and it was far preferable to having him want to kill her.


      “You gonna ask your guards to participate?” Obsidian said.


      “I will, when it’s announced to the public.”


      Liliana only knew about the tournament because of her connection to the prince. She couldn’t share such sensitive information with her mercenaries lightly, so they would need to wait until the news was officially announced. Obsidian, being a spy, was an exception.


      “By the way—I have a favor to ask.”


      “Hmm?”


      Obsidian had never heard the word “favor” from Liliana before. He seemed surprised at first, but then his eyes lit up with joy.


      Liliana smiled, seeing the boy’s reaction out of the corner of her vision. She recognized his talent, which was why she wanted to entrust him with work of the utmost importance. The problem was deciding what he should prioritize. There were several things she couldn’t find out through her rats or katashiro, or from Riley and the servants. It was difficult to decide where to start, but she settled on a certain matter that had been bothering her for a long time.


      “Can you find out who hired Nicholas Bergson?”


      “The Minister of Magic? You got it.”


      The deadliest assassin in history smirked, then vanished from the armchair where he had been sitting.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The Kenneth family had an imposing estate in the capital of the marquessate. It was more of a castle, if anything. An all-black coach marked with the Ealdred crest was parked outside its gates, and from it alighted a man with the aura of a drawn sword. He was acquainted with the marquess’s butler, and his expression softened as the two exchanged greetings.


      “Welcome, Your Grace. Thank you for coming all the way from Hudore. My master will be pleased to see you.”


      “I heard he’s doing much better now, so I came to visit,” said the man—Duke Bernard Chad Ealdred. “Is that all right?”


      “But of course.”


      The butler smiled pleasantly and accepted the man’s hat and coat. Bernard kept his cane.


      From there, he was led to a parlor that rarely saw guests, adjacent as it was to Hamilton’s private room. This was to be the first meeting between the duke and the marquess since the latter’s encounter with an assassin.


      “How is he doing?” Bernard asked as they navigated the estate’s corridors.


      The butler forced a smile. “Honestly, all of us servants are concerned he’s being too active. He still doesn’t seem to have much control over his left side, but no matter how much we implore him to rest, he takes every opportunity to practice swordplay or work in his office.”


      “I can’t say that surprises me,” Duke Ealdred mused, stifling a smile of his own. He had known Hamilton for a long time.


      The two men continued to walk until, at last, they reached their destination. Ordinarily, the butler would have wasted no time informing the marquess of his visitor, but before he knocked on the door, he bowed deeply to the duke.


      “I’ve heard my master survived because of you. Please accept my sincerest gratitude.”


      Bernard looked taken aback for a moment, then cracked a smile. He had warned Hamilton of the danger, but in the end, he hadn’t managed to prevent the assassination attempt or keep the marquess from getting hurt. The man’s return from the brink of death was entirely the result of his own endurance and the devotion of those around him.


      “I didn’t do much,” the duke said. “At most, I gave him a small warning and a bracelet that could teleport him here at any time.” He insisted on being humble, but when he looked up, he saw the butler on the verge of tears.


      “Our healer was here at the estate. If my master hadn’t made it back, he would never have survived. It’s a miracle he pulled through, even if he lost all feeling on one side. He doesn’t care for magical items, and he went against his principles only because of what you said to him. All of us servants, not to mention my master’s family and people, thank you from the bottom of our hearts for giving him the chance to live.”


      The butler seemed intent on not letting Bernard go unless he accepted the show of gratitude. The duke nodded ambiguously, and only then did the butler finally knock on the door and announce the visitor.


      A spirited voice came from inside the room. Duke Ealdred entered to find Hamilton in an armchair, looking through the documents on the table.


      “Master,” the butler said, looking at him reproachfully with narrowed eyes.


      Marquess Kenneth pouted—rather unfittingly for the head of the house. “Don’t blame him. I asked to see these.”


      “I haven’t said anything,” the butler replied curtly.


      Hamilton merely groaned.


      Bernard’s smile widened. He approached the marquess, took the paper from his hands, and placed it on the table. “You need to rest,” he said. “If you keep pushing yourself, even what should recover may not heal properly.”


      “Great,” the marquess groused. “You’re on my case as well.”


      As much as Hamilton feigned displeasure, Duke Ealdred knew he wasn’t serious. He chuckled in response and took the seat across from him. The butler brought tea and snacks, then left the room, taking the documents with him. Noting the man’s consideration for his master, Bernard turned to face the marquess.


      “You’re looking better than I expected.”


      “Because of the bitter medicine they keep giving me.”


      The marquess had always been robust, never skipping his training. He had sustained severe injuries in countless battles but had almost never fallen ill. Hamilton was the kind of man to carry on as usual even when hurt, insisting he would heal on his own. Being stuck in bed and forced to take medicine must have been miserable for him.


      No matter the strength of his will, Marquess Kenneth’s body wouldn’t fully obey him. He sighed gently, well aware of the fact.


      “But sour or not, it won’t help me move my left side again,” he said, half in jest. “Put me on a horse, however, and I’d soon be right as rain.”


      Bernard smiled. After teleporting to his estate, his mind hazy from the poison, Hamilton had fallen unconscious for an entire week. When he finally came to, he found that his entire left side—even the left side of his face—was paralyzed. He couldn’t even swallow without trouble. Apparently, everyone in the manor had worried about his condition, which was completely unthinkable for a man with his track record.


      Now, a month later, the marquess had regained some measure of independence. Yet walking remained beyond him, even with a cane. He had only made it to the parlor today because he had kept complaining to his guard that he couldn’t receive Duke Ealdred from his bed. He had also ordered the guard to bring him the documents he had been looking through when Bernard arrived. Hamilton must have given an ultimatum: either that, or he would be taken to his office instead. While all of the servants were concerned about the marquess’s health, only his butler could defy him.


      “I would much rather you focus on your treatment,” the duke said. “We need you in good health.”


      “It’s quite irritating when your own body won’t listen to you.”


      “Impatience won’t help with that.”


      “Marianne—my daughter—said the same thing. Though she’s already returned to her workplace.”


      Marquess Kenneth argued like an innocent child, and Duke Ealdred soothed him. It was a trifling conversation, but Bernard was simply grateful that Hamilton was still alive.


      Eventually, the duke broached the main topic on his mind: “I must say, if that assassin managed to hurt you, he must really know his trade.”


      “I wasn’t fully on guard, mind you, but you’re right—he was skilled.” The marquess clumsily folded his arms, a thoroughly sour look on his face.


      Hamilton was a fierce lord and warrior who, with only his local army, had held the Empire of Yunatian at the border during the wave of attempted coups against the former king. He personally took to the battlefield, clad in armor and with sword in hand, to keep the knights’ morale high, and he never so much as flinched before an army far larger than his own.


      Truly, the marquess had kept firm control of the border. Sometimes with open valor, other times with the ferocity of a bird of prey, he had mowed down enemy troops and slain their generals. People said he was so intimidating that his enemies outright fled.


      Hamilton claimed that his only talent was swordplay. But when the former king began to suspect him of plotting rebellion and sought to dispose of him, the marquess had seen it coming. He dealt with the true troublemakers and, by doing so, escaped suspicion himself. He truly excelled at his job.


      Marquess Kenneth had almost never lost a one-on-one fight. Even the empire’s toughest generals and knights lauded as unmatched with the sword were like children before him. On top of his excellent swordsmanship, martial arts, and exceptional endurance, he was endowed with boundless willpower. He seldom lost heart, and that indomitable spirit served to intimidate his opponents. If an assassin had managed to put such a man on the brink of death, he was clearly something special.


      Duke Ealdred took a sip of tea. “Did you identify them?”


      “The assassin? Or his employer?” Hamilton asked, keeping his tone somewhat light.


      The man reputed to be a genius smiled wryly. “Both.”


      Evidently, the marquess had expected that reply. He smirked and said, “You’re asking a great deal. I have no simple answer on either count.”


      “They say every opinion is worth hearing.”


      “Do they, now? I’m not sure I agree,” Hamilton said rather coldly. He wasn’t arguing, nor was he trying to avoid the question. After giving the matter some thought, he went on, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t know who was behind it, but there are plenty of people who want me dead.”


      Simply being a marquess was enough to earn enemies both inside and outside the kingdom. Domestic nobles hated how much influence Hamilton had, while the empire considered him a threat to its invasion plans. He had also slain many of the neighboring nation’s generals. Although it was simply part of warfare, some of the bereaved no doubt resented him for it, which was why Marquess Kenneth avoided giving a clear answer.


      Still, Duke Ealdred picked up on the hidden meaning behind the marquess’s words. “So you have some idea who the assassin was?”


      “I do.”


      Hamilton regarded his guest with emotionless eyes, as if implying the duke probably had some idea as well. Bernard didn’t reply, however, waiting for his host to continue.


      Eventually, the marquess looked away and sighed. “It must be the Bringers. Nobody else uses poison that even healers struggle with.”


      Duke Ealdred nodded. From that simple gesture, Hamilton could tell that this man of exceptional intellect had identified the assassin. Bernard must have known things even the marquess was unaware of. Hamilton said nothing, inviting him to speak, and Bernard smiled weakly.


      “There’s a rumor that the Bringers are scaling up their activities,” the duke said. “And that a noble from our kingdom requested a particularly skilled assassin from an underworld information broker.”


      Marquess Kenneth frowned. He tried to lean forward, but his partial paralysis stopped him short. He clicked his tongue in irritation.


      Hamilton could never tell where Bernard got his information. The marquess had his own intelligence network, one of the best in the kingdom, yet Duke Ealdred always knew more. The man excelled at collecting information and inferring the truth from a few choice facts. He saw the world completely differently from other people.


      “A noble requested a skilled assassin?” Marquess Kenneth repeated. “The Bringers fit that bill. They didn’t actually send anyone, though, surely.”


      “Even I don’t know that much, but it seems they might have. I must say, it’s easier to gather information from Hudore than from one’s own domain.”


      “I wondered why you hadn’t gone back home yet.”


      A bitter look appeared on the marquess’s face. As a high-ranking noble, he didn’t have connections to the underworld. It had unwritten rules he would never be able to follow. But he did hear rumors every now and then.


      “Do you know which noble it was?” Hamilton asked.


      “I’m afraid not. But there are only so many suspects.”


      Hiring a member of the Bringers of Calamity required a down payment far too massive for ordinary nobles. Whoever had arranged the attempt on Marquess Kenneth’s life had to be particularly rich.


      “It seems likely that the assassin they hired is the same one who attacked me,” Hamilton said. “Not that I have proof.”


      “I think so too.”


      If that wasn’t the case, it would complicate things even further, for it would mean there were at least two remarkably skilled assassins in Slivegrandia. That would hardly be cause for celebration.


      Worse, the attempt on Hamilton’s life had left him half paralyzed, and he still found it hard to move. Both his steward and his son Lucian were handling work in his stead, but people believed the border was secure only because of the marquess himself. The empire might take his current weakness as the perfect opportunity to start a war. Between unrest at home and threats from abroad, there was serious reason to worry about national defense.


      “Let’s consider the possibility that it wasn’t the same assassin,” Hamilton suddenly began, breaking his long silence. Bernard turned to face him. “The worst-case scenario would be that the empire sent him.”


      “Indeed.”


      “Which would mean other people could also be targeted.”


      Hamilton spoke as though he were only speculating, but he sounded half convinced. The duke nodded in response.


      If the empire had sent an assassin, the king and the crown prince would also be in danger. The archduke might be spared as a potential puppet to put on the throne, but Riley, who had recently begun to distinguish himself, was starting to be seen as too difficult to control, and there was no way an empire as big as Yunatian wouldn’t know about him.


      Naturally, Marquess Kenneth and Duke Ealdred arrived at the same conclusion.


      “What do you think about increasing His Highness’s security?” Hamilton asked.


      “Royal guards would be enough to deal with ordinary assassins, but not one who managed to hurt you,” Bernard said. “They wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      The marquess groaned. It was the First Corps’s duty to protect members of royalty, but they weren’t as strong as the Seventh. And since this assassin had managed to bring down Hamilton so decisively, even the elites of the Seventh would only slightly prolong the prince’s life, at best.


      Before a heavy silence could settle over the room, Duke Ealdred spoke up again, this time with a faint smile. “But that should change when my son becomes a royal guard.”


      Hamilton’s eyes widened. Bernard never complimented anyone so unreservedly—not even his own family. Those around him were often surprised by how seriously he took every word he said.


      “I can’t wait to see it,” the marquess replied.


      “Nor can I. The day His Highness and my son stand side by side is one I greatly look forward to.”


      Austin was a mage knight. If he became a royal guard, he would considerably improve the prince’s security—but it would be a long time before that came to pass.


      Hamilton stroked his chin, a troubled look on his face. Bernard watched him for a while, then spoke as if an idea had suddenly come to him.


      “There are no mage knights among the royal guard, which leaves a hole in their defenses. Could we not fill it with an ordinary mage?”


      The marquess paused in thought. No mages fit to guard the prince came to mind.


      Bernard offered a thin smile. “It would be better to go with someone not aligned with the Ministry of Magic. Ben Draco would have been a reliable choice, but he lost his standing after the recent swarm.”


      “Are you suggesting that the ministry, in its present state, is conspiring against His Highness?”


      “Even if it isn’t, I doubt its mages would risk their lives for him, and Ben Draco and Petra Myyrylainen are the most capable among them.”


      Ben was under house arrest, and Petra was still on leave. They were far from viable choices. Still, the duke pressed on.


      “Do you know of any skilled mages outside the ministry who could naturally be placed at His Highness’s side?”


      “I doubt any even exist,” Hamilton said, dismissing the absurd request out of hand. “Nearly every capable mage works in the ministry. And even if we found an exception, we could never put someone from the streets near His—”


      The marquess cut himself off. The mild irritation in his eyes gave way to an intelligent gleam.


      Bernard stared at the older man. “Even with my information network, I can’t identify who put down the swarm near Hudore. They used expert-level light magic on such a grand scale, yet both the ministry and the order claim not to know who it was. One thing is clear, however—it didn’t happen on its own.”


      To the duke’s knowledge, Ben and Petra had been working on a set of sigils to quell swarms, but they hadn’t made enough progress to put them to use. Yet since no light mages had been sent to deal with the swarm near Hudore, there were only two possibilities: either there was a mage outside the ministry capable of powerful light magic, or the sigils had, in fact, been utilized. The latter was more likely, but Bernard was convinced that neither Ben nor Petra had used them.


      “If my theory is correct,” he went on, “Petra Myyrylainen used newly developed sigils to purge the relatively small swarm that sprang up before the prince’s birthday celebration. Those same sigils were likely used on the swarm that followed—but by whom, I don’t know.”


      “Wasn’t that Petra too?” Marquess Kenneth asked. “She developed them.”


      It was a perfectly natural assumption, but Bernard knew it couldn’t be true.


      “After purging the first swarm, Petra met up with the twins of House Draco. I don’t know everything about the sigils she developed, but they can’t be activated while protecting two small children. It goes without saying that Ben, who was confined to the palace, couldn’t have done it either. Someone else must have been there—someone who knew the procedure and carried it out.”


      Hamilton had been listening in silence, and his brow twitched when he heard the conclusion. “Was that set of sigils based on magic or hexes?”


      “A combination of both. The whole thing is too complicated to be called a sigil, and it relies too heavily on magical items to be called a spell. A layman wouldn’t even recognize it.”


      The marquess let out a rare burst of laughter. Something absurd had come to mind, yet he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Hardly anyone would take it seriously, but he suspected that the man before him just might. Hamilton studied Bernard closely, and the duke met his gaze with perfect calm.


      “Perhaps we should recommend Duke Clarke’s daughter for the position of His Highness’s fiancée.”


      “Lady Liliana?”


      Imperturbable as he typically was, even Bernard found himself blinking in surprise. The marquess returned a serious nod.


      Hamilton recalled the events of two years earlier. He had traveled to Hudore in the hope of catching whoever was behind the missing northerners, only to lose sight of Georg, the boy he was using as a decoy. In the end, Liliana had used a combination of magic and a hex sigil to locate Georg and the other kidnapped children, who had been locked up together. Because the marquess had misinterpreted the information her spell provided, he had sent his people to the wrong place, but the spell itself had most certainly worked.


      And that wasn’t all. Liliana had intentionally let him misunderstand the results, and she had personally headed to where the children were being kept. Before sending them to safety, she had clouded their memories so Hamilton wouldn’t find out she was behind the rescue operation.


      The marquess had surmised this much after speaking with the children. He had no proof, but his intuition told him Liliana was someone to be wary of. Surviving countless battlefields had taught him always to trust his instincts, which was why he had warned his nephew Brendon Carey, captain of the Seventh, to keep an eye on the girl and avoid making an enemy of her.


      “I’ve met her once,” he said. “She’s no ordinary child.”


      Hamilton had to speak vaguely. He had promised not to tell anyone Liliana had regained her voice and could use magic, and he couldn’t talk about the search for the missing northerners without breaking his word to her.


      Still, it was highly likely that Liliana could use the set of sigils Ben and Petra had developed. If a girl that skilled with magic was by the prince’s side, she would definitely be able to protect him. Hamilton’s only concerns were that he didn’t know the full extent of her magical talent, or whether it was acceptable to place such an important duty on someone so young.


      There was a long, contemplative pause before Bernard casually said, “I see.” He had known Hamilton for a long time and trusted his judgment. He didn’t doubt that the marquess had a good reason for bringing up Liliana, even if he hadn’t elaborated. Bernard also knew that Liliana was acquainted with Ben and Petra—and that she was learning magic. He had pieced that together from several clues: the timing and frequency of her tea parties and get-togethers with Riley, the places she visited, and what his son Austin had told him from his frequent trips to the palace.


      Bernard narrowed his eyes, which made his clean-cut features stand out more sharply than usual. He looked almost heartless. Then he clasped his hands loosely in his lap, having concluded that Liliana might have been responsible for putting down the swarm on the day of the prince’s birthday celebration.


      “You’re right,” he said. “She doesn’t have an alibi.”


      Liliana was supposed to have been asleep in a guest room during the swarm. Bernard had heard that her handmaiden was with her, though the attendant had actually been staying in an adjacent chamber. No one would have noticed if Liliana had slipped away. Moreover, the claim that she was mute came only from her father. Granted, she didn’t speak, but no doctor or mage had personally verified that she couldn’t.


      “Is something the matter?” Hamilton asked.


      Duke Ealdred shook his head. “It wouldn’t be strange for a fiancée candidate to remain by His Highness’s side. The problem is Duke Clarke’s opposition to such an engagement. And even though she’s been educated as a future crown princess, she’s still only nine. Protecting the prince would be far too heavy a burden for her.”


      Bernard didn’t mention Liliana’s missing voice, and the marquess, knowing it had already returned, saw no need to do so either. Hamilton failed to realize that his silence only strengthened the duke’s conviction.


      “You certainly wouldn’t think she’s nine,” the marquess said, his face a mixture of emotions.


      Hamilton shared Duke Ealdred’s concern. Still, hearing it put into words made him wonder whether they really should treat Liliana as an ordinary nine-year-old. She was far too mature for her age—so much so that even he, a veteran, could hardly believe what he was seeing.


      “Yes, but her age does bother me,” Bernard noted. “Not to mention, her father’s true intentions remain unclear.”


      Even with their information networks, the two men still couldn’t determine why Duke Clarke was trying to stop his daughter from becoming the prince’s fiancée.


      Hamilton sighed deeply and, with some difficulty, shifted in his armchair. “Do we need to rely on His Highness for this?”


      “I believe so. Apparently, there’s an agreement between Duke Clarke and His Majesty that could cost Lady Liliana her candidacy by the time she turns ten. We have to secure her position until then.”


      The agreement between the duke and the king had been kept secret, but Marquess Kenneth and Duke Ealdred were among the few people who knew about it.


      “Ensuring His Highness’s safety isn’t enough,” Hamilton said. “We have to go on the offensive too. Let’s ask Marchioness Calvert to help us with the empire.”


      With that, the influential nobles began planning their course of action. They would need to act in secret, and naturally, there were only a few trustworthy people they could ask for help.


      Their confidential discussion at the border lasted until sunset.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      One fine afternoon, Gildo and Olga answered a summons from their charge. Life had been hectic ever since the swarm next to Hudore, and it had remained that way even after Liliana’s return to her estate. The two mercenaries headed to the parlor beside her room, alone together for the first time in quite a while.


      “Hey,” Gildo said quietly. “The girl didn’t do anythin’ weird at the town house in Hudore, did she?”


      “Weird in what sense?” Olga asked.


      Gildo fell silent, wearing a deep frown. Only he knew that Liliana’s voice had returned.


      Olga was aware that Liliana had used the highest level of light magic to vanquish the swarm when they had met, but she didn’t know the girl could also teleport. For that reason, when a separate swarm near Hudore interrupted Riley’s birthday celebration, only Gildo suspected that Liliana had gone to stop it.


      “Well, you know...” he muttered. Liliana seemed so intent on keeping her powers secret that Gildo didn’t want to share them with Olga, but he couldn’t think of another way to voice what was on his mind.


      “I don’t know. From what I could tell, she was acting normal. I can’t be completely sure, since I wasn’t with her all the time, but she never left the manor, at least.”


      “Okay.”


      Gildo’s expression remained sour, despite his reply. Olga might not have seen Liliana leave the manor, but that didn’t mean much when the latter could teleport. Still, it wouldn’t have been reasonable to ask his fellow mercenary to keep an eye on her around the clock. And even if he asked Liliana, he doubted she would tell the truth.


      “Oh well,” Gildo sighed. “I guess what matters is that she’s fine now.”


      Years spent as a mercenary had taught him not to dwell too much on the past. It was far more productive to consider the options one had in the present, for the sake of the future.


      Olga was still confused, but she dropped the subject just as quickly as Gildo did. There was no point in pressing him further; he clearly wasn’t going to say anything else of value.


      After continuing down the estate’s hallways, the pair finally reached the parlor. They knocked on the door, and Marianne answered.


      “Please come in. My lady is waiting.”


      Gildo and Olga entered, noting how much more convenient things were here than in the palace or the manors of other nobles, where one had to go through multiple servants before meeting one’s employer. Liliana was relaxing on the couch, dressed comfortably. Gildo observed her through narrowed eyes. She looked a little tired, but he saw nothing out of the ordinary—much to his relief.


      “Please, sit down,” Marianne said.


      The two mercenaries sat across from Liliana. She held out a piece of paper, her hand as frail as ever, and Olga promptly accepted it.


      “‘A combat tournament’?” she read aloud.


      The paper announced an event coming up in the near future. Participants would be split into four divisions, and there was no requirement for entry other than bringing someone to vouch for you. Mercenaries would need a note from their most recent employer.


      After Gildo and Olga read the letter, Liliana swiftly wrote her question on a nearby sheet of paper: “Do you know anything about this?”


      “Not much,” Gildo replied, looking as though he really couldn’t be bothered with the event. “A guy told me about it when I was on break the other day.”


      He had recently been meeting with Tenrec, an information broker from the underworld. Wearing a nasty smile, the man had asked Gildo whether he intended to participate, to bared teeth and a staunch no from the mercenary. Gildo’s experiences with Hudore hadn’t exactly been great; why would he go to the trouble of proving himself, in front of nobles he despised?


      “I saw an announcement for it in Hudore on one of my days off,” Olga said flatly.


      Liliana raised the corners of her lips. “I’m glad you already know. I wanted to offer you both the chance to participate.”


      The two mercenaries were stunned. They had never seen this coming. Gildo gave a huge grimace, while Olga grinned in amusement.


      “Count me out,” the man said. “I’m not a circus animal.”


      “Can I assume knights of the royal order are going to take part?” Olga asked offhandedly.


      Liliana’s smile broadened. Marianne was behind Gildo, looking at him reproachfully for the way he spoke to her lady, but he didn’t care at all. Olga didn’t seem bothered either. It was always fun to see their interactions.


      Wasting no time, Liliana jotted down her reply. “You don’t have to participate, Gildo. I won’t force you. And yes, Olga—I’m told knights of the royal order will be there. I take it you’re interested?”


      “Of course,” she answered in a heartbeat.


      In contrast to her usual stoicism, Olga was clearly in high spirits. Liliana—and everyone else in the room—stared at her as though witnessing something they might never see again.


      “Which division would you join?”


      “The mageblade one,” Olga said, again without hesitating.


      Gildo’s eyes widened, fixing on his fellow mercenary. “Whoa. Slow down. Your mageblade’s impressive and all, but won’t you be goin’ up exclusively against knights of the royal order?”


      Liliana nodded to his last question. Olga already knew whom she would need to face.


      “Obviously,” she replied, seeming to wonder why he even felt the need to ask. “There’s barely a single mage warrior among mercenaries. It’s only natural that I’d need to fight mage knights.”


      Indeed, there were almost no mage knights outside of the royal order. The only notable exceptions were in the local orders of the Calvert and Kenneth marquessates. Even the orders in the largest duchies had only one or two at most. In other words, the Mageblade Division was going to be composed almost entirely of members of the Second Corps, and Olga was fully intent on going up against seasoned veterans. There was, of course, a small risk she might get hurt, which Liliana and Marianne both recognized as the reason for Gildo’s concern.


      “Wait,” he said, perturbed. “You’ve gotta admit this is a bad idea. You’re just a mercenary. If you go beatin’ up knights of the royal order, people might hold it against you, even if you don’t deserve it.”


      Marianne froze, not seeming to understand the implication. To Liliana, however, the argument made perfect sense.


      “I’m told the royal order is unmatched. Is Olga even stronger?”


      Gildo leaned forward to read the message, and a serious look came over him. “She’s the strongest person I know. I’ve seen her fight the royal order’s mage knights plenty of times. They’re strong, all right, but goin’ face-to-face with Olga? They don’t stand much of a chance. They’d have to gang up on her to win, really.”


      “I don’t know about that,” Olga replied with a straight face, as if she weren’t the focus of the conversation. “The current captain of the Second is the son of Marchioness Calvert. Their family has a unique style with the mageblade.”


      “Basically, you’re sayin’ you’d trounce everyone except the captain.” Even Gildo couldn’t hide his amazement.


      Liliana finally understood what Olga’s motivation must have been—not testing her skills or obtaining the reward, but dueling the captain of the Second.


      “Are you acquainted with Captain Calvert?” Liliana wrote, then passed the paper to Olga. The mercenary looked at the message, then at its author, and chuckled joyfully.


      “I’m not, no. I know him, but we’ve never met.”


      Liliana wondered if Olga knew someone from the captain’s family, though she doubted the mercenary would elaborate. She set the matter aside for now, hoping the truth would become clear on the day of the tournament.


      “Very well, Olga. I’ll prepare your identification documents. You’ll receive them once they’re ready.”


      Liliana would also need to fake Olga’s employer. Overall, it was sure to take longer than she’d wanted.


      “Thank you,” the woman replied, grinning from ear to ear.


      Gildo looked as though he had more on his mind, but he said nothing, choosing instead to bite his tongue.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Liliana returned to her room, having finished eating in the dining hall, and stopped outside the door. She stared at it for a moment, then sighed gently.


      “Is something wrong, my lady?” Marianne asked, accompanying her.


      Liliana shook her head, confusing the handmaiden. Marianne didn’t notice the spell her lady used right before opening the door.


      Relieved, Liliana entered with a look of ignorance. She sat down on the couch, leaving her handmaiden to turn on the lights and prepare the bed, and picked up a book on magic she had recently been going through. Though she pretended to read, she was actually repairing the spells and hexes she had placed on the room.


      Marianne prepared some nighttime tea for her lady, then took her leave, at which point Liliana finally dispelled the illusion she had cast over a corner of the room. The shadows retreated to reveal a boy, vines restraining his arms and legs. It was the very assassin who had pledged to join her.
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      “Don’t you have anything better to do?” Liliana asked. “I thought I said that you’re not to attack me.”


      Obsidian gave a joyful grin, not caring for her complaint. “I was just thinking how beautiful your spells are. They’re, what’s the word...aesthetic, I guess. It makes me wanna keep trying.”


      “That doesn’t excuse setting a trap that would melt me the moment I entered the room.”


      Obsidian smiled even more—from the bottom of his heart this time. “Ah. I knew you’d notice.”


      Liliana narrowed her eyes, incredulous. Even after agreeing to work for her, the boy tried to kill her at every opportunity. How he went about it depended on his mood, covering everything from physical attacks to magical or hex-based traps. He insisted that he wasn’t being earnest in his attempts—indeed, there was a certain carelessness to them, as though he were a kitten playfully batting at his mother—but that offered very little comfort when every one of his “pranks” was lethal.


      Not seeming to notice Liliana’s exasperation, the boy motioned with his chin at his restrained arms. “Hey. Can you, like, remove these already? I won’t do anything more today.”


      “I would rather you stop for good, not just for today. It’s too much of a pain to deal with.”


      The boy smirked. He always kept his word, which was precisely why he wouldn’t promise to leave her be. Liliana had found out as much soon after learning his name.


      “Dissipé.”


      She dispelled the vines around Obsidian’s body, and he slowly returned to his feet, rotating his wrists as if to loosen them. He sauntered up to Liliana, then sat down in front of her and looked around curiously. His eyes traced spells and hexes invisible to ordinary humans.


      “So, Princess, what are these hexes you’re using?” he asked. “I know they’re not used in this country or the empire.”


      Obsidian never addressed Liliana by name. Supposedly, it was in case someone overheard them, but she suspected he just couldn’t be bothered. She hadn’t known how to react at first—she hadn’t been called “Princess” before—but she hadn’t said anything to stop him, and now it was the norm between them.


      “Most of them are from books imported from the empire,” Liliana explained.


      “You serious?”


      “Why wouldn’t I be?”


      Liliana didn’t feel the need to hide things from a character who hadn’t appeared in the first game. That made Obsidian all the more curious, and he stared at her intently.


      Liliana returned the look, unsettled. “What?”


      “Well, you know, I was wondering what’s in that head of yours,” the boy said, as though eager to perform an autopsy then and there. He must have noticed the almost imperceptible frown that was Liliana’s response, because he followed up with a quick “Just messing.”


      “Anyway,” Obsidian continued, “you’ve gotta admit it’s weird. I get that you come up with these things yourself, using hexes as a foundation, but you’d expect at least some of their original form to remain, right? If they’re so advanced that you can’t even recognize them, can you even call them hexes anymore?”


      As the boy spoke, the look in his eyes became increasingly vacant. The more he learned about the girl before him, the more he came to realize just how superhuman she was.


      Liliana herself didn’t care how people saw her abilities. She took another sip of her tea and swiftly moved the conversation along. “So, do you have anything interesting for me?”


      A look of evident displeasure appeared on Obsidian’s face as he remembered something important. He slumped into the couch, threw one leg over the other, and rested an elbow on his lap.


      “Yeah—what’s with that guy? Marquess Kenneth, or whatever his name was. Is he even human? He’s still alive, you know.”


      “Oh. Your poison paralyzed the left side of his body, so there’s still that.”


      Liliana replied calmly, well aware that she was speaking to the person behind the attack. Duty required that she surrender him to the knights’ order or to Hamilton himself, but spies were hard for her to come by, and she refused to give hers up if she could help it. Even the fact he had attacked Marianna’s father wasn’t enough to sway her.


      “Normally, it’s guaranteed death. Even huge animals go down instantly,” Obsidian grumbled. “I wish he’d at least ended up in a coma or been paralyzed fully. Why’d it only work on half of him?”


      He couldn’t grasp Liliana’s reaction. Wasn’t she annoyed that he had tried to assassinate her beloved handmaiden’s father? Most people would be outraged if a relative of someone they loved had been targeted, yet the girl before him seemed perfectly calm.


      In truth, Liliana saw no reason not to be. Even if she tried to avenge Marianne’s father, Obsidian would either cut her down or escape. Besides, she was currently more interested in another part of what the boy had said.


      “So,” she began, “what was the poison made from?”


      “That’s what you wanna know?”


      Obsidian laughed so hard that he had to clutch his stomach. He couldn’t remember the last time he had heard something so funny. It was nice to have someone treat him normally, despite his profession, and react in ways he had never seen before.


      “Sorry, but it’s one of my clan’s top secrets,” he said. “Couldn’t tell you if I wanted to.”


      “Oh. That’s unfortunate. Could you give me a drop, at least?” Liliana asked, refusing to give up so easily.


      Obsidian stared at Liliana with eyes devoid of emotion, trying to deduce her true intentions. She met his gaze head-on. Try as he might, there was nothing for him to pick up on. She had asked purely out of curiosity.


      At last, the boy buried a hand in his pocket and took out something small. “Careful,” he said. “Touch it and you’re dead.”


      Liliana accepted the vial, a somber look on her face. At a glance, the transparent liquid inside appeared no different from water.


      “Thank you,” she replied with a smile.


      Obsidian scratched his cheek. He wasn’t used to gratitude, so he never knew how to respond when Liliana thanked him. The fact he felt more comfortable trying to assassinate her than engaging in perfectly mundane interactions made them strangely similar, in a sense—not that either one of them cared to admit it.


      “Anyway...” the boy said, trying to recover. More often than not, he came by without a reason, but this time he actually had one.


      Liliana merely blinked at him.


      “About that Nicholas Bergson you asked me to look into...”


      “Have you learned anything?”


      Liliana had asked Obsidian to find out for whom the Minister of Magic was working. She suspected the man was in some way connected to her father, so the young assassin’s next words took her by surprise.


      “He’s got no principles whatsoever.”


      It wasn’t the most informative answer. Liliana shot him a look, urging him to elaborate.


      “There’s no noble he won’t suck up to,” the boy continued. “On top of his ministry work, he accepts a ton of side gigs, whether they’re long-term jobs or onetime deals.”


      “Who is he working for?”


      Obsidian went through the names. Loyalists, Arcacians, imperials, and archduke supporters—Bergson had worked with them all. And if they counted the nobles and wealthy merchants he had dealt with only once, the number became even more staggering. Liliana could scarcely believe it.


      “Told you he’s got no principles,” Obsidian said cheerfully.


      “So it would seem. I’m surprised my father didn’t come up, though.”


      “Yeah, well, there were a bunch of powerful nobles who didn’t.”


      As far as the boy could tell, Bergson’s client list was missing not only Duke Clarke but also several other prominent nobles: Duke Ealdred, Marquess Kenneth, and Marchioness Calvert. They all employed their own mages, meaning they had no need to work with the minister.


      Liliana knew her father had asked Bergson to dispel the hex on her throat, which meant Obsidian’s investigation wasn’t free from oversight. She stared at him, scrutinizing him closely. Had he omitted some information intentionally, or had the evidence of her father’s request simply been disposed of?


      “What?” the boy asked, confused.


      “I was wondering if your list might be incomplete.”


      It was an accusation more than anything else, but Obsidian merely raised an eyebrow. Far from getting upset, he actually smirked in amusement. “You’re saying someone hid parts of it?”


      “It’s something to consider.”


      Especially if high-ranking nobles were involved. They had a reputation to protect, and they wouldn’t want the public to know they had made deals with the Minister of Magic despite already having their own personal mages.


      Obsidian didn’t get angry about having his skills questioned. “It’s possible,” he replied evenly. “There are a lotta blanks in his records.”


      Bergson must have made deals he wouldn’t want anyone to know about. There was a good chance they involved Duke Clarke. Liliana suspected her father had asked the minister to do things that, if made public, would cause an even greater uproar than the revelation that he—a noble of such high rank—had worked with Bergson at all.


      “With all that said, it seems the minister recently lost a major client,” the boy continued. “These days, he’s quick to lose his temper and takes it out on his subordinates. The guy who’s about to take over as vice minister is bearing the brunt of it.”


      “Zorn Greed, was it?”


      Obsidian nodded. After Ben Draco’s demotion, a new vice minister had been chosen: Zorn, the son of Count Greed. It must have been part of Bergson’s plan to further consolidate his control over the ministry by installing one of his pawns in such a high post. Zorn Greed was one of his trusted retainers—one who had tried to plant evidence on Ben after the swarm to frame him.


      Liliana thought for a moment. The “major client” the boy had mentioned could be her father. But from what she knew of the duke, he wasn’t the type to entrust another person with anything important enough to justify that label, nor would he ever give much work to someone like Bergson.


      “Does he do all of his work outside the ministry by himself?” Liliana asked.


      “Nah. When he’s doing jobs for the people I just mentioned, he sometimes gets his subordinates involved. The poor bastards often don’t even get paid, and when they do, it’s next to nothing.”


      Evidently, the minister’s greed knew no bounds.


      “Very well,” Liliana replied. “Please continue your investigation. Let me know if you learn any other important information.”


      “You got it. I’ll report back if I learn anything fun.”


      Having made a point of twisting Liliana’s words, Obsidian got up. Liliana stared at him in amazement, but even so, she didn’t correct him. It would be a waste of effort to try to rein this boy in when he did as he pleased without a care for what she had to say.


      “All right. See ya.”


      With a wave of his hand, Obsidian vanished from the room.


      Now alone, Liliana let out a sigh. She mended all the spells and hexes the boy had set off, restoring them to their original state. Anyone else might have been upset about someone tampering with their setup, but Liliana was more curious about his ideas for improving it. She had already succeeded in developing new spells and hexes based on what he had taught her—ones she would never have come up with on her own.


      “An unexpected benefit,” she said with a grateful smile.




      Having left Liliana’s room, Obsidian muttered to himself as he walked down the road. “Her hexes sure are getting better. Where does she even get her ideas from?”


      It was safe to say that nobody else in Slivegrandia or Yunatian could develop the same kinds of spells she could.


      “And wasn’t she supposed to have an affinity for wind magic? There were traces of dark mana on the spells and hexes in her room. Did she convert her mana with a hex or something?”


      Obsidian may have been an expert at killing, but he was a novice in matters of magic and hexes. He had never heard of mana changing type through a hex. Then again, Liliana’s work surpassed anything even the best specialists could produce. While he found the matter a little strange, he figured there had to be a good explanation for it.

    

  

  
    
      Extra: The Girl and the Made-to-Order Scarf


      On a clear day shortly before the crown prince’s tenth birthday, Petra Myyrylainen, who worked at the Ministry of Magic, arrived at Liliana’s estate carrying a large bag. It wasn’t her first visit—though initially, Liliana had gone to the ministry instead. Worried that her father might learn of her meetings with Petra, she had traveled there on days when she was summoned to the palace. Only once she was convinced none of her servants were connected to the duke had she begun inviting Petra to the estate instead.


      The mage looked up in surprise at Gildo, who stood imposingly at the gate with a sour look on his face. She had expected to see the estate’s usual guards.


      “Oh, hey. You’re guarding the gate today, not the girl?”


      “Yeah...” the mercenary replied bitterly.


      He tended to avoid looking at Petra, either because she had left too strong an impression on him or because he simply had trouble dealing with her. She didn’t mind. If anything, she was secretly amused by his reaction.


      Petra studied Gildo carefully. Something seemed off about him today, and it didn’t take her long to notice what it was.


      “Hey, what’s with the scarf?”


      “This?” he asked, tugging at the band of cloth around his neck. It was rather fancy for an ordinary guard to wear, and it was tied so firmly that the knot didn’t even budge. “The girl gave it to me on a whim.”


      Despite the frustration in his tone, he didn’t actually seem to mind it. Petra figured there was a reason for the sudden change in his appearance, but Gildo could be surprisingly reticent, and he probably wouldn’t tell her even if she asked. She made a mental note to ask Liliana about it later.


      “Oh well,” Petra said. “Take me to her.”


      “You saw me send for the handmaiden.”


      Liliana’s estate didn’t have a butler to manage the servants. That duty currently fell to Marianne, but she had other tasks as well. Gildo probably wanted to stress that it wasn’t his job to entertain guests; he was only at the gate because the usual guard was off duty.


      It was then that Marianne arrived, having been called over by one of the servants. She typically wore her black work uniform, but today she was dressed in a fancy red dress, much to Petra’s surprise. Its simplicity made it more suitable for an afternoon tea party than a soiree, but its beauty highlighted the young maiden’s innocence.


      “What’s with the dress?” Petra asked, just as she had questioned Gildo.


      Marianne frowned. “You never change, do you?”


      “Anyone would be curious. Are you gonna tell me?”


      “Come. We shouldn’t keep my lady waiting.”


      The handmaiden completely dodged the question, turned her back to Petra, and started toward the estate. The mage looked at Gildo, but he was still averting his eyes, so she gave up and followed Marianne.


      They walked through the halls to the same parlor Petra had been taken to on her previous visits. She asked again, despite the poor reaction she had received the first time.


      “So, what’s with the dress?”


      Marianne sighed. She and Petra weren’t that close, but they had known each other long enough that she knew the mage’s curiosity wouldn’t simply fade away.


      There were two kinds of mages: those who actually liked using magic and those who focused on research. Petra was clearly the latter. She had a scholarly mind, and she wouldn’t rest until she had learned everything there was to know about whatever interested her. Even if Marianne refused to answer, Petra would simply ask Liliana, and the last thing the handmaiden wanted was for her young mistress to be bothered.


      “My lady gave it to me for my debut,” she said, then sighed in resignation. “I won’t be attending any tea parties or soirees, so she asked that I at least put it on this once.”


      “Huh. And she got the other servants involved so you wouldn’t stand out, since you’d never wear it otherwise.” The mage smirked. “Why not wear it to the crown prince’s upcoming birthday celebration? Or are you staying home?”


      Even from the handmaiden’s brief summary, Petra had deduced the truth. It hadn’t been that hard to figure out; Gildo had a scarf on, and the other servants were wearing unusual aprons or had scarves wrapped around their hair.


      Marianne waved Petra off, starting to look seriously angry. She must have been fed up with the teasing.


      “It looks great, though. It really suits you,” the mage continued, grinning cheerfully. “Normally, you pass for an ordinary handmaiden, but now you actually look like a noblewoman. As you should.”


      “What am I to you, exactly?”


      “A handmaiden who loves her mistress so, so much?”


      Petra wasn’t wrong, but her excessively straightforward response made Marianne scrunch up her face as if trying to endure a migraine. She decided not to go along with the mage’s banter anymore.


      “Please wait here,” she said once they entered the parlor.


      Petra sat down on the couch and waited as Marianne went to fetch her mistress. They returned shortly afterward. Liliana was dressed somewhat smartly—not as formally as when she visited the palace, but more than usual, probably to match everyone else.


      “It’s been a while,” Petra said, rising to greet her. “Though I guess we saw each other fairly recently.”


      “Yes. Thank you for what you did then,” Liliana wrote, taking the seat across from her.


      Petra sat down as well, while Marianne prepared tea and snacks for two.


      Liliana had last met with Petra a week ago, to hear the results of the mage’s analysis of the Yunatian merchants’ fabrics. The sigils on them were clearly based on hexes from the Empire of Anatole far to the east, but that system of hexes was poorly understood in Slivegrandia, which had limited how much Petra could learn from them. Fortunately, she had at least discovered that the hexes were meant to find someone and that they had some sort of hidden activation condition.


      “No problem,” the mage replied. “I’m swamped with work at the ministry, and doing things with you is far more enjoyable than all the stupid tasks they set me.”


      There was no creativity involved in most of the work she got at the ministry. It was all routine tasks that never gave her a chance to test her skills. Analyzing a hex sigil she would ordinarily never get to see in Slivegrandia, on the other hand, had truly sparked her curiosity. She didn’t mind sacrificing sleep to work on it. Petra had, in fact, looked utterly exhausted when she told Liliana the results, but her eyes had brimmed with excitement regardless. Research was her true interest, after all.


      “Have you found out anything new?” Petra asked.


      “I’m afraid not. I asked Gildo and Olga, thinking they might know more about Yunatian, but neither of them could tell me anything about the fabrics.”


      Gildo had seemed conflicted and said that the purpose of the sigils might be to search for northerners. There was no need to reveal that to Petra, though. Knowing more than she needed to could put her in danger.


      “How is Ben doing these days? I haven’t seen him in a while.”


      “Same as always. He constantly complains that he has no time for research. There’s a lot to do in preparation for the crown prince’s birthday party, so he probably doesn’t get to come home as often.”


      A restless air had settled over the palace. It wasn’t every year that a grand party was held to celebrate the crown prince’s birthday—only for specific milestones designated by the royal family. The nobles and palace servants were motivated for the upcoming event, though it meant those involved had more work to do than usual.


      “Is the ministry busy too?”


      Petra shrugged. “The higher-ups keep increasing everyone’s workload, just for the party. I don’t know if the royals or the council are behind it, but they’re probably eager to make themselves look good and curry favor with everyone else. And when they put people to work on all that fluff, I’m stuck doing things that aren’t even my responsibility. It’s extremely annoying.”


      She spoke calmly, though her words could easily have seen her charged with disrespecting royalty or nobility. Liliana didn’t mind in the slightest, and while Marianne wore a look of dismay, she didn’t seem at all surprised. Petra’s disregard for people in power had been apparent since their first meeting, and the same was true of her open dislike for the mages who worked at the ministry.


      “So, about why I invited you...” Liliana wrote, then looked up at Marianne.


      The handmaiden nodded, reached under the table in the corner of the parlor, and took out a large package.


      Petra looked confused. “What’s this?”


      “Consider it a thank-you for everything you’ve done for me.”


      Marianne didn’t know about the lessons in magic and hexes that Petra had been giving Liliana. To the handmaiden’s knowledge, her lady had simply asked the mage, on Riley’s behalf, to investigate strange items brought into the Duchy of Clarke by a Yunatian merchant. Liliana kept her explanation vague to ensure it stayed that way, though Petra immediately understood what she was getting at.


      The mage smiled awkwardly and accepted the package. “Oh, you didn’t have to. Thanks, though. Can I open it?”


      “Of course.”


      Inside was a crimson robe. It was of much higher quality than the kind given to the mages of the ministry but simple enough for everyday use. Petra broke into a grin.


      “Wow. This is lovely. It’s definitely better than anything in my wardrobe.”


      That came as no surprise. Crimson fabrics were valuable enough to be presented to royalty. Even ordinary nobles couldn’t get their hands on them. Unfortunately, the other two people in the parlor—one the daughter of a prominent duke, the other the daughter of a prominent marquess, even if she was present only as a mere handmaiden—were so accustomed to luxury that their sensibilities were anything but normal.


      “You might not be able to wear it anywhere your official robe is required, but it should be perfect for any other formal occasion.”


      “That’s true. I’ll take good care of it.”


      Petra happily returned the robe to the package. She then picked up the large bag she had brought with her and placed it on the low table between her and Liliana.


      “What is this?”


      “A gift for you.”


      Liliana cocked her head. It wasn’t her birthday, and she had never received presents for any other reason. Riley was the sole exception, but she assumed that was because she was the daughter of one of the three most powerful dukes and thus the primary candidate to become his fiancée. That Petra would go to such trouble for her made no sense.


      “What is the occasion?”


      “What’re you talking about? You’ve given your servants gifts without any particular reason. It’s the same thing.”


      Petra’s reply only confused Liliana further. She had sent gifts to her servants, but only to win them over. It was entirely for her own sake. The mage, by contrast, hated nobles enough to rival Gildo, and even if she got caught up in something big, she wouldn’t rely on Liliana to get her out of it. The only explanation left was that she had brought the gift out of pure, unadulterated goodwill.


      Liliana gave up trying to make sense of it. The bag looked heavy, so she left it on the table and reached out, planning to peek inside.


      “Allow me.”


      At her handmaiden’s request, Liliana nodded and drew back her hands. Marianne nimbly opened the bag and took out several pieces of fabric, each large enough to be used as a sheet and of such high quality that an ordinary mage would never normally be able to obtain one. The fabrics were crimson, but they clearly weren’t from the Duchy of Clarke.


      “They’re from Yunatian,” Petra explained, seeing Liliana’s confusion. “They may not be quite up to your usual standards, but they’re woven in a special way that lets them conduct mana more easily than ordinary fabric, making magic and sigils easier to activate.”


      Liliana’s eyes began to shine, and she leaned forward a little. Petra had expected the reaction, and a broad smile spread across her face.


      “I couldn’t return the Yunatian fabrics I analyzed, after all. Consider these a replacement. You might not have a use for them yet, but out of everything I could give you, something like this seemed best.”


      Petra must have meant items related to magic and hexes. She had to keep her explanation vague because of Marianne, but she had given Liliana the fabric to use in her experiments. Obviously, the handmaiden didn’t find anything strange about the conversation, since she didn’t know that Liliana could use magic. In fact, she found Petra’s excuse convincing.


      “Thank you. I’ll put them to good use,” Liliana wrote in reply, then jotted down instructions for her handmaiden. “I’m going to use these for my sheets from tonight onward. Could you prepare them for me?”


      “As you wish,” Marianne replied without a second thought.


      She had mana but not the talent to use magic, which meant she couldn’t tell the difference between ordinary fabrics and mana-conductive ones, even though she knew the basics of magic that every noble had to learn. She also trusted Petra enough to believe she would never harm Liliana. If someone else had come bearing such a gift, she would have been wary of the giver, but she didn’t seem to suspect the mage at all.


      Marianne left the parlor with the bag, probably intent on changing the sheets at once. Liliana waited until she and Petra were alone, then raised a soundproof barrier around the parlor and turned to her guest.


      “Thank you for such a wonderful gift. If the fabrics are from Yunatian, does that mean they’re better suited for magic sigils than hex ones?”


      “Nope.” The mage smirked. “They were woven in the east of the empire, so I’d recommend using them for hex sigils instead. Should be twice as effective as ordinary fabric.”


      “That’s fantastic.”


      Truly, it was a perfect present. Liliana’s room was outfitted with an abundance of magic and hex sigils. There was always a risk of assassins and spies slipping past Gildo and Olga, so she needed an extra layer of defense that would activate on its own in response to intruders. At this point, her setup was practically a work of art. And with the fabrics she had just received, its accuracy should improve dramatically.


      Liliana was already in high spirits. Her mind raced with ideas for fixing the parts of her defenses that had been bothering her for a while. She could do that while transferring her hex sigils from her old bedsheets to the new fabrics.


      Petra beamed, having guessed what Liliana was thinking. “I’m sure you’ll make ample use of them.”


      “Of course,” the girl replied, overflowing with confidence.


      She couldn’t have imagined that roughly a year later, those sheets would allow her to capture the deadliest assassin on the continent.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello. My name is Kei Yose. Thank you for reading this book.


      Since the first volume was as thick as a stand-alone novel, I wanted to keep this one shorter. Unfortunately, that didn’t go very well. I tweaked a lot of parts to make it more readable, but I also added more story segments, and the book is chock-full of foreshadowing, so it ended up just as thick as the previous one. How did this happen?


      This time, I added an extra page to the afterword. When I complained to my editor that I didn’t know what to write, I was told to talk about the story, so I’m going to look back on it without spoiling anything.


      Uh... It’s basically all foreshadowing. Sorry for repeating myself.


      While I was working on the web novel, a friend told me that things were looking too hopeless. The reason they seemed that way, as well as how the story goes from despair to a happy ending, is all within these pages. If you can pick up on the foreshadowing, you’ve probably already read the web novel—and on top of that, you must have an exceptional memory. Definitely better than mine. No exam should be too hard for you.


      If you’re reading this story for the first time, and you like thinking things through for yourself, try looking for the foreshadowing in what you’ve seen so far. Although it’s full of clichés—a villainess, reincarnation, exile, heroes—and the numerous twists I’m so fond of, I’ve done my best to avoid overly convenient developments. Everything is foreshadowing, including Liliana’s entire character, so please enjoy.


      And if you’d rather not think too hard, then let’s shake hands. I hope you’ll be able to sit back and take in the feel of the story. I’ve tried to make it fun for casual readers too.


      While this volume was almost nothing but foreshadowing, the story will be turned on its head in the next one. It should stop being so orthodox at that point, though when I write, I sometimes can’t tell what’s orthodox and what isn’t anymore. Please read the third volume and see for yourself.


      The cover images have a variety of hidden meanings too, and I’m thinking of touching on that in the afterword for volume 3. I’m bad at writing afterwords, so it’ll depend on how I feel at the time—and on whether I need to add another page or two.


      Finally, my heartfelt gratitude goes to Ruria Miyuki, who provided gorgeous illustrations once again; to my editor; to the whole editing department; to the proofreaders; to the designers; and to everyone else involved with this volume.


      I hope to see all of my readers again in my future works.
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      Glossary of Terms


      Loyalists and Arcacians


      The two major factions in the Kingdom of Slivegrandia. The loyalists support the current king and place their hopes in Riley, his successor. The Arcacians, by contrast, want Duke Ealdred to take the throne, both because they oppose the current state of the royal family and because, unlike the king, he has no imperial blood.




      Neutral faction


      Nobles who haven’t yet aligned themselves with any side.




      Archduke’s faction


      A minority faction that supports Archduke Franklin’s claim to the throne.




      Children of Alvaldi


      An ethnic group from the northern lands, separated from Slivegrandia by steep mountains. They possess a unique, nonmagical power that grants them immunity to illusion magic.




      Bringers of Calamity


      A formidable clan of assassins operating in both the Kingdom of Slivegrandia and the Empire of Yunatian. They have the power to alter the course of history from behind the scenes. Recently, however, the main family in Yunatian and the branch family in Slivegrandia have come into conflict. Members swear absolute loyalty to the clan and treat one another like family.




      Crimson fabrics


      In Slivegrandia, high-quality crimson fabrics may be produced only in the special dyeing district on the southern edge of the Duchy of Clarke.




      Aster


      God of stars. A protective deity believed to guide travelers.




      Three demonic centuries


      A chaotic period in history when the world was under the demon king’s rule and nations were mired in perpetual civil war. Some history books claim it began with the murder of the fairy princess and the king of heaven’s subsequent withdrawal into seclusion.




      Legend of the Three Heroes and the Saint


      The tale of the saint, believed to be the reincarnation of the fairy princess, and of the three heroes: the champion, the mage, and the sage. Together, the four of them sealed away the demon king, rebuilt Slivegrandia, and brought an end to the three demonic centuries.




      Empire of Yunatian


      A large nation located east of Slivegrandia, where magic is widespread. Many of its garments are adorned with writing woven into pictorial designs. Its capital is Tutelary, and its second-largest city, Welk, is famous for its arts.




      Fiondi and the King of Heaven


      The most famous tragedy in Slivegrandia and the inspiration for countless operas and fairy tales. It tells of Fiondi, a fairy princess slain by demons, and of the king of heaven, who was consumed by grief at her death. From that day on, the sky was shrouded in clouds while his soul wandered for eternity, searching in vain for his beloved princess. Some history books include a continuation of the story.

    

  

  
    
      Additional Characters (Spoiler Warning)


      Abram


      Duke Clarke, Liliana’s father and the premier of Slivegrandia. Also known as the Cerulean Flame.




      Ada


      Duke Ealdred’s late wife.




      Azurite (black lion)


      A heteromorph who befriended Liliana.




      Barbara Clarke


      Liliana’s grandmother.




      Belinda Clarke


      Liliana’s mother.




      Billy Kenneth


      Marquess Kenneth’s son and Marianne’s younger brother.




      Brendon Carey


      Marquess Kenneth’s nephew and captain of the royal order’s Seventh Corps.




      Bruno Skone


      Marquess Skone’s son and captain of the royal order’s Eighth Corps.




      Calvin Gain Yunacaitis


      Emperor of Yunatian.




      Count Mellers


      A high-ranking noble who serves as speaker of the Council of Advisers. Keeps his political affiliation unclear.




      Curtis Pershing


      The son of a viscount and vice captain of the royal order’s Eighth Corps. Carries out Hegarty’s orders.




      Dormill Butler


      An aide to the empire’s premier. Will accompany Prince Roland on his visit to Slivegrandia.




      Eden


      A close friend of Dunhill. Vice captain of the royal order’s Second Corps.




      Edith Darla Yunacaitis


      Princess of Yunatian.




      Emilia Navy


      A baron’s daughter and the protagonist of the game.




      Franklin Slivegrad


      Riley’s uncle and the archduke of Slivegrandia.




      Georg


      One of the children of Alvaldi. A member of the Kenneth knights’ order.




      Horatio Geoff Slivegrad


      Riley’s father and the king of Slivegrandia.




      Ingeborg


      One of the children of Alvaldi. A female apprentice in the Kenneth knights’ order.




      Lucian Kenneth


      Marquess Kenneth’s eldest son.




      Malvina Tanner


      Marquess Tanner’s daughter and one of Riley’s fiancée candidates.




      Mantis


      A veteran assassin who taught Liliana his trade.




      Marchioness Calvert


      One of the most powerful nobles in Slivegrandia, on par with Marquess Kenneth. A member of the neutral faction.




      Marquess Finch


      An Arcacian whose wife serves as Riley’s tutor.




      Marquess Skone


      A supporter of the archduke whose second son is captain of the royal order’s Eighth Corps.




      Mick


      Austin’s roommate and an apprentice knight of the royal order.




      Miles Spencer


      Vice commander of the royal knights’ order.




      Morris


      Vice commander of the Kenneth knights’ order.




      Nicholas Bergson


      The Minister of Magic.




      Paul


      Ben Draco’s foster brother and the steward of his estate.




      Philip


      The butler of House Clarke, who also manages the Duchy of Fortier’s affairs.




      Poison Frog


      A member of the Bringers of Calamity, second in skill only to Death Worm.




      Rodney Anthet Clarke


      Liliana’s grandfather.




      Roland Dill Yunacaitis


      Second prince of Yunatian.




      Samuel


      Liliana’s uncle and Abram’s younger brother.




      Tenrec


      An underworld information broker.




      Ulysses


      Duke Ealdred’s eldest son and Austin’s half brother.




      Zorn Greed


      A mage from the Ministry of Magic. The son of a count and a pawn of Nicholas Bergson.

    

  

  
    [image: bonus1]
  

  
    [image: bonus2]
  

  
    [image: bonus3]
  

  


  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 3 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership


  
    
      Copyright


      The Villainess Speaks Not: Volume 2


      by Kei Yose


      Translated by Adam


      Edited by Kieran Redgewell


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


      Copyright © 2024 Kei Yose


      Illustrations by Ruria Miyuki


      Cover illustration by Ruria Miyuki


      All rights reserved.


      Original Japanese edition published in 2024 by OVERLAP, Inc.


      This English edition is published by arrangement with OVERLAP, Inc., Tokyo


      English translation © 2026 M12 Media LLC


      All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property.


      M12 Media LLC


      j-novel.club


      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


      Ebook edition 1.0: August 2026

    
  

OEBPS/Images/Insert9.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Bonus1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Appendix2.jpg
s1a10eIeyD

10je11sni[]

DA BLINY

Berasta Draco

Youngest son of
House Draco and
Tania’s younger
twin. Has a
complex about
his brother Ben.

Tania Draco

Youngest daughter
of House Draco
and Berasta’s older
twin. Headstrong
and competitive,
shehopes to one
day become her
beloved brother
Ben’srighthand.

Supreme commander

Marianne
Kenneth

The youngest daughter
of Marquess Kenneth,
she became Liliana’s
handmaiden to gain
independence. She
fawns over her lady so
much that she seems
determined to remain
by her side even after
Liliana marries.

Hamilton
Kenneth

Marquess Kenneth.

‘The cornerstone of
Slivegrandian border
defenses against the
neighboring empire.
Renowned for his combat
prowess and popular
both within and beyond
hislands. One of the
main figures of the
neutral faction, alongside
Marchioness Calvert.

Bernard Chad
Ealdred

of the royal knights’ Duke Ealdred.
order. The second son of Father of Austin
acount, heis serious and and leader of
strict, but considerate the Arcacians.
toward his subordinates. Traumatized by
Though uprightand the consequences
faithful to the royal ofhis own genius,

family, he is also rather
well-versed in political
maneuvering.

Dunbhill Calvert

Second son of House
Calvertand captain
of the royal order’s
Second Corps. His
friendly smile makes
him approachable,
and heis popular
among the order’s
female servants.

he has long kept his
distance from the
political stage.

Anassassin from the
Bringers of Calamity
sent after Liliana when
someone puts a hit on
her. His real name is
00000000
He develops an
interest in Liliana after
discovering that she

is nigh unkillable and
witnessing her use
magic that should be
impossible for humans...






OEBPS/Images/Appendix4.jpg
Gildo

Roughly 190 cm.

26 » 36 years old.

Deep-blue hair
and pitch-black eyes.

Gildo is an orphan and one of the children
of Alvaldi. Immune to magic and renowned
as the strongest mercenary, he is hearty,
intrepid, and fond of booze and women—
though he hates anything troublesome.

He is loyal to Liliana and trusts Olga.

Inthe original timeline, he was badly injured
during the swarm in Fortier, gave up mercenary
work, wasted away, and died young. As a result,
he never appeared in the game.






OEBPS/Images/Appendix3.jpg
Domestic Politics —

1 A Tookill after
of The Villainess Speaks Not O eriting

<, thethrone:
Premier
(the king’s deputy)

House of Law Council of Advisers House of Religion (Temple)

Ministry Ministry Ministry Ministry Ministry Churches
of Magic of Finance of Home ofMilitary ofState Monasteries
Affairs  Affairs
(royal
knights’
order)

World Map

of The Villainess Speaks Not

Allied nations
of the north

Large ' HUd"’le Duchy of
hd //(the royal ocard We

Y. £ 1k
— “ T elk

Duchy of _ ® capital)
Ealdred Royal

5
X Marquessate, .
0 / domains  Senff ofKenneth Empire of
S A 1 Yunatian
O Arcacia z

A

Y e
b %
S
Q

of Calvert

Western
Isles






OEBPS/Images/Appendix5.jpg
Marianne Kenneth

Roughly 157 cm.
Age

15 » 25 years old.

Brown hair
and eyes.

Marianne can use water magic, but she
isn't especially skilled at it. She is Liliana’s
handmaiden, and a devoted one at that.
Though difficult and stubborn at times,
she has the strength to always remain
true to herself.

She never appeared in the game, as she was
supposed to have died during a swarm after
Liliana lost control of her mana.
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Obsidian

Roughly 170 cm.

10 » 20 years old (judging by looks).

Traits
Dark-blue hair and
pitch-black eyes.

Obsidian, more commonly known as

Death Worm, is a member of the famous —
assassin clan known as the Bringers of Disguised
Calamity. He has an aptitude for dark

magic and typically wields custom-made

whips as well as daggers.

The handles of his whips look ordinary

enough, but the wires running from

them are so fine as to be invisible to the

human eye. They can retract or lengthen

as needed, making them equally suited

to close- and long-range combat.

Didn’t appear in the first game.
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Clyde Benito Clarke

Aduthood

Roughly 169 cm.

Age

11> 21 years old.

Platinum-blond hair
and ashen eyes.

Clyde has an aptitude for fire magic

and a notable sweet tooth, enjoying

sponge cake in particular. He’s Childhood
serious and a chronic overthinker, but

also crafty enough to become premier f** =

in the future. Guilty that their mother , \;
loves him and him alone, he tries his // \ \\ \
best to be a good brother to Liliana.

Hewore glasses in the game. In his

endings, he either imprisoned or

assassinated his sister.
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Petra
Myyrylainen

A mage from the
Ministry of Magic
who has been teaching
Liliana hexes ever
since becoming her
temporary escort.
She’s animmigrant
from the Empire of
Anatole to the east.

Ben Draco

Vice minister of the
Ministry of Magic.
Petra’s backer, the
man who gave her
her surname, and

a genius at magic.

Reputed to be the
strongest mercenary,
heis also one of the
children of Alvaldi.

A former orphan who
can’t stand nobles, he
has anunexpected
encounter with
Lilianaand is

hired by her in the
aftermath.

Liliana’s guard and
Gildo’s colleague. A
female mage warrior
who dresses likea
man, she usually
hides her golden
hair and eyes.

Alexandra Clarke / !

The villainess reincarnated /‘,

into the world of an otome
game. She is the daughter
of House Clarke, one of
Slivegrandia’s three most
prominent ducal families.
Afterlosing her voice

to a fever caused by an

epidemic, she remembered

her past life.

Riley Williams
Slivegrad

Slivegrandia’s
crown prince. He
admires knights
and used to hold
his grandfather—
the previous king,
renowned for his
wise rule—in
great respect.

Austin
Ealdred

The second

son of House

Ealdred, another of
Slivegrandia’s three
most prominent

ducal families. Now
anapprentice in the
royal knights’ order,
he aspires to become
Riley’s personal guard.

Clyde Benito
Clarke

Liliana’s brother.
Feels guilty because
their mother adores
him while rejecting
his sister. Tries his
best tobea good
brother.
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