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      Prologue


      “Apostle Edith, tomorrow’s security detail for your approval!”


      “The perimeter is thin. Add more detection specialists.”


      “Lady Apostle, command us to march on Lalannoy!”


      “Await orders. The Knights of the Holy Spirit have other important duties.”


      I answered each knight in turn as I made my way along the unadorned corridors of an old fortress. I was the least of the apostles, yet even in this holy citadel, the beating heart of the Knightdom of the Holy Spirit, the calls on my time never ceased. Still, why was I here if not to ease Her Holiness’s burden in any way I could? She had been in residence for several days now, and she had spent them healing multitudes. Under my hood, my beast ears rose proudly of their own accord.


      “Come no farther,” I said, raising my left hand as I made for the stone passage to the church. “I will hear the rest later. Each do as best you can.”


      “Yes, ma’am!” the knights chorused. Then they began to depart.


      I laid a hand on the windowpane. A flash raced across the sky, presaging the deafening roar of thunder.


      I felt some sympathy with the knights’ petitions. I could set aside the greater apostles, whose prowess set them in a class apart, but Fifth Apostle Ibush-nur and Sixth Apostle Ifur had joined in the operation in Lalannoy. I could hold my own against either of them in battle. Should I entreat Her Holiness and Prime Apostle Aster once more to let me join them?


      “Apostle Edith,” a boy called from behind me, snapping me out of my reverie. He couldn’t hide the nervous tremor in his voice.


      I took my hand off the window and turned to find a rat-clan boy in a hooded gray robe prostrating himself. “Apostle Cadet Ilaios. I was given to understand that the effects of the ritual had left you bedridden.”


      His name had been Kume before his initiation, when he had lived among the beastfolk of the Wainwright Kingdom’s eastern capital. His father, Chieftain Yono, had likewise devoted himself to Her Holiness and performed a number of services for our cause during the Algren rebellion. Ilaios was unremarkable in terms of talent as well as mana, but his value lay elsewhere.


      “All is well. It matters little what pain the likes of me feels. You may wish to see this,” he said, holding out a letter without raising his head. The Church of the Holy Spirit’s long-standing disdain for beastfolk probably explained his self-effacing manner.


      I took the letter and quickly scanned it. It was from Yono and Nishiki, the ape-clan chieftain, who had gone ahead of us to Tabatha, the workshop city, capital of the Lalannoy Republic. Fourth Apostle Zelbert Régnier had signed the report as well. It gave a detailed account.


      Arthur “Heaven’s Sword” Lothringen, Ridley “the Swordmaster” Leinster, and the defective key—the loathsome Allen of the wolf clan—had fought Ibush-nur and Ifur on Tabatha’s great bridge. My fellow apostles had deployed Gerard Wainwright, imbued with not only four great spells—Resurrection, Radiant Shield, Watery Grave, and Falling Star—but also a portion of the monstrous Stinging Sea, only for him to fail. Almost simultaneously, Her Holiness’s servant Viola Kokonoe and Third Apostle Levi Atlas had led a separate force to assault the mansion of Marquess Addison, whose house had ruled Lalannoy for the past century. They had seized the enchanted sword North Star, the key to an impregnable seal...and revived the ice wyrm called the “Slayer of Champions.”


      The first phase of our plan had succeeded.


      “The prime apostle deserves his reputation as a tactician,” I said, neatly folding the letter and slipping it into my robe. “Not even Oswald Addison could have suspected Isolde Talito’s newfound faith, or he would never have taken her into his protection. He’s fallen back to the old capital his people abandoned a hundred years ago to prepare a counterattack, but that’s all according to plan.”


      “Yes,” Ilaios replied, “only Prime Apostle Aster said that the kingdom’s response bears watching.”


      I grimaced, recalling the pretty face of Stella Howard and our confrontation in the northern region of Rostlay.


      Damn her to hell!


      I had heard that she numbered among the defective key’s students, but I had never imagined a duke’s daughter would deign to accompany him to Lalannoy, let alone wield purifying spells to obstruct the taboo Reverie of Restless Revenants. I would have put an end to her meddling if I had been there.


      And to make matters worse, the revived ice wyrm had been “frozen by an unidentified ice spell, caster or casters unknown.” The creature’s invulnerability to ice was legendary, and it was supposed to have devoured the best of both sides in the war of independence a hundred years earlier. What could have frozen it? What had happened in Lalannoy?


      “I will deliver the message to Her Holiness,” I said, still grappling with my doubts. “Ilaios, accompany me.”




      A gray-haired and bearded knight stood at attention before the church’s imposing entrance. Dale the Dauntless, commander of the Knights of the Holy Spirit, held Her Holiness in reverence. We could trust the devout old man. The other knights with him carried themselves in a way that marked them as handpicked elites. I saw the lady knight whom Her Holiness had so recently healed among them.


      The old knight noticed us first. “Apostle Edith,” he called, raising his eyebrows.


      “We bear an urgent message for Her Holiness,” I said. “Has she finished tending to the sick and wounded?”


      “Yes, just now. She has devoted herself to silent prayer,” he answered softly as the other knights parted to form ranks on either side of the sturdy door.


      “Admit no one until we depart,” I said while they began to lift the wards.


      “Yes, Apostle Edith!” the knights chorused in ardent unison.


      None of these people knew I was a half-demon former combat slave. How would they look when they learned the truth about the apostle they held in such high honor, I wondered idly, though I said only, “I appreciate your order’s devotion.”




      I opened the door just enough to pass through, and sudden brightness dazzled my eyes. The sight of a blessed girl kneeling in the light made me stand straighter. I motioned for Ilaios to close the door, then dropped to one knee myself.


      “Your Holiness, I beg forgiveness for interrupting your prayers.”


      Our savior took notice and turned, the hood of her pristine white robe shading her face. “Edith.” She approached, gracing me with the world’s most beautiful smile.


      “Y-Your Holiness?!” I blurted, my cheeks burning as her fair fingers brushed them. I couldn’t suppress a tremble.


      “You’re making a scary face again,” she said, chuckling at my disgraceful reaction. “Won’t you smile for me?”


      I was no match for her.


      “O-Of course,” I mumbled, relieved and lonely as her hand left my cheek. To mask the feelings beyond my station, I dropped my gaze and proffered the letter. “The latest report from Lalannoy for your consideration.”


      “Thank you. From your expression, I take it not all the news is good.” Her Holiness sounded ever so slightly troubled. I mentally cursed Stella Howard. Nothing would stop me from killing her when next we met.


      I felt a warmth on my left shoulder and jerked my head up to find Her Holiness’s hand resting on it. “I’m certain everything will work out,” she said, “although I do so hate to make you apostles shoulder all the burden.”


      “Don’t blame your—”


      In my agitation, my hood slipped back to reveal my ears and horns. I hung my head, overcome by shame. What had I been thinking? Who was I to behave so in Her Holiness’s presence?


      “I...I beg your pardon,” I said. “But you have no reason to reproach yourself. To serve Your Holiness is our honor—our everything.”


      The clouds parted, and warm sunlight filtered into the church. I sensed Her Holiness crouch down.


      “Thank you, Edith.”


      I looked up, and she took my hand. The long, lovely ashen hair spilling out the sides of her hood glistened in the light.


      “I can’t do much,” she said, “but your words give me the courage to keep doing all I can.”


      “You’re too kind,” I stammered as the beginnings of tears blurred my vision.


      What I wouldn’t do to hear those words!


      Her Holiness stood and turned to the rat-clan boy still prostrating himself before the entrance. “You must be the cadet in Aster’s care. Ilaios, I believe?”


      “Y-Your Holiness deigns to remember the likes of me by name?” came the stunned reply.


      “I try not to forget anyone I meet—a lesson from my childhood. Thank you for delivering this report.” She raised her left hand, and a gentle glow enveloped Ilaios.


      “The pain is...gone?” the cadet murmured, eyes open as wide as they would go beneath his hood. The pontiff’s people must have explained ad nauseam that nothing could cure the pain from a great spell’s brand.


      The miracle accomplished, Her Holiness clutched her pendant and said, “Housing a great spell within oneself is a grueling task, and you will eventually take in five: Resurrection, Radiant Shield, Watery Grave, Falling Star, and Blaze of Ruin, obtained in Lalannoy. Let me do what little I can to ease your way.”


      I had to admire our last “repository,” Gerard Wainwright. I doubted that we could have branded the apostle cadets and some of the knights with vestiges of Resurrection and Radiant Shield so efficiently without him. Ilaios possessed an affinity even greater than Gerard’s.


      “I will not forget your devotion,” Her Holiness continued. “You forsook your home in the eastern capital to join the faithful. Please, continue to lend us your aid. And please convey my gratitude to Yono and Nishiki as well.”


      The dumbfounded cadet gave no answer.


      “Ilaios,” I said icily. If the ever-loyal Viola or Levi had been present, his head would already have left his shoulders.


      “O-Of course!” Ilaios snapped out of his daze and pressed his head to the floor, trembling. “F-For Your Holiness the Saint!”


      For the briefest instant, I thought I glimpsed terror in his eyes. Puzzling, but Her Holiness turned to me before I could think more of it.


      “Edith, would you join me in prayer? Every little good helps. Ilaios, please deliver a package and a present to the city of craft for me. See that Viola, Levi...and Régnier, as well as our other new cadet, receive them.”


      ✽


      “Mm-hmm. I see. And?” I murmured cheerily to myself, cocking my head to one side as I read the letter in the moonlit church. The demon-wolf girl was nowhere in sight—she had just left after a tearful litany of “Please, Your Holiness, I hope you’ll take your rest.”


      “Edith is cute as a button and stubborn as a mule, but that only makes her more adorable,” I sang, making up the words, as I tossed the report onto a chair. A large mirror showed my long ashen beast ears and tail. My pendant bounced as I spun, looking myself over.


      “No surprises thus far,” I said. “Would you agree, Aster?”


      A black flower bloomed in midair.


      “Naturally,” an emotionless man’s voice replied.


      Out of the teleportation circle emerged three people. My azure-eyed accomplice, Prime Apostle Aster Etherfield, the Sage, kept his face unreadable. The vampiress Alicia “Crescent Moon” Coalfield, marked by her long tarnished-silver hair and brighter silver eyes, wore a happy grin. Second Apostle Io “Black Blossom” Lockfield, a slightly built demisprite, white-haired and golden-eyed, looked annoyed that he had been recalled from Lalannoy to perform the long-distance teleport. Their varied expressions kept me entertained just looking at them.


      Aster wore his white robe with azure trim and carried his wooden staff. He struck the floor with its butt and said, “I anticipated that Addison would make overtures to the kingdom, and that Heaven’s Sword and the Swordmaster would stand in our way. I have also made progress toward retrieving Blaze of Ruin using beastfolk versed in botanical wards.”


      “And did you anticipate his interference?” I cut in. What did I care about the trivialities? The rat and ape’s report had contained only one detail that mattered: An unknown sorcerer had frozen the ice-proof wyrm. No one in the world could do that. No one but Allen.


      “My plan has no flaws,” Aster said after a brief silence. “Mobilizing all our beastfolk will keep the delay within acceptable limits. Io.”


      “Heaven’s Sword and the Swordmaster both surpassed expectations,” the diminutive sorcerer said, touching the brim of his white witch hat adorned with an eight-petaled black flower and sweeping aside a cloak of the same pale hue. His metal staff floated, twirling occasionally as he continued, “I can’t gauge Heaven’s Sage, since I didn’t fight her, but no lesser apostle would stand a chance. As for the defective key, in terms of simple spell control, he ranks with the best on the continent. We didn’t plan for the Howard sisters or the Leinster girl, but we shouldn’t take them lightly either.”


      Io didn’t let his ego cloud his analysis, for all that he looked down his nose at everyone. The blood of the coolheaded sprites who had once dominated the world must have run unusually strong in him.


      “Hm... You make it sound quite entertaining. Perhaps little Viola and company could use some help?” Alicia chimed in, twirling her dark parasol. Her jet-black hat and dress looked ravishing. I had a soft spot for the artificial vampiress, owing in no small part to her high opinion of Allen. She must have been a dear while she was alive. Of course, her good heart was just what had led her into Aster’s clutches after she’d lost her older sister at Blood River.


      “I’ve had word from my agents. The Hero shows signs of activity in the imperial capital,” said the ambitious prime apostle, azure eyes narrowing. “She’s learned of the ice wyrm as planned. The foremost of the eight endlessly vexing grand dukes will leave the city before much longer.”


      Aster still held a grudge over his fourteen-year-old blunder. He had been this way for as long as I’d known him—confident to a fault. That unshakable faith in himself made him ever so easy to hoodwink. Even my teacher had said so.


      “But what if the ice wyrm is slain before it fully revives?” I asked, although I was worried about no such thing. My voice gave no hint of the scorn in my heart.


      “I’ve left Régnier to oversee matters,” Aster countered. “Even if, by some miracle, your fear comes to pass, the substitute sacrifice will ensure the creation of a champion as I planned. Fortunately, we have more mediating agents than we’ll ever need.”


      How predictable could he be? I chuckled to myself. As if any old man-made wyrm could be a match for my Allen. Still, it’s a shame about the rat and the ape. I was hoping to finish them off myself one of these days.


      Io harrumphed and shrugged.


      “Dear me,” Alicia murmured. “What a shame.”


      The prime apostle started to pace the church—his habit while sorting out his thoughts. “The troublesome Hero will fixate on the wyrm, as will the flower and water dragons, still extant in the west of the continent. When they take the bait, they’ll collide with our champion...while we raid the unsuspecting Yustinian capital and claim the forbidden Alvern tomes I failed to seize more than a decade ago. I do hate to abandon the imperial capital’s altar. That said...”


      The Hero, Sage, Knight, and Saint were supposed to have led the creation of seven ritual altars scattered all over the world in the distant past. Most, however, were now dead—unusable.


      Aster struck his staff on the floor again, as if to dispel his doubts. “Tradition has it that malefic magics from the age of gods were worked there to create the ice wyrm, and that the black gate in its depths has remained inaccessible ever since. The then Lord Addison died of the curse following his war of independence. We should content ourselves with Blaze of Ruin, the Gemstone’s floral orb, and our new ‘repository.’” Aster underscored the point with a theatrical sweep of his arm. He might have seemed his usual self at first glance, but I could spot the elation in his azure eyes. “Once we control the Shikis’ legacy, the final altar, we will have all we need. The Alvern tome will give us the key!”


      My accomplice was clever, vicious, and willing to use any means to achieve his ends.


      “Freeing the ice wyrm already gives us the upper hand in the grand scheme of things,” Io said, grasping his staff and swishing it to one side as he hovered. “What do we have to fear, barring the black dragon? It could upset the whole board, but it hasn’t shown itself since its attack on the royal capital.”


      “Why, Aster, how positively wicked! Though it sounds like such fun for me.” Alicia snickered, batting her silver eyelashes. The previous Hero, Aurelia Alvern, and her family dwelled in the imperial capital. The old Yustinian grand marshal, the “Castle Breaker,” might join the fray as well. All formidable opponents.


      “I leave matters here in your hands. Bring good tidings,” Aster ordered me, not even bothering to look over his shoulder as he strode toward the black flower of the teleportation circle. “Let no one touch the black gate at the heart of the altar. It could well doom the planet.”


      “Of course!” I lilted. “Have a safe trip!”




      The trio vanished, leaving me alone in the church.


      “Don’t touch the black gate”? Aster, you may be clever, but you’re no judge of people. Not as long as I’ve known you, anyway. I’d let Allen use me all he liked, but I wouldn’t be caught dead as your cat’s-paw.


      While I sneered, the shadow at my feet swelled and howled. Four massive limbs, razor-sharp claws and fangs, three bat-like wings... My little friend seemed as well as ever.


      “Listen,” I said, taking a chair and kicking my feet, “I need a favor. Would you lend me a hand?”


      Spears of darkness immediately launched toward me, but the whole barrage turned to crumbling rock. Stone Serpent had intercepted the missiles. Its mark appeared on my hands as I clapped, giggled, and sang, “That wasn’t very nice. We’re in a rotten mood, you know? Didn’t you hear how he treated us like fools?”


      We’ll be quick to kill right now. Even you.


      Black brambles overran the undulating shadow. Soon, it lay still. Despite a rambunctious temperament, my little friend could see reason.


      “Oh! Oh! Oh!” I swayed, hands on my cheeks. “Oh, how I long to see Allen! I wish I could see him this instant! I can’t wait for him to get my ‘present’!” I giggled. “I just know he’ll love it.”


      Aster had lived a long time. He had brains, and brawn as well. But he was still only mortal. He could never know everything.


      What—and who—is each altar for? Dragons in the center. The World Tree in the city of water. Angels and devils in the royal capital. So, what about the city of craft? A poor, pitiful wyrm? Hardly!


      “Work hard, now, Allen,” I murmured, clutching my pendant as I gazed up through the skylight at the moon and stars. “Keep fighting your way to us. If you let her get the better of you... Well, I guess the world will end then and there.”


      My ecstatic whisper faded into the silent darkness.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      I, Lynne Leinster, second daughter of Duke and Duchess Leinster, sprinted up the interminable slope to my hilltop destination, letting the raw force of the magic fortifying my limbs carry me onward. A pleasant breeze ruffled my red hair and the hem of my skirt. My one-handed sword and dagger clattered at my side, but I couldn’t afford to let them bother me. My dear brother—Allen, “the Brain of the Lady of the Sword”—had asked me to investigate the ruined chapels of the Great Moon on his behalf. But above all, this was a contest.


      Breathtaking views of the southern capital leapt at me from the gaps between buildings. I felt the urge to pause, but all the sights could wait. I wanted good news to lay before Teto’s group when they returned from the city of water escorting Carlotta Carnien. The marchesa had been investigating the cult of the Great Moon in the League of Principalities.


      I kicked the paving stones, invoking wind spells for greater speed. Generations of Leinster dukes had invested princely sums of money and time to give the city streets their distinctive white-stone surfaces, so comfortably conducive to running. I wore the garb from a land far to the east that Lily, our maid corps’s number three, insisted on calling her uniform, but the jacket patterned with interlocking arrows in shades of red, long skirt, and leather boots didn’t hamper me in the least. My dear brother had also complimented the ensemble in the city of water, so between one thing and another, it might actually gain traction as an alternative maid uniform.


      “L-Lady Lynne, wait for me!” a girl’s voice wailed from behind me as I reached the final ascent. Sunlight gleamed on the brown pigtails of Sida Stinton, a diminutive maid in training, as she struggled to catch up to me, looking and sounding ready to burst into tears.


      “We four made a pact,” I reminded her. “The last two to arrive must do whatever the winner asks, within reason. Show us what you’re made of.”


      “M-Must I really? O Great Moon, w-watch over me,” Sida groaned, clutching the insignia hanging from her neck. She herself belonged to the cult of the Great Moon, one of the least numerous faiths on the continent.


      A moment later, we passed through a small stone gate, and our view opened wide. We both paused in spite of ourselves, exclaiming over the vista. Roofs of many colors capped avenues of dazzling white stone and side streets lined with verdant trees. The sight of buildings climbing like terraced fields up the many hillsides never failed to fascinate me.


      Perhaps I should share the view with my dear brother, Tina, and Ellie during the next long vacation.


      Just then, at the very instant the thought crossed my mind, the trees behind us rustled. Sida and I started, clasping each other’s hands on instinct, as a maid with long milk-white hair landed lightly on the road ahead of us.


      “I just knew you’d stop here,” gloated the Leinster Maid Corps’s number six. “I grew up on the streets of this city! No one raised in a mansion will get the better of me, my lady!”


      “C-Cindy?!” I gasped. I had been wondering why she hadn’t tried anything yet.


      “I...I still have a lot to learn,” Sida admitted, “but...but you haven’t won yet!”


      The maid plucked a leaf from her milky hair and bobbed an elegant curtsy. A flurry of magical enhancements, a great leap, and she was off, running along the walls of the buildings that lined our route.


      “If you’ll excuse me,” she called in a singsong, “I’ll see you up ahead!”


      Sida and I raced after her, fuming, but her lead narrowed not at all. Our final adversary had yet to show herself. Still, our future looked bleak.


      “Sh-She leaves me no choice!” I balled up my right fist, and fiery sparks began to whirl. This road toward the city’s outskirts was practically deserted and devoid of flammable wooden structures. I would give Cindy a fright and turn the tables. It was the only way.


      Then she smirked over her shoulder, speeding nimbly over a stone-roofed walkway. “Oh? Goodness gracious, what have we here? Are you sure you want to do that, Lady Lynne?”


      “Wh-Why shouldn’t I?” I demanded.


      “Have a listen!” The milky-haired maid did a midair flip, landed on her feet, and tapped a communication orb disguised as a hair clip. “‘For safety reasons, I say we ban offensive spells. Anyone who casts one automatically comes in last place.’”


      The sound of my own voice from the start of the race shook me so badly that I let my fire spell dissipate. Behind me, Sida let out an adorable squeak, but I had more serious concerns.


      “Wh-When did you record that?!”


      “A maid always comes prepared!” Cindy brought a finger to her chin, no hint of fatigue in her cheery demeanor. The hill rose just ahead. “Now, wouldn’t Mr. Allen be sad to learn you’d broken your own rule, my lady? I can practically hear him now. ‘I’ve failed her as a tutor. How could Her Highness, a duke’s daughter, do such a thing? Oh, Cindy, thank you for telling me! I’ll cut your workload at the company in half.’”


      “H-Half of that is just your wishful thinking!”


      Dear brother, what possessed you to appoint her my bodyguard?! I can’t— No. I like her just fine. All our maids are family. She’s just a bit, well, tricky to deal with.


      “B-But ma’am,” Sida piped up, breathing heavily, “that sounds an awful lot like”—more panting—“a complaint about your duties at Allen & Co.”


      “Pardon?!” Cindy froze, her composure dashed. “N-No! Perish the thought! I wouldn’t change them for the world! The tea and pastries Mr. Allen always brings us are to die for, and Miss Fosse is such a darling that my stress just melts away. It’s just that the paperwork could be a little less—”


      “Well done, Sida!” I shouted as we slipped past the discomfited maid, making a mental note to ask some hard questions about the tea and treats my dear brother apparently served at the company when I got back to the royal capital.


      “H-Hey!” Cindy yelled after me. “I’d hardly call that fair!”


      “Blame your own complacency!”


      The milky-haired maid groaned and muttered, “You sounded like Mr. Allen and Lady Lydia just now.”


      Like my dear brother and sister? I like the sound of that!


      I entered hailing distance of the hill, a stone’s throw from victory.


      “I’ll take that as a compliment! This race is—”


      “But that reminds me. I chat with Mr. Allen while we work, and he usually brings up his tutoring. You know, ‘Tina and Ellie really surprised me today’ or ‘I’m happy to see Stella and Caren making such good progress.’”


      “Cindy...”


      No, Lynne! Anyone can see it’s a trap! Ignore her and keep running, and victory is— H-Huh?


      Before I knew it, my body had turned of its own accord, standing to bar the maid’s path. “Confess!” I demanded. “What did my dear brother say about m—”


      “Another opening!” she crowed, breezing past without even bothering to answer. That left Sida in the lead, with Cindy hot on her heels...and me bringing up the rear.


      “Cindy!” I roared, feet pounding the ground so hard I left potholes as I took off after her.


      “I can’t wait to give you orders, my lady!”


      O-Oh no. This looks bad. I need to think fast.


      But I had no distance left in which to overtake them. I could already see our destination: the ruined, moss-covered chapel of the Great Moon where my dear sister used to pray. We tore up the slope. Then exclamations of surprise escaped all three of us. Black birds had flitted into view ahead.


      Aren’t those...


      “You must be tired, Lady Lynne. And you fought hard too, Sida. I’m impressed.”


      A woman’s kind, gentle voice took Sida and me aback. Then I found myself being handed a dry towel and a bottle of water. Before the chapel stood a dignified bird-clan maid, gray feathers poking through the black hair that just covered her ears: Cindy’s partner Saki, the corps’s other number six. I’d heard that they’d grown up in the same orphanage.


      She beat us all to the finish line?!


      “That wasn’t very nice!” Cindy pouted while Sida and I stood stunned. “You call that fair play?”


      “No one made a rule against magical creatures,” Saki replied. “Honestly, you’re such a child. Have you forgotten that we’re maids in service to the Ducal House of Leinster and not...”


      I wiped my sweat on the towel, remembering something that our head maid, Anna, had once told me as I watched the dressing down. As a child, Saki had been a little terror, racing through the city’s back alleys. Everyone had a past, most full of surprises.


      The maid in question soon noticed my stare and cleared her throat, embarrassed. “Please pardon the delay, my lady. Now, shall we be going? I’ll consider my orders for you and Cindy while we walk.”




      The ruined chapel seemed less eerie than it had on my previous visit. It had been shortly after my dear brother had gone missing, swept up in the Algren rebellion. My own unease might have done a lot to shape my impressions. And it had been after dark.


      “So you see,” I griped to my three companions, striding briskly onward, “my dear sister has been acting so much more mature lately! She didn’t even force her way into the delegation to the Lalannoy Republic. Meanwhile, Lady Stella and Felicia have been making aggressive moves, Caren has been growing her hair out, and Tina and Ellie know just how to wheedle their way into my dear brother’s good graces. Lily actually got her house involved and herself made an envoy. I feel like I’m the only one falling behind.”


      My dear brother had set out with my best friend Tina, Lady Stella, and my cousin Lily on the latter’s diplomatic mission. They had crossed northeastward over the Four Heroes Sea, the continent’s largest saltwater lake, and into Lalannoy, supposedly to negotiate the terms of a peace left uncertain since the rebellion. Actually, however, they had gone to build an alliance against the Church of the Holy Spirit, which had so recently sown discord throughout the west of the continent. My dear brother had already made a name for himself as the Brain of the Lady of the Sword, the president of Allen & Co., Shooting Star, the Water Dragon’s Emissary, and Her Royal Highness’s personal investigator. What new title would he add to the list if he succeeded?


      “O Great Moon, um, well, what should I say at a time like this?” Sida murmured, frowning.


      “Mr. Allen would never neglect you, Lady Lynne,” Saki said, shading me with a parasol. “He even wrote to me here charging me with your care.”


      I gave a start. “Did he really?”


      “Yes, my lady.” Saki nodded.


      “Oh.” Sida timidly raised her left hand. “I g-got a letter too.”


      My dear brother was nothing if not busy. He tutored Tina, Ellie, Lady Stella, and me. He oversaw the operations of Allen & Co. He undertook numerous favors and abstruse investigations for the professor, the headmaster, and other persons of renown. And yet he had still made time to write to Saki and Sida on my account.


      “He’s such a worrywart,” I said with a giggle, my spirits rising.


      Cindy, whose own spirits were usually too high for comfort, wandered away from us and hunkered down near a stone pillar. “He didn’t ask me anything,” she sighed, doodling with her finger in the dust.


      Sida and I scrambled to console her.


      “C-Cindy, I’m sure...”


      “Oh, well, I mean...”


      “A letter addressed to you arrived at the Leinster residence here,” Saki cut in, exasperated. “I left it on the table in your room.”


      “Cindy?” I said slowly, turning back to the milky-haired maid.


      “Oh, I hardly slept last night!” she chirped, instantly abandoning her dust art. “I had to catch up with all the old faces from the city of water who didn’t get posted to the royal capital! You know, I think I’d better scout ahead!”


      She took off like a shot, her gloom forgotten.


      The nerve of that woman!


      Still, she shared some of her quirks with Tina and Lily. I couldn’t bring myself to dislike her. Neither could Saki or Sida, to judge by the looks on their faces.


      We continued on our way and found Cindy waiting for us before a set of large stone doors, one of which had fallen out of place. She beckoned me to her, so I advanced with Saki and Sida.


      “It looks like we’ll have to wait our turn, Lady Lynne,” she said.


      Eight pillars must once have supported the chapel. In its center was a woman at prayer, tall, hooded, and cloaked. A simple bunch of flowers rested at her feet. Behind her stood a white-haired youth, similarly cloaked and carrying an old spear, who seemed to be keeping a wary eye on their surroundings. I took him for the woman’s bodyguard. Still, what would bring anyone to a place like this?


      “Do you know them, Sida?” I asked.


      “N-No, my lady,” the maid in training said. “Followers of the Great Moon worship at night.”


      While I watched, the woman spoke to the boy and turned around. Jet-black hair and white feathers peeked out the sides of her hood. I glimpsed some intense feeling in her eyes, like black pearls. She reminded me a little of my dear brother.


      The bird-clan woman noticed us but seemed unfazed. She gave a quick, curt bow and swept past us.


      “Wasn’t she gorgeous?” I murmured in all honesty.


      “Y-Yes, my lady. But I’ve never seen her at a gathering of the faithful.” Sida squeezed her emblem.


      The tension finally left the air.


      Saki turned to her best friend and childhood companion. “Cindy, wasn’t that...?”


      “Yes, I recognize her from papers at Allen & Co.”


      “Do the two of you have some idea who that was?” I asked. As a member of the Ducal House of Leinster, I fancied that I had met most people of note in the southern capital, but I was drawing a blank.


      “Lady Lynne,” Saki said gravely, “that woman was the president of the Skyhawk Company.”


      “The Skyhawk Company?” My eyes widened. “You mean she’s that famous recluse?!”


      “The famous overseer of all griffin mail,” Cindy agreed, looking serious for once. “I think I know the cat-clan boy with her from somewhere too, or at least his mana. I never can tell if it’s a big world or a small one.”


      “You don’t say,” I murmured slowly.


      Who should I run into on my first day home but the mysterious leader of a commercial empire. Should I chalk it up to a trick of fate, or connect it to my dear brother’s business? Something told me that I would see the woman again soon.


      I recollected myself and clapped my hands. “We’ll search here for now. Even if we don’t understand what we find, Niccolò Nitti may see something in it when he gets here. Sida, don’t hesitate to speak up if anything strikes you. No one disturb those flowers.”


      ✽


      “What happened to those supply shipments?!”


      “No, no! Another unit’s camping there!”


      “Lord Arthur! Where is Lord Arthur?!”


      “Someone please calm Lady Elna!”


      “Oh, Lady Stella! Our saint looks stunning as ever.”


      “I think you mean our angel.”


      “You’ll have to agree to disagree.”


      “Get a move on tearing down any ruins we don’t need!”


      Lalannoyan troops, civil officials with armfuls of paper, and ordinary people who had narrowly escaped the republic’s capital with their lives all bustled to and fro on streets that had been desolate mere days earlier and still lay under a patchy blanket of grass. To my embarrassment, some I’d come to know stopped to ask advice or salute us in passing.


      “Mr. Allen, may I have your opinion on this outlying encampment?”


      “Your Highness, allow me to express my sincere gratitude for healing my subordinates!”
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Head maid to the Ducal House of Leinster.
Veteran of the War of the Dark Lord.

A Leinster maid in training.
Worships the Great Moon.

GRAHAM WALKER Head butler to the Ducal House of Howard.
TEeTO TIJERINA “Allen’s star pupil”

One of the professor’s university students.

LETICIA LEBUFERA A living legend known as the Emerald Gale.

One of the kingdom’s mightiest warriors.

RICHARD LEINSTER Duke Leinster’s eldest son.

Vice commander of the royal guard.

An enigmatic sorcerer who wields the great spell Falling Star.

A vampiress who calls herself “Crescent Moon.”
Second-ranked of the church’s apostles, after Alicia.
Loyal servant of the False Saint.
Stella and Tina’s late mother.

Much about her remains mysterious.

Heaven’s Sword. Champion of Lalannoy.
The Swordmaster. Lily’s elder brother.

Dark Lord of the west.
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Private tutor to the dukes’ daughters
Brain of the Lady of the Sword

The girls’ erudite private tutor
is slowly but surely making

a name for himself at home
and abroad.

‘Thunder Fox

One of the Eight Great
Elementals, Atra met Allen in
aruin on the Four Heroes Sea.
She normally appears as a young
girl or a fox cub.

First princess
Lady of Light

CHERYL WAINWRIGHT

She attended the Royal Academy
with Allen and with Lydia,
whom she equals in ability.

Allen & Co. head clerk

N FELICIA FOSSE

Although Felicia is shy and
physically frail, her brilliant
mind is unmatched in fortitude.
Her father went missing during
the rebellion.

Allen’s adoptive younger sister
Royal Academy student council vice president

This wolf-clan girl is levelheaded
but shows a needy side around
her brother. Stella and Felicia
are her best friends.

Hero

ALICE ERN

This kind girl wields her
absolute power in defense
of the world.

“The kingdom’s most viciously
devious sorcerer”

THE PROFESSOR

Allen’s, Lydia’s, and Teto’s mentor
mystifies others with his easygoing
attitude. His familiar, Anko, has
the form of a black cat.

Twin Heavens

LINARIA ETHERHEART

This legendary descendant of
witches lived five hundred years
ago, during an age of strife.

She entrusted Atra to Allen’s care.
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Duke Howard
“God of war”

WALTER HOWARD

A man of commanding
appearance who loves his late
wife with all his heart. He
vanquished an imperial army
at Rostlay.

Duke Howard’s eldest daughter
Royal Academy student council president

STELLA HOWARD

Tina’s elder sister, the heir to the
Dukedom of Howard, is serious and
hardworking but craves Allen’s attention.

Duke Howard’s second daughter
Little Lady of Ice

TiNA HOWARD

Her inability to cast spells led
some to call her “cursed.”

But under Allen’s tutelage, she
took first place in the Royal
Academy entrance exams.

Tina’s personal maid
Little Lady of Wind

ELLIE WALKER

The granddaughter of the Walkers,
hereditary servants to the House of
Howard, acts as a mediator in Tina
and Lynne’s frequent spats.
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Duchess Leinster
Bloodstained Lady

LisA LEINSTER

Lydia and Lynne’s doting
mother is one of the kingdom’s
mightiest warriors.

Duke Leinster’s eldest daughter
Lady of the Sword

LYDIA LEINSTER

Allen’s rambunctious partner is

the best of the best as both a sorceress
and a swordswoman, although she
can be emotionally fragile when

he’s not around.

Duke Leinster’s second daughter

Little Lady of Fire The Leinster Maid Corps’s number three

Liry LEINSTER

This fashion-forward maid is actually
the daughter of Under-duke Leinster.
She gets along well with Allen.

LYNNE LEINSTER

Lydia’s younger sister is second in
her class at the Royal Academy,
and Tina’s rival. In the wake of
the rebellion, she resolves to
keep improving.






