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      Chapter One


      Not long after the Lady Monica debacle had concluded, I found myself in the Garnet Palace engaged in a meeting of the minds in preparation for the upcoming Saintly Trials. Though the purpose of the gathering was ostensibly formal in nature, it felt anything but thanks to the familiar company. Ed and Teodore, my constant companions, were present, although the coziness was admittedly somewhat deflated with the slightly awkward addition of Prince Gilbert.


      The first prince, his slender fingers delicately curled around the handle of his teacup, let out a theatrical sigh. “What a taxing week this has been,” he lamented, somehow managing a melodramatic flounce while yet remaining seated. “I daresay I’m so spent I could collapse on the spot.”


      “Yes, we’ve all had to make sacrifices to ensure everything is ready by Noel,” Teodore said, his voice betraying only a modicum of impatience with Prince Gilbert’s affectation. “Even with the church relieving us of the task of running the actual trials, the endless negotiations with the participating nations and the drafting of budget proposals have kept me busy enough.”


      “Every day seems to present a new challenge,” Ed complained. “One day it’s the chosen venue causing us grief, the next it’s monetary constraints.”


      “And don’t get me started on those who are clamoring for special regalia for the candidates!” I added. “The idea of a full Saintly ensemble for every candidate to wear might have been rejected, but with the tight schedule, producing even just the robe we agreed upon will be a challenge.”


      Our meeting devolved with remarkable alacrity into a collective airing of grievances. We each took it in turn to vent our frustrations, finding comfort and camaraderie in our shared commitment to surmount the difficulties and see our tasks through.


      That being said, I wasn’t sure I had quite the same degree of justification to complain as the others. As the Malcosian Saintly candidate, I was privileged enough to be guaranteed a period of proper rest each night—a luxury that, I suspected, many of my companions had been denied. The guilt of being singled out for special treatment weighed on me, but I recognized that as an official representative of the empire, I had a duty to look my best. The slightest imperfection, even a mere blemish on my skin (to say nothing of bags under my eyes!) would reflect poorly on the dignity of the empire itself.


      Reflecting on the meticulous efforts that I—that is to say, that Marisa—had been making in order to maintain my pristine appearance, I absently traced patterns over my skin, delighting in the flawlessly smooth sensation beneath my fingertips, a tangible reminder of her tireless care.


      “Now then,” Teodore declared, clearing his throat. “If we’ve all said our piece, I propose we commence with today’s agenda.” He adjusted his spectacles and looked significantly at the nearby clock. Its hands read half past four, indicating there were only two hours left until supper.


      I’m sure Teodore sees the value in maintaining a daily routine, I thought. I glanced sidelong towards Ed, seated beside me. And Ed appears to be utterly exhausted. I’m sure everyone here is looking forward to a much-needed good night’s rest.


      I nodded silently, and Teodore picked up the materials on the table before him. “On the matter of venue for the trials, the church has graciously offered the halls of the central cathedral. Unlike the preliminary trials, these final trials will feature a stage built expressly for the event. Spectator seating will be necessarily limited, but we shall endeavor nonetheless to accommodate all attendees, prioritizing monarchs and distinguished nobility.” He languidly turned the page. “Moving on, the trials shall be broadcast live across the realm via magical instruments. Although we have precious few of these instruments in our possession, we will ensure that they will be strategically placed for the general populace to observe. After all, this event is, in essence, a contest of national significance.”


      Magical instruments? He must be referring to the ones that were used to broadcast our wedding. I’d heard those instruments were only employed for the most prestigious imperial events, so to be under their lens for the second time in such a short while was frankly startling. Not to mention mortifying! I thought, picturing all of the people who would soon come to know my face. When will I get a chance to observe one of these broadcasts for myself instead of being the subject of them? I wondered wistfully.


      Teodore’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “As previously mentioned, the church alone shall oversee the trials. We—that is to say, the royal family—shall abstain from any involvement in order to preempt potential grievances. It is imperative that we avoid any accusations of favoritism or foul play; thus we will only intervene if absolutely necessary.” He paused a moment before adding, “Furthermore, it is the high pontiff himself who will be presiding over the trials as arbiter.”


      A relieved “Oh!” escaped my lips. My heart leaped at the news.


      Prince Gilbert looked surprised by this revelation, as did his brother. “Why bother His Holiness with such tedium?” the first prince grumbled. “The results are as good as fixed. Anyone with a pulse could surely adjudicate.”


      “But you can’t deny that his presence would be invaluable in aiding the legitimacy of the trials,” Ed pointed out. “This is a good development.”


      Despite the certain inconvenience to His Holiness, the reassurance that his involvement brought was undeniable. I was sure we were all tired of the legitimacy of the Faith Council of Saints being challenged at every turn.


      “As Prince Gilbert so eloquently put it, the results are as good as fixed,” Teodore said. “Nevertheless, we have solicited His Holiness to perform his role justly and without bias. This ties back to my earlier comment regarding favoritism. Let us continue on, shall we? With regards to the announcement of Her Highness’s Divinity, it shall be declared by the high pontiff himself at the award ceremony.” He lifted his gaze from his documents and fixed it on me. “The narrative that we intend to construct will state that he only recognized Her Highness’s powers upon seeing her performance during the trials.”


      Teodore hesitated not a whit in his willingness to bend the truth. Yet what could I say, being entirely complicit myself in this duplicity? It pained me to have to involve His Holiness in such schemes, but the backlash that would arise if he stated he’d long known about my power was easily imaginable. It would expose our rationale for establishing the Faith Council in an instant. We had no choice but to pretend it was a coincidence.


      “Yes, His Holiness’s proclamation should silence any would-be detractors,” Prince Gilbert agreed. “At least, those who might dare to voice their skepticism publicly.”


      Teodore seemed to accept the inevitability of whispered criticism with a pragmatic shrug. “That is a problem that will resolve itself. Her Highness’s powers surpass even those of the high pontiff. A firm demonstration or two should suffice to dispel any doubts. Now, I am eager to move on, so let us proceed.” He adjusted his glasses once more, his peridot eyes narrowing as they moved down the page. “Next, it has come to our attention through a recent dispatch that Celestia has chosen Lady Flora Sanchez as their representative in the trials.”


      My body tensed immediately. While I may have escaped my sister’s shadow thanks to my Malcosian companions, any utterance of her name still served to paralyze me as well as any toxin. I gingerly worked my tense jaw open to speak. “Flora is an exceptional holy mage,” I managed to say. “The news doesn’t surprise me in the least. In fact, I rather expected it.” My words rang hollow, even I could tell—but I had truly expected this.


      Flora was the premier healer in all of Celestia. I had witnessed her erase countless injuries with my own eyes. As I rationalized the choice, I willed the anxieties to retreat back into the depths of my consciousness. It isn’t your place to throw a tantrum, I told myself. Clenching my fists tightly, I fought to keep my emotions in check...and then a larger, more reassuring hand unexpectedly gripped mine.


      “Lina, it’s all right.” Ed gently caressed my hand with his thumb. “You are wife to the second prince of Malcosias, a bearer of Divinity. You needn’t fear your sister.”


      “His Highness is correct,” Teodore concurred. “In truth, this is the greatest opportunity you could ever have to enact revenge upon your dreadful sister. Show her what true power looks like; take delight in her defeat.”


      Prince Gilbert looked a little confused. “I feel as if I’m missing important context, but no matter—you’ll be all right, my mistress. Never forget who you are, beloved child of God.”


      I surveyed the trio of men before me. Each sported a defiant grin, as if to say show her what for! Teodore, ever the sadist, had a particularly wicked twist to his smile that clearly conveyed I won’t be satisfied until you humiliate her thoroughly. He could certainly be a bit...cold-blooded at times, and yet, in moments like these, that unrepentant ferocity was the greatest reassurance. Heartened by their words, encouraging rather than consoling, I formed a fist and curled it against my heart. “You’re right—all of you,” I said. “This is a chance to finally confront her, to prove I am no longer the sister she once overshadowed. I won’t let this opportunity slip through my fingers. I will aim to defeat her, thoroughly and completely!”


      As I burned with righteous fervor, Ed broke out into a half smile. “That’s my wife,” he proclaimed proudly. Lifting a strand of my hair, he brushed it with a tender kiss. His golden zircon eyes locked onto mine with such intensity, such belief, that a warm blush spread across my cheeks and all the way up to my ears. I cast my gaze down, allowing my hair to fall across my face, hopefully hiding my flustered expression from the others.


      Teodore shook his head. “Out of respect for the occasion, I will overlook this episode of rather...indiscreet behavior. Well said, Your Highnesses.” I could see the effort it took him to bite back a lecture on propriety; instead he simply stared at us in mild annoyance. Then, with a tired sigh, his shoulders visibly relaxing, he snapped his sheaf of documents. “Princess Carolina. Know that my following counsel is independent of Lady Flora’s presence at the trials; there is no need to hold back this time. Wield your power to its full extent. Demonstrate to all your true capabilities.”


      I nodded decisively at his bold words. I felt the corners of my lips curl ever so slightly upwards as the figurative shackles that had bound my strength at the last trials slipped from my wrists and clattered to the ground. I was no longer afraid of the upcoming reunion with Flora.


      Those in attendance at the Saintly Trials shall bear witness to the full magnitude of my power!




      A scant fortnight later, the day of the Saintly Trials arrived. Spurred on by a clear goal and fortified by weeks of preparation, I gazed out the carriage window, my emotions a tangle of excitement and anxiety as we clattered our way towards the central cathedral. The streets of the capital were nearly hidden from my view, obscured on all sides by the line of defensive carriages flanking ours. The somewhat excessive security inevitably drew curious glances. Adults paused and stared, while children ran alongside, waving energetically. Some, recognizing the heraldry on the carriages that marked our convoy as that of the Malcosian Saintly candidate, even shouted encouragement. Though embarrassment tickled my chest, I was emboldened all the same by the vocal support of my people. I best not let them down!


      As I smiled and waved back at my well-wishers as well as I could, Teodore observed me from his vantage point on the other side of the carriage with a chuckle. “It seems you’ve become quite the people’s champion, Your Highness. Isn’t that wonderful?”


      “Ch-Champion?” I echoed bashfully. “Not at all. It’s the Malcosian Saintly candidate they’re cheering on, not me.”


      “Then I do hope that Your Highness wasn’t expecting that they will cheer on the Malcosian Saint any less?” Teodore replied with a sly grin.


      Ed nodded his head before I could retort. “A beautiful Malcosian Saint no less.” His face was as impassive as usual, but so was his earnest golden gaze, always shining with the full force of his sincerity.


      Embarrassed, I felt my cheeks flush deeply.


      “Now you’ve done it, Your Highness. She’s as red as an apple,” Teodore teased.


      “Lina doesn’t like to be complimented,” Ed replied. “But that just makes me want to do it all the more.”


      His smooth, rumbly baritone sent shivers down my spine. In a futile attempt to hide my blush, I quickly pulled the hood of my robe over my face—only to have my efforts thwarted by Ed, who craned his head around to peek underneath. “I almost forgot to say—Lina, that robe suits you well. Almost too well, as if it were designed just for you.”


      The most distressing element of Ed’s penchant for affectionate whispers and tender gestures was his apparent obliviousness to the effect of his own actions! When faced with his warm, sincere gaze and gentle words, I had no choice but to fly the white flag of surrender, dropping my defenses and removing my hood once more.


      The white robe I was wearing, accented with blue for purity and pea green for healing, had been specifically designed for the Saintly candidates to wear on this auspicious occasion. Only Ed, with his unwavering honesty, could make me feel deserving of such significant attire. But then again, Ed’s perspective was perhaps the only one that truly mattered to me—if he approved of my attire and the status it conferred, then that was all the validation I needed.


      “Thank you, Ed,” I said, only a little bashfully.


      “For what? Saying what’s on my mind?” he replied, tilting his head in genuine confusion.


      Just then, the carriage rolled to a stop, the pure white facade of the cathedral towering before us, monopolizing the view through the windows. The journey had flown by surprisingly quickly thanks to the pleasant company. The cathedral square, closed to the public for the occasion, appeared unusually empty. The only figures visible were a few clergymen, with the deserted expanse of the plaza dotted here and there with empty royal carriages. Thankfully, there would be no crowd of onlookers to give me pause as there would be at the Trials themselves.


      Once we had drawn to a complete halt, the coachman promptly opened the door and set down the step, allowing us to disembark. Acknowledging his service with a subtle nod, we filed out of the carriage.


      Wispy white breaths escaped our lips as we emerged from the cozy warmth into the crisp December air—Ed’s fire magic had kept us pleasantly toasty on the journey. I wrapped my robe tighter around me, grateful for the additional layer of protection against the chill. I felt a gentle tug at my hand.


      “Lina, it’s freezing out here. We shouldn’t linger,” Ed said.


      “Catching a cold at this juncture would be no laughing matter,” Teodore added.


      Heeding the thoughtful advice of my two companions, I advanced towards the main doors, relishing the satisfying crunch of snow beneath my feet. The path across the square was well-tended, the snow shallow and packed tightly underfoot. At every icy patch or step we encountered, Ed cast a protective glance my way; he expressed his concern in a gentle reminder to tread carefully—a gesture I acknowledged with a tender smile and a word of thanks. Trailing behind, Teodore maintained a discreet distance but an equally vigilant watch.


      As we approached the imposing entryway of the cathedral, the paladins standing guard bowed deeply. When we crossed the threshold, the biting cold gave way to an enveloping warmth, a comfort that seemed improbable given the open doors gaping wide to the frosty outside air. The juxtaposition felt strange on my skin, but I knew the feel of fire magic well, and I turned my mind to other things.


      “Teo, is our greenroom to the right?” Ed said.


      “The left, Your Highness. Really, how many times have I explained the route to you since this morning?” Teodore shot Ed a sharp sidelong glance.


      Sensing the incoming lecture, Ed’s gaze immediately started to wander. “F-Five times? I don’t know,” he stammered. “But I was listening. I just...don’t remember, that’s all.”


      Teodore’s lips slipped into his familiar dubious smile. “‘That’s all,’ Your Highness? Indeed, that is all. What other matters could possibly be vying for your attention than to simply recall what I tell you?” His peridot eyes glinted with reproach. “Perhaps my efforts would have been better spent discussing our plans with someone who doesn’t possess the memory of a chicken.” He sighed. “Regrettably, I anticipated as much, which is why I am here—to guide your perpetually scattered thoughts into something that approaches the capacity of the adult man I am assured that you are. Please, follow me, Your Highness, if we hope to arrive at the greenroom with any semblance of punctuality.”


      Teodore’s tongue was as sharp as ever today. Sharper than usual, perhaps, as his typical digs at Ed were now blatantly unveiled (though I would not dare to make this observation to him out loud.)


      “L-Lead on,” Ed quietly acquiesced.


      “Follow me closely,” Teodore replied, tightening his smile. He placed his hand over his heart in a gesture of loyalty, then stepped forward to lead the way. But after only a step, he paused and turned. “I trust, Your Highness, you do not presume we’ve exhausted the topic of your elusive memory. We shall delve deeper into this matter upon our arrival.”


      Ed’s eyes widened in dismay. You mean that wasn’t it? his expression seemed to say. But it seemed he had no courage left to voice his protest, and he only nodded sadly in resignation.


      Teodore allowed himself a satisfied smirk, and we resumed our trek through the echoing corridors of the cathedral. We had scarcely rounded the next corner when our procession was stopped again by a figure emerging from around it. She was cloaked in the same robe that was draped upon my own form, her silver-blonde hair loosely tied back, her breathing heavy and strained. Despite her evident exhaustion and frazzled aura, I recognized her immediately.


      It was my elder sister, Flora.


      Teodore had mentioned she would be participating in the trials, so I had braced myself for a reunion, yet I hadn’t envisioned it to be so sudden an encounter, here in the quiet confines of the cathedral’s corridors. Surprised, I observed her closely. She was as yet unaware of my presence, her gaze downturned, her fingers carefully massaging her neck. It was only when she looked up that our eyes met, and her reaction was one of unmistakable surprise. This encounter was clearly unplanned. Her padparadscha sapphire eyes darted about, betraying a fleeting hesitation. Then she took a deep breath, forced a weary smile onto her pale face, and stepped forward with a warmth that belied her initial reservation. “Carolina, it’s so wonderful to see you, sister. I’ve missed you dearly.” She then turned to Ed and dipped into an elegant curtsy. “And my sincerest greetings to Your Highness, Prince Edward. Thank you for looking after my little sister so well.”
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      As we were in mixed company, she effortlessly slipped back into her “doting older sister” persona. Had Ed and Teodore not been here, I could almost hear her scornful whisper, Well, well, well, it seems a disgraceful little rat has managed to sneak her way onto the premises.


      Those eyes, feigning kindness... Her performance as the doting sister was frustratingly flawless, stoking an old flame of resentment within me. Curious, I glanced at Ed to gauge his reaction. To my relief, his expression was stoic, his usual impassiveness shading into slight annoyance as he regarded my sister without any trace of warmth or reciprocated greeting. Despite my previous warnings about Flora’s true nature, I had felt a twinge of fear that he might be swayed by a single charming encounter. Thankfully, my concerns seemed to be misplaced.


      My spirits lifted immediately, my face relaxing, marveling at how transformative the support of just one person could be. It was at this moment that Teodore stepped forward, as if to remind me of his presence as well. “It is a pleasure to meet Her Highness’s illustrious sister. Lady Flora Sanchez, I am Teodore Garcia, councillor to His Imperial Highness. Though it pains me to interrupt such a joyous family reunion, I must ask you to allow us to be on our way, as we have commitments to attend to.”


      Flora’s eyes subtly reacted to the unspoken message: move aside for royalty. Her smile, however, never faded. “My sincerest apologies,” she responded. “In the excitement of seeing my dear sister, I momentarily forgot my manners.”


      “Is that so?” Teodore retorted. “Then, I must say, for someone so eager to meet her dear sister, I couldn’t help but notice quite a pause before you approached us.”


      “I must have been so overwhelmed that I was rendered paralyzed with shock,” Flora excused herself with practiced smoothness. “Please forgive me. This reunion was quite unexpected, after all.”


      I marveled at the volley of words in sheer astonishment. Flora’s ability to parry Teodore’s sharp remarks with such grace and agility was nothing less than remarkable. Secretly, I envied her eloquence; I knew I would have faltered at the first challenge. Despite my reluctance to admit it, Flora possessed a finesse in social maneuvers to which I could only aspire.


      Teodore’s lips pulled into a devious grin. “I see, I see. Then, you must share an exceptionally close bond with your dear sister.” He paused, and in that moment, I swore I saw his eyes glint. “Yet, I must wonder, if this bond is so strong, why have I never seen Her Highness exchange a single letter with Your Ladyship?”


      Teodore served Flora undeniable proof of her lies, and yet only the merest, fleeting sign of strain was all that Flora’s face betrayed. Her smile remained fixed, her response breezy. “Lord Teodore. I am sure someone of your position is well informed about the current events in Celestia. It pains me to admit, but the circumstances have left me with no time to write.”


      “Of course. But, His Grace Duke Sanchez even found time to—”


      Interrupting him, Flora’s tone took on a brisk note. “Oh, I’ve kept you too long already, haven’t I? You mentioned you were in a hurry.” Without waiting for a response, she smoothly sidestepped towards the wall, halting Teodore’s inquiry. “My apologies. We must take up this conversation another time, mustn’t we?”


      And that was that. Teodore had made it clear that we had prior commitments, leaving no real justification for prolonging our stay. He resumed leading us past Flora, signaling it was time to move on.


      “Good luck today, sister,” I said as I passed.


      Behind me, the faintest click of a tongue reached my ears. It was hardly the harshest retort in my long history of Flora’s dismissals, so I ignored it and continued walking. But then, I felt a gentle pressure on my cheek—a large, comforting hand. “Are you okay?”


      Looking up, I met Ed’s gaze. In contrast to his curt words, his golden eyes were brimming with kindness and warmth. “I’m fine,” I reassured him, surprised by my own calmness. “I thought I’d be more emotional seeing my sister, but much to my own surprise, I’m feeling fine. And Teodore was there to counter her sharp words. That was actually very satisfying.” As I replayed the scene, relishing the memory of Flora on the back foot for the entire duration of that short encounter, a small giggle escaped me.


      Teodore’s eyes crinkled into a smile. “I am beyond glad you found some amusement in that, Your Highness.” His expression shifted to one of concern. “Though I must ask, is Lady Flora suffering from some ailment? She seemed quite the worse for wear.”


      I shook my head. “Flora has always been the picture of health, save for the occasional cold. That pallor was unexpected to me as well. Maybe the preparations for the trials were more taxing than expected? But I can’t be sure...”


      “Because Your Highness doesn’t think someone as meticulous as Flora would let herself lose her edge right before something as critical as the trials, correct?”


      I nodded at Teodore, who was on the exact same line of the exact same page as me. Besides the recent mana-beast and crop issues plaguing Celestia, I’d never seen Flora suffer so much as a single failure. Flora’s reputation as the “perfect lady” was not mere lip service; it was borne out of her relentless drive for excellence. To slip up, and in so visible a manner, I would have thought was inconceivable.


      Is there something going on behind the scenes? My thoughts were interrupted by Ed’s venomous and unhesitating dismissal of the topic of his sister-in-law’s well-being. “Why are we discussing the health of that woman? It has nothing to do with us. Instead, we should be focusing on the trials ahead.”


      He didn’t even deign to use her name. Clearly, he had no intention of recognizing Flora as family.


      Teodore smiled. “You’re absolutely right, Your Highness. Now there’s a phrase I didn’t think I’d be saying today.”


      Ed bristled. “You! That last part was clearly unnecessary!”


      “On the contrary,” Teodore snickered under his breath. “Without it, my compliment to you would’ve been incomplete, Your Highness.”


      Their usual acerbic camaraderie brought a smile to my face. And Ed was right—the trials were imminent; our focus needed to be razor-sharp. I gently shook my head to dispel any lingering distractions, and I refocused on the trials that lay ahead.


      Soon enough, we reached our greenroom. After a brief respite, we proceeded into the venue. Backstage, hidden by the heavy curtain, I snatched a glimpse of the gathering crowd. It was a scant five minutes before the opening ceremony, and the cathedral was already packed to the brim. Without a doubt, it would be a full house. Waiting in the wings behind the curtains alongside me were the other saintly candidates. Flora was among them, of course, but I had resolved to pay her no mind, and so ignore her I did.


      Just as I’d managed to gather my composure one final time, a clergyman took the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, please rise for the opening ceremony,” he declared solemnly in a voice resonant with purpose.


      There was a collective rustling as all members of the audience—aristocrats and royalty alike—rose to their feet. The directness of his request went unquestioned, reflecting the gravity of the occasion.


      The clergyman, now serving as the host of the event (albeit one much more staid than Prince Gilbert had been at the preliminaries), clasped his hands together in prayer and closed his eyes. “In the name of our Lord, I hereby declare the Saintly Trials begun. May God guide all of His candidates and be with us all. So may it be.”


      “So may it be,” the audience echoed back in chorus.


      “You may now be seated,” the host gently instructed. Those assembled finished offering their silent prayers for their chosen candidates and then gracefully resumed their seats.


      The host moved to the side of the stage and cast a glance towards those of us waiting nervously in the wings. “The Saintly candidates shall now present themselves. Kindly honor them with your heartfelt applause.”


      At his words, a regal fanfare rang out, filling the air with majestic notes. As the music echoed through the hall, we lined up in order, and as the final note faded into silence, we made our entrance, stepping onto the stage and carefully navigating to our assigned spots. It was difficult to determine which sensation I felt more keenly—the bright lights beaming down on us or the intense, scrutinizing gazes of the audience.


      My eyes wandered to the royal seating area, seeking out Ed. There he was, alongside the emperor and empress, with Prince Gilbert and Teodore nearby—all of them applauding. Despite my intention to maintain composure, I felt a smile begin to spread across my face, buoyed by the overwhelming support.


      I acknowledged their encouragement with a subtle nod, then refocused my attention forward. Just then, Flora, who was bringing up the rear, took her position diagonally behind me, signaling the completion of our procession.


      “Thank you for your applause,” the host said. “All twenty-three saintly candidates have now taken the stage. For an introduction to each candidate, please refer to the programs you were given.”


      The audience responded with a synchronized rustle as everyone opened the programs provided and began to read. A moment of collective focus ensued before the host cleared his throat to continue. “Next, we are honored to receive words from the high pontiff. Please extend a warm welcome to His Holiness.”


      He stepped back, making way for a distinguished figure. The elderly man, draped in a cassock of white and gold, slowly ascended the stage. The gentle tap of his cross-shaped staff punctuated each step. Upon passing the line of bowing clergymen, High Pontiff Melvin Clark White stepped to the center of the stage.


      The high pontiff’s back loomed large before us, commanding silence and reverence. It was a reminder that, despite his usual kind and lighthearted demeanor, he was the ultimate authority of our storied church.


      “Hear my voice,” His Holiness proclaimed. “I extend my heartfelt gratitude to each of you for gathering here to witness the Saintly Trials. My thanks and honor go out to all who have labored tirelessly to bring these trials to fruition. Such a feat, accomplished in such a short time, is a testament to your immense sacrifices.”


      His voice maintained a composed cadence that was almost eerie in its calm as he addressed the assembly. He abruptly and unexpectedly turned to face us. His solemnity was counterbalanced by a gentle expression—a familiar warmth that I’d come to cherish. “And to you, the chosen few, I say this: unleash your fullest potential on this sacred day. Great things are expected of you all.”


      As he turned to face the audience once more, I swore I felt his gaze drift over me and linger for just a moment—a fleeting look of encouragement—before he resumed his address. “Lengthy speeches can diminish the spirit, so I shall be brief. As a final word, I wish for everyone to find joy in our gathering today.”


      With a reverent “may God bless us all,” the high pontiff concluded his speech, leaving a profound stillness in its wake. He descended the way he had come and took the seat by the stage reserved for the arbiter of the trials.


      The host stepped forward once more. “Thank you for your inspiring words, Your Holiness. Now, allow me to briefly explain how the trial will work. Our candidates will face three rigorous challenges, each crafted to test their abilities and virtues. We will introduce each trial in turn, providing clarity to ensure everyone’s understanding. The trials will operate on a points system; after each, candidates will receive scores reflective of their performance. At the conclusion of this event, the one among them with the highest total will ascend as the Saint.”


      This explanation mirrored the details that were already known to the candidates and the public, so there were no surprises to be had there. The points system, visually clear and quantifiably precise, was designed to offer a transparent and accurate assessment of each candidate.


      The host continued with his explanation. “Given the nature of this points-based scoring matrix, there should be no cause for withdrawals or eliminations throughout the trials. However, let it be known that any candidate who inflicts harm on another or engages in deceitful behavior unbecoming of this sacred competition will face immediate disqualification. I urge all candidates to exercise caution and integrity to avoid any actions that could lead to censure, even unintentionally.” He then shot a conspicuous and significant glance towards the paladins standing by in the venue, as if to issue a silent but stern warning to any would-be transgressors.


      I, um, suppose the reason for the heightened security must be me, considering what happened at the preliminary trials. A curious mix of gratitude and guilt stirred within me as I acknowledged the lengths to which they had gone to ensure our safety. My hand instinctively rose to my neck, tracing the now-faded marks as the visage of Lady Monica flashed before my eyes. I prayed silently that something like that wouldn’t happen again.


      “That concludes the explanation,” the host said. “We will now proceed to the first trial. Please stand by as we make the necessary preparations.”


      At his word, a procession of nuns entered the space. They had smiles on their faces and what looked like stained and dirtied towels in their arms. They deposited a veritable small mountain of fabric in front of each candidate before gracefully retreating. We stared at the mysterious heaps of cloth, trying to unravel their purpose, when moments later, the nuns returned, this time placing next to each of us a large empty basket. This enigmatic pairing of items only deepened our bewilderment. After a final, graceful exit, I could see that the nuns lingered offstage, at the ready with additional towels.


      “The first trial is set to commence,” the host announced. “Allow me to explain the challenge. Candidates, your task is to cleanse—that is to say, purify—these towels. Each towel you restore to pristine condition will earn you one point. But bear in mind that only towels which are completely clean will count towards your score. Consider this carefully as you plan your approach.”


      At the host’s words, a few candidates visibly tensed—perhaps they had initially contemplated doing the bare minimum wherever possible, an eventuality that such a rule was clearly meant to circumvent. Not to say that I didn’t empathize with their eagerness to find any advantage; the stakes were indeed monumental.


      “Place your cleaned towels in any arrangement you prefer within the provided basket,” the host instructed. “Should you exhaust your supply, more will be brought to you. Do not disturb or take towels belonging to others.” He took a deep breath, then bellowed out at the top of his lungs, “You will have fifteen minutes. Let the first trial...begin!”


      The host had barely departed the stage when the candidates sprang into action, casting purification magic with fervor. Heedless of the grime staining their hands, each focused intensely on thoroughly cleaning their assigned towels, the host’s warning clearly having had its intended effect.


      I, however, did not need to choose between quality and quantity. After surveying my competitors, I turned my attention to the soiled towels before me and clasped my hands together in prayer, just as I had in the preliminaries. The pose wasn’t strictly necessary, but I found that it was a handy way to align my spirit with the task. The divine nature of my power meant that getting into the right mood was actually quite an important consideration.


      “O heavenly guardian, I beseech thee—purify this fabric before me!”


      Careful to specify exactly which towels I wanted cleansed, I sent my prayer up into the heavens. Soon enough, it was answered, and a soft glow like moonlight enveloped the mound of cloth before me. The audience erupted into a hushed murmur, the odd comment to the effect of “that isn’t purification magic!” reaching my ear. But I ignored the whispers, focusing solely on the divine intervention at work. As the light receded, it unveiled towels which were not merely spotless but impeccably white and fluffy as well.


      Each towel was without a doubt immaculately clean, so I gathered them all and placed them into my basket. Almost immediately, a nun hurried onto the stage with another stack of towels. I gave her a grateful smile as she turned to leave—and promptly cleansed the new pile right away. She had hardly made it back to her spot before she noticed my work, and she rushed back at once with another set of towels.
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Marisa
Daughter of a count and
Carolina’s handmaiden. A
cool and reserved beauty.

First prince of the Malcosian Empire.
Previously hfomebound due to the
symptoms of Mana Hypersensitivity
Syndrome, he has regained his life
thanks to Carolina and consequently
now calls her Mistress...

Younger sister to Flora and now wife
to Edward. She’s finally coming into
her own due to the love from Edward

and his family.

Former problem child. After
causing a great scandal, he’s
reforming his ways. Carolina’s
personal bodyguard.

Vanessa
Empress of Malcosias. A

wielder of frost magic. She is
impassive but deeply loving.

Second prince of the Malcosian
Empire and the commander of the
Pyreborn. He loves Carolina
deeply.

aymond
Prime minister of the Kingdom of
Celestia. Despite his lifelong absences
and stoic nature, he actually cares a
great deal for his daughter Carolina.

Emperor of Malcosias. A
spell-sword whose exploits are
e stuff of legend.
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One day, Lady Carolina Sanchez finds
herself suddenly married off to Edward, the
second prince of Malcosias —a purely
political arrangement. Despite years of
relentless bullying from her older sister,
Flora—something which left Carolina
believing she was unworthy of love —she
finds unexpected peace and affection in her
new life, largely due to the support of her
husband and in-laws.

Teodore
Edward'’s right-hand man,
childhood friend, and vice
commander. He’s an intellectual
marvel and prodigious mage.
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' The power struggles within Malcosias lead
i to several attempts on Carolina’s life, but she
. overcomes these dangers, and her bond with
i Edward deepens into true love. To

' everyone’s surprise, Carolina, long thought
i to be devoid of magical power, discovers she
i is a bearer of Divinity —a rare and
. miraculous power.

With her newfound abilities, Carolina cures
the first prince of Malcosias, Gilbert, of
Mana Hypersensitivity Syndrome, a feat that
attracts unwanted attention. Archbishop
Mills of Celestia, intrigued by her power,
plans to take her under his control, but his
efforts are thwarted by the imperial family.
To showcase Carolina’s Divinity, the
imperial family devises the Saintly Trials,
where she is set to demonstrate her power to
the world...

Flora
Eldest daughter of ducal House
Sanchez. Lauded as the Saint-to-be,
she is a multitalented and
accomplished young woman. Only
her sister is privy to her cruelty.
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