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CHAPTER TWENTY
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MAXI AWOKE TO THE HARSH CRIES OF SEABIRDS the next morning. She sluggishly sat up. Through the porthole, she saw birds circling over the shimmering surface of the water.

She was vacantly watching them when Riftan rose beside her and enveloped her in his arms. Maxi blushed as she felt his warm lips on her bare shoulder. She leaned into him, wishing they could stay like this forever.

He kissed her cheek and murmured in her ear, his voice still laced with sleep, “What has caught your interest so?”

“I-I was looking at the birds. We have not … s-seen any so far,” she said as Riftan rubbed his nose against her neck.

“Birds are only found near land. It would be rare to see them out in the middle of the ocean.” He sighed as he looked out to sea, his eyes dark. “Right on time. We must be getting close to shore. We should start preparing to disembark.”

He slowly peeled himself away, and Maxi had to employ all of her self-control to stop herself from clinging to him.

They performed their morning ablutions with fresh water brought to them by a deckhand. As usual, Riftan nimbly donned his armor without any assistance and strode out of the cabin.

After braiding her hair over her shoulder, Maxi followed him onto the deck. True to his words, the land on the horizon was gradually growing closer.

“All of you, get below deck and start rowing!”

At the first mate’s orders, the sailors rushed down the stairs and took up the oars. After they navigated the ship along the rocky coast for some time, the wide, triangular estuary where the glistening emerald water of the Chrysanth River met the western sea finally emerged.

The sailors tightened the sails and yanked at the oars to propel the ship upriver. Now in their full armor, the knights went to the stables to check on their mounts and secure their saddlebags. Ulyseon and Garrow had already taken Maxi’s belongings and tied them to Rem’s saddle for her.

Gripped by intense trepidation, Maxi gazed at the few cottages and boats visible near the riverside. In contrast with the anxiety simmering in her heart, the passing scenery was pleasantly tranquil. Waterbirds plunged into the wide river and shot up into the sky, their quarry clutched in their beaks. Large ships loaded with goods glided along the edges of the river. The number of vessels increased as they moved farther upriver, and soon a large dock lined with ships came into view.

Placing a hand on the railing, Riftan said, “That is Levan, the capital of Livadon.”

Maxi stared in amazement. Directly ahead was a large port flanked by dozens of massive ships. Evenly spaced white buildings rose like stairs behind the port.

For a kingdom situated directly beside Wedon, Livadon had an exotic air. The buildings had either square or round roofs, as if rejecting the conical ones typical of Roem architecture, and the ramparts and walls were startlingly white.

“And over there is the monastery you will be staying in,” Riftan added, pointing to a large temple situated halfway up a mountain.

Shading her eyes from the sun, Maxi looked up at the stark building surrounded by white pillars. It was visibly different from the dreary and cloistered monasteries she had known so far.

Her eyes widened. “It looks … m-more like an ancient t-temple than a monastery.”

Riftan nodded. “You are right. Livadon is a kingdom that has preserved most of its architecture and way of life even after the rise and fall of the Roem Empire. Most of the buildings are built in the ancient style, and except for some of the northern regions, the majority of the regions in the kingdom follow the doctrines of the Reformed Church.” He seemed familiar with the kingdom and its customs after spending many years in Livadon as a mercenary. “They are more liberal than you might think, so I’m sure you won’t feel too suffocated,” he added.

That was slightly reassuring. With a shudder, Maxi recalled her harsh education from a priest of the Orthodox doctrine when she was young. It was the reason she had been secretly fretting about staying at the monastery.

The next thing Maxi knew, the ship was closing in on the docks. The sailors rushed about the deck, lowering the anchor and tossing down thick ropes to tie them to the pier.

Passersby who had spotted the ship’s insignia of Wedon gathered by the dock to peer up at those aboard. The sailors lowered the ramp, and the knights led their horses down onto the walkway in an orderly line.

It did not take long for the spectators to realize that the greatest knight in the continent had come to Livadon in its time of need.

“Rosem Wigrew d’Calypse!”

Loud chants swelled from the crowd. The exuberant welcome made it obvious that Riftan need not have worried about the people of Livadon being wary of newcomers. Maxi mounted Rem and rode behind the knights as they made their way through the jubilant crowd.

Leading the procession, Riftan cut an imposing figure. His chiseled face commanded more authority than any nobleman, while his broad shoulders and muscular legs exuded powerful energy as he expertly steered his black warhorse.

The people of Livadon who had flocked to catch a glimpse of the famed dragon-slaying knight were transfixed. They scattered bright flowers and waved white handkerchiefs as the Remdragon Knights passed.

The campaign party made their way down the main road toward the basilica. There, a group of knights carrying the banner of the Livadonian royal family halted the procession.

A deep voice rang out: “You have traveled a long way. We thank you for coming to Livadon, Sir Riftan Calypse, Champion of Wedon.”

Craning her neck, Maxi studied the group ahead. About thirty knights in silvery gray armor blocked the road. The person who had spoken was a middle-aged man on a chestnut horse. He clearly had the highest standing among them, for he was the only one mounted while the others were leading their horses on foot.

Riftan directed Talon to trot over to the man. After a short silence, he said coolly, “It has been a while, Grand Duke Druik Aren.”

The duke let out a hearty laugh. His tone promptly lost its formality, as though he were talking to an old friend.

“I’m honored that you remember my name. How long has it been since you beat my brother to a pulp? Six years? No … another year has passed. Must be seven.”

Maxi grew tense at the man’s words despite his lighthearted tone. Did this nobleman mean Riftan harm?

Her fears were put to rest when the man steered his horse sideways and extended his hand with a genial smile.

“I’ve heard that you’ve become an even greater knight. What a man indeed. Sejuleu will have a fit when he sees you’ve grown even bigger than him.”

Riftan lightly shook the man’s outstretched hand. “Is Sejuleu Aren in Louivell?”

Duke Aren’s smile faded as he nodded gravely. “He has gathered the scattered coalition army and is fighting the trolls.”

“How many reinforcements have come?”

“Including you and your knights, a total of three thousand five hundred men. A thousand five hundred sent by the Royal House of Wedon, and two thousand sent by Balto. All of them left for the battlefield as soon as they arrived.”

Riftan gave a nod of approval. “What about the Temple Knights? Have they not yet arrived?”

“The knights sent by Osiriya are traveling by land, so it’s taking them some time to get here.” The duke rode up next to Riftan and turned his horse around. “We should head to the palace first. We have prepared a welcoming ceremony for the Remdragon Knights. After the ceremony, you should get some rest.”

Riftan shook his head. “I do not wish to waste time. We’ve had more than enough rest on the ship. I intend to stop by the basilica to make preparations and then depart immediately for Louivell.”

“Impatient as always, I see.” The duke sighed. “If that is your wish, then I shall escort you to the basilica.”

With a wave of his hand, the Livadonian knights turned their horses in unison and began leading them across the road. The crowd gathered around them split in half, opening a path for them.

Making sure not to stray from the line, Maxi followed the Remdragon Knights. Laurel trees and rustic stone buildings lined the wide flagstone road. After quite some time they reached the basilica, which was situated in a large square. Broad stone steps led up to the entrance.

Stopping at the foot of the stairs, Duke Aren gave the Remdragon Knights a brief orientation.

“This is the grand basilica. There is a refuge for pilgrims behind the church to the right; the guardhouse is to the left. Rooms for the knights have been prepared behind the guardhouse.”

The ancient basilica was a magnificent structure of rough-hewn yet elegant architecture. It seemed to radiate tranquility, and Maxi gazed up at it in awe. Six ivory pillars supported a large, jade-colored dome engraved with images of Darian the Monarch, the first emperor of Roem, and Wigrew surrounded by the first twelve knights. Their protector, the Holy Dragon, was also engraved there.

Maxi was staring at the strikingly detailed carvings when Ulyseon cautiously addressed her.

“My lady, please allow me to help you dismount.”

Maxi quickly lowered her gaze from the basilica. Riftan and the knights were already walking toward the stairs.

She hastily dismounted with Ulyseon’s assistance. At the top of the stairs, she saw clerics dressed in monastic habits hurrying out of the basilica.

Rem snorted and pranced in place, clearly anxious in the unfamiliar place. Maxi gently reassured her before handing the reins to a cleric. The rest of the campaign party had already handed over their horses and entered the church. Maxi hurried up the stairs after them.

Unlike conventional churches, there was something sensuous about Livadon’s basilica. Murals painted in the ancient style covered the arched ceiling, and colorful streams of light poured in through towering stained-glass windows.

In contrast, the habits of the clerics were markedly humble. They wore floor-length robes made of coarse dark brown cloth, cinched at the waist with cords woven from straw.

An old cleric who appeared to be the most senior among them stepped forward to greet Riftan and Duke Aren.

“We welcome you to the sanctuary of our God.”

Duke Aren gestured toward the campaign party. “These are honored guests who have come to aid Livadon. Would the church allow them to stay in its care until they depart for Louivell?”

The cleric’s cloudy, light blue eyes flickered to Riftan and the Remdragon Knights. “Of course. We shall welcome them with all honors. Please feel free to ask for anything you might need.”

Riftan stepped forward and gave a slight bow. “We will not trouble you for long. If you could provide us with enough provisions and a hierarch who could accompany us to Louivell, we will depart with haste.”

The old cleric stared into Riftan’s eyes before slowly nodding. He then whispered something to the cleric on his right, and the man promptly rushed out toward the back garden.

“We shall summon two hierarchs for you at once, as well as supply you with the provisions you need,” the old cleric stated.

“And we shall help you replenish and mend your weapons. Three hundred of Livadon’s best knights will be accompanying you to Louivell,” Duke Aren added, gesturing to the knights waiting outside the basilica. “You must be tired from the journey, so leave all the preparations to us and try to unwind.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the clerics parted and swiftly led the party to the back. They stepped through an arched doorway into a spacious garden bathed in sunlight, then crossed a lush pomegranate orchard. They walked along the stone walls of the courtyard for some time before a pale gray building surrounded by thick trees came into view.

The party followed the clerics into the shaded building and entered a huge room with a loft. It seemed spacious enough to accommodate at least eight hundred people.

“This is where we allow pilgrims to rest,” a cleric explained. “We shall bring you your meals shortly, so please make yourselves comfortable.”

When the clerics left the room, the knights let out long sighs of relief. Some slumped into the thickly cushioned chairs, while others stretched out in the cots placed between partitions along the wall. A few of the junior knights attended to the knights to help them remove their breastplates.

Maxi was studying the murals on the walls and the intricate carvings on the pillars when Riftan called her name.

“Maxi, come here.”

She turned to see him seated at a long table across from Duke Aren. After a moment of hesitation, Maxi made her way to Riftan’s side. The duke’s dark brown eyes gleamed with curiosity.

Riftan possessively placed a hand on her back, guiding her to take the seat beside him. “This is my wife, Maximilian. I wanted to ask you before I depart if you would provide her shelter.”

“Your wife?”

The duke looked surprised. Then, much to Maxi’s discomfort, he blatantly looked her up and down. She willed herself not to shrink back.

Stroking his neatly groomed mustache, the duke cocked his head, perplexed. “I would of course make sure she is well cared for, but I must ask: Why did you bring your wife on such a dangerous campaign?”

“Lady Calypse is a talented healer,” Hebaron suddenly chimed in. He was lounging at the end of the table, sipping a goblet of wine. “We had already sent our mage with the first party, so we had no choice but to ask her ladyship to accompany us.”

“I see,” said the duke after a pause. He gazed back at Maxi, his dark brown eyes softening. “It must have been a rough journey. I shall arrange for her to stay at the palace immediately and see to it that she has everything she needs.”

“I wish for her to stay at the monastery,” Riftan said quickly. “I have heard that many of Livadon’s noblewomen are staying there. Would you be able to make arrangements for my wife to be accommodated there as well?”

Duke Aren raised an eyebrow. “That can be arranged, but … would it not be better for her to stay at the palace?”

“I do not want my wife embroiled in politics,” Riftan said plainly, not caring if he sounded insolent.

Growing tense, Maxi studied the duke’s face. What if he became furious at Riftan’s discourteous tone?

Duke Aren simply let out a hearty laugh. “Word has it that you have managed to earn the ire of Elnuima Reuben III. Are you worried that having your wife stay at the Livadonian palace will further inflame his misgivings?”

Riftan scowled. “You must concede that there is no guarantee that people with treacherous intentions would not approach her.”

The duke did not immediately respond. “Indeed,” he finally said. His trim brown mustache quivered slightly as he sighed. “Considering your position, it would surely be better for her to stay at the monastery. I understand. I shall ask the high priest to see to her welfare.”

While the men discussed where she would be staying, Maxi sat meekly beside Riftan and clasped his hand under the table. He glanced down at her anxious face and firmly squeezed back.

The duke briefed them on the situation in Louivell, then left to supervise the campaign preparations. Soon after, the clerics entered with an array of warm food, wine, and a basket of fresh fruit.

Maxi sat gloomily at the table, picking at her food as she ate her last meal with the knights. With their departure into dangerous battle looming, the men’s faces were visibly tense. The atmosphere was more sober than usual as they discussed their itinerary.

Although Maxi desperately wanted to have a private moment with Riftan so that they could say their farewells, he was deliberating with the knights and seemed not to notice her at all. All too soon, the Livadonian knights came to inform them that the preparations were complete.

“Baggage wagons with the weapons and provisions are waiting in the square,” a Livadonian knight stated.

Riftan gave a curt nod of approval. “And the hierarchs?”

“Two of them are all set to depart.”

Riftan and the knights once again donned their armor. As she watched them prepare to leave, Maxi felt a gaping hole in her heart. She had known that sending Riftan off would be difficult, but the anguish she felt now was far greater than what she had been steeling herself for.

Unable to even bid him or the knights farewell, she dumbly watched them file out of the room. Riftan, who had been talking to Duke Aren in the doorway, turned to look at her.

“Maxi, the duke will introduce you to the high priest. Come.”

Only then was Maxi able to move. She silently followed Riftan out of the building. They passed through the garden and entered the basilica, where they were greeted by a middle-aged cleric. His pale, almost white hair curled just above his shoulders.

Duke Aren stepped forward to formally introduce Maxi to the high priest. “Reverend Father, this is the wife of Sir Riftan Calypse.”

Maxi executed a stiff curtsy. “I-I am Maximilian … Calypse.”

The high priest bowed back. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Calypse. I am Sam Mordecai, a servant of our divine master. I have been told that you will be staying with us for a while. Please, consider this place your home during your stay.”

“I leave my wife in your care,” said Riftan, respectfully bowing his head to the high priest.

Maxi’s eyes flew to stare at Riftan, an icy dread seeping into the corners of her heart. Did he intend to bid her farewell here? Like this?

Riftan straightened and turned to her. “If anything happens, inform Duke Aren. He will look after you.”

Maxi’s lips quivered, unable to manage any words. The impassive face looking down at her was as cold as steel, devoid of any emotion.

“Be well.” Riftan’s voice was as frigid as his expression.

Maxi felt her throat constricting. She could not believe this stony farewell was happening.

Riftan brusquely turned away from her and walked out of the basilica. Maxi stared after him, frozen with disbelief. It was as if the intimate time they had shared aboard the ship had all been a false act. The knights waiting nearby gave her curt nods and followed their commander.

Ulyseon was at the rear. He paused at the entrance to offer her a final, confident reassurance. “We will return to take you back to Anatol, my lady, so please do not worry.”

Maxi numbly accompanied the clerics out of the church to see them off. At the foot of the steps, dozens of baggage wagons and armed soldiers filled the square. The Livadon and Remdragon Knights stood to attention at the front, their banners flapping in the brisk wind. Maxi felt her heart hammer against her ribs.

She looked on miserably as Riftan mounted his horse. He pacified Talon’s furious snorting and turned him around to check on the formation. When all was set, he lightly spurred Talon to trot ahead. The knights began to lead their horses out of the square in unison.

Maxi watched in a daze as Riftan suddenly pulled his mount to a halt. The knights abruptly ceased marching and murmured in confusion.

Oblivious to the knights’ muttering, Riftan barked something to Hebaron, jumped off his horse, and sprinted back toward the basilica.

He bounded up the steps and seized Maxi’s forearm.

“Come …”

Before Maxi could say anything, he pulled her over to a large tree. Bewildered, Maxi stumbled after him.

“R-Riftan … wh-what are you—”

“I know that I’m being a damned fool, but …” he murmured, his words making no sense to Maxi. He whirled around to look down at her.

Maxi’s eyes grew round when she saw the conflict raging on his face. Riftan stood immobile, hesitating, then pulled something out from beneath his armor. Maxi blankly looked down at his palm. In his hand was a shekel coin. It was slightly dented, and one of its sides was blackened.

“I want you to hold on to this,” Riftan said gruffly.

Maxi blinked. It was a copper coin used by peasants, one she had never touched in her life. When she looked up at him quizzically, his jaw stiffened. Without any explanation, he grabbed her hand and thrust the coin into it.

“Be sure to keep it with you always.”

“Wh-Why?”

After a moment of hesitation, Riftan sighed and brusquely ran a hand through his hair. “This is the coin I received as compensation after I successfully finished my first commission as a mercenary. I was told that keeping it with me would bring me luck. You could call it a superstition among the mercenaries. I thought it was stupid, but I’ve kept it with me just in case ….” He trailed off as though embarrassed at having clung to such superstition. “I rarely got injured when I carried this, so I made sure to have it on me at all times.”

Maxi jumped as though she had been burned and quickly pushed the coin back toward him. “I-If that is so … y-you must be the one to carry it!”

Riftan shook his head. “I no longer need luck. I know that I can survive without relying on such a thing.”

His long fingers wrapped around her hand, and his eyes grew somber. “You do not know how hard it is for me to leave you behind. It is a meaningless superstition … but I still wish for you to have it.”

Maxi bit her lip. “I-I do not consider it … a meaningless superstition, but … if this t-truly does bring luck … I would like for you to carry it, Riftan. Y-You are the one going into danger.”

“It would reassure me more to know that you have it.” He lowered his head to kiss her fist wrapped around the coin. His tousled hair softly tickled the back of her hand. “I might be able to worry a bit less about your well-being if you did.”

“But … I-I will be worried sick,” Maxi murmured, her voice shaking.

Lifting his head, Riftan stared into her gray eyes. Seeing them filled with tears, an unspeakably intense emotion flashed across his face. He cupped her cheek and gently stroked her temple with his thumb.

“Will you?”

Unable to speak, Maxi nodded. Riftan drew in a sharp breath and kissed her.

Maxi’s eyelids quivered when she felt his soft breath on her lips. Although his eyes blazed, the kiss was surprisingly short and gentle.

“I will be fine,” Riftan assured her.

“C-Can you promise me … that you will return unharmed?”

There was a short silence. “Yes, I promise,” he finally answered.

His throat bobbed as if he were trying to swallow something rising there. He bent his head to kiss the back of her hand once more.

“I pray that no harm will befall you … and that only good things will come to you,” he murmured before straightening.

Maxi looked up at him with misty eyes.

Riftan caressed her cheek. “I really must go now.”

Maxi pressed her lips together to stop herself from sobbing and nodded. For a moment, Riftan stood rooted as though his legs had turned to steel; then he slowly made his way back to the square.

He did not look back again. He climbed down the steps and mounted his horse once more. The knights, who had been quietly waiting for their commander, promptly reorganized into their ranks.

Riftan spurred his steed forward, and the army behind him began their march. Standing beside the clerics at the top of the steps, Maxi looked on as their figures grew distant.

She wished to see her husband off with dignity, but her eyes kept welling up. Clutching Riftan’s coin, she tried to hold back her tears.

When Riftan and the knights disappeared into the horizon, the high priest, who had been discreetly standing back, gently called to her.

“We should head back inside now, my lady. Please allow us to show you to your room.”

Maxi hastily wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her dress and turned to him with a tight nod. Just then, a dry wind eerily brushed her spine, sending a chill through her entire body. She turned to look behind her one more time before following the high priest and the clerics into the basilica.

They had to pass through the garden, the main hall, a small vegetable patch, a chapel, and then climb up a long flight of stairs to reach the monastery where Maxi would be staying. Standing outside, she dubiously looked up at the elegant, four-story stone building. It was a magnificent structure befitting a monastery in such a big city, but it had a gloomy air.

A cleric led her inside and briefly explained the facilities within the building.

“This is where our sisters training to be female clerics have their lodgings. Currently, the wives or sisters of men who have left to fight are also staying here to pray for their victory. They mostly spend time in their rooms but gather in the prayer hall every morning and evening to join the worship. You should be able to meet the other noble ladies then.”

Maxi tried her best to hide her troubled expression. She had no desire to socialize with the noblewomen of Livadon. Not only did she lack confidence in her social skills, but she was afraid that she would be mocked for her speech impediment.

She silently bobbed her head instead of voicing her concerns. The cleric promptly led her to a clean and spacious room on the second floor.

“This is your room, my lady.”

The bedchamber was not excessively opulent, but nonetheless lavish for a monastery. There was an expansive window and a large bed laid with thick sheets. A mahogany table and a large chest sat on one side of the room.

“Your meals will be brought to you by the maidservants at the times of your choosing. If you wish, you may also come downstairs to dine with the nuns,” the cleric said. “You may freely move about the basilica, but please refrain from going near the male clerics’ quarters in the northern annex. If you wish to go outside the basilica, you must first inform the cleric in charge of the monastery. We ask that you refrain from leaving the grounds without a guard. Do you have any questions, my lady?”

Maxi had been struggling to keep up with the deluge of information. She simply shook her head, unable to muster any words. The stern-looking cleric had an air of aloofness about him. He regarded her for a moment before turning away.

“If you ever do have any, please do not hesitate to ask,” he said. “Well, then, I shall go and send for a maidservant for you right away.”

When he stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him, Maxi slumped down onto the bed in exhaustion. She stared up at the ceiling with empty eyes.

Her life at the monastery had now begun.

Like the other noblewomen residents, Maxi spent most of her time cooped up in her room. Though she took short strolls in the garden in the afternoon, she never left the basilica grounds, and she rarely conversed with others.

Perhaps it was a regulation within the facility, but the clerics very seldom spoke to her first, and the Livadonian noblewomen she encountered from time to time in the corridors only gave her polite nods. It was not that they were being ungracious to a foreign guest. After all, Maxi had not been expecting to spend merry days within a monastery, where people were meant to practice an ascetic life.

Moreover, Livadon was currently at war with the monsters. The clerics prepared religious ceremonies and funerals every day for the fallen soldiers. Their faces were always haggard, as were those of the noblewomen who had sent family members to war.

It occurred to Maxi that her face must be equally gloomy. Whenever she caught a glimpse of her reflection, a pale-faced woman with dark circles bruising her eyes stared despondently back at her.

At night, she tossed and turned as her worry for Riftan kept her awake. From the moment she opened her weary eyes each morning, she was filled with longing to be back at Calypse Castle. All she wanted was to return to Anatol with Riftan, Ruth, and the Remdragon Knights as soon as possible.

She joined the prayers dedicated to them every morning and eagerly awaited news of a victory at Louivell. However, the messengers always brought the same news. Both armies were at a standstill because the troll army’s barrier was proving difficult to breach, impeding an all-out battle. Even the newsmongers who frequented the basilica swapped speculations that the war would stretch on into the new year if the situation continued.

Such talk made Maxi sick with worry. The other noblewomen seemed to share her reaction; their faces were always clouded in anxiety.

Curiosity eventually got the better of her. One day she mustered up her courage and turned to the noblewoman seated next to her at the prayer service. “P-Pardon me, has there been … any more n-news from Louivell?” she cautiously asked.

The young woman appeared to be around Maxi’s age. She regarded Maxi for a moment before whispering, “It seems that the Temple Knights from the Great Church of Osiriya have arrived. They will apparently hold worship in the basilica in the afternoon and depart for Louivell right afterward.”

Curious, Maxi craned her neck to peer through the entrance. Although it was unlikely for her to catch a glimpse of the inner sanctuary, she found herself unable to resist.

Similar to the Remdragon Knights, the Temple Knights of Osiriya were renowned throughout the Western Continent, but for a different reason. The Remdragon Knights’ miraculous exploits in battle over the past few years had earned them the mantle of the greatest knightly order. The Temple Knights, on the other hand, were a time-honored institution that had firmly established themselves as the guardians of the west since the time of the Roem Empire.

Each of the Temple Knights was a paladin knighted by the pope himself, as well as an expert swordsman and hierarch who had undergone rigorous training since the age of twelve. It was understandable that the devotees were excited at the prospect of holding worship alongside such a distinguished group of men.

The Livadonian noblewoman who had answered Maxi blushed with unconcealed admiration. “With the Temple Knights here to help us, the situation in Louivell is sure to improve.”

“Indeed! Three of Rosem Wigrew’s incarnations have gathered!” a friendly-looking girl sitting next to the noblewoman chimed in enthusiastically. “With Sir Kuahel Leon of Osiriya joining Sir Sejuleu Aren and Sir Riftan Calypse, the monsters will flee as fast as their grubby legs will take them! Those vile trolls will all look like crushed frogs once the knights are done with them.”

The girl’s aggressive attitude flustered Maxi, and the noblewoman chided her.

“Idsilla, a lady must not speak so morbidly.”

The girl named Idsilla pouted and grumbled, “What’s wrong with that? When the brave knights cut off the monsters’ heads and chop them into bits—”

“Idsilla!” The noblewoman shot her a stern glare.

“All right, all right. I shall speak with decorum for my lofty cousin,” the girl said primly. She then turned to Maxi with a sweet smile. “My name is Idsilla Calima. We’ve crossed paths in the basilica, have we not? It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Heavens, where are my manners? I have yet to introduce myself. I am Alyssa Salmon,” said the noblewoman beside her.

After a brief moment of hesitation, Maxi introduced herself, enunciating each word the best she could. “N-Nice to meet you. I am … Maximilian Calypse.”

The two women grew wide-eyed.

“Calypse? Are you perhaps the wife of Sir Riftan Calypse?” Idsilla asked eagerly.

Maxi’s expression grew troubled at their reaction. Were they surprised that a plain woman such as herself was Riftan’s wife?

Gaping, the women looked Maxi up and down before quickly casting their eyes down as though realizing the impropriety of their actions.

“Forgive us, Lady Calypse,” Alyssa said. “We have heard that you were staying in the monastery, but we thought that was just a rumor.”

Maxi tried to look unperturbed. “I-It is all right. I understand … why you would be so surprised.”

An awkward silence fell over them. After studying Maxi’s face, Alyssa, evidently unable to suppress her curiosity, ventured, “If you do not mind my asking, why have you come to Livadon? I have heard that Sir Riftan’s fief is at the southern end of Wedon ….”

“Must you ask such a thing, cousin? She obviously must have accompanied him here because she was worried about him,” Idsilla cried out, her eyes bright. “Following your husband to such a distant kingdom—how brave of you. I also came to stay at the monastery to pray for my second eldest brother.”

The girl’s face grew dark.

“My brother has been trapped inside Louivell Castle for two months now. If the coalition army does not drive out the trolls soon, it could be the end for the people there.”

Thinking of Ruth and the Remdragon Knights who were also trapped, Maxi slipped her hand into her pocket and clutched the shekel coin.

“I also have acquaintances … at L-Louivell Castle,” she murmured.

“It is a tragedy.” Idsilla sighed. “I wonder why the heavens have allowed the monsters to run amok like this.”

Alyssa’s face hardened at Idsilla’s resentful words. “You mustn’t say such things, Idsilla. Monsters were created by the devil to torment mankind. It is not God’s will that we suffer so.”

“Then why—”

The moment Idsilla opened her mouth to retort, the high priest entered the prayer hall with slow, measured steps. The women quickly fell silent and sat up straighter.

A heavy bell rang out across the basilica, and the morning prayer was held in solemn silence. Maxi sat with her head bowed and her mind mired in thoughts. As Idsilla had said, with the Temple Knights joining the fray, the situation in Louivell would undoubtedly improve.

Still, it also meant more risk. With both sides having similar numbers of troops, the coalition army and the monster army were currently at a standstill. However, with the Temple Knights breaking this precarious balance, it could quickly lead to an all-out battle. If that were to happen, Riftan and the Remdragon Knights would certainly fight in the front lines. They were not ones to hide in the back when their comrades were in danger.

There was no doubt that they were talented knights, but anything could happen on a battlefield. In the past, Maxi had seen well-respected knights of House Croyso returning as corpses numerous times.

Maxi suddenly felt dizzy and sick. Pale as a ghost, she barely managed to sit through the torturous morning prayer and fled the basilica as soon as it was over.

It was highly likely that the Temple Knights would be resting in the same place the Remdragon Knights had stayed until the afternoon service. Maxi thought of going there but realized she would not be able to learn anything even if she were to meet the Temple Knights. They had only just arrived in Levan. It was unlikely they would know much more than she did about Louivell or the state of the coalition army.

After pondering for a while, Maxi returned to her room and began writing a letter to Riftan. There was no guarantee that it would reach him, but she wanted to send him word as soon as possible.

Dipping her quill in ink, Maxi scribbled down the details of how she had been spending her days since Riftan’s departure. Wanting to ease his worry as much as possible, she depicted her life at the monastery to sound as peaceful as she could. She finished the letter with a plea for him not to do anything reckless, along with a prayer wishing him victory. When she was done, she blew on the parchment to help the ink dry.

The letter was not long, but she had rewritten it so many times that quite some time had passed when she finished. After thoroughly checking for any spelling errors, she folded the parchment several times and shoved it inside the pocket of her robe.

Outside the monastery, Maxi saw a group of noblewomen heading toward the basilica. She followed them downstairs and entered the prayer hall after them. The pews for the laity were already full. Maxi managed to squeeze herself into the last one and took a deep breath as she clutched her pounding chest.

With so many gathered to catch a glimpse of the Temple Knights, would she be able to find an opportunity to entrust the letter to one of them? She pursed her lips, which were parched from anxiety.

Soon knights in hooded black robes filed into the basilica in an orderly procession. Maxi anxiously peered through the crowd.

The Osiriyan Temple Knights wore jet-black surcoats over their rustic silver-gray armor. It was a stark contrast from the bright metal with dazzling golden scapulars that Maxi had imagined. Her breath hitched in her throat when she saw the solemnity of the procession.

The knights’ faces were void of all expression, as though they were wearing iron masks. Their gazes were fixed straight ahead. A shiver ran down Maxi’s spine when she saw that even their steps seemed to be precisely measured.

I doubt they would grant a personal request ….

It seemed highly unlikely that she would even be able to speak to them, let alone ask them for a favor. Throughout the ceremony, Maxi nervously fiddled with the parchment inside her pocket.

When the knights knelt in front of the altar and lowered their hoods, the clerics stepped forward for the laying of hands. The worshippers clasped their hands together and murmured a prayer in the Roemian tongue along with the clerics. Feeling that they were being given preferential treatment, Maxi was slightly offended. The Remdragon Knights had not been honored with such a ceremony. However, thinking back, she realized that might have been because Riftan had not wanted to waste time and had departed without delay.

Whatever the case, Maxi offered a short prayer for the Temple Knights and a more earnest prayer for the Remdragon Knights.

As the ceremony came to a close, the high priest stepped into the pulpit to say the benediction before ringing the bell that signaled the end of the service.

One by one, the knights rose from the pews. Maxi squinted ahead and assessed each of them as they filed out of the basilica. Her gaze stopped at an exquisite young knight who practically shone among his aloof and gloomy comrades.

He was a young man of delicate beauty more suitable for a bard than a swordsman. He was at least six kevettes tall, with a lithe figure of graceful proportions. His face was framed with soft, light brown curls that lent him a gentle air.

Maxi felt slightly relieved. It appeared that not all of the Temple Knights were intimidating. As the last of the procession left the basilica, Maxi wiped her sweaty palms on her dress and followed. Outside, the soldiers were already in formation. A queue of warhorses was lined up next to seven wagons laden with baggage.

Maxi paused at the top of the stairs to observe them. They were so preoccupied with their departure that it did not seem like she could approach. She hovered nearby, unsure of what to do, when she spotted a familiar face in the crowd.

“Y-Your Grace!”

At her call, Duke Aren turned his head. Maxi rushed down the stairs and made her way toward him, but stopped short a few steps away. Standing in front of the duke was the young knight she had observed inside the basilica.

The knight’s icy yellow-green eyes slowly swept over her. Petrified by his piercing gaze, Maxi stood frozen like a mouse before a snake.

There was nothing gentle about the man up close. His smooth face, like that of a sculpture made of plaster, was colder and more austere than that of any other knight. His gleaming eyes were as sharp as daggers as his gaze bore into her.

Seeing Maxi rooted to the spot before the knight’s chilling aura, Duke Aren walked over to her with a perplexed expression.

“It has been a while, Lady Calypse. How is your stay at the monastery? I hope you find nothing lacking.”

Maxi willed herself to look away from the knight and nodded to the duke. “I have been w-well … thanks to your generous care.”

“I should have come to see you sooner …. Do forgive me for not doing so.” Looking sheepish, the duke cleared his throat and introduced the knight standing next to him. “This is Sir Kuahel Leon of Osiriya. I’m sure you have heard of him at least once. He is the paladin who leads the Temple Knights of Osiriya. Sir Kuahel, this is Lady Maximilian Calypse, wife to Sir Riftan Calypse.”

The knight’s cold eyes glinted with interest. He regarded Maxi for a moment before respectfully placing a hand on his chest and bowing. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Calypse.”

“I-It is an honor … to meet you, Sir Kuahel.”

Maxi hastily ducked into a curtsy. Her stomach churned. To think that this young man was the commander of the Temple Knights!

She clutched the letter inside her pocket. No matter how much she thought about it, it did not seem proper to ask the renowned commander of a knightly order to convey a letter on her behalf. Too afraid to ask, Maxi began to backtrack.

“F-Forgive me … for interrupting.”

“It is perfectly all right. Please, do not hesitate to ask for whatever you might need,” Duke Aren said with a broad smile.

After pausing for a long while, Maxi told herself she had nothing to lose. Before she lost her courage, she ventured, “I-If it is not too much trouble … I wished to ask you t-to … pass a letter to my husband.”

“A letter?” the duke said quizzically.

Maxi tentatively withdrew the parchment from her pocket. The letter she had written with such care had become a crumpled mess in little more than an hour. Her cheeks flushing, Maxi hastily tried to smooth out the creases.

She meekly turned to Sir Kuahel. “Could you please give this l-letter to my husband? I-It does not contain … anything important. I merely … w-wished to send him my regards ….”

“You are making this request to me?” Sir Kuahel asked in a flat voice.

Unnerved by his indifferent gaze, Maxi began to babble, “O-Only if it is not too much t-trouble …. Y-You could hold on to it … and … g-give it to my husband … if you ch-chance upon him in Louivell ….”

Maxi quickly found herself faltering in front of the knight’s blank expression. Her back prickled with cold sweat.

“Lady Calypse,” Duke Aren interjected with a troubled expression. “The Temple Knights will be heading east of Louivell, while the Remdragon Knights are camped in the west. They will not be crossing paths anytime soon.”

Maxi’s heart plummeted in her chest. “I-I see. I was not aware.” Her shoulders slumped as she clutched her letter, completely devastated.

Sir Kuahel had been studying her face. He abruptly said, “I’m sure I will encounter him at least once when we start our joint attack.”

Maxi’s head jerked up, her eyes wide.

The knight plucked the letter from her hands, a bland smile gracing his inscrutably calm face. “It would take some time … but I shall convey it to your husband when I see him. I have a debt I need to repay, you see.”

Maxi’s joy was fleeting. Anxiety filled her as she sensed something veiled in his words.

She looked up at him doubtfully. “Then … I shall rely on you.”

Despite her nerves, she managed to make her tone sound firm, almost as though she were instructing him.

Sir Kuahel’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly. He tucked the letter inside his cloak and said softly, “I assure you, I will make sure that he gets it.”

Duke Aren clapped his hands together. “Well, then. We should get going. I think we are all set.”

At the duke’s prompt, Sir Kuahel nodded at Maxi and turned to nimbly descend the stairs.

Maxi watched in a daze as he strode between the long files of knights and disappeared from view. Rows of soldiers held banners that fluttered violently in the wind as if heralding the start of a bloody battle.

Duke Aren turned to Maxi. “I shall have to excuse myself as well.”

“Oh … I-I apologize for taking your time.” Maxi curtsied once again.

The duke gave her a reassuring smile, then made his way down the stairs after the Temple Knights. Maxi watched them make their preparations for a while before heading back inside the basilica.

Her heart pounded unpleasantly. She clasped her hands together and closed her eyes. All she could do now was pray.

TEN DAYS LATER, NEWS CAME THAT THE COALITION army had succeeded in reclaiming Louivell. The cheers that broke out throughout the streets did not last long when wagons carrying the bodies of the fallen began rolling into the city.

The wagons formed a long, somber queue in front of the basilica’s square. People craned their necks to peer into each one and check if their loved ones were among the corpses. Maxi joined the Livadonian noblewomen in the square to verify the dead, dreading the discovery of a familiar face.

The bodies were unspeakably mangled. Although they had been cleaned as best as possible and given prosthetics for their funeral, nothing could hide their gruesome ends. It was rare to find a corpse with all its limbs intact, and some had black cloths draped over their faces to conceal horrible disfigurements.

Ashen, Maxi watched the clerics as they gingerly moved the bodies into coffins.

Some of the noblewomen fainted on the spot. Although Maxi also felt lightheaded, she remained upright by telling herself that she could not succumb before making sure Riftan and the others were not among the dead.

Suppressing the urge to vomit, she peered at the bodies from behind the clerics. Although she was desperate to confirm that none of the corpses belonged to the Remdragon Knights, she simply could not bring herself to look at their lifeless faces.

A wave of dizziness washed over her. She staggered to the edge of the square and crouched under a tree, ragged breaths heaving through her chest.

A worried noblewoman saw her and rushed over. “Are you all right?”

Maxi looked up at the woman with bleary eyes. It was Idsilla Calima, the girl she had shared introductions with a few days ago.

Idsilla’s dark brown eyes were full of concern. “Shall I call a cleric for you? You look unwell.”

Maxi slowly shook her head. “N-No. I-I was … only a little dizzy. How about you, Lady Idsilla? Are you all right?”

“Yes. I come from a family of knights. I’m used to such things.”

Idsilla raised her chin as she spoke, looking fearless, but her face was as pale as Maxi’s. She turned her head toward the long row of coffins as if to conceal her expression.

“Fortunately, my brother was not among them,” she said. “When I asked the soldiers who brought the bodies in, they told me that most of those trapped in Louivell Castle made it out safely.”

“I-Is that true?”

Although the word “most” was concerning, Maxi’s face lit up with hope as she thought of Ruth and the Remdragon Knights.

After anxiously darting glances at the dozens of dead bodies from afar, Maxi steeled herself and rose to her feet. She slowly walked over to the clerics sorting through the corpses.

Joy and anguish mingled in the square as the clerics confirmed the names of the fallen through their identification tags. Devastated wails pierced the air, melding with sighs of relief.

It was only after the clerics had read out the last of the names that Maxi, drenched in a cold sweat, shakily sank onto the steps. None of them had belonged to the Remdragon Knights.

Her whole body began to tremble. Though she was flooded with relief, she felt chilled to the bone. She clasped her icy hands together.

Seeing Maxi’s reaction, Idsilla rushed over to her once more. “Lady Calypse, you should return to the monastery. Here, let me help you.”

Maxi could not refuse this time. “Th-Thank you.”

Idsilla was a head taller. Leaning against her, Maxi staggered up the stairs. She suddenly felt ashamed. Idsilla was only eighteen, and it embarrassed Maxi that a girl four years her junior was so much more collected.

Trying her best to steady herself, Maxi tottered into the basilica. “I-I am all right now. I think … I can manage on my own.”

“Please, let me help you,” Idsilla insisted. “It would be better than having to carry you on my back if you were to collapse.”

Maxi frowned at her arch tone. “Y-You will not see me swoon.”

The girl carefully studied Maxi for a moment before slowly nodding. “I can see that. To be honest, I was surprised. I had thought you would be the first to faint.”

Maxi’s face flushed. “A-Are you … mocking me?”

She glared at the girl, and Idsilla let out a sigh.

“I did not mean it as an insult. I apologize if I offended you. Alyssa always says that I am too frank.”

“I think that sh-she is right,” Maxi said after a sour pause.

Idsilla’s lips curled into a faint smile. “You look so delicate on the surface, but that isn’t really the case, is it?”

Maxi scowled. “I-I will ask you to stop teasing me now. It is … upsetting.”

“I mean it as a compliment,” Idsilla said hastily. “Alyssa has returned to her room, saying she can’t bear to look at all the dead bodies in a sober state of mind.” Her eyes suddenly grew dark. “I do not mean to fault her. Alyssa is too tenderhearted, and she loves Elba too much. She was probably beyond terrified that she might find him among the dead.”

“E-Elba?” Maxi asked, curious. She thought that she might be able to collect herself better if she focused on Idsilla’s story rather than the pallid faces of the dead soldiers.

“Elba is my second eldest brother’s nickname. Elbarto Calima,” Idsilla explained. “He and Alyssa were engaged when they were twelve, and he pledged his geas to her right after his knighting ceremony.”

Maxi tilted her head. “How rare … for a knight to pledge his g-geas to his betrothed.”

A knight’s geas was usually pledged to a member of the royal family or the wife or daughters of the lord he served. Idsilla bobbed her head, affirming that this was also the case in Livadon.

“They share a very special bond. My cousin will be happy once I tell her my brother is safe.” She stopped in front of a pavilion inside the garden. “Come, let us sit over here and rest for a bit. My feet are aching as well.”

Maxi sat down and let out a shaky breath. Idsilla took the seat across from her and silently smoothed the creases of her dress. Though they were not well acquainted, Maxi found it consoling to have someone next to her. If she had been alone in her room, she would have only tortured herself with images of the scene at the square.

All of a sudden, Maxi realized the reason Idsilla was helping her. The girl needed Maxi to help shake off the shock as well.

Idsilla smiled stiffly and interlaced her fingers on her lap. “The clerics will be busy holding funerals over the next few days.”

Maxi swallowed hard. “True, but … won’t the knights be back s-soon now that the battle is over?”

“Have you not heard?” Idsilla’s eyes widened. “The coalition army has decided to continue marching north. It seems that after recapturing Louivell, they chased the retreating monster army to the Pamela Plateau. I think they intend to reclaim the remaining castles that were taken.”

“Th-Then …” Maxi willed her bluish lips apart. “Then when … w-will they be able to return?”

It was a foolish question. She knew that Idsilla would not be able to answer it. The girl pressed her lips together and avoided her gaze. Feeling dizzy once more, Maxi slumped against the post of the pavilion. Despite the sweltering summer heat, she felt chilled to her bones.

The battle at Louivell was just the beginning. Soldiers came to the city every three or four days bringing carts laden with the dead.

True to Idsilla’s words, the clerics were up to their ears in funeral preparations, and somber requiems played in the basilica every day. The fallen were victims of monster attacks. If not given a proper funeral, they were likely to turn into ghouls or liches. For this reason, the soldiers were only buried after their bodies had been purified.

Hundreds of corpses were laid in the basilica, and the line of bereaved family members stretched on and on. The monastery was calmer compared with the halls of the main church, which were filled with the anguished wails of mourners.

Perhaps concerned by the gloomy atmosphere, Duke Aren came to see Maxi one day and offered to accommodate her in his castle. Maxi firmly refused. She knew that reports regarding the coalition army always arrived at the basilica first.

The duke looked troubled. “Do reconsider. The clerics are too busy attending to the dead. They will no longer have the time to look after you and the other noblewomen. If you come to Aren Castle, I will make sure that you have everything you need.”

Despite Duke Aren’s persistence, Maxi resolutely shook her head.

“I … truly am content to remain here. I have grown quite accustomed to life here …. B-Besides, no matter where I am … I-I could never be at ease.”

The duke opened his mouth to reply but let out a sigh of resignation when he saw Maxi’s determined expression.

“If that is your decision, then I cannot force you,” he said. “But if you ever change your mind, ask the clerics to send word to me.”

After imploring her to let him honor his promise to Riftan, the duke left the monastery.

Just as the duke had warned, the clerics in the basilica were too busy to look after the women staying at the monastery. Of the three maidservants who had been assigned to serve Maxi, only one remained, and even she could only be spared to collect laundry and bring a basin of water in the morning and evening. Everything else, Maxi had to do by herself.

She was not alone in this situation; some of the noblewomen gathered at the basilica to voice their complaints. Had Maxi not experienced the hardships of travel during the campaign, she would have undoubtedly felt uncomfortable as well. Now that she had already grown used to doing things on her own, however, she quickly adapted to the new conditions.

Every morning, she would personally clean her room and make her bed, then dress herself to attend the service in the prayer hall. If her laundry was late in returning, she washed her own undergarments and socks. Though she had never had to clean or do laundry in her life, she was less averse to the work than she expected.

It was comforting having something to do. Previously, all she had ever done at the monastery was eat, sleep, and attend prayers twice a day. Such a monotonous routine only filled her head with endless worries. Maxi had desperately needed a distraction from her thoughts.

She even went as far as committing herself to grooming Rem at the stables. She spent so much time brushing the mare that her wiry white mane turned sleek silver.

Maxi was stepping out of the stables when she heard Idsilla’s voice behind her.

“Lady Calypse! There you are. We were just thinking about visiting you in your room.”

It was Idsilla, Alyssa, and three other noblewomen with whom Maxi sometimes exchanged nods in the prayer hall. They were all dressed for an outing.

When Maxi gave them an inquiring look, Alyssa offered a faint smile and said, “We are on our way to the local shelter. Would you like to come with us?”

Maxi paused, her eyes growing round at the unexpected invitation. “Do you mean … right now?” she finally asked.

Alyssa smiled politely. “Please feel free to refuse if you are busy.”

“N-Not at all. I was merely … dropping by the stables … and was about to return to my room,” said Maxi, lightly shaking her skirt in an attempt to rid the smell of horse from her clothes.

Ignoring the stench, Idsilla genially pulled Maxi by her arm. “Then you must come with us. Being trapped inside a monastery listening to requiems all day will stifle us to death.”

Although she frowned at her cousin’s ill-mannered remarks, Alyssa agreed. “We were talking about doing something meaningful. We have heard that many of the bereaved families are going through hard times and are staying at the shelter. I know that the shelter is sorely lacking in supplies, so we’ve collected donations from the ladies to help in any way we can.”

Alyssa proudly held up a large leather bag. From the shape of it, Maxi surmised that they had collected jewelry to sell. She tried to recall if she had anything valuable in her possession. Since she had packed as lightly as possible to avoid weighing down the campaign party, she did not think she would find anything worth donating.

Maxi flushed with embarrassment. “I’m afraid … I won’t be of much help. I-I did not bring much from Anatol.”

“Goodness, please do not worry about that. Simply having Sir Riftan’s wife visit would offer many of them much solace, I’m sure,” Alyssa said. “No matter what anyone says, Sir Riftan is the greatest hero of the Western Continent, after all.”

Maxi could not help smiling with delight at the woman’s praise of Riftan. She nodded. “V-Very well. I shall come with you.” She mused that it would be a hundred times better for her to accompany them on their excursion than to languish in her room, sighing the day away.

Maxi excused herself and hastened to her chambers, where she changed into the cleanest clothes she had. Afterward, she scoured through her belongings to see if there was anything worth selling.

She thought the dagger Riftan had given her would sell for a hefty sum, but she could not bear to part with it. The same went for the battered shekel coin. After much thought, Maxi took out the palm-sized mirror from her pocket. She remembered hearing that mirrors were quite expensive, so surely it would fetch a good price.

She placed the mirror back in her pocket and headed out. When she arrived at the entrance of the basilica, she saw three carriages and six guards waiting in the square.

Maxi tentatively walked over to them. Idsilla, who was already seated in one of the carriages, waved at her.

“Come, sit with me. We asked the clerics for permission in advance, and they said that we only need to return before the evening service.”

Maxi climbed into the carriage and sat beside Idsilla. At the command of one of the guards, the carriage slowly began making its way down the road. Maxi watched the exotic roads of Levan pass by through the coach window.

Under the blazing summer sun, the white buildings glimmered like polished ivory, and the leaves of the laurel trees were a deep green. It was such a peaceful scene that it was almost difficult to believe there was tragedy raging outside the city walls.

Maxi was wallowing in the paradox when Idsilla spoke.

“We thought we would drop by the merchant guild first to purchase aid supplies. Some of the women donated gold coins, but most offered jewelry like bracelets or rings. It might take some time for us to reach a bargain with the merchants.”

“I-I also found something to help the cause,” Maxi said, hastily pulling out the hand mirror from her pocket.

Idsilla waved her hands, frowning. “That really isn’t necessary. It is more than enough that you have agreed to come with us.”

“P-Please accept it,” Maxi insisted. “I am also … relying on the kindness of Levan’s m-monastery, so I would like to help as well.”

When Maxi’s adamant expression did not budge, Idsilla resignedly took the mirror and placed it inside the bag along with the other ornaments.

Soon the carriage passed through the city square and stopped in front of a large building belonging to the merchant guild. There, the women sold the ornaments they had collected and purchased ample supplies of food, oil, and clean linen.

Since the valuables had fetched quite a sum, they had thirty derham coins to spare even after filling three carriages with aid supplies. The women decided to donate the remainder to the monastery and climbed back inside the carriage.

After riding for ten more minutes, Idsilla pointed to a ramshackle building outside the window. “That is the shelter.”

It was a wooden, two-story structure that looked as though it had been built a century before.

“It used to be a church, but it now serves as a refuge for orphans and vagrants who have nowhere else to go,” Idsilla explained. “According to the clerics, many of the families who lost their breadwinner in the war are currently staying there.”

Maxi furrowed her brows. The shelter looked like it could collapse at any moment. The boards covering the roof rattled precariously each time the wind blew, and vagrants in tattered garb formed a long line in front of its doors. The soldiers who were escorting the ladies spotted the crowd and quickly locked the doors of the carriage.

“Please remain seated,” one of the soldiers instructed. “We will go in and speak with the clerics first.”

Idsilla nodded curtly, and Maxi peered out the window to study the faces of the vagrants.

Most were young women carrying children on their backs. Were they widows who could no longer make ends meet? Looking at their dirty, grief-stricken faces made Maxi’s stomach twist in knots.

Although she did not wish to even think about it, Maxi could not help but imagine what would happen to her if she were to lose Riftan. She, at least, would not have to beg like these women. Instead, she would probably be forced to return to Croyso Castle, where she would face harsh abuse at the hands of her father until she died.

Maxi bit her lip. Alternatively, if her father wished it, she could be married off again. Maxi could not decide which fate was worse. Even supposing that the heavens would be on her side and she was permitted to enter a convent, she would undoubtedly spend the rest of her life missing Riftan.

Maxi touched the shekel coin inside her pocket. Running her finger over its rough, copper surface seemed to calm her nerves a little.

After about five minutes had passed, the soldiers returned and opened the carriage door for them.

“My ladies, we have brought the clerics. You may step out now.”

The women tentatively exited the carriage and were greeted by clerics in worn, monastic habits.

“We thank you for coming to such a humble place,” one of the clerics said.

Alyssa took charge and spoke for the group of women. “We have heard that you are going through some hardship, so we brought food and necessities with us.”

The clerics glanced at the carriages behind the women and gave them a grateful smile. “Thank you. It so happens that we were about to request royal aid.”

Alyssa’s eyes widened. “Is the situation that dire?”

“Yes. With so many people requiring assistance, it has become impossible for us to manage the facility with only the funds from the church,” a cleric admitted with a sigh. “I am sure you are aware that the refugees alone are too many to count. Together with the widows and orphans, we are barely able to provide everyone with a meal each day.” He mustered a feeble smile. “Would you like a tour of the facility?”

Looking unsure, Alyssa glanced at the other noblewomen. Before any of them could come to a decision, Idsilla bravely stepped forward.

“Yes, of course,” she said firmly. “We should take a look around so we know what to bring next time.”

Taking the lead, Idsilla followed the clerics to the shelter. The rest of the noblewomen reluctantly trailed behind her. Maxi cautiously followed the group.

The shelter was no different from a barn. Rows of closely packed wooden tables were crammed with scrawny children slurping watery soup. Even more children were slumped on the floor, gnawing on pieces of bread. On one side, the elderly lay on makeshift beds made of stacked wooden planks, shifting with discomfort on the rough boards. On the other side, women dressed in frayed garments huddled on grimy blankets, some with babies clutched at their breasts.

Contrary to Alyssa’s expectations, none of the people inside paid any attention to the noblewomen who had come in the name of charity. Their anguish was so all-encompassing that they seemed to have lost any interest in their surroundings.

The atmosphere was bleaker than any of the noblewomen had expected. Even Idsilla, who had stepped into the facility in high spirits, looked disconcerted. They eventually slipped outside without venturing to the second floor, rattled by the harsh reality of the situation.

Alyssa heaved a heavy sigh. “I did not think the conditions here would be so poor. I will try to collect more donations when we return to the monastery.”

“Please do, my lady,” a cleric implored in earnest, clasping her hands.

From then on, the noblewomen of Livadon started visiting the shelter regularly to offer donations. Sometimes they even helped hand out meals or made new clothes for the children.

While some of the women were repulsed by the decrepit building and the vagrants dressed in rags, most seemed happy to have something to occupy themselves. Maxi was no different, and she always went along with the others whenever they visited.

Maxi did not visit the shelter out of a great sense of righteousness. It was mostly because having something to do instead of being idle at the monastery made her less anxious, and being physically tired helped her sleep. She had recently been suffering from severe insomnia. The gruesome faces of dead soldiers would fill her mind as she lay awake in the dark.

It was only on days she went to the shelter that she was able to sleep undisturbed by nightmares. Were it allowed, she would have visited every day. However, the women were required to ask the clerics for permission to leave the grounds and were obliged to use the basilica’s carriages and guards. Since they did not wish to burden the already overwhelmed clerics, the women limited their visits to once or twice a week.

On the days when they did not have an excursion, they gathered at the pavilion to sew tunics and blankets for the orphans. Even the maidservants helped with
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