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      Chapter 1


      
        The Fortissimo Begins!

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      
        LNN Start of Second Semester Special!


        In this article, we’ll take a look back at the fierce battles that have unfolded in the first half of the school year, focusing on the interward events, while also analyzing the top players who have energized the star-hunting Games so far.


        From the kings and queens who’ve ruled over their wards since last year, to the dark horses just beginning to unleash their hidden potential, to a certain supernova who’s made his mark at the top in the six months since he enrolled…champion-level players can be found in every ward. But this year, one name must be mentioned above all others.


        I am, of course, referring to none other than the new Seven Star, who defeated the Empress the very same day he first set foot on the Academy.


        Such a spectacular debut led to some skeptical eyebrow-raising at first, but he followed it up with blazing performances at ASTRAL in the May Interschools and SFIA during the summer. In both events, he led the Fourth Ward’s Eimei School to victory, leaving no room to doubt his talent.


        Now let’s take a closer look at Hiroto Shinohara, the haughty hero who cut down the corrupt “defenders of justice.”

      


      “Oh wow… You sure put a lot of effort into that photo, huh, Shinohara?”


      It was the first day of the second semester, and I was in the room of the Eimei School’s Applied Sciences Building that served as the student council office. After the morning assembly to kick off the new term, the Eimei elites had gathered together for the first time in a while. We were currently sitting around a rectangular table, huddled over a certain online article.


      It was a sort of recap of the year so far, written by the Academy-sanctioned Libra news outlet. The article introduced competitors from various school wards to help jog people’s memories for the new semester, but among them all, it was Seven Star Hiroto Shinohara—in other words, me—who’d received the most glowing treatment by far.


      Sitting diagonally across from me, student council president Shinji Enomoto folded his arms, his expression stern. “Well, you’re a Seven Star, so we need you to stand out about this much… Look at Nanase, on the other hand. A Six Star former model, and she only has four photos in here? That’s a far cry from Shinohara, who must have over twenty. It’s a serious problem for you, right?”


      “Yeah, sure is… Wait, what?!”


      Snapping back at this criticism was Nanase Asamiya, the fashion-conscious teen sitting next to him.


      “Well, of course I’m gonna lose out to Shino! And how many shots did you get, Shinji?”


      “I have seven.”


      “No way! …Oh, but you’re just, like, in the background during the interview with all the Eimei guys! That’s only because you get special treatment for running the student council! If it wasn’t for that weird loophole, I’d stand out way more!”


      “Whine all you want, it just makes you look like a sore loser.”


      Enomoto gave Asamiya a triumphant smirk while she bit her lower lip, failing to find a suitable retort. It seemed like their usual back-and-forth—and this time, it looked like Enomoto had come out on top.


      “…Hee-hee-hee. But look at this. [image: ]”


      ?!


      All of a sudden, I heard a soft whisper in my left ear. It was Noa Akizuki, my cunningly cute Little Devil upperclassman at Eimei. She tugged my arm and brought her small face close to mine.


      “Miya’s fourth photo, the one with us all in it… With you front and center like that, Hiroto, I doubt you’d even notice Miya unless you looked reeeal close. But if he noticed her in the pic, that must mean… Eek! [image: ]”


      Akizuki flashed a meaningful, mischievous kind of smile. We didn’t call our president the All-Seeing for no reason; he probably would have picked up on a little detail like that no matter who it was…but he kept a closer eye on Asamiya than on anyone else. That much was undeniable.


      As I thought that over, someone else gently tugged on my right arm.


      “Ms. Akizuki…whispering sweet nothings to Master is one thing, but taking advantage of this social situation to press your body up against his is unacceptable. I have a duty to protect my master.”


      The calm voice, the silver hair lightly swaying in the air, the white gloves over her hands—Shirayuki Himeji, the Seven Star’s dedicated maid, was halfway out of her chair, pulling my body back.


      “I understand that it has been quite some time since we all got together, but I believe, Ms. Akizuki, you saw Master several times during summer break. Surely this reaction is a little excessive.”


      “Awww, not really! I mean, yeah, we see each other pretty much every day when school’s in session, but that went down to just every now and then over the break, y’know? So I need a recharge… Eh-heh-heh! [image: ]”


      “A recharge…?”


      “…I-is this some sort of illicit love affair?!”


      Mari Minakami, the first-year sitting next to Asamiya, abruptly stood up. She was notorious for her serious-minded personality and strong sense of justice, and now she was clearly flustered, both hands pressed against the table.


      “B-b-because I don’t think that’s good at all! In fact, it’s most improper!”


      “Huh? But I’m totally dedicated to Hiroto! I’m pure, and innocent, and devoted!”


      “Well, even so, I think this…this dirty stuff isn’t right! At least wait until you graduate!”


      Minakami closed her eyes tightly as she shouted. Asamiya seemed to find this adorable, because she began stroking the younger girl’s hair, cooing, “Aww, Mari, you’re so cute.” When we first met, Minakami had made it clear that she was my enemy, but now she’d fully integrated into the Eimei faction.


      “Hmm…”


      Internally smiling at that little exchange, I decided to take another look at the Libra article. It went on for a while, focusing on last semester’s two major events—ASTRAL and SFIA—for its analysis. The latter half, naturally, covered the outcome of the Summer Festival on the Academy.


      “A lot happened during SFIA…but at least, in the end, we finally exposed the Hexagram’s misconduct to the general public.”


      That’s right. SFIA’s impartiality had been rocked by the Hexagram—the “organization for justice” led by Kaoru Saeki, the top-ranking player from Suisei School in the Second Ward. Although the key figures of the group had been exposed and punished, if you asked whether anyone who’d lost in Stage Four or the final had been affected by the Hexagram’s cheating, the answer was undeniably yes. Naturally, this led to the question of whether it was really fair to take stars from people caught up in all that.


      “Mm, that’s true.”
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      I’d mostly been talking to myself, but Enomoto nodded in agreement.


      “I think the measures they took afterward were reasonable enough. Due to the player cap, demoting high-ranked players for no good reason makes it incredibly difficult for them to regain their position later—and if you lose a Unique Star, there’s nothing you can do about it. So it seems only Hexagram-affiliated players lost any stars in the event, and the administration compensated for the resulting shortfall in the prize pool.”


      “Yeah. So in the end, SFIA really only saw two Unique Stars change hands—the orange one that was the official grand prize, and the rust-colored one the Hexagram’s leader had to give up, right?”


      “Uh-huh! [image: ] And both of those ended up at Eimei—in Hiroto’s and Mari’s hands! [image: ] Eh-heh-heh! SFIA was a huge win for our side!”


      Akizuki’s chestnut-brown twin ponytails shook as she flashed double peace signs up near her face. She was right—both of the Unique Stars from SFIA had gone to Eimei. The Game had been won by a four-person team—me, Minakami, Saionji, and Kirigaya—so logically speaking, the reward felt a little lopsided. But the Unique that Kaoru Saeki had given up was special. The rust-colored star had an incredibly unfair power that allowed its owner to hunt lower-ranked players and take stars from them. Just being in possession of such a star would make its owner the target of open hostility. For that reason, the only Unique we’d really argued over was the orange star, as everyone tried to palm the rust-colored one off onto someone else.


      It was Minakami who’d put an end to that. She’d said she wanted it for herself.


      “…By the way, Minakami, why’d you take the rust star?”


      “Huh? What do you mean…?” She gave me an odd look, her lustrous black hair swaying smoothly as she tilted her head. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s much better for me to have it than someone who would use it for nefarious purposes. Besides, it’s a legacy of the Hexagram… Rest assured, I will make sure to take this star to my grave!”


      “Wow! You’re always so cool, Mari!”


      “Hardly…,” Minakami murmured, sounding embarrassed by Asamiya’s praise. It was a resolute response that befitted her overly serious nature. Whether that straightforward attitude of hers had something to do with it, I don’t know, but Minakami’s popularity had skyrocketed recently.


      “In fact, Minakami, your star rank went up the most of anyone’s during SFIA… Being a member of Hexagram, you also lost a star, but with the rust Unique and top priority for Eimei’s victory rewards, you jumped right up to Five Star.”


      “Indeed. And being a Five Star with one Unique puts you on the same level as Seiran Kugasaki, who is at the top of his ward. It’s hard to imagine there are any other first-year players on the Academy at that level. You are now, without a doubt, top-class.”


      “N-not you, too, Shirayuki… I’m starting to feel self-conscious.”


      “Eh-heh-heh! Go right ahead! Girls are always cuter when they get all shy! [image: ] But hey, we weren’t the only ones who came out on top in SFIA, right? Shinra were the cowinners, after all.”


      “That is correct. Sumire and Mitsuru Fuwa—who share the pink Unique Star—were both raised to Five Star status. And with Kaoru Saeki and several other Six Star Hexagram members being demoted, a number of former Five Stars were promoted to take their place. The aforementioned Seiran Kugasaki for one, Shizuku Minami, Senri Kururugi…”


      “So Kugasaki’s finally a Six Star…? Well, you can’t say any of them don’t deserve it.”


      “Also, Kanade Yuikawa.”


      “…Yeah, that guy was crazy.”


      During SFIA, Kanade had lain low and made it all the way to Tower of Lore, the final event. He was the ace of Ibara School in the Fifteenth Ward, nicknamed “the Zombie of Ibara” in the Libra article. Hearing his name, I couldn’t help but give a wry smile remembering just how tenacious he had been.


      Anyway, it sounded like SFIA had done a fair bit to rearrange the balance of power between schools. At the end of the article, projected onto the glass table, was the midyear ranking showing how the schools stacked up against one another so far.


      
        Academy School Rankings, Term 23 (Start of Second Semester)

      


      
        1st: Eimei (Fourth Ward)


        2nd: Ohga (Third Ward)


        3rd: Shinra (Seventh Ward)


        4th: Otowa (Eighth Ward)


        5th: Amanezaka (Seventeenth Ward)


        6th: Tsuyuri (Sixteenth Ward)


        7th: St. Rosalia (Fourteenth Ward)

      


      “…Well, naturally,” Himeji said with a slightly smug smile, flicking her silver hair back. “With a Seven Star leading us, Eimei would never be anything but first place. Not to mention, we ended up dominating in both ASTRAL and SFIA.”


      “Hmph… I feel like we were in trouble more often than ‘dominating,’ but certainly, I have no complaints about that ranking. Suisei got knocked out thanks to the Hexagram penalties, but otherwise, it’s the same schools in the top five as it was last year. What really surprises me are the ones in sixth and seventh. Tsuyuri finished ninth last year, and St. Rosalia’s really shot up from its double-digit ranking… I can’t help but wonder what made the Sleeping Lioness finally wake up.”


      Enomoto shook his head with a sigh. St. Rosalia and Tsuyuri had both worked their way up the ranks thanks to their respective aces. What’s more, I couldn’t help but feel that the Sleeping Lioness—Shizuku Minami—had been prodded awake by me and Saionji.


      Though, I suppose Yuzu was the one who started it…not that there’s any point dwelling on the past.


      Regardless of how it had happened, one thing was undeniable: That listless girl, a Three Star face in the crowd back when ASTRAL started, now loomed before us as a Six Star juggernaut.


      “So now that we’re all on the same page…”


      Enomoto folded his arms against his chest, forcefully changing the subject. He surveyed our faces with his usual stony demeanor before bluntly continuing.


      “I didn’t summon you all today just so we could gossip over this Libra article. That was something of a brief rundown before we got to the main issue at hand. As the provost mentioned at the morning assembly, we have another big event coming up at the end of the month.”


      “Yes,” said Himeji. “The event at the beginning of the second semester…is a competition separated by grade, correct?”


      “Exactly.” Enomoto explained slowly, his arms still crossed. “It basically pits the entire strength of each grade against those of other schools. The first-year competition is called the Prelude, the second-year is the Fortissimo, and the third-year the Refrain.”


      This grade-level tournament was the main event at the start of each second semester. About a month had passed since SFIA, the summer event, and this was the next big threat lying in wait for us. First-years faced off against first-years, second-years against second-years, and so on…duking it out against students from the same grade in other wards.


      “These competitions are split into three blocks—top, middle, and bottom—based on the midyear rankings and held on a staggered schedule. Eimei’s in the top block, of course, put in there with the other front-runners. That’s why, as third-years, we thought we could offer you all some advice.”


      “That’s right! After all, we already fought our way through the Prelude and the Fortissimo! We’re ready to provide you with all the step-by-step advice you need! [image: ]”


      “Ha-ha… We didn’t put up particularly good results until last year, though. True, our ace got crushed by the Hexagram, but the main reason was that Shinji and I were constantly bickering with each other…”


      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Nanase. Any advice you have would be incredibly valuable to a first-year like me, so…please, feel free.”


      “…! Wow, Mari… You’re such a nice girl, I feel like I’m about to lose it…”


      “If you ‘lose it’ any more than you already have, Nanase, I’m not sure even I could handle you.”


      Enomoto shot a glare at the squirming Asamiya and sighed, then turned back to Minakami.


      “Anyway, Minakami, in terms of advice for the Prelude, the first-year competition… To be honest, I’m not really sure I have any in particular. Not now, at least.”


      “Huh…? Are…are you actually a really mean upperclassman after all? Have you just been hiding it until now?”


      “Absolutely not. I’ll explain in more detail once they release the rules, but in the Prelude, you’re allowed to have a few third-years compete as well, in a sort of advisory capacity. It’s a way for first-years to learn how to navigate large-scale Games through real-life experience. You could even say the Prelude is designed for that very purpose.”


      “I—I see… It’s like that, huh?”


      “Yeah. So we’ll be backing you up, Mari…not that you really need it, though, considering you’re a Five Star already. Among first-years, you oughta be pretty darn unstoppable, so I’m sure you’ll be fine!”


      Asamiya gave this declaration with a breezy smile, her vivid blond hair bouncing around her face.


      “I’ll try my best!” Minakami responded with a short, sharp nod.


      …So the Prelude let a few third-years help out as advisers. There was no doubting Minakami’s top-tier strength, and any gaps she had in knowledge and experience would be made up for by Enomoto and Asamiya. It really didn’t seem like there was much cause for concern.


      “Next, we have the second-year competition.” Enomoto quietly turned toward me. “The Fortissimo, as you may have heard, actually takes place during the annual second-year school trip. You’ll be going to the island of Luna, one of the world’s premier tourist destinations—a place that has both a city far more advanced than the Academy and an abundance of rare plants and animals. It’s said that all the world has to offer in entertainment comes together on Luna.”


      “That’s right! You could spend a whole year on Luna and still not catch everything! [image: ] It’s packed with things to see and do! It’d be nice if I could go there with you someday, Hiroto… [image: ]”


      “…Please refrain from such delusional invitations, Ms. Akizuki.”


      Himeji sighed, her silvery hair swaying gently. Then she continued, her eyebrows raised slightly.


      “As far as I know, the Fortissimo is considered the highlight of the grade-level competitions. I always get the impression that it’s the most fiercely contested event each year, but why stage it in a tourist hot spot like that?”


      “Oh, well, we haven’t told you the most important part yet,” Asamiya said, holding up an index finger. “Luna is also known as Casino Island. What Shinji and Noa-chi told you is definitely a big feature of Luna, but what it’s most famous for is how the entire island is one big casino! Everybody who lives there is a dealer, so, like, the moment you get off the boat, you’re welcomed by handsome dudes in tuxes and cute girls in bunny ears! Isn’t that crazy?!”


      “…That’s not the crazy part, Nanase.”


      Enomoto sighed quietly and took over from the overexcited Asamiya.


      “But she’s basically right. Luna is called Casino Island, and visitors are free to try their hand at a wide range of casino games. The residents oversee these games as dealers, with the main goal being to earn as many chips as possible. You’re allowed access to more parts of the island based on how many chips you have, and you can also turn them in for various prizes, so a lot of people apparently spend their entire stay on Luna gambling.”


      “…Wow. Casino Island? So, like, roulette and poker and stuff? Sounds like luck will play a pretty big role in this… Is that just how it is?”


      “Luck is one aspect, of course. But it’s not everything…because on Luna, you can find cheat items called Black Rings.”


      ““…Black Rings?””


      Himeji and I simultaneously tilted our heads, making me blush a little. Himeji’s cheeks were also flushed beside me, so I pressed on, trying to hide my embarrassment.


      “Uh, so, ‘cheat items’… What exactly does that mean?”


      “Exactly what it sounds like. Black Rings are rings set with jet-black gemstones that allow you to activate certain effects when you bet with them in a game. In that sense, they’re similar to the Abilities you can tap into on the Academy—but the difference lies in their transferability. Any Black Ring put on the table during a game goes to the winner along with the chips. If you lose, you lose the Ring, too…and unlike with Abilities, there’s no limit to the number of Black Rings you can have.”


      “Hmm… Okay.”


      I gave Enomoto a small nod. So Luna had casino games going on all across the island. Basically, we’d be trying to get as many chips as we could, but the Black Rings added a little element of strategy to the game. Simply put, this was a casino with officially sanctioned cheating.


      “The Fortissimo,” Enomoto continued across from me with his usual stony expression, “is set across the entire casino of Luna. You and the other second-years, Shinohara, will stay on Luna for a total of six days and five nights—but for the first three days, you’ll be working the casino games, competing to see how many chips you can win within the seventy-two-hour time limit. You can only take one Ability with you, which is automatically converted into a Black Ring when the event starts. In short, leverage the Black Rings in your arsenal to try and amass as many chips as possible… That’s the Game here.”


      “All right… Well, that’s easy enough to grasp, at least.”


      “Yeah. But here’s the problem: Because every second-year student from schools roughly at the same level of strength will be competing, simply adding up the total number of chips earned by each school would give an unfair advantage to wards with more students. To counter that, the Fortissimo uses a special formula to score each school: total chips held by the top five students multiplied by one, plus the average number of chips held by all the ward’s students multiplied by five.”


      “The totals of the five best students plus five times the average…? Hmm. True, taking the average does eliminate the impact of student body size, but individual effort is still important. This also means the top performers from each ward need to push themselves even harder than normal.”


      “Exactly. In theory, it’s a good rule to balance things out… But listen to me, Shinohara: As things stand, this formula is lethal to Eimei. Other than you and Shirayuki Himeji, we don’t have a single second-year with experience in large-scale Games like this. It’s a problem we’ve been dealing with since last year, but now it will be laid bare for all to see.”


      “…Oh. Right.”


      It was obvious now that Enomoto pointed it out. I nodded gravely, while Enomoto let out a faint sigh and slowly shook his head. He continued, arms still crossed.


      “We’ve been saying it for a while now, but the one thing Eimei lacks is a new generation of students who can represent us against other wards. In fact, during last year’s Prelude, we didn’t have a single student put up any notable results. You two transfer students quickly turned things around, but even so, the ‘top five’ and ‘ward average’ here are both going to be major headaches.”


      “Eh-heh-heh! Sounds tough, huh? [image: ] After all, you won’t have the smart, cute Noa Akizuki with you! [image: ]”


      “That’s right! You’re not going to be able to win this without our brilliant minds backing you up!”


      “…Hmph. Well, those two can say whatever they want, but the fact is you’ll need me to ensure things run smoothly. All things considered, the Fortissimo has too many factors working against Eimei’s success this year.”


      With a soft sigh and the pad of his finger pressed against his forehead, Enomoto elegantly came in over the top of Akizuki and Asamiya’s “reliable seniors” routine. Watching them, it finally dawned on me.


      Oh… I get it. They’re all worried for us.


      That was…probably it. Obviously, they knew I was a Seven Star, and they’d seen that I was able to get myself through a Game well enough, but Enomoto and the others were still clearly concerned about me and Himeji. They wanted us to know our upperclassmen were there for us.


      Feeling a bit awkward about that, I gave a faint smile.


      “Well, you’re not wrong. For schools like Ohga, Tsuyuri, and St. Rosalia, it’s the second-years who are their main fighting force right now. And even though we don’t have to deal with Kirigaya, Shinra still has Mitsuru and Sumire, two Five Stars with a Unique between them. Meanwhile, we’ll be down three Six Star third-years and one Five Star first-year, the biggest handicap of any school.”


      “That is true. An argument could be made that we are blessed with an overabundance of talent, but with these rules, at least, it is Eimei that suffers the most. A prodigy like Master may very well be able to earn as many chips as five people… However, we all know the caliber of opponent we will be facing.”


      “…”


      I silently nodded in agreement with Himeji’s statement. Five times the number of chips of the average player was one thing…but five times the likes of Saionji or Minami? All the cheating in the world wouldn’t make that even remotely possible.


      “But, of course, that doesn’t mean we have no way of turning the tables.”


      Enomoto seemed to have read my thoughts. He gave me a slight smile.


      “As I said before, the Luna casino is open to anyone who visits the island. That means you’ll see visitors from all over playing the casino games, even during the Fortissimo. Some of these guests are also permitted to involve themselves in the Academy’s Game. These people are referred to as ‘Strangers.’”


      “…They’re allowed to join our Game?”


      “Yep! Basically, anyone whose profile has been approved can join the same casino games as Academy players! [image: ] The way they see it, we’re strong opponents, but they have a chance of earning a Black Ring if they beat us. Plus, they can earn certain bonuses playing against Academy students! Tons of Luna visitors would kill to have you play with them! [image: ]”


      “Oh. I see…”


      Akizuki’s explanation made it all make sense. For regular tourists, sitting at the table with an Academy player was a considerable risk. After all, they might be carrying Black Rings, which made any game inherently unfair. But if the payoff for winning was so huge, well, that changed things. People were on Luna to gamble anyway, so they might as well go all in.


      “…Okay, so, Enomoto, what’s the deal with these Strangers?”


      “That’s Mr. Enomoto to you, Shinohara… Well, whatever. The rules of the Fortissimo stipulate that every school ward can recruit one Stranger as an ally. This can be anyone you want, and you’re allowed to swap them out midgame as well, but there’s just a single slot. While they’re your ally, the Stranger functions as a full member of your ward…meaning the chips they earn during the Fortissimo are added to your school’s overall score.”


      Enomoto lowered his voice.


      “This person is key. Academy players will, by and large, be visiting Luna for the first time, but many of these Strangers have a lot more experience gaming on the island. Of course, only the chips won during the seventy-two-hour period of the Fortissimo count; any chips they had before then aren’t included in the total. However, the number of Black Rings you have directly correlates to your strength in the Game. You’ll want to recruit someone who’s been on the island for as long as possible.”


      “That’s right! The maximum stay for tourists is one week, but you can pay some chips to extend that a little, too. And the prime example of that…is the Phantom!”


      “The Phantom? …Oh, do you mean…?”


      It was Minakami, listening stern-faced up till now, who responded to Asamiya first. She slowly lifted her head, long black hair framing her face.


      “I heard about them from my sister. The Phantom of Luna… The strongest Stranger, who’s taken part in the Fortissimo every year for the past few years, right?”


      “Yeah. The Phantom’s a total outlier. They exchanged a monumental amount of chips for permanent residency on Luna and allegedly have close to a thousand types of Black Rings. However, for the past three years, without exception, the Phantom’s sided with Amanezaka School from the Seventeenth Ward…and Amanezaka has cruised to victory in the last three Fortissimos. It’s no small part of why they always rank so high.”


      “Right… But it doesn’t seem like this mystery player’s completely on Amanezaka’s side, either. It’s more like they’ve got some kind of deal going, or a contract. With the right approach, I think we could headhunt them… We tried and failed to do that last year, though.”


      “True. But last year, we barely scraped into the top five in the school rankings. This year, we’re number one at the start of second semester. That Libra article proves that people are paying attention to us, for better and for worse. They have high expectations for us. That’s why we can’t afford to lose…and you certainly can’t, either, Shinohara.”


      I gave Enomoto a slight nod.


      He was right. Truth be told, this Game didn’t actually have any stars at stake; it was purely for glory and rankings. But that didn’t mean that I—or, really, Eimei—could afford to lose. If I embarrassed myself here, all those expectations would instantly be converted to disappointment.


      And so…


      Sure, our second-year roster might not run too deep… My own Seven Star rating’s a total lie, too, so Himeji—a Five Star—is actually our strongest player. We probably look weak compared to the other schools. But if that’s the case, I’ll use this Game to turn the tables on everyone!


      I clenched my right fist, steeling my resolve.
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      “Right. I’ll be in touch later with the details. I know the odds are against you, but we’re all counting on you, Shinohara.”


      “Sure thing. Leave it to me.”


      We were all splitting up, having finished going over everything on the itinerary. Enomoto had called me over afterward to exchange a few words privately, and once he was done, I rejoined Himeji.


      “You must be tired, Master,” she said as we walked side by side, her silvery hair swaying. “You were talking with Mr. Enomoto for quite some time. Was it something important?”


      “I suppose, yeah. It was sort of a continuation of the meeting, or, I guess…it was actually more about the Refrain, the contest for the third-years. I’ll fill you in once we get back.”


      “Thank you, Master.”


      Himeji gave an elegant bow, then gently raised her gloved right hand to the corner of her mouth.


      “But…the Refrain? I’m sure the third-years must have a lot of headaches of their own to deal with. For one thing, Mr. Enomoto and Ms. Asamiya will be playing this Game without their unbeatable Seven Star.”


      “…Well, maybe not on the surface.”


      My rank was nothing but a sham, of course, but to Enomoto and the other third-years, not having me there must’ve seemed like an emergency. They’d need to strategize hard and come up with a plan to fight with their limited members, otherwise they’d face concentrated fire from the other school wards. But, well, that was nothing Enomoto hadn’t dealt with before. I felt a bit useless, but there really was nothing I could do about it right now.


      “I guess we should leave the Prelude and Refrain to the others. We need to come up with a plan of our own…”


      “Hee-hee. Well said. With the Fortissimo only two weeks away, I want to do as much prep work with Ms. Kagaya and Tsumugi as possible. We’ll also want to bring Fuuka and Mr. Tsuji into the conversation so we can work out an overall plan for the entire grade.”


      “Yeah… Hm?”


      As we were walking, I noticed that Himeji’s voice and attitude were a bit different from usual. I was a little puzzled. It was a subtle change, but she somehow seemed more cheerful, like she was bouncing with energy.


      “Himeji…is it just me, or are you not taking this as seriously as usual?”


      “…? Uh, do you think so?”


      “Yeah. Well, maybe I’m just imagining it, but you seem kind of…happy?”


      “Hmm…”


      Himeji closed her eyes at my remark, as if pondering it for a moment. But the next second, she shook her silvery hair a bit and turned her clear blue eyes back on me. From the slight smile that appeared at the corners of her mouth, it certainly seemed like I wasn’t imagining it.


      “It’s not that I’m not taking this seriously,” she said in her clear, calm voice. “Even if our stars aren’t at stake, the reputation of our school is riding on this Game, and I can hardly let you lose, Master. That’s why both I and the Company want to do everything in our power to assist you. But even more than that…”


      “…More than that?”


      “If it seems like I’m in a good mood, well, it’s purely because of how much I’m looking forward to this school trip. I’ve always dreamed of chatting late into the night with my classmates. They say you could spend a year on Luna without seeing all of it, and I want to be sure to experience as many of its charms as I can… However, most of all, Master, this will be my first vacation with you. I think that might be making me a little giddy.”


      “…”


      Himeji quickly averted her gaze, looking a little flustered.


      …Haah, honestly.


      This maid of mine was just so adorable sometimes, it almost made me dizzy.
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      It had been about two weeks since then.


      Nothing particularly major had happened to kick off the semester. Though, well, now that I had five Unique Stars after SFIA, people were continuing to target me from all sides; Minakami, who suddenly found herself much more famous than before, inexplicably started visiting my classroom; Minami’s “High-Ranking Girls of the Academy” became a regular segment on LNN; Yuikawa got flamed on STOC… I guess there was a lot going on. But if I went over every single little detail, there would be no end to it, so let’s just say “a lot happened” and leave it at that.


      It was Monday, September 19 at 2:17 PM. After several hours in a plane followed by a ferry trip, we had finally landed on the island of Luna.


      “Wowwwwwwww! It’s amaaaaaazing!!!”


      This was Luna, one of the world’s premier tourist destinations—the West Port District, to be exact. And the one letting out that joyous cry upon seeing the white sandy beach the moment we cleared customs was none other than Fuuka Tatara, president of Class 2-A. She was a bundle of energy, with a ponytail that bounced behind her and an innocent, radiant smile just bursting with charm. Tatara wasted no time sprinting ahead. Standing in the middle of the beach, she turned back toward us.


      “Shirayuki! Shirayuki, over here! When you stand in this spot, the whole ocean opens up right in front of you! It’s absolutely gorgeous! C’mon, hurry up! You, too, Shinohara!”


      “…Heh-heh.”


      Himeji, smiling softly at the sight of her clearly overexcited friend, slowly made her way forward, holding her floppy straw hat on her head with one hand. She carefully made her way across the sand until she was standing beside Tatara, then narrowed her eyes in contentment for a moment.


      “Yes, it’s a magnificent view indeed… But Fuuka, if you’re going to the beach, shouldn’t you wear a hat, too? You might get sunburned.”


      “It’s okay, I put some lotion on! The power of science sure is amazing!”


      Tatara puffed out her chest with pride. Sure enough, despite all the time she must have spent in the sun as a member of the track team, her skin looked just as clear and glowing as usual. I have no idea how sunscreen works, but even I had to admit science really is amazing.


      “Haah…”


      As I stood on the shore, lost in thought, I heard a faint sigh behind me. Turning around, I saw Yuuki Tsuji, my fellow 2-A classmate, just like Tatara. Blessed with androgynous features, he could easily be mistaken for a beautiful girl if not for the boys’ uniform he was wearing. Tsuji stumbled closer, then collapsed onto a nearby bench.


      “Great to see Tatara’s enjoying this… Meanwhile, I’m so seasick I can’t even think straight. I never thought a ferry would rock that much…”


      “Mmm… Well, maybe it’s just a matter of stamina. She runs track, you know.”


      “Yeah, but still… Hyah?!”


      Tsuji suddenly let out a wild scream—and honestly, I couldn’t blame him. Tatara had just sneaked up behind the bench and pressed a well-chilled can of soda against the back of his neck.


      “…! Uh, Tatara?”


      “Here you go, Tsuji. You looked so pale the whole time on the boat, so as class president, I figured I should get you something from the vending machine over there. I don’t know if it’ll cure seasickness, but it’ll definitely refresh you!”


      “Um… Oh, right… Tatara, where were you carrying this?”


      “Huh? Well, in my bag, obviously. See? Right here.”


      “Yeah… You mean the one you were waving around like a windmill while you were going ‘Wowwwwww!’ and stuff? And this is an orange soda, right? …So, Tatara, what do you think would happen if I opened this up right now?”


      “Uh… Well, I guess it’d go fwsssh and be a total disaster for the both of us.”


      “That’s right.” Tsuji chose to hold the can against his neck instead of touching the pull tab and risking another scream, then added in a soft voice, “But thanks.” A look of relief crossed Tatara’s face, and she sat down beside Tsuji, her ponytail bouncing.


      Then…


      “Ta-daaaa!”


      With that cheerful sound effect, Tatara pulled a travel magazine out of her bag. Unsurprisingly, the word Luna was front and center on the cover, and the magazine was twice as thick as it had been originally due to the massive number of sticky notes filling it. Tatara had probably bought this paper copy just so she could stick notes all over the pages.


      “You’ve really been studying up, haven’t you, Fuuka?” Himeji said. “That’s impressive.”


      “Yeah! I mean, I was just super excited… And besides, I didn’t just come here to goof around. I’m the president of Class 2-A, so it’s my job to know more about this place than anyone else!”


      “…You’re taking this way too seriously, Tatara. You oughta loosen up a little.”


      “Aww, I’m fine! This suits me better anyway.”


      Tsuji sounded a little exasperated, but Tatara was completely unfazed. She looked as excited as ever as she flipped through the pages of the magazine resting on her lap.


      “Luna, one of the world’s top tourist destinations… A dreamland with near-untouched wilderness bordering one of the most futuristic cities in the world. The sights, the entertainment, the food, the experiences—there’s just so much! They say that no matter where you start, there’s no way to do it all. Luna’s ranked number one in places people want to visit for ten years straight! There’s even a hidden lake that only one in ten thousand people can even reach!”


      “…Well, there’s certainly no shortage of things to talk about. But we’ll have time to enjoy all that afterward, won’t we? Right now, we have the Fortissimo to think about.”


      “Yeah! And I did all my research on that, too!”


      Tatara flipped through the pages with familiarity, stopping near the beginning of one section. It described Luna’s most defining feature—the casino.


      Huh…?


      I glanced down at the magazine, too, partly to give myself a refresher.


      On the island of Luna, any visitor was allowed to participate in casino games. Basically, every local islander acted as a dealer managing one game or another, and the visitors were the customers. Players could earn chips by winning these games, and as their totals rose, they gained access to more areas of the island. They could even exchange their chips for rare prizes, once they had enough.


      The Fortissimo—the interschool competition for us second-years—was based on Luna’s casino. Players from each ward would begin the Game with 1,000 chips and compete over three days to see who could earn the most. Each school’s total score was the number of chips held by the top five players, plus the average chip count for each student multiplied by five, so nobody could afford to slack off.


      After recapping things up to that point with Tatara and Tsuji, I raised my face slightly.


      “By the way…when does this Game begin, exactly? Every school ward is arriving on Luna at a different time, so there must be some way to even that out.”


      “Ah, right! That’s a good point, but with this Game, the start time is counted individually for each participant. Once you officially declare that you want to begin, the clock starts ticking for you until your seventy-two hours are up! If you’re in the middle of a game when it hits zero, your final chip count won’t be set in stone until the next time the scores are all tabulated. And, most importantly, to declare your intent to begin…you’ll need this! A mask of some sort, which you need to put on within thirty minutes of arriving on Luna!”


      “…A mask?”


      “Yeah! Here on Luna, wearing a mask means that you’re looking to play some kind of casino game. The definition of a mask is pretty broad—basically, anything that’s AR-projected onto your face is fine. Sunglasses, an eye patch, a medical face mask, whatever! You can even design your own!”


      “Hmm? So it’s like a masquerade ball? That sounds kind of fun, actually…but I’m assuming it’s not just to create a party atmosphere, right?”


      “You got it, Tsuji! Like I said earlier, your mask is your ticket to the casino. If you lose it for whatever reason, then that’s it—game over. No matter how many days are left on the clock, you can’t play at the Luna casino anymore… Right, Shirayuki?”


      “Yes, that seems to be the case.” Himeji’s quiet agreement was a sharp contrast to Tatara’s frenetic energy. “It must also be pointed out that there is only one way to lose your mask on Luna. If your chip total reaches zero or goes below as the result of a game, it is referred to as a Critical Loss, and your player mask vanishes as a penalty.”


      “Ah… And you can’t keep playing after that?”


      “Exactly. You’re free to sightsee, but you can no longer participate in casino games.”


      Himeji’s silver hair swayed as she added this clarification.


      Yeah—on the island of Luna, your mask was essential if you wanted to play at the casino. You could use augmented reality to create any sort of design you wanted, but if your chip count hit zero or dipped below, your mask would be shattered as part of your Critical Loss, kicking you out of the Game. Naturally, we wanted to avoid that at all costs.


      “By the way, Master…”


      As I thought over all that, Himeji, standing beside me, gently leaned closer and whispered in my ear. Tsuji and Tatara, sitting together on the bench, were busy designing their masks and didn’t seem to overhear our conversation.


      Her clear voice brushed against my eardrum.


      “Do you have any ideas for masks you’d like to try?”


      “Huh? No, not really… Why?”


      “Well, after learning how Luna’s casino games worked, Tsumugi and Ms. Kagaya were both eager to design a mask for you, so…here it is.”


      With a faint smile playing on her lips, Himeji smoothly held her device up in front of my eyes. On its screen was a jet-black mask, meticulously designed in 3D. It fully covered the area around the eyes, and it had a fierce yet stylish streamlined form reminiscent of a raven or a panther. Honestly, it was the sort of thing you’d expect an archvillain or the mastermind behind some sort of death game to wear.


      Whoa, that’s seriously cool… Shiina’s fantasy-world mindset has really come in handy here.


      “Hee-hee! Do you like it?”


      “Hmm… Yeah, it’s not bad. But…don’t you think it’s a little too cool for me?”


      “That’s precisely the point, Master. A mask that wasn’t as overly contrived as this would hardly be suitable for our one and only Seven Star.”


      There was a playful note to Himeji’s voice, as if she was urging me to wear it. And sure, I guess…if you only had an abstract idea of Hiroto Shinohara as this guy who showed up on LNN all the time, maybe you’d picture him wearing exactly this sort of thing.


      “Oh, what sort of mask do you have for yourself, Himeji?”


      “Well, there was a cat-ear headband—”


      “?!?!”


      “—that Ms. Kagaya suggested, but spending five or six days straight wearing that would be a bit embarrassing, so I asked for something a little more subdued.”


      Himeji sounded a bit shy as she said that. She swiped the screen of her device to turn on her mask. A moment later, a set of lines like adorable cat whiskers appeared on her cheeks. They were a faint cherry-blossom pink and had a charming softness to them that reminded me of a child drawing with crayons.


      “Ooh… That’s really nice. Sort of like the face paint people wear to soccer games.”


      “I appreciate the compliment. That was the idea, yes—the kind of face painting where you add just a little accent to your cheeks or forehead. Ms. Kagaya told me that these whiskers are designed to move and change color based on my emotions.”


      “Oh yeah? So pink whiskers swaying around lightly like that would be…?”


      “I would presume that is my normal state, or perhaps leaning toward the ‘joy’ end of the emotional spectrum. Meow.”


      That sly, inflected ending was delivered with an expression that indicated Himeji wasn’t entirely displeased with all of this. AR tech that changed based on a person’s emotions was so incredible I couldn’t wrap my head around it…but it was an undeniable fact that Shirayuki Himeji with cat whiskers painted on her cheeks oozed extraordinary levels of adorableness. The contrast between her composed expression always concealing her inner thoughts and these sweetly swaying whiskers full of emotion only added to her charm. Simply put, she was incredibly cute.


      But just as we were in the middle of our conversation…


      “…Oh?”


      …a brazen, far-too-familiar voice called out from behind us.


      Our expressions immediately hardened as we turned around—and sure enough, standing there was none other than Sarasa Saionji herself in her Ohga School uniform. She had luxurious, flaming red hair, her arms elegantly folded beneath her breasts, and her ruby-red eyes fixed on me.


      “What a coincidence, Shinohara. Imagine meeting you here… Were you waiting for me, perhaps? Heh-heh! I wouldn’t mind signing an autograph for you, if you want.”


      “…Ha! Who the hell would want your autograph?”


      “Oh, no? Then you wanted to chat with me? You can be surprisingly cute sometimes, you know that?”


      Saionji flicked her hair back with her right hand, smugly smirking at her own joke. That was an even wilder leap of logic than normal, perhaps caused by her excitement about being on the class trip. Glancing behind Saionji, I could see the rest of the Ohga gang walking up to her. They must’ve caught the ferry shortly after us.


      Saionji flashed a defiant smile as she delivered her taunt-filled greeting.


      “This is the Fortissimo, the second-year interschool competition…and sorry to say, but it’s us, Ohga, who’ll be taking the grand prize this time. We’ll contact the Phantom before anyone else and beat the rest of you senseless for the next three days. It might not be a bad idea to start thinking up excuses for your brutal defeat now.”


      “All that sass, and you’re just gonna rely on this outside helper, huh? You don’t mind someone else doing all the work for you, Empress?”


      “Hmm? As if you’re not trying to recruit the Phantom as well. The most talented Stranger on the island…the one who led Amanezaka School to victory in the past three Fortissimo battles. Boil this Game down, and it’s really a kind of treasure hunt, isn’t it? You need a great many things to win, and one of them is the Phantom to act as a scout.”


      “…Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said quietly, nodding in agreement.


      Just like Enomoto had explained, a Stranger was a sort of outside collaborator, with each school ward only allowed to recruit one at a time. They’d all been on Luna longer than us, which in most cases meant they had a wealth of powerful Black Rings at their disposal. That alone made them formidable allies. The Phantom, however, rose far above the rest of the Strangers, and recruiting this high roller was seen as key to conquering the Fortissimo. That was the conclusion that both we and Ohga had come to, so I was convinced every other school must be targeting the Phantom as well.


      “Ha! And a treasure hunt is exactly where Libra and I excel!”


      Suddenly cutting in with that distinctive tone of voice of hers was Suzuran Kazami from Libra. She tilted her trademark baseball cap upward, peering at me and flashing a playful sideways peace sign.


      “Nice to see you again, Shinohara! Usually, y’know, I’m obligated to stay neutral as part of my Libra duties, but this time we’re full-on rivals! I’ll still be writing coverage later, though, so I’m counting on you to shine for me, okay?”


      “Yeah? So you’re participating as part of Ohga this time, Kazami?”


      “I sure am! You can’t really air this event live on Libra, you see. The locals wind up in pretty much every shot, and there’re all these pesky laws here on Luna about taking video without permission and stuff like that…so every year, this Game’s the only time when Libra stops being Libra for a little while!”


      As she said that, Kazami made a point of whipping her Ace Reporter armband off her sleeve. The lack of Libra cameras might actually be good news for me… One less thing to watch out for.


      Just as I was thinking that, another figure appeared behind Kazami.


      “Yo, Shinohara.”


      Keiya Fujishiro—Ohga’s Ace Behind the Curtain, now a prominent Six Star. Behind him was a visibly cowed Yuuka Mano, the girl who’d confessed her love to Fujishiro back during the Rainbow Pâtisserie event. Fujishiro seemed to be actively shielding her from me, the menace clear in his voice.


      “Thanks for the help during SFIA, man. You were half the damn reason our ace won… But that don’t matter here. The way the Fortissimo’s rules work, Ohga’s gonna own you all.”


      “Oh…? You think? What makes you say that?”


      “Like you don’t know. Yeah, you’re good; I’ll admit that. But it’s just you, dude. You’re the only Eimei second-year that’s a threat to us…and a one-man show ain’t gonna win under these rules.”
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      Fujishiro’s gaze flickered behind me as he spoke. Considering what I knew about his personality, he probably wasn’t trying to pick a fight but was just stating the facts as he saw them. As I’d feared, the other school wards clearly saw Eimei as a vulnerable target in this Game.


      “…Anyway!”


      At that moment, Saionji swept her luxuriant red hair back and forcibly changed the subject, probably because she’d sensed the tense atmosphere Fujishiro had created.


      “Enough of the chitchat, Shinohara. I’ll say it again: Ohga will secure the Phantom. We’ll be the ones to win the Fortissimo. Heh-heh! Have fun watching it all unfold!”


      Her lips curved into a smile, then she abruptly turned her back on us. Taking that as some sort of signal, Kazami, Fujishiro, and the rest of the Ohga students all wandered off as well. Left behind, I kept watching Saionji until she went out of sight, then silently turned around to my own teammates.


      “…That sort of thing really gets on my nerves.”


      “Ugh… But, I mean, it is true we’re totally reliant on Shinohara…”


      Tsuji and Tatara, already wearing their masks, didn’t bother hiding their displeasure. Tsuji’s eyes narrowed a bit, one of them behind the transparent lens of a monocle, while Tatara, wearing a cute bunny-ear headband, puffed out her cheeks.


      But then…


      “…Yeah, you’re right. No one likes being told what to do all the time. Okay!”


      Seeing their moods darken a little, Tatara gave her classmates a firm nod. She flipped her ponytail back and darted toward the beach—where she pulled out her device and started a group call, inviting everyone in Eimei’s Class 2-A to join. Once the notification went out, students from our class began to enter the call, one after the other, including some who’d already left the beach area. It didn’t even take ten seconds for all the names to appear, no doubt because Tatara was the one who’d put the call out.


      “Wow… Thanks, everyone!”


      Tatara held the device connecting her to her classmates close to her chest, as if hugging it…then took a deep breath and spoke in a confident voice.


      “Listen up, guys! I’m Fuuka Tatara, your dependable class president! We just arrived on Luna and our school trip’s about to begin! I’ve been looking forward to this so, sooooo much! I can’t wait to explore all sorts of places with you guys—sightseeing, shopping, restaurants, the works! I did a ton of research for this trip, so leave it up to your class president to guide you around!


      “Before that, though, is the Game—and we came here to win! Eimei School ranked fifth last year, but right now, we’re at the top of the midyear rankings. That’s thanks to Shinohara winning ASTRAL and SFIA for us, of course, but we can’t rely solely on him this time. The Fortissimo’s rules make it impossible to win the whole thing by yourself. The entire grade needs to work hard…and we have to lead the way!


      “…Guys, you know why we’re all in Class 2-A? Because we’re strong. Out of all the thousands of students among us, we’re the best of the best. People expect us to win. We’re the ones they’re all counting on. They believe we can do it.


      “So, if you’re willing, I hope you’ll all follow my lead! For the next three days, we’re going to Game our hearts out and grab a victory so huge it’ll stun everyone back on the Academy. If Shinohara is number one in chips but we lose because our school average was too low…well, that’d be a total shock, right?! If people start saying Eimei’s all about Shinohara and the rest of the school is nothing special, and we can’t refute it because of what happens here, I’d regret it so hard I’d burst into tears! I’d cry and scream my lungs out! And there’s no way I’d be able to enjoy the rest of this school trip!


      “I love Eimei—and I love all of you, so I want to prove it! I want to show everyone that Eimei’s strong! That we’re the strongest! That it’s not just Shinohara!


      “…This is where it counts, guys. Your dependable class president is ready to lead you all the way to the end, so I want all of you to follow me, full speed ahead!!”


      Tatara’s voice was strained to the limit.


      “““…”””


      Caught off guard by this sudden impassioned call to action from a person who normally never did that sort of thing—or maybe just too stunned to speak—the 2-A group call fell eerily silent for a moment. But just for a moment.


      “““Yeahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!”””


      A jolt of excitement immediately flooded the line, spurring on the entire class.


      “…Whew…”


      After watching that scene play out…I suddenly felt inspired to put on the mask Shiina had made for me.

    
  


  
    
      LNN – Librarian News Network –


      
        What to Watch for During the Academy’s Fortissimo Interschool Event!

      


      The start of the second semester is when all the Academy’s schools compete by grade—and as usual, the Fortissimo fought by the second-years will see students going head-to-head in casino games on the island of Luna! Let’s take a look at the seven schools in the top block of this year’s competition!


      Eimei School (Fourth Ward, midyear ranking: 1)


      Eimei shot up to the very top thanks to the exploits of its whirlwind Seven Star, Hiroto Shinohara. However, the only Eimei second-years to make waves in large-scale Games this year have been Shinohara and Shirayuki Himeji (Five Star), leading to concerns about roster depth.


      Ohga School (Third Ward, midyear ranking: 2)


      Sarasa Saionji (Six Star) may have given up her Seven Star throne to Shinohara, but she remains one of the most charismatic players on the Academy. Joining the Empress at the top of Ohga is fellow Six Star Keiya Fujishiro. The current second-years have been the main driving force behind the school’s success in big events, so their overall potential puts them head and shoulders above the rest.


      Shinra High School (Fifth Ward, midyear ranking: 3)


      Mitsuru and Sumire Fuwa (Five Star), the twins who drove Shinohara into a corner during the final round of SFIA last summer, are back. Third-year Toya Kirigaya (Six Star), the school’s ace, won’t be joining them this time, but could they prove to be a dark horse once again here in the Fortissimo?


      Otowa School (Seventh Ward, midyear ranking: 4)


      The ultimate charmer known as the Phoenix, Seiran Kugasaki (Six Star), is out, being a third-year. While there haven’t been many standout second-years so far, we could see them make names for themselves before the event is through.


      Amanezaka School (Nineteenth Ward, midyear ranking: 5)


      The reigning champions of the Fortissimo for three years straight. Will the island’s strongest Stranger smile upon them once more? Their infighting to determine the pecking order, which lasted all first semester, seems to have settled down for the time being.


      Tsuyuri Girls’ Institute (Sixteenth Ward, midyear ranking: 6)


      Recently promoted to Six Star, Hell’s Priestess, Senri Kururugi, has propelled Tsuyuri high up in the rankings in the blink of an eye. They have the same roster-depth issues as Eimei, but do they have some tricks up their sleeve?


      St. Rosalia Girls’ Institute (Fourteenth Ward, midyear ranking: 7)


      The return and rise of the Calm Blue Flame, Shizuku Minami (Six Star), has made St. Rosalia the talk of the Academy. Despite the school’s reserved, refined reputation, it’s Minami’s tricky moves that are garnering everyone’s attention.

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      
        Chance Encounter

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      As we left the harbor and properly set foot on the world-famous tourist destination of Luna, I was overcome with a sense that I was no longer in the real world. It wasn’t the normal sort of feeling you get visiting a foreign country; after all, everyone around us was either my classmate at Eimei or a student from another ward. But the sheer surreality of it was hard to ignore, which I put down to the masks.


      It wasn’t just us students—everyone going past was wearing a mask. Once you switched your device to something called Luna Mode, name, chip count, and all sorts of other information would show up in your field of vision for every other player. Even just from where I was standing, I could already see some casino games going on.


      Holy crap…


      The sight made me shiver slightly with excitement.


      We were only about a ten-minute walk from the West Port District—one of the four harbors of Luna, located at each of the cardinal directions. Heading inland from any of them led to the Commercial District, Forest District, Amusement District, and Urban Future District…as well as the numerous tourist districts the island prided itself on.


      “—So what should we do first?”


      I heard the question from beside me as I studied the map. Looking across, I saw Yuuki Tsuji, his monocle glinting as he pulled out his device.


      “The Game’s underway, so we should at least decide on a plan, huh? We’re working together right now, but we could split up to explore, or go in the other direction and form an even bigger group. This is a school trip, after all.”


      “Hmm… Well, I think we should just see where things take us. But if you’re talking about making the most of this trip, there’s something more important we should do first, right?”


      “There is?”


      “Yeah… Hey, Tatara, is there a place you wanted to go to near here?”


      I turned my attention to the class president, who, despite the show she’d put on back at the harbor, was now basking in the sights of Luna, eyes all a-sparkle. Even for someone like Tatara, it was pretty tough to switch gears after landing on an island she’d wanted to visit her whole life, only to be immediately thrust into an Academy Game. If she had a must-see spot we could stop by real quick, there was no reason for us not to.


      “Oh, is that okay?”


      Sure enough, Tatara pounced on the idea, bunny ears wiggling. I gave her a small nod back, and she pulled out her travel magazine, beaming.


      “Okay, uh, then I wanna go to this place in the Commercial District called Sunny Street! There’s this super-popular burger joint here on Luna, and eating there’s supposed to bring you good luck. Also, check this out! ‘Sunny Street is recommended for beginners, with lower-stakes games that are perfect to learn the ropes!’”


      “Ahh… Killing two birds with one stone, as it were. I’d expect nothing less from you, Fuuka.”


      Himeji’s hair swayed as she praised Tatara. I couldn’t have agreed more—and with that, we had our first objective.


      Let’s see…


      As we walked toward Sunny Street, I projected my device’s screen into my periphery to double-check how this island worked.


      The area we were currently in was classified as the “C-Rank” zone. Luna had certain areas you weren’t even allowed to enter unless you had enough chips, but once allowed inside, you were able to play higher-stakes casino games. The C-Rank area had no such restrictions; anyone was welcome, especially beginners. We’d each started with 1,000 chips, but apparently you needed 100,000 chips to unlock the B-Rank area and a cool million for A-Rank. Finally, there was S-Rank, the deepest parts of the island which could only be accessed by players with 10 million chips or more.


      So the higher the rank of the area, the higher the stakes. Himeji and I are gonna need to get into B-Rank, at least, as soon as possible.


      That was the basic idea for now…but that stuff could wait a little longer. First we needed to get familiar with the casino system itself.


      Which brought us to…


      “All right. Let’s think about which game we’ll try first.”


      We’d arrived at Sunny Street in the Commercial District. After polishing off the aforementioned burgers (which were breathtakingly good, by the way), we opened up our maps and started looking for a game. Himeji, her silvery hair swaying as she peered at her device next to me, was the first to quietly speak up.


      “It appears nearby dealers are represented by top hat icons. You can long-press those icons to see what games they’re running.”


      “Yeah. Seems like this defaults to showing you only the games you can join right now.”


      “Indeed. On the map, you can see the game’s name, rules, risk rating, and user reviews… Of these, the risk rating is particularly noteworthy. It’s based on the game’s difficulty, how complex the strategy is, and the number of chips that might move around. The higher all of these are, the higher the risk rating. That’s probably the first thing to check when choosing a game.”


      “Oh, right! So if I’m looking for a tutorial of sorts, I should try to find a game with a one-star rating?”


      “So it would seem…but, of course, I wouldn’t recommend taking such a passive approach for long.”


      After answering Tatara’s question in her cool, calm voice, Himeji slid a white-gloved fingertip across my device—and based on her search conditions, all games rated two stars or higher were dimmed. Even then, though, Sunny Street, touted in Tatara’s magazine as being beginner-friendly, had quite a few one-star games to choose from.


      Seeing this, Tsuji gave a small nod. “Good. With this many games, we can take our pick. There’s one just around the corner over there, and this dealer’s close by. Hang on…is that icon getting closer?”


      “Hey! You guys looking for a game? Or not?!”


      As we huddled around my device talking things over, a voice suddenly called out behind us. I got a close-up view of Himeji’s cat whiskers jumping with surprise as I turned toward the sound.


      Standing there was a woman I didn’t recognize. She was tall and slender, dressed in a formal tuxedo like a magician or a butler would wear. A stylish top hat sat atop her vibrant blond hair, which reached down to her waist. Lifting it elegantly with one hand, she smiled and bowed.


      “Nice to meet you! I’m a dealer in training, and I was just recruiting some players over there for a game. We’ll have just the right number with two more people… Care to join?!”


      “…What do you mean, ‘just the right number’? We’ve got four people here, not two.”


      “Oh, in that case—”


      “If you’ll excuse me.”


      A second, deeper voice came from beside us, cutting the blond dealer off mid-sentence. At the same time, a middle-aged man smoothly appeared from the crowd. He was wearing a tux similar to the woman’s, and maybe it was because of his age, but I felt like the suit gave him a lot of gravitas.


      “I, too, am a Luna dealer, and I am also recruiting two more participants for a game. That would make it four in total… Would you care to join?”


      “…So it’s like that, huh?”


      Putting the pieces together, I lifted my right hand to the corner of my mouth as I quietly processed this information… As I’d seen on my map, both of the games these dealers ran were one-star. In terms of both difficulty and danger level, they’d work well as a tutorial.


      But if the four of us split up here, that basically means Tsuji and Tatara will be doing their own thing… It’ll be way too inefficient if I have to wait for them to finish. So maybe—


      “It’s all right, Shinohara.”


      Yuuki Tsuji grinned at me, as if reading my thoughts. Stuffing his device into his pocket, he continued in a mischievous tone of voice.


      “You heard Tatara’s speech, right? We’re no weaklings. So don’t worry—we’ll make sure to earn our own chips. I don’t want people to keep calling Eimei a one-man show forever.”


      “No, that’s not…”


      “I’m not sore about it or anything. Splitting up into two groups is just the best thing to do for now. We need to be efficient—after all, we came here to win.”


      He’d borrowed that last line from Tatara. Sitting next to Tsuji in her adorable bunny ears, she put her right hand over her heart, as if to say “You can count on me!”


      And so…


      “Okay! Dealer, the two of us will join you.”


      “Same here. Go easy on us, Mr. Dealer!”


      We simultaneously sent our requests to play.


      The place the female dealer led me and Himeji to already had eight players waiting. Several of them looked visibly concerned when they saw us. From their uniforms, I could tell there were two students from Otowa in the Eighth Ward, three from St. Rosalia in the Fourteenth, and one from Amanezaka in the Seventeenth…meaning the last two must be Strangers. They were chatting casually in regular civilian clothes.


      Standing in the middle of our circle, the tuxedoed woman executed a full turn.


      “Now then! Thanks to my dedicated recruiting, we now have enough players, so why don’t we get this game started? First, let’s set the stage… Open!”


      The dealer had taken her device out of her pocket and held it up. It looked a bit different from the ones the Academy issued us—and the moment she said “Open,” a blinding light flooded the area. Putting it simply, she’d deployed an AR world around us, instantaneously transforming the empty space. A circular casino table sat in the middle of the players, and dazzling lights and decorations surrounded us on all sides.


      The dealer elegantly leaned against the table, stretching her long legs. A satisfied smile crossed her lips.


      “Deployment complete… You Academy players probably know this already, but all your devices have augmented reality built in. Our dealer privileges grant us access to it so we can play casino games anytime, anywhere. I should also point out that in this space, all languages are automatically translated for you! Isn’t that incredible? Now you can play against anyone in the world!”


      As she spoke, the blond dealer stood up straight and lifted her black top hat again. She gave it a light shake over the table—and just like magic, three dice flew out of it and rolled across the playing surface.


      “Okay… Let’s get straight to the rules! The game I’m running—and the one you’ll all be taking on—is called Dice Macabre! Some of you might’ve been smart enough to read the summary on your map, but I’ll give you the proper rundown!


      “First off ! Long story short, Dice Macabre is a simple game where you try to predict the dealer’s dice roll and call out a higher number. The dealer—that’s me—has three six-sided dice. Once the game begins, I’ll roll all three of them a total of four times. Basically, after four rounds, the game’s over.


      “When I roll, it’s your job to call out a number that’s higher than what the total turns out to be—but it’s not just about shouting out ‘a hundred’ or ‘a million,’ okay? Why not? Well, because the number you call becomes the number of chips you bet! And what’s more, the total amount you can bet across all four rounds is capped at 50 chips! That means the sum of the four numbers you call out has to be fifty or lower!


      “If your number’s higher than my roll, you win! I’ll reward you with the same number of chips as my roll. But if your number’s the same or lower, then it’s party time for Ms. Dealer here, because you have to pay me the number of chips you called out! Oh, and by the way, the chip totals are calculated at the end of the four rounds, so even if you’re just one chip ahead at the end, that still counts as a win…and if you win, you’ll get back any Black Rings you used in the game, so don’t worry about that!


      “Now let me get into the nitty-gritty for a moment! I know I said I’d roll three dice earlier, but I don’t actually roll them all at once. I’ll roll two first, then the last one after. You guys’ll call out your number just before I roll that third die, okay? That way, you’ll have at least a rough idea of the outcome before deciding how much to wager.


      “But, honestly, that alone would give you too much of an advantage and be super boring. So here’s one more rule! If I roll a triple—that is, if all the dice show the same number—then my total score isn’t the sum of the dice. Instead of adding up the numbers, they get multiplied! For example, if I roll three-four-five, that’d be a total of twelve, but a four-four-four would be sixty-four.


      “That covers all the rules… So what d’you think? Got the gist of it?”


      The dealer put the empty top hat back on her head, flashing us a carefree smile.


      Dice Macabre would be my and Himeji’s first casino game. Using up to 50 chips, we would try to predict four dice rolls. If the number we called out beat the roll, we’d win; if not, we’d lose. And since the total of our guesses couldn’t go over fifty, the key was in how we allocated our bets.


      “Hmm…”


      Beside me, Himeji let out a small sigh as she went over the rules.


      “If you roll a standard six-sided die tens of thousands of times, the average value gradually approaches 3.5—the sum of the faces divided by six. That’s what they call the ‘expected value’ in math. If three six-sided dice are involved, the expected value of the dealer’s roll becomes 10.5. So if we consistently call a number that’s eleven or higher, we’re guaranteed a win rate of over fifty percent…”


      “Right. And since each game is just four rounds, if you call out eleven every round, you won’t get anywhere near that fifty-chip limit.”


      “Thinking about it that way, it’s a pretty bettor-friendly setup. Your maximum losses are capped at fifty, so there’s zero risk of a Critical Loss…but the rules also make it nearly impossible to earn more than 50 chips.”


      Himeji pouted her lips slightly in displeasure… Sure, the return was minimal, but in this particular case, we should probably just treat the game as a Luna casino tutorial and leave it at that. Unlike in Games on the Academy, where you’re usually out the moment you lose, we needed to continuously accrue chips—making this an event unlike anything I’d ever participated in before. I needed to approach this with all due caution.


      “Okay, then, are you ready to take your seats?”


      As soon as the dealer gave the invitation, the players began to sit down, placing themselves equidistant around the circular table. Once we were all in position, she must have triggered some other AR function, because there was a faint whirring sound and the projected reality in front of us updated.


      
        Player: Hiroto Shinohara Chips: 1,000 →  950


        Dice Macabre – Begin

      


      …Whoa.


      The sight before me had changed in an instant, and I couldn’t help but let out a breath, impressed. Silver chips were now piled high on the table, around which the masked players were arranged in a semicircle. These games had a reputation for building atmosphere, and it was well deserved—something about this virtual space really got you excited to play.


      “Great. Okay! Let’s get to the first round of dice rolls!”


      The blond dealer pulled down the brim of her hat, no doubt keenly sensing our excitement as she spoke. She sounded like she was enjoying herself even more than before. And with that, she made her first roll, kicking off Dice Macabre.


      But…I don’t think now’s the best time to make a move.


      I calmly ran through my thoughts as the players around me gulped. Chances were that at least one of them would try something early on. Dice Macabre was a relatively simple game, which made it easier to set traps—but that also meant it would be risky to make the first move. It would be better to watch how everyone else played before settling on a strategy.


      It’s my first game here, though. Can’t help but be a little nervous…


      “…It’s all right, Master.”


      Just as that faint sense of unease flashed across my mind, Himeji whispered softly from my side, her voice barely audible to anyone else. I didn’t ask her to repeat it. Instead, I turned my gaze toward her and saw her clear blue eyes and round, full cheeks decorated with those cherry-pink cat whiskers.


      Then, with a faint smile at the corner of her lips, she said one more thing:


      “In a game like this, nobody can match you, Master.”


      Her voice brimmed with conviction.


      “—And the third die is a one! Which makes the second round three-three-one for a total of seven! Everyone who called out a number higher than seven wins!”


      We were halfway through our game of Dice Macabre, and as expected, we’d already started to see some rather unnatural developments.


      Well, I say that, but only one thing had happened that was really strange; everything else was still relatively normal. The dealer had rolled four-five-four in the first round, totaling thirteen, and three-three-one in the second, totaling seven. For the first set, since she’d initially rolled four and five, Himeji and I had called out sixteen—one above the maximum possible total value—to guarantee a win. For the second set, we’d gone in the opposite direction, both calling zero out of concern that her three-three roll might end up as triple threes. There was nothing outlandish about our strategy. Zero guaranteed a loss, sure, but we wouldn’t lose any chips, giving us more to play with for the other three rounds.


      So far, so good.


      The problem was, one player here had made perfect calls for both rounds—fourteen in the first and eight in the second. It was a guy wearing the uniform of Amanezaka School in the Seventeenth Ward, the only solo player around the Dice Macabre table. With his dyed-blue hair, glittering piercings, and flashy, orange-tinted sunglasses, he was certainly looking to stick out. Anywhere else, you might just think he was on a lucky streak—but Luna had a trick to turn luck into certainty.


      So that’s a Black Ring, huh…?


      As I glanced down at the jet-black ring in front of the Amanezaka student, Enomoto’s explanation resurfaced in my mind.


      Black Rings were “cheat items” circulating around the island. Much like an Ability on the Academy, a Black Ring, once put on the casino table, let its wielder use various effects. The key difference between them and Abilities was that they were transferable items. It had been reiterated in the Dice Macabre rules, but if you used a Black Ring and lost, the ring would be taken away from you. Conversely, there were lots of opportunities to steal them from the dealer or other players, so the general theory was that beginners should first try to get their hands on these rings.


      Some of the “standard rings” (as defined in Tatara’s magazine) were as follows:


      
        	Number Builder: Changes the number on a card, adding or subtracting up to three from it.


        	High-Risk High-Return: Increases the maximum bet per turn up to a total of ten times the original value.


        	Double Action: Lets a player perform what is usually a onetime action twice.

      


      …And so on. Each effect was more than enough to overcome the luck-based elements of a given game.


      It’s just a guess…but the Black Ring that Amanezaka guy’s using must let him predict the dealer’s roll. If so, he’s guaranteed to win, meaning there’s no chance he’ll lose the ring.


      I thought it over, staring at the table. To win every round, he’d need four identical Black Rings of that type…but they’d be returned to him in the end anyway, so there was no reason for him not to do it. You couldn’t ask for a surer bet, really.


      “Okay, on to the third round!”


      With my mind still racing, the game entered its third round. The first two dice thrown by the blond dealer bounced randomly against each other and spun, eventually coming to a stop. They showed two and four for a total of six. Even if she rolled a six for the third die, a call of thirteen would guarantee victory.


      Without any real hesitation, I was about to call out exactly that, when—


      “…Tch.”


      —I raised my head, thinking I’d heard someone quietly click their tongue. The sound came from in front of me, to the left—from that flashy dude from Amanezaka. He still looked pretty laid-back, but a hint of irritation had crept across his face. The pile of chips in front of him was exactly as it had been…meaning he hadn’t yet decided on his call. He’d definitely played his third ring, but for some reason, he’d stopped himself cold.


      What’s he wavering over at this point…? He’s using a Black Ring, so he should be able to see the dealer’s roll. And even if it’s being jammed or something, she can’t roll more than twelve, so he can just call thirteen and he’ll be fine.


      The wannabe playboy had called fourteen in the first round and eight in the second, so he still had 28 chips left to bet. There was no reason to for him to get visibly frustrated.


      …No.


      A slight chill broke out across my skin as I thought over the rules of Dice Macabre one more time… Was that it? The reason a player who could see the dealer’s roll in advance would hesitate at a time like this? If I was reading this right, then I knew exactly why he might feel like clicking his tongue.


      But…if that’s the case…


      In that case, maybe I could take advantage of it.


      Coming to that conclusion, I decided to give Himeji next to me a certain signal. I lightly tapped the edge of the table with the fingertips of my right hand, then finished my call without saying anything else.


      A few moments later, the data on the table showed:


      
        Player: Hiroto Shinohara Chips called: 22


        Calls: 22 (1 player), 13 (6 players), 0 (3 players)

      


      As expected, the most common call was thirteen, the minimum sure-win amount. The zero calls made a certain amount of sense as well, based on my previous reasoning. The only anomaly was me, calling twenty-two—almost double the expected value.


      “Okay! Looks like someone here’s doing a little scheming, but now it’s time for the fateful results!”


      Cheerfully chatting away, the dealer placed a ring inlaid with jet-black stones on the table. The sudden appearance of a Black Ring caused a slight murmur among the group. Then, without touching the ring, she picked up the third die and rolled it a little differently from before—pinching it tightly between her index and middle fingers, then twisting them to make it spin quickly. The die went wild as it hit the table, bouncing erratically before colliding with the other two dice on the table, not losing any momentum. It did more than just bump into them, though; the first two dice were knocked sideways and began to roll across the table again.


      “…?! W-wait! Dealer?!”


      One of the Strangers at the table was the first to cry out. The girl, who seemed to be around college age, waved her arms wildly, making her protest as clear as possible.


      “You saw that, right?! The dice roll’s changed now!”


      “Yep, it sure has! Or I guess I should say it’s still changing!”


      “No, I mean… That can’t be allowed! You roll the third die after the first two are decided… There’s no way this round counts, right?!”


      “Huh? Sure it does! All I said was that I roll the first two together, then roll the third after everyone’s made their call. I never said the numbers are set the moment they’re rolled. Just that the dealer’s roll is the three numbers facing up at the very end!”


      “Wha—?!”


      The dealer dismissed the girl’s complaints with a mischievous grin. And she was right. We might not have realized it, but the rules were written like that. The two numbers visible during the call phase might provide a guide, but they weren’t the final, confirmed values.


      Then…a few seconds later, the third die finally finished its dance across the table, showing a six. The same number was face up on the two dice that had been knocked aside.


      “Six-six-six… A critical hit triple! That makes my total two hundred and sixteen!”


      “““…!”””


      “…Oh, and if you hadn’t guessed yet, this is my Black Ring in play, of course! It’s an Autopilot ring, meaning I can use it to set my dice rolls to whatever I want!”


      Every player at the table fell silent, unable to say anything to the blond dealer, who had just rolled the highest possible score in the game. We could tell that her cheat item had just turned things upside down, but the shock of it all made it hard to grasp what was happening.


      Surveying our reactions, the dealer continued, sounding satisfied with herself. “The highest call out of the group was twenty-two, right? No need for any tricky math here—I won by a mile! So the third round’s a total loss for everyone—”


      “Not so fast.”


      However…just then, a sly smile appeared at the corners of my lips. I raised my voice, interrupting the dealer and forcibly halting the game’s progress. As the dealer’s and everyone else’s gazes turned toward me, I tapped the table with my fingertip.


      There, resting in front of me, was a ring with jet-black stones on it.


      “True, my call was twenty-two, which doesn’t come close to your two hundred and sixteen. But don’t forget—I can use a Black Ring, too.”


      “A Black Ring? …Huh? You used it now?! B-but why?!”


      “Why? Because I knew you’d make your move here. I saw it clear as day, that you’d aim for the roll before the final round, when the players were being the most reckless with their calls. And that you’d use a Black Ring or some other trick to throw an absurdly high number.”


      “…!”


      “So I decided to join in on the fun. I used High-Risk High-Return, the ring that multiplies your bet by up to ten times. So my call isn’t twenty-two at all—it’s two hundred and twenty. You can keep rolling critical hits all you want, but you still won’t win. Though, if I’m being honest, I didn’t use this ring. Himeji used it for me.”


      “Yes. I did provide my master some small assistance there.”


      That’s right… A few minutes ago, picking up on the indecision that poser from Amanezaka had shown, I’d realized the dealer was going to use some sort of Black Ring to produce an unbeatable dice roll and given Himeji a signal to use her ring. As implied by the name, it was a high-risk, high-return cheat item that could raise the betting limit to make the stakes of any game as high as you wanted.


      …Which was, of course, a total lie.


      Seriously? …This is our very first game! There’s no way we’d have a ring that convenient just lying around.


      Still wearing my defiant smile, I internally breathed a sigh of relief.


      Yes—simply put, I had been cheating with my call of two hundred and twenty. It was true that I’d caught on to the dealer’s intentions from that poser’s reaction, but against a roll of two hundred and sixteen, I would normally have no real way of winning at all. Still, this had been a huge opportunity—a chance to win over 200 chips in Dice Macabre, a game that usually never paid out more than 50, and snag the dealer’s Autopilot ring. It seemed a waste just to call zero and let this chance pass me by.


      So I had secretly contacted the Company through Himeji. I’d gotten them to remove the 50-chip limit from the game. The jet-black ring by my hand was just for show; it would vanish the moment I waved my hand over it.


      Lift the lid, and it was really a simple cheat. But here on Luna, Black Rings really did exist—and since it was a given that people were carrying these cheat items around with them, real cheating was a lot harder to spot.


      “Ah… Uhhhh.”


      Her big reveal ruined, the dealer’s voice wavered and her eyes darted around. Watching the woman, Himeji gently brushed her hair back and softly repeated what she’d told me earlier.


      “As I said…in a game like this—where cheating is a given—no one can match you, Master.”


      Dice Macabre continued without any further drama. The dealer didn’t seem to have any rings apart from Autopilot, and after having already won this many chips, I no longer cared what happened in the fourth round. As such, that final roll became a true game of chance, with the dealer rolling three-two-four for a total of nine, resulting in a safe victory for most players (including me).


      At the end of the game, my results looked like this:


      
        Dice Macabre payout: +238 chips (Total: 1,238 chips)


        Ring acquired: Autopilot

      


      “…Well, not bad for my first game.”


      I scoped out the info on my device, shaking my head a little. Himeji looked on beside me.


      “Not at all,” she agreed in a clear voice. “Considering how hard it is to move chips in that game, earning over 200 is almost too good a result. Even the dealer seemed surprised.”


      “Yeah. Of course, it’s a drop in the bucket compared to how many we’ll need to earn over the next three days.”


      “Very true. According to the data, Amanezaka School earned a total of around 18 million chips on their way to winning the Fortissimo last year. The Phantom alone amassed nearly 10 million chips in just three days.”


      “…That’s just as insane as I figured,” I muttered, my cheek twitching slightly.


      Ten million in three days… That number alone got you access to the S-Rank area. Two hundred chips wouldn’t get me anywhere.


      Just then, Himeji shook her silver hair as if she’d remembered something.


      “Come to think of it…how did things go with the Strangers over there?”


      She smoothly put her gloved hand up to her ear. Obviously, the Phantom was going to be our ultimate target…but the Fortissimo rules allowed us to invite as many Strangers as we wanted to. Finding powerful Strangers would be crucial for us, not only as a deterrent against other schools but also as backup in case we couldn’t sway the Phantom. As Saionji had put it, the Fortissimo was a kind of treasure hunt, so we’d asked Kagaya to investigate that aspect of the Game, too.


      But the voice that reached Himeji’s ear sounded unenthusiastic.


      “Hmm… No, neither of those two will work. They barely have any rings, and they’re also leaving Luna tomorrow. Honestly, people on the Phantom’s level are gonna be extremely rare.”


      “Well, yeah…,” I replied quietly with a shrug.


      That went without saying. A Stranger like the Phantom, or someone else on their level, wasn’t going to be easy to find.


      “Wait…”


      My train of thought suddenly ground to a stop. Amanezaka—the school that Misaki Yumeno belonged to—had stood at the top of the Fortissimo for three years straight thanks to the Phantom’s assistance. And where we were right now, that guy in the Amanezaka School uniform was still milling around.


      “…Hey, do you have a minute?”


      I decided to approach him to do some gentle probing. Surprisingly, the wannabe playboy didn’t seem hesitant to talk to us. Our eyes met through his flashy sunglasses.


      “Oh? You guys need somethin’? …Well, well, if it ain’t the strongest dude on the Academy. Congrats on that win earlier, you totally had it in the bag. That was wild.”


      “Hmm… You think so? All I did was take advantage of the Black Ring you were using.”


      “Yeah, but the way you did it was god-tier, is what I’m saying. Like, real talk, I thought reading the dealer’s roll was the best approach to Dice Macabre, but then you went all brute force and called numbers that had zero chance of losing. And just when I was thinking, Daaaamn, this dude’s nuts, you use my tell to outmaneuver the dealer when she pulls that trick on us. So, like, GG, man. Ugh, which ring should I try out next…?”


      He glanced down at the list of Black Rings on his device, muttering to himself as he messily combed back his blue hair. His tone and body language were both pretty casual, but there was something about him that suggested he could be serious trouble. The guy was already calmly analyzing his defeat and shifting gears to think about his next move. Unorthodox looks, maybe, but he had a pretty orthodox play style.


      The player name that had appeared in my AR view…was Shades.


      “…Do you usually go around in those sunglasses?”


      “LOL, that’s way too rock ’n’ roll for me. This is just my mask on the island. You’re wearing one, too, ain’tcha?”


      “Oh… Okay. Then why’s your player name Shades?”


      “My real name’s Ryuji Yagura. Amanezaka second-year, Five Star. I get called Shades ’cause the gura part of my name sounds like glasses. Nice to meetcha.”


      He pushed his sunglasses down with a fingertip and gave me a smug grin. There was no way Shades was his actual, real-life nickname. But regardless.


      “So, Yagura, I got a question. You know about the Phantom, right?”


      “…The Phantom?”


      The moment I uttered the word, Yagura’s eyebrow twitched behind his sunglasses. He pressed his index finger firmly against his temple.


      “…Of course I know what a phantom is. Like, a ghost, right?”


      “Yes… However, we’re talking about the Stranger who goes by that name,” Himeji corrected.


      Her whiskers bristled warily, likely from her having to deal with a strange guy she didn’t know, but she retained her usual polite tone.


      “Rumor has it that the Phantom helps Amanezaka School here on Luna every year… Have you not made contact with them yet? Or are you just trying to keep it under the radar?”


      “Ohhh, so it’s like that? You’re seeing if there’s any way to keep that dude away from us. So you can win the Fortissimo… Oh, man, my powers of deduction are insane.”


      “You are correct. We didn’t expect to get any useful hints from you, but I thought I should give it a try anyway.”


      “Wow, that’s super honest. The Phantom, huh? …I mean, I’ve never met the guy myself, but who wouldn’t know about him, right? We’re talkin’ this insane, all-powerful gambler who’s currently breaking the record for consecutive days spent on the island, with over 300 million chips total. The Phantom could win the Fortissimo solo. There was talk about us getting his help again this year, but…”


      “…But?”


      “But he wouldn’t pick up. This dude from the year above gave us the Phantom’s contact info, right? And, like, we’ve been tryin’ to get in touch with him for hours now, even before we landed on Luna, but the line’s dead. I dunno what my classmates are thinking, but I reckon the Phantom ran off, y’know?”


      “‘Ran off’? What do you mean? Ran from what?”


      “Damn, not even you know that much, huh? Ahhh, well, I better not tell you any more, then. Don’t wanna get booted outta my friend group for sayin’ too much.”


      With that, Yagura jumped to his feet, put a finger against his sunglasses again, and turned to face me with a smug grin that was even wider than before.


      “Anyway, that’s pretty much it. The Phantom’s not helping out Amanezaka—at least, not for the time being. I guess that means if you wanna recruit a guaranteed winner, now’s your chance. Nobody’s hooked that big fish yet, but with the right bait, maybe you’ll get a nibble, y’know?”


      “The right bait…? Are you sure you should be telling me all this? Because Amanezaka’s in big trouble without the Phantom’s help, isn’t it?”


      “Nahhh, it’s nothin’ to worry about. Having him just makes things easier for us, right? Besides, Amanezaka’s not the type of school where people get all hyped up about someone else winning for us. We just wanna stand out, y’know? Be the center of attention. And the tournament to decide our interschool team dragged on for so damn long, we were barely able to compete in ASTRAL or SFIA. So you better watch out, ’cause we’re about to make the biggest comeback of all time.”


      “…”


      “And really, isn’t it kinda better for us if the Phantom’s not there stealing our thunder? Lemme fill you in on something: We’re no one-hit wonder like you guys. Everybody in Amanezaka’s a force to be reckoned with. So maybe your dynasty’s about to crumble before it ever really started.”


      “…Heh. Try us.”


      Yagura wasn’t holding back with the trash talk, and I faced up to him with a fearless smile… What was the Phantom running from, though? And who was this high roller in the first place? The questions just kept on coming, but at least this potential split from Amanezaka was a welcome piece of news.


      Guess we’re finally making a little progress…


      I let out a quiet breath as I watched Yagura walk off.
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      Yeah, that’s right.


      Nobody’s mentioned finding the Phantom. In fact, it doesn’t seem like anyone’s run into a Stranger with a bunch of rings yet, either.


      I swear on my title as class president!


      “Hmm…”


      A little while had passed since the game of Dice Macabre that had kicked off my career on Luna. Having joined a couple more casino games to get my bearings and increase my chip count a little, I looked down at my device and let out a disheartened sigh.


      I was staring at a chat with Tatara. As the Class 2-A president—and someone who loved meddling in other people’s affairs—she was managing several group chats under the guise of gathering information for our Fortissimo strategy. I’d used those groups to ask if any Eimei players had made contact with the Phantom yet…but sadly, the results weren’t too promising.


      “Well, if Tatara’s saying that, I doubt anyone from Eimei has found any leads so far,” I said to Himeji. “Maybe the Phantom’s just really good at hiding who he is…”


      “Perhaps. However, this time, we asked everyone to let us know if they found either the Phantom or another Stranger with a lot of rings. No one has found anyone who matches that description, so maybe there truly is nobody like that participating in any of the games.”


      “Could be.” I nodded to Himeji as I tapped the earpiece in my right ear. “…By the way, how’s it going with you, Kagaya?”


      There was a faint burst of static before a familiar voice answered. But…


      “Mmm…not too good. I’ve been narrowing my search down to non-Academy devices and scanning a pretty wide area, but I’m not picking up any Strangers who could be a match for the Phantom. Maybe their device is turned off, in which case we’re screwed.”


      “All right. How about the cameras?”


      “The surveillance cameras? Well, Tsum-Tsum and I broke into the system yesterday, so we have most of Luna’s cameras under our control, but we can’t really search for someone whose face we don’t even know… Sorry, Hiro,” Kagaya murmured apologetically.


      I shook my head a little in response and smoothly raised my right hand to my lips.


      Well…if the Phantom really does intend to skip this year’s Fortissimo, that’s fine, too. It’ll break the stranglehold Amanezaka has over this event, and if it’s up to us to find another Stranger, that’s where the Company’s support will come in handy. Plus, my other insurance policy is starting to do its job, too… I think we’re in pretty good shape so far. Of course, that assumes the Phantom remains undiscovered until the end…


      Just when my thoughts had reached that point—


      “…Hmm?”


      —my device suddenly vibrated in my hand, causing me to frown slightly. A call window had popped up. The caller field showed that it was Mitsuru Fuwa, a second-year from Shinra High School in the Seventh Ward. He was a Five Star who, along with his twin sister Sumire Fuwa, possessed a sort of “two-in-one” Unique Star. He was also a member of Albion, the shadowy group that Toya Kirigaya belonged to.


      Although he’d worked with us during the whole SFIA thing, he was fundamentally our enemy. Still, ignoring this call would likely cause trouble…so, after a deep breath, I tapped on the screen. I put the call on speaker mode, loud enough for Himeji beside me to hear.


      “Hello? Shinohara speaking. This…is Mitsuru, right?”


      “Yeah, good guess, Shinohara. It’s Mitsuru Fuwa from Shinra High School in the Seventh Ward. Been a while since the final SFIA battle, huh? Glad to see you haven’t completely forgotten about me.”


      Sarcasm dripped from every word. Then, in his usual calm tone, Mitsuru got down to business and told me why he’d called.


      “So, Shinohara, there’s something I want to show you. Could you swing by the Amusement District right now? It shouldn’t be far from where you are.”


      “Hmm… If this is a trap, you’ll need some better bait. Did you really think I’d fall for that?”


      “Ha-ha-ha! What, are you that worried about us? Only second-years can take part in the Fortissimo, so Toya’s not even here.”


      “The rest of you guys are still a threat. I know how much trouble you are.”


      “…I see.”


      For some weird reason, Mitsuru sounded a little pleased by that.


      “Well…anyway, that’s all I wanted to say. If you don’t wanna meet up, that’s fine, but I think you’ll come to regret it sooner or later. I’m only doing this out of the goodness of my heart.”


      “The goodness of your heart…? Yeah, right. I seriously doubt you’d give your opponent intel right in the middle of the Fortissimo if you had nothing to gain from it.”


      “Ah, but that’s not the case. We do have something to gain.”


      Mitsuru took a small breath before continuing.


      “I mean, we really do want to beat you this time, Shinohara. We want to beat the Seven Star—the best there is—and make Toya realize just how good we are…or, really, make him regret not realizing it earlier. Toya’s so desperate to defeat you, we want to take you down before he can.”


      “…”


      “That’s why I don’t really want to hide our hand from you. It’s gonna get revealed later on anyway, so we might as well tell you ourselves. Shinra has the advantage in the Fortissimo…because we’re the ones who found the secret weapon.”


      “…Secret weapon? You don’t mean—?!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Well, I’ll be waiting here for you, Shinohara.”


      Having caught my attention, Mitsuru quickly followed up with that taunt and ended the call. His tone suggested he was already certain I’d pay them a visit. That “secret weapon” was no doubt what made him so confident…and here on Luna, the only person who fit that description was the Phantom.


      Considering that, I placed a pin on my map using the coordinates Mitsuru had sent me. It wasn’t too far away, as he’d said…and despite the feigned skepticism I’d shown on the call, there was little reason to suspect any sort of trap. If he wanted to ambush me, he’d be a lot craftier about it than this.


      “…Guess there’s nothing else for it. I’ll go hit him up.”


      “Very well. I shall accompany you, Master.”


      With no reason to decline Mitsuru’s invitation, we reluctantly set out.


      The Dealingsite Amusement District in western Luna boasted all sorts of different forms of entertainment, ranging from an arcade filled with unusual machines to a board game café the size of a small library to a fancy darts bar. Himeji and I were stopped multiple times by excited clamoring, but we eventually reached the designated spot, where we found a casino game underway.


      “The name of the game is Quadruple…”


      Himeji let her silvery hair sway lightly as she observed the crowd from afar.


      “I had Ms. Kagaya look into the basics of the game. I’ll skip the details, but essentially, it’s a variant of blackjack.”


      “Blackjack? Like, the hand closest to twenty-one wins?”


      “Yes,” Himeji calmly continued, “that blackjack. Quadruple is an expanded form of the game where each player is dealt two cards and the dealer is given four. Players then form pairs among themselves to bring their combined hand total as close to thirty-three as possible. In regular blackjack, you draw additional cards to increase the value of your hand; in Quadruple, you do so by pairing up with someone or by placing additional bets. Go over thirty-three, of course, and you bust.”


      In short, Quadruple involved playing with a partner to get as close to thirty-three as possible without going over. It incorporated the core gameplay of blackjack but added a lot more complexity, like that of choosing partners and using chips to adjust your hand’s value. Naturally, this earned it a four-star risk rating, which was pretty high.


      But that was exactly what made this all seem off to me.


      “Hmm… I thought Mitsuru was referring to the Phantom in his call. But if he’s trying to demonstrate the overwhelming strength of his ally, this isn’t the right game for it.”


      “No, it’s not. With blackjack, you have special rules that naturally broaden the range of strategies you can employ in the game, like doubling down when you have a pair or treating an ace as worth either one or eleven. Advanced players can also count cards—that is, remembering the cards that have been played so far to predict what is likely to come next. However…”


      “Yeah, in Quadruple, all that stuff’s stripped away. Plus, you don’t really know your partner’s hand until the very end, right? So if you keep increasing the value of your own hand, you’ll race past thirty-three without even knowing it. I can’t think of any easy way to influence the game with Black Rings, either.”


      “Exactly… Not to put too fine a point on it, but this is the type of game we’re better off avoiding. At the very least, I certainly don’t see a good way to win it.”


      Himeji shook her head, her cheek whiskers drooping. All things considered, she was right. Whenever other people get involved, you can’t avoid that extra element of luck, and it’s easy to find yourself in a situation where players sabotage one another. Winning decisively under these rules is pretty much impossible.


      So that “secret weapon” isn’t the Phantom…?


      Feeling a little unsettled about all this, I joined Himeji as she moved through the crowd toward the game. From a distance, the venue looked a bit like an open-air café, but as we drew nearer, we heard a buzzing sound and the landscape changed. Those augmented reality casino spaces surrounded by flashy decor apparently worked on spectators as well.


      That distracted me for a moment, but I was quickly snapped back to the game.


      “…Round fifteen complete. The winners are as follows…!”


      The dealer’s trembling voice echoed around us. As he spoke, a projection appeared over the center of the table showing the number of chips that had changed hands so far. Of the twenty players at the table, ten were ahead on chips and ten were behind—a pretty nice, neat picture at first glance. Looking closer, though, I saw that the players in the red had all lost numbers in the thousands, while the winners had gained at most one or two hundred each. Only one person was really raking it in, the source of that huge discrepancy.


      Overall leader – Player name: Phantom / +6,408 chips (15 games, 15 wins)


      Huh…?


      Internally, my jaw dropped as I saw the display. Fifteen wins from fifteen games? In a competition of pure luck like this? The win rate was so absurd that I might have believed it if I was told that every player at the table was in on it…but as I looked around, they were all glaring at one person, either bitterly or with a hint of fear. They certainly didn’t look like accomplices.


      “…Pretty amazing, huh?”


      As I stood there, lost in thought, I heard a sudden whisper in my ear. A pair of figures appeared before us—a slender, handsome boy and a delicate, almost ethereal girl with long, floaty hair, looking every bit like a prim and proper young lady. Festival masks rested diagonally on their foreheads, making them look like mirror images of each other. It was an effect that could only be pulled off by these twins—Mitsuru and Sumire Fuwa, the Five Stars from the Seventh Ward.


      “Long time no see, Shinohara, Himeji,” Mitsuru said as they both smiled at us. “Thanks for coming all the way here. I was getting a little nervous. It would’ve sucked if you’d ignored my call.”


      “Oh, totally! Totally! I was really nervous about it, too! Today is such a wonderful day, getting to see Hiroto and the witch maid again!”


      “…Yeah? How flattering.”


      I let out a faint sigh, perplexed by Sumire’s usual sort of off-kilter response. After waiting for Himeji beside me to give a polite bow, I turned my gaze back to the game—or rather to a certain player at the table.


      “So? What you wanted to show me… It’s him, isn’t it?”


      “Yeah. I figured you’d be looking for him, too, Shinohara, so I thought I’d show you a little kindness.”


      Mitsuru’s expression was hard to read, almost like he knew something he wasn’t letting on. Following my lead, he turned to face the table, then continued with a certain pride in his voice.


      “It sounds like you figured it out already, but that’s the Phantom, the strongest Stranger on the island. He’s got a huge number of Black Rings, along with over 300 million chips. The single defining factor behind Amanezaka’s victory in the Fortissimo for the past three years.”


      “Right! That’s right! The guy who’s famous for turning down any invite from every other school year after year! I know that on Luna, they call him the Inviolable Phantom because he’s just as unyielding as he is powerful!”


      “The Inviolable Phantom? That’s quite an impressive nickname. But Ms. Sumire…” Himeji’s silky hair rippled, framing her stern face as she turned back toward the other girl. “If the Phantom truly is ‘inviolable’ and refuses offers from anyone but Amanezaka School, you two would have no reason to summon my master. You wouldn’t have any secret weapon to flaunt. Should I take this to mean that somehow you have managed to—?”


      “Yeah. That’s right. That’s exactly what it means.”


      Mitsuru cut off Himeji’s question, a smile spreading across his face.


      “Surprised? Just as Himeji was about to say, that guy—the Phantom—is helping us out. He’s our Stranger slot in the Fortissimo.”


      “…!”


      “Ha-ha! I guess you were angling to get him, too, huh, Shinohara? The strongest joker in the deck—and the one to draw him was neither Eimei nor Amanezaka, but Shinra.”


      “Yeah! It’s a big win for us! A big win! Now there’s nothing stopping us from winning it all!”


      They were practically announcing their victory already. I, on the other hand, grimaced internally.


      “…Oh yeah? Well, if that’s true, it’s quite the accomplishment. What kind of secret trick did you use?”


      “It wasn’t really anything special. Sumire’s good at reading people’s emotions through their expressions and body language. It’s only a hazy sort of vision, but as long as it’s enough to unnerve the target, we can get them on the back foot. That’s how we uncovered his true identity, as well as the reason he was trying to run from the Fortissimo this year.”


      “He was trying to run from the Fortissimo…?”


      Something about Mitsuru’s story had caught my attention. I quietly brought my right hand to my lips. The poser from Amanezaka we’d met earlier had said the same thing—that the Phantom had “run off” on them. Was it that there was some reason he hadn’t wanted to participate this year, but Mitsuru and Sumire had dragged him back in? Had they found the right bait to get him to bite?


      If so…then this is bad. They beat us to the punch.


      I clenched my fists tightly as I stared at the pair in front of me. Sumire was good at reading people, and Mitsuru could use her insight to gain the upper hand over anyone they encountered. They’d caused me no end of trouble back during SFIA, and I knew they would be tough competition again this time. Now, to make matters worse, they’d even snatched away the most talented Stranger, who every school had been gunning for.


      Just then, a loud noise came from the direction of the casino table.


      “…Game over!”


      My gaze snapped to the dealer, pale as a ghost, timidly raising his right hand.


      “Th-that’s the end of round twenty… Now that we have been through the allotted number of rounds…simply as a formality, I would like to confirm everyone’s intentions to continue the game. If you wish to keep playing, please press the Call button on your device. If not, please press the Fold button…”


      “…I—I’m out! I can’t keep up!”


      “Who the hell would wanna continue?! Gimme back my damn chips!”


      “Seriously, this is the worst… I never heard anything about high rollers like this lurking around the C-Rank area.”


      “Y-yes, I understand! Due to numerous requests, this game of Quadruple is hereby over! Thank you for playing, everyone!!”


      The dealer sounded utterly defeated, and the moment he tossed his top hat into the air, the casino space surrounding him dissolved like a dreamscape. The streets of Luna returned to view, and the spectators dispersed, excitedly talking among themselves. The Quadruple players, meanwhile, remained frozen in place.


      “““…”””


      They were, of course, staring at a single boy—the player named Phantom, who was wearing a pure-white mask that completely covered his face. The game was over, but you only had to look at your device to see the carnage he’d left in his wake. In a game where winning ten rounds was considered good and earning over 2,000 chips was outstanding…he had achieved results that defied understanding.


      Overall leader – Player name: Phantom / +14,098 chips (20 games, 20 wins)


      New record for number of consecutive games won, highest chip total, shortest game…


      “…He’s on another level,” Himeji murmured softly. I didn’t need the whiskers on her cheeks to see how astonished she was.


      After a nervous gulp, she continued. “Quadruple has a four-star risk rating. The stakes are higher than in the games we’ve played so far, but the maximum bet per round is still only a few hundred chips. Earning over 10,000 in a single session…”


      “Yeah, I know…”


      Himeji’s shock was understandable. In our first game, Dice Macabre, I’d earned just over 200 chips, and even that was close to the highest possible payout at that table. Meanwhile, the Phantom here had scored almost seventy times that many chips in the blink of an eye.


      “Wow… That was amazing! Just amazing!”


      “Yeah. Those skills of yours are the real deal, Phantom.”


      As Himeji and I fell silent, shocked by what we’d just seen, the Fuwa twins headed toward the Phantom, showering him with praise. Mitsuru gave him several satisfied nods, while the beaming Sumire took the Phantom’s hand and vigorously shook it up and down.


      “That was so impressive! You really are strong, aren’t you? No wonder Mitsuru’s counting on you so much!”


      “…It’s nothing. Something like this is pretty normal.”


      “No, it’s not normal! Not normal at all! You’re seriously amazing!”


      “Stop it… This isn’t talent or effort, just a bunch of stupid cheating.”


      The Phantom paused there, glancing briefly in our direction. He seemed slightly bothered by the presence of outsiders like us, but eventually he continued with an indifferent shake of the head.


      “I’ve been on this island a long time… I have most of the Black Rings that exist on Luna. Anyone could be the best here if they had this many… Not just me.”


      “You have that many?! Wow! Just wow! What kind of effects do your rings give you?”


      “Huh? …Well, you name it. Swap any card in your hand; swap any card in the dealer’s hand; look at the hands of all players; freely manipulate the odds; temporarily change the game rules… In any given situation, the options are endless. With the rules just now, I would’ve won no matter what I was dealt. It was nothing I did.”


      The Phantom quietly shook his head. His expression was hard to read beneath his white mask, but that certainly didn’t sound like feigned humility to me. I don’t know whether I’d say he was being negative, either, but he sounded kind of stiff.


      Regardless, after shrugging off Sumire’s praise, the Phantom silently turned toward Mitsuru beside him.


      “This is basically how I play. If you got a problem with it, we can break the agreement we came to earlier. So what’s it gonna be?”


      “Oh, no, that’s the last thing I’d want! We really appreciate you helping us out, Phantom. With you on our side, nobody can beat Shinra.”


      “…Really? You’re sure you want me? Because things have changed since last year. I told you before, if I ever get into a game involving her—Sarasa Saionji—I’m running away from there as fast as I can.”


      Huh…? Sarasa Saionji?


      “Yeah, that’s fine by me. I’d be scared to face the Empress, too.”


      I frowned hearing their conversation. The name Sarasa Saionji held profound significance for me. It belonged to the granddaughter of the current grand headmaster of the Academy, a Six Star super-VIP with eyes like flaming rubies whom people called the Empress in hushed tones. Saionji was also carrying around with her a certain earthshattering lie. Thanks to that, she and I—a fake Seven Star—had a weird sort of conspiratorial relationship going on.


      And now I’d just learned that the Phantom was on the run from her.


      Wait… What the hell’s that supposed to mean? Is the Phantom connected to Saionji somehow? But the Phantom’s been on this island for at least the last three years, since way before she began standing in for the real Saionji… There’s no way they could’ve had any contact.


      A flurry of speculations raced through my mind…but then it hit me. Maybe I was seeing this all wrong. With him being a Stranger, I’d naturally assumed that the Phantom had no connection to the Academy whatsoever, but that wasn’t necessarily the case. The possibility had completely slipped my mind, but there was every chance he used to be on the Academy student roll.


      Either way, I had to admit it: Our initial objective of recruiting the Phantom had ended in failure. The strongest Stranger on Luna was now on Shinra’s side, meaning we needed a plan B fast.


      “…Master?”


      “Yeah… I’ve got some insurance against the worst-case scenario, but for now, we’ll just have to comb the island for another Stranger. And if we want to find a powerful ally, we’re going to have to earn access to the B-Rank area and up. That’s the situation.”


      “Indeed. We must earn as many chips as we can, no matter what it takes.”


      With one escape route cut off to us, Himeji and I exchanged solemn nods.
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      The island of Luna had a thing called Jackpot Time, a once-a-day high-stakes game. Normally, people with fewer than 100,000 chips didn’t have access to anywhere other than the C-Rank area, meaning they could only participate in relatively low-stakes games. Jackpot Time, however, was the exception, as B- and A-Rank games were offered in the C-Rank area.


      Naturally, these higher stakes meant there was greater risk of suffering a Critical Loss…but if I wanted to earn lots of chips in just three days and find a skilled Stranger, reaching the B-Rank area as soon as possible was an absolute necessity. That meant no matter the risk, I had to play Jackpot Time.


      “I should mention…”


      Himeji, walking beside me, placed her right hand near her ear and softly spoke in her clear voice.


      “According to the statistics that Luna publishes, less than twenty percent of visitors ultimately reach the B-Rank area. If you add the condition of doing so within the first three days of your stay, that number dips below three percent. Those are not good odds.”


      “No, they’re not… How many chips did our top students like Enomoto and Akizuki get last year?”


      “Mr. Enomoto ended up with 1.12 million chips, Ms. Asamiya with 1.03 million, and Ms. Akizuki with 1.25 million. One million is the threshold for reaching the A-Rank area, so it’s one of the benchmarks for top Fortissimo players.”


      “One million, huh? Okay…”


      I gave a small nod back. Thinking about it that way really drove home just how insane the record of 10 million chips set by the Phantom last year was.


      Anyway, it was currently 6:50 PM on September 19. Himeji and I had just arrived at the location for the Jackpot Time event shown on our devices—a sandy corner of the C-Rank zone near the shoreline. A cool breeze caressed my skin as a large crowd of hopeful players gathered…but it wasn’t a mob of thousands from the Academy. The number of chips that changed hands in Jackpot Time meant that the Luna authorities kept it strictly managed, limiting participation to groups of no more than four players. As a result, only the highest-ranking members of each school were here.


      “Hmm… Stalker spotted. Your encounter rate is way too high… Why couldn’t you be a girl, at least?”


      The first person to speak to me, raising her sleepy eyes, was Shizuku Minami. She had short blue hair and wore a hood with wolf ears—her mask, I assumed. This was the Calm Blue Flame, the long-hidden powerhouse and top ranker from the Fourteenth Ward’s St. Rosalia Girls’ Institute. After her performance during SFIA, she was finally back in Six Star territory.


      “Oh! If it isn’t dessert boy! Nice to see you looking as healthy as ever. It’s a joy to be able to face you again in a Game!”


      Beside Minami, wearing a wooden sword at her waist, stood Senri Kururugi, the overwhelming champion from the Sixteenth Ward’s Tsuyuri Girls’ Institute. Her nickname, Hell’s Priestess, was known across the entire Academy, as was the advice for dealing with her in a Game: “If you see her, run!” She’d proven particularly unbeatable in situations where she was up against multiple opponents at once. Her mask was a black cloth covering her mouth…the sort of thing a ninja would wear.


      “Mm… Kururugi, Kururugi, that stalker guy’s been staring at you for a while now… He’s probably horny, charmed by your sex appeal. You’re in big trouble…”


      “Oh? R-really? Well, that’s quite an honor…but I am a Tsuyuri girl. I must remain chaste, at least until I graduate.”


      “You must…? Well, Kururugi, you certainly can’t let that stalker defile you, then. You’re perfectly safe around me, though… We’re both girls, so it wouldn’t count, you know? It’s totally okay for us to…get along…”


      “…? Um, well, I already consider you a good friend, Shizuku…”


      “Mm… You’re such a pure, kind girl, Kururugi…”


      Kururugi sounded deadly serious, while Minami kept nodding with a satisfied look on her face. Their conversation sounded awfully intimate, which struck me as kind of odd.


      “Aren’t you two enemies…? Since when are you so friendly with each other?”


      “Heh-heh… You’re surprisingly clueless, stalker. If you’re that interested, look at your device…”


      “My device?”


      It irritated me to get casually bossed around by Minami, but I peered at the screen as instructed. Accessing the activity log for Shizuku Minami, I scrolled back to see what she’d been up to so far, only to uncover the shocking truth.


      
        September 19th, 5:11 PM – Alliance formed


        In this year’s Fortissimo grade-level competition, St. Rosalia Girls’ Institute of the Fourteenth Ward and Tsuyuri Girls’ Institute of the Sixteenth Ward shall hereby be treated as a combined school ward.


        Ward averages shall be calculated using student data from both schools, with the top five players selected from the combined pool of students. However, the combined ward can only recruit a single Stranger, and rewards for victory will be split evenly between the two schools regardless of student numbers or the degree to which each contributed.

      


      …! Seriously?!


      I inwardly let out a yell before I’d even finished reading the description text.


      A combined school ward? It was a pretty bold measure—their top five would be filled by the players from both wards, and each school would have an equal piece of whatever they won in the end. Eimei would never have allowed something like this, so there was no reason I would’ve known about it, but both St. Rosalia and Tsuyuri were schools pulled along by a single dominant ace and not too much else, so I could see the draw of this option.


      Her black ponytail swaying, Kururugi turned to face me. Her tone was as serious as ever. “When I received the invite, my first intention was to immediately refuse in the name of Tsuyuri’s honor…but once Shizuku explained the advantages to me, well, I was completely won over. Frankly, Tsuyuri alone would have struggled to secure a solo victory in the top block right now. Even if it means an alliance like this, I want to do everything I can to gain an advantage.”


      “Hee-hee… Now Kururugi belongs to me. She’ll introduce me to so many Tsuyuri girls, too… It’s a win for me, no matter which way this goes. I can hear my stalker gnashing his teeth already…”


      “It’s all in your head.”


      “Don’t bother putting on a brave face around me… And just so you know, I’m pulling out all the stops to win this time.”


      Minami’s listless demeanor concealed a flickering flame, and I clenched my fist in defiance. Regardless of their exact motives, the fact was that St. Rosalia and Tsuyuri were in an alliance…and that meant the Fortissimo now had a team with the monster-class Six Star combo of Shizuku Minami and Senri Kururugi. That practically put them on par with Ohga.


      Just then, I heard another voice.


      “—So you came after all, Shinohara.”


      No sooner had I finished my conversation with Minami and Kururugi than I heard someone call out to me from behind. I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was, but I steeled myself and did it anyway. There, standing before me, was the gang from Ohga, a group of four elites led by Saionji and Fujishiro.


      “Heh-heh…”


      Saionji, apparently seeing it as her God-given right to speak for them all, flicked her luxurious hair back, then smoothly raised her right hand to her face. My eyes drawn by the gesture, I looked up and saw she was wearing red-framed glasses, a departure from her usual style. That must be her Luna casino mask. They made her look even smarter than usual while also giving off a vibe that she was trying way too hard to look stylish. It was…well, incredibly cute, and they suited her perfectly.


      “First,” she began, arms folded across her chest as usual, “I suppose I should offer my condolences. To both of us, that is.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “What do you…? It’s obvious, isn’t it? I’m talking about that.”


      Those ruby eyes of hers flickered sideways, and I followed her gaze to a boy standing a short distance away. It was a Stranger in a white mask—the Phantom. He’d already been recruited by Shinra, but neither of the Fuwa twins was nearby. Maybe that just went to show how confident they were that he could win all by himself.


      Saionji shrugged and let out a soft sigh. “I never imagined he’d be snatched up by another ward so quickly. Lily went through all that effort to track him down, too, though that’s all gone to waste now.”


      “Well, we’re pretty much in the same boat. But knowing you, I’m sure you’ve already moved onto something else, right?”


      “Of course. Recruiting the Phantom would’ve made winning a lot easier, but it’s not like you can’t win without him. In fact, I want him to join a game with us. I can’t wait to see what kind of ring we’ll get when we win.”


      Saionji spoke with a relaxed smile, even letting out a little chuckle at the end.


      Wait… What?


      I lifted my right hand to my lips, a flicker of doubt going through my mind. It was just something I’d overheard, but wasn’t the Phantom terrified of Saionji? Hadn’t he said he’d run away the moment he found himself in a game with her? Even if that was true, I didn’t have enough information to speculate further right now, so I just silently shook my head.


      “…Ah! Shinohara, Shirayuki! Over here!”


      It was time to join up with the Eimei faction. As I’d expected, Tsuji and Tatara had come. Tsuji wore a faint smile that betrayed a hint of fatigue, while Tatara was still eagerly bouncing around despite the late hour. Various parts of her were jiggling, but I kept my eyes very deliberately on her bunny ears as she turned toward us.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said. “Our last game ran long… That, and we got held up by a bunch of different people.”


      “No, no, it’s fine! We got here early, and the dealer isn’t even here yet. I’m a little nervous, though, what with everybody watching…”


      “More than a little, I’d say. You’ve been hiding behind me the whole time, Tatara. Still, I get where you’re coming from, wanting to avoid any attention… How do you put up with it, Shinohara?”


      “Hmm… I guess I’m used to it.”


      If we were talking about whether I had any resistance to being the center of attention…well, I’d shaken that off on my first day when I made that declaration to the entire Academy about being the strongest. In fact, considering my position, I had to stay in the limelight. But my situation didn’t really apply to any of my classmates.


      “Oh, um…so…Shinohara…”


      As I thought about that, Tatara’s bunny ears twitched in front of me.


      “We were talking about finding a Stranger other than the Phantom… Someone with a lot of chips or Black Rings…”


      “Hmm? Did you find someone?”


      “Yeah. Well, I don’t know how solid of a lead it is yet, but take a look.”


      Tatara turned the screen of her device toward me, supporting it with both hands. It showed the channel for Eimei’s data-gathering efforts, where I was soliciting info on Strangers…and someone had just sent a pretty interesting message.


      Tatara! Tatara! I have news!


      Their name isn’t the Phantom, but I found this really weird player.


      She’s ridiculously strong! She has this crazy ability to predict what’s going to happen, throws Black Rings around like candy, and just has this whole champion vibe! Her player name is Violet or something like that… Based on her voice and body language, I bet she’s a super-cute girl.


      And the crazy part is, she hasn’t been living on Luna for a long time or anything. She only started playing the casino games yesterday evening…so we’re talking about someone who’s collected dozens, maybe hundreds of rings in just one day. It’s insane! I played her in a game just now, but I couldn’t do a thing against her.


      Also, there’s another Stranger called Onyx Demon (?) who was standing out a bit, but I still don’t know much about them yet. For now, Violet’s the one you want to keep a close eye on!!


      What do you think?! Isn’t that suuuuper interesting?!?!


      “…See?”


      Tatara kept talking as I finished reading through the messages.


      “This girl might not be the Phantom, but it sounds like she has a big arsenal of Black Rings, and she seems like a capable player…so, you know, I was wondering if she could work.”


      “Sounds good to me. We’re free to approach as many Strangers as we want, so it’d be best for us to win her over before any other schools notice. Do we have anyone free? …I guess not. Maybe someone who’s already suffered a Critical Loss and been eliminated?”


      “Yep! I figured you’d say that, so I already had someone track her down.”


      “Nice work,” I said, smiling at the proud Tatara. Now that Shinra had headhunted the strongest Stranger on Luna, our candidate base had expanded to anyone with a large supply of rings.


      Violet, huh…?


      Memorizing the information we had about this potential rival to the Phantom, I shook my head slightly. You know what they say about counting your chickens before they hatch. For now, I had a game to focus on.


      And so, at exactly seven PM on September 19:


      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your patience…”


      The dealer, having appeared from out of nowhere, announced the start of Jackpot Time.


      The name of the game, as announced by the gentlemanly dealer, was simple: Monopoly Roulette.


      Roulette, of course, is one of the classic casino games. You have a wheel with evenly spaced numbers and colors on it, the dealer throws a ball, and players bet chips on where it’ll land. You can bet in a number of different ways, specifying red or black, selecting multiple specific numbers—or putting it all on a single one. Naturally, bets with worse odds offer higher payouts, giving you the choice of trying to make steady profits or chasing the dream of a big win. However, the presence of the zero slot—which is neither red nor black—means that even color-based bets aren’t a coin flip.


      People call it “the queen of casino games,” accessible to anyone but with hidden depths that reveal themselves as you master it. And this version featured some pretty bold modifications to the classic rules.


      “Monopoly Roulette uses a wheel with a very simple design. There are eleven numbers, from zero to ten. Odd numbers are black and even numbers are red, and just like normal roulette, the zero is green. The slots are arranged at equal intervals, starting with green zero, black one, red two, and so on all the way to red ten.


      “In the first round, I, the dealer, will serve as the croupier and throw the ball onto the wheel. However, before I do, all players must complete their bets. You may place any bet you like in Monopoly Roulette, be it based on color or number.


      “Regardless of the bet you choose to make, the payout multiplier for players is ten divided by the number of winning pockets when the game began. For example, if you bet chips on black, there are five winning pockets at the start, so the payoff is double. We will set the cap on the number of chips you can bet each round at 1,000.


      “In Monopoly Roulette, bets are settled at the end of each spin. All chips bet on losing slots are transferred to the croupier, while winning chips are returned to the players, multiplied by the corresponding payout ratio. Naturally, all winnings are paid out by the croupier.


      “Now for the most intriguing part! The player who earns the most in each round—as in the player who increases their chip count the most—is granted the right to change the number or color assigned to one of the pockets. For example, you can change black one to red one, or black three to black eight, or anything else along those lines.


      “Furthermore, the player can also designate the next croupier… That’s right. I am only acting as the croupier for the very first round; after that, the role is reassigned in each subsequent round. If there is a tie in winnings in any given round, I’m afraid we’ll have to pick a winner at random.


      “The game concludes after ten rounds. Since the payout ratio is high to begin with, we’ll limit each player to the use of one Black Ring. All rings in use will remain on the table, and at the end of the game, they will be returned to all players with a positive chip balance. If you lost chips, your ring will be confiscated and rewarded to the winning players in descending order, with players given the right to choose their preferred ring.


      “Now then, it’s up to you to use your wits and the roulette wheel to become the master of the game!”


      With that, the gentleman dealer’s description came to a close. In this unique roulette game, the player who earned the most in each round was allowed to select the next croupier and manipulate the board to their liking. The dealer removed himself from the game entirely from the second round on, leaving the players to maneuver among themselves.


      “Umm, hmm, well…”


      Fuuka Tatara sounded less than confident as she stared at her screen.


      “So if the numbers and colors change over time, the odds of winning are gonna gradually shift, too…and since the croupier changes as well, everyone has to take turns wearing that top hat…and…hmm…?”


      “Take a deep breath, Tatara. The top hat has nothing to do with it. And maybe it looks a little complicated at first, but as long as you’re not chosen to be the croupier, I think it’s safest to just put your chips on red or black. That alone should earn you a pretty decent profit.”


      “Oh? It will?”


      “Sure. For example, if you bet on black, the payout is ten divided by the number of winning pockets when the game started, so you’ll earn double back on a win. On the first spin, the chances of a ball landing in a black pocket is five in eleven, so you’d lose a little over time…but as things progress, if the number of black pockets goes up to six or seven, that ups your chances of winning—but the payout remains the same. You won’t hit pay dirt every time, but still.”


      “Oh! Okay! Um…wait, so is this game actually pretty easy, or what?”


      “For us, yeah. I’m guessing the hard part is…”


      Tsuji’s voice trailed off. He turned toward me, monocled eye staring into my face and a bitter smile creasing his lips. At almost the same time, I heard a teasing voice from the Ohga crowd.


      “Hee-hee! It’s hard being popular, isn’t it, Shinohara? I’m sure you know this, but I think every Academy player here’s gonna be targeting you. Good luck not getting forced into a Critical Loss!”


      “…Leave me alone,” I muttered.


      I gave a faint shrug, but Saionji continued to smirk at me.


      She was basically right, though. In Monopoly Roulette, being croupier put you in the worst position of all—and whoever made the most chips in a round got to choose the next one. That let the players target a specific person to take down. Say you were chosen as croupier when the entire wheel was black, everyone else at the table would place huge bets on black and clean out all your chips, and you’d have no way to avoid it.


      If you want to avoid being croupier, you have to keep earning the most chips every round. But you can only bring one ring into the game. And there’s a limit to how far cheating will help here…


      I worked out my strategy, going over the rules, my ring, my fellow players, and all sorts of different scenarios. As I was doing that, the dealer completed his own preparations. He swept his black top hat horizontally through the air, and the entire beach around us immediately transformed into a huge casino featuring an oval table with a sleek roulette wheel on one side.


      “Shall we begin, then? Players, please place your initial bets.”


      The dealer remained composed as he declared the start of the first round.


      I decided to bet just one silver chip on black. The colors and numbers hadn’t been altered yet, so we were working with the standard probabilities. It was pure luck, with no real strategy involved and no reason to make a move yet.


      I don’t think anyone will try anything until the wheel starts to get a little skewed. Each of us gets to use only one ring; there’s no way you can survive ten full rounds if you start to scheme now… I mean, I guess there’s one possible strategy along those lines, but it’s way too absurd to be feasible.


      I quietly shook my head, dismissing that irrational thought.


      With all the bets now finalized, each player’s choice was displayed in AR. Saionji and Minami, perhaps reaching the same conclusion I had, placed conservative initial bets—just one chip each on red. The amounts bet by the other players varied a little, but they’d mostly stuck to “double” bets—low-payout wagers based on color or whether the number would be odd or even.


      However, when I saw the very last bet placed, my eyes went wide.


      Player name: Phantom


      “Green 0” / Payout: 10x – Bet: 1,000 chips


      “““…?!”””


      A stir rippled around the table as players all simultaneously spotted this bizarre move. A single-pocket thousand-chip bet, the highest-risk, highest-reward move possible in Monopoly Roulette. A win would instantly net him 9,000 chips, but the probability of that was below 10 percent.


      However, that would only be true of a normal casino. As I had already experienced, Luna’s games worked under the presumption of the existence of Black Rings. With the right ring, you could all but force a win, ignoring the odds entirely… That said, in this game, where the croupier grew weaker as the rounds progressed, making a huge profit early on was clearly a bad move. If you aggravated the other players and were forced into multiple rounds as the croupier, the losses could reach a staggering amount.


      Sure enough, resting by the Phantom’s hand was an ornamented jet-black ring. Using my device to look it up, I identified it as Magnet, a powerful (and, of course, one-of-a-kind) Black Ring that let any ball thrown by the croupier drop into a designated pocket.


      “…What is going on?”


      The question inadvertently left Himeji’s lips, the surprise clear in her voice. She leaned in close to my ear, almost having to tiptoe a little, and whispered softly enough that only I could hear her.


      “Could it be that the Phantom doesn’t know the rules of this game? You’re only allowed to use one ring in Monopoly Roulette. Even if the payout is tenfold, using it this early feels terribly reckless to me…”


      “…Yeah, it does.”


      I turned my gaze back to the dealer, sharing in Himeji’s confusion and doubt. Regardless, what I needed to focus on right now was how this first round turned out. The dealer, maintaining his gentlemanly demeanor, showed no sign of being perturbed by the Phantom’s high-stakes bet. He sent the ball flying with refined grace. The silver sphere spun vigorously around the wheel before gradually slowing down.


      Then, as if guided by invisible forces, the ball fell right into the green pocket.


      “That concludes the first round… The winners are the six people who bet on five or lower, as well as the Phantom, who bet on green zero—seven players in total.”


      I gulped faintly as the dealer calmly announced the results. The first round was over. A few players had won their bets, but naturally, the Phantom had earned the most.


      Still…so far, so good. It had certainly been a dramatic victory, but with the right ring, anyone could have done the same. You could use Magnet to control the ball’s trajectory, Paint Pane to alter the colors or numbers of the pockets, Number Builder to change the number announced by the croupier…and probably a host of other options. But, like Himeji had said, now wasn’t the time to use any of them. It was clearly a bad move…unless one other possibility was currently unfolding before us.


      Is that how the Phantom’s aiming to win here…?


      I clenched my fists tightly, a slight chill running down my spine, as the Phantom—the overwhelming winner of the first round—requested a slot change. Green zero, he declared, would now be red zero. That erased green from the Monopoly Roulette board entirely, putting the ratio of red slots at just over 50 percent. This, in other words, guaranteed that the players held an advantage in this game. From here on out, the battle would be all about saddling your opponents with the croupier job.


      “Now, Phantom…who will you designate as croupier for the second round?”


      Ahh.


      All of that, of course, would only apply under normal gameplay rules.


      “—I choose myself. I’ll be the next croupier.”


      …Damn. So that is his plan!


      I clenched my jaw. The worst-case scenario I’d imagined had come true. It wasn’t entirely unexpected, but I had already dismissed the strategy as too improbable to actually work. I certainly couldn’t pull it off, and I doubted anyone else at the table could, either. But that was exactly what the Phantom had chosen to do without a second thought.


      “…Hey. What are you planning?”


      It was Kururugi who suddenly spoke up in her low voice. Her gaze, made even sharper by the ninja-like mask covering her mouth, was fixed on the Phantom.


      “This game’s all about pushing the job you don’t want onto your opponent,” she continued calmly. “One where managing the threats from other players means everything. But you used your Black Ring right at the start—and then you designate yourself the croupier? What possible reason would you have to do that?”


      “Mm… Well, it’s simple.”


      It wasn’t the Phantom who replied, but Shizuku Minami, standing beside Kururugi.


      “That person…the Phantom…,” she said in her usual sleepy tone. “His goal is to become the croupier first. That’s where his reign of terror begins…right, stalker?”


      “…Why’re you asking me?”


      “Hmm… Surprising, how rebellious you’re being. A cute girl’s speaking to you. Don’t be shy, just make conversation… Clearly you’re not much of a people person.”


      “I’ve never once cared about trying to get you to like me.”


      I sighed, exasperated, but decided to at least pick up where she’d left off with her explanation.


      “Well, it’s like Minami said. The Phantom used the ring to take the croupier role right from the first round…and the rules of the game are totally different from round one to round two. I mean, the rules are the same, but the way they’re applied changes in places.”


      “…? The rules are different? You mean with the croupier role changing?”


      “That’s right, Kururugi. The dealer runs this game only during the first round; from the second onward, that role gets handed over to the players. And the two keys to Monopoly Roulette—the right to change slot numbers or colors and to name the next croupier—both go to the player who earned the most in that round. But there’s no reason why that player can’t be the croupier, right?”


      “…! You mean…?”


      Kururugi’s eyes widened slightly. She slowly reasoned it out, the shock evident in her tone.


      “If the majority of players place a losing bet in a round, the croupier will end up being the top earner… And as long as he keeps picking himself as the next croupier, the Phantom can change slots and target players all he wants for the rest of the game.”


      “…That’s the idea, yeah,” I confirmed, casting a glimpse at the silent Phantom.


      Yes—at first glance, being croupier seemed like a major disadvantage, since they couldn’t bet on the game at all…but being able to earn chips from everyone who lost meant they could win a lot more in one go than any of the players. As the game progressed and the wheel changed, you’d start to get an idea of players’ betting patterns, and if the ball landed in a pocket that nobody had bet on, the croupier’s profit could be massive.


      “B-but…,” Kururugi stammered, her ponytail swaying. “But that’s just one possibility, isn’t it? Maybe that would happen if everybody placed a bad bet at the same time while the Phantom’s in control of the wheel, but something like that—”


      “Somethin’ like that would never happen? Nah, not under normal circumstances.”


      Keiya Fujishiro from Ohga School was next to speak up in that deep, menacing voice of his. His mask for the Luna casino was a flashy neck tattoo.


      “But I’ve heard that real skilled croupiers can learn how to aim the roulette ball so it lands in a certain pocket. ’Course, they can’t do it every single time, but it’s possible for them to narrow the pool a bit. And in Monopoly Roulette, with just eleven spots on the wheel, it’s gonna be a whole lot easier than usual, don’tcha think?”


      “Wha—? Is that even…?”


      Kururugi sounded like she was in a daze, shocked by Fujishiro’s explanation. But this was the whole premise that potentially made this strategy work. If the Phantom had those kinds of skills—if he could indeed place the ball wherever he wanted—then his best move in the first round was to seize the croupier role by any means necessary. That’s all it would take to let him dominate the rest of the game.


      “Now then, please place your bets for the second round.”


      The dealer, now more of an emcee than anything, solemnly kept things going as the gears in my mind began to turn.


      In the half hour that ensued, the game of Monopoly Roulette became a one-sided affair completely ruled over by the Phantom.


      We had just wrapped up the eighth round, with two more to go…and incredibly, the Phantom had won every single round so far. After seizing the croupier position by force with the very first spin, he hadn’t relinquished it to anyone else.


      The wheel now looked like this:


      Red 0 / Red 1 / Red 2 / Red 2 / Red 2 / Red 5 / Red 6 / Red 7 / Red 8 / Black 9 / Red 10


      And as for the main players’ chip counts:


      Phantom: +54,800 chips (Starting total: 357,282,938 chips)


      Hiroto Shinohara: -1,700 chips (Starting total: 3,430 chips)


      Sarasa Saionji: -2,200 chips (Starting total: 4,409 chips)


      Keiya Fujishiro: -1,400 chips (Starting total: 4,938 chips)


      Shizuku Minami: +700 chips (Starting total: 6,832 chips)


      Senri Kururugi: -1,500 chips (Starting total: 5,401 chips)


      The wheel was now dyed crimson, and the Phantom held a commanding lead over us all. He’d used the first five rounds to turn the whole board red, with the sole exception of the black nine, then begun manipulating numbers to make every slot a red two. At this point, betting on red was the statistically obvious choice, with over a 90 percent chance of winning and doubling your bet. Even an exact bet on red two wouldn’t be a terrible idea.


      But in rounds six, seven, and eight, the ball had landed on black nine, almost as if it had been magically sucked into that pocket.


      “Whoa. I’m shook… It’s kinda crazy, huh?”


      Minami’s muttering from beneath her wolf hood summed it up perfectly.


      Laughably perfect, every single time… It’s clear by now that the Phantom can make the ball go exactly where he wants it to. But that doesn’t mean betting big on black nine is smart, either. The wheel only gets spun after everyone’s placed their bets, so if we all put our chips on black nine, he can just dump the ball into a red slot instead. Either way, it’s his game.


      I clenched my fists. “His game” was the only way to describe it from what we’d seen so far. He was completely toying with not only me, but Academy aces like Saionji and Kururugi. True, the Phantom had come in with the advantage in terms of casino experience and Black Rings…but even so, this was way too one-sided.


      However, I now realized there was still a way—just one—to turn the tables on all this.


      “…Hey, guys?”


      I took a small step forward, leaving a footprint on the sandy beach that was disguised as a glittering floor by the AR technology. It was just before the emcee announced the start of the ninth round, and I pretentiously put a hand on my jet-black mask, swept my eyes across all the other players, and gave a faint smile.


      “As I’m sure you see, the Phantom is dominating this game. Closing the gap in just two rounds is gonna be pretty hard…but at this point, quite a few of you are facing some steep losses. Enough that if the game ended now, you’d be staring down the barrel of a Critical Loss and a quick exit from the Fortissimo.”


      “…What about it?”


      Saionji wasted no time taking the bait. She folded her arms and frowned, her luxurious red hair fluttering in the wind as she fixed her ruby eyes on me.


      “You’re not wrong—some of my Ohga teammates are on the brink of a Critical Loss. But there are still two rounds of Monopoly Roulette left, right? We haven’t even used any Black Rings yet. The way I see it, there’s still plenty of time for a comeback.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sure a lot of people besides you are aiming to use a ring to turn things around. But I have another idea. One that—if you all join me—should let everyone except the Phantom win big in the final round. At the very least, it’ll let you avoid a Critical Loss.”


      “…Hmm? You don’t seem like you’re just making stuff up…but where’s the proof? I know we’re all against the Phantom, but that doesn’t mean we’re on your side. Why should we ditch our own plans and hop on your bandwagon?”


      Saionji’s eyes drilled into me, her tone suggesting that she was trying to test me out. This was probably her way of providing me with some cover fire. I didn’t expect the Monopoly Roulette players to listen to me if I just gave them a speech…but if they saw someone directly challenging me like this, that would change things. It was a pretty simplistic tactic, but it made my argument sound a lot more persuasive.


      So I made my case.


      “Hah… I know you’re eager to shoot me down, Saionji. But it’s not actually the final round I’m asking for your help with—just the ninth. I don’t intend to fail, but if things don’t go to plan, you can still use your Black Ring or whatever in round ten if you want.”


      “Even if that’s true…most players are facing some pretty significant losses already. Both you and I are in the red, for that matter. If this strategy involves betting hundreds of chips, I’m not sure we can join in even if we want to.”


      “No need to worry about that. This is a super-easy, surefire way to win, okay?”


      I spoke as if I was unbeatable, with a broad smirk on my face.


      “There are forty-three players in this game, right? If you take away the Phantom, that makes forty-two—an even number. So what do you think would happen if, in round nine, twenty-one players bet one chip on red and the other twenty-one bet one chip on black?”


      “What would happen…? Well, just look at the board. A normal roulette wheel has that green zero, but there’s only red and black on this one right now. If we did what you suggested, no matter where the ball lands, we’d have twenty-one winners and twenty-one losers. And then… Ahh.”


      Saionji stopped speaking, her eyes widening slightly. It must have dawned on her, too. With his talent for putting the ball exactly where he wanted it, it seemed like the Phantom was calling all the shots in this game, but there was one exception.


      She nodded to herself, arms under her chest and red glasses poised on her nose.


      “I see… So that’s what you’re getting at. If the number of winners and losers is exactly the same, and if they all bet the same amount, the dealer receives zero chips. The twenty-one winners would each gain one chip—and we’d have a twenty-one-way tie for the biggest earner of round nine.”


      “Exactly. And if there’s a tie, the winner’s chosen at random, so it’ll be one of those twenty-one people. The important thing is that someone besides the Phantom wins. Then that person gets the right to change a number or color on the wheel and name the croupier for the next round.”


      “Yeah. If we swap the black nine for a red nine, that makes the entire wheel red… And then, if we name the Phantom the croupier for round ten…”


      “…It’d be perfect. His ball-tossing skills won’t matter once all the black slots are gone. After that, we can just use our rings to manipulate the payouts, make the right bets, and rake in as much as we can.”


      Saionji’s expression relaxed a bit as I exchanged glances with her across the table. I kept my composure the whole time. Under normal circumstances, a strategy like this was pretty much doomed to fail. In a casino game, you’re playing against your fellow bettors, constantly looking for chances to get one over on each other. But right now, everybody here was being manipulated by the Phantom—and this was their chance to get revenge. There was no reason for anybody not to go along with the plan.


      “So—ready for some payback, Phantom?” I declared with a sly grin.


      “…”


      The Phantom responded wordlessly with a sigh.
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      The remainder of Monopoly Roulette worked out more or less exactly as I’d planned. The ninth round saw a coordinated effort by everyone to keep the croupier from picking up any chips. The winner ended up being Minami (who always seems to have crazy good luck), and she smugly flipped the black nine to red and named the Phantom as croupier for the final round. Once that was done, the players who had been conserving their Black Rings all sprang into action, inflating the odds as much as they could. In the final round alone, the Phantom ended up hemorrhaging nearly 40,000 chips—a total disaster for him.


      “…I’m kind of annoyed he still ended the game in the black, though.”


      “Hmm?”


      Jackpot Time had ended, and Himeji and I were going over our chip totals and rings (Tatara and Tsuji had already left, called away by some of our other classmates) when we suddenly heard that passing comment. It carried a hint of dissatisfaction, or maybe displeasure. Looking over, I saw Saionji elegantly walking over, her silky red hair swaying in the wind. She stopped directly in front of me, right hand on her hip.


      “I suppose I should thank you, Shinohara. That group bet in round nine… Without it, I’m sure I would’ve lost some allies to Critical Losses. It let me and Fujishiro end the game ahead on chips, too. I guess I should’ve known the top-ranked student on the Academy would have something like that up his sleeve.”


      “Nah…it was nothing. I’m sure you had some kind of scheme prepared from the start, too. You only went along with my plan because you saw how flawless it was. It’s not like you would’ve been in dire straits without it.”


      “Oh? You knew? Well, yes, you’re right. The Six Star ace of Ohga can’t shame herself by falling for a setup like that.”


      Saionji pulled her hair back, letting out a smug little “Hmph” as she did. This wasn’t just bravado on her part. I’d just happened to make my move first this time, but there were actually several ways we could’ve stopped the Phantom at that point in the game. Minami, Kururugi, Fujishiro—there was no doubt in my mind that they’d all been planning something.


      Monopoly Roulette might have turned out all right in the end…but one thing still bothered me.


      “Say, Saionji…have you ever met that Phantom guy before?”


      That was the thing. The Phantom in that featureless white mask was terribly afraid of Sarasa Saionji. He’d specifically told Mitsuru that he wouldn’t join any game Saionji was a part of. Yet despite that, he’d shown no sign of any discomfort during Monopoly Roulette.


      “The Phantom? No, that game was the first time I’ve run into him. I’d actually been planning on trying to contact him today, but I got beaten to the punch. Why do you ask?”


      “Well, it’s just that I overheard him mentioning your name earlier. And given your reputation, I figure maybe you had some kinda shady history with—”


      “Hey. You’re Hiroto Shinohara…aren’t you?”


      Just then, someone suddenly interrupted my conversation with Saionji. Warily turning toward the voice, I saw none other than the Phantom himself. He stopped a short distance away, placed a hand against his white mask, and stared at us through it for a moment before continuing.


      “If you don’t mind, can I ask you something? That girl you’re talking to… Who is she? And why are you calling her Saionji?”


      “…Huh?”


      I frowned, caught completely off guard, my thoughts freezing for a moment. Saionji stammered out a confused “Huh? What? Me?” but I cut her off with a motion of my hand and instead asked the Phantom a question of my own.


      “What do you mean? This is Sarasa Saionji. The undefeated Empress, the ace of Ohga, the Six Star super-VIP… The real question is, why are you able to just casually walk up to her like this? You even played a game with her just now. Aren’t you supposed to be scared of her?”


      “…? Yeah. I mean, I am terrified of Sarasa Saionji, but…”


      The Phantom’s vague reply made it sound like he was having a hard time grasping the situation. Faced with this inexplicable turn of events, Saionji and I exchanged glances, question marks dancing across our thoughts—but the next moment, an unpleasant chill washed over me.


      Wait, just wait a second… Does this mean what I think it does?


      The Phantom had a deep-seated fear of “Sarasa Saionji,” but he wasn’t flinching at all around her right now. He wasn’t acting scared, and I didn’t think he was trying to put on a brave face or anything, either.


      “It couldn’t be…”


      There was a slight stiffness to Himeji’s tone.


      “The Phantom began participating in the Fortissimo three years ago, right when he began his stay on Luna. That was before Ms. Sarasa enrolled in Ohga School. If he knew about her despite that, it must mean—”


      “No. You’re not her.”


      The Phantom cut Himeji off. His gaze beneath the mask focused on Saionji for a moment before he shook his head.


      “Uh… Well, maybe you’re the real Sarasa Saionji for all I know, but you’re not who I’m talking about. Three years ago, a girl going by the name Sarasa Saionji took part in the summer tournament… I’ve had a bone-chilling fear of her ever since.”


      “W-wait, Phantom… What do you—?”


      “But it’s strange. It’s not just the name; I know I picked up her device’s signal…”


      Just then, the Phantom turned pale. That white mask hid most of his face, but it was such a dramatic transformation that you could practically see the blood drain from his features. Looking closer, I could see his legs trembling and cold sweat beading on his neck. I didn’t need Mitsuru and Sumire to read his emotions for me—the Phantom was being gripped by a profound terror. It was as if he’d had a premonition that something dreadful was drawing near.


      Moments later, she appeared before us.


      “…Oh? Don’t tell me the game’s already over.”


      There was something disarming about her soft, cute voice, and she approached us with a calm, elegant gait. Her eyes were hidden behind a mask designed to look like that of a gentleman thief, so I couldn’t say for sure, but she seemed to have striking features. Her long light-brown hair was lovingly cared for, making her look like an adorable doll. Everything about her—that graceful walk, the way she curiously glanced around at her surroundings—gave off a delicate charm.


      “I suppose I’m too late… That’s too bad. All because I succumbed to the temptation of this icy treat…”


      The girl hung her head with a sigh, a hint of loneliness to her expression as she lightly licked the ice pop in her hand. She was wearing a uniform, but not one I’d seen before, at least not on the Academy. The AR display revealed that her player name was Violet.


      So this is Violet, who they were talking about in the Eimei group chat?


      I raised my right hand to my lips, silently thinking things through. It wasn’t unnatural that she would be here; it was in everyone’s best interest to participate in Jackpot Time, whether they were looking for chips or Black Rings. That much was fine—what worried me were the reactions of the other three people with me. The Phantom hadn’t stopped hyperventilating, but Himeji and Saionji also seemed to be acting weird. Saionji’s eyes had snapped wide open the moment she saw Violet, while Himeji was frozen, mouth hanging open in shock. It was like they were looking at something impossible. Neither of them said a word.


      “Ah… Ahhh…”


      As if voicing the thoughts of all three of them, the Phantom managed to squeeze out a sentence in a trembling voice as he took a step back on the sand.


      “It’s her… Sarasa Saionji.”
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      …Huh?


      My own thoughts completely stalled.


      The Phantom bit down hard on his lip, turned his back to us, and ran off into the distance. Now it was only me, Himeji, Saionji…and the mystery girl. My heart pounded with nerves, shock, and all kinds of other emotions as I stared at her.


      Violet slowly lifted her face, her long hair swaying.


      “But I guess it’s nothing to get too upset about. I may have come late to the game, but I managed to take care of an important objective… I’m good, I tell you.”


      Her tone remained calm and unhurried, as if she was completely unconcerned by how flustered we were.


      Still wearing that same subtle, delicate smile, she turned to face the three of us.


      “Long time no see, Yuki, Rina. I’ve missed you both so, so much.”


      …That’s right.


      Maybe I’d realized it all along—the possibility had crossed my mind the moment the name Saionji slipped from the Phantom’s lips. I’d pretended not to know, not to realize…but now that things had gotten to this point, I had no choice but to admit it. It was a potentially lethal bombshell for us, but even so, we were well past the stage where we could ignore it.


      “…!”


      It was her. The real, genuine Sarasa Saionji.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      
        The “Faker” Exam
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      Autumn at the beach on Luna. Jackpot Time for day one of the Fortissimo had long since ended. Almost all of the game participants had left the beach, but we were still rooted to the spot.


      “Hee-hee… [image: ]”


      Before our eyes, a girl stood silhouetted against the setting sun, a gentle smile on her face. Her eyes were hidden by a mask, but the overall impression she gave off was one of refined elegance. Her long light-brown hair looked as perfectly groomed as a doll’s, giving a lavish accent to her short frame. From her facial expression to her body language, she gave off a kind of natural charm that drew in anyone who saw her.


      Wait, no… That’s not the point.


      I’d almost fallen in love there for a second.


      The Phantom had pointed and called her “Sarasa Saionji” before vanishing from the scene. If that was all there was to it, maybe we could write it off as a misunderstanding of some sort, but his fear of Sarasa Saionji was as deep-seated as it was intense. It was hard to imagine that reaction had been caused by a simple case of mistaken identity.


      Besides, the girl standing before us was wasting no time proving him correct.


      “I’m so happy. I never dreamed we’d meet again here. I didn’t think I’d get to see you, Yuki, or you, Rina, until I graduated. It’s truly a shock. Did you mean to surprise me here on Luna, maybe?”


      She gave us a cute little tilt of the head, her smile radiating happiness even through the mask.


      Even just the fact that she was using the name Rina at all was a big problem. Saionji’s real name is Rina Akabane, and while I imagine Himeji knew that, this piece of information was practically unknown across the entire Academy. It was a name only someone with deep connections to the Saionji family would possibly know. If someone outside the Academy was aware of it… Well, there was really only one person this could be.


      “…Good to see you again, Sarasa. Or I guess…it’s Shion Hagoromo now?”


      Saionji, who had been silent beside me, finally took a step forward, chewing over every word.


      “We didn’t mean this as a surprise, no. I never imagined you’d be here, either, Shion. If anything, I’d like to ask you the same thing: Were you trying to surprise us? Is this some elaborate scheme to startle me and Yuki?”


      “No, nothing like that. I’m just an ordinary high school student like any other, and I happen to be here on my school trip. I heard about the Academy event taking place, so I slipped away from my class to check it out. I told my friends first, though, so I’m sure it’s okay.”


      “…Oh. Right, Luna’s a tourist hot spot known all around the world. It makes sense lots of other schools would bring students here. I knew our school trips overlapped—you mentioned that before—but I never thought we’d all go to the same place.”


      “Well deduced, Rina. You deserve a reward for that.”


      Hagoromo, still wearing that buoyant smile, gently reached out to touch Saionji’s hand. Saionji let out a little murmur but let it happen. Her reaction wasn’t exactly the “glad to reunite with a friend” vibe exuded by Hagoromo; this was something of a heavier occasion for her. It was a reaction of sheer awkwardness, maybe.


      But that was understandable.


      “…”


      Himeji had remained silent ever since Hagoromo made herself known. Her expression was as cool as ever, but the mask developed by Kagaya clearly elucidated her inner feelings. The thin pale-pink whiskers were stretched taut. Between that and her narrowed eyes, the look she gave Saionji contained more than a hint of protest, as if she were seeking an explanation.


      But the next moment, she turned back to face the girl before her, silver hair swaying lightly.


      “…Ms. Sarasa… Or should I call you Ms. Shion from now on?”


      “Hee-hee! I suppose so. It’s been a year and a half, huh, Yuki? Everything going well with you?”


      “Yes, I myself am quite fine, but…um, have you been all right, Ms. Shion?”


      “…? Oh, yes, of course. I come from pretty healthy stock, you know. The only thing I can’t hold out against is pollen season.”


      After a brief conversation where nothing seemed to match up, Himeji stole a glance at Saionji. It made sense that there was a certain amount of miscommunication… Hagoromo, after all, was in a much different situation from what Himeji had thought, and the architect of that lie had to be Saionji.


      “…Ugh. Fine, fine.”


      Saionji slowly shook her red hair, as if to free herself from Himeji’s cool gaze, then raised both hands in a conceding gesture. She was admitting to all the charges before they could even be given voice. Her eyes wavered slightly as she continued in a stiff voice.


      “You’re right, Yuki. Just like you said—or thought, I guess—I’ve been lying to both you and Shion all along. I told you Shion was kidnapped, and that I took her place to help lure the criminals out.”


      “Kidnapped…? That’s a shock. Have I been ‘kidnapped’ this whole time?”


      “Yes. On the surface, that is…or maybe under the surface? Anyway, as far as the Academy is concerned, I am Sarasa Saionji. The kidnapping story was the second lie, created to deceive the Saionji family… In other words, it was a twofold lie. That’s how I got Shion off the island without anyone noticing.”


      “…? But didn’t Grandfather order to send me back to the mainland?”


      “You only heard that through me, didn’t you? I’m sorry, Shion… That was a lie, too. Changing my name, my family records, my hairstyle and makeup—it was all to keep my lies from being exposed. Even now, the Saionji clan is still frantically searching for you.”


      “Goodness… I feel like I’m caught up in the crime of the century.”


      Hagoromo’s voice was tinged with both surprise and concern. I could see why. Saionji had kept this all completely hidden until now. It was one thing for her to admit to the first lie, but she’d also revealed the second lie—the one only I knew about, and that had been an accident. Neither Himeji nor Hagoromo herself had known Saionji was maintaining a twofold lie like this.


      “…So, in short,” Himeji murmured, clasping her hands after processing Saionji’s story, “Ms. Shion was never kidnapped from the start… All the conspiracy theories surrounding the Saionji family are false, and instead, you orchestrated all of it, Rina? Ms. Shion was secretly taken back to Japan thanks to your schemes, and now she’s living her high school life under a fake name? Is that it?”


      “Um… If I could…”


      Hagoromo spoke up again, her doll-like hair swaying.


      “I think I understand what happened now…but, Rina, why did you make up lies like that?”


      “…What does the reason matter?”


      “I think it matters a lot. Otherwise, I’ll be so hung up about it that I won’t be able to sleep at night, and then I’ll miss the morning horoscope on TV I look forward to. Why did you have to resort to a story as outrageous as kidnapping? And why did you keep it a secret from both me and Yuki? It’s strange, and it bothers me. I think…if you were your usual self, Rina, you’d explain things a little more clearly.”


      “I… Yes, that’s true, but…”


      Saionji groaned. She had no defense to resort to. By her “usual self,” Hagoromo was probably referring to the girl she’d known back in junior high. The real Sarasa Saionji hadn’t attended regular school back then, but had been homeschooled by various tutors. In that case, there must’ve been times when the three of them—Himeji, Saionji, and Hagoromo—had had classes together.


      “…H-hey, Shinohara!”


      Just as that mental image flashed through my mind, I felt a sudden strong tug on my uniform. At the same time, a perfectly sculpted face approached mine. The skin was slightly flushed, and long red hair brushed against the cheek. A whisper-like breath brushed my eardrum, making my heart skip a beat.


      “Wh-what, Saionji? Where’s this coming from?”


      “Don’t ‘what’ me…! I—I need an excuse! Don’t you have some kind of clever excuse I can use?!”


      “I think we’re well beyond that point by now. You’re pretty much busted.”


      “Yeah, I know! But if I give the wrong answer here, it’s all over! And you’re my partner in crime, so think of something! …Please!”


      “Um… Well, uh…”


      The uncomfortable closeness was making me lose my cool, but still, I somehow came up with a “reason” and whispered it back to her. Only then did Saionji seem to realize how close she was, because she reared back with an exaggerated look of shock, then took a deep breath and turned back toward the girl facing her. With a prim little hand gesture, she pushed her red-framed glasses up.


      “Do you want a reason? Well, I think anyone could figure it out with a little thought. Being your stand-in, Shion, meant I could become the eldest daughter of the Saionji family. The top VIP on the Academy… All right? I wanted people to treat me like a fancy rich girl, too!”


      “…Hee-hee!”


      “…! Hey! Don’t laugh at that, Yuki! I’m trying to be serious here!”


      “N-no, I mean… I didn’t mean to interrupt you. It’s just that the term ‘fancy rich girl’ doesn’t really suit you, Rina.”


      “…! Y-yeah, I thought the same thing, too, but Shinohara here…!”


      Saionji pointed her index finger sharply at me, her cheeks still slightly red. I suppose I was partly responsible, but still, I thought it was pretty unreasonable she was trying to pin it all on me.


      “Shinohara…?”


      I shrugged as I thought about that, and Hagoromo gave me a curious look. She gracefully turned toward me.


      “Actually, we haven’t introduced ourselves yet, have we? I was so caught up in this wonderful reunion that I forgot my manners. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Shion Hagoromo, a totally normal high school girl. Also…this may shock you, but that name is actually an alias.”


      “…Yeah, I know. I’m Hiroto Shinohara—that’s my actual name, not a fake one. I’ve only heard stories about the real you up to now, but…I dunno. You seem a lot less stiff and formal than how I imagined you.”


      “Of course I am. If I acted all haughty around people, I’d expose myself immediately. Which is why, right now, I’m just an ordinary high school girl. I want to be a YouTuber when I grow up and everything.”


      Hagoromo emphasized her point by making a few hand gestures (which were, of course, ridiculously cute) as if she were pretending to be a streamer saying hi to viewers at the start of a video.


      “But putting that aside for now…I still haven’t gotten the most crucial answer. Shinohara… Hiroto Shinohara… I don’t recall anyone by that name among the Saionji household’s servants. Who exactly are you? Are you an enemy or a friend?”


      It was a pointed question, delivered in a voice tinged with wariness. And it was totally natural to ask, given her situation. We had Himeji here, a former Saionji family maid, and Saionji herself, currently posing as Hagoromo. They were two of her best friends, so it made sense she’d feel uneasy seeing an unfamiliar man with them.


      Explaining everything would be a hassle, but I can’t just brush this question off, either…


      I thought it over for a bit. No easy answers sprang to mind. Then, standing next to me, Himeji swished her silver hair and spoke.


      “Allow me to answer that for you. This, Ms. Shion, is my master—the current highest-ranking student on the Academy. A potential future Eight Star, in fact.”


      “…! Eight Star? Is that the name of a candy bar or something? But I think I just heard something even more astonishing. Yuki, did you just call him your master?”


      “Yes, I did. And I meant what I said.”


      “O-oh my…”


      Hagoromo physically staggered back, the shock written across her face. I suppose she had been Himeji’s master before I came along, so I bet she had a lot to say about this. Then, as if to confirm my assumption, Hagoromo puffed out her soft-looking cheeks.


      “I see… So Yuki is no longer serving Rina, but you? You’re the one who gets to enjoy having her call you ‘Master’ in that sweet voice of hers every day…?”


      “I don’t know how ‘sweet’ it is, but yeah, I guess.”


      “I am very jealous of that. I believe, Yuki, you offered to be my wife at one point. Now I see you’ve gone back on your word… How sad.”


      “…No, Ms. Shion. That was just my way of saying that I deeply respect you. Besides, the title of ‘master’ has nothing to do with the person referred to by it.”


      “It doesn’t? I just assumed it followed a progression, is all. First ‘my master,’ then ‘my mister,’ and then ‘my husband’…”


      “Um, you’re starting to make it difficult for me to keep calling him ‘Master’…”


      Himeji’s clear blue eyes darted my way, her cheeks flushing ever so slightly, before she immediately averted her gaze. This mind-blowingly adorable gesture nearly stopped my breath for a second.


      “…A-ahem.”


      She rather deliberately cleared her throat, seeking to distance herself from this line of questioning.


      “Regardless. We have gotten quite off topic, but the reason Rina lied to both you, Ms. Shion, and me was certainly not that she wanted to be treated like a fancy rich girl. Not even Rina is that thoughtless.”


      “I see… But what other reason could there be?”


      “Well, Ms. Shion… Simply put, Rina lied in order to avoid dragging us down with her. This is only speculation on my part, of course, but all these lies likely stem from a single goal—to get you off the Academy. To provide you with a completely ordinary high school life, rather than three years there playing Games every day of the year.”


      “Hmm…? But I don’t think I’ve ever expressed a wish for that before. I may have desired a normal, humdrum life, but Grandfather would scold me if I ever said it aloud…so I never mentioned it to you or Yuki. I sense a certain contradiction here.”


      “I’m sure you do, Ms. Shion. However—and I hope you won’t be angry at me—I heard you talking in your sleep almost every night. Rina overheard it, too, most of the time.”


      “…! You can be so mean sometimes, Yuki.”


      Hagoromo sounded embarrassed about this, her right hand resting near her cheek. Himeji reacted with an affectionate smile.


      “I believe that Rina, once she heard your true feelings, wanted to do whatever she could to make your wish come true. However, it is also true that Mr. Masamune, the head of the Saionji family, is known for being a strict taskmaster. It would be unthinkable for him to compromise on his convictions.”


      “Yes, Grandfather can be terribly stubborn…”


      “Indeed. And the predetermined path he had for you, Ms. Shion, was for you to join the star-oriented Games as a new student at Ohga School, demonstrating the talent expected of any Saionji heir. Any plea made to him to leave the Academy would be dismissed out of hand. That, perhaps, is why Rina planned this ‘kidnapping’—because she knew talking it out wouldn’t work.”


      “…? But still… Even if that is the case, Yuki, don’t you think she would have been better off telling you about the plan, at least? You’re a formidable maid, so this scheme would have been far more likely to work with your assistance. Besides, why wasn’t I, the person at the center of all this, not told anything?”


      “If I had to guess…I think Rina had considered from the very beginning what would happen if her lies were exposed. Try to imagine it, Ms. Shion. Here is this young girl who’s presumptuous enough to seize the position of Saionji family heir through lies and deceit, preventing you from participating in Games and even banishing you to the mainland… That would undoubtedly provoke Mr. Masamune’s wrath. Not even you or I would be spared. That’s why I believe Rina was careful not to create any accomplices until the end.”


      Himeji’s clear, sapphire-like eyes and Hagoromo’s probing gaze both fixed upon Saionji.


      “…”


      As for Saionji herself…well, she had probably steeled her resolve by this point. She met my eyes for just an instant, giving me a small nod before turning to Himeji and Hagoromo.


      “Yes,” she said, with unflinching resolve. “That’s what happened.”


      As stiff as her tone was, Saionji was unambiguous in her affirmation, having given up all attempts at pretense.


      “Yuki mostly has it right. I found out what you really wanted, Shion, and I planned the kidnapping on my own. I volunteered to be the decoy to make them stop searching for you, since I figured you’d be found sooner or later otherwise. That part was exactly as Yuki described.”


      “Hmm… You’re not gonna try to cover anything else up, right?”


      “There’s nothing left to cover up. This is a lot more constructive than trying to keep lying to you, don’t you think? And I was wondering if I could ask you two… Can you pretend you didn’t hear everything I just told you?”


      Saionji gently placed her right hand on her hip, her red hair swaying as she quietly made that request. Her tone was deadly serious as she faced the puzzled Himeji and Hagoromo.


      “All you have to do is pretend. Yuki, you can keep believing that Shion was kidnapped, and Shion, you can keep thinking you’re just playing the part of a normal high school student under the Saionji family’s orders. That’ll keep anything bad from happening…”


      “…Rina, are you serious? I don’t understand… If we stick with that, all the blame will be pinned on you. It’s too cruel. It’s evil.”


      “And I’m telling you, it’s fine. If punishment is waiting for us, isn’t it better for just one person to take the fall rather than all three of us? Besides, it doesn’t make sense for you to get punished for something I did on my own.”


      “Hmm… Resorting to logic now, Rina? Is that how you’re trying to talk us into this?”


      Hagoromo couldn’t contain her disbelief, while the silent Himeji turned her whiskered cheek away in a huff. I could see why. If you set aside all emotion and treated this as a business proposition, then yes, Saionji’s reasoning might be logical. But accepting this proposal after learning about all the backstory and Saionji’s intentions behind it? Nobody would agree to that, let alone friends as close as they were.


      And yet—


      “…All right.”


      After a moment lost in thought, finger pressed into her cheek, Hagoromo suddenly nodded. Ignoring Saionji’s bewilderment, she approached us with graceful steps and extended her hand toward her silver-haired former maid in a gentle, elegant gesture.


      “Um… M-Ms. Shion?”


      “Come here, Yuki. It’s time for a very important…strategy meeting.”


      Contrasting with her calm, refined attitude, a mischievous smile blossomed on her lips, as if she were plotting something. Then, holding Himeji’s hand, Shion Hagoromo swiftly turned away from us.
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      “Haaah…”


      A few minutes later, watching the two girls head toward a rocky outcropping a little way down the beach, Saionji let out a sigh. Gone was the dignified demeanor from a moment before; her crumpled, distorted expression now revealed an unmistakable hint of weakness. She must have expended a lot of effort putting up that front.


      “Good job, Saionji. And, you know…don’t worry about it.”


      “Don’t say that so casually… Idiot,” she snapped back at me sulkily, but even that seemed much feebler than usual.


      Eventually she plopped down on a nearby bench, as if standing had become too much effort for her.


      “This is awful. I never thought I’d be found out like this. I thought for sure I’d be able to pull it off for three years… I thought only you and I would ever get punished for it.”


      “…Way to just casually add me to the list.”


      “…! What, are you gonna run away now? If you do that, your lies will—”


      “I’m not running. I told you before, didn’t I? I won’t lie to you.”


      Saionji looked flustered by this. In her mentally fragile state, it probably hit home with her. I wanted to sound as firm as possible as I sat down beside her. The bench wasn’t very wide, so our shoulders touched slightly, but I tried not to let it bother me as I continued.


      “Or, really, it’d just be me reaping what I sowed. I was telling a huge lie, too, and it happened to collide with your lies. So to protect the whole lot of them, we had no choice but to become partners in crime. But Himeji and that girl…Hagoromo, right? They aren’t like that.”


      “No. I planned this whole ‘kidnapping’ on my own, and they were just dragged into it. They can protest as much as they want, but I’m never going to change my mind. It’s just…”


      Saionji slumped slightly, timidity creeping into her voice.


      “…Do you think they’re angry?”


      “Angry? What, those two?”


      “Yeah. I mean, I told those lies so I could protect them from blame, of course. I can say that with absolute certainty…but that still doesn’t change the fact that I deceived them. It doesn’t change the fact that I kept lying to Yuki and Shion for over a year.”


      She raised her face slightly, her long red hair smoothly swaying with the motion. Her ruby eyes, seen through her glasses, were fixed on the rock Himeji and Hagoromo had vanished behind.


      “I’m not trying to gloss over any of this. Yuki used to call Shion her master. They lived together for nearly ten years, closer than any real family. And tearing them apart, calling it a kidnapping… It’s just cruel.”


      “Mm…”


      I was careful not to affirm or deny it. I had wondered how possible it actually was that Himeji had never noticed Saionji’s intentions, but regardless, at the very least, I didn’t think Saionji was wrong for seeing things the way she did. It was understandable that she would feel guilty given the situation.


      “Besides, Shion was in the same boat. I kept in regular contact with her so we could keep the lie going, but other than that, she didn’t interact with her family at all. I can’t even count the number of times she said she wanted to see Yuki. And every time she did, I couldn’t help but wonder—like, does what I’m doing really have any meaning? It’s true that Shion wanted to be a normal high school student, but did she want that so badly that she didn’t mind never seeing Yuki again?”


      Saionji’s quiet voice was raspy, and she had both fists clenched tightly in her lap.


      I understood how she felt, for sure, but…well, I had my doubts about it, too. This whole situation was absurd to begin with—the idea that the sheltered heir to the Saionji family would suddenly be ordered to live outside the Academy. I assumed she and Himeji hadn’t even had a chance to say good-bye. There was every chance that Hagoromo had sensed something was off about it all…but there was no way to confirm that right now. All I knew for certain at this point was that Saionji was feeling really bad about it.


      Though that wasn’t why I said what came out next.


      “…What’s with you, huh? Worrying about stuff like that?”


      I softened my expression as I spoke. Instantly, Saionji flashed me a confused look. I could tell she was about to snap at me, all “Wh-what does that mean?” and stuff, but I decided to just keep going.


      “I mean, I get it. I know this is a really big deal. But, like, there’s no going back now, right? Knowing you, you probably agonized about the same question a year and a half ago, too. You must’ve thought, and thought, and thought about what would make Hagoromo the happiest and how to avoid hurting Himeji…”


      “I… Yeah. I agonized over it so much. I couldn’t find an answer, no matter how long I thought about it. There were nights where I couldn’t even sleep at all. I probably had a lifetime’s worth of agony right there.”


      “Well, if this is the answer you came up with after all that agonizing, then why worry about it? It’s not really about whether the choice was ‘right’ or not. And sure, you might have deceived them both, but thanks to that, Hagoromo’s enjoying the normal high school life she always dreamed of. And Himeji, too… Maybe it was in an indirect kind of way, but she was able to grant that wish for her best friend. It’s a real miracle, and it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t chosen the ‘kidnapping’ route. That, and a whole bunch of other things, right? Like, for example…”


      “Hmm… For example, me meeting you, maybe?”


      “…Huh?”


      “What? Wait… Huh?! N-no! Never mind! Forget it! That just suddenly popped into my head! I was thinking back on a bunch of things, and meeting you was just one of those! I’m not consciously picturing it as some kind of special memory or whatever!”


      Saionji’s face flushed bright red all the way up to her ears as she fired off a cannonade of denials. The sheer intensity made me blush a bit, too, but I somehow managed to keep my composure.


      “Well…yeah. I suppose if you hadn’t told that lie, I wouldn’t have been in this position of having to be a fake Seven Star, either. Think about it that way, and my whole status on the Academy is just a by-product of your lies.”


      “Th-that’s right. The fact that you’re being hailed as the strongest player on the whole Academy is all thanks to me. I almost wish you’d show some appreciation.”


      “Sure, sure,” I said with a half smile and a shrug. Whenever Saionji blushed like that, the contrast it created with her usual bossy self always hit me like a punch to the gut. The only real defense against it was to change the subject, much to my annoyance.


      “Anyway…the point is, there’s no need to agonize over it now. I’m not saying there’s no chance at all that Himeji and Hagoromo are angry at you, but…”


      “But what?”


      “…But if they are, I’ll apologize with everything I’ve got, too.”


      I scratched my cheek, unable to come up with any better solution. I expected another exasperated response, but Saionji giggled and smiled softly at me. Then, peering up at me with her ruby-red eyes…


      “Hee-hee! …Well, that’s very reassuring.”


      Her soft voice sounded unusually meek.
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      Himeji and Hagoromo returned about ten minutes later. We took up somewhat odd positions as we faced each other—me and Saionji in front of the bench, Hagoromo opposite us, and Himeji in the middle, like some kind of referee. Something about it felt off, since Saionji and I were almost never shoulder to shoulder like this, and it was even rarer for me not to have Himeji by my side.


      It was Shion Hagoromo who broke the silence, maintaining her usual elegant bearing.


      “I apologize for leaving you here, Rina…and you, Shinohara. I wish to relate the outcome of our discussion—namely, the consensus reached by myself and Yuki.”


      “…Okay. Tell us, Shion.”


      “Very well. First and foremost…I must express my deepest gratitude to you, Rina.”


      “Uh… You’re grateful?”


      Next to me, Saionji shook her crimson hair, her confusion plain as she reacted to Hagoromo’s abrupt statement.


      “What do you mean…? I was certain you’d yell at me about it.”


      “Yell at you? Why would I do that?”


      “Why? Isn’t it obvious? I’ve been deceiving both you and Yuki this whole time, haven’t I? I thought I probably deserved to be despised for it, so…”


      “Despised? That’s…impossible. We would never.”


      Hagoromo quietly shook her head in a calm yet firm denial.


      “Because of you, Rina, I’ve been able to lead a very happy life. Did you know, by the way, that ordinary high school students attend classes together in large groups? And during the breaks, we get to engage in lighthearted banter with one another. When we get good grades on tests, we’re showered with so much praise—it’s amazing to see—and when we lag behind running in physical education, the teacher yells at us. There are also all these cafés on the way home where we can have tea and a snack after school. I had no idea a world like this existed, or that it would ever be this enjoyable. And it’s all something you taught me, you know? You broadened my world, Rina.”


      “…!”


      “…Forgive me for saying this while you look on the verge of tears, Rina, but I agree with Ms. Shion in that regard. Once again, I truly feel from the bottom of my heart that she is very blessed to have a best friend like you.”


      “Yes. It’s the greatest thing Grandfather has ever done for me. And yet…”


      Hagoromo’s tone subtly changed as she faced Saionji, who looked like her tear ducts were about to burst. Her cherry-blossom lips curved into a smile, and she gently placed an index finger against her cheek. A conspiratorial look spread across her face, so alluring it could ensnare anyone with a single glance.


      “…I do have one concern,” she continued softly. “One for you, Rina, acting as ‘Sarasa Saionji,’ and one for Shinohara, the Seven Star reigning instead of me.”


      “…I’m not exactly filling in for you.”


      “Well, effectively speaking, you are. If I had enrolled at Ohga School as Sarasa Saionji…and been presented as the Saionji family heir in accordance with Grandfather’s wishes, there is no doubt I would be a Seven Star. I’m very good at these things, you know.”


      Hagoromo smiled brightly. You could construe that as a joke, or maybe she meant every word of it. She really was a mystery that way.


      “Given that Rina’s lies are still holding up for now, I suppose everything’s fine for the time being,” Hagoromo continued. “But that doesn’t mean it will stay that way. That’s why I want to test it—to see if you, Rina, and you, Shinohara, are truly worthy replacements for me. I feel the need to confirm that while I can—otherwise, I won’t be able to relax and continue being a normal high school student. Simply put, this is an exam of sorts. It’s not because I’m lonely after not seeing you for a year and a half and want you to indulge me, or because I’m jealous that you took Yuki, or…uh, anything like that.”


      “…Really?”


      “Really. Have I ever lied to you?”


      Hagoromo let a soft chuckle escape her lips as she gently shook her doll-like hair. Every little movement she made captivated her audience, even though nothing about it was flashy or ostentatious. She just had a sort of intangible air of dignity about her.


      “Here are my rules,” she said in her soft, airy tone. “I want both of you to come to Lake Heidi exactly three days from now, after the Fortissimo is over. It’s the most beautiful, most famous spot on the island, the one place everyone wants to see the most… If possible, I’d like Yuki to join as well, but as long as you two make it, I’ll consider the exam passed. I’ll be waiting for you there—and I’ll arrange a lovely gift for you.”


      “Lake Heidi…? Are you serious, Shion? That’s right in the middle of the S-Rank zone, the most inaccessible part of the whole island. You need 10 million chips to get in.”


      “Yes, you do. Which is precisely why I chose that location. Only one in twenty thousand or so can make it in…but under the name Violet, I earned nearly 2 million chips just today. Three days should be more than enough time for me to unlock S-Rank access—and if you two can’t match up to me, I cannot accept you as my substitutes. You’ll fail the exam.”


      “We’ll fail…? And what does it mean if we do?”


      “Well, in that case, I’ll return to the Academy, of course. It will be the grand tale of Sarasa Saionji the Second, taking on the world and rising to the very top. And while I’m at it, I’ll also take Yuki back from you.”


      “…Huh?! What are you talking about, Shion?!”


      “M-Ms. Shion, this is news to me, too…”


      “I know, because I didn’t tell you until now. You don’t think for a second that Shinohara will lose anyway, do you, Yuki? And if not, you shouldn’t have any problem with these conditions.”


      Hagoromo gave us a little snicker. We all remained silent, unable to say anything.


      Her rules boiled down to this: In the next three days, by the time the Fortissimo ended, Saionji and I had to collect 10 million chips each and reach the S-Rank area. Fail to do that, and we’d fail the exam. Hagoromo wouldn’t recognize us as worthy substitutes, and she’d return to the Academy. That was the worst possible outcome, that would instantly shatter the lies Saionji and I held.


      “W-wait! Wait, Shion!”


      And that was no doubt why Saionji butted in, her red hair shaking.


      “If you do that, it’ll ruin everything we’ve accomplished up till now! I don’t mind being punished, but Shion, you’d be constantly constrained and restricted the rest of your life… Are you really fine with that?!”


      “Oh, no, not at all. I love my current life.”


      “Then—”


      “That’s why I want you to pass this test. Or rather, if you can’t pass it…well, that probably means your lies will be exposed sooner or later. Whenever an enemy stronger than me shows up.”


      Hagoromo gracefully parried Saionji’s counterargument, a faint smile playing on her lips. Her tone, as always, made it impossible to tell if she was serious or joking, but in a weird way, it sounded perfectly reasonable. You couldn’t help but be convinced, once you were caught up in her aura, or atmosphere, or whatever it was.


      There was a moment of silence before Himeji spoke up.


      “I should add that when Ms. Shion first told me about this plan, I was staunchly opposed to it. However, she pleaded, and my objections were overruled in the end. I will provide my usual support for my master, but I would request permission to keep a hotline open with you, Ms. Shion, at all times as well.”


      “A hotline? So you can spoil me more, Yuki?”


      “Not exactly, Ms. Shion. You are indeed a great player, but if left unchecked, you run the risk of becoming overconfident and self-destructing. The worst possible outcome for this exam would be for you to suffer a Critical Loss. If your mask is shattered and your true face exposed, it would be game over right then and there. An eventuality that I will personally make sure does not come to pass.”


      “Hee-hee…! That makes me so happy. With you helping me out, Yuki, I’ll be unbeatable!”


      “…Um, this isn’t exactly cause for rejoicing,” a troubled-looking Himeji said—but the cat whiskers on her cheeks twitched ever so slightly in delight. It was the look of a maid being willingly manipulated by her master. Maybe exchanges like this had once been commonplace in their regular lives.


      Just then, Hagoromo turned her attention back to me and Saionji, her doll-like hair swaying gently.


      “Anyway, you know the terms of my exam. Gather 10 million chips within three days and come to Lake Heidi in the S-Rank area of Luna. I’m the one summoning you there, so of course I’ll earn my own access as well. And I’m sorry, Shinohara, but I’m going to borrow a little of Yuki’s strength. I have to avoid a Critical Loss, after all.”


      “…You’re not going to try to rob us of our chips along the way?”


      “Hee-hee…! Well, who knows? I’m just an ordinary high school student, so I’ll try to play as efficiently as I can. If I sense that you two are easy targets to profit from, I may indeed target you specifically…so do your best, all right?”


      Hagoromo flashed a bewitching smile, and Saionji and I inadvertently exchanged a glance. It didn’t seem like there was any way to get out of it—10 million chips in three days, or it would spell instant ruin for me and Saionji. I wasn’t too clear on how serious Hagoromo was about this “exam,” but that was all the more reason we couldn’t just dismiss her lightly. We had to earn an unimaginable number of chips by the final day—even beating the record set by the Phantom last year.


      As if playing all the headache-inducing second-years on the Academy wasn’t stressful enough…


      Without realizing it, I clenched my fists.


      And so, just like that, we had another game running in parallel with the Fortissimo.
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      Night. Day one on Luna.


      After parting ways with Hagoromo, Himeji and I had returned to the hotel reserved for Eimei School. It was around what was called the “relay point” within the C-Rank zone. While lacking in any major distinguishing features, it served as a convenient midpoint, offering easy access to the rest of the island. Needless to say, booking out a single hotel wasn’t enough space for thousands of students, so our fellow competitors were scattered across several adjacent hotels.


      We had just finished dinner, and now, a little after ten in the evening, there was nothing left on our schedule.


      “Fwaaah…”


      A sleepy voice suddenly filled the room. It came from Yuuki Tsuji, my roommate, who was leaning back against the headboard of his bed wearing baggy black sweats. The problem was that in unisex clothing, he looked just like a cute girl.


      “You sound pretty tired, Tsuji. Want me to turn off the lights?”


      “Mm… Yeah, I guess. But while we’re here, I kinda wanted to chat a little more… Fwaaah…”


      “…Yeah? Well, if you want, sure.”


      His speech was a little slurred, and his droopy eyes were having trouble fixing on me. I flopped back onto my bed with a soft thud, letting myself relax a bit. I closed my eyes, too, desperately trying to conserve my mental resources.


      “Whew…”


      Honestly, I was facing more and more problems by the moment. I needed to figure out how to win the Fortissimo, how to secure a Stranger who could replace the Phantom…and there was that insanely difficult exam being thrown at me by Shion Hagoromo, the only real “little rich girl” here. Today was our first day on the island, so I hadn’t really been able to do my own thing, but starting tomorrow, I needed to get serious about tackling all these challenges.


      Just as I’d thought through that much, a quiet crackle came through the earpiece still in my right ear.


      “Eh-heh-heh… You know you can leave that kind of support to us ladies, Hiro! We’ve mostly finished analyzing the Black Rings, and we also tracked down a game that should be real easy to win big on.”


      “Yeah! You better be looking forward to this. My demon’s eyes can outclass any Black Ring, and we’ll be increasing your chip count a hundred million times over really soon!”


      Kagaya let out an evil cackle, while Shiina seemed a lot more excited than usual—maybe because we were on a school trip, or maybe because of this top-secret mission she was on. I found their antics more than a little amusing, but then Kagaya suddenly lowered her voice.


      “Oh, also… Sorry to keep you waiting, Hiro, but we figured out the Phantom’s identity!”


      “Yeah! Up to now we’d only been investigating influential people outside the Academy, but thanks to your suggestion, we looked into former Academy students…and bingo!”


      “His name is Kai Rindo. He’s the oldest son of the Rindo family, and he’s the same age as you, Hiro. That’s a pretty wealthy family, y’know? The current patriarch is the provost of Amanezaka School over in the Seventeenth Ward, and their approach is completely focused on talent—as in, tackling events with a select few elites chosen through rigorous screening.


      “It turns out that their eldest son has actually been missing for three years now. His name was scrubbed from the junior high records at Amanezaka, but the Rindo family hasn’t issued any statement about it whatsoever. The whole timeline perfectly matches the debut of the Phantom—and given how he always helped out Amanezaka at previous Fortissimos, that makes his identity pretty obvious.”


      I silently mulled over Kagaya’s explanation. It certainly did seem like it could be him. If the Phantom was an elite from another ward, it wasn’t impossible that he had known Saionji—that is, Hagoromo—three years ago. In fact, everything fell neatly into place if you thought about it that way.


      Not that knowing his identity changes anything right now…


      I wished we’d known all this sooner, but there was no point regretting it now.


      Just then…


      “…Hmm?”


      I lifted my eyelids, hearing a light knock on the door. Tsuji didn’t respond, being already half asleep, but my earpiece had muted itself, meaning that was definitely a knock I’d just heard. I quietly got up and headed for the door, opened it without really thinking—and there they were.


      “Um… Sorry for visiting you so late, Shinohara. Would it be okay if we came in for a bit?”


      “Apologies for visiting at this hour, Master. We are intruding on you and Mr. Tsuji.”


      “…”


      My thoughts completely froze as I heard the two girls speak to me in hushed tones. Though, well, it’s not like our visitors were totally unexpected. I’d just been having dinner with the two of them a short while ago, and more to the point, I saw them regularly. My failure to react properly now was probably caused by how different this situation was from normal.


      “…Um? Shinohara?”


      First, standing there like she was trying to peek through the door crack, was Fuuka Tatara. She wore a white T-shirt with a blue track jacket and shorts underneath. A healthy glow radiated from her entire body, and due to the minimal amount of exposed skin elsewhere, I felt my gaze drawn to her collarbone and legs. A faint, pleasant scent lingered around her; she’d probably just had a bath. It made her seem more mature than usual.


      Poking her head out from behind Tatara was my silver-haired maid, Shirayuki Himeji. I’d figured I had developed at least some immunity to her by now, though. After all, I saw her in maid outfits and negligee daily, to say nothing of her school uniform. I’d be lying if I said those outfits didn’t make my heart skip a beat sometimes, but I had been confident that no shock would ever surpass that.


      “…?”


      However, I’d been far too naive in that assumption, because of all things, Himeji was wearing a kimono—a light yukata with a cute pastel design, likely provided by her hotel room. It wasn’t revealing or anything, but she seemed a lot more defenseless compared to what she usually wore. The cinched waist looked like it could come undone at any time, and the fabric clung to the curves of her body, emphasizing her femininity. That allure, unique to traditional Japanese attire, was making my head spin.


      “…? Um…Master? Are you unable to let us into your room at this time?”


      “…! Ah, no, sorry. Come in.”


      Himeji’s words snapped me out of my momentary stupor, and I apologized, shaking my head slightly. That was a close call. I’d been just about to pass out.


      Anyway, Himeji and Tatara entered the room, curiously gazing around to see what it looked like on the inside, then sat on the edges of the beds. I let Himeji use the bed I’d been lying on earlier, while Tatara perched herself near Tsuji’s feet. Tsuji, meanwhile, had opened his eyes and was sleepily murmuring, “Whoa, what’s going on? Is it morning already?” among other things.


      “Ahem.” Himeji cleared her throat, hoping to move on. “Forgive us for suddenly coming to your room, Master, Mr. Tsuji. We touched on this briefly during dinner, but I wanted to formally outline the current state of the battle.”


      “Right, yeah!” Tatara, clutching a cushion, nodded vigorously at Himeji. “The Fortissimo starts in earnest tomorrow. I thought we should sit down and come up with an overall plan for Eimei so we can share it with everyone beforehand. I am the class president, after all!”


      “So we’re having a late-night strategy meeting? You guys sure are pumped for this…but whatever.”


      Tsuji sounded a bit put out, but he sat up with a yawn. He grabbed his device, which he’d tossed near his pillow, and projected the live Game updates for us to look at as he spoke.


      “This is the power structure at the end of day one. According to the Fortissimo rules, a ward’s total score is the chip holdings of the top five students plus the average number of chips held by all the ward’s students multiplied by five. Lining up the seven districts in our block, the top spot right now belongs to Shinra High, the only school to break a million chips on the first day. Behind them, it looks like it’s Ohga, the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance, then Eimei, Amanezaka, and Otowa.”


      “Hmm… Not the greatest start. We’re a little behind, huh?”


      “Well, like Fujishiro said over at the harbor, the real monkey wrench here is the ward average, right? Because if you look at the individual rankings, Eimei’s holding its own pretty well. We’ve got Shinohara in third place overall and Himeji in the top ten. We couldn’t ask for a more reliable pair.”


      Tsuji lifted his face slightly, offering his praise in a sincere tone.


      The first day of the Fortissimo had been basically as he had summarized it. Shinra was in first, thanks to them putting the Phantom in their Stranger slot. They could replace him with someone else at any time, so the chip totals weren’t set in stone, but that was how it stood for now anyway. Second and third place were occupied by schools with multiple Six Star players, as expected, and Eimei was in fourth. After my Monopoly Roulette performance, my individual score wasn’t all that bad—but we’d need to do more than that to win, which was the tricky part of the Fortissimo.
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      “…Though, well, we’re seeing some unusual trends, too.”


      “Indeed. Shinra High School, currently in first, has a ward average far below Eimei’s. The majority of their chips were earned by a single player—the Phantom, the strongest Stranger on the island. In other words, at this very moment, Shinra is on top solely because he’s on their team.”


      “Yeah. That’s the wild card of the Fortissimo for you.”


      I turned my gaze back to the device.


      The Phantom… Based on what Yagura and Mitsuru had said, it seemed he’d laid low for a while after the Fortissimo began. He’d probably only joined in the casino games for two or three hours today—yet his winnings were already over 700,000 chips. If he’d spent the entire day working the higher-stakes games at B-Rank zones or higher, who knows how much bigger that gap might be?


      As if reading my thoughts, Himeji gave a slight toss of her silver hair.


      “Yes. As such, we have one goal.”


      “Right—earn a lot of chips fast and reach the higher-tier areas as soon as possible. That’s all there is to it. We’ll push into the B-Rank zone by tomorrow morning, take on as many high-stakes games as possible, and try to qualify for A-Rank. That’s the bare minimum we’ll need to do if we want to win the Fortissimo. It’s the stage Himeji and I will need to fight on, at least. And if we make it to that stage, there’s a better chance of finding some strong Strangers other than the Phantom.”


      “The A-Rank area! A million chips, you mean? Oh wow, you two really are the champions of Eimei! I know I gotta work hard, too, but…hmm, can I really make it that far?”


      Tatara looked anxious as she squeezed the cushion against her chest. Seeing her like that, I exchanged a momentary glance with Himeji and Tsuji, and we nodded to one another. We were all thinking the exact same thing: That sort of downcast expression didn’t suit the president of class 2-A at all.


      It wasn’t just because of that, but I felt obliged to say something.


      “Sure you can, Tatara. I think your skills are top-tier…but this time, I’d like you to handle overall coordination of the Eimei team. Boosting the ward average is, without a doubt, the core of this event, and that’s something I can’t do. You’re way better suited for it.”


      “Oh…?”


      “I agree,” Himeji said. “Raising the school’s average is an order of magnitude more difficult than increasing your own chips, and I can confidently say that only you, Fuuka, can do it.”


      “I—I, I…”


      “…Yeah, I agree. You’re the class president, after all, right? It’d be way better for you to direct everyone in the C-Rank area than to dive headfirst into high-stakes games by yourself. And if that’s the plan, I can help, too. I won’t let people keep calling Eimei Shinohara’s one-man show.”


      “O-okay… You’re right. Thanks, everyone! I’ll do my best!”


      “You got it,” I said, nodding at Tatara as she clenched both fists tightly against her chest.


      After that, we spent another hour or so discussing tactics and other minor details…but once the clock hit midnight, it wasn’t Tsuji, but Tatara who began to nod off. She tried resisting at first, but soon let out a “hrnkh…” kind of death rattle (?) and flopped over, leaning against Tsuji and falling asleep. She looked totally content, like he was the comfiest pillow she’d ever slept on.


      “Whoa, Tatara, aren’t you leaving yourself a little too defenseless?”


      Tsuji sighed, pressing his finger to his forehead with a troubled expression. Living up to his gentlemanly reputation, he supported Tatara’s shoulder and gently laid her down on the bed, slowly pulling his own body away.


      “All right,” he said as he covered her with a blanket, “let’s take a little break. We still have a bit to go over, but I’m getting tired, and my brain’s slowing down. I’m gonna go grab a coffee from the lobby downstairs, and one for Tatara while I’m at it.”


      “…? I thought Fuuka doesn’t like coffee because it’s too bitter.”


      “That’s why it’ll wake her up.”


      With that, Tsuji left the room, device in hand. I couldn’t say whether he genuinely needed the caffeine or was just embarrassed that Tatara had been cuddling up to him…but now Himeji and I were the only ones in the hotel room (excluding the soundly sleeping Tatara).


      “Um, by the way, Himeji…”


      I lowered my voice to avoid waking Tatara up as I looked Himeji in the eye.


      “Earlier, when Saionji asked Hagoromo whether she had any complaints… Hagoromo denied it, and you said you agreed with her…but is that really true?”


      “…? What do you mean?”


      Himeji, her hair glistening more than usual after her bath, tilted her head slightly at me. My heart pounded in my chest at the gesture, but I forced myself to keep my composure as I continued.


      “Well…I mean, I’m sure you want Hagoromo to be happy. But you didn’t know about any of this until now, right? Like, one day, your best friend was suddenly kidnapped. The master you were supposed to serve vanished, you wound up leaving the Saionji household, and now you’re serving me. No matter how you slice it, I just don’t see why you’re so okay with this.”


      “Really? Because being able to meet you, Master, was among the greatest things I could have hoped for.”


      “…Are you making fun of me?”


      “No, not at all… It’s just, well, I do admire you a great deal, but perhaps conveying that in this context might have seemed a bit too abrupt.”


      Himeji was relating all of this in her cool, calm tone of voice. The masks on Luna disappeared at night, but even without her cat-whisker makeup, it was easy to sense the soft, gentle smile on her face.


      “But any complaints…?” she asked quietly, raising her clear blue eyes to look at me. “Forgive me for repeating myself, but I harbor absolutely no negative feelings toward Rina. Ninety percent of what I feel is pure gratitude, and the remaining ten percent is something closer to apologetic.”


      “Huh? Apologetic? What do you mean?”


      “I mean exactly that, Master. Yes, Rina has been lying all this time, but I…and Ms. Shion as well, also have at least one secret we keep hidden.”


      Himeji’s voice suggested that she was about to reveal something important, as did the sly smile on her lips. Her attitude didn’t seem to indicate that she was lying, but it also implied that she wasn’t too willing to disclose any details. I had no choice but to drop the matter.


      “However,” she continued, reading my thoughts, “once you and Rina pass Ms. Shion’s exam, we intend to reveal everything and apologize to you. For that reason, I have a dual role in all of this. One is to assist my master, and the other is to keep Ms. Shion in check. It is a disloyal act, one quite unbecoming of a dedicated maid like myself, and I hope you will forgive me for it just this once.”


      “Forgive you? You’re just a watchdog keeping Hagoromo in check, right? And that’s actually what I want from you. If we left her alone, she’d probably cause us some serious trouble…”


      “Indeed. Ms. Shion has received a full Saionji family education. Her strength is indisputable. She once slipped past Mr. Masamune’s watch to participate in a middle school event and promptly swept aside tens of thousands of competitors to win the whole thing. And yet…”


      As I frowned at this rather intense-sounding anecdote, Himeji peered into my eyes with her clear, sapphire-blue gaze.


      “Master, you possess a talent that is by no means inferior to Ms. Shion’s. It is because I am the one closest to you that I can say this outright… Rather, it would be a problem if I could not. If you were to lose to Ms. Shion…if you were to fail the exam, Master…you would be expelled from the Academy immediately. And if that were to happen…”


      “…If it did?”


      “…Oh dear. I was just talking hypothetically, but my vision nearly went dark just now. I may have even lost consciousness for a moment…”


      “…!”


      Himeji placed her hand on her chest over the kimono and tossed her hair aside, once again sending my heart into turmoil. At the same time, I realized if that did happen, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep my sanity either. Saionji would be punished for it, while I would have a serious crime of my own to answer for, be separated from Himeji, never be able to return to the Academy, and probably never meet the person I was looking for. All of that was just…out of the question. This challenge that Shion Hagoromo had thrown down at us… It was the one thing we absolutely had to win here.


      So…


      “All right. Himeji, I know it’s gonna be tough, but I’m counting on you.”


      “Yes, Master. I have been entrusted with a great task by both you and Ms. Shion.”


      Wearing matching faint smiles, Himeji and I silently nodded to each other.


      Second-Semester Grade-Level Competition “Fortissimo” – End of Day 1


      Hiroto Shinohara: 8,409 chips


      Black Rings: 5 types


      (Autopilot / Double Action / Number Builder / Magnet / ???)


      9,991,591 more chips required for access to S-Rank area
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      Day two of my stay on Luna and of the Fortissimo.


      “Well, young man, all I can say is you played an excellent game.”


      I was having praise heaped upon me by Kururugi, Hell’s Priestess herself, after winning my first game of the day.


      “How do you always manage to stay so competitive like that? With at least five people invoking Black Rings, it was hard to see how things would go in the game, but then you used another ring to up the ante amounts to astronomical levels and make everyone else drop out…and unless I was mistaken, your hand totaled just one point, didn’t it? You may be my enemy, but you certainly know how to get my blood going.”


      “…Well, that’s just the nature of the game. It’s all about bluffing.”


      That morning, I’d played Fake War, a C-Rank casino game with a five-star risk rating, which was pretty high. Having meticulously recapped my winning strategy (even though there wasn’t much more to it than acting), Kururugi exhaled softly, her ponytail swaying behind her.


      “You can call it that, but it’s no ordinary feat, you know? I suppose I’m one of the people you took down, but I never for a second thought that your hand would be the weakest. I was genuinely surprised, I must admit. Relying entirely on my Black Ring might not have been the wisest move.”


      “You don’t look too surprised to me. Besides, you still left with more chips than you came in with, right?”


      “Well, yes, that’s true…but that display just now left a huge impression on me.”


      Kururugi’s ponytail swayed again gently. While I’d earned more chips, Kururugi had also decisively come out on top. You really couldn’t underestimate the Six Star Hell’s Priestess, not even for a moment.


      Anyway, as she’d explained, Fake War had ended with me and Himeji winning pretty big. In this game, each player is dealt a card with a single number from one to one hundred written on it. Players then decide whether to place a bet, and whoever holds the highest number at the end wins. It’s very simple, and since players can choose to fold at any time until the final pot is set, bluffing and Black Rings are both constant threats.


      A game like this suited me exceptionally well, and with that and the five-star risk rating (which allowed for fairly high stakes), I’d ended up earning 153,290 chips. Himeji had made just under 120,000 herself, meaning both of us had finally secured entry to the B-Rank area.


      “Hmm,” Kururugi murmured, apparently having noticed this while looking at the device in her hand. “So you’ve gained access to B-Rank games now? I suppose I’m a little behind, just like Shizuku… I better apply myself a little more.”


      With that, Kururugi immediately began searching for the next casino game.


      Hmm…?


      At that moment, I felt the device in my pocket vibrate faintly. Checking the screen, I saw a notification from the Eimei group chat. Among the many subgroups we had going was one titled “TOP PRIORITY (read only this one if you’re busy!!!)” where the admins—Tatara and Tsuji—posted the most essential information from the various other chats.


      Recalling this, I opened the chat and immediately saw the following string of messages:


      
        Violet is seriously scary.


        I know! That girl with the long hair, right? I dunno what school she’s from… Well, I don’t think it’s an Academy uniform anyway, but she’s insanely strong.


        Ah, we got that girl, too! Super refined and super cute, right? Like a doll? I think she collected tons of Black Rings yesterday.


        You mean she was getting all her weapons ready? Well, today she’s a lot more focused on raking in chips instead of rings. We thought we had a decent amount, but before we knew it, our chips were down to less than half. We totally blew it.


        For real. Like, I didn’t even see how I could compete.

      


      Watching the discussion continue for a while, I quietly raised my right hand to my lips… Even though day two had only kicked off a couple of hours ago, it seemed like Violet had already completed three games, dominating every single one. She’d already been a major threat the day before, but now her play style was edging worryingly close to perfection. Her Black Rings were obviously a factor, but there was probably an even bigger reason.


      “I’m not sure if I should be happy about this…but things seem to be going pretty well for Hagoromo.”


      “That they are.”


      Himeji nodded in response, pulling out her device (which I guess was connected to Hagoromo’s) and continuing in her usual clear voice.


      “My role here involves approving the Black Rings invoked by Ms. Shion—or rather the player Violet. I invoke them for her, as well as provide remote voice support…but she does tend to get a bit carried away at crucial moments. Those reckless tendencies are still a factor with her. Still, the fact that she managed three consecutive wins in such a short time suggests her innate aptitude for gaming is truly formidable.”


      “…Right.”


      I gave a small nod back… In short, it was like a genius-level talent who was still lacking in experience being paired up with the strongest coach imaginable. Couple that with her vast arsenal of powerful weapons, and Violet was already virtually untouchable.


      So what’ll happen if I face Hagoromo…? Or, more to the point, what if she gets poached by another school?


      The moment that thought crossed my mind, I felt a faint chill run down my spine. Considering the ongoing exam we had, the chances of Hagoromo helping me or Saionji—and by extension, Eimei or Ohga—were extremely low. Shinra already had the Phantom, but the possibility of, say, Amanezaka or the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance setting their sights on Violet was more than likely. Hagoromo, after all, was now the most powerful Stranger after the Phantom.


      I let out a small breath, frowning slightly at these signs of impending turmoil.
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      The first game I joined after reaching the B-Rank zone was called Slot Cards.


      “Whoo-hoo! You guys getting excited yet?!”


      The dealer was an overly energetic woman in a cocktail-lounge bunny outfit. The outfit was quite revealing, but her infectious smile and upbeat attitude made the performance more entertaining than sensual. Surrounding her were five players, including me.


      “…Yes… Excited…but still sleepy. It must be the jet lag…”


      The first was Shizuku Minami, muttering half to herself under her wolf-eared hood. She was one of the champions leading the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance, and her current chip count was around 250,000. Apparently, she’d secured entry rights to the B-Rank zone just ahead of Kururugi. Her languid blue eyes caught mine for a moment, but then she succumbed to sleepiness and let out a small yawn.


      As I was distracted by her, another voice called out from the side.


      “Hiroto, Hiroto! I’m sooo happy we get to play together again!”


      “Minami and Shinohara, huh? These exclusive areas sure are full of tough players.”


      Sumire and Mitsuru, the twin threats from Shinra, made themselves known. Their matching masks, worn at an angle on their heads, bounced around a bit as Sumire fluffed out her long hair and trotted over to us. She wrapped her soft hands around mine.


      “This is so wonderful. Ready to have a nice, fair game, Hiroto? And your maid over there, too?!”


      “Sadly not… The number of participants is set at five, so I’m only here to assist. Also, Ms. Sumire, it’s perfectly fine to strike up a conversation with my master, but you’re a bit too close physically to him.”


      “Oh dear, is that bad? Is it bad? I get a much clearer view of his face this way.”


      “Yes, but I’m saying your view is too clear.”


      Himeji sighed softly at Sumire, who was coyly tilting her head while still holding my hand. Though…well, I completely agreed with her. I knew Sumire was just showing affection for someone she considered a friend and that she wasn’t romantically interested in me…but this close up, I could even see the sparkle in her eyes. It could easily lead to all kinds of misunderstandings.


      Shaking off those thoughts, I decided to steer the conversation toward Mitsuru.


      “Come to think of it…shouldn’t the Phantom be with you guys?”


      “What are you talking about, Shinohara? The Phantom’s got a stockpile of over 300 million chips, you know. He came to the C-Rank zone yesterday so we could all be together, but honestly, even the B-Rank zone is way too easy for him. I’m sure he’s raking it in over at the A-Rank area right now…or he should be anyway.”


      “…‘Should be’? Why be vague about it?”


      “Well…all right. I’ll just say it since you’ll find out eventually, but we haven’t been able to contact him since last night. After Jackpot Time ended, he stopped reading our messages, and he’s not picking up our calls. I’m honestly a little worried. I can’t help but wonder if this is his way of cutting off our partnership.”


      “He cut you off…?” I asked.


      If the Phantom had been out of contact since last night, there could be only one possible reason. After all, that was when he’d come face-to-face with a girl he was deathly afraid of. I didn’t know what was going on between those two…but now that he knew “Sarasa Saionji” was here, maybe that was messing with his mind, making it impossible for him to perform at his best. Or at all.


      Regardless, Mitsuru gave a slight shrug, then continued in a vague tone.


      “…We’re looking for a potential replacement, so we’re here to try and recruit whatever Stranger is making waves right now. We thought about that player using the name Onyx Demon, but they’re proving a bit too elusive, sadly. When it comes to both skill and ring count, there’s really only one person who fits the bill.”


      Mitsuru glanced briefly behind him. Standing there—though I didn’t want to believe it—was a single girl, looking all pure and demure.


      “Hee-hee… [image: ] I never imagined we’d meet again so soon. My horoscope told me I’d have good luck today, too.”


      Wh-what? Suddenly running into her like this…?!


      It was Shion Hagoromo—the player Violet.


      Indeed, the fifth participant in this game was Hagoromo herself. Even through her mask, she wore a cheerful smile, making it difficult to feel particularly wary of her. For now, she was a freelance Stranger unaffiliated with any particular school, but her chip earnings since yesterday alone surpassed 4 million. It was no wonder she was drawing attention—her skills spoke for themselves.


      “All right, everyone! Sorry to keep you waiting! With all players present, it’s about time we started explaining the game! Whoooo!! You guys ready?!”


      Just as I finished chatting with the other participants, the dealer standing at the center thrust her right hand energetically into the air. This was my first game in the B-Rank zone, and since the stakes were about to skyrocket, I stopped thinking about everything else and turned to face her. After waiting for everyone’s attention, the dealer continued in her light, cheerful tone.


      “Okay, folks! Just to recap, the game I’m running is called Slot Cards! It’s a super-innovative and fun game that blends your favorite slot-machine action with the world of card games!


      “First off, exactly five players can join! More or less won’t work, so if anyone drops out midgame, you’re responsible for finding a replacement!


      “Now, Slot Cards is basically a game where the players fight each other. Once the game starts, one of the five people is designated as the Joker. Everyone else gets randomly dealt a single card, either a diamond, heart, spade, or club…and each of these corresponds to a reel on our slot machine! Now, on a regular slot machine, you’ve got three spinning reels lined up, right? In this game, there are four reels, and each one is assigned to a player! Revolutionary, right? Whoo-hoo!


      “So then, right, the four players who have a card with a suit on it can freely decide the number of their card! Of course, since it’s based on playing cards, you can choose from the standard thirteen types—ace, two, three…up to nine, jack, queen, king. This part is strictly luck-based anyway, so if you don’t know what to choose, just pick something random!


      “Once everyone’s suits and numbers are set, it’s finally time for the Joker’s betting round! The Joker has to guess the numbers assigned to the four suits—in other words, the numbers the slot machine will land on—then place a chip bet on it. The minimum bet is 1,000 chips, and the maximum is 10,000!


      “Now comes the fun part—seeing who wins! In my game, if either:


      
        	The sequence of numbers the Joker guesses perfectly matches the numbers of each suit.


        	The numbers on all suits are identical, regardless of the Joker’s guess.

      


      “…the Joker’s our winner! And it’s a huge payout, too—I’m gonna fork over a ton of chips! In the second case, the matching number becomes the payout multiplier. In the first—and the second as well, if the matching number is the ace—it’s a special twenty-times multiplier! Ten thousand chips instantly become 200,000! Of course, the four players will have to pay equal shares to the Joker, but I feel sorry for you guys, so I’ll join in and make it five equal shares instead!


      “But in exchange, if the Joker guesses wrong, I get all the chips in the pot. The house’s cut, you know? If you’re feeling generous and want to give me a tip, no worries—just bet real big for me instead!


      “And for those thinking, Oh, there’s no way the Joker could ever guess correctly… Yes! You’re absolutely right! These rules alone wouldn’t make Slot Cards work as a game. To make it more exciting and worthy of my time as the dealer, I’ve got quite a twist prepared for you—I call it the Retired Number Rule!


      “You see, the Joker can designate one number, from ace to king, as ‘retired’ from the game for good by forfeiting their bet for that turn. Once chosen, that number cannot be used again for the rest of the game. Basically, the usable numbers keep dwindling over time, making the Joker’s chances of winning go up. One heck of a devilish slot machine, am I right?


      “Anyway, the game runs in five sets of three spins! The Joker and players are always randomly assigned, but don’t worry—you’ll never be assigned the same role twice in the same set.


      “By the way, you can use Black Rings as much as you want…but remember, timing is everything! In Slot Cards, we settle the bets after every turn. If the Joker wins, all chips and rings you wagered go to them. If they lose, they go entirely to the dealer. In other words, if anyone other than the Joker uses a ring, it’s gone forever! Whoooo!!”


      So that was Slot Cards—an unconventional slot game where four players, corresponding to the suits of a deck of cards, each choose a number, and the Joker has to guess them. The Joker only wins if they correctly guess all four numbers, or if the players all pick the same number. The Retired Number Rule lets participants alter the probabilities midway in the game, and the potential rewards for winning are truly enormous.


      “…How should I put it?” Shirayuki Himeji murmured softly, sorting the rules out in her head. “The back-and-forth with other players is incredibly difficult to deal with in this game.”


      She glanced briefly at Hagoromo across from her, then turned back, her silver hair swaying.


      “Reading the thoughts of all four opponents at once is clearly beyond anyone’s capability. Logically, the correct strategy for the first few turns is to narrow down the numbers using the Retired Number Rule…but that would make the early game feel like mere drudgery, and abandoning your role as Joker risks giving other players an advantage. In other words, these rules…”


      “…Yeah. The game’s designed from the start under the assumption that Black Rings are a thing.”


      That was probably it—after all, Slot Cards had far less strategic depth than any other casino game I’d played so far. If you tried betting without the Retired Number Rule, the total number of combinations possible was thirteen to the fourth power, or 28,561 possibilities. Only fourteen of these combos would win for the Joker. The only way to improve your odds was to retire enough numbers, but that left no room for strategy whatsoever.


      However, as I’d already experienced, the Luna casino operates on the premise that wild card elements could always be at play. In short, Slot Cards is a game that only truly comes into being when the participants master the use of these Black Rings, the island’s officially sanctioned cheat system.


      I decided to reexamine the rings I had on hand. Among my current ones, these three types seemed the most compatible with Slot Cards:


      Autopilot: Freely manipulates dice rolls.


      Number Builder: Adds or subtracts up to three from the number on a card.


      Double Action: Lets a player perform what is usually a onetime action twice.


      Damn…


      I managed to suppress the urge to frown.


      I was only truly realizing this now that I’d arrived in the B-Rank area…but frankly, my hand was way too weak. In Academy terms, my current Black Rings made me a Two, maybe Three Star player. Trying to compete with the Phantoms and Violets of the world, who were wielding hundreds—if not thousands—of Black Rings, was honestly a little embarrassing.


      “Hee-hee-hee! We’re ready to go here, Hiro!”


      …Thank you, Kagaya.


      I tapped my earpiece, replying silently in my mind.


      Yes, even though ring usage was practically a necessity in Slot Cards, in my case, I didn’t actually have to possess a given ring. Just like before, I could force my way through by tapping into the Company’s cheating. However, unlike Academy Abilities, the Black Rings are something you bet, meaning they could potentially go to someone else depending on the situation—which was a problem. I could only run Company cheats on Black Rings when I knew I’d get the rings back, or the cheating would be exposed instantly.


      It’s kind of tricky…but I guess I have no choice.


      “…All right! Now that we’ve got the rules down, let’s get this game started!”


      As I steeled my resolve, the bunny-girl dealer cheerfully declared the beginning of the game. At the same time, the AR casino space enveloped us, and a carnival wheel composed of four suits and a joker appeared before our eyes, spinning with a loud whir.


      After a moment, the wheel determined the suit corresponding to each player: I was spades, Minami was clubs, Mitsuru was diamonds, and Sumire was hearts. That made the Joker for the first turn Shion Hagoromo. Violet.


      “Oh my, I’ve drawn the Joker right off the bat. What shall I do? Today truly is a very fortunate day for me. I absolutely must buy a lottery ticket.”


      Hagoromo smiled happily, her eyes sparkling. Judging by the rules, drawing the Joker first shouldn’t offer much advantage, but she probably didn’t have any in-depth plan in mind. Her pure enjoyment of the game was incredibly endearing, almost making me relax a little myself.


      But the next moment, Hagoromo placed a jet-black ring on the table.


      “Now, for my bet… I’ll use one Black Ring right away. This one is called Copycat. From now on, any player who becomes the Joker can only choose the same action as the previous one. The effect ends only if they become unable to perform that action under the rules of the game.”


      “Too long, doesn’t compute. Give me the four-line summary.”


      “Wasn’t that four lines just now? Besides, it’s not even that complicated. Essentially, it just means you have to copy the previous player’s move.”


      Hagoromo smoothly fended off Minami’s little joke. So Copycat was a ring that affected not only your own turn, but other players’ actions as well. Setting aside how incredibly powerful it was, playing it right at the start felt like a questionable move…plus, the specifics of this restriction weren’t entirely clear to me.


      Sharing in my confusion, Sumire, sitting a little ways from me, raised an eyebrow.


      “What does that mean? What does it mean? Do we have to do the exact same thing as the person before us? Um…Mitsuru, what’s so great about that?”


      “Hmm, well… If we have to guess the same number the previous Joker did, there’s no way at all Jokers after the first one can win, since the players can just pick different numbers to prevent that. The plan is to rake in the chips in the first round, then make sure nobody else can after that…more or less.”


      “Huh? But, but, we can use Black Rings, too.”


      “We sure can. Which is why I’m not sure yet what her plan is…”


      Mitsuru nodded to himself, wearing a vague expression and narrowing his eyes slightly. Sumire’s question was perfectly valid. Since players other than Hagoromo could use rings, too, simply restricting our actions didn’t really give her a decisive edge. Perhaps Copycat also nullified the effects of other rings, but even if it didn’t, using a ring as a non-Joker when you were guaranteed to lose it was still an incredibly inefficient move.


      But then, Hagoromo—Violet—did something completely different to what I’d expected.


      “And now, my turn… The action I choose is to designate a retired number, and I want to retire the number with the lowest multiplier remaining on the slots.”


      At Hagoromo’s declaration, a faint murmur arose among the players.


      Hagoromo retiring the number with the lowest multiplier meant that two was off the table. And since the next Joker had to do the same thing, the lowest multiplier after two—namely, three—would be banned next. As long as the Copycat effect persisted, this pattern would repeat endlessly.


      But what’s the point of that? If everyone keeps repeating the same action, the game will never go anywhere. None of us will even be able to place bets… Wait.


      Thinking things through, I realized something that made my eyes widen slightly. True, the Copycat restriction by itself was practically meaningless. However, the ring had a release condition—if the effect could no longer be executed according to the rules of the game, it was nullified. Slot Cards requires five players, and one round runs for three spins…meaning up to fifteen numbers could be permanently retired. A standard deck, however, only has thirteen, from ace to king, meaning the Copycat effect would be canceled before the third round even ended.


      “…Hey, Himeji?”


      I whispered to Himeji beside me, a bad feeling in my gut.


      “What happens if every single number is retired?”


      “In that case, the four suit players wouldn’t be able to choose a number, so their answer would become ‘nothing.’ This would count as all four numbers being the same, resulting in an immediate victory for the Joker—the payout for which, by the way, is twenty times.”


      Himeji answered me instantly, her cool voice flowing as her silver hair swayed lightly.


      If all numbers were retired, the Joker won unconditionally…so if the game went as I’d predicted, the fourteenth and fifteenth Jokers would almost certainly win 200,000 chips. That would be massive, instantaneously surpassing all my earnings so far. Of course, it wasn’t certain that Hagoromo would be the Joker then, but she could easily use rings to manipulate that to her advantage.


      And that wasn’t even the most terrifying part of this strategy.


      Whether by chance or design, I don’t know…but there are two, right? If things go according to Hagoromo’s plan, this game will have two winners. Besides Hagoromo, there’s one other spot for a massive win.


      …Yes. That was likely the craftiest aspect of the strategy she’d adopted. If this move were designed for Hagoromo to win alone, the remaining four players could simply band together to crush her. But that wasn’t the case. More than one person could win that huge payoff, so rather than obstructing her plan, her opponents were likely to go along with it, counting on the chance of becoming that second winner. Even the slightest attempt to obstruct it, however, would put that sweet nectar out of reach.


      “Heh-heh… All I’ll say is, how do you like that?”


      Shion Hagoromo. Violet… The official heir to the Saionji family was now seeking to reign supreme over us with her overwhelming power.


      As for the other three—Minami and the Fuwa twins—it seemed like Hagoromo’s intentions were clear to them, too. They stared at the center of the table, one stoic, one tense, one not quite so easy to read. The number two was retired from this highly irregular slot machine, and when the wheel was spun once more, it stopped on Shizuku Minami’s name, making her the Joker.


      “Hmm…”


      Seeing this, she glanced at Hagoromo with her usual sleepy eyes. Then, slowly shaking her head, she lifted her device with an utterly languid gesture—and a Black Ring appeared with a shimmering effect.


      Placing it with a soft thud on the table, Minami laid things out in her matter-of-fact tone.


      “It’s a hassle, having you suddenly upend things…so allow me to intervene early. I’ll use my Double Action ring…letting me perform the same action twice. In other words, I’ll designate both the smallest number and the next smallest number as retired from the game. Three and four are out.”


      “I’m already being sabotaged? That’s so sad…but honestly, I don’t mind if the numbers disappear a bit more quickly for me. It just changes the number of winners from two to three.”


      “Normally, yes… But that’s naive. Double Action is an absolute classic… A lot of dealers use it, so I’m sure my fellow players have one, too. Right?”


      As she spoke, Minami’s sleepy blue eyes flickered toward me… I see. So that’s her plan. If three people, including Minami, eliminated two numbers instead of one, the math showed that all numbers would be retired in exactly two rounds. In that case, the third round would give everyone one 200,000-chip jackpot and four 40,000-chip payouts, resulting in a 40,000-chip profit for each of us. The dealer, watching on from the side, was already turning pale, but from the players’ perspective, there was absolutely no reason to interfere.


      “…Yeah. No need to hesitate, then.”


      Mitsuru, selected as the next Joker, also used Double Action, flashing an ambiguous little smile. My turn followed. Together, we permanently retired the numbers from five to eight, fulfilling the conditions needed for the “co-op” route Minami had suggested.


      If this keeps going, Hagoromo’s gonna end up with a 40,000-chip profit…which is far from a bad outcome for her. But if her original plan—the “double win”—had succeeded, it would’ve been 160,000 chips. I wouldn’t be too surprised if she tried something else here…


      I watched the game unfold, speculating on Hagoromo’s thoughts as she smiled gracefully at us.


      From there, things progressed for a while without anything major happening. After Minami and Mitsuru finished their second Joker turns, every number from two to jack was off the board. Next, Shion Hagoromo was chosen as the Joker again.


      But just then—


      “Activating the Gravity Field Black Ring.”


      Before Hagoromo could say what she was going to do, Mitsuru’s voice cut in with impeccable timing. He placed his jet-black ring on the table, the corners of his mouth lifting slightly.


      “I’ve heard about you, Violet. The Stranger making a splash all across the island, known for using her hoard of rings to suppress any resistance. Let me just put those away for you. Gravity Field means you can only use one more ring in this game.”


      “Oh my, really? That’s awfully mean of you.”


      “That’s the game. I have no personal grudge against you, but everyone outside Shinra is our enemy. If you were to lend Shinra a hand, though, that’d be a different story…”


      “Yes, yes! I’d love it if you became our friend!”


      Mitsuru gave Hagoromo a rather coercive offer, while Sumire, in stark contrast, approached with full-blown goodwill. But Hagoromo lifted her face with a mesmerizing, elegant grace.


      “I’m afraid I must decline. I am not the kind of woman who’s swayed by such persuasions. And now—I will use this ring, Abandon Rule. It nullifies the Copycat I invoked earlier…so all of you are no longer bound by anything, right? Feel free to act as you see fit.”


      Huh…?


      “…That doesn’t…make sense…”


      My inner voice and Minami’s muttering under her breath overlapped at this unexpected turn of events. Canceling the first rule at this point was clearly a bad move, no matter how you looked at it. We were down to just three usable numbers—queen, king, and ace—but the probability of guessing a four-digit sequence with these numbers was just four in eighty-one. You’d still almost never hit it without a ring’s help—and that meant Hagoromo, playing under the effects of Gravity Field, was at the greatest disadvantage of all right now.


      “I never thought you’d make a mistake like that. It’s…weird. What are you planning…?”


      “I’m not telling. Or rather…were you rating me that highly?”


      “Well, yeah… Because you’re a cute girl. Your face, your voice, your mannerisms… Everything about you is my type.”


      “Oh my, I’ve been confessed to again. I’m very popular right now…”


      Hagoromo placed both hands near the bottom of her mask, her face flushed with embarrassment at Minami’s casual flirting.


      Anyway, ignoring my swirling thoughts, the Slot Cards game finally entered a proper betting phase. The rule is simple—four players choose numbers for their assigned suits, and the Joker predicts the sequence. The Joker only wins if either they guess right or all four numbers are identical.


      “My guess is… Okay, let’s go with this. I’ll bet 10,000 chips.”


      Speaking in a soft, gentle tone, Hagoromo laid out four cards before her—face down, of course, so we couldn’t see the numbers on them. The wager was 10,000 chips, the maximum number one could bet in a single spin. Considering our bets had been in the tens or hundreds of chips in the C-Rank area, this was literally a different order of magnitude.


      “Hmm…”


      At the same time, three number panels appeared on my screen. They bore the mark of my assigned suit (diamond) with the symbols Q, K, and A lined up from left to right.


      Hagoromo can’t use any more rings, so she should have no chance of guessing right… But…


      Neither Minami, Mitsuru, nor Sumire had decided on a number yet. We were all probably on high alert, sensing some kind of intent behind Hagoromo casually throwing down a maximum bet despite having almost no chance of winning. They suspected some kind of fatal trap might be lurking around the corner.


      Using Abandon Rule was definitely fishy. Invoking the ring to nullify Copycat right there obviously puts her at a disadvantage…but what if that was a fake? Some kind of counterfeit ring?


      Considering that, I gently brought my right hand close to my ear… I had definitely seen a jet-black ring at her fingertips when Hagoromo used Abandon Rule. But that was just a visual effect—something like that could easily be replicated using our devices’ AR functions. So, keeping my gaze fixed on Hagoromo across from me, I spoke up in a soft voice.


      “Kagaya, one quick question. Was that Abandon Rule earlier legit?”


      “Huh? Legit? …I’ll check real quick. Hmm…”


      “No, it’s fake! That was just a color change, big bro!”


      Damn… Just as I thought!


      Hearing Shiina suddenly cut in with the answer, I bit down hard on my lip. It was just as I suspected. Since Gravity Field had gone into effect, Hagoromo hadn’t used any Black Rings at all. The Copycat restriction being lifted was probably part of Hagoromo’s plan—it was designed to work for one turn only from the start, and she just lied about it being semipermanent. Now Hagoromo was trying to turn Mitsuru’s Gravity Field against him for a surprise attack.


      “Hold on a second.”


      I reached for my jet-black mask with the most pretentious of gestures, speaking in a calm tone.


      “I know all of you will probably doubt this, too…but that Abandon Rule earlier was a fake. Even with Gravity Field in place, Violet can probably still use rings.”


      “…Huh? You have proof…?”


      “No. If you don’t believe me, then fine, but if you do, listen up. If the Abandon Rule was fake—if Violet still has a ring saved up—then the next type she’ll use will almost certainly be the kind that tells her what numbers the players chose. That, or one that replaces them with her own picks after. Either way, any ring that guarantees an outcome for her would work.”


      “Hmm… So, peeping. That’s your specialty, stalker…”


      “You really love kicking up a fuss over nothing, don’t you? …But anyway. If Violet’s plan is what I think it is, then theoretically, we could counter it with a ring that changes your number after the Joker’s guess is revealed. Preferably two of them, in case she makes a change of her own that she reveals later. I have a Number Builder, so if someone else has a ring with a similar effect…”


      “Number Builder? Ah… Mitsuru, Mitsuru!”


      “Yeah, I know, Sumire. I’ve got a Number Builder, too.”


      It was Mitsuru Fuwa, the Five Star from Shinra, who said that with a shrug of his shoulders. He toyed with the device in his right hand, flashing an ambiguous smile.


      “Well, recruiting her seems out of the question,” Mitsuru said sarcastically. “So I guess I’ll just go along with Shinohara here.”


      “…What? I’m shocked. I’ve never had a relationship fizzle out so quickly.”


      Hagoromo gently pressed her right hand to her cheek. She swayed her doll-like long hair softly, fixing the gaze through her mask on Mitsuru once more.


      “So you don’t need me anymore? Even though Shinohara might be lying?”


      “Pretty much. Sure, Shinohara’s a weirdo. He’s way too hard to read, even for Sumire. But I like to think I have a decent eye for people. Regardless of whether Shinohara’s lying or not, it’s pretty clear that trusting him is more likely to lead to victory than trusting you—and besides, even with these odds, I know the Phantom would still win. I don’t need a Stranger who’d lose to something like this.”


      Mitsuru was being deliberately provocative, his lips curving into a smile as he readied his device to invoke a ring. Hagoromo, on the other hand, only said, “…I see,” and backed down with an elegant gesture.


      In any case, this finalized the Joker’s bet on the four numbers. It was the first actual bet in this Slot Cards game, made midway through the second round.


      “All right!” the dealer called out. “I hope you’re ready, because here we go! Everyone, show your numbers at the same time—”


      “—No, Shizuku!!”


      A booming voice, jarringly out of place, forcibly interrupted the Slot Cards game. Its owner scampered toward them, fast as the wind, then slid in front of Minami, the soles of her shoes scraping across the ground. In the same movement, she drew the wooden sword at her waist. Senri Kururugi crouched low in a fighting stance—and for some reason, she glared intently at Hagoromo.


      As her ponytail, swaying from the inertia, gently returned to its original position, Kururugi quietly spoke up.


      “My apologies for being late, Shizuku…but it’s dangerous to accept this woman’s offer. Violet is not your ally. If you let your guard down, she’ll hunt down all of you together.”


      “…Well, that’s quite an unsettling thing to say. Did I do something?”


      “Admit it. I’ve reviewed the logs for the whole game so far. You were restricted to one ring due to Gravity Field, but you used one to contact Shizuku, didn’t you? You offered her half the winnings, then tried to have her invoke a Black Ring to thwart Shinohara’s plan.”


      Wha—?!


      My eyes internally widened at Kururugi’s accusation. She got me was my most honest reaction.


      Gravity Field restricted Hagoromo to just one Black Ring. Because of that, I was certain we could crush her if we all banded together. But Hagoromo had, unbelievably, used that one ring to contact Minami. She was using her limited resources to try to tap into an infinite array of possibilities. It was a bold move with no guarantees at all, but if everything came together, it would be perfect.


      Hagoromo gracefully raised a hand to her lips, smiling elegantly as she nodded.


      “Hee-hee! Figured it out, did you? It almost worked, too… How regrettable. You should know, I never betray anyone who cooperates with me.”


      “Really? You say that, but in order to win in this situation, you’d have to use several of Shizuku’s rings. Those would go to you, the victor. How do you plan to pay her back for that?”


      “Well, I’d be very, very grateful, trust me. I’d also have a slightly better opinion of her.”


      “…You sure are brazen, aren’t you?”


      Sharp eyes, low voice—this was the Hell’s Priestess feared by everyone on the Academy. Yet even under her relentless questioning, Hagoromo remained utterly composed. Finally, Kururugi let out an exasperated sound and dropped her stance. She sheathed the wooden sword back at her waist, dusted off her knees, and stood beside Minami.


      “Hee-hee… You pass.”


      Her eyes on the two girls, I heard Hagoromo quietly murmur to herself. Then, she silently revealed the cards in her hand—ace, ace, ace, ace. In this game, where four identical numbers automatically count as a win regardless of your bet, this was undeniably the least valuable choice of all. This hand clearly assumed the use of a ring, and Hagoromo stood behind it with that refined, elegant smile on her face.


      “Yes, as you can see, it’s perfectly fine by me if I lose this game. After all, without Shizuku’s cooperation, there was no way I could win.”


      “Hmm…that’s true… So?”


      “Shizuku Minami and Senri Kururugi… Aren’t you two looking for a strong Stranger ally? Because I’d be happy to volunteer my services. I may not look it, but I’m very good at this, you know. It’s a pretty good bargain, if I do say so myself.”


      “…Hmm? I’d accept any strong Stranger who said yes…but cute girls are particularly welcome, so I’m all for it… What about you, Kururugi?”


      “Hmm… Even if you are an enemy, I’m happy to have you on our team. Whether you’re cute or not isn’t important, but I can certainly tell you’re talented enough.”


      “Goodness me. You recognize both my strength and my good looks? What a wonderful place to be… Well, it may only be for a short while, but I’m glad to join you.”


      Hagoromo smiled happily, her doll-like long hair swaying gently.


      H-hang on… Seriously? You gotta be kidding me!


      All I could do was rant and rave inside my head. Violet had demonstrated strength on par with the Phantom, wreaking havoc with her massive ring collection and impeccable gaming sense. She’d stuck her neck into the Fortissimo as a Stranger, and if that was all, it would’ve been fine enough—but now she was offering to help the worst team possible. This new alliance, the dark horse of the Fortissimo, now boasted several exceptionally high-ranking players: Senri Kururugi, Shizuku Minami, and now Shion Hagoromo—three Six Star–caliber players who were potentially even more vicious than that.


      “…!”


      The game of Slot Cards continued for a while afterward…but my mind was so entirely consumed by the sudden emergency, I no longer really cared about the results.


      Second-Semester Grade-Level Competition “Fortissimo” – End of Day 2


      3rd Place: Eimei School (1.91 million chips)


      2nd Place: Ohga School (2.7 million chips)


      1st Place: St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance (10.27 million chips)

    
  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      
        Awakening at the End of Despair
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      The island of Luna has a huge number of places to stay. Though, that goes without saying, really. Luna is one of the world’s premier tourist destinations, constantly overflowing with visitors; it’d be unthinkable not to have a whole bunch of hotels prepared for them.


      However, according to Kagaya, he wasn’t staying at any of those hotels or guesthouses. After all, he’d earned permanent residency on Luna—something that was almost unprecedented in the island’s history. He’d even been granted the right to purchase residential property. Based on all that, we had the Company investigate, and they quickly found his home, located in a residential plot within the B-Rank area.


      Right now, we were standing in front of the entrance.


      “Phew…”


      I quietly sighed… It was morning on the third day of the Fortissimo, and Himeji and I had come here to recruit a certain player for Eimei’s Stranger slot.


      The driving force behind this was, of course, Shion Hagoromo’s “exam.” Well, that, and Violet joining the Alliance team. The already-formidable combination of Shizuku Minami and Senri Kururugi, who had formed a temporary alliance for the Fortissimo, had now been strengthened even more by the addition of an exceptionally dangerous Stranger. As a result, by the middle of day two, the Alliance team had surged to an overwhelming lead. Violet, in particular, was on track to surpass 8 million chips all by herself.


      Meanwhile, Saionji and I each had a mere half million chips at most. This should be a high enough number by the standards of the Fortissimo, but it was still nowhere near the 10 million we needed. If things continued like this, both the Fortissimo and Hagoromo’s exam would end in our defeat.


      The only one who can turn this around…is the Phantom, right?


      I went over the situation in my head. The Phantom was Luna’s strongest Stranger, and according to Mitsuru, he had been unreachable since yesterday. But would he be able to stand up against Violet? Although he was currently in Shinra’s Stranger slot, that wasn’t set in stone—either the school ward or the Stranger himself could pull out of the agreement. Meaning he was still potentially recruitable.


      “Well, that’s assuming he’d even respond to our call, of course.”


      “Indeed. The Phantom seems to harbor a profound fear of Ms. Shion. We cannot expect him to cooperate until we address that trauma.”


      “Right. And for us to do that, he has to be willing to talk to us first—so if you’d do the honors, Himeji.”


      “Yes, Master.”


      Himeji pressed her device to the touch panel beside the door, which normally only unlocked if the owner’s device was detected. She then began tapping something on the display. A moment later, I heard a small click as the door’s electronic lock was disabled… We were obviously in criminal territory, but, well, I hoped he’d forgive us because it was an emergency.


      And just like that, Himeji and I managed to sneak into the Phantom’s residence. The interior reminded me of a business hotel—minimal decor and simple furnishings, but all of them neatly arranged. A door stood waiting at the end of a hallway.


      I took a small breath and pushed it open.


      “…Huh?”


      Staring back at us with a look of utter bewilderment was the Phantom, Luna’s strongest Stranger. He was sitting on his bed, hugging one knee, his gaze lowered and his face sullen. It was the first time I’d seen him without his mask. His long black hair went down the back of his neck, woven through with faint blue highlights. His features were delicate, and his complexion pale, almost translucent.


      Having these sudden intruders in his house had clearly surprised him.


      “Wait, um… Why did you just barge in? This is my house, you know…”


      “I am aware, Phantom. And certainly, stepping into a gentleman’s private residence did cause me some hesitation…but thanks to my master being here beside me, I’ve managed to remain conscious thus far. You should thank him.”


      “Huh…? I’m the one being chastised? After you broke into my house? Invaded my privacy? How did you even bypass the electronic lock on the door?”


      “It was open. You seem rather distracted, so I assume you forgot to lock it.”


      “That’s… Well, I can’t exactly deny that.”


      The Phantom silently shook his head at Himeji’s bald-faced lie. I wasn’t sure he’d actually fallen for it; it seemed more likely to me that he simply lacked the energy to keep arguing. He looked considerably more haggard than when we’d faced off in the earlier game.


      Having put this whole trespassing business behind him, the Phantom averted his gaze.


      “So what do you want with me now? If you’re trying to get me to join you, give it up. I don’t want to even think about casino games—at least not until Sarasa Saionji leaves Luna.”


      “…It sure seems that way.”


      Sighing, I decided to close the distance between us just a little. I stepped into the living room with Himeji, leaned back against the nearest wall with a thud, and folded my arms.


      “I know the gist of it. But I need to know more than that, and there’s a lot I don’t understand about it as well. That’s why I came to ask you directly.”


      “Huh… You’re that curious about someone like me?”


      The Phantom’s tone betrayed a hint of wonder. But he immediately shook his head.


      “Still, I really can’t tell you anything substantial—not about the circumstances behind it nor anything else. I’m just terrified of Sarasa Saionji. I thought I might’ve gotten over it a bit these past three years, but thinking about it clearly, I’m just deluding myself. It’s so embarrassing.”


      “…That’s why I am here to tell you that you have it all wrong,” Himeji interjected.


      Keeping herself hidden behind my presence, she spoke with a resolute voice, her guard clearly up.


      “Mr. Phantom, during that Jackpot Time game, you saw that long-haired girl who arrived slightly late. Her player name is Violet, but you shouted that it was Sarasa Saionji. However, there is a fundamental misunderstanding here. That person…”


      “…I know, I know.”


      The Phantom shook his head, lightly pressing his forehead against his knees. He let out a slow sigh, then continued in a heavy tone.


      “That girl’s not Sarasa Saionji. The one who goes by that name is the Six Star from Ohga, right? I heard it from Fuwa, too—he said that red-haired girl’s the eldest daughter of the Saionji family.”


      “That is correct… Do you not believe that?”


      “Of course I do. It was quite some time ago, so I can’t be certain…but I probably got the wrong idea. Three years ago, I developed a sort of trauma toward Sarasa Saionji due to a certain incident. However, it’s entirely possible that the one claiming to be Sarasa Saionji back then wasn’t her, but Violet instead. She hadn’t shown her face to me even once in the ensuing time… If that is the case, it means I’ve spent the last three years being traumatized by a complete stranger.”


      The Phantom let out a self-deprecating sigh and shook his head slightly. Still facing him, I secretly exchanged a glance with Himeji beside me. I wasn’t quite sure how to describe it… It felt like a letdown. This was a huge problem for us, but for him, the identity of the woman behind his trauma probably didn’t seem all that important.


      But that was fine. The real problem lay ahead—we, and by extension Eimei, somehow needed to change the Phantom’s mind so we could fight back against Violet and the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance before it became impossible to catch up. If we couldn’t do that, it was all over.


      So…


      “You know, Phantom… Actually, would you prefer I call you Kai Rindo?”


      “…Hold on. How do you know that?”


      “I’m sure you’re aware I have Seven Star–level data access privileges… Either way, that reaction seems to confirm it. It saves me the trouble of double-checking.”


      “Ugh, that’s such a basic trick…and I totally fell for it…”


      The Phantom—or rather Kai Rindo—slumped dejectedly, covering his face with one hand. Ignoring his reaction, I leaned back against the wall and got right to the point.


      “So, Rindo. Could you tell me what triggered your trauma toward Sarasa Saionji…toward Violet? We can’t move forward without knowing that.”


      “…I suppose not. That said, I don’t really want to move forward. I know I’m a pessimistic person by nature, but that doesn’t mean I want to go out of my way to expose my weaknesses to people.”


      “I see… In that case, Rindo, I have one question: Have you met with any second-year students from Amanezaka School this year?”


      “Amanezaka…? Well, technically, yes. I tried to avoid them, but I ran into that flashy guy with blue hair and sunglasses during a game already. I think I saw a few others, too… But they’re probably angry I brushed them off and ran away, right? I’d really prefer not to see them again…”


      “A perfect answer,” Himeji chimed in. “In that case, Mr. Rindo—if you refuse to comply with my master’s request, I intend to immediately press this device. By pure chance, by some outlandish coincidence, the device ID currently displayed on my screen belongs to Mr. Yagura—the player you mentioned with the flashy blue hair and sunglasses… One tap is all it will take to contact him.”
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      “…Huh? You’re threatening me?”


      “No, I wouldn’t dream of it. This is just a matter of moving my finger ever so slightly.”


      Himeji remained perfectly composed, her tone holding no hint of humor.


      “So either I let you dig up my past, or you’ll have Amanezaka find out where I live, huh? What a choice.”


      Rindo’s shoulders slumped. However, after some contemplation, he seemed to conclude that the former choice was the lesser evil. He lowered his face slightly, fell silent for a moment…then spoke.


      “You know, ever since I was little, I’ve been constantly compared to the eldest daughter of the Saionji family.”


      A self-effacing smile touched his lips as Rindo began to speak quietly.


      The Rindo family is a prestigious one, possessing power that rivals, if not surpasses, that of the Saionji family. If they’re clearly inferior in any one area, it’s their lack of history…but at the same time, that goes to show just how much faster the Rindo family rose to prominence compared to the Saionjis. It all started three generations ago, when the head of the family founded a business in the field of education, and they joined the ranks of Japan’s most prestigious families within a few decades.


      “It was only a little over ten years ago that the Rindo family acquired territory on the Academy: the Seventeenth Ward…and on it, Amanezaka School. On the Academy, Amanezaka is rare in the way it champions the idea of ‘the few elite.’”


      The Seventeenth Ward’s Amanezaka School… I’d only met Yumeno and Yagura from there so far, and they were both definitely oddballs…but I also got the distinct impression that they were undeniably strong.


      “Fundamentally, the entire school’s policy is focused on talent. The Rindo family’s stance is essentially ‘the individual over the collective.’ To their minds, one freakishly talented person can run society better than a hundred capable people…which is why they’re so strict about who they let in. There have even been years with zero new students admitted. That’s the kind of school it is…and the kind of family. Pretty weird, huh?”


      Rindo chuckled to himself, sounding detached from it all.


      “So I…Kai Rindo, am the eldest son of the Rindo family. It’s like comparing heaven and earth the way I see it, but essentially, I’m in a similar position to the Saionji family heir—Sarasa Saionji—so I was constantly being compared to her. They’d go on and on about how she’s a genius who hardly even needs to attend school, how many points she scored on this or that aptitude test, how she’s guaranteed to become a Seven Star once she’s old enough to take part in the star-hunting Games… If it had just been that, I could’ve dealt with it. But it wasn’t. I was constantly being belittled. I was pretty much set up to be the villain in her success story…even though I’m not that kind of person at all.”


      …People can only judge something by comparing it to something else. That’s basically what his complaint was. When people want to talk about the exploits of Sarasa Saionji, it just isn’t as exciting without having a point of contrast. In that sense, Kai here, the eldest son of the Rindo family, was a convenient target. He was constantly being compared to a girl he’d never even met, to the point where “Kai Rindo is X, but Sarasa Saionji is Y” became a common refrain in his life.


      “So—hey, Shinohara, do you know about the Meltette from three years ago?”


      Rindo lifted his face slightly, as if remembering something.


      The Meltette—officially called the Junior High School Training Tournament—is apparently a major annual summer event involving all junior high students on the Academy. Simply put, it’s a trial version of the star-hunting Games played by the high schoolers. Achieving good results nets you a huge amount of in-island currency…but it’s also said that a standout performance can earn you recommendations or even scholarships from top-ranked high schools.


      “Well, Sarasa Saionji’s name was on the list of planned participants. I’m pretty sure she didn’t join it in her first year, so this would’ve been her first official Game… When I found out about that, I thought my chance had finally arrived. Maybe everything I’d heard up to then was just rumors, and the real Sarasa Saionji wasn’t anything special at all… I held on to that hope. That’s why I started preparing for the event months in advance. I trained harder than anyone else.”


      Rindo recounted everything in the past tense…which made sense. If all that effort had been properly rewarded, he wouldn’t still be carrying around all this trauma today. I thought back to something Himeji had said. About how Shion Hagoromo had once slipped past her home surveillance to participate in a Game. And that there, she’d swept aside tens of thousands of participants to rise to the top.


      “…But in the end, it was all just me being deluded,” Rindo continued in his self-deprecating tone. “Sarasa Saionji was truly an unstoppable opponent…though she probably didn’t even recognize me as an opponent, right up to the end. I’m not exaggerating, you know? Because I genuinely thought I had the upper hand until partway through. But when I later checked the IslandTube footage, all it showed was this hopeless idiot gloating over petty tricks against an opponent whose skill level was worlds above his… It was so shocking. My strategy didn’t work one bit. I was just being used by her.”


      Rindo clenched his fist, forcing out each word.


      “What’s more, she said to me: ‘You’re strong, aren’t you?’ She kept her face hidden under a hood the whole time, but when my last desperate strike finally connected, she flashed a refined smile for just a second and praised me. Then, the very next moment, she effortlessly defeated me and won the championship… And my fate after that? Pretty grim, you know? People saying things like ‘As long as Sarasa Saionji is at Ohga School, Amanezaka will never rise to the top,’ and ‘There’s such a stark gap between the two heirs’… Real life or social media, nobody really cares about what they say and how it affects people. That, and like I said, the Rindo family is a pure meritocracy. The moment they realized I couldn’t beat Sarasa Saionji, I lost all value to them.”


      Rindo’s father, the provost of Amanezaka School, essentially disowned him, as did the rest of the world around him. The only place left for him was off the island.


      “So Amanezaka sends middle school kids to Luna for their yearly trip as well…and even though Sarasa Saionji completely crushed me, I still placed second in the Meltette ranking. So at the time, I had a huge amount of island currency by junior high standards. I used that to buy off a few dealers on Luna connected to the Academy, and then I just kept raking in chips. I made enough to buy the right to extend my stay on the final day of my trip here. Only then did I finally talk to my dad again:


      “‘Dad, please let me stay on Luna. If I stay here, I can help Amanezaka in the high school competition—not just this year, but next year, and the year after that, too. I’ll earn as much as I possibly can, enough to ensure that Amanezaka never loses the Fortissimo. That’s something only I can do. A value only I have. My talent. So please, don’t make me go back to the Academy. I’m too afraid to fight Sarasa Saionji.’


      “Pathetic, huh? But Dad said yes. So I’ve stayed on Luna ever since, continuously contributing chips to Amanezaka during the Fortissimo season. Only after doing that much did I finally gain value to people…as a support character usable only in specific games.”


      Rindo deliberately chose the most self-deprecating way to portray himself, but the fact remained that Amanezaka School hadn’t conceded victory in the Fortissimo once in the past three years. Its second-place spot in last year’s school rankings undoubtedly rested on the foundation of those victories. But of course, me saying that probably wouldn’t change Rindo’s mind.


      “Well, anyway, that’s the situation. I’m holed up on this island to escape Sarasa Saionji, and now that she’s a second-year, I had absolutely no intention of participating in this year’s Fortissimo. But then the Amanezaka crew started bombarding me with calls, and the Shinra twins ambushed me, and when I tried to brush them off with some half-baked lie…”


      “…Sumire saw right through that.”


      “Yeah, exactly. That Sumire girl exposed everything I’d been hiding, and her brother made me spill every last detail. Then he made me a deal: If I cooperated with them during the Fortissimo, he’d invite me to join Albion. That way, even if I don’t belong to any school on the island—even if I’m not an official resident at all—I can still stay on the Academy.”


      “Albion…? I see. Using that underground organization as a cover.”


      “Yeah. As Fuwa put it, ‘We’re all a bunch of outcasts, so someone with a backstory like yours is more than welcome.’ And…I guess I’m just too weak-willed. I swore I wouldn’t be persuaded no matter what they said, but before I knew it, I was helping Shinra.”


      Rindo weakly shook his head.


      In any case, that was how Rindo and the Fuwa siblings had come to their agreement. Kai Rindo had agreed to participate in the Fortissimo as a Stranger and help Shinra win, with a clause allowing him to sit out any game involving Sarasa Saionji.


      “…And I thought that would be okay. If I could run from her and fight it out in some other game instead, I thought I’d be fine. That I would properly be able to do my part and return to the Academy. But it didn’t work.”


      The resignation was clear in his tone. Last night, the mere sight of Sarasa Saionji after three years had made his legs go weak. His voice had trembled. His heart had pounded so hard, he couldn’t even think straight. He hadn’t been able to stop himself.


      “So…I can’t do it. I won’t be any good for a while. No matter what I do, I just keep flashing back to her crushing me. I’m fundamentally different from those top-ranking Academy players like the Empress, who are just overflowing with talent. No matter what I do, I can’t beat her.”


      Rindo shook his head weakly, practically spitting out the last few sentences of his confession. The inferiority complex rooted within him seemed to have eaten deep into his psyche. There was absolutely no sign he’d be swayed by anything we could say.


      And yet…


      So to sum up, Rindo can’t fight because of his trauma with Hagoromo…because of that crushing defeat. But if we can erase that, wouldn’t he be able to fight again? Wouldn’t he return as the strongest Stranger, maybe…?


      That thought swirled through my mind… But, no—now wasn’t the time for maybes. If I’d come this far, I had no choice but to bet on that possibility. Regardless of the odds, I had to make the gamble with the highest potential payoff. I was already well past the point where accepting compromises would earn me the win.


      So, with a faint smile on my lips, I spoke in a quiet voice.


      “Hey, Rindo—how about we play a little game?”
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      “Huh…? A game?”


      It was 11:30 AM of day three on Luna, a critical moment as the Fortissimo neared its climax. Violet and the two allied schools were currently wreaking havoc on Luna—while the Phantom, the only player capable of opposing them, blinked in surprise at my proposal.


      I tried to address him as calmly as possible. “Yeah, that’s right, a game. Since there’s no dealer, it’s more like a pseudo-game, but anyway, I want you to play against me one-on-one.”


      “What are you…? Are you trying to say if you win, I have to join you? If that’s the case, no way. Absolutely not. Why would I play a game that I stand to gain nothing from?”


      “I never said that,” I replied matter-of-factly. “It’s not like that, I just want to prove something.”


      I pulled out my device.


      “Thanks for giving me the whole story. Now that I know your situation, I thought it over a bit. And the fear and dread you feel…it all boils down to a fear of defeat, right? You’re not scared of Violet herself. You’re scared of getting crushed in general. Scared of not being able to win. And because you’ve been compared to her your whole life, you’ve got this intense conditioning that says if you go up against her, you’re bound to lose miserably.”


      “…It’s not conditioning. I’ve never actually beaten Violet yet—”


      “Of course not. You’ve only competed against her once. Besides, that Meltette event was three years ago…and it wasn’t even on Luna. It was on the Academy. Aren’t you the strongest on this island? Don’t you beat everyone here?”


      “You’re wrong… If you’re seriously saying that, I’m pretty shocked.”


      Rindo flung the leg he’d been holding up to the bed, giving me a self-deprecating smile.


      “Yeah, I’m practically a god on this island. The number of chips I have, the number of Black Rings—I doubt anyone in Luna’s history surpasses me now. But that only makes sense. There are hardly any crooked dealers on this island, so the longer you stay, the more your chip count just grows and grows. And as the rings pile up, your win rate just keeps on climbing. Short-term events like the Fortissimo are another story, but if you’re just grinding for profit, talent doesn’t even really factor into it.”


      “…”


      “However, having rings doesn’t mean you win all the time. There are real geniuses in this world, too. The Rindo family cares about nothing but pure talent, so since I was little, I’ve seen plenty of guys who were out of this world. Mostly, their brains just work fast or they’re good at predicting things, but occasionally, you see a true freak of nature. Someone on a totally different level. And those guys invariably become Seven Stars reigning supreme at the top of the Academy.”


      “…Okay. So is Violet one of these real geniuses?”


      “Yeah. She’s absolutely the real deal. And you can’t beat those kinds of people, no matter how much you try to cheat with the rings. I’ve got no real talent. There’s no way I could ever close the gap between us.”


      The Phantom kept his head down, the word talent clearly weighing on his mind. That was the price he paid for being a member of the Rindo family—the eldest son, expected to be the next ace leading the elite Amanezaka School. Yet within a family that valued talent above all, he was totally mediocre. Meanwhile, the eldest daughter of the Saionji family possessed genuine talent. The gap between them was overwhelming, something he couldn’t bridge with just the three years he’d spent building himself up on Luna.


      But still…


      “So, Rindo…how do you see me? If Violet is an object of fear and trauma for you, what impression do I give off?”


      “What do you mean…? Like, it’s how I said earlier. No matter how you look at it, you’re someone with talent. You’re a Seven Star, and you’re adapting to these casino games incredibly fast. If I tried to reach the B-Rank area on my own, it’d probably take me ten days.”


      “I see. Next question: Between me and Violet, who do you think is stronger? Violet, the source of your trauma, or me, a Seven Star? Who comes out on top?”


      “Huh…? What is this, some kind of ‘would you rather’ thing?”


      Rindo sounded suspicious as he shrugged his shoulders.


      “Well, let me think… Emotionally speaking, Violet wins hands down. But rationally, you’re probably about equal. Honestly, I thought Sarasa Saionji—or Violet—was the current Seven Star. But if you are, then maybe she’s on the same level as you.”


      “Okay. So we’re equally strong, but I’m not scary to you?”


      “Well…I mean, you didn’t traumatize me over anything.”


      “So when it comes to playing a game with me, you don’t get all scared, like you want to run away from me?”


      “…Is that what you’re getting at?”


      Finally realizing my intent, Rindo slowly lifted his face with an exasperated gesture. His gaze conveyed protest…and then understanding.


      “So you’re saying that since I’m not scared of you, I can play against you? And since you’re as strong as Violet, if I can beat you, I should be able to beat her, too? You’re not seriously calling that some sort of proof, are you?”


      “Good to see you catch on fast.”


      I grinned and nodded. Yes—that was essentially why I’d challenged him to a game. There was no need for conditions like “If I win, I get this” or “If I lose, you get that.” Kai Rindo avoided casino games purely because of his belief that he’d never beat Violet. His actions were constantly driven by his inferiority complex and low self-esteem, the way he thought he was devoid of any special talent.


      That was precisely why I had to shatter all of that first.


      “Relax, Rindo. All I want here is to play a game. What you do after that is entirely up to you. Of course, I’d like you to join me…but it’d be meaningless unless you wanted to as well, resolved to take down everyone in your way.”


      “…Are you really saying that to me? I’ve never felt that way my entire life.”


      “There’s a first time for everything. The world’s about to change for you, y’know? Just fooling yourself into it is enough.”


      I goaded him with a defiant smile. In response, Rindo silently shrugged his shoulders—a move I took as indicating agreement. He hadn’t agreed to work with Eimei yet, but at least he was joining me in a game. I’d cleared the first hurdle.


      I glanced over at Himeji beside me. She shook her silver hair lightly, then set the stage.


      “In that case, I shall serve as a substitute dealer. There are two players—Master and Mr. Rindo. Since this isn’t a formal game, we shall omit the usual visual effects. As such, let us adopt a game with the simplest rules possible—my suggestion is Selector.”


      “…What kind of game is it?”


      “Essentially, it’s a coin tossing game. The player who goes first flips a coin. They catch it on the back of their hand, then cover it with their other one. The second player predicts which side will be facing up and places a bet of up to 10,000 chips. However, bets can only be placed when the coin is in midair—from when it is flipped to when it lands on the first player’s hand.”


      “…”


      “Also, the second player’s bet remains confidential until the outcome is revealed. The game proceeds in the following order: The first player flips the coin. The second player places their bet. The first player catches the coin. And finally, both the second player’s guess and the result are revealed simultaneously.”


      “I see… How many rounds?”


      “Ten. However, the coin flipper only changes if the other player wins their bet.”


      Himeji finished her explanation in her usual cool, calm voice.


      Thus we had this pseudo–casino game Selector—essentially just a standard coin toss. There were some strategic elements in the timing of bets and the way the flipper changed at semiregular intervals, but fundamentally, you were just guessing with a fifty-fifty probability.


      I don’t know if it was the simplicity of it that attracted Rindo, but…


      “…Well, whatever. If that’s what it takes to satisfy you guys, it’s a bargain.”


      He gave us a small nod as he swiped his device with his right hand, causing the white mask he materialized to glow dully. The unofficial battle between me and Kai Rindo—the Phantom, the strongest Stranger on Luna—was about to begin.


      “Thanks a lot… All right, then I’ll let you flip first.”


      Projecting my own black mask to match the Phantom, I flicked a coin using the tip of my finger—which was adorned with a jet-black ring—toward him with a sharp ping. Luna’s chips and rings were basically all AR items, but this was a real coin I’d purchased in the Commercial District. A complex pattern was engraved on only one side of it, which I determined as heads.


      “Huh… So I just flip this? But what about your bet?”


      “Ready to make it whenever you flip.”


      Before he could finish his reply, a translucent panel projected itself in front of me with a Heads button, a Tails button, and a number pad for placing my bet amount. It was an improvised system Kagaya had just set up for us. Once Rindo flipped the coin into the air, I had to tap my bet in before it landed.


      Then Rindo, who had been fiddling with the coin in his hand, spoke up in a probing tone.


      “Just to confirm…I remain the coin flipper as long as Shinohara guesses wrong, right? And with each mistake, I get chips from him?”


      “Yes,” said Himeji, “that understanding is acceptable. If the guess is correct, chips move from the flipper to the bettor. If it is wrong, chips move from the bettor to the flipper. In either case, the exact amount bet is transferred, without any multipliers applied. Of course, this is a pseudo-game, so the chips here are just for show.”


      “Hmm… Then what about using Black Rings? Is that even possible?”


      “Yes, of course. The ring itself won’t be used up, though—think of it as the visual data changing according to the effect of your selected ring. As for the number of rings you can use, let’s say just one throughout the game. I think that should still give you more than a sufficient advantage, Mr. Rindo.”


      “Well, yeah,” said Rindo. Here on Luna, a ring was basically like a card in your hand. Even if he could only use one, his vast collection of rings allowed for an infinite number of strategies. His expression, covered by the white mask, became a bit more serious than before—and then:


      “Well, I guess we should get started. A game just for you to give up on recruiting me…and for me to give up on my own talent, I guess.”


      The Phantom flipped the coin in his hand, sending it flying high into the air.


      The first round of our pseudo-game of Selector began without any words spoken. My first bet was 1,000 chips on tails. I kept the number of chips low and just picked based on vibes, with no particular strategy. That, I figured, was about right for testing the waters.


      “…Activating the Black Ring Prior Disclosure.”


      But the Phantom drew his weapon without hesitation from the very first move. Prior Disclosure revealed my bet—1,000 chips on tails—before the coin even landed, making it visible to the Phantom. And whether he was able to perform some kind of subtle wrist snap to alter the results or not, the coin landed on heads.


      “Sorry, you lose,” he announced casually, without any hint of a boast.


      From there, he went on a tear of consecutive wins—heads, tails, tails, heads, tails, heads, heads, heads. Each bet was only 1,000 chips, but my guess missed the mark every single time from the first round to the ninth. If this were purely a game of luck, the probability of nine consecutive losses would be one in 512—not impossible, but not the kind of miracle that happens all the time.


      But…to be honest, I knew the trick.


      “The betting panel…right?”


      I spoke in a calm voice, running my hand lightly over my right ear.


      “When you used the ring to peek at my bet, it wasn’t just to guarantee a win in the first round. It was to memorize the layout of my betting panel and how my fingers moved over it. As long as you knew where the Heads and Tails buttons were, you could see through my bets from the second round onward.”


      “…Well, yeah. But realizing that now is a bit late, don’t you think?”


      “No, not at all. Because—”


      Cutting myself off there, I flipped my device up with a smirk, making the panel before me vanish. With nothing blocking my view, I locked eyes with the Phantom again.


      “In Selector, the betting panel isn’t really essential. It’s basically just for show. You can bet without it, as long as your device works.”


      “…Huh? Then why did you keep using it until now? Don’t tell me you were planning to lose on purpose.”


      “Maybe, maybe not. You’re free to doubt me, but there’s still one last bet left, right?”


      I maintained my unyielding, confident demeanor… Though, why wouldn’t I? The casino rule that applied across Luna was simple—whoever earns the most wins. True, I’d missed nine bets in a row, but since they had been small ones, my cumulative loss was only 9,000 chips. If I won with a 10,000-chip bet next, that alone would turn the tables.


      “Hah… Hurry up and flip it, Phantom. I’ve already decided how I’m betting.”


      “…Damn it.”


      The Phantom flipped the coin with no small amount of force, his face twisted as if to say “You’re just going to lose anyway.” The coin spun rapidly and was eventually covered by his hand. There was no way to see which side was up yet, but I’d already placed my bet.


      Just then, Himeji spoke up.


      “Now for the results of the tenth round. Your choice, Master, was 10,000 chips on heads. And the side facing up is…tails, I see. Unfortunately, the bet did not win.”


      “…Huh?”


      “Consequently, all the chips wagered will now be transferred to the Phantom. At the end of the game, the Phantom is up by 19,000 chips. Therefore—”


      “No… Wait! Wait a minute!”


      Just as Himeji was about to announce the result in her cool, composed voice, the Phantom abruptly cut in. He’d just scored a tidy profit, but he was staring at her with his blank expression, clutching the sheet on his bed tightly while gazing at her through his mask.


      “What the hell was that? I win…? That can’t be right. Explain yourself, Shinohara.”


      “Explain what? It was just a game of luck in the end, right? And I just happened to make the wrong call.”


      “No, it wasn’t a game of luck. You’re acting completely calm, like you knew you’d lose from the start. If it was just luck, you’d normally be more frustrated, wouldn’t you?”


      The Phantom hammered home the question, revealing a hint of irritation.


      “What the hell did you do? In the final match, I couldn’t figure out your bet, so I tried reading your expression instead, but it was useless. So I gave up. You still had a Black Ring saved up, so I was absolutely sure I’d lose…and yet you got it wrong. If you’re gonna just tell me it was a coincidence, I’m going to bed right now. To hell with the Fortissimo.”


      “…Well, you’re right. That last loss wasn’t just luck.”


      “See? But how did you—?”


      “Same way you do it, Phantom—I read your movements. When you catch the coin with the heads side up, the way you pull away your left hand is just a bit different from if it’s tails, right? It’s a split-second slower when it’s tails. You figured out my bets from the panel layout, and I’ve been hunting for your tell this whole time, too.”


      I made the declaration with the smuggest look I could muster—but of course, that was a lie. Well, not exactly a lie. But I wasn’t the one who’d noticed the tell. Himeji, the dealer, had spent the first few rounds thoroughly figuring all of this out. Then she’d relayed that information to me through the speaker in my right ear.


      “…What the hell?”


      The Phantom, now aware of my technique, kept up his rough demeanor, his voice trembling slightly.


      “So you did lose on purpose? You saw right through my tells and deliberately chose to lose. Did you really think I’d fall for that illusion? Like, ‘Oh wow, I beat the Seven Star, so maybe I can beat Violet, too, now’? Sorry, but I’m way too negative for that. It was never gonna happen.”


      “…That’s not it, you idiot.”


      I wasn’t going to waste time listening to the Phantom’s pity party any longer.


      “Yes, there was a trick to my ‘total defeat’—I let you beat me on purpose up to the ninth match, then I went for the win on the tenth. But don’t you think that’s weird?”


      “Weird…? Weird how?”


      “How? You’re a genius, so stop acting like you don’t know. First off, how the hell does this game even have a concept like a guaranteed win? You can’t normally see which side a coin will land on while it’s falling, and you definitely can’t intentionally choose which side faces up. So why has a coin-toss game turned into this intense psychological battle? Well, that’s your fault, Phantom. The whole reason we’re having this game of wits is because you’re accurate enough with your flips to land them on the side you want every single time.”


      That’s right. Normally, I should be the one acting shocked here. In Selector, if there’s any reading into your opponent’s mind, it’d normally be about Black Rings and who’s using which one. But this had become much more complex, and it was all because the Phantom was doing the flipping. With him at the helm, luck was no longer an element, bringing the game to a whole other level.


      Running my fingers over my jet-black mask, I stared straight at the Phantom.


      “It’s not just now, either. Whether you’re manipulating the roulette wheel or counting cards, there probably isn’t a single dealer on Luna who can work the games better than you. That’s your weapon, right? That unbeatable skill of yours.”


      “That… Well, maybe… But skill? Skill is insignificant compared to talent. Anyone can master something if they put in enough hard work—that’s why we call it technique in the first place, isn’t it? Someone who can accomplish what nobody else can, on the other hand—that’s the much greater talent.”


      “You think so? If you genuinely believe that, then that’s why you lost. You, with all this skill, let yourself be fooled by some ambiguous word like talent into thinking you were weak? C’mon, Phantom. Listen up—in a game, whoever wins, wins. Whether it was skill or talent that got you there doesn’t matter one bit. You’re the stronger player, no matter how you look at it. At least, I’ve never seen anyone flip a coin that well.”


      “…!”


      As I finished speaking, the Phantom silently lowered his head… If I had to guess, he probably got this serious with just about everything he did. He wasn’t blessed with outstanding talent, but he never stopped putting in the effort required. For that reason, he excelled at this gradual process of building himself up, and he’d had a lot of time to do just that. For these past three years, Kai Rindo had been continuously honing his skills on Luna.


      I’ll say it again: He truly is Luna’s strongest Stranger.


      “But…”


      The Phantom began to speak, but this time, his voice wasn’t filled with rejection like before. Instead, it carried a hint of fragility.


      “I still don’t think I can beat Violet. In fact, I know I can’t. I don’t think I’m that good at using Black Rings. It feels like cheating, and…I just have this sort of resistance to it. I often end up blowing them early on, like I did just now.”


      “Huh? So if you could just get past that, you might be able to beat Violet?”


      “…There’s no way I’d ever say that. I’m just saying that Violet’s a lot bolder with how she uses her rings. If I could do that, maybe I could get a little stronger, too.”


      The Phantom shook his head, the unspoken words “I just can’t” seeping into his tone. His only weakness, despite all his built-up skill, was the Black Rings. Indeed, Violet never hesitated to invoke rings in order to dominate the game. This put her in stark contrast to the Phantom, who used rings solely to enhance his own skills. One side made cheat items the core of her strategy; the other accepted them as versatile supports. The difference in their stances was clear…and if you were to categorize all players as one of those two types, I definitely fell into the former category.


      “Rindo…I don’t know if you noticed, but I’ve actually been wearing a ring since I got here.”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah, you are… Wait, a Black Ring? No way—”


      “Yep. It’s not a real ring, but an AR-generated Black Ring.”


      I quietly raised my right hand. On my index finger rested a ring adorned with jet-black decorations. It was unmistakably a Black Ring. I smiled, oozing confidence.


      “You were saying something earlier about me saving my ring, right? But I think you misread that. The truth is, I used my Black Ring well before you did.”


      “Huh… The Black Ring Reversal? Which, in this game, means whichever player pays more chips to their opponent wins…?!”


      Yeah—that’s right. The jet-black ring on my right hand was the very one I’d cheated with. Its effects reversed the victory conditions…or, actually, it was something else entirely (kind of my trump card that way), but that was one way you could use it.


      Now that I’d made my declaration, Himeji spoke in a cool, composed voice.


      “Indeed. So allow me to revise my earlier announcement. The result of the pseudo–casino game Selector is a transfer of 19,000 chips, resulting in the Phantom’s defeat. The winner is my master.”


      “…Well, there you have it.”


      An expected development, and an expected conclusion. Having set off the Reversal exactly as intended, I gave the stunned Phantom—Kai Rindo—a fearless look.


      “As you can see, I’m pretty good at handling these rings… Or maybe not. It’s more that since I lack your kind of skill, I have to use my head to come up with these strategies instead. In which case, we’d make a pretty good team, don’t you think? If you join me, I probably wouldn’t lose to anyone.”


      “…”


      “Actually…sorry to bring this up again, Rindo, but what did you think when Mitsuru and Sumire invited you? I mean, I get why you’d want to return to the Academy, but would you just quietly live there without joining a school? Is that really what you wanted? No way. You’re going to win big against Violet in the Fortissimo, overcome your trauma, and return to the Academy with your head held high. Then, after that, you can enroll in any school you like, whether it’s Amanezaka or somewhere else…”


      “…And what then?”


      “And then you can become my rival, Rindo. The more people competing against me, the better.”


      That was how I wrapped it up. It was all the persuasion I could muster—I couldn’t offer any kind of monetary compensation, nor could I instantly erase the trauma he had about Violet. All I could do was show him a possible path forward. Here was Rindo, who had meticulously honed his skills on Luna, and here I was, having cheated continuously to protect my false Seven Star title. If we teamed up, we’d be practically unbeatable.


      Having heard my proposal, the Phantom sat silently for a long while, then said in a strained voice:


      “…Let me think about it.”
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      It was evening of day three on Luna, and Himeji and I had been raking in chips as we waited for Rindo’s answer.


      Here’s how the state of the Fortissimo currently sat: Unlike the first day, when the Phantom had given Shinra an overwhelming advantage, the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance, which had Violet as its main asset, was running away with the lead. Its total score: a staggering 15 million chips and counting. With Violet leading the way, both Minami and Kururugi had also surpassed the one-million mark and made the A-Rank area their battlefield.


      The other schools were all in close competition. In second place, trailing the Alliance, was Ohga, home to the double act of Saionji and Fujishiro. Saionji had 1.21 million chips and a ticket to the A-Rank zone, and Fujishiro was hot on her heels. Eimei, meanwhile, still sat in third place. My chip count was 770,000—not bad, but nowhere near enough. To win the Fortissimo and pass Shion Hagoromo’s test, my do-or-die objective today was to secure entry to the A-Rank area, requiring a cool million chips.


      “Phew…”


      Himeji and I were currently playing Lock Baccarat—a casino game with a two-star risk rating that Kagaya personally vouched for as “absolutely recommended!” and “easy to make money on!” As I felt out the winning strategy in the first few rounds, I suddenly asked Himeji beside me something that had been on my mind.


      “By the way…are things looking okay for Jackpot Time?”


      “Yes, it should be starting any minute now.”


      Himeji lowered her clear sapphire eyes to the screen of her device. Jackpot Time was the high-stakes game we’d participated in on the first day. It was undoubtedly a crucial element for winning the Fortissimo, but for players with access to the B- or A-Rank zones, participating wasn’t exactly the most efficient move. So, since yesterday, we’d left it to Tatara and our other teammates.


      Having reminded myself of that, Himeji gave a slight nod, her silver hair swaying.


      “Ah, yes, it’s just started on schedule. We haven’t received word of any participants from Eimei School, but since we left it up to Fuuka and Mr. Tsuji, it shouldn’t be a problem. Besides…all the high-rankers have moved to B-Rank or higher areas anyway.”


      “…Yeah, I suppose so.”


      Satisfied by Himeji’s response, I refocused my attention on the game before me. As I’d already confirmed with Kagaya, Lock Baccarat was currently the highest-stakes game being played in the B-Rank zone. However, since a few players had already moved to A-Rank territory, only one familiar pair remained at the table.


      “Wow, amazing… You really are strong, huh, Shinohara? But Fujishiro—I mean Keiya! Keiya won’t lose!”


      “If you’re havin’ trouble sayin’ my first name, just call me by my last one.”


      “No! I’m going to be brave here! My mission is to spread the good word about how great a guy you are!”


      Innocently chatting away were two students from Ohga—Keiya Fujishiro and Yuuka Mano.


      Just as Mano had said, Lock Baccarat was currently going well for me and Himeji. After seven rounds, we were both up over 200,000 chips. It was a simple card game—and hence easy for the Company to intervene in—making it a huge winner for us.


      “Y’know…with fewer high-rankers here, it’s a lot easier to make money. We’re still lagging behind, but right now, I kinda feel grateful for that.”


      “Very true. Ms. Minami, Ms. Kururugi, Ms. Sarasa, and Ms. Shion have all advanced to the A-Rank area, and the Fuwa twins are playing a game in another district. If Mr. Fujishiro and Ms. Mano had also already moved to the A-Rank zone, I think we would have surpassed a million chips by now…”


      “Well, that might be a bit too ambitious… Hmm. Wait.”


      Himeji’s comment had brought a wry smile to my lips, but I suddenly furrowed my brow slightly. Come to think of it, what had happened to that guy Yagura? The Five Star playboy from Amanezaka who had both good gaming sense and a voracious appetite for victory? For someone that combative to not be participating in any game at all right now…could that really be possible?


      …No.


      A sudden possibility struck me as I quietly raised my face. It was currently eight in the evening, an hour since Jackpot Time began. A bad feeling washed over me. His taunting earlier, calling Eimei a “one-man show,” came back with jarring intensity.


      “…What’s up, Shinohara? It’s your damn turn.”


      Fujishiro, sensing my prolonged silence, spoke up in that deep, resonant voice of his.


      “Oh, uh, right…”


      As I replied, I shifted my gaze to the side, where an unfamiliar girl in an Amanezaka uniform was standing. Her player name was “Nishino.”


      “…Hey,” I said, addressing her. “You’re a student at Amanezaka, right?”


      “…? M-me?! Don’t eat me! I taste terrible!”


      “I’m not gonna eat you. You know Yagura, right? Where is he now? What’s he doing? I assumed he was playing a game somewhere…”


      “Ah, uh… Oh, that’s what you mean?”


      Nishino nodded, having finally caught up to my sudden question. Then, without any particular attempt to hide anything, she said:


      “I think Yagura said he was going to raid Jackpot Time…”


      He’s probably…


      That answer fell squarely into the “worst-case scenario” category of what I had imagined.
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      “Man, this is so boring. Like, seriously, everyone here’s just a bunch of airheads.”


      Jackpot Time for day three of the Fortissimo involved the game Death Sevens. It featured nearly fifty participants—up to four from each district of the Academy, plus their Strangers—but a single player was trampling over everyone else.


      Ryuji Yagura was a second-year student at Amanezaka School, known for his flashy blue hair and sunglasses. Within the Eimei chat, he had been appraised as a “dangerous man with a high-risk, high-return mindset.” Apparently he favored strategies that promised massive gains if successful, but led to instant defeat if they failed.


      While this trait had its pros and cons in Games on the Academy, it clearly worked to his advantage on Luna. After all, whether you won every battle or lost ninety-nine out of a hundred, as long as you earned the same number of chips, you came out even. And if there was no real penalty for losing, the success rate of these all-or-nothing gambles went up quite a lot.


      So, despite already having secured entry rights to the B-Rank area, Yagura had chosen to enter Jackpot Time, which by now was devoid of any strong opponents. There was a total of three rounds for the game, and so far he’d made sure the first two went pretty much exactly as he wanted.


      Seriously…what the hell is going on here?


      Surrounded by the other Eimei students—who had the atmosphere of criminals waiting for death row—Yuuki Tsuji was going over the course of events so far, hoping to regain his composure.


      The unnervingly named Death Sevens was based on the card game fan-tan. Players took turns placing cards next to the ones on the table, and the first to get rid of their entire hand won. In this expanded version of the classic game, nearly fifty players simultaneously chose an action: either “kill” and turn all opponents’ cards into “dead cards” or “play” and try to use up cards from their own hands.


      There was also…no, there was no point going over the detailed rules and mechanics. Long story short, Tsuji and the other players hadn’t been defeated by any Black Ring effect or the like. They had simply been outmaneuvered on a psychological level, and Yagura’s surprise kill had destroyed over half their cards in the very first turn.


      “…”


      What unfolded after that was unbearable to watch. The players, their carefully laid plans severely disrupted, desperately tried to recover from the second turn onward, recklessly spamming the kill command. It backfired on them, turning entire hands into dead cards for many players, and the first round ended just like that.


      In Death Sevens, the number of chips you have to pay goes up by the number of your own dead cards…meaning the debt incurred by the dozens of players who had lost the first round was over 50,000 chips each. For many players, that number crossed the line into a Critical Loss. In other words, if the game ended now, they were outta here. So everyone approached the second round with a great deal more caution than before, but:


      I mean…we’re being played like a fiddle, aren’t we?


      In the second round, Yagura opted against using the kill or play commands. He simply passed his turn, over and over. Naturally, he lost—but since it created almost no dead cards in his hand, the damage was negligible. It was nowhere near enough to repay their debts from the first round.


      Yagura let out a loud yawn and fidgeted with one of his piercings, looking supremely bored.


      “Dude, seriously, the level difference here is just ridiculous. Easy money for me, I guess…but, I dunno, I almost feel guilty now. Too much of a blowout ain’t that much fun. I had some hopes because of the Eimei guys here, but yeah, that school’s a total one-man show after all.”


      “…!”


      “Well, just a bit longer here, and I punch my ticket to the A-Rank area tomorrow. Guess I’ll just have to tough it out.”


      Yagura wasn’t trying to provoke anyone; this was all plain fact. Everyone was showing open hostility toward Yagura with his flashy looks and glinting sunglasses, but he didn’t care one bit. He didn’t need to. He wasn’t on the same level as them. For the Five Star Ryuji Yagura, not a single person here was an actual threat.


      A mood of resignation began to spread throughout the players. You could hear people consoling each other, saying things like “We picked the wrong fight” and “There was nothing we could do.”


      Right at that moment:


      “I… I’m sorry.”


      The ponytailed girl standing beside Tsuji suddenly stumbled, her legs tangling beneath her as she lost her balance. Tsuji caught her, preventing her from collapsing to the ground, but something was clearly wrong with Fuuka Tatara. In stark contrast to the others there who had long since given up, she clutched Tsuji’s uniform tightly, trying to hide her tear-streaked face.


      “I’m sorry… I’m sorry, everyone. Really, really sorry… I’m so sorry!”


      “…Why are you apologizing, Tatara? You’re not secretly collaborating with that guy, are you?”


      “Nothing like that… I’m not exchanging letters or anything.”


      “Not letters, but collaborating. Like a spy or something.”


      “No. I’m not doing anything that cool, but…still, I have to apologize.”


      Fuuka Tatara pressed her face against Tsuji’s uniform, her voice shaky. She stopped Tsuji from trying to argue back, her words coming out in fits and starts.


      “Because…well, I’m the class president… I was supposed to lead everyone. I was supposed to make sure we won. Shinohara even said he was counting on me…yet I couldn’t do anything.”


      “…That’s—”


      “It’s true! Everyone had so many chips! I told them to trust me because I’m the class president, and they believed me and handed them over! And I couldn’t even live up to that trust! I don’t want to do this anymore… I’m the class president, but the class president has to be strong!”


      Tatara’s ponytail shook violently.


      “…”


      The way Tsuji saw it, this honestly wasn’t something she should be agonizing over. Tsuji and their other two classmates there had understood from the start that high-stakes battles carried their own inherent risks. Besides, it was just a game. If the four of them suffered a Critical Loss, Eimei might take a bit of a hit, but the school still had Hiroto Shinohara. They wouldn’t lose that easily.


      “…Maybe I’m just not cut out for this.”


      Even so—even though the rational part of his mind understood that, seeing Tatara cry made something undeniable well up inside him. It was a fierce emotion almost like frustration that stirred in the heart of this boy, who had never once given his all in any Game before.


      “I wanted to be a strong and cool class president that everyone could rely on, that everyone will like… But maybe I’m just not good enou— Mmph?”


      “…Maybe we should just be quiet for a bit, Tatara.”


      So Tsuji had pulled her head against his chest, to stop the words he least wanted to hear from the girl he respected most in this world. He gently held her by the shoulders. Tatara, her eyes red and swollen from crying, looked at Tsuji with a confused gaze.


      Tsuji responded with a silent smile, then turned his back to her and—


      “Oh?”


      With a sharp click, he materialized a jet-black ring before Yagura, who looked as bored as ever. Noticing it, he toyed with his flashy blue hair while shooting a menacing glare at Tsuji.


      “What the hell? A Black Ring? I don’t remember asking for donations.”


      “I never said I was giving it to you. This is the ring I was gonna use to make my comeback in the final battle. I’m leaving it with you—by that, I mean I’m sealing it so it can’t be used. How about you do the same? Let’s both offer up our lifelines.”


      “Oh damn. For some unknown player who’s never even been in a big event, you sure are throwing your weight around. Explain to me in 280 characters or less what’s in it for me.”


      “What’s in it for you? If you don’t get on board, you’re gonna look like a total loser, is what. You’re like some high school kid who barges into an elementary school baseball game with a metal bat. That’s the position you’re in right now. And if you refuse to listen to a compromise made by your opponent, you’re just a lost cause.”


      “Yeah, way to smooth-talk me. If it’s an interesting game, I might take you up on it… But seriously, why are you so angry? I’m following the rules here. Just because there’s a bit of a power difference doesn’t mean you have to be so cutthroat.”


      “I know that… Do I really look that angry?”


      “I’m pretty sure anyone would say so, man. Are you mocking me?”


      Tsuji gently touched his own cheek at Yagura’s exasperated reply. He’d tried not to show it in his attitude, but it seemed his training still fell short.


      “…You know, I think I’m actually pretty patient. I hardly ever get angry at anyone in daily life, and honestly, I’m not that interested in things other than myself. Anger’s an emotion you feel when something important to you gets broken, or hurt, or belittled…right? And sadly, I don’t have many things that are truly important to me.”


      “Oh yeah? …So what?”


      “But right now, I’m angry without a doubt. I can usually bottle most things up, but this is one thing I probably shouldn’t. It’s a good reason for me to fight.”


      Tsuji slowly hammered out each word, the corners of his mouth raised slightly.


      …Yuuki Tsuji essentially coasted through life. He could handle most things better than other people, so he rarely put his heart into anything. Studying was like that. Competing in Games was like that. If he poured in more time and effort, he might reach a slightly higher level, but he’d never reach the lofty heights of the Six or Seven Stars anyway. Better to cut corners from the start and settle for a decent position.


      But despite that—no, because of that, Fuuka Tatara, who gave her all in everything she did, was a dazzling presence in his life. Seeing her dream shattered was an unbearable pain, more than he ever could have imagined.


      “Honestly… Shinohara’s at fault here, too. Just casually saying, ‘I’ll leave it to you,’ like it’s no big deal. I wish he’d think about how it feels to be asked for a favor by the strongest person on the Academy.”


      After all, having someone ask for help made him want to try harder—and the fact that it was based on trust put him in an awkward spot.


      “It’s just—”


      Having said that much, Tsuji glanced behind him. There stood Tatara, her eyes bloodshot, the bespectacled Misumi supporting her by the arm, and Tonomura looking resolute and courageous. They were his classmates from Eimei School, Class 2-A…people who were unknown to over 99 percent of the Academy. In story terms, they were practically NPCs. Yet now, they were all responding to Tatara’s trust and resolve. To put it bluntly, they were pissed—just like Tsuji.


      So—


      “I’ll make sure you never call Eimei a bunch of wimps except for Shinohara again.”


      Tsuji thrust the device he’d produced seemingly from out of nowhere at Yagura, his voice low and growling.
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      “…Huh? What’s the rush, Shinohara?”


      It had just gone nine in the evening on day three of our Luna trip. After wrapping up Lock Baccarat early, Himeji and I had headed straight for the Jackpot Time venue. We were greeted by Yuuki Tsuji, smiling nonchalantly with an expression that suggested nothing out of the ordinary, followed by our classmates, all sporting unusually bright smiles.


      ““…?””


      The scene was vastly different from what I’d expected, causing me to instinctively exchange glances with Himeji beside me. She spoke cautiously, asking the question for both of us.


      “Well…actually, we heard that Mr. Yagura from Amanezaka was participating in this game. We came back just in case something happened…”


      “Hmm? So you didn’t trust us after all?”


      “Tsuji, why’d you have to put it like that?!”


      Tsuji’s mischievous smile and retort were greeted by a loud rebuke from Tatara, who was standing right beside him. Her eyes were slightly red…which didn’t seem to have anything to do with her bunny-ear headband, but she still faced us with a beaming smile.


      “Thanks for coming, you two! Just like you said, Shirayuki, we were battling Yagura in that game until a moment ago. He was super strong, and we were staring down the barrel of defeat, but…”


      “But…?”


      “We made a huge comeback! Everyone was amazing—Tsuji, Misumi, Tonomura—you were all the best!”


      “…Um, Tatara? It’s fine to exaggerate a bit, but that’s—”


      “No way! You were so, sooo cool, Tsuji! The best in the universe!”


      “…Yeah?”


      Tsuji was cowed into silence at Tatara’s praise.


      Anyway, as I listened to Tatara, the situation gradually became clearer. Ryuji Yagura had been dominating the game with his overwhelming skill. Tsuji, having provoked Yagura by removing his ring from the game, immediately resorted to the strategy of forming an alliance. He made Tatara, who was better than anyone at rallying people, his leader, and won over all fifty of the other players.


      And so, using over thirty different rings, he’d made it as if all the game’s events up to that point had never happened at all.


      In simple terms, it had turned into a sort of puzzle—nullifying the other person’s ring, going back one turn, dictating the next action, matching the number of chips, and so on. By meticulously stacking up countless Black Rings, Tsuji had effectively reset the outcome of the first two rounds. On top of that, he’d rigged the third round so that everyone except Yagura started with one card in their hand and the maximum bet already placed—an overwhelmingly advantageous position that pushed Yagura to the brink of a Critical Loss.


      No way… Tsuji did that?


      I was more than a little shocked by that fact. It wasn’t particularly unusual to chain together Black Rings, but stacking thirty different types required insane strategic skill. And Tatara’s skill in rallying players who weren’t even on Eimei’s side astonished me, too. Had the two of them simply woken up after being provoked by players from other schools?


      No…that’s not it. They just never had a chance to shine before. Tsuji and Tatara were strong players from the start. They have way more brains than me, they’re battle hardened, and they have real resolve when they want to… The notion that Eimei’s got a weak player pool was probably all just a massive misconception.


      I’d started to relax ever so slightly, but just then—


      “Emergency, emergency!”


      A piercingly loud voice hammered our eardrums, causing both Himeji and me to stiffen. With Tsuji and the others right in front of us, we didn’t show our tension outwardly, but every nerve was focused on listening.


      “This is Kagaya! We were tracking the logs of the game Violet is in, and a huge incident just happened!”


      “The game is called Chicken Race. It’s a casino game in the A-Rank zone. Players take turns battling the dealer one by one. Each time, they can lower the win rate, too. The odds start heavily in the player’s favor, but over time, the advantage gradually shifts to the dealer, just as the bet amount keeps rising. The rule is that if you lose to the dealer, you pay everyone the full pot; if you fold, you pay half.”


      “Right! So the players were Violet, Minami, Kururugi, Saionji, and three or so Strangers.”


      “In a nutshell—Saionji got absolutely crushed.”


      “…It wasn’t her fault. It was the three top names from the Alliance. That, and Chicken Race makes it pretty easy to focus your fire on one person. Once someone falls behind, you have no choice but to pile on.”


      “Saionji tried to think on her feet, but she could barely manage to avoid a Critical Loss. She ended up down 970,000 chips, which…well, recovering from that ain’t gonna be easy.”


      Kagaya spoke in a solemn tone, her usual bright, carefree attitude nowhere to be seen. Hearing that from afar, I stood frozen to the spot.
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      Making the excuse that I had to go somewhere, I parted ways with Tsuji and the others for the time being. It was just me and Himeji again.


      “I’m sorry, Master…”


      She bit her lip slightly, looking deeply troubled—as indicated by her drooping whiskers.


      “It was my mistake… I was assigned to watch over Ms. Shion, but I couldn’t stop her rampage, and now she’s pushed Rina to the brink of elimination. The only saving grace is that it didn’t lead to a Critical Loss, but losing nearly a million chips at this point…”


      “…Well, it’s not like it doesn’t hurt. But it’s not something you should beat yourself up over, Himeji. Your responsibility was solely to keep the overly confident Hagoromo away from a Critical Loss. If we’re losing chips, it’s because of my and Saionji’s mistakes. Besides, Hagoromo is part of the Alliance team now. Expecting you to hold back both Minami and Kururugi at the same time is asking too much.”


      “No, but—”


      “But nothing. This exam wouldn’t have happened without you, Himeji—there’s no need to apologize. Besides, we still have half a day left in the Fortissimo.”


      I kept a firm tone with Himeji, who peered at me with anxious blue eyes.


      Just then, the device in my pocket suddenly vibrated. Peering at the display, I saw the name Sarasa Saionji. My eyes widened at her incredible timing, and I immediately answered and put the call on speaker mode.


      “Saionji? Are you okay?”


      “…? You want to know if I’m okay…? Oh, I see. You’re already aware of the situation over here, then.”


      Saionji’s voice carried a hint of amusement, as if she thought I was the one with the emergency. She was standing on the edge of a cliff right now. Crushed by the Hagoromo-led coalition, she was on the brink of a Critical Loss. Her surviving a six-on-one situation was impressive, but she was hopelessly short of the one million chips needed to rank high in the Fortissimo—and the 10 million required to pass Hagoromo’s exam.


      Yet Saionji’s voice coming through the speaker sounded reasonably cheerful.


      “Honestly, it’s so frustrating… I was also planning to make my move around that time. But Shion acted one turn earlier, and before I knew it, everyone else got dragged in. Once it got like that, I had no way to stage a comeback, so I just defended as much as I could until I managed to escape.”


      “Hmm… Well, that was the right call. Better to pay the minimum amount of chips and end the game than start recklessly using rings.”


      “…Huh? Trying to comfort me? Knowing you, I thought you’d say something like, ‘If someone who can’t overcome that much still calls herself the Empress, then I must be some kind of god.’”


      “Huh? When did I ever say stuff like that?”


      “Always.”


      “Well, yeah, okay. But you know… That’s just…”


      That was just me hyping up the whole “clash of the titans” between the strongest on the Academy and the undefeated Empress. It was all just for show. I’d never once seriously underestimated Saionji.


      “So…anyway, the real question is what we do from here.” I shook my head, mentally switching gears. “The Fortissimo and Hagoromo’s exam end tomorrow. You and I both need to hit the 10-million-chip mark in about half a day.”


      “Right. By the way, how many do you have now?”


      “I…uh, I just hit 1.3 million in that last game. And Himeji has 1.08. We both qualified for the A-Rank zone, but just barely.”


      “Hmm…”


      Saionji responded with a voice that suggested she had her arms crossed under her chest on the other side of the call. Then, after a faint sigh, she continued in a combative tone.


      “In that case, it looks like we might just make it after all. I heard that in the A-Rank area, only one five-star game is held each day, and there you can see millions, even billions of chips change hands in a single round. Of course, Shion and the others will probably join, too…but if you can win big there, you could hit 10 million. So, well, I don’t like this, but for now, I’ll reluctantly team up with you. You can’t beat that Alliance team alone.”


      “Huh…? Wait a minute, Saionji. Putting all that about cooperating aside, you don’t have anywhere near enough chips to enter the A-Rank area, right? You’re not seriously planning to start earning them all over again now, are y—?”


      “Hmph! Don’t look down on me. I’m the world-renowned Empress, you know.”


      Saionji made it sound more than halfway like a joke.


      “The ring I brought to the Fortissimo is Fake License. With it, I can freely move around the A-Rank area for one day. No matter how much of a disadvantage I’m forced into, I’ve made sure I always had a shot at coming back big.”


      “Ah…I see. That’s typical Saionji right there.”


      “Hee-hee! Right? See? Don’t hold back—praise me all you want!”


      Her delighted, breathy voice tickled my eardrums, making me secretly flustered.


      But anyway—the Fake License ring lets you enter areas up to A-Rank regardless of your chip count. With it, Saionji could indeed join the highest-stakes games starting tomorrow morning. The possibility of her reaching S-Rank still existed, no matter how slim it was.


      After thinking it through, I gave a small nod.


      “All right, then. For now, I’ll ask the Company to look into that five-star game. Time-wise, we can only do the bare minimum amount of planning, but it’s better than nothing.”


      “Hmm, yeah. I don’t know about you, but I can sure trust in your cheating team.”


      “I told you, it’s not a cheating team, it’s the Company. Also…aren’t you being unusually upbeat about this? Not that I’m telling you to cry about it or anything.”


      “Huh? You think so?”


      Saionji sounded like she’d only just realized that once I’d pointed it out. She paused briefly on the other end of the line, as if considering the facts, then continued in a tone that still lacked any sense of gravity.


      “Well, yeah, maybe you’re right. But, I mean, aside from the chip situation, things aren’t all that bad. About tomorrow’s five-star game… You’ll be on my side for it, right? Yuki will be, too, and as for Shion…well, she probably doesn’t even want to beat me that badly. I think she wants both me and you to pass the exam…probably.”


      “I will. I guarantee you that much.”


      Himeji leaned her face close to mine and gave a small nod… Saionji was right. Hagoromo had imposed a truly unreasonable exam, but there was no doubt she was grateful to Saionji. They were also best friends. She was a formidable enemy, but there was no malice there.


      On the other end of the device, Saionji let out a soft chuckle. “Hee-hee! So, Shinohara, tomorrow’s game will be brutal for sure. But look at all the allies sitting at this table with you. Don’t you think losing this kind of gamble would be the real lie?”


      “Hmm…”


      I hesitated to answer Saionji’s encouraging words. True, with Saionji and the Company’s help, we might win tomorrow’s game. But that alone wouldn’t be enough. Even if we won, it would be meaningless if the earnings didn’t reach 10 million chips. St. Rosalia and Tsuyuri would win the Fortissimo, and we’d fail Hagoromo’s test, losing everything.


      If we just had one more piece…there might still be a chance for a comeback. If we don’t find one, on the other hand…


      I closed my eyes quietly, lost in thought, when suddenly—


      “Hey! You there, Seven Star.”


      “!”


      A curt voice suddenly called out behind me. It was a familiar voice, as well as one I’d desperately longed to hear.


      The boy wearing the white mask—Kai Rindo, the Phantom—approached quietly.


      “Let me ask you something. Earlier, when you said you could defeat Violet if I was on your side…were you being completely serious? Or was it just an easy lie to get me interested?”


      “Why bother asking me at this point? Of course I was serious—though, I mean, nothing’s gonna happen if you’re not around. I was just starting to think about how I could drag you to the table by force somehow.”


      “Whoa, what, like a cartoon caveman? I’m not that much of a shut-in, you know.”


      Rindo smiled a bit at my joke. He was probably trying to hide it, but his voice was trembling a little. His expression was tense, and his footsteps weren’t as steady as usual. He must’ve agonized over whether to accept my invitation, wrestled with it, and in the end, he’d come.


      “I…”


      Rindo continued, practically forcing out the words.


      “I still don’t think I have any talent. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t imagine a future where I beat Violet, and I don’t feel like I could beat you, either. I can’t win against laziness, or sleepiness, or my trauma, or anything. I just keep losing.”


      “At least win out over sleepiness.”


      “I can’t. That’s the strongest one… But even though I keep losing like that…thanks to you, I feel like I’ve finally shaken off the belief that I have nothing. Sure, I got crushed by Violet in that Game three years ago, and I’m still scared of her. But…”


      “But?”


      “On this island, Luna, I’m the best there is.”


      Rindo forced out a smile. Seeing that, hearing those words, I internally let out a loud cheer. Yes—that’s what I’d wanted to hear! Me, Himeji, the Company, Saionji, Hagoromo, and now the Phantom… Finally, all the pieces were in place. The preparations for our big comeback were complete.


      I couldn’t help but smirk back at Rindo.


      “Hah… That’s the kind of spirit I wanna see. So I take it you’ll help out Eimei?”


      “…Well, it’d be rude to upend everything at this point. I’ll be using you to overcome my own trauma. That’s fine, right?”


      “More than fine.”


      I nodded quietly, accepting Rindo’s offer. This exchange had probably reached Saionji on the other end of the call, too…and would be conveyed to the rest of the Fortissimo via the data on my device. Soon the world would know that Rindo, the strongest of Strangers, had joined Eimei’s ranks. The only entity capable of opposing Violet was now back in action.


      I clenched my right fist tightly as my thoughts raced.


      All right… Time for the final battle.


      Second-Semester Grade-Level Competition “Fortissimo” – End of Day 3


      Players with A-Rank Area Access


      Eimei: Hiroto Shinohara, Shirayuki Himeji, Phantom


      Ohga: Sarasa Saionji, Keiya Fujishiro, Yuuka Mano


      Shinra: Mitsuru Fuwa, Sumire Fuwa


      Alliance: Shizuku Minami, Senri Kururugi, Violet


      Total Score


      3rd Place: Eimei School (3.42 million chips)


      2nd Place: Ohga School (3.87 million chips)


      1st Place: St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance (18.43 million chips)
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      The final day of the Fortissimo had arrived.


      We had come to the gambling district at the heart of Luna’s A-Rank area to take part in the casino game that would likely be the final showdown. This was the Hermes Gambling District, to be exact, and on it stood a single hotel building. From the outside, it had a quiet, solemn air, but this hotel offered no lodging facilities whatsoever. Inside, a dazzling casino space stretched as far as the eye could see. It was a genuine casino, not some augmented-reality imitation. As such, only dealers possessing qualifications above a certain level were allowed to operate the games in this district. That also applied to the five-star games in this A-Rank zone—theoretically, the most efficient way to win chips on Luna.


      Yeah… Of course it’d be like this.


      As that thought drifted through the back of my mind, I quietly surveyed my surroundings. This was the final day of the Fortissimo, the five-star game offering the biggest potential winnings… There was no reason at all for the ace-level players from every ward not to gather here.


      “Wow! Wow! Everyone’s here! It feels like a big party, Mitsuru!”


      “It sure does, Sumire… But normally, the Phantom would be joining us.”


      First up was Shinra High School from the Seventh Ward, who had successfully recruited the Phantom first and maintained their position on the front line even after the Stranger left the picture, thanks to the efforts of its top two players. Their total score was 2.9 million chips, and while they were ranked fourth among schools, they were not to be underestimated by any means.


      After returning Sumire’s wave with a bow, Himeji shook her silver hair. “Truthfully, if the Phantom had been operating at full capacity, Shinra would very likely still be in first place… I should also mention, Amanezaka School, which usually takes first place with the Phantom’s support, is currently languishing in last place this year.”


      “Last? …Well, okay, I guess Tsuji took down Yagura…but what about the rest of the school?”


      “Well, how should I describe it…? I think we’re seeing the same sort of classmate rivalry we saw between Mr. Enomoto and Ms. Asamiya until last year. Individually, their students are very talented, but for some reason, they’re constantly tripping each other up within their ward. Not one of them has over a million chips.”


      “…Ah. I see.”


      Thinking back to Yagura’s personality, that made a lot of sense. In any case, it seemed safe to assume we wouldn’t see Amanezaka represented here. And Otowa School, lacking its overwhelming champion in Seiran Kugasaki, also had no one advancing into the A-Rank zone.


      “And over there,” whispered Himeji, “are the players from Ohga School.”


      Her clear blue eyes were fixed on a corner of the glittering casino space, where three players wearing the uniforms of the Third Ward’s Ohga School stood side by side. Keiya Fujishiro, with his familiar blond hair, was still intimidating those around him, and next to him was Yuuka Mano, curiously looking around. Behind them, arms crossed and concentrating intensely, stood Ohga’s Empress, Sarasa Saionji.


      Noticing our gaze, she pushed up her red glasses and confidently spoke up.


      “Heh-heh…! Looks like you’re ready to turn things around, Shinohara. It’s the final game and all, and I’d hate to see you make a fool of yourself.”


      “…That’s what I should be telling you. Better watch your step so you don’t get eliminated, Empress.”


      Saionji and I were trading trash talk as usual…but this time, we actually kind of meant it. We might belong to different schools, but Saionji and I were allies here, secretly joining forces to defeat a powerful common enemy.


      And that enemy was now here to greet us.


      “Hmm… My stalker’s everywhere. He’s always appearing from out of nowhere… He just loves me too much.”


      “Yes, that’s true, Shizuku. But should you really be so harsh? He’s not a bad young man, despite appearances. He understands the allure of desserts as much as I do.”


      “I fear for you, Kururugi. I’m afraid you’ll get tricked by bad guys…but it’s okay. I’ll protect you.”


      The two girls, Shizuku Minami and Senri Kururugi, were conversing affectionately (?) with each other. I’d anticipated this even before the Fortissimo began, but they had become a major threat. Minami, gazing lazily with her blue eyes from within that wolf-eared hood, had already surpassed the 3-million-chip mark. Kururugi, her mouth covered by a ninja’s black mask, was over 2 million. They were both Six Stars, and they were performing as flawlessly as expected.


      But the terrifying thing about the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance was that even they weren’t the front-runners. Right beside the two girls, radiating an overwhelming presence, was a single young woman. Standing there with graceful poise and a gentle smile, her doll-like long hair swaying softly, was Shion Hagoromo—better known by her player name Violet.


      “Oh… Hee-hee! Hello there. Let’s have a good game today.”


      Noticing our gaze, she relaxed the expression beneath her mask and gave a polite nod and a smile. This Stranger had become the dark horse of this year’s Fortissimo. The chips she’d earned over these three days totaled over 12 million. Considering that Amanezaka School had taken overall first place last year with 18 million chips, it was clear just how exceptionally high that number was.


      After scanning the assembled school wards, Himeji turned back to me.


      “That appears to be all the participants. Eimei School currently ranks third in total chips. We’re neck and neck with Ohga in second, but compared to the Alliance in first place, there’s a difference of almost five times. Even so, we’re not out of the running yet—after all, we succeeded in recruiting Luna’s strongest Stranger.”


      “…Yeah.”


      The strongest Stranger on Luna—Kai Rindo, the Phantom. His stats were, frankly, overwhelming. While he’d only earned about 800,000 chips during this current Fortissimo period, his total chip holdings stood at 357,980,000. He wasn’t just in the lead—he was several orders of magnitude beyond everyone else. The Phantom was undoubtedly the greatest player on the island right now.


      In terms of how he was doing right now…


      “Ugh… I wanna go home… I’m too scared to do this… Seriously, I hate it… My stomach hurts…”


      He was clutching his white mask with both hands, cursing to himself endlessly behind us.


      Well, we pretty much knew it’d be like this…


      I glanced over at Rindo. He’d holed himself up on Luna for three years out of fear of Shion Hagoromo. Just seeing her made his legs go weak, so playing with her in a casino game? Forget it. It was no surprise he couldn’t stop trembling. Both I and Rindo himself knew that.


      But there was only one path to victory.


      “““…!”””


      And…at that moment, the clocks on our devices struck exactly nine, and the lobby doors opened. As the participants’ gazes turned toward them in unison, a woman with long hair, dressed impeccably in a tuxedo, appeared. The moment the door closed, she gave a slight smile and bowed, then proceeded quietly toward the dealer’s table. The moment she touched her device against the instrument in front of her, a projection screen unfolded itself above our heads.


      The game name written across it was Domination Poker.


      “Now then, allow me to begin explaining the rules.”


      As the dealer’s serene voice echoed around us, the curtain rose on the ultra-high-stakes casino game that would crown the winner of the Fortissimo.
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      Casino Game “Domination Poker” – Rules


      This is a team-based poker game in which each card has special effects applied to it. Participants form teams of up to three players, sharing their cards with the goal of creating a hand.


      The poker hands used in this game, listed in order of strength, are as follows: royal flush, straight flush, four of a kind, full house, flush, straight, three of a kind. Hands weaker than these cannot be used to win a round.


      At the start of the first round, all teams are dealt three playing cards face up at random. The remaining cards are left in the deck and set face down. Ten cards from this deck are then placed face up in the center. This completes the table setup.


      Domination Poker is played in a turn-based system between teams. The turn order is randomly determined at the start of each game. Players take turns playing for their team whenever the team’s turn comes up. This player order is also randomly determined at the start of the game. All in-game resources are shared among the team, except for chips and rings, which are specific to each player.


      In Domination Poker, each card possesses a special effect corresponding to its suit. The effects are as follows:


      Spade ([image: image]): Lets you discard any card with a lower number than itself from any team’s hand.


      Diamond ([image: image]): Lets you acquire any face-up card on the table with a lower number than itself.


      Heart ([image: image]): Can be used whenever you are attacked by a spade card. Reduces the damage by its own value.


      Club ([image: image]): If your hand includes a club when you win the game, the chips you win increase based on their total value (0–15: double, 16–29: triple, 30+: quintuple).


      During each turn, players do not draw cards from the deck or wager chips. Instead, they may freely choose and perform one of the following four actions:


      Purchase: Buy one face-up card on the table or one Ticket, which allows you to invoke a Black Ring. In this game, anyone can use rings at any time, but doing so requires consuming a Ticket. Cards cost 10,000 chips multiplied by the value of the card, regardless of suit. A Ticket costs 100,000 chips. Purchase actions can only be performed once per turn.


      Action: Activate the special effect of any card. Cards used for an Action are discarded after their effect resolves. You can perform an Action as many times as you have cards.


      Create Tech: Pay chips equal to a card’s Purchase cost to convert one card in your hand into a Tech Card. Once converted, the card can no longer be used to make poker hands. In exchange, it is not discarded when invoked via Action (however, it can only be used once per turn) and is also not affected by spade attacks. Each team may hold only one Tech Card at a time. (If a second Create Tech is performed, the first card is discarded.)


      Declare: If any five cards in your hand can form a poker hand, you may present them and make a Declaration. If any team does so, the opposing teams must counter with a Declaration of a stronger hand within one turn to win. Conversely, if a new Declaration is made, a new round begins starting from that team.


      A successful Declaration is the only way to end a game of Domination Poker. If the deck runs out, the game continues after the discard pile is reshuffled.


      When a team makes a successful Declaration—that is, when a winning team is determined—all chips paid during previous Purchases become rewards and are divided equally among that team. Any Black Rings used during the game are distributed similarly, with the order of acquisition and selection of rings beginning with the player who spent the most chips on Purchases.


      Inheritance Rule: Domination Poker is played in a series of consecutive rounds. Each individual round ends with a Declaration, but as long as players wish to continue, the game will not end and will proceed directly to the next round. At this point, each team’s hand and Ticket count are reset. However, each player has the right to select one card from their team’s hand to Inherit for the next battle. From the second game onward, the Inherited cards become that team’s initial hand. Teams with fewer than three cards must draw the difference from the deck. Furthermore, the order for selecting Inherited cards follows the same principle as Purchases, starting with the player who spent the most chips.


      Team Change Rule: It is always possible to change teams between rounds.


      “…Okay.”


      The rule text filled the projection screen, with the dealer carefully explaining it line by line. Mulling it over, I gave myself a small nod. While we’d gone over the basic outline during last night’s meeting, we’d only been able to discuss the broadest of strategies with the time we had. Right now, I needed to properly get my head around the detailed rules and mechanics.


      Domination Poker is the A-Rank exclusive five-star casino game that would serve as the Fortissimo’s finale. Its rules take the classic casino staple of poker and incorporate several variations. Instead of drawing cards from the deck, players Purchase cards they want from those already on the table, ultimately aiming to complete a winning hand. Every card also comes with a special effect, providing highly useful strategies for indirectly strengthening your hand.


      I gently raised my right hand to my lips as I stared intently at the rules.


      “Spades, diamonds, hearts, clubs…each of the four suits corresponds to a special effect. Spades are for disrupting people’s hands, and diamonds are for acquiring additional cards. Hearts can mitigate spade attacks, while clubs grant a bonus if included in your final hand.”


      “Yes. Spades and diamonds seem particularly powerful, Master. Using them as an Action discards them, but each team can perform one Create Tech to turn them into semipermanent Tech Cards.”


      “Yeah, using that effectively seems crucial. Since the game doesn’t end until one team successfully Declares a hand, each round will likely be pretty long. Then there’s the Inheritance thing. If you get a [image: image]K or [image: image]K, you’ll want to make them Tech Cards immediately.”


      “Indeed… However, since you can always use rings if you’ve Purchased a Ticket, your more powerful Tech Cards are likely to be stolen or discarded. I imagine they will either be protected with defensive measures or used as bait.”


      “Right. So we’ll keep obstructing one another while building up our hands and eventually make a poker hand good enough to Declare with… That’s not gonna be easy. Securing strong cards and keeping a Ticket or two handy are important, but if you’re too slow, someone else will Declare, and you’ll lose.”


      If any team makes a Declaration, the game ends unless a stronger hand is Declared within the next turn. Essentially, no matter how powerful your cards are, they’re meaningless if you can’t form a hand with them in the end. That balance was going to be key in this game.


      After thinking it through that far, I lifted my face slightly. I looked at Himeji in front of me, then at the Phantom, who was bowing his head nearby.


      “Anyway, like I said yesterday, I think we should go with us three as a team. No objections?”


      “Of course not. Rest assured, I will accompany you to the very end, Master.”


      “…Then can I go home instead? My heart’s racing like crazy… I don’t feel like I’d be much help here anyway.”


      “That’s not the case at all, Mr. Phantom. You’re the strongest possible partner, chosen by none other than my master himself. If anything, you should hold your head high!”


      As Himeji declared this, shaking her silver hair, the Phantom hung his head dejectedly… He’d been using me as a shield to hide from Violet this whole time, but at least he hadn’t run off screaming. His help was indispensable if our plan was going to work.


      Just as I thought that, the Phantom sighed to himself. “So…Shinohara, can I confirm something with you? Not about winning this game—but about how you plan to earn entry rights to the S-Rank area today. You explained it yesterday, but I don’t feel like I fully understood it. I need to go over it again…”


      I’m sure he was trying to keep the conversation going to distract himself. I nodded back, and he lowered his gaze to the device in his hands.


      “You guys joined the Fortissimo just after two PM three days ago… Domination Poker has no time limit, so that’s going to serve as one for us. Our deadline’s a little over five hours from now, and based on the rules we’ve heard so far, I’m gonna guess a single round in this game will last at least twenty minutes. That means ten rounds, maybe fifteen at most.”


      “Yeah, that’s about right.”


      “Hmm. Next, regarding the chips we can earn per round… The basic rule of Domination Poker is that the winning team takes all the chips spent by each team on Purchases. That amount is then increased based on the total number of clubs in their hand…but that reward is split among the three team members. I’d say a million chips per person is the maximum.”


      “A million chips, huh? Feels like a proper five-star game in terms of risk.”


      I quietly scanned the area as I spoke. The Domination Poker participants had already split into four teams. Since players from the same school ward were already teammates in a way, there was no real maneuvering involved, and the teams fell into place as expected.


      
        	Eimei Team: Hiroto Shinohara / Shirayuki Himeji / Phantom (Kai Rindo)


        	Ohga Team: Sarasa Saionji / Keiya Fujishiro / Yuuka Mano


        	Shinra Team: Mitsuru Fuwa / Sumire Fuwa


        	Alliance Team: Shizuku Minami / Senri Kururugi / Violet (Shion Hagoromo)

      


      …The more I looked at the lineups, the more dizzying it was to see all these powerful players in the same place. But one thing was certain—only one of these four teams could earn chips after a round. Winning consecutive rounds in a row, or dominating the rest of the teams, wasn’t an outcome we could count on. It would fundamentally be a seesaw battle of give and take.


      That’s why the strategy we prepared boiled down to this:


      “Ultimately, I think it all comes down to the final round. Even if we manage to beat the average and win more than once every four rounds, I don’t see how we’d reach 10 million otherwise.”


      “Right. So the plan is to go all in just once at some point, using the rules of Domination Poker, plus our rings. But it won’t be that easy if we try to proceed normally. For example, if we stockpile multiple Tickets, other teams will naturally become wary of us. And Declaring a hand early increases the risk of us being left in the dust.”


      “Yeah, that’s why it has to be the last round. There are limits to what we can set up within a single round, so we’ve worked out a game-wide Domination Poker strategy instead. You know, planting the cards for a comeback over multiple rounds.”


      “Multiple rounds… Yeah, that’s the thing. The part I don’t quite get. Yesterday I just shrugged it off thinking, you know, whatever…but is that really possible? The rules said players can only take one card to the next round. Everything else gets reset.”


      “Well, normally, yeah. But…”


      I quietly showed him the screen of my device. There on the display was a single ring—the Black Ring I’d brought with me to Luna as a converted Ability.


      “This is called Add and Revise. It’s the Luna version of the orange Unique Star I got as a reward for winning SFIA a little while back. It lets me add to something that appears in the game—basically, I can write additions to rules, effects, anything. I can’t erase existing text, and I’m restricted in the number of words I can add, but it’s a powerful ring, being powered by a Unique and all. By the way, that Reversal I used in our Selector game? That was actually this ring, too. I kept the nonessential parts hidden back then, since it was just a pseudo-game.”


      “…Hold on. What’s up with that? You’re joking, right? I don’t know what you plan to add to what, but in Domination Poker, you need a Ticket every time you use a ring. That means a guaranteed 100,000-chip cost up front, and Tickets are onetime items, so it’s not like we can hide it. Plus, if you lose a round where you used a Black Ring, the ring gets taken from you. No matter how handy it is, it’s a onetime thing. Weren’t we spreading out our strategy across the whole game? What happened to that?”


      “Hmm… Oh, that. Right.”


      I gave a slight nod of understanding. The Phantom’s concern was valid. Unlike the Academy’s Abilities, the Black Rings would be confiscated immediately if we lost the game. But—


      “It’s fine. We’ve already discussed how to handle that. And… I’ll say this up front, Phantom. What we’re about to do is, frankly, a pretty underhanded trick. It’s borderline cheating, or, at the very least, against the spirit of the rules.”


      “…Yeah, after hearing you talk yesterday, I kinda had a feeling it’d be something like that.”


      “Right? But listen, we can’t complain about that now. You can definitely win big from Domination Poker, but if we want to turn the Fortissimo upside down, just winning isn’t nearly enough. We’d never get close to Violet or the Alliance. So just this once, let me handle it my way, all right? I’ll make this work for us, no matter what. And once all that groundwork is done…Phantom, that’s where you come in.”


      “Ugh… Well, I’ll do my best, but…my stomach hurts…”


      The Phantom wore a gloomy expression, one arm tightly clutching the other. Still, our prep work for Domination Poker was complete. The game would see teams constantly winning chips off one another until the entire Fortissimo was over. With just under five hours left to go, the number of chips Saionji and I had to earn was an astronomical 10 million—a figure said to be achievable by only one in tens of thousands of visitors.


      Ready, Violet? I’ll show you why they call me a fake Seven Star.


      Keeping my elegantly poised nemesis in the corner of my eye, I flashed a defiant grin.


      
        
          
            
              [image: image]
            

          

        

      


      Second-Semester Grade-Level Competition “Fortissimo” – Final Day


      Domination Poker – Begin


      We were in a lavishly decorated lobby lounge of the Hermes Gambling District in the A-Rank area of the island. At the elliptical casino table placed in the center of the room, the decisive showdown began.


      Domination Poker was an unconventional poker variant played as a team battle. In this game, each team is initially dealt three cards, and ten cards are placed face up on the table. Players must closely observe the state of the game while employing various tactics and obstructing their opponents to advance toward victory.


      The starting hands for the first match, arranged by turn order, were as follows:


      Shinra Team: [image: image]2 / [image: image]J / [image: image]5


      Ohga Team: [image: image]9 / [image: image]9 / [image: image]A


      Eimei Team: [image: image]5 / [image: image]7 / [image: image]10


      Alliance Team: [image: image]7 / [image: image]4 / [image: image]K


      Table: [image: image]A / [image: image]Q / [image: image]4 / [image: image]8 / [image: image]K / [image: image]A / [image: image]7 / [image: image]J / [image: image]2 / [image: image]9


      …I quietly put my right hand to my lips, comparing the cards in our hand with each of our opponents’ hands.


      We started the game by being dealt three cards: [image: image]5, [image: image]7, and [image: image]10. None of the suits or values matched, but if we could get our hands on the [image: image]8, [image: image]9, and [image: image]J on the table, we could quickly complete a straight. With the rule allowing for card Purchases instead of drawing from the deck—plus the ability to see our opponents’ cards—it’s fair to say that strategizing in this game was pretty straightforward.


      But then—


      “Wonderful! How wonderful! Looks like I’m up first!”


      In Domination Poker, one player acts as the representative for the team to perform actions each turn. Starting off round one was Sumire from Shinra. She scanned the board with an excited look, then shook her beige hair and nodded firmly.


      “Saving up is important, but here, the initial investment has to matter a whole lot more. Okay! I know, I know! I’ll Purchase the [image: image]K, then waste no time using Create Tech on it! That’s a total of 260,000 chips to earn us a super-powerful way to take cards from other players!”


      Whoa… Right off the bat, huh?


      It had been obvious we’d be targeted, but still, I had to frown. The king of diamonds… In Domination Poker, a diamond card can be used to acquire one card from the table with a lower number. You can exchange one for the card of your choice, making it quite powerful even when used as a regular Action card. As a Tech Card, though, it stops being a disposable one-use card, and instead evolves into a real powerhouse that lets you acquire any card you want during each turn.


      Watching a [image: image]3 replace the [image: image]K on the table, Sumire cheerfully continued playing.


      “Good, good! Next, I’ll use this [image: image]K Tech Card straight away to take the [image: image]8… And with that, my turn ends! Your turn, my lovely blond gentleman friend!”


      “…Tch.”


      Sumire passed the turn with a bouncy tone while Fujishiro, in complete contrast, gave a grimace. Shaking his head slightly as if to compose himself, he spoke in a low, menacing tone.


      “Making some showy moves right from the first turn, damn you… The Tech [image: image]K, plus you have the [image: image]2, the [image: image]8, and the [image: image]J? You’re two cards away from a flush, huh?”


      “Did I do something wrong? Did I? That’s just how poker is.”


      “That’s exactly why I’m bitchin’ about it! The ideal move early in this game is to create a diamond Tech Card, like you just did. Even if the number’s weak, just havin’ a Tech diamond helps you build up a hand. That’s why I’d definitely go for the [image: image]4—but…”


      “But you’re not?”


      “I can’t just let you do whatever you want… Listen, I’m Purchasing the [image: image]Q. Then I’ll immediately Tech it up and use an Action. Spades let me choose and discard one card from another team’s hand that’s a lower number. My target’s Shinra’s [image: image]J. Sorry, girl.”


      “…! How awful! How awful! I thought you were such a nice person, too…but you really are a delinquent!”


      “Save it. Anyway, that ends my turn. And now…”


      As he spoke, Fujishiro gave me a piercing, spine-chilling look.


      “Your turn, champ.”


      “Hah… Don’t rush me.”


      Throwing a defiant smile back at Fujishiro, who was wasting no time taunting me head-on, I reached for my mask. I was first up for the Eimei team. I took another look down at the cards in my hand.


      Eimei Team: [image: image]5 / [image: image]7 / [image: image]10


      Table: [image: image]A / [image: image]3 / [image: image]4 / [image: image]9 / [image: image]A / [image: image]7 / [image: image]J / [image: image]2 / [image: image]3 / [image: image]9


      “Hmm…”


      The cards Sumire and Fujishiro had taken had been replaced from the deck, and ten cards lay face up on the table once more.


      Should I aim for a straight to build a poker hand the fastest…? But since the eight of diamonds was taken, I can’t complete it only using the cards on the table. Short fights like this sure are tough.


      I quietly ran through my options… While it might be possible in the second round or later when the Inheritance cards were a factor, pulling off a quick win in the first round would be incredibly difficult. Like Sumire and Fujishiro, I should focus on crafting the best skill card I could. Strong cards like the Tech [image: image]K or Tech [image: image]Q not only gave an advantage in the game but also were prime candidates for Inheritance. And yet…


      “…What shall we do, Master?”


      The troubled whisper came from Shirayuki Himeji right beside me.


      “The [image: image]3 and [image: image]9 are still on the table… I wouldn’t exactly call them useless, but they do seem a bit underpowered as weapons. That said, it’s too far off to aim for a hand just yet…”


      “Yeah, we’re at a bit of a disadvantage not going first. But…honestly, we don’t necessarily need to win the first round. There are a few things I need to confirm before beginning the preparations we talked about, so it’s enough just to get three cards worth Inheriting this round.”


      “I see. By the way, which card are you aiming for?”


      “Ah—this one.”


      With a faint smile, I smoothly moved my right hand to the side. As I did, a vivid yellow effect appeared over one of the cards on the table, and the [image: image]J was Purchased.


      “…Hmmm?”


      The first to react was Saionji. She flicked her luxurious red hair back, crossed her arms below her chest, and gave me a little smile.


      “Not a diamond or a spade, but the jack of hearts? I never took you for a fan of fairy tales.”


      “Not quite, Saionji. Sure, diamonds are effective and spades let you thwart other players, but if you want rock-solid defense, Tech hearts are totally viable. It’s a defensive wall you can use every turn, right? They can make a huge difference in how easy it is to build your hand.”


      “Well, that’s true…but hearing you explain it kinda pisses me off,” Saionji said with a shrug.


      When an opponent attacks with a spade, a heart reduces the damage by the value of its own number—meaning it acts as a “shield” that forces the opponent to use a higher number. With the Tech [image: image]J, even if Ohga played its Tech [image: image]Q against me, its effect could be weakened to essentially the same as an [image: image]A. Being able to use this every turn would be incredibly useful.


      Though the 220,000 chips for the Purchase and Create Tech costs definitely hurt…


      Even so, I was pretty sure I’d made the best possible move in this situation.


      Moving on—three teams had finished their first turns so far, and a new [image: image]J was revealed to replace the [image: image]J I’d Purchased. It had a high value, but among the four suits, only clubs had an effect that kicked in after you won, which considerably lowered their strategic value.


      And then…


      “Hee-hee… Well, it’s my turn. My heart’s racing.”


      Gracefully brushing her fingers against the mask over her eyes, Shion Hagoromo—Violet—took a small step closer to the table. She looked around at the other players with an unusually cheerful expression, then fixed her gaze firmly on the table… Currently, the Alliance team held [image: image]7, [image: image]4, and [image: image]K. With Shinra’s potential flush now blocked by Fujishiro, it was probably the closest to winning…but this was the same situation as with Sumire earlier. As long as Ohga held their “sword”—the Tech [image: image]Q—we couldn’t aim for a quick win.


      “By the way, Shinohara…”


      As I pondered this, Violet suddenly addressed me with an elegant toss of her hair. Perplexed, I stopped what I was thinking about and looked up.


      “Me? What is it, Violet? If you’ve decided to defect to Eimei, you’re more than welcome to join us.”


      “No. Unfortunately, I’m very comfortable where I am right now. That’s not what I wanted to ask. I simply want to know this: How would you act in this situation?”


      “…? What are you getting at?”


      “Hee-hee! I meant exactly what I said. I want to know what kind of move the Seven Star of the Academy would make. I can’t be certain my strategy is correct, you see.”


      Violet gave me an elegant smile, then quickly looked away, as if she wasn’t expecting an answer.


      “What I’m Purchasing is the right to use a Black Ring—and I intend to use it immediately. The ring I’ll use is Snatch. It lets me take one card held by another player and make it my own. And with this…”


      “…Eeep! What? What’s going on? Being stared at like that is making my heart race!”


      “Sorry for staring so rudely. But my target is in your hand, Sumire… Namely, your [image: image]K. You’ve already made it a Tech Card, too… How delightful. I’ll be sure to treasure it, okay?”


      “Ah…!”


      With a cheerful, kind smile, she seized Shinra’s [image: image]K and then used an Action to acquire the [image: image]J on the table. That made three club cards for Violet. She’d achieved a result almost identical to what I’d anticipated, but had done it in a much nicer way.


      “…Well, what do you think, Shinohara? Do I pass?”


      “Hmm… Not bad, I suppose. None of the teams have any Tickets yet, so they can’t fight back with rings of their own. And even if we had a throwdown using rings at this stage…”


      “Yes. I think I can beat most people. I’m very strong, you know.”


      Violet gave the table a soft smile…and, well, she was certainly right. The rings she’d gathered over these three days numbered in the hundreds. If the number of available options equated to combat strength, she was stronger than anyone here—except for the Phantom.


      But anyway, thanks to that flying start, every team now warily had their eyes firmly fixed upon the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance. For Shinra’s second turn, Mitsuru took the stage, Purchasing and activating the newly drawn [image: image]10 to get rid of the Alliance’s [image: image]4. Then, during Ohga’s turn, Saionji used the Tech [image: image]Q to destroy the Alliance’s [image: image]J, and this time Purchased the [image: image]4. After that, Himeji chose to secure a Ticket for Eimei, as did Senri Kururugi for the Alliance.


      But then—


      “I can’t let Violet attract all the attention. Activating the Black Ring Sweep Up!!”


      After using a cheat ring that allowed her to simultaneously Purchase up to three cards on the table, Kururugi also used her Tech [image: image]K to organize her hand. Excluding the Tech Card, which couldn’t be used for poker hands, she had [image: image]10, [image: image]J, [image: image]Q, [image: image]K…one away from a straight. What’s more, that [image: image]Q could be used for keeping opponents in check or for defense, making her hand tough to crack. Given that, rather than trying to attack here, it was a far better idea to create a candidate for Inheritance for the next round.


      Every team had probably settled on that line of thinking—so when Minami completed a straight on the third turn and made a Declaration, nobody moved to stop her, giving the Alliance team victory in the first round.


      Domination Poker First Round – Winners: Shizuku Minami / Senri Kururugi / Violet


      Payout: 2.9 million chips


      “Hmm…”


      As the winner was confirmed, I gazed at the message appearing before me, my thoughts racing… The Alliance had won a lot of chips, but it seemed reasonably fair. Since players spent over 100,000 chips on average per turn, a victory in the fourth turn would yield close to 1.5 million chips, and once you added the effect of the [image: image]K, it doubled the payout. As the Phantom had predicted, each player would receive about one million chips.


      It took twenty minutes… No, including the setup for the next game, maybe twenty-five. That means Domination Poker will wrap up in twelve rounds at most. Playing properly, there’s no way we’d reach ten million chips…


      Having gone over that again, I shifted my gaze back to the cards in my hand.


      All three of us on the Eimei team had taken a turn before the Alliance secured victory, so we’d ended up with a final hand of [image: image]5, [image: image]7, [image: image]10, [image: image]9, and Tech [image: image]J. From here, each player would select the card they wished to Inherit, everything else would be reset, and we’d move on to the second round.


      A short while later, the cards each team would Inherit were publicly revealed.


      Eimei Team: Hiroto Shinohara / Shirayuki Himeji / Phantom


      [image: image]J (Tech) / [image: image]7 / [image: image]10


      Ohga Team: Sarasa Saionji / Keiya Fujishiro / Yuuka Mano


      [image: image]Q (Tech) / [image: image]3 / [image: image]9


      Alliance Team: Shizuku Minami / Senri Kururugi / Violet


      [image: image]K (Tech) / [image: image]J / [image: image]Q


      Shinra Team: Mitsuru Fuwa / Sumire Fuwa


      [image: image]10 (Tech) / [image: image]8


      “…All right.”


      I silently clenched my fist after confirming a certain something within the displayed data. Noting this, the Phantom lifted his face slightly beside me.


      “All right, what? The other teams have high spades and diamonds. Aren’t we in the toughest spot…?”


      “In terms of hand strength, you are correct. But look at this, Mr. Phantom. None of the players chose a club as their Inheritance card, just as my master foresaw.”


      “…? That’s obvious, isn’t it?” The Phantom raised an eyebrow at Himeji, not quite following. “Like, clubs just give you a bonus when you win. They don’t affect how easy it is to win… It’s not like people are overlooking them—it’s more like you can just collect them once the round starts, right?”


      “Yeah, that’s true. But you know, it’s actually a good thing for us that nobody’s paying attention to clubs. After all, having no effect during the game means they won’t be used for an Action…so if we write new effects for the club cards, no one will notice.”


      “—!”


      As I spoke, smirking slightly, the Phantom gaped at me, his mouth hanging open in stunned silence. Add and Revise, my Black Ring, let me add new rules consisting of up to five words on top of the existing ones. Maintaining my defiant smile, I continued my explanation in a calm voice.


      “In Domination Poker, only one card per player can be Inherited for the next round, with a maximum of three cards per team. All other cards go back into the deck… I wanted to confirm that, too. Cards that aren’t Inherited are returned to the deck by the dealer. It’s not like we use new cards every time; they’re just shuffled and redrawn.”


      “…”


      “So if I can imbue the cards themselves with some sort of effect, they’ll get returned to the deck and automatically carry over to the next game, right? They stay in play without needing to be Inherited. It won’t work for diamonds or spades, though. The moment someone tries to use them as an Action, it’ll trigger another effect, and my setup will be revealed.”


      “…So that’s why you chose clubs. Because they won’t get used for an Action.”


      “Yeah. But doing that repeatedly is impossible, normally. Using the ring consumes a Ticket, and you don’t get the ring back unless you win. That’s what you were worried about earlier.”


      “Ah, yeah… That’s right. Your setup needs more than just one club, doesn’t it?”


      “Well, yeah. To guarantee victory, I’d want to plant five… No, at least four… Now, take a look at this, Phantom.”


      As I spoke, I turned back toward the casino table, which was already being set up for the second round. The play area showed all the hand and skill cards, along with any Tickets Purchased. Currently, only the three cards we had Inherited were placed there. The Ticket Himeji had Purchased had been reset.


      Seeing this, Himeji, her cat whiskers standing straight up, spoke in her cool voice.


      “In Domination Poker, it’s explicitly stated that rings can be used anytime if you have a Ticket. While Tickets disappear after each round ends, the various resources reset only after the Inheritance cards are selected. This creates a slight window of opportunity. Using a ring during that time means there’s absolutely no way people could see us consume a Ticket.”


      “…Well, yeah. Since it vanishes anyway, it wouldn’t feel out of place.”


      “Exactly. And for example, in the next round—let’s say the Ohga School team wins, and the Empress, who’s working with you to beat the Alliance, spends the most chips on her team. If you use Add and Revise during the Inheritance selection phase, who do you think would obtain that ring?”


      “Huh? It’s before the game switches, so obviously it’d be the Empress… Oh, wait!”


      “…Yes, that’s exactly it.”


      The Phantom finally seemed to grasp the full scope of the strategy, his eyes widening behind his mask. Himeji silently nodded, her silver hair swaying smoothly.


      Yes—in Domination Poker, during this moment when the game shifted to the next round, nobody would be able to detect a Ticket being used. The ring, naturally, would be added to the winning team’s rewards, but if it went to an ally—such as Saionji on the Ohga team—then it wouldn’t be a problem at all. If Saionji and I passed Add and Revise back and forth, it guaranteed this club-card approach would work.


      “Wait, but… Seriously?”


      The Phantom sounded like he only half believed it, glancing briefly toward Ohga’s corner.


      “That’s asking a hell of a lot from the Empress’s skills, though, right? Because…”


      “Yeah. Since she used a ring to fake her way into this game, Saionji probably doesn’t have over 400,000 chips. Even so, she needs to be the one spending the most chips for her team the moment Ohga’s about to win, or else we can’t pass the ring back and forth. Honestly, it’s incredibly difficult, but…”


      “No, there’s no need for concern. This is Ms. Sarasa Saionji we’re talking about, after all.”


      The Phantom nodded quietly at Himeji’s words, holding his breath. With his concerns alleviated, I grinned at him again.


      “Right, then… Ready to get started? Time to calmly, steadily sow the seeds that’ll lead to our big comeback.”
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      Domination Poker Progress Report


      Winning Team History: Alliance / Ohga / Alliance / Eimei / Shinra / Alliance / Alliance / Ohga / Eimei / Alliance


      Overall Player Earnings


      Hiroto Shinohara: +210,000 chips / Shirayuki Himeji: +410,000 chips / Phantom: +420,000 chips


      Sarasa Saionji: +120,000 chips / Keiya Fujishiro: +320,000 chips / Yuuka Mano: +240,000 chips


      Mitsuru Fuwa: -120,000 chips / Sumire Fuwa: -200,000 chips


      Shizuku Minami: +2,780,000 chips / Senri Kururugi: +3,020,000 chips / Violet: +3,430,000 chips


      We were in the eleventh round of Domination Poker. Less than twenty-five minutes remained until the end of the Fortissimo.


      As most of us had predicted, the Alliance had held on to its advantage. Unlike the first round, which had largely been each team tentatively feeling out the others, the second round and beyond saw the strategic maneuvering accelerate dramatically. Due to the Inheritance card mechanic, cards like the [image: image]K and [image: image]Q were flying around from the very first hand. Plus, with the chip earnings making it easier to buy Tickets, players other than Violet and Kururugi had started using rings as well. The Alliance was clearly dominating, but it still hadn’t put together much of a winning streak. Our Eimei team had managed to snatch victory twice as well.


      Though the chip count difference is pretty brutal…


      I stared at the overall Domination Poker chip totals. The top player, Violet, was at 3.43 million chips. I, on the other hand, was only at 210,000. Even when I looked at it by school district, it was overwhelmingly the St. Rosalia–Tsuyuri Alliance that was racking up the biggest gains. The overall score gap in the Fortissimo had widened even further since yesterday.


      But…


      I shook my head to clear my anxious thoughts.


      The current time was 2:15 PM. The Fortissimo would soon be over. Since the results of games in progress would be reflected whenever they ended, the twelfth round of Domination Poker would well and truly be the final game of the competition.


      As for our all-important Add and Revise…the setup I’d been working on since the second round was mostly complete. I’d successfully hidden effects within four club cards—two each for Eimei’s and Ohga’s victories. The eleventh match would likely be won by the Alliance team—by Violet and the others—but at least I’d done the minimum amount of preparation.


      Though, of course, we can’t do this without the Phantom’s help…


      I briefly glanced behind me at the Phantom, Kai Rindo. He was supposed to be the strongest Stranger, yet he’d barely been functional at all today. Whenever his turn came around, he’d simply Purchase a high-value card and immediately pass. He hadn’t used a ring even once, too busy struggling to suppress the tremors in his body.


      Meanwhile, in stark contrast:


      “…I see my Declaration succeeded. As expected, a heart flush is a very strong hand.”


      Violet softly chuckled as she spoke. A successful Declaration… This meant that, following the tenth round, the Alliance team was also the winner of the eleventh. She swayed her doll-like long hair elegantly, smiling all the time.


      “With this, my chips are at 4.52 million. The Alliance’s total score should be at around 35 million chips. Considering the time, the next game will likely be our last. How sad. I wanted to play with you all a little longer.”


      “…Huh. Is that so? Well, better stay in your seat, because the next round will be the most exciting one.”


      “Oh? It will? And that’s not just sour grapes from you, Shinohara?”


      “I haven’t lost yet, so what reason do I have to be bitter?”


      Violet fell silent for a moment at my taunt. She eventually flashed a smile, then gracefully tilted her head with a gesture that captivated everyone at the table.


      “Very well. Then shall I give you a reason to?” she retorted, the challenge clear in her voice.


      In any case, round eleven of Domination Poker was over. It was now time for us to select Inheritance cards for round twelve.


      At this point, I needed us to have satisfied two conditions.


      “…Hey. Can I talk to you for a sec, Saionji?”


      With a pretentious gesture, I adjusted my mask and turned back to my red-haired partner in crime. She folded her arms below her chest as usual and looked back at me with her ruby-red eyes.


      “What is it, Shinohara? …Are you perhaps offering to team up with me now?”


      “Huh? Impressive, Saionji. How very astute. We’re planning a big move in the last round, but we need an ironclad defensive card for it. That [image: image]K you have… If you can bring it over to the Eimei team, we’ll make it worth your while.”


      “That’s quite the offer coming from someone in your position. Besides, you’re already a three-person team. I don’t see any room for me to join.”


      “The Number Builder Black Ring—the most ubiquitous ring on Luna. It costs a Ticket to use, but it essentially changes the team limit from three to four.”


      “…Hmm? I see. So you can use it that way, too.”


      There was a faint hint of admiration in Saionji’s voice. Then, narrowing her eyes behind her glasses, she looked at each member of the Eimei team in turn.


      “But that’s not important. Judging by your hand and how you’re playing, I really don’t think you can turn things around in just one round. Do you really have a chance?”


      “Hah… If we didn’t, we wouldn’t have thought to invite you, Empress,” I shot back with a faint smile.


      For the record, we had planned out this exchange last night. Just a little prearranged argument, set up to give Saionji an excuse for joining us.


      “This game, contrary to appearances, blatantly shows the strength of the rings you hold. Just look at Violet and Kururugi in the first round. If you set up the right situation and then use your ring to exploit it, you can usually force a win. But normally, people don’t have rings that powerful, and I think it’d take more than a wide ring selection to counter Violet. But…”


      “But?”


      “You know this, right? Our teammate—the Phantom—is Luna’s strongest Stranger, with close to a thousand different types of rings. With him, winning the final battle is no big deal for us.”


      “…Hmm. Maybe. Now that you mention it, you wouldn’t have brought the Phantom here without seeing at least some chance of winning with him. Luna’s strongest Stranger, huh?”


      Saionji shook her luxurious red hair and glanced behind her. Standing there, naturally, were her teammates Fujishiro and Mano. Mano looked up at Fujishiro beside her, appearing troubled at the unspoken question. Fujishiro, on the other hand, nodded without hesitation.


      “Yeah… My opinion’s always the same. If it benefits Ohga, I’m not gonna stop you.”


      “Oh? In that case, I’ll take them up on their offer and head out for a bit. No matter what, I won’t let you two lose out.”


      “ ’Course not. If that was a lie, you wouldn’t be Ohga’s Empress or anythin’ like it.”


      A smile touched Fujishiro’s lips at his deliberately dismissive reply, and Saionji strode confidently toward us. We completed her transfer to the Eimei team—and with that, the preliminaries were mostly complete. The remaining requirement was more of a mental one.


      “…Why?”


      Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief after welcoming Saionji, that timid voice reached my ears. It came from the Phantom. He was leaning against a glittering pillar, looking down at the floor. Then he slightly lifted his white mask to glance at me, Himeji, and Saionji in turn. His expression held profound fear and a trembling, probing kind of look.


      “Why me, in such an important moment…? You set everything up across eleven rounds, you provoked Violet, you even pulled in Ohga’s champion…so why am I at the center of all this? How could you possibly trust someone like me?”


      “Why? Well, I mean…” I tilted my head slightly at the Phantom’s question. “It’s because only you can do it. I told you, didn’t I? You’re the most skilled player on the island, and that’s what I bought into. No one else can replicate that. That’s why it has to be you.”


      “…”


      “And as for the trust thing… Well, you did come to the table on your own. Last night, and this morning, too. If you were absent either time, that would’ve been the end of it. We’d have lost before we even planned anything. But you’re here now…so there’s no question of trust, or lack thereof. I recruited you, and now I have an obligation to win alongside you.”


      “Ugh…you make it sound so damn cool…”


      The Phantom quietly shook his head, running his hand through his messy bangs. Maybe he just needed one more push. One final shove…and there was still one crucial “something” missing for that.


      Just as I felt a flicker of impatience and reached toward my lips with my right hand—it happened.


      “Stop that, you three.”


      A gentle, reproachful voice suddenly sounded from behind us. That refined, ladylike voice, devoid of any hostility, belonged to none other than Violet. She had approached unnoticed and now lightly stepped out in front of us.


      “I don’t know the circumstances, but it’s not right for three people to surround someone like that. Look, he’s trembling with fear. Poor Phantom…”


      “…No, wait, Violet. He’s not scared of us—”


      “Oh…?”


      At that moment, Violet, who had turned toward the Phantom, suddenly tilted her head a bit. Immediately after, she approached Phantom with light, quick steps and stared intently at his masked face. She remained motionless for a moment while the Phantom stood there dripping with cold sweat…then shook her head vigorously.


      “Ah, just my imagination… I’m sorry, Phantom. I know someone who looks like you, and I couldn’t help but check. Now that I think about it, it’s clear I have the wrong person. The boy I was thinking of was a player from the Academy… He couldn’t be a Stranger now.”


      With a satisfied nod, Violet said something that sounded particularly meaningful. It might have just been an old story, but something about it stuck in my mind. I narrowed my eyes and decided to ask the question.


      “…Who’re you talking about?”


      “Curious? Well, three years ago, I participated in a certain Game, and I received quite an unexpected blow from one player. It was a shock.”


      “Huh… So did you lose to him?”


      “No, I won. But I had a lot of support back then… If it had been one-on-one, I probably would have lost. That’s why I secretly respected him…and why I jumped to conclusions here, I suppose. I’m sorry.”


      “…!”


      Violet bowed her head shyly, while the Phantom’s eyes widened a bit.


      The truth she’d just revealed must have given him quite the shock. Violet seemed to think she had mistaken him for someone else, but she was clearly describing the Meltette event from three years ago. That couldn’t have been anyone but the Phantom. Violet clearly thought far more of the Phantom than he had ever realized—she truly did see him as a threat. Yet the apparent disparity between them was so vast that he had lost all confidence.


      “…That’s…how it was…?”


      A dazed murmur struck my eardrums. The Phantom’s expression remained unclear under the mask, but something about his voice made it sound as if he’d been liberated.


      “…Oh? Are you feeling a little better, Phantom?”


      As if sensing this, Violet gently shook her long hair. The question came from the girl at the root of his trauma—yet the Phantom slowly opened his mouth.


      “Yeah… Thanks. I think you helped me stop trembling a bit.”


      “Trembling? Did you perhaps catch a cold?”


      “Something like that. A headache and stomachache I’ve been dragging around for about three years now. But at long last, it seems to be getting better.”


      “Goodness. Perhaps I should pursue a career in medicine.”


      The Phantom stared straight at Violet, who rested a hand on her cheek. “Maybe so,” he said with a faint smile. It was a little stiff, but still, it was definitely a smile.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Shinohara—I’m finally, finally ready.”


      “…It’s about time, you know.”


      I let out a quiet sigh of relief as the Phantom held up his device.
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      The final game of the Fortissimo grade-level competition—round twelve of Domination Poker—had been underway for nearly fifty minutes, with every team having played eight turns so far.


      “…What’s going on, young man?”


      It was Kururugi of the Alliance team who finally spoke up, her voice tinged with impatience.


      “You pulled off quite the feat before this final round began, recruiting the Empress…but now that things are underway, you’re hardly even putting up a fight. Instead, we’ve found ourselves in a stalemate.”


      Kururugi’s black ninja mask swayed a bit as she let out a faint sigh. And she was basically right. A Domination Poker round dragging on this long was unprecedented, even if it was the final one. The Fortissimo had already hit its time limit, so once this round ended, the overall scores would immediately be tallied. Despite that, no team at the table was anywhere near forming a winning hand.


      Eimei Team: [image: image]J (Tech) / [image: image]3 / [image: image]A / [image: image]9 / [image: image]K / [image: image]7 / [image: image]9 / Tickets: 3


      Ohga Team: [image: image]K (Tech) / [image: image]7 / [image: image]J / [image: image]7 / [image: image]10 / [image: image]4 / Tickets: 2


      Shinra Team: [image: image]Q (Tech) / [image: image]Q / [image: image]8 / [image: image]10 / [image: image]6 / [image: image]Q / Tickets: 1


      Alliance Team: [image: image]K (Tech) / [image: image]5 / [image: image]J / [image: image]4 / [image: image]K / Tickets: 1


      After observing the situation, Kururugi slowly shook her black ponytail from side to side.


      “See? Every team needs at least two more turns to build any kind of hand. Plus, you see how powerful each hand is now. If anyone makes a move, there are any number of ways to cancel it out.”


      “Right… So whatever my stalker is planning, it’s pointless. Even with the [image: image]J and [image: image]K, that alone won’t be enough to defend anything… Nothing but paper armor.”


      “…Huh? You’re being unusually confrontational, Minami.”


      “Yeah, ’cause I couldn’t fight properly in SFIA… This time, I’m serious. I absolutely won’t lose…”


      “Hee-hee! You seem to be enjoying yourself. I’m a little envious. Can I join in, too?”


      “…? Join in? What are you talking about, Violet? You’ve been the main character from the start… Am I wrong?”


      “What…? Goodness, that sounds like such an important role. I really have to do my best now, don’t I?”


      Violet had cut in on my conversation with Kururugi and Minami in that joking tone. Her hand wasn’t close to victory, either, but she still seemed remarkably composed.


      But anyway…


      “The deck has run out. I will now reset it.”


      Just before the start of Eimei’s tenth turn, the dealer paused the game. This was the second time we had exhausted the deck in this twelfth round. Domination Poker is played with a standard fifty-two-card deck, but due to repeated diamond-based card acquisitions and spade-based disruptions, the cards in play occasionally run out. In such cases, the dealer reshuffles all the discards to create a new deck.


      Everyone relaxed their tense nerves and waited quietly for the game to resume—all except for one person.


      “…”


      The Phantom was staring at the dealer’s hands with such intense concentration, it seemed like he was holding his breath. His expression was eerily intense, a hand lightly resting on his white mask as he kept his piercing gaze fixed on the dealer and the cards. And then:


      “…Thank you for waiting. Now, I will lay out new cards on the table…”


      “No… Hold on a moment, dealer.”


      The words were uttered with a slight hesitation. The Phantom tossed a jet-black ring, projected via AR tech, onto the table as he calmly stepped beside me.


      “Activating the Black Ring Additional Shuffle. Sorry to interrupt your preparations, but can I shuffle the cards, too?”


      “Additional Shuffle… A ring with the effect of reshuffling the deck, as the name suggests. Understood. However, you will not be able to see the cards face up. I assume this is acceptable?”


      “Sure, that’s fine. It’s not like this ring is that impressive.”


      The Phantom quietly stepped forward until he reached the dealer. Under the gazes of all the players gathered in the lobby, he began shuffling the deck. With each team holding about six cards now, the deck was a fairly thin stack of thirty cards at most. His nimble hands mixed the cards, repeatedly changing their order.


      Finally, he placed the deck with a soft thud on the table and gave me a faint smile.


      “Done. The rest is up to you, Captain.”


      “You got it.”


      Hearing those words, I let the corners of my mouth turn up in a smirk… I could tell the others were growing wary, clearly reading something deeper into this exchange and finding the ring he’d chosen puzzling. Unfortunately for them, this meant my preparations were complete. All that remained was to start turning the tables.


      I gently placed my hand on my mask.


      “Turn ten of this round of Domination Poker…and excluding the Tech Cards, Eimei’s hand is [image: image]3, [image: image]A, [image: image]9, [image: image]K, [image: image]7, and [image: image]9. Like Kururugi said earlier, building a hand from that would take at least two turns, even if we invoked our diamonds. Normally, that is.”


      “…What does that mean? What does it mean? Are you going to do something not normal, Hiroto?”


      “No. It’s my hand that’s not normal.”


      Shaking my head slightly at Sumire’s question, I selected two cards from my hand—the [image: image]7 and the [image: image]9, both relatively low-value clubs. I laid the two cards on the table as I continued.


      “I’m pretty sure that nobody noticed, but throughout this game, I’ve been setting something up. Oh, and by ‘this game,’ I don’t just mean the twelfth round, but the entire Domination Poker game… More precisely, I’ve been aiming for something in particular since the second round.”


      “…One thing did catch my attention, yes.”


      It was Mitsuru who spoke, raising his face with an ambiguous look.


      “Shinohara’s team…and the Empress’s team, too, actually. It felt like there were an unusually high number of times you finished the game holding on to your Tickets. There were games where you could’ve held out longer if you used a ring, but you were prioritizing something else instead. Am I wrong?”


      “Nope… You’re way too observant, you know.”


      I couldn’t help but smile at Mitsuru’s observation. I hadn’t expected anyone to notice.


      “Anyway—it wasn’t like I was hoarding them. In fact, I used them every single time. Right between rounds…before the Ticket count was reset.”


      “Whoa… Impressive, stalker. Real professional…criminal activity…”


      “You always say a few words too many, don’t you? …Anyway, using that timing let me invoke a ring without anyone noticing. And just so you know, I only did it when Saionji won, and Saionji would do the same when I won… That way, the ring would never get used up.”


      “…Wait, young man. So you and the Empress weren’t just teaming up from this twelfth round…you were conspiring from the very start? Why would you two do such a thing?”


      “Don’t be silly. Isn’t it obvious? It’s because you girls are too strong. I’m talking about the Alliance, with Shizuku, Senri, and now Violet all on the same team. After getting decimated yesterday, there’s no way I’d show up without any countermeasures, right? Besides, we’re talking about me and Shinohara. Who would ever expect two players who hate each other this much to team up?”


      “Exactly. I wouldn’t have teamed up with Saionji under normal circumstances, either.”


      Saionji and I exchanged defiant glances as we traded barbs.


      “…You say you don’t get along? It certainly doesn’t look that way…”


      As she watched this, Violet’s lips curved slightly. This should be an unwelcome situation for her, but her expression and tone remained distinctly amused—almost like she was eagerly anticipating me and Saionji’s next move.


      “So,” she said with a cheerful smile, “what kind of ring effect are we talking about, Shinohara? You said you used it secretly multiple times… Is it related to the two cards you laid out earlier?”


      I gave a small nod to Violet’s quite reasonable deduction.


      “Yeah. I used a ring called Add and Revise. That’s literally what it does—you can add a single line to a game’s rules or cards. It can only be five words at a time, though. You can’t erase existing text, and you can’t contradict the existing rules. That’s what the orange Unique Star does for me.”


      “The reward from SFIA… A typical stalker effect. Utterly diabolical. But…what’s it mean here?”


      “What does it mean? That’s obvious, isn’t it? We were using it every time a round ended. The club cards originally had no in-game effect…but we added a new one to them.”


      “…What?”


      Faint surprise flickered in Minami’s languid blue eyes. Watching her, I gently touched my device to the [image: image]7 in my hand, and the card’s effect text was instantly projected above the table. As well as the club’s original bonus effect, a new clause had been added to the end.


      [Value Change: Up to Number]


      “…The word limit makes it sound a little vague, but it’s basically an effect similar to the Number Builder Black Ring. It changes the target card’s number up or down by its own value…and I added that effect to as many club cards as I could.”


      “Wh-what? But wouldn’t someone notice an effect like that?”


      “You think so? The card’s effect text only pops up if you do this, and besides, nobody was invoking any Actions with club cards. No one had any chance to notice it.”


      I kept my voice as calm as I could. To tell the truth, the Company had applied a fade-out effect to prevent detection even if someone opened the effect window by accident, but there was no need to tell them that.


      “So now we can adjust the number of a card up to the ones on these guys…and with that, clubs instantly become quite powerful. For example, Eimei’s hand is [image: image]3, [image: image]A, [image: image]9, [image: image]K, [image: image]7, and [image: image]9. By applying the [image: image]7 to the [image: image]3 to make it [image: image][image: image]10, and then applying the [image: image]7 to the [image: image]5 gained via the [image: image]9’s effect to turn it into [image: image][image: image]Q, at that point we’d have [image: image][image: image]10, [image: image][image: image]Q, [image: image]K, and [image: image]A.”


      “…Um, is this supposed to be a setup for a punch line? Shinohara, that doesn’t add up to anything. You need a jack if you want to make a straight.”


      “I know that. But we can just Purchase one.”


      Having said that, I quietly looked down at the table. In truth, no cards were actually placed there yet—because I had interrupted the dealer’s movements to begin my big reveal. Perhaps picking up on the flow of the conversation, the dealer standing by gently placed a hand on the deck.


      “I will now deal ten cards to the table—”


      With practiced movements, the dealer turned each card over one by one. At this point, three jacks ([image: image]J, [image: image]J, [image: image]J) were already in someone’s hand in some form, so only the [image: image]J could be the winning card. Considering there were about thirty cards left in the deck, the probability of the [image: image]J appearing was slightly less than fifty-fifty. But…


      “Actually, there’s no need to wish for it at all—because the [image: image]J is the eighth card.”


      “—?!”


      As Violet’s eyes widened slightly behind her mask, the dealer turned over the eighth card. Sure enough, it showed the jack of clubs—the final card the Eimei team needed to complete its straight.


      “No…way…”


      Placing a hand elegantly over her mouth, Violet shifted her body slightly. Her gaze was fixed on none other than the Phantom.


      “Was it you? Did you swap the position of the [image: image]J when you shuffled the deck just now…?”


      “…No, not quite,” the Phantom responded resolutely, though his voice still cracked a bit. “I didn’t just swap the [image: image]J… I swapped them all. I memorized the order while watching the dealer shuffle, then rearranged them exactly as Shinohara requested. So brace yourselves, everyone. Once we make our Declaration, you’re gonna find that the cards all you other teams want just aren’t gonna show up. No matter how hard you try, you won’t be able to make a hand that can beat a straight.”


      “Goodness. I’m…shocked. Truly, truly shocked.”


      The impact was apparently too much for Violet. She sounded genuinely stunned. The Phantom’s accumulated technique—the culmination of three years of effort—had finally cornered her.


      “…But I still won’t let you win that easily… I don’t want to lose, after all.”


      It was Shizuku Minami, the Calm Blue Flame, who had interjected in a quiet voice. Her blue eyes, now completely free of their usual sleepiness, rose as she invoked a ring, consuming one Ticket.


      “Activating Steal… Taking the entire hand of the stalker. No questions asked, a huge win—”


      “Uh-uh. Who do you think Shinohara teamed up with, Shizuku? I’ll spend my Ticket to activate the Absolute Defense ring. That move was a complete lie back during SFIA…but I always make sure to have emergency evasion measures on hand.”


      “…! I messed up.”


      Minami grunted softly, her blue hair swaying smoothly. No one else tried to block us at that moment. I spent 110,000 chips to Purchase the [image: image]J, then immediately Declared a straight with [image: image][image: image]10, [image: image]J, [image: image][image: image]Q, [image: image]K, and [image: image]A—five cards lined up neatly in my hand, aiming for victory in this final battle.


      “…Just so you know, I’m folding. I got absolutely no reason to interfere with Ohga’s Empress.”


      “Hmm, I guess I’ll do the same. I wanted to get back at you, but this hand is a bit tough.”


      Ohga and Shinra, represented by Fujishiro and Mitsuru, quietly folded their hands when their turns came up. We’d expected Fujishiro to make that decision, but it seemed like it had been a difficult choice for Mitsuru. With the Phantom manipulating the deck, there was no real chance of building a hand stronger than a straight by playing normally. If anyone was to turn the situation around, it would have to be using a Black Ring.


      In which case—naturally, she would be the final obstacle.


      “My turn, I see… Hee-hee! This has certainly become quite enjoyable,” Violet said in a bouncy voice, giving us a graceful smile.


      Yes—that’s right. She alone could overturn this whole thing. There was no way someone said to possess hundreds of rings had no countermeasure for this. There was no way a convenient miracle like that would happen.


      Swaying her long hair as she Purchased a Ticket, Violet calmly addressed me.


      “Shinohara, you’ve surprised me many times. Honestly, I never thought I’d be cornered like this. Still, the stronger player wins in this game—and I possess several rings that could turn this situation around, you know. Rings that cancel an opponent’s actions, rings that absorb chip earnings, rings that force the game to end…among others.”


      “…Huh. Well, those all sound pretty violent to me. But aren’t you forgetting something? I still have one Ticket left—make a wrong move and you’ll get countered, and it’ll all be over.”


      “Mm…but that would leave us in a staring match forever. Are you sure you want that?”


      “Nah, I’ll pass… I wanna settle this once and for all, Violet.”


      With that, I invoked a single ring, lifting up my defiant gaze.


      “Here, I have one Black Ring for you. I won’t tell you its effect yet—but it’s a ring that can strike very precisely in specific situations. I predicted your actions, anticipated what you’d choose from your countless options, and prepared the optimal solution for that.”


      “What…? Are you clairvoyant, Shinohara?”


      “No. But I’m a hundred percent confident I’m right. After all, this move received a stamp of approval from the people who know you best.”


      I smiled a little bit… I couldn’t say it here, but I was, of course, referring to Himeji and Saionji—Violet, aka Shion Hagoromo’s two best friends. She seemed to have noticed this, too, her expression shifting to one of understanding.


      Glancing at her, I quietly continued.


      “Now it’s just a matter of what you choose, Violet. You can come straight at me, or you can try to dance around me. You can attack your preferred way, or you can deliberately try something else. In true Luna style, let’s make the final move a gamble, shall we?”


      “…”


      Violet fell silent for a moment. Then she must have made up her mind, because she flashed a soft, graceful smile and fixed her gaze straight at me through her mask.


      “Very well. Then my choice…is this.”


      Her delicate fingertips swiftly traced the cards laid before her. In that instant, every card Violet touched began to transform. Their original suits vanished, their numbers disappeared, replaced by the word JOKER slowly rising to the surface of each card.


      “Black Ring: Create Reaper. I turn all the cards in my hand into jokers. In poker, the joker is a special card that can substitute for any other card…so I’ll make the following substitutions: [image: image]10, [image: image]J, [image: image]Q, [image: image]K, and [image: image]A—otherwise called a royal flush, right? That’s far stronger than a straight… Well, then, Mr. Shinohara? Did you foresee this future?”


      Violet tilted her head slightly, a playful smile on her face. Staring right into the eyes of that woman, who had broken out that unimaginably wicked ring, I—


      “—The final challenge? Yes, I believe Ms. Shion will take the bait head-on. She’s surprisingly proud, you see… Avoiding the fight in order to win isn’t really her style.”


      “Yeah. I think she’ll try to win by outplaying and defeating you. And she’ll do it with her flashiest, most showstopping move. She’s kind of indelicate that way, I guess… Though I love that side to her.”


      Recalling the conversation we’d had last night, I let out a quiet sigh of relief.


      “Yep… It went exactly as I expected.”


      Violet’s eyebrow twitched, but I had no intention of giving her any further explanation. I flashed a defiant smile and revealed the effect of the ring I’d been hiding.


      “My choice is this: Reversal. It reverses the strength of the hands only for this turn… I saw right through you trying to make the strongest hand possible, you know. With Reversal in play, the hierarchy flips completely…and a royal flush sure beats a straight.”


      “…”


      Using the same ring that had decided the match against the Phantom—which was essentially a version of the Add and Revise rule-altering effect that had purposely been reduced in scope—I faced Violet, who narrowed her eyes behind her mask. My pinpoint counter, for all to see. Game, set, and match.


      She quietly looked at Himeji, then at Saionji, and finally at me. “All right,” she eventually said, her expression tinged with faint delight. “I lose.”


      With this, the turn cycled back, and we had the chance to Declare our hand, giving the four of us on the Eimei team victory in the protracted twelfth round. The chips spent over eleven rounds totaled nearly eight million, and our final hand was [image: image][image: image]10, [image: image]J, [image: image][image: image]Q, [image: image]K, [image: image]A… With the clubs in our hand totaling thirty-three, the bonus would also be the maximum value—five times.


      In total, the Eimei team’s profit for this round was just under 40 million chips, which was split evenly among the four of us.


      All that remained now was the final Fortissimo tally.


      Second-Semester Grade-Level Competition “Fortissimo” – Complete


      Rankings: Calculating…
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      Evening. Day four on Luna.


      Himeji and I had come to Lake Heidi, the heart of the island’s S-Rank area. It was a lake considered a hidden gem among gems, reached by only one in tens of thousands of visitors, even sometimes referred to as being level with World Heritage Sites. Its scenery was nothing short of breathtaking. The lake’s tranquil surface reflected the sunset, creating a breathtaking, sparkling view, as if the entire lake were made of jewels.


      “It’s beautiful… I can’t help but be mesmerized by it.”


      “…Yeah.”


      I could only agree. When I gazed at Himeji’s profile as she faced the lake, her beauty seemed elevated to the point where the orange glow spotlighting her made me gasp involuntarily. I usually managed to express myself pretty well at times like this, but in the face of the lake’s sheer beauty, words failed me. It was no wonder Luna rated this S-Rank.


      “You know…if Ms. Shion had never given us that exam, I wouldn’t have come here with you, Master. Thinking about it that way, maybe these three turbulent days were worth it after all.”


      “…That’s certainly true.”


      I gave Himeji a wry smile. Her lips softened a bit.


      In the end, the twelfth round of Domination Poker, which had continued long after the time limit of the Fortissimo, had ended in victory for the Eimei team. We’d acquired about 40 million chips among the four of us…but that was solely the result of the final round, and it didn’t account for the chips we’d used within the game. Furthermore, in the case of the Strangers Phantom and Violet, only the chips they had earned during the Fortissimo period could be counted, not their current holdings.


      So, all things considered, the records left by the top-ranked players from each district ended up looking like this:


      Hiroto Shinohara: +9.5 million chips / Shirayuki Himeji: +9.29 million chips / Phantom: +9.19 million chips


      Sarasa Saionji: +10.99 million chips / Keiya Fujishiro: +2.2 million chips / Yuuka Mano: +1.12 million chips


      Shizuku Minami: +6.21 million chips / Senri Kururugi: +4.62 million chips / Violet: +17.2 million chips


      Mitsuru Fuwa: +1.13 million chips / Sumire Fuwa: +1.2 million chips


      …As you can see, the individual champion was Violet by a wide margin. We’d managed to close that gap significantly in the final game, but it had been impossible to catch up with her. However, the top spot in the overall school ward score had gone to Eimei. In that regard, it’s fair to say that Tatara had played a crucial role. After all, the number of chips earned by me, Himeji, and the Phantom combined was almost identical to the Alliance’s total. The only category where we truly dominated was the school ward average. Perhaps it was that pent-up frustration from being constantly underestimated finally exploding.


      So as far as the Fortissimo went, I thought it was safe to say we’d managed to get through unscathed. The trip itself lasted until the day after tomorrow, so the remaining schedule involved visiting a bunch of sights with the others. Being able to enjoy myself without any lingering worries let me genuinely look forward to it.


      But just then, a familiar voice suddenly called out from behind me.


      “Wait… Why are you guys here first?”


      Turning around, I found none other than Sarasa Saionji standing there. Her cheeks were puffed out in a strangely dissatisfied manner as she gave me that sulky tone.


      “You may have stolen the show in the final game…but I was the only one who earned over 10 million chips in the Fortissimo tournament, right? You two both ended up with just over 9 million. How’d you ever get in here?”


      “Oh… That.”


      I shrugged slightly at her question, which seemed to be one part genuine curiosity and nine parts preemptive frustration.


      “The truth is…just in case we couldn’t recruit the Phantom, I had a bit of an acquaintance of mine act as a Stranger. She earned us nearly 2 million chips over these three days, so I just had her participate in a PvP game and discreetly transfer them over. My current chip count is about 10.2 million.”


      “So you padded your figure after the Fortissimo… What about you, Yuki? Did you do something like that, too?”


      “No, my chip count still hasn’t reached ten million. It’s simple cheating—just a very easy trick to fabricate entry rights.”


      “…Is that really okay?”


      “Yes. Ms. Shion explicitly stated that I wasn’t subject to the conditions of the exam.”


      Himeji said it completely casually…but, well, she was right. If I or Saionji had cheated our way in here, we likely would’ve incurred Hagoromo’s rage, but Himeji was basically just supporting us to help with the exam. There was absolutely no reason for her to be given the cold shoulder at this point.


      Hearing that, Saionji folded her arms under her chest and let out a slight sigh.


      “Fine, whatever… So? Where the heck is Shion? We didn’t set a meeting time, but I just assumed she’d be waiting for us—”


      “I’m right here.”


      “Hyaah?! D-don’t scare me like that! Wait…Shion?!”


      “Yes, it’s me, Shion. Also known as an ordinary high schooler you can find anywhere.”


      Facing Saionji’s stunned reaction, the girl—Shion Hagoromo—flashed a bright smile.


      Seeing her like that, we were left speechless, for no other reason than that she was showing her true face. Large orange eyes, clear white skin, and a strange sort of charm—mature, yet unable to completely hide a mischievous streak. Adding to this effect was her long, doll-like, meticulously maintained hair. Though she claimed to be an ordinary high school student, if such an absolutely stunning beauty attended any school out there, the entire student body would be utterly captivated.


      “…That’s not the point. What happened to your mask, Hagoromo? If your true identity gets exposed—”


      “It’s fine, Shinohara. There’s no risk of exposure here. It’s just the four of us.”


      Hagoromo gave a soft chuckle. Ah… So that was part of her reason for summoning us to the S-Rank area. Here, where no one else was around, she could speak freely—as either Shion Hagoromo or the real Sarasa Saionji.


      She continued with a graceful smile. “So, without further ado… Congratulations, Rina. And to you, too, Shinohara. You both passed my exam with flying colors. I must admit, you truly possess the qualifications needed to be my stand-in and the Seven Star in my place.”


      “…Well, I’m glad to hear that. Even though we lost to Eimei in the Fortissimo.”


      “True, in terms of the overall score…but your individual record was better, wasn’t it? And that reporter, Kazami—you know she’ll be sure to play that up in her coverage.”


      “Heh. That’s on you for not earning enough, isn’t it?”


      “…Hee-hee! [image: ] You two really are close, aren’t you?”


      ““We are not!””


      Hagoromo chuckled gracefully hearing me and Saionji cry out in sync. Then, still wearing that lovely smile, she gently touched her index finger to her cherry-blossom lips.


      “Moving on. Since you passed my test, I’ll tell you something good, Rina. The next most important thing after the cosmic truth that’s been kept hidden all this time.”


      “What is it? Your morning routine or something?”


      “I just wander around in a daze for an hour after waking up, you know. I’m really not a morning person… But no, that’s not it.”


      Gazing straight at Saionji, Hagoromo continued in a serene voice.


      “I knew. I knew all along that you lied to get me back to the mainland. I realized the very day you told me.”


      “…?! Wh-what…? How did you know?”


      “There’s no way Grandfather would entrust such an important order to someone else… Well, I suppose that would be a pretty convincing story if it was true, but it’s not. You know, Rina, when you tell a lie, there’s this slight twinge of guilt that flickers in your eyes. I can see it clear as day.”


      “…! That, so… You mean…?”


      Saionji’s voice trembled with agitation. Her ruby eyes shifted to Himeji, standing beside me. She glanced briefly at Hagoromo as if to confirm, then nodded slightly.


      “Yes. I knew, too—or rather, I was the one who facilitated your ‘kidnapping.’ There is security at the Saionji residence that even the servants don’t know about, and I disabled it. Naturally, this was done without Mr. Masamune noticing.”


      “…?! Security…? How did you know about that, Yuki?”


      “Well, you know… I was a maid for a certain individual who was headstrong, intensely curious, and had a tendency to run off a lot…”


      “Oh my, who could that possibly be? How troublesome.”


      Hagoromo placed one hand on her cheek and smiled brightly. Elegant yet rough, playful yet full of a mischievous spirit… All of those descriptions seemed to fit her well.


      “So, Rina,” Himeji said, standing shoulder to shoulder with Hagoromo. “Regarding Ms. Shion’s ‘kidnapping,’ there is absolutely no need for you to carry the blame alone. Both Ms. Shion and I were complicit, so everyone here is an accomplice.”


      “…!”


      “If anything, I am the one who should apologize. After that ‘kidnapping,’ I deliberately kept my distance from you. I did that as a cover to prove the two of us weren’t connected. If you remained unaware of the security system, that would minimize the chances of Mr. Masamune suspecting you. And it worked perfectly. Ms. Shion has been enjoying a normal high school life for a whole year and a half now.”


      “Yes. I’m having so much fun…thanks to the two of you.”


      “What is it with you both, huh?”


      Saionji bit her lip hard, her words trailing off. She looked like she might burst into tears, but before she did, she seemed to notice my gaze and hurriedly turned her head away.


      Hagoromo turned to face me, her hair swaying softly.


      “I must thank you, too, Shinohara. When I heard my Yuki had been taken by a gentleman, I was shaken at first… I even felt a little envious.”


      “…It wasn’t just a little, I bet. And I didn’t ‘take’ anyone.”


      “No need to hide it. Through the exam, I realized—I believe I now understand why Yuki would want to serve you. I might even forgive you for taking her.”


      “Hmm… You do?”


      “Yes… But you should know, a woman’s first time is important. Be gentle with her, okay?”


      “Can you not say such crazy stuff so casually like that?”


      As I chastised Hagoromo for throwing that sudden curveball without so much as batting an eyelid, I glanced over at Himeji. Just then, our eyes met as she lifted her gaze from where she’d been looking down, embarrassed. Both of us ended up blushing bright red.


      “—Ahem!”


      It was Saionji who cleared her throat, cutting through the awkward silence. She puffed out her slightly flushed cheeks and crossed her arms just below her chest.


      “I have to watch you two like a hawk, don’t I…? So, Shion. I’ve been meaning to ask… What are your plans from now on?”


      “Hmm? Well, after I’ve spent plenty of time with you two, I’ll head back to my friends, I suppose. You both passed my exam, so I’m sure you’ll be fine without me.”


      “Hmm… That might be true, but…”


      Saionji agreed with Hagoromo, yet she hesitated slightly… Somehow, I felt I understood what it was she wanted to say. Himeji, Saionji, and Hagoromo—their current separation was definitely one correct answer to this problem, but all three were compromising something in the process. Sacrificing something. Wasn’t there a better way—a way for all three of them to be happy?


      “…Hey, Shinohara. If you have a little wisdom to lend—”


      But just as those ruby eyes settled on me, a sound rang out, cutting Saionji off. The culprit was my own device, tucked away in my pocket. The timing couldn’t have been worse.


      Hagoromo, standing before me with graceful poise, scolded me with a faint scowl.


      “Ugh… Really, Shinohara? You’re going to give me a fright.”


      “Ah, yeah…I know. Sorry, everyone. Excuse me for a moment.”


      Feeling apologetic, I pulled out my device and turned my back to Hagoromo… That said, my device was set to only notify me in emergencies. And the only person who could possibly be contacting me at this exact moment, as far as I knew, was…


      “Hey, it’s me. What’s up, Enomoto?”


      “Still as disrespectful as always. But we don’t have much time, so I’ll forgive you.”


      The voice coming through the speaker belonged to Shinji Enomoto, Eimei’s student council president. His voice was calm and arrogant, yet it sounded stiffer than usual, and it delivered a shocking truth:


      “I won’t mince words with you, Shinohara—you have to get back to the Academy right away. Things are unfolding exactly as I warned you they would. Eimei’s under full-scale attack from the other schools in the Refrain competition. We can’t recover from this—I’ve judged that for myself. But that’s only because we haven’t played our trump card yet.


      “So I repeat: Come back here at once, Hiroto Shinohara. Eimei School needs you.”

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hello, good afternoon, or good evening. This is Haruki Kuou. Thank you very much for picking up Liar, Liar, Vol. 8: The Lying Transfer Student Is Envied by a Totally Normal High School Girl!


      So, how did you like it…? This volume involved a school trip, casino games, and the long-awaited appearance of that certain someone! As a result, it’s packed with so many lies and games that it was a real challenge to fit everything into one volume. What path to victory will Shinohara uncover without the third-years…? I poured my heart and soul into writing this, so I truly hope you enjoy it!


      Now for some thank-yous.


      Once again, thanks to konomi for all the amazing artwork. The cover, insert, and interior illustrations were all absolutely perfect! I especially love the ones of that new character.


      To my editor and the entire MF Bunko J editorial team, thank you so much for your hard work on this volume! I know I’m nothing but trouble for you guys, but I hope you’ll keep supporting me!


      Finally, the greatest thanks of all must go to everyone who read this book. I’m gonna work as hard as I can on the next volume, too, so I really hope you’re all looking forward to its release!


      Haruki Kuou

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Tell Me, Himeji!

What sort of place
is the island of Luna?

Luna, also known as Casino Island, is a world-famous tourist destination.
It also serves as the stage for the Fortissimo, the tournament for
second-year high school students on the Academy.There my master
will face a series of battles he can't afford to lose...but seeing as it's a
nice vacation spot, hopefully we can enjoy some fun times fogether, too.

A mecca for tourists

Luna is a resort island that features both world-class natural areas and the
most cutting-edge, futuristic cities. Everything—the views, the entertainment, the
food—is on a massive scale, and people say you could spend an entire year
there and still not see everything it has fo offer. Another unique aspect of Luna
is the casino games you can enjoy all across the island. As you build up your
chip tofal, you're granted access to rarer tourist hot spots.

The uliraexclusive lake in the center

Lake Heidi, located in the center of Luna, is reserved strictly for the best of the
best, with access requiring the astronomical sum of ten million chips. Only one
fourist in tens of thousands ever meets that requirement...but | can’t help but
think my master has it in him.

Money solves all problems?

While it is, of course, officially prohibited, the existence of areas like Lake Heidi
means it's not unheard of for some people to collect chips not by gambling
but through bribing dealers and other shady methods. Even if money can’t buy
happiness, on Luna it seems like it can pretty much buy anything else.
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Noa Akizuki (Six Star)
The Little Devil of Eimei. Clever and cute, but
vicious during a Game. She has a thing for

Hirofo.

Shinji Enomoto (Six Star)

President of Eimei School's student council.
Nicknamed the "All-Seeing.” He's been
friends with Nanase since they were young.

Nanase Asamiya (Six Star)

One of Eimei's three Six Stars. A beautiful and
athletic young woman. Constantly bickers
with Shinji

Mari Minakami (Five Star)

A straitlaced first-year at Eimei who hates
lying. Her big sister, Mayu, is a hidden genius
at the school.

Keiya Fujishiro (Six Star)

A student at Ohga School in the Third Ward.
Acts like an edgy delinquent, but he's talent-
ed and always looks out for his friends.

Sarasa Saionji (Six Star)

Hiroto Shinohara (Seven Star)
A new transfer student to Eimei School who's become the Academy’s

(fake) Seven Star. He has no choice but to keep lying to stay on top.

Shirayuki Himeji (Five Star)
Hiroto’s ufterly flawless maid who uses all sorts of unfair cheats. Leads

the Company, the group helping Hiroto maintain his rank.

The Empress, an all-powerful (fake) rich heiress. Her real name is Rina

Akabane. She goes to Ohga School and helps Hiroto with his schemes.

Mitsuru Fuwa (Five Star)

A student at Shinra High School and a mem-
ber of Albion just like his upperclassman,
Kirigaya.

Sumire Fuwa (Five Star)
A member of Albion and Mitsuru’s twin sister.

Highly aftuned to the emotions of others.

Senri Kururugi (Six Star)

A powerhouse who leads Tsuyuri Girls’
Institute. Ruthless in a Game, but a normal
dessert-loving teen otherwise.

Tsumugi Shiina

A middle-school girl with a genius-level intel-
lect and ditzy sort of purity. The provost pulled
some strings to get her into the Company.

Shizuku Minami (Six Star)

A student af St. Rosalia Girls’ Institute who
marches to the beat of her own drum
Formerly the best in the Academy, she now

prefers fo lie low.
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(@ Kagaya: Whew, that's another mission complete!

(@ Kagaya: I'm glad we managed to win, but Hiro
sure keeps using and abusing us like always.

Tsumugi: Yeah! But it's my big brother asking
for it, so what can ya do?

Tsumugi: Besides, | had a whole lot of fun!

(@) Kagaya: Yeah, Tsum-Tsum, you did way more than
I did this time around.

(@) Kagaya: Not just with your cheating, but with your
Onyx... Oh, right, you wanted to keep that secret
for now.

((f:)) Kagaya: Anyway, Tsum-Tsum, let's get something
to eat! And we've gotta hit the beach! It'd be such
a waste if all we did was work here on Luna! This
island has everything!

Tsumugi: Really?! Yaaaaaaaaaay!!

Tsumugi: Then | wanna eat some dragon!
Also...I wanna try drinking a healing potion!

(‘g tKhaagi?ya That, um... Actually, maybe they do have

@ : Let’ i K |
(\\\é Kagaya: Let's go look for it, Tsum-Tsum!

Tsumugi: Yeaaaaaaaaaah! | love you, Big Sis!
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