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      Nina’s Travel Diary


      When the work was finished to get Izumi Mine up and running again after the accident, we headed for the Werther Duchy capital. I wanted to go and thank the Golding Merchant House, who supplied the meat that Tien was able to eat! The head of the merchant house is called Clare, a very nice lady who’s trying to expand her business into magical items as well as meat. There was a misunderstanding with the inventor named Kett, but that was all put to rights... I think the two of them may have fallen in love!


      We left the Werther Duchy for the neighboring Yupiter Empire, making our way to the capital city of Thundergard. They call it the city where the sun never sets, and it’s absolutely enormous! We were hoping to learn something about Tien’s parents, but the lupalunes who were with the Dark Frost Mercenaries turned out to be fakes... I was very disappointed, so Emily suggested we go to a beach resort.


      Côte Sud, in the south of the empire, is a quintessential resort town, but the hot spring in the commoner’s part of town had dried up, so the atmosphere was a little gloomy. But between Astrid’s magical devices and Emily’s magic, the hot spring started flowing again! Isn’t that incredible?! Between the two of them, I think there’s nothing they couldn’t do.


      After a soak in the hot spring, we went back to Thundergard. To my surprise, I found myself working alongside another maid called Ciara. She called it a “maid duel.” Her maid skills were very impressive and I learned a lot from her. I hope we’ll get to work together again.


      We have run into a little snag, however... We’ve been summoned by none other than the empress! I wonder what she could possibly want...?


      My Journey So Far


      Central Fontaine, Werther Duchy → Thundergard, Yupiter Empire, Côte Sud, Yupiter Empire → Back to Thundergard.

    

  

  
    
      Prologue: The Maid in the Calm Before the Storm


      RING-A-LING, RING-A-LING!


      At the sound of the bell, a gaggle of small children playing in a back alley rushed out excitedly onto the main street.


      “It’s huuuge!”


      “The mad-jick train!”


      “You young ’uns keep back,” scolded a nearby adult. “It’s dangerous.”


      RING-A-LING, RING-A-LING!


      The bell continued to chime as the railcar came into view, driven by magic. It traveled no faster than walking pace but pulled car upon car of freight behind it.


      “Whoa, get a look at that sparkly carriage!”


      “Where? Where?”


      The children’s attention was immediately drawn away from the train. A little ahead of them was the city’s largest thoroughfare, which was so broad that it took a whole minute to walk from one side to the other. The many horse-drawn vehicles that ran past each other there were far more dangerous than the magic freight train, but the children, forgetting that their parents had told them to keep away from the road, dashed off toward it. The street was so full of people, however, that they didn’t get very far.


      “Where’s the sparkly carriage?”


      “Over there! Look!”


      There was a reason all those people had come to a standstill. The town around them was festooned with banners bearing the words Her Imperial Majesty’s 50th Jubilee, overlaid with her mark—a simple set of three concentric circles.


      “That’s it!”


      Just as one of the children pointed, a gap materialized in the wall of people. Through it, they saw the carriage. Its roof was coated in gold leaf that sparkled in the summer sunlight, its windows framed with breathtakingly intricate ornamentation. Its large wheels were wrapped in tanned monster hide so that, unlike other carriages, it glided along without a sound.


      The door was emblazoned with a sun and moon joined by a sword and surrounded by three concentric circles—a crest that only the imperial family of Yupiter had the privilege of displaying.


      “Gee whiz!”


      “It’s all gold!”


      Despite how overexcited they were getting, none of the adults chastised the children for their bad manners. They were too busy exclaiming, “Holy smokes!” or “Whoever could it be inside?”


      “Word has it it’s a special guest of Her Imperial Majesty!”


      “You mean they’ve come for the fiftieth jubilee celebration?”


      “What else would it be?”


      “Perhaps it’s some foreign king!”


      “You dolt. A king would use his own crest, wouldn’t he?”


      “Well who is it, then?”


      “Beats me.”


      By this time, the golden carriage had shrunk into the distance. It was making for the heart of the empire—the imperial palace.




      As it pulled up, the door opened with a click. But there was almost no one waiting for the magnificent coach.


      “Owwwww... That’s what the empire’s best carriages are like? My back’s killing me and we were barely in there at all!”


      A girl with scarlet hair and a mage’s hat stepped out of the carriage, clutching and stretching her back.


      “You should work on being more resilient, Emily. Chi is totally fine.”


      Another small girl jumped down behind her. It was Tien, with her pointed wolf ears and a thick coat of fur on her hands and arms.


      “Agreed. What sort of adventurer are you?” said a tall woman in inventor’s overalls as she stepped out of the carriage—then tripped. Tien caught her before she hit the ground.


      “The comebacks just write themselves,” Emily said drily.


      “Not my finest moment...” Astrid sighed. “Thanks, Tien.”


      “You could try to act like a normal person,” Tien replied.


      “That’s some attitude you’ve picked up! Don’t you think, Nina?”


      Astrid turned back as the final occupant of the carriage emerged. She was taller than Tien, but not by much, and wore a maid’s uniform with so much ease that it might have been a second skin. In other words, it was Nina.


      “Ha ha...ha...” Unsure of how to respond, she settled for an awkward smile, then changed the subject. “So we’re inside the imperial palace now? I’ve never been anywhere like this before.”


      “Me neither,” Emily said. “Or any of us, actually.”


      The imperial palace. It was the seat of the empress of Yupiter and the heart of Thundergard, the city where the sun never set, the thousand-year city, the glorious capital. Ringed by a vast moat and towering walls, the only way in or out was through one of a limited number of gates.


      The place where Nina and the others had disembarked was a carriage station immediately inside one of these gates—although the thorough checks of their identities and belongings meant it had taken over half an hour to get there. Standing as it did in the shadow of the walls, not even grass grew there. It felt like an abandoned lot.


      Within the palace grounds stood rows of three-story brick buildings. There were no ordinary townsfolk about; only soldiers in uniform, government officials, and servants and craftspeople who were employed there.


      “Would you be Nina, then?” A tall, severe-looking maid approached the four of them. Her uniform was a deep indigo, and everything about it, down to the shape of her apron, gave off a different impression to Nina’s. “This way, if you please. I’m to show you to the maid’s quarters.” She sighed, then added peevishly, “Why I’ve been ordered to go along with this silly flight of fancy I’m sure I don’t know...”


      With that, she turned her back on them and strode off.


      There was a pause.


      Nina and the others exchanged glances.


      “That means...we can go, right...?” Emily said.


      “I’d say so,” Astrid said. “It doesn’t sound like they want Nina here, at any rate.”


      “Chi wants to leave this city as soon as possible. And that big knight is gone.”


      But Nina cut off the other three’s conference.


      “B-But surely,” she said a little sheepishly, “we shouldn’t just leave before we know what Her Imperial Majesty ordered...”


      And so, with some reluctance, they decided to follow the maid.


      Looking back on their travels, Nina and the others had come to the Werther Duchy and then to the Yupiter Empire only planning to see the sights. In reality, they’d spent all their time in the duchy sorting out the troubles of Clare Golding, the head of a merchant house that traded in magic items, then, in the imperial capital of Thundergard, infiltrating the Darkfrost Mercenaries who supposedly had two lupalunes like Tien among their members. They barely got to do any real sightseeing.


      After that, Emily had been so desperate to visit a beach resort that they’d headed to the tourist destination of Côte Sud. Upon learning that the local hot spring had dried up, however, they’d offered their assistance to bring it back—even fending off hostilities from a resort hotel with ties to the nobility in the process.


      No sooner had they returned to Thundergard than they’d gotten tangled up with a noble, who was trying to get his hands on Nina, and his maid from the Lorsted family—a family of maids who were supposed to be the best in the world—named Ciara, who’d challenged Nina to a maid duel. Nina had emerged victorious—only for the most powerful man in the empire, Knight Commander Grinch, to show up and spirit them all off to the imperial palace.


      When put that way, their trip to the empire had been trouble from start to finish. It was no wonder Tien couldn’t wait to get out of there.


      Unfortunately, they’d received a summons from the empress, and to refuse would be a very bad idea. It might have been an option if they’d been willing to never set foot in the empire again, but given that the empire controlled the major travel hubs in the central continent, so long as Nina planned on continuing her sightseeing journeys, they couldn’t afford to draw the empress’s ire. Besides, if Nina was going to work at another noble household in the future, having some involvement with the Yupiter Empire was simply an inevitability.


      “I mean, I guess...” Emily sighed, looking well and truly fed up. “These nobles waving their power in our faces and ordering us around are seriously stressing me out...”


      They followed the palace maid for twenty minutes. Every area within the imperial city was vast, but not all of them had residential buildings. In some, there were stables, blacksmiths, and great siege weapons like ballistae and catapults standing ready in case of war. The maids’ quarters were tucked out of the way and consisted of four buildings, including one for the male servants. It was cool inside, where the sun’s rays couldn’t penetrate, and as expected of the imperial palace, the floors were close to spotless and the walls and windows were clean despite only housing servants—though Nina squirmed at the sight of the dust in the corners and the slight fog on the window panes.


      It was daytime, so the maids were out attending to their tasks. Only a scant few—off duty maids and the ones responsible for the dormitory—remained. The silence inside was eerie.


      “Excuse me, Housekeeper,” said the palace maid.


      “Ah, you’re back.”


      The three-story building must have housed over a hundred maids, but the quarters of the woman addressed as “housekeeper” were scarcely any more spacious than those of her subordinates. The key difference was the bookshelf stuffed with various documents. As the tall, severe maid entered, the housekeeper stopped writing and looked up. She was a little plump, but her expression was no less severe.


      “You must be Nina, then,” she said.


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Who are those women behind you?”


      “They’re my party members,” Nina said.


      At the word “party,” the housekeeper looked confused, so Nina added, “You see, ma’am, as I’m not currently employed by any estate, I found a party who kindly allowed me to join them.”


      The housekeeper only looked more baffled.


      “Well, except that we didn’t allow her to join us—this is Nina’s party,” Emily cut in.


      The housekeeper was clearly still lost, but she at least seemed to grasp from Emily’s mage outfit that she was an adventurer and that the party they were talking about was an adventuring party.


      “Is... Is that so? I see.” She let out a deep sigh, then said shortly, “In that case, I have no work for you.”


      “Sorry?”


      “There is no duty within the glorious imperial palace that I could possibly entrust to an adventurer maid!”


      “Hey, lady, what’s the big idea? It’s not like we want to be here! We got dragged—!”


      “All right, Emily, let’s settle down,” Astrid said breezily, grabbing her from behind and pulling her back before things got ugly.


      The housekeeper eyed them with irritation. “To be quite frank, if I didn’t have instructions from the minister of foreign affairs, I would have turned you away at the door. To allow a pack of boorish adventurers into the glorious halls of the imperial city...!”


      “Fine, we’ll leave! Aren’t you in charge around here? Hurry up and order them— Mmbph!”


      “All right, Emily, let’s settle down,” Astrid repeated, this time with her handkerchief covering Emily’s mouth.


      “Given the minister’s instructions, I can hardly allow you to leave the palace. At this moment, however, I am required at the guest quarters to meet Her Imperial Majesty’s guests. All of you are to stay here in the dormitory. You shall have a room, but you are not to leave this building. I hope I make myself clear.”


      With that, their audience with the housekeeper came to a close.




      “I am so flipping sick of this!” Emily groaned. “If she’d just give us the okay, we’d be out of here!”


      “There, there, Emily. I get why you’re mad, but if sticking around here a few days means they’ll let us leave, that’s not so bad, is it? I know I’d like to take a look around inside the palace.”


      The room in the dormitory they were given was so tiny that the two bunk beds inside left no room for anything else. With no chance to pack, Nina and the others had come with nothing but the clothes on their backs, yet all the luggage they’d left at the inn had somehow made its way here too. Someone must have investigated them and made the arrangements.


      That wasn’t all. Under the beds were maid uniforms in different sizes—four sets of them.


      “What, so you want to dress up like a maid and wander around?” Emily said. “You’d stand out too much in that inventor’s getup.”


      “The maid uniform isn’t so bad.”


      “I’m sure it’d suit you!” Nina burst out, then mumbled, “That is, erm, if it wouldn’t bother you to wear the same clothes as me...”


      “Not at all, Nina. I’d be delighted.”


      “Astrid, are you for real?” Emily exclaimed. “And Nina, what about you? How could you let her say those things to you before?”


      “M-Me?” Nina stammered, taken aback. “Well, erm... I certainly don’t think you’re boorish. I assumed she just wasn’t able to appreciate how wonderful you are!”


      Emily gaped. Faced with a direct compliment—and when she’d least expected it—she turned bright red.


      Folding her arms, she turned her back on Nina and declared, “That’s not the point!”


      She sounded pleased, though.


      “Well, Emily looks happy smirking over there—”


      “I’m not smirking!”


      “—but what about you, Tien? You stayed quiet back there. Emily I can handle, but if you lost your temper there’d be no stopping you.”


      Tien, who hadn’t said a word for some time now, had looked troubled ever since they reached the room.


      “It stinks,” she said at last.


      “Huh?” This wasn’t the answer Astrid had expected. She looked questioningly at Tien.


      “This whole time, there has been a strange smell. Chi can stand it, but...if it is a choice between staying here, Chi would rather be outside.”


      The other three stared at Tien, then at each other.


      In the mining town in Werther Duchy where Tien had lived before, she’d been unable to eat any of the food because of the special preservative used when transporting them into the mountains. As a lupalune, Tien had an exceptionally keen sense of smell. Even Nina, with all her special training, couldn’t match her.


      “A smell...? How curious,” Nina said. “Well, how about we go outside?”


      Emily flopped down on the bed. “Seriously...? You’re gonna go stick your nose into trouble again?”


      “O-Oh dear, I beg your pardon. If you’d all prefer to rest, that’s quite all right.”


      “Well I’m coming,” Astrid said. “I’ll die of boredom in here. And we need Tien to lead us to the source of the smell, which means Emily will have to stay here all on her o—”


      “Okay, fine!” Emily jumped to her feet. “You don’t have to be a jerk about it.”


      “A jerk? Who, me?”


      “Oh, wipe that smirk off your face.”


      Astrid only laughed.


      While the two of them bickered, Nina turned to Tien.


      “They get on so well, don’t they?”


      “Yes, they do.”




      “Huh, this is pretty easy to move in!”


      “Of course. These are practical clothes. They don’t show dirt either.”


      “Chi is happy that Chi and Nina match.”


      Their travel gear was simply too conspicuous, so in the end, all four of them changed into the maid uniforms. Thus, despite having been summoned to the palace, they found themselves wandering around the maid dormitory with nothing to do.


      “The three of you look absolutely charming no matter what you wear!” Nina said, clapping her hands in delight.


      There in the imperial palace of the Yupiter Empire, the heart of one of the greatest nations on the continent, they had no idea of the storm that was approaching.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The Five Sages Gather


      The 50th Jubilee of Her Majesty the Empress of Yupiter...was too long to write out every time, so instead the number “50” with the three concentric circles of the imperial family was on display all over the capital. Cakes and cookies had “50” baked into them, and all the meat and vegetables brought into the city were stamped with it.


      The festivities had been in full swing for a month, and the parade that was about to begin would be the grand finale. Here, the empire’s great and powerful would process along the road that encircled the imperial palace that was as broad as the city’s main thoroughfare. On the first and second days, the prominent merchant guilds put forth troupes of musicians and so-called “floats” that were loaded up with wares, with furniture makers displaying their most eye-catching pieces, and fruit sellers parading mountains of produce and enormous fake fruit. Starting from the third day, these made way for the floats that the nobility houses had constructed at enormous expense.


      There were no limits on extravagance, but the use of any and all magic items was strictly prohibited. To prevent acts of terrorism, there was a magical barrier in place around the palace that rendered all such devices inoperable within its bounds. The city bristled with security forces; there were constant patrols not only by soldiers on deployment in the capital, but even the knight companies who never usually went out on the streets. Such was the level of threat that magic items represented—they could function as weapons.


      However, the inconvenience created by not being able to use them was actually minimal. With the streetlights out of order, the parade had to be held during the day, but that was the worst of it. It didn’t even affect the citizens, who headed home before the sun set, glad for the opportunity to see the parade.


      That day, the prominent merchant house floats made their appearance, drawing thronging crowds of people to the streets around the imperial palace. Knight companies marched along the same route in between the floats. For common citizens, the knights, as members of the elite class who rarely showed themselves in public, were just as much part of the spectacle.


      At the head of the company, sitting astride a massive horse, rode a giant of a man. He had to be two meters tall, with close-cropped green hair and an unusually deep tan for a knight, whose elite social position often kept them indoors. On top of that, his face was crisscrossed with scars. He wore a knight’s raiment embroidered with gold thread, and his chest was festooned with medals.


      A murmur went through the crowd.


      “Gosh, who’s that...?”


      “You don’t know? That there’s the empire’s sword—the mightiest knight around!”


      “So the knight commander, huh?”


      The man—Count Grinch, the knight commander—paid them no heed. He surveyed his surroundings with a watchful eye.


      Just then, a knight rode up behind him.


      “My lord commander! It is time for you to return to the imperial palace.”


      “Hmph. That time already, huh?” He wheeled his horse around, and the animal immediately broke into a gallop, as though it had been holding back the whole time. Another impressed murmur went through the crowd as they watched him thunder away.


      When Count Grinch arrived back at the palace, a maid hurried over to brush the dust from his clothes and supply him with his ceremonial sword. He slung it at his waist, then joined the other nobles gathered in front of the main palace.


      “Cutting it close there, Lord Grinch,” said an elderly man with a kind, grandfatherly air.


      “Good day to you, Minister,” Grinch greeted the minister of foreign affairs. “Lots of nobles here today, aren’t there?”


      “Indeed. Given the distinguished status of our soon-to-arrive guests, it is only natural that they wish to make connections.”


      “Does that include you?”


      The minister chuckled. “I am too old to have any need of such advantages.”


      Laugh though he might, the elderly minister oversaw the diplomatic affairs of the entire empire, and every noble knew that he had the trust of the empress, who had relied upon him for many years. The idea that the minister of foreign affairs wouldn’t be present to welcome her honored guests was absurd.


      “The sword carriage has passed the main gate and will arrive shortly,” announced a servant.


      The nobles’ chatter died away. Alongside the sun and moon, the sword was one of the imperial family’s marks, and a rare one at that, only seeing use a few times a year. The imperial household had unmarked carriages too—such as the one Nina and the others had been bundled into.


      Presently, a horse-drawn carriage appeared from the direction of the main gate. Before it rode a phalanx of imperial guards. These guards’ duty was the protection of the imperial family, but such was the importance of the personages who rode in the sword, sun, and moon carriages that they also served as their escorts.


      “The palace welcomes Lord Tuyledo Fal Vilhelmscott of the Five Sages!”


      As the proclamation rang out, the nobles all bowed deeply. Alone, the minister of foreign affairs approached the carriage.


      The door opened. Despite the midsummer heat, the man emerged clad in a long robe. He was tall and slender, with long, blond hair and pointed ears that stuck out on either side of his head. Although he appeared to be in his twenties, he was in fact an elf who had lived for centuries. His intelligent features gave him an almost sacred air, and his green eyes gazing out from beneath long lashes only made him seem more otherworldly.


      Elves were unfriendly to outsiders and had evolved their own culture and magical arts in the depths of the great forest. By sharing glimpses of this world with the outside along with special elvish crafts, Tuyledo had come to be known as the bridge between elves and humans. His unfathomably deep knowledge of magic had furthermore garnered him a reputation as the greatest mage on the continent.


      “It has been too long, Minister,” he said. “I’m glad to find you well.”


      “It’s true that I have my health, Lord Tuyledo, but I’ve grown terribly frail,” the minister replied. “During your stay, you must allow me to introduce you to the bright sparks who will lead the empire when I am gone.”


      “Has it already been so long? How quickly the years slip by...”


      “I remember back when we first met. I didn’t know the first thing about nobility. If I recall correctly, Her Imperial Majesty—”


      “That’s enough reminiscing,” came a gentle but resonant woman’s voice. “Both of you, come inside.”


      Everyone present knew exactly who it belonged to. Knight Commander Grinch had already installed himself at her side. It was her, not the guests, that he was here to protect.


      “What an unexpected pleasure this is, Your Majesty.”


      “Why, Lord Tuyledo, you are an important guest.”


      “An important, profitable guest?”


      The empress laughed. “It pains me to hear even you speak so.”


      “Even after becoming empress, your manner toward me has never changed,” Tuyledo said, smiling. “Such people are few and far between.”


      He approached the sovereign of the Yupiter Empire and the two of them entered the main palace together. The knight commander, the minister of foreign affairs, and a procession of other nobles trailed after them.


      Inside, rows of servants and attendants stood on the perfectly polished floors of the great hall with their heads bowed. Maidservants far outnumbered the men, a peculiarity of the Yupiter Empire. Although it was often said that this was because the empress was a woman, it had in fact been so since the time of the previous emperor—it was simply tradition. Knights stood upright and still as statues along the walls.


      As the empress ascended the staircase, the great doors swung open, letting the music of stringed instruments out into the open. A red carpet lay on the floor, leading to the imperial throne, which was of course empty. Its occupant was making her way toward it.


      “We shall begin the ceremonies once all of the Five Sages have arrived. Please take today to rest and settle in.”


      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


      “Did you all hear that? You aren’t to trouble Lord Tuyledo today.”


      This room was the imperial audience chamber, but the formalities that accompanied audiences had been done away with. As soon as the empress told them to leave, the nobles had no choice but to file out again until only she, Tuyledo, the minister of foreign affairs, and Count Grinch remained. At some point, the string music had faded away as well.


      “You are too kind,” Tuyledo said.


      The empress chuckled. “Well, you always look so grim! What with the Council of the Sages starting the day after tomorrow, I’m sure you could do with a day to rest.”


      “They aren’t the easiest to talk to,” Tuyledo agreed with a wry smile.


      The jewel in the crown of the empress’s fiftieth jubilee was neither the banners covering the city, nor the parades around the palace, nor the ceremony to confer honors upon a long list of nobles and knights. It was the Council of the Sages.


      At these councils, the Five Sages came together to share knowledge and insight that would unlock new magical innovations and offer solutions to the world’s troubles. They had no fixed schedule, but at least one was held every decade, with the most recent taking place eight years earlier. All the members of the Five Sages, Tuyledo included, were distinguished personages whose names were better known throughout the continent than that of any king.


      If there was a problem, it was this: The councils were set to run for ten days, but none had yet lasted that long. The longest had gone for five days; the shortest for three. Last time, it had wrapped up after four days. It wasn’t that they ran out things to discuss—the sages just hated each other so much that eventually, they gave up.


      Ten days might be overly ambitious, but the empress was hoping to make it to five. How long she could keep the council in session would determine the success of the whole jubilee.


      “You say that, Lord Tuyledo, but you seem positively eager for this year’s council. Here you are, a day ahead of schedule!”


      Tuyledo laughed. “Your Majesty, it isn’t kind of you to make fun of me so. Had you only told me sooner, I’d have been here days ago.”


      “Told you...what?”


      “Why, about Nina. I never dreamed that she’d find her way from the Crecente Kingdom into the employ of the imperial palace of Yupiter! Your Majesty’s powers of perception are quite astonishing.”


      “Nina...? O-Oh, Nina! The maid!”


      The empress was taken aback. When she’d arranged for Count Grinch to bring the girl to the palace, she’d only been thinking about winning Tuyledo’s favor. She hadn’t taken any special interest in the girl herself. Of course, that wasn’t so surprising. As the empress of a great nation, she didn’t go around concerning herself with maids.


      Naturally, Tuyledo’s attachment to the girl struck her as a surprise. From what he’d said, he’d set off for the imperial palace the moment he’d heard she was here. What sort of maid was this Nina that she even had one of the Five Sages besotted with her? All of a sudden, the empress’s interest was piqued.


      “To tell you the truth, I know little about her,” the empress admitted. “I only called her here because I heard that you were fond of her.”


      “Did you really? That was very good of you. I suppose she is at the state guest house, is she?”


      “Why don’t I accompany you there?”


      The empress was perfectly within her rights to call at the state guest house, but going there to meet a maid? It was highly irregular. The minister of foreign affairs and Count Grinch looked alarmed.


      “You needn’t go out of your way, Your Majesty,” Tuyledo said. “You must be very busy.”


      “I find I am curious about the girl.”


      “You are? Well, if you say so... Shall we go, then?”


      Tuyledo and the empress began to walk away, leaving the minister and the count no choice but to follow. The imperial chamberlain, seeing the four of them leave the audience hall, hurried to inform all the relevant parties of this unplanned development. Meanwhile, the empress and her companions made their way to the state guest house.


      *


      The state guest house, however, was not where Nina and her friends were.


      “So this is where the smell was coming from...”


      They’d followed Tien’s lead through the maid dormitory until eventually Nina, too, picked up on the smell. Emily and Astrid couldn’t detect it at all.


      They’d arrived at the toilets.


      Even Emily and Astrid couldn’t miss the aroma of air freshener that wafted out into the corridor, but Nina and Tien caught the foul stench that it concealed.


      As this was the maid dormitory, there was only a women’s toilet. A piece of paper had been stuck up beside the entrance. It read:


      Out of order due to a magical malfunction. Please use other facilities until the conclusion of the jubilee.


      — Housekeeper


      “Huh. I guess they’re too busy getting ready for this jubilee to bother with repairs?” Emily’s voice came out somewhat muffled because she was pinching her nose. “But if it’s a magical malfunction, we’ve got just the woman for the job.”


      “Your standard toilet uses magical devices for water purification, drainage, and cleaning,” Astrid mused. “My guess is that there’s an issue with the drainage, so the smell from the sewers is wafting up here. I’d be fascinated to see what kinds of magic items get allocated to maids at the imperial palace.” She rolled up her sleeves enthusiastically.


      “Well... I guess it’s better than sitting in an empty room. Plus, we’ll have to use the toilets at some point, so we might as well clean ’em up. Nina, you’re keen, aren’t...you...?” Emily trailed off.


      “What’s wrong?” Nina was already holding a toilet brush and a rag. It wasn’t clear where she’d gotten them.


      “I don’t know why I asked,” Emily sighed, shaking her head. “I couldn’t drag a little workaholic like you away when there’s a job to be done.”


      *


      Tuyledo arrived at the state guest house with a glowing smile on his face. Mere minutes later, it was gone.


      The housekeeper, who hadn’t the faintest idea what she’d done wrong, went pale.


      “You left Nina...to wait. Without giving her any tasks...”


      “I-If you please, Your Majesty, it didn’t seem proper to assign a maid not employed by the palace or Your Majesty’s household to wait on your most eminent guests...”


      The housekeeper’s eyes flicked to the minister of foreign affairs. It was on his orders that she’d agreed to receive Nina. Although his message had said that Tuyledo wished to see the girl, the housekeeper, who considered the elf so far above herself that she’d never dreamed she might ever speak to him directly, hadn’t realized the extent of his obsession. On the contrary, she’d been convinced that if some stray maid could win him over, he’d only be more delighted to be waited on by one of the far superior palace maids.


      The minister shut his eyes and furrowed his brows. Despite his clear instructions, the housekeeper had taken it upon herself to leave Nina twiddling her thumbs. He couldn’t bear to look at the woman.


      “Your Majesty, I apologize for being so demanding, but—”


      “Say no more, Lord Tuyledo,” the empress said. “We will have the maid Nina brought here at once. She shall, of course, serve as your personal attendant.”


      Tuyledo glanced at the housekeeper, then said, “No, Your Majesty. I will go to Nina myself. Then, if it is agreeable to her, I would be glad to have her work at my side.”


      The empress blinked. “Go...to the maid dormitory? You’re going yourself?”


      The minister’s eyes snapped open, and the count’s brows shot up. The housekeeper was now deathly pale and sweating profusely.


      “Very well...” the empress said. “If that is how it is to be, then I will go too. I wish to see this remarkable individual for myself.”


      “If you please, Your Majesty, you’re going too?”


      “I am.”


      At this, the housekeeper nearly fainted, but two maids who had quietly moved behind her propped her up and jolted her to her senses with a firm elbow to the back. The palace maids were well trained.


      Thus, in an event entirely without precedent, the empire’s most distinguished guest along with the empress herself went to call at the maid dormitory. A carriage bore them there in no time at all. Most of the maids were out, so the dormitory buildings were quiet when Tuyledo disembarked before them. He held out a hand for the empress as she got down behind him.


      “So this is where the maids live. I had no idea,” she said.


      “Is that right? This palace is vast indeed.”


      In all fifty years of her reign, the empress had never set foot here before. She and her guest peered around at their surroundings with great interest. The housekeeper was so overawed that her face had gone past pale to ashen.


      As they stepped into the entrance hall, two maids who looked like they were on their break walked past yawning. When they noticed the housekeeper and the others standing beside her, they froze.


      “You there!” the housekeeper snapped. “Take us to Nina’s room!”


      “N-Nina, ma’am?”


      “The maid I gave a room to today!”


      Understanding dawned on the two maids, and they led the extraordinary visitors to the room. But when they knocked, there was no answer.


      “I-I don’t think she’s in, ma’am...”


      “Any idiot can see that! Don’t you know where she went?”


      It was clear from the look the two maids exchanged that they had no idea.


      “Oh...” one said. “But I might have seen a maid I didn’t recognize...”


      “Where?”


      “It was... Um... You know, ma’am. The out of order... Um... Where the magic device broke...”


      The maid carefully avoided using words like “lavatory” or “toilet.” She had the feeling one wasn’t supposed to talk about such things in the presence of Her Majesty the Empress. Still, the housekeeper understood perfectly well, and her eyes went wide as she realized just how badly out of control the situation had become.


      She couldn’t possibly lead the empress and her distinguished guest to the maid’s toilets, let alone one that stank of sewage thanks to a broken magical device. She’d put out herbs to freshen the air, but anyone who went anywhere near the place would notice the smell.


      “If I may, housekeeper,” said the minister of foreign affairs in a low voice.


      “Y-Yes, Minister?”


      “It seems to me as though keeping this dormitory in order is beyond your capabilities. To think I placed such faith in you as to entrust you with Nina...”


      “N-No...! Not at all, my lord! I’ll fetch her at once, if I might ask you to wait in, erm... No, the dining hall won’t do...”


      The empress cut her off. “It’s quite all right. We’ve come this far. We shall accompany you. If the girl has found herself a job, I’d like to see her at work.”


      “Y-Your Majesty?!” The housekeeper began sweating harder than ever.


      “Let us go,” Tuyledo agreed. “I cannot condone taking up any more of the empress’s time.”


      “Why, Lord Tuyledo, I assure you that for the duration of the council I have no duties more pressing than attending to your needs.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous, Your Majesty. Every moment you spend away from your duties is a moment lost for the advancement of the empire. Indeed, I begin to feel rather guilty.”


      If that were true, then the empress going to look at the maid’s toilets would probably put the whole empire in reverse. At this rate, the rising sun of Yupiter would turn around and head straight back to earth.


      The housekeeper was now drenched in sweat down to the waist.


      “Hurry up and show Her Majesty the way,” the minister of foreign affairs snapped.


      Her head was spinning. She’d had enough of the whole affair. Whatever happened next, it was nothing to do with her. In a state of total despair, the housekeeper set off unsteadily toward the toilets.


      Small noises of surprise escaped the other two maids, but they were wise enough not to court danger and quickly excused themselves. And so the housekeeper alone led her four formidably powerful charges through the dormitory to the broken toilets.


      As they approached, she could tell that there was someone around. The entrance was just around the next corner and the aroma of herbs drifted down the corridor to meet them—but it was barely a lingering trace. Why could that be? She’d ordered the maids to put out plenty.


      But the housekeeper had no time to ponder why.


      “I-I-If you please, Your Majesty, Nina should be in here,” she croaked.


      “Excellent!” Tuyledo exclaimed.


      And with that, he strode past her and around the corner.


      What Nina was doing in a place like this, the housekeeper had no idea. At any rate, it was the least of her worries. Since she’d put off dealing with the broken magic device and the stench of sewage, the toilets hadn’t been cleaned for days—and now a distinguished personage had seen it.


      Her knees buckled, and she sank to the ground. She’d lose her job for this—and she’d be lucky not to lose more. She’d inconvenience her family, whose connections—noble connections—had gotten her a position as a maid in the imperial palace, and “inconvenience” would be the best she could hope for. Bringing harm to the empire through contempt for the imperial family and disrespecting a state guest... Her family wouldn’t just be stripped of their holdings—they’d be lined up for the executioner.


      I’m done... Finished... It’s all over...


      The words taunted her relentlessly inside.


      “My dear Nina! It’s been too long!” Tuyledo said happily. There was a very un-sage-like note of glee in his voice.


      What? There’s nothing there but a maid’s restroom...


      Tuyledo went up to the bewildering maid.


      “But what are you doing here? Isn’t this the maids’...changing room?”


      Changing room? The housekeeper thought she must have misheard. She wanted to ask if he seriously thought that a changing room would stink of sewage like that, but voicing such a question would definitely constitute contempt.


      She gave a few sniffs, then started. The lingering traces of aromatic herbs had faded, leaving only a refreshing, natural fragrance that didn’t smell at all artificial.


      What in the world was going on? The housekeeper got to her feet and rounded the corner.


      *


      “My dear Nina! It’s been too long!”


      Nina immediately recognized the voice. She swiftly took the bucket, rag, mop, and soap that she’d been holding and hid them away in the cleaning supply closet while Tuyledo’s gaze roved across the room, so he didn’t notice.


      “What a pleasure it is to see you again after all this time, Lord Tuyledo,” Nina said. “To think that you remembered me by name! It is too great an honor for a maid such as myself.”


      “Not for a maid like you, Nina. How could I possibly forget you? But what are you doing here? Isn’t this the maids’...changing room?”


      “What brings you to such a place, my lord...?”


      “To tell you the truth, I came because I heard you were here.”


      “My goodness. Truly, you do me too much honor... But my lord, it’s so cramped here. If you’d be so kind as to tell me where you are staying, I shall call on you there.”


      Nina took a few steps away, discreetly guiding Tuyledo away from the toilets. At the bend in the passage stood the housekeeper, an elderly woman in the most dazzling dress Nina had ever seen, an aristocratic-looking old man, and Knight Commander Grinch. Nina, ever the maid, did not meet any of their gazes as she led Tuyledo past them. It was her guess that since Tuyledo was here to see her, the knight commander and the other nobles would go along with what he wanted.


      “So you were cleaning...?” the elderly woman asked.


      “Yes, ma’am. Just as a maid ought.” Nina kept her gaze lowered, feeling a little lost. There was confusion and disappointment in the woman’s voice. But why?


      It wasn’t her fault she didn’t understand, of course. She didn’t know about the outsized expectations that had been placed on her as the maid that Tuyledo was supposedly obsessed with.


      In any case, she led Tuyledo away, and the other three followed them.


      Silence fell. Then—


      “Are they gone?”


      “Looks like it.”


      “Chi is worried about Nina on her own.”


      When the nobles were gone, Emily, Astrid, and Tien poked their heads out from the toilets.


      “Wh-Wh-What have you done...?” The housekeeper was still there. Swaying on her feet, she made her way over to peer inside.


      Her jaw dropped.


      No wonder Tuyledo had called it a “changing room.” She’d noticed the difference in the smell, but that wasn’t all that had changed. The interior had been totally made over. The floor tiles gleamed, and the stall doors had been polished down to the hinges. Even stains that had resisted all efforts to get rid of them were gone. It felt like she was in a brand new building.


      “We cleaned, duh,” Emily said.


      “And repaired the magical device,” Astrid added.


      The maids of the imperial palace were good at their jobs. With enough time, and if they all pitched in, they could have achieved the same result. In fact, the empress had immediately realized this was the toilets; she’d just assumed that this level of cleanliness was the norm. After all, this was how clean the ones in the imperial residence were kept, and it was the same maids who worked there.


      That was why she’d felt confused and disappointed after questioning Nina—as it turned out, she was no different from the other palace maids.


      However, the palace maids had their daily tasks to attend to, and so while they did their best to keep their dormitory clean, they didn’t give it as much attention as the imperial residence or the main palace. Besides, they could never have gotten it this spotless in just a few hours. It was the housekeeper who properly grasped the abnormality of the situation.


      “Cleaning aside...” she said when she finally found her voice again. “What do you mean, ‘repaired’?”


      She had a hundred questions about the “cleaning” too, but the magical device was the more pressing concern. These weren’t mass-produced items—almost all the devices used in the palace toilets were calibrated so that they could only be used here. She took it for granted that if you wanted one repaired, you had to go to the merchant house that sold it.


      “Huh? Well, your water purification and cleaning devices were working fine, but the drainage circuitry was burned out. So I fixed it. There’s a few improvements that could be made to the drainpipe setup, so I’d recommend getting someone in to do that.”


      “Y-You fixed it?”


      “Don’t worry, I’m a licensed inventor.” Astrid flashed her Freja Kingdom credentials. The housekeeper’s eyes went wide.


      If you asked Astrid, she’d tell you that inventing in the Freja Kingdom was stagnating, with hardly any novel research published in recent years. But the housekeeper’s understanding of the world was a little out of date. To her, the Freja Kingdom was still the world leader in magical item development, and its inventors were the best of the best in the field.


      Thus, the housekeeper jumped to the following conclusion.


      “W-Well, that explains it... It was your magical devices that got the toilets so clean.”


      It was the explanation that best fit her own understanding of the world.


      “Huh?”


      “It was the magical devices that led Lord Tuyledo to form such a high opinion of Nina... Yes, I see.”


      “H-Hold on, don’t just jump to conclu—”


      “In that case, I will allow Nina to wait on Lord Tuyledo, but only if you are also present.”


      “What? No! You’ve got it all wrong. I just fixed the magical device—”


      “Dear me, there’s too much to do! My head spins just thinking about it.” The housekeeper, having recovered from her confusion, promptly hurried away.


      “Wh-Wha...?” Astrid was left gaping.


      “I guess it just goes to show, huh?” Emily said. “Where Nina’s concerned, people see what they want to see. Especially the ones who care too much about titles.”


      “Mm... But even so...” Astrid said doubtfully. “I mean, you care about titles too, don’t you?”


      “Me? No way. Adventurers don’t put any stock in that sorta thing.”


      “You know that lady from before was the empress, right?”


      “What?!” Emily squawked. Astrid grinned evilly.


      “Just kidding. As if Her Imperial Majesty would show her face in a place like this.”


      “Y-You set me up!”


      “It’s impossible not to care about titles and rank, Emily.”


      “Hmph...” Emily grumbled, unable to argue.


      “But empress or not,” Tien chimed in, “Chi is sure she is from the imperial family. Her ring had the imperial crest on it.”


      Emily and Astrid both froze.


      “Uh...?”


      “It had what now?”


      That was the thing about jokes—sometimes, they accidentally hit on the truth.


      “Chi is going to find Nina.”


      Tien trotted away, leaving the other two standing there.


      *


      Nina was made Tuyledo’s personal maid, so on the housekeeper’s orders, Astrid had to go with her. Meanwhile, Tien and Emily found themselves at loose ends. At first, they drifted aimlessly around the maid dormitory, but as that was about as interesting as it sounded, they gradually began to roam farther afield. It wasn’t long before they ventured out of the imperial palace to go and see the parade floats.


      The state guesthouse where Tuyledo was staying was a vast and opulent affair. The walls were painted a deep indigo, which on its own would have been subdued and stylish, but for the gold ornaments and works of art placed here and there. Astrid had no doubt that every one was worth a small fortune. She gave them as wide a berth as she could.


      “It really has been such a long time, Nina.”


      There were no other maids or attendants in Tuyledo’s room, which was called the “Yellow Berry Chamber.” He’d seemed flustered when he’d hurried in and out of the maid dormitory earlier, but looking at him now, Astrid couldn’t find a single fault in his elven face. He was unbelievably handsome.


      So this is Lord Tuyledo Fal Vilhelmscott of the Five Sages...


      Her palms grew clammy with sweat. As a magical inventor, Astrid was well aware of him. The elven knowledge that he’d imparted had a massive influence on the field of magic—the fundamental technology that made her inventions possible. This man was one of the most famous people on the continent. And when he saw Nina, his face lit up.


      The way Nina had framed it was that Lord Tuyledo deigned to speak to a maid like her because he was just that kind. The implication being that he was kind to everyone.


      I knew that couldn’t be right. I knew it!


      There was no chance that someone like Tuyledo paid attention to every maid around him. He might genuinely be a kind person, but the idea that he’d remembered Nina’s name and shared his knowledge of spirits and magic with her out of kindness was laughable. He had dignitaries from every nation bowing and scraping and offering him gold for that same knowledge.


      “I’m sorry that we were so long parted, my lord.”


      “I missed your tea so much, I even dreamed of it!”


      “You are far too kind, my lord, to waste such praise on me.”


      “I heard that you’d left Count Mirkwood’s estate back in the Crecente Kingdom.”


      “Erm... Well, in a way...”


      Nina’s smile faltered. She had been thrown out of the Mirkwood household after being falsely accused of breaking a vase. It was a painful subject, but Tuyledo, who seemed to already know the whole story, only smiled more broadly.


      “When I heard you were gone, I decided that I would never stay there again. Even though the garden was as stunning as ever.”


      “W-Was it really? Tomus is an excellent gardener... But listen to me, talking too much. I’ll prepare your tea at once.”


      Nina busied herself with the teapot, but true to form, she did it without making a sound. It was true that the floor of the room was flat, without so much as a speck of dust on it, but the cart with the tea set on it had squeaked when the palace maid had wheeled it in. Astrid was sure they’d deliberately sent a rickety old cart out of spite at Nina for stealing their chance to wait on such a distinguished guest. She’d immediately pulled some machine oil from her pocket to service it—even in a maid uniform, she was still Astrid, so she had a full set of tools with her.


      It was Nina’s job to look after the whole of the enormous Yellow Berry Chamber, so she and Astrid were alone with Tuyledo. Astrid was surprised to learn that he didn’t travel with any attendants, even though he was always rushing around from one place to another. If anything, that was all the more reason to keep an attendant or two, or even a dozen. That being said, she was grateful he was alone now that it was Nina’s job to look after him.


      Tuyledo gazed with genuine delight at the cup of golden tea that Nina poured for him. Astrid still caught the rich yet refreshing aroma even standing from several meters away.


      Nina brought the cup to Tuyledo, who’d been waiting eagerly at the tea table. He immediately raised it to his lips and inhaled its aroma through his nose. The rapturous expression on his face made it look like he’d taken something rather a lot stronger than tea. Not that Nina would ever have offered him anything like that. It was one hundred percent pure tea.
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      He took a sip. “Mmm! That’s the only word for this flavor—mm-mmm!”


      Nina inclined her head. “You’re too kind, my lord.”


      Astrid noticed that there was, for some reason, a note of apology in her voice.


      “I mean it sincerely, Nina,” Tuyledo said. “This is excellent. It’s incredible that you were able to draw this flavor out of tea leaves in that substandard condition.”


      Nina shrugged off the praise as if it were nothing, but Astrid was taken aback.


      Wait, how does it smell that good if the tea leaves had gone bad?!


      In fact, this variety of tea was difficult to store. Back at Count Mirkwood’s estate, Nina had moved the tea caddy every day to maintain their condition. Here in the imperial palace, they probably stored all the tea in the same place controlled by a magic device. Nina couldn’t fault them for it. She knew that it wasn’t fair to expect that sort of effort for one variety of tea.


      Meanwhile, Astrid felt her opinion of the palace maids lower somewhat.


      I wonder what kind of tea Lord Tuyledo usually drinks?


      If Nina was the only one who could make tea this well, it made sense that Tuyledo was so excited to see her again. Astrid, who got to eat Nina’s cooking every day, probably understood how he felt better than most.


      “By the way, Nina, who is that?”


      As Tuyledo’s long, almond eyes flicked toward her, Astrid instinctively stood up straight. She was only here because of the housekeeper’s misunderstanding, and she had wanted more than anything to blend into the air and slip away unnoticed. Unfortunately, she was taller than all the other maids, so she stood out.


      “Astrid is my travel companion,” Nina said excitedly, her maid persona slipping for a moment.


      “I-Is she, now...?” Tuyledo blinked, surprised by her answer. Then he turned to glower at Astrid. “I wish to know who you are.”


      Astrid couldn’t read what emotion lurked in the depths of his eyes. Tuyledo was hundreds of years old—whatever he was thinking would be a mystery to her. But there was something wary, or perhaps suspicious, in his gaze that held her transfixed.


      Oh... Just like that, she understood. Despite being one of the greatest minds on the continent, despite his age, despite him being a different species, Astrid had one thing in common with Tuyledo.


      They both cared about Nina and wanted to keep her safe.


      “I’m an inventor from the Freja Kingdom—” she began.


      “I know that already. You positively reek of iron.”


      “Right, well in that case, there’s only one other thing you need to know.” Astrid stood up straight. “I am a member of the adventuring party Maid & Co. I—or rather, we all met Nina and were saved by her. Now, we travel with her as her companions, and as her family.”


      Tuyledo was silent.


      First, with his apparently impressive sense of smell, he’d identified Astrid as an inventor right away. Now she was telling him she was part of an adventuring party—an adventuring party called Maid & Co. Most people would have been totally lost by now. Tuyledo, however, seemed to understand perfectly.


      “I see,” he said, sounding satisfied. He turned back to Nina. “It appears you have been lucky in your friends since you left Count Mirkwood.”


      “What?! Oh, erm, yes, my lord.”


      “When I heard that you were no longer employed, I very much hoped that you would attach yourself to me. But it seems I was a little too late.”


      “They have all been very good to me,” Nina said.


      “I can tell. It was clear at once from how happy you look. Still, know that there is a place for you with me should you ever need it.”


      “You honor me too much, my lord.” Nina bowed with perfect courtesy.


      Astrid was bewildered. Tuyledo—the Tuyledo—wanted to hire Nina as a maid. The same Tuyledo who’d come to the Council of the Sages without a single attendant—he wanted Nina at his side?! If word of this got out, Nina would make every maid, mage, and inventor on the continent mad with jealousy.


      Oh well, knowing Nina, she’s probably thinking something like, “Oh, Lord Tuyledo is so kind! To think he’d deign to say such a thing to a maid like me!”


      In the end, Tuyledo returned Nina’s bow, and she was able to sidestep his offer.


      With an air of resignation, he said, “But never mind. I am just glad to find you as well as ever, Nina. Now, tell me, what were you really doing holed up in that restroom earlier?”


      Astrid started. When he’d called it a “changing room” earlier, she’d assumed he’d been genuinely confused by how sparkling clean it was. It seemed he’d known what it was all along.


      He must have wanted to avoid anyone getting in trouble for taking him to the toilets.


      Tuyledo had been considerate, Astrid realized. She could see why Nina called him “kind.”


      Nina seemed to have reached the same conclusion. She must have decided there was no point in lying, not to mention that it was her duty as a maid to answer his questions honestly. Besides, Tuyledo obviously wasn’t the slightest bit upset that he’d been taken to the toilets.


      “The truth is...” Nina began to recount the events that had led them there.


      “Hmm! So the sewer drainage wasn’t functioning properly?”


      It was a minor malfunction, but Tuyledo sounded intrigued.


      “Astrid took care of the magical device,” Nina said.


      “What was wrong with it?”


      Astrid privately wished that he’d keep his mind on sweeping, world-altering matters, but the continent’s top mage was looking at her expectantly. She had no choice but to answer him.


      “Although the magic tech for the drainage and the ventilation operated independently, the way the device was designed meant that if one broke, the other would stop too. The damage itself was just due to age, and, well, it was a bit of an outdated setup. I repaired the magical circuitry.”


      “You say that very lightly, but modifying magical circuitry without the original designer or their merchant house is no easy task.”


      “Sorry, I skipped over some details. I actually redrew all the circuitry.”


      “Now that is definitely not something to say lightly.”


      “It’s actually quite simple. They came up with this in Freja two years ago. Rather than use magic for drainage and ventilation, you can achieve the same thing just by changing the layout of the actual pipes. By using the flow of water to achieve drainage...”


      As Astrid explained, Tuyledo nodded along, handing her a pen and paper. She accepted automatically, fluidly drawing out what she was talking about.


      “I see... You utilize hydromechanics to simplify the magic. And by adding these extra valves to the pipes, you keep unpleasant odors from rising to the surface.”


      “I was able to set up a stopgap solution. I’ve drawn up the basic mechanism, so the palace’s regular merchant house should be able to manage the rest.”


      “This is quite fascinating. I haven’t been to the Freja Kingdom in over twenty years, but it sounds like it’s high time I paid a visit.”


      “Ah, I don’t know about that... I find these sorts of inventions interesting, but the inventor world as a whole is pretty dismissive of them... That’s probably why you still don’t often see them in other countries.”


      “Oh? Why are they dismissive?”


      “Because the way you use these inventions is so mundane. Suppressing bad smells is only really useful for sewer systems.”


      “Hmm... The majority of the Freja Kingdom inventions that I remember were meant to lift ordinary citizens out of poverty and improve living standards...”


      “Ah, so you really are twenty years behind. The Freja Kingdom today is—” Astrid’s eyes widened, and she broke off mid-sentence. “F-Forgive me, Lord Tuyledo, I...”


      “No, no, this is all very interesting. I see very well how you came to be one of Nina’s travel companions.” He smiled at her, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.


      This guy... Astrid felt a chill. That’s what this was about from the start...


      Their whole conversation had been a way for Tuyledo to judge her character. To decide if she was worthy of Nina. Under normal circumstances, this would have made her angry, but strangely, she didn’t mind. She knew that he’d done it all out of concern for Nina.


      He’s just like me. Nina saved him too.


      For someone as powerful as Tuyledo, every interaction was tactical, transactional, even mutually deceptive. One short conversation with him was enough to understand that. Places where he could truly relax must have been few and far between. Astrid thought she caught a glimpse of how much the peace that Nina gave him meant to him, and even felt sorry for him.


      “Nina,” Tuyledo said, “I do not know how long I will be here, but I look forward to your company. I have been miserable at the prospect of this council, so I am glad you are here.”


      His tone was nonchalant, as though it were no more than a civility or a social pleasantry.


      “Very good, my lord. I shall do my best.” Nina bowed.


      Astrid wondered abruptly how much the little maid really understood. A moment later, she decided that Nina didn’t have to.




      It was the day after Nina arrived at the imperial palace and was reunited with Tuyledo. Even as morning broke, the air in the palace already crackled with tension.


      “Security measures are to be doubled! You see anything, you speak up! You will protect the glorious and exalted personages who are about to arrive for the honor of the empire!” Knight Commander Grinch roared at the assembled knights. Their faces were rigid with apprehension. “Perimeter patrol, I’m talking to you in particular! Dissident radicals are everywhere! Be on your guard!”


      “Yes, Lord Commander!” barked a few dozen knights.


      The Yupiter Empire was one of the largest nations on the continent, but despite this—or perhaps precisely because of it—it was far from a monolith. Just as there could be no light without shadows, where there were nobles with too much power, one also found citizens being exploited. This was on full display in Côte Sud, the tourist destination that Nina and her friends had visited just days earlier. To the knights, the jubilee ceremony was just the sort of obvious special occasion where such civil discontent might erupt, which made them all the more vigilant.


      Today was the day. Today, the leaders of the continent’s nations would arrive in the imperial capital. But that wasn’t all that made this day so special...


      “The Five Sages arrive this morning!” Grinch bellowed. “Move out to the palace gate!”


      With this, the assembled knights set off.


      The Five Sages. Five names whose fame throughout the continent was greater than that of any king.


      Tuyledo had arrived a day early, but that was an irregularity, plain and simple. According to the original plan, this was the day on which all the sages were to descend upon the palace.


      “We’ve got word—the distinguished guests will arrive shortly.”


      The messenger set off at a run. Knight Commander Grinch and his phalanx of knights hurried to the gate, where they fell in, forming a single line. Trumpets blared. The bridge over the moat was spotless and unobstructed, except for the massive crowd at the other side of the moat. At this time of the morning, city folk were usually at work, yet they’d gathered to get a glimpse of the procession.


      Amid all of this came a single carriage. Where the carriage that had borne Tuyledo had been marked with a sword, this one was marked with a moon.


      The knight riding ahead of the carriage cried, “Saint Katsuki of the Five Sages!”


      Under the eyes of the crowd, the carriage moved on and through the palace gate.


      A croaky voice drifted out from the carriage’s open window.


      “Well met, Knight Commander.”


      “My lord!” Grinch barked.


      Out of the carriage came the voice of an old man. His bald head was perfectly smooth, but he had long, white eyebrows that covered half his eyes, and a full, brilliantly white beard he was stroking with one of his hands. He was dressed in his preferred attire—a pale green robe that wrapped across at the front, held in place by a tight sash at his waist.


      This old man was of course Saint Katsuki. Deeply knowledgeable in the history and affairs of the continent’s eastern lands, he was said to be over a thousand years old. Tuyledo was supposed to have lived for over three centuries, but this man had seen three times as many years. No one even knew what species he was. Incidentally, he looked exactly as he had when Count Grinch was a child.


      “By the by...” Saint Katsuki fixed the knight commander with a piercing look. “You found some pretty little things to look after me, I hope? I like ’em plump and bouncy!”


      “I-I’m afraid I can’t say, my lord,” Grinch stammered. “That is outside of my jurisdiction.”


      “Well that’s not good enough!” The old man looked genuinely sulky.


      The sage Saint Katsuki was known as many things, from a walking history book to an unmatched repository of living history. But if the question was what really defined him, one thing came to mind before anything else—his enthusiasm for young women. Just setting him up with a brothel wasn’t good enough. His tastes were highly specific, and he wouldn’t tolerate even the slightest deviation. To make matters worse, they changed from day to day, so keeping him happy was an enormous pain in the neck.


      “Get it together and find me some good girls!”


      “O-Of course, my lord...”


      With that, Saint Katsuki’s carriage moved off, and the next carriage arrived.


      “Lady Victoria Grandroad of the Five Sages!” announced the herald.


      This carriage was not one of those sent by the Yupiter Empire. It was all black despite the heat, and although the small windows were shut tight, Count Grinch felt a chill radiating off it as it approached. It was easy to assume that some magical device was responsible for keeping it cool even in summer, but it wasn’t ordinary cold air escaping the carriage—it was infused with raw magic.


      “Count Grinch!” Victoria drawled. Her voice was syrupy sweet, yet cold as ice. “You look well.”


      “I am delighted to see you in fine health, my lady!”


      “Oh, stop that. ‘Lady’ sounds so uptight. Come pay me a visit in my room later, okay?”


      “I will certainly call upon you as well as the rest of the five sages in the course of my patrol!”


      Victoria tittered. “I can’t wait.”


      Count Grinch knew that Victoria had the appearance of a voluptuous young woman in her twenties. He also knew that she went for big, burly men—she loved a beefcake. While she wasn’t as old as Saint Katsuki, she was still very, very old, but unlike him, everyone knew what her species was: a vampire. The carriage windows were never opened because she had an aversion to sunlight. Not that she’d crumble into ash or anything if it touched her. Apparently, she just found it unpleasant.


      In addition to being a vampire, she was also a noble from a respectable family in the Papal State of Pluto, a large nation to the west of the continent. Although it didn’t seem quite right that a papal state officially recognized a vampire, it made sense if one knew the various historical circumstances that put her there.


      “His Holiness Pope Matthias XIII of the Five Sages!”


      The next carriage was yet another not sent by the empire. Painted white and bedecked in gilt, it was almost too dazzling to look at directly. Although its window was open, the sheer lace curtains revealed only the silhouette of the person inside: a man with a round face.


      “Welcome, Your Holiness!”


      “Good day, Count Grinch. I don’t recall the empire being this hot.”


      “It has grown hotter over the past few years, Your Holiness. Our people have suffered from drought. It is one of the matters on the agenda for the Council of the Sages.”


      “Is that so? Perhaps it’s due to a lack of faith in our Lord God. After all, you let that corpse in, didn’t you?”


      “A clever jest, Your Holiness...”


      The man chortled heartily, and the carriage moved off.


      I think he’s gotten a bit fatter... Grinch thought.


      Matthias XIII held the title of pope, not of the Holy Western Church which was followed by the Papal States of Pluto, but of the Old Orthodox Church. It would take too long to explain the difference between the two, but suffice it to say that the Old Orthodox Church was the oldest, had the most followers, and had always done its utmost to stay out of politics. Consequently, it was not aligned with any particular nation. The Holy Western Church began as a sect that split off from the Old Orthodox Church, and it was so political that it claimed nationhood. It had a strong following in the immediate vicinity of the Papal States of Pluto, but farther away, the number of faithful dropped off sharply.


      It would seem to follow from this that Matthias XIII and Victoria wouldn’t get on well. In fact, not getting on well didn’t begin to cover it. The Old Orthodox Church was hostile toward vampires. According to a strict reading of holy scripture, they were its mortal enemies. When Matthias XIII had mentioned a corpse earlier, he’d meant Victoria. Putting the two of them at the same table snuffed out any hope of friendly discussion.


      “Lord Myriad, master of the Magic Tower, of the Five Sages!”


      The carriage bearing Myriad, the last of the sages, approached. The windows were open.


      At first, all that was visible was a grim profile. Then, a pair of violet eyes came into view beneath a hood. They were as sharp as a naked blade and stared straight ahead, not even glancing Grinch’s way. Myriad’s black cloak was well-worn but not faded in the slightest. It might have been made from a monster, or possibly the cloak itself was a magic item.


      Myriad’s Magic Tower was a hub where mages gathered to spend every hour of every day immersed in magical research. It was a kind of external institution attached to the magic academy of the Crecente Kingdom, where Nina had previously lived, and attracted ambitious mages whose hunger for learning couldn’t be satiated by the academy—the types that other people thought of as magic-obsessed weirdos. Exactly what sort of magical research they got up to was kept strictly confidential, but from the scraps of information overheard at the Council of the Sages, it was incredibly broad in scope, covering everything from war magic to folk magical traditions without any obvious practical use.


      “We are honored that you would travel all this way, Lord Myriad—”


      “Do not speak to me,” the mage said curtly. “Do you have any idea how much time I’ve wasted just getting here? Let’s just get this absurd council over and done with.”


      Knight Commander Grinch couldn’t say anything to that. He stepped back from the carriage.


      Around Myriad’s neck hung a heavy necklace, which marked his position as the master of the Magic Tower—that is, the tower full of magic-obsessed weirdos. Myriad, who loved doing research like nothing else, was no exception, and so he wished ardently that the council wouldn’t go a day—or an hour, for that matter—longer than it needed to. He would have done anything to see that wish granted. It was better not to provoke him unnecessarily.


      Knight Commander Grinch watched Myriad’s carriage depart, then let out a breath.


      “Well, at least they all made it here safely...more or less.”


      Now, the Council of the Sages would begin. Every day—every hour—that it continued would be of tremendous worth. It would make the world a better place.


      “Can they really last three days...?” Grinch couldn’t help but mutter as he thought back on what he’d seen of the sages.


      Tuyledo was the only voice of reason among them. He was also responsible for both convening and moderating the council. Like a game of Je●ga, if you removed the wrong piece, the whole thing would come crashing down. Every day, every hour, every minute that the council continued was like another block removed and balanced atop the tower. As soon as it collapsed, the council would end.


      The task of removing pieces fell to Tuyledo, as moderator; to the empress, who welcomed the sages into her realm; to the attendants; and to the maids. Now that Victoria had issued Count Grinch a direct summons, like as not he’d end up removing a piece himself.


      “I’m starting to think one day might be ambitious...”


      Count Grinch, who usually loomed as large as two men, seemed to shrink at the depressing prospect of the days to come.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: A Singing Sage in the Morning, a Snoring Sage in the Afternoon, a Seductive Sage in the Evening, and a Screaming Sage at Midnight


      Nina went to Tuyledo’s room first thing in the morning and found him already awake. Astrid, dressed in her maid uniform, had performed the impressive feat of walking there with Nina while still asleep.


      “Good morning, Nina.”


      “Good morning, Lord Tuyledo. You were already awake? I am terribly sorry.”


      A maid was supposed to arrive before the person she attended to woke up and get everything ready for their morning. Tuyledo had never risen this early when Nina had attended to him in the past. After all, it was only half an hour after sunrise. It was no wonder Astrid was still asleep.


      “No, don’t be. I only got up just now, so nothing like as early as you. The truth is,” he admitted, “I was so looking forward to the tea you’d make me in the morning that I couldn’t get back to sleep.”


      Tuyledo wore a robe of pure white silk that was presumably what he slept in. As he spoke, Nina went to open the windows to let some fresh air into the room. Although it was summer, the morning air was cool, and smelled dry and earthy.


      Tuyledo went out to the spacious balcony. By the time he reached the table that sat there, Nina, drawing along the tea set loaded on a cart, had slid beside him without a sound and set a cup of tea before him. While this was going on, Astrid had slumped down on the maid’s stool at the entrance, still fast asleep.


      “Ahh...” Tuyledo raised the teacup and took a deep breath, savoring it. “That’s the stuff. The deep fragrance of the tea leaves... You’ve brought it out to perfection.”


      He took a sip, his eyes closing in bliss.


      “When you drink it, the aroma shifts again. Now I feel myself transported into the heart of a great forest... Nina, I do believe you’ve gotten even better at this.”


      “You flatter me, my lord.”


      After being appointed as Tuyledo’s maid, Nina had restored the tea leaves to perfect condition. Even as she bowed deeply, she had already made the bed, laid out Tuyledo’s clothes for the day, and picked up a brush with which to comb out his hair.


      Tuyledo’s eyes drifted to the guest house gardens. His third-floor rooms afforded a sweeping view of the immaculately pruned trees. In true Yupiter Empire style, there wasn’t a branch out of place. Not only was it a surprise to find such a verdant oasis in the heart of a great city, but the trees were still lush and green even though summer had arrived. The gardeners must have tended to them with exacting care.


      But this isn’t the sort of garden that Lord Tuyledo likes... Nina thought. She’d noticed the shadow of disappointment that passed over his face when he opened his eyes after finishing his tea.


      What Tuyledo loved was nature left in its natural state. He found this sort of meticulous pruning suffocating. Of course, elves struggled to survive when exposed to the whims of nature just as humans did, and they, too, carved out space from it to build settlements in. Tuyledo wasn’t some nature fundamentalist; that being said, he’d always advocated for coexistence between people and the natural world.


      The look of disappointment only lasted a fraction of a moment. Then Tuyledo changed the subject.


      “Now then, Nina. Seeing as we have a little time before breakfast, I’d very much like to hear your story.”


      “M-My story...?”


      “Yes—what led you to leave Count Mirkwood’s estate in the Crecente Kingdom, and how you ended up here.”


      “Oh, no, my lord, I couldn’t. It isn’t the sort of story that would hold any interest for you.”


      For a maid to talk about herself was, under normal circumstances, unthinkable.


      “Nina, I wish to hear it.”


      “But I’m a maid, my lord.”


      Tuyledo sighed. “So that’s how it is.”


      It had been a long time since Nina had gone into full maid mode like she was now. This wasn’t the Nina of Maid & Co., so even when Tuyledo repeated his request, she insisted on being treated like a maid.


      “I always wondered,” Tuyledo went on. “Now I see I was right.”


      “Whatever do you mean, my lord?”


      “Do you imagine that I asked you, my maid, to tell me about yourself out of politeness, or for my own amusement?”


      “Well, erm...”


      “I am in fact a rather busy man. My schedule is booked up for the next five years.”


      “You are a person of great value to the world.”


      “And yet I made time before breakfast for you to make me tea. Why? So that I might hear your story.”


      Nina’s eyes widened. She didn’t know anyone as relentlessly busy as Tuyledo. He needed to relax sometimes, ergo, he needed her. That was how she understood it. There was no need to squeeze time to hear her story into his schedule.


      But he was in earnest. Tuyledo, whose every minute was worth its weight in gold, actually wanted to give some of that time to Nina.


      “Wh-Why...?”


      “Because your story is very important. Until now, I’ve gratefully accepted your service, and in exchange—not that I ever intended it as a transaction—it has always been me talking at you.”


      “I assumed you were organizing your thoughts...”


      “I never imagined how pleasant it would be to be able to speak freely. But I digress. When I found you gone from Count Mirkwood’s estate, I realized something.” He turned back to look at Nina, who had moved behind him to arrange his hair. “I don’t know the first thing about you.”


      “N-No, my lord?”


      Even Nina faltered under the intensity of the look on the elf’s beautiful, young face—although he was over three hundred years, Tuyledo still looked radiant.


      “Please sit, Nina.”


      “Pardon me, my lord, but I cannot. I’m only a maid.”


      “When you stand there like that, I worry that you’ll disappear when I look away to drink my tea.”


      Arriving at Count Mirkwood’s estate only to find Nina gone without a trace had been a profound shock for Tuyledo. That was why he had rushed to Thundergard the moment the minister of foreign affairs had contacted him to say that “a maid called Nina” would be waiting for him. Nina had no idea about this, of course—that he’d do such a thing for her would never even cross her mind.


      But even she couldn’t mistake the genuine anxiety in Tuyledo’s eyes now.


      “Please,” he said. “Think of it as granting your master’s request.”


      She couldn’t go on refusing him when he was practically begging, not without being rude.


      “V-Very well, then,” Nina said, sitting down across from him.


      “You’ll tell me your story, then?”


      “Well, it’s really nothing special...but all right...”


      Nina began her tale. It didn’t take her long to tell. She’d become accomplished in speaking concisely when it was asked of her, so she kept to a simple list of factual events. As this was all from Nina’s perspective, it sounded totally different from what Emily and the others had experienced, but the names of all the towns and countries they’d visited and the people they’d met were accurate, at least.


      When she was done, Tuyledo put his head in his hands.


      “L-Lord Tuyledo?! What’s wrong? Oh, I knew I shouldn’t have bored you with my story. Please forgive me!”


      “N-No, you misunderstand. Between Count Mirkwood, your extraordinary travel companions, and the awful treatment you’ve received in this country, I was simply stunned...”


      Seeing that Nina was totally bewildered, Tuyledo let out a deep sigh. This was the first time he’d heard the full story behind Count Mirkwood dismissing Nina. Of course, Nina couldn’t have broken the vase. Anyone who’d seen her work should have known that. And even if she had broken it, she’d have come forward and admitted it.


      Then there was the matter of her companions. First there was the brilliant mage.


      She must be capable of at least Fourth Degree magic, if she’s using short casting... Not Fifth Degree magic or tacit casting, of course. That would be absurd. But still, such talent in an adventurer is unheard of.


      Tuyledo was underestimating her—neither Fifth Degree magic nor tacit casting gave Emily any trouble—but in any case, his thoughts moved on to Astrid, the Freja Kingdom inventor.


      She said she was an inventor, but to think she was the current head of the Mahogany family’s merchant house!


      The Mahogany family was so renowned that, in his long life, Tuyledo had heard not only of Astrid’s parents, but her grandparents and great-grandparents too. Their reputation hadn’t been limited to the Freja Kingdom; even inventors in neighboring countries knew of them, and he was sure they’d been invited to travel around different nations.


      Although Tuyledo had never met any of the Mahoganys in person, their name had positive associations for him, accompanied as it was by stories of how they were motivated not by the size of the reward but the challenge of the invention itself, or how, rather than take one-off commissions from wealthy clients, they’d proactively worked on magical devices that would benefit as many people as possible. Tuyledo was pleased, therefore, to run into Astrid here.


      Both she and Emily had been stuck in place, unable to realize their talents, until Nina had come along and (as she’d very deferentially put it, “with the knowledge that you imparted to me, my lord”) unlocked their potential.


      Tuyledo didn’t mind, not in the slightest. He didn’t share his knowledge with just anyone. He selected them using his powers of observation refined over the many years of his life. He trusted that Nina would not misuse what he told her—indeed, what she’d done was marvelous. She’d given the world a talented mage and inventor.


      Though if such people are congregating around Nina, that could be a problem...


      Tuyledo understood why the mage and the inventor had offered to accompany Nina on her journey. They must have been worried about her. The little maid was so vulnerable, truly believing that she was nothing special.


      But if this keeps up, she could end up with dozens of talented people hanging around her...


      Tuyledo had good reason to be concerned. Before Nina had told him about the lupalune girl, he’d already heard the miraculous story of Izumi Mine. Not only had no one died, but a mere month after the accident, the mine was back in operation. He’d never guessed that Nina had been involved.


      The story went that a talented mage and inventor and a lupalune with supernatural strength had joined forces with the mine workers to restore the mine... It sounds plausible when you put it like that, but in fact, it doesn’t hold water.


      Mine workers lived hand-to-mouth. After the mine closed, they ought to have left town. And yet they’d supposedly been rallied into working to restore it—and probably for meager wages, given that without any ore coming out, the mine wouldn’t have been making any money. Tuyledo was sure beyond a doubt that Nina must have been at the heart of it. When she’d taken the initiative, she must have inspired the adults around her. He could well imagine how the sight of Nina going out of her way to keep everyone fed and comfortable as they worked would have fired up the mine workers.


      Nina doesn’t realize the influence she has. As a maid in a household, she had been overshadowed by other maids who wanted to stand out, but now she’s out in the world. Once she started meeting people outside the estate, they finally started taking notice.


      This was how she’d come to the attention of the Yupiter Empire. For now, the empress seemed unaware of Nina’s true capabilities, but she’d catch on eventually. What would become of Nina then?


      A job in the palace...? I suppose that, for Nina, that might be a happy ending. Still, I can’t say I like Her Majesty’s methods.


      When Tuyledo thought about how the empire had treated Nina, robbing her of her freedom and bringing her here under duress, it filled him with rage. Still, he couldn’t take revenge on the empire—he could easily do so by calling off the Council of the Sages, but that would hurt too many people. Instead, he swore to himself that he would be Nina’s advocate.


      “Lord Tuyledo... I don’t want to presume, but would you mind if I asked you a question?”


      “Not at all. Nina, you needn’t observe such formalities with me. Ask whatever you like. If I cannot answer, then I simply won’t.”


      “Th-Thank you, my lord! It’s about my companion, Tien. She’s been searching for her lupalune parents. I wondered if you might know anything that could help.”


      Even when Nina finally spoke up of her own accord, it was to talk about someone else.


      I swear, the girl is good to a fault... Tuyledo thought. As he did so, he shook his head.


      “I’m afraid not. The lupalunes are a nomadic people. They never form large groups—perhaps fifty or so at most. Tribes that grow larger splinter off and go their separate ways. They never stay in one place long.”


      “I see...”


      “Lupalunes are so rare that there are very few who know about them. So other than your companions, what I just told you is our secret, all right?” Tuyledo raised a finger to his lips with a wink. There wasn’t a woman alive whose heart wouldn’t flutter a little at such charm.


      “I understand, my lord! Thank you!” Nina said happily, totally oblivious.


      She didn’t do things by halves. There was no Nina the woman—that part of herself had been erased by Nina the maid. Some part of Tuyledo was a little disappointed by this, but he wasn’t conscious of it. Perhaps he’d spent too many years on cunning and guile to allow himself to notice such things.


      “So long as your journey continues, I am sure that one day, we will meet again,” he said. “And if I do hear anything about lupalunes, I will instruct the adventurers’ guild to send word to the party Maid & Co.”


      “I couldn’t possibly ask you to—”


      “I want to do it, Nina.”


      At this, Nina could only bow deeply. “Thank you. I won’t forget the favor you’ve done me.”


      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. We haven’t found them yet.”


      “O-Oh, right...”


      Tuyledo smiled as Nina looked up again, blushing.


      “In any case, I think I have a good grasp of how you ended up here now. I’ll speak to the empress myself about granting you your freedom.”


      “B-But... Lord Tuyledo, you needn’t go to such trouble on my account...”


      “Don’t be silly. The whole reason you were brought here was because of me.” Tuyledo paused, then said, “Under such circumstances, I feel terrible even asking, but I have a request for you.”


      “For me, my lord?”


      “The council begins today, and I have to moderate it. The four others who will be present are...rather difficult to manage. I’ll be treading on eggshells all day, so by evening I expect to be utterly exhausted. If you would bring me a cup of tea, I’m sure it would restore my spirits.”


      “Any time you’d like me to make you tea, you need only ask.”


      “I will of course pay you a proper wage for serving as my maid. It will come from me personally, separate to what the Yupiter Empire is paying you.”


      “I-I don’t know if—”


      “You ought to take that deal, Nina.”


      At the door to the balcony, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, stood Astrid.


      “If you ask me, the way the empire’s treated you has been unjust in the extreme. Lord Tuyledo gets that. He’s offering to pay you as a way of making it up to you.”


      “Exactly,” Tuyledo said. “I trust you slept well, Astrid. I have heard much about your great-grandparents, you know.”


      Astrid blinked a few times, thrown to hear about her great-grandparents out of the blue.


      “Y-You have? It feels strange to hear someone as important as you mention them.”


      Tuyledo hadn’t thought Astrid was the type to play up her family connections, and the way she responded to his remark only improved his opinion of her.


      “Now, to get back to the point, I quite agree with Astrid. The right thing to do would be to release you immediately... But I’m afraid I cannot do that.”


      “The Council of the Sages is that bad, then?” Astrid asked.


      “It is...” Tuyledo said, faint lines furrowing his brow.


      “This is just my personal opinion, but as an inventor, I’m extremely interested in how the Council of the Sages will advance magical technology. So if Nina doesn’t mind, I’m happy to stick around and see you’re taken care of, Lord Tuyledo.”


      “That is very kind of you, Astrid. But what about you, Nina?”


      “I-I don’t mind at all! I’m just happy to see you again after all this time—I wanted to thank you on behalf of Emily and Astrid!”


      It was the knowledge Tuyledo had shared with her that had allowed her to help the other two.


      “Thank you, both of you,” Tuyledo said. “It is very encouraging to hear that.”


      He smiled at them, then—


      KNOCK KNOCK.


      The door opened, and in came the housekeeper.


      “I-I’m sorry to intrude so early in the morning, my lord, but might I trouble you for your assistance?”


      “With what?” Tuyledo’s tone was unchanged, but there was a faint edge to his words. He couldn’t have been happy to have his leisurely morning interrupted. The housekeeper, however, didn’t notice. She might have, under normal circumstances, but it was clear that just then, her mind was otherwise occupied.


      “The other sages have just arrived at the guest house, but upon reaching his room, his lordship Saint Katsuki suddenly announced that he was leaving! A selection of charming women had been brought in to please His Lordship, but none of them were to his liking! We need your wisdom, Lord Tuyledo!”


      With this, the housekeeper threw herself down and pressed her face into the floor.


      Tuyledo threw Nina and Astrid a look as if to say, You see?


      He sighed. “This is just the beginning.”


      *


      According to the housekeeper, it happened like this.


      Out of the four sages, the first to arrive was Saint Katsuki. He had a long white beard, carried a gnarled old staff, and was dressed in a loose-fitting robe.


      After a brief audience with the empress, he moved to the state guest house—alone, as he had no attendants with him—where the housekeeper was waiting to show him to his room. He strolled in, humming to himself, the sound out of place in the silence of the entrance hall. His only luggage was a drawstring pouch that hung at his waist, but that was usual for him.


      “Well? Have you rounded up some girls for me then, Housekeeper?”


      The housekeeper, taken aback to be suddenly addressed by the sage, gave a courteous nod, then showed him to his room. Waiting for them was a row of stunning women, brought in from the empire’s top brothels. There was a curvy sexpot, a beastfolk beauty, and even a sweet little girl (who had chosen this profession of her own free will).


      They all had different hair colors, skin tones, and body types, but what they had in common was that each one was absolutely ravishingly beautiful. Even the housekeeper was mesmerized. Saint Katsuki eyed them intently for a time.


      Then, he said shortly, “I’m outta here.”


      “He changed his mind, just like that,” the housekeeper finished. “I was shocked! I managed to convince His Lordship to wait in his room, but he said he wouldn’t wait more than an hour... I didn’t know what to do...”


      She was so distressed that she looked like she might cry. And fair enough too. The Council of the Sages was supposed to be the jewel in the crown of the empress’s fiftieth jubilee celebrations. Now one of the sages had announced he was leaving before it even began.


      “I’d heard that Saint Katsuki was partial to women with fuller figures. Plump, even. So...I made sure we gathered lots of women who fit that description...”


      “You heard correctly,” Tuyledo agreed. He was looking through a stack of papers—the profiles of the women sent by the brothels.


      “Y-You don’t think His Lordship could be making up a complaint to give himself an excuse to leave without attending the council, do you?!”


      For the first time, Tuyledo’s look of calm vanished. “You are never to say such a thing.”


      The housekeeper let out a tiny squeak, trembling before the elf’s icy glare.


      “As a palace maid, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.” Tuyledo shook his head sadly, dropped the papers on the table, then turned to Nina. “Do you see it, Nina? The reason for Saint Katsuki’s behavior?”


      The housekeeper seemed to notice Nina’s presence for the first time. She stared in confusion, clearly unable to work out why a sage like Tuyledo was asking a maid.


      “It...isn’t a matter that someone like me ought to comment on,” Nina said.


      “I quite agree,” the housekeeper cut in. “Lord Tuyledo, this really ought to be left to the palace maids.”


      “Oh, don’t give me that. You’re the palace housekeeper, and you’ve already said you don’t know what to do. In any case, I was only asking Nina.”


      The housekeeper mumbled something inaudible.


      “Well? What do you think, Nina?”


      Nina looked worried, but she said, “It must be...that none of the women were to his fancy.”


      “That can’t be it. I booked them with the best brothels in the city a month ago. One is even known throughout the empire for her captiva—”


      “Housekeeper,” Tuyledo said sharply, silencing her. “All right, Nina. So how do we address this?”


      “I don’t think it was a bad idea to ask the brothels for their help. The trouble is, they may not have had any women who fit Saint Katsuki’s tastes.”


      “What sort of woman would have been better?” Tuyledo asked. As he did so, his eyes flicked to the clock. Less than thirty minutes remained until the housekeeper’s time was up.


      Nina rested her chin on her hand and thought hard.


      “The humming,” she said at last.


      “Precisely.” Tuyledo smiled.


      “What?” The housekeeper glanced between them, lost. Astrid, meanwhile, had long since dozed off in a chair.


      “What was the tune that Saint Katsuki was humming?” Tuyledo asked urgently. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already!”


      “N-No, my lord! It was a popular song from a recent opera. As it happens, Saint Katsuki arrived in the capital ten days ago and has visited a number of theaters.”


      “Ten days ago?”


      Tuyledo, with his packed schedule, had rushed to the imperial palace a whole day early upon hearing that Nina was there. He didn’t sound pleased to hear that Saint Katsuki had spent a whole ten days taking it easy in the city. Mistaking his anger as being directed at her, the housekeeper let out another sob-like squeak.


      “Now, what sort of song is it?” Tuyledo demanded.


      “W-Well, as I understand it, it’s a modern reworking of a classical piece. The lyrics are about...”


      Not for nothing had the housekeeper risen to the top of the palace maids. She kept up with all the latest cultural trends in order to familiarize herself with the tastes of palace guests, and she never forgot a word that a guest spoke.


      The words to the song that Saint Katsuki had been humming went like this:


      Once deep did I drink from cups of gold


      While, silver-tongued, the bards sang tales of old


      Yet dimmed is their glitter when I see thee


      And thy dark eyes do rest on me.


      While not a very long phrase, it was a memorable one because it appeared in the scene where the hero met and fell in love with the heroine.


      “They really have gone back to the classics! Fascinating.” Tuyledo sounded like an excited child trying to solve a riddle. “That was a tragic love song—or rather, one ought to call a poem—with the title ‘Those Forever Parted.’ It’s said that at first it didn’t have a title at all and was found scrawled on the wall of a tavern by some unknown bard.”


      “M-My lord...?” The housekeeper grew increasingly anxious as she tried to work out where Tuyledo was going with this, not to mention why he was using what precious little time they had left until Saint Katsuki’s deadline on it.


      “You know it, don’t you, Nina?” Tuyledo said.


      “Erm... Yes.”


      “You do?!” The housekeeper’s eyes bulged as she turned to Nina.


      “But Lord Tuyledo, wouldn’t turning that poem into an opera present some difficulties? Especially in imperial society...”


      “It would, I agree. But that will be where the ‘modern reworking’ comes in.” Tuyledo turned to the housekeeper. “Does this opera have a happy ending?”


      “Why, of course! Her Imperial Majesty, shining sun of our empire, is very partial to a happy ending, so—” The housekeeper suddenly broke off. “Did you say a tragic love poem, my lord?”


      “Precisely. Whoever wrote the libretto for the opera must have changed the ending. Nina, would you recite the continuation of the poem?”


      Nina complied. When she spoke, her voice was haunting, with none of its usual sweetness.


      We two, as ill-suited as hail on a spring eve,


      A noble beauty and a mediocrity


      A river forever parts us, ne’er to be spanned


      Lest I be made a true poet by heaven’s hand.


      Tuyledo closed his eyes to listen, tea cup still in hand. When Nina was done, he nodded, satisfied. The housekeeper was still totally lost.


      “If you please, my lord... Um... What does that mean?”


      “You don’t know it? Well, I suppose you wouldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to demand knowledge of the anonymous classical poetry canon of a palace housekeeper—even if it is a famous work.”


      The housekeeper, oblivious to the biting note of sarcasm in Tuyledo’s voice, simply waited for him to continue. She didn’t have the wherewithal to consider what it meant that Nina knew the poem when she, the housekeeper of the palace maids, did not.


      “Words like ‘mediocrity’ and ‘true poet’ paint a picture of the author lamenting their lot as a poet without talent who therefore cannot be with the woman they love,” Tuyledo explained. “That was likely how it was received at the time. The poem was copied down and passed into the hands of a collector of folk traditions and verse, only to spend long years shut away in an archive. It wasn’t until a scholar of a later generation came to reevaluate those sources that it was rediscovered.”


      As she listened, the housekeeper cast furtive glances at the room’s clock. There were less than twenty minutes left until the deadline—and perhaps until she could no longer work in the palace.


      “Nina, do you know how new interpretations have altered our understanding of this poem?”


      “Y-Yes, though as I’m only a maid of no real learning, I don’t know if it’s my place to say...” Nina hesitated, then went on. “It was suggested that expressions like ‘forever asunder’ and ‘heaven’s hand’ were too melodramatic to simply describe the difference in social position between a poet and a princess. What’s more, it was discovered that in the original classical language, the author used a feminine pronoun. This suggests that the poem was in fact written by a woman lamenting that she could not be with another woman.”


      “Exactly,” Tuyledo said. “Many centuries ago, women could not be married to other women, thus creating the tragedy of this poem. But it wouldn’t do to adapt that story for the stage as is. After the current empress has made it so that both women and men may marry others of the same gender, it could be interpreted as criticizing that system. So instead they hid away the true meaning of the poem and made up a happy ending. Now, then, housekeeper.”


      “Yes, my lord...?” the housekeeper answered in a tone that said she still didn’t see why any of this mattered.


      “Knowing how thorough you are, I’m sure there’s a dark-eyed woman among the ones you brought in?”


      “Oh...! Y-Yes, of course! But His Lordship Saint Katsuki didn’t approve...”


      “That goes without saying. It isn’t the fair princess that the poem is really about, is it?”


      The housekeeper’s eyes widened.


      Saint Katsuki had gone to see an opera based on a reworked classical poem. Afterward, whether because he didn’t like the adaptation or simply on a whim, he’d remembered the original tragic love poem. And now that they’d ruled out the possibility that he’d wanted a dark-eyed beauty...


      “There’s only one other kind of woman that he could have wanted,” Tuyledo went on. “A poet. Incidentally, at the time and place of the poem’s composition, only men could be poets. She must, therefore, have been dressed as a man. It’s possible even the princess believed her to be a man... It makes the story all the more poignant, when you think about it.”


      “You mean...he wanted a beautiful woman dressed as a man?!” the housekeeper exclaimed. When Tuyledo nodded, the color drained from her face and her knees gave way. “I-Impossible...” she whimpered. “I can’t get hold of such a woman now... There’s no time...”


      They couldn’t get the women from the brothels to dress up as men for Saint Katsuki. Not for their pride, or for some brothel policy, but because these were women who had gotten where they were through honing their feminine charms. They simply weren’t cut out for the task.


      “Will you dress up then, housekeeper?”


      “I, erm, don’t know if that’s...”


      “No, it wouldn’t work, would it? The author of this poem was younger, and the kind of woman Saint Katsuki goes for wouldn’t be working as a palace maid. He likes confident women who know their own minds, not women who stay in the shadows.”


      “B-Besides that, my lord, one cannot simply assign palace maids tasks that fall outside their maid duties.”


      Tuyledo turned to Nina. “All that being the case, how would you handle this, Nina?”


      “I...do have one idea,” she said. Her eyes moved to the chair in which one more person, who had been nodding off, made a funny mumbling noise, blinked, and gave a huge yawn.


      *


      Saint Katsuki was a dirty old man. Everyone acknowledged it, himself included. It was no wonder he could, without a lick of shame, say, “I like ’em plump and bouncy!” to Knight Commander Grinch. And it was true—he did.


      Unfortunately, fickle old curmudgeon that he was, he sometimes liked to take a break from his lecherous ways. It couldn’t be easy for a man of his age to keep it up all year round, after all. But regardless of why he took his breaks, when he did, it was always without warning. This time, it just so happened to be the morning of the Council of the Sages.


      “Maybe I’ll just ditch the council too...” he muttered to the empty room.


      These periods of calm had a way of settling his mind, where his memories of the untold ages he’d lived through grew crystal clear, and the wisdom he’d acquired through real experience of the wars and historical events others could only know of through books came back to him.


      Those Forever Parted was one such memory. Saint Katsuki had seen the poem scrawled on the wall of the tavern with his own eyes. It was written in a rough hand, but there was also a delicacy to the letters, as though the author had been unable to fully cast aside her womanhood. When Saint Katsuki closed his eyes, he could almost hear the clamor and clink of tankards from all those years ago.


      “Are you Saint Katsuki, then?”


      The old man realized someone was standing beside him, though he hadn’t noticed them enter the room. He opened his eyes just as a bottle of wine was set heavily down on the table.
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      The newcomer was slim with combed-back blonde hair, and dressed in a jacket and white shirt like a commoner, not someone who belonged in the state guest house. The clear creases at the elbows and knees showed that the garments were well-worn. One blonde lock escaped the rest to hang over a pair of eyes that sparkled like amethysts.


      “I-I am...”


      His—no, her cheeks already had a rosy glow, as though she’d already gotten started on the wine. Saint Katsuki blinked, wondering if the sounds of the tavern had just been his imagination after all.


      “Must be nice to have the time to go around making allusions about tavern poets,” the woman said. “Care for a drink?”


      “No, I only drink water.”


      “Wine is basically water, isn’t it?”


      The way she picked up the bottle and took a swig would have fit right in at any alehouse in the empire. If you looked past the incongruity of the state guest house room in which she sat, she was every inch the beauty dressed as a man who’d wandered into a tavern.


      “Well, well...” Saint Katsuki murmured. “So someone understood the poem, eh?” He glanced up at the clock. It was three minutes before the one-hour deadline he’d given the housekeeper. She’d cut it fine, but she’d satisfied his request.


      “What do they call you then?” he asked the woman.


      “Oh, what do names matter?”


      “Well, I need to call you something.”


      “Hmm. Point taken. I’m Astrid.”


      “Astrid... This is a mighty fine thing. It wouldn’t be right for that poem to be forgotten.”


      “What? A poem?”


      “Are you not one who makes something from nothing?”


      “Something from nothing...” Astrid looked off into space, mulling this over. “I guess you could say that.”


      “Then tell me this: how would you express the truth of the world?”


      Saint Katsuki was talking about poetry.


      “Truth...? What a question! Truth is darkness. There’s no telling what’s hidden there. And my job is to find out.”


      Astrid was talking about inventing.


      “So what’s ‘darkness’?”


      “Possibility.”


      “And what’s that?”


      “It brings about happiness, equality, sometimes pain...”


      “Hmm...”


      Saint Katsuki thought she was talking about love. Astrid obviously meant inventing.


      “I suppose that outfit is another kind of ‘possibility,’ eh?”


      The beautiful poet was a creature of mystery. She dressed as a man, concealing not only a female body, but a heart that yearned for other women.


      “Why, that’s obvious, isn’t it?”


      Astrid was dressed as a (genderbent) inventor. She was basically the embodiment of possibility.


      “Well, this was an entertaining diversion.” Saint Katsuki stood up with the air of a man well satisfied.


      “Huh...? You’re leaving already?” Astrid said. “Are you sure you don’t want a drink? It’s seriously good wine.”


      Saint Katsuki burst into laughter. “You don’t want an old codger like me for a drinking buddy. Besides, I like ’em plump and bouncy, you know.”


      Laughing all the louder at the offended look on Astrid’s face, the old man strode from the room. The atmosphere of the hallway outside was frantic. The maids, attendants, and imperial officials must have been waiting for him.


      Finding herself all alone in the room, Astrid muttered, “Seriously...? That’s it?”


      A moment later, the door opened, and in came Nina.


      “You did a wonderful job, Astrid.”


      “I don’t know about that. All I did was put on that suit we used when I disguised myself as a man, grab a bottle of wine, and show up. Was that okay?”


      “It was perfect.”


      “Well, it doesn’t make a lick of sense to me,” Astrid said, shaking her head.


      Earlier at Tuyledo’s room, Nina had asked Astrid to put on the men’s clothes she always carried with her in case she needed them during their travels, then go and offer Saint Katsuki a drink. Suddenly faced with the prospect of meeting one of the Five Sages, Astrid, still half asleep, had mumbled, “I’m gonna need a drink myself to get this,” only for Tuyledo to say enthusiastically, “What an excellent idea!”


      “If you please, Lord Tuyledo. Will Astrid be quite, erm, safe...?”


      “Oh yes, there’s nothing to worry about. Saint Katsuki might be an incorrigible lecher, but he goes for women of more ample proportions. This will be strictly platonic... In fact, I wonder if it isn’t some kind of revenge...”


      Listening to them, Astrid felt like she ought to ask some more questions about this plan, but if she thought too hard about it, she wouldn’t be able to string a sentence together in front of the sage. So, she’d started knocking back the bottle of wine the housekeeper had brought.


      It was early in the morning, and the alcohol hit her empty stomach hard.


      “Mmkay. Time to get down to busi— Whoa...!”


      Astrid tried to get to her feet, but as she was already quite drunk, she staggered. Nina steadied her.


      “You really did do an excellent job,” Nina said.


      “Really? But I still don’t know what I did...”


      “You can go back to our room and go to bed if you like,” Nina said, smiling kindly. “This next part is my job.”


      *


      The Council of the Sages was to be held in the palace’s grand council chamber. It was a cavernous room, where the empire’s nobility gathered to debate affairs of state, but this time it was occupied by a round table in the center with five chairs, each five meters apart from its neighbors. Laid out on the table were detailed maps of all the realms on the continent, a sheaf of white paper, a variety of colored inks, quill pens, and white cloths for the sages to wipe their hands. There was also a cart laden with geographical texts and research papers from all the different nations, as well as weighty tomes chronicling the empire’s history and other reference materials. At a distance from the table, there was a seat for the empress that had its back to an imperial flag.


      “How are the preparations going?”


      “Smoothly. Though there was a bit of a commotion out in the corridor just now.”


      “The nobles are all swarming to get a look in on the council.”


      “But they’re forbidden from witnessing it, aren’t they? More to the point, it’s forbidden to have any contact with the sages. Their ambition’s getting the better of them.”


      “It might not just be ambition. I saw a few who always steered clear of central politics...”


      The grand council chamber was so silent that even this whispered conversation between two officials stood out starkly.


      DONG... DONG... DONG...


      The flat toll of a bell echoed through the chamber.


      “It is five minutes until the appointed time,” intoned a voice. “Everyone, take your places.”


      The officials all moved to their assigned stations. There were five to assist each of the sages, three scribes to ensure nothing went unrecorded, one to push the trolley, and one to run errands.


      They were all officials who held positions of significant authority within the empire. There was one who had been hailed as a “once-in-a-generation talent,” and another who had given up being an heir to a powerful noble house to pursue a career in the imperial government. One had even been a tax inspector who, in their unflagging incorruptibility, had been demoted after rebuffing a noble’s request for favor, and had sweat blood to rebuild their career and return to the central empire. The vast majority of the men and women present were therefore over fifty.


      To assign a task like “running errands” to such people was unthinkable—but they’d volunteered for it. There’d even been secret feuds and tugs of war between different departments over the available positions. One woman who’d always championed incorruptibility had caught her rivals off guard by resorting to underhanded tactics. That was how desperate they all were to see the Council of the Sages with their own eyes.


      What ran through their minds as they stood there, silent and motionless? Perhaps they recalled the past council that had brokered a ceasefire agreement between the great nations. Sometimes called the Fifty Years’ War, that conflict had brought great misery not only to the warring nations, but the surrounding countries as well. Key to ending it, or so it was said, had been a treasure that had long lain hidden in the elf forest, a book of scripture in Saint Katsuki’s possession that had been lost to the Old Orthodox Church, and that same church’s subsequent efforts. But how close this was to the truth, only those who’d been at the council could say.


      Or they might be thinking of the cure for the so-called ore pestilence. The idea for the treatment had arisen from the combination of Tuyledo’s examinations of hundreds of patients, Victoria’s knowledge of vampiric lore, and the knowledge of the Magic Tower. Or the episode from long, long ago involving the laying of a sewer. Or, if you went back even further, the violinist who was brought out of obscurity and went on to become the star of the era.


      Or any one of countless other stories. In any event, they were here to see the moment where history was made.


      “The sages have arrived!”


      Two women, also in their fifties, who stood ready at the doors now pulled them open.


      The first to enter was Saint Katsuki, chuckling amiably. Several people breathed a sigh of relief to see him in a good mood. They’d heard about him causing some sort of trouble immediately after arriving.


      Not long after, Myriad, master of the Magic Tower, came in with two mages in tow. Unlike Saint Katsuki, who’d arrived empty-handed, the mages pushed a trolley piled high with tomes on magic. Myriad, as usual, looked like he found all this tedious. He exuded the sense that he’d up and leave for the Magic Tower at the slightest provocation.


      Next came Matthias XIII, pope of the Old Orthodox Church, followed by Victoria. Both of them came with five attendants, though while Matthias XIII’s were a mix of men and women, Victoria’s were all men, all burly, and all vampires, as evidenced by the abnormal pallor of their skin. Victoria was dressed lavishly in a jet black dress with a plunging neckline, festooned in lace and a profusion of tiny gemstones that glittered like a starry night.


      The dress, however, dimmed in comparison to Victoria herself. The vampire’s skin was so white that it almost glowed. Her massive bosom swayed as she walked, and her thick crimson hair fell in shining waves. Even the most prudish of men would have been sorely tested by her eyes, which were as crimson as her hair and glistened faintly beneath long lashes. That being said, Matthias XIII’s entourage—who, much like their pope, on top of being prudes also despised Victoria for religious reasons—simply glared at her.


      Just then, seemingly totally oblivious to the hostility in the air, a voice cut in.


      “Here we all are again at last.”


      The final member of the council emerged not from the entrance, but out from the back of the room—Tuyledo, with the empress at his side.


      “I am glad to see that the eight years since our last council have not taxed you unduly,” he said, smiling.


      The empress added, “I know you are all very busy, so we needn’t bother with tedious formalities.”


      “Shall we get started, then? As always, I, Tuyledo Fal Vilhelmscott, shall serve as moderator. To begin, let us review the items on the table for discussion. There are seven submissions from the Yupiter Empire, and thirty-eight from the other nations. In addition, I have two of my own submissions. After confirming submissions from each council member, we shall rank them in order of priority...”


      Despite the fraught atmosphere that preceded it, the council itself got off to a smooth start. The officials produced preprinted submission forms from the trolley and distributed them. It was 9 a.m. The battle had begun.


      But the council chamber was not the only battlefield.


      “What is this?! You want them to think this is the best imperial cuisine has to offer?!”


      “Open that oven! The cream horn beef roast is going in!”


      “Move! I’ve got to get to the meat cellar!”


      The cooks fought to get lunch ready in the kitchen. Meanwhile...


      “This water’s too hot!”


      “Get those off the cart! Lady Victoria doesn’t eat sweets!”


      “What do you mean, there aren’t enough cups?! I told you we needed enough for His Holiness’s attendants...”


      In the adjacent second kitchen, the palace maids prepared the tea service for the council.


      Nina hung back.


      She’d already gotten everything ready for Tuyledo’s tea, so instead, she quietly watched the palace maids work. All of them were well practiced and knowledgeable, and knew their way around a tea service. But they were also flustered. They felt like they had to be perfect because they understood how important the Council of the Sages was—but this very pressure led to small mistakes. One mistake led to others, to the point that even the basic task of serving tea had them run off their feet.


      Pushing her cart ahead of her, Nina left the second kitchen and followed an attendant to the council chamber. The doors opened to an active combat zone.


      “Oh, I see how it is. You archaic religious fanatics want to prioritize your own agenda in the name of serving your followers.”


      “Archaic, as opposed to your brand new Holy Western Church—you’re essentially admitting how shallow you are.”


      “Go ahead and mock my religion if you like. It’s not as though I believe in it.”


      “I don’t know why anyone still trusts in the Holy Western Church after it bestowed a title on the likes of you.”


      The vampire lady Victoria and Pope Matthias XIII of the Old Orthodox Church, which openly objected to her existence, were locked in a verbal struggle.


      Nina didn’t make a sound as she pushed her cart over to Tuyledo, but he looked up when the aroma reached him.


      “Ah, thank you, Nina.”


      The fact that he went out of his way to voice his thanks in the middle of the council made even Victoria and Matthias XIII look up.


      “I think we should all take a moment to clear our heads,” he said. “It’s been an hour and a half, and we haven’t even decided the order of the agenda yet.”


      He hadn’t needed to say anything to her, but Nina guessed that interrupting the battle had been Tuyledo’s true purpose. He shot her a smile as though to say, Perfect timing.


      Just then, the palace maids came in with their carts. They’d fully regained their composure, of course.


      But one maid caught Nina’s attention. She was about to serve tea to the master of the Magic Tower, who sat on Tuyledo’s right. Myriad’s beverage of choice was brewed by pouring hot water over roasted and ground beans—in other words, coffee. Almost no one in the empire drank it, but it wasn’t impossible to hunt down.


      Nina caught a whiff of the warm aroma. She also noticed that the maid’s hands trembled ever so slightly. Was it her nerves over brewing the unfamiliar drink, or terror at facing Myriad with his unreadable expression? Either way, Nina sensed danger.


      “These councils are always a waste of time.”


      “Will it really take a full day just to decide the order of the agenda, my lord?”


      “We at the Magic Tower can take care of our own affairs.”


      Myriad and his two attendants engaged in a whispered conversation. Their open dissatisfaction at how things were progressing made everyone tense. Nina didn’t know it yet, but the Magic Tower hadn’t brought a single submission for the council. As a people who considered themselves the greatest of mages, it was their belief that they could handle their own problems—just as what any self-respecting mage should do. Accordingly, the Magic Tower was not an especially cooperative environment.


      Perhaps it was the tension that was to blame. As the palace maid began to pour Myriad’s coffee, her hand slipped and—


      “Oh!”


      Horror flashed over the maid’s face, only to be replaced just as quickly with surprise. Just before the coffee pot could clatter to the floor, another small hand had reached out to catch it. She stared, stunned, as coffee streamed into Myriad’s cup. The little maid holding the pot didn’t say a word, and no one was any the wiser.


      Nina, who’d been several meters away, had crossed the distance in the blink of an eye. Silently, and without so much as disturbing the air as she scooped up the coffee pot. Neither the whispering group from the Magic Tower directly beside her nor any of the others present at the council noticed her. Well, except for Tuyledo. He sipped his tea, looking smug.


      The maid who was supposed to wait on Myriad just blinked at her, so she said gently, “Serve it to him.”


      “Y-Yes, of course...”


      The maid took the cup and saucer and set them before Myriad. She was so dumbfounded by what had just happened that her hands had stopped trembling. Then, with a start, she turned back to Nina. She’d been keeping the coffee warm until just moments ago, meaning the coffee pot would have been scalding hot. Any part of it other than the handle should have been hot enough to burn, and yet Nina hadn’t made a sound.


      Nina went back to Tuyledo’s side, holding a damp cloth to her palm—she had, in fact, burned herself.


      “I’ll give you a salve to heal that later,” he said.


      “Oh, no, my lord. I couldn’t possibly trouble you for such a thing. I only did what any maid would have.”


      Tuyledo chuckled. “Ah, but I wish to give it to you.”


      “You are too kind.” Nina bowed. If that was what Tuyledo wanted, she couldn’t argue.


      The empress watched this all unfold with bemusement. She could at least see why people thought Tuyledo was infatuated with the maid now—his manner softened whenever she was around. But even though she should have been able to see everything that happened from where she sat behind Tuyledo, she hadn’t. Nina had stayed completely inconspicuous, and besides, most people didn’t think to pay any attention to maids.


      I have a bad feeling about this... Nina thought to herself afterward. If we’re not careful, we might incur one of the sage’s displeasure.


      This premonition would turn out to be right.


      When noon came, they all left the council chamber for lunch. Meals were set out for the sages and their entourage in a small banquet hall. The empress dined elsewhere.


      Nina was given a corner of the kitchen in which to prepare a light meal for Tuyledo. The cooks hadn’t been happy about it, but as it was Tuyledo’s express wish, they couldn’t say no. After working at Count Mirkwood’s estate, Nina knew Tuyledo’s preferences like the back of her hand, and as the palace kitchen was stocked with the finest ingredients, the dish came together without a hitch. The forest-dwelling elves were largely vegetarian, so the kitchen was well stocked with vegetables, but Tuyledo in fact preferred fish—specifically, fish from the ocean. The meal Nina set down before him consisted of a smoked salmon sandwich and pancakes smothered in honey.


      “I say, this looks marvelous,” he said, biting into the sandwich with gusto. He was also delighted by the pancakes—the difficult council had him craving something sweet.


      But not everyone was happy.


      “Eurgh, what is this?” Victoria muttered to herself. Her voice was barely a whisper, and not even her male attendant who sat eating lunch right next to her caught it. But Nina, who was over ten meters away waiting on Tuyledo, did.


      The palace cooks outdid themselves with these meals, but she doesn’t like them.


      Nina had tasted the dishes herself, so she knew that the palace cooks were masters of their craft. They were just as good as Roy, who’d been the cook at Count Mirkwood’s estate. Better, in fact. With so many different cooks with different specialties—from knife work, to heat control, to selecting ingredients—their working together made them that much greater.


      And yet something was not to Victoria’s taste.


      Apart from that one whispered comment, she said no more. She wiped her mouth with a white napkin, then sipped wine from a crystal glass.


      “Are you concerned about Victoria, Nina?” Tuyledo said perceptively. With no one else nearby, they didn’t need to worry about being overheard.


      “It, erm, didn’t seem as though Lady Victoria enjoyed her meal...”


      “Even though the cooking itself was excellent,” Tuyledo finished for her. “That’s what you were thinking, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, exactly. How did you know?”


      “It isn’t the first time this has happened.”


      Tuyledo told Nina about the last Council of the Sages. Just like this time, the food had been delicious and they’d been able to ask for whatever they wanted to eat. While Tuyledo had done just that, Victoria had only ever taken a single bite before going back to mutely sipping her wine. It was said that she’d gone out into the city at night, but no one knew exactly what for. That council had come to an end when her temper had led her into a fearsome clash with Matthias XIII.


      In other words, Victoria was a bomb that could break up the council, and it was clear that her fuse was already burning away. But because she merely sat there drinking wine without a word, the other maids apparently thought all was well.


      “Do you not think that she was unhappy with the meal, my lord?” Nina asked.


      “I’m not sure. She eats the least of all of us. After all, she is a vampire, so she always says that she prefers blood to food.”


      Nina’s breath caught for a moment. Victoria’s main dish had been a steak dripping with blood, but she’d only taken a single bite of it.


      Could it be that she only drinks human blood? she wondered. But no, that can’t be right...


      At that moment, Nina realized something. Everyone here thought the food was delicious except for one person who clearly couldn’t stand it. She’d seen the same thing before.


      It was just like it had been with Tien.


      “Lord Tuyledo, would you excuse me a moment?”


      Nina bowed, then exited the banquet hall. Tuyledo watched her go with a smile. You only had to see his face to know he had complete faith in Nina to sort things out.




      Nina hurried off—not to the kitchen, but rather the maid dormitory. As she exited the state guest house, however, a voice called down to her from the top of a tree.


      “Nina? Where are you going?”


      “Tien?! Wh-What are you doing here?”


      “Chi is in position to move in the moment anything happens to you. Chi wanted to be closer, but that stupid knight commander does not let anything slip by him, so going inside was not an option. He is strong! Even from this distance, his presence makes Chi’s fur stand on end.”


      “Well of course he’s strong. He’s the knight commander, after—” Nina caught herself. “Wait, Tien! I came to ask for your help. Will you come with me?”


      “But Chi cannot get past the knight commander...” Tien shook her head. “Never mind. For you, Chi will find a way!”


      “You don’t need to get past him!” Nina said, exasperated. “You’ll be going in to do a job!”


      “What sort of job?” Tien jumped out of the tree and did a flip in midair, then landed perfectly.


      “Only you can help me. This is what happened...”


      Nina filled Tien in as they headed for the kitchen. Nina’s nose and palate were as good as any professional chef’s, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Tien. There might be something Nina had missed—something that would tell her why Victoria hadn’t been happy with the meal.


      “Just because Chi has a good nose does not mean Chi will know the answer...” Tien said dubiously. Nina wasn’t totally confident herself. After all, Tien didn’t know the first thing about cooking.


      The cooks had finished up when they arrived at the kitchen, so there was only the bare minimum of staff on duty. For Nina, this was perfect. She and Tien went to sample the sauces and other leftovers in the pots.


      “Mm. All of it tasted good,” Tien said.


      Nina was stunned. If Tien said so, then it must be true. She also took a whiff of Victoria’s barely touched plate that had been brought back to the kitchen, but that, too, smelled nothing strange to her.


      Nina fell silent, thinking hard. The maids who’d come in with the plates looked at her uneasily and kept their distance, possibly thinking she’d come to scavenge leftovers.


      “Nina? What is it?” Tien asked. Nina didn’t know how to answer.


      Something was off. But there was nothing wrong with the food. Did that mean the problem was with Victoria herself? If that were so, then surely Tuyledo would know about it.


      What could it be? Did I miss something?


      A conversation between palace maids cut through her pondering.


      “Do you know how much one bottle of this wine costs?”


      “A small fortune, I’d wager. I don’t even want to know the number!”


      “She was knocking it back like water! Can you believe it?”


      It was the wine bottle that Victoria had polished off.


      “Oh...! That’s it!”


      Nina rushed over to the other maids so fast that they all jumped.


      “Wh-What do you want?” one asked.


      “Could I possibly trouble you to lend me that bottle?”


      The maid narrowed her eyes. “Even empty, this bottle would fetch a handsome price. If you’re even thinking about reselling—”


      “I’ll give it back straightaway, I promise. I only need it for a moment.”


      “Erm...” The other maid hesitated, taken aback by Nina’s intensity. Then she held out the bottle. “A-All right...”


      Nina took the bottle and held it out for Tien to sniff. “What do you think of this?”


      “Chi does not like the smell of alcohol.”


      “Yes, erm, that’s... Oh, I know! Does it smell any different from the wine that Astrid and Emily usually drink?”


      Tien’s nose wrinkled, but she gave it another sniff and fell silent, considering.


      There has to be a clue here... Nina had been sure that the problem was with the food, but what if she’d had it the wrong way around? Victoria consumed nothing but wine. Victoria only liked one thing. Now Nina realized that it might not be that there was a problem so much as a lack.


      “There is nothing wrong with it,” Tien said.


      “What?” Nina couldn’t believe her ears. “When you say there’s nothing wrong with it... You mean...?”


      “Compared to the wine Emily and Astrid drink, it has... Chi is not sure how to put it, but the smell is more complex. But otherwise, it is the same.”


      “That can’t be all...”


      “Hey, if you’re done then give it back,” the other maid interjected, taking the bottle from Nina’s hands.


      She’d been so sure that the wine would hold a clue...


      “Hm?” Nina glanced down at her hand and saw a few drops of wine clinging to her fingers. She gave it a sniff. The aroma was breathtakingly deep and complex. You knew at once that it was an expensive vintage.


      But there’s nothing wrong with it, she thought. How very strange. I don’t understand Lady Victoria’s tastes at all. Could it be that she really does only drink human blood?


      Without thinking, she licked the drops from her finger.


      Her face froze.


      “Oh...”


      *


      Victoria stared despondently into space. As a vampire, she could drink as much as she liked without ever getting drunk. In fact, she could go a whole month without consuming anything. At the same time, however, she was well aware of how important food was for an ancient vampire.


      Elves were also long-lived, but they lived deep in the forest and never had any contact with other species. That way, they ensured that every day was just like the rest, which made years feel like minutes. They understood very well how it wore down the spirit to always be rushing around working.


      Then there were hermits like Saint Katsuki who burned with powerful desires. These could be anything—lust for women, an obsession with magical research, or a love for art—but by focusing their minds on these desires, they, too, guarded their spirits from wear. Saint Katsuki in fact was a master calligrapher who’d won renown for his work as a scribe.


      Ordinary vampires had their means too—most of the year, they spent asleep. In a way, this was similar to the elves’ method.


      But what about Victoria? She was perhaps most similar to Saint Katsuki. She loved to surround herself with burly men—just as she did at that very moment. She took meatheaded barbarians and cultivated them, educating them so well that they could even observe proper table manners at official dinners. It wasn’t just her hobby—it was her life’s calling. But inevitably, things happened that wore down her spirit. Sometimes she couldn’t find any men she liked, and sometimes she had to attend councils like this one.


      That was when food was most important. It bolstered her spirits and brightened up her days. Actually, Tuyledo felt the same way that she did, which was why he treasured Nina so deeply.


      But back to Victoria.


      She was despondent. The meal hadn’t been satisfying at all. She couldn’t very well say that, however.


      “Lady Victoria, would you care for some soup?”


      Just as the break for lunch was about to end and the council resume, one of the maids suddenly appeared at her side.


      “Soup? Why would I want soup?” she snapped.


      “I made it especially for you, my lady.”


      Oh, here we go, Victoria thought. This always happened. Some cook, noticing that she hadn’t eaten anything, would try to change up the menu, or the ingredients, or the presentation...


      “I don’t want it,” she said.


      None of it ever tasted good to Victoria. For a reason she well understood.


      She tried to dismiss the maid with a flick of her hand, but the girl stood her ground.


      “If you please, my lady, I’m certain that if you try it, you’ll like it.”


      “Can’t you take a hint?” With a look, she summoned one of her hulking attendants. He lumbered over and placed himself between Nina and Victoria.


      “It’s a broth made from salted pork, my lady. It will refresh you.”


      Salted pork—in other words, she’d boiled some bacon. That didn’t even deserve to be called soup. The kind of soup nobles ate was made from bones, or seafood, or vegetables simmered for hours and hours.


      But salted pork...


      “Don’t your ears work?” the man growled. “Lady Victoria said she doesn’t want it.”


      “Wait,” Victoria said slowly. “Perhaps I will try it.”


      The man gaped at her, but Victoria was focused on Nina. There was a question in her gaze—did the girl know?


      Nina just lowered her eyes politely. She set a bowl down in front of Victoria and removed the silver cloche. Steam rose up from what was, unmistakably, soup. It was a pale yellow and with fat glistening on the surface, but beautifully clear.


      Victoria took a spoonful and raised it to her lips.


      Her eyes went wide.

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      “Wh-Why did you bring me this...?”


      “I thought it would be to your ladyship’s taste. If you like it, I’d be delighted to prepare your evening meal as well.”


      Victoria gave Nina a long look, then said, “I would like that.”


      A few minutes later, word arrived that the council would shortly resume. Victoria strode into the council chamber in excellent spirits. Her bowl was empty.


      When the cooks heard that Nina would be taking care of Victoria’s meals, they protested, demanding to know the vampire’s preferred seasonings. If Nina would only tell them, they reasoned, they could do it themselves.


      But Nina would not be persuaded. “I’m afraid that I cannot disclose that information,” she said.


      The cooks were furious. One even claimed that she must have put blood in the soup, an accusation that was carried all the way to the manager of the imperial household’s affairs, where it created an uproar. No matter how many times she was asked, however, Nina’s lips stayed sealed.


      In the end, Tuyledo stepped in and, with the empress also agreeing that they ought to go along with what Victoria herself wanted, the matter was settled. The cook who’d suggested that she’d mixed blood into the soup was disciplined. The aftermath put the whole kitchen on edge, but Nina still insisted on preparing Victoria’s meals herself. Not only that, but she didn’t want anyone to see her, so she used the kitchen in the maid dormitory and carried the dishes over.


      Compared to the palace chef’s culinary confections, Nina’s dishes were ordinary. Certainly, they were more lavish than average home cooking or the fare at the restaurants about town, but they clearly weren’t up to palace standards.


      All the same, Victoria was delighted.


      “Mmm, just what I wanted!” She polished off every bite, not sharing so much as a scrap with her attendants. The cooks mistakenly concluded that Victoria liked commoner fare, so the next morning, they prepared a meal similar to Nina’s for her breakfast. But after one bite, Victoria pushed away the plate and ate only what Nina brought her.


      “I’ve never seen Victoria in such a good mood. Just what sort of sorcery did you use on her?” Tuyledo asked.


      To which Nina replied, “Oh, any maid could have done the same.”


      *


      A secret was only a secret so long as it was kept. Nina, however, had worked out Victoria’s.


      The wine that Victoria drank was from a particular vineyard that she favored. The empire, knowing this, had ordered it in ahead of her arrival. Each bottle fetched an eye-popping price, but in the scheme of the national budget, it was no more than a drop in the ocean.


      When Nina had licked the drops off of her fingers, the tip of her tongue had detected the bite of salt. That wasn’t how wine was supposed to taste—at least, not usually. But this was a particularly unique vintage that was made in a village on the coast. Recalling how Victoria had drained glass after glass of it, Nina put two and two together.


      Perhaps the food was too bland.


      The cuisine of the Yupiter Empire wasn’t especially lacking in strong flavors, but for Victoria, it wasn’t enough. Nina concluded that the vampire must like her food really, really, really rich. When she’d slipped out into the city at night during the last council, it must have been because she was craving salty food. Among the taverns that commoners frequented, some served jerky so salty that it made your face pucker up.


      For the upper classes, however, enjoying such fare was considered the mark of an “undeveloped palate,” and so Victoria couldn’t admit to it publicly. For a politician, it was a critical shortcoming—all the more so at the Council of the Sages, where her mortal enemy Matthias XIII of the Old Orthodox Church was in attendance.


      Nina resolved not to reveal her secret. This meant she had to prepare Victoria’s meals—liberally salted and strongly flavored—where no one would see her.


      “How’d it go today?” Emily asked her when she got back to the maid dormitory. It was very late. Nina had first made Tuyledo a pot of tea before he went to bed.


      “It seemed very hard on everyone.”


      The minutes of the council session had already been compiled and released to the different nations. It was sometimes the case that an agenda item would be kept strictly confidential, but that day, Nina could tell Emily and the others everything. Astrid was already fast asleep.


      “Wow. So now you’re looking after Lady Victoria as well as Lord Tuyledo? That isn’t too much for you?”


      “No, Lady Victoria is very kind.”


      “That’s not what I heard... There’s some dreadful rumors that call her stuff like ‘the hag of the west’ and ‘the bloodsucking harlot.’”


      “It’s dangerous to trust rumors, isn’t it?”


      “Still, if she’s on the Council of the Sages, she must be crazy smart, right?”


      “Oh, to be sure.”


      The afternoon session had immediately turned into a debate. The topic: a new dragon, recently born in the icebound lands at the utmost north of the continent, and whether to go and slay it. Hiring adventurers to do it raised the question of who would cough up the reward money, but there was also nothing to tempt any military to get involved. Further complicating things was the fact that, historically, dragons had been known to coexist with humans. The sages seriously debated all these angles, before deciding that the Magic Tower would investigate the matter and share their findings three years hence.


      What Nina overheard as she went in and out of the council chamber to serve tea was all highly advanced. Every one of the sages not only had a solid grounding in dragon ecology, but they were also all well-versed in history, and possessed exhaustive knowledge of the geography, international power dynamics, and culture of the region.


      As a result, the debate progressed swiftly.


      “They can wrap up a discussion in no time so long as they’re not at each other’s throats,” Tuyledo said smugly. Even Nina’s brief glimpses made it clear that the afternoon session had gone much more smoothly than the fraught morning.


      Well, I’m glad they reached an agreement, Nina thought idly. Though I hope this dragon won’t turn into a larger problem...


      In fact, the main thing that had prevented the sages from getting at each other’s throats was Victoria’s good mood. Only the sages, who’d either witnessed or participated at every previous council, were aware of it.


      *


      The following morning, Nina woke up even earlier than the day before. It was still dark out—the sun had yet to even rise. However, Nina had to attend not only to Tuyledo, but Victoria too.


      “Right,” she said to herself. “Time for another day of work!”


      The second day of the council began without a hitch, much to the empress’s satisfaction. But it was, as they say, too good to last. The course of the Council of the Sages never ran smoothly.


      Rumbling snores filled the banquet hall. After finishing lunch, Matthias XIII had nodded off, and now, he couldn’t be woken. The noise drew curious looks from the other sages and their attendants.


      “Your Holiness? Your Holiness, you need to wake up. The afternoon council session is about to begin.”


      “Zzz...”


      One of his attendants, a highly ranked priest in the church, shook him, but Matthias XIII would not wake. Nina had just arrived with Tuyledo’s tea to follow his meal.


      He sighed. “Just as I’d heard, Matthias XIII’s napping is proving troublesome...”


      “His napping, my lord?”


      “Yes. When he falls asleep after he eats, he’s apparently dead to the world.”


      Victoria, who was sitting a little way off, made a noise of disgust. “Do you see his face? Have you ever seen anything so degenerate?”


      Myriad of the Magic Tower looked equally displeased.


      “No signs of intelligent life detected...” he muttered.


      Saint Katsuki alone was grinning broadly, a prostitute at his side. One couldn’t detect any signs of intelligence there either.


      Matthias XIII’s attendant apparently overheard Victoria and Myriad, as he shot both of them venomous looks.


      “This is because you lot stayed up all night engaging in wild revels and disturbed His Holiness’s sleep! Shame upon you all!”


      Wild revels? All night? Seeing the confusion on Nina’s face, Tuyledo explained what had happened.


      The previous night, Victoria had been in such a good mood that she’d stayed up late partying with the men in her entourage. Her moans had been audible even from Tuyledo’s room. Then, just after two in the morning, when it seemed like things had finally settled down, the night had been shattered by a piercing shriek that came from Myriad’s room. The soldiers who’d rushed in to investigate found him in the middle of a magical experiment. It was not proceeding as he’d hoped, and he’d grown frustrated.


      “So, erm, none of them got a good night’s sleep?” Nina asked.


      “I suppose not. I’m probably the only one who feels fully at ease,” Tuyledo said. He was about to add, “All thanks to you, Nina,” but someone else cut him off.


      “Don’t be so sure,” Victoria drawled like the cat that got the cream. “Personally, I’ve never felt better. At last, a council where I can actually eat something! Let’s have that maid come next time too.”


      Myriad turned to glower at Nina. “So that maid is to blame for your good mood, is she?”


      “Hey!” Victoria said warningly. “I’ve got my eye on her, so don’t you bother her.”


      “I’m not bothering anyone. If anything, I’m the victim here. That noise you made last night! Even with the window closed, it was impossible for me to concentrate on my experiment over all your shrieking. I’d rather listen to the howls of a dog in heat. If I have that maid to thank for all that, you can see why I’ve got a bone to pick with her.”


      “Excuuuse me?!” Victoria exclaimed. “A dog?! Well, moan about my voice all you like, honey, but if your experiment failed, it’s because you screwed up your premises!”


      Myriad sniffed dismissively. “Of course a vampire who’s achieved nothing but living a long time wouldn’t understand. In the words of the first master of the Magic Tower, ‘a mage’s art is deep yet simple, simple yet obscure, obscure yet deep.’”


      “Oh, spare me the Magic Tower trivia. If I had to guess, last night you were attempting a method to produce neutralizing crystals in cases of residual neutralizing mana that doesn’t rely on chance. Right?”


      Myriad fell silent.


      “Wondering how I knew, I suppose?” Victoria went on. “Well, with the way you reek of chidora talon, it was hard not to notice.”


      “Ah, I see. So knowing the catalyst, you guessed the relevant research paper.”


      “Mm-hmm. And as that paper made clear, the premises—”


      “We at the Magic Tower have new research that does away with the flaws of that paper.”


      “Y-You what?”


      “I suppose it’s easy to give yourself airs and drink and carouse late into the night when you’re ignorant.”


      “What I’m hearing is that the Magic Tower is still so obsessed with secrecy that you’re not releasing your research! Talk about shortsighted! In the end, you’re just piggybacking off of another country’s research.”


      “You dare! What could a creature who lives for eons without ever attempting to plumb the depths of a mage’s art possibly understand!”


      “At the very least, I know more about a mage’s art than you.”


      Myriad and Victoria’s argument was getting heated, but Tuyledo only sipped his tea and said nothing.


      “L-Lord Tuyledo?” Nina said hesitantly. “Is it really all right to leave them to quarrel like that...?”


      “I’m not worried. Myriad is always picking fights, and he’s right that Victoria was being very loud late into the night. The council has been proceeding smoothly thus far, but their frustration will have been building up too. This is a good opportunity for them to vent.”


      “T-To vent...?”


      Watching the war of words unfolding between the two sages filled Nina with anxiety. As a mere maid, she couldn’t intervene. No one but one of the other sages could have.


      “That said...” A slight frown creased Tuyledo’s brow. “I am concerned.”


      His gaze wasn’t on the argument, but rather the sleeping Matthias XIII.


      “His Holiness’s insights are of great value. If he won’t wake up... The council without him would be like a painting missing the element that brings the whole composition together.”


      “His Holiness is that important?”


      “Oh yes. The church will go along with any proposal that His Holiness agrees to, you see. I’d heard he was prone to these bouts of deep sleep... What are we going to do about this?”


      Matthias XIII’s attendants continued to attempt to rouse him, but his eyelids didn’t so much as flicker.


      Sudden drowsiness. Difficulty waking. Put those two symptoms together, and what did you get?


      “Lord Tuyledo, if I may...?”


      “Go on, Nina. I can see that you’ve had an idea.”


      “Erm, yes, I suppose...”


      “In that case, I’m all for giving it a try. Of course, I’ll vouch for you should you run into any trouble.”


      “Th-Thank you, my lord!” Nina bowed, then set off toward Matthias XIII.


      Tuyledo watched her go, his frown returning.


      “Just how far do her capabilities go?” he murmured. “While I’d like to know the answer, I worry that she’s taking too much upon herself...”


      Nina, in no small part thanks to Tuyledo’s confidence in her, was allowed to join Matthias XIII’s entourage—though they regarded her with heavy suspicion. With their help, she performed stimulating fingertip massages, brewed strong-smelling tea, and more besides, until finally, as she mopped his brow with a cold towel, Matthias XIII woke up.


      He yawned and rubbed his many chins. “Did I nod off again?” he said groggily. When he was informed that the afternoon session had already begun, he scowled. “Hmph. Of course they’d go on without me. I hate going through this charade just for the coveted approval of the church...”


      “Y-Your Holiness, isn’t that going a little far...?”


      “I know, I know.”


      When Matthias XIII left the banquet hall, he wore his usual benign smile. Nina was a little shocked at this other side of himself he’d revealed. After all, he was the head of the church, the sun bringing light to the faithful. Yes, his temper sometimes flared up in his spats with Victoria, but Nina had assumed that was because the vampire was an enemy of the church. Just now, however, she’d seen him air his grievances with the Council of Sages—or rather, with the way he’d been treated. For a pope, he seemed all too human.


      “Nina, I wanted to thank you.”


      It was one of Matthias XIII’s attendants who had hung back in the banquet hall when the others left. He was a tall young man with almond eyes that sparkled with youthful intelligence, as well as feathery blond hair atop which he wore a hat resembling a beret. He looked a little underfed, but this only reinforced his hapless waiflike air. It was a look guaranteed to tug on women’s heartstrings and make them want to take care of him.


      Nina, however, saw nothing more than a very important man of the church.


      “Th-There’s no need for that!” she said quickly. “As a maid, nothing could make me happier than to contribute to the success of the council.”


      “I see... We do not have ‘maids’ in the church, but perhaps we could do with someone like you, who sees through the crux of the matter and shares our goals—that is, who will work to ensure the success of the Council of the Sages. But then, your skills are quite exceptional, are they not?”


      “Not at all. Any maid could do the same.”


      “Really?”


      Unluckily for the young priest, he still hadn’t traveled much with the pope and so didn’t know what was typical for maids. Nina’s reply was so matter-of-fact that he simply accepted it.


      “I was wondering if I could trouble you to tell me about His Holiness’s condition...” Nina said.


      “Yes, of course. It’s a matter of the utmost secrecy even within the church, but as you are present at the Council of the Sages, I feel it is safe to tell you. His Holiness suffers from intense bouts of drowsiness during the day that have no clear cause.”


      The young priest told Nina that the symptoms had emerged only in the past few years. The attacks were not frequent, and because he was always surrounded by attendants, it had not yet become a serious problem.


      “Within the church, His Holiness is being assessed for a possible case of nocturnasitis.”


      “Nocturnasitis...” Nina murmured. “It’s a condition that primarily manifests as attacks of intense drowsiness, but it can also cause symptoms such as muscle weakness, hallucinations, or even paralysis.”


      “Your knowledge is impressive.”


      “Oh, any maid would know that much.”


      “Is that so? The maids of the imperial palace really are something.”


      The young priest had assumed, mistakenly, that Nina worked at the palace. Of course, it wasn’t his fault—anyone would have thought so when she was wearing a palace maid uniform—but even palace maids didn’t possess medical knowledge. Unfortunately, there was no one around to correct him on his growing collection of misconceptions.


      “But I always thought that nocturnasitis typically presented from a young age,” Nina said.


      “Is there anything you don’t know? Yes, that’s true, but there are always exceptions. The real problem is that there is no way to treat it... It will be another decade at least until His Holiness’s son can ascend to the papacy. Until then, we must support him in whatever ways we can.”


      “I see...”


      “Therefore, I’d like to ask about the techniques you used earlier to wake His Holiness. Do you mind if I make some notes?”


      “Not at all.”


      Nina went over massage and tea brewing techniques with the young man.


      When she was done, he said, “His Holiness has, ah...gained a great deal of weight over the past few years. Do you think there could be a problem with his diet?”


      “What sort of problem?”


      “He has a terrible sweet tooth that leads him to eat far too much.”


      “That does sound problematic.”


      “So you agree?”


      “Well, anything can be toxic if one consumes enough of it.”


      “Toxic... Yes, that’s just it,” the young priest said, nodding eagerly. “I am much obliged to you, Nina.”


      With these final gracious words, he departed.


      “But is it really nocturnasitis, I wonder...?” Nina murmured to herself as she watched him go.


      “You don’t buy it?”


      “Well, the condition that man was talking about— W-Wait, what?! What are you doing here?!”


      Standing beside her was none other than Emily.


      “Tien said she was going to keep watch on you, and it’s no fun going into town by myself.”


      “B-But... What about Astrid?”


      “Fast asleep.”


      “Good grief...”


      By pretending to be a palace maid, Emily had managed to make it all the way to the banquet hall. It was bold to the point of insanity—one false step and she’d have been in serious hot water.


      “But enough about me,” Emily said. “Don’t you have things to do?”


      “Oh, right!” Nina immediately got back to work. The council had resumed, which meant she needed to get tea and sweets ready to serve during the session. And now she had Victoria’s to worry about as well as Tuyledo’s. Not to mention...


      “Perhaps I should bring His Holiness something to help with his drowsiness too.”


      Nina knew he might refuse it, but decided to prepare something anyway just in case. She set off for the state guest house kitchen, filling Emily in on what had transpired at lunch while they walked.


      “Huh! So narcolepsy is a thing here too, huh?”


      “N-Narco...? Pardon?”


      “Oh, um, never mind.”


      Emily dodged the question. By “here,” Emily meant “this world,” for she had in fact been reincarnated—something she’d yet to tell Nina and the others. Still, the symptoms that the pope suffered from sounded exactly like what Emily remembered being called narcolepsy in Japan.


      “But something about it feels off to you, huh?”


      “Yes...” The problem was, Nina couldn’t put her finger on what that something was.


      “Narco—um, I mean nocturnasitis, huh...?” Emily said. “Your guess is as good as mine.”


      All the same, she looked thoughtful, saying nothing while Nina got things ready for tea.


      “Right,” Nina said when she was done, “I’d best get back to the council chamber.”


      “Uh-huh. Oh, but before you go...”


      “What is it?”


      “I just had this idea... No, I dunno, maybe it’s too silly...”


      “An idea? About His Holiness, you mean? Please, tell me!”


      “Hmm...” Emily frowned. “Look, this probably isn’t it, but I’ll mention it anyway, okay?”


      In a tone of utmost seriousness, she said, “Nina, have you ever heard of a ‘food coma’?”


      *


      The young priest was deeply troubled. He was a devout man of the church who had never strayed from the path of faith, but just then his mind was occupied not only by his god, but also Pope Matthias XIII, a man for whom he had great respect. In particular, it was Matthias XIII’s health that troubled him.


      He let out a long sigh. “The council is finally over for the day... I can’t believe we’re only two days in.”


      The last light of the day filled the room at the state guest house. The other attendants were fully occupied going through the contents of what the sages had discussed that day, checking their minutes, and updating various reference documents.


      Unlike them, the young priest served as something like a valet to Matthias XIII.


      “May I bring you some tea, Your Holiness? You have had a long and trying day.”


      “Yes, along with all the white sugar you can find.”


      White sugar was a luxury, but its purity of flavor also made it the best possible sweetener. A man of Matthias XIII’s status never had to worry about having enough of it.


      Hence the young priest’s troubles. He held the pope in high esteem, but there was no doubt in his mind that the white sugar was responsible for his expanding waistline. Whenever he saw Matthias XIII wheezing and wiping sweat from his brow, he wondered if bringing the man more sugar was really the right thing to do. Of course, he still always said “Yes, Your Holiness,” and fetched the sugar pot.


      But today was different. The astonishingly capable maid from earlier had dropped by and told him about a certain possibility...


      “Your Holiness, you ought to think of your health,” he said.


      “What did you say?”


      Matthias XIII was as taken aback as you’d expect. He’d fully expected the young priest to run for the sugar then leave him to unwind with a cup of syrupy sweet tea.


      “Holy Father, you are more precious than any of the world’s treasures. Too much sugar could damage your health. If you would only refrain—”


      “Someone call a maid!” Matthias XIII snapped, ignoring the young priest entirely. “Have them bring up a cup of tea with plenty of sugar.”


      “P-Please, Your Holiness, I beg you. If you’d just go without sugar—”


      “You seem to have deluded yourself that being my attendant makes you special. I will not suffer arrogance. You are dismissed.”


      “What...?”


      With a wide yawn, Matthias XIII strode away from the young priest. The others around them who had been watching the exchange with interest turned back to their tasks as though nothing had happened.


      Dismissed...? It was over so quickly. The young priest was still struggling to wrap his head around the word when one of the state guest house guards appeared and removed him from the premises.




      Nina and her three friends were back at the maid dormitory. After their dinner, they’d begun to discuss the day’s events, which naturally led to Emily having to explain what a “food coma” was.


      “It’s like, um, you know. When you eat too many carbs all at once and your glucose spikes.”


      “What are ‘carbs’ and ‘glucose’?” Nina asked.


      “Oh, um... How do I explain this? Okay, so take wheat-based foods like bread or pasta. You know, calorie-rich stuff. When your body digests them, they turn into glucose—”


      “What is a ‘calorie’?”


      “Flipping heck, this is tough! Look, the point is, if you binge eat a ton of food, your brain stops getting enough sugar and you fall asleep—like you’re in a coma!”


      “I see...I think?” Nina said.


      “How come you know so much about it?” Astrid asked, surprised.


      “Well, Emily is an incredible mage,” Tien added. She looked confused, but convinced.


      For some reason, Nina was glowing with pride.


      “I mean, he’s falling asleep after eating, and given his age, it doesn’t sound like nocturnasitis,” Emily said. “It was the only thing I could think of. I might be wrong.”


      “But one of His Holiness’s attendants did say he’d put on a lot of weight recently, and that the timing matched up with when he started having these attacks of drowsiness. So the cause is excessive consumption of bread, and sweet and fatty food...”


      “But why would the pope suddenly put on weight like that?” Emily wondered. “As head of the church, surely he’s always waited on hand and foot.”


      “He’s probably been under some sort of stress that the likes of you and I couldn’t imagine,” Astrid said, raising the wine bottle. Emily automatically held out her glass, and Astrid filled it up.


      “So what, he eats to blow off stress the way you and I drink?”


      “Well, he probably experiences worry and stress on a different level than we do. That said, I’m not worried or stressed right now. I’m just enjoying having a drink.”


      Just then, there was a knock at the door. It opened to reveal the housekeeper.


      “You have a visitor,” she said.


      “We do?”


      It wasn’t as though it was the middle of the night, but it was past the usual hour for dinner. Most people would consider it rude to pay a visit at such a time.


      “Under normal circumstances, I would have turned him away. As housekeeper, it isn’t my job to answer the door in the first place.”


      “Whoever might it be?” Nina asked.


      “A young man. He was here as an attendant to His Holiness Matthias XIII.”


      Nina’s eyes widened. What could have brought him here at this hour? But all four of them instinctively knew the answer—something had gone wrong. They rushed to the entrance of the dormitory and found the young man waiting outside.


      Nina couldn’t help it—she gasped. He was dressed just as he had been earlier, in a cassock of fine make that signified his elevated status within the church, but he looked utterly crushed, as though he’d buckled under the burden that the garment symbolized.


      “Nina, I hope you’ll forgive me for calling on you at such an hour.”


      His face was ashen, his voice was hoarse, and he trembled. It was shocking to think that such a change had occurred over just a few hours.


      “F-For now, let’s get you inside. You look as though you can barely stand.” Nina gave the young man her arm and tried to lead him back into the dormitory, but the housekeeper blocked her path.


      “This dormitory is for maids only. No one else is allowed to enter, and especially not a man. As housekeeper, I cannot let this stand.”


      “Are you for real?!” Emily snapped. “You want to chuck him out? Rules or not, the guy’s dead on his feet! Besides, aren’t maids supposed to take care of guests? You can’t shut the door on one of the pope’s attendants.”


      “I have it on good authority that this man is no longer in His Holiness’s service.”


      “Say what?”


      Nina and the others, who were only hearing of it now, were baffled.


      “Let me make this clear,” said the housekeeper. “I came to you only because I wish you to escort this man out of the palace.” And with that, she slammed the door in their faces.


      “W-Wait!” Nina called after her. “I don’t understand!”


      “Nina, it’s fine...” the young man said. “She spoke the truth.”


      “How can that be the truth...?”


      The young man, who looked like he might collapse without Nina’s support, told them of how he had incurred the pope’s displeasure and been dismissed. After being forbidden any contact with Matthias XIII, he’d retreated in numb shock to a corner of the state guest house until one of the guards had come and ordered him to leave. Before he knew it, night had fallen.


      “I-I’ll speak to Lord Tuyledo! I’ll ask him to make His Holiness reconsider!”


      Nina was the one who’d told the young man that eating too much sugar was tantamount to poison. Now he’d been dismissed for suggesting as much to the pope, which meant it was at least in part her fault.


      “No... You don’t need to do that.”


      “B-But...”


      “Isn’t that why you came here in the first place?” Emily asked. “To ask Nina to intervene?”


      “I came here to ask that you take care of the holy father...” the young man said. “After what happened to me, his other attendants will hesitate to speak out. Even I could see how poor his diet is... I am begging you—keep him in good health!”


      The young man was already too weak to stand on his own, yet now he threw himself down and prostrated himself on the ground before them.


      “P-Please get up!” Nina told him. “You shouldn’t have to beg anything of a maid like me!”


      “On the contrary, Nina, all I can do now is throw myself at the mercy of your kind heart. I am not ashamed to beg.”


      A brief back-and-forth ensued in which Nina insisted that he get up, only for the young man to refuse. Finally, Astrid couldn’t put up with any more and nudged Tien, who promptly scooped the young man up and put him back on his feet. After Nina promised that she’d do her best to keep Matthias XIII in good health, the young man thanked her profusely and, before departing, left them with a few parting words.


      “Elauder, god of mercy, sees your noble deeds, Nina.”


      As they went back into the dormitory, Nina noticed the housekeeper watching them from a distance, as though they were under surveillance. She returned to her room when she saw it was only Nina and the other three.


      “What’s her problem?” Emily snapped.


      “Well, look at it from her perspective,” Astrid said. “What else could she do? A man visiting the maid dormitory at this hour? Normally, she’d have to call the guards, but that’d end up causing a huge scandal. On the other hand, if she didn’t call the guards and there were no other maids around, then it might look like she’d organized it herself... As housekeeper, I think she did the best she could.”


      “Well, I still don’t like it. It’s not right how she stopped treating him as a guest the moment he got fired.”


      “You just don’t understand the plight of those who work for another master.”


      “Yeah, because you know so much about it, Miss Head-of-the-Mahogany-Merchant-House!”


      “Excuse me? When have I ever bragged about being head of a merchant house?”


      “When did I say you were bragging?”


      “Honestly...”


      “Oh, get lost.”


      Tien had clearly had enough. “You two need to get a room.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?!” Emily and Astrid retorted in unison. Tien ignored them and turned to Nina.


      “That man asked you to look after the pope. What do you plan to do?”


      “We’ll...figure something out.” Nina clenched her fists. “There is still so much left for the sages to discuss. His Holiness will need to be in good health. I’ll have to do everything I can.”


      “All right. Chi will help you in whatever way Chi can.”


      “Same here! Not that it looks like you’ll need any magic...”


      Nina, Tien, and Emily smiled at each other with newfound determination. Astrid, meanwhile, only watched them with worry in her eyes.


      *


      Nina stayed up half the night pondering how she could help Matthias XIII and how she could convince him to take her advice. But the very next day, things took a sudden turn.


      Nina prepared Tuyledo’s breakfast and tea and set off for the state guest house. Luckily, Victoria kept very different hours to him, so she didn’t have to attend to both of them at once. When she arrived, however, she found the place in an uproar.


      “Nina!” Tuyledo cried when he saw her.


      “Lord Tuyledo?! Whatever has happened?”


      Tuyledo was already dressed, his hair tied back roughly. Nina guessed that the clamor of the guards rushing all over the place must have woken him.


      “Something terrible has befallen Matthias XIII!”


      Nina’s eyes widened. “We should go to him,” she said.


      A crowd had gathered outside Matthias XIII’s room. It was made up not only of guards, but knights, maids, and a physician too. One of the priests from the pope’s entourage was addressing them.


      “We ask that in order to keep the situation from growing any worse, all but the physician please leave.” As he tried to shepherd the physician into the room, the knights and other servants protested.


      “But we have to report to Her Imperial Majesty! What are we to say?”


      “Report? Are you telling me Her Imperial Majesty needs to know all the details of the holy father’s indisposition?”


      “Of course not, but we have to consider what to do about the Council of the Sages—”


      “The Council of the Sages is canceled. Holding it without His Holiness would be meaningless.”


      “Canceled?!”


      At this point, Tuyledo intervened. “Father, I suggest you consider before making any more such outrageous statements.”


      The priest looked startled. “L-Lord Tuyledo...”


      “What is His Holiness’s condition? I may be able to help him.”


      “Your concern is appreciated, but the physician is tending to him now.”


      “Given the uproar, I wonder if perhaps you doubt that a physician can do anything for him.”


      The priest gritted his teeth. Apparently, Tuyledo had hit the nail on the head.


      Nina, who’d been thrown into the middle of all this, couldn’t begin to guess what might have happened to the pope.


      “I, Tuyledo Fal Vilhelmscott, have never once stood against the church. In fact, I make significant annual donations.”


      “Y-Yes, I know that... We have nothing but admiration for your commitment to the Old Orthodox Church...”


      “Then you should also know that I pose no threat to His Holiness. I am going to enter now. Nina, with me.”


      “Y-Yes, my lord!”


      “Wait!” the priest said. “Just a minute. It’s one thing to let you enter, Lord Tuyledo, but we certainly don’t need a maid.”


      “She is only dressed as a maid. She is in fact my assistant.”


      “Sh-She is?”


      “I am?”


      The priest and Nina both gaped at Tuyledo.


      “Yes, she is,” he said with finality. With that, he and Nina entered Matthias XIII’s room.


      The inside was well lit and just as opulent as Tuyledo’s, although it was furnished primarily in black with gold ornamentation. While some might have questioned its taste, it certainly couldn’t be called drab.


      In the bed lay Matthias XIII. The physician was examining him. Although there was magic in this world, healing spells such as those that could mend a wound in an instant did not exist.


      “His breathing must have stopped for quite some time,” the physician said.


      “Th-That’s right...” another priest confirmed. “That was how the maid found His Holiness.”


      A palace maid must have come in to wake Matthias XIII only to discover that he wasn’t breathing. The current uproar then ensued. Apparently, it was only his breathing that had stopped—his heart had kept beating, and now, he was breathing again. He was simply unconscious.


      “Is this the same as what happened after lunch yesterday?” the priest asked the physician.


      “Mm, could be, could be. If an attack of nocturnasitis came on him while he was asleep, it could have stopped his breathing and left him sleeping like this...”


      Nina turned to whisper in Tuyledo’s ear.


      “The physician seems to think it’s nocturnasitis.”


      “Yes. But you don’t think so, do you?”


      “No...”


      Nina explained to Tuyledo how the rapid increase in blood sugar that occurred after eating a large quantity of high-calorie food could lead to a coma-like sleep.


      “But this latest symptom is different,” she went on. “I also learned from Emily that overweight people sometimes sleep poorly. Being overweight can contribute to obstruction of the airway that temporarily stops one from breathing.”


      Emily had called it “sleep apnea.”


      “I see...” Tuyledo said. “That would seem to fit His Holiness’s condition. But I say, how in the world did your friend Emily come to know all this?”


      Nina looked a little smug. “She is a genius mage!”


      Of course, that was the sort of person Nina was. Satisfied, Tuyledo approached the bed.


      “May I also examine His Holiness?” he asked.


      The physician did a double take to see an elf suddenly appear at his side, but once he realized that it was Tuyledo of the Five Sages, he agreed with a bow.


      The priest, however, wasn’t so easily swayed.


      “Lord Tuyledo... Much as we value your input, we are consulting with the physician here.”


      “I am a licensed physician in human medicine,” Tuyledo replied.


      “I-It’s true!” the physician said. “I myself am familiar with Lord Tuyledo’s medical research papers! I assure you, he is far more accomplished than I!”


      He gazed at Tuyledo with the starstruck air of someone looking at their favorite idol. He looked like he might even ask for an autograph—then he pulled out a notebook and pen and actually did.


      “Be that as it may,” the priest said with a look of irritation, “the Holy Father would not wish to be examined by Lord Tuyledo.”


      Why is he so against it...?


      Nina was privately confused. Tuyledo was a sage just like Matthias XIII. They held the same status. She knew he saw Victoria as evil incarnate—was there something between him and Tuyledo as well? But if there were any kind of ill feeling, surely Tuyledo would have said something to her.


      Perhaps His Holiness holds some grudge that Lord Tuyledo isn’t aware of.


      Tuyledo took the physician’s pen and notebook and signed it in his flowing hand. The physician accepted it back with an air of reverence, saying, “I shall treasure this.” The priest glowered at him.


      “Do you want to leave His Holiness asleep? If so, I won’t stop you,” Tuyledo said. “But if you are serious in wishing for him to regain his health, then don’t you think you ought to exhaust all your options?”


      The priest had no reply. With a sour expression, he stood aside and allowed Tuyledo to approach the pope’s bedside.


      “You there, maid! Get back,” he snapped when Nina followed. “That is the Holy Father!”


      “Nina is my assistant,” Tuyledo said.


      “Your what...?” The priest looked dumbfounded. The physician eyed Nina enviously.


      “Nina has knowledge that even I do not possess,” Tuyledo added. After that, no one attempted to get in her way. “Now then, Nina,” he said. “Let’s get His Holiness upright. I wish for you to help me to prepare an elixir.”


      “Very good, my lord.”


      Upon learning that they were going to witness an elvish elixir be mixed, a buzz of excitement broke out in the room. The physician looked like he might dance for joy.


      The elves cloaked themselves in secrecy, but the power of their elixirs was famous. Almost too famous, in fact. Spurious claims such as an elixir had cured someone’s baldness, or regrown a leg lost in a war, or brought someone’s grandfather back from the dead, were widespread.


      Although magic couldn’t cure diseases or wounds, it was still sometimes used in medicine. As a result, the field had developed in a different direction to medicine on earth. Rather than science-based methods that could be reproduced by anyone, it instead skewed toward miraculous elixirs and special treatments that, due to their reliance on the arcane arts of magic, rarely produced the same result twice.


      Tuyledo, it seemed, had already prepared his medicinal herbs. He produced several small pouches that Nina then assisted in mixing by laying them out on the table, weighing them, and boiling water. Some varieties of tea demanded complex brewing processes and this, she felt, was not dissimilar.


      Of course, the substances she was handling were not tea leaves, but dried insect antennae and other magical catalysts. The priest wasn’t looking closely, so he probably hadn’t realized what the catalysts were. He’d likely have objected to them mixing in insect parts.


      “Excellent work, Nina,” he said approvingly. “Thanks to you, the medicine has turned out very well.”


      “Any maid could do the same.”


      The finished product was about half a teacup’s worth of yellowish green liquid. It was cloudy and glowed faintly.


      The priest demanded proof that it wasn’t poison. In response, the physician volunteered to act as taster. It was so bitter that as soon as it passed his lips he writhed in discomfort, then began leaping around the room crying that his chronic back pain had been healed. In the end, the elixir made its way safely to Matthias XIII’s mouth.


      *


      Matthias XIII woke up. The first thing he did was dash to the toilet, and by the time he came out, he was dripping with sweat. According to Tuyledo, elvish elixirs dramatically amplified the body’s natural healing capacity, so Matthias XIII had needed to fully expel the toxins that had built up inside him.


      When Emily heard about it later, it sent her grumbling. “What kind of cheat is that?!”


      “Ahh... I feel simply marvelous,” drawled the pope. “The fog that’s been hanging over my mind lately has dissipated entirely. Right now, I feel as though I could solve any problem no matter how difficult...”


      “Y-Your Holiness...” The priests gathered around Matthias XIII dropped to their knees before him. Of course, it wasn’t as though he’d done anything special. It was all thanks to the elvish elixir.


      “You did me a good turn there, Tuyledo.” Matthias XIII acknowledged the elf with a nod. For the leader of the church to lower his head to anyone was no small thing, but it was only a fitting response considering that he’d just received an elvish elixir. The priests all bowed low as well.


      For some reason that Nina didn’t understand, the pope’s expression was troubled.


      “Now, Your Holiness,” Tuyledo said. “The effects of the elixir will last only two or three days at the most. I do not wish to presume, but I would be glad if we might speak about your treatment going forward.”


      “Treatment...? You mean to say you’ll do more for me?”


      “That’s right. Given that your symptoms appeared in the past few years, I believe that you need to shed some weight.”


      Sleep apnea could be caused by many things, but in Matthias XIII’s case, the onset of his symptoms had coincided with his dramatic weight gain, so this seemed most likely. Tuyledo had in fact been familiar with the condition before Nina brought it up, though he knew it by a different name. He also knew that it could be brought on by obesity. Matthias XIII had been sleeping poorly due to the sleep apnea, and the blood sugar spike on top of it had put his health in considerable danger.


      “Wear this when you go to bed.” Tuyledo held out a necklace set with a glittering blue gemstone.


      “What is that...? Some sort of magical technology?”


      “Yes, although perhaps it would be more accurate to call it a magic item. It is a creation of nature, not an invention. This stone is anemos pyroxite, and it will call upon the spirits of wind to help you breathe freely through your nose.”


      “My word. That is very generous of you. May I offer you some sort of monetary compensation...?”


      “Do not think of it. It is a gift made purely out of concern for Your Holiness’s health.”


      “Come now, it is clearly an item of great value. I wish to offer you something in return.”


      The price of such a necklace, although very high, was likely nothing to the man who held the keys to the church’s coffers.


      Tuyledo at last relented. “Very well. You may send it along at a later date.”


      “I truly cannot thank you enough, Tuyledo. With this necklace, I’ll finally be able to get a good night’s sleep.”


      “Your Holiness, there is one more thing.”


      “Oh? Not another magic item, is it?”


      “No, this is something else. I would like your permission to oversee your meals for the duration of the Council of the Sages.”


      “My meals...?”


      “Yes, I think it would also benefit your priests to see what a healthy diet for Your Holiness might look like.”


      “That may be so, but the palace is in charge of our meals, isn’t it?”


      At this, Tuyledo smiled. “Nina here shall handle them. I wish for her to instruct your priests in meal preparation.”


      “Instruct us...?”


      “Meal preparation...?”


      The priests stared at Nina with a mix of shock, dismay, and humiliation. After rising to the highest echelons of church hierarchy, were they really going to be forced to receive “instruction” from a maid?


      “Your Holiness.” Tuyledo’s voice was full of quiet fury. “It appears that your priests value their own pride above your good health.”


      “Th-That’s absurd...”


      “Of course we welcome any instruction.”


      “We would never let our own feelings interfere with His Holiness’s health.”


      One after another, they bowed their heads. Yet Nina felt troubled.


      His suggestion was no different to what Lord Tuyledo just proposed...


      She recalled the young attendant who’d been dismissed. Perhaps it was unreasonable to compare him to Tuyledo, whose elvish elixir revived the pope, but Tuyledo had ultimately said the same thing. And yet everyone was bowing to him, whereas the young man had been turned out.


      Let’s focus on the task at hand, Nina told herself, pushing such thoughts from her mind.


      *


      Although she’d now lost part of the morning, Nina finished getting Tuyledo ready for the day, then made breakfast for Matthias XIII and Victoria, who’d woken up. As she prepared the pope’s meal, she explained what she was doing to the priests. At first, they looked surly, but as they realised how consistently thought out her meal plan was, they gradually began to listen attentively. Possibly they were also dazzled by the speed and grace with which Nina worked.


      In any event, Nina’s workload was increasing at a prodigious rate. And once the whirlwind of morning tasks was over, there was still the morning session of the Council of the Sages...


      “Nina, are you okay?”


      “Sorry?”


      Nina had returned to the maid dormitory to get lunch ready when Emily came up to her. While the little maid briskly set to work, Emily established that she’d taken on more duties yet again. She now had to wait on three incredibly important people. The task of attending to just one would have cowed an ordinary maid.


      “Don’t you think you’ve bitten off a bit much?”


      “No, no. It’s nothing more than any maid ought to be able to take care of.”


      “Definitely not any maid...”


      “By the way, where’s Astrid?” Nina asked. In the kitchen were only herself, Emily, and Tien, who was helping her carry things.


      “Oh, right!” Emily said. “Would you believe it—she went back to bed! And just when I was thinking it was time she got up, she suddenly said she had an errand to run and disappeared.”


      Various expectations had been placed on Astrid and her inventing skills, but there wasn’t actually anything for her to do, so it didn’t inconvenience Nina not to have her around. At the same time, she was the only one who could openly follow Nina around, and Emily, for her part, wished she would.


      “Oh, is that the time?” Nina said. “I’d best be getting back.”


      “R-Right... Tien, you stay close to her, okay?”


      “Chi will.”


      Even Nina couldn’t carry lunch for three by herself. While there was nothing stopping her from making a return trip, that would take time, so it was decided that Tien would help her.


      When they reached the banquet hall where the sages and their entourages would eat, it was full of maids laying the tables and getting things ready. But because three of the five sages were now Nina’s responsibility, three of the main tables were still empty. The palace cooks would look after Victoria and Matthias XIII’s attendants, so there wasn’t a lot to set out, but getting three totally different meals ready was still no easy task.


      Several pairs of eyes followed Nina.


      The palace maids watched, not saying a word. Their gazes were decidedly not friendly. Nina was, after all, an interloper who’d stolen their jobs. It wasn’t as though she had wanted to take on the extra work—she’d had Tuyledo beg her, she couldn’t reveal Victoria’s secret to anyone, and she was the only option for Matthias XIII, whose health was a closely guarded church secret.


      Having no knowledge of these circumstances, the palace maids just glared at her. The tables of Nina’s charges were still without tablecloths, which might have been an act of petty revenge. After all, that task was one anyone could do. Needless to say, the crockery and cutlery were also absent, but that was all on the trolley that Tien was pushing.


      Despite the hostile silence that filled the room, Nina simply got to work, and in the blink of an eye, all the tables were laid and ready. She still had to set out the food, but she had plenty of time. Or so she thought.


      “Nina,” Tien said, “they will be here soon.”


      “What? Already?”


      That was fifteen minutes ahead of schedule.


      “Yes. That man—the knight commander—is also coming this way.”


      Tien’s gaze was fixed on the entrance to the banquet hall. Some animal instinct must have been alerting her when formidable people were nearby, or perhaps the knight commander deliberately projected an air of intimidation. Tien could tell he was checking for suspicious presences. Nina could have worked that much out if they’d been in the same room, but obviously not from a distance.


      I’ll have to hurry, Nina thought. But a moment later, she let out an “Oh...” of dismay.


      “What is it?” Tien asked.


      “The catalyst burned out...”


      Without the magical heating element, the food would get cold, and she wouldn’t be able to refresh the tea pot.


      “What do you need? Chi will bring it.”


      “Th-Thank you...” Just as Nina felt a rush of relief that Tien was there, the sages came filing into the room.


      The moment Tuyledo entered, he came up to Nina and said, “I do apologize, but I won’t be needing lunch today.”


      Apparently, the topic of the morning’s discussion had been a particularly tricky one, and he wanted to continue to mull it over during the lunch hour.


      It isn’t good for him to skip lunch... Nina thought anxiously. I know, I’ll bring him a snack so that he at least eats something.


      While she was thinking, Victoria came up to her.


      “Nina, dear, you don’t have fish, do you? For some reason, I’m simply ravenous for fish.”


      “Nina, my priests say they want the same meals as me. That won’t be any trouble, will it?”


      Matthias XIII was there too, demanding that she prepare more—many times more—meals for him.


      “Very good,” Nina said with a bow. Her mind whirred at maximum capacity, assigning order of priority and determining how to proceed. She’d have to go back to the maid dormitory to cook, but taking into account the time for the return journey...


      It might not be possible to get everything ready before the time for lunch was over. Waiting on any one of them would have been manageable, but in the end, three at once was impossible.


      No! It’s a maid’s job to find a way!


      Nina got to work. First, to buy some time, she made a pot of tea (and opened a bottle of wine for Victoria), before hurrying out of the banquet hall. She worried now that sending Tien to get a new catalyst had been a mistake. But then, she couldn’t do without a catalyst. It was no good agonizing over it.


      I wonder why Lady Victoria suddenly wanted fish...


      Based on what she’d seen of Victoria’s taste thus far, it was the very last thing she’d have expected the vampire to ask for. But perhaps there had in fact been signs from her. Since the morning, Nina had been so preoccupied with Matthias XIII that she hadn’t been able to dedicate her full attention to Victoria’s needs.


      I still have a long way to go as a maid... she thought, disappointment in herself rising in her chest. If she’d only noticed at breakfast that Victoria wasn’t her usual self today, she might have thought to bring her fish.


      Nina burst into the maid dormitory just as Tien was also getting back.


      “Tien?! What are you doing here?”


      “Chi followed Nina’s scent.”


      Nina was momentarily horrified—did she smell that bad?—but then she remembered that Tien, as a lupalune, had an extraordinary sense of smell. In any case, it was a relief to have her there. In order to provide meals for all the priests as Matthias XIII had requested, she’d have to carry an awful lot. Nina went into the dormitory kitchen—and froze.


      “What...?”


      A scene of chaos met her eyes—pots turned upside down, spices and vegetables strewn about, even broken plates.


      “Nina?! What’re you doing back?!”


      The back door into the kitchen swung open to reveal Emily.


      “E-Emily...? I don’t...”


      “I’ve got the culprit here.” With her was a palace maid tied up with rope. Emily gave her a shove, and the maid toppled forward with a strangled yelp.


      “Wh-What are you going to do to me?! I’m related to Baron Hitbalt, I’ll have you know! To think that the honor of waiting on the Council of the Sages fell to some maid off the street and a pack of uneducated buffoons! It’s an outra— Agh!”


      Emily broke off the maid’s rant with a light chop to the head.


      “As you can see, they’ve got a grudge against us. As if we wouldn’t get out of this place in a second if we could!” Emily sighed. “Sorry, Nina. I was here the whole time. I should have caught her before she made this mess.”


      Nina just stared in blank shock. Emily, who couldn’t help but notice something was wrong, added as cheerfully as she could, “B-But hey! At least it happened after you finished making lunch, right? And I’ll help you tidy up!”


      “There’s...no time...”


      “Huh?”


      With the kitchen in this state, she couldn’t get everything ready before lunch was over. She’d have to sacrifice something. Tuyledo’s snack? Victoria’s fish? The meals for Matthias XIII’s priests? Or all of them?


      They might be understanding if she explained the situation. But as a maid, she couldn’t forgive herself if she disappointed them.


      Oh dear... What should I do...? What would my mistress do if she were here now...?


      Nina heard footsteps behind her. At this time of day, there shouldn’t have been any other maids in the dormitory. She turned—and gasped.


      Standing before her was—


      “Good grief, what a state this place is in! Well? Have you given up, then?”


      The girl was about Nina’s height and wore a palace maid uniform—but this wasn’t where she worked. She was supposed to be in the employ of Marquess Donquis.


      “Wh-What are you doing here...?”


      Apart from the uniform, everything from the determined gleam in her eyes to her broad forehead was exactly the same as when Nina had last seen her a few days earlier.


      “Isn’t it obvious? We’re maids, aren’t we? I came to do my job,” she said. “I, Ciara Lorsted of the world-renowned Lorsted maids, have arrived! Perhaps two maids can succeed where one could not.”


      *


      The line of nobles who had come seeking an audience with the empress while the Council of the Sages was in session seemed to stretch away forever. The imperial palace was packed with people buzzing this way and that.


      Despite her interest in the council, the empress’s obligation to her nobles came first, so she had to sit it out. The list of supplicants was absurdly long. She could get through a few dozen at a time by holding banquets, but even that wasn’t enough, so now there were two banquets each night. These kept every maid and cook in the palace busy.


      “This is really taking its toll...” the empress said, letting out a long sigh. In between interviews, she’d retreated to a side chamber to take a break. But now, a servant came up to whisper in her ear.


      “Him...? And when I’m totally swamped... What can he possibly want?” She grimaced, but gave leave for the unexpected visitor to enter.


      In came a short, plump noble with a carefree expression that as good as proclaimed that he’d never suffered a day in his life.


      “Your Imperial Majesty, you’re looking radiant.”


      “Marquess Donquis... What do you mean by coming here? You’ve never shown the slightest interest in central politics before. And why didn’t you apply for a public audience?”


      “I cannot express how deplorable it is that Your Imperial Majesty, our sun and moon, should be so burdened by duties and cares...”


      “Oh, spare me the tiresome courtesies. You didn’t show your face at my fortieth jubilee, or my thirtieth.”


      “Or your twentieth,” Donquis added without a hint of contrition. “The thing is, with so many eyes around, the other nobles are sure to notice that I’d come into the palace, and then they’d come prying into things that aren’t their concern. Hence why I pretended to have business with Your Imperial Majesty.”


      “You pretended?! Are you telling me that you’ve imposed on me for your own convenience?!”


      “Oops, there I go again. My butler did specifically say that I shouldn’t mention that... You just love to torment me, don’t you, my empress?”


      The empress let out a long, long sigh, and rested her elbows on the table. The side chamber wasn’t large, and the only servant present was the grand chamberlain, a vein bulging in his temple at the marquess’s insolence.


      “Well, never mind,” the empress said at last. “I’d rather have a marquess who can honestly say he doesn’t care two figs about me than that pack of weasels in noble clothing who come in here spouting flattery and studying my expressions, all in the hopes I’ll reveal something about the council. Or the likes of Count Oolonteil who never miss a chance to snatch more power.”


      “I see you don’t mince your words any more. Are you sure that’s wise? Count Oolonteil has a great deal of hidden influence these days. And I hear he’s about to put on quite the show at the parade.”


      Donquis meant the floats that circled the imperial palace. It was a veritable contest among the noble families for who could be the most extravagant. But more than that, it also exposed their economic power and their taste. Nobles like Count Oolonteil didn’t hesitate to use the opportunity to show off to the central nobility.


      “Indeed... Unveiling a float during the Council of the Sages will give him something to boast about for the next few decades, I imagine.”


      “Speaking of which, this year’s council seems to be going well. They’ve already resolved twenty items on the agenda—that’s a new record, isn’t it?”


      The success of the Council of the Sages depended not only on the number of days it lasted, but also on the number of items they resolved. At the last council, they’d gotten through twenty-four items in four days. This time, they’d already reached twenty, and it was only lunchtime on the third day. It was all but certain that they’d surpass the previous council going at such a remarkable pace. The sages were giving it their earnest best efforts. In particular, there’d been no ugly attempts to undermine each other from Victoria and Matthias XIII.


      The empress thought fortune had smiled on her. The efforts of a certain maid to bring all this about had thus far escaped her notice.


      “My, my. You do have sharp ears, don’t you?”


      Yet despite all this, the empress’s expression remained troubled. She knew that just that morning, Pope Matthias XIII had stopped breathing. Although news of the incident appeared to have been successfully suppressed, the empress considered the success of the third day to be on thin ice.


      “So, Marquess Donquis, do you also plan to take advantage of this momentous occasion to put on a show at the parade?”


      “Very funny, my empress. I have no such plans. But back to Count Oolonteil—it’s thanks to him that I found her...”


      The aforementioned count had attempted to grow his power through a development project in Côte Sud, the resort town in the southern empire, until a chance encounter with Maid & Co. had stymied his plans. Marquess Donquis’s network of informants, which put even that of the imperial household to shame, had made him aware of all this.


      “Her? What are you talking about?”


      The full story from Côte Sud had apparently not yet reached the empress’s ears. Marquess Donquis nodded, pleased. He now knew that the empress had summoned Nina to the palace without fully grasping the maid’s capabilities.


      “Right, I’ll be off then,” he said. “I’ve imposed upon you long enough.”


      “You’re leaving already?! Why in heaven’s name did you even come?”


      “Sorry?”


      “Why are you here at the palace? If nothing else, I know you didn’t come to see me. You must have had some other pressing reason.”


      “To be sure I did!” Marquess Donquis’s eyes grew distant as he gazed off at the wall behind her, then he said, “Love is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?”


      Silence followed this pronouncement.


      The empress and the grand chamberlain were at a loss for words.


      Incidentally, there was nothing on the wall that Donquis was staring at.


      “A woman has stolen my heart... She’s a maid, and I followed her here.”


      “A maid? But you’ve already got a Lorsted maid, don’t you? The one you refused point-blank to send to the palace when you were requested to do so.”


      The empress truly had no idea what Nina was worth.


      “Oh, yes. I’m afraid she’s got an impertinent streak. She’s gone and put on a palace maid uniform!”


      “I beg your pardon...?”


      “I think it’ll be more than worth it when I call in the favor.”


      “Hold on, what? What favor?” The empress was bewildered.


      “Anyhow, there’ll be rumors of a rather different sort if we stay shut up in here any longer, so I’d better be off. Toodles!”


      With a wave, the marquess hightailed it from the room. He moved with remarkable agility for a man of his stature.


      “Grand Chamberlain...” the empress said.


      “Your Imperial Majesty.”


      “What...just happened?”


      The grand chamberlain was silent for a time. Finally, he said, “I’ll bring a fresh pot of tea, shall I?”


      “Yes, good. And see you make it piping hot. I’ll have to get back to the audiences afterward...”


      The empress sounded even more exhausted than she had when her “break” had begun.


      *


      Once she’d heard the situation, Ciara didn’t mess around.


      “Got it. I can make Lord Tuyledo’s snack. You’ll have to handle Lady Victoria and His Holiness Matthias XIII’s requests, but I can help with preparation and serving.”


      Nina had conveyed only the essentials, without divulging any of the sage’s secrets.


      “And that’s where this comes in,” Ciara said.


      “What, sorry?”


      “Why, this, of course!”


      Parked in front of the dormitory was an enormous carriage—if the wooden building on wheels pulled by four enormous horses could rightly be called a carriage.


      “I-Is that...?”


      There was even a chimney sticking up from the roof. Ciara flung open the door.


      “Behold, my kitchen carriage!”


      There was a sink, a bench, and a full array of cooking utensils, not to mention shelves lined with condiments, spices, and different kinds of alcohol. Next to a silver cupboard that appeared to be a magical chill box was a shelf stocked with colorful crockery. The stove used a magical device for heat, so there was no fire risk, and although the kitchen was compact, the equipment was clearly all of absolutely top-notch quality.


      “It belongs to the Donquis family,” Ciara explained. “We’ll get everything done in time with this—it can move with us, so it’s perfect.”


      “B-But... I don’t...”


      “What? Don’t tell me you can’t cook in a moving carriage?”


      As Nina shook her head emphatically, Ciara put a hand on her back to nudge her toward the carriage.


      “Come on, you can talk and cook at the same time. Work now, worry later. A maid uses all the tools at her disposal!”


      “Right!” Nina agreed.


      Once inside the kitchen carriage, the two maids moved fast—no, “fast” didn’t even begin to describe it. They maneuvered around the kitchen with such perfect coordination it was as though they’d rehearsed it. When one opened the door to the chill box, the other was ready to slip by the instant it closed again to collect not only the plate they needed, but also one that the other immediately carried away.


      Since Emily had gone to escort the captured saboteur maid to the palace soldiers, only Tien was there to witness the whole thing, and she couldn’t believe her eyes.


      Ciara was perceptive enough to pick up on the points that Nina wanted to keep secret and averted her gaze when Nina seasoned the dishes. Tien would hurriedly turn away as well.


      “You needn’t worry about Marquess Donquis,” Ciara told Nina. “His Lordship is currently meeting with the empress. Besides, I have authority enough to act as I please.”


      “But why are you here...?”


      “Your friend—what was her name again? Astrid?”


      Nina started. Emily had said Astrid had slept in, then disappeared to run an errand. Why would Ciara be bringing her name up?


      “She showed up—apparently, she tracked down the Donquis banner—then fell on her knees and begged me to help you.”


      “Astrid did that?!”


      “Hilarious, isn’t it? And don’t get me started on how ridiculous she looked in that maid uniform... Anyway, when I asked what had happened, she told me that you’re trying to look after three of the sages.” Ciara glared at Nina. “You should have known better. I don’t care how capable a maid you are, three at once just isn’t possible. It isn’t a matter of skill, but of time.”


      Nina said nothing.


      “Did you really think you could keep them happy when you can only give each of them a third of your time?”


      “W-Well, I...”


      Nina had thought that, once she’d been entrusted with the task, she had no choice but to see it through. That doing so was the only way to avoid disappointing Tuyledo.


      Ciara gave a small sigh, her hands still busy at her work.


      “Nina, I know and respect how capable you are. But working under conditions where you can’t recover from any mishaps isn’t smart. The people around you seem to understand that, even if you don’t. Astrid, at the very least, anticipated that you wouldn’t be able to keep up with your workload. Hence why she came to me.”


      “Yes, you’re right...” Nina said. “Thank you, Ciara.”


      Nina had regretted her inadequacies as a maid more times than she could count, but never as badly as she did now that she’d made herself a burden to Astrid. But at the same time, she felt a warm glow in her chest. She realized that it made her happy to know that Astrid cared enough to worry about her and try to do something about it.


      “It’s Astrid you should be thanking, not me,” said Ciara. “Although, she said she had another errand and ran off again.”


      “I know! I’ll be sure to tell her later!”


      “Good. You’ve learned your lesson, I hope? When you have people you can ask for help, you do it.”


      “R-Right!”


      “You’re thinking I’m one to talk when I don’t have any friends in the marquess’s household, aren’t you?” Ciara said dryly.


      “I-I thought no such thing!”


      “Chi did.”


      “Tien!”


      “I admit it, I made a mistake! But I’ve learned from it, and as a result, I’m an even better maid than I was. My leaving the mansion to come here is sure to put the other maids to trouble, but they didn’t hesitate to encourage me to go!”


      “That was a polite way to get rid of you.”


      “Tien!” Nina said again.


      “F-Fine, I did sort of suspect that might be the case, but you didn’t have to say it!” Ciara said, her eyes filling with tears.


      “But thanks to that, you were able to help Nina.” Tien bowed deeply. “Chi thanks you.”


      Ciara frowned and muttered, “I’m not sure how to feel about that.”


      Incidentally, her and Nina’s hands hadn’t stopped moving once during this exchange. Tuyledo’s snack, Victoria’s fish, and the priests’ extra meals were all ready by the time the kitchen carriage had trundled up to the state guest house.


      “Time to go, Nina,” Ciara said. “We mustn’t keep them all waiting.”


      “Right!”


      With that, the two maids headed inside, pushing their trolleys before them. Tien followed, looking perplexed.


      “Why is Ciara the one in charge?” she muttered under her breath.
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      Chapter Three: A Quest for Scarlet Bananas and a Miraculous Reunion


      A long procession of extravagant carriages snaked through the streets of Thundergard, capital of the Yupiter Empire. They carried nobles, both from within the empire and abroad, who had come seeking an audience with the empress. They did so in part out of diplomatic necessity, but also because of the great advantage to be gained by being among the first to learn the matters under discussion at the Council of the Sages. Resolutions passed by the council could make the value of previously worthless materials soar, open up new trade routes, or even heal rifts between feuding nations. In short, the first people to know stood to make a fortune.


      A large gathering of imperial nobles wasn’t cause for caution, but foreign nobles were another matter. Naturally, they were not permitted to bring their armies with them into the capital, so instead they made do with the bare minimum number of knights for security. None of them dreamed that the empress would do them harm, but they were risking their lives nonetheless.


      “Ugh... This is taking forever. It feels like the empire is jumping at shadows with all this security. Ah! Ow ow ow... My stomach is killing me...”


      Outside the carriage window, imperial knights stood at regular intervals, watching over the procession of nobles. Despite the stability the Yupiter Empire had enjoyed under the empress’s long reign, there were always dissidents for whom the nobles would make a juicy target. A successful attack would be a devastating blow to the empire’s honor. Knight Commander Grinch was responsible for protecting the most important nobles inside the palace, but the knights assigned to guard the procession were no slouches either. However, from the perspective of the nobles inside the carriages, the swords defending them might just as soon turn against them.


      “My lord, attacks on foreign nobles on occasions such as this are very rare.”


      “Rare means not zero, doesn’t it?!”


      “You mustn’t fret. It isn’t good for your hair...”


      “Leave my hair out of this!” Glancing at the mirror mounted inside the carriage, he quickly pushed his wig back into place, then sniffed dismissively. “This city belongs in a museum. The city of Sickle back in the Crecente Kingdom is far more sophisticated.”


      “I quite agree. Your Lordship’s estate is especially exquisite.”


      “As it should be! The Mirkwood family’s eminence among the Crecente nobility is well known.”


      Count Mirkwood was in Thundergard to represent the nobles of the Crecente Kingdom—well, him and about five others. Although the capital of the Yupiter Empire was older and more disorderly than the city of Sickle, it was also double the size, and its economy was three times as large. But it was typical noble behavior to brag about the good and conveniently overlook the bad.


      Incidentally, it was some time since Count Mirkwood’s estate had been “especially exquisite.” In recent days, the whole place had begun to feel drab and dusty, and all because of the dismissal of a certain maid. Although the count had figured out that the maid had been special, he still didn’t realize just how remarkable she truly was.


      “But I say, can’t we speed this up a bit?” the count grumbled.


      His valet—that is, the former butler who’d been demoted after the incident with the maid, though he was, due to the lack of a suitable replacement, effectively still the butler—bowed apologetically.


      “Would that I could... We do at least seem to have priority over imperial nobles...”


      The sweeping breadth of the capital’s main street had been divided into several lanes. The lane for distinguished foreign guests such as Count Mirkwood was progressing relatively quickly compared to the snail’s pace of the lane for imperial nobles. In the distance, townsfolk who’d come hoping for a glimpse of the procession formed a human wall. The guard controlled traffic while knights on horseback kept a wary eye on them, making sure no one got too close.


      “Oh, they’re doing it again! Look over there.”


      Count Mirkwood pointed to where a street performance had started up among the onlookers. A boy balancing on top of an enormous ball deftly ate up a heaping plate of something like pasta. The crowd oohed and aahed as the ball teetered back and forth. The boy polished off the last bite, then held up the plate and fork for applause. Just then, the door of another carriage opened, and a pouch was tossed in the direction of the crowd. One of the guards picked it up and delivered it to the boy, who grinned widely and bowed—still standing on top of the ball.


      “I see, so that’s how one gives a tip...” Count Mirkwood said. “Well, I shan’t be outdone! Get a pouch of gold!”


      “Very good, my lord. How much shall I put in it?”


      “Lots!”


      “Lots. I see. If I may, my lord, this stay in the empire has placed no small strain on your accounts...”


      “I’m not going to have people think I’d skimp on a tip! Besides, my family’s fortune is immense!”


      “Well, Your Lordship purchased rather a lot of vases...”


      “Those are part of my fortune. They’re works of art!”


      The valet lapsed into silence as he recalled how an art dealer had duped the count into buying a large collection of worthless vases for a jaw-dropping sum.


      “Oh, look what you’ve done now!” Count Mirkwood whined. “You dithered so long that the boy on the ball disappeared!”


      Indeed, the boy was nowhere to be seen. He’d probably gone to put on his show elsewhere. The valet was about to say that another performer would surely come along soon when he was interrupted by a knight’s bellowing voice.


      “Make way! Make way!”


      Through the cleared path glided a single carriage. It was a thing of sumptuous beauty, painted white with pale blue ornamentations, and was accompanied by a staggering number of knights in suits of armor that were themselves works of art. There was a cheer from the crowd of onlookers.


      “B-B-But...” Count Mirkwood spluttered as the carriage sped past his own. Its windows were closed, hiding its occupant from view. Once it was gone, he rounded on his valet. “What was that?!”


      “It was splendid, wasn’t it?”


      “To hell with that! I want to know why it overtook us!”


      “Ah. How silly of me.”


      “That’s it! We’ll just have to overtake them back!”


      “What?! M-My lord, we can’t!”


      “Of course we can. The road is clear now.”


      “But such an action could trigger a diplomatic crisis...”


      “Shut up and do it! Now! I’ve had enough of stupid street performers!” the count shouted, forgetting in an instant that just minutes ago he’d been talking about tipping one such performer.


      The valet of course did not give orders to chase after the carriage. He knew very well why it had overtaken them. The knights had carried banners with a moon and sword within a double teardrop, a design that faintly recalled the crest of the Yupiter Empire—and for good reason. It was the coat of arms of the duke of Werther, whose line had branched off from the imperial family. In other words, the ruler of a whole nation had arrived. He was well within his rights to overtake a pack of nobles.


      He was also the man who’d demanded the withdrawal of the bounty on Nina’s head. As far as the count was concerned, that made him his mortal enemy...though he was yet blissfully unaware of who had passed him.


      “I’m sick of waiting!” he whined.


      Meanwhile, alongside the townsfolk cheering at the splendid carriage, there were some who threw the carriage hateful looks. They were deep in the crowd, however, hidden away from the watchful eyes of the guard and the knights.


      “Hey, what king was that?”


      “He’s a duke, not a king. Don’t you know anything?”


      “What d’you think I am, a noble expert? Either way, I bet he bought that carriage with taxes squeezed outta common folk like us.”


      “Yeah, well, it’s still one hell of a procession. Who knew the empire had so many nobles?”


      “They ain’t all ours. I heard there’s foreigners here too, and folk like guild leaders. It’s not just nobles.”


      “Won’t that mean we risk killing commoners if we strike at the procession? Then we’d be in a real mess.”


      “Yeah, that’s the whole problem.”


      “We talked about this—before we go, we gotta pick our mark. Only total maniacs don’t care who they take out.”


      “You got a point there.”


      Five men were making their way along a back street as they talked. Their clothes were shabby and their faces drawn, but there was a fierce gleam in their eyes.


      “We do have a mark.” Another young man who had thus far remained silent spoke up. “Count Oolonteil. He imposes harsh taxes on the people, all the while lining his own pockets. Targeting him is most likely to succeed and do good for everyone.”


      His words seemed to permeate the air between the three of them.


      “Right...” one of the others said. “We take out Count What’s-his-face.”


      “I’m in.”


      “When do we do it?”


      They advanced down the increasingly deserted alley, eventually emerging onto another dingy street. Gray-haired folk sat slumped on the ground, staring at nothing, while sinister-looking men walked past, their eyes warily darting around them. It was a bad part of town, a far cry from titles like “the city where the sun never set,” “the thousand-year city,” or “the glorious capital.”


      The men said nothing more as they continued down the street, constantly watching their surroundings.


      *


      Having Ciara at her side was a massive boost to Nina’s operational mobility. No surprises there—after all, Ciara’s capabilities were on par with Nina’s. If she had a weakness, it was an excess of pride that made her socially awkward, but this didn’t hamper her ability to support Nina.


      The day went by in a whirlwind of activity, but they made it through, and Ciara set off home in Marquess Donquis’s carriage—though not before promising to come back the next day.


      “I won’t say a word to the marquess,” said Ciara. “I’ll keep it secret...f-for you!”


      It was nearly midnight when Nina finally made it back to the maid dormitory.


      Emily came out to welcome her back. “Nina, finally! Astrid just got in too, and...” Emily broke off midsentence as she got a proper look at Nina.


      “That’s good to hear... Emily? Is something wrong?”


      “Huh? No, um, it’s nothing.” So saying, Emily ushered Nina to their room.


      Nina was the same as ever. Or that was how she seemed. To Emily, however, she looked utterly burned out.


      “Nina!” Astrid said, waving cheerfully. “Sorry, I poured myself a drink before you got back.”


      “A drink? That is your second bottle of wine,” Tien said at once. A bottle and glasses sat on the small table in front of them.


      “Did you all stay up just to wait for me...?” Nina said, then remembered. “Oh, Astrid! I can’t thank you enough for today! For calling Ciara, I mean.”


      “Ah, it was nothing.”


      “Well, seeing as you’re all up, I’ll make us some snacks!” Nina declared. Emily, realizing she was about to start working again, quickly interjected.


      “No, it’s fine! Honestly! You know Astrid doesn’t eat anything once she starts drinking.”


      “Ah, but Emily, some lovely, delectable treats make all the difference to how much I can drink.”


      “Drop the pretentious act. I don’t see how that’s a bad thing if it means you’ll be happy with less wine. We’re fine, Nina. You go to bed.”


      “But...”


      “Emily! Do mine ears deceive me? Did I just hear you say that less wine is better? Pigs might fly...”


      “Give it a rest, Astrid.” Emily turned back to Nina. “See? We’ll just do our own thing. You should get some sleep.”


      “A-Are you sure...? You’re all here...”


      “Bed, Nina. Yes? Okay?”


      “A-All right.”


      Having overruled all Nina’s objections, Emily finally managed to get her tucked up in bed. Because Nina always took care with her personal hygiene, she was ready to sleep in no time at all. And they all knew from their travels thus far that, unless someone started yelling their head off, once Nina fell asleep she was dead to the world.


      “What’s got into you, Emily?” Astrid asked. “Bundling her off like that, it was like you wanted to get rid of her.”


      “Hey, watch what you say. More to the point, didn’t you see her?”


      “Huh? What about her? She looked the same as ever to me.”


      “Seriously?” Emily wondered if she’d imagined how burned out Nina had looked. After all, knowing Nina, it seemed unlikely that she could be laid low after just three days.


      All the same, it wasn’t a bad thing to make her get some rest.


      “Does this have something to do with the mess in the kitchen?” Astrid went on. Emily had filled her in all about it when she got back. “Do you think Nina’s upset about it?”


      “No, it’s not that... Tien, what did you think?”


      Tien didn’t answer.


      “Tien?”


      There was a pause, then— “Mmph?”


      Emily realized that Tien had nodded off too. For all her extraordinary strength, Tien had been up since early that morning, and she was still a growing girl. It was no wonder she was sleepy.


      “You should get some sleep too,” Emily said. “We’re counting on you to be at Nina’s side if anything happens.”


      “Mrmm...”


      “C’mon, if you’re gonna sleep, go to bed... Um, that’s Nina’s bed.”


      “Oh no, did she climb onto Nina’s bed again? You’ll never wake her now.”


      Tien often sneaked over to curl up on Nina’s bed early in the morning, but today, she went straight there.


      “Whatever,” Emily sighed, sinking into a chair as Astrid picked up the wine bottle. She held out her glass and Astrid filled it.


      “So what’d you do with that maid you caught?” Astrid asked.


      “Oh, her. She kept yapping about how she was distantly related to some noble. As if that’d help her after she was caught red-handed. The housekeeper fired her and a knight said they’d charge her for damages.”


      “What was her motive?”


      “Nothing special. She just hated Nina because she isn’t a palace maid.”


      “Talk about irrational. What was she hoping for? That Nina’s mistake would mess up the Council of the Sages?”


      “I know, right?”


      They both sighed, then, as one, drained their glasses.


      “But Ciara saved the day in the end, huh?” Astrid said. “Nice to know we can count on her.”


      “Yeah. I mean, she’s obviously an incredible maid, but it wasn’t just that.”


      Astrid gave Emily a questioning look. Emily recounted how, after handing the offending maid over to the authorities, she’d gone back to see if she could help Nina herself.


      “...but the attitudes of the other palace maids did a one-eighty. Once they knew Ciara was a ‘Lorsted maid’ they were lining up to help. And it wasn’t just the maids—the other servants and the cooks were the same. They acted like Nina was just following Ciara’s lead.”


      “Ah... So that’s it. I wondered why you were so angry.”


      “You bet I’m angry. I’d be yelling if it wouldn’t wake Nina.”


      All the servants had heard of the Lorsted maids and their incredible reputation. When Nina stood beside Ciara, no one gave her a second glance. Emily constantly had to stop herself from telling them that Nina had beaten Ciara in a maid duel.


      “But you know what Nina said?” Emily went on. “She’s just glad that Ciara came to help, that it was so much easier with her there. And she smiled like she really meant it. She’s just so flipping sweet...”


      Emily’s hand, which was resting on the table, clenched into a fist. Astrid reached across to pat it.


      “We know that Nina’s amazing. Right now, that’s what matters.”


      “I guess...”


      Astrid couldn’t help laughing a little as Emily nodded while still—at least from her perspective—looking totally unconvinced.


      “It’s not funny,” Emily grumbled.


      “Sorry. You just get so serious whenever Nina’s concerned. It’s enough to make me a tiny bit jealous.”


      “Don’t be stupid... All I’m saying is that obviously I think she’s amazing and totally superhuman, but she’s also just a girl.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      “What? You got something else to say?”


      “No, I get what you’re saying... And as much as I’d like to say you’re worrying over nothing, I admit I’ve got a few concerns myself. Nina’s in charge of most of the meal prep, right?”


      “Yeah. Not Lord Tuyledo’s, though.”


      “Okay. But she could end up doing more, couldn’t she?”


      “More...?” Emily considered it. Maids had to cover a lot of bases. They were involved in every aspect of daily life. “You mean like getting them ready or making their beds? Nina can do that sort of stuff in her sleep.”


      “That’s true... But I’m worried that she might be asked to do more.”


      “Like what?”


      “Well, um... I’m still not exactly sure...”


      “Seriously?! Then what are we even talking about it for?”


      “Hey, I’m just an ordinary woman. You can’t expect me to know what the sages are thinking.”


      “‘Ordinary’ is not a word I’d use for you...”


      They hadn’t encountered a magical invention on their travels where Astrid hadn’t immediately been able to see how it functioned, fix anything that needed fixing, and improve anything that could be improved. No matter what Emily asked her to do, she never said it couldn’t be done.


      “Hey, it is what it is. We’ll deal with any problems when we come to them.”


      “Practical as ever. I admire that about you.”


      “All right, your turn. What were you up to today? It was great that you went to get Ciara, but how come you didn’t come back afterward?”


      “Right, about that. I just wanted to look into something quickly...”


      “You and looking into things... What was it this time?”


      Astrid emptied her wine glass again. When she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper, less as though she didn’t want to wake Nina and more because she was doing her best not to be overheard.


      “Duke Werther’s in town. Count Mirkwood from the Crecente Kingdom too.”


      “What...?!”


      Emily wasn’t all that familiar with the world of the nobility, but she did know those two names. The duke had posted a reward for Nina’s discovery, and the count was her former master—the one who’d cast her out for a crime she didn’t commit.


      “Y-You don’t think they’re after Nina...?” Emily gasped, half rising from her chair.


      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Astrid said reasonably. “No noble would travel to a whole different country just to chase after a maid. They’ll be here to celebrate the empress’s fiftieth jubilee.”


      “R-Right, of course...”


      Emily sat back down, though her heart was still racing from the shock of the news.


      “That being said,” Astrid went on, “they know who Nina is, and we don’t know what they’ll do if they find her. There’s also no guarantee that the empress will protect her. We’re talking about a foreign noble and a head of state, after all. I think the best we can do is to stop them from noticing her.”


      “Yeah...”


      Nina had already caught the attention of one noble nuisance—Marquess Donquis—and the empress herself had engaged her services. She was already swept up by a whirlwind of work, and now, there was yet another storm approaching.


      “So you spent today checking out which nobles are in the city?” Emily asked.


      “Well, yes, though that wasn’t all... Do you mind if I go out on my own again tomorrow? I might be able to be of some use.”


      “Fine by me. You won’t be any good to Nina hanging around here.”


      “Hey! The truth can still hurt, you know.”


      “You can swap with me any time. You know how useless I feel after I couldn’t help Nina or stop that maid from messing up the kitchen?”


      “I’ll pass... But Emily, I didn’t realize you were down in the dumps too. There, there. Here’s a pat on the head for you.”


      Emily swatted away her outstretched hand, then said, “I guess we’re in for more drama tomorrow...”


      “That goes without saying. From what I hear, there’s never been a day of peace and quiet while the Council of the Sages is in session.”


      With a chuckle, Astrid poured them both another drink.


      *


      “A scarlet banana would really hit the spot right now...” one of the eminent Five Sages murmured.




      It was the fourth day of the Council of the Sages. The morning session was about to begin—but for a maid, the day began far earlier.


      Nina rose before dawn and was getting breakfast ready when Ciara arrived. By that point, the first rays of the sun were already creeping over the horizon, but Ciara had had to attend to Marquess Donquis, and besides, none were permitted to enter the palace before sunrise.


      “Come on, let’s go.”


      “Right away!”


      They set off for the state guest house, Ciara having taken charge for some reason. But it was helpful just having her there—no one would think to interfere with a Lorsted maid.


      The two broke off once they arrived, with Ciara taking care of breakfast for Matthias XIII and his entourage. Nina, meanwhile, got Tuyledo ready for the day, and after serving his meal, moved on to Victoria’s.


      As she was laying out the breakfast spread, she caught the vampire muttering something under her breath.


      Nina looked up. “What was that, my lady?”


      Victoria was always burning incense that gave off an aroma Nina had never encountered before. The burly men in her entourage were rarely present, and even when they were, they seemed dazed and groggy. The tales of their nightly revels were, it seemed, no mere rumors. Although it was easy to wonder how they could attend to Victoria in such a state, they apparently made it work by having ten of them working on rotation.


      Victoria alone looked fresh as a daisy—though even as a fellow woman, Nina found the sight of a vampire in her cleavage-baring nightgown an uncomfortable one. She always kept her gaze lowered slightly when serving breakfast, which was why she’d almost missed Victoria’s muttered words.


      “Hm? Oh, nothing. Forget I said anything.”


      “I thought...you might have said ‘scarlet banana’...”


      Specifically, that was what she wanted to eat.


      “Yes. I know they’re not in season, but... I just get these cravings every now and then.”


      Scarlet bananas were a variety of banana with vivid red skins. They contained traces of magic and were deliciously sweet, but were also extremely rare and—the real problem at hand—out of season. Unlike ordinary bananas that ripened in summer, meaning that right now was peak season, scarlet bananas were harvested in winter. As far as Nina could remember, they hadn’t been on the palace storehouse inventory.


      “I’m afraid I don’t think I’ll be able to find any...” she said.


      “I didn’t think so,” Victoria sighed. “There’s nothing like the sweetness of a scarlet banana... But perhaps it’s because you can only get them when they’re in season that makes them so good...”


      “I imagine so, my lady.”


      “Ah well. Today’s another big day!”


      Victoria’s spirits were as high as ever, but Nina couldn’t stop thinking about scarlet bananas. If she could get hold of some, it would surely do wonders for Victoria’s motivation. Except there were none around her to be had.


      Nina saw Victoria off to the Council of the Sages with her mind full of scarlet bananas. Right then, Ciara appeared. It seemed Matthias XIII had just finished breakfast.


      “We’ve got a problem,” Ciara said the moment she saw Nina.


      “What is it? His Holiness isn’t unwell, is he...?”


      “Unwell? No, it’s not that. If anything, he looked even better than yesterday.”


      “Then what happened?”


      “Well...” Ciara lowered her voice. “His Holiness the pope wishes for his meals to be more gourmet.”


      “Gourmet...?”


      “I have to say, I wondered about it myself. You’ve been sending over rather paltry meals, don’t you think? This is the pope, after all.”


      Nina hadn’t told Ciara about Matthias XIII’s health issues, nor her method to address them. It was true that, given she kept his meals as low in carbohydrates, sugars, and fats as possible, they were a far cry from gourmet. Nina wasn’t a professional chef, so it wasn’t as though Tuyledo’s and Victoria’s meals weren’t gourmet either. But those didn’t have to be low calorie, so they were still flashier than what Matthias XIII got.


      “Yes, but...”


      It would be so much easier if she could just explain everything to Ciara. However, the health of the head of the church was top secret confidential intelligence. It wasn’t for Nina to share it.


      “Never mind, I know you can’t talk about it,” Ciara said. “We’ve got to do something, though. He was extremely unhappy.”


      “I understand...”


      Just when she thought she’d solved one problem, another cropped up. Matthias XIII was the pope, a godly man—surely he could tolerate a little discomfort? But the situation made such optimism impossible. If Matthias XIII were the sort of saint who revered honest poverty, he’d never have grown so fat, let alone pass out from blood sugar spikes.


      “In any case,” Ciara said, “the council’s underway, so we’d better get the tea service ready.”


      “Erm, Ciara... Do you mind handling the tea by yourself?”


      “No, that’s what I planned— Wait, you mean for all three of them?”


      “Yes... I know it’s a tall order.”


      “Fine by me,” Ciara said at once. “You can count on Ciara Lorsted.”


      “Thank you!”


      Nina felt that she could trust Ciara even with Tuyledo and his extremely particular taste in tea.


      “So what will you be doing?”


      “I’m going into the city.”




      Nina went back to the maid dormitory first. Astrid had gone out, but Emily and Tien were still around. Nina had remembered that the two of them had left the palace to wander the city on their very first day here.


      “You want to go out? Why?” Emily asked. “Not that I mind, I’m just surprised.”


      “I just thought that given this is such a large city, I might be able to find some scarlet bananas...”


      Concerning though Matthias XIII’s dissatisfaction was, she couldn’t immediately come up with a solution for that. In the meantime, she thought perhaps she could hunt down some scarlet bananas. Looking for ingredients might even give her some ideas for Matthias XIII’s meals.


      Emily and Tien were basically family to Nina, so they had some idea of her situation, as well as what was happening with the sages.


      “Okay, let’s get going, then!” Emily said. “We don’t have much time if you’ve got to be back by lunch.”


      “Thank you!”


      “You coming, Tien?”


      “Of course.”


      With Emily leading the way, the three of them set off. An endless queue of nobles in carriages stretched away from the main gate, but no one noticed them as they slipped out the servant entrance. There was a steady flow of merchants and knights coming in and out for the changing of the guard, so they blended in instantly.


      Shortly after leaving the palace, they came to the main street. The palace had seemed like a different world just a few days ago. Now here Nina was, dressed in a palace maid uniform.


      “Hey, about the po—uh, I mean, about you-know-who...” Emily quickly corrected herself. It was better to be vague in places where you didn’t know who was listening. “I know you’ve got to make his meals gourmet, but shouldn’t you try and address the root of the problem?”


      “And by that, you mean...?”


      “I mean that if you don’t figure out why he started overeating, giving him fancier food will only get you so far.”


      “Oh... Yes, I think so too. Even if I do get him to make some small dietary improvements, he’ll probably end up back where he started as soon as the council ends. But there’s no time to ask him about it, even if we were in a position to do so.”


      “Yeah... Okay, it’s good to know you agree with me.”


      “It is?”


      “Do you mind if I go off on my own for a bit?”


      “Not at all, but—”


      “Cool, catch you back at the dormitory! Tien, you look after Nina for me, you hear?”


      “You can count on Chi.”


      “E-Emily!” Nina called out, but Emily had already vanished into the crowd. Come to think of it, while she and Tien wore palace maid uniforms, Emily was back in her mage robes, as though she’d planned this from the start.


      Nina gazed after her a little uneasily. First Astrid had gone off on her own, now Emily.


      But she soon pulled herself together.


      “Let’s go find some scarlet bananas.”


      Their first destination was the capital’s Central Fruit and Vegetable Market, which supplied the imperial palace. Only major merchant houses or those with historical and traditional claims were allowed to shop there, but as they were in palace maid uniforms, they had no trouble.


      “Ooh, scarlet bananas? It isn’t the season for them, dearie.”


      “I’m all outta stock, I’m sorry to say. They don’t keep long in any case.”


      “I suppose if you go around the other markets you might get lucky...”


      “Thank you for your help.”


      All the produce merchants they spoke to said it wasn’t sold at the central market. The last one mentioned “other market” but without any guarantee. Still, Nina bowed and thanked them all, then resolved to go around as many of the other markets as she could.


      “We’d better hurry, Tien. We’ve got quite a way to walk...” Nina, who’d started walking, broke off and turned back. “Tien?”


      Tien hadn’t moved. “Are we going to another fruit and vegetable market?” she asked.


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      “Is it that way?” Tien pointed in what was indeed the direction of the Second Fruit and Vegetable Market. As its name suggested, it was the second largest in the city.


      “It is! But how did you know?”


      “If we are in a hurry, we can take a shortcut.”


      “Wha—?”


      Tien scooped Nina up in her arms, then planted her feet firmly on the ground.


      “Nina, hold on to Chi.”


      “Sorry? Erm, Tien? What are you— Eeyaaaah!!!”
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      Tien leaped. To Nina, it felt like she’d taken flight. For a moment, she floated, weightless. Then, Tien landed atop a low roof and dashed away at breakneck pace, leaving only a rush of air in their wake.


      “Chi can smell it. The scent of all those fruits mixed together. From over there!”


      No human nose could compare to Tien’s incredible sense of smell. It was a trait unique to her species, the lupalunes, just like her powerful legs and her perfect balance.


      “We are here.”


      Nina was speechless. They’d made what she’d thought would be an hour’s journey in just five minutes. She felt wobbly on her feet as Tien put her down, and it took her a good three minutes to recover. But even accounting for that, it was still a huge shortcut.


      “Th-Thank you, Tien... Only, I’d be grateful if you’d give me some warning next time...”


      Tien looked puzzled but said, “All right.”


      “A-Anyway, why don’t we go have a look around?”


      The Second Fruit and Vegetable Market was about a third of the size of the central market, making it much more compact. At this time of day, the auctions were over and the market was quiet.


      “Scarlet bananas? Nah, not at this time of year...”


      “I haven’t seen any for a good month now.”


      “Come to think of it, another fellow was looking for ’em too. Hadn’t seen him around here before.”


      Not only were there no scarlet bananas to be had; now came the unwelcome news that they had a rival.


      “Where next? Chi will carry you.”


      “I-I appreciate the enthusiasm, Tien. It’s just...” Nina wasn’t sure what to do. There were more markets, but they were extremely far away. Even with Tien carrying her, they probably only had time to visit one more, and it would be even smaller than this one. Nina racked her brains. Was there anywhere else that seemed likely to sell what she wanted?


      “Nina? Is that you?”


      Before them stood an older woman in a maid uniform.


      “H-Housekeeper?!” Nina exclaimed.


      She recognized the housekeeper from the Dark Frost Mercenary mansion. She didn’t exactly have fond memories of the place after she’d been accused of stealing a necklace, the lupalunes they’d hoped to get information from had turned out to be impostors, and the mercenary captain had announced he was disbanding the company.


      The housekeeper, however, hadn’t been involved in any of the trouble, as she’d been away visiting her parents at the time. She’d even fairly assessed Nina’s work.


      “I heard all about it, dear. Things got quite out of hand while I was gone, didn’t they? And the uproar after the captain announced he was disbanding... But never mind that. What’s brought you here? Isn’t that a palace maid uniform?”


      It seemed like the housekeeper was just here doing her usual shopping. Nina decided it couldn’t hurt to at least ask, and mentioned she was looking for scarlet bananas.


      “Hmm... We don’t see them much in the capital, though there are some who are very partial to them, so they’re not unheard of...” Then, she clapped her hands together. “What about frozen ones?”


      “What?”


      “There’s this extremely niche little shop. The owner modified a chill box so that it freezes food rock solid. Apparently, it never goes off that way. I’ve never shopped there myself, though. The prices are high enough to make you dizzy!”


      “Frozen... We can get them frozen!” Nina said breathlessly. She glanced over to meet Tien’s gaze, then back to the housekeeper. “Would you tell us how to get there?!”




      The housekeeper gave them directions to a particularly obscure corner of the city, the sort of shadowy spot that only locals or those with specific business there ever ventured. Nina and Tien found themselves in a narrow alley. The air was heavy with pungent smoke, and within moments, Tien’s eyes were watering. They walked past shops selling dubious trinkets and monster parts. The housekeeper didn’t know the specific address and had just told them it was somewhere in the vicinity of this street, so they had to check every sign.


      Nina was anxious. From what the housekeeper had said, it sounded like the frozen produce shop was a bit of an insider’s secret. But that meant it was known to those who knew what they were looking for. Now that she knew another stranger to these parts was also looking for scarlet bananas, she feared that he might have learned of the shop too.


      “It is not possible to track it by scent,” Tien said, holding her nose. “Chi is sorry.” It was hardly her fault, of course. She couldn’t get rid of the stench in the air, and even if she could, her nose wouldn’t be any good for hunting down frozen produce, which didn’t smell of anything in the first place.


      “I can’t see it anywhere...” Nina only grew more anxious as she thought about how long it would take to get back to the palace. “Tien, I think we should split up. I’ll go down the next street over.”


      “All right. The shop is called ‘Cool Cool Fruits,’ right?”


      “That’s right.” It was a silly name, but that was what the housekeeper had said.


      Nina turned down a side street and emerged one block down. It was another narrow, shadowy alley like the first. Suddenly gripped by a sense of unease, she turned around.


      “Tien, I—”


      “Well if it ain’t a maid! From the looks of that getup, I reckon you’re a palace girl. Am I right?”


      A group of men in shabby clothes stood behind her.


      “We’ve got a few questions about which nobles are hanging about the palace right now...”


      It was the same group of men who’d been intently watching the procession of nobles, though Nina had no way of knowing that. But she did immediately realize that these were not decent people. It was easy to tell from the knives glinting in their hands.


      *


      Every church in Thundergard Emily had seen so far was magnificent and beautiful, but the doorstep of the one she was at was relatively modest and comfortable, the sort of church that was attended only by locals.


      “Ah, yes! He’s here. The young fellow is a most diligent worker.”


      It took Emily no time at all to find the young man who Matthias XIII had dismissed from his service. After losing the status conferred by that position, he’d handed back his beautiful cassock and the hat that marked his rank, but he couldn’t hide his excellent upbringing and education, so asking around at a few churches had led Emily straight to him.


      “Hey,” she said. “How’ve you been the past two days?”


      He looked surprised by her visit, but sat down beside her on a pew in the empty chapel. He looked so gaunt that Emily couldn’t help but ask, “Have you been eating properly?”


      He shook his head. “It does not matter what becomes of me. I was too weak to serve the holy father...”


      “So after you got fired you decided to come work at this church?”


      “Well, yes... I thought that perhaps I might be sent away on church business that would allow me to return to my hometown...”


      For a person in the church, it wasn’t easy to save up travel money. He might have had better luck at a larger church, but he hadn’t wanted that. Or possibly he’d just avoided such places on the off chance that Matthias XIII might visit and create an awkward situation.


      “Well, I came here to ask you something,” Emily said.


      “Me...? I doubt I have any answer you’re looking for.”


      “Oh, you do. This is a question that only someone like you, who was in His Holiness’s inner circle, could answer. My theory is that the pope’s overeating was caused by stress or some sort of psychological burden. Any idea what it could be?”


      “It is...not for me to speculate on the holy father’s innermost thoughts. That being said, I would readily believe that he is weighed down by a great number of cares of the sort that one such as myself could not begin to comprehend.”


      “I’m not asking about that stuff,” Emily said brusquely. “I mean the sort of stuff you’d have picked up on.”


      The young man blinked. “I’m not sure I understand...”


      “His Holiness only started putting on weight two years ago, but he became pope over a decade ago, right?”


      “Eleven years and ninety-six days ago. I joined his service a little before that, a blessing of which I was most unworthy...”


      He actually remembered the number of days? Emily felt a bit weirded out by his level of devotion.


      “Um, well, setting that aside... Something must have happened in the past few years to make him start overeating. You were always with him. Surely you noticed something.”


      “I would not dare to presume on the inner workings of the holy father’s—”


      “Oh, give it a rest already!” Emily snapped, her voice rising in frustration. “Look, bud, you’re the only one who knows the answer, so if you really hold the pope in such high regard, then tell me!”


      It was true that Matthias XIII had other priests attending to him, but Emily didn’t think any of them would tell her the truth. If their concern about Matthias XIII’s overeating was genuine, they’d have tried to stop it, even if it meant incurring his displeasure. But they’d stood by and done nothing, even when this young man was fired right in front of them.


      He was the only one she could trust.


      “Wh-Why do you want to know so badly?” the young man stammered, cowed by the vehemence in her voice. “You’re acting like it’s an emergency, but I don’t see—”


      “His Holiness stopped breathing.”


      “He what...?”


      “It was the morning after you were fired. Thanks to Lord Tuyledo, there wasn’t any lasting damage, but he’s a physical wreck.”


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Whaaat?! Is His Holiness all right now?!” The young man leaned forward so close that Emily was startled.


      “I-I told you, he’s fine! His condition is stable! And thanks to this scare, he agreed to change his diet... Though not without moaning about it.”


      It was obvious from his demands for gourmet meals that he wasn’t happy about it.


      “The point is,” she went on, “unless we fix the root of the problem, he’s just going to start overeating again. So I want to know what it is.”


      The young man was silent, but for the first time since she’d arrived, his lifeless eyes lit up, and a look of serious consideration came over his face.


      “The weight on his mind... The weight that caused all this... I think I know what it is,” he said.


      “You do?”


      He’d figured it out, then. Emily waited eagerly for his next words.


      “Yes...” The young man nodded. “It can only be the previous Council of the Sages.”


      He began to tell her what had happened at the last council.


      *


      The men who surrounded Nina were a head taller than her, and she couldn’t see past them. All of them were middle-aged except for one who was younger—perhaps in his twenties.


      “So long as you answer truthfully, we’ll let you go on your way,” the younger man said. “All right?”


      “V-Very well...” Nina nodded. If answers to their questions were all they wanted, she decided it’d be wiser to give them than to invite more trouble by calling for Tien to rescue her.


      “Count Oolonteil is currently at the imperial palace, correct?”


      “C-Count Oolonteil...?” Nina had heard that name before. He was powerful, even for a noble, and he’d backed that awful gold-covered hotel back in Côte Sud, hadn’t he? But that was all she knew, and even that she’d only heard in passing.


      “I don’t know...” she stammered. “I-I’m only a maid...”


      “Codswallop!” Nina froze, rooted to the spot, as a grizzled older man advanced threateningly on her. “You’re a palace maid. We know you know!”


      “Now, now, we’re all friends here...” the younger man interjected quickly. “We agreed that I’d ask the questions, remember?”


      “But this is takin’ forever... Are you sure this is a good plan?”


      “It’ll all work out.” The young man turned back to Nina. “I’m sorry if we scared you, Miss Maid. As you see, some of my friends are a little short-tempered, so let’s not aggravate them, all right?”


      It was clear he meant it as a threat.


      “Now, back to my questions,” the young man went on. “Which noble do you wait on?”


      “I...don’t wait on any of the nobles.”


      “Oh? Then who do you look after?”


      The young man didn’t sound at all like his fellows when he spoke, Nina noted. Given that he was familiar with a maid’s work, he might be from a good family... Although the tattered state of his clothes and the grime on his skin suggested he’d been a vagrant for a long time.


      “I’m afraid I can’t say,” Nina replied.


      “Like hell you can’t!” the older man roared. Nina let out a little shriek as he seized her by the collar, but the younger man grabbed his wrist.


      “Stop that. We won’t get anything out of her if you threaten her.”


      “Bah! Fat lotta good it’ll do us if we’re twiddlin’ our thumbs here while those nobles parade around right under our noses!”


      “That is why we need information. If we charge in just like that, it’ll be the knights and the guard who will come after us. We’ll be surrounded and slaughtered like animals.”


      The older man gritted his teeth, but released Nina.


      “Let’s continue,” said the younger man. “If you can’t answer, that must mean they aren’t a noble, but one of the imperial family.”


      Nina said nothing.


      “Oh? Wrong again? Hmm...” The young man pondered. “Who could it be? Perhaps you’re only a scullery maid... But no, Count Oolonteil is such a big name that in that case, you’d have heard about him.”


      “To hell with this! You’ve wasted enough time. We don’t know who might be listenin’!”


      “Please keep your voice down. These things have to be done in the correct— Huh?” The young man spun around as someone tapped him on the shoulder. “Who are— Oof!”


      The next moment, he was flying through the air.


      “Get...away...”


      Where he’d been there now stood another girl in a palace maid uniform. The only odd thing about her were the wolfish ears poking out from her hair.


      “...from Nina!”


      Tien came at the men who surrounded Nina with the force of a typhoon. In an instant, she sent them sprawling and put herself in front of Nina. One of the fallen men tried to raise his knife, only to realize he wasn’t holding it any more. There was a CLANG, and he looked over—it had been launched to the road a significant distance away.


      With a curse, he shouted, “R-Run!” and they all scurried off in different directions. All, that is, except for the young man who Tien had gotten first. He lay on the ground moaning, abandoned by his fellows.


      “Nina, are you all right?” Tien asked.


      “Y-Yes, I’m fine... Thank you. But how did you know to come this way?”


      “Even if Chi’s nose is no good here, Chi can still hear people shout—” Tien broke off as the young man slowly sat up.


      “Ugh... Wh-Who are you...? No palace maid can fight like that, surely...”


      “Any maid could do the same,” Tien said proudly, despite the fact that it was patently untrue. She turned to Nina. “What should we do with him? Hand him over to the guard?”


      “I suppose we should...”


      It was plain as the nose on the young man’s face that there was more to his story than met the eye. Nina knew she ought to steer clear of him—if nothing else, she was already completely snowed under.


      Just then, they heard several pairs of footsteps.


      “You leave Nolan alone!”


      Four children of around ten years old ran up to stand between them and the young man—who was presumably called Nolan.


      “Oh, for crying out loud...” he groaned. “I told you idiots to go back to the hideout!”


      “Who’re you callin’ idiot, idiot? We don’t back out just ’cause the going gets tough!” one of the boys retorted loudly. But despite his confidence, he was skin and bones beneath his ragged clothing, as though it had been a long time since he’d had a proper meal.


      “M-May I ask who you are...?” Nina said.


      “You wanna know who we are? We’re part of the Army of Justice, same as Nolan here. We’re gonna liberate the world from wrongdoing and—”


      RRRRMBLRMBLRMBL.


      His swaggering speech was interrupted by the loud gurgling of an empty stomach. Nina automatically turned to look at Tien, thinking it had come from her, but Tien shook her head emphatically.


      She turned back to the four children.


      All four of their stomachs were rumbling together.




      Tien, who’d grown up at a monastery full of orphan children, knew all about their voracious appetites. Although she herself had been unable to eat any of the food because of how it smelled, the others ate and ate and somehow always had room for more. Partly because there wasn’t always enough to fill them up, they wolfed down meals like there might not be another. Either by luck or some sort of divine miracle, this never escalated into outright fighting, but the tension in the air at mealtimes was worthy of a real battlefield.


      Nina and Tien were led to a run-down warehouse. Its roof was rotted and caving in in places, and its walls were full of gaping holes. It looked like it would be deathly cold in winter.


      Still, this was where the children—twelve of them—and the young man, Nolan, lived. They were all skinny and filthy and wearing clothes like they’d picked them up from the street. Just then, they were eating—no, devouring the food in front of them, not leaving so much as a crumb. None of them spoke a word. They focused solely on putting food in their mouths.


      Nina called out to them from beside an enormous cooking pot. “Erm... There’s plenty more if anyone wants—”


      Before she could finish, every one of them thrust out their bowls to her without a word.


      They must have really been starving...


      After realizing how hungry the children were and then learning that they were orphans, Nina was taken back to her time in the resort town of Côte Sud. However, the children here seemed far worse off. Without any forests or ocean, the only way to feed themselves was by working, stealing, or relying on charity. Every day must have been a struggle for them. What was more, water cost money, so they couldn’t even wash the filth from themselves or their clothes.


      “Uh, mind if we grab a bite too...?”


      That wasn’t all. This entire part of town was a slum, and there were plenty of adults living in poverty too. They were no less hungry, and the smell of Nina’s cooking drew them in. The children didn’t mind—whenever any of them scraped together a little money, they bought food for the others and so all got by. Before Nina knew it, she was ladling out bowl after bowl of soup.


      Behind all the glamour of the capital, people like them are suffering...


      While there seemed to be plenty of work available in Thundergard, it wasn’t enough for the city’s vast population, and it was only natural that potential employers would prefer clean, put-together candidates over skinny urchins dressed in rags. Apparently, there were slums like these all through the city. The scale of the situation so dwarfed that of Côte Sud that handing out food like this felt almost meaningless. Even so, Nina couldn’t stand by and do nothing.


      “Nina, if we do not go soon, we will be late,” Tien said, jolting Nina back to reality. She had to get back to make lunch. She would have liked to stay and cook more, at least enough so that they’d have leftovers. Not to mention give them all a bath. And clean up the warehouse. But her time was up.


      “I’m, erm, very sorry, but we need to be going.”


      Nina went up to the only adult living in the warehouse—Nolan. The whole time that the children had been eating, he’d sat on his own with his back to them and hadn’t touched the food.


      “I suppose that felt good, did it?” he said bitterly.


      “Sorry?”


      “You well-off types just love to bestow charity upon the poor and downtrodden.”


      “But that wasn’t what I—”


      “You’ll go to bed tonight feeling pleased with yourself, then tomorrow you’ll go back to your life and forget all about this. But I know that they’ll still be starving tomorrow. And that’s why I want none of your charity.”


      Nina fell silent. She knew he was right—in fact, she agreed with him. That was, after all, why she’d set out to teach the children in Côte Sud how to look after themselves. But this time, there was only so much she could do, and in any case, she had no time.


      “Nina, Chi thinks we should turn him over to the guard after all. He does not appreciate that your mercy is the only thing that kept him alive.”


      It was true that his group had threatened Nina with a knife, which was undeniably a crime, but Nina couldn’t bring herself to turn him in. How could she, after seeing all these starving children? Besides, unlike his thuggish companions, Nolan seemed to have been well brought up, and the children adored him. He couldn’t be a bad person.


      “Go on, then,” the young man said, standing up to square off against Tien. “If you want to resort to violence, be my guest. That’s the noble way, isn’t it?”


      His words were bold, but he was trembling violently as he said them. It might have been the aftershock of being flung down the street earlier, or perhaps he felt an instinctive fear of Tien.


      “Nolan, come and eat...”


      Just then, the smallest of the children, a girl of about five years old, came over to tug at his trouser leg. “You always say you’re hungry... Come on...”


      “I don’t want any,” Nolan said. Then, he brushed the girl’s hand away, turned his back on the children, and strode out of the warehouse.


      Nina watched him go.


      “Nina, you should not bother with him,” Tien said. “Spurning kindness from others is just as bad as violence.”


      “Perhaps you’re right...”


      Still, Nina couldn’t help but dwell on why he’d so stubbornly refused to eat. As she was agonizing, an old woman who lived in the slum town came over to her.


      “Thank you, dearie... I don’t know how long it’s been since I had a bowl of nice, warm soup.”


      Nina looked over at the cooking pot and saw that the grown-ups were helping themselves to the soup. She’d made enough for thirty helpings, but at this rate, they’d polish it off in no time. The grown-ups looked just as bone-weary as the children. There was even a woman sitting on the ground and sobbing into her bowl as she ate.


      “They say that boy was born to good people, but...” the old woman trailed off sadly. “There’s no hope for him now that he’s ended up here.”


      “His name is Nolan, is that right? Do you know anything about him?” Nina asked.


      “Not a thing. For folk around here, the past might as well not exist. What I can say is that he only showed up a few months back—that’s why he can hold out even when he’s hungry. He’ll learn it doesn’t do any good soon enough.” The old woman gave a hoarse chuckle. “Curious about him, are you, dearie?”


      “Well... Yes, a little.”


      “What I heard is that he came out worse in a squabble with some fancy lord. Something about underhanded tactics. But noble squabbles are always underhanded, aren’t they?”


      “It wasn’t Count Oolonteil, was it?”


      “Ah, that rings a bell! Yes, it might have been.”


      “Nina.” Tien tugged on Nina’s arm. “We need to go now.”


      “Yes, all right...” Reluctant as she was to leave, she didn’t have a choice.


      As they were about to exit the warehouse, a voice called after them.


      “Thank you, miss!”


      Nina turned and saw all the children looking at her. “Thank you!” they chorused. The old woman gave her a little wave, and the adults holding soup bowls nodded to her. The woman sitting on the ground was still crying.


      Nina stared back at them all. She didn’t want to abandon them. But she knew she had to go.


      Her heart heavy with guilt, she left the warehouse.


      “Are we heading back to the palace?” Tien asked.


      “First, let’s find that frozen produce shop we were looking for.”


      The heavy dose of reality she’d just witnessed made Nina feel a little unsteady as she set off. It probably didn’t help that she’d hardly slept since arriving at the palace.


      “F-For now, we’d better hurry!”


      So long as she devoted herself to the task at hand, so long as she flung herself into maid work—her calling—she could keep everything else out of her mind. So thinking, she picked up her pace.


      Tien had already tracked down the shop. It was in a three-story stone building on the back street from before. There was no sign except for a small plate on the door engraved with the words Cool Cool Fruits. Nina took a step toward it. Then she froze.


      She’d just caught a glimpse of a man as he turned a corner farther down the street. It was only for an instant, but she was sure she’d seen him before. Right now, though, her priority was the scarlet bananas.


      “Hello...?” Inside the poky little shop, there was only a counter behind which the shopkeeper sat.


      “What may I help you with? Ah, with that uniform, you must be a palace maid.”


      “Yes, that’s right. You recognized it?”


      “Well, when you’re in my line of work, you know... Not that I’ve ever had an actual order from the palace, mind you. Now, are you looking for something in particular? Though, well, all we do here is frozen produce.”


      “I was hoping you might have scarlet bananas.”


      The shopkeeper’s eyebrows shot up. “Scarlet bananas?”


      “Of course you wouldn’t, I suppose. They’re out of season, after all...”


      “No... That’s not what I meant.”


      “You mean you do have them?!” Nina gasped. “May I buy some? Please?!”


      She’d thought there wasn’t a scarlet banana to be found in the capital. Yet here they were!


      “W-Well... I say, this is a strange turn of events.”


      “I’m sorry? I don’t quite follow...”


      “Look, here’s the thing,” the shopkeeper said. “I sold the last of my stock just now. It was right before you walked in.”


      It was him, Nina knew at once. The man she’d seen turning the corner.


      “Th-Thank you very much! I’ll go after them!” She dashed out of the shop with Tien close behind. They flew around the corner that the man had turned down and found themselves on an unfamiliar street. The man was nowhere to be seen.


      She felt a rising panic. “We have to find him!”


      Regret threatened to overwhelm Nina. What was wrong with her? Someone else had bought the bananas. Before her. While she’d been off serving food to hungry children. Even though they were in league with a man who’d attacked her!


      “Nina, is that him?” Tien pointed at the intersection ahead of them.


      “Oh!”


      Tien was right. It was him. With his back to them, he reminded her of someone—


      “Excuse me, sir!” she called. “I’m terribly sorry, but I would be very grateful if you’d sell me the scarlet bananas that you just purchased!”


      “Huh?”


      The man turned. He was middle-aged, and the item in his hands wasn’t food at all, but some sort of carpentry tool.


      “Oh...! I-I’m terribly sorry. I mistook you for someone else.” Nina bowed deeply as the man walked away.


      “It wasn’t him...” Nina whispered, numb with shock. She’d lost him. She had no hope of tracking down scarlet bananas now.


      “Oy! Don’t tell me you mixed me up with that old geezer?” said a voice behind her.


      Nina whirled around and found herself staring at something wrapped in a burlap sack. Although it was frozen, she could still make out a hint of fruity sweetness.


      “I knew it was you the moment I saw you. Hello, Nina.”


      There was no doubting it this time. This was the man who’d bought the scarlet bananas. It was no wonder the market vendors hadn’t recognized him—for many years, it was the city of Sickle in the Crecente Kingdom that he’d called home.


      “Wh-Wh-Wha...”


      From beneath bushy eyebrows, he looked down at her with an iron-willed stare. There was the shadow of a beard around his strong jaw, and his sleeves were rolled up to reveal hairy arms that securely cradled the scarlet bananas.


      Nina knew him.


      “Roy?!” she cried.


      Yes, there in front of her was Roy, the cook from Count Mirkwood’s estate.




      “In that case, they’re all yours.”


      After Nina explained her desperate need for them, Roy readily handed the scarlet bananas over. He asked one thing in exchange, however—for Nina to tell him as much as she could about her current situation. He didn’t know anything about what she’d been doing since she’d been falsely accused and dismissed from the Mirkwood household.


      There was no time to tell Roy the full story just then since she was in a hurry, but when Nina mentioned wanting to cook something with the scarlet bananas, he said, “I’ve got you there,” and jotted down a recipe for her. Even though it was a new recipe of his own invention—for a chef, a closely guarded secret of equal importance to their kitchen knives and other tools—he didn’t hesitate to share it. Nina recalled all the times that Roy’s recipes had helped her on her journey and, to her surprise, felt a lump in her throat.


      “I can’t thank you enough, Roy!” she said. “Ah, and to pay you...” She held out a token—a bill of exchange—marked with the imperial seal.


      “Well I’ll be. That’s mighty handsome of you. So long as it’s not takin’ money out of your pocket, I don’t mind takin’ it off your hands. But listen here, Nina. This is a rough part of town, so be care—”


      But before he could finish, Tien had scooped Nina up and whisked her away at breakneck speed.


      “Wasn’t that other girl a maid too...?” Roy wondered aloud. “What’s she doing picking Nina up and going boundin’ off over the rooftops like that? Ah well, I guess if she’s workin’ with Nina, I shouldn’t be surprised.”


      Somehow, he found this explanation satisfying. Then, he realized that he’d totally forgotten to tell Nina the name of the restaurant where he was now chef, as well as why he’d come up with a new recipe using scarlet bananas.


      “Ah well, I’m sure I’ll run into her again.” He gave his head a good scratch and set off on his way again. But the look on Nina’s face rose up in his mind.


      “She looked like she’s been in the wars...” he muttered. Despite her usual composed expression, she’d seemed upset, almost as if she might start crying. “So there’s someone out there who can give even Nina a tough time, huh? It’s too bad. I thought that new scarlet banana recipe would make a good gift for the old fellow, but at least I got a good story for him instead.”


      Roy emerged onto the main street and looked up at the towering spires of the imperial palace in the distance.


      *


      “What an unexpected pleasure it is to have you here in person, Your Grace.”


      The duke chuckled. “Well, it is your fiftieth jubilee, Your Majesty. There hasn’t been such a magnificent occasion in years.”


      Her Majesty the Empress was not in the audience chamber, but rather a reception room of her palace for the exclusive use of the royal family. With her, newly arrived in the capital, was Duke Werther.


      History told that the House of Werther was descended from the imperial family of Yupiter, but now that the duchy was a fully independent nation, there was no distinction of rank between the duke and the empress. When he called her “Your Majesty,” it was purely a formality. And although the Yupiter Empire was his historical homeland, the duke traveled with a large contingent of knights just as any ruler would when traveling abroad. The empire could hardly refuse him when he’d come to “join in the celebrations,” and so his escort had been allowed into the palace. It was rare in this world for heads of state to leave their own country, so the empress had made time for a private meeting.


      The empress maintained a pleasant smile, but inside, she was fuming.


      The nerve to show up when my schedule is already packed with audiences. What does he even want? To torment me?


      Even as she thought it, she knew he wouldn’t have risked his life to come here just for that.


      “Exchange between our two nations is as lively as ever,” she remarked.


      “Indeed. And not just trade, but people too. I suppose it’s the effect of doing away with tariffs between our nations... Oh, but wait! There’s still an exception in place for the imperial capital, isn’t there?”


      As the duke said, border restrictions between the empire and the duchy were considerably more lenient when compared to other nations. Thundergard alone continued to impose a flat tariff on all foreign imports, leading merchant houses from the duchy to set up new branches in provincial imperial cities. They first bought stock through these branches so that they could claim to be domestic merchants when they shipped their wares to the capital. It was an enormous hassle.


      Hmm... Is he angling to abolish the capital’s special tariffs? I suppose this is the only chance he has to broach the subject...


      The empress was still trying to puzzle out the duke’s motives. But then he raised a new subject, and it all fell into place.


      “By the by, Your Majesty... How goes it with the Council of the Sages?”


      That mining accident was a heavy blow for the Werther Duchy. Does he hope to regain lost ground by getting inside information on the council ahead of the others? Perhaps he means to adjust his iron ore shipments based on the council’s agenda...


      A major technological breakthrough could hugely bolster the price of iron.


      Yes, I see his game. I can hardly send him home empty-handed after he came here to see me himself.


      The empress glanced behind her to where the foreign secretary stood against the wall. While this was a private meeting, there were obviously still guards and attendants present. The venerable foreign secretary had been the empress’s trusted advisor as she navigated the schemes and intrigues of the palace. He immediately read her thoughts and came over to her side.


      “Your Majesty, we might present His Grace with the rough minutes of the council thus far.”


      “Yes, good. We shall do just that.”


      The official council report had to be reviewed by the sages themselves before they could be finalized, so at present, all they had were handwritten minutes in shorthand. This meant they contained material that wouldn’t appear in the official version, so they ought to provide a rich source of information for the duke.


      The empress smiled at the duke as though to say, Have you got what you wanted now?


      But Duke Werther shook his head. “No, I couldn’t ask you to do that. If the other nations caught wind that I’d gotten the minutes ahead of them, it’d only invite unnecessary jealousy. I’m happy to wait for the official report.”


      “Yes... Of course...” The empress realized she’d misread her guest. The foreign secretary, still holding the bundle of papers but without anyone to hand them to, returned to his place by the wall.


      “In any case,” the duke said, “the council seems to be going well this year.”


      “O-Oh, yes, I believe it is. It’s most gratifying.” She still couldn’t figure him out, but the conversation continued anyway.


      “Today will be the fourth day, no? You’re on the verge of surpassing the length of the last council, and I hear they’re passing resolutions at a record pace. Remarkable, truly remarkable. I suppose it must be Your Imperial Majesty’s leadership...” The duke paused, and the empress thought she saw his eyes glint. “Or perhaps...they found themselves an exceptional maid...”


      For a moment, the empress just stared at him blankly. She did take pride in having created an environment of hospitality that facilitated the smooth running of the council, but that was the product of a complex array of factors, from the buildings, to the atmosphere, to the servants and the cooks. There was no reason to bring up the maids in particular. Any reasonable person would have thought the same way.


      “Your pardon, Majesty. Listen to me, prattling on while I’m sure you have a thousand other things to attend to. I won’t impose on you any longer,” the duke said, dismissing the subject with an air of one whose hopes had been dashed. “That said, there are a few other individuals I’d like to speak with. Might I trouble you to set up the meetings?”


      The foreign secretary answered him. “That can certainly be arranged, Your Grace. If you would accompany me...” He bowed low, then he and the duke exited the room.


      “Just perfect...” the empress muttered, getting to her feet. “I suppose now I’ll never know what he was here for.” Then, a sudden thought occurred to her. “Come to think of it, didn’t Marquess Donquis also say something about a maid?”


      But she didn’t have time to dwell on such matters. The remainder of her waking hours that day were full up with audiences that she had to get on with.


      *


      Nina and Tien all but literally flew back to the palace, arriving with just enough time for Nina to prepare lunch. She’d decided to borrow Roy’s recipe and turn the scarlet bananas into sorbet. The key was the herbs, which would bring out the sweetness and aroma of the bananas. The resultant dish was fragrant, lusciously sweet, and melted smoothly on the tongue. Victoria was entirely delighted with it.


      But then Matthias XIII began to grumble. “Bring me something like what she’s eating.”


      When Victoria saw he was sulking, she began to make a show of savoring every mouthful, which only riled him up further.


      “I can’t eat this,” he declared. Turning up his nose at the lunch Nina had prepared for him—though his plate was in fact already empty—he rose from the table and set off back to the state guest house.


      “What’s the plan, Nina?” Ciara asked. “I don’t think His Holiness will put up with this much longer.”


      Given less than a day had passed, it was questionable whether he’d put up with it at all. But regardless, the fact remained that if she didn’t restrict the pope’s calories, there would be consequences for his health.


      “All we can do is ask him to tolerate it...” Nina said.


      “But did you see him? He looked like he might blow off the rest of the council and leave. Look, I can tell you’re limiting his calorie intake, but he doesn’t look dangerously overweight. These restrictions feel excessive.”


      Nina didn’t reply. Ciara didn’t know that Matthias XIII had stopped breathing and gone into a coma. He wasn’t so overweight that it was immediately obvious, but that just made him underestimate the risk he faced—even though it threatened his life.


      Ciara sighed. “Fine, we’ll do things your way. You know far more about it than I do, after all.”


      “Thank you, Ciara. I really mean it.”


      “All the same, you need to give some real thought to His Holiness’s meals. We should at least ask the palace cooks to help us...”


      “I know.”


      Ciara did have a point. Nina could cook well enough for a maid, but she was nothing compared to a master chef. Adding a touch of extravagance to the meals she whipped up on the road was one thing; preparing food for the discerning palates of the world’s most eminent figures demanded a whole different level of skill. To top it all off, Matthias XIII wasn’t her only worry—Tuyledo looked exhausted, and Myriad of the Magic Tower was seething because of Victoria’s nightly revels. Saint Katsuki alone was quiet and inscrutable. Over the four days of the council thus far, the atmosphere had grown steadily more hostile.


      Ciara had to leave briefly to attend to her duties at the Donquis mansion, but she said she’d be back to help prepare dinner. Nina felt wholeheartedly grateful to her.


      “Right, then...” She took Ciara’s advice and headed for the palace kitchen. The same cooks prepared food for both the palace and the state guest house, and they were all professionals dedicated to their craft. The clean, spacious kitchen was a world apart from the kitchen back at the maid dormitory.


      “Absolutely not.” The head chef’s refusal echoed through the silent kitchen. “First you show up from heaven-knows-where and have the gall to start looking after our guests. Now you want us to bail you out because you bit off more than you can chew? Don’t make me laugh.”


      “B-But... No, that isn’t—”


      “I have nothing more to say to you. We take pride in our work, and we’re not about to sacrifice that to take orders from you or run your errands.”


      Nina’s request was flatly rejected. The cooks didn’t give any consideration to the fact that the empress had given her this job, nor the circumstances that required her to take care of Victoria and Matthias XIII. She’d find no help here.


      What should I do? The pope is demanding more satisfying meals, but I have to keep them low in fat and sugar. What can I possibly make him...? Nina hadn’t been trained as a professional cook, so nothing occurred to her. When I think of the look on Victoria’s face at lunch...


      Victoria had only mentioned her desire for scarlet bananas in passing—bananas that were out of season, that should have been impossible to get hold of. Despite it all, Nina had managed to bring Victoria the sorbet, and seeing the look of surprise and delight on her face was a moment that made Nina glad to be a maid. More than gratitude, she wanted to make people happy.


      But facts were facts. She hadn’t come up with the sorbet recipe herself, and—although it wasn’t surprising given it wasn’t maid work in the first place—she wasn’t up to the task before her.


      That recipe was the work of a true professional... Nina thought, then paused as an idea came to her. Could she ask Roy for help? She quickly shook her head. She couldn’t impose on him like that, and besides, she didn’t even know how to reach him.


      “Time to get back to work!” she told herself, resolving that for now, she’d just do the best she could. But that very night, trouble struck.




      The fourth day of the Council of the Sages came to a close.


      They’d made no progress at all during the afternoon session. The item on the agenda had been the vast desert in the center of the continent called the Undermaw Autonomous Zone. Not even monsters lived there, let alone people, so although it was called an “autonomous zone,” it was totally ungoverned.


      The vague, but nonetheless important question was what ought to be done with such a vast swathe of land. If a crossing could be established, it would massively cut down travel times. But such a journey involved a great deal of hardship and danger. The desert had existed for centuries, during which time it had always been treated as a nuisance. At the last council, the sages had avoided discussing it altogether because they knew they wouldn’t get anywhere. It had been allowed on the agenda this time because skipping it twice would have been a bad look, but they were no closer to a good solution.


      Myriad huffed irritably. “If only sand were a scarce resource, I’m sure people would move there in droves, but it’s not. Worrying about that desert is an exercise in futility.”


      “The desert greening isn’t progressing at all.” Saint Katsuki didn’t sound hopeful either. “The earth spirits are alive and kicking, but there’s not enough nutrients for them in the soil, alas.”


      “So we leave it as it is,” Victoria drawled, clearly indifferent. “If anyone wants to brave the trip, then on their own head be it. Or why not just ban passage outright? We should just think of it like a big mountain. It’s only because it’s flat that people get silly ideas into their heads about crossing it.”


      “We in the church know almost nothing of that region,” Matthias XIII said sourly. “Just some rumors about ancient ruins...”


      “The stories of ancient ruins are all hogwash,” Saint Katsuki said. “A pack of lies put about by bandits three hundred years ago.”


      Matthias XIII’s expression grew even more sour.


      “So no progress on the Undermaw Autonomous Region, then.” Tuyledo looked rather weary himself. Various ideas had been floated, but they’d gotten nowhere on any of them. The reason it was taking so long was because all the sages had to review the materials the others had brought. The desert might be uninhabited, but they hadn’t discussed it since the council before last, and a considerable amount of information had accumulated in the meantime—even if most of it was useless.


      Dinner was excruciating. The sages didn’t get along even when they weren’t shut up in a room and saddled with the high pressure task of solving the world’s most thorny problems. It was no wonder that after four days, things were getting fraught. Then the empress dropped by, having found a free moment between audiences. Dinner was a splendid affair, with the banquet hall bathed in the glow of many lights and a chamber orchestra to accompany the meal.


      But none of the sages said a word as they ate. The empress didn’t linger long, and after she left, an almost agonizing silence dominated the room.


      Nina went to serve Tuyledo some tea after his meal. After savoring a sip, he told her, “You may go for today, Nina.”


      “My lord?”


      “I plan to retire for the night as soon as I finish my tea. You go and get an early night too.”


      Nina hesitated, then said, “Very well, my lord...”


      She knew that he was exhausted. Serving as moderator for the Council of the Sages must have been a grueling task. Tuyledo somehow always seemed aloof, so the signs of fatigue were easy to miss, but Nina had waited on him often enough that she could tell.


      “Oh, please don’t think it’s because I’m dissatisfied with you, Nina!” Tuyledo said quickly.


      “Of course not, my lord.”


      “You must be tired too. We should both get some sleep.” He sighed. “Tomorrow will be the fifth day. I must admit, I’m glad to have surpassed the previous council.”


      “It is a great achievement.”


      “And all thanks to you, Nina.”


      “You’re too kind, Lord Tuyledo. It was all your capable leadership.”


      Nina was conscious that her assistance had made a difference as far as Victoria and Matthias XIII were concerned, but the progress of the council itself depended on Tuyledo. She had overheard a conversation between the clerks—well, apparently they were high-ranking government officials, but regardless—who sat in on the council, and they’d been full of gushing praise for Tuyledo’s management. Not only did he cut to the crux of things, but he also skillfully managed any differences of opinion so that there were no hard feelings afterward. Only someone with Tuyledo’s perspicacity could have pulled it off.


      Nina truly believed that the council’s success thus far was all thanks to him.


      “Hmm... Nina,” Tuyledo abruptly said. “Would you step out on the balcony with me for a moment?”


      “Sorry? Oh, erm, of course.”


      She followed him out. The large balcony commanded a sweeping view of the palace grounds below, and in the distance, the buildings of the capital were visible. Although the last glow of the long summer day still lingered in the western sky, the city was already full of twinkling lights.


      “Do you see that, Nina?” said Tuyledo. “People are gathered around the palace moat.”


      It was true; now that he mentioned it, she saw crowds of people holding lights ringing the palace. There was, however, something different about those lights compared to the lights of the city, which were magic lanterns.


      “I see...” she said. “Are they carrying oil lanterns? You don’t often see those.”


      “That’s right. There is a magical barrier in place that prevents the use of any magical technology.”


      “A barrier? But the lights in the banquet hall are magical, aren’t they?”


      “Yes, it only affects magical technology in the vicinity of the moat. Ah!” Tuyledo exclaimed. “Here they come, look.”


      Nina could just hear cheering in the distance. Then, amid the crowd, an enormous dragon appeared. It wasn’t real, of course, but the many burning torches that illuminated it lent it a fantastical air.


      “What is it...?” Nina breathed.


      “A parade of floats put on by the empire’s nobles. It is supposed to be a celebration of the empress’s fiftieth jubilee, but in reality, the nobles use it as an excuse to flaunt their power. Of course, the people love the spectacle nonetheless, so I’m not wholly condemning it. All the same...” He trailed off, frowning. “Nina, how have you found your time in Thundergard?”


      “Well, my lord... It seems to be flourishing. People say that Her Imperial Majesty’s beneficence maintains order and peace in the city.”


      The first point was Nina’s own impression. The second was merely what she’d heard others say. She’d seen with her own eyes the people living in the slum, and the young man chewed up and cast out in a noble’s feud.


      Tuyledo gave a small nod. “To be sure, it was the empress’s hands that wrought Thundergard’s prosperity. But every now and then, I wonder if this city...if its people aren’t too prosperous...”


      When Nina said nothing, he went on. “The Council of the Sages exists to bring prosperity to all peoples—elves, humans, dwarves, beastfolk, and all the other rarer species. When I think that all its benefits are delivered to Thundergard, it makes me quite uneasy.”


      “Lord Tuyledo...!”


      Some might have taken what he said as criticism of the empire—and by extension, of the empress herself.


      “Forgive me. I spoke carelessly... I ask that you do not mention this to anyone. I will retire now, so you are free to go. We both ought to get some rest.” Tuyledo smiled at Nina, then walked away.


      “What was that about...?” she wondered aloud.


      Was the empire really too prosperous? And was the Council of the Sages upholding that prosperity? There were slums here, yes, but the empire was the driving force behind the world’s economy. It welcomed people who were unable to find work in their home countries, and its high standard of medical technology kept child mortality rates low. There were good and bad sides to everything, but surely the goods of the empire outshone its evils.


      “But then why was Lord Tuyledo frowning like that...?” So pondering, Nina returned to the banquet hall and began to clear Tuyledo’s table.


      Just then, someone shouted, “Out of the question! How dare you waste my time like this?!”


      All eyes in the hall turned to stare at the speaker—Myriad. For some reason, one of Matthias XIII’s priests stood beside him.


      “For your information, I am already infuriated that I’m forced to waste whole days on this worthless council!” Myriad turned to his entourage and declared, “We’re leaving!”


      He rose from the table, and they all followed him out of the hall. The priest, who’d been helpless to do anything but cower before Myriad’s wrath, returned shamefaced to Matthias XIII’s side, then whispered something in the pope’s ear.


      Matthias XIII clicked his tongue angrily, then he, too, stood up and exited the hall.


      Wh-What just happened...? Nina stared after them, dumbstruck.


      “Oh dear, the silly boy’s really gone and done it now,” Victoria drawled. Today, as usual, she’d tucked into a dish of meat as salty as seawater. “It happens every now and then, you know. The Old Orthodox Church tries to boss everyone else around. He probably proposed some joint research venture with the Magic Tower.” She glanced briefly at Nina as she spoke.


      Saint Katsuki, who still lingered in the banquet hall with a beautiful woman at his side, chuckled. “When it comes down to it, the lad’s the pope, isn’t he?”


      “Yes, it’s an incessant pain in the neck. Though I suppose from the standpoint of the Western Church, if the Old Orthodox Church wants to self-destruct, it’d only be doing us a favor.”


      “Oh come now, a little thing like that won’t bring the church down. Worst case, tomorrow will be the last day of the council.”


      Saint Katsuki’s final words sent a ripple of shock through Nina, the other palace serving maids, and the servants standing by.


      “Niiina, dear,” Victoria called.


      Nina was so stunned that for a moment she forgot to reply. “Y-Yes, my lady?” she said hastily.


      “You ought to be careful, my dear. Whenever the council goes awry, it’s usually popey boy who’s to blame.”


      “M-My lady...?!”


      Saint Katsuki chuckled again. “It has been so for these past few councils... This pope is much the same as his predecessor. Though usually you goad him into it, don’t you, Victoria?”


      “I beg your pardon? Don’t go trying to pin it on me,” said Victoria. “Surely you agree it’s the church hierarchy’s fault for choosing a pope who isn’t cut out for the job. And if they insist on having a fool as pope, there are still other options. They could have found an old goblin like you to sit in on the council...”


      “L-Lady Victoria...” Nina said desperately. It couldn’t be wise to call the other sage names like “goblin.”


      But Saint Katsuki only flung himself on the woman beside him with theatrical fake sobs, wailing, “Did you hear that? Oh, how cruel! She’s made me cry!”


      “There, there, Kiki, you poor thing,” the woman cooed, to his obvious delight.


      “Eurgh. If I have to watch any more of a wrinkly old man doing baby play, I’m going to be sick.” Victoria stood up, her face screwed up in disgust. “I think I shall go back to my room for a night cap. Thanks again, Nina, dear. I can’t believe you actually found those scarlet bananas. That sorbet was as good as anything the cook at my castle makes.”


      “I’m...glad to hear it, my lady.”


      She couldn’t say that any maid could have done the same. This time, Nina thought, was all thanks to Roy.


      Victoria drew close to Nina, her perfume almost overpowering, and whispered, “Do you think you could bring me Grinch to snack on next?”


      “G-Grinch?”


      “Why, yes. The knight commander.”


      “Oh! You want Count Grinch—” Nina broke off, blinking in confusion. What did she mean, to snack on?


      Victoria laughed and waved off. “It was a joke, darling. A girl has to conquer her own men, after all. Nighty night!”


      She swept from the banquet hall, her entourage of men in tow.


      “Mm, I’d wager the council ends tomorrow,” Saint Katsuki said. He stood up, leaning on his beautiful companion, then turned to regard the wall that separated the banquet hall from the balcony. “Hmm. This is rather bare, isn’t it?”


      It was true that the stretch of wall was totally empty.


      “Someone fetch me a brush!”


      One of the servants hurried over with a tray upon which an assortment of writing implements and an ink pot were arranged.


      Saint Katsuki stared long and hard at the wall, then said, “You there, little maid.”


      “D-Do you need something, my lord?”


      “You’ve been working mighty hard, and don’t think I haven’t noticed. Tuyledo’s stopped frowning, and Victoria... Well, her ego’s more inflated than ever.” He chuckled. “And all thanks to you, my girl.”


      “But my lord...I only did what any maid would have.”


      “Any maid, eh? You’re a curious one, aren’t you?”


      Nina looked down, unsure of where he was going with all this.


      “I think,” the sage declared, “that I shall write you a poem.”


      “A...poem?” Nina looked up to see Saint Katsuki smiling at her. It wasn’t the smile of a dirty old man. Rather, he had the air of a grandfather you might run into in an ordinary village. He selected a brush from the tray of writing implements, dipped it in his inkpot, then, dripping a trail of black spots on the floor, raised it to the wall and began to write.


      A master woodcutter turned his ear


      To his little friend, who sang


      With a voice sweet as honey.


      His axe fell stronger and faster


      And then, how strange—his little friend was gone.


      The old man lifted his brush from the wall, then set it back on the tray, murmuring, “Not bad, not bad.” Then he announced, “I’m off to bed. Come along, my sweet.” With the beautiful woman on his arm, he strolled away.


      No sooner had he gone than a crowd of imperial officials appeared as though they’d been lying in wait somewhere. They huddled around the wall and set into a buzz.


      “The brush strokes are both elegant and untamed. No wonder he’s counted among the continent’s Seven Great Calligraphers... How marvelous.”


      “Is this Saint Katsuki’s original composition?”


      “One of the verses in the Wardcloak psalms makes reference to the cutting of trees, but it was quite different. It was bold and brash, whereas this is more melancholy.”


      “You, girl. Yes, you.” One of the officials beckoned to Nina. “This poem was written for you. I don’t suppose you know what it means?”


      “N-No, I’m afraid I couldn’t say...”


      It was true. Nina didn’t have the faintest idea what Saint Katsuki meant by the poem. Remembering the song the old man had been humming when he arrived at the guest house, Nina had no doubt—his poem contained a message. But whatever it was, it was all but indecipherable. She wished she could ask Tuyledo, but he’d already gone to bed. She’d have to wait until morning.


      “Hmm...” The official looked Nina up and down, then said, “No, you’re not the type of woman Saint Katsuki goes for.”


      “I-Indeed...”


      Some might have found this comment extremely rude, but the official didn’t mean anything by it.


      “The poem tells us that the master woodcutter’s friend goes away, but it doesn’t say why. You don’t have any ideas?”


      “I’m very sorry, but I really couldn’t say.”


      “No, I suppose not...” the official said, sounding like he hadn’t really expected anything more. While the others discussed the poem among themselves, he continued to look at Nina and said, as though to himself, “The points of interest are this master ‘woodcutter’ and the ‘little friend, who sang.’ He specifically says ‘little.’ Could the little friend be you? Say, are you much of a singer?”


      “N-No, not at all. I’m a maid.”


      “Hmm. No, I suppose not...”


      He continued to mutter to himself, but his voice grew so low that Nina couldn’t make out anything further. She moved away from the wall and resumed clearing the tables. The wide banquet hall was silent. None of many maids going about their tasks spoke a word among themselves.


      Whatever could the poem mean?


      Saint Katsuki wouldn’t have written the poem for no reason. As one of the officials had said, he was named among the Seven Great Calligraphers. Every character written in his hand was valuable. People would have paid gold just for a few of his scribbles, so an original poem could easily command a jaw-dropping sum. If it had been written on paper, Nina would have been its rightful owner, but alas, because it was on the wall, it was the state guest house’s property. Although this meant Nina had been robbed of a fortune, she was far more concerned about the content of the poem.


      “If the ‘little friend’ is me, does that mean the ‘master woodcutter’ is Saint Katsuki? But why woodcutting? I feel like that must mean something...”


      “What’s this about cutting down trees now?”


      “Well, you see— Huh?”


      Nina looked up to see Astrid standing in front of her. She’d been so lost in her thoughts that she’d finished clearing up and walked back to their room in the maid dormitory without noticing.


      “Ahh, I’ve done it now. There were so many tasty drinks on offer, I got carried away...”


      “Are you all right, Astrid?”


      Where in the world had she been drinking? If she’d been staggering about the palace in her inventor outfit like she was now, someone would surely have noticed and reprimanded her.


      Tien, who was also in the room, asked, “What is wrong with Astrid?”


      “I think she had rather a lot to drink...”


      “Woo-hoo...” Astrid took a few wobbly steps toward her bed, collapsed into it, and immediately began snoring softly.


      “Should Chi dump her outside?”


      “N-No, of course not! Why would you say that?!”


      “She went out drinking while you were working hard. Chi is a little annoyed, that is all.”


      “Well, I’m sure she had her reasons...”


      The look in Tien’s eyes made it clear that she definitely didn’t think so, but happily, she didn’t say anything more.


      “I couldn’t have made it through today without you, Tien. Lady Victoria loved the scarlet banana sorbet.”


      “Chi wants to help more.”


      “Don’t be silly! You’ve done so much for me!” Nina insisted. If it weren’t for Tien, she’d never have found the scarlet bananas, let alone escaped from the men with knives.


      When she told her as much, Tien muttered, “Chi should have taught the minty smelling one a proper lesson.”


      “Mint?! Do...you mean Nolan?”


      “Yeah.”


      “It sounds like he went through a lot to end up in that slum...”


      What with the hodgepodge of smells that filled the air of the slum, Nina honestly hadn’t noticed any minty smell on Nolan—but a lupalune like Tien would.


      “Erm, anyway... Isn’t Emily back yet?”


      “Not yet.”


      “Oh...”


      Emily was the only one still absent. Nina had wanted to get her thoughts. She had a way of looking at things that Nina didn’t—which made sense, seeing as she wasn’t from this world, but Nina didn’t know that—and Nina hoped she’d have something to say about Saint Katsuki’s poem.


      “Do you think she is in trouble?”


      “I don’t know. Trouble, hm...”


      As it stood, they were in quite the situation. Matthias XIII was unhappy about his meals and seemed like he might throw in the towel at any moment. Myriad, too, was displeased to have been taken away from his magic research, and Victoria’s nighttime revels and various other things were adding to his grievances. Even Tuyledo, the one Nina could rely on, was now thoroughly worn down. The messiness of it all was enough to make it seem impressive that the Council of the Sages had lasted even four days.


      “Is it really always like this?” Tien said. “They ought to find some decent people to be on the council.”


      She had a point.


      “F-For now, I think we’d better work on solving one problem at a time. First of all—”


      “The pope, right?”


      Nina broke off as the door swung open to reveal—


      “Emily! Did you just get back?”


      “Yep. It took a bit longer than I thought, but I found him and got him to talk to me.”


      “Found who? Talked about what?”


      “I’ll explain. Mind if I have a drink first? I’m parched.”


      “Then you should drink water,” Tien said. She thrust out a pitcher and cup. Emily cast an envious glance at Astrid, passed out drunk, but obediently drank the water first.


      “Ahhh, water’s pretty great too.” She set her empty cup back on the table, then took out the wine. Sipping on it, she began to tell them what she’d been doing.


      “After I split off from you guys, I headed to this church...”


      There, she’d tracked down the young man who’d been part of the pope’s entourage until he was fired two days earlier. She had a few questions to ask him about the pope—what sort of man he was, what troubled him, whether he suffered from stress.


      “Personally, I felt like it was best to get to the root of the problem. The pope’s gotta be binge eating because he’s under a mountain of stress.”


      Nina nodded. She thought Emily was right.


      “And what he brought up,” Emily went on, “was the previous Council of the Sages.”


      The matter hadn’t been anything difficult. It was the sort of thing that the combined minds of the sages should have been able to resolve straightaway. For Matthias XIII, it was his first time on the council, and he’d apparently launched into a long-winded speech. He’d prepared it carefully in the knowledge that everything he said would appear in the council minutes.


      But when he was done, he was met with silence.


      “In the end, he’s just like the last one...”


      “We wasted all that time for that drivel? Of course the church put a moron at the top again.”


      Victoria and Myriad had been less than amused.


      Having listened to this, Nina said, “Again...?”


      “Right, yeah. So in the Five Sages are Lord Tuyledo, Saint Katsuki, Lord Myriad, and Lady Victoria, right? They’re called sages out of respect for their wisdom. But the pope is different. He’s only here because he’s the top guy in the church hierarchy. Not only that, but the papacy is hereditary.”


      In other words, the previous pope had been Matthias XIII’s father, Matthias XII. Although it wasn’t widely known thanks to the church’s authority, the pope’s standing was lower than that of the other council members. He wasn’t expected to contribute wisdom, but rather to ensure that all the resolutions they passed would be properly carried out.


      “For the pope...it was probably really disheartening. He’d gone to the council expecting that he could help only to find that not only was there nothing he could do, but that the others had zero expectations of him.”


      “Oh dear... I had no idea.”


      “I mean, that’s no excuse to go stuffing himself with food to try and get away from his stress,” Emily said unsympathetically.


      “Erm... Emily, you’re not...angry, are you?”


      “You bet I’m angry! Here I was thinking the pope was this great man, only for it to turn out he was born into it?! But it all makes sense now. Firing his attendant just because he didn’t like it when the poor guy gave him advice for his own good is exactly the sort of thing a spoiled brat would do.”


      “E-Emily, you mustn’t talk like that.”


      The church was an organization spread throughout multiple countries, and the pope, as its leader, was significantly more powerful than many rulers of smaller nations. If anyone overheard them, Emily could be in rather a lot of trouble.


      “Look, the point is... The pope’s got a serious complex about the council. He’s the only one who’s not a wise sage, and the only one who’s on the council because of his status. If he can’t get over it, he’s probably gonna keep binge eating.” Emily knocked back the rest of her wine and set the glass down on the table. “It just feels so dumb. Everyone’s all worked up about the Council of the Sages and yet the pope’s only thinking about himself? Come on.”


      She yawned, then, saying she was going to brush her teeth, left the room.


      Nina fell silent. She felt like Emily was right, but it was all out of her control. As a maid, all she could do was complete her maid duties to the best of her ability.


      “Nina, you must not try to take on everything yourself,” Tien said.


      “Thank you...”


      “If anything bad happens, Chi will take you and run away. We could have run away today.”


      Nina laughed. “Maybe so.”


      It was true that they probably could have run away. But if they abandoned everything here, they might end up with a wanted notice on their heads, and then there’d be nowhere they could travel to. Besides, Nina didn’t want to escape on her own and leave Tuyledo.


      I suppose...I’ll just have to do the best I can, she told herself. But she felt like she’d run up against a dead end. Up until now, Nina had almost never run into difficulties in her maid work. This time, however, she felt hopeless.


      *


      Nina slept unusually poorly. Working as a maid took physical stamina, so she’d developed an ability to sleep in short bursts, but that night, her sleep was fitful and she didn’t feel refreshed.


      She rose while it was still dark and set off from the dormitory, leaving Astrid, Emily, and Tien still sleeping.


      “Good morning, Nina.”


      “Good morning, Lord Tuyledo.”


      Entering Tuyledo’s room, Nina saw papers strewn across the table. Despite saying he was going to retire early, it seemed that he’d actually stayed up poring over documents late into the night.


      “Nina...? Did you get a proper night’s sleep? You still look very tired.”


      Nina was horrified. For Tuyledo to have noticed was a stark reminder of her own failings as a maid.


      “If I appear tired, I beg your lordship’s pardon,” she said. “I had a very good rest, just as you so kindly suggested I should.”


      “Oh? Well, I’m glad to hear it.”


      “My lord, I wanted to talk to you about what transpired after you retired last night...”


      Nina told him about Myriad and Matthias XIII’s spat.


      “Lord Myriad has a very sharp tongue...” Tuyledo sighed. “He’d be such a fine man if it weren’t for that. And then there’s the pope...” As he spoke, Nina caught a fierce glint in his eyes. “He’s still unhappy with the meals you prepare for him, is he?”


      “I-If I may, my lord... Has something displeased you?”


      “No, no... I’m fine.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes, everything is perfectly all right.” He smiled at her, but something in his eyes made Nina sure he was angry about something.


      What could it be? If the pope doesn’t like my cooking, there’s nothing we can do about that...


      What Nina didn’t realize was that Tuyledo, who adored her cooking, secretly wished she wasn’t even cooking for Victoria so that she could focus all her attention on him.


      “Was that all?” Tuyledo asked.


      “Oh, actually, after that...”


      Nina related Victoria and Saint Katsuki’s conversation to him. He nodded along until she reached the poem about the master woodcutter.


      “Ah, I see. Saint Katsuki just couldn’t help himself I suppose...”


      “My lord?”


      “Please forget about the poem. It’s banal, anyway. Hardly worth thinking about.”


      “But he said it was for me...”


      “Then I shall give you a poem, so that you can forget Saint Katsuki’s.”


      “Wh-What?!” Nina didn’t understand why Tuyledo would say such a thing. In the end, he didn’t dwell on the matter of the poem, but Nina got the feeling he was unusually on edge.


      He seemed to enjoy his tea at least, but that alone isn’t enough... Oh, how can I make him feel more at ease?


      As she made her way back to the maid dormitory to get breakfast ready for Victoria and Matthias XIII, Nina looked up at the sky, which was beginning to lighten. The sun was rising.


      Just then, someone came hurrying out of the dormitory.


      “Ninaaa!”


      It was Emily. Nina was briefly taken aback to see her up and about so early. Was something wrong? There hadn’t been another incident in the kitchen, had there?


      “Nina, you’re about to make breakfast, right?”


      “Erm, yes... But what are you doing out here?”


      “Um, okay, so there’s good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”


      The words bad news gave Nina another start, but she said, “Th-The bad news...”


      “Ciara says she can’t make it this morning. Something urgent came up at the marquess’s mansion. She actually sent one of the household servants to let us know.”


      “All right.” That certainly was bad news. But Nina would just have to work hard enough for the both of them. So long as the kitchen was intact, it would be all right. She felt a rush of relief that the news wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, then said, “So what’s the good news...?”


      “Rather than me telling you, you’d better come see for yourself.”


      They’d made it back to the dormitory. The door to the kitchen was right in front of them, and from behind it, Nina could already smell cooking.


      “What? Is someone using the kitchen?”


      Ciara couldn’t come, and the palace maids ate elsewhere so it couldn’t be them. Nina looked at Emily, but she only grinned and pointed at the door. Mystified, Nina opened it.


      “What...?”


      Morning sunlight poured in through the kitchen windows, and inside was someone who had no business being in the maid dormitory—a man. His broad-shouldered back was to her, but Nina still recognized him. Of course she did. How many years had she seen that back as he worked in the kitchen?


      “Hey, you’re back. My word, the housekeeper here’s stubborn as a mule. Shouted at me that she’d concede to let me into the kitchen, but if I set one foot into the dormitory she’d call the guards!”


      He flashed Nina a grin, the same one he’d given her in town the previous day. Nina had learned so many recipes from him. She trusted his skills in the kitchen without question.


      “Roy!” she cried. He was already cooking. A large pot was bubbling away on the stove, while on the counter sat a washed pile of fresh vegetables.


      “Why are you here?!” Nina demanded.


      “Because you were in a fix.”


      “M-Me...?”


      “Uh-huh. I mean, a super maid like you wandering around a bad part of town lookin’ for scarlet bananas out of season? Sounds like a fix to me. I figured a recipe might not be enough, so here I am, putting my skills to use.”


      “Oh, Roy...” She felt a lump rising in her throat, but she managed to swallow it. “Are you sure you’re happy to help...?”


      “As if you need to ask.”


      With Roy here, everything might just turn out all right.


      “Thank you so much!”


      Nina was sure he could make something that Matthias XIII would like. This was Roy, after all. He was such a good cook that not one of the visitors to the Mirkwood estate had failed to praise the food. The royal palace had even tried to poach him a few times.


      And most importantly, Nina trusted him. She knew she could rely on him completely.


      “Oh yeah, Nina... There’s one more thing, but I’m not sure how to say it.”


      “You can say anything to me, Roy. What is it?”


      “Well, I actually brought someone else with me—”


      “They call this soil?!” cut in another familiar voice from behind them. “There’s no life in it! You won’t get any decent blooms outta this.”


      “T-Tomus...?” Nina stammered. “What is he doing here?!”


      It was Tomus, the gardener who’d worked at the Mirkwood estate just like Roy.


      “Why, if it ain’t li’l Nina. It’s been a minute. You been keepin’ well?”


      “Tomus!” Nina cried. She’d kept her emotions at bay so far, but at the sight of another old friend, they burst forth.


      “Whoa there, what’s the matter?” he exclaimed as Nina threw her arms around his small but sturdy shoulders and began, in spite of herself, to sob.


      “There, there. You’ve had a lot on your plate, eh? It’s just a shame Sonya isn’t here.”


      “No, I’m happy just to see the two of you...”


      Roy alone looked disgruntled. “Hey, don’t I get a hug?”


      Emily was grinning. “Aww. I’ve never seen Nina like this... You two must’ve been super important to her.”


      While they waited for Nina to regain her composure, Roy brought them up to speed.


      Roy was now the chef at a Thundergard restaurant. Yesterday, when he’d run into Nina, he’d had plans to meet Tomus, who had arrived just a few days ago with his wife to live with his son’s family. Once Tomus heard that Nina was struggling, he immediately volunteered to go and help her.


      With the token from the palace that Nina had given Roy, the two of them had been able to enter without any trouble under the pretext of collecting payment for the scarlet bananas. They’d headed straight for the maid dormitory. Emily had heard plenty about them, so she negotiated with the housekeeper for permission for them to use the kitchen.


      “I’m so grateful... Truly I am,” Nina said tearfully. Unlike before, her eyes were full of determination.


      “All right,” Roy said. “What can I do for you, Nina? I figured anyone who’s demanding scarlet bananas in this season must be a pretty difficult customer— Don’t worry, you don’t need to tell me their name. Just pass their orders on to me. When it comes to the great and powerful, even the kinds of food they like can be prized intel, so I’d rather be kept in the dark.”


      “Oh, Roy...!”


      Roy, like a true professional, didn’t need a thing explained to him. Nina was so moved by his consideration that she felt like crying again.


      Since Ciara had been helping serve the food as well, it was inevitable that she would learn whose meal was whose, which meant Nina had had to be especially careful with what information she divulged. With Roy, however, Nina could pass along the meal orders without withholding anything, and because he didn’t have to wait on anyone, he could concentrate all his attention on cooking. She couldn’t have come up with a better arrangement.


      “B-But Roy, what about your job? Will the restaurant mind...?”


      “It’s not a problem. They can wait for me.”


      “But...”


      “Listen, Nina. When you left the count’s household, there wasn’t a thing I could do for you. My pride as a cook and as a chef wouldn’t be worth a copper if I didn’t lift a finger to repay you now. I’ll be around as long as you need me. What’ll it be? A month? Two?”


      “It won’t be for that long! Another five days at the most.”


      “Oh, well that’s easy. Just think of all those guests we left blown away. This time won’t be any different.”


      “All right!”


      “Now hold on a minute!” Tomus cut in. “Don’t you go leavin’ me out of it. Though, all right, I’ll admit I’m not sure there’s anythin’ I can do...”


      “Oh, but there is!” Nina said. “There’s something only you can help me with!”


      Emily looked nonplussed. “Huh? Isn’t he a gardener? I don’t remember anything about the gardens.”


      “Emily, I finally understand. I don’t know why I didn’t see it earlier. It was so simple.” In fact, the moment Nina had laid eyes on Tomus, it had felt like the final piece of a complicated puzzle clicked into place. “I know what the poem means.”


      Nina knew why Tuyledo had reacted the way he did, and what Saint Katsuki was trying to tell her.


      *


      As Tuyledo began to preside over the fifth day of the Council of the sages, he noticed that the tension that had filled the room thus far had lifted.


      Something has changed between Victoria and the pope... Well, Victoria is more or less the same—perhaps a little more upbeat—but the pope is taking a considerably more constructive role in the council.


      He couldn’t work out what had happened. Nina had told him about the ugly scene in the banquet hall after he’d returned to his room just last night. Could just having breakfast really have wrought such a change?


      When break time came, Tuyledo decided that, weary as he was, he would return to his room. Usually, Nina would have brought him tea, but he left without telling her, and so only a servant accompanied him.


      He stepped over the threshold, then stopped short.


      “What’s this...?”


      He was confronted by a difference in the air. It was slight—almost imperceptible. Only someone with Tuyledo’s acute senses would have noticed it. And he immediately knew where it came from. Five potted plants that hadn’t been there that morning sat in a row by the window. They were thick with leaves—some might have even called them overgrown and messy.


      Seeing Tuyledo’s surprise, the servant quickly said, “I apologize, Lord Tuyledo. The maid brought them in, but I’ll have them removed at once. She insisted that they were necessary for your well-being and wouldn’t take no for an answer...”


      “Remove them? Certainly not!”


      “Just so, my lord, I’ll see to it at— Wait, what?”


      “Can’t you feel their life force?! The freshness that fills the air around them?!” Tuyledo demanded. Leaving the baffled servant at the door, he flew across the room to the plants. He caressed the leaves, feeling their glossy, soft surfaces under his fingertips. They were so bursting with vitality that it seemed a waste to keep them in pots.


      Oh, Nina...


      For an elf like Tuyledo, who lived in harmony with the forest, not having any greenery around was a source of intense stress. Yes, he had flowers arranged in his room and trees around the state guest house, but the flowers only withered and died, and the trees growing in the lifeless soil of the imperial palace were a sorry sight. The palace gardeners were masters and did their best to work around it, but their efforts only highlighted the limitations of the soil.


      But what about these potted plants? The soil in them had been carefully selected for quality, and it certainly wasn’t from Thundergard. As the plants drank up its nutrients, the green of their leaves only grew more verdant.


      “Did Nina have someone else with her?” Tuyledo asked the servant. “An elderly gardener, perhaps?”


      “Wh-Why yes, my lord. She did indeed. As he wasn’t a palace gardener, there was some disagreement over him bringing in the plants...”


      “From now on, any gardener accompanying Nina will be allowed to enter without question. Is that clear?”


      “But my lord...”


      “Is that clear?”


      “O-Of course!” The servant trembled as Tuyledo, who was usually so good-natured, glared at him. He nodded hastily, then all but fled the room.


      Tuyledo went back to admiring the plants, thinking as he did so. The gardener that Nina had brought in could only be the one from Count Mirkwood’s estate.


      “Ah...” he said under his breath. “You worked it out, didn’t you, Nina?”


      She must have realized the true meaning of Saint Katsuki’s poem.


      A master woodcutter turned his ear


      To his little friend, who sang


      With a voice sweet as honey.


      His axe fell stronger and faster


      And then, how strange—his little friend was gone.


      The “master woodcutter” and the “friend” were to be taken literally, not metaphorically. There was a woodcutter, and he had a little friend—but this friend wasn’t a person. A little friend singing in the forest? It could only be a bird. As the woodcutter listened to the birdsong, he cut down more and more trees until there were none left, and with the forest gone, so were the birds who had called it home.


      That was the story of the poem. It seemed as though the woodcutter and the friend helped one another when in fact, it was only the woodcutter who benefited, and it was only after the friend disappeared that he realized it.


      The relevance of all this to the Council of the Sages was summed up in what Tuyledo had said to Nina:


      The Council of the Sages exists to bring prosperity to all peoples—elves, humans, dwarves, beastfolk, and all the other rarer species. When I think that all its benefits are delivered to Thundergard, it makes me quite uneasy.


      Civilizations destroyed nature as they advanced. The barren soil of the imperial palace was a testament to that. Tuyledo believed in striving for coexistence with nature, but he hadn’t been able to convince the world’s leaders—his arguments lacked not only rational but also political weight. Tuyledo was already exhausted just from chairing the council. Trying not to think about his unease over the whole endeavor was yet another source of stress.


      Saint Katsuki had long since been aware of this, and he’d tried to communicate it to Nina. When Tuyledo had told her to forget about the poem, it was partly out of irritation at the other sage’s meddling, but also because he didn’t want to burden her any more than he already had.


      “And yet you still found an answer...”


      That answer was the potted plants. The power to destroy nature could also be used to protect it. Life force coursed through these plants as though they’d been taken from the farthest depths of the forest. This was what people could create if they tried to understand and engage with nature, and it was what now put Tuyledo’s heart at ease.


      Tuyledo was taken back to his visits at the Mirkwood estate. After all, a large part of what had made it such a refuge for him was its garden. He had no idea where Nina had found its gardener, nor how she’d brought him to the palace. And then there was another mystery—where did a tiny girl like Nina find so much energy? Without realizing it, Tuyledo clenched his pale, elegant hands into fists.


      “Nina has done so much for us. She’s accommodated every one of our impossible and unreasonable demands...so I, too, must summon every ounce of wisdom I have. I must find a way for people and nature to live together in harmony...”


      Tuyledo had a calm disposition and was, as a rule, imperturbable enough that he could keep the sages and their various eccentricities in line. But that was not to say that passion didn’t burn in his heart. Indeed, in comparison to the other reclusive elves who kept to the depths of the forest and severed ties with the outside world, Tuyledo, whose eagerness to spend his life in cities had led to him being called a bridge between elves and humans, was nothing but passion. He was simply very good at hiding it. It was a trick of dissimulation that he’d honed over three hundred years.


      “My first priority must be the success of the council. Let’s see if we can’t make it the full ten days...” He let out a huff of irritation. “I wonder what Saint Katsuki would say if he saw me all worked up like this...”


      The council had never once lasted the full ten days before. It just went to show the force with which Tuyledo’s passion had been ignited.


      “Oh, to hell with the old man. What business does he have going around analyzing people and giving poems to Nina?”


      When he got angry, he was also surprisingly childish.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: The Longest Council of the Sages in History and a Dangerous Finale


      “Oh yes! That maid, Nina. I ran into her in town!”


      When the old captain of the Darkfrost Mercenaries heard this from his housekeeper, he was delighted to learn that she was still in the city—though he was of course unaware that she’d been away for a while in Côte Sud.


      On the fifth day of the Council of the Sages, the captain was at home in his empty mansion when the housekeeper came to him. “We have a guest—a maid.” Assuming it was Nina, he went out to greet her himself. Of course, if it had been Nina, then the housekeeper would have introduced her by name.


      It was all because Nina had ended up at his mansion searching for lupalunes that he’d resolved once and for all not to hand over the captaincy to his good-for-nothing son. The imposter lupalunes, Pearly Cloud and Morning Star, and all the other mercenaries had since vacated the mansion, leaving it deserted. And now that he’d informed the empress that his mercenaries were disbanding, the mansion’s days were numbered too.


      When the old captain reached the entrance, he did find a maid waiting there, but she was very clearly not Nina. She was tall and slender, and even the modest cut of her maid uniform couldn’t hide her incredible curves. Most striking of all was her glossy, beautiful mane of silver hair.


      “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” said the captain. He’d only met her once before in his long life, but she’d left an impression. Yes, he knew who this maid was.


      *


      “Ugh... So as soon as the council’s over, we’re off on yet another long journey.”


      “Yes, Holy Father. The faithful around the continent are waiting to see you.”


      The pope’s duties were many and varied, but the thing that ate up most of his time was travel. From the moment that it was decided that the hereditary title of pope would pass to him, travel had become an inescapable part of his life. At first, the joy with which he was greeted in churches across different nations in cities had felt good, but once he got used to it, it grew tiresome.


      Born the son of the pope, Matthias XIII had never experienced real failure. He hadn’t needed to, and the people around him had worked hard to keep it that way. In the end, it was his fate to ascend to the papacy and spend his life as a traveling figurehead. He wasn’t expected to think, debate, or make decisions. The real decision-making in the church was handled by a small group of individuals, including the cardinals.


      Matthias XIII knew this and didn’t question it. For as long as he could remember, he’d been told, “It’s just how things are.” Whenever he was unhappy with anything, he only had to say the word and it would be promptly taken care of, and if any of the young men who attended to him struck him as insolent, he could dismiss them there and then. The cardinals maintained a show of obedience to him, and for them, it was child’s play to mask any duplicity behind the act. Being pope gave him access to luxuries beyond the wildest dreams of commoners, as well as reverence from everyone around him. It was a life almost too good to be true, and Matthias XIII had savored every day of it.


      But the Council of the Sages was different. His father, the former pope and a decent man, had never seemed to want to talk about it. This had struck Matthias XIII as odd, but he’d figured that so long as he kept on putting in an appearance, he’d be met with the usual reverence.


      That wasn’t the case at all. Tuyledo asked for his opinions, but he never included them in the council’s resolutions. From minute one, Saint Katsuki acted as though he didn’t exist. Victoria, a mortal enemy of the church, acted like he was a loathsome insect. And, most infuriating of all, Myriad openly treated him like an idiot.


      For a man who’d never experienced failure, it was a major shock. His priests told him that whatever happened at the council itself, all that mattered was that he was present, and he understood the truth in that. All the same, after his first council concluded, the more he thought about himself, the more maddening he found his own ignorance and incompetence.


      “Let me get you some more tea, Holy Father.”


      “Thank you. How many more do I have to meet with?”


      “The next one is the last.”


      Being at the head of the church meant people were always asking for an audience with him. It was as bad for him as it was for the Yupiter empress.


      The fifth day of the Council of the Sages was over, and his time after dinner was set aside for audiences. Tuyledo rarely met with anyone while the council was in session, while Saint Katsuki and Myriad were antisocial. Victoria, being a noble, reluctantly accepted a few audiences, but nothing like the number of people that Matthias XIII met with. When he considered the influence he held, it helped a little to alleviate the sense of inferiority that plagued him during the council.


      “Ahh. This tea is excellent,” he sighed. “Good and sweet.”


      “Apparently, there is no sugar in it.”


      “Really? Isn’t that something? There’s been a marked improvement in my meals too... I suppose you must have fired that shabby little maid and replaced her. That other one, the Lorsted maid, is most attentive to my needs. She makes proper use of butter and sugar in her cooking.”


      The priest kept silent.


      Matthias XIII was quite mistaken. The maid in charge of his meals hadn’t changed—she’d simply arranged things so that the Lorsted maid served all his meals. She’d also brought in a new cook to handle all the cooking who, despite the rich, buttery aroma and undeniable sweetness of the food that he prepared, apparently didn’t use butter or sugar at all.


      The priest had pressed the maid to admit that this wasn’t true, but she’d been firm that the cook used neither. Matthias XIII was also looking healthier, and his fainting spells had since stopped. When he asked how she’d achieved this, the maid only said, “I hired a new cook.” And while they might demand that a maid hand over her recipes, doing the same to the cook would have been a breach of etiquette that the priest couldn’t bring himself to stoop to.


      In any case, Matthias XIII was satisfied with his meals, and if he had the wrong idea about why, well, that was a mistake anyone could have made. At least, that was how the priest felt. He couldn’t lie to the pope, so he could only pray that the holy father wouldn’t question him about it directly.


      “The next supplicant has arrived, Holy Father.”


      “All right, show them in.”


      The man who entered was a noble as thin as a withered tree. He came alone, which pleased the pope. Nobles and other powerful men loved to flaunt their power, and they never missed the opportunity to show everyone that they’d been granted an audience with the pope. There were no smartphones in this world—there weren’t even cameras—so the only way to show off one’s extravagance was to bring people along to witness it directly. Some did ask if they could bring a painter along, but Matthias XIII denied all such requests. It would only make the audiences more tedious if he had to sit and wait for painters to finish their work. Therefore, he welcomed anyone who didn’t bring an entourage.


      Thin as he was, the nobleman’s stride was powerful, as though his spine was wrought from iron. His pure white hair was slicked back against his skull, and he had a long, aquiline nose.


      “Your Holiness,” he said. “What a great honor this is. My name is Oolonteil, and I have the privilege of calling myself a count of the Yupiter Empire.”


      “Ah, so you’re the famed Count Oolonteil, are you? Your selfless compassion and generous donations to the church are greatly appreciated.”


      The stock phrases rolled effortlessly off Matthias XIII’s tongue. It should be said that only those who made “generous donations” were granted an audience anyway, so he wasn’t lying.


      They exchanged all the pleasantries that etiquette demanded, then Count Oolonteil at last got to the point. Some people were satisfied just to meet the pope and then leave, but anyone who came alone, as Count Oolonteil had, clearly had some other objective. The count was of high enough rank that he didn’t need to show off his meeting with the pope to anyone.


      “As Your Holiness is aware, the Council of the Sages will enter its sixth day tomorrow. From what I hear, such a remarkable thing has only occurred three times in the past century. Indeed, the longest council in history only lasted seven days, but this time, I dare to hope that we may see an eighth.”


      Matthias XIII chuckled. “Now, now. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. That being said, my spirits are as high as ever they have been, and I am ready and willing to use this opportunity to tackle the world’s problems.”


      “How marvelous. Now, at present, celebrations are underway outside the palace to celebrate Her Imperial Majesty’s fiftieth jubilee...”


      “Oh yes, the floats. All you nobles are competing to see who can make theirs more extravagant, aren’t you?”


      “Well, tomorrow is the final day, and, though it is an honor far greater than I can hope to deserve, my float is scheduled to close the parade.”


      “You must be very proud.”


      Here it comes, Matthias XIII thought. It made sense that Count Oolonteil, as one of the empire’s most powerful nobles, would get to make his float the grand finale. He must want Matthias XIII to do something related to it.


      “If I may be so bold,” the count said, “might I ask Your Holiness to bless the float before it is revealed?”


      “A blessing? Well, if that’s all, then certainly...”


      It was a far more trifling request than what Matthias XIII had expected. He bestowed blessings all the time, even on newborn infants. It only took a little dash of magic and caused him no fatigue whatsoever. He guessed that it wasn’t the blessing itself, but the spectacle of the pope personally blessing the float that the count was really after. He imagined himself carrying out the blessing before a crowd of onlookers. It was an image he rather liked.


      “But Holy Father,” one of the priests interjected, “the float is scheduled to go out while the council is in session.”


      “Hmm. That’s true, now that you mention it. Count Oolonteil, I’m afraid the break between sessions might not be long enough to get a blessing done.”


      “I certainly wouldn’t want to take away your time to rest,” the count agreed. “But let me see... If a blessing isn’t possible...” He paused, then clapped his hands together. “I’ve got it. Is there some item Your Holiness would condescend to lend to me? Something that conveys your presence. We would put it in pride of place on the float so that all in the crowd may witness Your Holiness’s glory while the float circles the palace.”


      “Oh? You’ve got my interest.”


      “Just between you and me, I plan to be on board the float myself,” the count said. “Therefore, I will take full responsibility for ensuring that the item is handled with care.”


      Matthias XIII was rather taken with this idea. In fact, he’d have liked to be on board himself. With such idle thoughts in his mind, he turned back to his priest.


      “Do we have anything that can be lent to the count?”


      “Let me see... There is the Holy Chalice that is used in prayer rites. That would stand out. We also have the Blessed Blade used to confer holy knighthood, or the mantle that serves as the mark of Your Holiness’s office... But the mantle raises problems. Canon law stipulates that only one who belongs to the church may stand as Your Holiness’s representative.”


      “So the chalice or the blade, then?”


      “Well, actually... The Order of Holy Knights would make a scene if we loaned out the blade.”


      So the chalice is the only option, then, Matthias XIII thought irritably, glaring at the priest.


      Of course, the priest probably didn’t want to lend the count the chalice either. The priests believed that the church was superior to any other organization in the world, and so they balked at the idea of lending an item that symbolized the pope’s authority to a noble.


      Hmph. No one on the Council of the Sages gives two figs about the church’s authority, Matthias XIII thought to himself. Nothing stressed him out more than the council, and in the thick of it as he was, he found himself growing irritated even with the priests, who were on his side.


      “I shall lend you the Holy Chalice,” he said.


      “But Holy Father, the Holy Chalice is a magic item,” the priest said. “A magical barrier has been erected around the parade, preventing the use of all magic while it continues.”


      “What, really?” Matthias XIII said, visibly disappointed. “Well, then, nothing I lend him will stand out, will it?”


      “Will the chalice not stand out sufficiently on its own?” Count Oolonteil asked.


      “Well, the chalice is practically made of magic,” Matthias XIII said. “It’s a pretty golden cup even without it, but with the magic, well... The brilliance with which it shines is really something else.”


      “My, my.”


      “It’s only a pity that we won’t be able to use it.”


      “Actually, Your Holiness, the barrier won’t be a problem.” Count Oolonteil smiled, then went on in a hushed voice. “If I may speak in confidence, I plan for the barrier to be lifted when my float joins the parade.”


      “What do you mean, ‘lifted’?”


      “Without magical technology, all the floats tend to look rather plain. All the gold leaf in the world can’t shine like real fire, at least to my mind. And so I’ve pulled some strings to get the barrier lifted.”


      “In other words, your float will be the most spectacular of the lot.”


      Count Oolonteil laughed. “Well, it is the empress’s fiftieth jubilee. I thought it only fitting that the celebration should end on a high note.”


      It was a baldfaced lie, and Matthias XIII knew it. But what mattered here were appearances and results, and a bit of magical technology would elevate the splendor of the count’s float to entirely new heights. He could add lights, or make the whole thing glow, or even set off fireworks.


      “I shall stand in the most visible place on the float,” the count went on, “and hold aloft the Holy Chalice—the symbol of Your Holiness.”


      “B-B-But...!” the priest spluttered, seemingly appalled by this idea, but Matthias XIII was already envisioning the magnificent scene: the float, a dazzling mass of glittering lights advancing through the streets at dusk, and standing atop it, him, the pope! Well, it would actually be Count Oolonteil, but that was beside the point. He’d raise the gleaming Holy Chalice and the thronging crowds would bow down before its divine radiance. Now, that was power! And it was power that none of the other sages could claim—it was his alone!


      “I shall lend you the Holy Chalice!” he said again, then added, “So what is this float of yours like?”


      “Well, if you will allow me to explain...”


      The audience lasted much longer than he’d expected, but by the end, it was settled: He would lend the chalice to the count. Matthias XIII usually grew irritable when audiences dragged on, but after this one, he felt unusually invigorated.




      Around the same time that Count Oolonteil sat down with the pope, a group of men gathered in the city’s slum.


      “You’re sure of what you’ve just told us, Nolan?”


      “Yes, I’m positive.”


      They were all shabbily dressed, but their eyes gleamed brightly. Among them was one who carried himself with an air of high birth—Nolan.


      “Tomorrow is the last day of the parade, and Count Oolonteil’s float will close it out. He’s such an egomaniac that he plans to ride on the float himself, as though he’s some national hero...”


      “That’s all very well,” the other man said, “but I don’t know if I buy this talk about lifting the barrier.”


      “The intelligence is reliable. Count Oolonteil has a lot of enemies, and there’s no shortage of people who resent him for trying to one-up them by lifting the barrier. We can trust them as a source.”


      “Hang on, though,” another chimed in. “I thought we was here to fight all the nobles in the country, not just this Oolong guy. Ain’t your sources nobles too? How can we trust ’em?”


      There was a general muttering of agreement.


      “So what, you all want to sit here twiddling your thumbs?” Nolan demanded. His cold gaze swept over the rest of the group. “Every man here has lost family and fortune to the nobles. I assumed that every one of you cursed the lot of them and would seize any chance to get even. Apparently, I misjudged you.”


      “Watch it, Nolan. You’re the new kid ’round here. You wanna be careful, or else someone might think you’re callin’ us cowards.”


      “They’re welcome to think so. I am calling you cowards.”


      “Go to hell!”


      The other men reddened with fury, but Nolan didn’t flinch.


      “What? It’s true, isn’t it? I’ve set all this in motion, gathered intelligence, and presented you with an opportunity, but when push comes to shove, not one of you is willing to actually make an attempt on Count Oolonteil’s life. You’re happy to lurk around here doing nothing but moan about the nobility.”


      “Keep talkin’, Nolan!” roared one of the men. He seized Nolan by the collar, but even then, the young man didn’t back down.


      “Go ahead, hit me! Throw me out! I’m going to see this through tomorrow, even if I have to do it alone. Who knows if I’ll live to see another chance like this one?!”


      “Dammit...” The other men fell silent, and the hand gripping Nolan’s shirt loosened. He brushed it aside.


      “I suppose this is goodbye, then, gentlemen. Whether I succeed or not, I imagine I shall die tomorrow, so I ask that you at least offer up a prayer for me. It would take some of the weight off my heart.”


      As he turned to leave, one of the men called after him, “Nolan, wait! I’ll go with you.”


      “Oy, what the hell?! You ain’t seriously gonna believe anythin’ that came out of a noble’s mouth?!”


      “I don’t know if it’s the right call. Maybe it’s crazy. But what I do know is that the gap between the nobles and the common folk in this country is too damn big. If we want to do somethin’ about it, that’s gonna take courage. And besides...” The man fixed his gaze on Nolan. He had turned back, his face a perfect mask.


      “Many years back, my old man signed up for the army and they sent him off to fight in some great war... When he left, he had a look on his face just like the one Nolan’s wearin’ now. The kid is tellin’ the truth—he doesn’t plan on comin’ back alive. So I don’t know about any nobles, but I believe we can trust Nolan.”


      Without a word, Nolan walked back to the man and gripped him by the hand. “Thank you,” he said.


      With that, the other men began to clamor. Some cried out in support.


      “I’m in too!”


      “Yeah, me too!”


      “And me!”


      Meanwhile, others turned away.


      “Screw this.”


      “I’m out. I ain’t trustin’ no nobles.”


      “You wanna die? Be my guest.”


      In the end, only seven men remained, including Nolan.


      But he told them, “We can be disappointed that there are so few of us, or take heart from the fact that seven of us remain. It is merely a matter of perspective.”


      The others nodded.


      “Tomorrow, we strike at Count Oolonteil. Although the magical barrier will be lifted, there will still be knights protecting him. We must go in prepared to die. This shall be our final day—see to it that you leave no regrets.”


      There in the belly of the city, the terrorist plot on the nobility was gradually coming together.


      *


      It was the sixth day of the council. Nina awoke before the sun rose and set off as usual to assist Tuyledo with his morning preparations. He was noticeably more cheerful than the previous day. Tomus’s plants must have done their job—indeed, Tuyledo insisted upon meeting the old gardener.


      “There’s no doubt about it, Nina,” he said. “We have you to thank for this year’s council’s success.”


      “Very funny, my lord... I’ve done nothing more than any maid would have.”


      Tuyledo chuckled. “Yes, I thought you might say that.”


      Nina, for her part, felt that now that she had Tomus, Roy, and Ciara on her side, she could really throw herself into her work. And yet—


      “Ack!”


      On the way back to the maid dormitory after leaving Tuyledo for the morning, she stumbled and fell, even though there was nothing on the ground. Luckily, her trolley stayed upright, and she was on her feet again at once, so no one saw the incident.


      “What could that have been?” She felt her arms and legs, but nothing hurt. “How strange...” she said to herself, then set off again with her trolley.


      Roy appeared as the sun rose. Together, the both of them prepared breakfast, which she then delivered to Victoria and Matthias XIII. Victoria went without saying, but Matthias XIII also ate his breakfast with great satisfaction. Although for some reason, he turned to Nina and said, “You can’t go wrong if you listen to a Lorsted maid, you know.” Once this was over, the sixth day of the Council of the Sages would get underway.


      Nina did the washing up, then returned to the council chamber for the morning break to serve tea. Ciara had arrived by then, so Nina left her to look after Matthias XIII and his priests. As she was about to enter the chamber, Saint Katsuki passed by and gave her a wink that probably meant, Well done on figuring out my poem. Nina stepped to one side of the hallway with her head bowed and waited for him to go ahead.


      To her surprise, another man came to a halt in front of her. He wore a long black robe, and a heavy pendant dangled from his neck. That was more than enough for Nina to realize at once that this was Myriad, Master of the Magic Tower.


      “Look up, girl. Do you plan on staring at the floor all day?”


      Bowing one’s head in the presence of a person of high rank was only proper, but as he’d ordered her to look up, Nina had no choice but to obey. She raised her head to find Myriad looking as surly as ever as his deep, violet eyes bore searchingly into her.


      “Did you need something?” was the sort of thing that no properly trained maid would ask. If only Tuyledo were there, he would surely have stepped in and told Myriad that Nina was there to work for him at his personal request. But alas, he was still in the council chamber poring over documents.


      “Hmph! At first I thought that geriatric pervert’s tastes had turned to little girls, but now I see I was wrong.” When Nina kept her mouth shut, he said, “Care to say something for yourself, maid?”


      “I’m terribly sorry, my lord sage, but I’m not sure if I understand the question...”


      Nina truly had no idea why Myriad had come over to talk to her, nor, for that matter, what could have led him to take an interest in her.


      “Then let me put it in simpler terms for you. The Council of the Sages is on its sixth day. We have resolved more agenda items at a faster pace than ever before. Why? It’s because unlike usual, that vampire harlot and a certain stupid little boy haven’t had any squabbles worth mentioning.”


      He had to be talking about Victoria and Matthias XIII, but Nina couldn’t acknowledge as much. To do so would be to say that she thought the same. Incidentally, she was fairly sure that Myriad himself had played a part in breaking up previous councils, but she couldn’t mention that either.


      “If there’s one thing that concerns me, it’s that you have them all wrapped around your little finger.”


      “Me...? I’m not sure I understand.”


      “Don’t play innocent. I thought hiring a personal maid was just one of Tuyledo’s eccentricities. Little did I suspect that this would turn into what looks to be the most successful Council of the Sages in history. And the one who deserves the lion’s share of the credit is you.”


      Nina, utterly baffled, just stared at him blankly.


      Myriad stared back, equally lost.


      “You really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?” he said.


      “My lord sage, I think you’ve mistaken the extent of my abilities.”


      “Not a chance. Saint Katsuki is an old pervert with no interest in anything but women, yet he wrote a poem especially for you. This is a man who won’t write a line unless the mood strikes him, not for any sum of gold.”


      So that’s it, Nina thought, understanding dawning as she realized how Myriad’s estimation of her must have shot up after Saint Katsuki’s poem.


      She smiled at him. “My lord sage, the poem you say was for me was in fact intended for Lord Tuyledo.”


      The poem had been the key to settling Tuyledo’s unease, which, to Nina’s mind, meant that it had been written for him.


      “You...really believe that?”


      “My lord sage, I am only a maid.”


      “I hear that Saint Katsuki threw out an impossible riddle involving a quote from some ancient poem, and the one who solved it was you.”


      He was talking about “Those Forever Parted,” the poem that had been written on a tavern wall, and their gambit where Astrid had dressed up as a man.


      “Lord Tuyledo explained the meaning of that poem to me, my lord. I just took it from there. And it was my companion who pulled off the beauty dressed as a man so well.”


      “Oh? So you’re saying it was all other people?”


      “I am only a maid, my lord sage.”


      Myriad was silent for a moment. Then, realizing that she truly believed what she was saying, he said, “Let me ask a different question. Who did you study under? You’re not a Lorsted maid, are you?”


      “Do you have an interest in the work of maids, my lord sage?” Nina asked, then hastily added, “Forgive me, I’ve answered your question with a question.”


      “No matter. There is truth within all things. Maids have theirs, just as mages do. That is why one must observe.” When Nina just looked puzzled, he said, “Back to my question. Who trained you? It can’t have been Winoa Lorsted.”


      “No, my lord sage. My mistress was Vasiliace.”


      “Vasiliace...? I’ve never heard that name. Who is she?”


      Ciara had known about Nina’s mistress, but that was likely because her own mistress, Winoa Lorsted, the founder of the Lorsted maids, had told her. Given that Vasiliace’s philosophy was that a maid should be invisible—the principle by which Nina herself lived—Nina didn’t find it surprising that she wasn’t widely known.


      “My mistress was very strict but also very kind, and she always smelled a little of alcohol.”


      “She what...? You mean she was always drinking?”


      “She was partial to strong spirits, which made her smell slightly sweet.”


      Myriad shook his head vigorously, seemingly baffled, then muttered, “Her mistress may not be anyone of reputation, but there’s no denying her ability. To be recognized by Tuyledo is no small thing. And yet, she insists on giving the credit to others...”


      He scowled darkly at Nina, then said, “You are a maid. And I am a guest here.”


      “Yes, my lord sage.”


      “Well as a guest, I have a request for you.”


      “I shall do whatever I can as a maid to accommodate you, my lord sage.”


      Nina was just thinking it’d be no trouble at all to serve some tea, or tidy a bedroom, when Myriad said, “Come up with an idea to resolve the problem of the Undermaw Autonomous Zone.”


      The vast desert that had confounded the Council of the Sages time and time again. That was his request for her.




      What is going on with that maid?


      Myriad was stumped. He was master of the Magic Tower, a prodigy who’d been hailed as a once-in-a-century genius, but even he couldn’t make sense of Nina. Irritated as he was that he had to endure Victoria’s revels night after night, he’d assumed the council would be over quickly. Much to his surprise, however, it had continued six days.


      He’d put all the pieces together and realized that the maid, Nina, had to be responsible. Not only was she waiting on Tuyledo, but Matthias XIII and Victoria too. Even Saint Katsuki had composed a poem for her. Myriad was astonished by the influence that the plain little maid appeared to wield over the other four sages. Assuming she was some sort of brilliant savant, he had gone to talk to her directly, only to come away with the same impression of a plain little maid.


      Myriad loathed unknowns. Thus, he’d presented her with an impossible challenge to test her.


      I must be out of my mind.


      What had possessed him to suggest the Undermaw Autonomous Zone? Another thing he’d heard, though hadn’t mentioned to Nina, was an unverified rumor that the duke of the Werther Duchy was hunting for her. What with the banquets that were held every night, the nobility’s information networks were working overtime, and this particular scrap of information had been picked up by the palace maids. When Myriad had asked, they told him everything they knew. No maid could refuse a request from one of the sages.


      “Are you all right, Lord Myriad?” asked one of the mages who accompanied him. With a start, he realized that, without meaning to, he’d been following Nina with his eyes.


      “It’s nothing,” he said. “What’s next on the agenda?”


      The master of the Magic Tower pushed the unknowns from his mind and turned back to the documents before him.


      He still hadn’t noticed what was happening. The moment he arrived, all he wanted was to be back at the Magic Tower to continue his research. He’d been counting every hour, hoping it would be the last. He hadn’t thought about anything else.


      And yet now, he’d found himself interested in the maid. Thus, here he was, giving the council agenda his full and earnest attention.


      *


      Astrid woke up and yawned widely. Then she sensed a presence right beside her bed. Looming over her, arms folded, was a mage.


      “What time do you call this, huh? Nina’s working day and night while you laze around in bed.”


      Astrid yawned again, then mumbled, “I was just thinking it was about time you came to harass me, Emily.”


      Back on the first day of the council, Astrid had dressed up in man’s clothing for Saint Katsuki, but Emily had no idea what she’d been up to since then. Whenever she asked, Astrid only said, “Oh, this and that,” or, “I’ve been keeping busy.”


      She trusted Astrid enough not to think that she might have been slacking off in local taverns, but after the Lorsted maid Ciara and Nina’s old colleagues Roy and Tomus all came and stepped up to help Nina, seeing Astrid doing what looked like nothing started to make her anxious. It hadn’t helped when Astrid had staggered back and fallen into bed drunk the night before.


      “Is Nina... Well, obviously she’s working. What’s Tien up to?”


      “She’s with Nina, keeping an eye on her.”


      “So you’re the only one here?”


      “Well, Roy’s getting things ready for lunch. But he’s in the kitchen.”


      “Hmm...” Astrid nodded. “Then seeing as you’re at a loose end, what do you say to hanging out with me for a bit?”


      “I’m not at a loose end! That’s insulting!”


      “So you do have something to be doing?”


      Emily didn’t say anything. She folded her arms, looked up, down, thought for a moment, then said, “Oh, right. I’ve got to, um—”


      “Great, let’s go!”


      “Hey, you’re not listening to me!”


      But before she knew it, Astrid was dressed, and the two of them were walking out of the dormitory and then the imperial palace itself.


      Their destination was a large building just a three-minute walk from the palace. It didn’t have any showy or glittering adornments, but one could feel the history in its stone walls, and the carved designs on the exterior demonstrated impressive craftsmanship.


      “Hey,” Astrid said, raising a hand to the men in black at the entrance. They bowed respectfully in response. Clearly she’d come here many times before.


      The building was the Dragon Epic Hotel, a luxury hotel and one of Thundergard’s most longstanding establishments. They stepped inside onto the plush carpeted floor of the spacious lobby, full of distinguished guests dressed in the finest clothes and their bodyguards.


      “Uh... What are we doing here?” Emily said. “This is the last place where I’d expect to find anyone you know.”


      “You know, you’ve got a habit of insulting people straight to their faces.”


      “Well, it’s true, isn’t it? You said yourself that they treated you like a freak back in the Freja Kingdom.”


      “I... Yes, okay. I can’t argue with that.”


      As they talked, Astrid led them across the lobby to the restaurant in the back. She found the person she was looking for sitting at one of the tables there.


      “Hello, sir.”


      “Why hello, Astrid. And who’s this with you? Your companion, the mage, perhaps?”


      The man stood up. He was an older man of about sixty with a healthy tan and a robust physique. He wore a plain but well-tailored blazer and gave Emily the impression of someone who was right at home at a hotel like this.


      She shook the hand he held out to her, then said, “I’m Emily, from the same party as Astrid. Um, sorry, I don’t know...”


      “I am the president of the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society.”


      “Ah, is that— Wait, what?!” Emily yelped before she could stop herself. Everyone around them turned to stare.


      “Emily,” Astrid said reprovingly. “That was terrible manners.”


      “B-But Astrid! The Royal Freja Inventors’ Society?! That’s a way bigger deal than even a guildmaster of the adventurers’ guild!”


      “Come now, do have a seat,” said the society president. “We can chat over breakfast.”


      Emily broke out in a cold sweat as she realized that the smiling, grandfatherly old man before her had the same social position as a noble.


      All right, I suppose he is the sort of person Astrid of all people would know...


      The society president called over a waiter. Astrid ordered breakfast; Emily, just tea.


      “Okay, before I tell you what the president and I have been discussing, let me explain why we’ve been talking in the first place,” Astrid said.


      “What do you mean...?”


      “Like I told you the other day, Duke Werther and Count Mirkwood are both staying at the imperial palace.”


      Emily felt a jolt at the mention of two nobles with ties to Nina.


      “I’m assuming the worst,” Astrid went on. “My fear is that they’re looking for Nina.”


      “You think the nobles came here themselves just for her? Isn’t that—?”


      “No, I wouldn’t go that far, of course. But I do think they’re looking for her. After all, at one point there was a bounty out for her, remember?”


      “Yeah...”


      “That means it’s possible that if they find out that Nina’s in the palace, they’ll use every means at their disposal to spirit her away.”


      “Astrid, this is the capital city of a foreign country. They can’t just kidnap her, even if they are nobles.”


      “Like I said, I’m assuming the worst. Can you say there’s absolutely no chance that they won’t?”


      Emily fell silent. No, she couldn’t say for sure. After all, it was just the other day that Marquess Donquis had used his powers as a noble to try and forcibly imprison Nina. When it came to nobles, there was no telling what they might do.


      “But what does that have to do with you meeting with the society president?” she said at last.


      “As to that, allow me to explain.” The president, who had finished his breakfast, wiped his mouth and spoke up. His voice was hushed, as though he were about to divulge a secret of great importance. “Are you familiar with the last paper that Astrid here published in Freja?”


      “Yes, it was like a foundational theory on harnessing the whims of spirits to power magical technology, right?”


      Almost all forms of magical technology relied on materials that contained mana, such as mana crystals, for power. Like batteries, they could only be used until they ran empty. Emily’s magic, on the other hand, was known as spirit magic. She could work supernatural feats, like unleashing raging infernos or causing upheavals in the earth, by harnessing the power of spirits invisible to the human eye.


      However, the spirits, for all their power, were capricious and a part of nature. It wasn’t possible to freely draw on that power; they would only give it up when a mage forced them to by casting a spell—or so it had been thought.


      Astrid’s thesis, Preliminary Research and Practical Methodology for Magical Technology via Spirit-Powered Mana Conversion, had blown a hole in this consensus. After she’d filed her paper with the patent office in the Freja Kingdom, it had drawn the attention of the president of the inventors’ society, as well as other famous inventors, sparking a heated debate.


      The fact that the environment in which magical technology was used could act upon the whims of the spirits meant that so long as it was used out in nature, it could be powered without the need for mana crystals. With the support of the society president, follow-up experiments were conducted with unprecedented speed, which confirmed the theory’s practical utility. The author of the paper was summoned to give an oral account of her research—or at least, that had been the plan, until it turned out that Astrid had already left the country. After a patent application was filed, it usually took the better part of a year to assess it in detail and carry out follow-up experiments, so she’d figured she’d wait a while, then check back in. She never suspected that it would lead to such an uproar.


      Emily sighed. “You’ve gone and done it now, Astrid.”


      “W-Well, I don’t know about that...” Astrid said, laughing sheepishly.


      “But I still don’t get why this is such a big deal. I mean, mages like me use spirit magic all the time.”


      “Ah, you raise an excellent point, Emily,” said the society president. “What makes it so groundbreaking is this—not only do mages have to rest after they use spirit magic, there are many who cannot use it at all.”


      “Oh...” Emily nodded. “Yeah, good point.”


      It was true that only those with the gift for it could use spirit magic. Emily’s let her cast Fifth Degree magic, which was incredibly rare, and you had to be doubly gifted in order to master it. She’d struggled to get control over her powers for a long, long time.


      “The thing about magic technology, in all its forms, is that it doesn’t discriminate. Anyone can use it. What’s even more astounding about this discovery is that it doesn’t require mana crystals—which means it can run around the clock. Nonstop operation, day and night! And anyone at all can control it. Isn’t that extraordinary?”


      “Um, yeah, I guess so.”


      “Take transportation. Right now, it’s almost all dependent on horse-drawn vehicles. There are magical trains in major cities like Thundergard, but those aren’t always profitable, what with the staggering quantity of mana crystals they burn through. If spirits could supply the mana, however... That would open up the possibility of intercity rail.”


      “Trains between cities?!”


      “Shh!” Astrid hissed. Emily, realizing she’d shouted, clapped her hands over her mouth, but the other restaurant patrons were already shooting her dubious glances.


      “Don’t go yelling our secrets to the world, Emily,” Astrid scolded her.


      “O-Okay, I’m sorry...” she apologized, but she couldn’t hide her amazement.


      They’re going to make railways?! In this world?!


      Here, the existence of magic and magic technology meant that the steam engine had never been invented. Emily had vaguely assumed that trains would have to wait for the invention of electricity, but now magical technology was going to do away with that problem. And the one who’d penned the foundational theory was none other than Astrid.


      “You all right, Emily?” Astrid asked. “Have you finally realized how amazing I am?”


      “Well... Yeah,” she admitted.


      Her honesty left Astrid lost for words. She blinked at Emily in astonishment.


      The society president said, “Now that you appreciate the gravity of the situation, I assume you also see the need for secrecy? Let’s take care not to raise our voices, all right?” He winked at her. Emily nodded emphatically.


      “Incidentally,” he went on, “while under normal circumstances any paper filed with the patent office is made publicly available, an exception has been made in this case to keep it strictly confidential. It can only be viewed internally at the society. After all, imagine what a disaster it would be if it were leaked to foreign countries! Even we ourselves don’t yet have a clear picture of how this will revolutionize technology.”


      “So did you come here to talk to Astrid about it?”


      “No,” Astrid said. “It was the other way around. The society president was here to celebrate the empress’s jubilee, what with him being a public figure and all. I happened to catch sight of him, so I went over to say hello.”


      “Ah, right... Hang on, does that mean you had business with him?”


      Astrid nodded. “Which brings us back to what I mentioned at the start. We’ve got some nobles looking for Nina.”


      “Duke Werther and Count Mirkwood.”


      “Right. What’ll happen if they learn that the maid waiting on Lord Tuyledo isn’t a palace maid?”


      “They’ll guess it’s Nina.”


      “Yes, which is why I want to keep them looking the other way. I want to keep their minds occupied with something else, not which maids are waiting on the sages. So I came up with an idea. What if we fed them some shocking story? Something so captivating that they forget to think about maids at all?”


      “You don’t mean—”


      Before Emily could finish, the society president let out a heavy sigh. “You guessed it. The plan is to release Astrid’s paper now, while all the nobles are gathered in one place. As the author, it is technically her decision, but if it gets out that I went along with it without consulting the Frejan royal family, I’ll be out of a job.”


      “What the heck?!” Emily gaped at him in shock.


      “Who’d have guessed that a lowly inventor like me would be the one to push the president out the door, huh?”


      The society president chuckled. “Lowly? That’s quite the claim for a Mahogany merchant.”


      “H-Hang on,” Emily cut in. “Uh, Astrid? Isn’t getting the president of the inventors’ society fired, like, bad?!”


      The other two sounded like they were just having a pleasant chat. Emily couldn’t keep up.


      “Oh, dear me, no,” the president said. “Once this paper gets out there, the world is going to change, so it’ll be time to leave the society to the next generation anyway. Of course, I’ll ensure there’s a good position left open for you, Astrid.”


      “Very funny, sir. I’ve got a lot of fine foreign wines to sample before I go home.”


      “You could at least say that you want to study foreign inventions or something!” Emily said, exasperated.


      “It’s fine, Emily, really,” Astrid said. “The president wants to step down too. He’s planning to get back in the saddle.”


      “What?!”


      She looked at the president. His smile was friendly, but there was a gleam in his eyes.


      “I believe he said he wasn’t about to stand by and let a bunch of young whippersnappers take on such exciting research.”


      “Huh...”


      “So you see, Emily, that’s why I haven’t been around. I’ve been writing up the president’s follow-up testing along with my research, and while I was at it, I sneaked into a few noble dinner parties to see what I could pick up. I may have also helped myself to a drink or two...”


      Astrid winked at her.


      “I...had no idea you were thinking about all that.”


      “No reason you should have. Anyway, we haven’t even got to the real show yet.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “Well, if we’re going to make my paper public, where do you think we should do it to make the biggest splash?”


      “Wait... No, you don’t mean... You wouldn’t seriously...”


      Astrid and the society president both got to their feet.


      “We’re going to steal the spotlight at the Council of the Sages.”


      *


      The lunch break was almost over and the council’s afternoon session was about to begin. In contrast to the other sages, Myriad seemed unusually preoccupied that morning, but they still made good progress on the items to be resolved, just as they had on the previous five days.


      When Nina entered the chamber with the tea trolley, Tuyledo was staring incredulously at a piece of paper in his hands.


      “This was added under urgency...? That never usually bodes well, but it’s from the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society. That is interesting...”


      “Freja, my lord?”


      “Ah, Nina. Thank you for lunch today. It was excellent as always.”


      “You’re very welcome, my lord.”


      As soon as he noticed Nina was there, Tuyledo’s expression softened, and he took a sip of tea.


      “Come to think of it, didn’t you mention that you spent some time in the Freja Kingdom?”


      “Yes, the former president of the inventors’ society was very kind to me.”


      “Ah, yes... A man of great integrity. I hear he established a grant to advance credit to talented, young inventors who lacked funds. His work paved the way for the kingdom’s current prosperity.”


      “How wonderful. He certainly loved the kingdom very much.”


      “I recall the current president being very capable too, but interrupting the Council of the Sages like this... Still, we cannot snub the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society. We shall have to add it to the agenda.”


      The other sages had returned to the council chamber while they were talking. Then, one of the imperial officials came over to Tuyledo.


      “Lord Tuyledo, the inventors’ society president is here. He’s saying he wants to present the matter to the council directly...”


      “Very good, send him in. I have no idea what I’m supposed to say based on this one page.”


      There was nothing for a maid to do while the council was in session, so Nina was about to leave when an older man in a well-cut suit strode in through the open door. Behind him walked a woman who was obviously an inventor.


      Nina’s eyes went wide. It took all her maid training to stop her from crying, Astrid?!


      “Hey!” Astrid, spotting Nina, raised a hand in greeting.


      “That’s your friend the inventor, isn’t it, Nina...?”


      “Y-Yes, my lord.”


      “Well, since you’re here, why don’t you stay and watch? There’s no rule forbidding maids from being present.”


      Tuyledo looked as though he’d just made an intriguing discovery. He beckoned Nina to his side, then offered her the seat next to him. She tried to protest—a maid couldn’t sit at the council table, after all—but once he pointed out that she’d draw more attention if she stayed standing, she had to give in. It wasn’t until a little later that it occurred to her that actually, a maid would draw attention at the council no matter what she was doing. Astrid’s arrival had left her quite flustered.


      Astrid and the society president went around handing out sheaves of papers to each of the sages—presumably concerning the matter they’d come to present. They’d also brought a blackboard upon which was drawn a large and highly detailed diagram.


      Tuyledo gasped sharply.


      He’d been reviewing the documents, but now he looked up with a start. The five sages were seated so that they faced one another. There was a seat for the empress behind Tuyledo—though it was empty again that day—and Matthias XIII and Saint Katsuki sat opposite him. Behind them, at the point farthest from the empress’s seat, the society president was getting ready for his presentation. That was who Tuyledo was looking at, and he wasn’t alone. Myriad’s gaze was trained on the old man too—a gaze that then immediately turned to Nina.


      She looked back, puzzled. His face was a mask of shock, but she had no idea why he would direct such a look at her.


      The society president cleared his throat.


      “I beg your pardon for taking up the time of the Council of the Sages while you are occupied with issues of the most pressing importance to the world. I realize that it is unprecedented for the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society to submit an item for the council’s consideration without prior notice, but I hope that, given the significance of this matter and what it will represent to inventors across the world, you will understand why that wasn’t poss—”


      “Enough preamble. Get to the point,” Myriad interrupted.


      Matthias XIII, who was largely ignorant of magical technology, turned to the priest beside him and muttered, “What is all this? What’s so significant about it?” Victoria flipped through the pages, looking bored.


      Saint Katsuki alone had his eyes fixed on Astrid. He must have recognized her as the beauty dressed as a man who he’d met on the first day.


      “Very good, my lord sage,” the president said. “Astrid, would you go through the foundational theory?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      As she began her explanation, it was hard to believe that the woman speaking in such polite and carefully measured words was the same free-spirited Astrid that Nina knew. From time to time Myriad interrupted with a sharp—almost hostile—question, but she was always ready with an answer.


      This is what Astrid developed...! Nina thought. Though she knew next to nothing about magical technology, she immediately recognized the research that Astrid had been working on when they first met back in the Freja Kingdom, her research into integrating spirits into technology. Astrid had called it revolutionary, but Nina had never imagined that it might be discussed at a venue like the Council of the Sages.


      After a while, even Myriad’s interruptions subsided. Astrid went on speaking in a matter-of-fact tone while the rest of the room sank into total silence. She spoke for fifteen minutes in total, and by the time she was done, her forehead was beaded with sweat.


      “Does anyone have any questions?”


      No one in the hushed chamber said a word. Myriad sat with his arms folded, deep in thought, while Tuyledo looked at him searchingly. Matthias XIII was still trying to get his head around the concepts, and Victoria was eyeing Astrid with interest.


      Just then, Saint Katsuki raised his hand.


      “May I?” he said. “Well, there’s no mistake. If you ask me, this is the most incredible discovery to be made in decades... Nay, in more than a century. But what tickles my curiosity is why you’ve brought it to us now. Back in the Freja Kingdom you could have debated it in depth at the society, then presented it at the next council. More to the point, the kingdom could have profited immensely by holding on to control of this technology. Bringing it to us now hardly benefits you at all.”


      The society president smiled. “My lord sage, in all your wisdom, you surely already know the answer to that question. Why bother asking a common man like me?”


      Saint Katsuki was silent for a moment, then said, “Hm... So I was right. That being said, I’m not ready to believe everything in this paper of yours just like that. You say you’ve done experiments to confirm it, but I expect we’ll need to repeat those.”


      “I quite agree,” said the society president. “Therefore, I think it would be best if we showed you directly.”


      “What, here?”


      “Oh, yes.” He raised a hand toward the door like the ringmaster at the start of a show, and it swung open. “We’ve readied a site to repeat the experiment within the palace grounds. Might I trouble you to accompany us there? It won’t take long.”


      The sages followed him out to a courtyard within the palace. It was usually full of shrubs, serving as a sort of screen between buildings, but now there was nothing but wide open space. Well, not nothing. A crowd of nobles in dazzling finery had formed, along with knights there to provide security. Knight Commander Grinch appeared too, looking confused. It was stiflingly hot outside.


      Tuyledo seemed unfazed by all this commotion. “There were more plants here before, weren’t there? And this soil is new,” he said, running a curious hand over the ground.


      “Aye, I asked the mage here to move all that for me. I’ll freshen the soil up and see it’s put back later.”


      “You...!” Tuyledo gasped as Tomus popped up out of nowhere. “It’s been too long. I wanted to thank you for the plants.”


      “Well I’ll be, m’lord. To have you remember me is an honor and no mistake. I’ll be boastin’ about this to my son and his wife,” Tomus said. “The lass lyin’ over there on that bench—the mage, I mean—she cleared everythin’ away for me. The way she ordered around them earth spirits... I never saw anythin’ like it.”


      Nina looked over to the bench and gasped. Lying there was Emily.


      “Don’t worry about her,” Astrid said. “She just wore herself out using a bit too much magic.”


      “Astrid, erm... What is all this about?”


      Astrid leaned close to whisper in Nina’s ear. “Be careful—Count Mirkwood will be here any minute. It’d be best if you found somewhere to hide.”


      “What?! A-All right...”


      Nina did as Astrid said, stepping back into the shadow of some trees. What with all the palace maids rushing back and forth to attend to the noble’s demands, it was easy to blend in.


      Ciara, incidentally, was there as well at Marquess Donquis’s side.


      “Out of the way, I say! I am the illustrious Count Mirkwood of the Crecente Kingdom!”


      Right on cue, the count emerged from the throng of nobles with his nose in the air. Someone murmured, “My word! In the flesh!” The name of Mirkwood apparently hadn’t lost its luster.


      “Well, well. I didn’t realize the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society went in for such flashy displays.”


      Another section of the crowd parted to reveal Duke Werther. He didn’t have to lift a finger; he was such a big name that they stepped aside of their own accord.


      Matthias XIII said grumpily, “Since when did the Council of the Sages turn into a circus?” His priests had tried to explain the utility of Astrid’s discovery, but he still didn’t understand it. Having all these nobles here just made him more irritable—the risk of being perceived as incompetent weighed on his mind.


      “I beg your pardon, Your Holiness,” said the society president. “We’re about to get started.”


      As he spoke, they heard the sound of steady footsteps, and an iron shape the size of a small car came into view. Actually, given that it had six wheels, calling it a small car probably wasn’t too far off. It was crudely designed—clearly no one had been thinking about aesthetics. The crowd was staring at it in wide-eyed amazement. Not because of the car, but because it was being carried, and what’s more, the one carrying it was a small girl—wearing a maid uniform of all things. It was Tien.


      The nobles were more shocked by that than the bizarre contraption itself.


      “Another of Nina’s companions...” Tuyledo said to himself. He let out a long sigh.


      Tien let the hunk of iron fall to the ground with a THUD as Astrid, oblivious to Tuyledo’s reaction, walked over and began making final adjustments.


      “This is the magic circle I explained back at the council,” said the society president. No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Myriad and his entourage swooped in to examine the circle that was inscribed large and clear into the roof of the car.


      “You there! Are we picking up any crystals?” Myriad demanded.


      “None, master.”


      “I’ve never seen magical technology like this. These wheels can’t possibly move without mana crystals.”


      His mages used their own magical devices to check this and that. Once they’d run out of problems to check for, Myriad snapped, “Do it, then.”


      “Right away,” Astrid said, smiling. “If you’d just stand back a little... It’s dangerous, you see.”


      The mages silently took a few steps back.


      “Okay... Here we go.” Astrid took hold of a lever on the side of the car and yanked on it. From inside, gears ground into life. Silence fell over the courtyard. The nobles, sensing that something was about to happen, waited with bated breath.


      It only lasted a few seconds, but such a large crowd standing perfectly still created a strange tension in the air.


      “Nothing’s happening, Master Myriad. It was nothing but a farfetched theory, just as we—”


      “Shut up.”


      Myriad’s eyes weren’t on Astrid or the car. He was watching Tuyledo.


      “Oh, my...” the elf breathed. “The spirits are flocking to it. Like children who’ve found a new toy...”


      The bright summer sun made it difficult to make out, and from a distance it was all but imperceptible, but Myriad was too close to miss it—the magic circle began to glow.


      SKREE... SKREEEETCH...


      Ever so slowly, the wheels began to turn, crushing dirt and pebbles beneath them. A tortoise could have outpaced them, but all the same, they were turning.


      “Why, look at that. It moved,” said Matthias XIII. “But it’s dreadfully slow. What’s it supposed to carry at a pace like that?”


      The priests tittered obsequiously, and some of the nobles who overheard them began to mutter.


      “So what, it failed?”


      “I thought we were going to get a show...”


      “I think I’ll head in. This heat is unbearable.”


      With that, most of them left the courtyard.


      But the reaction of the other four sages was quite different.


      They stared, lost for words, until Myriad whispered, “I don’t believe it...”


      Only the sharpest-eared of the nobles heard him say, “This will change the world...”


      The iron wheels turned slowly, but the deep ruts they left in the ground behind them were unmistakable.


      *


      Once they were back in the council chamber, a heated debate erupted—one that quickly left Matthias XIII behind.


      “The significance of moving such a heavy load even in a place with as few spirits as the imperial palace cannot be overstated. The car itself was a rushed job, yes, but a more optimized design should be able to transport heavy cargo with minimal loss of kinetic energy.”


      “Tuyledo?” Victoria gasped in mock astonishment. “Knowing you, I was ready for a lecture about, oh I don’t know, the exploitation of spirits or something.”


      “Well I never. So you can’t see them, eh, Victoria? Those pixies were laughing their little heads off. They’re inquisitive things, the spirits, and this has really piqued their curiosity.”


      “So we have it from the old man and Tuyledo, who can both see spirits, that there’s no problem,” Myriad says. “Which means that this technology is viable. Transporting even large freight will be possible anywhere there are spirits. Laying down rails like the ones used for the Thundergard magical freight trains will address the issue of speed. And most importantly, it doesn’t need a driver, so it can operate day and night.”


      Saint Katsuki chuckled. “Why, I think the master of the Magic Tower is in love.”


      “You know as well as I do what this means, old man. This is a dawn of a new age for magical technology. I want every mage in the Magic Tower working on this, right now.” Myriad was halfway out of his chair, his hands balled into fists, when he suddenly turned to Astrid. “But before that, I have a question for you.”


      “Y-Yes?” Astrid, who hadn’t expected them to take the bait so enthusiastically, was secretly thrilled with the success, but she hadn’t been ready for Myriad to address her directly.


      “Do you know that maid?”


      “Um... Sorry?”


      “The tiny maid with the glasses standing next to Tuyledo. Do you know her?”


      “You mean Nina...?”


      Sweat trickled down Astrid’s brow. She didn’t turn, but her eyes swivelled to meet Nina’s. It wasn’t hard to work out what she was thinking.


      Nina! What happened with you and Lord Myriad?!


      I-I didn’t do anything! I was just as confused when he suddenly started talking to me earlier today!


      Nina shook her head vigorously, but Astrid was still suspicious—no, she was certain that Nina had gotten herself into trouble.


      “I see... You’ve known each other for some time, then.”


      “Um, well, not exactly, we just met the other day—”


      “Was the maid involved in integrating the spirits’ power into your theory?”


      “Huh?!”


      Far from merely being involved, Nina had been crucial to the success of Astrid’s research. Her knowledge—even if it had originally come from Tuyledo—had given her the final piece of the puzzle.


      “Well, well. After that reaction, I think I see how it is, maid.” Myriad glowered at Nina, who quailed.


      Whaaaat?! How what is?! Nina didn’t know what he was talking about, but she was sure that he’d gotten completely the wrong idea.


      “Myriad... Just so we’re clear, I am not giving you Nina,” Tuyledo said, which didn’t help.


      “Mm, she’s such a fascinating little thing, I might just take her home with me,” Victoria drawled, equally unhelpfully.


      Then, without warning, Myriad burst out laughing.


      “Heh... Eh heh heh... MWA HA HA HA HAAAH!”


      Both Tuyledo and Victoria broke off to stare at him. Neither of them had ever heard him laugh before.


      “Oh, this is too good,” Myriad wheezed. He turned to the society president. “Given you submitted this research to the Council of the Sages, I take it you want our opinion on potential applications, correct? Especially after what the old man said earlier.”


      Myriad was talking about Saint Katsuki’s first question, where he’d been dubious over the lack of benefits to the Freja Kingdom. The society president had avoided giving him a straight answer, but that was essentially him saying that he expected the council to work out something clever.


      Now, the president said, “Of course, my lord sage. I believe this revolutionary technology needs to be regulated, and I can think of no authority more suited to that task than the Council of the Sages.”


      Perhaps the Freja Kingdom would lose out on the benefits of the “revolutionary technology,” but it would also escape the tricky responsibility of managing it. This still wasn’t the true reason, of course—Astrid had wanted to present her research at the council for Nina’s sake. But it would do for appearances.


      Myriad nodded. “In that case, we’ll want a few inventors from your society. The Magic Tower will also contribute several mages, including myself, and we shall collaborate on the research.”


      “Y-You, Lord Myriad...?!”


      “What? Is that a problem?”


      “Not in the slightest. I think I’ll volunteer as well, if you’ll take me.”


      “You, President? Not the inventor herself?”


      “Astrid has other exciting research to be getting on with,” the society president said, winking at Astrid. She’d never be able to leave once the collaboration began. And you aren’t ready to stop traveling yet, are you? he asked her silently.


      She was grateful for this, but she didn’t miss the other message in the look he gave her. All right, go off on your travels, but you’d better keep inventing too.


      He wasn’t letting her off easy. She also noted that he’d gotten his participation in the research team recorded in the official council minutes. Now, even if the rest of the society’s board tried to take him to task for not consulting them, he’d be able to shrug and say, “Well, it’s in the minutes of the Council of the Sages. What do you want me to do?” He was clearly champing at the bit to get back to real research.


      “Myriad,” Tuyledo cut in, “I won’t claim to have ever guessed that the spirits would interact with magical technology, but surely it’s a little high-handed for the Magic Tower to seize control of this discovery?”


      “That isn’t what I’m saying Tuyledo. The Magic Tower won’t have full control over it—this is a collaborative research project between us and the Freja Kingdom. Also, since you and the old man are the only ones who can see the spirits, there’ll be work for you too before long.”


      “Eh?”


      “It’ll be up to you to find the best locations to conduct large-scale experiments to assess the applicability of this technology. Although I expect you’ve all already figured out where it’s needed the most, haven’t you?”


      At this, the room fell silent. There were two reasons for this. For Tuyledo, Saint Katsuki, and Victoria, it was silence born of surprise—or rather, of shock. Matthias XIII was simply irritated because he couldn’t keep up with what they’d been blathering about.


      Rather than wait for anyone else, Myriad answered his own question.


      “The Undermaw Autonomous Zone. In a desert that vast, we can conduct as many experiments as we like. What’s more, there’s nothing to get in the way of laying railroad tracks. And once we have a railroad that cuts straight through the desert... Well, the benefits to the surrounding countries will be immeasurable. Sages have racked their brains over the Undermaw problem for centuries—this could put it to rest once and for all.”


      “What...?!” Matthias XIII half jumped to his feet in surprise at Myriad’s words, but he was the only one of the sages to do so. At least he didn’t stand out—his attendants, along with the other high-ranking officials and servants in the council chamber, were equally speechless.


      “I’ll be damned...” Myriad shook his head. “I never guessed when I issued you that challenge that you had such a trick up your sleeve... But even though that means I’ve lost, if anything, I feel a sort of freedom. That’s your true weapon, isn’t it? Your ability to see through to the heart of things.” Myriad smirked at one of the others seated at the table and said, “Isn’t that right, Nina?”


      At this, the other sages also looked at Nina in surprise.


      “M-My lord...?”


      Nina, however, had no idea what he was talking about.


      *


      STOMP. STOMP. STOMP.


      Servants and palace maids scurried to get out of the way and bow their heads as a man came storming down the hallway. One look at his clothes was all it took for them to recognize him as the pope.


      Damn them! Oh, damn them all...!


      Matthias XIII, head of the church, that institution that championed the spirit of love and generosity, was scarlet with rage.


      Damn them! Who do they think they are? Calling themselves ‘sages’ while they prattle on about things I don’t know, all agreeing with each other. The only reason I wasn’t the first one to bring it up is because I didn’t have the same information as them. They just take advantage of the fact that they’ve lived a long time... Oh, damn them!


      He was furious with the others for moving on with the discussion and leaving him totally in the dark. His priests hurried to catch up with him, but Matthias XIII didn’t slow his pace.


      Not to mention that maid! What deal did she strike with Myriad? If she had an idea good enough that even he acknowledged it, she should have told it to me first! I am Pope Matthias XIII! I might just order all the churches across the continent to refuse to perform her funeral rites!


      The spirit of love and charity was very far from his thoughts as he plowed ahead.


      Ugh, I want something to eat. Something sweet. I want something so full of sugar that it’ll make my lips tremble and my head ache. Those maids probably conspired with Myriad to forbid me from eating sweets just to torment me. Yes, that must be it!


      Ciara was the one serving him his meals, but the pope was so beside himself that he forgot how he’d waxed lyrical about the Lorsted maids.


      “Y-Your carriage is waiting, Holy Father!”


      “Hmph.” Matthias XIII followed the priest outside to where the church’s private carriage was parked and climbed aboard. White with gold leaf embellishments, it was, as always, flawless in its dazzling beauty. The sun was beginning to set, and its light had taken on a faint crimson hue. Although it was stiflingly hot outside, magical devices kept the air inside the carriage cool.


      “Ahh...” Now that he was alone, the pope could finally relax. His carriage set off, heading toward the palace gates. His destination was the enormous float commissioned by Count Oolonteil. He hadn’t been supposed to do more than lend the count the Holy Chalice, but when the break rolled around he’d wanted to get out of the council chamber, so he decided that going to perform the lending ceremony himself would make for a good diversion. It would take longer than the time allotted for the break, but at this stage he was past caring if he held up the council.


      During the break, the other four sages and their entourages stayed in the council chamber. While Tuyledo gazed out at the view from the balcony, Saint Katsuki went over to him.


      “What’s caught your eye, Tuyledo?”


      “Oh, Saint Katsuki.” Tuyledo looked up. “I was simply admiring the city of Thundergard.”


      “Well isn’t this unusual? I thought you couldn’t stand it when cities get too built up. You’re the one always going on about embracing nature, aren’t you?”


      “Speaking of unusual, I notice you came without a charming lady on your arm.”


      “Even a hearty drinker sometimes grows tired of salty snacks and craves something sweet. Nothing strange about that.”


      “Am I your palate cleanser, then?” Tuyledo twisted his mouth in a wry smile, but his perfect features made even that look charming.


      Saint Katsuki, however, had absolutely zero interest in men. He moved to stand beside him and said, “You’ve made quite a find.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Don’t play the fool. I mean the maid. Do you plan on keeping the council going the full ten days?”


      “And what if I said I do?”


      “That won’t do. Have you forgotten why we’re here?”


      “The research submitted by the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society has already made this council a greater success than running for the full ten days could.”


      “Tell me about it... It’s put us in a real pickle.”


      “Myriad is entirely captivated.”


      “We may need to have a word with the Magic Tower.”


      “As if he would listen to anything we have to say. Myriad is single-minded—for better or for worse.”


      “Then what do you propose? You’re the one who brought the maid into this.”


      “And apparently even you couldn’t help but meddle.”


      Saint Katsuki grumbled in frustration. He had written that poem on the wall. Nina’s earnest dedication had touched his heart and made him want to give her a little hint. That was all. He’d never imagined that she would deliver such a bombshell.


      The look on Saint Katsuki’s face was immensely satisfying to Tuyledo. That’d teach the old man to write poems reading into his innermost thoughts.


      “I myself didn’t realize how extraordinary Nina really is. Of course, I would have been happy if I’d just gotten to drink her excellent tea... Well, as a compromise, what if we push back the next council to ten...no, let’s say fifteen years from now?”


      “Twenty years. I won’t go any lower.”


      “The Crecente Kingdom won’t be happy about that. They’re set to host the next council, but the king is already fifty-five. He might not be alive in twenty years.”


      “Then you’ll have to talk him around.”


      Tuyledo raised his hands in exasperation, then said, “Saint Katsuki, what do you think about asking Victoria to join us?”


      “I’d entertain the possibility, but she’s still too young. Let’s revisit the idea in a century or so.”


      “Next to you, we’re all young,” Tuyledo said, then paused. “Hm? Do you see that?”


      The two of them happened to be facing east, and the shadows cast by the buildings were lengthening. In the fading daylight, they saw the pope’s carriage crossing the moat.


      “Don’t tell me the silly boy is trying to end the council?” Saint Katsuki assumed that Matthias XIII had walked out on the Council of the Sages, but Tuyledo shook his head.


      “No, I don’t think so. That’s a float over there. I think a noble is waiting for him.”


      The pope’s carriage came to a stop just on the other side of the moat, where the float was parked. It was built in the unusual image of a two-headed fox, but it was the size that really stood out—it was as tall as a three-story mansion and made the people around it look as small as ants. The fox was coated in gold leaf and embedded here and there with lustrous gemstones, but apart from the gilt, at a glance, it looked quite plain.


      “Isn’t the two-headed fox Count Oolonteil’s coat of arms?”


      “I believe so... I don’t like the stories I’ve heard about him. I wonder how he and the pope are connected.”


      “He probably just asked for a blessing before the parade or something of that nature. It’s the kind of display of power that people with money and titles love.”


      As Matthias XIII stepped down from his carriage, a cheer went up from the crowd.


      “So this is what our young pope has been scheming... He’d do better to use his time to read a book or two.”


      “You ought not to be so harsh on him. After all, if the break goes over time, it’ll slow down the council’s progress.”


      “In this case, it’ll do about as much good as trying to push back the tide.”


      Tuyledo chuckled. “There never has and never will be an organization to rival the church in size. I imagine that in order to keep it in line, one has to go along with this sort of song and dance. Personally, I take no issue with it.”


      Saint Katsuki pondered this for a moment, then said, “Perhaps it has grown too large.”


      “People crave authority, that’s all. Thundergard is a vast city, but for all the prosperity they enjoy, the people still cheer for the pope when he appears before them. It was probably the same back when this was just a village of ten houses. It isn’t related to size.”


      “In other words, nothing would change if another church emerged to replace the Old Orthodox Church and the Holy Western Church?”


      “Well, nothing changed when the Holy Western Church was established, did it? The increased number of interpretations complicated the theological debate, that’s all. It’s not as though a war broke out over a new god or something.”


      “Hmm...” Saint Katsuki stroked his beard. His eyes were fixed on the distant figures of Matthias XIII and Count Oolonteil as they slowly ascended a makeshift staircase that led to a stage perched atop the fox’s back. It was roughly three meters square and surrounded by a railing.


      Count Oolonteil knelt, then the pope spread his arms wide and began to speak. From the balcony, even the cheering crowd was barely audible, so they couldn’t make out what he was saying.


      “Eh...?” Although the deepening dusk was making it harder to see clearly, Saint Katsuki let out a low noise of surprise as Matthias XIII held something up. “Tuyledo, can you see what he’s holding? I have a feeling that’s the Holy Chalice.”


      “It does appear to be.”


      Saint Katsuki let out a drawn-out sigh. “The damn fool. The last one wasn’t exactly bright, but it looks like this one’s even stupider.”


      He turned his back on Tuyledo and strode back inside. Count Oolonteil, having received the Holy Chalice from Matthias XIII, rose and held it above his head for the crowd to see. The cheers grew even louder.


      *


      This is a disgrace, Knight Commander Grinch thought. He’d have liked to shout, “You’re a damn disgrace!” out loud, but he had his position as a noble to consider. Besides, as he towered over even the burly, well-built knights under his command, he would probably have terrified any ordinary person into a dead faint if he’d let such language slip out. It was his good sense—not to mention the weight of his title of count—that made him keep his mouth shut.


      “K-Knight Commander!” his deputy stammered. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”


      “Eh? Did I say that out loud?”


      “Y-Yes, my lord... You said, ‘I’d introduce that beak of yours to my fist if I could, you Oolonteil or oolong tea or whatever they call you. You’re a damn disgrace!’”


      Apparently, he’d said every word. But then, he had good reason to be angry. Just minutes earlier, after the pope had finished his little performance up on top of the float, one of Count Oolonteil’s people had come along with an announcement: The magical-nullifying barrier that surrounded the exterior of the palace was to be lifted until the count’s float had finished its parade.


      In a city like Thundergard, where magical devices were ubiquitous, the impact of a magical barrier was substantial, as it nullified not only magical technology but also every form of magic. The whole point of it was to protect the nobles who were fool enough to ride atop their own floats, which was a not insignificant number of them. About one in three, in fact. They nearly all came to Commander Grinch, the head of security, saying, “Come on, turn off the barrier. Just a little bit. My float’s going to be so boring without magical devices!” They even tried to slip him bribes.


      It was insulting in the extreme. A threatening look was usually enough to make such scoundrels clear off quickly, but not Count Oolonteil. He’d taken it one step further—instead of going through the rigmarole of asking for permission, he’d simply turned off the barrier himself. Commander Grinch had of course kept the name of the dealer where the barrier device had been purchased a secret, because he knew what nobles were like—when they found him uncooperative, they’d simply threaten the dealer.


      Unfortunately, Count Oolonteil’s investigative capabilities were beyond anything he’d anticipated. It was energy that one wished he’d put to the good of the empire... But it was no use thinking about that.


      Grinch cursed under his breath. “It’s too late to do anything now.”


      After the barrier devices were turned off, it took an hour or two to get them running again. Count Oolonteil’s float was already on the move.


      “Should we order him to stop?” the deputy commander asked.


      “Don’t be a fool. Do you want an all-out war with the Oolonteil house?”


      “Th-That’s a little dramatic, isn’t it, my lord...? After all, he’s at fault here.”


      “Mark my words, if we tried it, he’d stand up in front of that crowd and demand a duel to wash away the stain upon his house’s honor.”


      Nobles went to great lengths to protect their reputations, and the laws of the empire supported them in it. The right to challenge anyone who dishonored them to a duel was one example. Naturally, none of the heads of the noble houses ever fought the duels themselves; they nominated someone to fight for them. Count Oolonteil would probably use his wealth to bring in the sort of master fighter that even Commander Grinch couldn’t be sure of besting.


      The deputy commander swallowed nervously. If they lost the duel, Count Oolonteil would take it as an excuse to go on the warpath. His power only made him more vindictive, and the deputy could already imagine the way he’d persist until he’d seen his adversary ruined and stripped of all rank and title. The count had considered all this—that was why he’d brazenly turned off the barrier.


      The pope had gone, leaving Count Oolonteil alone on the float. As twilight gathered, the two-headed fox suddenly blazed with light. The ordinary-looking gemstones embedded in it were in fact mana crystals hooked up to a magical circuit that lit them up in all the colors of the rainbow. They shone an order of magnitude brighter than the other floats which had been illuminated by flames alone. Infuriatingly, the count’s disabling of the barrier appeared to be working perfectly.


      An awe-inspired gasp rose up from the crowd. They were too delighted by the spectacle to be uneasy about the use of magical technology. As the float began to move, Commander Grinch mounted his horse and went after it. It moved slowly, only a little faster than walking pace, but unlike the other floats, it wasn’t drawn along by horses. There had to be a magical engine inside the two-headed fox that made its wheels turn, and a technician would be riding inside with it.


      “All we can do now is pray that nothing happens,” Grinch muttered. His deputy followed him, looking doubtful.


      As the float advanced, the crowd cheered loudly for the count. He raised both hands to the skies, as though he were the Yupiter emperor.




      Amid the throng of people stood a young man in a threadbare religious habit—the same young man that Matthias XIII had dismissed from his attendants. He’d watched avidly as the pope bestowed his blessing upon the count.


      “Holy Father... What a relief it is to see you well...” he whispered. His faith in the gods and his reverence for the head of his church were so strong that he prayed for the health of the very man who’d fired him. Then—


      “I-Is that the Holy Chalice?!” He nearly went down on his knees on the spot when he saw what the pope was holding out to the count, prompting someone to grumble that he was in the way. “Oh, what a blessed day this is... The final float will bring His Holiness’s glory to all the people of Thundergard.”


      His enthusiasm over the loan of the Holy Chalice was more fervent than anything even Matthias XIII had imagined. He set off for the edge of the crowd, where there were fewer people. He wanted the best view of the float—or rather, the Holy Chalice—as it was seared into the memories of the people. He had to walk quickly, even breaking into a jog from time to time, but the joyous expression on his face never faltered. Hearing the jubilant cheers of the crowd, he said to himself, “I know, I know. His Holiness is glorious...”


      It wasn’t actually the Holy Chalice they were cheering for, and the farther he got from the main gate to the imperial palace, the fewer people there were who’d even realized that it was the pope who’d handed over the Holy Chalice. At fifty meters away, it was doubtful that any of them even realized what it was.


      Still, the young man believed that it was the pope’s magnificence which had enraptured everyone. That, he didn’t doubt for a moment.




      Not everyone was looking up at the float with such warm feelings.


      “Oy, here he comes.”


      “What a joke. He’s not worth nothin’. It’s just ’cause his daddy was a noble that he acts like he’s all that.”


      “Let him. Today’s the day he faces judgment.”


      “Right, yeah... This is judgment.”


      The men nodded to each other under cover of darkness. Then, a young man among them said, “Let’s begin.” His clothes were well-made—the sort of thing a nobleman might wear—but now they were tattered and grimy.


      Without a word, the men got moving.


      “I doubt any of us will meet again when all this is over. Not in this life,” said the young man—Nolan. He slung a heavy-looking pack on his back, and started walking.




      The cheers from the crowd mounted still further as Count Oolonteil’s float reached the city square that lay along the parade route. The lights on the two-headed fox began to flash like a festive light display, and now that the sun had set and the sky was dark, it seemed to shine brighter than ever. When he held the Holy Chalice aloft, the magic device within it activated. Heavenly light blossomed from the chalice itself and formed a shaft that stretched up into the sky, enveloping him in its glow.


      An earthshaking roar rose up from the crowd. It was as though a legendary hero had appeared before them. Even the parades to celebrate the military’s triumphs paled in comparison to this.


      The young man in the religious habit watched, enraptured. He spent every day trying to spread the glory of the church, so the sight of all those people bathed in the light of the Holy Chalice seemed wonderful to him. He could already imagine the churches the next day, packed with people.


      But just as the light reached its zenith, something happened. With a WHOOSH, a black bundle went soaring through the air toward the float.


      A moment later, there was a sudden flash—


      *


      It was the break hour for the council, but Tuyledo had told Nina he didn’t need any tea that day, so she rushed back to the maid dormitory. Along the way, she looked over and realized Tien was at her side. The other girl had probably been watching over her secretly the whole time.


      “Astrid!” Nina cried as she burst into the room.


      “Well hey, Nina. Big day, huh?”


      “What was all that earli— Emily?!”


      Emily lay sprawled on her bed. Come to think of it, she’d been lying on that bench earlier too.


      “I’m...just having a quick...lie down...”


      “W-Would someone please explain what’s going on?!”


      “It’s quite a novelty to see you so worked up, Nina,” Astrid said, laughing.


      “Well... That’s... I’m not around any guests right now.”


      “Does that make us family, then? Great!” Astrid smiled, clearly pleased.


      “Astrid, you’re not listening! You gave me a real shock back there!”


      “C’mon, Astrid...” Emily said weakly. “Hurry up and tell her already...”


      With that, Astrid at last relented and told Nina the full story, from the nobles who were after her, to how she’d gotten in touch with the inventors’ society president in order to distract them, to how she’d convinced the president to join her in making their presentation to the Council of the Sages.


      “You did all that...for me...?”


      “Whoa there, don’t go looking so unhappy. Honestly, I didn’t realize my invention had made such a splash back in the Freja Kingdom. And when the previous president of the inventors’ society told the current one about you, he said he was more than happy to lend a hand.”


      Nina said nothing. Her hands were clenched tight in the folds of her skirt.


      “Nina,” Tien said, “at times like this, you should say ‘thank you.’”


      “Exactly. Y’know it’s bad when even Tien starts giving you advice,” Emily called over.


      “What is that supposed to mean?” Tien said. “Chi thinks you are forgetting who it was that carried you back here.”


      “Gah! Um, k-kidding! Just kidding! I don’t know where I’d be without you, Tien.”


      Watching Emily panic as she lay there on the bed, Nina couldn’t help but laugh.


      “Thank you... All of you,” she said. “I’m so lucky to have you at my side!”


      Astrid, Tien, and Emily all smiled. Nina was reminded once again what good people they were—and how lucky she was to be traveling with them.


      “Anyway, Astrid...” Emily said. “Did you achieve what you were trying to do?”


      Astrid nodded. “Of course I did. Right about now there are probably dozens of noble servants lining up outside the society president’s door. Maybe even hundreds.”


      “While the one who put him up to it hides out here...”


      “Don’t be like that,” Astrid pouted. “There’s a right person for every job. I doubt that any of those illustrious nobles actually understand the significance of our experiment, but I bet a few noticed how the sages reacted. As for Duke Werther and Count Mirkwood, you could practically see the gold coins in their eyes. They seem like the types to jump at anything they can use to their advantage. That’s why we can’t risk them getting anywhere near Nina.”


      “Nice one...” Emily didn’t sit up, but raised an arm to give Astrid a thumbs up.


      “Erm... That’s all very well, but I still don’t understand why Emily is so worn out...” Nina said.


      “Ah, she really went to town with her magic earlier.”


      “She did...?”


      “With magical technology, a theory will always only be a theory no matter how well you explain it. I wasn’t sure if words would be enough to convince the sages, so I thought it’d be better to show them real proof. The thing is, there’s basically no untouched nature left in the palace, so I didn’t know if there’d be enough spirits around. I talked to Tomus, and he told me that there were some trees in the gardens that were thriving.”


      “Then I went in and used magic to have the trees move out of the way, and to level the ground...”


      “You should have seen it—Emily was incredible. Tomus looked like his eyes were going to pop out of his head. Said he’d never seen a mage handle plants so carefully.”


      “Yeah, and it totally wiped me out...”


      “That is because you have no stamina,” Tien said, so bluntly that Emily let out a wail and began to cry. Nina went over to pat her head.


      “Actually, I had a question for you, Nina,” Astrid said. “Do you mind?”


      “Not at all. What is it?”


      “What exactly went down between you and Lord Myriad?”


      Emily and Tien both snapped to attention.


      “Ninaaaaaa,” Emily groaned. “How many times have we been over this? What’ve you done now?!”


      “Chi knew you would show him.”


      While Emily glared reproachfully at Nina, Tien, for some reason, looked smug.


      “I-I really don’t know what he meant,” Nina said desperately. “Oh, except that he did talk to me earlier today. He said he wanted me to come up with an idea to resolve the problem of the Undermaw Autonomous Zone.”


      “Huh? He said what now?”


      “Chi does not understand either.”


      Only Astrid froze at Nina’s words. “Th-The Undermaw?!” she repeated. “I see... So that’s why Lord Myriad brought it up. Of course... I’m Nina’s friend, so from his perspective, it makes sense to assume Nina brought me in.”


      “Huh?” Emily was nonplussed. “Astrid, what are you on about?”


      “The Undermaw Autonomous Zone is a massive swathe of desert. It has no value to anyone, and it’s uninhabitable, so it’s been left alone for centuries. I didn’t know it had the sages’s attention... Anyway, the point is, Lord Myriad must be thinking of using my invention to build a vast rail network that crosses the desert.”


      “A rail network...” Emily turned over the idea in her mind. In fact, it was the same idea she’d arrived at after listening to Astrid and the society president—though with her knowledge of modern Japan, she’d had a much shorter journey to get there than Myriad.


      “If such a thing could be achieved, the northern lands won’t be so starved for supplies,” Astrid went on. “And in turn, the rare herbs that only grow in the north will become widely available. Commerce between east and west will pick up too.”


      “Hmm... Interesting...”


      “Emily? Do you have something to add?”


      “Who, me? Oh, no, just that it sounds great.”


      “‘Great’ doesn’t even begin to do this justice!”


      “I mean, it doesn’t matter what I think, does it? It’s not like we’re gonna be building it.”


      “W-Well, all right, it’s not the sort of thing that can be built in a year or two... Hmm... But then, who knows? If there’s one thing we need to worry about, it’s probably Lord Myriad. He’ll have his eye on Nina now that she’s gone and solved his impossible challenge.”


      “That’s a big problem!” Emily was on her feet in a flash. A potential railway was amazing and all, but it was nothing to do with her. Nina was a different story.


      “Not another guy after Nina! Right, it’s time we wrapped this gig up and got far, far away from here. We can head west. The Magic Tower’s in the north.”


      “You are always trying to keep Nina all for yourself,” Tien said.


      “You sure sound casual about all this. Let me remind you that I’m a mage and Astrid’s an inventor, and you’re neither—if Nina gets carried off to the Magic Tower, we can go with her while you’re gonna be left behind.”


      “We should get on the road. West sounds good.” Tien changed tracks without missing a beat.


      There have been so many challenges, but nothing we couldn’t overcome. And that’s because the four of us were together, Nina thought.


      But just as she did so, a shout came from below. “Hey, Nina!”


      She looked out the window and, though the fading light of dusk made it hard to see, she just made out Roy. Of course he’d had to shout from outside—he wasn’t allowed into the dormitory beyond the kitchens. Even this might get him a telling off from the housekeeper later.


      “Oh, bother,” Nina said, then called down to Roy, “I lost track of the time! I’ll be right there!”


      Roy was helping her prepare the sages’ dinners, but he had to leave the palace by sunset, just like everyone who didn’t have leave to remain. He must have noticed that it was getting dark and came to get her. Or so Nina thought at first.


      “It’s not that! No, well, there’s that too, but this isn’t about that!”


      While Nina was still trying to make sense of this, he went on. “Something’s wrong! There’s a big commotion outside the palace, and the knights all went rushing out!”


      “What...?”


      A commotion—and one serious enough that the knights had been called out—was bad news. Right now, the city was full of nobles from both Yupiter and abroad. If swords came out, the whole capital could be plunged into chaos.


      Astrid turned to the others. “Emily, Tien.”


      “Got it. We’ll go check it out.”


      “We are on it.”


      Emily was already out of bed and dressed in her adventuring gear, ready to go. Tien was still in a maid uniform, but that wouldn’t slow her down.


      “Emily, don’t you still need to rest...?”


      “That lie down was enough to get back a good chunk of mana. And worst case, Tien can give me a piggyback ride.”


      Tien nodded emphatically.


      “You should take care too, Nina. After all the hard work you’ve done to keep the Council of the Sages going, it’d really suck if whatever’s going on out there ended it.”


      “Y-Yes, of course.”


      “You two stay safe,” Astrid told Emily and Tien.


      “Safety’s my middle— Huh? Tien?!” Tien scooped Emily up in her arms, then leaped out the window. The others could just make out Emily’s plaintive wail as Tien landed lightly on the ground, then pulled her away.


      “D-Do you think she’s all right...?” Nina said doubtfully.


      “Um. Probably...? But don’t worry about that, Nina. You’ve got to go get dinner ready.”


      Nina hesitated. “Astrid... If you find out what happened, would you please let me know?”


      “Sure thing. I bet the sages will want to know too. I’ll ask some of the nobles with looser lips. After going to all those parties, I’ve made a name for myself as an inventor in noble circles. You just focus on being a maid, Nina.”


      “All right!”


      Nina and Astrid both set off.


      *


      The guards charged with managing the crowds stood at a distance of about thirty meters from the float. Knights on horseback rode in the gap, keeping pace with it. They were all the product of Commander Grinch’s rigorous training, and no one could have doubted their dependability. Unfortunately, they were helpless to deal with an attack from above.


      Something came hurtling through the air, heading for Count Oolonteil’s float. It looked like a small mail package—but no one could have mistaken this for a postal delivery.


      Commander Grinch, who was about fifty meters to the rear of the float, roared, “STOP IT!!!” But he’d chosen the worst possible moment. The knights in front of him had pointed their horses toward the crowd, so they couldn’t immediately turn back when the bundle flew over their heads.


      The Holy Chalice only made things worse. It had just emitted a blinding flash of light, and none of the other knights were deft enough to close one eye to it as Grinch had, preventing that pupil from contracting so that when he reopened it after the light had faded, he could still see through the darkness. In other words, by the time everyone but Commander Grinch noticed the small bundle flying toward them, it was too late.


      BOOM.


      Everyone felt the shock in their gut as it made impact. Orange flames erupted from the snout of the left fox head, almost as if it were breathing fire. The crowd cheered, thinking it was part of the show—but it soon became clear that it wasn’t. Half the fox’s face was charred black, dripping melted gold leaf, and the count whom it represented had slumped to the floor of his stage.


      “WE ARE UNDER ATTACK! ALL HANDS, PREPARE FOR BATTLE!” Commander Grinch’s booming voice was so loud that it carried even over the cheers from the crowd.


      “INCOMING!”


      He could see small shapes, dozens of them, hurtling through the night sky. They were magic bombs.


      Such magical devices were easy to make. All you had to do was prime them and set the time until detonation. The expense of the mana crystals that they used as catalysts made mass production unfeasible, but anyone could make enough to blow up just one person. Stopping that from happening was the whole point of the magic-nullifying barrier. So long as the magical technology was inactive, they couldn’t detonate.


      “Above you! Shoot them down!” Commander Grinch urged his horse forward, falling in smoothly beside the float. If it’d been just one bomb, he’d have assumed it was a thrill-seeker, or a malcontent looking to ruin the empress’s celebration. But with more and more bombs flying toward the float, he could only conclude that Count Oolonteil himself was the target. Whatever Grinch thought of the man’s character, he had to protect him. That was his duty as a knight.


      BOOM. KA-BOOM. BOOOOM.


      One bomb after another detonated. The knights hadn’t managed to bring them all down. Some struck the float directly, causing part of the fox’s body to cave in and throwing off Commander Grinch, who had been clambering up to the top.


      “Gaaah! What’s going on?! Help meeee!” The technician operating the float from inside came bursting out, then immediately fled.


      All the knights were barking orders in a frenzy—“Guards, detain that suspect!” “Evacuate the civilians!”—while the crowd simply watched on in confusion.


      “What the...?”


      “What’s going on up there?”


      “Is the parade over?”


      “Hey, that guy’s hurt.”


      The street around the float was pitted and cracked, and black smoke was rising. That was when the crowd saw the knights lying bleeding on the ground.


      “Aaaaagh!”


      “Run! Everybody run!”


      “It’s an enemy attack!”


      “What the hell is going on?!”


      What followed was utter chaos. Some tried to flee, while others stood frozen in confusion. Some were crushed by the surging crowd, or thrown to the ground; some trampled others in their rush to escape. People were crying, screaming, shouting in rage.


      Commander Grinch cursed, then shouted up at the float, “Count Oolonteil! Are you safe?!”


      He saw the count raise a shaking arm to grab the railing and pull himself up.


      “Commander...? What’s going on?”


      “It’s a terrorist attack. Can you get down?”


      “N-No... My legs won’t move.”


      “You’re hurt?!”


      Count Oolonteil was an old man. A serious injury to his legs could easily be the death of him.


      “It’s not that... Th-They just won’t stop shaking...”


      Commander Grinch let out a sigh of relief. That he could handle.


      “I’m coming up to you. Stay where you—”


      His final words were drowned out as another magic bomb detonated behind him.


      These attackers have poor accuracy... Are there only a few of them? Or maybe they’re trying to confirm whether Count Oolonteil is dead. They must’ve known in advance the count was going to disable the barrier—that first bomb was just to make sure they were correct!


      He felt like groaning in frustration. Just as Count Oolonteil had tracked down the supplier of the magic-nullifying barrier, someone else had worked out that he was doing it.


      The third wave of bombs has been sporadic because they’re priming them as they go. But the magic circle for it is extremely basic—they must not be professional soldiers.


      Judging that the attackers didn’t have the skill to target him precisely, Grinch once again began to clamber up the side of the float until he reached the count’s stage. He stood up, then cursed quietly. From the float, he had a clear view of the whole scene, from the panicking crowd to the guards forcing their way through in search of the criminals. The knights were so preoccupied with the incoming bombs that they’d left their wounded comrades lying in the street.


      Heaven help us, he thought. The casualties would only rise as the chaos spread.


      BOOM.


      Another bomb went off, this time hitting a nearby building that housed some sort of government office. As stonework rained down from above, the panic of the crowd only mounted. Even minor damage to a building drew a lot of attention. No one could keep calm while they were afraid that a wall might come down on their head.


      The terrorists had thought this through. They might not be professional soldiers, but this wasn’t just an outburst of frustration. They’d carefully planned the best way to throw the parade into chaos.


      “Commander, what are you doing?! Hurry up and get me out of here!” Count Oolonteil shouted. Grinch dragged his attention away from the scene below.


      “I know, I know.” As a knight, his priority was Count Oolonteil’s rescue. He knew what to do, and he didn’t hesitate. The thin old man was as light as he’d expected as he picked him up. As he considered the boundless vanity and dizzying ambition contained in that frail body, he reflected that people were terrifying creatures.


      “I’m going to jump,” he said.


      “What? No, wait! We can’t leave the Holy— Gaaaah!”


      Commander Grinch, who’d spotted another bomb coming right at them, had already sprung into the air. His movement was heavy and powerful, nothing at all like Tien, but he landed cleanly with the count safe in his arms. From behind them came the roar of an explosion—another bomb had detonated, rocking the float. Count Oolonteil had fainted from shock.


      “Hah... First he was spooked by the bombs, then the jump finished the job, huh?” He chuckled to himself, not noticing the strange, creaking sound coming from the float behind him.


      *


      News of the disturbance had also reached the Council of the Sages. Or rather, it reached the empress, who had at last graced the council with her presence. After hearing that the Royal Freja Inventors’ Society had made a remarkable presentation, she’d finally managed to clear her schedule. News of trouble at the parade had to be brought to her, and from there, it couldn’t help but spread to the sages.


      “Count Oolonteil’s parade...?!” The most shocked of all was Matthias XIII. The count’s name was fresh in his mind, given he’d just given the man his blessing, not to mention appeared in front of the crowd himself.


      “Your Majesty, we should be able to see the disturbance from the north balcony,” Tuyledo said. “I suggest we pause the council and go to see it for ourselves.”


      “Thank you, Sage Tuyledo. Let us go to the balcony, then.”


      A number of ministers had accompanied the empress to the council chamber, and along with the sages and their entourages, the high-ranking officials, and the servants, they formed a sizable procession as they all filed out onto the balcony.


      “Lord Tuyledo!”


      “Nina? Is everything all right?”


      Nina, who’d just arrived at the council chamber, seized the opportunity to speak to Tuyledo.


      “I heard there was a commotion outside the palace...”


      “Hmm... If the news has reached you too, it must be spreading fast within the palace—” He broke off as the people who’d already stepped out onto the balcony began to exclaim.


      “Oh, my...”


      “Was that an explosion?”


      “What’s going on over there?”


      Tuyledo and Nina hurried out. Flames were rising from several places on the other side of the moat.


      “Is that part of the show?” Victoria said. “The crowd looks rather out of hand... Tuyledo, dear, you know a spell to see things far off, don’t you? Have a quick look for us, would you?”


      Tuyledo nodded. “O all-illuminating spirits of light.”


      Several of the officials who heard him gasped. Nina didn’t know this, but compared to the spirits of the four great elements—fire, earth, water, and wind—the spirits of light and darkness were notoriously difficult to control. There were very few spells that could command them.


      “That which I would see lies yonder. Make thy radiance a flood that I may perceive it with my waking eyes.”


      An oval window of light about five meters wide formed in the air in front of the balcony. The image it projected was a little blurry, but it showed the scene unfolding on the street outside the palace. There was no one on the float, and flames were rising from where a magical bomb had just struck nearby.


      “A terrorist attack...?”


      “I think so, Your Majesty. There are knights on the ground, so I’m sure they’ll have things under control soon.”


      Both the empress’s and the foreign secretary’s voices were a little higher than usual. This exchange was for show. They were telling the others that yes, there’d been some trouble, but it would be taken care of.


      Matthias XIII alone was highly agitated. He could clearly see the golden Holy Chalice atop the float. It had activated properly and was shining brightly. Yet Count Oolonteil, the man he’d lent it to, was nowhere to be seen.


      “Hey, you,” he hissed at one of his priests. “Isn’t there anything to eat in here? Get me something sweet.”


      The priest stared at him. “H-Holy Father, this is hardly the time for snacks...”


      He then noticed how Matthias XIII’s eyes were glued to the magical window, and the sweat beading on his brow.


      The ministers were also discussing the scene.


      “I thought there was supposed to be a magic-nullifying barrier.”


      “Look at Count Oolonteil’s float. There’s got to be some magical technology on that.”


      “I never saw anything so tasteless.”


      They didn’t bother to be tactful, despite the fact that the count was a victim of the attack, which just went to show how many enemies he’d made.


      “Eh? Look, the float’s moving,” said Saint Katsuki. He was right. The float was slowly advancing. Perhaps the engine was malfunctioning, or maybe the shock of the explosions had broken it.


      “That’s not good,” Tuyledo said. “There are still people in its path who haven’t escaped.”


      At that, Nina felt her heart skip a beat. The float was picking up speed.


      “Hey, there’s something shining up on top of it,” one of the officials said.


      “You’re right. Wait... Isn’t that the Holy Chalice?!”


      Matthias XIII’s whole face glistened with sweat.


      “The Holy Chalice? What are they talking about?” The empress turned to him questioningly.


      “W-Well, Your Majesty, the thing is...” he stammered. “Count Oolonteil insisted. He said he couldn’t do without it. It was only temporary, and he swore he’d take the utmost care so the church, um, most reluctantly...” He trailed off into inaudible mumbling.


      “It’s going to look very bad if a float carrying a symbol of the church goes running out of control through the streets...” muttered the foreign secretary.


      This was exactly what Matthias XIII was afraid of. What if the Holy Chalice killed a citizen? It’d be the worst disaster in the history of the church. In fact, it wouldn’t even need to kill anyone. An accident of this scale alone was enough to throw the church into a crisis.


      Matthias XIII’s vision flickered. He didn’t want to watch the scene unfolding before him, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Slowly but surely, the float picked up speed. It was already moving at the pace of a brisk walk. That float was now, without question, counting down the minutes to Matthias XIII’s doom.




      The young man stood staring in blank shock.


      What in heaven’s name was going on, here in the presence of the church’s Holy Chalice no less? Why was everyone panicking? Not only had no one fallen to their knees at the sight of the divine light of the chalice, they were fleeing explosions!


      “Oy, you’re in the way! Move it!” Someone shoved the young man. He staggered, but his eyes never wavered from the float. The Holy Chalice had to be up there, but Count Oolonteil, who’d been holding it, was nowhere to be seen. Had he crouched down?


      Just then, a giant of a man was clambering up to the top of the float, and the young man breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it was Commander Grinch. But his relief was short-lived: Grinch rescued Count Oolonteil, but the count’s hands were empty. Where was the chalice? Surely he wouldn’t have left it behind? That would mean—


      “B-but the chalice is the church...! It is the symbol of the holy father, the glory of the church made manifest!”


      There was no one around to hear his horrified cry. When the float rattled into motion, the crowd had screamed and fled.


      He had to be sure. The chalice couldn’t have been left behind, but if it had, that would constitute sacrilege—if not a challenge to the gods. There could be no forgiveness for such a sin.


      Above all, if the chalice had been forsaken...then someone had to go and rescue it.


      “Y-You there!” shouted a guard. “Where do you think you’re going! You’ll get yourself killed!”


      But the young man kept running. He was heading straight toward the float.


      One of the fox’s two heads had come off, and spouts of flame were shooting up along its body. One look at the dreadful spectacle would have set a child bawling, but the young man barely even registered it. As the float barrelled toward him, he circled around to one side, then reached out to grab a protruding section of the frame.


      “Gah!”


      His hand sizzled on contact. “Hot” didn’t begin to describe the sensation.


      “AAAAGH!!!” The young man screamed at the top of his lungs, but he didn’t let go.


      If I abandon the chalice, how can I ever face the pope, the upholder of our holy teachings, let alone the senior priests, or any of our church’s faithful!


      There was a species of madness in the young man’s bloodshot eyes. But he acted with total purity of intention, driven by a single, unclouded conviction that he must defend the teachings and dignity of the great servants of the church who had come before him.


      He reached next for one of the reinforced plates that the magical bombs had ripped open. The steel cut into his fingers, but that was nothing to him.


      “The Holy Chalice! Is it safe?!” he called out, without even knowing who he was asking. Then, as he braced his hands and feet and heaved himself up, he saw it. The chalice shone with the radiance of a thousand years of wisdom distilled into a holy teaching.




      “Oh! Someone’s climbing up the float!”


      At those words, Matthias XIII started. Tuyledo’s spell showed the float advancing over the bomb-pitted ground, and there, scrambling desperately up its flank, was a figure. It was difficult to make out any detail, but he was unmistakably wearing a church habit.


      “Is that...a monk...?”


      The figure made it up to the stage, picked up the chalice, and clutched it to his chest like a parent embracing a lost child. He then fell to his knees, shaking. Everyone knew at a glance that he was sobbing. For a moment, the sight of the figure overcome by emotion left everyone on the balcony speechless.


      With the chalice clasped protectively in his hands, the young man clambered over the railing, then—as though he didn’t care what happened to him—he jumped. He hit the ground awkwardly, but he kept his arms wrapped around the Holy Chalice, shielding it from all harm.


      Matthias XIII and all his attendant priests had the same thought: We’re saved. The young man’s selfless act had protected the church’s honor.


      “That man...” Nina said. “Wasn’t he one of His Holiness’s attendants?”


      Almost everyone there heard her—Matthias XIII included.


      “She’s right, Your Holiness,” said one of the priests. “Look at him—tall and thin, with wavy blond hair. I’m sure Your Holiness recognizes him.”


      Privately, he was cheering for the young man. The church had been saved! He even thought the boy ought to be reinstated as one of the pope’s attendants. Among them, he was the only one who hadn’t turned a blind eye to the pope’s overeating—the only one who had dared to confront the pope to his face—and in return, he earned the pope’s displeasure and had been dismissed for it. None of the other priests had been able to watch it happen without feeling a pang of guilt.


      “Oh, right... The one I dismissed?” Matthias XIII said.


      “Yes, Holy Father, exactly!” the priest said excitedly. If this got the young man his position back, everything would be smoothed—


      “He has distinguished himself. Perhaps I shall reconsider his dismissal. What was his name again?”


      “Wh-What...?”


      “His name, I said!”


      The priest was lost for words. The young man had served at Matthias XIII’s side since the days when the last pope was still alive. He’d often been called on to take care of the pope, so Matthias XIII must have been pleased enough with him. Yet he didn’t even know the young man’s name...


      “His name is Talfoot, Holy Father.”


      “Oh? Well, tell him he can come back and serve me again.”


      “V-Very well...”


      The priest felt like he’d swallowed a ball of lead. There was no need to tell Talfoot that the pope hadn’t known his name. Though admittedly, he doubted it would have diminished the young man’s devotion to the church or the pope in the slightest. Despite knowing that about him—or perhaps it was precisely because he’d realized it—the priest felt a rush of pity toward the young man, as well as a sense of profound emptiness. Without thinking, he lowered his gaze.


      Just then, someone said, “This is bad... That thing’s going to crash.”


      The various distinguished individuals on the balcony all turned back to Tuyledo’s spell. Its farsighted gaze was still focused on the advancing float. Far from slowing down, the float was picking up speed, until finally, it plowed into a building with the speed of a galloping horse.


      They saw the structure come crashing down. Many of the party closed their eyes and turned away from the distressing sight, but Nina kept her eyes fixed on it. It was all right. The float hadn’t hit anyone directly. Except maybe, somewhere she couldn’t see, there might be people trapped under the rubble...


      Nina couldn’t stand and watch another moment. What Talfoot had done felt to her like a call to action.


      “Lord Tuyledo, I have a request,” she said. “I ask that you release me from my maid duties from this moment forward.”


      “Wh-What in the world are you talking about?!” Tuyledo said, startled. But he quickly grasped what she was thinking. “Ah... You want to go over there.”


      “Yes, my lord. My friends... My trusted companions are already on their way.”


      Tuyledo nodded solemnly. “Very well. In that case, in this moment while I am still your master, I have one task to ask of you.”


      “My lord?”


      “Go out there and save as many people as you can. But do not forget to consider your own safety. If ever you feel yourself to be in danger, you are to flee at once. You are not to sustain so much as a scratch. And if my name can be of use to you, use it as much as you like.”


      Nina stared at him, wide-eyed.


      “I wish I could go myself...” Tuyledo went on. “But with terrorists on the loose, my title of ‘sage’ is too much of an impediment. I doubt I’d even be allowed out of the palace.”


      He laid a hand on Nina’s shoulder. It was warm, yet trembled ever so slightly. He, too, wanted to rush to the scene of the disaster, but his rank and circumstances would not allow it. His frustration was plain in his every syllable.


      “Of course, my lord,” Nina said. “I cannot hope to be a substitute for you, but I will do what I can to rescue those who have come to harm.”


      “Thank you, Nina. And please do be careful.”


      “I will!”


      “Oh, and brace yourself.”


      “What?”


      Tuyledo held out a hand, and the air around Nina began to whirl. She heard a WHOOSH of wind, then she was airborne. It was all she could do to hold back a scream. If Tuyledo hadn’t told her to brace herself, even she couldn’t have held it in—not when she was shooting through the sky at dizzying speed.


      “Was that tacit casting?!”


      “How extraordinary!”


      “To think I’d live to see such a thing...”


      The imperial officials were terribly excited, but Nina could no longer hear them. She felt like a bird—but only for a moment. The scenery flew by, then she found herself set down in the plaza near the servants’ entrance to the palace. Once she was out of the gate, she’d be right at the scene of the attack.


      Just then, a familiar voice came from right beside her. “Nina?! Where did you come from?!”


      “Astrid?! What are you doing here?!”


      “The knights are sending out reinforcements! Apparently a magical device on the float has gone haywire, so they wanted an inventor on hand. I sent someone to find you...but I didn’t expect you to just drop out of the sky!”


      “Please let me come with you!” Nina quickly got over her surprise at running into Astrid as the group of knights who were to escort her rode up to them.


      “Why is there a maid here?” one of them asked.


      “She’s with me,” Astrid replied. “Let her come with us—I guarantee she’ll be helpful.”


      “Absolutely not. The knights’ medic unit is standing by inside the gate—she can wait with them. It’s dangerous out there! There’s no point in bringing a maid with—”


      A thundering BOOM from outside the palace walls cut him off. Nina hadn’t heard any explosions for a while, but apparently the magical bombs were still going off.


      Just standing here was unbearable. They were wasting time they didn’t have.


      She stepped forward to face down the knight. “That’s right, I am a maid. And what of it? I’ve had battlefield training, I’ll have you know!”


      “Wh-What?”


      “And more importantly, I have come at the command of Sage Tuyledo!”


      Seeing the shock in the knight’s eyes, Nina said a silent apology to Tuyledo for taking advantage of his name. What she didn’t realize was that it wasn’t the name “Tuyledo” that had astonished the knight, but rather her audacity in speaking to him so directly.


      “F-Fine, I suppose we can take you along. But your safety is your own responsibility, you hear?”


      “Understood. Thank you very much.”


      “Move out!” he barked. Nina and Astrid followed the knights out of the servants’ gate.


      *


      The float didn’t hit anyone head-on when it crashed into the building, but the real danger came afterward. When it came to stop amid the wreckage, the temperature of its magical engine began to climb rapidly, until it burst into flames. The knights and guards were helpless to do anything but watch from a distance.


      “What the hell?! We can’t get near it like this!”


      “We’ll just have to let it burn out.”


      “We can’t. The block behind it is full of wooden warehouses. If the fire spreads to those, it’ll be catastrophic.”


      Behind the row of stately brick buildings that faced the palace walls, there were still many older wooden buildings that were used to store goods. Not only would they provide ample fuel for the flames, but the dry summer winds could spread the blaze all through the city.


      “Nonsense. One float isn’t going to burn down a whole—”


      There was a muffled BOOM from the direction of the float, just out of sight.


      The next moment, the whole thing exploded.


      As the mana crystals that fuelled the magical engine detonated, they set off a chain reaction that spread to the crystals that had lit up the two-headed fox. The resulting eruption of flames scorched everything within a twenty-meter radius.


      The two knights who’d been hemming and hawing about what to do had been too close. They couldn’t escape the blast—or could they?


      “AAAAG—?! Huh? Am I still alive?!”


      “B-But...the explosion! How?!”


      “You should be careful. Astrid always says not to go near broken magical devices. You could have been killed.”


      “Huh?! Are you...”


      “A maid?!”


      Thanks to her extraordinary hearing, Tien, still dressed in her maid uniform, had sensed the explosion was coming before it happened. At the very last moment, she’d grabbed the two knights by the scruffs of their necks, then leaped back to safety.


      “B-But you’re in danger here too,” one of them said. “A fire that size...”


      “R-Right! At this rate it’ll spread to the warehouses!”


      Even fifteen meters away, the blaze was hot enough to scorch flesh. It billowed upward in a mighty pillar of flame that looked as though it would set the night sky alight, illuminating the surrounding area with the brightness of the midday sun. Because the source of the fire was a magical device, it would probably subside when the mana crystals ran out, but there was no telling how long that would take. Worse, it would likely spread faster than anything they could do to extinguish it.


      Yet Tien was entirely calm. “That? You do not need to worry.” She turned to look at the palace moat, about a hundred meters away. “If nothing else, that girl over there is very good at magic.”


      There was indeed a girl there, standing with her back to the moat. She wore a mage’s wide-brimmed hat and held a staff.


      “Spirits of water, thy love all living things receive. Hear my call and come forth!”


      Even at a distance, the two knights could sense an unbelievable concentration of magical power building within the small figure. At Emily’s command, there was a low roar as the surface of the moat surged up—no, such words didn’t begin to describe it. It was like a coiling dragon, stretching up from behind Emily and up into the night sky.


      “The flames in their insolence hunger for life. Show the depths of thy love and snuff them out.”


      Emily took a fearless step forward, then shouted at the top of her lungs, “ATTAAAAACK!!!”
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      The water—the water dragon—charged at the pillar of fire with incredible speed. It vaporized upon impact with the ferocious heat in an eruption of steam, but this too was swallowed up as the raging torrent continued unabated. Mist and smoke filled the air, and darkness fell over the street—the fire was out, leaving no other sources of light.


      “Eurgh, how long was that water sitting in that moat? It stinks...”


      “But the fire...! It’s out!”


      “Wh-Whoa! You’re right!”


      The two knights forgot that they were soaked to the skin as they hugged each other in joy.


      “Thank you, miss! Was that a friend of— Eh? Where’d she go?”


      The maid, who’d been there just a moment ago, had vanished without a trace.


      *


      The spell of far-sight gave everyone on the balcony an excellent view of the action. They’d all watched in horror as the float exploded, waiting to see whether the whole of Thundergard would go up in flames. But the young mage’s staggering display of magic had subdued the blaze in moments.


      Cheers went up from the group.


      “Hooray!”


      “Stupendous!”


      “Is she some famous mage?!”


      “She looks like an adventurer, but what a feat!”


      Myriad, meanwhile, gripped the balcony railing and doubled over laughing. The mage accompanying him gave him a worried look. Myriad hardly ever laughed, but now he’d done so twice in one day.


      “M-Master Myriad? What is it?”


      “As if you need to ask! You saw that magic, didn’t you?”


      “It, um...looked like water spirit magic...”


      “She used Fifth Degree magic. What’s more, it was creative magic—the spell ‘Purifying Dragon Ascendant.’”


      “Fifth Degree?!”


      “I want her at the Magic Tower. Contact the adventurers’ guild. It shouldn’t be hard to track down someone like that.”


      “Y-Yes, master!” the other mage stammered. He wasn’t the only one surprised; everyone who’d overheard Myriad was equally taken aback. A good number of the imperial officials were moving around furtively, and a mood of unrest settled over the balcony.


      Tuyledo alone was smiling. He was the only one who knew that the mage was one of Nina’s companions. He looked like a parent seeing his child all grown up.


      You’ve truly been blessed in your friends, haven’t you?


      *


      Emily had done it.


      It would have been way easier if she hadn’t had to move around those trees earlier, but she summoned up every last spark of mana she had, actually said the incantation aloud, and unleashed her spell.


      The moment she’d realized the fire was going to spread, her body had moved on its own. There was no telling how many might die in a serious blaze. In Japan, fires tended to occur during the drier winter months—none of the great fires of Edo had been in summer—but the climate here in Thundergard was totally different. Rainfall was scarce, and the houses were all thoroughly dry. Conjuring water spirits out of thin air was a tough ask unless the spirits happened to be in a really good mood, so Emily was pretty pleased with her idea of using the water from the moat, if she did say so herself. It was dirtier than she’d expected, and she’d probably left a bunch of fish flopping around when she drained the whole thing. Still, the water would flow back in time. Until then, she’d just have to hope the dead fish accepted her apologies.


      In any case, she’d done it. She hated how much it stank, but she’d still done it. With her mana exhausted, she felt her strength leave her and her body fall backward—until a gentle hand reached out to support her.


      “Emily, that’s quite enough extraordinary feats for one day.”


      “Heh heh... Keep telling me how great I am.”


      The hand belonged to the companion she treasured most in the world.


      “As far as I’m concerned, you are the world’s very best mage!”


      “I know,” Emily said with a grin. Then, she fell fast asleep, the smile still on her face.


      Nina, aware that it was just a case of mana drain, wasn’t unduly concerned. When she had stepped out of the servants’ gate earlier, the first thing she had seen was the pillar of bright red fire, followed by Emily’s great work of magic.


      “You really are the world’s best mage,” she said again, hugging Emily tightly. “So many more people would have been hurt if not for you.”


      Nina then cast an eye over their surroundings. The bombings had stopped, but the chaos hadn’t subsided, and she could hear wailing voices. There were guards and knights scattered around the street, and not enough hands to tend to the wounded.


      “I can at least offer support to everyone else... I’m sorry, Emily, but I’ll try to be back soon.”


      She lay the sleeping Emily down on the ground, placed a towel on her forehead, then sprang into action.


      The top priority was to tend to the seriously wounded. After finding a guard half drenched in blood who must have been caught in one of the blasts, she loaded him onto an abandoned cart to transport him to the medics waiting beyond the servants’ gate. The cart, however, was made to be pulled by a horse. With none available, she had no choice but to throw all her strength into it.


      Those with minor injuries who were still conscious, she bandaged up and made sure they could walk to the gate themselves. She used some of the jubilee banners to mark those who were unconscious for the medics. Even if they had no visible wounds, they might have sustained internal injuries. The medics would move in as soon as the area was confirmed to be safe, so Nina put her head down and got to work making things ready for them.


      It was drudging, dangerous work—more bombs might still go off—and there was no one else to do it. And so this strange situation had arisen—while the knights’ professional medics hung back, a maid was outside doing it all.


      “Oof...” Nina wiped the sweat from her brow. She’d barely slept in days. On top of that, she’d been dealing with the pressure of waiting on the sages—important state guests—as well as one crisis after another. Her body was already far past its limit. But after seeing the attack unfold, she hadn’t been able to stand by and do nothing.


      “I’m not done yet... I’m not...”


      *


      Commander Grinch was carrying Count Oolonteil to safety when the old man said imperiously, “Put me down. I can walk myself from here.”


      He phrased it as an order, despite the fact that they held the same rank. Still, Grinch set him on his feet. The count probably thought it would hurt his image if he were seen being carried about. Grinch felt less infuriated than simply appalled that he could worry about honor and embarrassment at a time like this.


      They were on the street that encircled the moat along which the float had passed. Its breadth provided a clear view of the surroundings, including the knights going about their duties in the distance. He’d sent them to pursue the assailants, which left him in charge of the count’s protection.


      “This is all down to the gross negligence of your knights!” Count Oolonteil’s voice trembled as he shouted at Grinch. The knight commander had never seen him so beside himself. It was clear that he’d poured a lot of energy into the parade.


      Just then, five other knights rode up to them. “Commander, we’ve come as reinforcements!” one said. But this only made the count angrier.


      “Only five of you?! You’re useless! I’m not just some country noble! I am Count Oolonteil! I demand to know how this attack took place right under the noses of all those knights you had lined up!”


      If the magic-nullifying barrier that Count Oolonteil had deactivated without permission had still been in effect, the attack would never have succeeded. Actually, the whole celebration had gone off without a hitch until the count had shown up for the finale. But he didn’t let his own responsibility stop him from flying into a rage.


      “This is a travesty! I mean to do everything in my power to see the knights raked over the coals! I’ll see you disbanded for this, you see if I don’t!”


      Even if this knight order were disbanded, it’d only be replaced by another. The city wouldn’t just stop needing a military force. But Count Oolonteil was past the point of sense.


      “My lord, your anger is most understand—” began one of the knights, but Commander Grinch cut him off.


      “Leave it,” he growled. It would be better, he decided, to let the count get all that rage out of his system. They’d have a hell of a time getting him to walk back to the palace with them otherwise.


      “I’ve long had my suspicions that the knights were growing complacent! I should introduce you to my house’s militia—if you knew what real elite soldiers look like, you’d get your act together! In fact, maybe I should step in to teach you a thing or two myself! At the end of the day, this is all on you! This momentous occasion turned into a fiasco because of— What the hell do you want?”


      The count abruptly broke off, staring.


      Usually, Commander Grinch would have noticed anyone approaching, but the five mounted knights blocked his line of sight, and Count Oolonteil’s shouting had drowned out even the sound of footsteps. He spun around and found himself face-to-face with a well-dressed young man. Or rather, he might have been well-dressed once, but his tailored jacket was fraying in places and covered in dust. He wore a flat cap pulled low, obscuring his eyes, but the smirk that played across his mouth brought them all up short.


      “What I want, Count Oolonteil, is to see justice done. If you want to know who I am, however...”


      The young man raised one hand—the other held a small bundle about the size of a lunch box wrapped in a burlap sack—and removed his cap, revealing his face.


      “My name is Nolan Ringyard, fourth son of Viscount Ringyard!”


      Count Oolonteil’s face contorted in shock, but Commander Grinch only thought that it was a name he vaguely recalled hearing before. Nolan seemed satisfied with the effect he’d produced, however.


      Viscount Ringyard’s opposition to Count Oolonteil had not only led to him being stripped of his title—his entire family had been killed in an “accident.” The count had been led to believe that not a single member of the Ringyard bloodline remained in the empire. He’d been very thorough—he knew that any surviving nobles would bear him a terrible grudge, and so it had been necessary to purge them all.


      And yet now one such survivor was here in front of him.


      “Seize him!” the count cried, his face a mask of terror. “He’s behind the attack!”


      But Nolan was already reaching into the sack and pulling out a package—a magical bomb.


      Too late.


      Nolan’s lips formed just the shape of the words as he tossed the package at Count Oolonteil. There was only about five meters between them. At this distance, he’d be caught up in the blast—he planned to blow himself up along with the count.


      Commander Grinch threw himself forward, but the mounted knights were in the way. With a yell, he threw his hand out, but his fingertips barely brushed the package.


      The magical bomb flew through the air as though in slow motion, straight at Count Oolonteil’s head. It slammed into his face—and the count fell flat on his back, eyes wide open. He was out cold.


      The seven others who were still conscious just stared, speechless.


      The bomb rolled away along the ground. It hadn’t gone off.


      “Wh-Why...?” Nolan whispered, uncomprehending. “It’s a basic mechanism. It’s never failed before. Not once...”


      “Whew! Close one, huh? I nearly didn’t make it.”


      A woman in an inventor’s overalls walked up carrying a magical device resembling a long metal stake on her shoulder. It was Astrid.


      “I just got to this device for the magic-nullifying barrier,” she said, gesturing at the stake. “I got it back up and running again, after I heard that Count Oolonteil turned it off without asking. Now no magic or magical technology will work in this area.”


      Grinch gaped at her.


      He knew better than anyone that a magic-nullifying barrier device wasn’t the sort of thing that any old inventor could stroll in and figure out. If it were that simple, the other nobles would have turned it off too. That was the whole reason for getting it developed in secret. But he could worry about how Astrid had analyzed the device later.


      “Seize this man!” he bellowed. “He’s the ringleader behind the attack!”


      The other knights started, then began to close in.


      “Move!”


      “Huh?!”


      Nolan shoved Astrid out of the way and ran.


      Commander Grinch cursed, then circled around the mounted knights and gave chase, slipping between the buildings and down a back alley. The others tried to follow, but their horses couldn’t maneuver in the narrow streets. They were left pacing about helplessly.


      “What’s his problem, shoving me like that? I’m a delicate young maiden, you know!” Astrid said indignantly, but the only person left there was the unconscious nobleman.


      “Um... What am I supposed to do with this guy? Don’t tell me I’ve got to carry him?”


      She didn’t get an answer. There was no one around to hear the question.


      *


      Nolan was consumed by bitter regret. He’d been so close—Count Oolonteil had nearly been within his grasp!


      When his family had been ruined, he’d made it out with his life and some precious savings that he had used to buy mana crystals and build the bombs. His plan had been perfect, and the intelligence he’d gathered accurate. His revenge should have been guaranteed. All right, some of his allies had gotten carried away and thrown some of the bombs in the wrong direction, but that had added to the chaos, so he’d seen no reason to complain. He hadn’t expected the float to explode either, but the thought of Count Oolonteil blowing himself up had been deeply satisfying. Except that the count hadn’t died.


      “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”


      He sprinted through the back streets. He was terrified of the giant knight commander hot on his heels, but he also knew these streets like the back of his hand. He’d had to in order to survive.


      “Oy, Nolan! This way!” One of his allies who’d managed to get away waved at him from down the street. “We pulled it off, eh? Just like you said!”


      The man’s cheeriness made Nolan feel sick to his stomach. Count Oolonteil was still alive! Nolan had been prepared to die to take the count down, but the look on this man’s face said he was more than happy with the paltry blow they’d struck.


      “You wait here,” he said. “The others will be here soon.”


      “Yeah? All right, you got it.”


      He lied, of course. The only one who was coming was Commander Grinch—in other words, Nolan had given up his allies. He was banking on the knight commander interrogating this man as soon as he caught him. That would buy Nolan the time he needed to escape.


      “NOLAN RINGYARD! I’VE GOT YOU NOW!”


      Commander Grinch’s bellow made the whole alley shake—he’d caught up. Nolan set off running again. He shot a glance back just in time to see his former ally knocked out by one blow from Grinch’s fist.


      “What the hell?!” he exclaimed before he could stop himself. What sort of knight punched out a man without so much as questioning him? “Are you insane?!”


      It was a bit rich for someone who’d just been throwing magical bombs at a parade float to ask that question, but people were good at overlooking their own faults.


      Nolan darted down one alley after another to throw Grinch off his trail. He was completely exhausted, but he finally made it back to the warehouse that they’d made their hideout.


      “Nolan, what’s goin’ on? I ain’t seen you at all since yesterday,” called one of the boys who lived in the slum. Then—


      “NOLAN RINGYARD!”


      Grinch was right behind him.


      “Damn it!”


      “N-Nolan? What’re you—?!”


      Nolan moved behind the boy, wrapped one arm around his neck, then drew a knife from his coat and held it up to his face.


      “S-Stay back, you monster!”


      “Or what?” Grinch growled, drawing closer. Nolan took a step back.


      “Don’t you care about ordinary people’s lives?! I thought the knights were supposed to protect the city!”


      “N-Nolan...” the boy whimpered.


      “Be quiet!”


      The boy went rigid, his eyes wide with terror. The other residents of the slum began to appear, hanging back as they tried to see what was going on. Some of them were the boy’s friends.


      “You’re fighting the inevitable,” Grinch said, sounding exasperated.


      “S-So what if I am?! That’s been my entire life! After my family was murdered, I woke up covered in their blood, you know! The assassins just assumed I was dead... Every day since then has been hell. But I kept going, I kept fighting! And now here I am!”


      “I see.”


      The gravel crunched beneath Grinch’s boot as he took another step forward.


      “Look, all of you!” Nolan cried. “That there is Count Grinch, commander of the empire’s knights! He’d charge in here without a thought for whether this child dies! Our lives have no value to him!”


      “That isn’t true.” As Grinch spoke, his eyes briefly darted toward something in the distance, but Nolan didn’t notice.


      “Oh isn’t it?!” he demanded.


      “No commoner’s life is worth more or less than any other. They’re all equal. But a noble’s life is different, isn’t it, little lordling? Did you realize that it was the taxes paid by toiling commoners that kept you alive?”


      “D-Don’t try and twist the facts! Besides, I’m not even a noble any more!”


      “Fine, I’ll state it plainly—if you’re willing to threaten a child’s life to save your own skin, that makes you as much scum as the count you so despise.”


      Nolan looked as stunned as if Grinch had struck him. The edge of the knife lowered for a moment—which was all it took.


      WHAM.


      Nolan cried out as the knife was kicked out of his hand and his arm pried easily away from the boy’s neck—both by the maid who’d crept up silently behind him.


      “Y-You—!”


      Did he recognize the lupalune girl as the same one who’d been there two days ago when the other maid had cooked at the warehouse? Either way, Grinch closed the distance a moment later and sank his fist into Nolan’s face. He went spinning through the air like a top, then crashed into the ground and passed out.


      “Are you all right?”


      Tien turned to the boy, but he cried, “Nolan!” and rushed away. The other children joined him, gathering around Nolan’s unconscious body.


      “You keep away from him! You ain’t gonna hurt Nolan!”


      “Yeah, you clear off!”


      “I thought you were nice...” one of the children said accusingly to Tien.


      Tien was at a loss for how to deal with the pack of protesting, crying children. Nolan had taken one of them hostage. The boy had been trembling with fear—she’d seen it. But now, he was trying to protect him.


      With a sigh, Commander Grinch put his hands on his hips and looked at Tien.


      “There’s never one right answer. Honestly, for a knight, every day looks like this.”


      “Chi will never become a knight.”


      “Too bad. After seeing you fight, I was hoping to recruit you.”


      Grinch had spotted Tien while she was sneaking up on Nolan. He’d said those harsh things to shake the boy and give her an opening. Tien had taken advantage of it just as he’d hoped.


      “You did well to find us in the first place,” he remarked.


      “Chi smelled mint back at the scene of the attack. That is what Nolan smelled like.”


      “So you’ve got a good nose as well as a knack for combat. The more I hear, the more I want you for a knight.”


      “You do not want to mess with Chi,” Tien said. “But more importantly...is it over?”


      “Hmm...”


      He turned, hearing galloping hooves approaching. Such a noise had no place in a slum like this. It had to be the knights rallying. If Nolan was the ringleader, then his accomplices would be lying in wait nearby. The search would likely take the whole night.


      Still, Commander Grinch, chief of security in the imperial city, said, “Yes, it’s over now.”


      *


      Once the medics were sure that the coast was clear, they passed through the servants’ gate and began tending to the wounded. That being said, thanks to Nina’s exceptional first aid care, there wasn’t a huge amount left for them to do. Nina herself was still hard at work. The one saving grace of the whole affair was that it had happened after sunset, meaning there hadn’t been many young children in the crowd. But some had still come to watch.


      “P-Please, you’ve got to find my Elty!”


      “Ma’am, please try to remain calm. Could you tell me where you were standing?”


      “I-I think it was... Erm...”


      Nina had come across a mother who’d lost her child, and she was now out searching for the girl.


      “Elty! Elty! Are you there?!”


      For someone small, Nina’s voice carried well. But as she ran, she found herself sweating and gasping—normally, she wouldn’t even be out of breath. It was terribly unbecoming for a maid, but when searching for a lost child, time was of the essence. Every passing minute would put them further out of reach, so if there was ever a time to push through, it was now. Nina had no strength left, but she kept herself moving through sheer force of will.


      “She isn’t anywhere...”


      Nina had started from where the mother had been watching the parade, then searched all along the route by which they’d fled, but there was no trace of the child. That meant she ought to head back to where she started, Nina decided, and set off.


      They’d been standing close to where the float had exploded. The whole area was now wet and muggy, and a foul stench hung in the air. Apart from the medics working a little way off, there was no one around.


      “Wait, over there!” Nina gasped. To her amazement, she saw Elty standing there, staring up at the scorched remains of the float. As relief washed over her, Nina felt the last of her strength evaporate. An overwhelming weariness had built up inside her tiny frame.


      “Elty...!” she called—then it hit her.


      The float had exploded because it had crashed into a building. The front of it was still buried in rubble, the fox’s nose digging into the stonework. Nina’s eyes had caught a trickle of dust coming down from the outer wall of a building beside Elty—the same one weakened by the float’s collision, as well as the impact of Emily’s spell.


      “Elty, run!” she cried.


      Elty turned around, looking as though she were puzzled that Nina knew her name.


      Nina ran.


      Maids weren’t supposed to run in uniform, but she pushed that thought aside and simply ran as fast as her legs would carry her.


      A piece of rubble came tumbling down, right toward Elty’s head—but Nina scooped the girl up in her arms and pressed herself to the ground.


      CRACK.


      Nina felt something strike her back...but that had sounded nothing like falling rubble. If anything, it was closer to a gunshot. She realized then that she hadn’t been hit by a chunk of brick, but rather, finely crushed dust.


      “I know what a hard worker you are, Nina. That’s why I left this part to you.”


      The moment she heard that voice, Nina knew it belonged to the person who’d crushed the brick.


      When Nina had learned to polish silverware, she’d gotten blisters—it was a task that required patience, but if you kept it up, the blisters burst, then hardened into calluses. This person had used to say, “My knuckles are harder than steel.” She’d said that was true of any maid who’d truly mastered her craft.


      “It’s very good...to see you well...” Nina was reminded once again that she’d reached the end of her strength.


      Nina couldn’t make out the figure before her clearly; it was pitch dark, and the moonlight was blocked by the surrounding buildings. But even if she couldn’t see the flowing silver hair, or the maid uniform that concealed that incredible feminine figure, she still knew exactly who it was. Nina caught a powerful whiff of hard liquor, strong enough to make her woozy just from smelling it. It filled her with nostalgia, but also reminded her of the harsh days of her maid training.


      “Mistress...” Nina whispered. All her worries disappeared, and she fell fast asleep.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: The Empress’s Gift to Maid & Co.


      For the first time since its inception, the Council of the Sages had run for the full ten days that had been scheduled for it. They resolved seventy-one agenda items, which also set a new record by a substantial margin, and had kept a particularly excellent pace from the seventh day onward. The debates had been heated, with lots of productive, constructive opinions offered—though none had come from Saint Katsuki. That wasn’t to say that he’d slowed down the discussion. He’d just been occupied with flirting with the beautiful women he brought with him.


      The master of the Magic Tower, Myriad, and Pope Matthias XIII were the most vocal. Although most of Matthias XIII’s contributions missed the point, not once did Myriad mock him, but rather steered the discussion toward more constructive directions. It was clear that the events of the sixth day were behind the change in their attitude.


      “With the resolution of the seventy-first matter presented for our consideration, I hereby declare the Council of the Sages adjourned.”


      At Tuyledo’s words, people began clapping until the council chamber was ringing with applause. Myriad looked as surly as ever, but there was something in his expression that suggested he wasn’t altogether displeased, while Victoria drained her wine glass with a smirk. The newly reinstated Talfoot stood behind Matthias XIII, and although he was covered in bandages, he clapped too, tears welling up in his eyes.


      “And now it’s over...”


      Tuyledo, feeling entirely spent, picked up the teacup in front of him. It smelled heavenly. But the maid who’d made the tea for him, the girl who’d been indispensable in getting them through all ten days of the council, wasn’t there.




      Nina wasn’t in the council chamber, but only because she’d gone back to the maid dormitory to get dinner ready.


      “Hey, Nina! Here’s to a job well done!”


      “It’s a bit early, but we’ve already opened a bottle. What do you say to joining us later?”


      “You two would find an excuse to drink even if Nina were not working.”


      Back in their room, Emily and Astrid had already gotten started on the wine. Tien, who’d come back with Nina, eyed them disapprovingly.


      Nina laughed. “That’s very kind, but I don’t drink...”


      “Are you feeling better?”


      “Oh yes! Never better!” Nina replied, then, when the others fell silent, added, “Wh-Why aren’t you saying anything?!”


      She’d meant to be honest.


      “Well, you tend to push yourself too hard...” Astrid said.


      After that day—the night of the terrorist attack—Nina had slept for a full day. A good night’s sleep was all Emily needed for her mana drain while Tien, who’d gone running all over the city with the knights to track down the remaining terrorists, just needed a solid meal. It had taken Astrid ages to carry Count Oolonteil back, and the next day she’d been aching all over—she was probably the most worn out of the three of them.


      But Nina had slept for a full day. Needless to say, the others were worried about her.


      “But I’m all right. Truly, I am,” she said. “Getting enough sleep is very important.”


      “I mean, I guess...” Emily sighed. “Oh well, I guess it’s nice to know that even a superhuman like you gets tired sometimes.”


      “But it’s the three of you who’ve been put to so much trouble on my account. My mistress—”


      “Nina, that’s enough of that sort of talk!”


      On the seventh day of the council, while Nina slumbered, none other than her mistress Vasiliace had appeared to fill in for her. Even Emily and the others, who were used to Nina’s incredible abilities, had been left rubbing their eyes in disbelief when they saw her work. What was more, she was adept at putting other people to work too.


      She had Emily use magic to get to hard-to-reach spots and clean large areas in one go, recruited Tien to carry heavy loads, and called Astrid in whenever she saw a magical device malfunctioning. She instantly noticed problems that even Astrid, an inventor by profession, couldn’t have detected without careful scrutiny, much to Astrid’s incredulity. And as practically everything in the palace ran on magical devices, there ended up being dozens of them in need of fixing. After spending a full day dragging herself around the palace, Astrid’s sore muscles ached even worse the next morning.


      At one point, when Vasiliace told her a device in a storehouse was out of order, Astrid protested that there was basically no chance any of the sages would go in there anyway. Vasiliace replied that this meant there was still some chance, and it was a maid’s job to prepare for every possibility. This glimpse into her work ethic was enough to send shivers down Astrid’s spine.


      Astrid gulped down her wine as though to wash away the memories of the experience and said, “It explains a lot that she’s the one who trained you, Nina.”


      “Chi likes her. Her cooking is excellent. Even if she does stink like alcohol.”


      “I wish I’d gotten to talk to her like all of you...” Nina sighed.


      By the time Nina woke up, Vasiliace was already gone. She’d left a note saying that Nina would probably be up soon and could handle the rest, then up and vanished.


      “She’s a real tyrant, but you still love her, huh?” Emily said.


      “I-I didn’t say I love her.”


      “You must have read that measly note she left you a thousand times by now.”


      “Sh-Shush, Emily!”


      Emily laughed, pleased to see Nina turn bright red. “Okay, sorry.”


      Vasiliace was a harsh mistress, and Emily had gotten a taste of her formidable powers. All of which had made her wonder—why hadn’t she come earlier, before Nina was pushed past her limits? She’d actually asked Vasiliace directly, but the maid had simply said, “I had other tasks that needed my attention. Tasks I couldn’t give to Nina.”


      Emily thought this was ridiculous. The way she talked, it was as though she thought the Council of the Sages was a simple job that Nina ought to be able to handle. Emily would have liked to say a thing or two along these lines, but then, she’d also seen another side of Vasiliace—while Emily had been passed out from mana drain in the maid dormitory, it was she who’d carried Nina back and tucked her into the bed next to Emily’s.


      The way Vasiliace looked at Nina struck Emily as somewhere between a mother and a teacher. There was clearly warmth and love there, all of which stifled any criticisms she might have liked to make. Vasiliace, she’d realized, must have had her own things going on.


      “Ninaaa! It’s ready!” came a shout from outside the window. “Hey, that harpy mistress of yours isn’t around any more, right?!”


      Even Roy—and Tomus, for that matter—hadn’t escaped having their shortcomings pointed out by Vasiliace. They were both professionals, so they’d taken it without grumbling. After an “All right, I get it, I’ll do it!” from Roy and “To think there’s still new things to learn at my age...” from Tomus, they got straight to it, with Roy cooking up a splendid meal, and Tomus planting and pruning until the garden looked stunning. Their work had delighted the sages’ eyes and stomachs, and undoubtedly contributed to their motivation for the council.


      Even though it was now three days since Vasiliace had left, Roy was still on his guard. Nina couldn’t help but laugh as she called back, “We’ll be right there!”


      The four of them set off.


      “Tuyledo wants to talk to us over dinner tonight, right?” Emily said.


      “Yes, I think it’s about us leaving tomorrow.”


      “Do the rest of us really need to be there?”


      “He requested as much... I couldn’t say why, though.”


      “Oh well. Roy’s sticking around till tomorrow, right?”


      “Yes. He said he’d like to have us at the restaurant where he works after we’re done here.”


      “Ooh, awesome! I’m ready for Chef Roy’s best cooking!”


      “I bet that’s going to be expensive...”


      “Chi will give it her best too.”


      “I bet that’s going to be expensive,” Astrid said again, sounding a little more apprehensive.


      “Hey, first let’s worry about whether all these important folk will even let Nina leave the palace!” Emily’s tone was joking, but the point she raised was serious.


      Even before they got here, Marquess Donquis had tried to get his hands on Nina, an issue that Knight Commander Grinch had brushed aside when he’d brought them here. Just because Nina had been instrumental to the success of the Council of the Sages didn’t mean the marquess would give up on her. What was more, the empress might want Nina for herself now that she’d seen what she was capable of.


      But Emily was in no position to joke herself. In fact, the adventurers’ guild had just received an inquiry from the sage, asking after “a young female mage capable of Fifth Degree magic.” Though she didn’t know it, Myriad, the master of the Magic Tower, had his sights set on her. 




      While the sages had managed to collaborate during the council, by the final day, they were sick of the sight of one another. Therefore, it was decided that they would eat separately.


      Nina left Ciara to serve Matthias XIII and his attendants. The priests were all smitten with Roy’s cooking and had made the excuse that so long as the pope was abstaining, they would too, in order to keep receiving the same meals. As a result, they were all glowing with health. So, for that matter, was Matthias XIII. It had only been a few days, but already his jawline appeared to have regained some definition. Not only had he been eating better, but using his brain all day in the council sessions had burned some calories too.


      Now that the council had concluded, it would be up to the priests to look after his health and diet. Nina hoped that with Talfoot back, he’d give it his best effort. Roy had also been kind enough to give her a few recipes to pass on to him. In response, Talfoot had prostrated himself on the ground and declared, “I swear that one day, I shall repay you for this favor!”


      Nina was rather at a loss for how to respond to that.


      After Ciara was done, Nina said, “This is the last meal we’ll need you for. Thank you for everything.”


      “You’re welcome... It was a learning experience for me too. To think there was such a maid out there...” Ciara shivered. She’d met Vasiliace as well and appreciated, as only another maid could, her sharp eye for detail, attentiveness to others’ needs, and most of all, her ability to go wholly unnoticed.


      Emily, Astrid, and Tien, as well as Roy and Tomus, had all been ordered around mercilessly by Vasiliace, but Matthias XIII and Victoria hadn’t even noticed that she’d stood in for Nina. Not only had she avoided their attention, but she’d mimicked everything Nina would have done if she’d been there, right down to how she spoke. Even though they looked nothing alike, Vasiliace could make herself all but invisible, and did so except when otherwise necessary.


      This was a totally alien concept to Ciara. For a Lorsted maid, part of the job was to evangelize about how incredible the Lorsted maids were, and so while they didn’t seek the spotlight all the time, they made sure that proper attention was given to their work when it counted. This also made their masters happy, as it made it easier for them to boast about how they had a Lorsted maid in their employ.


      “I think...I have some idea of why my mistress isn’t very fond of Vasiliace,” Ciara said.


      Nina laughed a little sheepishly. “My mistress does have a knack for making enemies...”


      It was an unfortunate fact that even Nina couldn’t deny. Vasiliace pushed for absolute perfection in maid work, and she didn’t mince words in order to get there. This quality constantly led to friction between her and the other servants working around her, from manservants, to cooks, to gardeners.


      “And what about you?” Ciara said abruptly.


      “Pardon?”


      “I mean... If you were interested... That is, I wouldn’t mind taking you on, not as the marquess’s third wife, but as a maid—as my right-hand maid...!”


      Nina stared in surprise at Ciara. “I’m sure it’d be lovely to work with you!” she said.


      “R-Really? Well, then—”


      “But I have my friends now,” Nina went on. “I want to get back to our travels together.”


      When Ciara realized that Nina had turned her down, she visibly drooped with disappointment. “Oh...” she said, then set off, pushing her trolley ahead of her.


      “Ciara!” Nina called after her. “I hope we’ll meet again one day!”


      Ciara halted and glanced at Nina over her shoulder. “When that day comes, I’ll be a far better maid than I am now.”


      “I’ll do my best to get better too!”


      “I suppose it’d be too much to hope that you might get complacent.” Ciara laughed, shaking her head, then walked away. When she smiled like that, she looked like any other pretty girl their age, Nina thought.


      “I’m not sure if I ought to call her my rival or my friend...” Nina said.


      Beside her, Emily, Tien, and Astrid were chatting away.


      “Hey, Tien. That’s what we call a ‘tsundere.’”


      “A what now?” Astrid asked. “Is that some sort of food?”


      Nina pulled herself together. “Right! Let’s get these meals served!”


      Victoria had said she was going out partying and wouldn’t need dinner, which only left Tuyledo. He was alone in his room and welcomed them inside.


      “Ah, Nina, you’re here! And all of you too. Did you bring enough for five?”


      “We did, but we maids can’t—”


      “Come now, it’s just for today. It can’t hurt for us to share a meal together.”


      The chaotic piles of documents and papers that had covered the large table had all been cleared away, leaving it empty. It was when Nina saw this that it really hit her—the Council of the Sages was over.


      “I say, Roy’s cooking has gotten even better!” Tuyledo said. It was a sincere compliment, but Nina wasn’t quite sure if she ought to be happy for Roy. He was still jumping at shadows after the browbeating Vasiliace had given him, which was probably the reason for the improvement.


      “So can I ask why you invited us all tonight?” Emily asked.


      “The success of the council was, and I can scarcely overstate this, thanks to you four. Surely that merits at least a little celebration.” When Tuyledo brought out a bottle of wine, Emily’s and Astrid’s eyes lit up.


      “It can’t be...!”


      “Is that mead brewed by ancient means known only to the elves?!”


      The bottle was ceramic, with an exquisite jade-green glaze and textured with a honeycomb pattern of hexagons.


      The corners of Tuyledo’s mouth twitched as he saw the glee on their faces.


      “B-But are you sure, my lord? Isn’t it very rare...?”


      “Yes, of course. I don’t drink myself, but I always keep a bottle on hand to use as a gift. Now, let’s have dinner.”


      Tuyledo wasn’t a fussy eater, but he preferred lighter fare, and for the main course, they had white fish sautéed in butter. Not only was Roy’s cooking delicious, Nina felt it warm her heart as well.


      “Congratulations on the success of the council,” she said to Tuyledo.


      “Thank you, Nina. But as I said earlier, it is really I who ought to thank you and your companions.”


      “Not at all... We only did what any maids would have done.”


      “Speaking of which, your mistress, Vasiliace, was quite something. I finally feel as though I understand why you say that you only do what any maid would... I am always learning new things about you maids, it seems.”


      As the conversation turned to her mistress, Nina felt a glow of pride.


      Vasiliace, incidentally, had spoken a little with Tuyledo, as it was of course only proper that she get permission from Nina’s employer before filling in for her.


      “And Astrid,” Tuyledo went on, “what incredible research! I never imagined that the spirits would be so delighted by magical technology. No elf could have had that insight.”


      “You honor me with your praise, my lord. And now that I’ve tasted this mead, I know it was all worthwhile.”


      Astrid was already on her third cup of the mead, and it had loosened her tongue more than usual.


      “Lord Tuyledo... Chi has a question.”


      Tien always kept quiet at times like this, but unusually, she spoke up.


      “Of course. Although I’m afraid I do not know where the lupalunes are to be found...”


      Tien shook her head vigorously. “What will happen to Nolan and the others who were arrested?”


      “What do you think will happen?”


      Finding her question turned back on her, Tien looked down at the table. The answer was obvious—they’d be executed. Not only had they attempted to harm a noble, they’d left a black mark on the empress’s jubilee celebrations. There was no way they could escape the ultimate punishment after that.


      “Hmm... Let me rephrase,” Tuyledo said. “What do you want to happen?”


      “Chi...knows that what they did was wrong. But Chi thinks the nobles are in the wrong too.”


      “Tien!” Nina exclaimed. Even if they were among friends, criticizing the nobility in front of Tuyledo, with the ambiguous position he occupied, was far too risky.


      “It’s all right, Nina,” he said. “I would like to hear the rest. I’m sure you have a reason for saying so, Tien?”


      “W-Well, yes...”


      Tien then told him about the people living in the slums, and how they’d accepted Nolan as one of them, even though he was an outsider. How even the children adored him. Tien struggled to think of him as a monstrous criminal. She herself had lived for many years as an orphan—perhaps that was why her heart went out to them.


      “I see...” Tuyledo said when she was done. “Knight Commander Grinch was there when he was arrested, was he not? Did he say anything?”


      “He said there is never one right answer. And that for a knight, every day is like that.”


      “Yes, that sounds like him.” Tuyledo gave a faint smile. “I’m told that after Count Oolonteil regained consciousness, he declared that the slums were a hotbed of criminals like Nolan Ringyard and that a thorough cleaning out was required to set the city in order. If he has his way, the people who live there will be driven out of Thundergard.”


      “No!”


      “Fear not, his words will not be heeded,” Tuyledo reassured Tien, who let out a sigh of relief. “Count Oolonteil himself bears some of the blame for this attack. None of it could have happened if he hadn’t gone over the knights’ heads to turn off the magic-nullifying barrier. I’m sure his many enemies will jump at this opportunity to bring him low.”


      “The...same way the Ringyard family was?”


      “Just so. Nobles are always getting embroiled in such bloody feuds.”


      Tien digested this in silence. It was clear she thought the whole thing was ridiculous.


      “When the knights interrogated Nolan Ringyard, he was apparently more than willing to tell them all about Count Oolonteil’s past deeds. Some of it implicated his own family in wrongdoing, but he held nothing back.”


      “Even though it will hurt him?”


      “Yes, although I suppose he has nothing left to lose. His own life means nothing to him now; all that matters to him is getting revenge on the count.”


      Tien fell silent.


      “I wonder if success will make him happy... Oh, and apparently, the count’s mansion has been locked up tight, to the point that even its owner has been unable to get in.”


      “Locked up? How can that be?” Nina asked, puzzled.


      “Someone claiming to be there on the count’s behalf showed up and tricked all the occupants into leaving, then took measures to make sure no one could get back in. The subterfuge beggars belief... Apparently, they’re all saying the same thing—they thought they could trust her. Because she was a maid.”


      At the word maid, Nina started. A certain person immediately appeared in her mind’s eye.


      As though he read her thoughts, Tuyledo said, “Yes, it was Vasiliace. She took preemptive action before Count Oolonteil could become aware of the investigation, ensuring that various ledgers and documents couldn’t be removed from his estate. If such evidence had been destroyed, I expect he would have wriggled out of the accusations, but with it, they should have him. Knight Commander Grinch is also pursuing a lead pertaining to a noble who slipped Nolan information about the magic-nullifying barrier. It represents a serious threat to public safety in the capital, after all.”


      Just then, Nina recalled what her mistress had said to her before she’d fallen asleep:


      That’s why I left this part to you.


      She’d known Vasiliace had matters of her own to attend to, but she’d never imagined that meant exposing the count’s misdeeds. What in the world was her mistress up to? Why was a maid getting involved in such matters?


      The more Nina thought about the note Vasiliace had left her, the distance between them seemed to yawn all the wider.


      “Well, Vasiliace was very angry,” Tuyledo said.


      “Sh-She was...?”


      “I think I can guess why. You, her student, had been run ragged by the Council of the Sages... I myself feel responsible for that.”


      “But I only did what any maid ought to. If anything, I’m embarrassed that I wasn’t able to rise to the task.”


      “Nina... I know that I have been leaning on you too heavily. In any case, Vasiliace told me that she expects me to not rest until I’ve uncovered the truth in this affair. It appears to be her way of getting revenge for you.”


      Nina’s eyes widened as a rush of emotions filled her chest. She hadn’t realized her mistress thought about her with such care.


      “What about the children in the slums?” Tien cut in.


      “What do you mean?”


      “What about all the care and kindness they showed to Nolan? Was it all for nothing? How will they feel when they hear...that Nolan is dead?”


      Tuyledo looked at her sadly. “I can say it no better than Commander Grinch did. There is no one right answer.”


      “Chi...cannot accept that.”


      “You can’t?”


      “Of course not!”


      “I see... Then would you like to give voice to your feelings?”


      Tien stared at him blankly. “To who? Nolan?”


      “No.” Tuyledo wiped his mouth, then rose from the table. “Seeing as we’re done with dinner, this seems as good a time as any. Would you come with me? I have instructions to escort you—from Her Imperial Majesty.”


      Emily choked, spluttering loudly as she narrowly avoided spitting out her mead.


      Tien, however, kept her cool. “What? She wants to meet us?” she asked without any of the proper formality.




      Such was the weight placed upon the supremacy of the Yupiter empress that, in all the vast empire, only a select few were granted entrance into the imperial audience chamber. That was why all the nobles were desperate for an audience, with some willing to fork over quantities of gold that could have bought several mansions for the honor.


      But you didn’t have to tell us all that! Emily thought. Why did you have to do that?!


      Moments ago, she’d been feeling pleasantly tipsy from the mead, but she was now completely sober. Tuyledo had just been telling them about how valuable an audience with the empress was. He’d almost sounded like he approved of her absolute authority, which had struck her as a bit odd, but in hindsight, he’d probably been teasing them.


      You’re a real piece of work! Even if you are the one who gave Nina the way to unblock my mana meridians!


      It was Nina who’d actually saved Emily when she’d been floundering, unlocking her true potential and allowing her to blossom into a great mage, but Tuyledo who’d given Nina the knowledge she needed to do it. Therefore, Emily felt deeply indebted to him. She didn’t think he’d be the sort of person who’d delight in teasing a group of nervous girls.


      “Emily...” Nina said.


      They were in the waiting room just outside the audience chamber, a cramped little room that the four of them had been ushered into, still in their maid uniforms. Tuyledo wasn’t with them. The blood had drained from Astrid’s face and she looked like she might be sick. Tien was stifling yawns, so she wasn’t fazed, and Nina seemed like her usual self too, except that she was frowning at Emily.


      “Wh-What’s up, Nina?”


      “I was thinking that your adventuring gear really does suit you better after all. Perhaps it would have been more respectful to the empress for you to wear that, rather than the maid uniform...”


      Ah... she thought. Nina’s flustered after all.


      However Emily dressed, Nina only had her maid uniform, and if that was offensive to the empress, then Nina’s very presence would be offensive. Besides, the empress was the one who’d summoned four maids to come to her, so surely she wasn’t about to complain about it now.


      “Nina,” Emily said.


      “Yes?”


      “Thanks.”


      “What?” Nina looked puzzled.


      Seeing someone else nervous had helped Emily calm down and compose herself.


      Just then, the doors swung open. Dazzling light flooded into the waiting room.


      “You may proceed to the audience chamber,” said a guard dressed in an ornate uniform—one of the empress’s personal guards.


      Emily gave herself a private pep talk. We’re still none the wiser as to what the empress wants...but that’s okay. With the four of us, we’ve got this. Nothing’s been too much for us yet. We can handle an empress!


      It was empty confidence, but Emily believed it. She had Nina and Astrid and Tien, and together they were Maid & Co. Nothing could stop them.


      “Let’s go.” Emily took the lead, and the other three followed.


      Holy moly...


      The magical chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling were more spectacular than anything Emily had ever seen, even back in Japan. Encrusted with real gemstones—diamonds, in fact—they glittered so brightly that they made Emily’s head spin. The chandeliers lit up the entire audience chamber, which was lined by many towering columns supporting the ceiling.


      Those columns, too, were a sight to behold. Each had clearly been hewn from a single piece of stone, for they retained the natural patterning of the rock without any visible breaks. The carpet beneath Emily’s feet was soft yet supported her weight as though she were walking on a cloud. It was a surreal sensation that seemed to perfectly mirror the unreality of their current situation. Who ever heard of a mere adventurer getting an audience with the empress? Okay, even if she was currently dressed as a maid.


      Emily followed the imperial guard past nobles and high-ranking officials who sat in chairs on either side of the chamber. Tuyledo was among them. He smiled in their direction, a gesture that she found extremely reassuring.


      It dawned on her then. He didn’t make those grandiose statements earlier to tease them—it was so he could warn them, so they could mentally prepare for what a big deal this was. If he hadn’t, they might’ve had a breakdown the moment they stepped into this room. Sure, the audience hall was still grander than anything she’d imagined, but it didn’t blindside her as much as it could have. Thanks to Tuyledo, Emily managed to keep her feet steady.


      They arrived at the foot of ten steps leading up to the empress’s throne. It was still unoccupied—the empress couldn’t be seen waiting for her supplicants, so she had to go in and out of the chamber for every audience. An imperial flag hung on the wall behind the throne. Even at this distance, it was clear that the fabric was of the finest quality. It must have been worth an astronomical amount.


      “Kneel for Her Imperial Majesty,” said the imperial guard.


      The four of them knelt on the spot. Unlike knights or nobles who went down on one knee, they did so with both knees flat on the ground. Fortunately the carpet was soft, so it wasn’t uncomfortable. As they waited with their heads bowed, from far off, Emily heard a palace steward proclaim, “Her Majesty the Empress of Yupiter!”


      There was a brief rustling of robes and footsteps, then the sound of the empress taking her seat on the throne in front of them.


      “You may rise.”


      It was the same gentle voice she’d heard back at the maid dormitory. Emily looked up, a chill running down her spine. The empress was indeed none other than the old woman who’d come to the dormitory back then, but here, she was fully playing the role of empress. A crown rested atop her head, a scarlet cloak was draped over her shoulders, and the dress she wore was so intricately crafted that there couldn’t be another like it in the whole empire—if not the whole world. She was, in other words, the very embodiment of majesty. Majesty walked in and was seated, majesty looked down upon them, and majesty spoke.


      After she gave that one instruction, the steward read aloud from a scroll. It declared that these maids had played a vital role in the success of the Council of the Sages and were to be rewarded.


      The listening nobles muttered among themselves.


      “How can that be?”


      “What could a bunch of maids have done?”


      But Tuyledo smiled happily.


      “To each of you, whatsoever thing you desire, speak it now.”


      The empress giving them a reward was the last thing Emily had expected.


      Okay! This is my chance! I’ll say that we want to leave the empire without Marquess Donquis interfering...


      But while Emily was still collecting her thoughts, Tien got to her feet.


      “Chi does not want anything. But Chi has something to say to Your Majesty.”


      Ah, so Tien’s got a wish? I wish she’d waited for me to say mine and guarantee our safety first...!


      But it was no good worrying about that now, as Tien began to tell the empress about Nolan. Standing up and speaking without being called upon was a gross breach of etiquette, but the empress allowed Tien to say her piece.


      When Tien was done, she said, “Are you asking for mercy for Nolan Ringyard, the criminal behind the bombing attack?”


      Tien nodded.


      “You are aware that the actions of this would-be murderer threatened the lives of many ordinary imperial citizens?”


      “But if he is made to understand that what he did is wrong, Chi believes he will become an honest man,” Tien said, her expression entirely serious.


      In all honesty, Emily was taken aback. She hadn’t realized that Tien cared so much about Nolan, maybe because she hadn’t been there when he was arrested. She also didn’t realize that when Tien looked at the children in the slums, she saw herself.


      “What say you, Tuyledo?” the empress called out.


      “I believe his life may yet be spared, Your Majesty,” Tuyledo replied. “The rest, however, is up to him.”


      “Oh...? Are you saying we let him decide his fate?”


      “I am.”


      “But to do what you suggest would be no small feat. Just getting everyone to agree will require a great deal of money...” She turned to Tien. “Are you willing to put every copper of the reward we set aside for you for the success of the council into saving the life of Nolan Ringyard?”


      “Chi is!” Tien said without hesitation. Emily couldn’t help but feel a little wistful at the thought that after all that hard work, they weren’t even going to get paid.


      Oh, well... That’s just Tien, isn’t it? Straightforward to a fault.


      Emily couldn’t resent her, even though she’d gone and made the decision without asking any of them what they thought. She felt much fonder of Tien now than back when she kept her feelings to herself. Even Nina was smiling at her.


      Astrid still just looked like she might be sick.


      “Then it shall be so. Tuyledo, you have no objections?”


      “None, Your Majesty. But Tien, remember that this is strictly on the condition that Nolan himself decides that he wants to live. And he will still lose his rank, his name, and all his possessions. He will be banished from the empire...”


      Tien nodded along vigorously. “Chi accepts that! So long as he has a body, he can find a way to survive!”


      “You speak very boldly for such a small little thing.” For just a moment, the empress seemed like any other old woman.


      “But Your Majesty, if we use all the funds for their reward on this, we won’t have anything else to give them,” said the steward.


      “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”


      I know. You don’t have to say it. Tears welled up in Emily’s eyes. Then—


      “However, I have a proposal to make.”


      A buzz of murmurs rose up from the nobles. Such a proposal was clearly unusual. The empress didn’t do this every day.


      “Nina, you may rise,” the empress said.


      “Your Imperial Majesty,” Nina murmured, standing up beside Emily.


      “Your talents, I hear, are something truly remarkable. Tuyledo, Myriad, and Victoria all speak most highly of you.”


      She didn’t mention Matthias XIII, probably because he’d totally failed to notice Nina’s abilities and instead given all the credit to Ciara. Though Myriad was in the same boat; he had entirely the wrong idea about Nina too.


      “Your Majesty, any maid would have done the same.”


      “And you’re humble too. I like that. I wish for you to serve me. As a maid, surely you could not wish for a better mistress?”


      To serve the empress directly—it was true, it had to be one of the best positions the world had to offer a maid. And a maid was what Nina was. In order for her to truly shine, she had to work somewhere like a noble estate or a palace. She needed a master with a taste for the finer things in life, and important guests to wait upon.


      When Emily heard the empress’s offer, she was surprised, but also a little relieved.


      Right... For Nina, this means she’s finally made it. At last, she can show her abilities to the fullest and be properly recognized for it.


      In other words, her journey with Nina had come to an end.


      The empress smiled as she waited for the little maid to reply.


      “I am very grateful for your offer, Your Majesty,” Nina said.


      Goodbye, Nina. Wait, scratch that. See you later. Yeah, that’s better. And good luck.


      Emily had barely finished that thought when Nina said, “But I am terribly sorry to say that I must decline.”


      Uh, what...? Emily thought. And she wasn’t the only one. The whole audience chamber fell silent.


      “I think I must have misheard you. Did you just decline my proposal?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty. I am more grateful than I can express that you would condescend to make such an offer to a maid such as myself. However, after serving Lord Tuyledo during the council, I’ve realized that I still have many shortcomings. I would not wish to risk casting even the slightest shadow over Your Majesty’s radiance through my own failings.”


      Emily raised her head to look up at Nina.
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      “I need to improve myself, and in order to do that, I need to meet more people and experience more things.”


      Nina didn’t feel any hesitation as she spoke. She didn’t regret turning town the empress in the least. And for a very good reason.


      “And so,” she said with a smile, “I think the best thing for me to do is to go on a journey.”


      *


      Since the end of the council, with all its excitement, five days had passed. Nina and her three companions were at last on board a coach leaving Thundergard.


      They’d said goodbye to Tuyledo, had the mortifying experience of stumbling in on Victoria seducing Knight Commander Grinch, said hello to the president of the inventors’ society (he was swamped with work and dead on his feet), decided against going to the adventurers’ guild after hearing that Myriad was making inquiries there (it was lucky they’d gone to see the empress in their maid uniforms, because if Emily had gone in her adventuring gear, the empress would have put two and two together), and gone with Tomus to Roy’s restaurant where he’d served them up a delicious feast.


      They’d wrapped up everything they needed to.


      Incidentally, Marquess Donquis had been moving heaven and earth to track down Nina, but Ciara had kept all she knew strictly to herself. That said, she couldn’t keep up the act forever, so it was high time they got out of the city.


      They’d booked the whole coach, so the four of them had it all to themselves.


      “Not to keep bringing this up,” Astrid said, “but Nina, are you sure turning down the empress’s offer was the right call?”


      “Yes, I am. It’s such a wonderful thing to travel that I’m sure there’ll be more for me to learn!” Nina clenched her fists, brimming with determination.


      “I was scared half to death...” Emily muttered.


      Astrid chuckled. “You looked like your eyes were going to pop out of your head.”


      “Yeah, well you spent the whole time looking like you were gonna throw up.”


      The empress hadn’t been all that interested in Nina. This was another stroke of luck—although Nina had impressed the sages, the empress herself hadn’t seen much of her. In short, she took the sages’ fascination as just another eccentricity and hadn’t felt a pressing need to acquire the maid for herself.


      “This is not very comfortable,” Tien grumbled as the coach rattled noisily.


      “Well, we’ve just gotta suck it up. Think about how wild it is that we’ve got a coach all to ourselves!”


      Clutched in Emily’s hand was an imperial seal. Showing it would grant them free passage anywhere in the empire—an imperial guarantee that no noble could hold them against their will.


      It was a gift not from the empress, who had already granted what they’d asked, but from Tuyledo. He’d put in a word with her to secure them the right to free passage. Now, Marquess Donquis couldn’t lay a finger on Nina. At least, in theory. Tuyledo had warned them not to let their guards down, and after everything they’d been through, Emily herself knew very well what devious creatures nobles were.


      Astrid made a noise of agreement, then said, “Hey, isn’t it amazing how open it is once you get out of the city?”


      Nature grew in unrestrained abundance on the outskirts of Thundergard. Had Tuyledo been there, he’d probably have commented on how lively the spirits were.


      “You’ll be sick of it before you know it,” Emily replied. “This trip looks like it’ll be a long one.”


      “Oh dear...” Nina fretted. “I’m sorry, Emily. This was terribly selfish of me.”


      She was the one who’d picked their next destination, based on the letter that at that very moment she had in her hand.


      Nina,


      Ever heard of the Nyxnox Realm? I have a bit of a delicate matter to deal with there, and I’d like your help. You should be let in no trouble if you mention my name.


      That was all it said.


      Also known as the land of night, the Nyxnox realm was an underground nation where the dark elves lived. When it came to isolationism, other elves had nothing on them—the dark elves turned away anyone without an invitation at the entrance to the cave that marked their nation’s border. Three countries lay between the Yupiter Empire and the Nyxnox Realm, which was in the vicinity of the Undermaw Autonomous Zone.


      It had come as a shock to Nina that her mistress might need her help. She’d always thought of Vasiliace as basically a superhuman who could do anything. Moreover, she’d left before Nina woke up, claiming she had urgent business to attend to, as though she couldn’t even spare one full day for Nina’s sake. Did she believe that Nina would only need that short note to convince her to come? Or had she thought that if Nina couldn’t come, she couldn’t come, and that was that?


      Nina chose to believe it was the former.


      “You’re good, Nina,” Emily said. “Actually, I like that you’re starting to be selfish from time to time.”


      “That’s right,” Astrid agreed. “We’re all in this party together, after all.”


      “Yes. We are all Maid & Co.,” Tien said.


      “Though I’m done with being a maid, personally...”


      “Yes, if this taught me anything, it’s that I’m not cut out for being a maid.”


      “What?!” Nina exclaimed. “But you all looked so lovely in your uniforms!”


      She looked so sad that the other three burst out laughing.


      With summer waning and the sultry winds slowly beginning to give up their heat, Maid & Co. were on the road once more.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      In the afterword to volume 1, I wrote that after researching real maids, I found that despite their demanding work, they actually seemed to enjoy their lives. In this, the third volume, I showed maids just like them playing a part in momentous, revolutionary events. Even a maid, whose whole job revolves around mundane, everyday tasks, can help to change the world... Isn’t that an exciting thought? But don’t get me wrong, I’m not fed up with spending my days working a mind-numbing job as another cog in a corporate machine or anything!


      In any case, in the course of writing all that, this volume turned out really thick, but I think it’ll be a good enough read to make up for that! I hope you’ve enjoyed it.


      The illustrations Kinta did for this volume are as wonderful as ever. I try to write Nina and the others as though they were real, living people, and Kinta captures that perfectly in their illustrations. They’re a huge source of inspiration for me, and I think they elevate the whole novel. As always, I am truly grateful.


      I would also like to thank Ayato Kumagai, who brings Maid & Co. to life in the manga adaptation. Volume 1 is out now, so please give it a read.


      Since I’m writing novels all year round, by the time I get to writing the afterword, I feel like I’ve already used up everything I have to say in the story. But seeing as I’ve got these pages to fill, I was sitting around trying to think of something to say—when it hit me. It’s not the anniversary of my debut or anything, but I thought I’d write down a kind of “vow” I made to myself when I started out. I thought it’d be magnanimous to put my thanks to Kinta-sensei and Kumagai-sensei first because this next part has nothing to do with this book, and I doubt many people will read to the end. Anyway, this was the vow I made to myself. It’s extremely simple: “I will publish at least one book every year.”


      So far, I’ve managed to keep it, but it’s scary not knowing if or when I might break it. For the first few years, I was anxious about writing. I thought, “If I want to write this book, I’m free to do so, but the publisher’s also free not to publish it...” Once I got past that, a new anxiety took its place—how long would my stamina last? But then, being a novelist is basically the business of turning your anxieties into words, so it’s good for my mental health.


      I’m a part-time author, so the time I can devote to writing is limited. That makes me want to use it to write something unique to me. I feel like the idea of a maid going on a journey is a unique one, and even if it isn’t, it’s not in any books I’ve read, so I’m still safe. Ah, you’ve got to have a thick skin like that in order to survive as a novelist in the long run.


      An author can only write a story about what they know, and so I inevitably start trying to find meaning in my day job. For some reason, I’ve been really throwing myself into my job, which means I’m assigned more tasks, and I end up with less free time... Huh? That wasn’t what I signed up for, was it? I’m aware of what’s going on, but at my age, I’ve learned how to pretend that I’m not, so I just keep muddling through. I take the knowledge I’ve acquired, the things that have moved me, the landscapes I’ve seen, and the thoughts I can’t keep bottled up and bring them all together in the shape of a novel. Put another way, I’ve taken my experiences and reworked them into a story that can go out into the world through you, my readers. As I write these words, I hope that any connection I’ve created between us will be a good one.


      Now, back to my “vow.” You may ask what I get if I don’t break it, and the answer is... Well, nothing in particular. I’d probably have kept writing novels even without it, and that wouldn’t have changed whether I’d published one every year or every five years. All the same, I always feel like my vow is somewhere in the back of my mind, and whenever I think about slacking off, it whispers, “Oh, so your vow means that little to you, huh?”


      It’s a full-on delusion. But then, entertaining delusions is basically part of the job description for a novelist—the more delusions you have, the more material you have to write new books. In other words, it’s not a problem at all. Now, as a fully grown adult, I know that it’s usually people with problems who say they don’t have a problem. But once you get to my age, you come to understand that people are full of contradictions. I only hope I’ll continue to get wiser and craftier with age.

    

  

  
    
      Bonus Short Stories


Sagely Smalltalk


      The applause went on for quite some time. Tuyledo let it wash over him along with a satisfying sense of weariness.


      They’d done it. In an unprecedented achievement, they’d kept the Council of the Sages going for the full ten days. And no one felt that accomplishment more strongly than Tuyledo, the council’s chair.


      “Tuyledo.”


      As he slumped back in his chair, Saint Katsuki came over. “Someone looks mighty pleased with himself.”


      “Well, perhaps I am a little...”


      “And why shouldn’t he look pleased with himself?” Victoria cut in. “Say, I’ve been wondering... This council, the two of you have been colluding about something, haven’t you?”


      The three sages huddled together couldn’t help but draw attention. Tuyledo didn’t have any attendants, but Saint Katsuki had left his lady companion cooling her heels, while Victoria’s burly bodyguards sat waiting for her.


      Rather than answer her, Saint Katsuki merely chuckled. “You’ve been well looked after too, O vampiress of the west.”


      “How so?”


      “Oh, Saint Katsuki and I were just discussing Nina,” Tuyledo said. “He was expressing his interest in her...”


      “Excuse me?! You’re lusting after little girls now?!”


      “Beauty knows no age in my eyes. Besides, when you’re as old as I am, such differences seem trivial.”


      “When I think of how you used to leer at my cleavage back in the day!”


      “O-Oh? I can’t say I recall that... I’m getting forgetful in my old age...”


      Just then, Myriad strode up to them. “Now then, what are you going to do with that maid?”


      “I’m not going to do anything,” Tuyledo replied. “She has her own life to live.”


      “Oh really? In other words, she’ll no longer be under your protection?”


      “Myriad... What are you scheming? Usually you don’t show any interest in anyone. It’s not like you to become so obsessed with a maid.”


      “I am not obsessed.”


      “You posed her an impossible challenge just to see what she’d do. That’s obsession right there,” Tuyledo shot back. There was an edge in his voice—he’d learned only after the event that Myriad had gone behind his back to interfere with his favorite maid.


      “Ladies hate pushy men, you know,” Saint Katsuki chimed in.


      “And men who’re always finding fault are the worst,” Victoria added.


      Myriad scowled at their pestering and looked like he was about to retort, but then he shook his head.


      “All right, Tuyledo, then where is the maid?”


      “Her name is Nina.”


      “Yes, the maid. You know who I mean.”


      “And her name is Nina.”


      “Fine, where is Nina?”


      “That’s better.” Tuyledo smiled brightly. It drove him mad, the way that everyone went around referring to Nina as simply “the maid.” And it didn’t matter if he put Myriad in a bad temper now. After all, Saint Katsuki had insisted they wait twenty years for the next council.


      “Nina is getting dinner ready,” he said. “She will serve it at the banquet later.”


      Myriad digested this silently.


      “You should stay for dinner, Myriad.”


      “I’ll...think about it.”


      His expression was as sullen as ever, but Saint Katsuki and Victoria both gasped in astonishment. The master of the Magic Tower always left the same day that the council concluded. But now, rather than declare he was heading back to his fellow magical research fanatics, he might actually attend the banquet.


      The last one to join them was Matthias XIII. “What’re you all standing over here for? Are there still council matters to discuss?”


      He was in excellent spirits, probably because he’d become the only pope in history to sit through a full session of the Council of the Sages.


      But as he approached, three of the other sages suddenly seemed to have places to be.


      “I’d better get back to my sweetie pie before I miss her too much.”


      “Grinch, darling, I want to see you at my door tonight.”


      “I’ll see you at dinner, Tuyledo. It had better not be boring.”


      Matthias XIII’s expression stiffened at this snub, but when Tuyledo asked how his health was, he replied, “Oh, yes, I’m very well, thank you. That elixir of yours must have done its job. I’m not cutting back at all, and as you can see, I’m perfectly healthy.” He chortled, then went back to his seat. Tuyledo smiled indulgently after him, a look that as much as said, He hasn’t got a clue.


      He then turned his gaze to the man standing beside the pope’s chair. It was the young attendant Talfoot who’d won back his position following the terrorist attack. Talfoot bowed low in response.


      Hmm... So long as he’s around, I’m sure the pope will be all right. 


      Tuyledo’s thoughts were already racing ahead to the next Council of the Sages, and even further into the future. He wanted Nina to be there for the next council too, but he could hardly ask her to schedule it twenty years in advance. And more to the point—


      I cannot possibly go twenty years without having Nina make me tea, he thought, vowing to himself that he would find a way for them to keep in touch.


      Detective Emily Doesn’t Listen Closely Enough


      A switch flicked in Emily’s mind. It was a light bulb moment. An unmistakable flash of inspiration.


      “Astrid,” she said. “I’ve had a great idea.”


      “Mm... Can it wait til tomorrow? I’ve got a hangover. My head’s killing me...”


      “Seriously?!”


      “It’s your fault... Whenever I drink too much, it’s always because of you...”


      Give me a break, Emily thought. Who’s the one who said, “I’m feeling good today” and asked the barkeep for a pricier bottle of wine than usual? Who’s the one who ordered another bottle even though she was already hammered? You, that’s who!


      Of course, she couldn’t deny all responsibility—she’d been there knocking back drinks with her.


      Astrid had no self-control, but on this occasion, the french fries (not that there was a France in this world) had been so good that Emily had been too busy eating them to drink much. They’d been drizzled with a truly delectable tomato sauce made with ground meat and soy beans... Emily thought her stomach might start rumbling just thinking about it.


      “Okay, whatever,” she said. “Tien! You’ll listen to me, right? I’ve had a great—”


      “Chi has an errand to run. Chi will be back.”


      “What? You do?”


      Tien had the communication skills of a rock. What errand could she possibly have in a huge city where she didn’t know anyone?


      Emily’s disbelief must have come across loud and clear, because Tien scowled and said, “It is a very important errand, so butt out, you big drinker,” and stormed out.


      “Oh, no...”


      Emily had to admit she could have been more tactful. Having said that, was “big drinker” even an insult? But she pushed that thought aside and, in the spirit of reconciliation, threw open the window. Their room was on the third floor, and she was just in time to see Tien dart swiftly out of the inn entrance.


      “Tien!” she shouted down. “I’m sorry! I was being a jerk!”


      Tien started and looked up.


      “If I make big bucks, I’ll buy you something nice!” Emily gave her a thumbs-up.


      Tien opened and closed her mouth a few times, muttered something—Emily thought she heard “Do not shout out of windows” or “Chi does not like the sound of ‘big bucks’” or maybe both—then she gave her head a shake and left.


      Tien’s errand, incidentally, was to check on how the children in the slum were faring.


      “Right then, Nina,” Emily said.


      “Y-Yes...?” Nina had watched the whole scene unfold, but still had no idea what Emily was up to. She looked back at Emily in confusion. As usual, she wore her maid uniform, which was absolutely impeccable.


      “Let’s go make some money!”




      Emily took Nina to a town square where a market of stalls selling antiques and curios had been set up, otherwise known as a flea market, a name said to come from the fact that it wouldn’t be surprising to find fleas in the folds of the old clothes sold there.


      This market sold old clothes and books in addition to antiques and was held twice a month in a town square where locals came to spend their free time. The vendors laid down straw mats and rugs upon which they lined up their wares. All the visitors made it feel quite lively.


      “Oh my! I’ve never been to a market like this before!”


      Seeing Nina’s eyes light up, Emily smiled.


      “Welcome to life in the big city. Wanna go take a look?”


      “Absolutely!”


      Together, they browsed the stalls, which sold everything from handmade jewelry to old liquor bottles to strange dolls. There were a lot of city guards about, seemingly to prevent pickpocketing, but the crowd was so dense that they couldn’t catch every thief. Every now and then, someone would shout, “Hey, where’s my purse?” or “Get back here, you thievin’ rat!” Each time, one of the guards, looking thoroughly bored, would go over to investigate.


      Nina and Emily forged their way through the crowd, slowly making a full circuit of the market. Nina purchased a few items that she thought might come in handy on their journey, as well as a silk scarf that would be perfectly usable just as soon as she patched it up. Emily simply watched her closely as they walked, but didn’t let on what she was thinking.


      After finishing the circuit, Emily led Nina to a corner of the square set aside for people to sit and relax. She made sure no one was nearby, then said in a whisper, “Okay, Nina. We’ve gone around all the stalls now... Did you spot any bargains?”


      “Sorry?”


      “Look, you know how to spot a fake, right? That means you must know when something’s the real deal too. What I was thinking is we could sniff out some great deals, resell them for their real price, then make a killing!”


      This was Emily’s “great idea.”


      Nina, who could almost see the coins glinting in Emily’s eyes, smiled nervously.


      “I might be able to tell if something is a genuine piece, but there’s more to it than that...”


      It was the only thing she could say. Valuable artworks were valuable because they were rare. You didn’t simply stumble across them. This was simply common sense to Nina as a maid, but not to Emily, who tended to let her dreams run away with her.


      Emily groaned. “Oh, right... I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.”


      “B-But this was fun, wasn’t it?” Nina said hastily. “Looking at all the stalls together, I mean.”


      “Yeah... Yeah, of course,” Emily said in the tone of someone trying to convince herself. “We had fun. That’s what matters.”


      The glint of gold faded from her eyes.


      “Ah, but there was one stall earlier—”


      “So you did spot something?!” Just like that, Emily’s eyes filled with gold coins again.


      “W-Well, not exactly. It wasn’t that I saw something valuable...” Nina’s voice dropped to a whisper.




      Run by a surly, unsmiling man, the stall sold things like old handheld mirrors, combs, purses, and small bags, most of which were certainly antiques. Every item bore an exorbitant price tag.


      “Excuse me, I was looking at this piece...” Nina began.


      “Huh? You’re not getting a discount. These are valuable goods,” the stallkeeper said, looking down his nose at Nina. “A maid, are you? Run back to your master and get some gold. Then we can talk.”


      He had no interest at all in negotiating.


      “Oh, I wasn’t going to buy it,” Nina said.


      “What?!” the man exclaimed. “Then scram! I’m trying to run a business here! Shoo! Shoo!” He tried to wave her off, but Emily spoke up from off to one side.


      “You might not have business with us, but we’ve got business with you. You might have evaded the guard patrol’s notice, but you won’t fool the great detective Emily so easily!”


      “The... Detective who?” The man stared at her blankly, but Emily was unfazed.


      “Where did you acquire this?” she asked.


      “I’m not going to tell you who my suppliers are.”


      “You mean you can’t tell me.”


      “No, like I said, I won’t—”


      “You can’t tell me, because this item was stolen!”


      The man gaped. He was understandably taken aback by the accusation.


      “You’re selling women’s items like mirrors and pouches, but no jewelry. I know your game. You fenced the goods with high resale value first—now you’re at this antique market trying to off-load the other stolen goods you couldn’t find a buyer for!”


      Emily rattled all this off with a look of intense smugness. Even though the whole theory was just what Nina had told her earlier.


      “Y-You’re insane!” the man said. “All the goods I sell were acquired from legitimate suppliers!”


      “Then why don’t you tell us who those legitimate suppliers are, hmm? You can’t, can you?”


      “It was the Vick Merchant Company! They buy up unwanted goods for coppers!”


      Emily looked at Nina in confusion, but the other girl was nodding in understanding. She’d mentioned this possibility earlier too: “He might be getting them from a trader dealing in unwanted goods. We’d better be careful in how we ask him about it, or else we could end up accusing an innocent man.” 


      But Emily had been so excited about the first part of Nina’s theory that she hadn’t heard anything else.


      “O-Oh no...”


      “You think you can just come in here and shout that I’m a thief?! I won’t stand for it!”


      “I’m, um, really sorry...”


      “Don’t jump to conclusions just yet.” All of a sudden, a huge shadow loomed over Nina and Emily.


      Behind them stood a giant man in a knight’s armor with a sword hanging at his waist. They both knew who he was, and the crowd around them began to whisper as they recognized the mightiest man in the empire—Count Grinch, Thundergard’s knight commander.


      “The coat of arms on this mirror belongs to Viscount Choreia, who recently reported a theft at his country house,” he said to the stallkeeper. “If you’re a good citizen, sir, you’ll oblige me by explaining how you came by it.”


      The stallkeeper gave a small yelp, then jumped to his feet as if to flee—only to shriek outright as vines shot out of the ground and wrapped around his legs. Emily had cast a spell on him.


      “C-Case closed!” she said. It had kept them guessing right until the end.


      It would turn out that the stallkeeper truly hadn’t known anything about stolen goods and had simply sold what the merchants supplied him with. Subsequent investigations turned up ties between the Vick Merchant Company and a gang of thieves, a revelation that did great things for Commander Grinch’s reputation within the empire. But that was a story for later.


      “Eh? They already checked out?”


      Commander Grinch went to call on Nina and the others at their inn, only to find out that Maid & Co. had already left. The innkeeper told him that they were likely no longer in the capital.


      “I must have just missed them...” In the commander’s hand was a letter of thanks from Viscount Choreia. Although the stolen hand mirror and pouch had no value in gold, they were treasured family heirlooms, and in his letter, he offered to receive them whensoever they might wish to visit his domain.


      Now, not only had he been unable to deliver the letter, he’d also entertained hopes of recruiting the lupalune girl, with her extraordinary physical abilities, and the mage who’d used tacit casting—an ability he’d rarely seen before.


      “That’s a real shame... But with powers like theirs, I’m sure our paths will cross again,” Grinch said to himself. With that, he swung up into the saddle of a horse just as giant as he was, and galloped away.
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