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      A month had passed since the tournament after the dispute with the western nobles, whose recent actions had both revealed their rampant corruption and angered Euphie personally.


      Harvest season was approaching, a time full of anticipation. The farmers were waiting eagerly for the fruits of their labor, while all of us hoped for an abundant crop this year.


      The magicology city, meanwhile, was bustling with activity.


      This was because the city’s construction had been accelerated to accommodate the dignitaries who came to witness the tournament.


      That momentum continued even after the tournament was over, propelling the building efforts until the city was nearly complete. At this rate, it would be officially finished by next year.


      Even at this stage, the city was already attracting all sorts of people, including an official Adventurers Guild branch and numerous merchant associations, while traveling traders were opening stalls all over. After all, wherever people gathered, more would come to visit.


      For those reasons, the magicology city was even more crowded than ever.


      We were at the knights’ training ground, away from all the commotion. Originally used as the tournament venue, it had since been transformed into a training ground after the competition drew to a close.


      Today, however, there were no knights to be seen because we in the Magicology Laboratory had reserved the space for ourselves.


      “How are you over there, Charnée?” I called out.


      “I’m ready when you are!” my personal maid answered cheerfully.


      She was clutching a bow in her hands, though it was unlike any you might see in common use. This bow combined an assortment of different parts and was more like the compound bows I remembered from my past life.


      It had a sleek, functional, and sharp design, along with an impressive golden hue. But what stood out most was the magicite crystal embedded in the handle.


      Yes, a piece of magicite. I had prepared this magical tool especially for Charnée, and it was the reason we had reserved the training grounds for ourselves. We had an experiment to conduct.


      The bow’s name was the Keraunos, and it was made from the magicite taken from the Fenrir that once ravaged Charnée’s home territory. Lightning-based magicite crystals were exceedingly rare, making it an incredibly valuable artifact.


      It was ironic that Charnée was now wielding a bow made from the magicite of the creature responsible for devastating her home territory…


      But then again, Garkie’s magical sword, the Flamzell, was crafted with the magicite crystal gifted to him by the dying demihuman, so I suspected that fate might be a more important factor in magicite compatibility than I had once believed. After all, Garkie certainly shared some strange bond with the deceased demihuman.


      But while my hypothesis might eventually be proven true, that day was still a long way off. This technology was still in its infancy.


      In order to advance our development of magical tools, it was essential to gather more data from artifacts like the Keraunos. The results we obtained here would almost certainly be of tremendous use.


      While I was busy pondering all this, Navre and Garkie, who were in charge of observation and recording, signaled that they were ready to go.


      With that, I called out again: “Charnée! You can start now!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” she answered enthusiastically as she readied the Keraunos.


      There was only one peculiar detail in her actions.


      Though the Keraunos was a bow, it lacked a bowstring. To an uninformed onlooker, nocking an arrow in it would probably seem impossible. But Charnée was undeterred.


      She was cheerful and energetic most of the time—but when she was carrying a bow, she fell into such deep, quiet concentration that she seemed like a different person.


      A faint crackling noise sounded from her fingers, while an electric charge ran across the Keraunos to form a string.


      A moment later, a lightning bolt in the shape of an arrow took form. The electric crackling grew in intensity, but that didn’t stop Charnée from drawing it back.


      The Keraunos was a magical tool in the shape of a bow—or you could just call it a magical bow. To be even more precise, it was an enchanted staff that could also be used as a bow.


      Charnée had a natural affinity for lightning magic, and the magicite crystal from the Fenrir also possessed lightning attributes. Through this fateful combination, the Keraunos was forged.


      “…Here goes,” she called, her voice interrupted only by the crackle of energy.


      With that, the electric charge rapidly swelled.


      Lightning was coursing all through the Keraunos, even reaching Charnée, wielding it. It wrapped around her like an aura and, from a certain angle, almost resembled a pair of wolf’s ears.


      If it made her a wolf, maybe the electrical discharge was growling? As that thought crossed my mind, Charnée unleashed the bolt of lightning that had been steadily growing.


      There was a brief moment of silence as a blinding flash of lightning forced me to squeeze my eyes shut. Then came a powerful crackle, followed by a series of intermittent hisses, until it culminated in the thunderous roar of a lightning strike.


      A cruel sight emerged once the dizzying whirlwind subsided—the target was smoking and deformed, practically burned to a crisp.


      “A direct hit!” Navre shouted. “It went right through!”


      “Now for the next target,” Garkie added.


      “Charnée?” I called.


      “Yes,” she responded in a quiet voice, readying the bow once again.


      In a state of deep concentration, she calmly unleashed arrow after arrow at each successive target. Her aim was flawless. Each shot pierced the center of the bull’s-eyes—and the target itself was blown apart. It was an incredible sight.


      She was unleashing small lightning strikes, a feat that would no doubt instill fear into the hearts of any witnesses. To be perfectly honest, not even I would want to find myself facing off against this new magical tool, and I had spearheaded its creation.


      “Give it all you’ve got with the last target, Charnée,” I called to her.


      “Very well,” she answered, before taking a deep breath.


      The way she nocked the arrow remained unchanged, but the discharge spilling from her and the Keraunos grew so much that it sent visible ripples through the air.


      This time, the wolf ears from the aura clinging to her were unmistakable, while the sound of the discharge bordered on a feral growl.


      Charnée, perhaps unaware of this herself, took aim with unwavering precision. After a moment’s pause to catch her breath, she released the lightning arrow into the air.


      The next moment, a blinding light spilled out, followed by a thunderous roar.


      The force was so strong that a cloud of dust swirled around her target, obscuring any view of its fate.


      At last, a gust of wind cleared the haze. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Navre waving his arms. He must have decided to use his wind magic.


      The target was completely gone. It was like everything in Charnée’s line of fire had been erased from the face of the earth.


      In fact, her arrows had reached the wall behind her target, leaving a mark so deep that she might have been able to completely penetrate it.


      This was an astonishing outcome, but no one was more surprised than Charnée herself. She stood with her eyes wide open, her mouth gaping in disbelief.


      “…I did that?” she murmured.


      “You certainly did. That was incredibly powerful. How was it?” I asked.


      “G-good! It’s a truly wonderful creation!” she answered in jittery excitement.


      I let out a chuckle. It was hard to believe the girl in front of me was the same person who had wrought such destruction.


      After that, we cleaned up the training ground before embarking on a thorough examination of the Keraunos.


      “What did it feel like to use, Charnée?” I asked.


      “It’s amazing!” she exclaimed. “I know the Keraunos is limited to archery, but I don’t have much talent for magic to begin with, so there are only a few styles I can handle. I thought it would be best to stick to something with a clear purpose—and it works!” Her joy, however, soon gave way to anxiety. “I have to admit, though, I’m a little nervous.”


      “How so?” I asked.


      “The Keraunos is incredible, but I’m a little afraid about mistaking its power for my own… If even I can wield this much strength…”


      “But you’re the only one who can use it, Charnée. I don’t think it’s any exaggeration to say that was your power.”


      “But still…”


      She seemed unconvinced by my attempt at reassurance.


      Well, I understood what she was trying to say. After all, she knew better than anyone just what level of magic she could naturally command.


      The Keraunos amplified her powers many times over; of course she was filled with doubt.


      “When you get your hands on powers beyond your understanding, it’s no surprise you would feel confused,” Navre pointed out. “There probably aren’t many people in the Kingdom of Palettia capable of matching that.”


      “Master Navre…”


      “And you gained that power not through effort or education, but simply by using a magical tool. I suppose it feels a bit unreal, doesn’t it?”


      “…Yes.”


      Navre must have been able to imagine what was in her heart. He spoke gently, while Charnée listened in silence.


      “Don’t worry, Charnée. Any power needs training and discipline to master. All this means is you have the opportunity to change the way you cultivate your skills.”


      “Really…?”


      “Imagination is essential when using magic, wouldn’t you agree?” Navre asked, leaning forward to meet her gaze. “What you did just now was incredible, but something tells me you can’t attribute it to just the magical tool. It was your finely honed skills, both in magic and in archery, that made what you did possible. Don’t you think?”


      Charnée still looked uneasy, but she responded with a cautious nod.


      With that, Navre nodded in turn and gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Then have confidence. No matter what sort of power you acquire, just having it isn’t enough. Using something and truly mastering it are worlds apart. The point is: It all depends on you. If you let doubt get the better of you, Commander Anisphia will leave you behind.”


      “…You’re right! Any power needs skill to use! I’ll keep working hard to master the Keraunos!” Charnée declared with her usual vitality.


      Navre watched on with a satisfied nod, then turned to me for approval as well.


      I responded with a wink and a thumbs-up.


      I was grateful for the help. Navre was becoming more dependable by the day, and I felt a surge of joy at how much he’d grown.


      “Really, the Keraunos is incredible!” Charnée exclaimed, back to her normal self.


      “Indeed.” Navre nodded in agreement. “It’s a one-of-a-kind magical tool made from natural magicite. If a mass-produced version could be created, it might just transform the very essence of knighthood.”


      At that moment, a question crossed my mind.


      “Speaking of which, do nobles use bows?” I asked.


      The nobles of the Kingdom of Palettia were magic users. Perhaps they had no affinity for bows, thinking magic could meet their every need.


      I often encountered skilled archers during my time as an adventurer, but how many of the kingdom’s aristocrats knew how to use a bow and arrow?


      It was Garkie who answered my question, in his usual lighthearted tone. “It depends on the family, I guess. My family’s approach is you’ve gotta be prepared for anything.”


      “Those involved in knightly orders, like Baron Lampe, probably learn how to use them. I’ve had basic instruction in it, too,” Navre said.


      “I realized that if I could hunt, it would help make ends meet at home. That’s why I learned how to shoot. Yes, I can take monsters down with magic, but I can save my strength by combining magic with archery,” Charnée added.


      The three of them nodded in agreement. They might have each had their own circumstances, but they all tried to expand the number of options available to them.


      “That’s true. Some people think magic is all that’s required, but you have to train your body as well. It’s a battle of stamina out there in the field, and taking down monsters isn’t the end of the story.”


      “Right. You have to transport and harvest the monsters for their materials. And my old man taught me that you might need to give first aid or help with repairs when they attack peoples’ dwellings.”


      “First aid… Repairs… All that takes money, doesn’t it? It’s so difficult when you can’t afford it…,” Charnée murmured, her voice hollow as she stared into the distance, no doubt remembering the devastation wrought by the stampede through her family’s land.


      Both Garkie and Navre watched her with concern, probably feeling sorry for her.


      “The damage to peoples’ houses and fields is bad enough, but the worst part is when people get hurt,” Charnée murmured under her breath with a vacant smile. “Even if you can use healing magic, people don’t get any income during the time they spend recovering, so they need to tighten their household budget… Then they fall into poverty, and they have to leave their lands in search of work…”


      “Th-that sounds really tough…,” Garkie said, gently ruffling her hair while Navre patted her on the back.


      Perhaps that helped soothe her, as she breathed a deep sigh and managed to smile. “We’re back on our feet thanks to Queen Euphyllia’s generous support. But I doubt I’ll ever forget how difficult it was…”


      Something told me this was where her deep loyalty originated.


      A somber mood fell over us—until Navre broke the silence. “We do need to strengthen ourselves to deal with monsters. And we have to keep developing new magical tools.”


      “We can’t avoid the issue of monsters if we’re to foster the Kingdom of Palettia’s continued development.”


      “Yes. Expectations are high for whatever new magical tools Commander Anisphia creates—and not just among nobles. These inventions let commoners, knights, and adventurers use magic; it’s fair to say there’s probably nothing they would want more. A magical sword is tempting, and a magical bow like the Keraunos is bound to stir even more interest.”


      Given that certain monsters were capable of wielding magic, they posed a considerable threat to ordinary people who lacked that gift.


      But not all nobles could actively take up arms against monsters. Many of them weren’t inclined to fighting in the first place—but even for those who were, there were simply too many wild creatures for them to handle.


      That was why I believed magical tools could become a beacon of hope for the Kingdom of Palettia.


      For the longest time, there had been a general hesitance, a feeling that magical tools would encroach on the interests of the nobility. Now, however, the winds of change were beginning to blow. I liked to pause to consider what might now be possible, but I was equally aware of the dangers that would inevitably arise when magical tools became commonplace.


      Neither their usefulness nor the danger they posed could be overlooked. To ensure people thoroughly understood both, I had to take my duties seriously both as head of the Magicology Laboratory and as commander of the Magicology Guard.


      “If we’re going to try to mass-produce them, we’ll have to figure out what sort of magic we’re going to base the artificial magicite on,” Garkie murmured.


      “A fire arrow would probably be strongest, right?” Charnée suggested with some uncertainty.


      “Fire, hm… The problem there is that the materials lose their value if they get burned. It can take down a monster, but what comes next?”


      “You’re right… We wouldn’t want to damage the materials.”


      “It isn’t just a matter of defeating them. It would certainly be worth considering which type of magic would be most effective,” Navre pointed out.


      “Indeed, the way we approach monster hunting is going to have to change… Come to think of it, maybe we should have tried new approaches sooner,” I said.


      “What do you mean?” Navre asked, head tilted to one side.


      I hesitated for a moment, then decided it would be best to explain.


      “How much do you think the role of magic users has changed since the founding of the Kingdom of Palettia?” I asked. “Personally, I don’t think there’s been much of a shift at all. Even today, there are people who believe spirit covenantors are next to gods. I mean, the spirit covenantors did wield great power back in the day. Kings and nobles have been passing on those traditions through the ages, even though we haven’t had spirit covenantors for a very long time.”


      All this had been orchestrated by Lumi, the daughter of the first king and a spirit covenantor herself.


      Palettia had been founded on spirit covenants, but Lumi had tried to erase all knowledge of them, hoping to build a nation that could stand strong in their absence. And we had inherited that foundation.


      Were her efforts truly successful? Though the truth of spirit covenants was long forgotten, people’s feelings and faith remained strong.


      Over the years, those feelings, that faith, became distorted. It was no exaggeration to say that the events of recent years could all be traced back to this key point.


      “Spirit covenantors may have disappeared, but magic users remain, and they’ve grown in number. The kingdom has expanded, and the population has surged. The Kingdom of Palettia has definitely flourished. But magic users aren’t enough to cope with a prospering world.”


      When it came to ordinary magic users, that was understandable. After all, they didn’t possess the immense power available to spirit covenantors.


      Over time, spirit covenants faded away, and even those with the talent to enter into them didn’t necessarily want to. In a sense, while the number of magic users had increased, the quality of their craft had deteriorated with the passing of the generations.


      As a result, magic users were naturally burdened with ever-increasing responsibility, making it especially challenging to adapt when their abilities began to wane.


      The nobility had succumbed to corruption, and that wasn’t only a matter of character. Perhaps it stemmed from a stubborn adherence to outdated ways of doing things in a world that kept on changing around them.


      Over time, what began as minor distortions evolved into issues too big to ignore. It all made sense when you looked at it that way.


      “The nobility is also supposed to unite the kingdom’s vast lands. They can’t do that if they get themselves killed fighting monsters.”


      “But it’s hard to fight monsters if you can’t use magic…,” Navre mumbled.


      “I think the aristocracy has too many roles to play,” I answered with a nod. “And there’s no quick substitute for any of them.”


      “So what you’re saying is we need to elevate the status of the common folk?” Charnée asked seriously.


      “That’s right,” I answered with a stern nod. “We need to empower them to defend themselves. Nobles and knights can’t manage everything, which is why there’s so much demand for adventurers and the like.”


      “That’s certainly true…”


      “And once the common folk can defend themselves, that will free up the nobles to concentrate on running their estates. And magic users who don’t inherit their family lands can become knights or adventurers, which will help protect the realm.”


      “Or if you don’t want to manage your estate yourself, I guess you could turn it over to a commoner to do it for you?” Garkie asked, his face lighting up.


      I gave him an awkward smile.


      Garkie probably wasn’t cut out for managing a territory, that was true, but it wasn’t very tactful to say it so directly. See, Navre was already glaring at him!


      “Maybe,” I said, realizing I had better try to smooth things over. “There are probably people who would rather stay in the field as a knight. If the gap between nobles and commoners can be narrowed, it might be possible someday.”


      “…The freedom to choose, huh? I wouldn’t know what to do in a future like that,” Navre said, thinking aloud.


      In today’s world, nobles were expected to conform to certain roles.


      But not everyone born into the aristocracy could fit that mold.


      There were princesses like me, and then there were those like Tilty who couldn’t safely use magic. It was just the way we were born.


      I wanted to expand everyone’s freedom to reduce such personal tragedies. I didn’t want magic to be the exclusive domain of the nobility—it should be available to all, letting everyone shape themselves into the person they wanted to be.


      That was why I created magical tools. And now more and more people were counting on me to make more.


      But those tools had the power to change the world. No matter how much I might wish otherwise, someone with bad intentions—or even an unforeseen accident—could result in unwanted consequences.


      In that regard, both magic and magical tools needed to be treated with care.


      “Well, freedom is a heavy responsibility. But responsibility is what helps people grow, right?”


      “I don’t know what to say to that when it’s coming from you…,” Navre said with a wry grin.


      I wanted to share the same expression, but I chose to act cheerful. “I’m working hard to make the future I want. But there’s no need to rush. Let’s take it step by step, building a solid foundation so it doesn’t all come crashing down. For that, I’ll need your support, everyone!”


      Navre and the others all agreed.


      Our days were certainly busy, but they were also fulfilling. The future I had been yearning for was drawing steadily closer, which brought a genuine smile to my face.
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      The clattering of Thought Board keys echoed through the room. It was a sound I had grown used to hearing, but it still weighed on me.


      The source of my melancholy was the mountain of paperwork piled high on my desk. No matter how many documents I filed away, the stack never seemed to get any smaller; I felt like I was trapped in a cycle of never-ending penance.


      “Please sign these, Commander Anisphia,” Navre said. “This is to confirm our future policies with respect to the Adventurers Guild.”


      “Hold on! I haven’t even gotten around to these documents yet…!”


      “The deadline is today, so please get them back to me by this evening.”


      “Ugh! All these papers just keep piling up!” I cried, collapsing over my desk.


      Meanwhile, Navre mercilessly added more papers to the stack. Was he evil?


      He went on, unfazed, without so much as glancing in my direction. I had grown so used to this that it felt like an everyday occurrence at this point.


      “I know it’s a burden, Commander Anisphia, but it’s necessary to ensure the magicology city is run in an orderly manner.”


      “I get that, but still…”


      “These hurdles are only temporary. While you’re formally the city’s leader, actual governance will be delegated to those working for you. After all, Queen Euphyllia asked you to focus on magicology research and developing new magical tools.”


      As Navre pointed out, I was the city’s highest authority. I had to admit, though, that politics wasn’t my forte. I would much rather dive into the study of magicology and develop magical tools.


      To bring that hope to fruition, I needed to hire others to act in my stead. But passing my responsibilities off to someone else would be completely irresponsible, so it was crucial that whoever took over was someone I appointed personally.


      That was why I was overwhelmed with all this paperwork. Yes, I knew this was just a temporary hardship, but that didn’t make it any easier.


      “I’m not cut out for this…” I sighed. “If I could just toss it all aside, I would…”


      “Shall we leave it all to Her Majesty?”


      “Ugh. I wouldn’t go that far…”


      “Then you’ll just have to press on. It’s essential you review these documents, Commander. After that, we can focus on the reports submitted by the department heads.”


      “Making sense of all these reports and figures isn’t straightforward, you know…?”


      “I suppose that’s true, if you don’t have prior knowledge. But they could prove vital in the future, so you’ll have to learn,” Navre insisted, confronting me with that harsh reality.


      My shoulders slumped in defeat, and I glanced up at him. I felt so guilty making him assist me with all these political matters.


      “Sorry, Navre, for forcing you to help with all this. You ought to be taking a break, too…”


      “I’ll let Priscilla and the others enjoy themselves today. You would be in a bit of a bind if Priscilla and I both took a break at the same time, Commander.”


      Unable to deny that, I said nothing. If not for Navre and Priscilla, I would have left all this behind long ago.


      My two assistants played a huge role in carrying this burden, but my reliance on them only made me feel more inadequate…
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      “I’m grateful, really,” I said. “All this paperwork would be even more daunting without you and the team. I’m sorry to deprive you of your day off…”


      “Not at all,” Navre answered. “I enjoy helping out.”


      “But you haven’t had much chance to rest, have you?”


      Navre and the others always traveled back to the royal capital on their holidays, so I couldn’t really say they had taken time to themselves.


      I typically went to visit Euphie whenever I had a chance, but I did feel guilty dragging everyone else along with me all the time.


      That was why I suggested Navre take a break, but he told me he wouldn’t be able to relax with the current situation, and he had sacrificed his time off to help out here instead.


      Priscilla offered to assist, too, but something told me if I let them both stay, neither would end up taking time for themselves, so I had to order her to.


      “You and Priscilla are pretty weird, you know that? You could at least rest when I ask you to…”


      “If I don’t lend a hand now, I might end up regretting it later.”


      “Ugh… Well, I hope Priscilla is relaxing. It would be nice if you two could take turns resting…”


      “I’m fine… I would just spend the time training.”


      “Don’t you ever go home?” I asked offhandedly.


      The moment that question left my lips, Navre stiffened.


      Maybe I was just imagining things, but was that a frown? Had I touched on a sensitive topic?


      He must have picked up on my apprehension, as he breathed a deep sigh before turning to face me. “I hope you don’t mind if I share this, Commander, but I don’t want to go back home for the time being. Things are a little awkward there right now.”


      “How so?”


      He let out another sigh, smiling with chagrin. “It’s my own fault. Given the way I treated Queen Euphyllia before she ascended to the throne, some doubt whether I am suitable as my family’s heir.”


      “…Are you really okay?” I asked, leaning forward. This sounded more serious than I first thought.


      He waved a hand as if to say it wasn’t cause for concern. “I’m not particularly worried. It would be a huge hassle to inherit everything.”


      “Are you and Commander Sprout on bad terms?”


      That wasn’t the case from what I could see, but maybe there was tension behind the scenes?


      “No, my father has taken a neutral stance. He says he’ll support me no matter what I choose, but he’s warned that if I intend to take over the family, it won’t be easy recovering from my past mistakes. He wants me to think about my future. If anything, it’s my mother who’s watching me with a wary eye…”


      “Your mother…?”


      “My father is the commander of the Royal Guard. He’s always working at the royal palace, so my mother manages the estate on his behalf. I think I’m doing well enough as a knight, but I’m held to a much stricter standard as the family heir…”


      “…How are you and your mother getting along?” I asked.


      Navre’s bitter smile deepened.


      H-had their relationship really soured that much…?!


      “She’s angry at me for the way I treated Queen Euphyllia. She barely even speaks to me anymore…”


      “Ah…”


      He was referring to the time Allie broke off his engagement with Euphie.


      But that incident was partly caused by Lainie unknowingly tapping into her vampire powers, while Allie was scheming to seize the throne out of concern for the kingdom’s future. It was no exaggeration to say Navre was also a victim of what happened.


      That was when I remembered that very few people knew the truth about Lainie being a vampire. From an outsider’s perspective, it was only natural to question Navre’s judgment.


      Navre himself might have the whole picture, but he hadn’t received permission to share it with his mother. In other words, he was powerless to resolve the misunderstanding that had arisen between them…


      “Sorry, Navre. I should have done more to help…!”


      “No, it isn’t your fault. Besides, I’m sure my mother knows there are things I can’t share with her. In any case, I doubt her attitude would be any different if she knew the whole truth.”


      “But…you’re a victim, too…”


      “No. Even if that was true, I’m still responsible for the hurt I caused. Lainie’s influence might have played a role, but it didn’t completely rob me of my free will. Did it?”


      “I suppose not, but still…”


      “I only have my own weakness and stupidity to blame,” he declared calmly.


      From his tone of voice, it was clear he had accepted his own role in events.


      “I was a fool. I understand if people don’t want to accept me even with Queen Euphyllia’s forgiveness.”


      “You’ve been putting in a lot of effort since then, Navre. You’ve been a huge help to me, and you’ve reconciled with Euphie…”


      “Thank you for saying that. I’m honored to serve you, Commander. But not everyone understands what we’re doing here. As long as I can’t share the truth, even to my mother, the public is going to look poorly on me.”


      He was no doubt right on that score. But we had to be careful who we shared those details with, especially Lainie’s true nature as a vampire.


      Knowledge of the vampire situation was a dangerous thing, which was why we had to keep it secret. But I still felt sorry for Navre, having to endure the consequences.


      “Don’t worry about it, Commander,” he said gently. “This is one challenge I have to overcome on my own.”


      “But, Navre…”


      “You can’t reveal the truth just for my sake, can you? I mean it: Don’t worry. I’m not so fragile that I’ll let something like this break me. You know what they say—adversity leads to opportunity. Some of my family’s retainers are trying to curry favor by elevating my brothers to high positions, so this is a chance to see if they’re really working for the good of the house. It’s all a matter of perspective.”


      “Hmm… I see what you mean, but still…”


      “Mistakes can’t just be undone. Being a knight is one thing, but in a way, this is a test to see whether I’m suited to being a leader.”


      “I don’t think you’re unsuited, Navre. You’ve been a huge help here…”


      “There are also political concerns. The very existence of our house is at stake. You can’t forget what happened to the nobles banished to the south. It’s only natural to proceed with caution.”


      “You don’t want to follow after your father as family head?” I asked him directly.


      He fell silent, looking somewhat troubled.


      But by the time he spoke up, he was back to his usual relaxed self. “To be honest, I’m not particularly bothered… I’m happy with the way things are now.”


      “You are?”


      “Yes. Assisting you is no small task, Commander, but it’s a fulfilling one. As for the question of taking over from my father, I have younger brothers, so there’s no need for me to force my claim. In fact, I think dedicating myself to the Magicology Guard might be the right path. Especially after what you said the other day.”


      “What I said?”


      “About nobles having too many roles to play. And about empowering commoners so they can take on part of the burden.”


      “…Ah. That.”


      “Yes. I’ve realized there’s more than one path I can take. So I want to consider my future while honing my skills here,” he said with a genuine smile.


      That beaming look went a long way to ease my worries.


      “…Right. If you aren’t worried too much about it, I guess I shouldn’t be, either, huh?”


      “There’s no need for any concern.”


      “Got it. I don’t know which direction you’ll choose to go, Navre, but whatever road you take, I want you to know I’ll be cheering for you.”


      There was no way of knowing if he would choose to ascend the ranks of the Magicology Guard or to take over as the future Count Sprout, but so long as he was happy, that was all that mattered.


      What I could do was be here for him when he felt cornered or at his wit’s end. And I could watch over and protect him.


      “Thank you,” he said. “To be honest, I sometimes wonder if Gark gives these things more thought than I do…”


      “…Speaking of which, I wonder what his plans are?”


      “He hasn’t said anything to me, and I haven’t asked about his family situation in any great detail, I’m afraid…”


      Right. I couldn’t remember him ever saying much about his family home.


      Hmm. If he wanted to keep it private, maybe I shouldn’t pry too much.


      “I feel bad for saying this, but I can’t really picture him managing a territory of his own…,” I murmured.


      “Well…”


      “You think so, too, Navre?”


      “I can’t say he seems particularly suited to it… But what if he married someone who could help manage the estate? Like in my family’s example?”


      “Garkie…? You think he’d do that?”


      “It’s hard to imagine. Besides…”


      “Besides…?”


      “It’s easy to forget, but he’s actually older than I am…”


      “Yeah…”


      “I wonder if he’s really okay…?”


      “Huh…?”


      Garkie’s cheerful countenance flashed through my mind. He was likely fine for now, but it was probably time he started giving some thought to the future…


      At that moment, Navre squinted, as if he’d just been distracted. “Hmm…?”


      “What’s wrong, Navre?”


      “I thought I heard something…”


      “Huh? Ah, you’re right… What’s going on?”


      Like he said, I could hear a distant racket growing steadily closer.


      Navre braced himself just in time for the door to slam open with a loud bang.


      In the doorway stood Charnée and Garkie. The former dragged the latter inside by the hand. Garkie looked utterly exhausted, while Charnée was brimming with excitement. I just stared at them both.


      “There’s been an incident, Your Highness!”


      “Charnée? What’s wrong with Garkie? I thought you two were taking the day off? What sort of incident?”


      “Honestly, I don’t think it’s such a big deal…,” Garkie muttered.


      “That isn’t true at all, Master Gark!” Charnée insisted.


      “Easy now, Charnée. Just take a deep breath,” Navre said with more than a hint of exasperation.


      Looking at Garkie, I didn’t get the impression anything too serious had happened…


      In any case, I sensed Charnée would have to get whatever her news was off her chest before she could relax.


      “So? What happened?” I asked.


      “It’s Priscilla!”


      “Priscilla?” I repeated with surprise.


      Had something happened to her on her day off? She certainly wasn’t the kind to cause trouble… Or was she? She did have a rather sharp tongue at times…


      But what Charnée said next was not at all what I would have expected.


      “I think she’s fallen in love!”


      “…Huh?”


      She had fallen in love? Priscilla? With whom?


      …Surely Charnée was confusing her for someone else?


      “Just to be clear… Who are you talking about again?” I asked.


      “Priscilla!”


      “That Priscilla? In love…?”


      It seemed I hadn’t misheard, but my mind was full of question marks.


      Unable to hide my confusion, I glanced at Navre. His skeptical expression confirmed I wasn’t the only one at a loss.


      I pulled him to one side. “What do you think…?” I whispered.


      “Maybe she’s mistaken…?”


      “Let’s try asking Garkie.”


      “Good idea.”


      Charnée wasn’t the sort of person to lie, but if Garkie had seen Priscilla as well, he seemed awfully nonchalant about it.


      We couldn’t rule out the possibility that he was hopelessly oblivious to love, but there would be no getting to the bottom of this without hearing his side of the story.


      “Charnée, Garkie,” I said. “Can you explain what happened?”


      “I guess so…,” Garkie answered. “You gave us the day off, so I went into town with Charnée.”


      “I thought about inviting Priscilla as well, but she disappeared before I had a chance to ask her…,” Charnée added.


      “I certainly don’t get the impression she spends her days off with others… So?”


      “Well, Gark and I were wandering around town, and we spotted her!”


      “I—I see… So what kind of incident are we talking about?” I pressed.


      “A man called out to her in the middle of the street, and she left with him!”


      “…So that’s the incident?”


      Was she okay? What if she had been dragged into an alleyway somewhere and attacked?


      Priscilla liked to put on a modest attitude, but in truth, she was as ruthless as they came. A gnawing sense of unease took root inside me.


      Charnée, however, gave me a puzzled look. “It was like she met an old acquaintance! She seemed very surprised!”


      “An acquaintance?”


      “Yes! I’ve never seen her like that before!”


      “I don’t really get why Charnée got that impression…,” Garkie murmured.


      “Because it’s the first time I’ve ever seen her shaken up!”


      “So? That doesn’t have to mean she’s in love.”


      “…Priscilla? She was shaken?” I asked.


      “Yeah. I guess it was a bit of a shock…,” Garkie admitted.


      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, either. Priscilla wasn’t the kind of person to be so open about her emotions. She was normally very stoic. What could possibly upset her so much that she would let her true feelings show?


      Like Charnée said, it sounded like they knew each other, but what exactly did this mystery person mean to Priscilla?


      I was intrigued, but we weren’t about to get anywhere when the person in question was absent.


      “I’m curious about it, too, but we probably shouldn’t pry too much into her personal life…,” I said with a sigh.


      “Ah… That’s true. I haven’t seen her act that emotional before, so I was a little taken aback,” Charnée admitted with a hint of embarrassment.


      “Well, you never can quite guess what that one’s thinking…,” Garkie murmured.


      “…You’d better watch your mouth, Garkie,” I warned him. “You don’t know when those words might come back to haunt you.”


      “Ugh… I’ll be more careful,” he said, uncrossing his arms and rubbing them as though a chill had fallen over him.


      Navre’s gaze was as cold as always at Garkie’s slip of the tongue.


      Relieved by the return of this familiar atmosphere, I let out a quiet breath.
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      “You’re still working, Commander?” Navre called as I stepped toward the Thought Board.


      I glanced around.


      Outside the window, it was already dark. The lamps in the room provided the only light. I didn’t remember turning them on, so I must have done it while I was lost in thought.


      I was fine staying, but I felt bad making Navre keep me company at this late hour, especially when he was already giving up his vacation time…


      “I’m almost done. You go on ahead. It’s getting late,” I said with a wave of my hand.


      But Navre only frowned. “I don’t think I can rest while you’re still burning the midnight oil, Commander…”


      “It’s fine, really! Look, this is a direct order! Go and get some rest!” I insisted, springing to my feet and giving him a firm push toward the door.


      Realizing any further complaint would be futile, he made his way for the exit. “All right, I understand… I’ll go. You should finish up soon, too, Commander.”


      “Thank you, Navre.”


      Watching him leave, I found it was hard to tear myself away for some reason.


      I sat up straight and took a look at my desk. The stack of documents I had already addressed today was tall, but so was the stack waiting for me.


      “It’s no small feat, managing a city. It must be even harder governing a whole country…”


      I thought I understood the challenges faced by Euphie and my father, but all this just reinforced the shallowness of my understanding.


      Being in a position of responsibility meant anxiety. Now that I had experienced a taste of it for myself, it was hard not to feel a wave of regret for all the stress I must have caused my mother and father.


      There was no changing the past, but I could choose what I did from this day forward.


      “Then again, people don’t change very easily…”


      That went for me, but I had seen many others who also had difficulty evolving. The former western nobles banished to the south were a prime example; change wasn’t easily embraced.


      Results didn’t come overnight, and it was easy to slip back into old habits if you weren’t careful.


      The only way to change was to keep making a conscious effort. I knew just how painful that was, which was why I didn’t want to force it on others.


      After all, it doesn’t matter what anyone else says or does; if you don’t make an effort to change, you never will. We all have to make our own choices based on our own motivations. That’s how it should be.


      On the other hand, no matter how much effort you put into changing, some people refuse to acknowledge it. Especially when you’ve made as many past mistakes as I had.


      As I pondered all this, my mind took me back to my conversation with Navre earlier in the day.


      His crimes were indeed grave, and leaving the shadow of that negative reputation would be no small task. It was possible he might never be able to see eye to eye with his detractors. The idea filled me with deep weariness.


      “I just hope the issue of Count Sprout’s successor can be resolved without too much trouble…”


      Navre’s actions certainly couldn’t be quickly forgiven. He might be determined not to repeat those mistakes, but whether others chose to believe him was a separate matter.


      Having seen his dedication firsthand, I wished others could accept his remorse. But I couldn’t force them to. He had to overcome those challenges and carve out his own path. All I could do was watch over him.


      “It’s really difficult…”


      “What is?”


      “Huh…?! Wait, is that you, Priscilla?”


      Priscilla was in the office, and I almost tumbled from my chair in surprise. Why did she always have to sneak up on me without making a sound?!


      “The lights were on, so I thought I would look in on you,” she said.


      “I just wanted to get to the end of all this.”


      “Oh?”


      The conversation ground to an awkward halt, and an uncomfortable silence settled over us. Maybe part of it had to do with what Charnée had told me earlier.


      I stole a quick glance at her—and to my surprise, she let out a weary sigh.


      A dark shadow seemed to have fallen over her features. Had something happened since Charnée and Garkie saw her? I couldn’t help but worry.


      “How was your day off?” I asked.


      “…Why do you ask?” she replied, eyes narrowed in suspicion. She had a sharp, almost unapproachable aura about her.


      Something was definitely up. Despite my instinct to keep from prying into her personal affairs, my curiosity got the better of me.


      “You look tired,” I said. “I was wondering if anything was wrong.”


      “…Wrong?” she muttered to herself.


      Suddenly, a wave of murderous rage seemed to roll off of her, making my skin crawl with anxiety.


      It only lasted for a moment, but it definitely came from her. What on earth could have happened to create such a terrifying aura?


      I only knew a handful of people capable of exuding such animosity. She became more of a mystery to me as time went on.


      But then she let out a deep sigh and let her shoulders droop. “I suppose it has been a tiring day…”


      “Whatever it was, did you resolve it?” I asked.


      She offered no response. Instead, her gaze wandered uncertainly as a frown formed on her brow.


      She was clearly conflicted about something. It was highly unusual of her to let her feelings show so well that I could read them.


      I remained silent, waiting for her to speak. An awkward silence hung in the air.


      Finally, without meeting my gaze, she said, “Is there anyone you can lay your entire self bare to, Princess Anisphia?”


      “Huh? Where did that come from? Well… I wish it was easier, but it’s rare to meet someone you can trust on that level. When it comes to people you care about, there’s always a desire to keep certain things secret, to protect them. So I can’t say it’s easy laying yourself bare, no.”


      “Even if that secrecy means undermining their trust in you?” Priscilla asked, turning her gaze toward me.


      As usual, those eyes seemed to pierce right through me—but what set them apart this time was the way they flickered with fervent emotion.


      “That’s true,” I answered, watching her closely. “When you know someone’s keeping secrets, it’s natural to have your doubts. You have to appreciate your relationships, enough that you can still trust them even when they don’t share everything.”


      “…I see…” She trailed off once more.


      Watching her, I felt uneasy. Was it the strangeness around her that had caught me off guard?


      I had never seen her so troubled before. Maybe it was because I was seeing a side of her she normally kept hidden.


      “…So what should someone do to gain that level of trust?” she asked.


      “That’s a tough one. Your everyday actions affect how people see you, so you don’t know what might make them suspicious. It can be hard to get people to trust you, no matter how much you try…”


      “What would you do to earn their trust?” she asked.


      I closed my eyes, sinking deep into thought.


      My next words didn’t come easily. I had to take my time to come up with a satisfactory answer.


      “…You’ve got to trust in the other person, I suppose,” I said at last.


      “…Even if they don’t trust you?”


      “I mean, yes. Trust in either direction is difficult if you didn’t already have a decent relationship… But if you want someone to trust you, it’s got to go both ways, right?”


      “I see.”


      “So I think about the other person, then what I need to do to earn their trust. One way is to give them what they seem to want. If we want someone to trust us, we need to show we trust them first. Yeah, that’s what I would do.”


      “…I see…,” she said quietly, then closed her eyes, lost in thought.


      …No, she looked less like she was contemplating my response and more like she was trying to shake off her confusion. But why?


      She stayed silent for a while, then eventually opened her eyes. “I have a favor to ask you, Your Highness.”


      “A favor?”


      “Will you trust me? There’s something I need to share.”


      “…That’s a little unsettling, coming from you. What happened?”


      “If I’m to explain, I’ll need you to come with me without asking any questions.”


      No questions? We certainly needed mutual trust for me to agree to that. But if that was what she wanted…


      Basically, she wanted to confide in me, but she couldn’t discuss it here. I struggled to imagine what it might be, but I had already decided on my answer.


      “…All right. I’ll trust you, Priscilla.”


      “…You’re okay with it?”


      “I’ve only known you for a short time, but you take your duties seriously. I know you like to manage everything yourself, and you don’t often rely on others. You’re skeptical by nature, and you have difficulty trusting people. So I couldn’t possibly abandon you when you come to me in earnest.”


      Her eyes widened slightly at this, and she looked away. I let out a faint chuckle at her awkward demeanor.


      “Do you need my help, Priscilla?” I asked.


      She took a moment to herself, then gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod.


      Was I imagining things, or was she actually incredibly awkward around people?
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      “So this is where you wanted to take me…? To a tavern?”


      I was out with Priscilla, the town lights cutting through the night. Laughter and chatter spilled from the buildings all around us.


      By now, the magicology city was buzzing with activity, and where there were people, businesses inevitably sprang up. The street was lined with restaurants and taverns, each a refuge for souls seeking a comforting drink at the end of a long day.


      For me, this lively clamor was a familiar sight, and it wasn’t long before Priscilla led me to one of the establishments nestled within the chaos.


      But why a tavern? This wasn’t the sort of place she would usually associate herself with. So why had she brought me here?


      “He said he booked a room,” she said. “Though, I suspect he’s still drinking…”


      “Did you meet someone here? How do you know them?”


      I found it hard to believe that she could possibly know the sort of person who frequented taverns. What kind of relationship did they have exactly?


      As soon as I asked my questions, she scrunched up her face, then manually smoothed out the wrinkles on her brow with a finger.


      “Well… We have history. I bumped into him by chance, and he said he’s decided to stay here for a while.”


      “You’re sure it was a good idea bringing me along?”


      “Of course. I want you to meet him.”


      “Me?”


      This was making less and less sense. What possible reason could she have for wanting to introduce me?


      Knowing Priscilla, I doubted she was trying to show me undue favor, but that only made this even more bewildering.


      Perhaps sensing my confusion, she continued with a bitter look. “I don’t really know if this is the right approach, but I want to earn your trust.”


      “Hmm…?”


      I still didn’t quite follow, but it sounded like she thought this would help.


      In any event, it was too late to turn back now, so I might as well give her the benefit of the doubt.


      “Well, let’s see if this person you mentioned is actually here,” I suggested.


      “Of course.”


      As we stepped into the tavern, numerous pairs of eyes turned our way.


      We were clearly out of place here, with some of the patrons giving us looks. Others, however, appeared to have recognized us.


      I raised my index finger to my lips, signaling them to keep quiet. They understood the message, as they brought their hands to their mouths or averted their gazes without making a fuss.


      Meanwhile, Priscilla was scanning the room. Then a deep frown formed between her brows.


      “…Ah. There he is.”


      “He’s here?”


      “The redheaded man over there.” Priscilla pointed to the back of the tavern.


      Sitting just out of sight was a young man with striking hair.


      He looked like he was in his twenties, with the handsome face of a spoiled, carefree spirit. From his outfit, I guessed he was an adventurer.


      Did Priscilla know him? He certainly was the sort you would expect to find in a tavern, but I couldn’t see why he would have any connection to her.


      At that moment, the man caught sight of Priscilla, and his face lit up with a smile. He waved us over.


      Now that I saw him more closely, something about him struck me as familiar. Priscilla, however, was expressing nothing at all, as if her feelings had been drained from her body. Except for her eyes, which glittered with an unsettling light.


      “…He’s always so brazen. It really gets frustrating,” she murmured.


      “Um… Do you want me to call out to him?” I suggested.


      “Please wait here for a moment,” she said, making her way over to the young man.


      He rose to his feet, arms wide open in greeting. “Ah, Priscilla! You’re back so soon! I’m surprised to see you in a shabby place like this! Let me buy you a drink!”


      After giving that friendly hello, he was silenced by a brutal hook punch to the gut.


      The crowd of onlookers buzzed with panic, but when Priscilla shot them a fierce glare, they obediently fell silent.


      To the casual observer, these interactions might have signaled the start of a brawl, but clearly no one dared get involved.


      The young man coughed and wheezed, fighting back tears, but soon picked himself up like nothing had happened. “Gah… Geh…! Merciless as ever, huh…?!”


      “Be quiet,” Priscilla fired back. “I’m here to help with your mission, so let’s get on with it.”


      “Oooh, you’re moving fast. I appreciate it, Priscilla.”


      “I’m not doing it for you.”


      She responded to his overly familiar attitude with unmistakable disdain. She wasn’t just putting on an act—it was abundantly clear she didn’t like him.


      “…Your Highness, Princess Anisphia… No, Lady Anis. I apologize for bringing you to this place to meet such a man, but I’m afraid he is the one I wanted you to meet.”


      Perhaps mindful of the tavern’s other patrons, she changed her form of address for me. But as strange as that felt, I was more concerned with what to make of her relationship with the man.


      “You could go a little easier on me…,” he said. “All right, then, let me introduce myself. Mind if I call you Lady Anis here?”


      “You act like we know each other already,” I pointed out.


      “Ah. Well, plenty of people know your name. You’ve drawn a lot of attention,” he answered. He spoke as frivolously as he appeared.


      I couldn’t help but feel a faint sense of dissonance, however.


      How should I put it? It was as though he wasn’t truly speaking from his heart. Maybe I only noticed it because I had encountered so many superficial people over the years.


      I couldn’t afford to let my guard down with him. I braced myself and decided to deal with him head-on.


      “Shall we go somewhere else?” he suggested. “A crowded tavern isn’t the best place to talk.”


      “As long as you aren’t up to anything. I’ll be accompanying you both, so if you lay a finger on her, I’ll wipe you off the face of the earth. Even if it costs me my life,” Priscilla said with unusual menace.


      The man shrugged, though his face looked slightly pale. “Hey, stop that. That joke doesn’t land coming from you.”


      “Do you think I was joking?” she asked icily.


      “…All right, all right. I’m not going to hurt anyone, I swear,” the man answered tersely.


      I could sense no sign that he was lying.


      “Okay, then,” he continued. “Shall we get going?”


      “If it’s all right with you, Lady Anis?” Priscilla asked.


      “Sure. I trust you,” I answered.


      Priscilla swallowed audibly. After throwing an awkward glance my way for a moment, she turned back to the man, still intimidating. “You do understand?”


      “There’s no need for such a glare. I get it, okay? Now let’s go somewhere more private.”


      With that, the man approached the counter and called out to the clerk, who then ushered us through to a back room.


      The room was tucked away in the rear of the tavern, making it perfect for a private discussion. Such places were common features in establishments catering to adventurers.


      In the adventuring world, clients often wanted to keep the details of their requests quiet, so a space for private discussion was a must.


      The man ordered drinks and snacks from the server who showed us to the room, only taking his seat once the three of us were alone.


      As Priscilla and I sat down, the man flashed us both a refreshing smile. “Let me introduce myself properly. The name’s Fal. I’m an adventurer traveling through this part of the world.”


      “Then should I introduce myself again?” I asked.


      “Anisphia Wynn Palettia—or maybe Lady Anis is better here?”


      “That’s fine. So why did Priscilla bring me here to meet you?”


      “How much do you want me to share, Priscilla?” he asked, looking to her.


      Priscilla lowered her gaze and took a deep breath. “All of it,” she said after a long pause. “I’m ready.”


      “…All right, then. I’ll share everything I can.”


      Priscilla gave him a slight nod.


      Fal turned back to me. “First, there’s something I need to get out of the way… I’m not a citizen of the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      “Huh?”


      “I was born in the neighboring Ailean Empire. Though, I’ve visited Palettia a few times.”


      My eyes opened wide in shock. It was a rare thing to come across people from other lands in our kingdom.


      Abroad, the Kingdom of Palettia was feared both as a realm of magic users and for the high number of monsters that roamed its wildernesses. Few ventured here willingly; for most people, steering clear of magic and monsters was the safe choice.


      On top of that, the kingdom didn’t go out of its way to welcome outsiders, either. Strictly speaking, it neither embraced nor excluded them—indifference was perhaps the most apt description.


      Typically, the kingdom’s only visitors were adventurers chasing after wealth and fame and merchants drawn by the realm’s abundant spirit resources.


      “So you’re an adventurer from a neighboring country?” I asked.


      “Well, something like that. The adventuring part is really just to fund my traveling.”


      “And how would a foreign adventurer know Priscilla?”


      I still couldn’t see how they could possibly be acquainted.


      Fal’s expression tightened, and his lighthearted facade fell away to reveal a survivor of countless violent battles.


      What must he have gone through?


      “I want to earn your confidence. So I’d like to disclose some information. But I have to preface it by saying I can’t share everything.”


      “Oh…?”


      “I’m from one of the empire’s most prominent families. Think of me as a wayward son, wandering from land to land, incognito.”


      “…So you’re a spy?”


      “Ah-ha-ha. That’s one way to put it.”


      “You’re admitting it?”


      “I don’t want us to be at odds. That would only cause trouble for Priscilla. We know each other, but she had no idea I was here. It isn’t like she tipped me off or anything.”


      “How exactly do you know each other?”


      “I said my family is one of the most prominent in the empire, right? Thanks to our connections, I was doing some research here in the Kingdom of Palettia a while back. Specifically, I was chasing after information. That was when we first crossed paths.”


      “…What kind of information?”


      I had a bad feeling about where this was headed, especially given the way the two were acting.


      Fal trailed off, as if unsure how to continue. What was he so reluctant to reveal?


      At last, he finally said:


      “…I was looking into the whereabouts of slaves being illegally traded here in the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      I leaped up from my seat.


      Slaves were being illegally sold in the Kingdom of Palettia. Yes, I had recently heard rumors along those lines. The western nobles had been involved in all sorts of illicit trades, and slavery was one of them.


      It was little wonder the empire was investigating. In fact, it made perfect sense they were looking into the whereabouts of their missing people.


      The troubling part was that he had met Priscilla during the course of that investigation. If their relationship could be traced back to slavery, what did that say about their connection?


      My gaze fell on Priscilla, whose emotionless mask was firmly in place.


      “…Priscilla. Don’t tell me—”


      “Your suspicions are correct. I… My mother was a slave, illegally purchased by my father. Which makes me the daughter of a slave.”


      …She said it so simply, but it was a heavy reality.


      A whirlwind of emotions was growing in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t know what to say, or how to express my frustration.


      Priscilla had already shared bits and pieces of her past, but this latest revelation shifted the narrative entirely. It turned out the burden she was shouldering was far heavier than I had imagined.


      “I can’t reveal my origins publicly. It would be too much of a scandal. Being an illegitimate child is already seen as a disgrace. I can only imagine the rumors if people knew my mother was a slave. That’s why my father went to great lengths to conceal my existence. Ironically, thanks to his efforts to secret me away, he could no longer recognize his own daughter,” she said with a dark smile.


      I knew how much she despised and resented her father.


      Of course she did, after all the wrong he had done.


      My hands tightened into fists.


      After letting out a deep sigh, Fal said, “To be honest, the problem of slaves pouring into the Kingdom of Palettia is a real headache for the empire. I was gathering as much information as I could a few years ago, and that was when I met Priscilla. It was actually her mother I was looking for, though…”


      “She had already passed away when he reached out to me.”


      “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up.”


      They both said it so easily, but I couldn’t be so calm. A dull ache was growing in my forehead. I could see why Priscilla had looked so troubled, and why she had suggested we leave the office for somewhere else.


      This couldn’t be leaked to the public, for many reasons. But why did we have to get embroiled in even more trouble…?!


      “You’re okay sharing this with me, Priscilla?” I asked.


      “I don’t think you would tell people about my origins or exploit someone’s secrets. Am I wrong?”


      “No, I wouldn’t do anything like that…”


      She acted like she didn’t care, but I could tell that was just a facade she was desperately trying to maintain.


      “There’s something else, Lady Anis. Something more important than my past… Fal?”


      “Yeah. Let’s cut to the chase. I reached out to Priscilla here because I have information of crucial importance to you, Lady Anis. Honestly, I’d been racking my brain trying to figure out the best approach, but when I heard Priscilla had been working closely with you, I seized my chance.”


      Ah. So his goal was to make contact with me. I had to admit, there were very few ways to reach me directly. I was royalty, after all.


      It must have been a huge help, having someone like Priscilla as a liaison. Although I didn’t like the way he was taking advantage of her proximity to me.


      “You know what this is about, Priscilla?” I asked.


      “Yes. Which is why I brought you here despite the risks.”


      “I see. So? What is this information?” I asked.


      Fal’s expression turned even more grim. “There’s a faction within the empire that’s plotting your assassination,” he said at last.


      “…Assassination? Me?”


      That was a disturbing thought. I had no idea there were people in the Ailean Empire who wanted me dead.


      Although I was surprised, this news wasn’t entirely unexpected. Ever since Euphie became queen, I had been doing my best to promote magicology and magical tools.


      Of course some people would see that as a danger. I certainly had my critics at home, so it was no surprise I had them abroad.


      But why was Fal sharing this information? I glared at him, and he shrank back slightly.


      “Let me make this clear now—it isn’t the empire that wants you dead. Actually, the emperor is…well, a fan, really.”


      “…A fan.”


      “Of your mother. Queen Sylphine used to be quite renowned. They called her the Crimson Whirlwind—ah. Right. Maybe I should call her the Dowager Queen now? Or Queen Emeritus?”


      “What?”


      What on earth was he going on about?


      First Priscilla’s origins, then a plan to assassinate me, and now he’s telling me the emperor was a fan of my mother? There was no rhyme or reason to his choice of topics.


      I turned to Priscilla in bewilderment, and she was staring at Fal dubiously.


      He heaved a weary, abject sigh. “Anyway, that really is the only way to put it. Our emperor has developed a one-sided admiration for Queen Emeritus Sylphine and King Emeritus Orphans…”


      “…So?”


      “We certainly gave the queen emeritus a lot to worry about during her time in the empire… Come to think of it, an apology is probably in order, isn’t it? I’m sorry our emperor is such a brainless fool…!”


      “Huh?! What exactly did he do?!”


      And what happened to the solemnity from just a few minutes ago?!


      How was I supposed to react when he said the head of a neighboring country was a “fan” of my mother?!


      “I know he just wanted to honor her, but offering her an imperial title was hardly an appropriate course of action…”


      “…I’m sorry for my ignorance, but is that really so bad?” I asked.


      Fal’s eyes widened in shock. Then, resting a hand under his chin, he murmured, “Well, considering the rumors…and the national temperament, if you could call it that… Maybe it can’t be helped…”


      “…Is there something wrong with what I said?”


      “No. I’m just surprised. What we take for common sense must be not be so in the Kingdom of Palettia. It might be hard for you to understand our perspective on this.”


      “Really?”


      Had I just shown my unfamiliarity with political matters?


      Fal let out a low groan. “Hmm… Yeah, all right. First things first—how do you think the outside world sees the Kingdom of Palettia?”


      “How…? I guess maybe they’re in awe of us…?”


      “That’s one way of putting it. Or more accurately, it’s seen as a mysterious land best left untouched.”


      “…Untouched?”


      What did that mean?


      Perhaps sensing my confusion, Fal began to explain. “This all connects to the faction that wants to assassinate you… I’m sure you’re familiar with the history that led to the founding of the Kingdom of Palettia, right?”


      “That we were originally a nomadic people, and that the first king forged a spirit covenant?”


      “Yeah, that’s the story. But what happened after the Kingdom of Palettia rose to power?”


      “…I don’t know the specifics. But in effect, we used the overwhelming power granted to us by the spirit covenant to fend off invaders and even to launch our own attacks in turn.”


      “Exactly. Then maybe you’ll forgive me if I share our perspective on that history? Though the Ailean Empire now borders the Kingdom of Palettia, that’s just the result of all the invasions that expanded our territory. The Ailean Empire’s imperial family and the nation it originated from have nothing to do with the beginnings of the Kingdom of Palettia. The real issue is the frontier countries that originally bordered your kingdom.” He paused there, breathing a heavy sigh. “Those countries are now part of the empire, and their leaders are part of its nobility. They still resent Palettia. From what I gather, they suffered considerably during your kingdom’s early years, and they’re still smarting today.”


      “…So they’ve got a long-held grudge?”


      “Exactly. They insist on waging war against you at every opportunity. In fact, the previous emperor was lured in by their rhetoric and almost did just that…”


      “Really?!”


      “The threat to the empire’s survival was simply too great to ignore, so the current emperor revolted and ousted him. The way I see it, the previous emperor was out of his mind. He was so consumed by greed that he somehow forgot the horrors of the past…”


      “The bastard…,” Priscilla murmured.


      These two certainly weren’t mincing words. Or maybe that was just a reflection of the frustrations they were both carrying…


      “So here we are. The current emperor wants to avoid conflict with the Kingdom of Palettia at all costs. And the reason for that is the strong mystique surrounding your country.”


      “Strong mystique…?”


      “Your nobles are natural-born mages. That’s not normal, at least not to us.”


      “Not normal…,” I murmured, catching my breath.


      So that was how other countries saw us. The kingdom rarely interacted with the outside world, and opportunities for anything more than surface interaction were few and far between. I couldn’t deny that it might appear abnormal.


      “Of course, mages can pop up outside Palettia as well. Having magic-wielding parents doesn’t guarantee you’ll inherit their talent, and sometimes children with no magical background can develop remarkable abilities. But there’s an undeniable difference in the quality of our mages compared to yours.”


      “Is that difference so great?”


      “When I saw Queen Emeritus Sylphine’s abilities, I wondered how many people have her terrifying talents,” Fal said bluntly. “Even her attendants would have been highly sought after in the empire. They say any competent mage from Palettia would be more proficient than the empire’s most highly regarded ones.”


      Indeed, while my mother was among the realm’s most capable magic users, she wasn’t the only standout individual.


      There were those like Duke Grantz, and now we had Euphie as well. It was little wonder outsiders regarded them with awe.


      “Do you understand just how terrifying that is for our country?” Fal asked.


      “…Yes. I suppose it would feel threatening.”


      “A single mage could decide the outcome of an entire war. Our emperor believes Queen Emeritus Sylphine could single-handedly bring down our capital if she wanted to. And the people working for her aren’t to be underestimated, either. Who would be stupid enough to pick a fight with a country like that?”


      “It would be unwise, yes…”


      “Some people think we could overwhelm you through sheer numbers. They’re idiots. It makes me want to give them a piece of my mind. How many of our citizens would they be willing to sacrifice? Do they really think we can just storm your capital? What if you encircled us and attacked from behind? There are all sorts of problems with their thinking.” It seemed he could barely contain his exasperation.


      I had to agree with his assessment.


      “Fortunately—if I can consider it that—the Kingdom of Palettia tends to keep to itself. You aren’t interested in expanding your borders through warfare, and for better or for worse, you don’t really care about your neighbors. As long as you have your magic, that’s all that matters to you. So why provoke you? Is there anything to be gained fighting a country that isn’t even hostile? Even if we did win, it would come at a huge cost. And what then? How would we govern afterward? How many of your mages would follow us? What if they rebelled and went into hiding? We would never be able to sleep soundly at night.”


      He clearly had strong views on the matter.


      I nodded in understanding. For better or worse, the Kingdom of Palettia did prioritize its own interests, and it wasn’t particularly concerned with building strong ties with its neighbors. I had seen that firsthand through my own experiences.


      I suspected the tragedy of the founding king lay behind our reluctance to attack outside countries. It was Lumi who gave us our insular national character, wishing to prevent such a calamity from recurring.


      I wasn’t the only one who recognized it. Fal’s reaction was similarly rooted in our historical relations with our neighbors.


      “If an invasion did succeed, it could very well push Palettia into such dire straits that history would repeat itself with another tragedy.”


      “Another tragedy…? You mean the one brought about by spirit covenantors?”


      “Yes. I guess tragedy is one word for when one of your spirit covenantors obliterates an entire nation overnight. That nation is gone now, but it was one of the lands that persecuted your ancestors in a past age. When your Kingdom of Palettia was founded, when people treated as slaves rose up against their oppressors and attacked, what was the end result? The annihilation of an entire country.”


      “Annihilation…”


      “Spirit covenantors can single-handedly bring nations to their knees. That’s no exaggerated legend. Queen Emeritus Sylphine demonstrated that herself. When a country is in crisis, there’s no telling what could set it off. That problem is unlikely to be resolved short of wiping out every last one of your mages.”


      He was right. If that happened, we risked repeating the history that led to spirit covenantors in the first place.


      For a foreign force to eliminate every threat, they would have to wipe out all of the Kingdom of Palettia’s magic users. That thought was beyond ominous. A single misstep could lead to a colossal disaster.


      “Our current policy is essentially maintaining balanced relations with the Kingdom of Palettia, neither too close nor too distant, using only the magical powers we really need. One political faction thinks we should take a more forceful approach… The problem is, we’ve been burned by Palettia before, so changing their minds isn’t easy. At the same time, though, we don’t have any clear evidence to justify taking action against them…”


      “I see…”


      “Coincidentally, this is the same faction that was involved in slavery and other illegal trades.”


      “Huh? Even though they hate us?”


      “It’s because they hate you. People go mad when they have too much. This country has a mysterious reputation, but human greed is pretty much the same wherever you go.”


      “…So they’re engaging in illegal trade on purpose?”


      “That’s how it is. Selling goods brings in money, and illegal trade could cause an uproar within the Kingdom of Palettia. As far as our discontented nobles are concerned, there are only advantages. They don’t care how much your people suffer. From their perspective, the more the better,” Fal said with a click of his tongue.


      Was this one of the factors behind the moral decay among the western nobles?


      This unexpected revelation made me grit my teeth. It wasn’t simply that the western nobles had succumbed to corruption—this was a plot orchestrated by foreign actors.


      “Honestly, I have no idea why they want war so badly. We’ve been through enough wars with our last emperor, and now they want to pick a fight with a country that could obliterate us. It’s nonsensical,” Fal scoffed. It was clear he meant every word. “We can’t let a reckless faction like theirs go unchecked. My hope was that by looking into the slave trade, I would be able to trace their movements. That was when I crossed paths with Priscilla. I found her while trying to track down her mother, and that set off a series of events.”


      “What events?”


      “Well…events. That’s why she’s got this attitude with me now,” Fal glanced at Priscilla—but just before their eyes could meet, she turned away.


      A tense air fell over the room, but Fal cleared his throat as if to shake it off. “Ahem. So I was finally coming close to catching those bastards… But the Kingdom of Palettia has seen a lot of changes lately, right? Because of you, Lady Anis.”


      “Ah. Well, you know…”


      “Thanks to that, the faction we’re talking about has been thrown into disarray. Some of its people think they can benefit from a diplomatic advantage now, and they’ve betrayed their associates. And there are other issues, too. But the chaos has helped us get closer to the truth…”


      Fal let his shoulders slump, drooping so heavily it was like the weight of the world rested on them. He was tired and more than a little morose.


      “The radicals think assassinating you could lead to the Kingdom of Palettia collapsing in on itself. Or if not that, it would at least throw it into chaos—and they could then take advantage of that.”


      “Huh… I guess it isn’t too crazy an idea…,” I said noncommittally.


      “I was shocked when I heard it. But are those extremists really so incompetent?” Priscilla hissed.


      Fal began to rub the wrinkles between his eyebrows. “Hmm… Is it incompetence? Or do they just have their heads in the clouds? Either way, they’re too caught up in their own assumptions…”


      “You’re saying you object to their plan?” I asked.


      Again, Fal’s shoulders drooped as he heaved a sigh. Seeing that response, I almost felt sorry for him.


      Hmm. If I was assassinated, it would lead to the kingdom’s collapse. The realm would disappear, its very name wiped from all memory…


      “Of course, only a small segment of their group is that extreme. The smart ones abandoned ship at the first sign of trouble, either betraying their comrades or staying silent to ensure their own safety… Let me tell you, though, it’s been a struggle gathering information. Seriously, what’s wrong with those people? Do they even realize how many years I’ve poured into this? Why are they self-destructing before I get a chance to act against them? And trying to bring down the Kingdom of Palettia? It’s insane. They’re the ones who are falling apart. How can they be so stupid…?” he ranted.


      For some reason, I felt like apologizing, though there shouldn’t have been any need for me to.


      Ultimately, I was the root cause behind all this. This was only happening because I’d made my study of magicology and magical tools public.


      “Looks like I’ve strayed off topic. To put it simply, a small group of radicals wants you dead. They’re acting out of desperation, but the empire itself doesn’t want to provoke the Kingdom of Palettia. So we need to find some way to resolve this before it escalates into something serious.”


      “That’s why you’re passing this information onto me?”


      “Yes. And if possible, I’d like your help cornering the radicals. I don’t want to escalate the situation, but if we can put an end to it behind closed doors, we could use it as leverage to rein in the anti-Palettia faction. And I hope us cooperating here will deepen the ties between our two nations.”


      “…I see. It’s not a bad idea,” I said.


      “Thank you.”


      “So. Who exactly are you?”


      Fal’s smile didn’t change, but he said nothing.


      I grasped his objectives now. Yet one question still lingered—who was the man at the heart of this tale?


      “You said you’re from one of the Ailean Empire’s most prominent families, but you’ve been awfully bold. I’d say you’ve got a direct connection to the emperor himself.”


      That was my impression when he brought up the emperor. Fal spoke casually, as though he knew him personally.


      It could have all been part of some elaborate deception, but if he was trying to trick me on that specific detail, then his entire story would be suspect—meaning he might be lying about not wanting to antagonize the Kingdom of Palettia.


      If, on the other hand, he was telling the truth about his desire for peace, then he was probably being honest about the rest of it.


      Which brought us to the question of his true identity.


      Sensing my suspicions, he sat up straight and squared his shoulders. “That’s a fair question. Let me introduce myself properly. Having come this far, there’s no point hiding my identity any longer.”


      With that, he grinned.


      “My full name is Falgana Lugh Ailean, younger brother to the Ailean emperor. Again, it’s an honor to meet you, Princess Anisphia.”
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      “Hah… What a mess this has turned into…” I sighed on the way back to my mansion.


      Indeed, the man—who claimed to be the emperor’s younger brother, Falgana—had come out with an incredibly unlikely story.


      Perhaps the only silver lining was that the situation wasn’t quite as dire as I had feared. But it was going to pose a major headache.


      “…I’m sorry, Your Highness.” Walking beside me, Priscilla suddenly apologized. She seemed generally down.


      Under normal circumstances, she never would have shown such a vulnerable side. If her stoic front was gone, she had to be truly distressed.


      I decided to keep a close eye on her while acting like I hadn’t noticed.


      “What are you apologizing for?” I asked. “Did you do something to me?”


      “No. But it was my connection with Prince Falgana that caused all this.”


      “This isn’t your fault, is it? Besides, he gave us valuable information. I’m glad he shared it with us.”


      “…Thank you for saying that,” Priscilla said with a weak smile.


      Hmm. She seemed genuinely troubled by the imposition.


      I honestly didn’t know what to think about her. If anything, what I had just learned about her past weighed heavily on my mind.


      Her mother had been a slave, illegally sold and brought into the country. I had only recently come face-to-face with the harsh realities of the realm’s western region, and our kingdom had only just embarked on a process of reform; I couldn’t help but imagine how painful Priscilla’s life must have been.


      In fact, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving her alone in her current state.


      “Priscilla? How about we go and grab a drink?” I suggested.


      “…Huh?”


      “I don’t think you should be alone right now. If you don’t mind talking, I’d be happy to listen.”


      She stared back, mouth agape. After hesitantly opening and closing it a few times, she took a deep breath. Her lips twitched as she glanced over at me. “You aren’t making advances on me, are you? Queen Euphyllia wouldn’t be happy if she found out.”


      “Don’t be silly. And if she gets upset, it’s my job to cheer her up. I’d rather bend over backward to keep her happy than neglect you and end up regretting it. Besides, as your boss, this is part of my job.”


      This time, she truly had no words for me, and she stopped in her tracks.


      I turned around to face her. “I don’t know you well enough to understand what you’re thinking right now, but I’m not the kind of employer who turns a blind eye to those in my service. So you could say I’m doing this for myself. What do you think? Will you keep me company?” I asked again.


      Priscilla didn’t respond immediately. Her eyes darted around, as if she was looking for an escape route. Her hands wandered aimlessly before finally tightening into fists at her chest.


      Then she closed her eyes for a long moment—and the tension that had gripped her body slowly dissipated. When at last she opened them again, her shoulders slumped in resignation.


      “…Very well. In that case, perhaps I will take a few minutes of your time. I’ll prepare a light snack on our return to the villa.”


      “No, let’s prepare it together. I can cook, you know,” I said with a light chuckle.


      At this, Priscilla finally broke into a smile, though it quickly gave way to a frown. “It would be unthinkable to make you cook just because you can, Your Highness.”


      “Come on. Look, we’re going to have a bad day tomorrow if we stay up too late. Let’s just have a drink and get all these bad thoughts off our chests.”


      “…As you wish.”


      And so we returned to the mansion. By now, the hour was late, and the household was asleep. Naturally, the kitchen was deserted, so we prepared a light meal by ourselves to accompany our drinks.


      Priscilla used that time to regain her composure. By the time we had brought the food into my office, she was almost back to her usual self.


      “Well then. Cheers,” I began.


      “…Cheers.”


      We poured the wine borrowed from the kitchen into our glasses and shared a quiet toast. At first, we just picked at the dishes and sipped at the wine without any further exchange of words.


      Then, once I had nearly finished my first glass of wine, I stole a glance at Priscilla. She seemed to be lost in thought, swirling her wine in her glass with a distant look.


      This conversation wasn’t going to get anywhere unless I made an effort.


      “Now that we’re here, I don’t really know how to begin,” I said to break the silence.


      “…Me neither.”


      “You always speak your mind, Priscilla. I appreciate that. People tend to sugarcoat their words around me, so it’s a relief to have someone willing to speak plainly.”


      Come to think of it, I had many kinds of people around me. I was a member of the royal family, so it was only natural that they tended to be careful around me. I liked the fact that Priscilla was so frank and open in my presence.


      She stopped swirling her wine glass and looked across at me. “You’re an extraordinary person, Your Highness.”


      “That’s probably because I didn’t have a conventional childhood.”


      For the longest time, I was called the Princess Peculiar. I was well aware I didn’t fit the mold of what was expected of royalty.


      “I sometimes wonder who I would be if I had grown up differently. In a different environment, I might have become someone else entirely. Your surroundings can have a huge impact on who you are.”


      “…They do, don’t they?”


      Naturally, I was thinking about Priscilla’s past.


      She must have endured her own unique hardships, and they had certainly shaped the person she was today. I couldn’t know how she perceived herself, however.


      In my case, I had recently come to terms with my past. But I knew that if I had been forced to carry my burdens alone, that would never have happened. I owed my healing to the people who had supported me. They had changed my world in every way.


      If Priscilla was hurting, was it arrogant of me to want to help her heal?


      “…How can I hate them if they’re only victims of their environment?” she whispered under her breath.


      What sort of answer was she looking for? I had no idea. So I responded with the answer that felt best to me: “The people and culture that created that environment, I suppose.”


      “…I see. Then maybe it’s only natural I resent this country,” she said, breaking into an ironic smile.


      That was the expression she always wore when she spoke this way.


      I always thought she just had a sharp tongue, but now I could see why she harbored such bitterness.


      She couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone just how much her heart ached. But if she wanted to turn to someone for comfort, I wanted to be there for her.


      So, summoning up my courage, I asked, “Can you tell me about your mother, Priscilla?”


      “…Why?”


      “I thought maybe I ought to know a bit more about her.”


      “…Ought to?”


      “Yes. And I thought sharing your story might help you to see it in a new light. Your feelings tend to fester when you bottle them up,” I said, though I knew I was intruding on her privacy.


      Again, Priscilla fell into a heavy silence. I didn’t want to rush her, so I took a sip of wine and waited for her to find her words. At one point, I noticed her glass was empty and refilled it, but she remained completely lost in thought.


      Only when I poured myself a second glass did she finally speak up. “I don’t have memories…”


      “You don’t?”


      “We didn’t speak much.”


      They didn’t? It was hard for me to imagine what sort of life Priscilla and her mother must have led.


      She didn’t seem particularly sad about it, though. Her voice remained calm, controlled.


      “We never said much to each other. At some point, I stopped making an effort to speak with her. But she still raised me, in that silence. Whether it was out of love or pity, I don’t know…”


      “I see…”


      “Did she just have a quiet personality? Or did her enslavement change her? I wish I knew. Still…”


      “Yes?”


      “She did tell me about her origins, just once. That she was born in a faraway land, where snow blanketed everything in white.”


      “…Snow.”


      We had a rainy season here in the Kingdom of Palettia, though it never snowed. Some magic users could conjure up ice magic, but people had no appreciation for the actual thing.


      If by some chance ice or snow did visit us, it would be attributed to monsters with ice-type magicite crystals—meaning they would be seen as a bad omen.


      Because of that, anyone who considered a snowy landscape a thing of beauty had to be from another land.


      “She said she wanted to see snow again, even just once. To go home to that world where everything is cloaked in white. I’ll never forget the way she talked about it,” Priscilla said.


      I saw no emotion in her profile. Yet something told me it wasn’t that she felt nothing—more that she wasn’t able to put her feelings into words.


      If it really didn’t matter to her, it wouldn’t linger in her memory. But she still remembered her mother.


      Maybe I was just imagining things. Maybe her emotions weren’t as beautiful as I hoped. I might even regret bringing them to light. But I couldn’t step away. I knew this was my own ego speaking.


      “Did you like your mom, Priscilla?”


      “…I don’t know. I wasn’t in the right place to ask questions like that. It took all I had to survive, burying my true identity and working as a maid.”


      “Didn’t you ever think about running away?” I asked.


      Slowly, Priscilla shook her head. “A child raised in confinement can’t just run away from home and hope to survive.”


      “…I guess not.”


      “Fortunately, there were a few people sympathetic to my mother and me, and their support carried us through. As luck would have it, my biological father didn’t even recognize me as his own blood, so I was able to work as a maid.”


      Just hearing it again weighed on my heart. I knew the man had been removed as the head of his family, but had he faced real punishment for all his wrongdoing?


      A soft smile flickered across Priscilla’s lips. “Working as a maid wasn’t too bad. I used magic to make my life easier, and I earned the gratitude of the people around me. Naturally, I had to make sure my father didn’t see me using magic, or he might realize who I really was,” she said. She grinned at me with the innocence of a child who had just pulled off a daring prank.


      I was more than a little surprised by that reaction, which was nothing like what I had been expecting. Even Priscilla, it seemed, had an emotional side.


      “I survived thanks to the watchful eyes of the other maids, and thanks to my half brother after he realized who I really was. I resent my father with all my heart, but I’m deeply grateful to them.”


      “I see… That’s good to hear.”


      “Yes. I truly believe that.”


      So it was because of her half brother and those friendly maids that she was at peace now.


      What might have become of her without them? My heart ached just thinking about it.


      Yes, it was a true stroke of luck that we were able to sit down and talk like this.


      The next moment, however, her gentle smile faded.


      “…Priscilla?”


      “It’s nothing… I was just wondering who I would be if I didn’t know the truth about my mother, or if I’d never met Fal…”


      “Well… I might be getting ahead of myself here, but I take it you don’t like him?”


      “I have no strong opinion either way. It’s just…”


      “Just what?”


      “Even if my mother was still alive, he wouldn’t have saved her. He said there wasn’t anything he could have done for her. That’s what I find unforgivable.”


      “…He really said that?”


      “In so many words, yes. Which is why I suspect he feels indebted to me.”


      I couldn’t quite grasp how the conversation had taken this turn, but I could see this was something Priscilla couldn’t let go of.


      But at the same time, it was hard to blame Falgana. He was probably just being realistic about his duties as a spy.


      Perhaps he’d made a mistake contacting her directly, but that was further evidence that Priscilla’s mother’s trail had gone cold.


      Still, I didn’t know the details, so all I could do was imagine…


      While I was lost in my thoughts, Priscilla drained the remaining wine from her glass.


      Then she gently set it down and raised one hand to hide her face, taking a deep breath. “He didn’t need to help me. I don’t have a home in some faraway land like my mother did. There’s nothing to be gained by lamenting my origins. But my mother had her own life and a place she wanted to go back to.”


      “Priscilla…”


      “I just wish he could have taken her back to the empire so she could see her hometown again. That she could have seen that snowy landscape one more time… I’d like to think that would have been possible, if she had still been alive. But whenever that thought crosses my mind, I think about him, about how he did nothing—and I hate him and the empire for it.”


      Slowly, she looked up. Her cheeks were slightly red. Was she starting to get drunk? Or was it anger?


      She let out a snort, a cynical smile playing at her lips. “Of course, I knew it was an impossible wish. My mother had me, so there was no way she would have been able to go back.”


      “Because she had you…?”


      “The threat of a spirit covenant. I wouldn’t have minded leaving her; I just wanted her to be able to go home. I would have accepted her leaving, even if it meant I’d never see her again. But the empire would never take such a risk. What if, after being separated from my mother, I longed to see her? What if I wanted to cross the border and be reunited with her? What if the spirits decided to respond to my pleas?”


      I inhaled sharply.


      I couldn’t deny the possibility. There was no telling if Priscilla had the necessary qualities to become a spirit covenantor, but if her wish was strong enough to overcome her talents, she very well might be able to forge a covenant.


      If the empire regarded her as a threat, then it stood to reason it would want to avoid any risks. She was an element they could not control.


      “The empire wouldn’t have accepted my mother. Her fate was decided the moment I was born. No matter how slim the possibility, they wouldn’t dare invite disaster. Given his position, Fal’s decision was only natural… But I still hate him for it.”


      “…Yeah.”


      I couldn’t say it was the wrong decision for someone in government to make.


      But at the same time, I knew I wouldn’t be able to accept it if I was the one on the receiving end.


      “I realized that’s what people in power are like. They’ll go to any length to serve their own interests, even if it means making others suffer. They’ll always dream up some justification. Just like my father.”


      “He sounds awful…”


      “Yes. But I could hate him all I wanted; it didn’t change the fact that he still ruled my world. No one who cared for me could openly defy him. Life isn’t fair,” she said flatly, staring at her palms and clenching them into fists.


      I knew her well enough to recognize she was trying to keep them from shaking.


      “I got used to it. But every now and then, I still wondered what life would be like if this or that was different. Before my mother passed away, I thought there could have been someone out there capable of saving her. It was a fantasy, but I wanted to believe it.”


      “…I understand how you feel.”


      Those were the only words I could bring myself to say.


      I had been through something similar myself. When reality becomes unbearable and you resign yourself to the fact that you don’t have any other options, there are moments when you can’t help but pray for everything to change. It might come to nothing, but you could at least dream about it.


      While Priscilla’s suffering and mine weren’t identical, we had a lot in common.


      “So I don’t hate Fal personally. I understand he acted that way because of his position. But I just can’t see eye to eye with him. I wonder if I wouldn’t have abandoned her, too, under the right conditions. And yet…”


      “…Yes?”


      Her reserved exterior gave way to a soft smile. I stared back, unsure why she was smiling at me.


      She must have found my confusion amusing, as she let out a weak chuckle. “Queen Euphyllia saved me. In the blink of an eye, she transformed a world I thought would never change. That’s why I’m so grateful to her. Because she gave me hope. If she had been there, she might have tried to save my mother.”


      “…I see.”


      All I could do was nod along.


      If Priscilla’s mother had lived, would we have reached out to help her?


      Thinking about it, of course we would have. To be sold into slavery far from one’s homeland and then to depart this world longing to go back—it was just too cruel.


      “And now I feel the same way about you, Your Highness,” Priscilla said.


      “Huh?”


      I stared at her. I certainly hadn’t expected to hear that.


      She was also watching me—and in that moment, our gazes seemed to meet in a way they never had before.


      “You were the one who guided Queen Euphyllia, weren’t you? Without you, she wouldn’t be where she is today.”


      “…I can’t deny that.”


      “I feel that I’ve come to know the essence of your character during my brief time in your service. It’s no exaggeration to say you’re the one who saved me, Your Highness.”


      That was overstating things a little, wasn’t it? I wanted to say it, but my mouth remained shut.


      I knew I couldn’t. Somehow, I knew deep down I should accept her words as they were.


      My expression must have come across as unusually solemn—enough for Priscilla to break into an amused laugh.


      “Why are you staring at me this way?” she asked.


      “…It just feels a bit weird, is all.”


      “You’re not very good at receiving praise, are you?”


      “Shut up… I’m trying my best here.”


      “Indeed. Then accept my thanks, Your Highness…”


      “I haven’t done anything to deserve it, though…”


      “No? You invited me here to talk over drinks, didn’t you?” she chuckled, pouring wine into my glass.


      Vaguely annoyed, I gulped down the drink.


      “You don’t need to worry about me,” Priscilla said. “I’m not such a child that I can’t handle my own emotions. Though I appreciate your concern.”


      “If you’re all right, then I am, too.”


      “I know I’ve put you in a bad situation.”


      “Like I said earlier, it’s better to know than not to. Yes, it will complicate things. But it’s not going to put us at a disadvantage. Anyway, I’ll need your help to improve relations with the empire.”


      “Of course. I’m ready. As your attendant, I’ll do everything I can.”


      “I’ve got your word, then? Even if it means working you half to death?”


      “It’s a challenge we’ll all have to brace ourselves for.”


      She always had a quick reply. This was just like her, constantly dodging my questions.


      Even after this heart-to-heart, she still remained an enigma to me. But I couldn’t help but feel we were ever so slightly closer.


      I hoped that she agreed… But even if I was the only one who felt that way, I wasn’t about to give up trying to understand her.


      We would have to talk again, and again. One conversation wasn’t enough to truly know anyone.
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      “An assassination?!” Garkie, Navre, and Charnée gasped in shock.


      The next morning, I shared what we had learned from Falgana with the three of them, and their reactions were instantaneous.


      “How could they even consider assassinating you, Lady Anis?!”


      “That’s right! It’s unimaginable!”


      “To think the empire is involved… But if they’re connected to the corruption in the western region, it’s not something we can afford to overlook…”


      “All right, all right. Everybody calm down,” I insisted.


      Garkie and Charnée were visibly furious, while Navre had narrowed his eyes in thought, one hand raised over his mouth.


      I appreciated their passion, but it was hard to have a proper conversation when emotions were running so high.


      “We’re lucky Priscilla’s connection alerted us ahead of time. We need to find a way to leverage this information,” I said.


      “Indeed. Curious that it came from the emperor’s own brother…,” Navre remarked, glancing at Priscilla.


      She was back to her normal self—so reserved I couldn’t help but wonder if the events of last night had been a dream. Even with Navre scrutinizing her reaction, she showed no emotion.


      “It’s incredible you even know him,” he continued. “How did you meet an imperial prince?”


      “He tried hitting on me.”


      “Huh… So he’s a womanizer? Wait, does that mean he’s the man you were chatting with in town?!”


      “You were spying on me? And if you mean the man who grabbed my arm despite my obvious reluctance, yes, that was him.”


      “What a scumbag!”


      “Come on, Priscilla. You could cause a misunderstanding, putting it like that,” I pointed out.


      “My apologies.”


      “Anyway… You’re sure you want me to explain everything?” I said.


      “Yes. I trust you won’t misuse the information, Your Highness.”


      To discuss the assassination plot Falgana had shared with us, I was going to have to touch on Priscilla’s origins, at least to some extent.


      If I didn’t, her connection to the imperial prince would remain unclear, which would only arouse suspicion.


      Essentially, we had no choice but to tell the truth, though I didn’t want to do so without her permission.


      Priscilla carried herself with an air of indifference, but it was hard to tell if she really didn’t mind. She wasn’t the sort of person to wear her vulnerabilities on her sleeve, and I made a point of trying to tread lightly when it came to her personal affairs.


      When I revealed that her mother had been brought into the country as a slave, everyone was clearly taken aback. Navre in particular was so upset that he had to double-check whether he hadn’t misheard.


      Their reactions were a reminder of how unexpected this revelation truly was.


      “I never considered that the empire might have had a hand in the western nobles’ corruption. It makes my head hurt…”


      “It’s too much! You didn’t deserve to go through that, Priscilla! Nor did your mother…!”


      “It’s enough to make your stomach turn! How can those bastards call themselves nobility?!” Garkie shouted as he slammed his fist against the table. He was so absentminded and clumsy usually, so these raw, direct displays of anger were startling.


      Then he furrowed his brow and turned my way. “Um… Are you sure you’re all right telling us all this, though?” he asked.


      “You won’t be able to see the connection if we don’t,” Priscilla replied. “There’s no way around it. This is to protect Her Highness, after all.”


      “…I’m sorry. That was rude of me,” Garkie said with rare contrition.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Priscilla answered, readily forgiving him.


      Navre had been mostly lost in thought until now, but then he looked up. “But what’s the prince’s real objective?” he asked.


      “Well… If we take what he said at face value, it sounds as though the emperor is fond of my mother and wants to strengthen ties with the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      “Hmm… The kingdom has adopted a rather passive stance toward the outside world. I suppose it makes some degree of sense.”


      “Then there’s the matter of magical tools. You don’t have to be a magic user to wield them, so other nations are going to want them as well,” Priscilla pointed out.


      “Indeed.” Navre nodded.


      I breathed a heavy sigh, my shoulders slumping. “I wanted to expand domestically first… I never even thought about reaching beyond our borders.”


      “Given the instability here at home, that’s only natural… So what are we going to do about it, Commander?” Navre asked.


      “I thought we should head back to the capital so I can discuss it with Euphie. Besides, I’ve got questions for my parents, too. They know more about the empire than I do.”


      My mother was definitely the best authority on the Ailean Empire, so she would be the most appropriate person to ask. My father might have some insights as well. In any case, I needed to gather as much information as possible.


      On top of that, I had to make sure I kept Euphie informed. If I didn’t, I might set her off again. It was vital she understood the situation wasn’t as dire as it might sound.


      “Yes, we do need to inform Her Majesty.”


      “I’ll go back to the capital under cover of night. I’ll need you to come with me, Priscilla, to help explain everything.”


      “As you wish.”


      “Navre, Garkie, Charnée—I need you three to make it look like I’m swamped with work here. The assassins might choose to strike if they realize I’ve left.”


      “Understood,” Navre answered. “Maybe it’s time you learned the ropes when it comes to administration, Gark?”


      “Eh?!” Gark sputtered.


      Navre fixed him with an icy glare. “What’s with that tone of voice?”


      “No… I didn’t mean anything…”


      “G-good luck, Gark!” Charnée said.


      “Master Navre,” Priscilla began. “I would be grateful if you could instruct Charnée so she can fill in for me in my absence.”


      “Hmm. All right. She’ll be quicker on the uptake than Gark here, I’ll bet.”


      “Huh?!” Charnée gawked, staring back at Priscilla. No doubt she hadn’t expected to get dragged in.


      But with Navre on board, she didn’t have much chance of getting away…


      “Ah-ha-ha. Good luck, all of you…”


      “Yeah…”


      “Yes…”


      Garkie and Charnée looked rather dispirited, but I tried to encourage them. Hang in there!


      “Priscilla, send a carrier pigeon on ahead,” I instructed. “We’ll be leaving for the capital tonight, so please see to all the necessary arrangements.”


      “Yes. Leave them to me.”
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      Priscilla and I set off for the royal capital after nightfall, leaving the magicology city as quietly as possible and ascending to an altitude where we could fly unnoticed before finally setting course for our destination.


      By the time we arrived, the city’s inhabitants were already sound asleep, so we bypassed our usual landing spot and set down in the detached palace’s courtyard.


      “Phew. We made it.”


      “Good work, Your Highness.”


      “Thanks. Were you okay with the flight?”


      “It was a rare experience.”


      Flying at night, at high altitude, certainly wasn’t an everyday occurrence. Some would have felt apprehensive about it, but I was glad Priscilla hadn’t taken it too poorly.


      “Welcome back, Anis,” a voice called out from behind me.


      I startled. “Euphie?!”


      Before I could even feel surprised, she caught me in a tight embrace. Yes, that glimmer of silver hair was definitely her. What on earth was she doing out here in the middle of the night?!


      “Hey, don’t scare me like that! Were you waiting the whole time?!”


      “Something told me you would be arriving soon, so I decided to wait for you here.”


      “Why would you do that…?”


      “I grew tired of waiting at home,” Euphie said, shifting her stance to hug me from the front.


      Her strong embrace made it a little hard to breathe, but I couldn’t fault her for worrying.


      Resigning myself to my fate, I patted her on the back. She held me tight for what felt like an eternity, without moving an inch.


      “…Ahem.”


      Ah. That was Priscilla reminding us she was here. Right. I had completely forgotten about her.


      Euphie, however, continued to hold me close. When I glanced back at Priscilla, she gave me an unreadable stare.


      Come on, I’m stuck in this situation, too! It isn’t fair!


      “Lady Euphyllia. Think of Priscilla.”


      “Lainie! And Ilia!”
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      With perfect timing, Lainie popped up, holding a light in one hand.


      Beside her stood Ilia. They were both clearly exasperated with Euphie. And they were right to be! It wasn’t my fault this time around!


      Euphie only reluctantly let go at Lainie’s urging. The next moment, she met my gaze and flashed me a smile. “Once again, welcome home, Anis.”


      “Yeah. You didn’t have to make such a fuss, though.”


      “I’ve been dying to see you ever since your carrier pigeon arrived.”


      “Sorry for making you worry.”


      I appreciated her concern, but it was still embarrassing.


      With that, we went inside to the detached palace’s drawing room, where my parents were waiting. In my message, I had asked them to come, as we had a lot to discuss.


      The second I stepped into the room, they breathed sighs of relief.


      “Good to see you, Anis.”


      “Welcome back.”


      “Father. Mother. I’m home.”


      “Euphie told us what happened. Prince Falgana reached out to you? I can’t believe it…!” my mother said, heaving a sigh.


      I couldn’t fail to notice the weariness etched into her face. Something told me she had been forced to calm Euphie down.


      Maybe, on receiving my message, Euphie had felt compelled to investigate the matter herself. In that case, it was natural for her to turn to my mother. Either way, though, I would have to give her a firm talking-to if she caused her any more trouble.


      “Have you met Prince Falgana, Mother?” I asked.


      “Yes, back when I was serving as a diplomat… Who would have guessed your maid would already be acquainted with him…?” she said, casting a fleeting glance at Priscilla.


      Priscilla remained quietly poised. I would follow up on that matter later, but for now, there was something else I had to ask.


      “What’s your opinion of him, Mother? Is Prince Falgana someone we can trust?”


      “He is trustworthy, yes—but you can’t afford to let your guard down with him. In fact, that applies not only to the prince, but to the emperor as well. They may be doing us a favor by sharing this information, but ultimately, they’re doing so to serve their own interests. We have to assume they have their own agenda,” she answered, her voice stern.


      My mother knew the empire better than anyone else in the capital. If she urged caution, then maybe I shouldn’t trust them so easily after all…


      Still, that didn’t mean they meant to do us harm. Too much caution could prove counterproductive at times. I fell to thinking.


      Meanwhile, Euphie posed a question of her own. “Where do you think the empire’s intentions lie?”


      “With Anis, no doubt. I’ve never told you this before… But there was talk at one point about entrusting you to the empire.”


      “Huh?”


      My eyes widened. No one had ever mentioned that to me before…


      I always knew about the neighboring Ailean Empire, but I had never given it much thought. To think that there had once been talks about sending me there!


      My shock must have been quite obvious, as my mother wrinkled her brow. “For whatever reason, the emperor was always good to me… Though, there were times his affection seemed excessive. He never crossed any lines, however. He liked to grant me favors whenever he could. At one point, he suggested placing you under his care as a token of our friendship, seeing that an inability to use magic would prove to be a handicap in the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      “This is the first I’m hearing of it,” I pointed out.


      “I never considered taking him up on it. By that time, you were already deep into your study of magicology. Who knows what might have happened if we had shipped you off to the empire. Our only option was to turn him down.”


      “…Right.”


      I could look back on my past self now, and something told me that if I had been sent to the Ailean Empire as a child, it wouldn’t have ended well.


      I had always longed for magic, being unable to use it myself. I had clung to my obsession, desperate for recognition.


      Yes, if I had been sent to the empire in that state, I would probably have felt like my family had abandoned me.


      And if that happened, would I have ended up hating the people around me? Even if I could escape that hatred, would I be able to give up my dream of magic?


      Frankly, it seemed out of the question to send me out of the country, as unstable and unpredictable as I was.


      “The emperor may have liked me personally, and he may have felt sympathy for you, Anis, but I’m sure he also harbored plans to bring the Ailean Empire and the Kingdom of Palettia closer together,” my mother said.


      “Considering all you’ve achieved, I think it was a good thing we didn’t send you off to them…,” my father added.


      “I guess that’s true…”


      From my study of magicology to the invention of magical tools, to my slaying of the dragon, thwarting Allie’s coup, and the confrontation with Lilana, the vampire matriarch—just counting all the events of the past few years was enough to give me a headache. Maybe I was giving myself too much credit, but it seemed none of them would have ended well without me.


      I had to agree with my father—it was a good thing I hadn’t gone. I wouldn’t be the person I was today without his support, and I was beyond grateful for his continued faith in me.


      “Besides, I’m not quite sure people would have treated you any better in the empire…” My mother trailed off.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Most people there didn’t look kindly on those from the Kingdom of Palettia. Some, I suspect, don’t even regard us as human…”


      “…The prince said something similar. Is it really so bad?”


      “It is. You have to be thick-skinned to serve as a diplomat,” she declared in a voice so low it sent shivers down my spine.


      My breath caught in my throat at the intensity of her stare.


      “The divide between those who can wield magic and those who can’t is quite substantial. We must accept it as inevitable. And we must never forget to remain humble. If those with power give in to arrogance, they can provoke those around them to band together. Should that happen, it would result in innumerable casualties.”


      “Mother…”


      “The same rule applies to the empire as well. The previous emperor expanded the country’s borders through several relentless invasions, but that brought with it a plethora of issues. They’re still struggling to bring stability to the realm, and they can’t afford to make any mistakes.”


      That made sense. Falgana himself had been scathing toward the previous emperor. He didn’t sound like a good ruler at all.


      If the current emperor was busy trying to clean up his predecessor’s mess, it was only natural he didn’t want any further trouble with the Kingdom of Palettia.


      “The Ailean Empire’s hope, I think, is to draw closer to the Kingdom of Palettia for support,” my mother said.


      “Support?”


      “They want our strength for their own—or more precisely, they want our magic users,” my mother said, raising a finger sharply.


      The empire was currently focused inward, trying to bring stability to its borders—but the challenge of assimilating its conquered territories added all sorts of complications.


      “You’re saying the emperor wants to strengthen his rule by leaning on us?” I asked.


      “That’s right. Like I said, the empire has a history of expanding its territory through acts of aggression and of swallowing up its neighbors. But that brings with it a multitude of problems that can’t all be solved quickly. One of the more pressing ones, as far the current emperor is concerned, is damage caused by monsters.”


      “Monsters?”


      I hadn’t been expecting that. What exactly did she mean?


      “The empire’s people are in a constant state of conflict, but monsters don’t care for human affairs. They attack everyone equally.”


      “…Ah, I see. Those monster attacks would make their internal conflicts even harder to deal with, wouldn’t they?”


      My mother nodded in agreement. “And physical barriers impede travel within the empire, which further complicates responding to any attacks. That’s why they want our magic users. It’s also why we’ve entered into an agreement with them.”


      “You dispatched magic users to help them respond to monster attacks?”


      “We did. That’s how the Kingdom of Palettia conducts its diplomacy. We have a major role to play in eradicating monsters, and we’ve resolved not to involve ourselves in political disputes. In any event, we’re used to monster problems. You might say we’re the right people for the job.”


      “So the empire wants to focus on its internal stability, and one of the challenges is the damage caused by monster attacks? Their physical barricades aren’t enough to protect them, so they’re turning to our magic users for help?”


      “Yes. It’s a convenient arrangement for us as well. We want to avoid getting overly involved in the empire’s affairs, and this lets us extract certain concessions from them. We have similar long-standing arrangements with a number of countries.”


      Right… Now that I thought about it, my mother had told me stories from her time outside the kingdom’s borders, but I didn’t remember asking her anything specific about our relations with other nations.


      I could see why she was so famous as a diplomat. While she was certainly capable of handling delicate political matters, her main strength lay in combat.


      Given her abilities, it was hard to imagine any monster threat putting her on the back foot. She was a first-class fighter and diplomat. No wonder my father entrusted her with the realm’s foreign affairs.


      “However…our power attracts attention. Some are cautious of us, seeing us as unknown threats, while others want to exploit us for their own ends.”


      “What about the emperor?” I asked.


      My mother wore an unreadable look. At last, she smiled bitterly and breathed a deep sigh. “The emperor is a moderate, but he also has a relentless zeal… Show him the slightest vulnerability, and he’ll wedge it open before you realize what’s happening.”


      “Hmm… So he’ll act friendly toward you, but he always has his own agenda? He sounds like a formidable opponent…”


      “What would you say, Orphans…?” my mother asked.


      “I’ve crossed paths with him, though not as much as you, Sylphine…,” he said with a chuckle.


      There was no hint of hostility in his voice, so it was probably safe to assume the empire did hold a favorable attitude toward the Kingdom of Palettia after all.


      But all the same, that didn’t mean the whole empire felt similarly—there wouldn’t be a secretive plot to assassinate me, otherwise.


      “The emperor might feel that way, but Prince Falgana said there’s a faction within the empire that hates us. What do you know about them?” I asked.


      “I have an inkling as to who they might be. It’s probably made up of people from an area that has been absorbed into the empire but also has deep historic ties with the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      “Prince Falgana said something like that.”


      “Did he? They’ve been a concern for me as well. They’ve since become noble families within the empire, but they were originally a unifying force in their vanquished nation. Their influence shouldn’t be ignored.”


      “Apparently, they also played a hand in the corruption of the western nobles,” I said.


      “What?” Father raised his eyebrows. A moment later, he stroked his chin in contemplation. “Hmm… That would explain things. Yes, their animosity toward the kingdom runs deep indeed…”


      “So you agree…?”


      Prince Falgana had a troublesome personality, but it sounded like I could assume his information was reliable.


      As the conversation reached a lull, Euphie finally spoke up. “Is it safe to assume the emperor tipped us off because he wants to take advantage of Anis’s talents?”


      “Yes. Magicology and magical tools are too valuable to waste.”


      “I don’t think we can produce a steady supply of magical tools just yet, and I’m reluctant to export them given the risk that they could malfunction…,” I pointed out.


      “But depending on their actions, we may not be able insist on that for much longer…”


      “I don’t think they’ll try to force us to sell to them, but they will probably try to buy them from us…”


      Another tired sigh escaped my lips. This was turning into a huge headache.


      “I’m curious how the empire will respond, but we have to address this assassination issue first,” Euphie said.


      “About that…,” I said. “I’ve been thinking maybe we should let it happen?”


      “…Huh?”


      All at once, the atmosphere in the room froze.


      Euphie fixed me with such an intense glare that I feared she might actually kill me herself.


      My throat tightened in fear. Uh-oh! She’s this close to snapping!


      “No! Calm down, Euphie! I just meant we should use them to our own advantage! We would have to make sure I wasn’t in any real danger, of course!”


      “And why should we let this plot run its course?” she demanded, closing in on me. Her rage was overwhelming, and her fake smile only made it all the more terrifying.


      I cleared my throat to collect my thoughts, then began to explain. “Prince Falgana said there was a rift within the faction that wants me dead. Yes, they all regard the Kingdom of Palettia with hostility, but they’re not as united as you might expect.”


      “I suppose that makes sense, given that the removal of the western nobles has left them with no tangible way to interfere with our domestic affairs… But how does that explain anything?”


      “R-right… These people, they’re not the kind who can be reasoned with. So if we can’t change their minds, we should use the situation to root them out.”


      “And you’re planning to let them think they’ve assassinated you to do that?” Euphie demanded, eyes narrowing in suspicion.


      I nodded. “The Ailean Empire wants to use this as an opportunity to establish friendly ties with the Kingdom of Palettia. Setting aside what kind of relationship we want with them, at the very least, we don’t want them as enemies, right?”


      “That depends on the empire, to be honest. Frankly, I’d rather not endanger you at all…”


      “You’re scaring me! Anyway, with the kingdom evolving, we can’t just ignore the Ailean Empire. We don’t want to cause unnecessary problems for later generations.”


      Euphie’s expression soured for a long moment; then she let out a deep sigh and relaxed her shoulders. “Can you guarantee you won’t be in any real danger?”


      “You think I’d let myself get killed that easily? So long as I know it’s coming, I’ll be fine.”


      I could prepare in all sorts of ways. When you knew how your opponent would act, you couldn’t possibly lose.


      I met her eyes, hoping she could see the strength of my resolve. Unable to withstand the weight of my stare, she looked away. “If you’re willing to go that far, Anis, nothing I say will stop you…”


      “Rest assured, Your Majesty, I’ll protect Princess Anisphia with my life,” Priscilla said to Euphie.


      If you ask me, she doesn’t need to go quite that far…


      “…Very well. I’ll leave it all to your judgment, Anis,” Euphie said.


      “Thank you. I’ll try to get it resolved as quickly as possible.”


      “I’m counting on you. You’ll be staying here tonight, I hope?”


      “Yeah. I mean, I could go back now… But I’m worried about you, Euphie,” I said.


      I watched as her lips came together in a pout.


      She continued to approach until she stood by my side, pressing her head against me in a slightly uncomfortable hug. But if this was what it took to calm her down, I would indulge her.


      Now that the discussion was over, I was eager to return to my room and look after Euphie. But just as that thought crossed my mind, my father called out to me. “Ah, Anis. Do you mind?”


      “Father?”


      “I need to discuss something with Priscilla Sorceror.”


      “Me?” Priscilla asked.


      “Is it true your mother was illegally brought to the Kingdom of Palettia as a slave?”


      “…Yes. But my father has long since disposed of the evidence, so there’s nothing to substantiate my claims.”


      “I don’t doubt you. But that wasn’t what I meant…” He cleared his throat, then caught his breath to calm himself before continuing with a stern look. “I’m sorry you and your mother had to endure such hardship. Slavery is something the kingdom should have addressed with the utmost solemnity. I can only imagine how much your mother must have suffered before she passed away.”


      “…N-no… You don’t need to…”


      Priscilla, usually so composed, was clearly shaken. She mustn’t have been expecting to hear this from the former king.


      But I could understand how my father must have felt—so well that it hurt. I knew he would be troubled to hear Priscilla’s story. He had been deeply despondent ever since he learned the scale of the corruption in the western region. He no doubt wished he had more power to address it while he was on the throne.


      I sensed his anguish, but I wasn’t overly worried, because my mother was quick to speak up. “As the person in charge of the kingdom’s diplomatic affairs, I also regret that you and others had to experience what you did. And I know these words offer little solace, even if they are sincere…”


      “Queen Emeritus Sylphine… You don’t need to go that far for me…,” Priscilla said humbly.


      My mother shook her head, then reached out to take Priscilla’s hands in her own. “If we had been stronger, maybe we could have acted sooner. We might have even been able to stop it from happening in the first place…”


      “What’s happened has happened, so all we can do is accept it,” my father added. “But from now on, I hope to support Euphie in secret to make sure no one else has to go through what you did. And at the very least, I pray your life from here on out will be filled with cheer and joy.”


      Priscilla was taken aback by those displays of sincerity; she stood frozen for a moment, biting her lip.


      Then, after shaking her head, she lifted her gaze. Her eyes were gentle. “Thank you for saying such things to someone like me. I’m sure your words will help lay my mother’s regrets to rest. Besides, Queen Euphyllia has already saved me. Any more fussing over me would be too much. I’ll continue to serve the royal family with all my heart… Thank you.”
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      After our discussion wrapped up, Euphie and I went back to the bedroom. It was already well into the night, and we really should have been trying to get some rest. However, it was not to be.


      This was because of Euphie. She was burying her face in my stomach, her arms wrapped around me with surprising intensity.


      It was difficult to breathe, but not so bad that I needed to untangle myself. I heaved a sigh.


      “Euphie… How long are you planning to sulk?”


      “I’m not sulking,” she said, raising her head. Her breath tickled my stomach.


      I let out a chuckle at how dramatically the mood had changed, stroking her on the head in an effort to soothe her.


      She loosened her grip slightly, but she still didn’t have any intention of letting me go.


      “Your words don’t match your actions, Euphie,” I pointed out.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Ngh… You still haven’t accepted my plan?”


      I could understand why she was in a bad mood. If someone told me there was a chance she might be assassinated, I would probably lose my mind as well.


      I knew that, which was why I was trying to downplay this situation—unsuccessfully, it seemed.
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      Euphie pressed her forehead against my stomach, steadily applying more pressure.


      “Yes, I have. I’m not opposing it, am I?”


      “But you’re not happy about it,” I pointed out.


      Finally, she looked up, fixing me with an annoyed glare. “Wouldn’t you object if I suggested the same thing?”


      “I would. That’s why I’m taking every precaution to make sure nothing goes wrong. So I want you to trust me. If you were in my position, you wouldn’t go ahead without a plan, would you?”


      “…Ngh.” She pursed her lips in frustration.


      Just as I was thinking she looked somehow younger today, she poked me in the belly.


      “Eeep! Hey! What was that for?!” I protested tearfully.


      Euphie snorted, turning her head. Honestly, she left no room for error!


      “All right, all right, I get it! I was wrong! I’ll spoil you tonight, so cheer up please, my queen. Okay?” I said in exasperation, stroking her hair and cupping her cheeks in my hands. But she was being quite difficult, and I wasn’t sure I could mollify her before my hands got too tired.


      But her mood did seem to be improving—and just as I thought so, she said, “Anis… What are you going to do?”


      “About what?”


      “About our future relationship with the Ailean Empire.”


      I straightened my back in surprise, while Euphie let go to sit across from me.


      “To be honest with you,” she said, “I knew we would have to deal with the empire someday, but I always thought we would have more time.”


      “Sorry about that. I wasn’t paying a lot of attention, either…”


      “Well… Maybe I didn’t focus on it as much as I should have…,” she said with a sigh.


      So she didn’t give it the attention it deserved, either. I didn’t want to blame her for that. After all, I couldn’t say I was any better.


      One could make the excuse that domestic problems required more immediate attention, but even so, it was an obvious lapse in hindsight.


      “Maybe our indifference reflects the kingdom’s general attitude to events outside our borders. We’re simply not very interested in foreign lands.”


      “Considering the kingdom’s history and character, I guess that’s not very surprising…”


      The Kingdom of Palettia’s founders were a wandering people who came to this land in exile, battling monsters time and again to carve out a place to call their own.


      If outsiders came to threaten the safe haven they had built for themselves, they would fight back fiercely. If left alone, on the other hand, they would simply ignore those beyond their borders.


      It was both a blessing a curse. And yet…


      “You’re changing the kingdom, aren’t you, Anis?” Euphie asked.


      “That’s the plan.”


      “Then we’ll have to reconsider our approach to our neighbors. The Ailean Empire can’t overlook the changes happening here. After all, magic won’t be the exclusive domain of our nobles anymore. It’s all but impossible to gauge the ramifications of that.”


      “Yeah… But I don’t think we can do it right away, because it’s going to take time to train artisans and make sure new designs are safe to use. So I don’t think it’s going to be easy for the Ailean Empire to adopt magical tools, either…”


      “The empire’s people are constantly at each other’s throats… There’s every chance they would use our magical tools as weapons.”


      “I know. That’s why we can’t sell to them right now. Probably not for a long time.”


      I didn’t want my inventions to become weapons of war, though deep down I was resigned to the fact that it might be out of my hands.


      I wanted to entrust power to the people. But their attitudes were going to change eventually, and their original beliefs would be forgotten.


      One day, the world might call for the use of magical tools as instruments of war. There was no telling what the future held.


      But even so, I wanted to hope for the best and pursue my dreams as best I could.


      “But the Ailean Empire probably won’t accept that, will they? Once you’ve seen what magical tools can do for you, it’s only natural to want more of them,” Euphie pointed out.


      “We still have to try to make them understand,” I insisted. “I want magic to be a source of hope and strength for people, a guiding light toward their dreams. Even beyond the Kingdom of Palettia’s borders.”


      Euphie leaned closer, resting her head on my shoulder.


      I could tell she was longing for affection, so I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close, stroking her hair.


      The minutes passed in silence as we felt each other’s body heat. Then she unexpectedly broke the silence: “I’ve been thinking about something…”


      “What?”


      “Lilana.”


      “…Lilana? Again? Why?” I asked, raising my eyebrows in surprise.


      For Euphie, Lilana was an extremely sensitive topic. She desperately wanted to forget her, but Lilana stubbornly lingered in my memory. Why was Euphie mentioning her now?


      “Lilana’s vision was a world devoid of change. A world where everything was absorbed by tranquility and peace, where time just drifted by. In a way, don’t you think that’s the same thing the Kingdom of Palettia wanted?”


      “…How so?”


      “Lilana took it to an extreme, but I can’t help but think she was striving for the same sort of thing our first king might have wanted if he hadn’t been removed from power.”


      “That’s…”


      “Considering the kingdom’s history, it wouldn’t be an unlikely conclusion. Who wouldn’t want peace and tranquility after generations when survival meant constantly venturing out into harsh, dangerous terrain? In our pursuit of peace, we might have grown indifferent to the outside world.”


      “…I guess I can’t deny that.”


      As Euphie said, the world envisioned by the realm’s founding king might well have led to the same all-encompassing serenity Lilana sought.


      But that didn’t come to pass. The people weren’t ready for such a static existence, I was sure.


      People were inseparable from their desires. Once they tasted happiness, they yearned for something better.


      “If the first king’s ultimate desire was similar to Lilana’s, then I suppose I really was a heretic,” I murmured. “I thought everyone should have the chance to use magic, to spread their dreams and hopes to others.”


      “Maybe I’m overthinking this, but I wonder if what Lilana really wanted was to become more than a spirit covenantor…”


      “It’s possible… But she moved too quickly. She jumped to hasty conclusions about life.”


      A world without change was stagnant. Could an eternity in such a state really be called living?


      The way I saw it, that was a kind of compromise. You could even say she had given up on the possibilities that might lie ahead.


      I wanted to believe in people’s potential. Even if the path ahead was filled with hardship, I wanted to overcome it with those around me.


      “I know. But sometimes I wonder—how long do I have to keep doing this? Will all the pain and suffering ever come to an end?”


      “…Euphie.”


      “It’s as though just staying alive means your problems multiply…,” she muttered self-deprecatingly.


      I wanted to hug her even tighter, to let her know I was here for her.


      I wanted to share everything with her, all the joys and sorrows. She had taken my dream for her own and wanted to live beside me.


      Now that she was in pain, I wanted to support her as well. That way, we could keep on moving forward, together.


      “I still want to believe people can overcome their difficulties,” I insisted. “I want to do everything in my power to make that sort of world a reality. Since I denied Lilana’s dream, I promised her I wouldn’t stop until I made mine come true.”


      “Yes. I feel the same way,” Euphie said, reaching out to take the hand I was using to stroke her hair and wrapping her fingers around mine.


      She looked up, her eyes meeting mine—and our lips came together before I even realized it.


      It was that simple—but it was enough to fill my heart with a remarkable sense of fulfillment. We exchanged smiles as laughter spilled from us.


      “Ha-ha-ha. I’m so glad I met you, Euphie.”


      “Where did that come from…? I’m glad I met you, too, though.”


      “I really am.”


      “Yes, me too.”


      We laughed together again, then lay down on the bed in each other’s arms.


      Hand in hand, our shoulders brushing against each other, we stared up at the bed canopy. After a moment, Euphie’s voice cut through the silence, brighter than it had been. “To be honest, I’m not as worried about the future as I probably should be.”


      “You aren’t?”


      “No. Because you’ve been so dependable lately.”


      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, my heart filling with joy.


      To be honest, I recognized that I had been relying on Euphie too much until lately. She insisted on doing everything, and I let her—but I knew it wasn’t good to fully lean into her kindness.


      I wanted to be independent, and I wanted her to be able to rely on me when it was necessary. That balance was essential if I wanted to remain by her side.


      As if she’d read my mind, Euphie flashed me a warm smile. “If you think you’ll be fine, then I believe you. But I can’t stop worrying about all the things that could go wrong.”


      “That goes for me, too. I know you can look after yourself, but the thought of you getting hurt still terrifies me. Isn’t that proof of how much we care about each other?”


      “Yes.”


      “What matters is not to let those thoughts take over. I suppose I didn’t do a very good job of that when I heard about what happened with the western nobles.”


      “You certainly didn’t.”


      “…You aren’t even pretending to deny it…”


      “You seemed more dead than alive,” Euphie said with reproach.


      “I’m sorry…,” I murmured, averting my gaze.


      All I wanted was for her to know how deeply that incident affected me. At the time, I had been overcome with despair—I wanted to destroy everything.


      It was terrifying to realize that I had the power to do it—and what was even more frightening was that if Lumi hadn’t stopped me, I might have actually gone through with it.


      I needed to be stronger, more resilient. My problems were different from Euphie’s, but like hers, they just kept piling up.


      But that was an unavoidable part of life. All we could do was keep pushing forward while grappling with whatever challenges crossed our path. We had to give our best efforts.


      “We have to be better about sharing our feelings. Even the smallest of anxieties can become overwhelming, otherwise.”


      “Yes. That would be a great help.”


      “So you have to tell me how you’re feeling, Euphie. If you don’t say anything, then you’re just holding it all in.”


      “Are you really in a position to be telling me that?”


      “I said I’m sorry! I’ve seen the error of my ways! So let’s both be careful moving forward!”


      Ngh! Maybe it was because she was sulking, but she kept coming out with new accusations today!


      As my frustration grew, Euphie drew closer and rested her head against my chest. It wasn’t heavy, but it did make breathing a little harder.


      “Anis. It’s important to share our concerns, but I think we need to know more about each other.”


      “Huh? What do we need to know?”


      “How much we love each other.”


      “What…?!” I exclaimed.


      Euphie, meanwhile, wore a devilish smirk.


      How could she say something like that so shamelessly?!


      “I—I know how we feel! You don’t need to push it!”


      “I feel like I haven’t conveyed the depths of my affections fully. I hope you’ll be willing to hear me out.”


      “I don’t think it’s good to go too far!”


      “Better than not far enough, don’t you agree?”


      “You always have some clever comeback, don’t you?! You’re an expert at rationalizing…!”


      Really, she could be so annoying sometimes! Even flowers can take too much water! Everything in life should be done in moderation!


      I almost said as much, but the words remained inside.


      Meanwhile, Euphie stared back at me, equal parts expectant and hesitating.


      Her expression was so delicate that I couldn’t help but swallow.


      “Are my feelings for you not valid? And my wish to express them?”


      “I can’t say that…”


      “Then is it wrong for me to follow through?”


      It was a straightforward show of affection, joined by a hint of graceful shyness.


      A little noise escaped from the back of my throat as my heart leaped into my chest.


      Was it wrong? Maybe not, but it felt wrong. You could even call it unfair.


      Honestly… What am I going to do with this little demon?!


      “Euphie, you are so…”


      “Yes?” she asked coquettishly, unaware just how much she had already affected me.


      Ngh. She could be infuriatingly oblivious at times, but I had been ensnared a long time ago.


      She wanted to love and feel loved, and I could understand that. That was perfectly normal. I also wanted to show my affection in my own way.


      But how far would I need to go to feel satisfied…?


      Until now, part of me couldn’t quite accept it all. I found myself running away from feelings too overwhelming to handle, fighting to escape before I drowned in them…


      But I had to change. This was the life I had decided on, and I had to live it right.


      I wanted to show Euphie more affection, in a way she could happily receive. And she had been showing me how to do it all along.


      …I had just failed to notice it.


      “…Hah. Okay, okay. I’ll indulge you until you’ve had your fill tonight.”


      “Oh? That doesn’t sound like you.”


      “I’m not just going to run away all the time. Thanks to you, I’m more confident than I used to be.”


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      “Why are you acting so naughty?!”


      She gave me a smile that could only be described as wicked. She looked just like Duke Grantz when she did that!


      Did he also find her defiance endearing? Was that why he teased her so much…?


      “…Ah.”


      “…Anis?”


      Right. She felt the same way. Suddenly, it all made sense.


      Her expressions of love appeared straightforward, but they were more complex than they seemed. Considering her heavy responsibilities, she probably had to adopt all sorts of facades for different situations.


      The one thing that remained consistent was her ability to make discerning choices. Not everything she said could be taken at face value.


      Maybe the less straightforward her remarks were, the more genuine her feelings were…?


      Maybe that was why she liked to tease me whenever she could. Outwardly, she presented herself with an air of confidence, but I knew that the facade crumbled at times.


      It was hard to tell whether that was deliberate. But if her demeanor was a reflection of her true feelings, maybe she needed my support more often than I realized.


      I stared down at her, lost in thought. She seemed puzzled.


      …Was she doing this on purpose? Or was she oblivious to her own actions after all? Either way, it wasn’t fair. She was toying with my emotions!


      “I hate it when you do this… I’ll get you back someday.”


      “…Just someday?”


      “…Huh?”


      “I thought you were going to spoil me today?” she whispered as she wrapped her fingers around my own.


      A sudden warmth surged through my body. Could she feel my temperature rising?


      Honestly, she is out of control…!


      I averted my gaze, tilting my head to hide my face. I didn’t want her to see my cheeks burning bright red.


      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that she had already noticed…!


      “When did you become so mean, Euphie…?!”


      “Mean? I’m not quite sure.”


      “Really?”


      “Really,” she said with a happy smile.


      Honestly, she kept changing attitudes faster than I could keep up!


      Was she a calculating little devil, or was she as pure as an angel? I couldn’t control the thoughts swirling around my head.


      “…Maybe I should teach you a lesson about consequences,” I said.


      “I’m getting a lesson from you, Anis? By all means.”


      “Haaah… Honestly, Euphie…”


      I had to silence her lips before she could wrap me even more thoroughly around her little finger.
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      “Ugh! Keep ’em coming! Another round!” I called out.


      “Heh, you sure can hold your drink! But take it easy there, Fal!” said the ruggedly built barkeep. He set a fresh mug of ale down with a forceful thud and a grin that I knew belied his strength.


      I—Falgana Lugh Ailean—gulped down the cheap ale all at one. It was the stuff you only drank if you wanted to get drunk, but I couldn’t get enough of it.


      “Ah, what a mess. I dunno how much more I can take. If I weren’t drunk, this headache would be unbearable,” I complained.


      If I didn’t let it all out, I might never be rid of this pent-up frustration.


      “Come on, you’re always muttering to yourself! Chin up, lad! You never know who might be listening!” the barkeep reminded me.


      “It’s your bar, so I can afford to let my hair down here. Thanks, by the way.”


      “That’s our motto—your secrets are ours to keep!” His tone changed, less like a barkeep and more a perceptive parent. “Keep up the good work, Your Highness.”


      The establishment was one of the Ailean Empire’s secret strongholds. While it presented itself as a humble tavern, it secretly provided vital support for my work here.


      I let out a light chuckle, flipping a coin between my fingers and handing it to the barkeep. He responded with a grin, then turned back to the other customers.


      After watching him walk away, I breathed a sigh. I was exhausted from dealing with the empire’s nobles, the ones hostile to the Kingdom of Palettia. They were defying the emperor himself, who wanted to extend a hand of reconciliation to our neighbors. It would be a heavy weight on anyone’s mind.


      I just wished they could keep from acting on their dreams. Honestly, they needed to wake up and smell the roses. All I did was give them a slight nudge, and they took off. Their leader could have been a prince in a different world, so he ought to have at least a modicum of common sense.


      The Ailean Empire had greatly expanded its borders during the reign of the previous emperor—through conquest.


      The former emperor had lived to wage war, attacking the empire’s neighbors without end. He had fallen upon the world like a disaster.


      His desires knew no bounds, and he indulged himself in exquisite food while amassing gold, silver, and treasures of every shape and size—women included. He was a fool who knew nothing but his own desires, blind to the consequences of his rapacious appetites.


      His was a negative legacy if ever there was one. He may have succeeded in his conquests, but all he cared about was exploiting the survivors, ignoring their suffering and grief.


      Unfortunately, the conquered peoples still didn’t regard themselves as imperial subjects. For them, their homeland was a country stripped of a name. It wasn’t the Ailean Empire.


      For that reason, they weren’t devoted to the empire or the emperor. Beneath their bowing heads lay smoldering defiance. That was especially the case among the former royal bloodlines, who now feigned loyalty.


      The current plot against the Kingdom of Palettia stemmed, in part, from their deep-seated dissatisfaction with the empire. Of course, they continued to despise the Kingdom of Palettia itself for what it had done to them generations ago…


      “To begin with, that grudge they’ve been holding for generations is misplaced, isn’t it?”


      I knew what they would say. A long time ago, the Kingdom of Palettia had mercilessly reduced their lands to ash. They hated the kingdom for all the lives lost.


      And then there was Palettia’s monopolization of spirit resources, the majority of which lay within its own borders, not those of its vanquished neighbors.


      Palettia was a land of monsters, and the nobles who governed it possessed the same fiendish ability to use magic as the creatures themselves. If left unchecked, our dissatisfied nobles argued, they would eventually reveal their ambitions. We had to act before we, too, were at their mercy.


      I could agree in part with those arguments, but it was important to remember it was the Kingdom of Palettia that had developed its resource-rich land in the first place. It was only natural they should be the ones to reap its benefits.


      Before it was settled, the land of the Kingdom of Palettia was overrun by treacherous monsters.


      Those who lived there had been driven there by other forces—but then they had acquired the miraculous power of magic and amassed an abundance of natural resources. I understood the rebel faction’s disdain, but it was hard to ignore their blatant—and some might say unwarranted—hostility.


      The Kingdom of Palettia couldn’t be entirely blamed for its historical aggression, during which they laid an entire nation to waste. While wiping out an entire nation was clearly excessive, the story was much more complicated than that one chapter alone.


      Perhaps out of guilt for its past, the modern Kingdom of Palettia rarely looked beyond its own borders now.


      The anti-Palettia faction only spoke as vociferously as they did because they knew the kingdom wouldn’t retaliate. But that led to a frightening thought.


      What would happen if the Kingdom of Palettia ever changed its approach and decided to wield its power more aggressively?


      Should that happen, they might direct their ire not just at the anti-Palettia faction, but at the entire Ailean Empire. No, we couldn’t afford to let those defiant nobles act freely.


      Plus, their target was Princess Anisphia. It had long been rumored that she was unable to use magic, but she still seemed to have found remarkable success of late.


      From the empire’s perspective, those were nothing more than rumors. The stories that reached our borders—that she had slain a dragon and created magical devices that even ordinary people could use—were hard to accept at face value.


      But astonishingly, when subjected to closer scrutiny, it turned out those tales may well have been truth.


      Of chief concern to the empire was the potential of these magical tools, which even non-magic users could operate.


      If Princess Anisphia had used them to slay a dragon, then it was only natural the empire would want to adopt them as well.


      Within our borders, people were rarely born with powers as formidable as the Kingdom of Palettia’s mages, which was why the empire sought their assistance dealing with monster threats. That necessity, however, might soon be challenged.


      Of course the emperor, who had always held a favorable view of the Kingdom of Palettia, wished to deepen ties.


      This had only incited a growing sense of crisis among the anti-Palettia faction. For them, it was imperative that the Kingdom remained an enemy.


      After all, they blamed the Kingdom of Palettia whenever things went awry. If the nobility lost their scapegoat, the common people might turn their discontent against the ruling elite itself.


      “But commoners aren’t stupid… They may fear the Kingdom of Palettia, but they don’t blame it for all their problems…”


      Our nobility and commoners had vastly different opinions of Palettia.


      The people feared mages but rarely encountered them in everyday life. Knowing the Kingdom of Palettia was a realm of sorcery was one thing, but there was little reason for hatred when nothing affected them directly.


      No, the common folk simply regarded Palettia as a distant terror. It was the nobles who were so loud about their hatred.


      “They’re too damn arrogant… It’s almost pitiful how far they’ve pushed this. Sure, it makes my job easier, but it’s a tragedy to see…”


      The anti-Palettia faction, however, had begun to fragment, and those who remained seemed driven by either stubbornness or stupidity.


      Maybe part of it was that they felt they couldn’t back down, not when their plot was already unfolding so successfully.


      “That explains why they accepted that stupid ruse without question. As if I’d actually be chasing after the imperial throne…”


      Though I belonged to the imperial family, I wasn’t in a position to inherit the throne. But when the last emperor was usurped in a coup, it became startlingly easy to weed out traitors simply by feigning a little ambition.


      This widespread eagerness to revolt wasn’t because the emperor was weak. Rather, it was because he was seen as a potential threat if he was left unchallenged.


      “Lukheim’s the kind to go all in once he makes up his mind… Wish he could’ve left me out of it, though…”


      “Oh-ho. You’re one to talk,” said a voice that couldn’t possibly be in the room with me.


      “…Uh?” I mouthed, wondering if I had had too much to drink.


      But you couldn’t succeed as a spy if you couldn’t even tell how drunk you were—meaning the voice was definitely real.


      With that realization, I spun around, still not quite believing it.


      “Hullo there, little brother!” called a man, raising a hand in friendly greeting.


      “What the hell are you doing here?!” I retorted.


      He was in his midthirties, his sky-blue eyes brimming with amusement as he smiled with mischievous, playful vitality.


      He was dressed like an adventurer—a stone’s throw away from a ruffian, really—with a cloth wrapped around his head like a hood that didn’t fully hide his crimson-red hair.


      Once I was certain that he was who I suspected, my headache got slightly worse.


      He was my elder brother, all right: Emperor Lukheim Van Ailean himself. Not in a million years should he have been anywhere near this place.


      I looked away, wishing it wasn’t true, when he struck me on the back with a firm, resounding clap.


      “That hurts, dammit! You’ve gotta learn not to hit so hard!” I shouted.


      “Ha-ha-ha! No need to shout. And in answer to your question, I am visiting my little brother! Rejoice, Fal!” He chortled, seating himself next to me and expertly ordering drinks. There was no mistaking how comfortable he was in this setting.


      Well, he had spent more time on the battlefield than within the walls of the palace, so he was probably used to this life by now…


      “Did you just stroll in here? Where are your bodyguards? I mean it; what’s the emperor, of all people, doing here?”


      “Your report was too damn interesting to ignore! I couldn’t just sit on some throne waiting to hear more! Times like this, you’ve got to go directly to the source!”


      “Hah… I can’t believe they gave a crown to someone like you…”


      “Rest assured! I’ve left trustworthy ministers behind to handle affairs of state! Besides, I want to see how they fare in my absence. We can consider it a test!”


      I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy. My brother was overflowing with talent, and that brilliance transformed a rough, almost uncouth temperament into powerful charisma.


      You wouldn’t guess it from his demeanor, but he had a sharp mind and even keener instincts.


      And on the battlefield, he fought with the ferocity of a lion. He was a worthy ruler, and it was no exaggeration to say he was born for his role as emperor.


      Thing is—all that talent and ability meant he placed huge expectations on those around him. Yet not a single person who admired him had fled from the pressure. I blamed his irresistible charisma.


      After all, I was one such case, though it pained me to admit it.


      “I can’t get enough of the news from the Kingdom of Palettia! I’ve been dying to read your next report!”


      “Hah… Your obsession with Palettia is getting out of hand…”


      “Obsession? I won’t deny that! I’m obsessed with it because it’s worth obsessing over!”


      “You’re hopeless…”


      “I make no apologies. The Kingdom of Palettia is just about the only country left that doesn’t come under the Ailean Empire’s umbrella, but I’ve no wish to conquer them. Bonds of friendship, that’s what I want. And they’re definitely worth it.”


      “I suppose that’s true…”


      “This is the only country that could be friends with the empire. So what’s wrong with a little obsession? If you don’t like it, then prove your own worth.”


      “That’s easy for you to say.”


      My life would be far easier if that were possible. But it was precisely because he placed impossible demands on people that my brother was suited to rule as emperor.


      Even when he was labeled as arrogant or cold-hearted, he would always stick to his own convictions.


      And harboring no fear toward the Kingdom of Palettia, he chose friendship over hostility. I could see the logic of his reasoning, but I knew that many others would struggle to accept it. Particularly those who had been forced to submit when the empire invaded their nations…


      “I like competent people. When they show their full potential, that’s when a nation flourishes. So yes, I’m favorable to the Kingdom of Palettia, and I’ll gladly welcome anyone who thinks they can compete with it. The days of relentless war are behind us. What matters now is enriching the empire and moving it forward.”


      “Enriching the nation, eh? I’m impressed you’ve managed to keep it from falling apart.”


      “I will never tire of praise for that.”


      “Oh, I admire you, all right. And you’ve been more than generous with your little half brother, despite the years that separate us. I’m quite grateful.”


      My brother and I were born to different mothers, and there was a significant age gap between us.


      On top of that, my mother wasn’t a noble or anyone of particular status—she was a wandering dancer. She held no political power or value—and in fact, her existence risked inciting conflict over the throne.


      But all the same, my brother accepted me and treated me well as his subject. I was grateful to him for sparing my life, and I appreciated that he generously rewarded the quality of my work.


      “That’s because you’re capable. It doesn’t matter who you are or where you come from.”


      “You’ll bring a tear to my eye if you don’t stop.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Yes, ha-ha!”


      Watching my brother smile so freely, I felt like a fool for worrying about all the fine details.


      I could feel myself relaxing into his charm. His unwavering strength was enough to convince you that if you trusted and followed him, all would be well.


      He flashed me a sly grin. “So what’s the situation? I heard you managed to make contact with the princess. What happened next?”


      “It’s going surprisingly well. It’s almost anticlimactic, really. I’m reining in the assassination plotters for now, and their plan is already laid out. So long as nothing goes horribly wrong with Princess Anisphia, we’ve basically already won.”


      “Huh. That is a surprise to hear from my overly cautious brother. What kind of plan did she propose?”


      “She wants to draw them out and drive them away herself. She claims she’ll be able to fend them off if she knows in advance when the attack is going to take place.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! I see! It’s an interesting approach!”


      Lukheim guffawed even louder this time around, apparently finding this whole situation amusing. Having expected as much, I let out a quiet breath.


      Princess Anisphia’s plan was for me to manipulate the anti-Palettia faction and gain insight into their plot, then use that knowledge to help her counter any moves against her.


      At present, the assassination faction was fragmented and easily exploited. I had anticipated that it would be relatively straightforward wheedling my way in, and indeed, it was.


      Once she knew the full extent of the would-be assassins’ plan, she meant to crush it directly. I remained skeptical, knowing the dangers, but the princess herself seemed unfazed.


      She was a remarkable individual. No one would come up with such an audacious plan if they didn’t already have an abundance of confidence.


      And to think, the Kingdom of Palettia had once deemed her worthless for her inability to wield magic. I could scarcely believe that.


      “It’s easy enough to say, but actually following through takes some serious courage! That’s Sylphine’s daughter for you! I’m so glad I came here to see it all firsthand!”


      “So you can’t rest easy without witnessing it for yourself…?”


      “I have to do this. I’ve got a feeling events here are going to end up changing the course of world history. We can’t steer the empire in the right direction without keeping a close eye on the people at the heart of it all,” my brother said, his eyes narrowed.


      His smile didn’t change, but his attitude had undergone a dramatic shift.


      His easy familiarity of just moments ago had vanished.


      This was what he brought to the position of emperor. He was easygoing and dynamic in private, but when it came to his official role, he commanded an awe-inspiring presence.


      “Let’s see what happens. Are the Ailean Empire and the Kingdom of Palettia poised to become eternal friends, or will we stand as adversaries? The future of both our realms hangs in the balance.”
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      “Ah… I’m starting to feel nervous about this…,” Charnée murmured. Her face was tense, and her movements were somewhat awkward.


      I couldn’t help but chuckle. It was no surprise she was so on edge—after all, the attempt on my life was about to unfold in just a few moments.


      A noble faction within the Ailean Empire was behind the attack, a group of individuals harboring a longstanding grudge toward the Kingdom of Palettia. Their most extreme members had decided to plot my assassination.


      After learning about their plot, I resolved to turn it to my advantage. From what I had heard, there was no chance of convincing them to relent, and they apparently cared little for their own emperor’s admonitions.


      If there was no getting through to them, then direct action was the only option. Escalating the situation, however, risked causing a rift between the two nations.


      The issue had to be resolved promptly, once and for all. I needed to take the initiative—and thanks to Falgana’s information, I was prepared to do just that.


      It was a good thing we had him on our side. He had given us a complete account of the radical faction’s planned attack, which had allowed us to devise a thorough counterstrategy.


      We were well prepared. So long as no one slipped up, we had everything we needed to adapt to any issues that might arise.


      Personally, I was confident we had done enough—but it was little wonder Charnée might not feel the same way.


      “Charnée,” Navre called out, perhaps worried for her. “Don’t be so tense. If you don’t relax, you won’t be able to respond quickly when the need arises.”


      “Master Navre…”


      “Don’t worry. Whatever happens, we’ve got Commander Anisphia’s back. Give it your all. With your skills, you’ll be fine.”


      “That’s right!” Garkie added encouragingly. “You aren’t doing yourself any favors by getting all worked up. Just do what you always do.”


      Charnée’s expression softened slightly. “I understand. I’ll do my best!”


      “That’s the spirit.”


      “We’ve got their plan all figured out,” Garkie added. “We’ve got the advantage here, so take it easy.”


      “It isn’t wise to be too complacent, Master Gark,” Priscilla scolded him, flashing one of her typically dispassionate looks.


      “Ugh…,” he said, taking a step back.


      Priscilla’s lips curled in a rare smile. “I’m joking.”


      “Huh…? I can never tell if you’re serious or just fooling around…”


      “That’s one of my quirks.”


      “You don’t need to make it part of your personality…,” Navre grumbled.


      Priscilla tilted her head to one side. “Then shall we all act as cute as Charnée?”


      “…There’s no need for that, either.”


      “Why do you have to swing from one extreme to the other…?”


      “C-cute…? M-me…?”


      “Oh, don’t be so modest, Charnée.”


      “Ahhh…”


      “Hey, come on, Priscilla. Don’t tease her so much,” I warned.


      “My apologies,” she said without an inkling of guilt.


      Ever since the truth of her origins came out, her elusive nature had only intensified.


      Despite that, I did feel like we had come to know each other a little better—maybe because it seemed she was making an effort to bridge the distance between us.


      I had been mulling over recent events a lot lately, and I was convinced these latest developments weren’t all bad. These small changes might even lead to a positive impact down the road.


      “I’m sure you all have your own opinions about this, but we’re just doing what needs to be done,” I insisted. “This is for both the Kingdom of Palettia and the Ailean Empire. And it’s not going to be particularly difficult. Everyone just needs to play their part.”


      The others nodded along solemnly.


      Satisfied by their response, I brought my hands together with a sharp clap and renewed energy. “Then let’s go. Remember, act just like you always do.”


      The assassins’ plan was to attack us from a distance with bows and other ranged weapons while we were out on our Airbikes.


      It wasn’t easy to stop for any sudden problems while piloting the vehicles, and it was even more difficult to come to a sudden halt. With careful planning, the right location could maximize the potential of a surprise attack.


      But we were already aware of the assassins’ plans. Now that we had Falgana subtly influencing their strategy, we gave him places where we could easily catch on to an impending ambush.


      So long as the attack wasn’t too overwhelming, careful vigilance ought to be enough. On that point, Falgana had convinced the attackers to refrain from any excessive shows of force by warning them against attracting monsters or leaving behind incriminating evidence.


      We were all set. All we had to do now was let the attack happen and deal with the aftermath. Defeat simply wasn’t an option.


      Ideally, I would like to come through this unscathed. I could only imagine how Euphie might react if I got hurt; that was what terrified me most.
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      The Airbike glided through the sky, skimming above the ground as smoothly as ever. The rush of the wind was exhilarating, a feeling that never grew old.


      We had already passed several potential ambush points along our route, but thus far, we hadn’t come under attack.


      On the surface, it was business as usual. The assassins probably shared that impression. For my companions, however, business as usual simply wasn’t an option.


      Garkie and Navre were on high alert, scanning our surroundings, while Charnée, perched behind me, remained uncharacteristically tense.


      Priscilla was the only one who retained her usual poise, but she had a lot going on right now. Something told me her mind wasn’t at ease.


      Personally, I would rather the attack just happen already so we could resolve this mess once and for all. At least we wouldn’t have to deal with this never-ending tension.


      Then, just as we were approaching the next potential ambush point, Navre reacted with a jerk, and the wind changed course.


      We all sensed the shift—that was the signal. Navre, skilled as he was in wind magic, was supposed to silently warn us if he sensed trouble.


      Here it comes!


      Just as Navre signaled us, I perceived the enemies up ahead through a different kind of sense.


      In that fleeting moment, I detected a dangerous aura—and a second later, a barrage of arrows came flying our way.


      If I hadn’t slowed down, I would have been turned into a flying hedgehog. The coming onslaught was a chilling sight, but I wasn’t at all worried.


      Air Storm.


      I have Navre to thank for turning the tide, summoning up a wild tempest just as the arrows approached and pushing them all off course.


      Every last one of the projectiles was rendered harmless, veering off in other directions.


      “Gark!” Navre called without missing a beat.


      “Right!” Garkie answered, speeding away on his Airbike toward the source of the arrows.


      Within moments, a second volley was released straight for him.


      “Damn these guys!” he grunted.


      “Let’s give them back double!” Navre shouted.


      The two men gripped their weapons—the Flamzell and Vent—in one hand, deftly maneuvering their Airbikes with the other.


      As the two swung their swords, a plume of chaotic flames billowed from Garkie’s Flamzell, while Navre’s Vent sent them flying as a colossal firestorm.


      The arrows were quickly incinerated, while the forest in which our assailants were hiding was set ablaze.


      “Ugh! Whoa! Th-the forest is on fire!”


      “Damn it! Run! Run! We’re screwed!”


      “These Palettians are monsters!”


      “Damn it! I thought she was supposed to be incompetent! Which of you idiots said we could take her by surprise?!”


      “H-hey! Don’t run away! If we don’t stand and fight, we’re all gonna end up dead! We’ve gotta fight! Are you listening to me?! Get back here!”


      Shouts and screams erupted from all around, while people dashed through the forest to escape the inferno. They were all dressed like brigands in dirty, tattered clothes.


      Some took flight, while others shouted insults after those trying to escape; the scene before us descended into chaos.


      “I’m done keeping to the shadows. Now it’s my town,” Priscilla said—and before I knew it, she was by my side, dismounting her Airbike and pointing to the burning forest.


      Several bubbles appeared from her outstretched hand, multiplying and swelling until numerous spheres of water floated around her.


      The spheres quivered like balloons ready to burst. Then she swept her arm forward.


      “Explode.”


      Bubble Bomb.


      The spells danced through the air, into the attackers and the burning forest. Each time one made impact, it spattered with an audible crash.


      “U-uggghhh!”


      “Water attacks!”


      “What the hell’s going on?!”


      The attackers were sent reeling by Priscilla’s strikes. Some crashed into trees and collapsed to the ground, apparently unconscious.


      The trees continued to smolder as the attackers fell, weakened by the Bubble Bomb assault.


      “Hmm…,” Priscilla murmured. “So it wasn’t enough to extinguish the flames. Master Gark? Master Navre? Could you help?”


      “Well, we’re using two magical swords here. You keep dousing the flames—we’ll handle the assailants,” Navre replied.


      “Very well. Then let’s continue… Oh?”


      “Huh?”


      “Whhhoaaa?! D-did you just graze me, Priscilla?!” Garkie exclaimed as another Bubble Bomb exploded in the distance.


      “My sincerest apologies. I beg your pardon.” Priscilla’s apology couldn’t have sounded any more artificial.


      One of her attacks, it seemed, had burst close to Garkie. Even from my distance, I could see he was slightly wet.


      Their exchange was oddly out of place given the situation, yet I had to smile.


      …Well, at least we had all been able to relax a bit.


      “All right. It’s our turn, Charnée,” I called over my shoulder.


      “Yes, Your Highness.” Charnée, perched behind me, was deep in concentration as she readied the Keraunos.


      I tightened my grip on the handlebars and aimed upward, gaining altitude. Things were going well.


      Once we were up high, the situation below was much clearer. The forest was still burning, while Priscilla continued to unleash more Bubble Bombs into the conflagration. Navre and Garkie, meanwhile, were in hot pursuit of our fleeing assailants.


      “Hey! Get back here! Quit running around!”


      “A-aaaaaahh!”


      “If you want to avoid a fight and get out of this alive, then drop your weapons and move away from the flames!” Garkie shouted as he rushed ahead. He was slicing through his opponent’s weapons, sending them flying with well-timed kicks and directing those who had lost the will to fight to a safe distance.


      Many of the would-be assailants seemed stunned at first, but realizing the peril they were in, most turned and fled.


      “Damn it…! I knew this job was a bad idea!”


      “Drop your weapons! If you resist, you have no chance of surviving!” Navre called to the men who hadn’t yet surrendered—but rather than heeding his call, they decided to engage him in close combat instead.


      “Y-you brat…! You won’t be able to use your magic when I’m right in front of you! Take this!”


      It wasn’t a bad idea, per se; getting close would limit the range of magic-based attacks at his disposal.


      But Navre was no mere amateur. Narrowing his eyes, he cut down the man racing toward him with a flash of his sword.


      He watched as the man slowly toppled to the ground, then wiped the blood from his sword.


      “All that sparring practice has paid off, Gark… These guys aren’t anywhere near as fast as you.”


      Though far outnumbered, the two of them continued to take down the would-be attackers without a hitch.


      Most fled as fast as their legs would carry them, but some lashed out at Navre and Garkie in a desperate panic. If this kept on for too long, more of them might choose to stay and fight.


      “That’s it! Let’s steal their vehicles and get outta here!”


      “H-hey! Wait for me!”


      “You’re just gonna save yourself?!”


      “Damn it, me first! Get ’em! Get ’em!”


      Among those trying to flee, several set their sights on the Airbikes Garkie and Navre had just dismounted and decided to try their luck stealing them.


      Well, I had a feeling this might happen—which was one reason I had asked those two to stay back.


      We would be in trouble without the Airbikes, so it was time to put an end to this.


      “Charnée? Now.”


      “Understood.”


      She readied the Keraunos, nocking a lightning arrow. The sound of electrical discharge shook the air as she took aim and released.


      The bolt struck the first man charging for the Airbike, sending a surge of lightning coursing through him.


      “Aaaaaaagh…?!” he screamed, his body convulsing as he fell to the ground.


      He was still conscious, but his entire body had been left temporarily paralyzed.


      Lightning Bind.


      Charnée’s last attack wasn’t an offensive spell, but a way of incapacitating a target. As a technique, it didn’t originally take the form of an arrow, but she was able to channel it through the Keraunos to fire it at high speed.


      As for its effect on the battlefield, this was the test.


      “Next.”


      Once the first target had fallen, she turned to her next one—sending another burst of electricity flying with a faint crackle and leaving another man twitching on the ground.


      Our objective was to capture as many of the would-be assailants alive as possible, both so we could extract whatever information they knew and so Falgana could use them as witnesses in his own investigation.


      That being said, as the person on the receiving end of their attack, I could hardly say I was especially concerned with their well-being. I trusted Garkie’s and Navre’s abilities, and Priscilla’s magical attacks had certainly exceeded my expectations—but that still didn’t mean taking them alive would be an easy task.


      That was when it hit me—Charnée.


      Her unfailing accuracy with bow and arrow and the newly built Keraunos got me thinking—maybe we could incapacitate our foes?


      In essence, it worked like a stun gun fired at a high speed from a distance.


      And indeed, the combination of Charnée’s skills and the Keraunos proved more successful than I could have imagined.


      Maybe Priscilla’s water magic had increased its potency? If that was the case, this whole battle would be over in short order.


      I approached Priscilla, still unleashing more Bubble Bombs as she zipped around on her Airbike.


      “Priscilla! I’m going down! Can you take Charnée and cover the other Airbike?”


      “Of course.”


      “All right, Charnée. I’m going to land, so change to the other Airbike…”


      “There’s no time. I’ll jump across. Catch me, Priscilla!”


      “Huh?” I gaped as she leaped nimbly across to Priscilla. “Tch. That was reckless, Charnée.”


      “Sorry, but we don’t have much time,” Charnée said, slipping behind Priscilla and drawing her bow.


      Her newfound confidence gave me a little rush, too.


      Once Charnée was safely across to Priscilla’s Airbike, I landed my own and drew the Celestial. Now it was my turn to join the fray!


      “The princess is coming down!”


      “There she is! Get her!”


      Still undeterred, the remaining attackers set their sights on me. They knew they were cornered, and their eyes were glittering with desperate ferocity.


      They charged toward me, but Garkie and Navre continued to take them down one by one. Still, a few managed to slip through.


      “Commander Anisphia!”


      “Focus on your own job, Navre! I’m okay!”


      “It’s not your safety I’m worried about—more that you’ll go overboard fighting them!”


      “Sh-shut up! I know what I’m doing!”


      And here I was thinking he was worried about me.


      Embarrassed, I swung the Celestial around and took out my anger on the men storming my way.


      I could easily take down opponents of this caliber, even if I wasn’t so bothered. Their lack of skill was enough to make me wonder if their extremist faction wasn’t a little short of people. In fact, I suspected many of them were failed mercenaries.


      I leaped forward, launching myself into the fray and taking down my next would-be assailant. My swift attack sent the remaining fighters into a frenzy, shouting in panic all around me.


      “Wh-what the hell?! She’s stronger than she looks!”


      “Don’t tell me the rumors were true?!”


      “Impossible! And they say she can’t even use magic?!”


      “What’s with that sword, then?! If that’s not magic, I don’t know what is!”


      “Damn it! Damn it all!”


      Their cries were filled with desperation.


      Priscilla was still working to extinguish the flames, the sound of her Bubble Bombs punctuating the chaos. Meanwhile, Charnée’s lightning arrows struck down the attackers with deadly precision.


      Garkie and Navre, meanwhile, were still storming ahead. It was only a matter of time before our foes were subdued—though this would be a lot quicker if they would just surrender already.


      At that moment, one of the attackers locked his bloodshot eyes with mine.


      “If it’s come to this, I’m gonna drag you down with me! Die, Anisphia Wynn Palettia!”


      My eyes widened as he closed in, pulling something from his pocket.


      It was a cluster of fire-type spirit stones, bound together with a string. At that moment, I realized what it was—this was how spirit stones were used in foreign lands.


      In the Kingdom of Palettia, fire-type spirit stones were used to ignite flames—but in other nations, they had been adapted as instruments of war.


      What caught my attention most was the strange way the spirit stones were reacting.


      All that energy coming out of them—they’re going to explode!


      What happened when you infused a spirit stone with more energy than it could handle? I had conducted my own experiments along those lines a long time ago.


      The inevitable result was an explosion. In other words, the man was launching a suicide attack.


      A single stone was enough to cause serious burns, so the force would be amplified exponentially if a large clump of them went off at the same time. There was no way the man holding them would escape unscathed. Why was he willing to throw his life away to get at me…?


      “Your Highness! Fall back!” Priscilla shouted in a panic, sensing something was amiss.


      Navre and the others spun to face the man racing my way and moved to stop him.


      I couldn’t drag them into this, but what could I do? Before my mind had a chance to catch up, my body was already reacting.


      “—!”


      With a sharp exhalation, I swung the Celestial around, slicing through the fire spirit stones just as they were about to burst. The cluster slipped from the man’s grasp, the individual stones falling in all directions.


      Next, I swung the blade upward, hurling the stones high into the air.


      It all happened in a single breath. As the man collapsed from the impact, the stones let out an ominous glow and burst into a fiery tempest.


      “Tch…!”


      “Aaahhh!”
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      I ducked low to avoid the flames, letting the shock wave propel me to safety. My attacker, however, was engulfed by the explosion and thrown violently to the ground.


      That was a close call. Good thing that worked, I thought with a sigh of relief.


      Before I knew it, Garkie was running my way. “Lady Anis! Are you okay?!”


      “I’m fine!”


      “Thank goodness…! Hey, you bastards?! How dare you try to kill Lady Anis! I’ll murder the lot of you!”


      “Hey, Garkie…?”


      He was really seeing red… Even I found it intimidating.


      The Flamzell was reacting in response to his fury; the flames erupting from its hilt swelled around him until he looked like a messenger sent from the depths of hell.


      The next moment, a violent gust of wind swept in, hurling the remaining attackers into the trees and ground.


      The source was Navre, of course. Without any emotion on his face, he took in the sight of our fallen attackers.


      “Commander Anisphia is merciful. That’s the only reason I’ve spared your lives… But if any of you really do want to die here…”


      “N-Navre…?”


      “Don’t worry, Commander. This won’t take long.”


      What won’t take long?! S-seriously, I’m okay! There’s no need to get so angry…!


      As I was thinking that, several more spheres of water floated over the fallen attackers, knocking them back to the ground before they could pull themselves to their feet.


      Hesitantly, I glanced around—and spotted Priscilla, a faint smile on her lips. She appeared to be enjoying this—but her eyes showed she was far from cheerful.


      Next to her, Charnée’s electric aura was still crackling around her. Her wolflike ears were showing, and it was clear she meant business. Her electric charge was more intense than before, and there was an acute sense of danger in the air.


      “I underestimated you. If you’re willing to go that far, then I’ll prepare to go all in as well. Right, Charnée?”


      “The second any of them move, I’m letting loose.”


      “H-hold on!” I called out. “Everyone, calm down! L-look! They’ve given up! They don’t want to fight! Let’s put the magic away, okay?”


      This time, our side is the one taking it too far! Our would-be attackers are frozen in fear, see?! This won’t be self-defense anymore if we go any further!
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      It took a good length of time for me to calm everyone down and for our attackers to accept defeat.


      In the meantime, the flames engulfing the forest had at last been extinguished. I would have liked to breathe a sigh of relief, but there was no escaping the fact that people had lost their lives in this ambush.


      They were the ones who had attacked me, so there was no reason for me to go easy on them. But if we left the bodies here, they could attract monsters—and more importantly, it just felt wrong to do.


      But there were so many of them—more than twice our own number, in fact…


      “What should we do…?”


      “Maybe we should turn back to the magicology city? It’s closer than continuing on to the royal capital…,” Navre suggested.


      “I’d rather not make a big deal over it… But we can’t leave the bodies here…,” I murmured, realizing that might be our only option.


      “Perhaps we can help with that, Princess Anisphia,” sounded a voice from within the forest.


      “Prince Falgana? What are you doing here?”


      Indeed, it was him, stepping out from the tree cover with what looked like a group of adventurers.


      He gave a light shrug. “I’d never hear the end of it if they actually did manage to knock you off, so we took precautions… Looks like I needn’t have worried, though.” Falgana chuckled.


      If his plan had been to attack the assailants without the use of magic, then it was a reckless strategy. I could see why he waited to join the fray.


      I was a little tempted to suspect an ulterior motive, but for now, we were in urgent need of help. If they were willing to lend a hand, then I would be grateful for it.


      “Those people… Do you trust them?” I asked.


      “Ah, you can rest easy… Believe me, I really do want to help you,” Falgana said, his shoulders slumping in exhaustion for whatever reason.


      It was an odd gesture, but I decided to accept his goodwill. “Huh…? Well, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. After all, we need all the help we can get.”


      Falgana started barking out orders to his men to collect the remains.


      “I’m relieved to see the plan worked. I appreciate your help,” he said, turning back to me.


      “It was in my best interests.”


      “…I’m sure you already know this, but they didn’t take the stories of your exploits seriously. The people who hired them keep calling your many accomplishments into question.”


      “You’re saying they’re underestimating me?”


      “That’s part of it. But these people probably wouldn’t have taken the job if they knew what you were really capable of.”


      “I suppose that makes sense…”


      They certainly hadn’t been high-level mercenaries. It was lucky for us they had only been moderately skilled.


      Had my troubled reputation added to the confusion? I had mixed feelings about that, but I was happy to focus on the positives right now.


      At that moment, I heard a burst of raucous laughter not far away. I glanced around—and spotted a man with a rough and wild demeanor approaching.


      “Ha-ha-ha! They made a pitiful showing, didn’t they? But that’s to be expected when you pick a fight with the princess herself! If the rumors are true, it’s a miracle this bunch here is still alive at all! Remarkable, Princess Anisphia!”


      “Hey…,” Falgana muttered.


      “Why are you so upset, man? I was complimenting her,” the man insisted.


      “Just be quiet, would you…?!” Falgana groaned, holding a hand to his head.


      Who on earth was this man, and why was he acting so cavalier around Falgana?


      Clearly they knew each other, so maybe he was a noble in the Ailean Empire? But that still didn’t explain why he was acting so familiar…


      Sensing my confusion, the man broke into a sly smile. “I had the pleasure of watching all that with Fal here, and I have to say, it was magnificent! I don’t even know where to begin! So those are your magical tools? Not to mention you yourself, Princess Anisphia—you were truly remarkable!”


      “Um. Thanks, I guess?”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Yes, very interesting…! It’s enough to make one wonder if you really can’t use magic,” he said, his sky-blue eyes boring into me.


      I had to stop myself from shrinking back.


      This man’s eyes were anything but ordinary.


      He was confident, imposing—like standing above others came naturally to him…


      At that moment, glancing back and forth between the man and Falgana, it hit me—though slightly different in hue, they both had the same fiery red hair.


      No. I gawked, and the man smiled.


      “I was just here to observe today. The next time we meet, it will no doubt be in a more official setting. Leave the cleanup here to us! I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again!”


      That all but confirmed my suspicions…


      I stood there shocked while the man turned his back to us and left. When at last I shifted my gaze to Fal, he was standing hunched over, his face shielded by one hand.


      “…Hey. Prince Falgana. Don’t tell me…”


      “Please, don’t ask it out loud… I suspect you’ve realized the truth. I’m so sorry…!” he muttered.


      I was certain then.


      Their faces were too similar to put the resemblance down to mere coincidence, and there was no other way to explain the man’s easygoing treatment of the imperial prince.


      “…That was the emperor himself…”
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      After fending off the assassins’ attack and leaving the cleanup to Falgana and his people, we continued on to the royal capital.


      Euphie was waiting when we arrived at the detached palace, rushing over as soon as she saw me.


      “Welcome back, Anis,” she said, her face lighting up in a bright smile. “I’m glad you’re all right.”


      “…Euphie.”


      “…Anis?” she asked.


      As she peered into my face, my strength drained away, and I rushed forward and caught her in an embrace to feel her warmth.


      She startled at this sudden show of affection, but she could tell something was wrong and began to gently stroke my back.


      The attack itself wasn’t the issue, but not in a million years would I have expected Emperor Lukheim to show up in person.


      The shock left me strangely exhausted. Only when I saw Euphie’s face and my tension finally melted away did I realize just how tired I was.


      “Ahem…” Navre let out an awkward cough. “We’ll take our leave, Commander Anisphia.”


      “…Ah. I’m sorry. I should have given you instructions. Go and get some rest, everyone.”


      “Very good.”


      My companions had to be tired from the battle and the long ride, so I wanted them to take some time to recharge.


      They each offered polite bows before leaving, and so Euphie and I made for our room. Just before we stepped inside, Lainie and Ilia curtsied and gave us some privacy.


      It appeared they had already prepared tea. Grateful, I sipped at the warm brew and breathed a deep sigh of relief.


      “Well done today, Anis… But is something wrong?”


      “No, the ambush itself wasn’t too bad… It was what happened afterward.”


      “What happened afterward…?”


      “Actually…”


      I told her about Emperor Lukheim’s secret appearance at the scene of the carnage.


      Her initial surprise soon gave way to stunned exasperation.


      “So he’s playing adventurer, like you did? And he’s in charge of the Ailean Empire…?”


      “Hey, Euphie?” I said in a flat voice.


      “Huh? What? Did I say something funny?”


      “……I’d like to think I was a bit more responsible than he is.”


      “You are entitled to your opinion on the matter.”


      Ugh. I didn’t have a comeback to that…


      I couldn’t exactly deny it when she was implying Of course you would do something like that! But still…!


      “Anyway, I was really taken aback. And it sounded like Prince Falgana was suggesting the emperor might want to arrange another meeting sometime…”


      “I see…”


      “I don’t know if he meant officially or what, but I get the feeling he’s going to be a tricky partner…”


      “Hmm. For the emperor himself to come all the way to the Kingdom of Palettia while hiding his imperial status—it speaks volumes. He may even be a match for you in terms of enterprise and decisiveness, Anis.”


      “Stop comparing me to him… Ngh. But what are we supposed to do?”


      “He wants a meeting, you said? I don’t see any harm in that. Do you?”


      “Huh?”


      I stared back in disbelief at Euphie’s casual suggestion.


      She continued to sip at her tea, leaving me to wonder what lay behind her calm facade. Why was she talking like this? I failed to grasp what she was getting at.


      “Euphie? You decided that awfully quickly,” I pointed out.


      “Judging by what I’ve heard from you and Mother-in-Law, this may well be the easiest approach to take. The emperor, it seems, likes to take a direct approach.”


      “Well, I guess he did give that impression…”


      “Looking at his actions, there’s no doubt the Ailean Empire is trying to develop closer ties with the Kingdom of Palettia. If they aren’t hostile toward us, why shouldn’t we be open to discussions? Meeting face-to-face would certainly make it easier to decide what sort of relationship we want with them.”


      “You’re saying I shouldn’t worry…?”


      “Exactly. Though I wouldn’t let your guard down too much.”


      I could feel my brow furrowing. Hmm. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to be too wary, either?


      “If the emperor’s goals align with ours, it would be a monumental opportunity. Assuming he can maintain a firm grip on his power, we would be able to prevent a repeat of your attempted assassination. After all, it’s best we don’t get too involved in the empire’s affairs ourselves.”


      “Hmm. That’s true… I get the feeling that if we meddle too much, it will just make the problem worse.”


      “On the other hand, if he wants to draw on your knowledge and skill, then we’ll have to reevaluate the kingdom’s relationship with the empire,” Euphie said. “This is a good opportunity to assess his character for ourselves. I’m sure he feels the same way.”


      “You’re saying we should meet him here and size him up?”


      “I think so. I suspect that’s why he’s come all this way, especially in secret.”


      “You’re right… I might have done the same thing in his position.”


      “Right? It’s one thing to be wary of someone who doesn’t like you, but you don’t want to miss an opportunity when someone reaches out in kindness. We can’t afford to be careless, but at the same time, I’m not worried.”


      “I can’t disagree with any of that.”


      If Euphie said this was a good idea, then I would trust her instincts.


      Emperor Lukheim hadn’t said much, but my impression of him wasn’t negative.


      I was taken aback by the sudden situation, but that was mostly just surprise. I shouldn’t let it affect my overall impression of him too much…


      “I wonder what the Ailean emperor is like?” I mused.


      “I’d be happy to share what your mother told me,” Euphie said.


      “Yes, please!”


      Out of everyone in the kingdom, my mother was the one who knew Emperor Lukheim best. Her perspective would certainly help provide greater insight.


      “Well, first of all, his full name is Lukheim Van Ailean. Apparently, he’s around the same age as her and my own parents. The emperor before him ruled with a heavy hand, which led Lukheim to gather enough allies to stage a coup. Afterward, he ascended to the throne as the next emperor.”


      “I’ve heard that much myself.”


      It sounded like he became emperor in a similar way to how my father and mother overcame a palace coup.


      Maybe that was why Emperor Lukheim was said to be so fond of my mother?


      “As for his personality…she said he’s approachable and dependable, and that’s what makes him such a formidable person.”


      “Approachable, dependable, and formidable…?”


      What sort of combination was that? I tilted my head to one side in confusion, and Euphie smiled with chagrin.


      “I can think of at least one other person who fits that description.”


      “Huh? Who?” I asked.


      For some reason, she was staring at me. Confused, all I could do was wait for her to speak up.


      At last, she let out a soft chuckle and poked my nose with her finger. “You, Anis.”


      “…Me?”


      “You’re approachable and dependable, and you’ve certainly got a formidable side.”


      “Huh…?”


      Was that how she saw me…?


      Thinking about it again, she did have a point. It sounded like people’s impression of Emperor Lukheim wasn’t altogether different from how they regarded me.


      “Your mother didn’t say that you were similar to him in so many words, but it certainly sounds that way to me.”


      “Hmm… You really think so…?”


      “My guess is he’s trying to give you a good impression. It’s like he’s playing a role…or showing a certain side of himself to suit the situation.”


      “And you think that’s what I would do?” I asked.


      “You wore a mask so convincing you fooled yourself, didn’t you?”


      “Ugh…”


      “It sounds like the emperor has different faces as well, but he tries to use them as effectively.”


      “And I don’t?!”


      “In your case, it was more like circumstances made it easier for you to act that way.”


      “Ugh… It stings, hearing you say I’m hiding my true self…!”


      “Everyone adapts to the situation they’re in. Though I won’t deny you’re particularly skilled in that department, Anis.”


      “Ahem! So you’re saying the emperor is a cunning schemer who knows how to put up a front?”


      “If that’s how you would describe yourself.”


      “Euphie!”


      “I’m joking.”


      Ugh…! She really does love to tease me, doesn’t she?! Just you wait! You’re the schemer, Euphie!


      “Well, it would be best to put all that aside. We shouldn’t go in with preconceptions when we meet him.”


      “That’s true…”


      “And I don’t think we need to be so guarded. He clearly has a good impression of your parents, and he doesn’t seem like the kind of person to make unreasonable demands. He’s just calculating, that’s all.”


      “Yeah. I’ll stay vigilant, but there’s no point stressing too much.”


      “Indeed. Who knows if this meeting will actually happen, but we should be prepared either way,” Euphie said, before leaning in and kissing me on the cheek.


      Her hand reached around my waist, but I instinctively swatted it away. Undeterred, Euphie placed her hand behind my back.


      “…What does grabbing my waist have to do with being prepared?”


      “We both need to find healing. That’s what.”


      “You call this healing? Ngh!”


      “You’ve made me worry, Anis, so now I need you to take care of me.”


      “Ugh…!”


      How could I say no when she put it like that…?! She was so mean!
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      Things returned to normal after we successfully thwarted the assassins’ plans—but that tranquility was soon broken with the arrival of a formal letter from the Ailean Empire.


      The attempt on my life hadn’t been made public, so the letter requested a meeting under the pretext of celebrating Euphie’s ascension to the throne.


      At the same time, Falgana informed me of the empire’s true intentions through another route, his own letter detailing Emperor Lukheim’s actions following the assassination attempt.


      Publicly, the empire was keeping knowledge of the attack under wraps, but privately, they were leveraging it to put pressure on the anti-Palettia dissenters within their ranks.


      As a finishing touch, they wanted to hold a goodwill meeting with Euphie and me to discuss the matter in person.


      Euphie was looking forward to meeting the emperor as well, and so it was agreed.


      As such, we found ourselves caught up in preparations for the imperial visit, the days slipping by until it was time for the big event.


      “This meeting with Emperor Lukheim has given us a great opportunity to tour the western provinces,” I remarked.


      “It certainly has,” Euphie answered.


      We were in the town of Carliese in the kingdom’s western region.


      Carliese was a fortified town on the kingdom’s border. Surrounded by solid walls, it exuded a rugged charm, while the streets possessed an exotic allure. It was an impressive combination of styles and atmospheres, to be sure.


      The corruption that had once taken over the town’s governance was slowly being restored to normalcy by the new ruling class, who had been dispatched to the region to replace the former western nobles.


      I found myself with time to assess the situation while we prepared for the meeting. The town’s new lord was still young, but he seemed to be doing a good job keeping the town in order.


      And so, free from worry, we welcomed the delegation from the Ailean Empire as a carriage arrived at the venue with the emperor, escorted by a squad of knights.


      The figure stepping out of the vehicle was unmistakably the same man who had shown up in the aftermath of the assassination attempt.


      And behind him was Falgana, flashing me an apologetic look.


      Thinking about all the effort he had put into his mission, I couldn’t help but feel a smidge of pity for him.


      But when I regarded the emperor once more, I had to wonder if he was really the same person.


      Just by tidying his appearance and dressing more formally, he gave off a completely different impression—he was actually dignified.


      “So he’s the emperor…,” Euphie murmured as she took him in.


      Did he overhear her? Either way, he approached us with a warm smile—so naturally that none of the knights tasked with protecting us had time to react.


      “It’s okay,” I said before Garkie and Navre, who were standing next to me, and Commander Sprout, who was with Euphie, could rush in to stop him.


      There was nothing to suggest hostility on Emperor Lukheim’s part—in fact, his eyes sparkled with curiosity. “We meet at last, young queen of the Kingdom of Palettia! I am Lukheim Van Ailean!”


      “It’s a great honor to meet the wise and renowned ruler of the Ailean Empire. I’m Euphyllia Fez Palettia.”


      “Hmm! How beautiful! Your people must rejoice to have such a charming queen!” Emperor Lukheim said with a grin as he lavished praise on her.


      Euphie responded with a dazzling smile—but I couldn’t help but feel somewhat queasy.


      It was just a compliment, without any hidden agenda, but it still rubbed me the wrong way.


      “And you, Princess Anisphia! We didn’t get the chance to meet properly before, so I’m glad you’re here!”


      We had actually spoken just the other day, but I masked those feelings and kept those thoughts to myself. “Greetings. I’m Anisphia Wynn Palettia.”


      “Mm-hmm! And how is your mother? It’s been quite some time since Queen Emeritus Sylphine last led a diplomatic mission to our court.”


      “She’s doing well.”


      “Splendid! Good news about a friend is always welcome! It’s been too long since I last saw your father. I would very much like to speak to him again. Is he here?”


      “I’m afraid not. I do hope we can build an enduring relationship between our realms, so there may be an opportunity to see him in the future,” Euphie said.
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      “Well said! After today, the bond between our two nations will be strengthened anew! Wonderful!” Emperor Lukheim laughed.


      A step behind him, Falgana pressed his fingers to his brow as if to stave off a headache.


      I could only imagine how difficult the emperor must be to manage if he was always like this. Was it really okay for a nation’s ruler to be so carefree?


      I didn’t say that aloud, but I could already hear Euphie’s response: You’re one to talk.


      After exchanging greetings, we made our way to the room set up for the meeting.


      “He’s more assertive than I was expecting,” I said to Euphie on the way.


      “Yes. It’s hard to turn him down when he’s so insistent. I’m sure he meant every word of it, but even so…”


      We didn’t need to say it out loud to know what the other was thinking—we couldn’t let our guard down. The air of innocence around the emperor only made him more difficult to read.


      We entered the room and took our seats, Emperor Lukheim sitting across from us.


      “Queen Euphyllia,” he began as soon as he sat down. “Now that we’re in private, why don’t we start with the touchiest subject on our agenda?”


      “What would that be?”


      “The group that wanted to assassinate Princess Anisphia.”


      We really were getting right to it…!


      Emperor Lukheim’s smile was unchanging, but the speed with which he shifted from admiration to business was stressful.


      Even Falgana, who was seated right beside him, wore no expression. See, I’m not anything like this guy! There’s no way I could be that bad!


      “Fortunately, Falgana here is a quick thinker, so we were able to avoid the worst of outcomes. In fact, I should probably be thanking him for bringing us together.”


      “We’re grateful, too,” Euphie said. “We were able to navigate the situation thanks to your brother’s information while preventing a breakdown between our two nations. You have my thanks, Prince Falgana.”


      “There’s no need, really,” Falgana said with a modest bow. I sensed he felt as awkward as I did.


      “The culprits belong to the empire’s nobility, but they’re descended from the rulers of former nations hostile to the Kingdom of Palettia. Their hatred is excessive, if you ask me. We’ll need to enforce their allegiance as subjects of the empire. Moving forward, I’m committed to ensuring nothing like this happens again,” the emperor said.


      “Should I take that to mean you want positive ties with the Kingdom of Palettia?” Euphie asked.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Indeed, I do! That’s why this incident has weighed so heavily on my mind.” Emperor Lukheim spoke with a laugh, but the moment the topic shifted, his eyes turned dead serious. “You’ve outdone yourself again, Falgana. This opportunity is all thanks to you. I’m grateful—and proud to have you as a brother!”


      “I remain Your Majesty’s loyal subject.”


      “Hmm. Well then. I know I stand taller than many of our past emperors, but having to bear the weight of our subjects and territories does bring certain constraints.”


      “What kind of constraints?” Euphie said.


      “I’m sure you’ve had your own difficulties as queen. No matter how capable your vassals are, the wheels of progress don’t turn swiftly.”


      “No, they don’t. We can agree on that.”


      “Which is why if we’re to bridge the divide between our two realms, both sides will have to combine our efforts. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      “Wise ruler that you are, I’m sure you understand we can’t give an immediate answer to that,” Euphie said, sidestepping his question.


      The emperor gave her a knowing grin. “Hmm. I think I can trust you. To have earned the confidence of a kingdom that can stand alongside the empire is no small thing.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Indeed it is. We should join hands. Ties between the Ailean Empire and the Kingdom of Palettia can’t be allowed to deteriorate. That wouldn’t benefit either of us, would it?”


      “I understand what you’re saying. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t room for miscommunication. I think it is sensible to proceed with caution.”


      “Hmm. Then you are aware of what we want, Queen Euphyllia?”


      “I suspect you already know the answer to that question, Emperor Lukheim.”


      The two stared each other down behind false smiles.


      On the surface, they both looked amicable and friendly—but their smiles didn’t reach their eyes. An unsettling tension hung in the air.


      I couldn’t stand it. It was hard to breathe.


      “Word of the Kingdom of Palettia’s achievements in the newly emerging field of magicology and magical tools has reached the empire. These innovations are too significant for us to ignore. Might we hope to share in the blessings they bestow?”


      “One day you will, I’m sure. But that time isn’t now.”


      “Why not?”


      “The study of magicology and the development of magical tools are still immature. We need to do more testing and experimentation, lest they be misused. The technology isn’t ready to be shared beyond our borders.”


      “I understand that. Princess Anisphia is responsible for both, yes? Considering the way she was treated in the past, I suspect her inventions haven’t yet taken root in the Kingdom of Palettia.”


      Euphie’s eyes twitched ever so slightly.


      The emperor really did like springing surprises out of nowhere. You couldn’t lower your guard around him.


      “I appreciate that the field is still young and full of unknowns. But when? When will the Kingdom of Palettia be ready to share this bounty with other nations?”


      “I’ll need time to give you an answer to that.”


      “A reasonable response. But what I am to tell those who fail to see reason?”


      “…What would you like to tell them?”


      “Magicology and magical tools—the words alone inspire dreams of new possibilities, don’t they? I was swept away when I first heard about them,” Emperor Lukheim proclaimed in a heartfelt voice. The next moment, however, his smile vanished, and we suddenly felt an oppressive weight. “But some must be asking themselves how long the Kingdom of Palettia intends to hoard these wonders…”


      “Hoard…?”


      “Palettia is a kingdom of mages. That’s the natural result of your nation’s origins. But those origins are precisely why some may question your sincerity.”


      “…”


      “We know your kingdom has little interest in the outside world. What foreign ties you have are minimal at best. You wish to keep to yourselves, pursuing your own goals. Some of us on the outside can find that rather unsettling.” The gravity in Emperor Lukheim’s expression and voice was growing. “As emperor, I’m deeply grateful for the diplomatic corps the Kingdom of Palettia has provided to help resolve those challenges we’ve faced that required the use of magic. But I must point out this is merely my personal perspective. It doesn’t necessarily reflect popular sentiment in the empire.”


      That went without saying. No matter how much a ruler strove for unity, some would always disagree.


      When it came to something as vast as a nation, achieving consensus was an almost impossible task.


      “If the Kingdom of Palettia means to maintain the status quo, then I have no intention of speaking out or getting personally involved. The Ailean Empire has no need for mysteries beyond its control.”


      “Then why do you want magicology and magical tools?” I asked in Euphie’s place.


      At this, Emperor Lukheim shifted his gaze to me, his eyes softening as a smile played at the corners of his lips. “Because of the unknowns. I don’t just mean your magicology or magical tools. The ascension of a queen not of royal blood, the return of a legendary spirit covenant—these changes can’t be overlooked. We have to understand them. If we don’t, how can we possibly respond?”


      “That’s…”


      “But I have realized one thing, now that we’ve finally met face-to-face like this.”


      “…And that is?”


      “…Queen Euphyllia. You are no true sovereign.”


      The entire room froze.


      Euphie was completely paralyzed, and even those on the Ailean side stared at their emperor in shock and disbelief.


      Falgana’s eyes went as wide as saucers, before he bowed his head and covered his face with one hand.


      As for me, I was overcome with equal parts confusion and fury. I didn’t know how to respond. What on earth had driven him to come out with something like that?


      “Emperor Lukheim. What exactly do you mean?” I demanded.


      “Hmm… You certainly do rule the Kingdom of Palettia, Queen Euphyllia. But your status as sovereign is simply a means to an end. From where I’m sitting, you are no true ruler.”


      “Are you trying to insult me?”


      “Not at all,” Emperor Lukheim said matter-of-factly.


      I glared at him for a long moment, until my anger began to subside and the tension eased from my shoulders.


      There was no malice behind his words. It seemed he genuinely meant no offense.


      “Hey…,” Falgana groaned, holding his head in his hands and staring at the floor. “When are you gonna learn to choose your words more carefully…?!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! My apologies, Falgana! If I’ve caused offense, allow me to explain what I mean to our Palettian friends.”


      “…Why do you think Euphie isn’t a real queen?” I asked.


      Emperor Lukheim turned back to me, apparently surprised. “I would have guessed you would understand, Princess Anisphia.”


      “Euphie is our queen.”


      “I see we’re approaching this from different angles… Then shall I speak candidly? The reason I say she’s no true queen is quite simple.”


      Emperor Lukheim’s gaze shifted from me to Euphie, and his eyes seemed to peer right through her. There was something calming about his expression, but I couldn’t shake my unease under the weight of his scrutiny.


      Perhaps feeling the same thing, Euphie stiffened slightly.


      “Queen Euphyllia,” the emperor began. “You became your nation’s ruler because of necessity. You don’t hold any particular attachment to the position, do you?”


      “…”


      Euphie stiffened at this pointed remark, though I couldn’t tell if the emperor was aware of that.


      “You are queen because you were needed. But while you possess the rights of a monarch, it seems you have little desire for the privileges that come with it.”


      “…”


      “Yes, you are a queen. But if you don’t need that title, then in my view, you aren’t. You have to truly demand it—and I sense you don’t. Am I wrong?”


      “…Assuming your premise is correct, what would be wrong with that?”


      “Oh? Well, there’s certainly room for rulers like that. But they wouldn’t meet my definition of a true sovereign. The reason and context behind one’s reign are what matters most.”


      “The reason and context…?”


      “Someone who by right never should have become queen was coronated. If you ask me, that only happens when there’s a compelling reason for them to take on that role, or if others wanted it of them.”


      His guess was correct. He must have done his homework beforehand to come to that conclusion. Was the point of this meeting to confirm his suspicions?


      “If someone took the throne by process of elimination,” he went on, “it’s only natural they wouldn’t be particularly attached to the role. At first, I thought you would fit into that category, Queen Euphyllia—but it seems I was mistaken. You have a strong sense of duty as a ruler, but you have no personal desire to remain as queen.”


      “Duty? Desire?”


      “One can’t rule without a sense of duty and responsibility. On that point, you’re quite remarkable, Queen Euphyllia. But on the other hand, you have a noticeable lack of awareness of the privileges that come with ruling. To put it crudely, you lack desire. The desire to indulge yourself in food, in beautiful women—or men, if ever you were so inclined. The desire to project your authority. These are all natural, human desires.”


      “I’m sure there are others who don’t fit that description.”


      “Of course. But you would agree it’s rather unnatural when a ruler doesn’t fit that mold, no? Perhaps one might be a bastion of self-control… But that doesn’t seem to be the case with you, does it?”


      Euphie did have a strong sense of self-control, and her desires had always been modest.


      Yes, she was devoted to me, but she didn’t have a strong interest in most other things. She was attached to those around her, but outside that circle, she could be somewhat indifferent.


      So Emperor Lukheim’s observation wasn’t incorrect. But it was disquieting that this was being pointed out by someone she had just met for the first time.


      Oblivious to our discomfort, the emperor continued. “I’ve met many rulers and, thanks to the nations our empire has swallowed, former rulers as well. Most of them can be sorted into one of a few categories. There are those whose ambitions pushed them to challenge the empire and were defeated. There are those who rose up, fueled with righteous indignation to defend their homelands. And there are those who were never meant for the role, but who took it because no one else was fit to do so. You, Queen Euphyllia, are distinctly the least interested in the trappings of kingship of any ruler I’ve met. You don’t want the privileges of your station. It’s like you find no value in being queen except for fulfilling the requirements of the role itself.”


      “That’s…”


      “A selfless ruler existing solely for the sake of the nation—I can’t say I’m fond of the concept, but I have to admit, it represents a certain ideal. But that’s not quite you, either.” The emperor paused there, turning his gaze to me.


      I still found his eyes unsettling. Not only did it feel like he could see right through me, he had the intuition to back it up.


      “A selfless ruler must have some other motivation for taking the throne. There always has to be someone to fill in the missing pieces. Or so I believe. Which is why you’re not a sovereign in the true sense. You’re more like the living embodiment of royal authority itself… What do you think? If I’ve missed the mark, feel free to laugh in my face.”


      Neither Euphie nor I could say anything in response.


      She was royal authority itself, rather than a true queen? It did rather seem to be an apt description of her ascension to the throne after achieving her spirit covenant—which was why neither of us could challenge the emperor’s accusation.


      “Queen Euphyllia,” he continued. “You have your own sovereign by your side, don’t you? Someone who wouldn’t hesitate to shoulder the burden of royalty? Someone to whom you owe your unwavering loyalty?”


      Euphie didn’t respond. Emperor Lukheim, however, continued, speaking as though he was utterly convinced—and shifted his gaze to me. “My point is, you’re not the one I should be negotiating with. You’re not leading these changes sweeping through the Kingdom of Palettia. You have all the trappings of royalty, but you wear it just as a title. Your true queen, the one who has dedicated her heart to guiding your nation…is Princess Anisphia.”


      “…”


      “You are the true queen of Palettia, the successor to the legends of your kingdom’s founding. Yet you chose to cast aside that authority to usher in a new era.”


      “…I…”


      “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have any ill intent,” Emperor Lukheim said playfully, as if trying to shake off the heavy atmosphere that had settled over us. “It’s just—it all falls into place when you think about it that way. You made your choices so that you could survive in the Kingdom of Palettia. There’s nothing wrong with setting up a figurehead who embodies the qualities of your kingdom’s leaders. It was an admirable move, really. Far better than letting a tyrant assume power. I envy you! If I had someone I could delegate to, I’d be free to wander the realm on my own two feet!”


      “Huh? Your Majesty?” Falgana interrupted. “Please don’t take your jokes too far.”


      “How about it, Falgana? Would you like to be my proxy as our next emperor?”


      “I sincerely and respectfully decline!” Falgana blurted, appalled by the idea.


      “Ha-ha-ha! I knew you’d say that!” Emperor Lukheim guffawed.


      How could the two of them be so different? I couldn’t help but sympathize with Falgana—the emperor was simply exhausting to be around.


      Perhaps sensing my fatigue, the emperor leaned back in his chair to relax. “Don’t get so defensive. As an emperor myself, I just want to understand the position my counterparts are in. And there’s some degree of personal curiosity!”


      “Hah…”


      “And also…you may want to muddy the waters a little. Nothing good comes from being mistaken for a selfless ruler. You understand?”


      “I’m not trying to be selfless…,” Euphie murmured.


      “From where I’m sitting, you’re not doing enough. Some might see your integrity as a virtue, but others will be tempted by the authority you possess. There’s no point preaching decency to the likes of them.”


      I could understand where the emperor was coming from.


      Indeed, the western nobles had attempted to trivialize Euphie’s authority as queen. Maybe it would be wise for her to present herself in a way people like them found easier to comprehend.


      Like it or not, I had to agree with the emperor’s assessment.


      “Trying to manipulate a ruler who knows neither fear nor anger is dangerous. It’s even worse if they’re purely benevolent. I’m not saying you need to be malicious, but it would be a good idea to display at least some hint of self-interest, even if it’s just for show.”


      “…”


      “You seem suspicious.”


      “I don’t know what you’re thinking. Why are you giving us all this advice…?”


      It felt like he was trying to open our eyes to an important weakness. But if so, why was he going to all this effort?


      “I told you when we first sat down, didn’t I? I’m hoping to build a closer relationship between our realms.”


      “It kind of comes across as though you’re picking a fight,” Falgana pointed out with a frown.


      “That’s what we call a difference of opinion!” Lukheim chortled, brushing aside the remark.


      Falgana’s shoulders slumped. “To tell the truth, we need the Kingdom of Palettia to remain stable. If it doesn’t, it could invite trouble.”


      “What kind of trouble?”


      “Whenever there is instability, people sometimes start entertaining dark thoughts. The mysteries surrounding the Kingdom of Palettia strike fear in many of our people, and if given the opportunity, they would gladly be rid of you.”


      A cold chill rushed down my spine.


      “The Kingdom of Palettia tends to show little interest in the outside world. You have the power of magic, but you choose not to use it for domination. All you care about is defending your own borders. That’s a blessing for us, in its own way, but you can’t blame people for finding it unsettling. You’ve got the ability to destroy monsters, but your secrecy means a lot of people have come to see you as monsters yourselves.”


      “Monsters…?”


      “Are you really human, like the rest of us? That shred of doubt can easily turn into fear, and people can do stupid things when they’re ruled by fear. Incredibly stupid things.” Emperor Lukheim paused there, his frown revealing just how truly fed up he was with such people. “It’s absurd, if you ask me. Just because someone can use magic doesn’t mean they’re a monster. But entire countries have seen magic as heresy over the years. History is filled with stupid tragedies caused by an unwillingness to try to understand the unknown.”


      “You mustn’t call them stupid, Your Majesty!” a knight in the Ailean entourage called out.


      “Fear breeds confusion. If these mages choose to kill me here and now, it would be all too easy for them. Wouldn’t it?”


      “Your Majesty!”


      Emperor Lukheim silenced his knights with a gesture. It was truly impressive, watching him command such authority through sheer force of personality.


      “Don’t make a scene. You’ve all seen Lady Sylphine in battle? And the mages she’s dispatched in her place? You know firsthand their skill and worth, don’t you? Then there’s nothing to worry about.”


      An unsettling feeling washed over me. “Why do you trust my mother so much?” I asked before I could stop myself.


      “Why do I trust Lady Sylphine? It’s simple… If not for her, I never would have become Emperor.”


      “…What?”


      “I’m not saying she interfered in the empire’s internal affairs. It was just that I fell head over heels for her. Yet her husband, King Emeritus Orphans, was also a fine man. I wallowed in despair for far too long, but that inspired me to rise up.” The emperor laughed merrily—which only added to my confusion. “My old man—the emperor before me—couldn’t have been happier to see the Kingdom of Palettia descend into civil war. It was sickening to watch. He was practically in a delirium thinking you and your mysteries were on the verge of collapse. And then an ordinary—some might even say mediocre—man, took the throne. It was unthinkable.”


      “My father…”


      “The time was ripe for invasion. The old idiot—excuse me, the late emperor—wouldn’t stop raving about it. He was all too eager for war. Well, Lady Sylphine threw cold water on those plans before they could even get started. He couldn’t stand it. Ha-ha-ha!”


      What exactly did my mother do…?


      Whatever it was, it had to have been necessary…!


      “Lady Sylphine was still a young woman back then, and she bore her title of queen with unwavering dignity despite the slander she faced. There were times she saved our people from monsters only to face unwarranted outrage when she got back. Some even went as far as to say she was no different from the monsters she fought against.”


      “She did all that…?”


      “Well, I showed those rude idiots a thing or two! It got me locked up for a while, though!”


      “Eh…?”


      “Lady Sylphine was a remarkable woman. Even setting aside her magic, she was an incredible martial artist and had such a noble heart! She never wavered, despite all the hatred and animosity directed at her.”


      “…I heard you considered giving her a noble title in the Ailean Empire?” I asked.


      “Hmm? Ah. That’s true. But I withdrew the offer—both because she declined it and because my other vassals were against it.”


      “There was no way people were going to go along with that, you dolt…!” Falgana muttered under his breath.


      Well, I couldn’t say I blamed them. But what drove the emperor to go that far…?


      “So, um… How do you see my mother…?”


      “Hmm? Ah. I’m not in love with her, if that’s what you’re asking. Yes, I was drawn to her for a while, but I never had a chance to get close to her, so don’t worry about that! To me, she’s more like a mentor of the heart.”


      “A mentor of the heart?”


      “I was struck by the way she conducts herself. All my life, I’d simply accepted my status as a prince. Maybe that’s why I was so drawn to her.”


      Hearing this, I felt an odd sense of kinship with the Ailean emperor.


      Why? But as soon as I asked myself that question, I understood.


      He was describing the rush I’d felt when the thing I’d longed desperately for was in front of me.


      “I asked her once: How can you shoulder so many responsibilities? I always thought being queen meant living in luxury and fighting over love and power. So I thought she deserved to be treated in a way more befitting her status.”


      “…And what did she say in response?”


      “…‘I have something to protect.’ That’s all.”


      At that moment, I felt a pull at my heart.


      It was like something was welling up inside me—happiness, but also embarrassment, and an inexplicable sadness. Overcome with a whirlwind of emotions, I couldn’t shake the image of my mother from my mind.


      “It was her family she wanted to protect,” the emperor said.


      “…Her family.”


      “She lost her family due to a conflict she never asked for, but she found a new one. So this time, she wanted to protect it at all costs. And she was doing the only thing she knew to ensure they were safe.”


      I clenched my fists.


      I had no idea. There was no reason for me to have known, but I couldn’t silence the inner voice criticizing me for failing to consider it earlier.


      “That came as a huge shock to me,” the emperor continued. “I’d grown up watching that man lusting after war for the sake of fighting, and my relatives always at each other’s throats and snatching at power. How could someone with such a pure heart be queen? I told her she could give it all up and come to the empire if it was her family she was worried about! But of course, she didn’t go along with that.”


      “No… She wouldn’t.”


      “Indeed. Taking a moment to look back, I realize now what a fool I was, wallowing in my own despair and constantly complaining. I turned my back on reality, thinking I should just live and die however I pleased. I was a lazy bastard.” Emperor Lukheim chuckled as he closed his eyes. Then, still wearing a playful grin, he continued. “It set a fire in me—to strive harder, to stand tall with pride. Because I lived a life free of difficulty. Lady Sylphine really was the mentor of my heart.”


      “I see…”


      “Hmm. I became emperor by chance, because I was the most qualified to take over. I vowed to protect the realm. The last fool on the throne wasn’t cutting it, so I had to seize it for myself. That’s how I got to where I am.” He smiled with confidence and assurance. “I knew I could govern the empire better than my late father did. Lady Sylphine taught me that anything is possible so long as you have the will to do it… I call her my mentor, but I’m hoping to surpass her one day.”


      “Surpass her how…?”


      “On a personal level, I mean. If I can achieve something on the level she did, then I’ll be fulfilled.”


      Did my mother know the depth of Emperor Lukheim’s feelings?


      I had no way of knowing. Either way, there was a humility in it.


      Ah. So that was why the emperor wanted to grant her an imperial title—because he wanted to offer her the praise and honor he thought she deserved.


      “So you see, I trust Lady Sylphine, and I trust you, Princess Anisphia, as her daughter—along with you, Queen Euphyllia. If you’re the ones she desired to protect, then I want to help her do so.”


      I smiled a little. I couldn’t deny what he said.


      Those close to her knew my mother tended to be a bit overprotective. Maybe that was why she chose to keep her distance at times.


      “That being said, I don’t know either of you personally. So I need to understand—what are you doing now, and how is it going to affect the empire? Princess Anisphia, I gather you’re at the forefront of these changes in the Kingdom of Palettia? What’s your ultimate vision?” Emperor Lukheim asked. His cheerful demeanor had given way to a serious, somewhat intimidating aura.


      Those eyes again—like he was seeing right through me. This time, however, I wasn’t afraid. I could meet them head-on.


      “Your kingdom is on track to become something completely unlike the Palettia of old. What will that mean for the relationship between our two nations? And what do you expect the consequences to be once you bring your new technologies to the world stage?”


      “That’s…”


      “My concern is they may cause the Kingdom of Palettia to have ambitions toward other countries. I’ve heard how your magical tools can enrich people’s lives, but new technologies have a tendency to be weaponized.”


      “I—we don’t have any ambitions on other countries.”


      “That’s good to hear. I’d hoped as much. But can you say that for all your people?”


      “…”


      “Relations may be good for now, with both of you in charge. But can you say the next generation will be as virtuous as you are?” the emperor asked.


      I was unable to respond.


      “Here in the Kingdom of Palettia, magic has been fiercely guarded by your nobility,” Emperor Lukheim continued. “They pride themselves on that fact and have refrained from invading other nations. It’s been your pride ever since your kingdom’s founding. But now they’re losing that privilege, watching as it slips into the hands of the common man. Do you think they’ll continue to use it wisely? It isn’t hard to imagine a future where even mages can’t stop an army of commoners wielding magical tools.”


      I shared the emperor’s concerns in that department. He must have arrived at the same conclusion I had.


      And so he was asking me what to do in the face of that possibility.


      “Until now, magic was the domain of your royalty and nobility. But now that those restrictions have been lifted, all it would take is one ill-intentioned individual to sully your good intentions. What will you do then? Let me be clear, I believe your goals are noble indeed, and I hold them in high regard. But on the battlefield, slaughtering one’s enemies is also hailed as a great achievement. Saving lives and taking them can both be paths to greatness.”


      I understood that all too well. What people considered great could shift depending on circumstance.


      Our successors might decide to follow a different path than the one we envisioned. There was no denying that risk.


      “Are you prepared for it, Princess Anisphia? You realize this technology you’ve created could cause untold tragedies? How are you going to make sure people use it properly? If disaster strikes, people will hold you accountable. Can you still tell me you’re willing to stay the course?”


      The emperor’s voice was stern but not accusatory. In fact, there was a warmth in his tone, like he was trying to help us.


      It seemed he, too, understood the dangers that magicology and magical tools could bring.


      My mind turned to the man who tried to detonate a cluster of fire-type spirit stones during the assassination attempt. Elemental power could be put to many uses, and magical tools would no doubt follow a similar path.


      The emperor was effectively asking me if I had zero regrets, if I understood there could be no turning back.


      They were harsh questions, but they came, I sensed, from a place of concern.


      Yes, I was beginning to see why he was so esteemed as emperor…


      “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t imagined magical tools being used as weapons of war… But I’m determined to follow this path.”


      Yes, I would keep pushing on with unwavering resolve.


      Euphie, sitting beside me, placed a hand atop my clenched fist.


      I glanced over at her, and she flashed me one of her usual smiles.


      It was thanks to her smile that I could keep moving forward. So long as I had her, I could forge ahead. That conviction gave me renewed strength.


      “Change can be terrifying. I want each today, each tomorrow, to be filled with peace and laughter. Sometimes, I wish things would stay the same. I want to keep from hurting anyone. I don’t want anyone to be hurt. I know life isn’t so simple, but I still wish things could be that way.”


      “It’s a noble wish. Though many would call it an impossible dream.”


      “The world keeps on changing. Nothing ever stays the same. To live is to keep on evolving. But still, there are some things that mustn’t change. We shouldn’t be afraid to change ourselves to protect those things, and to make sure they can endure in an evolving world.”


      No matter how idealistic or fantastical my dream might be, I refused to choose a life that meant giving up on it.


      I wanted it to come true someday, even if I wasn’t around to see it. That was the kind of future I dreamed of.


      This wasn’t just for me—it was for anyone who had the same wish I did. So I wanted to leave behind a strong foundation as evidence of my life.


      “I am prepared to stay on this path. I’ll keep on wishing for a better tomorrow, and I’ll hold my head up high in the hope someone else can follow behind me. So those who believe in me can keep on doing so.”


      “But you have to admit, people are irredeemably lazy. It’s a wonderful wish, but no matter how many champions rally around it, boredom will eventually set in. When that happens, that boredom becomes the norm. Once they forget to appreciate what they’ve always taken for granted, others will rise up to exploit those things for themselves. If that means the potential for disaster, shouldn’t we nip it in the bud?”


      “I still want to believe in people. You can’t get anywhere without trust. And I’ll do everything in my power to help others believe in me, too. Besides…”


      “Yes?”


      “People can learn from their mistakes. Even if someone slips up in the future, what matters is that the lesson isn’t forgotten, that it’s passed on to the next generation. Then we’ll always keep on growing.”


      “…Ah-ha-ha… Ha-ha-ha!”


      Emperor Lukheim burst into laughter, as though he simply couldn’t contain his amusement at what I was saying.


      He was so open about his reaction that everyone else in the room was taken aback.


      “Ha-ha-ha… Sorry, sorry. That was rude of me. It was just so delightful… Ah, yes, honestly…”


      “U-um… Thanks, I guess…?”


      “Ah, life is filled with regrets. I see there’s no chance of you accepting an invitation to join us in the empire, is there? I once jokingly suggested to your mother that I adopt you as my daughter or even take you as a concubine, but alas.”


      “…What?” Euphie demanded in a low, threatening voice.


      “I said it was a joke,” Emperor Lukheim answered, barely managing to contain his amusement. “Besides, it was a long time ago.”


      “Take a deep breath, Euphie,” I urged.


      Uh-oh. I could feel a headache coming on. Ugh, this man was too free-spirited…! And to think, there might have been a future where he was my adoptive father! I didn’t even want to think about it…!


      At that moment, my gaze met Falgana’s—and an unspoken understanding passed between us.


      “I’m really sorry our emperor is like this…!”


      “Don’t worry. I get it…”


      I would have to try being a little kinder to those around me. I didn’t want to end up like this man.


      “Ah… Marriage is usually a good way to foster ties between nations, but well… It’s not something that can be forced,” Emperor Lukheim mused.


      “There’s no interest in a marriage on our side, you realize?” Euphie said.


      “I know, I know. I did say it can’t be forced. Hmm. I hope we can continue business as usual and work on deepening the ties between our nations at the same time.”


      “Chances are we won’t be ready to export magical tools for a long time yet, you know?”


      “That’s assuming the Kingdom of Palettia alone works to develop them, yes? Surely there must be some way the empire could offer assistance in that regard?”


      “You would go that far to get your hands on magical tools…?”


      “Of course. Wouldn’t you do the same in our position, Princess Anisphia?”


      “Ugh…,” I groaned.


      There was no denying that.


      All at once, Emperor Lukheim snapped his fingers as if a thought had just occurred to him. “Hmm. Right. That’s not a bad idea, if I do say so myself.”


      “It’s never a good idea when you get this worked up, Your Majesty,” Falgana interjected.


      “Maybe you should hear what it is before you protest!” Lukheim chuckled, before carrying on with his explanation. “Princess Anisphia, Queen Euphyllia—would you consider a royal visit to the Ailean Empire?”


      “Huh?”


      “You’re inviting us to the empire?”


      “You’re trying to change the face of your nation, aren’t you? In that case, focusing exclusively on the land within your borders is a dangerous gamble. You have to broaden your horizons and keep an eye on the outside world! Especially when the Kingdom of Palettia has been a closed country for generations!”


      “I knew it was a good-for-nothing idea…!” Falgana groaned as he plopped himself down on the table.


      Euphie and I were both caught off guard, but really, maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.


      Just because we couldn’t export magical tools now didn’t mean we wanted to turn down the Ailean Empire outright. If Emperor Lukheim was telling the truth and the empire could help in some regard, development might proceed much more swiftly.


      And seeing the empire for ourselves to get a firsthand understanding of it might actually be a good thing.


      The problem was that we had so many responsibilities at home…


      “What do you say? Will you consider it?”


      “Hmm… I can’t give an immediate answer, I’m afraid,” Euphie answered.


      “Indeed! I don’t mind! I wouldn’t commit myself on the spot either! Yes, that’s good enough for me!”


      “Hah… I’m going to get an earful for not keeping you in line when we get back… What am I supposed to do now…?” Falgana moaned, his shoulders sagging in despair.


      “Nothing you could do! I’ll tell them I didn’t listen to you, so don’t worry!” Emperor Lukheim laughed, clapping his brother on the shoulder.


      They had a strange relationship, these two. Especially given they were only half-siblings and so different in age.


      I sensed Falgana found the way Emperor Lukheim threw his power around frustrating, but at the same time, it was clear he held a deep affection for his brother.


      I was curious about the empire, naturally—but I also wanted to know more about the two at the pinnacle of their nation.


      Perhaps Emperor Lukheim could read my thoughts, as he flashed me a jovial grin. “There’s no telling what the future holds, but if you decide to come to the empire, we’ll welcome you with open arms! I’m looking forward to it!”
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      “It sounds like he hasn’t changed at all…,” my mother said with a soft sigh.


      Father chuckled softly, while Duke Grantz let out a light snort.


      Euphie and I had reported on our meeting with Emperor Lukheim while discussing potential next steps.


      For my mother, who knew Emperor Lukheim so well, to react with exasperation could only mean he had always been a carefree sort…


      “All he has to do is show a little more composure and he would be revered as a great ruler…,” she murmured.


      “They say to be perfect is to lack a certain human warmth, so maybe we should just consider it part of his charm…?” my father suggested.


      “Is that a dig at me, Orphans?” Duke Grantz jabbed.


      “If you can see your own faults, why don’t you try to fix them?!”


      Duke Grantz was never one to miss a chance to tease my father, who fired back with one of his trademark retorts.


      “You can bicker later, Orphans, Grantz,” my mother interrupted, glaring at the two of them.


      “H-hmm…” My father shifted uncomfortably.


      “Hmph…” Duke Grantz seemed unfazed, merely letting out a sigh.


      Yes, the duke was as unrepentant as ever…


      “So? Are you asking us whether you should go?” my mother asked.


      “Yes,” Euphie answered. “Considering our future relationship with the Ailean Empire, I think it would be best to accept their invitation. But I wanted to ask your thoughts first, given you’re more familiar with them than I am…”


      “I see… I suppose I would be in favor.”


      “You’re sure, Mother?” I asked.


      Frankly, I hadn’t been expecting her to agree so quickly.


      She gave a light shrug. “Relations with the empire will be crucial for the reforms you’re pursuing, and you need to know your partners if you hope to bring change to the kingdom and introduce magical tools. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      “Yes. So I thought the quickest solution would be to experience the empire for ourselves.”


      “But is it really okay for us to leave the country…?” I asked. “Especially as it would be the Ailean Empire we’d be going to…?”


      “It should be fine, so long as you aren’t held up there too long. Once there, you should make sure you’re always ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”


      “But what about Euphie? Isn’t she needed here?”


      “That’s true… But I’m more worried about you going alone, to be honest,” my mother said with a sharp glance.


      I—I can see why she’s concerned…


      “What you’re trying to create is a new country, unlike anything the empire has seen before. But that doesn’t mean you can ignore the lessons gleaned from older nations. If you want to make something better, you need to learn from the successes and failures of those who came before you. And for better or for worse, the empire has a wealth of history about the rise and fall of many different countries…”


      “I am interested,” Euphie said. “Then I’ll accept Emperor Lukheim’s invitation. Though that will mean I’ll need you both to take over in my absence again…”


      “Don’t worry about it,” my father said with a soft smile. “We’re always happy to help when you need us.”


      “That’s right,” my mother added reassuringly. “We want you to see the wider world, and this is a great opportunity. Leave domestic matters to us.”


      I knew we could count on them, but I still felt a tinge of guilt.


      “We’ve no objection to you leaving the country,” Duke Grantz added. “We can take care of everything in your absence. But allow me to make one suggestion.”


      “…What’s that, Father?” Euphie asked.


      “You’re free to decide when to return by yourself, but it would be wise to start thinking about who will be my eventual successor as your adviser. They will need to be groomed for the role. After all, I can’t stay in this position forever.”


      Euphie’s eyes widened in surprise, and her quizzical expression turned into one of suspicion. “Are you planning on retiring, Father?”


      “Ah. I want to focus my energies on managing the duchy.”


      “You’re really going to step back?”


      “There are many people here in the capital who continue to find my presence vexing,” the duke said in a deliberately playful tone.


      Euphie’s cheek twitched slightly. After a long moment, she broke into a broad smile—but unsettlingly, her eyes were devoid of warmth.


      “I see. That must be a sign of old age, to be letting something so trivial bother you. Perhaps you should just retire right away?”


      “Euphie…,” I called out in disbelief.


      “Grantz…,” my father uttered almost simultaneously.


      At that moment, our eyes met, and an unspoken understanding passed between us as we exchanged weak smiles.


      “It was only a joke,” Duke Grantz said. “If not for this matter with the empire, I might have stayed on a little longer. But I belong to the same generation as Sylphine, and with my rather notorious reputation, it would make a strong case for generational change if I stepped aside.”


      A notorious reputation? Well, he certainly was feared, and he was famously strict as well.


      That being said, the country wouldn’t have the unity it enjoyed now without him. It wasn’t that my father was a bad ruler, per se—he was just naturally gentle.


      But this meant we would have to start thinking about the duke’s eventual retirement…


      “Is there anyone who can replace you, though…?”


      The duke was a renowned workaholic, so I couldn’t help but wonder if anyone was equipped to fill his shoes.


      Despite my unease, Duke Grantz shook his head. “Princess Anisphia. In an ideal world, it wouldn’t have been right for me to monopolize power. I had to do so to support Orphans given his weak political base, but concentrating power in any individual is to invite envy and criticism. There’s no need to hand my responsibilities to just one person.”


      “…That’s true.”


      “I raised Euphie to be my replacement, but now that I think about it, that probably wasn’t wise. Because of my expectations, she lacks both humor and grace…”


      “Are you trying to pick a fight, Father?” Euphie glared.


      “All right, all right! No fighting!” I intervened.


      Why did these two always have to get caught up in an argument?! Seriously, I always had to break them up!


      “Don’t tease Euphyllia so, Grantz. You realize this is why people say you have a nasty streak?” my father pointed out.


      “Then for the sake of your stepfather, I’ll leave it at that.”


      “If you’re going to keep tormenting Euphyllia, I might have to start spilling your secrets,” my mother said.


      “What secrets?” Euphie asked.


      “We’ve known each other a long time, your father and me. I have a story or two I could share.”


      “Oh dear. It seems I’m at a disadvantage. I had better back off.”


      “Do share sometime,” Euphie said with unusual intensity.


      Meanwhile, my mother and Duke Grantz exchanged bemused grins.


      “In any event, it’s important to understand the past, but it’s equally vital to build a new future,” my mother continued. “No one as old as I am should cling to their position. And at my age, it’s probably best I don’t travel abroad anymore. I might scare people off.”


      “I thought people were afraid of the kingdom, not you specifically,” I asked.


      “I won’t deny that. But I’ve been a diplomat for a long time. People know my face, and my actions have earned me a reputation. I always kept my distance from the court. I wasn’t an eccentric like Emperor Lukheim, who tried to develop closer ties with his nobles. I never tried to develop personal bonds with them. They liked to call me a monster behind my back.”


      “Mother…”


      “It didn’t bother me. I was only fulfilling my duties. But you can’t afford to follow the same path I did, can you? I would hate to make it look like you were following in my footsteps.”


      With that, my mother approached Euphie and me and placed her hands on our shoulders, embracing us with a peaceful smile.


      “I have your backs, so you can both keep moving forward. If you need help, you can count on me. That’s my job now as a mother.”


      “…Thank you,” I murmured as I buried my face in her neck.
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      “Anis and I will be paying a visit to the Ailean Empire in the near future. Her father and mother will represent me in my absence, but I’m also entrusting you with a significant portion of my official duties,” Euphie said to Lang and the others.


      “…Just when it looks like the situation is settling down domestically, the empire has to get involved…”


      “Work never ends, Lang,” Miguel commented.


      “…This isn’t the time or place for jokes, Miguel,” Lang fired back.


      Soon after our meeting with our parents, we informed Lang and the others about our impending trip to the Ailean Empire.


      As soon as we brought it up, the wrinkles on Lang’s face deepened. Miguel let out a burst of laughter, which prompted Marion to playfully jab him with an elbow.


      Watching the Ministry of the Arcane trio’s usual banter, Halphys let out a wry chuckle before speaking up. “What about the magicology city, Princess Anisphia? I thought it was nearing completion…”


      “About that. I was thinking we might want to tweak our plans and expand it a bit more.”


      “Expand it?”


      “Yes. It should probably be a bit bigger than we originally planned.”


      “Ah. Because of the influx of people from the western region after the last incident?” Miguel asked, always quick on the uptake.


      The magicology city was nearing completion according to our initial vision. However, the recent large-scale punishment imposed on the former western nobles had led to an unexpected influx of people, much more than had been originally anticipated.


      In fact, our estimates suggested that overcrowding was inevitable, so plans to expand the city were already underway.


      At first, I had intended to declare the city complete once the original plans were met. But considering my pending absence, it would probably be best to let construction continue and announce the city’s completion at a later date.


      I had to make sure the city would continue to run smoothly while I was away. And of course, adjustments would have to be made if any issues arose.


      The same went for Euphie. She had spent time away from the royal capital in the past, but she always had my parents to step in on her behalf.


      However, we couldn’t rely on them forever, and we had to start nurturing others to take the reins. I wanted to use this trip as an opportunity to create a system that could continue to manage the country in our absence.


      Naturally, this meant that Lang and the others would bear the brunt of the work.


      Lang rubbed his fingers across his brow, breathing a deep sigh. “I understand… If it’s necessary, there’s no way around it. I wished we could have spent more time training them, but this is an opportunity to see if our new civil servants will sink or swim.”


      “Thank you, Lang.”


      “Not at all. Diplomacy with the Ailean Empire is essential, and this is a task that can be borne by Your Majesty alone. That means it’s our duty as your loyal subjects to take on your other responsibilities.”


      “You’re such a stick in the mud, Lang. You could have just said Leave it all to us.”


      “Miguel,” Marion warned, giving him a second elbow jab.


      “Hey! That hurts, Marion!” Miguel protested.


      Marion fixed him with a look of both surprise and incredulity. “Would you rather Lang do something worse?”


      “That’s right. Like this,” Lang said, delivering a much more brutal elbow strike. “Just be quiet for a minute.”


      “Gah?!” Miguel buckled over, clutching at his abdomen. “You got me right in the pit of the stomach there, Lang! Ugh… Damn it…!”


      Lang snorted, unfazed.


      “Calm down, Master Lang. I’ll be happy to assist…”


      “Thank you, Miss Halphys—no, Countess Antti.”


      “Like I said before, just Halphys is fine.”


      “My apologies. I thought you might prefer your new term of address.”


      “I—I…!”


      “Can you stop teasing her, Lang?” Marion interrupted, his cheeks flushing along with his wife’s.


      Lang merely chuckled to himself.


      Watching this exchange, it struck me just how much Lang had softened over time. He used to be much more on edge.


      “Don’t overdo it, Halphys. It’s okay to ease up on the magicology research while I’m away…,” I pointed out.


      “I’ll be all right. It’s gratifying to know you trust me, Your Highness. I’m sure all of us here feel the same way.”


      “Oh? Does that include Lang, then?” Miguel quipped.


      “I said shut your mouth,” Lang said, delivering a loud chop to the back of his head.


      “Gah…! Are you trying to split open my head…?!” Miguel was sent reeling, writhing on the ground.


      “You never learn, do you…?”


      Euphie and I had to laugh.


      With that business out of the way, we started discussing the plans ahead.


      “Between our fathers and all of you, I trust everything will be fine without us,” Euphie said.


      “Yes. It’s best not to leave too much of a gap between making a decision and taking action. Especially not when we’ve received a formal invitation from the Ailean Empire.”


      “Speaking of decisions, what about Euphie’s bodyguards?” I asked.


      “Indeed. Navre is in charge of your protection, isn’t he, Anis?” she answered.


      “Y-yeah. I told him we might need him to come with us, and he acted like it was the most natural thing in the world. He’s already getting ready for it.”


      “…You were planning to leave him behind?”


      “I mean, if I could? But I know that was never really an option.”


      “I’m pleased to hear that.”


      “We’ll need attendants in addition to an escort. I guess Lainie will be joining us, and with Priscilla and Charnée to help out, we should be all right. Am I missing anything?”


      “Hmm…”


      Assuming our escort and attendants were sorted, Euphie and I wondered if there was anything else we needed.


      “Ah, right,” I exclaimed.


      “Anis?”


      “How are we going to manage our health? I can prepare medicines in advance, but if Lainie is coming, we’re going to need a doctor familiar with her condition, right?”


      “…Ah. Now that you mention it.”


      “Which would mean…”


      All three of us—Euphie, Lainie, and myself—had irregular physical constitutions.


      Euphie was a spirit covenantor, and Lainie a vampire, while I had also set aside my humanity. A regular doctor wouldn’t know how to help any of us, and it was safe to say our bodies were state secrets.


      Which was why, in the odd case any of us fell ill while in the Ailean Empire, we would want our own doctor to accompany us. But there was only one person who fit that description…


      “…Do you think Tilty will come?” I wondered out loud.


      Euphie flashed me a weak smile, then shook her head.
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      “The Ailean Empire? What a stupid question. There’s no way I’m going there.”


      “I thought not.”


      I knew it. I had asked Tilty to come to the detached palace for a consultation, and that was her immediate reaction when I brought up the matter of our trip to the empire.


      Truth be told, I had expected something like that, given her reclusive, gloomy, vaguely mushroomlike nature.


      “I guess we’ll need to find someone else to look after us then…,” I spoke.


      “I know you’re worried, but don’t be. That’s one problem soon to be solved.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “There’s someone else almost ready to take my place.”


      “…Who?”


      I honestly had no idea. Who would be able to fill in for her…?


      Tilty breathed a long sigh before answering. “Ilia.”


      “Ilia?”


      “She asked me to teach her. She wanted to learn everything I knew about managing the well-being of vampires and spirit covenantors.”


      “When…?”


      “Around the time you gave up on being fully human? She must have been worried.”


      I had no idea. I glanced at Euphie, who seemed equally surprised.


      Did Lainie know? I never would have expected Ilia to turn to Tilty for guidance. She should have told me…


      “I can cram a little more knowledge into her head before you set off. You should be fine so long as you take her with you.”


      “Right… But Ilia is also in charge of leading the maids at the detached palace…”


      This time, it was Euphie who spoke up: “That shouldn’t be a problem, either. She’s put a lot of effort into training her successor.”


      I let out a soft chuckle.


      It was like everyone was busy training their replacements lately.


      “Even if she couldn’t take my place, I still wouldn’t go,” Tilty remarked.


      “You lazy shut-in…,” I growled.


      “Shut up…! Just so you know, I’m about to embark on a new research project.”


      “Huh? What sort of research? Did you find a rare curse of something?”


      Curses were Tilty’s hobby—though by curse, she meant mysterious phenomena that couldn’t be solved or explained by magic. More often than not, her interest tended to wane once she was done unraveling them.


      For some reason, she sucked in a breath at my question, then sat up straight and addressed both Euphie and me. “I’m looking into how to undo a spirit covenant.”


      “…Huh?”


      That response left me speechless, and Euphie was equally taken aback, staring across wide-eyed.


      Undo a spirit covenant…?


      “Why would you want to undo a spirit covenant…?”


      “That wasn’t my original goal, but after hearing what Lumi had to say, I came up with an idea to improve my own physical constitution. And that led to the idea of reversing spirit covenants.”


      “It was Lumi’s idea?” I gaped.


      I had heard Tilty had been consulting Lumi about spirit covenants after the incident with the former western nobles made Euphie ill. Had it led to a new discovery?


      “I realized something about my own body after talking to her,” Tilty began.


      “You mean the outbursts and mental instability when you use too much magic?”


      “Exactly. The key point is why it happens in the first place. Your theory was that it all came down to a defect in my soul, yes?”


      “R-right…”


      My own research had already shown that magic was intricately linked to the soul, and I had reached the conclusion that Tilty’s problems with magic came down to an internal imbalance of the spirit.


      Indeed, Lumi once said that all living things harbored a soul within their physical bodies, and that becoming a spirit covenantor meant merging as one with the spirit that dwelled within one’s soul.


      Incidentally, there were exceptions, like me, whose souls didn’t contain spirits. Lumi called them travelers, implying she had met others like me before.


      “Lady Lumi thought the same thing, so I wanted to hear her out in detail,” Tilty said, glancing at Euphie.


      Euphie tilted her head to one side, and Tilty let out a deep sigh, steeling herself. “According to Lady Lumi, I’m something of a failed spirit covenantor.”


      “…Huh?”


      “…What?”


      Euphie and I froze.


      Tilty was a failed spirit covenantor…? H-how was that even possible…?


      “T-Tilty? Wh-what do you mean…?”


      I was certainly shaken, but Euphie was even more so.


      Seeing her reaction, Tilty broke into an annoyed scowl. “She said I had the potential, but that my soul wasn’t suited to becoming a spirit covenantor. Apparently, even though I have a lot of potential as a magic user, my soul isn’t compatible with a covenant. That’s what causes the mental instability when I use too much magic.”


      “A soul that isn’t suited to spirit covenants…? What did she mean?” Euphie asked.


      Tilty wrinkled her brow as hard as she could, then let out a loud disgruntled huff. “Simply put, I’m too stubborn. Apparently.”


      “…Too stubborn?”


      “She said I’m not willing to surrender myself to the spirit… I know it sounds strange coming from me, and it’s definitely annoying, but I suppose there’s some truth to it.”


      “Ah. I see. You do have a strong sense of will…”


      After hearing all that, it certainly made sense.


      Spirit covenantors could be described as entities caught in a process of merging with the world around them—during which one’s own self ultimately would gradually fade away.


      For that reason, spirit covenantors tended to slowly lose their biological desires.


      I just couldn’t see Tilty being willing to give herself up and become one with the wider world. Even if her magical ability gave her the potential for a covenant, her personality was completely at odds with it.


      Fundamentally, being headstrong was incompatible with entering into a spirit covenant.


      “It just makes me wish I didn’t have any magical talent at all,” Tilty said with a huff.


      Euphie, lost in thought, placed a hand on her mouth. “Is it possible to undo a spirit covenant?” she asked.


      “It shouldn’t be impossible, at least. Whether anyone could actually carry it out, though, I can’t say. And it might not be accurate to say you would be undoing it…”


      “Does that mean you would have to give up magic altogether?”


      “Something like that,” Tilty said flatly.


      I knew she had never been particularly attached to magic, but I was taken aback by her willingness to abandon it completely.


      “Our ability to use magic comes from the remnants of the original spirit covenant entered into by Palettia’s first king. So if we could somehow unravel those traces, we would lose the ability to use magic. Whether that should be called undoing the covenant or sealing the ability away is a question for future research.”


      “Is that really possible? Wouldn’t that mean tampering with your very soul?”


      “People never originally had an innate ability to use magic. Life goes on even if you can’t use it. There are other paths,” Tilty said, her expression turning serious. “Anis. Magic users won’t be necessary in the world you’re trying to create. But there may still be people like me, who suffer for having that gift. Wouldn’t it be best to give them the option of surrendering it?”


      “I mean, it’s always better to have a choice than not to…”


      “It’s not like I’m doing this for later generations or anything. But that’s one way you could use this research. I’m studying this because it’s what I want, and it just so happens it might prove useful to people like you someday. So I’m going to be busy working out how to undo these things.”


      “Tilty…”


      If, like she said, the future I was trying to create became reality, magic users would be less sought after than they were now.


      In that case, knowing how to dissolve a spirit covenant could indeed open up new possibilities.


      But hearing this from Tilty of all people came as a huge shock.


      “I think I’ve found my path,” she continued, flashing a rare smile. “It’s a different road from the one you’re both on, but that doesn’t bother me. I just thought now was a good time to let you know.”


      I wanted to respond, but my voice failed me.


      Euphie, meanwhile, addressed Tilty with a stern look. “I don’t want to stand in the way of your research… But please be careful not to share it publicly just yet. Some people might feel a need to stop you. It’s too early to share this more widely.”


      “I realize that. Thank you for your concern, Lady Euphyllia. I won’t do anything to rock the boat. I’ll just keep to myself and focus on my own interests like I’ve always done.”


      “That’s okay then…”


      “I said don’t worry. Not to congratulate myself too soon, but I’m much more positive about this than I was before.” Tilty giggled.


      She certainly did look more optimistic than usual. She had always struck me as a gloomy recluse, but it was impossible to call her that now.


      She had changed—a realization that struck me with a strange clarity.


      I couldn’t quite say how I felt about that. All sorts of thoughts swirled through my mind, but I was unable to put them into words.


      The next moment, she locked eyes with me. “Anis. I’m embarrassed to say this… But thank you.”


      “For what…?”


      “The only reason I’m alive today is because you didn’t abandon me. I didn’t know how to live, but you saved me. Even though I was a failure of a noble. Having a friend like you has been my life’s greatest blessing.”


      “…You don’t need to go that far.”


      “If I don’t tell you now, I might never find the right opportunity. That’s just the way I am.”


      “…I can’t deny that.”


      I wasn’t really comfortable with all this formality—and I suspected Tilty wasn’t, either.


      But still, she chose to offer me her thanks. She believed it needed to be said, and I could feel my emotions rising in my chest.


      I also had to follow my own path. So now that my dear friend had found her own, I knew exactly what I had to say.


      “Congratulations, Tilty.”


      “…Come on, let it go. I haven’t done anything worth congratulating yet.”


      “I just felt like saying it.”


      I could also be temperamental at times.


      “Huh… Fine.”


      With that, she flashed me a truly genuine smile.
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      It was a quiet night. Euphie and I lay next to each other; neither of us felt the need to break the silence.


      I glanced over at her. She was lying on her side, lost in thought with her eyes open.


      She had been like this ever since that conversation with Tilty.


      It must have come as a huge shock to her, learning that Tilty was researching how to reverse a spirit covenant.


      Personally, knowing Tilty as well as I did, I could see why she chose to go down this path.


      Her actions, however, could also be seen as a rejection of Euphie’s spirit covenant. I couldn’t begin to imagine how Euphie was taking them.


      Should I say something? Or should I leave her be? But while I wrestled with the options, Euphie turned to face me.


      “What’s wrong, Anis?” she asked.


      “Uh, well, um…,” I stammered uncertainly.


      She let out a giggle, a faint smile rising to her lips. To my relief, there was no hint of sorrow in her expression.


      “Do you think I’m brooding over what Tilty said?”


      “…Yeah.”


      “I see. But it’s not all that surprising, when you think about it. Just so you know, I’m not shocked. I’ve just been thinking about things.”


      “About what? If you don’t mind me asking.”


      “I don’t mind. I want you to hear, Anis,” she said, placing a hand atop my own and wrapping her fingers around mine. “I wasn’t just thinking about what Tilty said. There were Emperor Lukheim’s comments, as well.”


      “Which ones…?”


      “That I’m not a true queen, but a personification of royal authority itself.”


      “…I disagree. You’re a magnificent queen.”


      “Thank you for saying that. But I’ve realized he wasn’t exactly wrong.”


      Euphie remained calm while saying this, but I couldn’t do the same.


      I wanted to insist it wasn’t true. The idea that she was nothing more than an embodiment of royal power wasn’t something I could accept.


      She became queen for me, so she did have a strong sense of will and personal desire. I couldn’t stand hearing anyone question her humanity.


      It was true she had become something other than human, but that didn’t mean she had cast her humanity itself aside.


      “I took the throne so you wouldn’t have to,” Euphie continued, unaware of the depths of my indignation. “So it makes sense people regard me as a substitute ruler rather than a true one. And to be honest, I don’t really mind how they see me.”


      “That’s not true at all…”


      “These are my own thoughts, so let me speak… I became queen for you, because I wanted the future you’re creating. I gambled my existence to help you achieve your vision.”


      She leaned close, pressing her forehead against mine. Heat radiated through our bodies, and I could feel her breath just inches away.


      When she closed her eyes, I followed suit, focusing on her warmth.


      “I have no regrets. Even if I could turn back time, I would still become a spirit covenantor for you. Protecting you means everything to me. I would do so at any cost.”


      “You’re exaggerating…”


      “Am I? You’re changing the world, Anis. Not even the Ailean Empire can ignore you. Besides, you yourself were surprised by Tilty’s research into undoing spirit covenants, weren’t you?”


      “Yeah…”


      “So was I. On one level, it makes sense coming from her, but on another, it’s unthinkable that someone would choose to give up magic.”


      “Is it so hard to believe?”


      “Yes. Magic is part of who I am. And I’m not the only one who thinks that way—most of the country’s nobles do. Not too long ago, it would have been unthinkable for Tilty to suggest anything remotely like undoing a spirit covenant. She would have been seen as a heretic, and it would probably have put her life in danger.”


      “I thought that, too…”


      Magic was the very foundation of the Kingdom of Palettia. Any research that threatened to challenge that simply couldn’t be overlooked.


      If Tilty’s research had come to light just a few years earlier, she would in all likelihood have been killed as a heretic.


      “But things are different now,” Euphie continued. “She still shouldn’t make it public, but I can see a future for it. Isn’t that incredible?”


      “I guess you could call it that…”


      “It shows how far we’ve come, that someone could give up magic without regrets. She has her issues with magic, but it still takes courage to surrender something you’ve always taken for granted, don’t you think?”


      “Yeah…”


      “It’s all thanks to you, Anis. You showed her a future where she can give up magic. I’m sure your ideals will inspire other people down the road. It makes me wonder what role I can play in that future. Because I want to support you in every way possible.”


      “Euphie…”


      When I opened my eyes, I saw her staring right back at me.


      She was wearing a gentle smile, free from worry.


      “I’m not attached to the throne, and I don’t have any particular vision for ruling as queen. If people think you’re the kingdom’s real ruler—well, I can’t deny it. But that’s all right. When I try to picture the ideal ruler, I can’t think of anyone but you,” Euphie said, untangling her fingers from mine and brushing them through my hair.


      “I want to stand with you and take pride in the world you’re making.”


      She spoke gently, lovingly stroking my hair.


      I felt like I was unraveling. I buried my face in my pillow to hide the heat rising to my cheeks. My face must have been a total mess.


      “…What are you talking about? I’m the one who’s not good enough.”


      “No, that isn’t true. Maybe we both just need what the other has,” she said, snuggling up to me and burying her face in my pillow. Then, letting out a light giggle, she pulled her shoulder up to mine. “Maybe it’s because we both want each other so much that we feel insufficient? We want to be worthy of each other, to be a version of ourselves we can be proud of. It can be painful at times, but maybe that’s what makes us so happy?”


      “…Yeah.”


      I couldn’t fault her logic there. I mean, my heart was filled with contentment, to the point it might all end up spilling out.


      “This world of yours is filled with surprise and joy. I want to share it with you. Really. There’s nothing I want more.”


      “You can have as much of it as you want. This happiness is too much to keep to myself.”


      “I feel the same.”


      “You’re the one who gives me that happiness, Euphie.”


      “I know. And you’re the one who gives it to me, Anis.”


      I looked up from my pillow and peered into her face—and at that moment, she pressed her lips against mine.


      After exchanging a few light kisses, she brushed my hair out of my eyes to show me a wondrous smile.


      “I can’t help it; I’m always remembering the times we spend together. They never stop surprising me. I want to be with you forever, Anis. You’re my entire world.”


      “Come on, Euphie… Are you trying to kill me?”


      “Why would you say that?”


      “Hah… I couldn’t live without you, either.”


      “That makes me so happy to hear.”


      “Then let me indulge you as much as I want. It’s only because I’ve got you that I can really love this world.”


      A crazy thought ran through my mind—that with Euphie’s love, I was invincible.


      A soft chuckle—my own—rang out, brimming with joy and humor at how nonsensical this all was.


      I could never tire of this bliss. If it ever began to wither, I would rather fall asleep and never wake up.


      Again and again, my thoughts came back to this wonderful dream as we sank into a deep slumber.


      I wanted nothing more than to drown in the joy of Euphie’s presence.


      More often than I cared to admit, I felt that the world’s shifting tides would sweep me off my feet, but I spread my wings time and again. All because I had her.


      “I’m excited about visiting the empire,” I said. “I’m looking forward to all the places we might see.”


      “Yes. There must be so much to learn there.”


      “Right? The world’s a big place. I bet there’s much more going on there than we know about.”


      Thank goodness I could share this joy with Euphie.


      We could lean on each other; we could support each other all the way. Like a seesaw gently teetering, balancing each other’s weight.


      This happiness, I hoped, would only grow.


      “Hey, Euphie?”


      “What?”


      “Once it’s all over and we’re finally free, I want to go see the ends of the world with you.”


      “…That sounds like a wonderful dream.”


      “Let’s make it come true someday. Me and you.”


      “Yes. I’m sure we will.”


      “Is that a promise?”


      “Yes, that’s a promise.”


      With that pledge, we pressed our lips together once more.
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      And so the days slipped by.


      At last, we received an official written invitation from Emperor Lukheim, and our journey to the Ailean Empire was afoot.


      After much deliberation, we decided to make use of the Airbikes for the trip. They were by far the most convenient means of transportation, and we decided we might as well use the trip to promote magical tools and raise further interest in them.


      Some in the empire might have seen the Airbikes as a threat, but it was crucial to show that the Kingdom of Palettia was developing magical tools in pursuit of peace and harmony.


      The mass production of Airbikes was proceeding rapidly, and a select group of elite knights had been chosen to learn how to use them. It wasn’t long before they could all fly them skillfully.


      While the number of members might have seemed small at first glance, they were the cream of the crop.


      “It’s time, Commander Anisphia,” Navre said.


      “Thank you.”


      Navre, Garkie, Priscilla, and Charnée had been at my side me as we prepared for our departure. They would be accompanying me as my personal retinue.


      “So we’re finally off to the empire. This is gonna be fun,” Garkie mused.


      “You can say that again, Gark!” Charnée exclaimed, unable to hide her excitement.


      “This isn’t a field trip, you two.” Priscilla, ever vigilant, tried to rein them in—though her reprimand was gentler than it might have been in the past.


      Navre raised an eyebrow at Garkie and Charnée but otherwise remained silent. Well, so long as he didn’t let his guard down too much, I didn’t mind.


      This trip to the Ailean Empire was being treated as an official goodwill event, which meant there would be a departure ceremony. To be honest, I was already feeling weighed down by all the formality.


      “Anis,” Euphie called as she approached, Lainie and Ilia following behind her.


      “Euphie,” I answered.


      We would all be going on this state visit. As for whether the empire would consider it a modest or extravagant entourage, I couldn’t say.


      The Ailean Empire was an unknown as far as I was concerned. I was half excited and half anxious about what we might find there.


      At that moment, Euphie took my hand, and my worries melted away, leaving only anticipation and reassurance. There was nothing to be concerned about. Whatever challenges lay ahead, we would overcome them together.


      “Are you ready?” she asked.


      “Of course.”


      “Then shall we get going?”


      “Yes. Let’s be off!”


      With that, a loud voice announced the beginning of the departure ceremony.


      A huge crowd of people had come to see us off—all of whom, I was sure, would be contemplating the inevitable changes that lay ahead.


      And so we took our first steps to open our closed country to the world and to expand our dreams even further.
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      The very definition of magic, the history books tell us, reached a turning point.


      Once, magic was mystery itself, a miracle bestowed by the spirits to manipulate mighty powers.


      Over time, however, it came to be seen differently, and the source of that change was the appearance of a woman who bestowed magical tools on all people.


      She was a princess born without the gift of magic, yet it was she who would transform our understanding of what magic is. She saw it not as an impenetrable mystery, but as the power to make dreams come true—a means of embracing human wishes, of expanding possibilities and letting people soar far and wide.


      And so magic left behind a wealth of legends for future generations.


      We witness miracles spun into stories, revolutions becoming legends, until they become the stuff of fairy tales.


      Thus, the tapestry of human history continues to be woven.

    
  


  
    
      This is the final magical revolution in that legend.


      The closing chapter in the story.


      The tale of a certain magic user who wove miracle upon miracle into the world.
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      Thank you for picking up the ninth volume of The Magical Revolution of the Reincarnated Princess and the Genius Young Lady. It’s me again, the author, Piero Karasu.


      To think we’ve finally reached Volume 9! And if we include the previous short story collection, the series is now ten volumes in total!


      I never imagined it would end up quite so long!


      It’s all thanks to your support that the series has thrived for as long as it has. I’m beyond grateful.


      Let’s touch a little on what happened this time around. Until now, the story has largely unfolded within the Kingdom of Palettia—but now the neighboring Ailean Empire has started to play a significant role.


      And so we’re embarking on what we might call the Imperial Arc. Thus far, Anis and company have been preoccupied with affairs at home, but they’ve now started to shift their gaze outward. It’s going to be a big change.


      The domestic situation in the Kingdom of Palettia is settling down, letting us explore the outside world in more detail. And like we’ve seen in the main narrative, Anis and Euphie’s magical revolution is also nearing its completion.


      Revolutions always end with major changes and herald the beginning of something new.


      But no revolution can last forever. The innovations it brings forth will, over time, become part and parcel of everyday life.


      The same can be said for this magical revolution.


      With a growing cast of reliable companions, Anis and Euphie’s revolution is pushing full steam ahead toward its conclusion.


      As the series’ author, I look forward to writing its final chapters.


      Before I go, I’d like to thank our wonderful artist, Yuri Kisaragi, who never fails to bring the stories to life with all these wonderful illustrations, my editors for always helping me write these stories, all my friends for their guidance and support, and everyone else who helped bring this work to fruition. I hope to see you all again in the next one!


      PIERO KARASU

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Gark Lampe

One of Anis’s research assistants. An apprentice at the Royal/Guard.
Navre Sprout

Son of the commander of the Royal Guard: Cusrently serving as Anis’s
bodyguard.

Priscilla Sorceror

Maid. Anis’s private attendant at the detached palace.
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Tlustration by Yuri Kisaragi






OEBPS/Images/ch2.jpg
CHAPTER 2
A Surpris% Encounter





OEBPS/Images/Art_P88.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_tit.jpg
The . .
Magcrcal Revolution
eincarnated Princess

eniusYoung Jady

9

Piero Karasu
Tllustration by
Yuri Kisaragi






OEBPS/Images/Art_P162.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_P110.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch8.jpg
CHAPTER 8
Toward a Bﬂighter Future





OEBPS/Images/9798855418965.jpg
Piero Karasu

Yuri Kisaragi





OEBPS/Images/Art_P29.jpg





OEBPS/Images/after.jpg
AFTERWORD

\
\ /
\‘ |
SN
\ /
\ /





OEBPS/Images/ch5.jpg
CHAPTER 5
A Surl%%een





OEBPS/Images/open.jpg





OEBPS/Images/end.jpg
Erﬁj

/
/

(

ing






OEBPS/Images/ch6.jpg
CHAPTER 6
The Roar Hf Thunder





OEBPS/Images/Art_P78.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_P66.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch7.jpg
CHAP TER 7

The Crimson x]%otus Emperor





