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      Prologue


      “The King of Altoire bestows this upon you in recognition of your valiant efforts,” boomed the voice of the knight commander, Wolkas.


      Pictured on the MagiPad was the audience chamber in Altoire Castle. The king sat on his throne with his knights and soldiers lined up on either side. The sight was impressive.


      Magivision had finally made it as far as the throne. His Majesty really went all out this time. Recording inside the castle grounds had almost certainly never been permitted before.


      “Congratulations on your victory.”


      Concise as always, those were the only words the king imparted.


      The man and woman kneeling in front of the throne stood and accepted the unusually large, voucher-like object the knight commander presented to them. Naturally, it was just a...hmm...how should I describe it? A prop check? It was a prop that was worth nothing, but easy to see. The kind you exchange for the real thing later.


      The man and woman turned around. The camera approached.


      The woman was Leeno the adventurer, the victor of the bare-handed division of the martial arts tournament. What she held in her hands now was a large piece of paper with the number of five hundred million krams written on it. Her smile was so stiff; no doubt the whole situation was making her nervous.


      The man was Anzel, a bartender and victor of the weapons division of the tournament. He was holding the large check alongside Leeno. His face was entirely devoid of emotion, as if he couldn’t care less about the whole affair. I could imagine what he was thinking right now: This whole charade is a pain in the ass. Lemme go for a smoke already.
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      The knights and soldiers broke out into applause, and the two victors started the long walk down the aisle out of the audience chamber.


      That marked the end of the awards ceremony. It was a recording intended to officially signal the end of the martial arts tournament to the public, though rebroadcasts of the matches were still being shown—fairly often, at that.


      There was a unique enjoyment that came from rebroadcasts, like the ones where dubious martial arts experts showed up to give their own commentary—it was definitely quite entertaining. You would get shady characters who definitely had no idea what they were talking about. Where did they even find those people? But that very shadiness became their strength; for some reason, those types of people who you would do everything to avoid in real life were always so captivating on the MagiPad.


      Magivision was such a mysterious thing.


      “Young mistress, it’s almost time,” Lynokis said—in person, not on-screen.


      Our wrap-up of the tournament was only just beginning.


      “What about mother and father?” I asked as I turned off the MagiPad and stood up.


      “I’ve heard nothing from them, so I assume they will be late. Young Master Neal is doing something entirely different so I’m not sure about him either.”


      Can’t say I didn’t expect this.


      “Let’s go, then.”


      We exited the guest room of the castle.


      I’d never imagined they’d give a single little girl such a spacious and opulent room. Was this how they treated those with distinguished merits? Or was it also because I was the daughter of an aristocrat? I rarely visited the castle, so this may be the first and last time I’d get to see this room.


      My assumption would be quickly overturned in only a few months—but that is a story for later.




      Many guests had been invited to the castle that day, and I was one of them. We would now have a wrap-up party for the martial arts tournament. It was a private event reserved only for those involved in the hosting of the tournament. Though due to the ultimate scale of the tournament, the party’s guest list was inevitably just as big.


      No cameras would be present, and all who had contributed were invited, regardless of status. This was especially relevant to those who were very behind the scenes. I was sure there were many people involved whom I had just never met.


      Incidentally, Lynokis was attending not as the victor of the tournament, but as my personal attendant and nothing else. As it was a night party, she was given permission to attend to me, given I was still a child. She had been invited to attend as Leeno, but she’d politely refused.


      A week had passed since that large tournament. There was still a little of the excitement remaining—or perhaps more accurately, the embers of it—but for the most part, everything had calmed down by now. Maybe because most visitors had already left the country?


      The foreign competitors and spectators had all taken their leave. That sharp decrease of bodies in the capital meant that there was no longer constant crowding in the streets.


      As we headed deeper into winter, this party was arranged. The year’s end was already a busy period, so I had been surprised that they would attempt to hold a large celebration like this, but waiting until after the new year would certainly feel too late. Honestly, this time was barely better, but... Given the choices available to them, this was probably the best time they could’ve gone for—no one would be free too close to the end of the year, and the start of the new year would be just as busy.


      “Nia!”


      We bumped into Reliared Silver as we walked down the hallway dotted with party guests. She, like me, was dressed in our school uniform and also accompanied by her attendant.


      She may have been waiting for me, actually. There were very few children invited to this party; it would’ve been lonely standing around by herself. I wouldn’t have minded, though. In fact, I often preferred to be alone.


      “Where is your family?” I asked as I approached.


      “They said it would take time to greet everyone, so they should already be in the hall.”


      Same as my family, then.


      “What about yours? Where’s Young Master Neal?”


      “It appears my parents will be a little late, and even if they were here, they would likely also be busy greeting everyone. Brother should be saying his greetings to those involved with Wingroad, I think.”


      I’d heard that the professional team from Vanderouge, the Empire of Flight, had been invited to the party too. Neal had said that he wanted to go gather information from them or something like that.


      “Aw man, really? I waited here for nothing,” Reliared groaned.


      “Oh my. You were waiting for my brother, not me?”


      “Well, duh. Why would I wait for you? I see you every day.”


      She wasn’t wrong. We were always seeing each other at school, and we had even entered the castle together. Since we’d be returning to the dorms after this, we’d likely be going home together too.


      “How adorable. I’m sure you really were waiting for me, weren’t you?” I teased.


      “Huh? I already said I wasn— Wait! I was waiting for you! I really was waiting for you, Nia, so hang on!”


      I approached Reliared at a speed her eyes couldn’t follow and gripped her hand tight.


      “Let us go, shall we?”


      “Ow ow ow ow ow! I was waiting for you, seriously! Let go!”


      Hah hah hah. What an adorable little girl.




      The party was being held in a grand hall. Given it was regularly used to host balls, it was a massive space. I’d heard that this one in particular was generally reserved for diplomatic parties.


      There were a lot of people here.


      Today was a wrap-up party intended to thank everyone for their hard work. Many commoners without any noble titles were in attendance. Some were wearing clothes so casual it looked like their normal everyday outfit—in other words, it was a gathering without a dress code. That was why Reliared and I were wearing our school uniforms.


      I felt bad for the waiters; they were rushing around everywhere.


      Wait, a whole section of the courtyard is open, as well? There really are a lot of people.


      “Nia, Relia.”


      Oh, Hildetaura. When the real princess entered the scene, everyone would make way for her.


      Hildetaura was all dressed up, looking even more elegant than usual. They must have wanted to emphasize her royal status today. It was a clear message to everyone not to mess with her because she was clearly important. It may also have been a way to signal that she was one of the hosts of this event.


      There was never a day that this girl wasn’t on magivision, so it was hard to think there was anyone who wouldn’t know who she was at a glance, but it wasn’t impossible.


      “Welcome. Please enjoy yourselves tonight. However, as you can see...I may be unable to spend further time with you.”


      No wonder. The place is crowded.


      We told Hildetaura not to worry about it and sent her on her way. Being royalty at social functions had to be tough. You couldn’t let your guard down, you had to learn everyone’s names and faces, and you always needed to tailor topics to the individual. Dressing up so elaborately took a toll on the body, as well.


      “What do you want to do, Nia? Should we go around and say hello to people too?”


      “Let’s do that.”


      We were magivision staff ourselves—in a sense, we were hosts of this party too, rather than guests. It was thanks to everyone here that we could turn the tournament into such a huge affair and succeed in keeping the public excited. The popularity of magivision had undoubtedly risen; I was incredibly grateful.


      “Is there anyone you know here?” I asked.


      “Hmm...” Reliared looked around. “Oh, that’s the guildmaster of the adventurer’s guild, right? Kukriziev.”


      Really now? This was the first time I’d seen him.


      “I think I recognize that man with him...”


      “Oh, me too. He’s the guildmaster of the blacksmith’s guild, Haddware.” I had met him on Occupation Observation and gotten to speak with him a little.


      “Right, right, that’s his name. Shall we go say hello to them?”


      “Okay.”


      Well, we may not be as important as Hildetaura, but that didn’t mean we could just rest on our laurels.




      There were a lot of faces both familiar and unfamiliar. If I wasn’t mistaken, every significant member of the magivision industry was in attendance. There was Mirko Tair from the royal broadcasting station, Reliared’s sisters from the Silver family, Bendelio from the Liston territories, and even the members of the junior crew. Cedony Trading was present too, of course.


      These kinds of gatherings were what made it really sink in that it was all over.


      We were approaching the end of the year. It was almost time for winter vacation. My life had been so busy ever since we had decided we would be putting on that tournament, but we had no more plans for any other big events. At least, not for now.


      Finally, I could just relax for a while.




      It turned out that I really did get to spend comparatively more relaxing days for a while. For about two or three months, in fact.


      But Nia Liston’s greatest turning point was fast approaching.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Nia’s Worry


      It was a few days before winter vacation would begin. All signs of the martial arts tournament had completely disappeared from the streets of Altoire. Everything had quieted down so much that it almost felt as if I’d imagined those many consecutive days of passion and excitement.


      All the posters that had been plastered around the town were completely gone, the burly men who were clearly on the shady side had—at least visibly—disappeared, and no longer could I hear self-proclaimed information brokers drunkenly yelling about different competitors in broad daylight. The town had become so quiet.


      Actually, perhaps that wasn’t the right way to put it. This was Altoire’s normal. This was a typical Altoire winter, and how it normally looked when the year approached its end. It was just that the contrast with the festival air was so stark that it was hard to ignore. It was more jarring for those of us from the production crew who had been right at the heart of the tournament. Since we experienced the festive atmosphere at its peak, the difference was blatant.


      It’s really over, huh...


      The martial arts tournament had been a huge success. It had become an unprecedented international sensation, generating massive buzz and creating plenty of enthusiasm. Apparently, it was rare for events of this scale to be found, even abroad.


      Many strong fighters participated, and there were many memorable moments. Those matches were still being rebroadcast on magivision today. That ability to look back at the past was powerful. There was a limit to one’s memories, after all.


      The most popular rebroadcasts were the replays of the finals. They were the most violent. They were even bloody.


      “Whoa, it’s Nia!”


      “It’s Nia Liston!”


      Yes, yes, hello there.


      That tournament had also boosted the popularity of us magivision stars. Our popularity before had been more niche due to the limited availability of MagiPads, but now it was becoming difficult to walk out in public. We’d get called out all the time, and if we weren’t careful where we stopped, we’d quickly be surrounded.


      I gave a signal to Lynokis walking behind me and picked up my pace. I was thankful for my fans, but I had no time to spare for them at the moment.


      My students would be gathering today, after all.




      I met my students in a booth of the high-end restaurant that had at some point become a regular haunt of mine—the Chocolate Lily’s Aroma.


      “This is perhaps a little late, but congratulations on making it through the tournament,” I greeted them.


      I hadn’t seen Anzel or Gandolph since the tournament’s conclusion. It had been a bit longer for Fressa, since she had dropped out. None of them had gone to the wrap-up party at the castle either, so this was my first chance to meet them again. Since Lynette was my brother’s personal attendant, though, I’d naturally seen her quite often.


      “I must thank you all. Your efforts led to the tournament becoming much more exciting than anticipated.”


      Today was serving as a sort of private wrap-up celebration, though it had taken a bit of time to arrange due to everything that had to be dealt with after the tournament. There were many things I was curious about, so I’d wanted to meet before winter vacation started.


      Though we’d reserved a whole room, we were only ordering dessert. I would be getting dinner back at the dorm, and knowing this crew, they would definitely be having an after-party for drinks anyway.


      You are, aren’t you? You’re going to go right off and drink yourselves silly? You’re definitely going? You’re going to leave me behind while you all have fun?


      Anyway...I had to make sure I left some space in my stomach. Besides, this place was fancy enough that both their meals and their desserts were delicious. It was fine, I guess.


      “Let’s fulfill our promise first, shall we?”


      After we had a brief chat about the tournament, I went straight into the main topic of discussion. Lynokis stood up and placed four strips of paper on the table—they were all checks with Cedony Trading’s stamp on them.


      “Since Lynokis won the bare-handed division, we will distribute the prize money equally as promised. That’s one hundred million krams for each of you.”


      Fressa immediately squealed in extreme happiness. I’d never heard such a noise from her before. She sounded just like a pure little girl who knew no filth. If it granted her that much joy, then it was worth it. I doubted she would have let out such a sound if I’d only given her a small allowance.


      “Um, young mistress...”


      I could see that Lynette wanted to object, but I quickly cut in. “This is the correct amount. You all raised this money together—there’s no need to be humble. Hurry and put it in your pockets already. If you don’t need it, you can dump it, donate it, gift it to someone, do whatever you like. Maybe you’ll find something to use it on with a bit of time. Besides, do you not think raising one hundred million krams is actually feasible for you all now?”


      Personally, it wasn’t an amount of money that would’ve never been attainable for them. With how strong they were now, they could raise one hundred million in a year if they focused enough.


      “You’re all right with it too, aren’t you, Gandolph?” I turned to the large man.


      “Oh, um...I already received prize money for making it to the semifinals, so...”


      “That doesn’t matter. That money is different.”


      “R-Really? Then I’ll gladly accept... Though I’m not quite sure how I could possibly use all of this.”


      Not sure how to use it, hmm?


      Honestly, I might have felt the same way in their shoes. There wasn’t anything I truly wanted, so I would probably just put it into savings. It wasn’t a very exciting answer, though. If I could use money to find an opponent stronger than me, I’d use it on that.


      “Hey, Gandolph... Ganny, what if I held on to that money for now? I’ll turn it into even more money!” Fressa had seemed like such an innocent little girl only seconds ago, yet here she was, trying to swindle Gandolph with the devil’s whisper.


      “I may not know how to use it, but that does not mean I will allow you to gamble it away,” Gandolph immediately refused.


      Fressa wanted to gamble with it? Well, I supposed she could use it on whatever she wished. It must be fun to blow it all at once—like on drinks. What if she went for alcohol instead? They could bathe in the stuff. After abandoning me first.


      Speaking of alcohol...


      “Anzel, are things okay on your end?” I asked.


      Anzel looked at me, quiet as he slipped the check into his pocket. “Hmm? In terms of what?”


      “This is more out of personal interest, so you don’t need to answer if you don’t want to, but not only did you stand right in the public’s eye as an underworld dweller, you won the whole tournament. Are you okay? Was your bar affected in any way?”


      From what I understood, there was no way he could be fine. I was honestly amazed that he showed up today looking as if nothing were wrong. Anzel and Fressa were...to put it bluntly...criminals. They had to have quite the number of warrants out against them.


      Despite that, Anzel won in an international tournament. Surely there were conflicting opinions about that. Hell, he even had his own business (albeit one filled with shady regulars).


      “Oh, that... To be honest, I don’t really wanna answer, but I don’t want to hide shit from you either, so I’ll keep it brief. I used up all my prize money to wash away my crimes.”


      What? It was used to...wash away his crimes?


      “You mean you used it as a bribe?” I clarified.


      “If you want to view it that way, yeah. It’s the only reason I can keep things goin’ as they are. S’why nothing’s really changed. Well, apart from my prize winnings bein’ gone.”


      Wow. This is definitely something I shouldn’t ask for the details on.


      Though I was left with questions, the man didn’t seem as if he wanted to elaborate.




      After we were done, Lynokis, Lynette, and I left the adults to enjoy themselves—we had the dorm curfew to worry about.


      For me, this was what truly marked the end of the martial arts tournament. Anzel, Fressa, and Gandolph had all worked with me to bring this event to fruition. Now that we had completed our goal, there was no reason to continue being as involved with each other as we had been. I had wanted to discuss that too, but ultimately decided not to; I didn’t think there was any reason to. They weren’t children. They probably understood without needing to be told.


      Our relationship now would likely become one of checking in on each other here and there. If I needed help, I would ask them. If they were free, they would no doubt help. They could involve me in their troubles if they wanted—especially if it meant I could fight the powerful.


      There was no reason for me to worry about those three. It was likely they would continue training. Just as they had until now, and just as they would continue to.


      They were all still just at the entrance of the fundamentals of chi. This was where things really started. It was from here that they would begin to form their own style and individual quirks. Until now, they were like several chestnuts of slightly different shapes lined up next to each other. Their styles were mostly the same with just some small differences. And that made sense, given they only had the fundamentals.


      How would their martial arts journey go from here? I was excited to find out.


      “Say, what are you going to use the money on?”


      “I haven’t decided yet. I may send some of it home, though.”


      Lynette and Lynokis were whispering behind me.


      Yeah. I’m not letting either of you escape. Even if the other three have to stop training for some reason, I’m not letting you two get away.


      Lynette, especially. She still had to pay off her debt for teaching Neal about chi. I had to train her until I was satisfied with her skill. She could think about how to use her hundred million krams for now, but such pocket money would be easily attainable for her by the time I was done with her.


      This, I promise.


      ◆


      Days after that wrap-up meal, we found ourselves at the port of the capital. This was another area that felt empty compared to how it had been during the tournament, yet in terms of Altoire’s normal, this would be considered quite busy.


      Now that we’d had the closing ceremony before breaking for winter vacation, I was heading home to the Liston territories. Looking down at the port from the vintage airship, I couldn’t help but remember how it had been during tournament time.


      It was here that I had noticed Sauzan and Tohaulow of the Heroic Star Assembly. I also saw the old men from Wu Haitong who clearly knew about chi.


      Hero candidates... I never imagined people like that would exist in peacetime. More than that, the Heroic Star Assembly was a whole organization dedicated to raising Heroes. That meant that there were several more people just like Sauzan and Tohaulow.


      And then there was that old man who had tried to take out Anzel. He had to have been an assassin. He definitely looked used to killing. He was strong too. If only he’d been fifty—no, even just thirty years younger. If he’d been trained better, he would’ve had so much potential. Would Anzel continue to be targeted after this? Well...that was something for him and the old man to figure out. I didn’t intend to get involved.


      After that, my mind drifted to the competitors who had left an impression on me.


      There had been no one stronger than me. I’d stopped deluding myself into thinking this could be possible by now, but I felt like the tournament had helped me see a glimmer of hope. I had started to feel like there was someone out there who was either stronger than me or, at the very least, someone who wouldn’t die when taking me at my strongest. I wouldn’t ask for too much.


      And if there wasn’t...then fine. In that case, I would simply raise the talent I needed with my own hands. Especially if I used someone from the Heroic Star Assembly. If they were this strong at such a young age, then they might even manage to become as strong as me.


      But, you know, if a god—especially a god of war—decided to descend upon me, I could get rid of my worries in one hit. Especially since I doubted I could match a god as I was now—even that would be worthwhile. My main concern was that I find someone I could go all out with.


      The gods were whimsical beings, so there may be a day that such fortune rained down upon me.


      I just needed to be patient.


      About many things.


      “Nia.” My brother called out to me as I was thinking to myself, relaxing in the cold breeze. “We’ll be leaving soon, so let’s talk inside.”


      “What?”


      Talk? About what?


      “Is there something we need to discuss?”


      “Huh...? Oh right, I didn’t tell you, did I? I’ve decided to get involved in magivision starting this winter. I’ve already discussed it with mother and father. I mentioned it at the wrap-up party the other day, but you weren’t there at the time.”


      What?!


      “I remember you saying something about maybe getting involved in Wingroad-related programs, but I never heard anything else.” It had been around the time that we were discussing his participation in the formation flight for the opening ceremony of the tournament. Neal had said those words himself, so it was hard for me to forget them, but...


      “You’re welcome to keep living a life of leisure for now, you know?”


      Neal was the heir to our family—he was absolutely going to become busy in the future. Personally, I thought he should take the time to live his life while he was still in elementary school. Focusing on swordsmanship would have been my recommendation. Do you have any interest in bare-handed combat? It feels pretty good to punch things with your own fists.


      “Project Magivision is important for the spread of MagiPads, but I also want to popularize Wingroad. If it’s something I’ll inevitably have to get involved in, then better I’d start sooner than later.”


      It wasn’t that I disagreed, but... No, I see what’s going on.


      There was no hesitation in Neal’s expression. He’d already resolved himself.


      “It’s a little sad knowing that I won’t get to see you squirm at the thought of appearing on magivision anymore,” I lamented.


      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll still squirm.”


      So you still don’t actually want to do this... Well, that’s fine.


      “It would be ridiculous to expect you to take half of my workload straightaway. Let’s start small and give you more over time.”


      “I won’t be taking on your work. More like adding more programs that are based on me... Ones related to skiffs.”


      “Now, now, let’s have a careful discussion before we decide on the specifics, hmm?”


      If that was what my brother had decided, then I couldn’t speak for him. But I would still try to force—I mean, share my work with him.




      Now that he’d successfully completed a major magivision production, Neal was starting to think positively about the business. It was around now that, ever so slightly, truly so very slightly, I’d begun questioning my role and existence.


      Has my time in the limelight come to an end?


      The martial arts tournament I’d always wanted to put on had finished, the number of magivision stars had increased—there was Hildetaura, Reliared, Kikirira, and Josecotte—and the small sapling that was the junior production crew had been well-cultivated. For a while, Project Magivision had stagnated, but at long last, it seemed to be on the up-and-up.


      On a personal level, that made me very grateful. Given how grand the wrap-up party had been, the country’s coffers must’ve been greatly filled by the event. That was how much of an effect the tournament had had. If we kept going, the rate at which magivision would spread would continue gradually increasing. There was no reason for me to stop my beautiful brother from participating with this timing.


      In other words...even without me, the magivision business would continue to expand. The difficulty of the issue had decreased so much that I no longer needed to participate. At the very least, my work had reached some form of checkpoint, that was for certain.


      That was why I couldn’t help but ponder...


      Have I exhausted what Nia Liston can do for this country?


      ◆


      “You’ve seemed a little down recently. Is something worrying you?”


      Lynokis finally asked the question that she’d clearly been waffling over for a while now. She seemed to have noticed I had something on my mind, but it had taken until winter vacation had ended and we were on the airship back to the capital before she finally brought it up. I’d thought it was about time.


      It was the middle of the night. We were doing our usual schedule of leaving when it was about time to sleep so that we would be in the capital by the time we woke up.


      “My current worry is this in front of me.” Spread out on the table was my good old winter homework. “Could you do it for me?”


      “Please continue trying your best on your own.”


      I knew she would say that. Lynokis was a stickler for the rules.


      “I’m starting to question the meaning of a long vacation. Not only am I constantly hounded by my recording schedule, but I have homework on top of it. They call it a break, but I don’t remember ever taking one. It’s like this every time.”


      Even though the big event was over, the way I spent my vacations was the exact same as before. There was not a single change. I even still had homework. And I still wanted to punch Bendelio.


      “Complaining won’t make your homework finish any faster.”


      I knew she would say that too. Lynokis was always brutally honest with these matters.


      “So...is something worrying you?”


      A worry... Was that the right way to describe it?


      “I’ve certainly been thinking about many things.” Which was honestly out of character for someone like me. This might have been the first time I’d thought so hard in this life.


      The martial arts tournament had passed. The new year had come and gone. I’d returned to the Liston Estate for the winter holidays, spent it as frantically as always, ended it with barely any events worth remembering, and now I was on my way back to the capital. The progression exams would be soon, and I would become a fourth year in elementary school.


      Already, I was on year four of my school career. Time went by so quickly.


      Nia Liston had only lived for four years. I had finally reached the tipping point where I had been pretending to be her longer than she had lived her own life.


      “Say, Lynokis.” I put down my pen and clasped my hands on top of the table.


      “Young mistress, please finish your homework first.”


      “Let us put it aside for now.”


      Who cares about homework? Would anyone even suffer were such a thing to be removed from the world? They should just wipe it off the face of the sky. I would be asleep already if not for this. I was in the mood to talk about something far more important. Or, well, maybe “important” wasn’t the word to describe it.


      I couldn’t be certain when I would next be in the mood to talk like this. Once we were back at the dorms, Reliared would continue dropping by as she always had. We may surprisingly struggle to find the time to sit and chat.


      All things considered, I was a busy girl. If I had a recording the next day, I had to spend my nights preparing for it, and I also had homework, as we could see. There would be times I wouldn’t have the energy for conversation too.


      “I’ve had more occasions recently where I’ve wondered if it’s okay for me to continue as I am.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “My number one goal was always the spread of magivision and helping the Liston family out of their financial troubles in the process. You’re aware of this.”


      “Y-Yes...” Lynokis clearly wasn’t sure where this was going. She definitely hadn’t expected me to be worrying over something like this. She’d probably thought I was worrying about something to do with training. That was who Lynokis was, after all. “I must admit, I’m surprised. I thought you were struggling to think of what training we should do next...”


      See! What did I say? But...was I really so predictable? Lynokis wasn’t necessarily wrong, but...


      “We can put aside the training for now. I was just thinking, given all the progress we’ve made, doesn’t it seem like magivision will become popular even without my involvement at this point? That tournament did a lot to get magivision known far and wide. It’s so well-known that it would be hard to think there’s anyone in Altoire who doesn’t know what magivision is anymore. Now that we’ve reached this stage, the number of MagiPad buyers will increase as a matter of course. We’ve also been raising a new wave of magivision stars. Neal has started seriously participating, and I imagine we’ll see an increase in new faces on the scene. I’m sure it’ll spread overseas eventually. See what I mean? Things seem like they’ll be fine without me, don’t they?”


      “But you have so many fans, young mistress! Everyone has had their hearts stolen by your cute, graceful figure! Like me! And me! And also me! Is that a problem?!”


      Well, yes, I am thankful for my fans.


      “My motives are different from everyone else, though. I never appeared on magivision because I wanted to. I did it because I wanted to help out with the family business. I only tried this hard for them. But if my brother is finally stepping up, then I feel as if it’s time for me to step down. He is the heir to the Liston family, not me. It won’t do him any good for me to steal the spotlight from him.”


      Even more so because I wasn’t the real Nia. Personally, we shouldn’t be engaging in similar work in the same place as relatives. At the very least, I didn’t feel as if I should get as involved as I had been until Neal was more used to the magivision industry.


      Am I overthinking all of this...?


      Whatever the case, I absolutely could not get in the way of my brother’s path. More than that, I could not get in the way of the Liston family’s expansion. Giving back to my family was what I’d needed to carry out as Nia. It was the duty I had inherited from her. I had already resolved myself to carry this out even at the cost of my life—unless there came a day where the Liston family began to step off the righteous path, that is.


      “But, well, these are just my thoughts as Nia Liston. Personally, I’m happy to do whatever the family wants me to do, regardless of how I feel.”


      Would I continue to engage with magivision or would I hold back until Neal had settled in?


      As he’d said he would, Neal had indeed participated during the winter break. I’d thought that perhaps he would get cold feet, or he would try it and discover it was still too early for him and change his mind, but no, he saw it through splendidly. From the look on his face at the time, I was sure he would be able to continue.


      But this means I became the issue. I had to make sure I didn’t get in his way.


      I was thinking that I could try and sort my thoughts out by spring vacation and talk to my parents about it the next time I returned home.


      “I think it’s a great shame, really...”


      “You do?”


      Well, I suppose it did mean that I may end up never appearing on magivision again. For a magivision buff like Lynokis, that would be disappointing.


      “But you know, if I stop appearing on magivision, that would mean you’re the only one who would get to watch me.” She was with me twenty-four seven, after all.


      “What?! You mean I can have you all to myself?!”


      Yes...but your response makes me very much wish I did not have to say that.


      “And so, since it seemed like a good opportunity, I’ve been doing some self-reflection.” I had also begun thinking about “myself.” As in, the martial artist I had been in my previous life.


      “Some self-reflection... Did you remember your past name or other memories like that?”


      “Not at all.”


      Most of what I could remember were bits and pieces of martial arts knowledge. My name...was not something I’d ever particularly concerned myself with. Whatever my old name had been, it had belonged to someone long dead. Learning it now wouldn’t be of any use. I was content viewing myself as some nameless martial artist.


      “Have you ever considered getting stronger?” I asked her. Lynokis was continuing her training as before, but that was more to maintain her current level of strength rather than to go further. Partly because of how busy we’d been, I hadn’t made her do anything more serious.


      The fastest way to get stronger was through real combat. If one trained while keeping that in mind, their rate of improvement would also increase.


      Incidentally, I was making Lynette’s training compulsory. After she taught Neal chi, I had no choice but to force her to become stronger. No matter how much she protested, I would make her train until I was content with her power level!


      “I’m not sure. I can protect you easily at my current strength, so I can’t say I’ve really considered getting much stronger. After experiencing the fame of Leeno the adventurer, I don’t particularly want to do anything that will make me stand out again...”


      That response is perfectly fine.


      “I think that’s perfect.”


      “Perfect?”


      “Yes. I’d considered saying this to Gandolph too one day, but...”


      I rested my chin on my clasped hands and closed my eyes.
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      Behind my closed eyelids was darkness. Though I should have been unable to see anything, I felt as if the memories of my forgotten past lay there.


      “There really is nothing at the pinnacle of strength. There was nothing.”


      Memories of fierce battles.


      Memories of intense training.


      Memories of practiced Techniques.


      All of my martial arts knowledge.


      They were things I would sometimes remember out of nowhere. It always came to me with surprising ease. There was never any sense of something off. It was always vague, just an instinct or sense of something there, but there would be no way for me to remember something if I had no memory of it. So I was sure that this sense was also true.


      These were all things I’d felt in the process of my journey. I was certain that I had reached the top. I couldn’t remember with whom I had fought or what manner of fight we’d had. But my soul remembered all the numerous fierce battles I had experienced. The fact that I had the desire to fight a god had to mean that I had fought with a god at least once before. I didn’t get the sense that I had died in that bout, so I had to have won. Or, at the very least, I did not lose.


      I had been stronger than a god. That had to inevitably relate to whether I had reached the pinnacle of strength or not.


      On the other hand, I could remember nothing from after I had reached the top.


      No, it wasn’t that I couldn’t remember. It was that there was nothing to remember. There was not a single thing worth being carved into my soul.


      I may have had family. I’d definitely had disciples. But there had not been a single person who could match me. There had been no one standing beside me.


      “Strength was not something I should have abandoned everything to achieve.”


      What had made me feel as if I had reached a good stopping point in this life was that I had remembered through the tournament that at the pinnacle of martial arts, there had been nothing, vague as those memories may have been.


      Taking my time to think it through, I had come to understand this era somewhat. My past disciples had surely passed on everything I had taught them to the next generation after my death. But there was just no one as foolish as I had been. No one craved strength as much as I did, willing to abandon everything for the sake of martial arts and ascending to the highest heights. No one was so intoxicated with the idea of power that they would abandon even that which was precious to them.


      The result of that was the weak martial artists of this era.


      Martial artists were those who sought strength. They couldn’t sit still the moment they heard someone strong was nearby.


      There was no way my past students hadn’t been strong. I had no doubt that they fought against numerous opponents who were confident in their strength. But I was sure even they had begun to realize: there was nothing at the end of martial arts. There wasn’t a single thing about it that made it worth abandoning what they treasured.


      I had failed to understand this. As such, I was the only one who tread the road of the fool who had nothing else in their life, and met an end that left nothing behind.


      There was no fool as foolish as me. The disciples I cultivated with such care had inherited my skills, but not my way of life.


      Those weak martial artists at the tournament were those who had rejected my previous life. I may have stood at the pinnacle of martial arts, but at the same time, I had become the world’s greatest fool. What else could you call striving for an empty peak?


      A part of me was relieved that no one had gone down that fool’s path.


      The world’s greatest and strongest fool.


      It was a title both honorable and dishonorable, which was fitting for someone like me who had abandoned everything in the pursuit of strength. It wasn’t a legacy I wanted to give to anyone else. I alone was enough for it.


      Naturally, there was no point in me saying all of this to Lynokis. I wouldn’t want to risk her going down a path she didn’t wish to follow just for me.


      So I couldn’t tell her.


      If she wanted to become stronger, it had to be because she truly wished it. I could never get behind the well-intentioned motive of wanting to get stronger for another...though I didn’t dislike it either.


      To someone like Gandolph, a martial artist much like myself, the first thing I needed to tell him was that he should get stronger so that he could get married and live a happy life with his family. I would tell him that he should hold that which he treasured close. Endlessly training to get stronger was an honorable goal, but people couldn’t remain honest forever, and I didn’t believe it good to remain honest in the first place. Adults dirtied their hands for the children. A martial artist who was simply strong wasn’t worth my time, after all. I didn’t want anyone to become like me.


      “I don’t quite understand...” Lynokis murmured.


      Now, to be fair, I was deliberately saying it in a way that she wouldn’t understand, but if I were to summarize what I was saying...


      “Long story short, I became too strong. I ended up with no one to fight. I ended up with no one who could understand me. The pinnacle of martial arts had looked so dazzling from afar. I wanted it. I craved it. I desperately reached for it, abandoning so many things in my life just to grab hold of it. But it turned out that, up close, it wasn’t dazzling at all. It was the tale of a fool who grasped something terribly stale, cheap, and worthless.”


      Put into simple words, that was in fact the story of my previous life. It really was nothing more than that. I had wanted to pass on the martial arts that I had abandoned everything to acquire, but the students I had left that knowledge to didn’t pass it on. Because there was no fool as foolish as me.


      The martial arts I had passed on to the next generation had already faded. I had confirmed that through the tournament. That was all.


      But... Even so...I was so foolish that even now I could not truly abandon martial arts. That was all I had. Quite literally, even upon death, idiocy could not be cured.


      “I still don’t really understand, but didn’t you still achieve something by becoming stronger?”


      “Do you think so?”


      “Your strength allowed the young mistress’s body to live on.”


      I see. My previous life had existed to allow the Nia Liston of this life to live. If I put it that way, maybe it doesn’t feel so bad.


      Even that was enough. All I had to my name was strength. If that had been of use to someone, then that was fine.


      I could feel my somewhat dour mood lift just a little.


      “But you still don’t remember your name, right?” Lynokis asked.


      “Nope. Why? Are you curious about it?” I wasn’t at all. My life now was Nia Liston’s, and I was happy simply existing as her proxy. It was something I had already resolved myself on.


      “Of course I am. The you of your previous life was much stronger than the you of now, right? I can barely imagine that. I think your name has to be recorded somewhere if you were that strong.”


      “I’m not so sure about that.”


      And I also really didn’t care. Even if my name remained...it was something from a long, long time ago. I think I lived around the time of the Great Float, the time that the continent was fractured. Did anything from that time even remain? Wouldn’t it just be relics like holy swords? And that would only be because they didn’t degrade with time. Oh, and Kudo Sasanosuke’s swords had remained—that deranged swordmaster. He had forged swords like crazy. They’d gained enough popularity that he’d garnered quite the collector fan base. It was thanks to them that so many of his works had been preserved to this day. Was he older than me...?


      I’m not sure. Nothing is clear to me.


      I couldn’t remember anything to do with me directly, and the timeline of when I was alive was even more opaque. All I could do was wait for the moments that I randomly remembered things.


      “Would you start respecting me if you learned my name?”


      “I would think you were cute!”


      This girl needed a new repertoire.


      “Anyway, all of that aside, you should get on with your homework.”


      This girl really needed a new repertoire.


      Yes, yes, I’m getting on with it.


      ◆


      Winter vacation passed in the blink of an eye and my third semester began. It was a standard winter: cold and snowy. My schedule for recording after school was also in line with the previous year. Homework’s refusal to die and the need to take a progression exam were also the same as always. Though compared to the tournament period, I definitely had a little more free time. And Neal accompanied me to more recordings now—though we did usually split up at some point.


      “And so, Uweveh said that he would appear on our program,” Reliared excitedly informed me.


      “Uweveh? That commentator who supposedly learned all sixty-six forms of martial arts in Wu Haitong? I see...” He was one of the shady commentators who had suddenly appeared after the tournament. The reality was that he was a complete amateur. Couldn’t you at least get the Kedo Brothers back? You can’t? Those tygre brothers were hilarious when they got a drink in them. They were stronger when they were drunk. If they’d just been drunk during the preliminaries... Uweveh is fine? Hmm. Okay then.


      I parted ways with Reliared and returned to my own room.


      “Welcome back, young mistress. You have a guest.”


      When I opened the door, I was greeted by Lynokis’s voice, and an unfamiliar but refreshing scent.


      “Excuse the intrusion, Nia.”


      It was Hildetaura. We hadn’t made any plans to meet; she was just there when I returned. This wasn’t unusual for her.


      “That’s an odd smell,” I observed.


      The smell of the (presumably) tea that Lynokis had prepared wafted through the room—except it didn’t smell like any tea I was familiar with.


      “I brought what is called ‘matcha’ from Musashikai. Were I to oversimplify it, it is green tea leaves which have been pounded into dust.”


      From Musashikai? Then it must be of good quality.


      “Was it not expensive?” I asked.


      “It was. Just a little.”


      I had little doubt it was. I’d heard that Musashikai was so far away from Altoire that it took over a month to reach by airship. It was around the same distance as the Kingdom of Slengradd—where the Heroic Star Assembly was based—maybe even a bit farther. When factoring in shipping costs, just one packet of tea must be worth an extraordinary amount of money.


      “There is no need to worry. It is a gift from my father to you, Nia.”


      “From His Majesty?”


      “Yes. As a token of appreciation for your help in the martial arts tournament.”


      Wow. That king thought of me? But didn’t this seem like a classic case of nothing coming for free? Surely he wouldn’t do something so wasteful without reason.


      “I have also come bearing a message.”


      There it is.


      “He has something he wishes to discuss with you, so he would like you to visit the castle.”


      Does he now?


      “This ‘matcha’ smells of trouble,” I said.


      “I must apologize on his behalf. But he really does appear to have something he wishes to consult with you about.”


      Hmm.


      Were he someone of equal status to me, then the meeting likely would end with a simple discussion. But between a king and the daughter of an aristocrat, that was more akin to an order under the guise of a consultation. There was no way I would be allowed to refuse. If it wouldn’t cause trouble for the Liston family, I could have at least laughed it off and refused.


      I had no idea what he wanted, and I wasn’t all that enthusiastic about it, but I had little choice but to go.




      “What? Uweveh will be appearing on the Silver Channel?”


      Huh? Is he really so popular?


      Hildetaura’s voice went just that little bit higher. Was this Uweveh fellow someone to get so excited about? He was a total amateur! He was very clearly just making up garbage for his commentary. Seriously.


      “Hey, Nia! Oh, Miss Hilde!”


      Since Hildetaura had finished her tasks for the day and had a rare bit of free time, she hung around to have some tea with me when Reliared burst into the room. Apparently, she had free time, as well.


      This was a regular sight by now. We had all been busy once the martial arts tournament really got going, but now that was done, we simply returned to normal.


      But even then, our circumstances were exceedingly favorable at the moment. The tournament had boosted the MagiPad sales, and now that people were grasping what magivision was, it would only be a matter of time before more people wanted one. Our revenue would only continue to increase. In other words, it had lightened our burden.


      We would soon be starting a new year of school. The dorms seemed to work on two-year cycles, so after this winter, our rooms would change again. Reliared had been living right beside me for our second and third year, but starting from next year, we’d be separated like we had been our first year.


      Though, no matter how far apart we were, we’d still be in the same building. She’d gotten so entirely used to hanging around here that I couldn’t see her stopping anytime soon.


      Hildetaura would be in her sixth year next year. She was in the same class as my brother, their ages just two years apart.


      Time passed quickly.


      I may choose to distance myself from magivision in the future, but it was hard to imagine my everyday life would change.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Troublesome Consultation


      A chance finally arrived for me to meet with the king. Two weeks had passed since Hildetaura had brought it up to me. Our schedules kept failing to align, more because of the king’s than mine. I had the luxury of being able to adjust my schedule in a way that the king didn’t. Even one event moving slightly out of place for him had the risk of disrupting many other things.


      “I understand that you may feel a great deal of frustration at being made to wait so long when you were the one called here, but please hold those feelings down,” Hildetaura said.


      “No, I’m not particularly bothered.” This was His Majesty the King, after all. He wasn’t someone who could free up time so easily.


      “It really is all right, Nia. I understand how you feel. I understand well the feeling of wanting to question him about his weird hairstyle too.”


      No, I genuinely don’t care. Though...I definitely agree with thinking his hair is weird.


      Currently, I was bouncing along in a carriage after school, heading to the castle with Hildetaura now that the day had finally come. Though in her case, she was just returning home. The carriage I was in right now was actually the one usually used to pick her up.


      Both His Majesty and I had hoped to have this meeting before spring vacation, and thankfully, it appeared that wish would be granted. We were nearing the end of the third semester, but I was finally allowed up to the palace.


      However, it was not lost on me that I was visiting a country’s king, even if it was an informal meeting. What was I supposed to wear? This wasn’t an occasion like the wrap-up party, and I didn’t have a dress with me that seemed particularly appropriate for a royal visit.


      When I’d asked Hildetaura about it, she’d said my uniform would be fine. That was what she’d said, at least, but...


      “You can just treat this like going to a friend’s house after school. It is my father you will be meeting with, so I doubt it will take very long.”


      View a visit to the castle like “popping over to a friend’s house after school”? Hildetaura was asking a lot of me.


      But honestly, I was actually fine. I wasn’t opposed to a simple castle visit. If I had my own matter I needed to discuss, I’d happily go even if I wasn’t invited, depending on the circumstances.


      Incidentally, Lynokis was also with us. Even if my destination was the castle, it was still an outing.




      The carriage passed through the castle gates and the coachman let us off at the appropriate point. Hildetaura led the way, not toward the grand double doors, but through a regular-sized door to the side. I suppose it made sense to not open such huge doors every day for a single child. I imagine it wasn’t the easiest thing in the world to open and close frequently.


      “Welcome home, Your Highness.”


      “Thank you. Let us go farther inside, Nia.”


      The small door was presumably used by the servants of the castle as well. The soldier guarding the door opened it and let us inside.


      This would be my second time inside the castle, the first being the wrap-up party. It was a massive stone castle that was quiet despite how bustling it was. And the air was chilly. There was a tension filling the space, and the atmosphere was anything but relaxed.


      Solemn might have been the word that I was searching for. It felt different from when I was here for the party.


      “We will head straight down this hallway here to my father’s office.”


      “Okay then.”


      As hard as I tried to treat this like going to a friend’s house, it didn’t feel like that at all now that we were here. If I did anything or witnessed anything that I shouldn’t, everything would become so much more troublesome later.


      Let’s not do anything unnecessary and pay attention to Hildetaura’s guidance.


      Lynokis and I trailed behind Hildetaura as she walked ahead.


      Why do the servants and other palace workers look at me so curiously as they pass? Oh... Is it because of magivision? Is it because they’ve seen me on programs so often?


      After walking for a while, Hildetaura stopped in front of a single door. She knocked, and the reply was a deep, “Enter.” I knew that voice.


      “Do excuse us. Father, I have brought Nia.”


      So this is a king’s office.


      The last time I had seen His Majesty in person was at the martial arts tournament, and the last time I had spoken to him was that one summer vacation. That summer, I had unexpectedly bumped into him on a royal private island and it was there I had told him about the idea I had about a martial arts tournament. For some reason, he ended up approving it. That was why I wound up having to raise one billion krams, and kicking off an incredibly busy two years for me. But the work had been worth it. We managed to give birth to something worth even more than one billion krams.


      Now then, old man. How about you tell me what you called me here for?


      The rest of the room was empty. There was nothing beyond the bare necessities. It wasn’t even that spacious. It really felt like a room reserved solely for work. He had a desk and chair to work at, and a low table with a sofa on either side. And then there was a bookcase stuffed full of what I had to assume were work-related documents. That was about it.


      His Majesty was hunched over the wooden desk, simple in decoration, yet solid and richly colored, swiftly working through all the piled-up papers. There was one castle servant standing just beside him. She’s definitely strong. She has to be a bodyguard. Lynokis is stronger, though.


      It was a kingly room, designed in a way that prioritized function over design.


      “You’re a little later than scheduled.” He never stopped moving his pen, nor did he look up to see us. He was clearly rebuking Hildetaura, though.


      “Complain to the horses or the sky, then,” she shot back. “The horses were taking their time due to the lovely weather.”


      “Hmph. Then the horses and the sky are insolent for wasting my precious time and messing up my schedule.”


      As kingly as always.


      “Sit yourself down and wait. I’ll be over soon.”


      We sat on one of the sofas and the king’s bodyguard served us tea and cakes. After we sipped and munched for a while, the king finally walked over, rolling his shoulders back. The bodyguard stood behind where the king sat. Lynokis was also standing behind me. Two bodyguards took up their positions.


      When considering just how high that pile of documents was, His Majesty’s shoulders must have been quite stiff. The stack was even greater than my mountain of summer homework. Double it, even. I’d have already thrown it out the window.


      His Majesty sat right in front of us and casually crossed his legs before taking a huge gulp of the now-lukewarm tea. His blond hair was curled tightly outward while his green eyes had those familiar, regal, red dots. Just like the year before last, his face and body showed not the slightest sign of sagging. Seeing him like this in proper attire and styled hair, he had a much greater presence than when I’d seen him in his bathrobe on the floating island.


      King Hyurence of Altoire, nearing fifty years of age, remained as healthy and spry as ever.


      “Nia Liston. I must commend you on your work on the martial arts tournament.”


      “Why, thank you.” I wanted to say that all I’d done was raise the money...but actually, I’d gotten involved in quite a lot. I had been so dizzyingly busy—enough so that I’d started to regret picking it up. “Did you make sure to acknowledge the work that Hilde did? You should really praise your own daughter before me.”


      “She doesn’t need it. Of course my daughter would dedicate her life to her nation.”


      Wow, this old man does not change. No wonder Hildetaura looked disgusted with him. The fact that she was making that face and he thought nothing of it was so... No, I didn’t need to get involved. It wasn’t right for me to speak on another family’s matters.


      “Was the matcha to your liking?”


      “Yes. The smell was very refreshing.”


      “Glad to hear it. However, that isn’t enough for me. Tell me anything you desire. You can even be a little unreasonable.”


      Oh, he wants to give me even more of a reward, does he?


      “I appreciate the sentiment, but this was not brought about through my efforts alone. I will take the party the other day as a reward. Thank you for holding one of such a scale.” There were many more people than just me who deserved to be rewarded and His Majesty had already done so. We could leave it at that.


      “Tch, why are you so mature? You’re a kid. You should be telling me to give you all of the sweet shops in the country or something.”


      Why would I want that? I wouldn’t be able to eat it all.


      “I’ll have you know I don’t compliment children often.”


      “I really did not do much more than procure the necessary funds.” The recording had been tough, but I’d only done all of that to help with the family business. “How were the profits from the tournament?” I asked, turning the conversation back on him. “Did you make a lot?”


      “Of course we did. I carried out my job frighteningly perfectly. How could we not profit? We made so much that the billion you raised is basically pocket money.”


      Well, that was impressive. With how many foreign tourists there were, though, it was only natural to expect a staggering economic effect. Besides, the king’s arrogance was not misplaced. He really had kept the excitement surrounding the tournament going for the whole of the event, from preliminaries to finals, and there were no huge incidents either. He definitely ran a tight ship.


      Actually, let me correct myself. There were some big incidents, but nothing in the public eye. I would call the attempt on Anzel’s life a pretty big incident, and there may have been more I wasn’t even aware of.


      Though what I truly wanted to praise the tournament for was the part it played in my brother’s change of heart.


      “Did you enjoy the tournament too, Your Majesty?”


      “No. I care no more about who is the strongest than I did before.”


      “But surely you had at least one or two competitors you favored? A secret favorite that you were cheering for inside? You boys are never honest.”


      “I am an adult. I’m an old man who has lived five times longer than you.”


      Don’t be so sure about that. Fifty years still made him a child to me. Actually, men were always children to me, regardless of their age.


      “I haven’t the slightest interest in how strong people are. Besides, I was constantly checking on the running of the tournament and dealing with guests. I barely had any time to watch the matches. An ongoing event does not mean my work simply vanishes. To the contrary, I actually end up busier. I was starting to get fed up with it.”


      Really now.


      Looking at the pile of papers on his desk was enough to help me sympathize. There was so much that I would have thrown them all on the floor already.


      “Father, perhaps you should talk about the matter at hand now? Nia is not made of free time.” As our conversation dragged on, Hildetaura stepped in to rush His Majesty. But the truth was, I was free until curfew. I didn’t know how long this would take, so I’d kept my whole day free; I had told her that in the carriage. It’s not like I want to remain here forever, though, so I won’t argue against it.


      “Perhaps I should... You’re oddly easy to talk with,” the king admitted.


      “Really? I imagine it must be because you don’t have to keep up appearances in front of me.”


      “That or because you’re bold enough to mock me. I can’t believe you called me a boy.”


      I said nothing and simply gave a smile. Any response I had would probably be deemed rude.


      “Then let us get to the heart of the matter.”


      After that little chat, it was time for the real thing. His Majesty no doubt had more work after this, so I wanted to leave as soon as possible.


      Now, what could His Majesty possibly want with me?


      “Altoire’s rate of magivision usage has increased by thirty percent.”


      What?


      Thirty percent...?


      Did he say thirty percent?!


      “That’s amazing. Isn’t thirty percent amazing?” Would it be accurate to say that this meant every three out of ten households had a MagiPad? That didn’t even sound real. But if that was correct, then it was definitely a remarkable achievement.


      “It is. It is amazing!”


      Hildetaura and I grasped each other’s hands as we cheered. No, but it really was amazing. It was amazing enough that I couldn’t help but want to celebrate. We’d spent so long putting all our effort into popularizing magivision and yet the rate of spread had been going at a crawl. Now, here we were with our first clear boost.


      That martial arts tournament had brought more boons than I could’ve ever anticipated.


      “It is amazing, I agree,” His Majesty said. “My men and I had predicted twenty percent at best. Yet, it exceeded our expectations. This is a result to be proud of.” Even the king appeared cheerful. “Especially considering you betrayed my expectations—in a good way. You did well.”


      I don’t know if I care so much about that achievement.


      “It served as a good show to the other nations, as well. Inquiries are pouring in from our neighboring lands. In due time, magivision will become a major enterprise connecting our skies with images. Should we succeed, we may even be capable of achieving global supremacy through magivision. Being able to control and regulate information means you effectively control the world... Well, enough of that. That isn’t something to consider until the far future. I doubt I will be alive when we achieve it. But the possibility exists, and it isn’t an unlikely one.”


      Oh my. By “achieving global supremacy,” I assume he means world domination.


      “You’re quite ambitious, aren’t you?” I remarked.


      “We must go on the offensive if we wish to protect Altoire, and with a method that uses neither warfare nor soldiers, with not a single drop of blood spilled. If we remain on the defensive, we will almost certainly be crushed one day.”


      In other words, he wants to win a war of information. Altoire’s citizens were a perfect representation of naive peace, but its king was naturally a different story.


      “This is where you come in, Nia Liston. I have a task I wish for you to carry out to help achieve my ambition.”


      “Would you like another billion krams?”


      “No. I’d originally said that as a joke, you know. You just happened to achieve it. Honestly, I hadn’t expected much from you. If I believed everything that came out of a kid’s mouth, I could hardly rule a country. Even if you did fundraise, I had expected it to be a far more normal amount.”


      That was the natural assumption to make, in all fairness. What sane person would believe a child could actually earn one billion krams?


      “However, it is because you pulled that off that I wish to ask this of you.”


      Oh well. Given our positions, I can’t really refuse.


      “I would like to say yes, but it wholly depends on the contents of your request,” I replied.


      At the current point in time, I was almost certainly the strongest person in the world. Despite that, I was more than aware that there were many things I wasn’t capable of. Homework was my greatest enemy. A stack of paper was enough to make me want to turn tail and run, and I wanted nothing more than to beat Bendelio up. I wasn’t all-powerful. This wasn’t an era in which strength could solve everything.


      “You needn’t worry. It isn’t anything so difficult.” His Majesty leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at me. “I need you to come up with a program that can boost and fortify the popularity of magivision. Think of something that everyone will want to see. That no one will want to miss.”


      ...Uh...


      I turned over the king’s request in my mind.


      I turned it over again and again.


      And all that built was irritation.


      What the hell kind of demand was that? Why was he trying to make me use my head? We all had our strengths and weaknesses and my strength was violence. Bring me something I can fix with a good punch.


      “If something like that were easy to come up with, we wouldn’t be spending each day agonizing over new ideas. Every staff member of the broadcasting stations are trying their hardest to brainstorm projects day after day, and yet you’re here acting like it’s so easy. That kind of out-of-touch nature is what makes kings like you incredibly stupid. Stupid idiot.”


      I’d have already punched him if he weren’t the king. You ignoramus. You should be happy I stopped at insulting you. I dare you to say that in front of one of the staff members after they’ve just pulled an all-nighter. You might get a bit more than just a fist to the face.


      His Majesty sat there in shock.


      Hildetaura also sat there in shock.


      Lynokis was dumbfounded.


      His Majesty’s bodyguard was holding a hand over her mouth—she looked like she was holding in a laugh, actually.


      “What? Have a problem?”


      The silence had been caused by my sudden harsh words. But I hadn’t said anything wrong. “A program that anyone would want to see”? Those of us already in the industry had been thinking and thinking and thinking until our brains were about to explode just to get to where we were today. We’d had so many flops, so many recordings we’d had to shelve because of some reason or another.


      Only a handful of programs we’d thought of or recorded had made it through. Were His Majesty’s request something so easily achievable, we wouldn’t be struggling so much.


      “Did you really just call me a stupid idiot?” His Majesty asked.


      “Am I wrong?” I asked in reply. “You’re asking the impossible of me. Right, Hilde?”


      “Huh?!” Hildetaura was exceedingly shocked when I pulled her into the conversation, but she quickly caught herself, her eyebrows slanting determinedly. “Yes, absolutely! Are you not an idiot, father?! Such a hit program is not something that can happen overnight!”


      Yeah, yeah! Tell him! Tell him his hair is weird too!


      His Majesty sighed. “All right, all right. Calm down.”


      His fed up tone pissed me off.


      “I admit that I am not educated on the struggles of magivision. It must have been a foolish order to those who have experienced it firsthand. But I will not take it back. I am making this request because it is something we need right now.”


      I stared at him quietly for a moment.


      “You said you wanted to fortify magivision’s popularity, yes?”


      “Indeed. That is why we need it now.” His Majesty took a sip of his lukewarm tea for his dry mouth and continued. “Now that the excitement of the tournament has passed, magivision has become less appealing and our sales have dropped. That is our current situation. We’re managing to get by with the rebroadcasts of the tournament matches since they’re still popular. There’s also a little trick behind the thirty percent figure I gave before...”


      A trick?


      “We added a trial period on top of limited time sales.”


      I haven’t heard about this.


      “Now I see,” Hildetaura said. “This is the idea that Hiero suggested, yes? His idea that once people try it, they will not want to return it.”


      “Exactly. We implemented it for a short time just before the tournament, so you both may have been too busy to hear of it. It wasn’t directly related to your work, after all.”


      When I asked what this trial period was, Hildetaura explained that it referred to a crazy period of time where one could take home a MagiPad after only a down payment.


      MagiPads were expensive. They’d run a limited time sale at the peak of the tournament’s popularity, but even discounted, they were still too extravagant an expense for most people. The ability to get it with just a down payment completely changed things.


      And that’s how they achieved that thirty percent increase.


      Of course, since only taking a down payment meant they would be working at a loss, there was a trick to this too. Customers who signed up for a trial period would be allowed to use the MagiPad for a set period of time and by the end of that period, decide whether they wanted to fully purchase the MagiPad or return it. If the customer returned the MagiPad, they received half of their down payment back, so it would be more accurate to describe it as a rental.


      Incidentally, that trial period was nearly over, but unbeknownst to the public, they intended to extend it.


      During the tournament, restaurants and especially pubs saw a sharp increase in traffic just by being provided MagiPads. Even after the event ended, there were still customers getting excited over the rebroadcasts. That was why people had started to ask for an extension, and the state had agreed.


      “So what you’re trying to say is that you want to broadcast this program during that extension period?”


      “Yes. While it isn’t a huge loss if one person returns their MagiPad, I want to try and maintain this level of use. That means I need some sort of eye-catching event to carry on the excitement from the tournament, something that will make them want to keep it. I want to put out something new that either makes them keep the MagiPad through the return period or lead to a full purchase of the product. That’s why I need it now. Does that make sense?”


      It did, but...


      “Allow me to say this too, Nia Liston. I value your nerve and composure to be entirely honest even toward royalty. Use the fact that you are a child. Whatever you do right now can be excused, solely because you are young. Take full advantage of your current age and position. Someone like you should be capable of something truly outrageous. You should be able to do that which would make others hesitate. This is why I have brought this matter to you specifically. It can’t be done by an adult who is expected to be able to make sound judgments. Neither can it be a full-fledged organizer or a staff member from the broadcasting station. You are the only one in the magivision industry right now who can pull off something truly audacious.”


      He leaned forward again and looked right into my eyes. “Do it. I’ll be able to cover almost anything you could do. Think of a program that everyone would want to see. Think of a project only you can do, and make it.”


      Now I understand why he wanted to see me.


      “Are you serious about this?” I asked.


      “I don’t have the time to call a kid out here for a joke.”


      “I can really do anything I want?”


      “So long as it isn’t illegal. If you can make it work as a proper show, I’ll tolerate anything from mildly to moderately reckless. Hilde, help her.”


      Right. Okay then.


      “You should’ve said that from the start. You’re not very good at conversation, are you, Your Majesty?”


      “See? You saying that right to my face is exactly why I have high hopes for you. I can’t say I like it, though.”


      ◆


      The day after my chat with His Majesty, Hildetaura and I visited the junior broadcasting station.


      As we began our work on the project proposal, we decided that the junior crew would be the best to record it. It was a form of royal command, so if they refused, I was ready to strongarm them into it, but it turned out they accepted fairly easily. They must have thought it sounded fun.


      His Majesty told me to make use of my age. In that case, the best course of action would be to make our whole team children. It probably would have been unwise to involve any adults. If there were adults, then they would be the ones held accountable for our actions. While it would depend on the end product...usually, from my experience, ideas that everyone would want to see were those that were a little extreme.


      Lynokis had said that anyone would want to see me beat up monsters with one punch, but...I didn’t think a bloody program was the play. It was like... Right, it was as His Majesty had said. It had to be something that I would be excused of solely because I was young, which meant there were limits on that too.


      After all of that preamble, our meeting with the junior production crew began.


      “I know! I know! Why not race along the roofs?! Nia’s second crushing defeat would be a hot topic, wouldn’t it?!”


      The first girl who enthusiastically presented her idea was Kikirira Amon. She’d become a frequent face on magivision since the tournament and was seen as the poster girl of the junior crew.


      Terribly weak idea, though. That second crushing defeat would be following Leeno’s, right? It would just be a rehash of that. Had it been my first competition between the two of us, though, it may have met our criteria. After all, the reason that program had gained so much traction was because it was the first time the mysterious adventurer had appeared on magivision. My perfect record being broken had been like a little bonus.


      The topic of Leeno had been timely and fresh. That was why it had made waves. In comparison, “Nia Liston” was no longer fresh. I was an expected face on magivision by this point.


      “What about a play featuring all the best actors from the many theater troupes in the capital?”


      The girl who gave the next suggestion was Josecotte Coiz, another up-and-coming magivision star. Her idea was something that could be achieved easily with enough money, but it felt like it was in a different vein than what His Majesty wanted. Besides, the only people who would care about a program like that would be the theater buffs with enough knowledge to recognize the famous actors. It was too niche.


      “I can only think of Wingroad stuff.”


      Then there was Char Gaul, the member who became famous not for his magivision work, but as a Wingroad competitor. His suggestion was not unexpected in the least. Unfortunately, Wingroad was already a regular topic on magivision now. Since Neal had found his motivation in Wingroad, the Liston Channel had become motivated along with him. I imagine we could expect even more Wingroad programs from here. But that was exactly why it didn’t have the freshness necessary for a hit.


      Even if we tried to hold a race, it wouldn’t be possible in Altoire right now. We had too few racers. Call in foreign pros? No, even if we rushed it, the result wouldn’t be anything remarkable.


      “Guess I gotta go for the last resort...” Just as we seemed to be reaching a stalemate, Wagnes pulled out a notebook from his pocket. “Popularizing magivision is an issue that affects us too. So let’s use this.”


      Ooh, is it time?


      Wagnes, the director of the junior crew, had pulled out his idea book. It was filled with projects he wanted to record someday, or just ones he suddenly came up with on the fly. It was something he always declared to be more important than his life.


      Flipping his idea book open, he released the plans he had held so close.


      Would this young prodigy pull us out of this quagmire? I had high hopes.


      ◆


      The project meetings proved to be extremely difficult. Time passed without mercy, and inconclusive meetings dragged on day after day.


      The condition to have an idea accepted was to have everyone in the room agree that they’d like to see it. While it would’ve been easy to compromise and gain everyone’s consent, we made it a principle to rigorously question ourselves.


      With Reliared now joining us after we called her in for support, we all debated each other, refusing to compromise for a second.


      “I don’t have any interest in this field.”


      “It would be difficult to bring this idea to life.”


      “It would take too long to prepare.”


      “We don’t have the connections.”


      “We don’t have the money.”


      And then there were the ideas that were absolutely refused. Those that would result in people getting hurt, that would result in deaths, that would result in the destruction of Altoire, that would result in the destruction of the world, that would result in the death of everyone—“Hey, Nia, why are all your ideas ones that would kill people?” “No, no, I don’t mean it. I’m just getting frustrated that we can’t find an answer.”—and so on, so forth.


      And so, after squeezing out every last idea we could think of, we rejected them all for every reason we could think of.


      The painful times continued.




      “No way. This is... This has gotta be too far. Right?” Char muttered.


      “But we all agreed we’d like to see it,” Wagnes pointed out.


      “Yes, this was what we agreed on as the requirement for a proposal to be accepted,” Josecotte said. “And I certainly want to see it. However rude it is to say, I want to see it.”


      “Are we really going to do this? Seriously? Even I know this is too far,” I added.


      “I would like to express my support,” Hildetaura chimed in next. “That man deserves to experience the pain of magivision and become the sacrifice to that pain just once.”


      “No, no, there’s no way this’ll fly.” Reliared shook her head. “I want to see it, but...this is the king we’re talking about here.”


      And so, we finally reached a conclusion.


      It was bad.


      We really shouldn’t do it.


      But we wanted to see it.


      It was because we shouldn’t do it that we wanted to see it. It was an idea that everyone in the room agreed they wanted to see. It was a plan that would bring us as close to the limit of acceptable childishness as possible.


      “Then that’s decided.”


      I stood up.


      We had reached a conclusion. No matter how risky we thought it was, if everyone thought they wanted to see it, then it was the correct answer.


      “Let’s make the king fall.”




      We wanted to see His Majesty fall into a pitfall trap.


      That was the idea we had landed on.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The King Felling Incident


      “Three, two, one...”


      The surprisingly approachable princess—that unofficial title alone had brought Hildetaura great popularity, but nowadays, she was more famous as the Cooking Princess. There were those who believed that having eaten one of her dishes was its own status symbol nowadays.


      As the third princess, Hildetaura was enthusiastic about volunteering and visiting the ill. She was no longer seen as just a child—her gradual maturation was plain to see.


      She was almost twelve years old. Those who had been watching over her since she was young must have a deep attachment.


      Right now, Hildetaura was signaling to two children beside her for them all to shout...


      “We have a big announcement!”


      The red-haired girl on the left was Reliared, youngest daughter of the fifth class Silver family. Her strong gray eyes were always filled with life and enthusiasm.


      “One that we will announce five days from now,” the memorable white-haired girl on the left quietly declared. This was Nia Liston, the daughter of Ornitt Liston of the fourth class. She was a calm girl, and it was said that her hair had turned white due to an illness in her youth. Her clear blue eyes held a stillness completely unnatural for a child.


      “There is much we still cannot reveal, but we guarantee it will be a show you won’t want to miss.”


      Given the three of them were recording together, they had to know the details, but Reliared turned to Nia with exaggerated movement and asked, “What kind of program is it, Nia?”


      “The king will—”


      “Stop right there.”


      At Hildetaura’s warning, Nia stopped speaking.


      “And so... Three, two, one...”


      “Please look forward to our announcement in five days’ time!”
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      What incredible timing for that program...


      “So you have a major announcement, do you?”


      The first countdown clip that had just played on the MagiPad happened right as I sat down with Wolkas, the knight commander. He was looking at me with an ice-cold gaze.


      Come on, old man. That isn’t a face you should make at a child. Which...is probably exactly why it makes sense for you to make it at me.


      Those were the eyes one would direct at a criminal.


      Because right now, I was being held under suspicion of attempting to assassinate the king. The lady knight behind him was laughing, though. Or at least, she was trying really hard to hold it in.


      Isn’t this the first day of the new school year? Everyone should be starting today.


      Had nothing gone wrong, I would also be progressing to my fourth year of elementary school like normal and I would be forced into the regular chaotic school tour recording.


      “Had nothing gone wrong” being the operative phrase here.


      To think I’ll be spending the first day of spring as a fourth grader confined in a room of the castle. It was the same guest room I’d been given on the day of the wrap-up party. I never imagined I would be back here again. My whole spring vacation had been spent on my confinement. There had been plans for me to go on vacation with my family, but it hadn’t been allowed.


      Well... You know. Life is long. Things happen.


      Rather ironically, my time spent in confinement was the first real long vacation I had ever had. Breaks were nice. Really. I had no homework either. It was the best. I was even allowed to watch as much magivision as I wanted.


      “And? Who was it that came up with that ridiculous idea?”


      We had all been distracted by the MagiPad, but the commander’s harsh interrogation resumed.


      “The idea was originally Hilde’s. It all started years ago when she pranked Sir Jaurès Rhyme, an aristocrat of the third class in an influential position, in order to get permission for Cooking Princess. ‘Surprises like that seem like they may be quite popular,’ she said. And when everyone agreed it seemed fun, we decided to take our ideas in that direction—”


      “Enough! Enough already! And you stop laughing!”


      As I confessed without hesitation, Wolkas raised his voice as if that weren’t what he wanted to hear. He also yelled at the young knight tasked with watching over me, but she couldn’t stop her laughter even then.


      “Are you so unaware of what you shouldn’t do?! You are an aristocrat! Where are your respect and loyalty toward the royal family?! And don’t sell out your friends so easily! Is Princess Hildetaura not your friend?!”


      “But Mr. Knight Commander, sir, did you not say that you would get the answers out of me if it was the last thing you did?”


      “Because I am interrogating you! Do you understand?! Right now, you are being questioned by the knight commander of this country! Is this the attitude you should be taking?!”


      “What is wrong with my attitude? I’m speaking truthfully, aren’t I? If there is a problem with my behavior, I will stop, but if I’m not aware of what I’m doing wrong, what can I do? Please tell me exactly what the problem is.”


      “That isn’t what I’m getting at! And stop laughing!”


      What a busy man, whipping his head backward and forward like this.


      ◆


      “Four days left! It really is a very important announcement, so please look forward to it!” Reliared gleefully announced.


      Four days left, hmm?


      “Are you really going to broadcast this?”


      The one talking to me now was the lady knight who had been tasked with watching over and caring for me since I had been confined in this guest room.


      “Right now, I am receiving no information other than what I can get from magivision, so I can’t say for sure, but...if the countdown is being shown, then that has to mean His Majesty has not rescinded his permission. I see no reason not to go ahead with it in that case.”


      The suspicion of attempted assassination had yet to be cleared. I doubted I would be freed from my current situation until it could be proved that I hadn’t made any such attempt. The only reason the knight was so relaxed was because she knew it was absurd to think what we had done had really been an attempt on the king’s life.


      In other words, this was all a matter of appearances. While the king—the country’s supreme ruler—was an involved party, I could not be acquitted so simply. No matter how loose Altoire’s class systems had become over the past years, there were still many who thought playing a prank on the king of all people was taking things too far. Even I, as someone who viewed the king as a regular old man, had thought that it was a bad idea, thinking about it with common sense.


      But that was also exactly why I had felt we should do it. The fact that so many people would think it taboo to pull a prank on the king gave that footage its own great value—the kind that words and money could not match.


      It brought forth interest and curiosity. They were emotions that at one time or another, a person would always find piqued. And in this case, greatly so. Just hearing about it would make someone want to check it out. That was the value it had.


      “It’s me. Open up.”


      Oh, that’s the knight commander’s visit for the day.


      The knight opened the door and a large middle-aged man wearing a sheathed sword at his side entered. Though he wore no armor, his well-tailored clothes and maintained mustache and hair was enough to communicate that he was a knight.


      “Thank you for your hard work over these consecutive days of questioning,” I said. “Do treat me with leniency today.”


      “Hmm...”


      There was none of his usual intensity. It seemed even the knight commander was reaching his limit with this whole charade.


      Although we called it an interrogation, it was just a repeat of the same conversation over and over. He asked the same questions, I gave the same answers. Since it was routine, we’d repeat it again today, but there was no way he’d be able to get any new information from me. I had said everything I needed to say on the first day of questioning. Each day, I told the exact same story. It was no wonder the commander was starting to lose his desire to continue.


      Back when the higher-ups first had their suspicions, a part of them may have really thought that I had genuinely had bad intentions. Even if I never intended to kill the king, perhaps I had still wanted to cause him harm. Given the knight commander’s position, it was only natural he would want to make that clear.


      This had gone on for long enough that even he had to realize that there was no chance that was the case. No matter how much he questioned me, not a single bit of incriminating info slipped out of me.


      We did it for a magivision special. Hildetaura came up with the idea. We wanted to come up with a show that everyone would want to watch. We were reflecting on our actions. Never mind having intent to harm or kill the king, none of this was related to any feelings we had toward the king. That was all I could tell him.


      Why did we target the king? Because this all started from a request from the king himself. It seemed likely the king had already corroborated that story too. By this point, it would be absurd for anyone to think I had any reason to want to harm him.


      That was why this was all such a farce.


      ◆


      “Just three days left! Have you all mentally prepared yourselves?! It really is an incredible announcement!”


      Today was Kikirira’s turn to hype up the audience. She really had taken to the magivision screen like a fish to water.


      “Whoa, this is delicious,” the knight said. “Princess Hildetaura really can cook.”


      “I’ve heard she put in a lot of practice.”


      It was delicious. And it was a little nostalgic too, given she’d re-created one of the cakes from the Chocolate Lily’s Aroma. It had a rich alcohol flavor that paired perfectly with tea.


      “It’s me. Open up.”


      So precise! The knight commander’s here for his visit.


      “It’s open! Come in.” The knight sitting opposite me seemed to have completely forgotten her duty.


      “N-Now hold on here! What are you doing?!”


      As proof of that, she was currently sitting eating cake with the person she was meant to be keeping an eye on. The knight commander was shocked to see his subordinate in such a relaxed state.


      “It was a gift from Princess Hildetaura,” she explained. “We have some for you too.”


      “Not that! Why are you eating with her?! What about your surveillance?! What would you do if Nia Liston escaped?! Why are you acting like you’re on some picnic?!”


      “I am watching her. See? She’s right in front of me.”


      “That isn’t what I mean! Do your job! Your job is not to have cake with the suspect!”


      “Tch... Shut up already, old fart...”


      “I can hear you! I heard that plain as day! You just clicked your tongue and called me an old fart!”


      “Isn’t it ridiculous spending each day interrogating a child like this?! Is this why you became knight commander?! I certainly didn’t become a knight just so I could lock children away! What kind of job is this?! It’s so stupid!”


      “This is an order from above! I am not doing this because I want to either!”


      Excuse me, knights... Maybe don’t argue in front of your suspect.


      ◆


      “Just two days left. We’ll definitely make all of you say you want to watch this. Look forward to it.”


      Today was Josecotte. She was taking a more provocative approach.


      “How is the public reacting to this?”


      Since Hildetaura had gifted more cakes, I thought to ask the lady knight’s opinion while she had tea with me again. Today was black viridian rolls—another recreation of a Chocolate Lily original.


      “Hmm... I can’t say how the public as a whole are reacting, but at least among the knights and soldiers, they’re curious. I mean, you can’t blame them—some of them already know what happened so rumors are floating around.”


      It’s already become a rumor, has it?


      Not surprising given how much of a fuss they made at the time.


      “Although those rumors are going around, none of them can actually say what happened. There’s a gag order in place, you see. And the main suspect is being held here right now. I can’t let Princess Hildetaura meet you directly, but she drops by to visit every day, so that starts up a whole other set of rumors. And then there’s the countdown you’ve got going on. I hear a lot of people wondering what happened to you and what the countdown actually is for.”


      If it was turning into a hot topic, then I was quite content with this result.


      “Do you mind if I ask you a bit of a personal question?” she asked.


      A personal question?


      “Go ahead.”


      “Did you always intend to take the blame for this? Princess Hildetaura, Relia, and all the other children who took part in that recording are all going to school as normal, and yet here you are, imprisoned alone. Are you okay with all of this?”


      Ahh, that’s what she’s curious about.


      “I always intended to take the fall, yes.” Though I decided that on my own. We never had any meetings about my potential capture, after all. The only one who saw the risk besides myself was probably Hildetaura. “This was the option that would cause the least damage. Besides, as I’ve testified numerous times, I’m on orders from the king. Therefore, this is the best outcome.”


      “You mean...you carried that out knowing this could happen?”


      “Yes. Though His Majesty said that he would forgive whatever I did, there was obviously a limit. Even if he forgives it, the aristocracy wouldn’t stay quiet, so of course I expected something like this. I’d thought I might even end up in the dungeons. The way I’m being treated really isn’t bad at all, all things considered. I even have someone to talk to.”


      “Wow... That’s why you’re so calm, huh? I’d thought a child would find something like this unbearable. You’re here without anyone on your side, unable to see family or friends. But you’d been prepared for this to happen. Regardless of what you did or didn’t do, you’re a brave child.”


      Did she really think so? Being here gave me quite a lot of free time, and I didn’t have any homework, so it was really quite pleasant. Whenever I was truly alone, I could do all the training I wanted. I could even watch all the magivision I wanted.


      In that regard, I had quite the fulfilling life in confinement. It felt like a real spring vacation.


      That aside...


      “The knight commander appears to be late today.”


      ◆


      “Just one day left. Tomorrow, we make our grand announcement.”


      Oh, it’s me now.


      We’d recorded all the announcements before we carried out the prank, so it wasn’t unusual that I was being shown. We’d done various recordings for each day and it seemed I’d been picked for this one.


      “Nia Liston.”


      Oops.


      After getting distracted by the MagiPad, I brought my gaze back to the knight commander in front of me.


      “I must apologize for the way you have been treated until now. All suspicions have been cleared, so you are now free to go.”


      Finally, they’re letting me leave.


      “Thank you very much.”


      Apparently, the reason the knight commander hadn’t dropped by yesterday was because he’d been trying to appeal to the higher-ups to get me released. The lady knight told me in secret. It seemed there had already been a large movement to acquit me, driven largely by His Majesty’s strong wishes and efforts, so the knight commander’s plea may have been the final push.


      “Nia!”


      When I left the room that I had been kept in for almost twenty days, Hildetaura was there waiting for me. This was her home, after all.


      “I must apologize! I never thought you would be stuck in there for so long!”


      I caught her as she leaped at me, and said, “It was pleasant in there, honestly. So much so I wouldn’t have minded staying in there longer. Thank you for all your gifts. That was the first time I’d eaten anything you’d made. It was delicious.”


      Once Hildetaura calmed down, we went our separate ways. Her coming to see me out was more than enough—I was sure she was busy.


      Time to go back to the dorms.


      ◆


      “It’s time for the important announcement!”


      Just like the day we announced the countdown, the final day was hosted by my trio again. I somehow made it out just in time. I’d almost had to watch the broadcast in confinement.


      To the public, I had been away for family matters, so I was able to return to my school life without any commotion. Everyone accepted it since I was an aristocrat—it was just something that happened sometimes. I had already been excused from classes for magivision work before. None of them would ever know that I had really been arrested on suspicion of attempted murder.


      Having been unable to see me the whole time I was in confinement, Lynokis’s welcome upon my return had been greatly enthusiastic. At least she calmed down after a sleep. But yesterday was intense.


      “It’s finally time! It’s finally time!”


      Reliared and I were no longer neighbors with this year’s room assignments, but she still dropped by my room, and earlier than usual tonight. She said she wanted to at least watch the announcement together.


      Incidentally, though our rooms had changed, we were still classmates.


      Please be received well.


      Rather uncharacteristically for me, I could feel my heart start to beat a little faster. I felt an anxiety well up in my chest as I worried that the announcement wouldn’t be quite what the people wanted.


      This broadcast would decide it. Once this was announced, no one—neither His Majesty nor the aristocracy—would be able to prevent the showing. The moment a huge portion of the population wanted to see it, the higher-ups couldn’t betray their expectations. With a diminishing class system, it would be a risk to lose popularity among the masses.


      There would have been time during the countdown for them to veto the program. While the contents hadn’t been announced, all the changes they wished could have been made. In fact, the whole reason we’d decided to go for a countdown style to begin with was so that the king could put a stop to it if he changed his mind. It was hard for us to imagine what drawbacks would result from it all immediately after we carried out the prank, and even after the broadcast. That was why we had prepared a grace period where the king had the opportunity to say, “No. This won’t benefit the country.”


      That was the true purpose of the countdown. While it was partly to hype up the audience, it was also a period of time to allow the broadcast to be changed if necessary.


      In other words, this broadcast would decide it.


      What recording would be shown?




      “We pranked the king!”


      “What kind of prank?”


      “We got him to fall into a trap!”


      “The king? Into a trap? Really?”


      “Yes! We made him fall! And we made sure to record it clear as day!”


      “In other words, we will soon have a pressing broadcast! Make sure you watch the moment His Majesty falls into a hole!”




      The day after—no, the second that broadcast aired, the dorm, the streets, even the castle all went into an uproar.


      ◆


      “There are three problems we have to tackle: when, where, and how.”


      At night, the special program was broadcast. On the MagiPad was the champion of the martial arts tournament who had previously left the scene just as she said she would: Leeno the adventurer.


      I was watching from my room while the students who didn’t own a MagiPad watched it down in the salon on the first floor. What was showing right now was the introduction where we would explain how we managed to get the king to fall into a hole.


      Lynokis was lecturing the pranksters—the junior production crew—as concisely as if she were a real teacher. The recording location was a generic room. We made sure that it couldn’t be identified easily by anyone watching, so it was unlikely they would be discovered. Not that it would be the biggest issue if they were, I don’t think.


      “There are two ways to set up pitfalls. The first is to set them up randomly. This indiscriminately targets anyone. The other is one set for a specific target. The kind where you lure them with bait, or chase them in the direction of the trap. These are usually called ‘mouse traps.’ This time, we’ll proceed with the hypothetical that His Majesty the King of Altoire is the target. Given our target is a king, our ‘when’ and ‘where’ variables are limited.”


      Leeno’s face was stern as she explained.


      Explained how these kids could catch the king in a trap.


      It didn’t take much explanation to understand how risky it was to show something like this. They were quite openly discussing a plan to essentially harm the king of Altoire. Though none of us realized just how bad it looked at the time we recorded it. The lack of secrecy had killed that feeling back then.


      The main reason Leeno was speaking in hypotheticals was because if she was giving this lecture under the assumption that was exactly the plan, then she risked being charged. Though she did know what the actual plan was, since it was Lynokis and all.


      “First, His Majesty’s range of movement will likely be limited to the castle grounds for the most part. Since we must prepare a hole for him to fall into, anywhere with stone paving must be avoided. In which case, we will have to prepare it in the courtyard or gardens. If His Majesty does not have a habit of regularly venturing into either of those spaces, then it is unlikely an indiscriminate trap will catch him. As such, I recommend going for a mouse trap.”


      She made a good point. It was unlikely he would be caught by a random trap if he barely walked in those areas to begin with.


      “In that case, it is necessary to find a way to lure him to the hole. Thankfully, the one who would be springing the trap is a relative, so it would not be so difficult to lure him. It would not be as impossible as it seems.”


      She was referring to Hildetaura.


      “However, you are then faced with another problem: the watchful eyes of the king himself and those around him. As for the ones around him...you would definitely need to gain the cooperation of those working in the castle. Start by winning them over, bringing them to your side. If it appears difficult, try at least to work something out with them so they will not approach when you set the trap and when the king is about to drop. You must be even more careful of His Majesty. It is said that the more important an aristocrat becomes, the more sensitive they become to detecting anything unnatural. After all, the more important the person, the more they must be capable of defending themselves. Following that train of thought, the king must be a very vigilant man. I believe a meticulous plan will be necessary for success.”


      Here, the scene changed to show us digging and hiding holes to get a hang of the process. It turned out even just digging holes required its own set of skills. I just dug with brute force, though.


      This crazy program would be showing over two nights. Today was just part one, showing the introduction through to the setup of the plan.


      The martial arts tournament was still fresh in everyone’s minds. Given she was the champion, Leeno was naturally still incredibly popular. And it was just as well-known that she had vanished after the tournament. She was spoken about like some local legend. By using her for this job, not only did we increase the excitement and attention on it, but we also helped build great anticipation for tomorrow.


      The second part would be the time for the great and shocking fall.


      “It’s all a little embarrassing,” Lynokis said from beside me.


      “Really?”


      She still couldn’t get used to seeing herself on magivision. Right now, she was guiding us on our hole-digging.


      Incidentally, while Reliared would usually be here, she wasn’t today. It turned out that her father, Vikson Silver, had rushed to the capital the moment he’d learned about the plan—he hadn’t been informed, you see. He wanted an explanation. I had to imagine they were watching the program right now while Reliared explained the situation to him. I’d heard that she had submitted an official request to remain outside the dorms and would return tomorrow morning. She was probably being told off.


      Even more incidentally, I had already explained what we were doing to my parents before we started recording. I wrote them a letter with the details. I’d received many letters back from them wondering if it was really okay, and I had to reassure them many times that yes, it was fine. Reliared appeared to have forgotten to do the same.


      “I think you did very well,” I said.


      Lynokis, explaining how we could drop the king into a hole calmly and completely seriously.


      Lynokis, earnestly explaining how to dig a hole.


      Lynokis, voluntarily falling right into one of those holes and giving warnings from down it.


      Lynokis, turning to everyone and going, “Now, all of you try and fall down into a hole!”


      It was very amusing. It was so amusing I almost wanted to call out how she was talking about something so ridiculous with such a serious look on her face.


      No, but really, what was that face? She was never this serious even during our training. She was wholly into this, wasn’t she? She really wanted to have the king fall into a trap. Why? How did she end up this serious about it? Could she not get this serious during training?


      What was just as amusing was how intently the junior crew, Hildetaura, Reliared and I were listening.


      Bear witness, citizens of Altoire. This is the look of those desperate to get their king to fall into a hole.


      They were expressions that made me want to ask, “Is this the kind of face you need to make to pull a prank? Should you not be more lighthearted about it?”


      They were good expressions, though. A serious person’s face was radiant. Even if it was the expression of someone plotting to drop a king down a hole.


      The story was that Hildetaura had been the one to call Leeno. But part of it was because she thought that it would be good to slip in some recordings of traps being explained rather than immediately showing the recording of the king falling into the hole.


      Had the sole purpose been to push him into a trap, then we could’ve easily accomplished it through a crude act of violence without having to even resort to finding a way to make him fall. But obviously we couldn’t show something like that. It had to be something that children would do because they were young. That was the point we had to stress.


      Without that, it would be hard to call it a prank recording—we would have simply violently shoved the king into a trap. The only people who would laugh at that would be those with an actual grudge against him. Like Hildetaura.


      We’d even included narration to emphasize that aspect of childish mischief.


      But the reality was that we’d been pretty serious about all parts of the trap setting, from the lectures to the actual experience. Those of us uninformed about traps started by learning about them. We built our knowledge atop the opinions and directions that Lynokis gave us as a foundation.


      This was where Leeno’s role came to an end. She was here solely to serve as a teacher. She would have no direct involvement with the prank itself.


      The scene changed again, this time showing the decisive location.


      Yes, finally, we were being shown the castle courtyard...the scene of the crime.


      Though it was still early spring and the air still cool, the courtyard was lined with beautiful flowerbeds, lush grass, and neatly trimmed low shrubs—a soothing expanse of green. The royal gardens were well-maintained, as befitting of their status.


      “Why have you decided to carry out a plan like this?”


      “My current plan is to proceed to middle school next year. The way I will be treated will change greatly. No longer will I be viewed as simply a child. I will gradually enter the world of adulthood. Before that time comes, I wanted to do something childlike with the friends I have grown close with over these past few years.”


      “And you decided on dropping the king into a hole?”


      “Yes. It is a scene I think anyone would be intrigued by, yet no one has ever done nor would dare to do it. It was through that line of thinking that we reached this idea.”


      “His Majesty is your father—did you not feel any resistance to doing something that may bring shame upon him?”


      “I do not know my father. That man only shows himself as a king to me. As such, I have stopped acting as a child in front of him. This may be the first and last time that I can act as a child in his presence, be treated by him as a father to his daughter, have an enjoyable time with him. That may be the reason that I agreed to go forward with this prank.”


      She was saying some very respectable things, but...


      “She’s making that up.”


      “I know.”


      An interviewer offscreen was asking Hildetaura questions as she looked for the perfect place to dig the hole.


      Hildetaura was giving some very respectable answers, but they were all lies.


      Well, perhaps some of it may have been truth. But just a little.


      In truth, Hildetaura had clearly been having great fun digging holes and thinking up a plan. She was usually so calm and mature, so this was the first time I’d ever seen her look so much like a child. It had caught me by surprise. She looked like she was having the most fun out of any of us. I felt an overwhelming sense of self-interest behind her actions. Or maybe I should call it resentment.


      ◆


      The plan itself was very simple. We weren’t after anything that required complicated planning, so we set it up very concisely.


      The trap would be set in the castle courtyard, so we started by going there. The junior production crew sent in a request to the king through Hildetaura to be allowed to record the beautiful gardens. The king accepted under the condition that we would only go to the courtyard and make sure not to record anywhere else inside the castle. We also had to ensure we didn’t catch any of the staff on camera. Location secured.


      That was the response I had expected from him; he wasn’t someone who thought too much about things that wouldn’t interfere with his duties. Even more, he already had people whose job was to check those recordings. If it went against regulations, it would immediately be shelved, so the king himself didn’t have to think too hard about that either.


      While Hildetaura was there, I had her pass on one more message: “Nia said that she wishes for you to make an appearance on the day of the recording to help improve ratings.” I was fairly certain that His Majesty would not refuse a request like this from me. He was the one who put me on this task after all.


      The king had made an address on magivision not too long ago for the martial arts tournament. That had to have made him more willing. Since he’d appeared once before and not too much time had passed since then, it was hard to think he would have much of a complaint about appearing on magivision again.


      Also as expected, he’d been a bit miffed, but agreed with a, “Just for a little while then.”


      That was how we’d managed to finalize the courtyard as the scene of our crime.


      The next obstacle was the soldiers and servants—in other words, anyone who might interfere with our recording. Dealing with them turned out to be surprisingly simple. We just had to be honest and say, “We’re going to be doing a recording with His Majesty, so please don’t go near the gardens today. If anyone is caught on camera, we might not be able to broadcast it.” Easy as that.


      They were people who resided and worked within the castle; they were used to turning their backs and keeping their distance when something pertained to politics. The one person we gave a few more details was the old gardener. We told him we wanted to dig a hole and asked him to help us out a little. Naturally, we didn’t want to ruin the garden he had put his blood, sweat, and tears into cultivating, so we dug the hole somewhere the gardener could see, and in a location that could be easily fixed.


      As he watched the junior crew out in full force digging the hole, he casually said, “It looks like you’re digging a trap.” He was spot-on.


      Just as Lynokis had instructed us, we layered some soft straw at the bottom and then covered the hole with the surface lawn. The gardener locked it in place with his magic so we could easily peel it back and put it back on.


      “Now for the cover. If we move this here... How is that?”


      With the assistance of the old gardener once again, he used his craft to completely conceal all traces of digging. To the casual observer, it was impossible to tell what had been done. Even we wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference if we hadn’t watched him do it right in front of us.


      The gardener then gave out a little chuckle as he said, “This really is like a trap.”


      All of us thought the same thing in that moment: Is he just feigning ignorance? There was a moment he’d looked a little suspicious of us, so I was certain it had least come to mind. But none of us dared confirm with him.


      What I would say was that given he knew the king would be recorded here, if he had even the slightest inkling that our plan was to get the king to fall into the hole we’d dug and yet he still cooperated with us, then he was undoubtedly the biggest bad guy here.


      The evil old man aside, thanks to the unexpected help, we’d created a much more perfect trap than we had thought we would. We took extra care in layering straw at the bottom to ensure there was no injury. A result like that wasn’t our intention. If the king got hurt, we couldn’t call it a prank anymore.


      There was also one more slight concern...


      “Could I try falling in?”


      “Mother...”


      Yes, that was a request from Hildetaura’s mother. In other words, the queen of Altoire had participated in the setting of the trap. She had said she wanted to see us build it, so she’d been with us the whole time. We’d told her the whole plan so that she could help us out when the time came. And now, she was deeply curious about the trap.


      “Yippee!”


      “Mother!”


      She tested the trap herself, willingly falling into the pit to confirm the safety of the trap and to check that the mechanism worked.


      “I’m going to watch. I’ll watch it all with my own eyes. I can’t miss seeing him fall right into this.”


      “M-Mother...”


      We also had Her Majesty around just in case the king flew into a rage and suddenly started ordering our executions, and in the process, she ended up becoming one of our most enthusiastic collaborators, hair and clothes now covered in straw. I felt an overwhelming sense of self-interest behind her actions. Or perhaps I should call it resentment.


      Then there was the gardener, saying to himself, “Finally, it’s looking like a real trap now.” This old man definitely knew.


      With the help of the evil gardener (in the guise of a good-natured old man) and the cheerful queen, our plan became even more complete.


      All that remained was to wait for tomorrow...




      We had been afraid it would rain, but thankfully, the day was sunny. Fate itself was on our side.


      We made our final checks and then waited. We’d made it look like we really were doing a recording of the gardens, even going so far as to set up a table in the middle of the courtyard to enjoy tea and cakes. Considering what we were about to do, I probably shouldn’t have been calm enough to enjoy it, but I was. I had quite a nice time, really.


      And then, right on time, Their Majesties arrived.


      He was finally here.


      The time had finally come.


      The large sword-wielding man trailing behind them was their knight escort. It was the knight commander, Wolkas, who had appeared on magivision during the tournament and for the awards ceremony.


      When we saw them, we all stood from our seats. The director and cameraman were already recording as they stood completely upright.


      We were all on standby, waiting for the decisive moment.


      First, the cameraman quickly replaced the manastone in the camera with a new one. We couldn’t afford to make such a rookie mistake as forgetting to change the manastone before its recording capacity was full.


      Our director, Wagnes, moved as naturally as he could over to the camera we had hidden in the ground and turned it on with his foot.


      Our makeup artist, who was standing a little ways away pretending to look at the flowers, turned on another hidden camera within the shrubbery before running back over. The cameras recording from a slight distance were using manastones for extended recordings that the junior crew had managed to purchase with their shoestring budget, so they would be fine.


      We positioned ourselves in just the right places so that the line of view from the cameras wasn’t blocked and we awaited the king and queen.


      The cameras were running. We had brought the junior crew’s main and backup cameras and several that we had borrowed from the royal station.


      This was no longer the castle gardens—it was our recording location now.


      “Hey.” His Majesty casually lifted a hand in greeting as he walked toward us. I was so used to him barely even cracking a smile, but perhaps because he knew he was being recorded and because there were so many children around, he was acting quite approachable.


      The queen slowed down as naturally as she could.


      The king alone became the natural focus.


      “Recording at the ready.”


      Thump!


      He disappeared.


      His Majesty disappeared with a smile.


      The ground opened up, he fell, and then disappeared.
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      Whoa. His Majesty just fell. Whoa.


      I had no doubt been faced with many amazing sights in my previous life but this one truly resonated with my soul.


      The king fell.


      That king really did fall.


      That was what we had been working toward. That was why we were here. But I hadn’t expected him to be so relaxed, to fall so nonchalantly down the hole.


      How could I describe the feelings that went through me at that moment?


      The only way I could think to word it was that even though we had thought up and planned all of this, it felt like being faced with an unexpected reality, and we could only stand there in a daze. Just...shocked.


      “Pfffft! Bwah hah hah hah hah!”


      And then the queen’s raucous laughter brought us all back.


      “Y-Your Majesty! Are you quite all right?! What is this?!” Brought back to his senses, the knight commander rushed over to the hole and held out his hand. The cameras we had set up should be recording the king right now. If they weren’t, we’d be in trouble.


      Hearing Her Majesty in hysterics and the knight commander clearly flustered, the soldiers and servants who had been near the courtyard came running over.


      When the king was pulled up out of the hole, he was covered in straw.


      “You...little...brats! You’ve done it now!” he roared with a look of absolute fury.


      It was the first time I’d ever seen him look like that. It was the first time I’d seen him look truly angry.


      And then, we ran for it.


      “Hold it right there, you imps! Wai—”


      Thump!


      And the king fell a second time.


      Yes, we had prepared a two-layered attack. We thought that if he chased after us, then he would definitely get caught a second time. Alternatively, we had it as a backup trap assuming the first one didn’t work.


      The king fell splendidly down the second trap. I almost felt moved upon discovering that people could look so beautiful as they fell down a hole. It felt like watching the climax of a famous play.


      The knight commander, the soldiers, and the servants all looked completely confused as to what was going on.


      Meanwhile, Her Majesty was still stuck in fits of laughter.


      “Capture them! Capture the enemy!”


      Even when the main suspect of the attempted murder of the king—namely me—was being apprehended, a moment that wasn’t recorded or left on magivision, that woman was still laughing away.


      Incidentally, I handed myself in. I just raised my hand and said it was me. The knight commander looked hesitant the whole time, but when I admitted to it, he had me arrested. We hadn’t rehearsed or spoken about this, so Reliared and the junior crew were all shocked. And no wonder, given one of their friends was suddenly giving herself up to be arrested right in front of them.


      I do think Hildetaura was at least somewhat aware of the possibility. She may have been thinking that this could evolve into a situation where someone would need to take responsibility. She had definitely been more than ready to offer up her own name, ready to confess just as I had. Since she was royalty, she would be difficult to punish, so she’d have offered to do it immediately.


      But I took on that role instead.


      Getting apprehended would be tough on a child, and it would be bad to leave a mark on her record when she was a member of the royal family. So I decided to take it in her place. I was perfectly fine with it. I could survive no matter what happened to me. The moment we’d chosen to go forward with this plan, I’d decided that I would take the fall. I had been fully prepared for it.


      And so, I was arrested.


      All while thinking, Her Majesty is the most eccentric one here.




      But.


      “How did you find that?”


      “What kind of question is that, you scoundrels?”


      On the MagiPad now was an old man who had been pranked by some children, not the king of a country. He had the face of a father, one rarely shown to Hildetaura.


      “Listen up, you scamps. What you’ve done today will go down in Altoire’s history. Consider your infamy forever engraved so long as this nation endures.”


      Those were the final words His Majesty left us with, smiling the whole time.


      He was quite the eccentric man himself.


      ◆


      The King Felling Incident.


      For the program itself, we went very straightforward with the naming: “Special Program: We Pranked the King!” but the above was how the public ended up knowing it. They were directly calling it an incident.


      And to be fair, it was an incident. The reactions were incredible. In terms of immediate impact, it might have been even more significant than the martial arts tournament.


      Everyone involved, from the junior crew to those who assisted had all sorts of things said to them. Apparently, they’d been asked tons of questions before the broadcast, but after the broadcast, those voices got all the louder.


      Audience reactions.


      The king’s reaction.


      Confusion over why we’d done it.


      Sometimes people just wanted to tell us it was really fun. And then there were those who berated us for doing it.


      “You definitely took that too far.”


      “You’ve disgraced the aristocracy.”


      “This is treason.”


      For better or worse, we became the talk of Altoire. I had been prepared for the positive and the negative before we’d even begun recording, so I accepted everyone’s opinions without complaint. Bring on both the praise and the criticism.


      I doubted it was just me being faced with it either. Everyone involved with it were likely in the same boat and had no choice but to hear a variety of opinions. They almost certainly had been prepared to be faced with it too.


      Now that it had been several months since the martial arts tournament, the foreigners had long since left. You had some—like the Kedo Brothers—still hanging around, but they were an exception. So for the most part, the whole incident was kept to Altoire. Given the nature of the program, there wouldn’t be any rebroadcasts. This had already been announced in the first part. If there was going to be a rebroadcast, it wouldn’t be for another few years yet, and it would be after Hyurence had stepped down as king.


      Under normal circumstances, a recording that made a fool of the king would never be shown. Under normal circumstances. This was one of those occasions where I could see just how open-minded the king really was.


      Judging from the results, I could conclude that the incident indeed met His Majesty’s criteria. While it wasn’t clear just how far our influence reached, the reality was that we managed to make it through spring while retaining the thirty percent magivision adoption rate.


      And so, we made it to summer.




      For better or for worse, the King Felling Incident had a great effect on our class system. Perhaps it wasn’t visible, but I could certainly hear it.


      I could hear the sound of the current monarchy warping. The sound of our current cultural landscape cracking. The sound of the current aristocracy’s foundations crumbling.


      The sound of the Kingdom of Altoire itself shattering.


      The era was shifting. Outdated customs and traditions, the old ways of hereditary succession tied to blood and birthplace, all of those antiquated conventions were coming to an end and a new era was about to be born.


      There had been other signs that this was about to happen. It became truly noticeable when people began to honestly think that the position of the aristocracy had been getting weaker and that our class differences held little meaning.


      And then, the decisive moment came when we pushed the king into that hole.


      Though unintentional, we proved that the king was just a regular man, that he wasn’t much different from the common citizens he lorded over. I wasn’t sure if we had done the right thing, but I could say for sure that Altoire’s culture was entering a whole new age. It would undergo a strange evolution—one in which we had a monarchy, and yet people also had a right to voice their opinions.


      Altoire was becoming a country in which everybody could freely state their thoughts through magivision.


      It would later develop into what was known as a diversified information kingdom, but that was still far in the future.


      I sensed in my bones that we had reached the turning point of the era.


      But I would never get to see that change with my own eyes.


      ◆


      One day, shortly before my summer vacation would begin...


      “Young mistress...”


      Yeah.


      “I’m heading off.”


      Lynokis was clearly worried. I made sure to nod at her before I looked ahead. Standing on the other side of the street in front of the castle were my mother and father.


      My father, Ornitt Liston, and my mother, Allieu Liston waited. Despite always being busy and tired from work, they were wonderfully kind parents at home, always calm and attentive to their children and rarely opposing anything they wanted to do. Not only were they Nia Liston’s blood parents, but mine too. I now viewed them as my blood parents.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said as I approached.


      My parents were looking at me solemnly. All because of that incident, I was sure they had faced much friction, discord, and anxieties while I had been spending my first term as a fourth year. Despite that, they never let any of that show. They didn’t even scold me for it. I felt nothing but gratitude toward them.


      “Are you okay?” father asked.


      “Yes, I’m perfectly fine,” I immediately answered.


      Because I was perfectly fine. I was far more worried about my parents. They didn’t need to look so serious.


      “Let’s not waste too much time,” I urged.


      I had been starting to think that, after that martial arts tournament, there was nothing left for me to do in this country. I hadn’t particularly aimed for this, and I hadn’t thought this was an inevitability either. But now that it had come to this, I saw no reason to be negative about it.




      We were all quiet as we entered the castle.


      This was the one time that Lynokis was asked not to accompany me. This was a formal summons directly for the lord of the fourth-class Liston family after all.


      The knight commander was waiting for us just beyond the castle gates to lead us to His Majesty’s office—it was the same room I’d visited with Hildetaura.


      “Sit.”


      The king didn’t so much as greet us—not even a welcome. He was already sitting on the sofa waiting for us. As he handed the papers he’d been looking at to his bodyguard, he gestured at the sofa opposite. We gave our own brief greetings before we sat ourselves down.


      “I won’t waste your time.” The king’s red-dotted green eyes were looking right at me where I sat sandwiched between my parents. “You are willing to receive your punishment, yes?”


      I nodded. I wouldn’t ask any questions to make this process tedious. What I was about to be informed on was the details of my punishment. A punishment for Special Program: We Pranked the King! Or the King Felling Incident for short. It had already been over two months since then.


      Officially, the king’s final words on the program were intended as the final word on the matter to the public. Calling us harmless names and saying that we would remain etched into history was the aristocratic way of saying that he would forgive us since we were kids, but we would be eternally blacklisted. To put it plainly, it was a severe reprimand.


      Those seemingly nonchalant words were also intended as a form of protection for those of us who had set up the prank. “Since you’re all children, I’ll laugh it off.” For the commoners who weren’t used to reading between the lines of aristocrat speak, it may have been unclear, but the aristocracy would have definitely understood.


      However, the high-ranking aristocrats clearly felt that that wasn’t enough. They only held power under a monarchy, so a program that actively undermined the authority and power of royalty was immediately viewed as a threat.


      Honestly, I might have questioned their loyalty if they didn’t view it as a problem—and that would’ve been a problem in and of itself. I highly doubted most of them wanted to criticize the program like this. It was clearly all a fun joke, and while they couldn’t speak for the king, it had all been carried out by children. They didn’t truly think it was something worth getting all that worked up over. And for those with any resentment for the king, the program would’ve even been satisfying to watch. Surely there were a lot of aristocrats who fell under that umbrella. But that wasn’t something they could say out loud, not when considering their positions.


      What became a problem here, though, was the king’s words. The king had already used magivision to say to the citizens in the audience that he forgave us. In that case, I could not be publicly punished. If they still wished for punishment regardless, that would mean objecting to the king’s rule. This would also be a case of undermining the power and authority of the royal family.


      And so now, there was a standoff between the king, who swept the problem away immediately, and his aristocrats, who weren’t happy with that resolution.


      The compromise that they landed on was a punishment reserved only for the main perpetrator—namely, me.


      After the program had been broadcast, I asked Hildetaura to pass the king a message that I was prepared for anything. Such a message received by word of mouth alone would’ve been a little suspicious, so I made sure to convey it to him through a letter. I asked him to punish only me if it became necessary to hold someone accountable. I even suggested a possible punishment.


      Had things grown sour and everyone was required to be punished, things would become far too complicated. It would no doubt have sparked major disputes—how should Hildetaura, the king’s own daughter, be punished? Would aristocrats get off with a lighter punishment while commoners faced harsher penalties? Was this really what a class system was for?


      As such, I suggested that I alone take all punishment, since I was completely fine with it.


      “Then, Nia Liston, you are hereby sentenced to exile.”


      I heard the inhale from my parents when my sentence was finally stated.


      Nia Liston would be exiled.


      Well, if you asked me, I thought it was a very good compromise. I was the one who had encouraged it, after all.


      There wasn’t much I could do for Altoire anymore. Project Magivision had gained momentum and sales to other countries seemed to be going smoothly. I think we could safely say things were going according to plan. Neal had started enthusiastically appearing on magivision and the Liston family was stable. We even had more available magivision hosts than before. So personally, they would be just fine without me.


      If we considered the future of the magivision industry, it would be much better for me to vacate my seat and allow someone else to sit in it to nurture our next generation. Preferably someone young and with more drive than I had. I had only been putting in the effort because it was the Liston family business. Rather than leaving it to an old grandma who was working out of a sense of duty, it would be far more natural to leave it to a young’un overflowing with motivation.


      I was not someone who should be alive in this era in the first place.


      I would carry out my duty as Nia Liston, but I didn’t want to get in the way of the growth of the next generation. Rather, it seemed like something I should help with—as much as I could, at least.


      “Your Majesty... Is there really no alternative?” father pleaded. Mother was gripping my hand tight and glaring at the king, as if declaring she would never let me go. Both looked sterner than I’d ever seen them before.


      Their reaction was unexpected. I’d already spoken to them beforehand and been clear that I was content with this punishment, so I had thought that they would just let it happen, but...


      “Your Majesty.” Father was looking at the king with a piercing gaze I’d never seen before. “Nia has made tremendous contributions to magivision, a national industry. She’s so young, yet she has willingly gone to recordings almost every day, working tirelessly to the point of exhaustion. Though she is a child, Nia has served the kingdom faithfully as a loyal subject. Do you truly intend to punish her?”


      Wow... His presence isn’t faltering in the face of His Majesty. My father is just as much of a leader.


      My mother had her own powerful gaze aimed at the king. She was undoubtedly highborn herself.


      “Ha ha!”


      Seeing their looks, the king simply laughed.


      “We would much prefer to leave her unpunished. Your child is quite impressive. She has had a great effect on the proliferation of magivision and has often listened attentively to what we have requested of her. She has carried out tasks that even adults could not manage and has executed them with ease. A child not even ten years old. And yet, the result of such skill is that she must bear punishment and be kicked out of the country. This is the worst situation. The absolute worst. How can there be such injustice? But that is why...”


      The king’s eyes narrowed. “Isn’t it absurd to think that we would simply throw away such a valuable asset?”


      What? Where is this going?


      “Nia Liston. We have no intention of letting you escape our grasp. What reason do we have to make such a foolish decision? Even if we must chase you out of Altoire for a time, we will never permit you to become another land’s citizen.”


      Huh? No, seriously, where is this going?


      “As such, we order you: make such a name for yourself that no one can object to your return. Spread magivision beyond our borders. Become Hiero’s foothold in other lands. Create your own network. Find powerful allies. For someone like you, three or four years should be more than enough to manage that. In other words, go wild out there. And make sure you return.”


      ◆


      It turned out my exile was publicly announced as a study abroad.


      I honestly thought this would be a lifelong punishment. I had been prepared to never set foot in Altoire ever again. It appeared my parents had thought the same, because the moment His Majesty promised to prepare a place for me to return to, they were able to accept my situation.


      My destination was the Mech Kingdom of Marvelia, a closed off country difficult to know from the outside, and a troublesome nation to its neighbors.


      After this semester, I would be leaving Altoire to attend the Mech Military Academy of Marvelia.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Exile


      My official punishment from the king had been declared. My own future plans had been vague, but this had made the decision for me. I had thought I may receive a punishment of some kind, but hadn’t been sure it would mean being banished from the country.


      Hildetaura, Reliared, and the rest of the junior production crew would not be charged. This was a relief. That had been my primary aim in taking the fall, after all. Children shouldn’t face consequences for my antics.


      For now, we returned to the Liston territories, my parents worrying about me the whole time. It turned out that my parents had considered taking extreme action with my uncle; they wouldn’t have hesitated to call our people to arms and raid the castle in order to get my punishment reversed. But after hearing His Majesty’s true intention to call me home in a few years—that it wasn’t an endless exile—and receiving his word both spoken and written, my parents were somehow content. It really wasn’t my intention to have them fight with the royal family.


      Besides, I had a feeling this would work out surprisingly well.


      I’m sure you don’t intend to destroy the Liston family while I’m gone, right, my dear king? While I still didn’t know the specifics of the Listons’ finances, I had to imagine the situation was stable by now. If not, they wouldn’t have gotten involved with the Wingroad industry. You needed money to start up a new enterprise.


      But. If it turned out that their financial troubles were yet to be resolved, I was sure that His Majesty would support them. At the very least, he would keep them afloat until I returned. Of that, I was certain. After all, were the Liston family to disappear, I would have no reason to return to Altoire.


      I was fairly sure that the king had sensed by now that Nia Liston was no longer the original Nia Liston. Such a talented man could realize that much. I doubted we would ever bring it up directly, though. These types of matters were often better left unspoken...for various reasons.


      “You can rely on me. I’ll be going with you, after all.”


      As a matter of course, Lynokis immediately declared that she would come with me. There had been no room for doubt there. Given it wasn’t a surprise to anyone, my parents extended Lynokis’s contract with no delay, finalizing her as my attendant in Marvelia.


      With this, my relationship with Altoire would be severed for a time. Ostensibly, I was going off to study abroad, but to the high-ranking officials, it was an exile. This meant that the King Felling Incident had been wrapped up at a political level.


      Though I would be leaving Altoire, it didn’t mean I would be cut off from communication with the kingdom forevermore—I simply couldn’t enter the country. While it would be difficult to meet each other over spring or winter vacation, I was sure my family and friends could come and visit over the long summer vacation. I’d also be unable to meet with Bendelio! Oh, how tragic that I must say farewell to that distinctive face! I am in agony at the thought! I’d been looking for the perfect moment to acquaint my fist with it too! Don’t think I’ll forget him just because I’m being banished!


      My day of departure would be a short way into the summer vacation. The trip would take approximately ten days and would see me pass through Vanderouge. Altoire, Vanderouge, and Marvelia were situated in a straight line, which made Marvelia the neighbor of Altoire’s neighbor.


      The martial arts tournament had seen many visitors from neighboring countries, but unsurprisingly, being two whole country borders away made it much more difficult for those from Marvelia to visit. There had been very few participants from there too. Though with the rumors I’d heard as to how closed-off a country Marvelia was, the announcement may not have even reached their ears to begin with.


      ◆


      There wasn’t much time left until summer. I had to tie up all my loose ends in the little time I had left of my school life.


      First thing on the agenda was my farewells. The chances were very high I would be allowed to return in a few years, but life could be unpredictable sometimes. Since I couldn’t predict with absolute certainty what would happen, I should at least make sure to end my life here on a satisfying note.




      “Huh? You’re kidding, right? Are you trying to prank me now?”


      I told Reliared about my study abroad to Marvelia when she dropped by for her usual visit. While that was the public reason, I couldn’t tell her that I’d been banished—it would just worry her for no good reason. I didn’t want her thinking too much about why things had turned out this way. As far as the rest of society was concerned, the King Felling Incident had been wrapped up a long time ago.


      “W-Well, fine. Not like I care. I don’t need you, anyway...” Reliared could only keep up the mask for so long before breaking. “There’s no way I’ll be okay! I hate this!”


      She ended up crying all over me. Come on, calm down. I’ll be back in a few years. I’m trusting you with the magivision industry while I’m gone.




      I visited the sixth years’ classroom and told Hildetaura next.


      “You are studying abroad? Am I right in assuming that...this is because of the Felling Incident?”


      Hildetaura was as sharp as always. She’d realized that the incident hadn’t truly been resolved.


      I wouldn’t say too much. This was a sacrifice I had decided to make of my own accord. It was my choice to shield everyone else who had participated, so there was no need for her to concern herself over it. In which case, there was no need to speak the whole truth. All I had to do was tell her that Nia Liston was studying abroad.


      “It all turned out as I expected it would. But my father would never just let go of a valuable asset such as yourself. I am sure he will call you back in a few years’ time. You just need to hold out until then! If he refuses to do anything about it, then I will do it myself! I promise!”


      Hildetaura ended up saying exactly what His Majesty had. It was times like this you could tell they were father and daughter.




      Next on the list were my students. After school, I visited the Heavenstriker dojo on the school grounds.


      “Please take me with you!” Gandolph immediately begged, prostrating himself on the floor.


      Had he been an official student of mine, then perhaps that wouldn’t have been such a bad idea. But Gandolph was not only a vice-deputy instructor of the Heavenstriker style, he was also a teacher of children. I couldn’t just take their master away from them.


      On top of that, he was a very popular man right now, what with being a semifinalist of the bare-handed division of the tournament. As a skilled martial artist who had managed to compete with the likes of Leeno the adventurer, he was being bombarded with magivision offers.


      I wanted him to remain in Altoire and continue carrying out his duty. Which, by the way, have you received offers from the Liston Channel? Would you consider it? Would you consider joining us? What? You aren’t allowed a second job? Oh... That’s a shame.


      “B-Bring me...too... Noooo! I don’t want you to leave! I don’t want to be separated from you, Master! Nooooooo! Waaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      Gandolph latched onto me and wailed even harder than Reliared had. To very clearly paint the picture, a huge man was currently clinging for dear life onto a little girl. If someone saw this with no context, there would be the danger of a very serious misunderstanding happening.




      When I returned to the dorm, Lynokis had called Lynette to my room for me.


      “What?! Young mistress, you’re going to be studying abroad?! Really?!”


      I narrowed my eyes at her.


      You look awfully happy, Lynette. You’re not even attempting to hide your feelings.


      As thanks for all she’d done and would continue to do as my brother’s attendant, I put her through some intense tear-jerking training so she could feel with her body all the hopes I had for her.


      “Y-Young... Young mistress... P-Please... I can’t...”


      There Lynette lay, collapsed on the floor with all kinds of bodily fluids streaming from her.


      “Wh-Why do I have to do it too...?!”


      I had Lynokis join her since she was there.


      It was up to my other disciples what they did, but Lynette’s circumstances were different. You must continue training even while I’m gone. That is an order. You have a duty to get stronger after teaching Neal about chi. You won’t get off lightly if you’re barely any stronger next time we meet.




      When the junior production crew heard about my study abroad from Hildetaura, they decided to throw a farewell party for me.


      In attendance were many faces I knew: Kikirira, Josecotte, and Char—the next generation of magivision stars who had already become known across Altoire with their participation in both the tournament and the King Felling Incident—the junior director, Wagnes, and the rest of his crew; Reliared and Ririmi since they were acquainted with me; Sanowil, with whom I had somehow ended up keeping a vague friendship with, and his rival, Gazell, for some reason. We ate and drank and watched recordings that had been shelved.


      While the reactions to my study abroad were varied, my farewells largely went without incident. Bar a few here, these children were the next generation of magivision. I wished them luck without me.




      Next, I had to visit those outside the school.


      “Huh? You’re goin’ to study abroad, Lily?”


      “Ohh, is this a punishment for that King Felling Incident?”


      I met with Anzel and Fressa at a pub called the Pale Moonlit Rat, tucked away off the main street. Lynokis was with me.


      This place was a new establishment that Anzel had managed to buy after winning the weapons division of the tournament. It was quite the upscale joint—not somewhere some back-alley thug could just walk into with whatever spare pocket change they had on hand. Even Anzel and Fressa looked a little more cleaned up in an establishment like this.


      Not that it entirely changed the nature of their clientele. It was outside working hours right now, but apparently, it had become a spot where mid-level to big-time underworld figures would sometimes drop by, though whether those were contacts from Anzel’s time as an underworld bodyguard or contacts from Fressa’s time as an assassin, I couldn’t be sure. Some clueless moderately wealthy citizens would sometimes mistakenly walk in as well, though, so it had become more of a legitimate business than the back-alley bar Anzel used to own, at least. Word was quietly spreading that this was the bar of the tournament victor, but given its clientele, it didn’t appear to have had much of an effect.


      I had to think it had been an expensive investment since it was located so close to the main street. Not just the location, but even the interior looked high-class. It didn’t seem like an establishment that one could easily acquire. I was curious how Anzel had ended up with it, but he didn’t look as if he wanted to talk about it very much, so I decided against asking. Anzel was a pure-blooded underworld dweller, after all; there had to be secrets he wanted to keep.


      “Oh, that shit. Yeah, nah, no way you’d get off scot-free for that.”


      As underworld dwellers, both Fressa and Anzel did not have a naive view of the world. Reaping what one sowed and taking responsibility was a natural part of their life. I thought it was necessary etiquette too. That was why I hadn’t argued against my punishment.


      When I told them that, they both laughed. They seemed to like that answer. Taking responsibility was important, after all.


      “Where is it you’re headed?” Anzel asked.


      “Marvelia? Hey, that’s where I’m from,” Fressa said.


      I decided to stick around for a bit to chat rather than move on right away.




      “What? You’re... You’re going to study abroad? This is all so sudden...”


      On the way back from the pub, I decided it would be best to pop by Cedony Trading as well. I ended up meeting with Marju Cedony, the president of Cedony Trading. Since this was a personal visit, I’d intended to give a message to reception and leave it at that, but the second the staff saw me, they immediately informed him of my presence. I never imagined the president would meet me on such short notice. I really did not think I was such an important guest that the owner of the largest company in Altoire had to rush down to see me.


      “Then I must prepare something for your departure. When will you be leaving? Oh my, a few days from now? That isn’t a whole lot of time...” When I told him he needn’t bother, he immediately protested, “No, no, I must bother! It would be preposterous to suggest otherwise. After how much you helped us, we cannot let you leave with nothing—that would be a disgrace to the Cedony name. It would be a shame that would linger with us for generations. Would you please accept it? Even just to allow us to save face?”


      I had a bad feeling he was going to overindulge, so I really wanted to say no. But it didn’t seem as if he were planning to give up anytime soon. I felt such fierce determination coming from him that I gave in.


      “Then, sure, I guess...” I said hesitantly before leaving the shop.


      What the hell does he intend to give me? Please don’t turn it into a big deal.




      I really wanted to say goodbye to the actors from the Ice Rose Theater Company too. I still met with Julian (the chairman), Lucida (his younger sister), and Sharro White (their up-and-coming poster girl now thoroughly seasoned), fairly regularly. They would even send me tickets to their shows.


      When I said to Lynokis I’d like to meet them, her face fell. “You want to meet with the Ice Rose? I’m afraid they aren’t in the capital right now. They’re currently touring.”


      Oh, they’re in the other regions right now? A shame.


      As for who was left to say farewell to... Well, there was Mrs. Rhyme. We still met up to have meals here and there. But being a lady of the third class, she was someone of such significant status that it was unlikely I could meet her so last minute. It was too personal a matter to deal with making an appointment to talk with her... I’ll just send her a letter instead.


      “What about the chef of the Chocolate Lily? You’re a regular there and any time you were unable to secure a booth, he would always make sure to come greet you personally.”


      Oh, that chef, huh? Lynokis makes a good point. Let’s add him to the list. When I thought about it, I had known him for quite a long time by now.


      To finish it all off, I went to visit Mirko Tair of the royal broadcasting station and the other production staff that I knew—and finally I was done.


      ◆


      My first semester of this school year ended, and I boarded my brother’s airship to return home. I gazed down at the distant port—at Altoire—from the deck. The next time I would see this sight would be several years from now. Thinking of it as one last look made me feel a kind of sadness—a reluctance to part. It was hard to put into words. I’d visited many areas of the capital for my recordings, but it felt like I’d rushed through it all. There may not be many locations that left much of an impression on me. I’d lived through some truly dizzying days.


      I would be leaving for Marvelia two days from now. I would spend a night at the Liston Estate, but then I would immediately be departing on a ten-day-long flight crossing over two country borders. I would need to change airships many times so I imagined it would be quite the frantic journey.


      The only thing that His Majesty did for me was send the application for me to attend the school. I was free to choose if I wanted to stay at the dorms or find my own place to stay outside of the school. Given everything we’d have to sort out once we arrived, we’d aimed for an early arrival.


      “You’re studying abroad, Nia?” Neal came up next to me. Apparently, rumors of my study abroad had traveled all through the school, even to different years. When my classmates asked, I just said yes.


      “Yes. A lot has happened.”


      I was fairly sure my parents would tell Neal the details—that while publicly, I was going to study abroad, in reality, it was an exile as punishment. Neal was young, but he was still the child of an aristocrat. Personally, it was important that he be made aware of how his family member was being dealt with. But that judgment was ultimately with my parents.


      “Is this about that incident?”


      Sharp boy. I never realized he’d caught on.


      As I took a closer look at him, I realized how much he’d grown. The first time I met Neal Liston, he would’ve been six years old. Now, he was around eleven or twelve. He was already in his sixth year of elementary school. His body was bigger and I was sure his mental fortitude had strengthened with it.


      He really had grown.


      “This study abroad has only been put upon you, right? As in, you’re the only one who got punished?” Since Neal knew nothing about the fact that I had requested this of the king, he was getting angry for my sake.


      “This is the best outcome.” If he already had his suspicions, then there was no point hiding any of it. “Hilde is royalty, so any punishment she received would have been met with disapproval. That, I can guarantee. Relia will continue to be vital to the magivision industry. Unlike Hilde, she isn’t restricted by her heritage or her position or any official duties. She’s probably the most popular magivision star right now. As for the junior production crew, they will be the ones who support the industry in the future. I want to avoid them being taken out of Altoire. If anyone has to take responsibility for that incident, it should only be me. That is my assessment, and I am content with this.”


      “But you’re important to magivision too,” Neal tried to protest.


      I shook my head. “I’m not, actually. We have so many talents starting to enter the industry and I don’t want to interfere with that. If possible, I want my jobs to be given to other people. It’s not as if I wanted to work in magivision. I was just helping because it was the Liston family business and it was struggling to really get moving. Oh, and there were the financial issues, as well. As you said once before, I was just the popular one at the time. I was advertised as the embodiment of magivision’s potential, right? So I ended up getting a bit of attention. I think that time has well and truly passed. And more than that...”


      I patted my brother on the back. “You’ve entered the industry now too.”


      If I continued appearing on magivision, there would inevitably be those who would compare us siblings. What if they hurt Neal with their heartless words? At least, that was what I had thought to myself. But now, I realized that he would be fine. Neal would absolutely overtake my popularity in no time. He was so beautiful, after all.


      “I may become an obstacle to your work. I don’t want to leave even the slightest possibility of that.” In other words, I didn’t think leaving for a while was such a bad thing.


      Neal was the heir to the Liston family. All of this had been for them. Everything I had done in Altoire would come to an end here. The seat that I had built up should be left vacant for those who wished for and required it.


      While he appeared hesitant, Neal eventually acquiesced. “Okay. I can’t say I understand you entirely, but if this is your decision, then I can’t stop you.”


      I couldn’t blame him for his struggle. This was, in truth, an exile. There wasn’t much a child could do about it, no matter how much they wished.


      “Well, I’m sure you can manage no matter where you end up. If you do find yourself in trouble, though, call me over. I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to do much, but I’ll do what I can, at least. Yeah... Once things have calmed down for you, I’ll go meet you over summer vacation.”


      And so, I made a promise to reunite with Neal.




      I returned to the Liston Estate with Neal and we had a lavish feast with our family. This would be the last time we’d see each other for a while, after all. It was all quite tearful...


      No, that was a lie. It was actually a cheerful dinner, dry of anything resembling tears. It wasn’t the hugest surprise—since I would be allowed back one day, it really was like a study abroad. It wasn’t an eternal farewell, so it wasn’t something we had to get particularly solemn about. If they were ever curious about how things were going, they could just send a letter.


      And so, I spent my last night in Altoire at home. Me and my family left early in the morning for the port near our estate.
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      It was there that we saw someone familiar. Someone who shouldn’t have been here.


      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Nia.”


      It was Tork, Marju’s son. And since he’d only ever met me as Lily, it was right to act as if this were our first meeting.


      “My name is Tork. I have come here bearing a message from Marju Cedony, the president of Cedony Trading.”


      As for why he was here, well, he was the one delivering the parting gift from Cedony Trading. There was an unfamiliar medium-sized airship behind him.


      “Whoa...”


      It appeared they were going to give that whole airship to me. Hey, isn’t this a bit extreme for a parting gift? They could’ve just given me a box of sweets or something. They really did go too far, as I had thought they would... What a troublesome amount of money. This wasn’t a gift I could ever forget.


      And...


      “I’m from Marvelia, so I’ll be getting you there. Treat me kindly, yeah?”


      I’d thought the other man with him looked familiar, and when I looked closer, I realized it was that cheerful former sky pirate captain. His name was...Rignar, right? He’d also only met me as Lily, so he had no idea who I was. Keeping in mind that I’d threatened to kill his whole crew...did he really not remember me?


      “Um, Master Tork, sir, this is a bit much...”


      I tried to protest that I couldn’t accept something so extravagant, but my parents cut in to say, “We’re a bit late, but we decided this could double as our gift to you for starting school.” That was a matter we’d decided to put aside a long time ago. In other words, this was a parting gift from both Cedony and my parents. It would’ve been one thing if it was just Cedony, but if my parents contributed to it, then I really couldn’t refuse. Well, all I can do is hope it wasn’t too expensive.


      After I reluctantly boarded the airship—my airship—it set off.


      “This is just a tad troublesome,” I muttered from atop the deck, as I gazed at my parents and my brother slowly shrinking into the distance.


      “I suppose,” Lynokis responded leisurely. “I can’t tell whether I should be commenting on Cedony Trading or on you for doing so much that they were willing to thank you in such an expensive way to begin with.”


      I really did not care. How much had Cedony profited that they were so willing to gift me something of this magnitude? How much had my parents provided? What was the state of the Liston finances? Had they properly recovered? I never particularly wanted an airship. Though...I would admit it may come in handy.


      Well, whatever. Cedony aside, this was a matter of my parents’ feelings. I couldn’t just spit on them. I’d gracefully accept.


      “I’m thankful that we no longer have to think about commercial flights anymore. Now we don’t have to worry about getting on the wrong airship or transferring late. There’s also less of a concern about our luggage being stolen.”


      Right, I never thought about that. I always left everything to Lynokis, so I hadn’t been worrying about it. To be honest...I wasn’t even the one to pack my own things. What did I even have with me?


      “More importantly, are we safe with our captain?” Lynokis asked.


      “Well, even if he used to be a sky pirate, he seems to be taking his work seriously.”


      While we could easily handle him with violence if the situation called for it, it admittedly felt a little strange having Captain Rignar here while we knew his history. He did seem to get along well with Neal, at least. We’d be on this airship together for at least ten days—that would be enough time for us to sit and chat. There would be nothing to lose in hearing his stories of Marvelia, especially.




      The actual length of time it took to reach Marvelia was eight days. It turned out the airship I was given was a pretty good one from Vanderouge. It naturally wasn’t as fast as that high-speed liner, but it still had a considerable max speed and had a good fuel capacity. Its balance and stability were comparable to the newest models.


      Unfortunately, its exterior was entirely metallic. I would’ve preferred it looked more like my brother’s vintage airship. It made no sense in my head that a big lump of metal could fly through the air like this.


      No huge incidents occurred on our trip to Marvelia. It felt both long and short, and it was only a matter of time before we arrived at my new home.


      ◆


      Legally speaking, one entered another country once they crossed the border, so technically a day had passed since we’d arrived in Marvelia. We had to pass through border security and go through immigration between Vanderouge and Marvelia. We resupplied while we were there, before going straight to the capital of Marvelia. The academy I would be attending was in the royal capital, in the town beneath Marvelia Castle.


      What stuck out most starkly to me after we crossed the border was that there were far fewer airships here. Back in Altoire and Vanderouge, it was common to see airships off in the distance, whether public liners, private airships, cargo ships, or patrol ships, especially around ports. That wasn’t the case here in Marvelia.


      Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that they were exceedingly few. I had heard that airship tech wasn’t as advanced here, but...wouldn’t that make it difficult for islands to communicate or coordinate with one another?


      With that sense of unease, we approached the large floating island where the capital city of Shirafeh was located. It did at least look as if there were several skiffs at the port. But big airships? Pretty much nonexistent.


      At a glance, the town itself looked very gray. While the scale was different, it felt a lot like the old countryside towns in Altoire: a unique, unapproachable sense of stifling closed-off distance.


      I hadn’t heard many good things about this country, but it was time to see for myself just how it really was.




      “Hmph. You’re a little lady from that naively peaceful Altoire? You’re here to study? Hah! How could a child from such a backwater country even hope to keep up with our curriculum?”


      The moment we arrived at the port and met with the guard waiting at the bottom of the ramp, we showed our immigration and port entry documents, and he responded to us with a sneer.


      Wow.


      Wowie wow.


      Fascinating.


      Isn’t that just fascinating? How wonderful.


      I’d heard several times that they were a closed-off country aggressive to foreigners and it seemed those rumors had been true. To think we’d have that proved to us with our first steps on the land. I was almost thankful we were not presented with any illusions.


      “Say, Lynokis...”


      “Shall we kill him? It’s okay for me to kill him, isn’t it?”


      Now is not a good time for this conversation, I see. Say one thing wrong and she really would take that man down. She was radiating her hostility for all to see.


      So this is the Mech Kingdom of Marvelia? It seemed life here was going to be rather fun.


      “See? Ain’t it a pretty horrid country? Anyway, I’m leavin’!” The former sky pirate captain stuck with us until we’d officially entered the country and then immediately turned and walked off. We didn’t even have time to stop him.


      We did hear about that along the way. Marvelia was Rignar’s home country, but it would have been dangerous for him to run into anyone he knew. He’d said he did something a little bad, and now there was potentially a bounty on his head, so he had to return to Altoire right away, but there was no need to worry about him. We already know. You used to be a sky pirate, right? We’re aware.


      When I’d pressed him for more details, he told us all about it—while making sure to bad-mouth Marvelia plenty in the process. Rignar had originally been an airship engineer, but when things fell apart, he ended up with nowhere to go. After gathering a bunch of fellow engineers who had been in the same boat, they found themselves in a situation where they had no choice but to band together and commit petty crimes.


      I also casually inquired as to his current situation. Apparently, his working conditions in Altoire weren’t the best, but working at Cedony may be his last chance to live like a human being—and as an airship engineer—so he was doing his best. At least for now, he had no intentions of trying to run. During the journey, other than his crass speech and un-captainlike demeanor, he hadn’t done anything particularly suspicious.


      Not that this was anything I had to get involved in.


      Rignar wouldn’t remain in the country, but he would come to check on me roughly every three months. Incidentally, he said to me, “You might want to decide if you want to park your airship here only after you’ve been here for a while.” So I had him take our airship away for now.


      I’d heard about Marvelia from both Rignar and Fressa. It sounded like this country wasn’t so kind to foreigners. It would be no laughing matter if my airship was stolen.




      Shirafeh, the capital of Marvelia, was situated on a large floating island. Apparently, if you put all of Altoire’s floating islands together, the surface area would still be sixty percent smaller than this one. In exchange, there were very few surrounding floating islands, and the ones it did have were small.


      “In other words, their range of resources is limited,” Lynokis said.


      “That’s what that would mean, yes.”


      Both the ecosystems and the landscape of floating islands underwent unique evolutions to adapt to their environment. While they offered many fascinating points of observation, at the end of the day, the value of a floating island lay not in its size, but whether its adaptations had transformed it into a fruitful location for humans. While a dungeon forming may bring danger, it also brought abundant resources from monsters. If the soil was fertile, it became suitable for fields which could yield high quality crops. There were floating islands that held rare minerals or monsters, or simply maintained a climate habitable for humans.


      In other words, the more floating islands a territory had, the larger the range of resources. Following that train of thought, while Marvelia’s capital may be situated on a large island, as they had fewer floating islands, it could be deduced that they had fewer types of resources available to them. This was especially the case when it came to their airships; I’d heard that floatstones—a key component of airships—had very low yield in Marvelia. That was likely why they were so behind in their airship tech.


      This was just a conclusion I’d come to from what I’d learned in school and what Rignar had told us.


      I discussed those topics with Lynokis as we walked through the Marvelian capital. The main street felt quite inorganic. The shops and buildings that lined the street were the same color as the gray cobblestones that lined the paths, exactly as it had looked from onboard the airship.


      I did think that the limited color palette had its own beauty, but... Ah, this was what they called functional beauty. Colors that wouldn’t take away from the scenery, and roads easy for carriages to traverse. It felt lacking in that warmth of daily life. I didn’t think that was necessarily bad, though. It was nice to have a country like this too.


      The reason it didn’t feel so lived-in may also have been due to the fact that there were very few people out and about. Altoire wasn’t just more colorful, it was also livelier.


      The horse carriages that would occasionally pass by were huge and often filled with people. It caught me by surprise a little. It seemed that carriages were the primary form of transport for the citizens here. Were the shared carriages limited to the city streets?


      We’d finally made it from the port out onto the main street, but we couldn’t walk around aimlessly forever.


      “We need information,” I declared.


      “Certainly. Shall we find a hotel first and see if we can gather information there?”


      Yes, good idea. The sun was still high in the sky, but it may be a good idea to book a hotel room for now. We could leave searching for a place to live and visiting the academy and going through all the necessary paperwork for the next day. For now, I wanted current information about this land. Rignar’s account had been too negatively biased for me to get a real picture, and Fressa had admitted that her information was likely outdated since she hadn’t lived here in a while. I wanted information from the present day.


      “Are we doing fine for money?” I asked.


      “Yes, young mistress. I sent a part of it home, but the reward money from the tournament is mostly untouched. I brought all of it with me. I’ve heard that the Altoire merchant’s guild and the Marvelia merchant’s guild are partnered, but I avoided using them for now, especially after everything we’ve heard about this place.”


      Hey, hang on.


      “Are you telling me you have almost one hundred million krams on you right now?”


      “Yes. Honestly, it’s quite annoyingly heavy.”


      You’re literally carrying it?! I had nothing on me, but Lynokis was holding my luggage in both hands while carrying a big rucksack on her back. If what was in her hands was mine, then what was in that bag must have been the money.


      “I’d like to deposit it somewhere, but while we have no idea what we’re doing or where we’re going, I was thinking I should carry it around until we find a permanent residence. But depositing it would definitely be safest, huh? It is a lot of money.”


      Incidentally, you could use krams in Marvelia, so we didn’t need to worry about exchanging it.


      “Shall I at least carry my own things?”


      “Oh, I could never let you carry the luggage, young mistress. If you’d like to help me out, then let’s find a hotel quickly and spend some time in the same room. That’ll do me plenty.”


      She was content. With the same room.


      Well... It wasn’t as if I knew how much living costs would be here, so it would be good to budget.


      “Am I allowed to use your money?” I asked.


      I’d already received a ridiculously large sum of money from my parents. They told me there was enough to cover half a year of living costs, but I’d rather save as much of it as I could to give back to them. I was worried enough about the Liston finances that I almost didn’t want to take it. Same with the airship. I could earn money on my own—I’d have gotten by just fine.


      “Of course. Rather, I’d prefer you thought of it as your own money. You were originally the one who raised it all, weren’t you?”


      There would be no end to this if we kept going down that line of thought. I would simply borrow when I needed it.




      “What a fascinating country.”


      I never imagined they would completely ignore the displayed room prices and instead demand double the rate. And as an upfront payment, no less. I was so shocked I couldn’t help but say that out loud to the hotel clerk at the counter.


      Given the size of the building, its location on the main street, and the attire of the guests coming and going, I had to assume this was a luxury hotel by this country’s standards. We still didn’t know right from left at the moment, so for our safety and peace of mind, we decided to stay at a pricey hotel for now while we got our bearings. That was why we’d stepped in here, but...I never thought I’d get ripped off in a high-class business like this.


      How amusing.


      The openly condescending, mocking sneers coming from those refined-looking guests lingering nearby was just as amusing. It seemed Rignar’s bad-mouthing wasn’t baseless, nor was Fressa’s clear dislike of her own country. Perhaps it was even worse than I’d been told. Lynokis was exuding hostility as she tried to negotiate. That was the second time today. Calm down, calm down. I’m sure we can still settle this with a smile. What a hothead you are.


      I held her back and stepped forward. “We no longer wish to stay here, but allow me to ask this: why are you charging us more than what is written on the wall there?”


      The hotel clerk of considerable age looked down at me with as condescending a smile as the rest of them. “Guests coming from backwater countries inevitably leave their rural stench on our furniture. We add a fee for the extra cleaning required afterward. If it turned out you couldn’t pay the fee, it would cause us much trouble later, so we require the payment in advance.”


      Oh my. We’re from a backwater country, are we? We have a rural stench, do we? Requiring an upfront payment implied they didn’t trust us.


      I could hear the guests around us letting out little quiet snickers. So this is how they do things here. Their attitude. Their stance toward foreigners. Very fascinating.


      Admittedly, whether we could consider Altoire a backwater country or not, I was certainly an old-fashioned person. I had old-fashioned sensibilities the likes of which hadn’t been seen for generations. So it was actually a little hard to refute that entirely.


      “Is that so? I understand.” I smiled back at him. “All it takes is some big toy mechs for you all to act so full of yourselves. How charming. I might come to love this country.”


      The laughter around us stopped. The hotel clerk’s smile dropped.


      Mech knights—these were the reason Marvelia was known as the Mech Kingdom. They were the nation’s symbol, pride, foundation, and reason to look down on those around them. Here, many believed that their mechs were number one. Mocking mech knights meant mocking Marvelia.


      In other words, I had just looked them right in their faces and mocked their country. The hotel clerk’s expression and the reactions of those around us were all the proof I needed of that.


      “Lynokis, let’s go.”


      “Wait.”


      We were stopped by a security guard standing by the entrance who had been assessing the situation. He was a big man, probably serving as a bodyguard for the place as well. As for how strong he was... I could beat him while balancing on one foot trying to put my shoe on.


      “Hey, kid. What did you just say?”


      I looked up at the security guard who was clearly trying to intimidate as he towered over me and smiled. “Did you not hear me?” I asked. “Then let me say it louder! I said that this is such a charming land to be so cocky all because you make those little mech knights! Do you like your toys that much?! It’s adorable seeing even adults get excited about them! This is an endearing country that is happy so long as it has its toys, right?! That’s what I said. Did you hear me this time?”


      The hotel lobby went eerily silent. I could feel the anger blazing from everyone around me.


      “Hey. You little brat.” The security guard reached out to grab my clothes. “I don’t know where you’re from, but—”


      And that was that.


      “Take your filthy hands off the young mistress.”


      Because Lynokis had knocked him unconscious. The guard took a single punch to his stomach and crumpled right there.


      Good step in. I can tell you managed your strength to prevent the punch from being lethal.


      “Let’s go, Lynokis,” I repeated.


      “Yes, young mistress.”




      After we left the hotel, we immediately decided on our next course of action.


      “All right, next step—”


      “I know,” Lynokis cut in. “You’re going to kill them all, right?”


      She really was so hotheaded. Though she wasn’t too far off the mark.


      “I will avoid killing as much as possible, but I will continue to pick and accept fights. If we let them walk all over us, there will be no end to it.”


      We were treated with such contempt all because we had come from a different land. And this was literally the day we’d arrived. Barely any time had passed since we’d stepped off the port, and we were already being faced with such treatment. What was more, it had happened at a huge first-class hotel on the main street, and had been instigated by the staff themselves.


      As things stood now, it would be impossible for me to market magivision or help create a foothold for Prince Hiero here, and if I couldn’t manage that, I’d never be able to go home. More than that, it would definitely cause issues in our daily life here. There would be no way we could live normally.


      Then what should we do? Well, we had to show them what was what. We had to show them that neither this nation nor the mech knights were as impressive as they thought. We had to show them that the world was vast.


      “But if you do that, the nobles and the royalty will immediately target you. Your appearance already makes you stand out. Your cuteness is its own form of violence.”


      The comment about my cuteness aside...


      “What of it? I told you I wanted to pick a fight.”


      “Huh?” Lynokis ran those words over in her head before finally understanding what I meant. “You don’t mean...”


      I do.


      “My opponent is the whole country. Doesn’t that sound fun?”


      At this point, I had no reason to hold back. I could wreak havoc all I wanted and justify it as self-defense. If you have a problem with that, then stop me with those mechs you’re so proud of, O great Marvelia.


      Back in Altoire, it had been necessary for me to keep a low profile when participating in such violence for various reasons—I was a child of the Liston family, a face seen all over magivision, I could be a bad influence on children, and so on, so forth. But things were different in a foreign land. It would be fine for me to let loose just a little. I doubted word of it would reach Altoire. If push came to shove, I could silence whoever I needed to.


      “Y-You’re going to challenge the country...”


      “Are you scared?”


      “No, not quite scared, but...” Contrary to her words, Lynokis looked plenty scared to me. “I was just thinking that...if things came to that, you may really end up killing someone...”


      “What? Oh, well... If I deem it necessary, then yes, I may.”


      Being able to silence someone when the situation called for it was important. It may become necessary depending on how things turned out. I would still try my absolute best to avoid it, but someone at my level could still accidentally kill an opponent. The natural strength of my fist aside, my opponent’s condition mattered too. The outcome wasn’t completely based on my strength.


      “Your small and adorable little hands are going to be stained in blood... Ahhh, my sweet young mistress is almost certainly going to become so violent...”


      I’m not yours.


      “Haven’t I always been violent?”


      “Oh, you’re right. Now that I think about it, this isn’t new.”


      “In that case, you should be relieved.”


      “I suppose. Well...no, I’m not relieved at all.”


      I know, I know. Killing will be a last resort. I am well aware it isn’t something I can undo.


      I wouldn’t hesitate to rip their mech knights to pieces, though.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: A Study Abroad in Marvelia


      After we left the hotel, our next destination was the merchant’s guild. We’d already spotted it on our way down the main street, so we didn’t have to waste time hunting for it.


      “You’re looking for a house?”


      Apparently, much like in Altoire, real estate in Marvelia was handled by the merchant’s guild. The young lady at the front desk looked deep in thought. She confirmed our ID’s, looked between Lynokis and me, and began pondering something.


      From what we’d been told in advance, living in the dorms was optional if you attended the military academy, but the dorms for nobles—what they called aristocrats over here—were pretty expensive. While the dorms for commoners were cheaper, servants were not allowed to accompany the students. Lynokis had immediately thrown a tantrum over that, so I gave up on the dorms and decided to look for somewhere to stay in town.


      On the plus side, that seemed more convenient. Noble dorms came with curfews and strict entry/exit protocols. As I was made painfully aware the moment we arrived on this island, maintaining my relationships with other people here would also be troublesome. It would be for the best for me not to consider any Marvelians as my allies, so I decided we might as well tank the cost to get a space of our own outside the dorms. It would mean we could go out to earn money when we pleased, and so long as we stayed out of bustling places, we could pick fights with anyone. It would be perfect for taking out those who planned to interfere too.


      In conclusion, we had come here seeking a house.


      “Will you be living together?” the receptionist asked.


      “Yes,” I said. “Or do you look down on foreigners here too? If so, please tell us now. I’ll go look somewhere else.”


      For now, I still intended to act the humble commoner despite my real status. But if I ended up being faced with the same reception here as I did at the hotel, I would become tempted to change tactics entirely. And by that, I meant I would negotiate with those in the underworld and have them take us in instead. The underworld was a meritocracy; violence worked wonders. That would be the fastest option for someone like me. Even Lynokis would struggle to lose to a lowly thug by now. There was no need to worry. In fact, I wouldn’t mind controlling the whole underworld here. I’d stand at the top of all the gangs.


      That...sounds kind of fun, actually. I’ll add that to the list.


      “Oh, no, I...” The receptionist sighed. “I’m so sorry. There isn’t much I can do about, um...orders from above...” She was clearly flustered by my bluntness.


      Orders from above?


      Right... You have your bosses to worry about. It’s tough being a cog in the machine, huh?


      “Umm... Could I ask about your budget and what district you’d like to stay in?”


      “You mean we have options to choose from?”


      “Sorry, but not really...”


      Right. Orders from above.


      “Tell us all of them, no matter how few. We’ll choose from there.”


      We moved to a small cubicle and sat on opposite sides of a table where the receptionist ran us through each of the available properties. She seemed to genuinely feel guilty as she quietly warned us about them, saying things like, “It isn’t so safe over there...” or, “This is a stigmatized property...” or, “That’s near a pub so you have a lot of drunk patrons frequently being very loud...”


      I’m getting more of a picture now. There are those who simply can’t act amicably to us in public. In other words, Marvelians weren’t a monolith. I’d remember that. No longer would I pick fights indiscriminately.


      “How does this place look, Lynokis?”


      “Well, this one is a stigmatized property, yet it seems awfully expensive...”


      “That’s fine. We can deal with a few ghosts.”


      “You’re going to call bad fortune to you, you know.”


      I could beat up a ghost easily, but I would admit that luck and fortune was beyond even me.


      “And it’s going to be our love nest, so...”


      ...


      I had a sinking feeling that I just heard an ominous whisper, but I decided to attribute it to my imagination. I didn’t even want to think about it.


      Lynokis pointed at another one of the papers. “Young mistress, this house looks big.”


      Oh my, a whole house? Most of the properties we’d been shown were apartments—a system where you could rent a room in a big building. But the one Lynokis pointed at was a noble’s old mansion. Not too big, not too small. There’s even a garden. The rent...is unsurprisingly much more expensive than an apartment. But pretty cheap for a house. Hmm... Not bad at all.


      “What can you tell us about this place?” I asked the receptionist.


      “Oh, that one...has been empty for a long time, so the homeless have taken to using it as a gathering spot. We’ve been struggling to chase the squatters out, so it has not been maintained. That is the reason for the price.”


      In other words, it was damaged and also came with its own problems. That decided it.


      “May we go see this one?”


      Considering what lay ahead, we should expect ambushes and night raids. When picking a fight with a country, time and place were irrelevant. I figured a relatively large mansion should prevent us from causing too much trouble for those nearby. Plus, we’d need a room to lock up any attackers we caught. Since it was previously a noble’s property, it had several rooms, and according to the floor plan, they had a cellar. If it looked sturdy enough, then this was ideal.


      “Are you really all right with this one?”


      “Yes. Lynokis here is my bodyguard, so she’s strong. No matter who is there, we can chase them out ourselves.”


      We’d already made it clear we wouldn’t be spending our time here peacefully. So let’s get this over and done with.


      And so, the receptionist lady brought us to the mansion.


      “Not bad,” I remarked.


      It was a small mansion tucked away in a corner of the quiet nobles’ district. It looked completely deserted. Rust had begun to form on the iron gates, and the neglected garden was overgrown with untended weeds. Ivy crept up the walls, making it clear that no one had lived here for a long time.


      And yet, there were people inside. Six—no, seven people, to be precise. One of them had a very weak presence, but not so weak it was an animal. They must be the squatters the lady spoke about.


      I turned to her. “We’re allowed to deal with them, yes?”


      “Y-Yes...”


      After getting confirmation, I turned to Lynokis and ordered, “Lynokis. There are seven people inside.”


      “Understood, young mistress.”


      Leaving our things where she stood, Lynokis vaulted over the gate with ease and ran into the mansion.


      Should I go and have some tea while I wait? I considered, but then decided against it—there wouldn’t be time to look for a café when our enemies numbered only seven.


      “Is...she going to be okay?”


      “Yes. In fact, she’s already done, it seems.”


      The mansion was still quiet, but the seven presences I’d sensed inside were dwindling one by one.


      “Young mistress! I’m done!” My student popped her head out of a second floor window, dust flying out with her. Good, good. Let’s go, then.




      We started by lining up the six men who had been inside in front of the entrance. All of them looked like old geezers who had failed at life for all sorts of reasons. No matter the country, these types of people were a constant.


      “I’m sorry... I’m sorry...”


      The seventh was a much more difficult case. I headed to the room that Lynokis called to us from and was met with a girl lying down in a bed.


      The seventh person was a little girl even smaller than me.


      She seemed to be bedridden with illness; her complexion was poor and her body emaciated. I wasn’t sure exactly what was wrong with her, but even my amateur eyes could tell that she was in a terrible enough state that it would be dangerous to move her.


      Her circumstances feel strangely familiar.


      “I’ll leave right away. I’m sorry, I’m sorry...” The girl was shocked at our sudden raid and she tried to get up out of her bed as she apologized.


      “Wait.” I stepped forward and pushed her back down. “Let me ask two questions. First, were the adults here looking after you? They weren’t, right?”


      The girl didn’t answer. Her eyes were swimming.


      “Then my next question. Where are the children who were looking after you now?”


      The room had more than one blanket and set of utensils. The girl wasn’t alone. There had to be at least two or three other children with her. I couldn’t imagine those useless men looking after a little girl. It was easy to tell from the state of the room—they’d taken all the kids and stuffed them into this one space. People like that wouldn’t care for another. In fact, it was more likely that they were feeding on the children. Not that I wanted to think too much about that.


      “You have friends, don’t you?” I asked again.


      “I’m sorry...”


      That’s the answer.


      “Lynokis, get a hold of those kids when they return. They’ll become very valuable assets.”


      “Assets?”


      “Yes. We need people to help clean and maintain the mansion, don’t we? I’m glad we could find some live-in servants so quickly.”


      Of course, I would make sure they were willing first, but I thought it was a good deal. In a land where the mech knights were revered, it was questionable whether I could find human servants that were of any use. Children who would be willing to seriously work would be perfect in a situation like that. Rather than adults who had their own ulterior motives, children who were yet to be tainted were much easier to work with. More importantly, I could actually trust them.




      When we splashed the unconscious men with water, I was hit with all the usual lines I felt like I’d heard a million times before—“We’ll remember this!” “You’ll pay for that!”—and they ran off. Once they were gone, we all entered the mansion. The receptionist still had time so she decided to join us in assessing the property. There were several rooms, it had two floors, and there was both an attic and a cellar. There was a bathroom too.


      Not bad. I was especially happy about the cellar. While it was usually a space used to store wine, I was too young for that to matter to me. If we ever ended up with any captives, we could stuff them in there.


      Even though no one had owned the place for a while, perhaps because there had been people living here, the inside wasn’t anywhere near as dire as the outside made it look. It was a little dusty, and they apparently hadn’t cleaned very often, but there was no obvious damage like split floorboards. From just a cursory look around, it didn’t appear as if we’d need to completely renovate the place. A professional may view it differently, though.


      I’ve decided. This is perfect.


      After officially telling the receptionist lady that I’d like to rent this mansion, we went to start cleaning immediately. But right at that moment, the children we had been waiting for returned home as if nothing were amiss. It seemed they hadn’t realized from the outside that we had raided the place. It would be a pain if they were to try and run, so we caught them immediately and brought them to the room where the girl was sleeping to ask them some simple questions.


      There were three children. Four, including the sickly girl. They had just come back from going out to beg for food, bringing back nothing but little scraps. All four of them were emaciated; they didn’t look well at all. They may have been living like this for a while. It was tragic, really.


      The oldest of the four was the sick girl’s older brother—he was the same age as me. The other boy and girl with him were one year younger. The oldest boy was named Sig. Sig’s little sister was Mito. The boy and girl, much more curious than cautious, were Varja and Kalua, respectively. They appeared to be twins; while their hairstyles and personalities were different, their bone structure and facial features were very similar.


      “Why’s she got white hair?” Varja hissed.


      “She used too much magic,” Kalua hissed back. “I’ve seen it before.”


      While the twins were happily whispering in front of me, Sig, who seemed to be the leader of the group, still seemed cautious. “We apologize for staying here without permission. We’ll leave right away, so please don’t call the authorities.”


      All we’d told them so far was that we were now the residents of the house. They appeared to have understood the circumstances as well as they could at their age.


      “Are there no children’s care homes?” I asked the receptionist.


      She tilted her head. “There are, but I don’t know the details... I’ve heard rumors that there are so many children they can’t care for them all.”


      You don’t know, huh? Were there too many orphans or were there too many parents who found they couldn’t look after their children? Either way, I hated a place that was cold to children. I’ll look into it myself later.


      “Lynokis, may we hire them?”


      “Hmm... Well, I see no problem with them staying until Mito’s better at least.”


      I left the final decision of whether to recruit them up to Lynokis. She’d be interacting with them much more than I would. They may have been kids, but she still had to consider whether she’d get along with them or not. If they couldn’t manage to get along, then I couldn’t have them working for me. I had no intention of making Lynokis tolerate those she disliked, and it wouldn’t be good for anyone, anyway.


      “Have you any desire to work?” I asked them. “You could live here if you do. Food, clothing, and shelter will be provided.” I started by bringing up the prospect of them helping clean and repair the mansion. The contract would last until the building was back to an acceptable state. Whether I would extend their contract beyond that would depend on how hard they worked. And it would also depend on how the children themselves felt about the conditions.


      “Um, Mito can’t work,” Sig said. “Will you still allow her to stay?”


      “Of course. We’ll even call a doctor and provide medicine. She can remain in bed until she feels better.”


      “All right. In that case, we accept,” Sig responded after consulting with everyone.


      It was still too early for me to ask whether they had anywhere else to go or how they ended up living without their parents. They were still on guard, and if I ended up hearing what they had to say, I doubted I would be able to just sit back and do nothing about it.


      We’d only just arrived in Marvelia and still had to get ourselves set up. It wouldn’t have been a great idea to create more trouble already. Not that it didn’t sound fun, but we were about to start our exciting life in a new land. Since there was so much we had to do, we needed to savor everything step by step to make sure we didn’t half-ass any of it, and slowly work through our list.


      ◆


      The Mech Military Academy of Marvelia started its school year in autumn. In other words, while the second semester would be starting in Altoire after summer vacation, it was the first semester over here. That may have been why His Majesty had chosen Marvelia as the nation I would study abroad in. Wait, no, what am I saying? He was definitely thinking about selling MagiPads here first and foremost. Such a narrow-minded land seemed impossible to make a real sales pitch to as things stood, after all.


      And, well, he may have also factored in my real identity and that Lynokis was really Leeno. He was probably thinking that we would survive boldly and proudly no matter where he sent us.


      There was no way for me to ever confirm, though, so all of that would remain in the realm of speculation.


      The cleaning and maintenance of the mansion took until just before the start of the school year. Various small incidents happened over that time, but there were no major problems, largely due to the help of the receptionist lady from the merchant’s guild. She may have taken pity that I was studying here alone and clearly had a story behind my circumstances. Thanks to her, we were able to get my uniform from a small, friendly tailor, rather than the large tailor who gave me the cold shoulder. She introduced us to a skilled, amiable carpenter in town to make a proper assessment of the damage to the mansion, instead of the major carpenter who would always click their tongue whenever they saw me. She also introduced us to grocery stores, general stores, and greengrocers who would actually serve us. I even ended up making some acquaintances in the market. It was thanks to her that I ended up with far fewer reasons to end up in a fight. She even helped us get Mito seen by a doctor. That was entirely on her introduction too.


      “The place looks much cleaner now,” Lynokis remarked.


      “Certainly.”


      From the iron gates, I looked up at the mansion with Lynokis, just like when we’d first come here. Though it was the same building we’d seen back then, just cleaning up and weeding had transformed it into a beautiful, regal building.


      The children worked hard under Lynokis’s command. I helped out as well. As a result, it had become polished enough for me to proudly say it was a noble’s mansion, whether talking about the exterior, the garden, or the interior. It felt like quite an accomplishment. I wanted to stand here and marvel over our results for longer, but...I couldn’t just remain here forever.


      “I’ll get going then.”


      My school life in Marvelia would begin today. I was wearing my tailored uniform and I had everything I needed. I was perfectly ready.


      “Do be careful, young mistress.”


      Since there were children living in the mansion, Lynokis would remain at home.


      “I don’t think there’s anything I’ll particularly need to be careful about.”


      “No...” Lynokis looked serious as she came closer and whispered in my ear. “I mean that you absolutely cannot kill anyone. Not in public, at least. If you’re going to do it, do it somewhere hidden, I beg of you. Or even give me the order. If you tell me to kill someone, I’ll bury a hundred—no, two hundred people with a smile on my face.”


      Oh, that sort of careful.


      “Also, I’m worried about you attacking someone without me there, so please hold back as much as possible. So long as I’m with you, I’m even perfectly content with you taking on a whole mech by yourself. Okay? Do you understand? That’s a promise, yes...? Huh? Your response?”


      I turned around. “I’m going.”


      “Young mistress, your response. Your response?!”


      I completely ignored Lynokis yelling after me and walked away.
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      Now, you see, I would never intentionally kill, but everyone makes mistakes. If I intended to brawl with people, then there would naturally be some worst-case scenarios. With how the Kingdom of Marvelia had treated us so far, there would be plenty of reasons for us to fight. And considering what would likely happen in the future, there was no avoiding it. So it was a little hard for me to make a genuine promise.


      Well, that’s just the way the cookie crumbles.




      “What a surprise!”


      See? Look. I knew this would happen. I was already getting a ton of attention for having white hair and being an entirely new face entering partway through my education, but now this bearded old teacher was expressing his amazement.


      “I never would have thought someone without an identifying color would come to study at our great Mech Academy! Are you at the wrong school, little girl?”


      And very loudly at that. So now I was attracting even more attention. What the hell is this about? Is this a form of harassment? Or does he just have no tact? I really can’t tell.


      Today was the first day of the new school year, when exams were carried out to split people into their classes. Just beyond the school gate were several tents, and it was there that you touched a crystal, just like they did back when I entered the academy in Altoire.


      Given this was called the Mech Military Academy, one could naturally learn how to pilot a mech knight here. Unsurprisingly, the Mech Studies course was the most popular. It was the dream for all children who wanted to be mech pilots.


      But mech knights required mana to be piloted, so if you weren’t able to maintain a certain level of mana or didn’t have the correct identifying color, you couldn’t pilot one. It came down to aptitude and innate talent. It was probably similar to the aptitude one needed to become a magician.


      The children standing around me now were those who had failed to get into the course. They’d spent a year training their mana and were now betting on whether that was enough to make them eligible to pilot a mech knight. That was why they were taking the aptitude test again.


      Since this would be my first semester at the academy, I was told I needed to take the test. My mana had no color, though. In other words, it was no different from the result I’d gotten back in Altoire. I’d known that before they’d even checked the result. No matter how much I touched the crystal, no matter if I rubbed my hand all over, no color ever appeared. I rarely had to use mana in Altoire, so I hadn’t thought much of it, and those around me had felt similar.


      But Marvelia, the country that put mechs above all, was different. I would even go so far as to say that someone like me, whose relationship with mana was completely broken beyond repair, was nothing more than a dropout who would never be able to pilot a mech.


      “That’s fine, no?”


      There was literally no other reaction I could think to have other than, “Yeah, so what?”


      “I couldn’t care a bit that I’m unable to ride those toys you call mech knights. All it would take is a little kick to completely destroy them.” I wasn’t about to shout it from the rooftops, but I wasn’t afraid to say it either.


      After I boldly declared those words, the old man’s eyes went wide, and the children who had heard me started muttering among themselves.


      Does this suffice as a declaration of war? Will this be enough to get you all picking fights with me? Or, uh...I guess I’m the one who picked the fight. Will you accept my challenge, then?


      Don’t disappoint me now.


      ◆


      The Mech Military Academy of Marvelia utilized a ten-year education system with their students starting at eight years old. Since I was nine turning ten, I would be enrolling as a third year. Though it seemed that the number of years until graduation differed depending on the program.


      Going in order of popularity, those enrolled in Mech Studies would attend the whole ten years. They were the elite of this country—those who would go on to become mech pilots or other military professions. This program had mana color and capacity conditions for entry.


      The next most popular program was Mech Engineering, since it still involved working with the mech knights. However, this program also required being able to at least control mech knights in order to test models and do maintenance checks. In other words, one needed at least enough mana to be able to move a mech knight, even if they weren’t at the level to participate in a real battle; as with pilots, not just anyone could become an engineer.


      The third most popular program was Airship Engineering—this was what students tended to aim for if they failed to get into the top two programs. In more recent years, Marvelia had been putting efforts into improving and advancing their airship technology, so those who showed enough skill could even be employed by the state.


      And then there was the so-called General Studies program and a bunch of others. Those bunch of others included Business Studies, Adventuring, even Blacksmithing programs. But they weren’t terribly popular in Marvelia, so if you weren’t choosing a mech knight program, it didn’t make much of a difference what path you took.


      I chose General Studies. There were very few children taking this course, so there were only four classes of five students each. We were stuffed into small classrooms that barely saw sunlight and we didn’t often travel far. I was sure the teachers had been told to instruct us quietly in a corner so we didn’t get in the way of the elites.


      General Studies was also known derogatively as Commoner Studies. Our teacher said as much very dispassionately, so the program must be greatly looked down upon in this country. It seemed likely that the programs where children could learn specialized techniques were the most popular.


      Incidentally, Altoire Academy made education compulsory for children, but that didn’t appear to be the case here. I was sure there were other schools beyond this one, though.




      The first day of school, my four classmates all whispered about me behind my back and I remained unable to talk with them. It was likely the result of me picking a fight this morning. I was sure rumors of my declaration of war were spreading through the school right now. That was what I thought to myself as I cleaned the classroom.


      A month had passed since I’d come to Marvelia, so I was getting used to my life here. For shopping, we primarily went to the markets in the lower town. Thanks to the receptionist lady of the merchant’s guild, people at least treated us as humans.


      What I’d observed of Marvelia so far was that the worship of mech knights was especially strong among the middle-to-upper-class residents. The lower class, not so much. Commoners couldn’t care less about ideologies—they prioritized making enough money to survive. So long as their customers were willing to pay, they didn’t care if they were natives or foreigners.


      From how the school was taking it, I had the feeling that my declaration would spread beyond the school grounds in due time.


      “Heh heh,” I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      The many opulent shops along the main street almost certainly had the middle and upper classes as their primary clientele. The hotel we stopped by on our first day in this country was also situated there. Perhaps the day would come that the people of this land would hate me so much that I couldn’t even walk down this street anymore.


      I was truly looking forward to that day. If they attacked, then I would attack back. In fact, I would welcome them giving me any justifiable reason to fight.




      “Welcome back, young mistress!”


      “Welcome back, young miss!”


      Whoa. When I returned to the mansion, the twins—Varja and Kalua—were there to greet me, opening the gate wide. They must have been nearby. Actually, no, it seems more likely they had been waiting for my return.


      Varja and Kalua were both eight years old—one year younger than me. They were twins. Varja wore a butler’s uniform with shorts while Kalua wore a maid’s uniform. Their uniforms being different made it easier to tell who was who, but their faces and physiques were still very similar. Both had bright, well-brushed tawny hair and reddish-brown eyes. They also shared a mischievous streak and a healthy curiosity. They looked like such normal, cheerful children that it was hard to imagine that not so long ago, they’d been out begging on the streets.


      Incidentally, the one who called me “young miss” was Kalua.


      “Hello. Where’s Lynokis?”


      “She’s inside!”


      Hmm... I wonder if she’s busy. Varja, my apprentice butler, whisked away my bag, while Kalua, my apprentice maid, grabbed my hand and pulled me into the mansion.


      “Ah, welcome back, Young Mistress Nia.” On my way in, I bumped into Mito precariously carrying a bucket with a small amount of water. “It will still be a little while before your bath is drawn.”


      “Take your time,” I reassured her. “Take a rest if you feel tired.”


      Mito was also one year younger than me and had been in her sickbed only a few days ago. Now, she had completely recovered from her illness and had begun working as the other children had. I had her doing a lot of physical labor, mainly carrying the water for the baths. I was indeed in the middle of helping her build back the strength in her body. Apparently, she’d been frail since birth, so we needed to make her stronger.


      Having taught her the absolute basics of chi, I could already see the results. When I had asked her, “Would you like to learn how to turn your body into one that cannot be defeated by disease?” she’d enthusiastically said yes. Someone having the drive to do something really helped them learn much faster.


      When I walked through the open doors, Sig was immediately there waiting. He was Mito’s older brother and the same age as me. “Welcome back, Young Mistress Nia. Miss Lynokis has requested your presence in the cellar.”


      “She has, has she?”


      Though my staff were all children, they were doing well. Starting from when they’d begun work on maintenance of the mansion, they’d been with me for about a month now. We’d become fairly close with each other. I think.


      But we were nearing the time when we’d have to sit them down and ask them their plans for the future. Our initial contract stated that they were only required to remain until the cleaning and repairs of the mansion were complete, and we had finished with that by now. What did they want to do next? Make a new contract with me? Go our separate ways? It was an important discussion we needed to have, but...I had to find a good time for that.


      For now, I was a little occupied.




      I found Lynokis when I went down to the cellar. She’d prepared the food for the day and was waiting for me.


      “Welcome back, young mistress. You’re early today.”


      “Today was just introductions and orientation. Tomorrow will be more normal.” I saw the bags filled with bread and other food and made a guess: “Are there more?”


      “Yes. Three people just a moment ago. That means we’ve crossed thirty. What shall we do?”


      “All we can do is wait.”


      When I started to walk into the cellar, Lynokis carried the food in behind me.


      “What do you think? Do they seem like they’re going to start behaving?” I asked.


      “I think it’s a bit early to hope for that.”


      We opened the heavy door at the back and then...


      “Gah!”


      “Ow!”


      “Bwuh!”


      I dealt with the naked men who leaped at me as if they were on an assembly line. I dished out one hit to each person, sending them flying into the opposite wall. There was nothing more to note. Well, I’d at least praise them for deciding to try and attack me all at once this time. I’d acknowledge that they’d decided on a tactic that would increase their chances of victory, however slim—not that it changed the outcome.


      “They really never learn... No, actually, some of them did learn.”


      I’d only dealt with six men just now. The rest were sitting there, behaving. Over ten of them came after me yesterday, so at least some of them were learning that they stood no chance against me, no matter what they tried.


      “This space may be big, but thirty people is starting to push it, huh?” Before, this had been a spacious empty room. Now, it was packed with naked men. “Not a lot we can do about it, though. Roll call, everyone. Starting from one. Ready? Go.”


      When I gave my signal, they each said their numbers in order of when they’d been thrown in. Some voices trembled with humiliation, some trembled with rage, some trembled from the cold, some trembled from fear, some were just filled with exhausted despondency. Almost thirty voices with various emotions called out.


      “Two of them didn’t respond. Halve their portions.” Though they’d been shoved haphazardly into the room, I could sense how many people were here. I could have even counted up to ten thousand of them had there been that many. I’d already made it clear to them: If even one of them didn’t respond to roll call, I’d decrease how much food they were given.


      “Wait! They’re unconscious! They can’t respond!” one of the oldies who seemed to be treated as a leader of the group yelled. I was sure he’d been one of the attackers part of the third raid.


      But unfortunately for him...


      “Then you should’ve stopped them from attacking in the first place. I’m a person who does their best to keep their promises.”


      I ruthlessly halved their rations for the day, flung it into the room, and closed the door.


      That same old man came scrambling up to the door and shouted at me through it. “Wait! Tell us already! How long do we have to stay in here?!”


      “That all depends on your boss. We’ve sent our messenger—the man that you all chose.” And I’d given him the message. I told him that if their boss came here directly, I’d hand his men over.


      I wouldn’t deny that there was the possibility that the man had run away without delivering the message, but then the fault would lie with the captives for choosing him in the first place. That wasn’t something I should have to concern myself with.


      “Has he really not responded?! He’s actually dropped by and you’re just not letting us see him, right?!”


      “He hasn’t come by. That’s why you have some new faces with you today. I don’t like this either. It’s a pain having to feed all of you.”


      After saying farewell, we left the cellar.


      Back when we’d first thrown them in there, they’d often shout hateful words like, “Let us out of here right now!” or “I’ll wring your neck!” Now, though, they were rather obedient.


      Yeah, the underworld is much easier to deal with, just as I thought. All I have to do is be strong so it’s all a breeze.




      About a week after we’d arrived in Marvelia, we’d started having guests at the mansion: delinquents, the homeless, thugs, mobsters... All sorts, really. I didn’t know the details of what they were after or what organization they were a part of. I had no intention of negotiating with them, so I didn’t even ask them any questions. They may have come to rob the place, seeing it was occupied by nothing more than a foreign girl, or they may have wanted to take over by force. I didn’t know the reason, but I fought back and took them prisoner regardless.


      We didn’t hesitate to capture both the men who tried to attack us in broad daylight and those who snuck in during the night, strip them naked, and throw them into the basement. I was truly thankful that Marvelia had the magic tools to handle waste. If it didn’t, I’d be making them do their chores.


      I had a feeling this was the intended use of the basement. It was common for mansions previously owned by nobles or aristocrats to have prison cells so they could deal with certain issues privately. It turned out this mansion was from that era.


      Not long after the first attack, we asked the carpenter to fit the house with magic seals. That way, anyone we captured wouldn’t be able to break out even if they were capable of magic. The door itself was already sturdy enough that it was hard to think they could escape with their bare hands. (I could, though.)


      It was possible to create a magic seal with chi, but it would have been a pain to reapply it all the time. We had those magic locks added to every room.


      Once a day, we would go down to give the prisoners food and water and do nothing else.


      Quite early on, there were those who told us who they worked under without us even asking, so we let one of them go and told them to tell their boss that if he came to the mansion, we’d release his men, but we’d heard nothing since then. Almost two weeks had passed since that day. Though we kept getting more “guests,” there was not a peep from the boss.


      At some point, there was always someone watching our mansion. Naturally, there were those who stalked me while I was going to and from school as well. I thought they would try to start something with me today since I was walking home alone, but it turned out they’d gone after the mansion rather than me. Lynokis caught them, increasing our prisoner count.


      Honestly, I wasn’t that bothered by the raids. They could attack as much as they wanted. But trying to keep them out of sight of the other children was a lot of work.


      “What’ll we do?” I asked. “That’s already over thirty prisoners. That’s way too many, surely?”


      “That’s why I asked about it earlier. I’m starting to think their boss isn’t ever going to come. Could we not just visit him ourselves?”


      “I have nothing I want from him, yet I have to be the one to go? To...what? To tell him that I’ll give back his men?”


      “When you put it that way, the idea is a bit absurd...”


      “Right?”


      Dealing with prisoners was difficult indeed.




      The morning after six more adventurer dropouts snuck in only to get their asses beat and flung into the basement, Lynokis and the other children waited by the entrance to see me off to school.


      “When I get home today, I’ll make sure to give you all your payment,” I told them. “Let’s talk about what you intend to do after that.”


      “What? Are you...firing us...?” Having grasped the meaning of my words, Sig was shocked. The other three understood upon Sig’s words and were just as shocked.


      “Noooo! I don’t want to leave you, young miss!” Kalua latched onto me.


      There, there, now. You’re so cute, Kalua. Even if it’s calculated. It’s a calculated cuteness, but I still feel like I want to give you an allowance.


      “I’d made an effort not to ask, but we do need to discuss your futures sooner rather than later. We can decide where you’ll go after we have a good chat.”


      I wouldn’t be in Marvelia forever. For the time being, the plan was to return to Altoire in a few years, so it was important for us to establish what the children would do in the future. If they had somewhere to return to, I’d rather they went back there.


      It didn’t help that right now, we had a lot on our plate. I needed to inform the children about that already. Like how we were presently keeping men locked up in our basement. And about how I’d be picking a fight with Marvelia. If they stayed with me, they would absolutely risk ending up in danger. It would be too cruel to get them involved while they had no idea what was going on.


      I wanted to give them a say in what they did from here.




      Back in Altoire, with the exception of children who lived in the capital, everyone stayed in the dorms. But at Marvelia’s military academy, dorm space was limited, so there were a lot of kids who commuted to school from the town. That was why there were a lot of student apartments or buildings that functioned similarly to the dorms.


      The closer I got to the school, the more children there were wearing the same school uniform around me. We were all headed for the exact same location. I could hear those whispering around me—or speaking loud enough so that I could hear—about the declaration I’d made the day before. Looks like the rumors are spreading.


      Perfect. It couldn’t be long until someone accepted the taunt.


      “You took your sweet time, exchange student!”


      And “not long,” seemed to be right after I thought about it.


      I had noticed that there was a crowd gathering by the school gate, but I hadn’t realized they were for me.


      Good. If this is what it’s like by the second day, then my school life may be quite fun.


      “Ah, a mech knight.”


      The students parted to make a path for me, as if trying to lead me, or even make sure I couldn’t escape. I walked straight down it—and waiting at the other end was a massive suit of armor.


      A mech knight. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen one.


      I took the time while we were repairing the mansion to do some simple research on mech knights and the military academy. Those full-body suits of armor were developed using the pinnacle of Marvelia’s technology. They featured complex internal mechanisms, and were made up of magic tubes, wires, and joints. Their technical name was, “magic powered armor.” They possessed bodies as large as titans, arms capable of wielding weapons far too heavy for humans, and legs thick enough to handle their bulky frames.


      Well, I would admit that their roundness made them look a lot like potbellied old men with short legs. But those short legs were specifically designed to keep their center of gravity low and increase stability, so the shape was logical for powered armor. Make it too tall and a simple fall would be enough to greatly damage the frame.


      The dull metal armor in front of me bore no insignia. It was mandatory for mech knights to display an insignia so their affiliation could be identified at a glance. It served as proof of their purpose—whether for labor, cargo, or security. I hadn’t seen a military mech for myself yet, but those naturally were also meant to have such identifiers as well. Since this one didn’t have an insignia, it must have been a training mech.


      Apparently, elite cadets in Mech Studies who passed the relevant qualification exams were assigned their own training mech. It served as teaching material to allow students to train as a pilot and also to learn the structure of their mech by carrying out their own maintenance.


      “You’re finally here!”


      Next to the mech knight in front of me were several students who were clearly older. Given their cocky, smug looks, they had to be Mech Studies students. One of them was standing directly in front of the mech knight—a brat radiating nothing but noble arrogance—and he was the one who spoke to me.


      “I’ve got no idea what sorta boonies you’re from for you to have not even seen a mech knight before! But mocking them is the same as mocking our great Marvelia!”


      Well, yes, I wouldn’t argue that. I was mocking them. But this country mocked me first.


      “I hear you said that our mech knights are lame, weak toys that look like potbellied old men! And that you boasted that you could take one down with just a finger! Then why don’t you try it, huh?!”


      I definitely said tha— Wait, no, they were embellishing it a little. I said that I could take one down with just a kick. Even if I had a bad impression of Marvelia, I felt nothing for the mech knight. I’d held back in my declaration to help preserve their honor.


      How fascinating. They want me to defeat it with just a single finger? They want me to emphasize even more how weak their mech knights are? I understand now.


      “Just try it! Now! If you can’t do it, then apologize! If you don’t, we won’t let you pass!”


      I couldn’t blame him. I understood that they could only see the situation as a young, ten-year-old girl’s cocky joke that went too far. I also understood that the Marvelian students were watching this hoping to see the foreigner embarrass themselves, since they were certain I couldn’t do it. I also was familiar with the feeling of wanting to knock someone off their pedestal after they ended up taking themself too seriously.


      The only problem here was that I could really do it.


      The students standing around, the elites standing in front of me, the cocky brat who spoke to me, all of them were laughing. They were waiting for my reaction. I turned to them—no, to the brat, and asked him: “How far?”


      “Huh?”


      Now that I’d finally spoken, the laughter stopped. They probably didn’t want to miss a word of the show. This wasn’t magivision, after all—there would be no rebroadcasts.


      “I’m just wondering how far I’m allowed to go. Shall I make sure I don’t destroy it? Or should I destroy it completely? You choose.”


      The laughter that erupted this time was even greater than before. I could hear people bursting out in laughter after being unable to hold it in. Even I couldn’t help but laugh. If they had such high hopes for me, then it would be wrong not to reciprocate.


      There was no turning back. This was a situation where I couldn’t hold back.


      “D-Do what you want! Just go! I’ll take the laughter you gave me as the price!”


      The brat forgave me through his laughter. He didn’t need to, though.


      I’d already decided I’d do this.




      “Good morning.”


      When I made it to class, my four classmates were already there. They glanced at me for a moment before immediately looking away.


      Do they not like me? They didn’t even greet me back.


      Maybe they were keeping their distance after my declaration of war yesterday and because I was a foreign exchange student.


      Well, it wasn’t like the class was very big. I was sure they’d get used to me in due time.




      Perhaps what I’d done this morning eventually reached their ears, though, because by the afternoon, they were clearly terrified of me.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: A Somewhat Shocking Abduction Case


      “Good afternoon, young lady.”


      Oh, they’re here.


      As I returned home after my second day at the military academy, four men were standing near the mansion waiting for me.


      Hmm. Well... Makes sense.


      I had thought that if they ever intended to make contact with me, they would do it around this area, and I also knew that the time they would do so was fast approaching, but it seemed they were still going for numbers over individual strength. Should I view them as the type to spend a long time scouting out their target, or should I assume they were already cautious of me? Personally, I wouldn’t use some random thugs for this; I’d be using professionals already. No one they sent ever returned, after all. It was clear that something was going wrong on these missions. I’d hire professionals to either recover those captured or to investigate.


      “Hello. Can I help you?”


      Unsurprisingly, barely anyone passed by here, as the building that had managed to become a gathering place for the unseemly sort. Our mansion was at the edge of the noble district in a little tucked-away corner. It was a quiet neighborhood sequestered from the commoners’ district—not the type of place that the common people would wander around without reason.


      And in a location like that, a single aristocrat girl was walking alone. It was like I was begging to be targeted.


      Had they been professionals, they would’ve instinctively been wary of my boldness. Despite this, these men were picking a fight. They were willingly jumping such a strange child as myself. This was enough to tell me that they were amateurs.


      Oh well. May as well hear them out.


      “Little lady, you’ve been having some...guests dropping by your house the past few days, haven’t you? What happened to them?”


      They’re calling them “guests,” are they? They absolutely were talking under the pretext that they had raided our mansion. Had they finally decided to stop hiding it?


      “I’m not quite sure. If we did have any guests, I’m sure we would treat them nicely.”


      “Yeah? Then if I said we’d like to see your superstrong maid, would you know who we mean?” The man directly in front of me was clearly trying to draw my attention while the other three men with him closed in to block my escape route. Was their aim to kidnap me?


      Honestly, the idea of it was pretty fun, but...there wasn’t much point in me going, was there? I had nothing I wanted from them, and if they wanted something from me, then it was only right to approach from their end.


      “Are you looking for those people? Would you like to come into the mansion?”


      “Huh?”


      “I’ll happily welcome you as a guest. Now, shall we go?” I slipped past the stunned man in front and made my way back to the mansion without a care.


      And then the moment we passed through the gate and into my grounds...


      Those guests became prisoners.




      Now then, the day had finally come when we captured our prisoners right in front of the children.


      They were quiet, but...they didn’t seem all that scared. Sig, Varja and Kalua all saw me knock out those four men in an instant, yet they were just staring at me as if nothing strange had happened. Mito had been in the middle of carrying the water, so she hadn’t been by the entrance. I hadn’t wanted them to scream, but that didn’t mean I wanted no reaction.


      “Well...” I awkwardly started. “This is what we’ve been doing. That’s why I wanted to have a proper chat with you. This mansion isn’t very safe.”


      I told Lynokis to bring our new guests down into the basement and went with the children to the dining hall. Mito would likely do whatever Sig decided to do, so I could have him tell her later.


      “Where should we start?” I wondered as I sat opposite the three children.


      “U-Um, may I? Young mistress?” Sig hesitantly asked from the left. “We...already knew.”


      “What?”


      Before I could ask any further, Sig continued: “The garden was always very noisy at night, and sometimes, we’d catch Lynokis fighting, or you, sort of...moving really fast. We saw you dragging their bodies through the garden too...”


      That possibility hadn’t occurred to me. If we had been inside the mansion, then I would naturally have been alert for the presence or gazes of the children, but outside, it wasn’t so easy to judge their positions. Had they felt any hostility toward me or intent to harm me, that would have been different, but they did not.


      They’d seen us dealing with the intruders in the garden, did they? We had wanted to avoid windows being smashed or doors being broken down when they tried to break in, so we had been remaining within our property but not inside our house. It appeared our plan had now backfired.


      “So you all knew?” I asked.


      “We’ve grown up trying to stay out of the sight of adults, so, um...we’re especially sensitive to sounds in the night...” Sig elaborated.


      Oh.


      Oh...


      “I’d been trying so hard to keep you all out of this too,” I lamented. I’d been very firm to Lynokis that she absolutely should not take any violent action in front of the kids either. I’d also told her to make sure they never went anywhere near the basement under any circumstances. Thankfully, I was their employer and Lynokis was their boss. We could think of plenty of ways to keep the children away. Hiding what we were doing hadn’t been so hard. If you ignored that we were caught, at least.


      “That’ll make this easier then. Right now, we have many people held captive in our basement. Those four I just knocked out will be added to them. I don’t think they’ll be the last.” I said it very casually, but it really boiled down to abduction and confinement. Considering the number of people we’d captured, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the worst case of abduction in Marvelia’s history.


      “What are you doing it for?”


      “No reason. It’s just that if we let them go, they’ll do it again, so we’re keeping them here. Though, really, we’re waiting for them to be picked up. But no one’s coming to collect them, so I have no choice but to have them stay down there. It’s just as much a bother for me as it is for them. Right, Lynokis?”


      I called back to Lynokis who had returned after transporting the new prisoners, and she responded with a, “Yes, young mistress.” She seemed to have understood what we’d likely been talking about. “If you don’t settle these discussions with the boss, it never ends.”


      Exactly.


      “Why do they come here? What for?” Varja asked.


      “Who knows?” I shrugged. Not like I cared about their circumstances. I doubted it was something worth asking about. If they were willing to sneak into a stranger’s house at night, it probably wasn’t anything good.


      “Young mistress,” Sig spoke up again. “We have nowhere else to go. Even if it’s dangerous here, nowhere for us is safe either.”


      The twins joined in after him.


      “We wanna stay here.”


      “I wanna stay with you, young miss!”


      They want to stay... Kalua’s cute. Even if it’s all clearly an act.


      “It really will be dangerous, you know? You might die. If any of you get kidnapped, I’m more likely to prioritize kicking the enemy’s face in than caring about your safety. Oh, though I can reassure you I would make sure to get in a good punch for you, as well. And yet, do you still wish to stay?”


      “Yes,” Sig firmly responded. “That would do us fine.”


      “None of the adults here even tried to help us. But you held your hand out to us, young mistress.”


      “Hmm, can I eat the sweets that we get for you, young miss?”


      They really do want to stay... Kalua’s cute. But no sweets. Those are mine.


      Right now, the one thing I would praise Marvelia for was that its food was good. Especially its desserts. They were delicious. I wasn’t sure what they were doing different, but they were doing it right.


      “Young mistress, in this case, the way to bring the conversation...”


      “I know.”


      I knew what Lynokis wanted to say. I’d been feeling a sense of unease myself. Children who had nowhere to go would only give one answer when asked whether they would like to stay or not. That wasn’t really a decision made with one’s own volition.


      Hmm... Maybe I should think of this as some kind of fate.


      They may be children without a place to belong right now, but they would not remain children forever. One day, they would become adults who could stand on their own two feet, set out, and choose the path that they wanted to go down.


      I would look after them until then.


      Besides, if I kicked them out now, I’d be constantly thinking about where they ended up. In that case, I may as well leave them within arm’s reach so I could keep an eye on them. My martial arts were able to destroy anything—surely that would be enough to protect these children. I wouldn’t mind even bringing them back to Altoire with me if they wished it. Only if they wished it.




      After that came a much more serious topic.


      “You’re...mech orphans?”


      I was informed of something quite horrible.


      Apparently, all the children here were a special type of person in Marvelia called “mech orphans.” Children attended the Mech Military Academy starting at eight years old, but it was possible to take the mana aptitude tests before then. It turned out there were parents who would abandon their children if their mana was not of the color that allowed them to pilot a mech knight.


      What caught me by surprise was that Sig and Mito were both illegitimate children of a noble while Varja and Kalua were illegitimate children of a retired mech pilot. And what was more, the children themselves were aware of that. It seemed they were unaware of who their fathers were, though.


      In other words, these children had all at one time been potential successors of their families. Nobles and wealthy families who desired a child who could pilot a mech would give birth to several children and only raise those that had the correct mana aptitude. That method of picking and choosing one’s children was a normal part of Marvelian culture.


      Of course, Marvelia itself rightfully despised such actions and considered it debasing one’s own dignity—but in the upper classes, where appearances and titles mattered above all else, there was a tacit understanding about the practice.


      Children who could not pilot mech knights. That was why they were quite ironically called mech orphans.


      Well, it was a different country’s culture, so it wasn’t my place to say anything...but I really quite disliked it. That was another reason for me to dislike this country. How unfortunate.


      ◆


      As a girl was jostled about in a carriage while she read her book, her friend suddenly appeared beside her and whispered in her ear.


      “Lady Shyl, did you hear?”


      This friend who was also her bodyguard had unusually black hair and black eyes. Her name was Akashi Shinobazu. Akashi had been by Shylrane’s side since they learned how to walk and talk. Despite being the same age, their height difference was great—so much so that it was hard to believe they were actually the same age.


      “Hear what?” Shylrane was pretty sure she knew what Akashi wanted to talk about, but she responded as curtly as she always did.


      Akashi responded with her usual frivolous smile. “There’s this white-haired exchange student that, like, took down a mech knight with a single finger.”


      “How ridiculous.”


      Shylrane had already heard this. Anywhere you went, there were people discussing that exact thing. Bringing it up after school was way too late.


      No matter how one looked at it, it was fishy. It had to be a hoax. It was impossible. How could a child have managed something like that when a fully grown adult couldn’t even push one over? And with a single finger.


      Given the rumors had spread so far, it seemed possible that something like that had happened. Maybe it really did fall over. But using common sense, it was obvious that rumors weren’t always completely true.


      “You might say that, buuuut...”


      I know.

    

  

  
    [image: insert7]
  

  
    
      This was all just performative beauty. It was an (utterly pointless) exchange designed to let Akashi chat comfortably. She was always grinning away, but if you got on her bad side, she would hold that grudge for ages.


      “I’ve heard it’s super-duper true.”


      “This isn’t funny.”


      “No, but really, really. Ness went bawling to the factory so he could repair it. It was waaaaay too awkward to call out to him, though.”


      “But you did, didn’t you?”


      “Weeeeell, I needed to get accurate information to bring you, Lady Shyl, even if it meant rubbing salt into the wound. If I didn’t, I would totally be accused of disloyal treason.”


      “Okay, okay, just tell me what happened already.”


      “It turns out it really is really true. The front plating was dented like it took on a full-on charge from a boar or something. That wasn’t some accidental knock-over or fluke, I tell ya.”


      The reason Akashi hadn’t brought it up until now was because she’d wanted to make sure she’d gotten all her facts straight. She may have seemed shady, but she was the real deal.


      In other words, it seemed likely this had really happened, exactly as the rumors had said.


      “Did she use magic...?”


      “Mmm, didn’t look like it to me. Sure, it’s a training mech, but they always have that crazy magic resistance in all the materials. Besides, that pale girl allegedly doesn’t have any mana color at all.”


      “Look into it.”


      “Yes, ma’am!”


      Akashi disappeared from the carriage without a sound. Though she’d opened the door and leaped out, her movements were so sleek that it didn’t leave a single impression. That was the skill of the Shinobazus.


      Shylrane Silk Marvelia was the sixteen-year-old, legitimate fourth princess of the Marvelian royal family, and a famous mech pilot at the academy. Not only was she beautiful, but she also embodied integrity and strength, excelled in both academics and athletics, and possessed a frugal, hardworking nature that disdained excessive luxury. She was strict with others and equally strict with herself. That was the kind of aloof person she was.


      She had already gained combat experience in a mech, and it was already determined that upon her graduation in two years’ time, she would receive the new title of Princess Pilot and command a newly formed all-female mech unit called the Princess Platoon. Many female cadets in Mech Studies were training hard in the hope of joining that new squad.


      As such a talented pilot, it was natural that she was immensely popular even beyond the academy walls, even if she was yet to be one officially. The downside was that since she’d been piloting mechs since she was young, she had grown up in such a constant state of mana deprivation that it had stunted her growth. She was so small it was hard to believe she was sixteen.


      With her small body being her only setback, her life had been a breeze—but now, it was about to take a major stumble.


      No, more like a spectacular tumble.


      ◆


      “Say, little lady, I’m real sorry to be coming out here to meet you in the middle of the night like this, but I heard there was a really strong maid around here...”


      Whoosh!


      A man approached me with a pleasant expression on this moonlit night, and then suddenly lunged forward, aiming his foot right at my stomach. Since our bodies were such different sizes, I was sent flying away without resistance.


      Ooh, his shoes have iron plates in them. That was an attack made with absolutely no concern over if I died; he wasn’t holding back even against a kid. Not bad for a first meeting.


      “I am Gendai the Brawler. I have lost in battle before, but never in a brawl.”


      Ah, a brawler. So he specialized more in street fights. That was a different sort of violence than martial arts. His ruthlessness wasn’t half bad, though.


      “Call your maid. She’s still alive, is she not? Or did she kick the bucket?”


      Hmm.


      “May I ask you two questions?” I stood up while contending with my disappointment that he wouldn’t carry out any follow-up attacks. If he was willing to go all out on the first move even if it meant potentially killing his opponent, then he should have pushed harder. If you’re going to do it, you’ve got to go all the way. “First, you can see that I’m a child. Are you the type to attack anyone, whether child or adult?”


      “Not really? I just don’t look lightly on my opponents. Whether woman or child, if I’ve decided I’m going to take them on, that’s what I’ll do. I don’t particularly make it a habit. I make a living on brawls—I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t for my work.”


      You don’t kick indiscriminately—it’s all only for work? Lucky you. You just saved your own life.


      “Second thing I wanted to ask about was if you have a way you’d prefer to lose. Any requests?”


      If this guy was a professional killer, I’d have asked how he’d like to die. Boasting about one’s fights or strength or taking pride in one’s martial arts was quite commendable. People should do it to their heart’s content. But that sort of thing only worked among those traversing the same world—pastimes to be enjoyed with kindred spirits. To harm innocent civilians who lived outside the world of violence, especially women and children, was a warrior’s shame. There was no value in keeping people like those alive.


      “A way I’d prefer to lose? Nope, never thought of that. I’ve never lost, after all.”


      Is that so?


      “Then let me make a suggestion: Why don’t I punch you in the stomach head-on? Sound good?”


      And that was how we ended up with yet another captive.


      “I see.”


      I knocked out the brawler as I said I would and dusted off my clothes. At least they were starting to send people who seemed like professionals now. That merciless kick was good. He’d been so resolute with his intention that I took the attack instead of dodging without thinking. It was really good.


      Would I have more pros sent my way now? Would fighting specialists drop by? I’m starting to get excited.


      Hmm?


      What’s this...?


      Ah, that’s a spy.


      Feeling a gaze on me accompanied with a slight sense of unease, I subtly scanned my surroundings...and detected an extremely small living presence in a corner of the garden. Their aura was even smaller than Mito’s when she’d been ill. Their breath was as faint and as fast as a small animal’s, a skill useful for shifting the focus of the target so they didn’t notice they were being watched. And then there was the way they hid their presence...


      Commendable. There really was a pro around. And given they’d managed to go unnoticed by me until now at this distance, they had to be good. This wasn’t just some punk acting too big for their britches, this was the skill of a real professional spy. I never knew people like that still remained in this world. Wonderful. This gives me so much more reason to keep living.


      All right, then. Usually I would have considered leaving them be, but I decided I’d like to capture this one tonight. After taking such a wonderful kick, I was feeling a little worked up.


      If you’re strong, why don’t we have a little fight to the death?


      The moon tonight was beautiful. It was perfect for such an event.


      ◆


      He kicked her.


      A huge man just...lunged at that small girl and kicked her at full force.


      Akashi of Shinobazu had successfully infiltrated the grounds of Nia Liston’s estate. The size of the garden meant there were several hiding spots—not that that mattered so much at night. With the Shinobazu stealth technique, it was possible to blend into the night easily without needing to physically hide. As proof of that, the man who had hopped over the outer wall and walked right past her hadn’t noticed her at all. And now, that very same man had just kicked the small white-haired girl who had come out of the mansion to deal with him.


      The girl was Akashi’s surveillance target, but...at the terrible sight, she almost moved in to assist. In fact, it may have been an action still worth considering.


      But her body did not move.


      Akashi’s mission was surveillance, not getting involved in accidents, incidents, or crimes.


      Calm down, she told herself.


      Akashi was infiltrating Nia Liston’s house to investigate the girl’s true identity, strength, and combat capabilities. She had something that let her knock down a mech knight without any issue; those big boys weren’t something that a regular person could even so much as budge by pushing.


      Was it some sort of weapon? Or was it magic? Whatever that power was, she had to figure it out no matter what. Marvelia could not ignore someone who may become a threat to the country in the future.


      Had Nia Liston really been strong, then she should’ve been able to take that man’s kick like it was nothing. But the fact she had been unable to dodge felt like a contradiction. A kick at that level could easily be dodged by someone with enough skill. Just what was the secret this Nia Liston girl had?


      Only a few seconds had passed since Akashi thought that to herself...but Nia Liston was already standing up...as if nothing had happened.


      What?!


      Akashi had been observing Nia Liston. Her eyes had been fixed to the girl. And yet she had no idea what had happened. Before she knew it, the man who had kicked the newcomer was crumpling to the ground.


      What did Nia Liston do? Akashi didn’t know. The girl was standing in a different position than before, so she had definitely moved. But Akashi hadn’t seen that movement at all. Even though she had been paying complete attention.


      And then she heard a sound—


      It was the beating of her heart.


      Why?


      Why is Nia Liston looking this way?


      More importantly, when had Nia Liston turned this way? Had she noticed her even through the Shinobazu technique? Impossible. I’m the greatest intelligence agent in all of Marvelia, yet she noticed me? In the daytime, maybe. But at night? When they were this far away from each other?


      Regardless, this was definitely bad. She should run while she had the chance. It could have been a coincidence—maybe it wasn’t Akashi that Nia Liston was looking at. But “maybe” wasn’t good enough. The risk was too great.


      With that split-second decision, Akashi turned and clambered up the exterior wall without hesitation. It was possible she would be seen, but that was the least of her problems. If she could just get away, she could think of many different ways to cover it up.


      Had she infiltrated too early?


      In truth, Akashi had been keeping a casual eye on Nia Liston for the past few days already. The Shinobazus had already marked the girl since before Shylrane had ordered it due to various concerns they had about her.


      Akashi had thought that sneaking in tonight would be perfectly fine. But she was starting to think that this girl was an even greater danger than they had—


      “Where are you going?”


      Akashi froze, an intense shiver running up her back. Even though she had tried to get off the wall, even though she could’ve escaped if she’d just taken one more step, she was suddenly unable to move, as if caught up in a web.


      When she looked to the side...the white-haired girl was standing right there. On the wall. Just like Akashi.
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      “Didn’t you come to have a date with me? I’ll say yes, you know? It is a beautiful night, after all.”


      None of the words she said made sense in Akashi’s head. All that arose were questions. How did she get here? They’d been so far apart, so how? How had she even noticed Akashi to begin with?


      And...why was she radiating so much murderous intent? Was Nia Liston going to kill her?


      Akashi leaped. She chose to flee, opting neither to exchange words nor seek mutual understanding.


      Nia Liston was too dangerous. Akashi didn’t understand anything going on but that, she understood instinctively.


      There was another Shinobazu on standby. If she could just reach him—


      “Guh!”


      It was forbidden to raise one’s voice while on a mission.


      But a sound escaped her lips, regardless.


      All she had wanted to do was leap down from the wall—but that action was not permitted. Her collar was grabbed as she attempted to leap through the air, and she was quickly thrown backward, back into the manor grounds.


      Though it had caught her off guard, Akashi managed to land safely.


      She despaired her situation.


      “Working someone up and then running isn’t nice at all, is it now?”


      Upon seeing Nia Liston standing right in front of her, Akashi understood she could no longer escape.


      She was fast. Far faster than Akashi.


      There was no trick here. No magic. Terrifyingly, Akashi was certain that the only truth to this was that this girl was strong. If she was capable of such movement, then it was no wonder she’d been able to knock down a mech knight.


      “Stand up already. You’ll play with me, won’t you?”


      As Akashi saw Nia Liston’s blue eyes glistening coldly in the dark night, she understood yet again: this girl was going to kill her.


      “Stop right there!”


      Akashi was not allowed to make a single sound while on a mission, but if she protected that rule here, she would die.


      She stood up and removed her black coat.


      “Nia! I’m your senior at school! I just, y’know, got a little lost and wound up here! You know the drill! So, like, I’m sort of someone tied to the Marvelian royal family! But I’m really sorry! I don’t mind making a formal apology, so could you just calm down for now?!”


      She immediately revealed her identity, and made it clear that she was not a hostile.


      Which was entirely untrue. No one in their right mind would believe her. But right now, she needed Nia Liston to not want to kill her. If this girl could move at a speed so fast that Akashi couldn’t even perceive it, then she’d be dead in a flash. She might not even realize what had happened.


      If she wanted to beg for her life, better do it sooner rather than later. Do it too late and her head could be separated from her body before she got the chance.


      Nia Liston’s face clouded over. Her eyes ran over Akashi.


      Underneath Akashi’s coat had been the military academy uniform. It was what Nia Liston had been wearing this afternoon. Akashi had put it on tonight so that she could go straight to school if she ended up having to spend the whole night here.


      Now, what will she do? Will this make her stop?


      The girl sighed. “It was such a beautiful night for this too. What a bummer.”


      She sounded terribly disappointed, but at least she no longer seemed as if she were two steps away from killing. Akashi had somehow succeeded in getting the girl to put away her claws.


      “You’ll let me ask you some questions, won’t you?”


      “Yes, of course!” Akashi replied enthusiastically.


      “Then follow me.” Nia Liston walked toward the mansion the moment she agreed.


      An act of the gods. That was the excuse Akashi gave for her failure that night.


      ◆


      “Let us all eat now.”


      After over a month of living here, naturally, my new everyday had become normal. The kids and I were sitting at the table having breakfast just as we always did. Technically, they were servants of the house, so it wasn’t exactly correct form to eat at the same table, but this was important—I had to keep an eye on the health and appetites of the children given how emaciated they had been when we’d first met, especially the frail Mito.


      Lynokis just ate whatever she wanted when she was hungry and would take time off on her own judgment if she felt unwell. But the children were likely to overexert themselves, so I wanted to have time to observe them, even if the mornings were the only opportunity I had. It may not be all that necessary now, though; all four of them looked so healthy it was like they’d never been struggling.


      There was, however, one new face at this familiar gathering.


      “It looks delicious, huh? Doesn’t it? It does, doesn’t it? Yeah? Yeah?”


      Not only was she acting overly familiar with the children, but she was being annoyingly persistent for a response. Her grin and her attitude made her so suspicious. Not “yeah.” Stop bothering them.


      “Ugh, it’s been soooo long since I had an Altoire stew. Yeah, yeah, their stew is all gloopy and sweet over there... Huh? This tastes even nicer than I remember.”


      The girl looked around fifteen or sixteen years of age and she permanently had a smile plastered on her face. Her hair and eyes were a rare black color. She was also quite the chatterbox. She kept talking even when no one responded to her. She also wore the same academy uniform as me. Given her likely age, she was definitely my senior.


      Not even the children (who were usually so lively) could find it in themselves to be talkative when there was suddenly a stranger at the table. Varja and Kalua were usually bursting with curiosity, but they weren’t hiding how suspicious they found this girl. They wouldn’t say anything rude since they could tell she was my guest, but they were definitely bothered.


      “Can I have more?”


      “No. There is no more for you to have.”


      “Awww, what a shame.”


      The kids may also be so quiet because Lynokis was clearly upset.


      “Young mistress, may I ask who this is?”


      And there was the question I had been expecting.


      When Lynokis woke up, there was suddenly a stranger in the house, and all I said to her was that she would be having breakfast with us. Now, it seemed like her irritation had reached its peak. The only problem was...I wasn’t acquainted with this girl enough to even attempt to introduce her.


      “She said her name is Akashi Shinobazu. She accidentally wandered into our mansion so I let her stay here for the night.”


      “I heard nothing about this.”


      “Well, let’s have a proper chat once I come home from school.”


      I couldn’t talk about this in front of the children, after all. I couldn’t say that I had maybe intended to kill this girl and then she begged for her life by name-dropping the Marvelian royal family.


      Apparently, this Akashi was a direct retainer of the royal family and was currently attending the Mech Military Academy. She had come to investigate me after the incident yesterday morning. But then, the moment I felt ready to kill, she suddenly revealed her identity to try and get out of a fight to the death. Could you believe it?


      That admittedly angered me. Why would you dangle such delicious-looking prey in front of me and then take it away like that? I even considered killing her in the spur of the moment... If there had been even one lie, I considered using that as a reason to take her life, but she said nothing but the truth.


      Yes, everything Akashi said was the truth. There were many questions she said she couldn’t answer, but she never spoke a lie. She confessed things I asked about and even things I didn’t ask about, and that resulted in the questioning taking longer than I’d thought it would. We pretty much ended up pulling an all-nighter.


      It was still too early to pick a fight with the royal family. I had to make sure I’d made all necessary preparations and built a proper environment around myself first or innocent people would die.


      Taking over a castle as a solo operation would be as easy as some warm-up stretches, but the real issue would be dealing with the aftermath. Besides, if I participated in something so violent, I’d be the real one at fault. I had to purely act in retaliation as a victim. I had to use violence only as justified self-defense. Otherwise, no one would take my side—not the public nor the king of Altoire.


      I needed justification. If I wanted to pick a fight with the big boys, I absolutely needed a reason to swing my fists.


      Now wasn’t that time. That was all.




      For now, we needed to go to school. I left the mansion with Akashi a bit earlier than usual today because Lynokis was still seething. It was even difficult for me to be around her when she was like that.


      “You look like you’re living quite the fun life there, huh? But being a foreigner here’s reeeal tough, don’t you think?”


      “Speaking from experience?” I’d never seen someone with her hair and eye color in Marvelia before.


      “Nnnnnope, I’m born and bred Marvelian, believe it or not. My family’s been living here for a super long while. Y’know, maybe that’s why black hair and eyes are treated as something so special here?”


      I see. I wasn’t expecting her family to have history here. They might even be one of the country’s pillars. A family who had served the royal family for generations, perhaps.


      “What’s your plan now?” I asked her.


      “Like I said, I’ll keep some of your details out of my report. You, uh, did say there was just a part of it I couldn’t disclose, right?”


      This was what we had agreed on after I invited her into the mansion.


      “I did. I don’t mind you coming to my mansion. You can even investigate me all you like. But if you come so suddenly again just as you did last night, I can’t promise you’ll be safe. That’s all. We want to avoid any terrible accidents, don’t we?”


      “Hmm... An accident, you say? You suuure looked like you were ready to kill me...”


      “I have a habit of scaring any spies, you see. Maybe a bit more than necessary.”


      “Yeah? Bit of an unfortunate habit.”


      Right? That’s why you might want to be careful.


      And one more thing.


      “Let me say this, just in case. Though I’m sure you’re aware.”


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      “I don’t mind if you dig into me, investigate me, stalk me, whatever you like. I’d prefer if you tried to do it without being noticed, admittedly. But if you dare hurt those children, your life is forfeit. Make sure you tell your friends that too. Let them know that it will end with a massacre.”


      “I knoooow! I know already so don’t look at me like thaaaat!”


      Can you blame me? Marvelia is impossible to trust.


      That was the conversation we had as we walked to school together.


      ◆


      “Lady Shyl! Can you not do something about that exchange student?!”


      Shylrane’s brow furrowed as the same topic was brought up yet again. Recently, practically everyone had been complaining about the way that student had mocked their mech knights, but now even the older students were coming to put in their complaints.


      The two girls who had come to complain to her today were decent pilots, but they put in nowhere near enough effort. It seemed that even today, they were putting all their effort into the wrong place.


      Shylrane did not even try to hide her irritation from the students who had come all the way here just to complain. She lowered the cake she had been about to bite into, and repeated the same words she had said over and over: “I believe I already told you not to bother with her.”


      There were sixty-three students in the Mech Knight program. They made up the elite of the military academy, and were split into seven classes based on school year.


      Though there were students older than her, Shylrane Silk Marvelia—already highly regarded for her skill as a pilot—had become the de facto representative of the program, regardless of her own wishes. She was royalty, a skilled pilot, and her path after graduation had already been decided. She had the social status mixed with skill that resulted in this position. Her only disadvantage was that she was so small.


      For Shylrane, who cared little for other’s affairs and only wanted to focus on her own self-improvement, this reputation was an immense nuisance.


      Real battle was not child’s play. Without enough training, people would die. Slacking off would make that end result an inevitability, and that was why one became so stressed.


      “So?” The older students hesitated after Shylrane’s clear rejection of the topic, but she urged them to continue. “What did she do this time?”


      Almost a month had passed since the new school semester had begun. The season was nearing the end of autumn and the first signs of winter had begun to appear. It seemed it would be cold this year too, so the upper echelons of Marvelia were relieved.


      The school year had only just begun. It seemed to be passing quietly without any major differences as most years tended to go...or so it seemed. But with each passing day, the white-haired exchange student, Nia Liston, kept making herself more and more known.


      At first, it was just a small, unconfirmed rumor about a girl who had dared call their mech knights simple toys. Later, when it became known that it was indeed true, the Mech Knight department was not amused. Those “toys” were Marvelia’s pride. They were the symbol of Marvelia, unmatched by any nation. What could possibly be funny about allowing them to be mocked? And by a student from abroad, no less.


      As a result of that, twenty students from the mech program in this one month alone had attempted to antagonize Nia Liston and she had promptly destroyed their borrowed mech knights. It was such a massive incident that it felt like a joke. Each day, there would be some reason that a cadet would challenge Nia Liston and be spectacularly retaliated against. It was literally a case of them going to show off their prized toy only to come back with it humiliatingly broken.


      A young girl who had only just turned ten had faced Marvelia’s symbol and greatest mechanical marvel without any extra support and completely destroyed it. Such a feat sounded impossible, but the strange reality was that it was becoming an everyday occurrence now. There were those who still didn’t believe it even after witnessing it with their own eyes.


      Shylrane had yet to see it herself, but when reports were coming in so frequently, it had to be true.


      Nia Liston was stronger than a mech knight. And overwhelmingly so. After all, she managed to destroy a mech knight with a single finger—everyone across the school had been whispering among themselves wondering what sort of trick she’d used.


      According to the investigation of Akashi Shinobazu—Shylrane’s friend and bodyguard—“She’s baaaad news. I think if we aren’t careful, we risk the whole of Marvelia being destroyed. No, no, I’m being serious!” She’d been grinning the whole time while saying words that sounded like a complete joke, but...


      Now, Shylrane was starting to think that the chances that those words were true were higher than ever.


      “But if Lord Siegerune steps in, everything will be fine!”


      “Right, right! There’s no way a foreigner could win against Lord Siegerune!”


      The two senior students who had been complaining to the completely wrong person abruptly changed the subject to Siegerune Gate.


      Siegerune Gate was a grade nine student in the Mech Knight program who even Shylrane respected. With his high social standing and handsome features, he was greatly popular with the girls. Shylrane would acknowledge how skilled he was, but...the issue in question was in a whole different league.


      Could a mech pilot even beat someone stronger than a mech knight?


      After the girls were done venting their complaints and gushing about Siegerune, they left. Shylrane let out a sigh and returned to her cake. She’d already finished her sandwich, so all that was left was dessert. The nitte was a classic Marvelian cake; an oval-shaped sponge cake filled with custard cream. The nitte Shylrane was eating was one she’d specially requested of the castle cooks, filled with very little cream and instead mostly fruit jam. It was a favorite treat of hers.


      Everyone went to the cafeteria for lunch, so she was alone in the classroom. It was rare for her to not be surrounded by people, so this precious alone time was perfect for relaxing. Though she didn’t always do it, it was something she enjoyed when she got the chance, disregarding the fact that she was disturbed today.


      “You’ve got it tough too, Lady Shyl.”


      Just before Shylrane could get the cake in her mouth, she was interrupted once again. This time by Akashi.


      “Came to make a report?”


      “Eh, pretty much.”


      Pretty much?


      “How is the investigation going? You look like you’re having fun.”


      It had been about a month since Shylrane had ordered Akashi to investigate Nia Liston. While additional information was trickling in, Akashi’s main mission for now was to continue building good relations with the girl.


      “We need to avoid making her an enemy at all costs. That isn’t a creature that we can even begin to think that we might have a chance of defeating or that we should even try.”


      Akashi’s opinion had been so surprisingly firm that Shylrane decided to take her word for it. That was why no matter how much people tried to move her to action, she wouldn’t do anything herself. She’d been avoiding Nia Liston and she intended to continue doing so.


      That said...she was aware that due to her position, she would likely be caught sooner or later. That was part of why she was betting on how close Akashi could get to Nia Liston before that day came.


      “Ohhhh? Could it be...you were watching?” That sly grin of hers was annoying Shylrane even more than usual today.


      Akashi was spending a lot of time with Nia Liston as of late. As a result, all sorts of information, both useful and useless, was reported to her. Shylrane had caught sight of them numerous times on the carriage home. Akashi and Nia Liston would be walking together or chatting away in a café or wandering around snacking. Akashi always looked like she was having so much fun—even more fun than when she was with her childhood friend. In fact, she probably was having more fun. Shylrane was a stick in the mud while Akashi always came across as frivolous; they fundamentally did not mesh. Most likely.


      “Hang on, are you jealous? Are you jealous ’cause we haven’t been together much recently? You’re adorable, Lady Shyl!”


      “Shut up. What do you have to report today?”


      If she tried to protest, Akashi would ruthlessly see right through her, so Shylrane decided to question Akashi on why she was here instead.


      “Oh, yeah. Have you heard that Lord Siegerune’s gonna finally do something?”


      “Really?”


      The senior students had only been speculating a moment ago. They had only been thinking that everything would be solved if Siegerune got involved.


      “The kids on the Mech Knight course are the ones picking the fight...yet they’re the ones being one-sidedly beaten to a pulp. I’m sure even he can’t just sit and do nothing anymore. Not while the situation has become a whole ‘Nia versus Mech Knighters’ situation.”


      She was right. While Shylrane considered her fellow cadets an embarrassment for their behavior, she couldn’t deny she held her own pride for the mech knights. The mech knights were the symbol of Marvelia—they couldn’t just sit and watch them be defeated all the time. Shylrane understood the feeling. Though she couldn’t help but think there was no chance of winning from all she’d heard...


      “Are you telling me to stop Lord Siegerune?”


      “Nnnnnope. I doubt he’d listen. Just thought that you’d be next after he loses, Lady Shyl.”


      Akashi was talking under the assumption that Siegerune would lose, and Shylrane found that she was accepting that without question. All she could think was that that was indeed the most natural outcome.


      Siegerune was skilled enough that he was likely the second best mech pilot in the academy right now. If he lost, there was only one natural next competitor. Shylrane herself didn’t want to participate, but there was no way anyone would let her be about it. If she refused, then it would start to spread that the number one mech cadet was scared of Nia Liston, and the Mech Knight department’s reputation would plummet.


      As troublesome as it all was, Shylrane was certain that would be how it would end up. Of course, losing would end in the same result. There was no escape. Shylrane’s only reason for not acting was to preserve their inevitably fracturing honor even just one second longer. That and she wondered if it would be possible to retain their pride through Akashi’s friendship with Nia Liston.


      “By the way, Lady Shyl, are you afraid to lose against Nia?”


      “There is much one can learn from losses. I lose often during training in the castle. I no longer feel ashamed of losing outside of a real battle.” In other words, Shylrane didn’t mind how much she lost so long as it didn’t mean losing something precious or dying. Winning when it mattered was what truly counted.


      However... However.


      “However...Nia Liston is...doing that, yes?”


      “That is in fact the problem.” Even Akashi’s familiar grin clouded over a little. She was still smiling, though. “That girl’s absolutely picking a fight with Marvelia... Actually, she may think the fighting’s already started.”


      Nia Liston’s current behavior was clearly an effort to show her strength and make herself known. She almost certainly intended to continue until the big boys came out. And right now, the one who was nearby and most fit that bill was Shylrane. She was the representative of the Mech Knight course and royalty; defeat her and it was likely the next big name would come out.


      “Once royalty goes out and loses, who knows what Nia’ll do next? Whatever that next step is, she’ll definitely take it.”


      Once Siegerune lost, Shylrane would absolutely be pressured by those around her to go out next. Personally, she didn’t mind if she lost, but if it was for her country, she couldn’t lose. Even more so while they were so uncertain as to Nia Liston’s next move.


      If she was picking fights with Marvelia as a whole...what was her final wish? The throne? Or was Marvelia itself her target? Was it...the land? Did she not need the people? But then what would happen to the Marvelians?


      The more she tried to think about it calmly, the more horrifying the conclusions she came to.


      “Does it seem like we can do anything about her?”


      “Not a clue. Even if we wanted to get rid of her as a last resort...I really don’t think we could. Nia’s waaaaay too strong.”


      Exactly. That girl was too strong. What the hell was she? Were there many people beyond their borders that were that strong?


      “This is one heeeeell of a toughie. Gives me a headache just thinking about it.”


      “You say, with a grin on your face.”


      They really ended up with a troublesome exchange student.


      ◆


      “You’re Nia Liston, aren’t you?”


      Oh, finally.


      On my way home from school, some men approached me near the mansion. For the past while, they’d been coming by every three days, so I’d figured it was about time for another visit.


      Though there was something different about this time...


      “Yes, I am Nia Liston. Mr. Guard, sir, can I help you?”


      Finally, the next level had arrived—the city guard. The two men dressed in black spoke to me without a bit of condescension even though I was a small foreign child. In fact, they were looking at me with alert, harsh gazes.


      “We have some questions we’d like to ask you. Respond truthfully.”


      “Of course. What is it?”


      “You’ve been living in that mansion for about two months now. In that time, over fifty people have gone missing in this area. Do you know anything about this?”


      They really have finally arrived.


      “I was waiting for you.” And that wasn’t a lie. “They’re all in my house. Not fifty, by the way, but over a hundred. I wish you’d come to collect them sooner.”


      The guards were rendered speechless by my unexpected confession and they turned to each other with doubtful looks. On paper, I should receive the same treatment as a Marvelian noble—I was here on a study abroad request from the king of Altoire that had been approved by the king of Marvelia, after all. As the king had been the one to accept it, responsibility for my safety ultimately resided with him.


      It also turned out that my situation was a little complicated. It was something that His Majesty had explained to me at the time, though I admittedly didn’t remember it that clearly... I recall it was something like from the moment I was exiled, my Altoire citizenship was revoked. That part served as my punishment.


      But it was also true that I was still on the Liston family register. Apparently, it was a loophole in the law that would allow my Altoire citizenship to be immediately reinstated once I returned. In other words, I essentially still had my Altoire citizenship because I belonged to the Liston family, which belonged to Altoire.


      This meant that my presence here was a normal study abroad program. My identity was safeguarded by the Liston family and that therefore meant it was safeguarded by the king of Altoire. That king had exchanged papers with the king of Marvelia to finalize my study here. As a result, I was to be treated as a noble, and I had every right to refuse the police’s questioning.


      Conversely, the fact the city guard was trying to question me at all suggested they had some basis for coming here. Use of force against foreign nobles was forbidden—it risked causing an international incident. So long as the king of Marvelia acknowledged my presence, that would continue to stand.


      In other words, while I didn’t know how much the city guard knew, they at the very least had some sort of evidence that proved I was doing something to those missing men in my estate. I knew they’d had people monitoring my house for a while, and so they’d witnessed men who approached the mansion going in and never coming back out. That had to be what had made their suspicions definitive. Perhaps they’d had some plainclothes guards or soldiers pretending to be thugs who wanted to pick a fight with me. Should a citizen of their country go missing on a noble’s property, they had justifiable reason to search them.


      Long story short, the fact they’d come to talk to me directly at all meant they had something backing their actions, and they had to have checked all the administrative boxes that would allow them to force their way in even if I were to refuse.


      Honestly, I’d thought they would drop by much earlier than this. Either the police were incompetent, or they were deliberately letting robbers sneak into a foreign resident’s mansion day after day, fully aware of what they were doing. Had they no intention of bothering to protect a foreigner?


      Whatever the case, all this had shown to me was that if anything bad happened, the city guard was the last organization I should rely on, whether it was because they were unreliable, because they were incompetent, or simply because they were untrustworthy—not that I’d had much hope for them to begin with.


      “So? What would you like to do? Take them away right now? I’d rather you took them as soon as possible, to be honest.”


      And so, the hundred-plus men we had locked up in our basement were all taken away at once.


      Good, good.


      The cellar had been getting so full that they’d almost had nowhere to sleep. I’d pitied them, really. But what else could I have done?




      When about ten more guards arrived on the scene to help, the naked men now freed from their ropes slunk out of the manor basement. Now that their days of confinement had come to an end, the captives who hadn’t been here for very long still had enough energy to spit out insults while they were dragged away. The ones who had been here for a while? They left without even meeting my gaze.


      “Come play again someday. I’ll be waiting. Oh, or would you rather I came to visit you? Come on, look at me properly and say goodbye. I’ll make sure to remember you.” The moment I said that to the rowdy newcomers with a smile on my face, they immediately shut up and lowered their gazes.


      Good, good. Don’t show your faces here again. I won’t hesitate to dole out a harsher punishment next time.


      “Um... Miss Nia Liston?” As I stood there watching the endless stream of men leaving my house, a stocky guard leisurely approached me. “I am Sobel, captain of the Sixth Unit.”


      Since arriving in Marvelia, I’d only met guards who were hostile toward me, so being faced with one who wasn’t instantly aggressive made me immediately think he was a laid-back man.


      “Nice to meet you. I’m Nia Liston.”


      “A pleasure. Now, um, you see, we will be required to take your statement. Usually, we would talk to the homeowner, but if I’m not mistaken, you are the homeowner of this estate, yes?”


      “Yes. Feel free to ask me whatever you require. Though there isn’t very much I can tell you.” I turned to Lynokis standing nearby. “Lynokis, prepare some tea.” I proceeded to let Sobel through to the reception room.




      I didn’t tell Sobel much—just that we caught any men who tried to sneak into our mansion and that number ended up going above one hundred people.


      “Given you only confiscated their belongings, I have little reason to believe you intended to rob them. From a cursory glance, they do not appear to have been tortured nor have they testified as such. Judging from the fact that they don’t look like those who would belong in the noble district to begin with, your testimony appears credible.”


      Yeah. There’s not much else to say.


      Toward the end of the confinement, the older prisoners began holding down the newcomers, so there was never anyone who tried to attack when we delivered their food anymore. It made things a bit boring, to be honest.


      “Am I going to be charged for anything?”


      “No, this will be treated as justified self-defense. Besides, nobles have a special right to pass judgment on any criminal or crime committed on their land. As there have been no deaths, we see no need to pursue it further.”


      Hmm.


      “Rather clever of me, wasn’t it?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “I strictly ordered for no one to be attacked beyond the estate walls.” Specifically so I wouldn’t be tried for a crime like this.


      “Oh-hoh. You may be young, but you’re a smart little lady. I hope my children will grow up just as sharp.”


      Hmm...


      Had I been mistaken about this man? Or was this warm, carefree exterior just a front and he was really quite cunning? I wasn’t sure what his real feelings were, but he was a miss for sure.


      “How would you feel about hiring a gatekeeper? There’s no telling if this will be the end of the danger. I can introduce you to someone.”


      “No, we’re fine, thank you.”


      “Really? Well, at least allow us to add this area to our patrol route.”


      “You don’t need to do that either. You know why, don’t you?”


      “Hah... You’re very harsh, aren’t you?”


      “You joke. What’s harsh is the way your country has treated me.”


      The unspoken words were that I didn’t trust Marvelian law enforcement. I was glad he appeared to have caught on.


      Once the guards had finished taking the men away, Sobel took his leave. I’d had the children remain in their rooms while it all went down—it wasn’t the best thing for kids of their age to see. I could call them out again now, though.


      “It appears we were mistaken,” Lynokis said, as she tidied away the teacup and plate from which Sobel had partaken in tea and cakes.


      I nodded. “It appears so, indeed. A shame. I thought we’d get a more undisciplined officer.”


      I’d hoped for someone rude to drop by, but this one was a miss. Had he been more belligerent, I could beat them all to a pulp right here and wait to see how the core of Marvelia would react. I had been so ready to threaten whatever guard or army man or high-ranking officer came by. Just hit them with a, “I am studying here with permission from the king of Marvelia!” or maybe just a simple, “You picking a fight, asshole?!”


      But when someone as lowkey as Sobel dropped by, it was hard to find fault with his actions.


      We were strictly the victims here, albeit victims who sometimes went a bit far when retaliating. We would maintain a stance of self-defense. If we failed to uphold that justification, we would immediately be painted as insurgents and international criminals. Worst case, we would be driven out of Marvelia.


      We had to take our time. We had to be thorough. We had to make sure our violence was only used with reason. If we didn’t, resentment toward us would instantly increase.


      A fight with a country could not be rushed.


      “What do you plan to do about the underworld boss?” Lynokis asked, referring to the one behind all those thugs who were sent here.


      “He really never dropped by in the end, huh?” I’d been waiting for him, though.


      To be honest, once more than a week passed since I’d sent out the message without so much as a reply, I had started to get a feeling he wasn’t going to show up. In other words, this was the one part that went exactly as I thought it would. I figured either the boss’s henchmen or the city guard would show up to collect the captured men eventually...but those captives really got the short end of the stick. They should’ve been collected much sooner.


      Regardless, the real issue here wasn’t the city guard, but the underworld boss. I’d overlook the fact that he never came directly, but leaving things as they were was still a problem.


      “We might want to go visit him in the coming days.” The prisoners would likely be released soon, anyway—pressure from underworld bosses was half the reason you couldn’t trust law enforcement to begin with. They often caved, if not through intimidation, then through bribes or backroom deals. Anything along those lines would get the men freed fairly quickly.


      In any case, I wanted to go introduce myself, at least. I was curious why he felt it necessary to attack me so often, as well. Depending on the circumstances, I may destroy them then and there...thoroughly.


      “You look excited, young mistress.”


      “Because I am. Isn’t violence wonderful? You can clean so much up with a single punch. I love moments like this.”


      “Really? Then I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. But allow me to remind you that such habits are not good for a child’s upbringing. Don’t say those sorts of things in front of the children.”


      Hey, don’t say something so logical. How am I supposed to refute that...?


      I suppose I can watch myself in public.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: A Large-Scale Raid


      “I heard the news, Nia. You let go of those captives of yours? You’re soooo kind.” The spy dashed up to me at an exhilarating speed and grinned as she whispered in my ear. She really didn’t care about personal space.


      “A kind person wouldn’t take captives to begin with. Good morning. Were you the one who leaked the information about them?”


      Akashi Shinobazu sidled up to me on my way to school. She was often hanging around me nowadays, so I imagined she was gathering information on me at the same time. Her smile was still shady.


      “I promised I’d keep some of it on the downlow, didn’t I? I never said anything that would cause you trouble.”


      Really now? I can’t say I trust you, but I’ll believe you for now.


      “Don’t woooorry! I’m someone who keeps my promises. Honest! You can trust me!”


      Her insistence was unpersuasive—and my trust in her was already low. Many spies carried out their work based on loyalty. Unless their promise was to the one they had devoted themselves to, the weight of their words was about as heavy as a single tree leaf. If she betrayed me, she’d probably just say, “I didn’t betray you. I just went back to my old side.”


      Well, whatever. She could report to whoever she was devoted to as much as she wished. There wasn’t particularly anything I felt the need to hide, so I wasn’t so bothered. Besides, I was actually coming to appreciate Akashi as my window into Marvelia. She was quite transparent about the country when I asked about it. Of course, I didn’t plan to blindly take her word on everything, but it felt a waste to push her away.


      “You learned about it fast. It only just happened yesterday.”


      Yesterday after school, the captives were taken away from the mansion. Since I’d already been aware that the city guard had caught wind of me, I’d planned to find some excuse to pick a fight with them, but it turned out I had gotten ahead of myself. That hope of picking a fight was why I had only forbidden Akashi from reporting on some of the details when I had captured her that night. She’d snuck right into the manor grounds, after all. She told me she’d been observing from a distance for several days and that was the first night she’d snuck in so close. In other words, she’d seen that there were men who’d entered my estate and never came back out.


      I had little reason to trust Akashi, but she’d gone as far as to beg for her life using the Marvelian royal family’s name. Killing someone like that was inadvisable, so I negotiated with her and had her promise to keep some of the details of my circumstances on the downlow.


      I had no idea if she’d kept that promise. In fact, I was leaning toward thinking that she hadn’t. Her whole being screamed suspicious. No, really, what was with her creepy smile? She had to be doing that deliberately. You’re making that face on purpose, aren’t you? What is that face?


      There was no way for me to confirm either way, though, and even if I did, it was a thing of the past by now, so I was fine just leaving things as they were.


      “That’s cause I’m so curious about you right now. Well, even if I wasn’t, so many men being captured like that is practically unheard of, y’know? So people are getting just a little bit excited about it.”


      You’ve never had this happen before?


      “But you don’t mind, doooo you?”


      “You understand me well.”


      I’d already confirmed that I wouldn’t be charged with anything—and even if I had been, I’d have figured something out. Besides, rumors about me were already flooding the school. My classmates remained so terrified of me they were unable to hold a conversation. Even my teacher had started to fear me. Why should I care about their opinions anymore?


      So what if my reputation got even worse? Who cares? It getting worse was an inevitability.


      “That aside, Nia...I heard something veeeeery curious the other day. Mind if I ask you about it?”


      Oh? What could that be?


      “What’s it called... Magivision? That thing that lets you record a scenery. I heard that Altoire’s got something like that going on.”


      “Oh.”


      “Huh? What’s wrong?”


      It had totally slipped my mind. Right. Of course. I was here in Marvelia to spread word of magivision. I’d had so many opportunities to be violent recently that I had completely forgotten about it. Right. Right, right, that was why I wanted to get Marvelia under my thumb. It would all be pointless if I went too far or too fast and completely destroyed the country. All of this wasn’t because I just wanted to revel in chaos.


      If I remember correctly...Captain Rignar should be dropping by to check on me in about a month from now. I had to find something to record before he arrived.


      First things first, gather information. Sure, the place wasn’t kind to foreigners, but there had to be a tourist spot somewhere in Marvelia. It didn’t even have to be something I could use right away. It just had to be something that I could be prepared for should the opportunity arise for me to record it.


      “Let me tell you all about it.”


      In fact, there was a perfect opportunity and a perfect source of information right here.


      Let’s get as much out of this girl as I can.




      “Uh-huh, uh-huh. Wow. This is fun.”


      I invited Akashi to the mansion after school to see magivision with her own eyes. I had a MagiPad from Altoire specifically for advertising purposes, like the one Prince Hiero used in his own pitches to potential investors. It was a type that wasn’t sold in stores that allowed one to see images directly from a special manastone.


      I didn’t know the finer details, but MagiPads required a magic tower to be in the vicinity in order to function. The broadcasting companies used those magic towers as a way to relay the images to MagiPads across the country. To put it very simply, if there were magic towers relaying those images from Altoire to Marvelia, one could view the same programs here the same as they could in Altoire. At least, in theory.


      However, as you would expect, there were no such magic towers connecting the two countries, so there were no images being sent here. A regular MagiPad would be useless. This special type of MagiPad allowed one to view the images inscribed directly into a manastone. Don’t ask for the details because I don’t know those either.


      Incidentally, the marketing MagiPad and the manastone I had with me were gifts from Prince Hiero. Hildetaura had passed them to me. I didn’t need him to tell me directly that I should market magivision to understand that was the meaning behind the action.


      “Ooh, you were so cute when you were younger. You’re so small, eh heh heh heh heh.”


      Akashi for some reason was letting out the most disturbing laughs as she watched the MagiPad. Lynokis was looking terribly upset behind us, yet she was still nodding. I could guess what she was thinking by the look on her face: “Do not look at the young mistress with such lecherous eyes. However, I agree with what you are saying.”


      What was more, what we were watching was my race with the dogs. And the very first one at that.


      “This is all just for leisure, right? There’s no deeper meaning to the program?”


      “Nope, it’s all for fun. They may end up using it for the purposes of politics or propaganda somewhere down the line, but for now, these are entirely entertainment programs for the masses. You’re just supposed to watch it and enjoy it.”


      That was likely why they’d deemed this program perfect for advertising. All the program showed was a little girl racing a dog and then ultimately getting hated by said dog and viciously barked at. It was a pointless piece of work with absolutely no useful information and would change your life neither for the better nor for the worse were you to watch it.


      But nowadays, I could agree that its pointlessness made it good. On those days where you were upset or tired or worried or stressed, this type of mindless show could be exactly what you needed to perk yourself up a bit. It was a fun, pointless show. That was all it needed to be.


      Scoff at the pointlessness of it, get mad that someone else got to play so freely while you were left stressed—if that brought someone’s energy back, if it moved them in some way, then there was plenty of value to such a leisurely program. There was no searching for deep, meaningful value, and I didn’t think it was necessary either.


      “This is soooo interesting. You have something like this over in Altoire? I wanna go one day.”


      “Say, do you know of anything I could record like this in Marvelia?”


      Akashi’s face turned grave. For once, she wasn’t grinning. Actually, this might have been the first time I’d seen her not smiling. And yet...she still felt shady. Maybe the image of her grinning away was just too burned into my mind. “Nia...did you come to Marvelia to bring magivision to the country?”


      “No. Publicly, I’m here to study abroad. Officially, I was banished from my country.”


      There was no reason for me to hide it. Akashi was close to the royal family—just a bit of digging into me and she’d find that out.


      “Huh?! You were banished?!” Akashi dashed up to me and grabbed my hands.


      Whoa, whoa, what is it? Don’t approach me so quick or I’ll accidentally punch you or elbow you or knee you. I might even headbutt you.


      “Then why not just stay in Marvelia?! I’ll beat up everyone you don’t like or the crappy folk who say shit about you just because you’re a foreigner!”


      What a passionate invitation. She wanted to invite me to stay? Well, not to brag, but the hands that Akashi were gripping right now had already raised ten billion krams. Did she want my martial arts? I see, I see. Very fascinating.


      “I’m afraid I can’t. My parents are worried about me, so I do have to go back at some point.” I was having so much fun recently that I’d completely forgotten about everything else.


      Right, I mustn’t forget why I’m here. I have to go through my time here expecting to be pulling out in a few years’ time. I had to make sure to market magivision to create a proper foothold for Prince Hiero when he arrived to pitch the MagiPads. While I wasn’t sure what would happen after that, I did need to make it back to Altoire at least once.


      I can’t become too obsessed with my fight with Marvelia.


      “Actually, you should just marry me!”


      “What are you on about?”


      Don’t make jokes like that. I had a personal attendant who would take her seriously and intend to actually kill her. In fact, she was right behind Akashi this very second. I dare you to turn around. You’ll be greeted with a terrifying sight.


      ◆


      “Lady Shyl, I have some good news!”


      After leaving through the gates of the Mech Academy, Shylrane boarded the carriage waiting for her. By the time it started moving, Akashi had already snuck in beside her.


      “What is it?”


      Akashi always felt like she appeared out of nowhere, but the two of them had been acquainted for over ten years now; Shylrane was used to it. If this were enough to scare her, then she wouldn’t have been able to continue associating with Akashi.


      “I found a way to get in with Nia.”


      “You did?” That was certainly good news.


      It wasn’t just the students on the Mech Knight course, but the whole school who had become fascinated by Nia Liston. Shylrane had become certain that it was only a matter of time before she and Nia Liston would be fated to clash.


      Shylrane couldn’t make a move right now. If she did, she risked sabotaging herself. Everyone was watching what she would do; do something odd and she’d be immediately distrusted and backed into a corner. She had to think of some way that she could restrict Nia Liston’s movements... If she didn’t, the only option left to her would be to wait nervously for the time limit to run out.


      Now, though, she had finally found a way out of this stalemate...maybe.


      “Let me be clear that we cannot do anything too drastic.”


      “But of course. If we lay a hand on her, we’re dead meat.”


      At least she understood that. Anything like attacking Nia Liston directly or taking anyone around her as hostages should be absolutely avoided.


      Challenging Nia Liston to a fight meant standing on the same battlefield as the girl who took down a mech knight with a single finger. If they were to compete in battle, there was no hope of winning. Even now, they had no clear picture of her strength or any idea of the trick she’d used to take down the mech. If the truth was that she was simply that strong, then like Akashi said, she could take down Marvelia all by herself. And that probability was not low. That was why, if there was any way to put a stop to her, then they absolutely had to find her weak point or hear out her desires.


      Nia Liston was not someone they should take as their enemy. Either they should negotiate or, if that seemed impossible, try to start friendly relations with her. The latter was what Akashi was attempting now.


      “Remember what we saw at the Cauculis’s estate before? At the wedding ceremony in Vanderouge for Lady Phyledia.”


      “Caucu... Ohh, are you talking about that crystal tablet? What was it they called it? Magivision?”


      As a member of royalty, Shylrane had seen her fair share of jewels and precious stones, even the holy sword passed down in Marvelia. She’d been shown so-called antiques and rare items that to her, only looked like junk. Yet even she had been amazed by that crystal tablet and its ability to project images.


      “It was something that started in Altoire, yes? I’d heard about it, but that was the first time I’d seen it in person. I’d wanted to ask more about it, but Lord Zackford and Lady Phyledia didn’t seem to know how it worked themselves. I haven’t heard any more since then... Oh, I see.” Nia Liston was from Altoire. That was where she had resided before she came to study in Marvelia. She’d studied at an institute similar to their Mech Academy. “Does Nia Liston have something to do with magivision?”


      “Yup.” Akashi nodded, a sly grin on her face as she folded her arms. “I’m making a loooot of assumptions here, but I have a feeling she came here in order to market magivision.”


      “I see.” Shylrane crossed her arms. “I believe someone from Altoire has come to Marvelia several times in the past to try and pitch magivision to us. However, the price they demanded was so extortionate that we refused. And we didn’t even ask them for the details.”


      “How extortionate is extortionate?”


      “I’m not privy to political matters so I don’t know the details. That said, I’ve heard Vanderouge has recently been considering a purchase of the technology.”


      “No surprise there.” Akashi gave a firm nod. “Magivision is definitely worth far more than we think. Maybe the initial price was extortionate, but you have to consider the profits. That’s the reason Vanderouge is considering a purchase.”


      Akashi’s smug look annoyed Shylrane, but she ignored it for now.


      “Is this relevant? Aren’t we trying to figure out how to get in with Nia Liston? What are the important details? Tell me without going on a tangent.”


      “No, no, this is important. Because I think this is why Nia’s studying here right now.”


      The reason she’d come to Marvelia to study?


      “What if she just came to learn about Marvelian culture? Like the mech knights.” A lot of countries had expressed interest in them. After all, mech knights allowed even citizens with no physical ability to wield power at a level beyond even a regular knight or soldier. Well, so long as they had the aptitude to pilot one.


      As a result of wanting to prevent information on the mechs from leaking at all costs, Marvelia had become rather harsh against foreigners. That intention of the government had made its way to the regular citizens in a twisted manner and, not understanding the circumstances, they had begun holding this odd sense of superiority as Marvelians.


      The airship technology in Marvelia was outdated. Should the details of the mech knights leak, exposing their weakness and allowing them to be disarmed, they would lose all possible ways to retaliate against a threat. They would be a sitting target. Anyone could invade at any time.


      They were already having to deal with a troublesome enemy within their borders. If Marvelia had to be faced with any more threats, they would be destroyed.


      “That’s not right. It seems Nia was quite involved with magivision back home... Well, it’ll take a while for me to tell the whole story, so I’ll keep it brief for the impatient lady.”


      “Okay.”


      “It turns out the reason she’s studying here is because she got banished from Altoire after dropping the king into a pit trap.”


      Shylrane blinked as she processed the words. “What?”


      “Seeeee? That’s why I needed to explain from the start. If you don’t get the full picture, it just gets confusing later!”


      Akashi’s smug look was really annoying here, but in this case, she appeared to be right. But what could possibly lead to pushing a king into a trap and how did that end up leading to Nia Liston being banished from Altoire?


      More importantly, it sounded incredibly disrespectful. Shylrane couldn’t even begin to understand the situation.


      “Oh well. I can tell it’ll take a while, but tell me the details.”




      That was the first time Shylrane and Akashi had had such a long discussion in a while, and it was all about how to get cozy with Nia Liston. After debating at length about how to approach it, they finally agreed on a plan. All they had to do now was get in contact with Nia Liston and slowly but surely convince her to stop her attack on Marvelia. It would...maybe work.


      From what Akashi had said, Nia Liston was more amiable than expected. She was an eccentric girl who would get angry at the unjustified, but remain calm at the unreasonable. Rather than the laws of the land, she would abide by her own rules.


      However, violence was a close neighbor to logic and reason. Nia Liston would immediately carry out anything she had decided to do. She would not hesitate. She would not falter. Should she deem it necessary, she would cross the line into violence in an instant.


      Despite that volatile aspect to her, she seemed amenable to conversation. In which case, they could negotiate.


      Finally, a solution to this tiring worry that had sprouted up since Nia Liston’s arrival had begun to show itself.


      Maybe Shylrane could sleep soundly tonight.




      That very same night, Nia Liston’s estate was accosted by several mech knights, and those mech knights were utterly destroyed.


      ◆


      I opened my eyes at midnight, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      “Oh, they’re getting serious now.”


      I could sense a bit more than fifty bandits exuding murderous intent currently circling the manor. They were closing in from all possible sides.


      All the attacks on the mansion until now had been so disappointing. I still had no idea what their actual goal had been, but it was clear that they’d wanted to settle everything quietly. It was a ridiculous plan against someone like me, as if they were underestimating their opponent. If they truly wanted to challenge me, then they should come at me with no hesitation. A quiet raid? Attempting to sneak in would easily negate their chance of winning. Not that I had any plans to lose, no matter what.


      I got out of bed and hopped out the window into the garden.


      A crescent moon, huh? It’s a good night, as well.


      “Young mistress.”


      Lynokis was up as well, it seemed. Oh, and she’d even made sure to get dressed into her maid attire. Was it because this was such a large raid? I was still in my nightgown. There were some nights Lynokis wouldn’t notice, but this one was hard to miss.


      “They’re rather plentiful tonight, aren’t they?”


      “They certainly are.”


      But I had no worries about the numbers. In fact, if I had any complaints, it was that they weren’t even trying to hide their desire to harm me. I had no doubts that these were the men who had been held captive here. They were far away from ever being considered professionals in both skill and mindset.


      At the very least, though, they’d decided to send in this many of them at once. They’d finally abandoned all naive notions of ending things quietly.


      “Lynokis, take the children and hide in the basement.”


      I didn’t have enough hands to fight this many enemies within a location as narrow as our mansion grounds. That said, it was a number that I could easily handle so long as I got the first hit in. The best thing for me to do would be to head out right away and start picking them off.


      But my real restriction was that I could only act in self-defense. Having to keep an eye on anyone else would make this difficult. The last thing I wanted to do was hit one of the kids by accident.


      “Will you be okay by yourself?” Lynokis asked.


      “Personally, I don’t think there’s enough of them.” I doubted I would lose if they all came at me at once, even if they were first-rate killers. Besides, the fact that I could sense them from this distance had to mean that they were second-rate at best. I just viewed this as a little exercise before bed.


      “Then I’ll protect the children until you come to collect us.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Also, the night is getting rather cold, so...”


      Hmm? Oh. This’ll just get in the way, but okay.


      Lynokis put a dark brown coat over my shoulders to cover my nightgown and then quietly disappeared back inside the mansion.


      Let’s get ready to greet our guests, shall we?




      First was to open the iron gates at the entrance. This raid was a little different from the past ones, so if I kept the gate shut, it might get destroyed. Especially with how vicious our attackers seemed.


      Honestly, I have no idea what else there is to do.


      They were likely to attack from all sides, but I couldn’t be in all places at once. I had to be prepared for a few of them to inevitably make it in. The manor itself was not something I needed to protect with every ounce of my strength. Even if it were completely destroyed, there was nothing here we couldn’t fix with enough money.


      What I couldn’t replace, however, was the children, and they were with Lynokis so I had little reason to worry about them. Lynokis was at a level that she could take down one hundred of the average thug without a problem.


      The next thing I had to decide was how I wanted to do this. Did I want to be extravagant? Or did I want to be lowkey? Just capturing them again felt so dull. Holding people captive also demanded more from our food stocks and looking after them took up time.


      In that case, what if I decided to be dramatic this time and then wait for the city guard to arrive? A foreigner being attacked could serve as a slight challenge to Marvelia as a whole. It might even give me a justifiable reason to strike back.


      Extravagance it is!


      And then the moment I thought that—


      Gachunk!


      An unfamiliar heavy metallic sound came from afar.


      Unfamiliar? No, I know this.


      Those rhythmic metal sounds were slowly getting louder...and then stopped right in front of the gate I had left open.


      The crescent moon was smiling tonight. It was the perfect deep night to assassinate someone. Standing within that darkness were shadows far too huge to be human.


      Pulling out the mech knights, are they? Their unique silhouettes didn’t look all that different from the toys that the Mech Studies kids tried to attack me with. Whoa, whoa, are you serious? Were they going to launch an attack on me with their mechs?


      Hmm, not bad. Actually, this is good. It wouldn’t be fun for me had they done anything less.


      A painfully bright light suddenly shot out from the shadow in front.


      Had they tried to blind me? Or had it just been the timing in which I looked at them? It wasn’t bright enough to be intended to blind. It was purely to light up the surroundings. A searchlight, then?


      I shielded my eyes and squinted as I tried to get a better look at the shadow in front of me. I flicked my eyes about as several more searchlights from various angles shone on the mansion. I wasn’t sure how many people—no, mechs there were, but my attackers were definitely serious today.


      I lowered my hand and smirked. Could they see my smile from in there?


      “You’ll entertain me, won’t you?”


      They couldn’t hear my words, but perhaps they could at least tell I had said something provocative.


      They’d come in such droves. If they couldn’t even let me have a bit of fun, they were even worse than toys.


      Boom!


      A strong light of a different intensity to the searchlight suddenly pierced the quiet air with tremendous force. Something big and heavy was flying right at me.


      It was a cannonball.


      Good equipment. The weight, speed and size would obliterate a human if it collided with them—unless the human were me, of course.


      I rotated my body to absorb the momentum from the large round fired at me from the left without it losing its force, and then only added to its speed as I hijacked it and sent it hurtling off to the right.


      Right on target, it collided with a mech that had been in the middle of jumping over the mansion fence. To my surprise, that big metal ball lodged into the thing. The mech’s searchlight turned off and it fell right onto the fence. You just broke the wall, didn’t you? Expect to pay for that.


      The other bandits not in mechs took that as the signal to attack all at once.


      “Graaaaaaaaah!!!”


      Roars echoed through the late night. I was starting to like how single-minded they were on this.


      “Gyah!”


      “Ah?!”


      “Gweh?!”


      And that was why I gave them punches filled with love.


      However, no matter how many of them I was taking out head-on, I couldn’t deal with the others coming in at different angles at the same time. Several of the attackers coming in from the sides slipped past and headed straight to vandalizing the mansion—destroying the entrance, breaking the windows. Shit. It bothered me more knowing that I could easily kill them all at once if I were allowed. Holding back took more effort than one would think. I’d definitely make them compensate me.


      The mech in front of me advanced, converging with the mech knight on the left who had fired the cannon and was now also closing in.


      “Ooooooooaaaargh!!!”


      I could hear a slight roar, probably from the pilot. It seemed he was coming at me with considerable enthusiasm.


      They were so slow, yet the weight of that magic-enhanced armor could lead to a heavy attack. The mech in front with their large club and the one from the left with a simple log came at me with a clumsy coordinated attack.


      “Not only are you both slow, but you’re so light!” I aimed at the metal plate used to protect the pilot of the mech in front and put just a little of my true strength into a punch.


      A boom even louder than that cannonball rang through the air as the mech went flying away. It hit one of the columns of the gate, slowing it down as it skimmed across the front path like a stone over water. You even hit someone else’s fence! You’ll need to compensate for that too.
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      That was why I had said they were light. The weight of mechs were still within the range of common sense. I’d give a shout out to their durability, though. That was a pretty strong punch and the pilot still seemed to be alive. I’d honestly only put so much strength into the punch that it would’ve been more like a freak accident if they died.


      “And? Are you next?”


      After seeing his friend go flying away in his mech, the one with the log had suddenly stopped his attack. He had to have been absolutely flabbergasted.


      “Never hesitate when you attack!”


      The fear and hesitation of the pilot were palpable, but I showed no hesitation in punching him away too.


      “Ah.”


      But here, an unexpected accident occurred. The mech I had punched away collided with another mech that had come in to support them, changing their trajectory, instead slamming straight into the mansion. The noise it made was deafening as wood splintered everywhere and the mech was caught with its top half stuck in the house.


      I would have called it a disaster, but then immediately chased that thought off. That wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my fault so I had no reason to worry about it. Who was the real bad guy here? Obviously the ones who attacked us to begin with. In other words, everything that happened here was their fault.


      Perfect logic. Not a single hole in it.


      That meant I could go a little crazier...right? It was such a nice night for it.


      “No, no, noooooooooo!”


      “Run! Run for iiiiiit!”


      As I looked around, I realized my attackers were all scattering. It was all the bandits who had watched me send two mechs—big balls of metal that a human should not ordinarily be able to budge—flying away.


      Good. I’ll leave them alone for now.


      First, I needed to destroy all the mechs that had remained and then clean up the men that were currently destroying my mansion. With how loud they were being, it was only a matter of time until the city guard arrived. Until then, I would have my fun. I would just make sure I didn’t get so carried away that I killed anyone.


      ◆


      Dust danced in the air. The whole mansion shook. Tonight’s raid was bigger than ever before. It was clear how serious their attackers were.


      The basement was the foundation of the house. Basements of noble mansions were generally sturdy. It wasn’t rare for the underground to be completely fine even while the whole house was destroyed.


      The children were huddled in the corner, trembling. Every time the mansion shook, their fear intensified. Lynokis, meanwhile, was calmly leaning against the wall, arms crossed as she waited. As ordered, she had brought the children down to the cellar and was now waiting.


      She had only one worry: that Nia was going a bit too overboard.


      Her own danger? Nia’s safety? Neither of those matters were in her thoughts.


      Were Nia serious about it—completely and utterly serious about it—she could take down a whole country in just a day. That alone was enough evidence for Lynokis to not have to worry for her safety.


      Bang! Bang!


      The children screamed.


      Someone was knocking violently on the door. Each time it creaked, the sadistic and violent nature of the one on the other side became more apparent.


      The children were scared. Lynokis glanced at them, and then moved.


      “You’re looking down on us,” she muttered under her breath.


      Numbers were not the way to go. Lynokis had become keenly aware of this during her time in Marvelia fending off raiders. Nia was strong, and, having received her teachings, so was Lynokis. Neither of them was at the level they could be fazed by a crowd. She was almost certain she could take down a group of a hundred or so thugs on her own by this point.


      As proof of that...


      “Hyah!”


      The door was broken down and five or six men came filtering into the room—but the moment the door was broken down, Lynokis responded by kicking it back into their faces, and they ended up never truly making it into the cellar.


      “Gyaaaah!”


      Lynokis took that opportunity to step on the men as she went to look outside the door.


      “Shouldn’t be long now...”


      She could tell that Nia was moving around with astonishing speed. She was inside the mansion, so she must’ve finished the cleanup outside. It was likely safe to leave the cellar now, but Lynokis waited a bit longer to be safe. If anything happened and a single hair was harmed on these children’s heads, Nia would no doubt be furious. That would be the end for many things.


      First would be the country itself. Innocents would almost certainly be hurt, so Lynokis wanted to avoid that at all costs. She wasn’t a fan of Marvelia or its people, but there were definitely good ones in there.


      “Just wait a little longer,” Lynokis told the children watching her with respect and admiration. She leaned up against the wall again and waited.


      Before long, the mansion stopped shaking.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      “What is this about...?”


      In the early morning while the sky was still dark, Akashi, dressed in her school uniform, snuck into Shylrane’s room in Marvelia Castle. She came in with such force that she practically whacked Shylrane awake, shaking her as she slept. Very violently. Enough that she almost pulled the girl off the bed.


      This was the first time something like this had happened. Akashi coming directly to her room had to mean there was a matter of grave importance.


      Shylrane quickly got out of bed and listened to Akashi’s report while she got ready. Deciding not to turn the lights on, she used the light from the window to get herself changed.


      “Mind repeating that? What happened?”


      Honestly, Shylrane was still half asleep; she wasn’t actually sure what Akashi had said as she’d tried to wake up.


      “Someone attacked Nia’s house!”


      Attacked.


      “I did hear a report like that.”


      And from Akashi at that. Something about how Nia Liston’s mansion was constantly being raided. While that would usually be a cause for alarm, it seemed Nia Liston and her maid were exceedingly powerful, so they managed to retaliate without coming to much harm. It really didn’t seem to be an issue, and the Shinobazus were already tasked with marking them. If worse came to worst, they were ready to leap into action, so Shylrane hadn’t done anything more.


      The real point now was... Shylrane had already heard about the raids on Nia Liston’s house. This shouldn’t be something that required being woken up so frantically.


      “This raid was muuuuuch bigger than the last ones. Several mech knights were used and half of the building was completely destroyed.”


      Shylrane was fully awake now. That was undoubtedly an emergency situation. No wonder Akashi had run straight here to wake her up.


      And what was with the timing? Right after she’d made up her mind with Akashi as to how to deal with Nia Liston amicably, right as she’d thought a peaceful conclusion was within her reach, they decided to cause as huge an incident as this.


      “Who did the mechs belong to? Is Nia Liston safe? What caused it?” Getting dressed as swiftly as possible, Shylrane strode out the room as she asked for the details. Akashi followed.


      “Their affiliation is unknown. It seems likely that these pilots repaired some junk that made their way to them through the black markets or it was made by some secret underworld lab. Nia’s safe, though. Still unclear what happened.” Akashi concisely answered each question.


      Nia Liston’s mansion was attacked in the middle of the night by several people. Of those who attacked, six were piloting mech knights of unknown make. With the numbers so large and the involvement of mechs, it caused quite the disturbance, and a large force of the city guard had already been dispatched to the scene.


      And finally...


      “Your brother and sister are already heading to the scene.”


      “Oh.”


      Riviseal, her brother, and Cranalle, her sister, were already getting involved. Things were going to get annoying—both Shylrane and Akashi knew the other shared the thought without having to say anything.


      Nia Liston had no doubt been exhilarated by such a large-scale raid and now Shylrane had to deal with the troublesome involvement of her siblings. Was there any way to salvage a situation like this? Could they handle it without angering Nia Liston? Shylrane wasn’t confident, but she had no choice but to make it work. Shylrane was the one member of royalty who knew the true extent of how dangerous Nia Liston was right now.


      As they exited the castle gates, one of the soldiers was already leading over two horses. Akashi must have given the order.


      “We’re leaving! Akashi, lead the way!”


      Shylrane and Akashi mounted their horses and galloped through the still-empty streets.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: The Movements of the Underworld


      He exhaled.


      It was finally over. Stepping out of the carriage and feeling his feet land on the ground helped him gain that sense of finality.


      “Excuse me.”


      A woman pushed him from behind. He didn’t snap at her. It was his fault for just standing there after getting out.


      “Thank you very much.” The woman thanked the coachman, and the carriage went on its way. After watching it until it disappeared around the corner, Anzel let out another sigh.


      “Say, I’m allowed to think it’s over now, yeah?” he asked as he pulled up the hood on his coat.


      His question was directed at Lynokis, who was standing behind him, pulling her hood over her head, just as he had.


      “Don’t see why not? Not that I have to worry about being caught.”


      But of course. Only Anzel had reason to fear anything following the tournament. Leeno the adventurer had no crimes to be apprehended for. Though there were plenty of other reasons for her to fear people coming after her.


      The pair had just left the castle and returned to the town. Today had been the awards ceremony for the martial arts tournament. It had been held on some random night so as to avoid attention. It was a day in which an insane amount of money had exchanged hands—five hundred million krams to each of them. The organizers had been kind enough to make sure it all happened as discreetly as possible.


      Such consideration was a great relief to both Anzel and Lynokis. If it was widely known that they were in possession of five hundred million krams right at this moment, they’d have had everyone after their asses. Had their positions been swapped, Anzel couldn’t deny that he might have been tempted to try and steal it himself.


      Actually...would he? That amount was way too much even for him. Steal something in the hundred millions and you would immediately be busted and chased.


      In any case, they had gotten in a carriage that had been arranged to sneak them out of the castle and now they would return home. The awards ceremony had ended without incident.


      In the most tightly defended room in the most tightly defended building in the country, during an audience with the king, with knights and soldiers everywhere, a criminal had stood. Honestly, Anzel had barely felt like he would survive such a terrifying ordeal.


      After how much attention he had drawn to himself for the tournament, he couldn’t just skip receiving his prize. Even if it meant he had to be recorded, even if it meant he had to be the center of attention yet again, he attended the ceremony fully prepared to either receive the money or be apprehended.


      And then, he received the little five hundred million kram check without any trouble. Rather than being happy, he was just relieved. For several reasons. He was sure it would start to sink in that he had really received such a huge amount of money eventually, slowly but surely.


      “What are you gonna do after this?” For Anzel, his big mission was done and dealt with.


      At his question, Lynokis looked at him from under her hood. “Naturally, I’ll be pulling back. Leeno stands out too much. I can’t go anywhere looking like this.”


      Anzel was in the same boat. “We sure did get everyone’s attention.”


      Ever since he’d returned from the tournament, Anzel had been living in a hotel. He hadn’t returned to his old establishment and home even once. He’d left it to Fressa after she safely escaped from the tournament, and Geese who was the new manager. Anzel was remaining incognito until everything simmered down.


      Right now, he couldn’t walk outside in the daytime. If he did, there was always someone who would recognize him as a victor of the tournament. That was likely exactly why the hosts had organized the awards ceremony for the evening.


      That or it was because of the king’s own prior engagements. Maybe they just took a slot of time after he’d finished his work. Judging by the way that he’d only said, “Congratulations on your victory,” and nothing else, despite such an exaggerated ceremony, His Majesty probably cared little for having to be dragged through the process.


      “What about you, Anzel? You’re still stuck in a hotel, aren’t you?”


      “Sure am. A guy due to get five hundred million krams ain’t much different to a guy who has five hundred million krams when it comes to bein’ safe to go to a back-alley bar.”


      Having it be public knowledge was the worst. He could deal with anyone who picked a fight with him directly, but the last thing he needed was for his bar to be targeted. There was a good chance it could get completely trashed, especially since everyone down there was a huge idiot. They would do the unreasonable without giving it a second thought. They were impossible to trust before and Anzel definitely wasn’t about to start now.


      “The idea of living in a hotel is surprisingly elegant.”


      “It’s an expensive spot too. My only opinion is that it’s a waste of money. The roadside or some abandoned building would do me perfectly fine.” It pained him just to consider how many days that amount of money would let someone live comfortably. “Well, I suppose I’m thankful to get to study the alcohol you’d find at a hotel bar, at least.”


      The prices were frightening, but it was an expensive hotel. The range of spirits and the professionalism of their bartenders were on another level. They were knowledgeable too. Anzel had somehow made his living as a bartender with entirely superficial knowledge—everything about those guys was different. He’d taken that opportunity to ask them everything he could think of, from their vast knowledge on alcohol to their mindsets as bartenders.


      “Sounds tough. But don’t forget we have our wrap-up meal with the young mistress coming up—make sure you attend.”


      “I’ll see what I can do.” There was still no set date, and it would fully depend on if he was able to walk out in public by that point. Depending on the circumstances, it could be difficult.


      “What? It’s an invitation from the young mistress and yet it is not an immediate yes?”


      “Huh?”


      In the shadow of the hood draped over her face, all Anzel could see was Lynokis’s eyes shining dangerously. “‘I will definitely go.’ That is the only response you should have.”


      “I’ll...definitely go.” Being glared at so viciously, Anzel could only avert his gaze. He had five hundred million krams in his pocket right now; the last thing he wanted was to get into a fight over something so stupid.


      Anzel walked down the side of the street, leaving the troublesome woman as quickly as he could.


      Altoire felt a little livelier than usual, even for the end of the year. It may have been the time for festivities but it was a dark winter’s night. Not that it was crowded, but he definitely felt like there were more people around than usual.


      In hopes he wouldn’t be recognized, Anzel hurried off down the path toward the expensive hotel nearby. It wasn’t a cheap place to stay, but security was airtight, and even knowing that he was the victor of the tournament, the staff treated him as they would any other guest. Naturally, they made no fuss—in fact, they did what they could to protect his privacy. The bar was great too. He understood why it cost so much to stay there.


      The hotel was a place that had Fressa’s stamp of approval—“It’ll definitely be safe here. Even I wouldn’t take up a job that involved infiltrating this place.”—and it wasn’t somewhere he’d ever imagined himself staying. It was the perfect accommodation. He had no complaints...well, so long as he closed his eyes to the price, that is.


      What if I just...went abroad for a while? He certainly had the money for it. If he was able to splurge on a hotel as extravagant as this one, then a holiday might be nice. He couldn’t walk outside normally in Altoire as things were right now.


      As he considered that possibility, he arrived in front of the hotel.


      “Long time no see, Mr. Five Hundred Mil.”


      A man strolled up from behind and stood beside him.


      “Fancy seein’ you here, Nastine.”


      Anzel had noticed that someone suspicious had been approaching him. He had been about ready to beat them up and run, but he realized it was someone he knew. Good thing he confirmed who it was before doing anything.


      “The boss is calling. Would appreciate you coming with me right now.”


      “Sure.”


      As expected, it was a summons from Kaffes Jackes. He was the one who had both ordered that Anzel participate in the martial arts tournament and also ordered that he win. Anzel had been sure the man wouldn’t just leave him alone after his victory.


      “He in the warehouse district?”


      “No, he’s at a place nearby. Follow me.”


      Anzel entered a nearby alley behind Nastine.


      “Whoa, this is... Holy... Whoa, there are so many zeroes...”


      Nastine could only make incomprehensible noises when Anzel showed him the check. Nastine had asked what happened to the reward money, Anzel told him he’d just received it, and then when Nastine told him to show him, Anzel whipped it out.


      What if Nastine took it and ran? That wouldn’t happen. Sure, the guy was a criminal, but he was surprisingly honest when it came to money. He always said he’d never get his money through unfair means like skimming profits or collecting kickbacks. He would never do anything foolish enough to risk his life or get him on the boss’s bad side no matter how greedy for money he was.


      All of that said, even if Nastine did run for it with the check, Anzel would absolutely make sure he caught him. He would show no restraint in the punishment.


      “Hey, Anzel, good buddy, whaddya say to giving me a bit of a tip here and there?”


      “Give it back, you ass.”


      Anzel ripped the check out of Nastine’s hands and shoved it back into his pocket.


      “Decided what you’re using it on yet?”


      “Nope. All I know is I sure can’t keep it on me. Who would wanna be caught with this shit on ’em? Problem is that if I exchange it, it’ll just be all bulky. Honestly...it’s kind of a hassle.”


      Anzel had never had so much money before. He had no idea what to use it on.


      No, that wasn’t quite right. He had ideas, but...it kinda felt like a waste to use it on a bunch of small things. What could he only do with such a large amount of money? For all the ideas he had, none of them seemed the most suitable.


      “You should invest it. You’ll profit big time.”


      “Dude, I don’t know how to do difficult shit like that.”


      “Then leave it to me. I’ll get you the gains.”


      “I’ll pass on the gambling.” There was a time he’d bet big when he was young and lost. He’d needed Kaffes to clean up after him. Ever since then, he’d become overly cautious when it came to any sort of betting.


      “This ain’t gambling, my guy. It’s money management. You use your smarts to profit. Oh, we’re here.”


      After entering the alley, they made a turn and continued alongside the main street and then reached some stairs at the side of a building facing out onto it.


      “Where’s the sign...?” Anzel muttered, hesitating for a moment before following Nastine up the stairs. A bell jingled as Nastine opened an expensive-looking door. He turned and held it open, letting Anzel go in alone.


      Guess this is as far as he’s meant to go.


      “Hey, the big man made it. Congrats on your victory.”


      There was...almost nothing inside. There was just a counter with a small lamp lighting up the dark, empty interior. Leaning against that counter was Kaffes Jackes, his scarred face lit by that dim light. For once, he was alone, not a guard in sight. Well, except for the one outside.


      “Thanks. Did you profit big?”


      “Course I did. Oh, no, you belong on that side.”


      Anzel went to stand beside his boss, but the man pointed to the other side of the counter. Not that it was the biggest deal, but it had been a while since the two of them had spent time on opposite sides of a counter like this.


      “Manage to get the five hundred million?”


      “Yeah, that’s what I was just off to collect, actually.”


      Kaffes probably already knew that Anzel had just been at the awards ceremony. Anzel had little doubt that was why Nastine had come to collect him with such timing.


      “Hand it over.”


      “Huh...? When did you start collecting commissions from your men?”


      “It ain’t for my sake, it’s for yours. I’m sure you’ve wondered if you’re gonna get arrested any minute.”


      He had. Not just once, but several times. Hell, it had been on his mind through the whole awards ceremony.


      “I’m the reason you still haven’t been. Wasn’t easy, kid, lemme tell you.”


      A man like this ought to have something he could use to blackmail basically every important member of law enforcement.


      “So I wanna use your five hundred million to wipe your record clean. Think of it as a laundry cost.”


      “To wipe my... You can do that?”


      “With five hundred million and good connections, yeah. You should take this opportunity to wipe your hands clean of all this.”


      Wipe his hands clean.


      Never had he thought such an option would be available to him. But...perhaps that was the appropriate usage of such a large sum of money. Not that he was sure if it was as valuable as that. Even if he cleaned his hands of the usual underworld fare, that would always be where his roots were. That amount of money wouldn’t mean he could cut ties with Kaffes and he didn’t want to anyway.


      “Honestly...that would be a great help. This thing’s too heavy for me.” Anzel pulled out the check with one too many zeroes on it and placed it on the counter. “I couldn’t even get excited thinking about how I could use it up, I was too busy worryin’ someone would come and try to steal it from me. Now I can just tell anyone who comes lookin’ that my boss collected it from me.”


      Anzel had entered a martial arts tournament that he’d originally had no desire to enter and walked out with the heavy title of champion and five hundred million krams. As a self-purported small-time villain, that had been a bit too much for him.


      “Hmph. You really never ask for much from life, do you?”


      “Keep around money that’s well beyond my means, I’ll just end up in an early grave. You’re the one who taught me that.”


      “Personally, it’s way easier to handle those with a little ambition. Say, there’s some booze in those shelves underneath the counter, yeah?”


      Anzel looked down and right enough, there was; a brand-new bottle and two glasses. It was Kaffes’s favorite too.


      “Gimme a drink, bartender.”


      Anzel glanced back up at his boss. “Sure.”


      He quietly poured into one glass and then into another. With a small raise of the glass, the two downed their drinks.
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      “You’ve gotten used to this. Even the way you pour’s gotten better.”


      “Would maybe mean somethin’ if I was handling anything other than the cheap stuff.”


      “Here.” Kaffes reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper that he placed beside the check. “You carried out my orders. That’s your reward.” He pulled his hand back along with the check and stood up. “I’ll come again, boss.”


      And then he left, just like that.




      “You’re...kidding me.” Anzel read the paper after Kaffes had left and could only stare in amazement.


      It was the deed to the bar.


      Kaffes’s reward to Anzel for attaining victory in the martial arts tournament was a bar near the main street.


      This building.


      The reason there had been no sign was because it was for Anzel to put up.


      I guess I’ll have to make sure I order in more of his favorite.


      Anzel’s head was filled with nothing but ideas for his new bar.


      The grand opening of the Pale Moonlit Rat took little time.


      ◆


      Nastine followed after Kaffes when he exited the bar.


      “Did you manage to catch Scarlet?” Kaffes asked.


      “Yes, sir. We’re in contact with everyone else as well. Unsurprisingly, those of foreign nationality brought the message home and we’re still awaiting a response.”


      “And Fressa?”


      “Still no response. She’s one of those people whose opinion is hard to change once she’s decided on something... I feel like things would go much smoother if you spoke to her yourself.”


      “Really? Okay then.”


      Kaffes turned around when they entered onto the main street. Behind him was his money man, Nastine, and Dao Zanxi, the leader of the Qilong, who had been protecting Kaffes from the shadows.


      Kaffes had a good hand. He even had a victor of the tournament in his pocket. Anzel’s popularity had skyrocketed beyond what Kaffes had ever imagined. How could he not take advantage of that?


      There was a profit to be had in that industry. The amount of money that moved for that tournament was beyond what Kaffes had ever imagined. It was starting to seem as if he could afford to make another big gamble soon.


      “All right, boys. I think it’s about time we fire ourselves into the magivision industry.”




      It was a cold year’s end night when the first-ever magivision talent agency quietly established itself.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, I’m Umikaze Minamino. I’m currently writing this afterword in the middle of July 2025. We’ve finally reached Nia’s banishment arc. It’s a big turning point of the story. I’m sure there are those who preferred the story’s previous setting, but I ask that you look forward to this arc too.


      Katana-sensei, thank you for your wonderful illustrations as usual.


      Kodai-sensei, thank you for always making the manga so fun to read.


      S-san and everyone else involved in the publication, thank you for all your help.


      And finally, to my readers. We’ve reached volume 9. I have very little space left for the afterword, but I want to say that it’s all thanks to you that we’ve made it this far. When talking about volume 9, I think of... Well, hopefully I can do this bit in the next volume.


      I’ll see you again!
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      Bonus Short Stories


      Her Farewells


      “And so that led to Young Mistress Nia being the only one to take the fall.”


      Upon the confirmation that Nia Liston would be sent to study abroad, she immediately went to say her farewells to her acquaintances and associates alike. Shortly after those rounds, Lynokis called Lynette to her dorm room while Nia was in class.


      “Her punishment is exile...” Lynette muttered. “That prank was a much bigger deal than I had expected. Young Master Neal had been quite worried about it himself; he thought that it was inevitable someone would be punished for it. But until now, we hadn’t heard a single word about it... Now, we have the answer.”


      “The young master is clever. He might have felt something was amiss with the lack of punishment.”


      The only explanation Nia ever gave about her situation was that she was studying abroad—she never said what led to that point or the truth of the situation. Anzel and Fressa had seen through it, but even then, Nia hadn’t confirmed anything herself. She didn’t want the knowledge to become too widespread; that was why she had put in the effort to limit the number of people who were explicitly informed of the situation.


      Nia had given Lynette the same explanation and Lynette had asked nothing more. Well, more accurately, she had been physically unable to. The moment she heard that Nia would be studying abroad, she was put through a hazing from hell that was hidden under the guise of “training.”


      Well, whatever the case, Lynokis decided to tell Lynette the truth so that there would be someone they could contact should anything happen to them or the Liston family. It wasn’t a decision she had consulted Nia about...but she felt it was smart to have at least one person who knew about the situation, just in case there was an emergency.


      “This is all quite like the young mistress, I must say.”


      “I agree.”


      Nia was, after all, notably kind to women and children—children especially. That was why she hadn’t thought twice about the decision to take responsibility for their crime. This was a special case, so Lynokis had expected this. If the punishment was simply a way to encourage everyone to reflect, things would have been different...but they weren’t.


      In any case, it had all been finalized.


      “I will be accompanying the young mistress, so if anything happens, let me know.”


      It was unlikely they would be able to return to Altoire for a few years. Lynokis would be thankful if Lynette kept them up-to-date with what was going on in the country while they were away, including incidents both big and small. She wanted to make sure she was informed at least of the bare minimum so Nia could quickly adjust to life in Altoire again when the day came that they could return.


      “Of course. Make sure you keep me informed too. Especially in terms of when you’ll be returning! If you come back too suddenly, I’ll have a heart attack! The...young mistress will be coming back, right? I know she’s been banished, but there is a plan for her to return, right? Yes? No? There isn’t? Does it seem like she won’t ever come back? Hey? Is it gonna turn out that she won’t actually be coming back?” Lynette was starting to sound like she really did not want Nia to come back, but she would be disappointed.


      “There are plans for her to return a few years from now.”


      Yes, Nia would absolutely be returning to Altoire. And, though Lynokis wouldn’t say it out loud for the cruelty of it—at least not right now—whether Nia returned or remained in Marvelia, Lynette would never be able to run from her. So long as Nia wished it, their paths would always cross, and the curtain on the days of endless training would always rise.


      Lynokis wanted Lynette to enjoy this brief respite. It may be the last time in her life she would be allowed such peace.




      Lynokis left Lynette with the gaze of fate fixed firmly on her and went into town. She had accompanied Nia on her farewells the other day, but now it was time for Lynokis to do her own. Meeting with Lynette had been part of that. Admittedly, Lynokis did not have a whole lot of personal relations she had to say goodbye to.


      “Oh? The young mistress is going to study abroad?”


      First stop was the tailor shop that always made Nia’s clothes. It was a big brand that even had a branch in the Liston territories. Lynokis had been making use of this store on the Liston family’s orders. In other words, Nia was technically a regular here, though it was more that Lynokis was the one actually buying the clothes while Nia only dropped by once a year to get her measurements taken.


      Deciding on the best clothes for Nia had been difficult. She was a girl of many faces—sometimes cute, sometimes elegant, sometimes mysterious. Her mature calm and mellow nature could even come across as alluring. Sometimes she would perfectly hide her violent nature, other times she would let a bit of it leak out, showing a whole different side. That was how she had controlled those around her. Especially Lynokis.


      Lynokis had always put all her effort into experimenting with different clothes to find what best brought out Nia’s charm. It was the clothes that had been tailored here that had allowed Nia to shine so brightly—blindingly so. It was a place that Lynokis felt eternally grateful to, so she absolutely wanted to grace them with a farewell.


      “Oh my, is that so? That’s a shame.”


      Next stop was the place she always went to buy Nia’s tea. Since the quality of the tea would decrease if stored for too long, Lynokis would always aim to buy it regularly and in small quantities. Since she’d bought different teas for different purposes—everyday tea, tea for guests, tea for important guests—she was a frequent patron of the store. She’d become well-acquainted with the old gentleman who manned it.


      Nia always calmed her mind during her busy days with a cup of tea. Whenever she had some milk tea before bed, she always looked so much more adorable with how uncharacteristically defenseless she appeared. Only Lynokis was allowed to witness that state of hers. The tea from this shop let her see Nia’s best expressions. Of course she would value the place greatly.


      There were still more shops that Lynokis had to visit that she was eternally grateful to for all they had done for Nia. She took her time visiting every one she could think of and managed to wrap up her farewells shortly after noon.


      “Okay...”


      After stopping by somewhere nearby for some lunch, she pumped herself up and got moving again.


      There was one last thing for her to do.




      The final stop was the apartment Lynokis had used as the base for Leeno the adventurer—she had to clean it out. Or, more accurately, it was time for her to vacate the premises. Her stuff had been left there ever since they’d finished the billion kram mission. She didn’t have much of value there, so it was fine for everything to be disposed of, but as a courtesy, she wanted to at least deal with as much of it as possible. While she was sure she hadn’t left anything that would identify her, she wanted to do one last check.


      “I wonder if it’ll be okay...”


      Around the end of her money earning, there had been quite a lot of people watching her apartment. Back then, everyone was desperate to learn who Leeno the adventurer was. Over half a year had passed since that time, since the martial arts tournament, since the awards ceremony recording had been shown on magivision. Now that Leeno’s public activities had decreased, there were apparently none of those strange people watching the building anymore.


      Lynokis entered the long-abandoned apartment and began cleaning up all that she’d left. There really wasn’t much of value at all. It was just a bunch of second-rate adventuring items that she’d grabbed just to tide her over. She wouldn’t be using them anymore, so it was probably fine to sell them.


      After gathering up her few belongings and giving the room a light clean, she left and locked the door behind her.


      Next...


      “Thank you very much.”


      She inserted the key into an envelope with a letter she had written and handed it to the manager.


      It was a letter addressed to Sharro White who also lived in the same apartment block. It detailed Nia’s study abroad and also contained a farewell. Since her theater company was currently touring in the neighboring regions, she wouldn’t be home for a while. Lynokis also made sure to ask that Sharro return the key to Cedony Trading. Since they were the ones who prepared the room for her, they were who the key should return to, not the manager.


      Lynokis had bumped into Sharro a lot while she’d been working on raising the billion krams. It hadn’t really been her intention, but...they ended up getting along. Just a little. They would often go to the baths together at night and even ended up going for dinner together on occasion. Sometimes, Julian—the Ice Prince—and his sister Lucida would join them. It made for some fun gatherings.


      Well, enough of that. With this, Lynokis had finished all her farewells.




      “Young Mistress Nia is going to study abroad?”


      Lynokis somehow managed to return to the dorm before classes finished, and one of the tall servants called out to her as she passed the salon. It was Esuella, Reliared Silver’s attendant.


      “Yeah. It was a sudden decision.”


      While they’d been at odds in the past, the two attendants managed to become somewhat friendlier. Since they’d been living in the same place for so long, living the same sort of life, and their wards had been friends for a long time, it was inevitable. They were quite often together at magivision shoots, as well, especially during recordings. They were always so busy and asked to take care of so many tasks that they had to work together to manage it. She was like a comrade who had fought on the battlefield with her.


      “How many years will she be gone?”


      “It’s still unclear.”


      Esuella lowered her voice here—there was no one in the salon, but she was likely trying to play it safe. “Will she be allowed to come back?”


      Lynokis suddenly caught on. “Do you know?” Esuella’s question made it sound like she knew what was behind Nia’s circumstances.


      “No, I know nothing.” And yet Esuella denied it. “It was just because of how sudden it all was. Usually, when an aristocrat is suddenly sent to study abroad or moved to another region, it’s because they did something that requires punishment. The type of punishment that can’t be revealed to the public.”


      I see. Lynokis was an inexperienced servant who had originally only been employed on a short-term contract to look after Nia, but Esuella had served the Silver family for a long time. She knew how the aristocracy worked and was used to these sorts of incidents.


      “It seems to be confirmed that she’ll be allowed back in a few years. Though the details are unclear to me,” Lynokis said with a shrug.


      Esuella nodded. “I’m not surprised. His Majesty would never do something as foolish as permanently chase out the victor of the martial arts tournament and a girl even stronger than said victor.”


      Lynokis froze.


      What did she just say?


      “If it were me, I would do whatever I could to find a way to keep her here. Marriage would be the best option.”


      As Esuella kept running her mouth, Lynokis yanked her close by the collar. “How much do you know?”


      There was no one around. But it was vital to keep this information hidden, no matter what.


      “I know that you are Leeno the adventurer and that Young Mistress Nia is incredibly strong. In fact, I’m sure she would’ve steamrolled everyone if she’d competed in the tournament.”


      What an unexpected hidden threat. Lynokis had no choice but to keep her quiet.


      “What? Thinking of silencing me? Stop acting so aggressive. If I was going to do something, I would’ve done it already.” Esuella batted Lynokis’s hand aside with disgust. “If it brings no harm to Young Mistress Relia or the Silver family, then I have no reason to tell anyone. I’m thankful to Young Mistress Nia and I intend to continue treating her with respect. In fact, I’m thankful to you, as well, Lynokis. The Liston family assisted the Silvers with breaking into the magivision industry, and Young Mistress Nia has gone out of her way to assist with many a recording. She was the one who thought up the paper plays first, in fact. She has helped out in all sorts of ways, both major and minor, at recording locations. As have you. Your young mistress, you yourself, and the Liston family have all brought great prosperity to the Silver family. I would not return a favor with revenge.”


      That was what she said. But no matter how grateful or how respectful she felt she was, did they really have a relationship where something like that could be said face-to-face?


      “Aren’t you forgetting something in that monologue of yours?”


      “Huh? What?”


      “Admit it already. Young Mistress Nia is much cuter than Lady Relia.”


      “No way.”


      “What?”


      “Would you like me to say it again?”


      Lynokis thought that they had started to get along, but this was the one point on which they couldn’t see eye to eye.


      Upon seeing the two attendants giving each other death glares, the dorm resident, Carme, intervened. “Um, the children will be arriving home soon...”


      A Billion Kram Deal


      “See you later.”


      With that farewell, Nia Liston left the room with Lynokis and Lynette. Only three people were left in the little booth at the Chocolate Lily’s Aroma: Anzel, Fressa, and Gandolph.


      “Finally feels like everything’s over now,” Fressa said with a stretch. Their quaint little wrap-up meal with Nia was now dealt with. A lot of the issues that had been left up in the air had been addressed, so she felt a huge sense of relief.


      “What are you two doing after this?” Gandolph asked.


      Fressa turned to Anzel. “It’s still dangerous for you out there, isn’t it?”


      “Unfortunately.”


      They would usually go off to have drinks together, but Anzel had to avoid being seen in public as much as possible for now. As the man who had just won five hundred million krams from the martial arts tournament, he was still famous. Even just making it to the Chocolate Lily while the sun was still high in the sky had been an ordeal.


      “Shouldn’t you be struggling along with us, Gandolph?” Fressa asked. “You’re famous now too.”


      “Really? The most that happens to me is someone calling my name.” As a semifinalist, this huge man had also left a strong impression on the citizens of Altoire.


      “If you’re getting called out to all the time, then that’s definitely a no from me. If it’ll be tough to go anywhere, how about we just chill here?”


      “Sure, why not?” Anzel agreed. “We can have two or three drinks and call it there for today.”


      “Cool, I’ll go order some then.”


      It was a bit tasteless to treat such a high-end restaurant as a bar, but they had no choice. They wouldn’t be there for too long, so they hoped the staff would forgive them for it.




      Laid out in front of them was some fairly expensive alcohol and some classy-looking snacks: crackers filled with cheese or fish roe, fish in oil, varied nuts, some strange-looking food on top of ham... It was something paste-like and vibrantly colored.


      This was the kind of spread that made it most apparent that they were in an expensive restaurant. The sort of cheap snacks you got at a bar would never be served here, not even by mistake.


      They were all adults here; they simply enjoyed their drinks quietly. In the midst of that relaxed air, Gandolph suddenly said, “There’s something I’m curious about.” Here, he turned to Fressa. “What happened after you dropped out of the tournament?”


      “Huh? Well, I just...returned to the capital.” Afraid that her identity would be blown, Fressa had dropped out of the tournament early. Thankfully, the tournament remained an exciting event even after she left, so she was able to disappear without too much fanfare. Despite being hyped up as one of the beautiful competitors, she was rarely even mentioned nowadays.


      “‘Just’? But I heard you never even boarded the airship back...”


      Fressa had disappeared from the island without a trace. Apparently, the staff had secretly been frantically trying to find her, but they’d been unable to find the competitor who went by the name of Freeze. At the very least, she’d left a letter in her room detailing that she would be dropping out, but no one had been able to find her again.


      “Well, duh. Because I didn’t use the regular liner.” The regular flights were the sole way out of the tournament island—legally, at least. “I slipped into one of those cargo ships that were transporting foodstuffs. I didn’t want them making a huge fuss.”


      Having an escape route ready at all times was the most basic of the basics. Every day, in the dark early morning, a cargo ship would arrive with food and other daily necessities. Fressa simply crept into one as it was returning to Altoire. She had been ready to negotiate if any of the crew members caught her in the act, but thankfully, no one had noticed her. And so, the competitor Freeze had disappeared and Fressa had returned to the capital.


      “I see... Then I have one more question.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Which of you two is actually stronger?”


      Gandolph’s eyes flicked between Fressa and Anzel. If the two of them had fought, who would have won? For a martial artist like Gandolph, it was natural he would be curious.


      “I’d have lost,” Anzel immediately answered, pulling out the check he’d just received from Nia. “In fact, I’d already lost. I had to bribe her, after all. I bought my victory.”


      “You’re giving it to me here? I mean, I can’t complain.” Fressa took the check without hesitation.


      “You can be honest if you don’t like it, you know? It’s probably tough for someone like you to accept that I cheated my way to victory.” Backhanded deals like that one weren’t rare for underworld dwellers, but it must have looked cowardly to someone living on the surface. In fact, Gandolph clearly looked conflicted right this second.


      “I have my criticisms, but...I won’t say them.” Gandolph took a swig of his beer. “Fixed games were not forbidden. If that let everything wrap up nicely for you, then that’s fine.”


      “Oh my, what a mature opinion,” Fressa marveled.


      “That don’t sound like somethin’ you’d say. Who fed you that line?”


      “I can’t tell you! I don’t like it!”


      “Lily, right?” Fressa turned to Anzel.


      Anzel nodded. “Definitely Lily.”


      It had indeed been Nia.


      “Well, whatever. It’s over now, yeah?”


      “Yeah! You should just drink to forget. Say, what’s this weird stuff on top of the ham? It tastes nice.”


      Forcing more alcohol into the grumpy Gandolph’s hands, their celebratory drinks went by in a flash.
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