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  Prologue


   


  “YOU ARE A STUDENT. I understand that your fiancé was neglecting you, but arranging an attack on him the way you did was nothing short of foolish. Not to mention that you dragged Crown Prince Julius into the mess as well, which was absolutely inexcusable! This is essentially treason!”


  The female student being condemned stood there, both her wrists encased in wooden cuffs, her eyes wide with shock at the judge’s words. This girl had only recently started her third year as a student. Her name was Clarice Fia Atlee. Her face was gaunt, and her orange hair—normally well kempt—was completely disheveled. She typically wore her hair half-up, in a French-braided crown, looking the part of the Atlee family’s daughter. Now, however, she was being treated as a criminal.


  Although sun was spilling in, the court was dark. That, combined with the season, made the air uncomfortably nippy.


  Yet Clarice was numb to all of it.


  “Y-you have it all wrong,” she stammered, unable to accept what was happening. “I gave no such orders. I didn’t arrange an attack on any of them!” 


  She realized the court was about to condemn her as a heinous criminal, but she was vehemently protesting against it. Unfortunately, no one present had any interest in listening to her arguments. Worse, some of the onlookers began hurling criticism at her.


  “How pathetic for a daughter of House Atlee.”


  “Students nowadays resort to violence so quickly. It’s terrifying.”


  “Her father has been a minister for years. Now his stupid daughter has ruined his entire house.”


  The onlookers were disparaging her, and none among them were allies of the Atlees; such allies hadn’t been allowed to attend. Thus, Clarice was forced to protest her innocence surrounded by enemies of hers and her family’s.


  “I agree that there were problems between her and Jilk, but that doesn’t justify attacking him! And then to drag Crown Prince Julius into the mess? Absolutely ridiculous.”


  It didn’t take much reflection to conclude that such actions were reprehensible. 


  As for Clarice, she had to admit that her dissatisfaction with her betrothed, Jilk Fia Marmoria, had grown in recent weeks. He’d used his position as Julius’s milk brother to get out of the trip she’d planned for them without even bothering to notify her. Having to wait for him with no word had left her furious, and she’d wanted to give him an earful. However, that didn’t mean that she would actually have launched an attack on him. Clarice was wise enough to realize that such an action would cause an enormous scandal; not only she, but her family and those associated them, would suffer its consequences.


  The judge—a man who held an aristocratic title of his own—ignored Clarice’s insistence that she wasn’t foolish enough to have committed the crime. He was busy twisting the end of the curly mustache on his upper lip. “It beggars belief. But, as we all know, it did happen. What’s done is done. You had obvious motive, and we have proof of your guilt,” he informed Clarice. “Personally, I think that you’re painting your family and their associates in a bad light through your continued excuses. Do you not understand that?”


  “Proof?” Clarice shot back. “I reject every last bit of the ‘proof’ that you claim to have brought against me! When the prince and Jilk were attacked, I was at my family’s estate! And the men who follow me were letting loose at their usual pub. How many times have I—”


  “We have testimony that your proof of innocence is a lie,” the judge interrupted. “Furthermore, items at the scene create a direct connection with you.”


  “Nonsense! Lies! Show me these items!” Clarice denied all involvement—hers or her followers’—vehemently.


  The judge glanced right, to where the captain of the military police stood. The man nodded and rose from his seat. On the table, he placed a gun that he claimed they believed belonged to Dan Fia Elgar. Clarice recognized the firearm instantly as Dan’s: It had an Atlee family crest on its grip. She had given the gun to him when they’d moved on to their third school year.


  “No. That can’t be…” she mumbled in disbelief.


  “It is. This gun belongs to the man who carried out your scheme on your behalf: Dan Fia Elgar. He left it at the crime scene. And when we visited the pub you mentioned, the proprietor said that he’d been threatened into providing an alibi.” The captain spoke decisively about the incident, but Clarice couldn’t bring herself to believe his words. The moment suspicion was cast on her, she had gone to the pub in question herself to interview the proprietor.


  “Th-that’s not possible,” she choked out.


  “It’s not only possible but also the truth. We even inquired with the customers who’d been in the pub that day. They heard Dan shout ‘I’ll kill that bastard Jilk myself!’”


  “Yes, I know he said that, but…that was the alcohol talking,” Clarice tried to counter. She knew that Dan and the other boys had been furious with Jilk for turning his back on her. They had indeed said some vicious things about him at the pub.


  The aristocrats looking on seemed to have already decided that Clarice was guilty. They began chattering among themselves.


  “So this Dan committed the act while under the influence?”


  “He and his companions went as far as to pilot Armors in the capital. This is what happens when children aren’t disciplined properly. They don’t understand what qualifies as a proportional response.”


  “The court already has physical proof. She can’t keep making excuses.”


  The military police captain strode toward Clarice. “We also interviewed people connected to House Atlee. They agreed that Dan and the other boys in your clique do anything and everything for you on a daily basis. You’ve certainly tamed them to act on your bidding.”


  “I’ve done no such thing! I just…” Clarice hesitated. Dan and the other boys adored her—that was all. And that was no one else’s business.


  “We have proof that you issued the command as well,” the captain continued. “You may have thought that you could sacrifice those boys and get away without any consequences, but you were wrong. There’s nowhere left for you to run.”


  Clarice had absolutely no intention of sacrificing Dan and the others and running. They were truly all innocent. She had come to this trial thinking that she could confidently prove her innocence, but the court had insisted on her guilt. A realization finally washed over her. She was a court noble—she understood these things, even when she didn’t want to. Me…and my family…we were set up, weren’t we?


  No one close to her had been allowed to attend this trial. Moreover, Clarice hadn’t been allowed to bring anyone to the court to defend her. Everything had been unusual from the beginning. But until this moment, it simply hadn’t occurred to her that someone would stoop to painting her as an irredeemable criminal.


  The blood drained from Clarice’s face. Her whole body trembled—not because it was cold, but because indescribable dread had begun to swallow her whole. To the onlookers, this made her look like a foolish girl who’d just realized that she’d been cornered—like, as the captain said, she had nowhere left to run.


  “Looks like she’s finally grasping the gravity of the situation.”


  “I want to see her pale face up close.”


  “This is an incredible show. The Atlees have served as governmental ministers for decades, and this might suffice to tear them down completely. That would mean an important post opening, ripe for filling.”


  The prospect of being chosen for that post once Clarice’s father was removed excited the onlookers. But what really stuck in Clarice’s head was the comment about this being an “incredible show.” She glared up at the judge, who looked down on her from an elevated seat.


  “You will eventually get your just deserts for this,” Clarice warned him. “This sort of injustice cannot persist forever.”


  The judge looked unimpressed, as if he didn’t think her statement was anything more than the hollow rambling of a sore loser. “I tire of listening to a criminal,” he said, sneering at her. “I hereby pass judgment upon you, Clarice Fia Atlee. For your part in masterminding the attack on Crown Prince Julius, I sentence you to public execution in the capital’s main plaza.”


  This pronouncement produced confused murmurs from the crowd. Despite their excitement moments earlier over the possibility of an important new government post opening, this turn of events shocked them.


  “Public execution in the capital’s main plaza?!”


  “It’s been decades since the last public execution.”


  “I thought that the queen banned executions…”


  “Order!” the judge barked at the onlookers. “I’ve already received the royal court’s permission. They agreed that if Clarice Fia Atlee was found guilty, then public execution would be the only recourse.” 


  Thus, despite the ban that had been in place for years, Clarice’s execution was set. 


  Clarice sank to her knees, overcome with despair and fear.


   


  ***


   


  A year had passed since I entered the academy. It was spring now, which meant another round of new students at the school, yet the excitement that usually permeated the air was strangely absent now. All of the students, from the newly enrolled to those who’d just returned from their spring break for the new term, were preoccupied with exchanging opinions on the attack on the crown prince and how it had ended.


  “So they’re having public executions here in the capital for the first time in decades.”


  “It’s deserved. The girl targeted the crown prince.”


  “Those court nobles are devious and underhanded.”


  The situation was so rare that the students couldn’t get enough of the topic.


  I, Leon Fou Bartfort, had just returned to the academy after spending the break back home. Passing a couple of jabbering boys, I sighed to myself.


  “People can’t seem to get enough of the rumors about Miss Clarice,” I grumbled. “I heard that she’d been apprehended, but I didn’t think that the court case would be over this quickly.” Given my past life, I was used to court cases taking significantly longer. I wasn’t the only one who had that impression. Walking beside me was Marie Fou Lafan, who had reincarnated into this world like me. Marie seemed preoccupied with her beloved long blonde hair. She caught a lock hooked behind her ear and fiddled with it. According to her, if she didn’t keep up with maintaining her hair, it became an absolute rat’s nest in the morning, which was a nightmare to deal with. This morning, she hadn’t had enough time to groom herself, which annoyed her—hence all the fussing. News of Clarice’s upcoming execution had likely bothered Marie so much that she hadn’t slept much the night before, and thus had woken up late.


  “People who don’t know squat about this situation sure like to run their mouths about it,” Marie grumbled as she continued playing with her hair.


  We were both concerned about Clarice’s circumstances—namely because we knew that she, Dan, and the other boys were all innocent. A completely different group had attacked Julius and Jilk that night. We knew that Clarice, Dan, and the boys had ironclad alibis for that day and time, too. The problem was that we couldn’t come forward and say so.


  I had been smart enough to hide my identity when Julius was attacked. But for some reason, I’d gained the label “the Masked Knight”—a moniker that actually applied to the other guy who’d randomly shown up that evening. And even though I’d helped save the prince and Jilk, I’d been labeled a suspect of interest. If I shared what I knew, they’d arrest me, and Luxion had been the one to check Clarice, Dan, and the boys’ alibis. Somehow, I doubted that the court would accept what I had to say as evidence. So, even though we knew that all of them were innocent, we couldn’t do anything to help them.


  “It would be so much easier if we were ignorant,” I said. “Then we wouldn’t have to worry.”


  Marie froze mid-step and glowered at me. “Are you being serious right now?” Her hardened gaze seemed to demand, “What—you just think this is too big a pain to mess with? You’re not going to step in and help prove their innocence?”


  “Sorry, shouldn’t have said that,” I mumbled, pressing a hand over my mouth. “It’s not like I think helping would be too big a pain, but I just think it’ll be really difficult. That’s all.”


  We didn’t have a single piece of concrete physical evidence to prove the suspects innocent.


  Marie seemed to understand where I was coming from, but that didn’t mean she was willing to forgive my pessimistic attitude. “Still, we can’t just let this happen to them,” she replied, clenching her fists. “We’re the only ones who know for a fact that they’re innocent.” That was apparently why she was determined for us to intervene.


  Why is she so softhearted?


  It was hard to believe that this was the same girl who’d tried to seduce the game’s love interests. She had a caring side: If she hadn’t had such trash taste in men, she could probably have found happiness in her previous life.


  I sighed at her. “The fact is, we’re the only ones who know they’re innocent. There must not be any clues, or they wouldn’t have been accused. That means that no one else has any physical proof, either.”


  “Quit quibbling! You know, this is exactly what makes you so unlikable.”


  At that, my expression soured. I began to sulk. “Oh, really? Okay, then just for you, I’ll try to do better next time,” I said sarcastically.


  “If you realize what a douche you’re being,” Marie snapped back at me, “then fix it now!”


  I scratched my head. “At any rate, we know that they’re innocent. We can use Luxion to gather evidence for us.”


  At the mention of Luxion’s name, Marie’s face pinched. My facetious response had already put her in a foul mood. “The problem is that, even if we ask, he might not actually pitch in. Don’t you think he’s been acting weird lately?” She was suspicious of him.


  Marie had a point. Anytime we asked him for something, Luxion rambled on about having other priorities, then disappeared to focus on whatever he was working on. He wouldn’t tell us exactly what he was doing, and he’d dismiss things we thought were important, refusing to help.


  Marie looked anxious, so I offered her a smile and tried to reassure her. “I’ll use my leverage as his master to make him help. If we let these executions happen, there’s no way I could sleep soundly.” 


  I was only getting involved in this because of my own personal feelings. It wasn’t like I had a strong sense of justice and couldn’t abandon the innocent. Nope. I was like any other ordinary person who just wanted the people around them to be happy.


  Marie marched ahead. I flanked her, but she didn’t bother to look back at me as she huffed, “You’d sound like less of a jerk if you learned to shut up sooner.”


  “I’ll take your advice under consideration and try my best to be better in the future,” I chuckled.


  This time, she sighed deeply at me. “You don’t sound the least bit sincere.”


  Chapter 1:
Salt in the Wound


   


  “YOU DEMAND MY ASSISTANCE because Clarice Atlee and her entourage are being persecuted despite their innocence?” There was a short pause as Luxion digested this. “I do not have free time to waste on this nonsense.”


  After returning to the boys’ dormitory, I had communicated my orders to Luxion’s spherical remote unit. His response made my eyes widen. I’d ordered him to help because I wanted to save Clarice and the others, and I couldn’t believe that he was refusing.


  “You won’t assist even though I’m pulling rank as your master to command you?!” My voice cracked with annoyance. “You know, being a person’s—or robot’s—master normally means that you can force them to do your bidding!”


  Luxion’s remote terminal was essentially a transmission device linked to his main body. It was optimized for communication at the cost of all else, which meant that he couldn’t provide routine support.


  “I am authorized to make decisions about how I operate. In the event that my master repeatedly conducts useless operations, I am allowed to prioritize efficient ones,” Luxion informed me.


  “Useless operations? So wanting to save innocent people is pointless?” That was absolutely ridiculous.


  “Yes,” Luxion shot back coldly. “At this point in time, saving Clarice Fia Atlee would do very little to benefit you.”


  “This isn’t a cost-benefit analysis! There are other reasons to save her!”


  “You continue to mis-prioritize. Shouldn’t you focus on protecting Marie right now, not Clarice? Don’t you feel even a little bad for her, the way you continue to allow yourself to be distracted by other women?”


  What the hell was he talking about? Did he seriously think that I was hung up on Clarice? There was no way. She was the fiancée of love interest Jilk Fia Marmoria, and she was in love with him. Even if I had feelings for her, there’d be no point.


  “Look, I won’t ask you to do something as complicated as understand romantic feelings, but there’s nothing between Miss Clarice and me. For that matter, Marie also wants to save her.”


  Luxion’s red lens swiveled side to side as if he was shaking his head in exasperation at this revelation. “How lamentable. You are both incapable of prioritizing.”


  “Enough with the sass. Help me out,” I pressed stubbornly, but he refused to acquiesce.


  “My main body is currently preoccupied with an operation of paramount importance, and it cannot be moved. Unfortunately, I will not be able to help you.”


  “It’s always like this with you lately! Can’t you at least tell me what you’re up to?” If Luxion was going to claim this mission of his was so important, then I wanted to hear about it. I crossed my arms, waiting.


  “All I can reveal at this time is that it is top priority.”


  I paused and took this in, then asked, “Are you one of those AI? The type that stab humanity in the back?” 


  That was a common trope in fiction. I had to wonder whether Luxion was going to betray me, too.


  “If I were going to betray you, I would already have taken out all of new humanity,” he replied, exasperation seeping into his electronic voice.


  “I guess you have a point.” That was the most convincing rebuttal he could have given. Luxion was a weapon of old humanity, which had created him to oppose the magic-using new humanity. His objective—or rather desire, since he wasn’t acting on it—was to wipe all of new humanity out. If he was going to betray me, he’d probably have done it by now.
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  “I have already given you the tools you will require for your investigation. If you use those to gather information, you should be able to substantiate the alibi Clarice and her entourage gave.” Luxion paused a moment, then added, “Granted, even if you manage to obtain the evidence of their innocence, I very much doubt you will be able to use it to its full potential.” He was being awfully prickly.


  “You’re a real curmudgeon, you know that? You won’t even help your master.”


  “I will assist you should I deem it necessary. And I would argue that the term ‘curmudgeon’ applies equally to you, Master. I am ending our transmission now.” The light faded from his red lens as if its electricity had suddenly been cut. He hung limply, slightly downturned, as he floated in midair, completely shut down.


  I exhaled deeply. I could already picture Marie’s upset expression. “I told her that everything would work out, but Luxion won’t help us after all. She’ll definitely give me an earful about this.” After how confidently I’d told her that I would handle everything, I could already hear her saying, “I knew this was going to happen!”


   


  ***


   


  “You were so confident telling me everything would be fine. But I knew this was going to happen!”


  See? Called it. Marie had said exactly what I’d predicted. Now she had her arms folded over her chest as she huffed and looked away from me.


  “It’s not my fault,” I protested. “He’s the one who rattled on about ‘priorities’ this, ‘priorities’ that and wouldn’t agree to help.”


  “You do realize he thinks you’re a joke, right?”


  “Erk!” I choked out. “You’re…not wrong, maybe?”


  Crap. Was that why he didn’t follow my orders? Because he looked down on me? Wait—wouldn’t that be kind of messed up for an AI? If he wasn’t obeying orders because he thought I was beneath him, wasn’t that a little too humanlike?


  Marie sighed, dropping her arms before reaching over to poke my stomach. “Well, if we can’t get him to pitch in, let’s do our best to gather evidence on our own.”


  We were already in the shopping district near the academy, about to conduct our own interviews. This would have been so much easier if Luxion were with us. Still, at least we knew that we’d succeed if we did the work. After all, we already knew where Clarice and her entourage had been that day: She’d been at her house the whole time, and her entourage had been here in the shopping district, hopping from pub to pub. If we visited each place, we could probably get testimony to support their presence there. Even though Clarice was in dire straits, we were confident that we could save her. That was why we were so upbeat.


  Marie grinned, flashing her teeth. “Us interviewing people kind of makes it feel like we’re private investigators.”


  “I was thinking more along the lines of police investigators,” I replied. “Anyway, let’s start with the first pub and see what info we can find.”


  Up until this point, we’d thought that this investigation would be simple. But we’d soon find out how dark this incident really was.


   


  ***


   


  “I have nothing to say to you, so leave!” The proprietor of the pub that Dan and the others had visited on the day of the attack drove us out of his establishment, looking visibly shaken.


  Marie and I were both flabbergasted by this result—not least because we’d experienced it three times in a row.


  “I know we aren’t high-ranking, but we’re still aristocrats, aren’t we?” Marie asked. “We’re students of the academy, and they just shooed us out like we’re nothing. Isn’t that weird? Do they think we’re a joke?”


  Neither of us had been trying to lord our aristocratic titles over the pubs’ proprietors, of course. We were as polite as possible in our questioning.


  “Aristocrats or not, something is up here,” I responded. “Does it make any sense that none of those three proprietors want to provide their testimony?”


  We were amateurs. If one establishment had refused to cooperate, we wouldn’t have thought much of it. But all three of them? Suspicious.


  Marie found it fishy, too. “These are pubs that Mr. Dan and the others frequented, right? And I get the impression that they value their customers.”


  These weren’t particularly chic, nor were they trendy clubs. They survived off of their regulars. Their menus were cheap and provided quantity. That said a lot about Dan and the other boys’ tastes.


  “It seems clear that Mr. Dan and the others were regulars here,” I said. “It’s curious that the proprietors wouldn’t want to testify to their innocence.”


  At the academy, Dan and the other boys were part of the general class, which was primarily composed of the sons and daughters of knights and baronets. That class wasn’t as prestigious as the higher class Marie and I belonged to, but most commoners would still consider general-class students to be part of the aristocracy. That was especially true of Dan and the others, since they served the daughter of Bernard Atlee, whose family was known for having served as ministers for generations. I couldn’t see any reason why the proprietors were hesitant to provide testimony, but something was obviously going on. Marie and I were both puzzled by the situation. 


  While we were asking around at these establishments, two members of the military police, who were in charge of maintaining public order here in the capital, approached us. The military police were technically part of the capital’s army; they were a special unit intended to protect the peace. Their members fell somewhere between soldiers and regular police officers.


  “You two—what’re you doing? It’s too early for you to be visiting these pubs,” said one of the officers. Both wore smiles on their faces as they approached, flanking us. I didn’t really appreciate the whole intimidation thing, but they were just doing their job.


  “We wanted to ask the proprietors some questions,” I told them, stepping forward as if to shield Marie. “But they drove us out.”


  The officers traded glances and nodded at each other. The one who’d addressed us suddenly grabbed my arm.


  “Huh?” I blurted, shocked by what was happening.


  “Would you come with us to the station? We need to ask you some more questions about what you were doing.”


  “What? Wait—why?!” I gaped at him in disbelief.


  “Why are you trying to drag Leon away?!” Marie snapped, bristling. “We haven’t done anything wrong!” 


  She was probably trying to help me, but that wasn’t the right response in this situation. Resisting the military police was equivalent to fighting back against a police officer in Japan—the kind of thing that would land you a charge of obstruction of justice. They didn’t have that concept here, but resisting would be reason enough for the officers to arrest us.


  “D-dummy!” I stammered at her. “Don’t resist!” 


  I’d tried, but it was already too late. I could have sworn that I saw one officer smirk for a moment. “Refusing to cooperate, huh? We’ll need to investigate you both closely.” The officer reached for Marie.


  My mind was racing. There had to be some way to gain control and put these two in their place. My fists clenched. For now, I could at least push them.


  The echo of footsteps interrupted as a perfect gentleman appeared, his voice calm and gentle despite the situation. “If it isn’t Mr. Leon. This is neither the time nor the place for a date with your betrothed.”


  He had a point there. It was midday—not a suitable time to go to a pub if we were on a date.


  “M-Master…” I mumbled.


  This gentleman—who was acting with such casual authority that one might be forgiven for thinking that he couldn’t read the air—was the academy’s etiquette professor. I deeply respected him; he had taught me to appreciate tea properly.


  The two officers eyed my master warily. “Who are you?”


  Master showed these combative officers the same gentlemanly manners he’d have used with anyone else. “My apologies for not introducing myself sooner. I am the etiquette professor at the academy, you see. When I saw two of my students here, I naturally approached to speak with them. You seem to be having some sort of dispute. Did I disturb you? Since I am a professor in charge of students from the academy, I would appreciate you sharing the nature of the issue with me.”


  Faced with a professor, the officers looked at each other. One shook their head. The other clicked his tongue and released me. “You got lucky,” he said. 


  With that, the two officers turned their backs and strode off. Marie stuck her tongue out at them.


  Oh, come on. We’re lucky that they let us go. Don’t insult them and risk complicating things again. The way Marie stood her ground against the officers made my stomach twist with anxiety, but at the same time, it warmed my heart a little that she did it on my behalf. Just a tiny bit.


  “Thank you for that, Master!” I said, turning toward him. “You saved me from being dragged in for ques­tioning.”


  Marie put her hands on her hips. “That was so ridiculous. We were just asking around to try to get proof of Miss Clarice’s innocence.” 


  I couldn’t have agreed more. It was crazy that a little questioning had been enough for them to try to take us in. There was clearly a big problem with the military police.


  Master frowned at us. “I suppose it’s because you’re so young that you…” He cut himself off. “No—it’s refreshing, actually. Though a little too painfully innocent for a man of my age to truly appreciate.”


  “Master?” I tilted my head, confused.


  “Allow me to welcome you at my estate. The situation has devolved to such a degree that I have no other choice.” He turned his back to us and started off.


  Marie and I glanced at each other. She found the way he spoke suspicious. “What does he mean? How has the situation ‘devolved’?”


  I shrugged. “No clue, but I trust his judgment, so let’s not question it and just follow him.”


  My blind trust in everything Master said led Marie to give me a dry look. “Where do you get that bottomless faith in this man? All he did was teach you about tea.”


  “Don’t be an idiot! He’s amazing,” I said emphatically. “In two lifetimes, he’s the only man I’ve respected enough to call ‘Master’! I won’t let you disparage him.”


  “Fine, whatever. I guess we can follow this tea teacher of yours, then,” Marie grumbled back at me, following up belatedly, “Though I doubt it’ll make the situation any better.”


  “You didn’t need to add that last part.”


   


  ***


   


  Now that her execution date had been set, Clarice was locked away. Since the girl was an aristocrat, the prison had provided her with such a lavishly furnished room that it didn’t look much like a cell at all. A plush carpet covered the floor, and Clarice had even been provided with a table and chairs. No one who saw this would have believed that she was a prisoner. That said, there were bars at the front of the cell.


  Clarice had sunk into one of the chairs; she sat there dazed, her hair thoroughly disheveled. All light had vanished from her eyes, and she gazed hollowly into the cup of cold tea in front of her. Since being locked away, she’d neglected her usual haircare. It had once been a part of her daily routine—one she never missed. But now, Clarice spent her time staring blankly as the hours passed by.


  A prison guard approached the cell, stopping on the other side of the bars. “Someone has come to see you.”


  The room was set up so that two thirds of it comprised the cell’s interior; the remaining one third of the room was on the other side of the bars. On that side, a simple wooden desk and chair were positioned against the wall. The guard had brought a pen and paper with them, and they set those on the desk before turning back toward the door.


  “You may enter now,” said the guard.


  Clarice lifted her head, and a young man with long green hair entered. It was her fiancé—the man she loved even now. 


  “Jilk!” Clarice’s chair fell back as she shot out of it. She flinched, ashamed. “I-I’m so sorry. I didn’t think that you’d come. I didn’t prepare at all. Please give me a moment.” Embarrassment hit as she realized how terrible she must look.


  “Clarice!” Jilk shouted—a rare thing for him to do with her. “Forget it. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Jilk…?” It took Clarice a moment to realize that his abnormal behavior stemmed from their situation. She was a prisoner; there was no point in worrying about her appearance anymore. Worse was the melancholy in Jilk’s eyes, which made Clarice’s despair hit harder. It dawned on her that he genuinely thought that she was the mastermind behind all of this.


  Clarice flew to the bars that separated them, grasping them with her hands. “No!” she cried desperately at him. “It’s not true! I didn’t order the attack against you, and those boys weren’t responsible for it, either! You should realize that. You were there. You know that Dan and the others weren’t involved, right? Please believe me.”


  Jilk listened, staring at the floor. When she finished, he dragged his gaze up to meet hers. “Clarice, the investigation finished,” he said, his voice gentle. “Dan and his companions—the boys who so deeply admire you—hired those men who attacked us, didn’t they? I lost consciousness during the attack, but I remember that our assailants were well trained. You’re well within your rights to bear me a grudge, but how could you do something that would endanger His Highness?” Jilk’s voice trembled, threaded with anguish.


  Clarice slowly shook her head. “No… There’s no way… Do you really think I’d do something so foolish?” She couldn’t even picture going so far as to launch an attack on Jilk. And getting the crown prince wrapped up in it? Unthinkable. She was court nobility. This whole situation was bizarre. “Someone framed me! You must see it, too. I would never send people after you like that. Do you honestly believe that I tried to have you killed? Jilk, please answer me!” she pleaded.


  “Ashamed as I am to admit it, our attackers were skilled enough to knock me out. And according to what I heard afterward, they brought out Armors in an attempt to assassinate His Highness and Miss Olivia. Why was I the only one knocked unconscious and left untouched?” Jilk was voicing someone else’s conjecture. He looked up at her again, suspicion in his eyes. “Your real target was Miss Olivia, wasn’t it? She was the one you were desperate to kill. His Highness and I just got caught in the crossfire. Isn’t that right?”


  Clarice realized then that someone had been whispering in Jilk’s ear. The problem was that her brain felt sluggish; she’d spent days and days sitting there, staring off into space. She was able to immediately deduce who was responsible for Jilk’s perspective, but she made the mistake of responding to it with anger.


  “That woman. Olivia. You can’t be serious… She’s manipulating you. She’ll pay for that. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get away with it!” Blood had rushed to her head.


  Jilk stared at Clarice, his eyes growing immediately cold. By the time Clarice had recognized her mistake, it was already too late. Her attitude was all that was needed to convince Jilk that it was true. “She said you’d react just like this. So you did target her after all.”


  Clarice knew that she shouldn’t have let her anger get the best of her. She should have calmly explained that it was a misunderstanding. Her rage had backfired on her. “No, Jilk! She’s manipulating you. I beg you, please listen—”


  Jilk cut her off curtly. “There’s no need. I was an idiot to believe for a second that you might be innocent. I didn’t think you resented Miss Olivia this much, Clarice. But obviously she was right.” 


  That confirmed it. Olivia was the one whispering in Jilk’s ear after all—and he already believed her completely. 


  Then Jilk announced, “My father, the head of the Marmoria household, has officially annulled our engagement.”


  “What…?” Clarice couldn’t digest this at first. Once it sank in, though, she realized the action was only natural. Despite her innocence, she’d been convicted as a criminal and sentenced to public execution. The Marmorias were court nobles, and Jilk’s father wouldn’t want his heir engaged to her anymore. Of course he would annul their engagement.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Jilk turned but paused. “It’s unfortunate, Clarice. I never hated you.” Then he left.


  Clarice stared after him. A humorless laugh slipped from her mouth. How could this be happening?


  “You have to be kidding me. I lost to that scholarship student? Even though I was born and raised as court nobility? What makes her so special?” Her hands remained latched to the bars as her legs gave out. She sank to the floor. Still smiling, she burst into tears.


  The guard left the seat at the desk, carrying the pen and paper with them as they started toward the door. “Your visit is over. A woman’s jealousy is a terrifying thing. You launched an attack simply because you thought that another woman had stolen your fiancé. I suppose I should be careful of women as well.”


  Clarice could have sworn that she saw a fleeting smirk on the guard’s face.


   


  ***


   


  After wrapping up his visit with Clarice, Jilk navigated the prison corridor and returned to the lobby. Olivia was waiting there, seated on a bench. As soon as she saw Jilk, she rose. She had her hands clasped in front of her, and there was a melancholic look on her face.


  “Miss Olivia, I…” Jilk began.


  “You don’t need to say anything. I can tell from your expression. She really was responsible, wasn’t she?” Olivia dropped her gaze as she spoke. To Jilk, she looked heartbroken, as if she’d hoped in her heart of hearts that it wasn’t true.


  Jilk—embarrassed by his ex-fiancée’s actions—looked away from Olivia, one hand clenching into a tight fist. “It’s partially my fault. I drove her to this. It would never have happened if I’d paid her more attention sooner.” Swallowing his reservations and accompanying her on the trip, would have kept the entire incident from taking place.


  Olivia stepped forward. Her hands encircled his trembling fist. “This isn’t your fault,” she told him. “Miss Clarice is the one accountable for what she did. She should have gone after me directly. It’s my fault that you and His Highness got caught in the crossfire.” A sob escaped her.


  Jilk’s head whipped around. “No—not at all! Neither His Highness nor I blame you for what happened. I created this problem. You needn’t blame yourself for anything!”


  “Thank you,” Olivia mumbled. “You really are kind, Mr. Jilk.”


  “Kind? Me? No, I’m really not. I was raised with His Highness. I’ve seen the terrible lows adults will descend to for their goals. I’ve become so desensitized to that I can sometimes be cold enough to frighten myself.” He would never normally have spoken to her about all of this.


  The two of them took a seat on the bench. The lobby was deserted. Jilk probably felt more open than usual because this wasn’t the academy, and no other students who knew him were around. He rarely talked about himself, but he’d let his guard down. He was emotionally exhausted and felt personally responsible for what his former fiancée had done.


  Continuing to hold Jilk’s closed fist, Olivia responded, “That’s not true. You thought that Miss Clarice might be innocent. That’s why you came, right? You’re a kind person. You just…express it in a way that’s hard for other people to understand.”


  “This is the first time anyone’s said anything like that to me. Even His Highness sometimes criticizes me for being the way that I am, but you really think that highly of me.” Jilk was delighted at her impression of him.


  She’s right, he thought. I’ve done everything out of consideration for those around me. I told myself that I didn’t care whether that earned people’s resentment, since it was all for His Highness. But somehow His Highness didn’t even seem to recognize my intentions for what they were. I figured that it was inevitable that he wouldn’t appreciate me. But now Jilk had Olivia, who actually understood him as a person. Given how weak his mental state was, he needed her support. She always told him exactly what he wanted to hear. Even now.


  “You probably told yourself that it didn’t matter if anyone understood you, right?” Olivia asked him. “But please be yourself in front of me. Let me be your sounding board. I want to support you, Mr. Jilk.”


  Jilk had wanted someone to vent to, but because of his position, he’d had to go without for all these years. He was Julius’s milk brother: They’d grown up together with Jilk destined to be Julius’s right-hand man. That special position, with all the responsibilities it entailed, had prevented him from complaining easily to anyone.


  Starting today, that would change.


  Olivia was the one and only person Jilk could be himself with. That meant the world to him. He realized now that that was what he’d always wanted—someone he could be vulnerable with.


  “Thank you, Miss Olivia. I wasn’t sure how I should act, given my position, and the fact that Clarice was responsible for all of this. People have been whispering that it’s my fault, that I didn’t keep hold of Clarice’s reins as I should’ve…” Tears had started trailing down Jilk’s cheeks. He kept going, spilling his heart out to Olivia.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as Olivia had returned to her room after visiting the prison, she dove onto her bed. Her whole body vibrated with laughter. She pressed her hands to her stomach, legs kicking.


  “He feels responsible—what nonsense! He can say whatever he wants. It’s so obvious from his attitude that he doesn’t think it’s his fault—that Clarice did it all! Oh my gosh, my stomach hurts!”


  Olivia now seemed like a completely different person from the woman who’d held Jilk’s fist and listened to his every word.


  After snickering for a bit, her body splayed across the bed, she finally started to calm down and sat upright. “All I had to do was plant the seed, and he fell for it. Decided Clarice had to be guilty. Or maybe he was just so sick of her that he was looking for an excuse to cut her off. Whatever—doesn’t matter what the reason is.”


  Her mind shifted to the woman she’d helped imprison.


  “What a shame,” Olivia said as if speaking to Clarice directly, even though she knew that the other woman couldn’t hear her. “The man you were so in love with was never worthy of you. You picked the wrong person to invest yourself in.”
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  Olivia was glad to have removed Clarice from the equation; it made it easier to do as she liked at the academy without scrutiny.


  “Now then, who should I take out next?” Anne, the Saint who’d taken over Olivia’s body, smiled maliciously as she considered her options.


  Chapter 2:
An Unbelievable Situation


   


  MARIE AND I TOOK a horse-drawn carriage to Master’s estate. The carriage was equipped with springs, which was supposed to make for a smoother ride; still, I felt every little bump on the road. That wasn’t painful, at least, thanks to the carriage’s cushioned seats. The roads were well maintained, too. The ride almost felt like being in one of those massage chairs, to be honest.


  Marie sat beside me, and Master sat across from us.


  “As delighted as I am to be invited to your home,” I said to Master, “you acted like you had no other choice than to invite us. Why is that? What’s going on?” He’d helped to save us from the military police, but the way he’d spoken had implied that something we didn’t know about was taking place.


  Master sat primly in his seat, back straight. He glanced briefly at Marie before turning his attention to me. “I assisted you because you don’t appear to be aware of just how much danger you two are in.”


  Marie scrunched up her face. “You mean, from how those officers were trying to drag us in?”


  “That was part of it, yes. But the bigger issue is what you were going around asking those pub owners. You went because you want to prove Miss Clarice’s innocence. Correct?”


  Neither Marie nor I could see what the problem was with that.


  “I apologize for questioning you, but could you explain a little further? What exactly is it that we did wrong?” I asked.


  “Under ordinary circumstances, what you’re doing would be seen as brave and loyal,” Master replied with a frown. “You are, after all, doing it to save a fellow student. I would praise you for that, if the situation weren’t what it is.”


  “You’re saying that there’s something different about this incident?”


  “I have a guest; you can ask them for details. I planned to introduce you at some point. This is perfect timing.”


  “What guest?” 


  As I wondered who he could be referring to, Marie grabbed my arm and tugged. She was staring out the window. “Leon, look!”


  “This is your estate, Master? It’s quite impressive,” I said, taking in the mansion with its expansive gardens. They were pristinely maintained, which matched Master’s image perfectly.


  “It’s old, but I’ve taken good care of it,” Master replied.


  He was being humble. Only super-rich merchants and the upper crust of the aristocracy owned lavish mansions with sweeping grounds like this in the capital.


  “Who the heck is this master of yours?” Marie asked me. “There’s no way he could afford a place like this as an etiquette teacher.”


  “Hey, it’s the first I’m seeing of this, too,” I said.


  “What—so you don’t know squat about him and still believe completely in him? That’s incredible, honestly. I’m impressed.” Marie was being entirely facetious, which was evidenced by the derisive look she shot me, like she thought that I was completely useless.


  The carriage rolled to a stop, and an old man—a butler, judging by his outfit—came out to meet us. Master disembarked first and led us inside, through his mansion’s corridors and finally into its inner courtyard. It had a beautiful garden; I could tell at a glance that it was perfectly tended.


  “Breathtaking,” Marie gasped.


  “Sure is,” I agreed. We were both captivated.


  “I tend this garden as a mere hobby. You flatter me. I’m glad you like it,” said Master.


  “Wait—you do this yourself? But it’s a pretty big garden.”


  “Yes, it’s quite a bit of work, but I don’t find it tedious. As I said, it’s a hobby.” Master strode forward to where a man was standing. The man was short and a bit portly; he’d been appreciating the garden as well, though he wasn’t quite as captivated by it as Marie and I were. Rather, he looked as though he was lost in thought. “Bernard,” Master called out to him.


  The man—Bernard—turned his gaze toward us and smiled. “Oh, could these be the two students you were hoping to introduce me to?”


  “Yes, they are,” said Master. “I hadn’t planned to introduce you this quickly, but certain events transpired that necessitated I move that introduction up in my schedule. They are trustworthy.”


  Bernard looked to be a man in about his mid-forties, if I had to guess.


  “Master, who is this?” I asked.


  Before Master could introduce us, Bernard said, “How rude of me. My name is Bernard. Bernard Fia Atlee. I served in the administration as a minister until recently, but I was discharged. I am now just a court noble with an earl title—though I suspect I may end up stripped of my title and not even have that.”


  “Atlee?” Marie’s eyes bugged. “So you’re…Miss Clarice’s dad?!”


  Holy crap. He’s a former minister?! “M-my apologies,” I blurted, trying my best to sound properly formal. “I’m—”


  “Leon Fou Bartfort, yes?” Bernard shook his head. “You should realize that you’re far more famous than you’re aware of. And this young lady here must be your fiancée, Marie Fou Lafan.”


  Apparently, we didn’t need to introduce ourselves. Marie and I gawked at the man in surprise.


  “I went to the shopping district to purchase some tea leaves, and when I saw them, I panicked. They were conducting an investigation in an attempt to gather proof of Miss Clarice’s innocence,” Master explained to Bernard.


  Bernard’s eyes widened, but a moment later, his expression darkened. “As a father, that pleases me to hear, but it was an awfully dangerous move to make.” He thought that our investigation was ill-advised, just as Master did.


  “And why is that?” Marie demanded, unable to hold her silence. “Is it that wrong that we want to prove her innocent? Do you truly believe she’s guilty?”


  Bernard avoided our eyes, turning his head away with his face scrunched. Still, I caught the way the edges of his lips curled. “My daughter has made some good connections,” he began, then shook his head. “No. You’re more than that. Friends.” He went quiet for a few moments, as if lost in thought. A whole minute passed before his expression hardened with determination, and he turned to Master. “I’d like to put my trust in these two. Partly because they come at your recommendation, but more than anything, because they’ve already established their desire to help Clarice.”


  “Good,” Master said. “They won’t disappoint you.”


  What in the world were they talking about? Marie and I were both lost.


  “Rather than standing around chatting, why don’t we enjoy some tea together?” Master suggested. “Then we can explain everything to you two in more depth.”


  I would normally have been over the moon at that opportunity, yet I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.


  “Is it just me, or does that sound super ominous?” Marie asked me.


  “Sounds like we’re on the same wavelength. I thought the same thing.”


   


  ***


   


  Getting an opportunity to drink Master’s tea should have been enjoyable, but what ex-Minister Bernard told us was so shocking that I was left dumbfounded.


  “And so,” Bernard went on, “let me sum it all up. The power structure within the court is shifting. I lost the political power struggle, and because I did, Clarice is suffering. I can’t save her, although the responsibility to do so falls to me. I can’t apologize enough to her for being such a pathetic excuse for a father.”


  The public thought that Bernard was a tragic figure suffering because of his foolish daughter’s actions. The truth was the opposite. Clarice was being sacrificed because Bernard’s political opponents had outplayed him.


  “That makes no sense!” Marie exploded, her hands slamming against the table as she shot out of her chair. My own hand shot out to steady the table so that no porcelain would be knocked off and shatter. A smart move, if I did say so myself. “Why does she have to be killed just because you lost some political game?!”


  While Marie was agitated about the situation, I was more suspicious about why Bernard’s opponents hadn’t simply had him stripped of his title. Why had they gone this far?


  “I completely agree with you,” Bernard told Marie. “Even for a political power play, this is going too far. I won’t say that nothing like this has ever happened in our history, but given the current climate, it seems a little too orchestrated. Regardless, I plan to use every resource at my disposal to save my daughter. I’d like your help with that.” He turned his gaze to me. I was still holding the table, relieved that all the porcelain was safe.


  “My help?” I questioned. “I mean, sure, I’ll help, but I don’t know if there’s much I can do.” I was only a student, and as we’d already established, I wasn’t even able to get proof showing that Clarice was innocent.


  Bernard gave me a humorless smile. “You need to realize your own strength. You have that amazing airship, don’t you?”


  “You mean Partner?” What did my airship have to do with any of this? I eyed Bernard curiously.


  “We actually received a report recently that something unsettling is happening in the Alzer Republic. I’d like you two to investigate.”


  I blinked slowly. He wanted us to conduct an investigation in a foreign country?


  Marie didn’t see that was connected, and it annoyed her. “You want to send us out of the country now? Isn’t this kind of not the time for that?”


  Master listened quietly, replacing the tea that had cooled in our cups with some from a freshly brewed pot. “This is precisely the time for it. Miss Marie, we need to be extremely cautious. To save Miss Clarice, our only recourse is brute force.”


  “Brute force?” Marie’s forehead scrunched.


  “For some reason,” Bernard continued, “the temple has decided to involve itself in the situation. Court politics alone won’t resolve it. It’s devolved too much. That’s why we’ll need brute force to save Clarice and her entourage. I’d like to put you in charge of supervising that.” He gave me a pointed look.


  Cold beads of sweat rolled down my forehead. “Huh? Me? Be the supervisor?”


  Bernard nodded vigorously. “Despite your young age, you’ve not only conquered a previously unexplored dungeon, as well as defeating and apprehending air pirates in the capital—you also participated in the Offreys’ downfall. You’re at least as skilled, if not more skilled than, the knights currently serving. We…” Bernard concluded, motioning to Master as well, “think that you’re quite capable.”


  Aside from the “dungeon” part, I’d only accomplished those other things they mentioned because of Luxion. They weren’t things I could’ve done alone.


  “I-I think you give me too much credit,” I said nervously.


  “If you’re too humble, you start to sound like you’re being snide,” Bernard warned me. “Digressions aside, I want you two to create an alibi for yourselves. The military police already have their eyes on you, I’m sure, so conducting an investigation in the Alzer Republic will be a good cover story for you. Well, I say ‘cover story,’ but you will actually be investigating.”


  “As for Miss Clarice’s execution,” Master added smoothly, “we’ve already intervened, pushing it back until the summer break. That is when you’ll apparently leave for the investigation in the Republic. However, what we really want is for you to fool everyone and use that opportunity to save Miss Clarice and her entourage.”


  So the Alzer Republic investigation would be our alibi while we really rescued everyone.


  “Huh? The military police are watching us now?” At this point, Marie was sweating, too.


  Bernard took a sip of his tea, smiling. “Of course. You tried to gather evidence of Clarice’s innocence. If you managed to discover anything, it would be inconvenient for them.”


  “Wait—so the military police are in on this whole conspiracy? They should be doing their actual job!” Marie cried, her head now cradled in her hands.


  Master’s lips twitched at the ends. “It’s fortunate that I was able to find you in time. If not for my lucky timing, you two might’ve been apprehended. Then saving Miss Clarice and the others would have been much more difficult.”


  Bernard met my gaze. “I won’t tell you that you’re roped in now that you’ve heard everything,” he said. “I no longer have the power I once had. I’m now just a father who wants to save his daughter. Please help me do that.” He bowed his head low. I was shocked; even though he wasn’t a minister anymore, I didn’t think that his pride and dignity would allow him to bow to a student like me.


  The issue was that the roots of this problem ran much deeper than either Marie or I had realized.


  Chapter 3:
An Unheeded Warning


   


  SINCE ANGELICA WAS an aristocrat herself, she was granted a visit to Clarice’s cell. A guard accompanied her carrying a notepad and pen, intending to record the content of Angelica and Clarice’s conversation. It was evening, so the cell was dim, only a few sources of light extant to fight back the shadows. From what Angelica saw, Clarice looked like a different person, her cheeks hollow and gaunt.


  “How dare you launch an attack on Crown Prince Julius?!” Angelica snapped at her. “I never imagined that you would be this foolish.” The crown prince was Angelica’s fiancé, and she couldn’t let the attack against her future husband slide. Her face hardened, fury swelling in her chest. “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself? You’re normally so talkative. Go ahead and speak.” The degree of rage she showed was that of a woman in love, not a woman in an emotionless, politically arranged engagement.


  Clarice sat in a chair, staring at the floor, shadows cast upon her face. Her hair was a disheveled mess that she didn’t even try to fix. Dragging her gaze up, she plastered on a wan smile. “You’re an idiot if you think that I masterminded this.”


  Clarice’s expression sent a chill through Angelica, but she recovered quickly. “Is that all you want to say? It’s a shame that I can’t kill you with my own two hands.” She grasped the bars and pressed her face closer to Clarice, radiating genuine murderousness.


  Clarice just stared back at her, that thin smile still in place.


  “It seems you’ve lost your mind,” Angelica spat at her, disgusted. “Her Majesty told me that I should try visiting you, but I gather I’ve wasted my time.”


  Despite Angelica’s categorical dismissal, Clarice flinched at the mention of the queen. She looked quickly at the guard before returning her attention to Angelica. Then she rose from her chair and approached the bars, which were now all that separated the two girls.


  Angelica’s expression hardened. “What? You have something else to say?”


  “Beware of that scholarship student, Olivia,” Clarice warned.


  “Excuse me?” Angelica was momentarily stunned, caught off guard, but she recovered quickly and bristled. “I don’t need your advice. I’m already wary of her. Prince Julius does seem awfully invested in her, but she’ll eventually understand the difference in their status. The prince, too, will someday—” come to his senses, Angelica wanted to say, but the words caught in her throat.


  Would Julius really come to his senses? They were second-years now, and nothing had changed. Julius still spent all his time with Olivia. Angelica couldn’t even chastise him for it; she was relegated to watching from the sidelines.


  In fact, that girl seems more tenacious than before, Angelica reflected. 


  At one point, Olivia had trembled fearfully when Angelica glared at her, but she didn’t do that anymore. She would walk right by Angelica with her head held high. She even had the audacity to flaunt her relationship with Julius in front of her.


  Clarice studied Angelica’s face. “You’ve seen it, too, haven’t you?” she said. “Don’t underestimate her because she’s a commoner, Angelica. You’d better have your guard up fully with her. Understand? Don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”


  [image: ]


  “I don’t need to hear this from you! Anyway, I am being careful, unlike you! I won’t do something foolish like you did!”


  Clarice stared for a moment, silent, then said, “All right. Fine then.” Considering the conversation over, she turned away, strode back to her chair, and dropped into it.


  There was nothing else for them to say to one another.


  Angelica still held unaddressed resentment toward Clarice, but she didn’t say anything further. Instead, she turned her back and marched out of the room. Don’t insult me! That woman seduced His Highness—of course I’m on guard against her. I’ve been the wariest of her since the beginning!


   


  ***


   


  The next day, Angelica strode down the academy corridor with her entourage following close behind. A little time had passed since the beginning of the new term, but students were still audibly gossiping about Clarice. They crowded the hallways, their voices loud enough to carry to Angelica’s ears.


  “When are the public executions?”


  “Right after summer break starts. You going to go watch them?”


  “I’m a little curious, but I’m not sure about actually going.”


  When the first student hedged, as if they didn’t really want to attend the execution of someone they knew, the second student urged them, “You should!”


  “Why do you say that? Do you find executions entertaining or something?”


  “No, that’s not what I’m saying. But this girl tried to go after Prince Julius, right? Think about the optics if you don’t show up.” In other words, anyone who skipped the executions might send the message that they empathized with Clarice, possibly earning the prince’s ire. “The prince himself might not care, but the people around him will. If you don’t have an excellent reason for not attending, they might start to suspect something.”


  “Oh. That’s what you meant.”


  Thus, it seemed that most students planned to attend the executions.


  “Anyway, it’s a pretty big deal that they’re reimplementing public executions after Her Majesty abolished the practice.”


  That was actually part of what ate at Angelica. Is this the administration’s way of spiting the queen? No—they must simply have decided that this crime was so severe that they need to make an example of Clarice, ensuring that no one else attempts something similar. The whole case beggared belief, and it had been orchestrated by a student of the academy. The court had probably pondered how to handle it exhaustively. It made sense to Angelica that they had chosen to be harsher than usual to prevent any copycats.


  Angelica was lost in thought—as she often was lately—when a member of her entourage interrupted. “Lady Angelica? The prince.”


  “I know,” she responded evenly, looking up. 


  Straight ahead of her were Julius, Jilk, and of course Olivia. If Angelica was seeing right, Olivia appeared to be leaning more toward Jilk. That didn’t sit well with Julius.


  “Aren’t you two standing a little too close?” Julius grumbled.


  Wearing his usual shady smile, Jilk replied, “Not at all. This is how we always are. Isn’t that right, Miss Olivia?”


  “Most definitely,” she agreed.


  Julius didn’t seem too pleased that the pair had grown significantly closer. “Something has been off about you two since you went to visit the prison.” He scrutinized them. “Anyway, Jilk, are you serious about taking that role we discussed? I know that you’re no longer engaged to Clarice, but doing so must still be difficult for you.” Despite Julius’s jealousy, the crown prince’s expression smoothed as he launched into more serious matters. He sounded genuinely concerned about his friend.


  Jilk seemed to realize that the prince was trying to be delicate. His own expression turned somber. “I can’t lie and say that it’s not. On the other hand, I was engaged to her. I volunteered because it’s my responsibility. I plan to attend her execution and put an end to this chapter.”


  Angelica was so shocked that she froze mid-step. She had intended to approach Julius and greet him, but that thought had now disappeared from her mind. Jilk plans to attend Clarice’s execution? Is he insane? No—he wouldn’t just attend. The conversation hinted that he’d be present as the official witness ensuring that the execution proceeded without a hitch. He would be the person forced to see Clarice’s body through the course of the deed and after it was finished. Angelica was still furious with Clarice, but the way Jilk had agreed to this role was just plain creepy. 


  Julius’s reaction was similarly off-putting: It didn’t sound like the prince Angelica knew. “All right, then,” he said, sounding almost impressed with his friend’s determination. “If you’re that set on it, I won’t argue the point with you.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness.” Jilk bowed his head slightly.


  Olivia sidled up to Jilk. “You’re pushing yourself, taking such a difficult role. If it gets to be too much, I’ll be here to support you. All right?”


  “Y-yes. If it does, I’ll definitely turn to you.”


  Angelica’s eyes widened.


  Here they were, surrounded by students, and Jilk was blushing and fidgeting. Yet this was the same man whose smile never reached his eyes—who always seemed to be scheming something.


  Angelica had already been wary of Olivia. Now she was even more on guard. She managed to wrap Jilk around her finger completely? What is she?


   


  ***


   


  What the hell should we do?


  It was lunchtime at the academy. Sitting on a bench behind the main school building, I stared absently up at the sky—at the puffy white clouds slowly traveling through an endless blue canvas. Seconds trickled by into minutes.


  I wanted to stay like this. Just staring, not thinking. But the situation wouldn’t allow for that.


  Seated beside me, Marie chomped through a sandwich she’d bought from the school store. She was on her fifth one, and an untouched sixth sandwich sat in her lap. Her cheeks were puffy, her lips curled in a contented smile.


  I glanced at her. She seemed to misread my intention, because she looked at the sandwich in her hands, then held it out toward me.


  “You can have a few bites,” she said. “But don’t eat the whole thing!”


  “I don’t need your half-eaten sandwich! Besides, I already ate!”


  “Then why do you keep sneaking looks at me?” Marie demanded.


  “Not because I want your food, that’s for sure.”


  She studied me. “Are you still waffling over the situation? You know, I thought it was weird that you didn’t give them an answer right then and there. Don’t you want to save Miss Clarice?”


  The day Master and the former minister requested that I help save Clarice, I’d asked them for time to consider rather than responding immediately. I did want to save her, but this situation was complicated.


  “We can’t enlist Luxion’s help,” I reminded Marie. “And now we have the military police watching us. If we aren’t careful, we’ll call attention to ourselves and get arrested.”


  Master and Bernard had promised to help us establish an alibi. Still, if I somehow failed this mission, Marie would suffer the consequences alongside me. If that happened, everything I’d done, everything I had built, would be for nothing.


  While I continued to contemplate the matter, Marie polished off her fifth sandwich and started unwrapping the sixth. “All we have to do is set off from the harbor, so that it looks like we’re leaving, then swoop in and save her. It’s not that complicated. Why are you hesitating?”


  “Because we can’t get Luxion’s help with this,” I said. “There’s no way it’ll be that easy.”


  Marie raised her hand behind me. “Get yourself together!” Her palm clapped down on my back so hard that I felt a vibration through my frame.


  “What the hell?!” I cried, my entire body writhing in anguish. “That hurt. Your slaps are no joke!”


  Marie practically inhaled the sixth sandwich like it was nothing, then hopped to her feet, arms crossed over her chest. “Are you completely helpless if you don’t have Luxion holding your hand? I mean, didn’t you risk your life going out on your own to find and claim him in the first place?”


  “Yeah, sure—because I figured I could apply myself at least once in my life. One time, and one time only. That was the only reason I was able to do it.”


  “Once, twice—what real difference does it make?!”


  There’s a significant difference between the two, and you should know that! That was what I wanted to say, but the intensity Marie was radiating was enough to dissuade me. I wasn’t too keen on the idea of putting my life on the line for a second time. The problem was that Marie looked ready to take this on all by herself. If I don’t pitch in, this could be disastrous, huh?


  Well, that made things simple.


  “I-I guess you’re right,” I mumbled.


  “Then go to your master, and tell him that we’ll do it!”


  “Y-yes, ma’am!” I hopped up from the bench and broke into a run.


  Chapter 4:
Each Person’s Regret


   


  IT WAS A WEEKEND AFTERNOON. Marie and I had come to visit Master’s estate one again, and we found ourselves sitting at a table across from Bernard.


  “You truly intend to save my Clarice, then?” Bernard’s expression was solemn as he tried to clarify our answer. “We’ll lend you our full support, but if anything should happen to expose our plan, you’ll be the ones prosecuted for it. Will you assist us regardless?”


  He almost sounded like he was threatening us, but he was really giving us an out—a reason to decline. That was actually kind of him. Marie glowered at me, as if urging me to blurt out our answer and quit dawdling.


  I wish she’d treat me better, I thought bitterly, then told Bernard, “Honestly, I’ve still got reservations. Mostly, I’m worried about my family getting caught up in all of this.”


  That was part of why I was hesitant, but not the only reason. My bigger concern was how to approach this situation, given that Clarice’s public execution was never part of the game’s original story. Things were clearly already off track—was sticking my nose in a good idea? I couldn’t help but wonder. That probably sounds a little silly. We’d stolen that Magic Flute from the Principality of Fanoss, after all. We’d already interfered. Still, I hesitated to do it again.


  “That said, I can’t just sit by and watch this injustice happen. It’d feel bad,” I continued. “If the administration wants to execute Miss Clarice for something she didn’t do, then I want to save her and thwart their twisted scheme.”


  Bernard’s eyes widened. Then he burst into laughter. “‘It’d feel bad’? That’s your only reason for agreeing to save my daughter?”


  “Yeah. I think it’s reason enough. I don’t like what’s happening, so I’m going to save her. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”


  Bernard shot a glance at Master, who had been sitting quietly, listening to our exchange. “You’ve gotten hold of an amusing young man.”


  Master smiled thinly. “I haven’t ‘gotten hold’ of anything. He’s a friend who shares the same hobby.”


  His words touched me. I was so overcome with emotion that I found myself on the verge of tears.


  “Enough about that. What about Jilk?!” Marie demanded, cutting into the conversation. “He volunteered to be the…what’s it called? ‘Official witness’ for the execution? Point is, I won’t be happy until I slam my fist into that jerk’s face! Not that I completely understand what the ‘official witness’ is, but still.”


  Bernard’s expression changed quickly. He was still smiling, but it was forced. Stiff. He wasn’t upset with us, of course—the fury simmering inside him was directed at Clarice’s former fiancé, Jilk. He steepled his hands in front of his mouth, his elbows perched atop the table.


  “I heard about that as well,” Bernard said, his anger bleeding into his voice. “The ‘official witness,’ in this case, is a person who will watch the execution up close. They read the list of the offenses for which the criminal was convicted prior to the execution, then give the signal for the execution to commence. My daughter evidently wasn’t a good judge of character. I looked out for that boy personally. I never imagined that he’d volunteer to be the official witness in her execution.”


  “Oh. So that’s what the official witness is…” Marie seemed slightly taken aback at the level of quiet rage Bernard obviously felt toward Jilk.


  I had no idea how Jilk had justified volunteering to himself. Maybe this was his way of proving that he had no part in his former fiancée’s actions. And maybe Bernard had hoped that Jilk would believe Clarice until the very end. In any event, he obviously hadn’t expected Jilk to proactively participate in the execution.


  “We’ll use our connections to gather information,” Master cut in, trying to shift the mood that had settled over the table. “For this operation, we’ll require significant intel—from where she’ll be held to how much security will be present on the day of the executions. And keep in mind that we’ll be relying upon you to commence the actual operation.”


  So basically, Marie and I would be on our own when it came to actually carrying things out.


  I nodded. “That’s fine. You can count on me to see it through.”


   


  ***


   


  Bernard watched as a carriage carried Leon and Marie off.


  “I can see how he cleared that unexplored dungeon at such a young age,” the former minister told the academy’s etiquette professor. “He has more courage than most knights and soldiers.” Bernard was impressed by Leon’s accomplishments but also by his nerve. “He said that he was doing this because he’d ‘feel bad’ otherwise; still, I can see that he has a strong sense of justice. If he’d risen in rank a little sooner, I might’ve chosen him instead as Clarice’s betrothed.” He looked deeply disappointed that he hadn’t.


  “Lamenting the past does nothing to change the present,” the professor reminded Bernard. “You should focus on what’s to come.”


  “It sounds as though you’re talking about yourself,” Bernard shot back.


  “Perhaps I am.” The professor flashed a humorless smile.


  Bernard looked contrite. “My apologies. That was uncalled for, given that you’ve been generous enough to assist me with all of this.”


  “Not at all. I have no right to complain to any of you. I completely understand why you’d be furious with me, considering how much you suffered working at Roland’s side.”


  “He didn’t seem pleased at all with the way this situation is unfolding, but he cannot act as he would like. We’re in the same situation. Having so many ties of duty and obligation is tiresome.”


  “Yes. Tiresome indeed.”


   


  ***


   


  “I agreed so easily, but if we screw this up, we’re going to be in over our heads! It’s a little too late to go back on my word and quit, though. What the hell am I supposed to do?!” I whined as Marie and I sat in the carriage.


  Bernard had cajoled us into this so easily that Marie was beginning to realize how terrifying he really was. Now she was panicking, too.


  “So what do we do?!” she snapped back at me. “Since we agreed to help, we’ve got no choice but to follow through! And you want to save Miss Clarice, don’t you?!”


  “You’re the one who told me to agree to it!”


  “But you’re the one who actually went through with it!”


  We were both regretting how easily we’d accepted this mission. There was no going back now, though. We had to do it. We’d just have to prepare mentally for what was to come.


  “We need intel,” I said firmly. “Some dude way back in history said that how much you prepare before an operation determines whether you’ll succeed or not.” At least, I thought I’d heard some kind of proverb like that. Or maybe I hadn’t. Maybe it was a saying from a business textbook I’d read. I couldn’t really remember.


  Marie shot me a skeptical look. “What ‘dude’ are you talking about?”


  “Do you seriously think I remember who said it? When I don’t even remember what my name was in my previous life?”


  “Right. I was stupid for expecting anything of you. Anyway, I agree we should gather as much info as we can!” She paused. “Wait. Isn’t that what your master and the former minister are in charge of? What’s left for us to do?”


  Without Luxion to make that decision for us, we were at a loss. I was starting to realize how much I’d relied on him day to day.


  “Sort of. According to what they said, they’ll look into where Miss Clarice is being held and what the security there is like,” I said, remembering what Master had told us.


  Bernard had lost his position in the government, but if he could access that kind of intel, he obviously wasn’t completely powerless. The lengths he’d already gone to reaffirmed that he was terrifying when provoked.


  “If they can gather all that, why can’t we just save her before the execution takes place?”


  “Because,” I explained, “if we just swoop in like that, who will everyone suspect? Us. Man, if I’d known this was going to happen, I wouldn’t have gone poking around at those pubs.”


  The real problem was that the military police’s attention was on us now.


  “What? Are you trying to say this is my fault?” Marie puffed her cheeks out.


  “No,” I replied. “And it’s not all bad, anyway. If Master hadn’t seen what we were doing, he wouldn’t have pulled us into this. And we need the alibi those two are going to help us create.”


  “Why?” Marie asked.


  “If the mastermind of the attempt to assassinate the prince escapes, don’t you think that’ll be humiliating for the military police and higher-ups involved in this?”


  If Clarice escaped, military police and soldiers would be deployed in a desperate attempt to locate and reclaim her.


  “True. And they’ll be a real pain in our butts,” Marie agreed. “I guess this lets us create our own alibi and escape the fallout by going abroad.”


  “Exactly. It’ll be like a summer vacation,” I said, a bit of humor coloring my voice.


  “I’m not sure how fun it’ll actually be,” Marie replied, grinning, “but maybe I should see whether I can find a sightseeing guide for the Alzer Republic. That’ll technically be part of our investigation, right?” She was starting to enjoy this. It was hard to believe that she’d been panicking a moment earlier.


  “Yeah. We’ll do things our way.”


  Chapter 5:
To Save Her


   


  IT WAS LATE EVENING when Olivia reached the spot where she’d been secretly meeting Frampton. The building was inconspicuous but contained a lavishly furnished room. There, the two of them enjoyed some expensive spirits as they exchanged information.


  Olivia—or rather Saint Anne—swirled the alcohol in her glass, breathing it in as she listened closely to Frampton’s words. “Someone is trying to interfere and help Clarice, you say?”


  “Yes. It’s difficult to believe that anyone would be insolent enough to side with the woman who targeted the crown prince. Perhaps Bernard’s daughter was more virtuous than we realized.”


  Olivia hadn’t expected any of the students to choose Clarice over the prince. For better or worse, they were all aristocrats. If the political tide shifted, they might make moves to ingratiate themselves, but they generally wouldn’t do anything that disadvantaged them. At least, she didn’t have that impression. Yet it seemed that whatever the circumstances, someone was always stupid enough to pick the losing side.


  Olivia took a sip of her drink, savoring it in her mouth for a moment before she spoke. “How devoted of them. But however hard they try to prove her innocent, all the evidence will be snuffed out.”


  “We’ve already ensured that the proprietors of the pubs in question, as well as all their other customers, won’t say a thing about what they really saw. And I’ve already disposed of anyone who would oppose us. Those remaining won’t breathe a word.”


  Frampton had blackmailed the relevant parties into keeping their silence before the students in question made their move. Those who protested and refused to cooperate had promptly been killed, which had reinforced to the survivors what the consequences of opening their mouths would be.


  “Shall I dispose of these students as well?” Frampton asked.


  “No. Their disappearance would be its own problem. Plenty of intelligent people are still left at the academy. If we make them suspicious, things will be harder for us.” Olivia had no qualms about killing anyone; she simply didn’t want the suspicion it would cast on them.


  “I’ll keep an eye on them, then,” Frampton said in agreement. “But if they learn too much…”


  “Yes, that would be a problem for both of us. If it comes to that, you may kill them.”


   


  ***


   


  “Why do people in the Alzer Republic have to speak a different language?”


  “It’s a foreign country. That goes without saying. Besides, the language is similar enough, and it’s relatively simple—just eight hundred hours of study, and you’ll be able to speak it.”


  Marie had brought her book-loving friend Ellie with her to the capital’s biggest bookstore. The place had a high ceiling, and bookcases extended all the way up, their shelves packed with thick tomes. All of the books looked as though they were made from top-quality material. It probably stood out more to Marie because of what she knew about bookstores in her past life.


  A book like this would cost probably tens of thousands of yen. Anyway, I need books on the Alzer Republic. Which should I get?


  Marie pulled out one tome that appeared decades old. She flipped through it, skimming the contents, but she was skeptical. There was no guarantee that information from decades earlier would still apply to the modern day. Perhaps part of her perspective was influenced by being—at least internally—a modern-day Japanese girl. Books like this had historical value, but that was about it.


  “Isn’t this info a little outdated?” Marie asked. “Do they have anything more recent?”


  Ellie frowned. “That’s their most recent book. If you want something newer, you’ll have to go to the Alzer Republic and ask the actual people there.”


  “Yeah. I guess you have a point.” Marie tucked the book back into the shelf.


  Behind her stood a man with his hat pulled low to hide his face. Returning his own book, he left the store.


   


  ***


   


  The man tailing Marie was part of the military police. He had dressed in plain clothes in order to keep an eye on her. After he left the shop, he dipped into the adjacent alley where one of his coworkers was waiting.


  “Well?” asked his colleague.


  “Looks like they’re really planning to visit the Alzer Republic. It’s supposedly for an investigation, but they’re treating it more like a vacation trip.”


  “They’re students, insulated from society’s harsh reality. They don’t understand how rough actual work can be.”


  These two had begun following Marie recently. They couldn’t enter the academy grounds, but the whole capital was like their backyard.


  “Seems like they’ve given up on saving the Atlee girl,” one of the men remarked as he removed his hat.


  The other man’s gaze hardened. “Don’t let your guard down.”


  “I won’t. I just wish I’d been assigned to follow the actual target.”


  They were only following Marie so closely because she was engaged to Leon. Leon Fou Bartfort. There wasn’t a man in the military police who didn’t know about him. Ordinarily most military policemen would probably have resented him for stealing the glory from them when he captured those air pirates; instead, many of them thought that he’d stuck his nose where it didn’t belong. Their bosses—and some aristocrats—had known about the air pirates and purposefully left them alone.


  “Yeah, the higher-ups are anxious for an excuse to put Bartfort down, especially after that incident with the Offreys. If we could apprehend him, we might be looking at a promotion.”


  “It’s a shame we can’t just arrest him without cause.”


  The pair thought that their conversation was private. They were oblivious to the presence in the shadows that was listening to everything. Tucked behind heaps of trash in the alleyway was a former academy student who’d been kicked out during the Offrey incident: Carla Fou Wayne. Her family had severed ties completely with her, so she was just “Carla” now—huddled amid the garbage, holding her breath as she eavesdropped. She’d never dreamed that she would encounter military police officers here.


   


  ***


   


  Marie left the bookstore alone, finished with her purchase. Ellie insisted on staying, since she wasn’t done making her selections. Marie would’ve been stuck there until closing time if she hadn’t left.


  As she came out the door, she slammed into a girl dressed in filthy clothing who had apparently been trying to hide.


  “Ouch! Ugh—that smell!” Marie’s fingers flew to her nose, pinching it to shut out the cloying stench that had flooded her, hitting her like a punch in the face.


  The girl Marie had slammed into panicked, scrambling to pick up the book Marie had dropped. “I-I’m so sorry.” After the stammered apology, she shoved the book into Marie’s hands and scurried off.


  “Hey, wait—oh, she’s already gone. Hm?” 


  Marie’s gaze dropped to the book in her hands. A scrap of filthy paper was tucked inside. On it, beautiful handwriting explained that Marie was being followed and requested that she show up at a specific location. 


  Marie weighed her options. “I feel like I’ve seen that girl somewhere before…”


  Although she was torn over what to do, she decided it would be best to go and at least see what this girl had to say. She started toward the location indicated on the paper.


   


  ***


   


  When Marie reached the designated location, the girl from earlier was already there waiting for her. Marie tried to approach her, but the girl moved away.


  “Follow me,” she said.


  “Hold up. Where are you trying to take me?”


  “I’m not trying to take you anywhere. I just want to negotiate with you.”


  Marie finally acquiesced and followed her. “So?” she asked as they walked. “Negotiate over what?”


  “Don’t you want to know why you’re being followed?”


  Marie glared at her. “It’s the military police following me, right? Did you seriously think that I wouldn’t notice them?”


  “Oh—then do you also know that they used to be connected to the Offreys?”


  Marie’s eyes widened. It finally hit her. “You…you’re Carla, one of Stephanie’s followers!”


  Carla’s face finally peeked out from her ratty hood. Her long navy hair was disheveled and unkempt. Her skin was dry and cracking. She looked so different. There was nothing left of the girl who’d served as part of Stephanie’s entourage.


  “I’m glad you remember who I am,” Carla said. “So what will it be? Will you negotiate with me or not? I belonged to Stephanie’s inner circle, so I know for a fact that the military police were linked to the Offreys.”


  “And will your word be enough to bring them to justice?” Marie asked.


  “Definitely not—they’d have my testimony erased.”


  Marie sniffed at her. “Then you’re useless.”


  “Yes, I am. The information I’ve got won’t help you right now.” Carla seemed fully aware that what she had to offer was too weak for the negotiating table. Her testimony wouldn’t do anything to make the situation more favorable for them.


  [image: ]


  At this point, Marie could simply have ignored Carla and left, but Carla looked as though she was in an extremely precarious position. She probably hadn’t eaten much of anything for who knew how many days. Even if she’d managed to find some sustenance, it wouldn’t have been a proper meal. She appeared to be on the verge of collapse.


  Marie raked a hand through her hair. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t have much money. If you’re hoping to strike it rich, you’ll have to talk to Leon first.” She figured that was what Carla was after—money in exchange for the information she could provide.


  “Of course I want money, too, but that isn’t my main focus.” Carla paused, letting those words sink in, and then continued, “I want Leon Fou Bartfort’s protection.”


  “Leon’s protection? Are you insane?” Since Marie was with Leon all the time, she knew how unreliable he could be. She was worried about Carla, since she’d fallen so far as to want Leon’s protection.


  Carla’s solemn expression made it clear how serious she was about the matter. “I’m perfectly sane, and I mean what I said. I know that I can trust you two more than anyone else—you’re the ones who took down the Offreys. And I don’t want to be in the capital anymore. I’m sick of this place.” A shiver ran through her. It sounded like she’d been through unspeakable hardships on the streets.


  Marie stopped to consider for a few moments, then finally said, “I’ll ask Leon.”


   


  ***


   


  Watching Marie’s back shrink in the distance, Carla felt the faint sensation of relief inside her chest. She was desperate to escape her situation, but she knew that she didn’t have much information to provide. Approaching Marie had been a last-ditch effort, and she’d done it knowing that it might be pointless. In the process, she’d nearly blurted out the only trump card she had; if Marie had been more hesitant, she might’ve done so. The thought made her sweat.


  “I need to be very careful deciding if I should tell them what I know. I have no idea whether they’ll actually believe me or not.”


  Living in the capital’s filthy back alleys, Carla had seen something incredible. She’d half doubted her own eyes; she couldn’t fathom how what she saw could be possible.


  “Regardless, I need to be sure of Bartfort’s position before I talk, or I might end up being erased.”


  Carla wasn’t willing to part with what she knew easily, especially since the information in question was so dangerous. If she told the wrong person, it could get her killed. She’d lived most of her life serving as Stephanie’s follower, and that experience had drilled into her that anyone deemed a problem got erased.


  She thought back to that night. The temperature had dropped so low that she’d been forced to crawl inside a garbage pile for warmth, despite its horrific stench. That wasn’t a decision she’d ever thought she’d have to make, but it had been that or freezing to death. She felt pathetic having become so desensitized to this lifestyle. On the other hand, it was thanks to that that she’d gotten her hands on top-secret information.


  A couple of men, their hoods pulled down far enough to hide their faces, had been speaking quietly with a female student from the academy. The student in question had changed out of her uniform, probably to disguise herself, but Carla had recognized her immediately.


  “Who’d ever believe…that the mastermind behind the attack on His Highness was actually the scholarship student?”


   


  ***


   


  “That’s why you came all the way to my room?” 


  I had wondered why Marie would go out of her way to visit me in the boys’ dorm, and of all things, she said that she wanted to help Carla—who’d served under Stephanie. She seemed to empathize with her.


  “Can you blame me?” Marie snapped back. “Her clothes were ratty and threadbare. She looked like she was about to pass out. If I abandoned her, and she died, how could I sleep at night?”


  Carla had been deeply involved with everything the Offreys did, since she’d been one of Stephanie’s followers. She’d only gotten off as easily as she had because Stephanie covered for her. I had no idea what had motivated Stephanie to do that. Marie claimed it was because Stephanie saw Carla as a friend, but there was no way to know either way now.


  “What do you get out of helping Carla?” I asked.


  “This isn’t a cost-benefit analysis thing. I already told you, I won’t be able to sleep at night otherwise! Please, Leon. Find some kind of job for her. If anyone can help, you can, right?” Marie clasped her hands in front of her chest, pleading.


  I scrunched up my face at her. This sounded like a pain. If I employed Carla despite everyone knowing about her connection to Stephanie, there was no telling what people would whisper about me. I figured that I could hide her, but I didn’t see why we had to go that far to protect someone who’d served Stephanie.


  “You’re way too softhearted,” I told Marie.


  “I can’t help it. She’s pitiful.”


  Just as I was feeling thoroughly exasperated, the door to my room burst open violently.


  “Hello! I, Deirdre Fou Roseblade, am happy to announce that I’ve arrived home safely!” Deirdre paused, blinking at us. Her skin was nicely tanned. “Oh—are you busy? Ah, right. Here are the souvenirs I bought you.”


  Deirdre had been our upperclassman before she graduated. Her showing up here was strange, but then again, logic and common sense didn’t really seem to apply to her. It wasn’t too long ago that she’d declared she was taking a trip overseas to relax. Her return struck me as awfully abrupt.


  Marie took the snacks Deirdre offered. “Thank you, Miss Deirdre! But I thought you said you’d be away for quite a while?”


  Deirdre’s face fell. She breathed out a small sigh. “That was, of course, my intention. Unfortunately, it appears that some sort of issue is occurring in the Republic. The situation became so precarious that I returned. Anyway! When I discussed it with my family, I heard that you two had been chosen to investigate that situation. I figured I would join you.”


  She just figured that she’d join us? Talk about taking initiative. She was on the ball.


  More importantly, Marie and I weren’t going there to have fun, and we couldn’t just take Deirdre with us. Our true reason for going was to create an alibi so that we could save Clarice.


  Marie snuck a few glances at me. She apparently wanted me to handle letting Deirdre down. I highly doubt Deirdre will accept us declining easily, though.


  “Miss Deirdre, we’re undertaking this as a job. I think it’s a little too dangerous for you to come along and sightsee,” I explained, trying to be diplomatic.


  She flashed a thin smile back at me. “Oh, I don’t doubt that you’ll do some investigating, but your true objective is to rescue Clarice and her entourage. Correct?”


  Marie and I froze like statues, completely giving ourselves away.


  “Oh dear. You can’t do that,” Deirdre scolded us gently. “Even when someone guesses the truth, you’re supposed to smile and play it off. You won’t survive in high society like this. That said, I’ll admit that I adore how honest you two are.”


  “Why do you think we’re going to save Clarice?” I asked stiffly, wondering whether our plans had perhaps leaked somehow.


  Deirdre grinned at me. “For one thing, I know you well enough to think that you’d try something. For another, Clarice would never do something as stupid as masterminding an attack on His Highness. And lastly, I suppose that you two just seemed a little too calm. It’s a shame, really. If you’d been more flustered, I would’ve given you an out.”


  Marie clutched my arm. “Wh-what now? She read us like a book.”


  “Nothing. We can’t do squat about this.”


  We’d given ourselves away. There was no way to hide the truth now. 


  While I inwardly debated how to salvage the situation, Deirdre thrust her hand out toward me, as if to cut Marie and I off. “You have guts. I like that! It doesn’t matter to you whether the royal family ordered this—you don’t approve, and you want to do something about it. You make me proud that our families are related!”


  Marie and I gawked at her. We hadn’t expected her to approve of our actions.


  “Incidentally,” Deirdre continued, “I could hear everything you were talking about from the hallway. You were discussing what to do about Carla, right? That girl who served Stephanie?”


  I glanced at Marie, who reluctantly explained, “I feel bad for her, so I want to help her.”


  Deirdre stared hard at Marie. “She’s connected to Stephanie. That alone is a significant problem. If you think that you can just hire her as she is, you’re being foolish. If you’re going to hire her, then at the very least, you’ll need to change her name and keep her as a servant. If she has too much pride for that, she’s useless—you can give her a little spending money and send her on her way.”


  Marie glanced at me. “Isn’t she being kind of harsh with me?”


  “Just accept it. It’s partly your fault for being so soft.”


  Deirdre turned to me next. “And you. You haven’t gathered anyone to help you with this investigation. What’s wrong with you?”


  “Huh?” I scratched my head. “I mean, Partner doesn’t require a crew or anything. So I figured we didn’t need people.”


  “Idiot!” Her voice boomed through the room. “If you’re going to keep your alibi while you save Clarice, you’ll need a team. If you don’t prepare for this properly, they’ll suspect you! You can’t let people question you even a little. You need to make it look like you’re genuinely preparing for an investigation. You need to gather supplies, too!”


  “What? But we don’t need—”


  “Whether you actually need it or not is irrelevant. What matters is what your enemy thinks.”


  Maybe Deirdre had a point. Since we didn’t need a crew for Partner, I hadn’t thought that we’d need anyone—but if the military police suspected us, that would defeat the whole point. I should’ve been more cautious about all of this.


  Deirdre turned to Marie. “If you’re going to hire that girl Carla, you should make her help look after and support Clarice and the others,” she declared, her voice commanding. “She has nowhere else to go. You might as well keep her close and make her do the difficult work. If she betrays you, then that’s that.” At the end, her voice dropped to a murmur as her face darkened ominously—but that face disappeared just as quickly, her confident smile back.


  Marie and I exchanged glances.


  “She was going to come with us regardless,” I realized aloud. “It didn’t matter what we said.”


  “It sure doesn’t seem like we can refuse her now,” Marie agreed. “We’ll just have to bring her into the fold.”


  Chapter 6:
The Masked Knight’s Reemergence


   


  I CHOSE AN EMPTY CLASSROOM bathed in evening sunlight to meet Master in. The military police couldn’t watch us here at the academy, so I filled him in on what had happened with Deirdre. 


  Master smiled bitterly. “I always thought that she was a lively one, but it seems she’s far more intelligent and perceptive than I gave her credit for.”


  “My deepest apologies, Master! I never imagined that she’d see right through us like that.”


  He shook his head. “It’s fine. In fact, having her on board is a relief. We actually planned to warn you that you’d need personnel and supplies. Having someone show up out of nowhere to help you out with that is fortunate.”


  This situation had made it painfully obvious just how ignorant Marie and I were.


  “We’ll be using Roseblade connections and recruiting people from my own house to act as personnel,” I said.


  “That’s good. The enemy will think you’re truly going off on an investigation.”


  “Well, that wouldn’t exactly be a lie, since we will actually be doing an investigation,” I reminded him.


  Master paused, looking at me for a moment. “And? Are you ready for the big day, Mr. Leon?”


  I wanted to be completely sincere with him, so I told him the truth. “I’m planning to infiltrate the prison alone with Arroganz. We’ll have a small ship hidden nearby ahead of time, so I don’t think getting them out will be a problem.”


  “That’s a bold plan,” Master said, smiling faintly.


  The way he said it made me suspect that he was disappointed that I hadn’t come up with a more detailed, careful plan.


  “Are you worried?” I asked.


  When he responded, to my surprise, it seemed I’d read too much into his previous comment. He was a perfect gentleman; there’d been no underlying meaning. “No,” he said. “If you think that’s sufficient, I want you to go through with it. Perhaps I don’t show it enough, but I have faith in you. I can tell from the taste of your tea that you’re a very honest, straightforward person.”


  He believed in me because of my brewing skills and the taste of my tea. In that case, I couldn’t disappoint him.


  I stood a little straighter. “I promise I’ll save them. I don’t want to sit by and watch these executions go through.”


  “Indeed.”


   


  ***


   


  Partner was docked at a harbor on a tiny island floating on the outskirts of the royal capital. This harbor experienced intense traffic, so huge crowds were milling around. 


  All of the personnel coming with us for our investigation in the Alzer Republic were aboard Partner, and I’d already finished delivering everyone’s cabin assignments. We were ready to set off. I’d set aside an area for Clarice and her entourage; it was sealed off from everyone else on board, since if they saw Clarice and the others, it would only cause problems. The area in question was equipped with everything the rescued individuals would need for daily life. I also had staff ready to serve them.


  Per Deirdre’s instructions, I had tasked Carla with looking after Clarice and her entourage. She was currently dressed in a maid uniform, accosting Marie with tears in her eyes. “You didn’t tell me that I’d be attending people accused of the most heinous crime possible!”


  Carla had once been the daughter of a knight family, but to receive my protection, she’d lowered herself to the position of a servant. She hadn’t been too proud to agree to that—the problem was that she hadn’t been informed ahead of time that she’d be attending Clarice and her entourage. Everyone in the capital knew that they were serious criminals; Carla had probably never imagined that she’d be involved with such people.


  “I told you, they’re innocent,” Marie snapped.


  “I’m more concerned about the fact that they’ve been sentenced to public execution! I thought I’d finally found someplace safe. I didn’t expect you to suddenly hand me a dangerous bomb like this!”


  Carla had probably been relieved when we took her in, thinking that she’d found salvation. Instead, she was being put in another precarious position in which she could be complicit by association.


  “You’ve come this far. Suck it up!” Marie snapped at Carla, who was pacing by this point. “It’s not like you have anywhere else to go, is it?”


  “N-no, I don’t…” Carla admitted hesitantly.


  “And do you think that you can run away safely after everything you’ve heard?” Marie continued, furrowing her brow with a scowl. “Just because Leon and I are soft enough to let you off doesn’t mean anyone else will. With all the connections you have, you’re already in a vulnerable position. If you can’t hold up your end of the bargain, we can’t guarantee your safety.” Her hard expression showed just how worried she was about Carla.


  While Marie was busy talking to Carla, Deirdre—who already knew about the whole situation—popped in. “Rie’s right,” she told Carla. “If you’re foolish enough to run at this point, I will personally ensure you breathe your last.” She wore a blue dress, her mouth hidden behind a folding fan.


  Carla’s whole body stiffened. The Roseblades had been on hostile terms with the Offreys, whom Carla had served.


  Deirdre strode forward, closing the distance between herself and Carla. Snapping her fan shut, she gently pressed it under Carla’s chin, coaxing her to meet her gaze. Deirdre normally had a unique aura of endearing haughtiness, but her eyes were hard as she stared at Carla.


  “If you want to stay alive, keep your mouth shut and obey orders,” she commanded. “Even if you abandon us and switch sides, everyone knows that you were with Stephanie. You won’t be able to lead a comfortable life anymore. Do you comprehend where you stand now?”


  Tears welled in Carla’s eyes. She nodded.


  “Good!” Deirdre declared. She spun around and strode off; apparently she’d only come in to check in on us.


  Carla’s legs gave out, her bottom hitting the floor. “Ngh… Here I thought I finally had a warm place to sleep and a job to do. Why does my whole life always have to feel like I’m walking a tightrope?”


  I had to admit, she was right. Her life had been a roller coaster.


  Pleased that the matter was settled, Marie turned toward me. “Well? Everything good on your end?”


  “There’s not much to do on my end except attack with Arroganz. Arroganz will be in disguise, though—as will I.”


  “You’re going to don that lame costume again? If you’re making your whole outfit black, you’ll have to design it right, or it’s not going to work. That’s just not in your wheelhouse.”


  I pulled a face at her. “Shut up. It’s supposed to be a disguise. That’s more important than the design.”


  “That’s crap, and you know it! I bet you think it does look cool. That weird outfit is the whole reason you got that bizarre ‘Masked Knight’ nickname.”


  “It’s not a nickname; it’s a pseudonym. Whatever. I’m out.” Unable to stand listening to her harp on my outfit anymore, I marched away, heading for Partner’s hangar.


  Marie waved me off. “Good luck. Make sure to come back safe,” she called after me in a singsong voice. Her words weren’t especially encouraging.


  Oh well. That suits me better than if she was super sentimental about this. I kept walking away from her, giving her a backward wave.


   


  ***


   


  The prison that held Clarice, Dan, and the others was tucked behind a tall outer wall. It sat upon a dry, barren stretch of land. The place had once been a forest, but it could no longer fulfill that role and had been repurposed into a prison.


  Inside this prison, a guard was beating Dan Fia Elgar with a baton.


  “Today’s the end of the line for you lot. But before you go, I’ll make sure you pay for your crimes! Be grateful that I’m helping you repent, criminals!”


  The guards here were subjecting Dan and the other boys to horrifying abuse.


  “I’ve told you again and again, we didn’t do it!” Dan snapped back as he withstood the violence.


  “Still trying to lie your way out? The court already determined your guilt!” The guard grinned, flashing his teeth as he slammed his baton down on Dan.


  Why are we being judged guilty? However much my lady hates that asshole Jilk for spurning her, she’s not the type to plan an attack on the crown prince. What in the hell is going on?! No matter how many times Dan asked himself that question, he never came up with an answer. It didn’t help that the guards here would only give them a limited amount of information.


  The guard—who was the type to relieve his stress by beating prisoners—tossed his baton aside and pulled out his handgun.


  “As long as you live long enough to be executed, that’ll be good enough. If I shoot off one of your arms or legs, no one will complain. I can just tell them you resisted.” The guard’s eyes were bloodshot, bugging with excitement as if he relished the idea of shooting someone. “Even if you do die, you were going to be executed anyway. Maybe I should just shoot you right in the—” After babbling on and on, giving himself excuses to shoot, the guard collapsed to the floor.


  Dan was momentarily shocked until he saw a man standing behind the fallen guard. Whoever he was, the man wore all black, and he carried a handgun model that Dan had never seen before. The man tucked his weapon into the folds of his cloak and quickly used his thumb to readjust the mask he wore over his eyes. A smile stretched across his face.


  “Seems like I arrived just in the nick of time, huh?” he said.


  “It’s you…” Dan and his companions were shocked to recognize their rescuer’s face as that of a male student they’d met shortly before this whole mess unfolded.


  “We don’t have time,” the masked man warned. “Can we hurry and get out of here for now? I’ll explain everything after.”


  Dan pushed himself to his feet. “Save Her Ladyship!” 


  “Yeah—I plan to. Where is she, by the way? I’ve searched this prison high and low. Can’t find her anywhere.” Leon bent down, wrenched the key from the guard, and started to release Dan and the others from their handcuffs.


  “They dragged her off to the capital sooner than originally planned,” Dan explained. “The guards said that the administration wants to show her off there ahead of the executions as an example of what happens when you oppose the crown. It’s a load of crap. Her Ladyship didn’t do anything wrong.” Dan’s stomach churned just thinking about that. He and the other boys loathed themselves for being unable to save her.


  When he learned this information, Leon frowned; he clearly hadn’t anticipated this. “Guess that means they’re on their way to the capital, then, huh?”


  “They may already have arrived there, considering when they left.”


  “Well, this is a pain. How should I save her now? If I show up there with an Armor, I’ll stand out too much. How am I supposed to swoop in and rescue her?” Leon intended to march into the capital now to save Clarice if that was what it took.


  Dan glanced at his comrades. They had all been treated terribly during captivity, and their faces were lined with exhaustion. Even so, they were motivated to save Clarice. They nodded at him.


  “If you can get us some airbikes, we’ll help you,” Dan proposed. “Airbikes won’t draw unnecessary attention.”


  Leon’s eyes widened. “You want to help, even with all those injuries?” There was a hint of concern in his voice.


  “We aren’t so soft that we can’t ride airbikes in this condition,” Dan declared, determined to see this through. “Besides, if I didn’t save her, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. I’d rather bear the pain than that.”


  Leon hesitated for a few moments, but he seemed to understand where Dan was coming from. “I’ll get the airbikes ready.”


   


  ***


   


  Clarice was dragged to the royal capital’s main plaza. With its fountain, that plaza was normally a popular place for people to meet. The atmosphere there was different today, however. A platform had been erected for the executions, and uniformed soldiers surrounded it, ensuring that the crowd couldn’t approach. Since these were the first public executions in decades, a shocking number of people were in attendance. Most were treating the event like a play.


  “Hurry up and execute her!”


  “She’s awfully pretty. What a waste to kill her.”


  “She might be pretty, but she went after the crown prince. She’s a coldhearted schemer.”


  Many of the crowd members held tankards of alcohol.


  Academy students, still dressed in their uniforms, had squished in with everyone else present to watch. Unlike the rest of the crowd, they didn’t look particularly happy to be there. They’d probably attended reluctantly, out of concern for the optics if they didn’t.


  Clarice was dragged up to the platform, her hands cuffed. A ball and chain had been connected to her ankle to ensure that she couldn’t run. As soon as the onlookers saw her, they began to throw garbage and stones at her. Blood trickled down her forehead.


  A guillotine had been set up for the executions, and Clarice was forced to stand beside the wooden frame with the sharp, enormous blade hanging at the top. They were making an example out of her.


  Will history paint me as a cruel, wicked villainess? Never in a million years would Clarice have thought that she’d stand here. Her days in captivity had left her hollow and drained the light from her eyes. She dropped her gaze to the floor, tears running down her cheeks. However strong she was, she still didn’t want to be executed. I’m not ready to die. I still…want to live.


  As the hour of Clarice’s execution neared, a young man—Jilk Fia Marmoria—climbed the platform. The public thought of him as tragic—as the former fiancé who had volunteered to ensure the execution went smoothly. Jilk would be the one to give the signal for the execution to begin, and would thereby prove to the public that Clarice’s actions didn’t reflect on him.


  Clarice glanced at Jilk. He didn’t look at her. He was busy speaking to the crowd; the moment he appeared on the platform, everyone had quieted.


  “We will now commence the execution of the criminal responsible for masterminding the plot to assassinate the crown prince! I, Jilk Fia Marmoria, will serve as the official witness!” he declared, then continued, “Some among you may wonder why a simple student such as myself volunteered to serve in that role. I wish to be completely transparent with you. This woman here—Clarice Fia Atlee—was once engaged to me.”


  The common folk, heretofore unaware of the relationship between the pair, began murmuring among themselves. The word “fiancé” bounced around.


  “However!” Jilk bellowed, trying to silence them, “I cannot abide her attempt to assassinate the crown prince! I consider her execution just and right. Our engagement has already been annulled. There is nothing between us anymore. That said, I—as her former fiancé—volunteered to serve as official witness to see her final punishment for her crimes.”


  Since they thought of the whole execution as entertainment to begin with, the crowd was receptive to Jilk’s words.


  “Good for you! That’s the right attitude!”


  “You’re holding yourself responsible as her former fiancé. That’s how aristocrats should be!”


  “What a wicked woman to turn her back on such a wonderful husband-to-be!”


  The crowd shouted out their ignorant, ill-informed opinions. Listening to them vexed Clarice. I didn’t even do it. I’m innocent. For her, the worst part was that Jilk hadn’t even glanced at her. Clarice had loved him; that was why it was painfully obvious to her now that he had no interest in her whatsoever. He’d only volunteered for this because he wanted to clear the air in terms of the relationship between them—a calculated move.


  “It seems I have a terrible eye for men.”


  A brawny man stalked toward Clarice and unfastened the cuffs on her wrists. Then he guided her to the guillotine and locked her neck and wrists in. Once the blade fell, it would behead her. All that was left was to wait for Jilk’s signal. Clarice wanted to glare daggers at Jilk—who’d played himself up to the crowd as her tragic ex-fiancé—but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. Despite herself, she couldn’t help worrying about him.


  “Men really are idiots,” she murmured. “That woman who seduced you all isn’t as pure and innocent as you seem to think.”


  Jilk instantly recognized that Clarice was referring to Olivia. His gaze shifted to her, although his head was still faced directly forward. “Would you stop badmouthing her?” he said, his voice cold as ice. “She’s a wonderful woman, and she understands me far better than you ever did.”


  Clarice glanced at his face. She realized now how terrifying Olivia was, and the fact that she’d stolen Jilk away so easily made Clarice feel less appealing as a woman.


  “You’re right,” she conceded. “If nothing else, she does understand you better. It seems I was never able to. How could I have? You’re an absolutely irredeemable piece of crap.”


  Despite the insult, Clarice couldn’t bring herself to completely resent him. The love she felt for him was gone, but after the years they’d spent together, she still held feelings of some kind for him. More than anything, she pitied him and his friends, deceived by Olivia. Clarice would die here; she wouldn’t see what became of them, but experience and intuition told her that it wouldn’t be pleasant.


  “I only regret that I won’t be here to see the panicked, devastated looks on your faces when you eventually realize that she fooled you.” There was a pause. “Jilk, a day will come when you regret your choices.” That was Clarice’s way of warning him. One last bit of kindness.


  Alas, her words seemed not to reach him.


  “Are you done speaking? What a ridiculous bunch of nonsense you’ve spewed as your last words—not even worth listening to. You’re no different than anyone else.” Jilk’s eyes were full of fury, as if he couldn’t stand anybody disparaging Olivia.


  Clarice closed her eyes. Jilk would give the signal for her execution any second now.


   


  ***


   


  “It’s about time for Clarice’s execution, isn’t it?”


  Julius and the other boys had gathered in an empty classroom at the academy. 


  Greg sat on one of the desks, his feet resting on the seat of a chair. “I know they ain’t engaged anymore, but I’m still surprised that he volunteered as the official witness. No way in hell I’d do that in his position.” He shook his head, exasperated. “I don’t get him.”


  Chris was seated primly in another chair, his arms crossed over his chest. “What I fail to understand is why unaffiliated students decided to attend the execution. Are they so eager to watch someone die?”


  Leaning against the wall, Brad twirled a lock of hair between his fingers. “I’m sure some went for their own entertainment, but most went to establish their allegiance. They want to send the message that they don’t approve of the criminal who attacked the crown prince. Basically, they want us to know that they’re not like her—they won’t stand against us.”


  Neither Greg nor Chris seemed pleased by this answer, but they understood it.


  Julius listened to all of this, then heaved a loud sigh. “Personally, it doesn’t bother me if they don’t attend.” He wouldn’t hold refusing to go against anyone.


  Olivia stood beside Julius, her hand resting on the window ledge. She stared out at the scenery, her gaze directed toward the plaza where the execution was taking place.


  “I wonder why she did it,” Olivia said. “If she hated me that much, she should have just targeted me.” Her thoughts completely contradicted her innocent words: The people of this period are all weaklings. They can’t even enjoy an execution as entertainment.


  She’d lived in a far more brutal period. Executions had been both punishment and entertainment for people. Thus, the boys’ reactions to Clarice’s execution seemed disgustingly Goody Two-shoes to her.


  They’re all boring—fussing and refusing to let me near the execution site. I had hoped to at least watch from up close as Clarice lost her head. I’ve longed to see this country’s aristocrats meet their ends.


  All the boys had gathered here in the classroom out of concern for her.


  “Anyway, shouldn’t we decide what we’re going to do for summer break before Jilk returns?” Brad asked, avoiding the topic of the execution. “Clarice might be a criminal, but she was engaged to him. That’s a big mental load for him to take on.”


  “You got a point,” Greg sighed. “He won’t be able to enjoy planning with us.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Chris interjected. “It’s Jilk we’re talking about. He put on a melancholy mask, but if he actually doesn’t feel anything, I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  “No, he’s not like that… Is he?” Brad responded, waffling as he spoke. He could remember past instances that made him think that Chris might have a point. “What do you think, Your Highness?”


  Julius looked torn. “He doesn’t even tell me what he’s thinking most of the time. Still, I’d like to believe that he’s not as cold as you make him sound.”


  Olivia ignored their jabbering, uninterested in the topic. Gaze focused in the distance, she wondered whether she might be able to hear the crowd erupt when the execution took place. Then her eyes caught something moving through the sky above the execution site.


  “What are those?” she wondered aloud. Whatever they were, they were smaller than airships. Nothing like them had existed during her lifetime. Ah, yes—they have something called airbikes at this school, don’t they? Remembering that, she realized that airbikes were exactly what she had spotted zooming through the sky toward the execution site. Were they part of the security? But she hadn’t noticed them until now.


  Her eyes widened. They’re enemies!


   


  ***


   


  As Jilk lifted his hand to give the signal, several airbikes zoomed past overhead. He looked up. “What terrible timing. The air security should avoid flying over…us…” His voice slowly trailed off, and he froze when a man leaped off one of the airbikes.


  The man’s black cloak unfurled in the air, flapping as he soared downward. His face was hidden by a mask that made him difficult to identify, and the suit he was wearing lacked all proper style.


  It hit Jilk: That’s one of the men who attacked us.


  Slipping his hand into his jacket pocket, Jilk pulled out a handgun he had hidden there. He pointed it at the man, ready to fire, but that black-clad man—the Masked Knight—was faster than him.


  “You were slow because I surprised you, huh? Too bad, you treacherous piece of crap!” 


  The Masked Knight unsheathed his saber and swept it diagonally across Jilk. Pain and an electric current sliced from Jilk’s right side all the way up to his left shoulder. His whole body went numb, and he couldn’t move. He thought the Masked Knight had sliced him open, but there was no wound. The blade must have been purposefully blunted, then, so it wouldn’t cut.


  As soon as Jilk crumpled to the ground, the Masked Knight stepped forward with one foot, swinging the other backward. Gaining momentum, he swung that drawn-back foot forward, slamming it right into Jilk’s head as if it were a soccer ball. Jilk’s body flew backward. He nearly blacked out; everything went hazy, and the one thing he could see was the malicious smile on the Masked Knight’s face.


  This man is a piece of work. Jilk realized instantly that he hated him—they were too similar, in the worst ways. That was how Jilk recognized how rotten the Masked Knight’s personality was.


  “I, the Masked Knight, have come to save the beautiful young lady whom you’re trying to condemn despite her innocence!” the Masked Knight declared proudly. “There will be no executions today!”


  As Jilk began to black out, he thought, I’ll make you pay for this… I swear it… Not only had the man electrocuted and kicked him, but he’d also disrupted Jilk’s duty as this execution’s official witness. Jilk would hunt him to the ends of the earth if that was what it took.


  Chapter 7:
Rescue from the Guillotine


   


  KICKING THAT JILK JERK right in the head felt freakin’ amazing!


  I was pretty pleased about how everything had gone so far. The problem was that, unsurprisingly, nearby soldiers instantly surrounded the execution platform—or rather, they’d been there to begin with. I was the one who’d jumped into the middle of the enemy formation. I had successfully stopped the execution itself, but at this rate, I would get myself captured, too. 


  A few brawny soldiers with spears had stood on the platform from the beginning; they now advanced toward me. I slipped my hand into my cloak, produced a handgun equipped with a silencer, and fired at them. When they were hit, they sank to their knees. The paralytic ammo I was using—produced by Luxion, of course—had an immediate effect.


  Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough bullets to deal with all of the soldiers surrounding the platform. They were already starting to surge up the steps. I slammed my foot into the frame of the guillotine, breaking the lock that kept Clarice trapped inside.


  “My lady, I, the Masked Knight—yes, the Masked Knight!—have come to your rescue.” Since I’d already accepted the label the administration had slapped on me, I emphasized the moniker. It actually belonged to that weird pervert, but oh well; didn’t matter anymore. For now, I’d use that name and make a mess of this farce of an execution.


  Clarice slipped free from the guillotine and grabbed my hand. Her cheeks looked a little flushed. Perhaps it was because she was so confused, or perhaps it was because I’d saved her mere seconds before her life almost ended. 


  Either way, there was no time to worry about it right now. I lifted my saber, keeping myself positioned between Clarice and the soldiers. They had rifles in their hands, the barrels pointed toward me. I snatched the hem of my cloak, pulling it in front of my body.


  “Shoot that insolent fool!”


  Bullets slammed into the cloak and lost all momentum, dropping to the ground with empty clinks. The soldiers gawked in disbelief.


  “That flimsy cloak he’s wearing blocked all the bullets?!”


  I hadn’t jumped down here without ensuring that I had the proper protection. This cloak was something Luxion had made specially for me a while ago.


  “You can keep firing, but it’s pointless,” I informed them. “Now, how about you let us leave?”


  Alas, once the soldiers realized their guns were worthless, they reached for their daggers and swords. A few grabbed the abandoned spears of the two brawny soldiers I had taken down earlier.


  “Guess you aren’t going to make it easy, huh? Well, I didn’t really expect that you would.” I retreated slowly backward until Clarice and I were trapped on the edge of the platform.


  “Y-you have a plan for this, don’t you? Say you do!” Clarice cried behind me.


  She seemed awfully anxious about the situation, but I would never have dropped down into an enemy formation like this without a proper plan! Well, okay, maybe sometimes I would have. No… More than that?


  “Rest assured, Miss Clarice, I am significantly more prepared than I may look,” I declared. “Well, there were admittedly some complications this time, so I’m not quite as prepared as I would’ve liked to be, but I digress.”


  By “complications,” I meant how Clarice had been dragged to the capital way earlier than she was supposed to be. I’d been relieved when I made it here in time. I’d never dreamed that I’d be jumping into the enemy ranks to save her.


  “That’s not good enough!” Clarice was on the verge of tears.


  I glanced up at the sky. “Maybe I wasn’t completely ready for this situation, but your followers are impressive enough that I think we’ll get out of this just fine.”


  Realizing where I was looking, Clarice followed my gaze. The actual security was trying to chase down Dan and the others on their airbikes. One of those airbikes cruised closer, and the driver tossed a rope down to me.


  It was time to mimic the real Masked Knight and be a little pretentious.


  “Pardon me, Miss Clarice.” I stowed my saber, then wrapped an arm around Clarice’s waist. Pulling her close, I gripped the rope with my free hand. The airbike began to lift us into the air.


  The soldiers panicked, charging at us.


  [image: ]


  “You won’t get away!” one cried. Using a comrade as a step stool, he launched himself toward me, trying to catch my foot.


  These guys sure are tenacious. I pulled my legs up, ensuring that he missed—barely. The soldier’s eyes widened as gravity took over, and he began to plummet back down toward his fellows. The other soldiers were gathered beneath him, all of them jostled when he slammed into them.


  Keeping my arm tight around Clarice, I told them, “I’ll be taking Miss Clarice with me! Make sure that you communicate this message to that treacherous piece of crap on the ground: ‘Ha ha, jerkface, sucks for you!’”


  There I was, feeling on top of the world because I’d finally forced Jilk to pay for all those times he made me suffer while I was playing the game, and one of the soldiers pointed his gun at us. No, not at us. He was aiming for the airbike itself.


  “Whoa—hold up! That’s cheating!” I cried, panicked.


  “It’ll be fine,” Clarice assured me. “Of all the boys my family looked after, Dan is the most skilled.”


  No sooner did she say that than Dan navigated us into an alley, using its buildings to block the shooter’s trajectory. He navigated carefully to ensure that we didn’t slam into anything. I was impressed; no wonder Clarice was so proud of him.


  “Incredible,” I said.


  “I told you,” Clarice responded smoothly. “He’s our best driver. Now, Leon, would you mind telling me why you’re dressed like that?”


  Oof. Awkward. “How’d you know?” I asked.


  “The sound of your voice and how you conduct yourself, I suppose. I don’t think anyone else realized that it was you. I simply had a feeling,” Clarice explained.


  “Well, that’s a relief, at least.” If anyone else found out that I was the one responsible for all of this, it’d be a real pain.


  While I calmed down from my momentary panic, the other members of Clarice’s entourage rendezvoused with us. They’d apparently shaken the security tailing them. I noticed their hands moving; they were communicating with each other using hand signals.


  “That aside, what do you plan to do now?” Clarice asked. “Once you leave the capital, you’ll have not only security after you but the military police and army itself.”


  As soon as we got over the outer wall around the capital, we’d find plenty of overgrown hiding spots. The issue was that Clarice had been convicted of attacking the crown prince himself. They’d be desperate to recapture her; the entire kingdom’s reputation was at stake. I couldn’t begin to imagine how many people they’d deploy to make certain that she didn’t get away.


  “I’ve already prepared for that,” I told her.


  We were headed straight for a supply ship that operated along the capital’s canals. A sheet had been stretched over the cargo aboard the ship; as we approached, it was pulled off to make space for the airbikes to land. Even though the ship was moving, and the space for us to touch down was very limited, Dan and the others parked their airbikes masterfully. Clarice and I reached the deck safely, then spread the sheet back over the airbikes to hide them from sight. The cargo was arranged perfectly to conceal the airbikes in the middle, the sheet acting as a sort of ceiling atop them.


  Bernard strode forward. As soon as he saw his daughter, emaciated from all her time in captivity, tears welled in his eyes. “Clarice. Thank goodness you’re all right.”


  “Father!” Clarice wrapped her arms around him.


  Dan and the others were on the verge of tears as well.


  “I’m glad you all made it here safely, too,” Bernard told Dan and the boys. “I’m sure you must be exhausted. I’m sorry you had to help save Clarice in that state.”


  “Not at all,” Dan said, speaking on the entire group’s behalf. “Please don’t think twice about it. You two have always taken good care of us.”


  “Thank you. Your kind sentiments and brave actions will be rewarded. Please don’t worry about your family in the capital—I used my connections to arrange for their evacuation.”


  Dan’s breath hitched. “Thank you!”


  After everything that’d happened, Dan and the other boys were probably worried about their families. I could see the relief on their faces when they learned that their relatives were safe.


  Bernard looked at me. How come he’s clinging to his daughter like that? Is he just super doting or something?


  “Leon,” Bernard said, “I owe you so much as well. I look forward to the results of your investigation.”


  “Father?” Clarice spoke up, confused. Her brow was furrowed.


  “Clarice, you and the boys will need to stay with Leon for the moment. He’s leaving for the Alzer Republic to conduct an investigation. As far as everyone else knows, he’s already left the country. You understand why I’m asking this of you, don’t you?”


  Clarice nodded. “You want me to stay in hiding until you have evidence of my innocence, don’t you?”


  “Correct. I’ve already made arrangements with Leon.”


  Dan and the other boys stared at me. Then Dan stood up straight and bowed his head low. “Thank you for taking us in, Masked Knight!”


  “Please ensure our lady is provided for,” added the other boys.


  There was something terrifying about having a bunch of brawny jock types lower their heads to me. After all, they outranked me—they were third-years. I couldn’t help feeling like they were indirectly threatening me somehow.


  “Uh, you really don’t need to bow like that to me,” I said. “And could you stop calling me ‘Masked Knight’? That was just a label I used during this operation.”


  Dan kept his head down. “We could never be so impolite when you’re taking us in. Please don’t mind us, Masked Knight.”


  I ripped the mask off my eyes and slapped it down. “You’re clearly mocking me right now! Look, I found the whole getup embarrassing, too! But the wanted posters have ‘Masked Knight’ written all over them, so I went with that pseudonym!”


  Dan lifted his head. His expression completely serious, he replied, “From the moment you saved Her Ladyship, you proved yourself worthy of that moniker. We respect you for that.”


  “Indeed we do!” came the chorus of his fellows’ voices.


  Wait. They legit respect me? Uh…that’s still kind of unsettling. They did all look sincere, which suggested that they were being genuine.


  Clarice broke into a fit of giggles. “I suppose boys like these kinds of scenarios, hm?”


  I’d mainly used the name “Masked Knight” to stick it to the real Masked Knight. But now I was on track to be recognized as the true Masked Knight. It was honestly kind of a shock to realize that I was inheriting the title from that weirdo pervert. My lips peeled back in disgust.


  Bernard pursed his lips, making a face. When he noticed me looking, he quickly averted his gaze. “Well then,” he said, changing the subject, “we should escape the capital and shake our pursuers, then rendezvous with Leon’s airship. Things’ll be a little rough for you all for a while.” He was addressing Clarice, Dan, and the boys now. “But I promise that the winds will change eventually.”


  Eventually, huh? I sure hoped that he was right, but why couldn’t I shake the anxious feeling in the pit of my stomach? 


   


  ***


   


  After the Masked Knight rescued Clarice from being executed, the capital was in an uproar. The royal palace dismissed the people in charge from their positions. The whole army was deployed to chase down the Masked Knight. Special-edition newspapers containing information on the Masked Knight were sold around the capital; they flew off the shelves.


  In one room of the royal palace, Roland Rapha Holfort—the current ruler of Holfort Kingdom—sat crinkling one of these newspapers in his tight grip.


  “The brat with no appreciation for proper style used the name ‘Masked Knight’ to save a beautiful damsel in distress? That’s the exact kind of scenario I’ve been longing to play out! Screw him for beating me to it! And, if that’s not bad enough, the clever little snot has been claiming the title of Masked Knight and spreading it everywhere!”


  Roland loathed the insolent boy who’d lived out his dream and stolen his pseudonym. Still, he had to recognize the young man’s abilities.


  “I have no clue who he is, but I assume he must have some link to Bernard. No—perhaps to Lucas? Well, whoever he’s tied to has been hiding a powerful pawn.”


  Roland had been personally opposed to the executions. Unfortunately, as someone who lived in the royal castle, he couldn’t prioritize his personal feelings. Not when Holfort was in such a precarious position. The kingdom’s neighbors probably thought that it was a major nation with a strong military, but Holfort existed due to a most unstable balance. Matriarchal values had spread throughout the country, and the regional lords were untrustworthy; it was impossible to tell where they stood in terms of their allegiance to the royal family. The kingdom maintained a powerful military in part to keep those aristocrats in check.


  The kingdom’s biggest problem was that their secret weapon was currently unusable. It required someone who possessed blood from the royal family and was in a mutually loving relationship. That made the weapon flawed, although they’d relied upon it for decades. Alas, Holfort had to maintain diplomatic ties—so, although the weapon required love, the king was expected to marry for political reasons. It was contradictory, partly because the weapon itself was confidential—a carefully kept secret.


  Holfort’s policies, which had warped over the decades, were like a cancer eating the kingdom from the inside out. Roland too was vexed by the situation.


  “As glad as I am that a beautiful woman managed to survive, the problem is the leadership at court. Although he’s getting up there in age, Frampton is still as ambitious as ever.” Thinking about the factions battling for supremacy at court, Roland sighed to himself. He balled the newspaper in his hands and hurled it into the trash. “I shouldn’t have agreed to become king.”


  Chapter 8:
Those Who Escaped and Those Responsible


   


  A SMALL AIRSHIP APPROACHED PARTNER, which had been heading toward the Alzer Republic. The airship was actually more of a boat; it had been built specifically for Partner. Leon, Clarice, and her entourage were on board, along with Arroganz.


  It was nighttime, and guide lights helped lead the boat toward Partner’s rear hatch. Partner slowed to ensure that the boat could dock inside more easily. A full stop would have created suspicion among the crew already aboard, however, so Leon kept Partner moving while those aboard the boat boarded.


  As soon as they’d landed on Partner, Leon hopped down from the boat’s open hatch, not even bothering to use the gangway. 


  As soon as Marie saw him, she rushed toward him. “Leon!”


  “Oh—were you waiting? Don’t tell me you were lonely without me.” He grinned at her.


  Marie’s shoulders slumped with relief. If Leon was acting this cocky, then clearly everything had gone smoothly. Information was more difficult to obtain in this world devoid of the internet and social media. Marie hadn’t been sure that Leon had succeeded until he finally arrived, and she saw him herself.


  “I was worried to death over whether you’d manage to save everyone. Looks like you did it, though.” She was happy he was safe, but she wasn’t so straightforward that she’d communicate that frankly to him. Still, it was obvious enough from her expression. If Leon were even a little perceptive, he would’ve noticed. Sadly, when it came to how other people felt about him, he was dense.


  He shrugged. “Success was guaranteed, thanks to all the preparations and assistance Master and Bernard provided.” He was being humble.


  “Okay, but this shows that you can accomplish something even without Luxion.”


  “It would’ve been a lot easier if he’d been there, though.”


  “That’s a bad habit of yours—always trying to figure out an easier way to do things.”


  Leon sniffed at her. “Idiot. Humanity’s developed as far as it has to make life easier for people. My bad habit is basically innately ingrained human instinct.”


  “Uh-huh. Sounds to me like you’re trying to use humanity and instinct to justify how lazy you are.”


  “And I love that about myself!”


  Once the pair had traded banter, Clarice and her entourage began to descend the gangway.


  Marie waved excitedly at them. “Hey, you guys!”


  “I see you two are as close as ever.” Clarice’s expression clouded over momentarily, but her more somber look disappeared just as quickly, and she was back to her normal cheerful self. “I envy you.”


  Marie had caught the shift in Clarice’s expression. She figured that Clarice was probably comparing Marie and Leon’s relationship to hers and Jilk’s. Their relationship had devolved to the extent that Jilk had volunteered to be the official witness at her execution, after all. Marie could hardly blame Clarice for feeling envious.


  Her face flushed, Marie looked away. “Ah ha ha… Sorry. We shouldn’t act like this in front of you.”


  “It’s quite all right. It seems that I’ll be staying with you for the foreseeable future, so we’ll see a lot of each other.” Clarice smiled and winked.


  “Don’t worry—we’ll make sure that you’re looked after. As long as you’re with us, you’ll be safe!” Marie declared, thumping her chest with a fist.


  Leon made a face. “I was the one who saved her, and I’ll be the one making sure that she’s looked after. Not that it matters, I guess.”


  Marie opened her mouth to respond, but she was interrupted by the entrance of a woman who looked completely out of place in an airship hangar. Deirdre wore a blue dress and carried her beloved folding fan. Her high-heeled shoes clicked against the metal flooring as she approached.


  “Oh my. What a relief to see that everyone from House Atlee has arrived safely,” Deirdre remarked.


  “Deirdre?!” Clarice widened her eyes, shocked, then she quickly corrected herself to show the proper politeness. “Miss. Miss Deirdre.” She hadn’t expected to see her here.


  “Are you displeased by my presence?” Deirdre asked, reading Clarice like a book. “Leon’s older brother is married to my sister Dorothea, if you remember. That makes him and me relatives. I consider myself quite close to the Bartforts.”


  Clarice sighed at her. “Is this your way of saying that we need your approval to be here?”


  “Not at all. I simply…don’t appreciate being ignored and left out of the conversation.”


  The two smiled at each other as they spoke.


  So as not to interrupt them, Marie lowered her voice. “Is it me, or do these two get along like cats and dogs?” she whispered to Leon.


  “I don’t think it’s quite that bad. I think it’s just how those in the upper echelons talk to each other, right?”


  Neither of them would know.


  Seeming to sense their confusion, Deirdre said, “We shouldn’t trouble this airship’s owner. Clarice, come with me, won’t you? You and I can discuss what’s ahead.” 


  With that, the pair left the hangar together.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as the women left the hangar and began walking down the corridor, the smiles disappeared from their faces.


  “You shouldn’t be looking like that at the people who saved your life,” Deirdre said, pinning Clarice with a critical gaze. “Leon and Marie deserve better than that face I saw you make at them.”


  Clarice looked away; she appeared embarrassed. “I know, but I can’t control my emotions. Anyone would be moved by their rescuer after being seconds from death. Can you really blame me for envying his fiancée?” 


  The real reason Clarice’s face had clouded over the way it had when she saw Marie was Marie’s engagement to Leon. Clarice had fallen for Leon after he saved her from the guillotine, which left her envious of what Marie had, even though she knew she had no right to feel that way.


  Deirdre gave her an exasperated look. “Even knowing that he’s related to me, you act like this. You’d better watch yourself, lest you make an enemy of the Roseblades.” The whole reason Deirdre had pulled Clarice aside like this was to warn her not to do anything that would ruin Leon and Marie’s relationship.


  Clarice understood her intentions. “I know where I stand,” she said. “I swear that I won’t do anything to the two of them. Is that enough for you?”


  “Yes, that’s enough.” Deirdre paused, then said, “Something seems to be happening with Prince Julius and his group. I wonder whether Angelica will be able to overcome the situation.” Her voice was soft with concern.


  Clarice dropped her gaze to the floor, her expression darkening. “Angelica came to visit me while I was in that cell. Judging by what I saw of her, she has no hope. I tried to warn her to be warier of Olivia, but that seemed to get under her skin. She wouldn’t listen to me.”


  Deirdre knew Angelica; she’d seen her explode with anger before. Snapping her fan shut, she frowned. “That does sound like her. She has a bad habit of losing sight of the bigger picture when she lets her emotions take over. If she doesn’t fix that, it’ll come back to bite her.”


  Deirdre still seemed to have hope for Angelica, but Clarice already looked resigned.


  “It may be too late for her,” she said.


   


  ***


   


  When Jilk finally cracked his eyes open, he was in bed, and his beautiful face had a shoe-shaped imprint left on it. The doctor assured him that the imprint would be gone in another few days. Still, every time he looked in the mirror, Jilk’s hatred for the man responsible swelled.


  “That man who called himself the Masked Knight had terrible aesthetic sense. He’ll pay for this.” Jilk sat upright, a blanket pulled over his legs. In his lap, his hands balled into fists.


  Julius had come to visit; he averted his gaze each time the topic of the Masked Knight came up. “Did, uh…the guy who made off with Clarice really call himself the Masked Knight?”


  “Most definitely!” Jilk snapped at Julius—unusual for a man who was always so cold and calculating. “He wore all black. He was with those men who attacked Miss Olivia before!”


  “So he wasn’t the man in white.” Julius relaxed visibly. “It seems as though the name ‘Masked Knight’ has stuck with that man in black, though.”


  On the day they were attacked, two people had swooped to their rescue: a man in white and a man in black. The former had claimed the title of Masked Knight. There must’ve been some confusion when the wanted notices went up, however, because the pseudonym had become associated with the man in black instead.


  “Frankly, I don’t care either way,” Jilk said bluntly. “What matters to me is that I couldn’t live up to Miss Olivia’s expectations of me. I was supposed to put an end to this chapter of my life.” 


  Jilk normally kept a smile on his face and bottled up his emotions, so Julius was shocked to see frustration plain as day on his face. “I haven’t seen you look so vexed about something since we were children, I don’t think.”


  When Julius pointed that out, Jilk flinched and quickly bowed his head. “My apologies for acting this way in front of you, Your Highness.”


  “I’m pretty sure that the last time I saw you look like that, you were losing and losing at a board game. I remember that you looked increasingly frustrated, and then by the end you burst into tears. It made me panic.”


  “That was simply bad luck!” Jilk huffed. “I would personally prefer not to remember that particular part of my childhood.”


  “I enjoy remembering my childhood, even though it’s not all happy memories.”


  “Is something bothering you?”


  The capital had been in an uproar since Clarice was stolen away. Several of those considered responsible had been removed from their posts, and the person in charge of security was hit with a prison sentence. Julius understood that there had to be repercussions—even though the security had clearly been outmatched and unable to do anything about what happened. Still, something about it bothered him.


  “Marquess Frampton was the one who pushed for this execution, and he’s being blamed for Clarice’s escape,” said Julius. “Those on duty at the scene lost their jobs or worse, but he’s managed to escape all other consequences.”


  “Speaking of Marquess Frampton, he’s a political enemy of Duke Redgrave, isn’t he?”


  Julius nodded. “They both seemed to be locked in a never-ending, bitter battle for power.”


  Being young, Julius was still a bit naive and innocent; he was untouched by the political games typical of people who held authority. To him, Frampton and Redgrave looked like cruel, power-hungry nobles.


  “High society requires one to accept both good and evil,” Jilk remarked. “I don’t think that it’s wise to look down on those willing to dirty their hands.”


  “Yes, I understand that. Still, I can’t help how I feel.” Julius looked unconvinced, but before the conversation could continue, the door swung open.


  “Mr. Jilk,” Olivia said, popping her head in, “I came to see how you’re doing. Oh! Prince Julius, you’re here, too. I tried to find you to ask whether you’d come with me, but I couldn’t. I wondered whether you were already here.” She beamed at them.


  A smile broke across Jilk’s face. “You visited yesterday, and you’re already back again. You aren’t pushing yourself, are you?”


  “Knowing that you’re in the hospital, I’ve been too worried to think of anything else. I hope you recover quickly.”


  “I-I will!”


  Seeing the pair grin at each other made Julius a little jealous, but he was at least kind enough not to butt into their conversation, since Jilk was injured. He waited for a natural lull between them before he spoke, saying to Olivia, “I should’ve invited you. If I had, the two of us could’ve visited together.”


  Olivia smiled weakly. “Maybe, but then you two couldn’t have spoken in secret together. So perhaps it was better this way.”


  “Spoken in secret?” Julius lifted a brow, glancing at Jilk.


  Jilk understood immediately what Olivia was hinting at. “She’s referring to what you said about Marquess Frampton.”


  “My voice carried all the way outside the room? I should’ve been more careful.” 


  “Oh, um, I just happened to be right outside the door and hear,” Olivia interjected quickly to reassure him. “So please don’t worry. I was just thinking that maybe I entered at the wrong time, and I felt badly for disrupting you.” She appeared contrite.


  “You’re never disrupting us,” Jilk promised her. “Besides, it’s not that big of a deal for you to hear a conversation like this—not after all that’s happened between us. Right, Your Highness?”


  “True,” Julius agreed. “I’d actually prefer that you be involved in these conversations.”


  “If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d love to do so!” Olivia said eagerly.


  Julius was visibly taken aback at how quickly she volunteered. “Uh, really? Well, all right, then. You see, Angelica’s father, Duke Redgrave, and Marquess Frampton are political enemies. Both stoop to dirty tricks to trip each other up. I just can’t bring myself to approve of either of them.”


  “Marquess Frampton and Duke Redgrave were once friends, but they’re politically opposed,” Jilk added. “And as I understand it, Marquess Frampton has been rapidly extending his sphere of influence lately.”


  Olivia nodded along as she listened to them. Finally, she said, “Prince Julius, why don’t you try speaking to Marquess Frampton? Just once.”


  “Me? Speak to Marquess Frampton? But I have no personal reason to speak to the man, and the two of us are at odds politically.” Since Julius had Duke Redgrave’s open support, he wanted to avoid being alone with Frampton if he could help it.


  “Prince Julius—no, Julius—as I understand it, you want to change the way high society operates, right?”


  Olivia’s words slowly sank in, and Julius nodded. “Yes. That hasn’t changed.”


  “Then you should do something about it. I don’t think it’s right that you can’t do what you need to because you’re too worried about upsetting Duke Redgrave. Isn’t it important to talk to people and for people to understand one another?” 


  Although Olivia’s opinion was very simple and naive, it struck a chord with Julius. He saw the merit in what she said, which motivated him to follow her advice.


  “I suppose…you’re right. Perhaps I’ve been more influenced by those corrupt adults than I realized. All right, I’ll meet with Marquess Frampton.”


  Olivia’s encouragement had been all it took for Julius to agree.


  Chapter 9:
The Dancing Scions


   


  ONCE I’D RENDEZVOUSED with Partner after pulling all that off and saving Clarice from the guillotine, I was completely wiped out. By the time I woke up, it was already noon the following day.


  “Guess I was more exhausted than I thought.”


  No sooner had I yawned and slid out of bed than there was a violent knocking at my door.


  “Leon, it’s already noon!” Marie bellowed. “How long are you planning to sleep?!”


  She’d probably come to wake me since I hadn’t left my cabin yet.


  I’d just woken up, so my hair was still a mess, but I figured that I didn’t have to fuss over my appearance for Marie. I yanked the door open. “Look, I’m freakin’ tired, so let me sleep, would you? Whoa—Miss Clarice?!”


  Marie stood there with her arms crossed and her legs wide, glaring. Behind her was Clarice, dressed in a maid outfit. She smiled when the door opened, and her skirt fluttered as she bobbed a curtsy, one hand lifting the fabric while a leg swept back for the movement.


  “Good afternoon, my lord. I’ll be serving as your maid,” she teased.


  My eyes went wide.


  “We figured that it’d be best to have her wear a disguise, in case anyone aboard who doesn’t know what’s going on happens to spot her,” said Marie. “Miss Clarice was completely on board with becoming a maid.”


  Wait—they discussed all this without me? I had a lot I wanted to say. On the other hand, Clarice conducted herself perfectly as a maid, having learned all about etiquette as a noble lady.


  “I guess the disguise works,” I said.


  Even just changing what she wore would significantly decrease the number of people who recognized her. No one would imagine she’d snuck aboard Partner as a maid.


  They probably wouldn’t.


  “Oh?” Clarice pressed a hand to her chest. “But this isn’t merely a disguise. I really will be working as a maid. That way, people are less likely to be suspicious.” She sounded eager.


  Meanwhile, Marie was shaking her head. She’d apparently tried to discourage Clarice from taking it that far, but Clarice evidently wouldn’t listen. Marie couldn’t comprehend why Clarice would want to work.


  “I told her to rest,” Marie said. “But she insists that she won’t feel comfortable unless she’s contributing. She’s tenacious.”


  “I may look like a perfect lady, but I ride airbikes; I’m quite confident in my stamina,” said Clarice. “Such vehicles require their driver to possess endurance and physical strength. I’ve always conducted myself as a flawless noblewoman, but I have muscles.”


  People typically thought of noble ladies as weak. All the ones I knew had strong personalities, though. Not even Dorothea was delicate or fragile. Meanwhile, Deirdre was a noblewoman, but she had serious guts and the conviction required of an aristocrat.


  Wait. What’s with all the women around me? They’re like military generals or something.


  “Building up all that muscle must’ve been tough, but aside from that, why are you serving as my maid?” Clarice was beautiful; not many men out there wouldn’t have jumped for joy if she’d offered to be their maid. I still had to ask, though.


  Clarice smiled. “You’re this ship’s owner and captain, right? It only makes sense that you’d have a maid or two serving under you. And if you say that I’m your personal maid, the rest of the crew will understand why I’m not around them much.”


  “Good point!” I nodded.


  Marie stared me down. “I see you getting that pervy look in your eyes. Just so we’re clear, if you put your hands on her, I’ll make you suffer!”


  Me, put my hands on Clarice? What was she talking about? I’d never do such a thing. “Dummy,” I said. “She’s got a bunch of built dudes protecting her. You think I’d be stupid enough to try something funny?”


  “You won’t try anything because you’re too scared of Dan and the other guys? That’s pathetic. But somehow I believe it. You’re a coward, after all.”


  I was glad that she believed me, but being lambasted like that kind of stung.


  “This digression aside, why don’t you dress and get ready so that we can have lunch?” Clarice suggested. “Everyone else is waiting. Miss Deirdre has actually been waiting since this morning, saying that she wants to discuss something with you.”


  Crap. It wasn’t good to keep Deirdre waiting—she was terrifying when she was angry. I’d better hurry up. “Yeah, I’ll throw some clothes on. Marie, you go on ahead and try to soften Miss Deirdre up for me!”


  “As much as I want to tell you to stop asking me to do your dirty work, I do know how much she hates waiting. And if we piss her off, there’ll be all kinds of trouble. So I’ll help you. This time.” Marie turned and marched off toward the cafeteria.


  Clarice leaned in and whispered, “Shall I help you get ready?”


  For a split second, I pictured it. I almost caught myself saying, “Yeah, why not!” But I decided against it, knowing how terrifying the aftermath would be. “No,” I said finally. “I’ll do it myself.”


  “That’s too bad. If you ever need help, all you have to do is call me.” With that, Clarice turned and sped after Marie.


   


  ***


   


  Julius had made his way to Frampton’s estate and was currently sitting on a sofa across from the marquess in his drawing room, a coffee table between them.


  Frampton seemed puzzled by Julius’s visit. “As a servant to the crown, I am torn over how to respond to your visiting my estate like this personally, Your Highness. I don’t know whether I ought to scold you for your youthful indiscretion or praise your proactivity.”


  Although Frampton pointed out how reckless his actions were, Julius was more interested in finding out what Frampton was truly after. “Perhaps it was premature of me to request this meeting on my own,” he acknowledged. “However, something about this recent incident bothered me.”


  There was a brief pause. Then Frampton responded, “You mentioned as much in your letter to me. You mean the incident with the Atlee girl, don’t you?”


  Julius nodded.


  Frampton’s face tensed. “I admit that I’m the one who proposed that she be executed. I even pushed for it to be done publicly.”


  “Why?! Even if she couldn’t avoid execution, there was no reason for you to go against my mother’s ban on public executions like that!” Julius protested, feeling that Frampton had gone too far.


  Frampton looked contrite, as though he understood where the prince was coming from. “I didn’t wish to undermine Her Majesty’s accomplishment. I pushed for the event for the good of our kingdom.”


  “Public executions were for the good of our kingdom?”


  “Prince Julius, aren’t you taking the violence Clarice perpetrated a little too lightly?” Frampton rose from his seat and turned his back toward Julius. “If we let her off lightly for her imprudent assassination attempt, we’d soon have others try the same thing. One after another.”


  “I understand that. Still, I think you went too far,” Julius said. “And you didn’t even suffer the consequences for the part you played.” 


  Frampton had led the push for the public executions, then gotten off scot-free. 


  “I feel terrible for my inability to take responsibility for my part. That said, if I relinquished my power at court, Vince would be free to enact his tyrannical rule. We must avoid that at all costs.” The marquess was acting as though it was a difficult decision. 


  Julius was skeptical. “Isn’t it simply that you didn’t want to relinquish power?”


  “I’m sure that’s probably how it appears to you,” Frampton replied. “But I have people I must protect—including that scholarship student you show so much favor to.”


  “Why are you bringing up Olivia?!” Julius was shocked; his jaw hung open.


  “Your Highness, what would you say if, hypothetically, the stars aligned and you could be with your Lady Olivia?”


  Wary, Julius narrowed his eyes. “That’s not possible. It doesn’t matter how amazing she is—she’s still a commoner. No one would accept my marrying her.”


  “I said hypothetically,” Frampton reminded him gently. “And, personally, I would approve of it.”


  Julius couldn’t comprehend what he was hearing. No aristocrat would ever encourage him to marry a commoner like Olivia.


  “If the stars aligned, I’d want to marry her,” Julius acknowledged. “But that’s an impossible dream.”


  Frampton turned his upper body to glance back at Julius. “It’s not impossible.”


  “What?”


  “Prince Julius, won’t you consider cooperating with me? I can’t speak in depth about what I’m planning, but I will see your dream realized.”


  Julius hesitated—the temptation was difficult to resist—but he couldn’t agree. Not in his capacity as prince. “I cannot. If I make enemies of the Redgraves, the kingdom will crumble.”


  “True, the Redgraves are a powerful house—but will you align yourself with them even knowing that they’ll become Lady Olivia’s enemies?”


  “What do you mean?” Julius snapped, anger flaring. He would fight the Redgraves if it meant keeping Olivia safe.


  Frampton sank to his knees before Julius. “That’s how valuable she is. Your Highness, please lend me your aid. I want your help taking the royal family back from Vince’s grasp and returning them to their rightful state.”


  Julius studied the marquess. Finally he said, “Tell me more.”


   


  ***


   


  Once Julius had left, Frampton dropped onto the sofa and sank back into its plush cushions. He tilted his head back, his eyes staring up at the ceiling.


  “Perhaps I can attribute some of his naivety to his youth, but he’s far too innocent. Or perhaps it’s more that he’s too transparent about what he wants.” The marquess’s eyes moved to Olivia; she sat on a desk in the corner, her legs crossed.


  “Since he’s so immature and easy to manipulate, he’s the perfect prince, don’t you think?” Her face wore a bewitching smile.


  Frampton gave her a mirthless smile back. “He’s a fool who doesn’t realize that he’s dancing in the palm of our hands—but yes. He’s easy to manipulate. You’re a terrifying woman. You have even the crown prince twisted around your finger.”


  “You’re one to talk. You did an awfully impressive job of coaxing him to your side. I suppose that we both agree now that he’s perfect for us to use for our own ends, don’t we?”


  This woman, and her ability to control others, sent a chill down Frampton’s spine. “I understand that you’ve been recognized as the Saint, and I shouldn’t really be saying this, but you’re the embodiment of an unrivaled villainess,” he commented. “No—perhaps ‘unrivaled’ is untrue. Her Majesty might give you a run for your money.”


  “Mylene Rapha Holfort,” Olivia muttered to herself, her eyes narrowing.


  Anyone who spent much time in the royal palace would soon realize that it was the queen, Mylene, who held true power in the royal family—not Roland. That was especially shocking because she was from a foreign nation and had married into the royal family. She was extremely capable; her unsurpassed business acumen impressed all the court nobles. Through sheer genius, she’d silenced any critics who might have opposed her holding the reins despite not being Holfort-born. Olivia was warier of Mylene than anyone else in the palace.


  “If you make an enemy of her, even you will have a difficult time,” Frampton warned. “She’s kept all of the aristocrats under her thumb for years.” Indeed, Mylene had brought Frampton to his knees countless times.


  Although cautious of the queen, Olivia seemed confident. “Being a Saint puts me in inviolable territory that not even the queen herself could encroach on.”


  “True,” Frampton agreed reluctantly. For his part, it bothered him how perfectly composed Olivia seemed. That was unnatural for a young woman her age.


  She’s a much more difficult opponent than the crown prince. I was wise to ally myself with her as quickly as I did.


  Chapter 10:
A Fun Cruise?


   


  “WHAT HAVE THE TWO OF YOU been doing?! You plan to enter the Alzer Republic without even being capable of holding this sort of basic conversation? I, Deirdre Fou Roseblade, will not allow it!” Deirdre glowered at us with all the ferocity of a demon, her arms crossed. Behind her stood a chalkboard covered in Alzerian words.


  As soon as she’d learned that Marie and I could barely speak the language, Deirdre had appointed herself our tutor. Now, as she realized that we didn’t even have the foundations down, she was losing her temper.


  Cold beads of sweat rolled down Marie’s forehead. “Um, we were really busy, so, uh… You know, we had to make all kinds of preparations to save Miss Clarice…”


  Her excuses were like oil thrown on a raging flame.


  “What I’m teaching you now are things you were perfectly capable of studying slowly, day by day, before it came to this! Learning to speak multiple languages is part of a lady’s education, Rie!” Deirdre barked.


  Marie hung her head.


  “See? You pissed her off,” I taunted Marie. “Your excuses suck.” I snickered.


  Deirdre brought her fist down hard to bang it on my desk. The noise echoed. “You act like this is a Rie problem, but I’m including you in this, Leon. You’re the leader of this investigative team—if you can’t even hold basic conversations, you’ll be a laughingstock.”


  “W-well, I figured that I could use an interpreter or find some other way to deal with the language barrier,” I said lamely.


  “Quit taking the easy way out,” Deirdre scolded. “You’ll only make our allies think less of you! That settles it—I’ll have to drill this into both of you. From today onward, you two will dedicate your time to your studies.”


  Now I was hanging my head, too.


  Tears dripped down Marie’s face. “It’s summer break, and we can’t even rest. How cruel is this?!”


  I want to cry, too. “I’ve got a feeling that this’ll be way harder than saving Miss Clarice and the others was.”


   


  ***


   


  Deirdre didn’t release us for three more hours. Now it was dinner time, and she had other business to attend to, which meant we were free from her tutoring for now. 


  Drilling a foreign language for three hours was exhausting—physically and mentally. I flopped onto my bed, my arms and legs spread.


  “If I slack off at all, Miss Deirdre gets on my case. This is way worse than my classes at the academy.”


  I didn’t regret saving Clarice and her followers, but I should at least have given up on conducting the whole investigation in the Alzer Republic. This was way too much for something that was just meant to be an alibi.


  “Speaking of this investigation…” I paused, huffing out a laugh at myself. I was completely alone in my cabin, but I was talking as if someone else were here—as if I thought that someone would respond. “With Luxion basically gone, I’m just talking to myself. Jeez, what’s wrong with me?”


  While I was busy with my own thoughts, the door I could’ve sworn I’d locked burst open. Only one person had a copy of the key to this room… Marie.


  There were dark circles under her eyes, but for some reason, she had a smile on her face. “I’m going to become bilingual and conduct myself as a perfect lady overseas!”


  “Could you at least knock before you barge in? Also, what’s gotten into you?”


  Marie obviously had no manners, waltzing right into a guy’s room like this. It could’ve been awkward if I was doing…stuff. But saying that outright would obviously have been weird as hell, so I ended up feigning interest in her nonsense to distract her.


  “Miss Clarice just informed me that Alzerian is actually really close to Holfortian linguistically. That means it won’t take too long to learn it,” Marie explained. That was apparently why she was feeling much more optimistic about studying the language.


  It was said to take a Japanese person three thousand hours to learn English, as I recalled. Meanwhile, it only took eight hundred hours to learn a language linguistically similar to your own or something. I thought that I’d heard that somewhere. Whatever the numbers, learning a language that was similar to one’s first language took less time than learning one that wasn’t.


  Marie seemed to be busy fantasizing about how educated and proper she’d look once she was proficient in Alzerian. She clasped her hands, her eyes closed. “It may be difficult now, but soon I’ll be able to conduct myself as a perfect lady and be the envy of everyone. That’ll make all the suffering worth it.”


  While it was wonderful that she’d found the motivation to survive Deirdre’s tutoring, the bigger issue was time.


  “We’ve only got a few more days until we arrive,” I pointed out. “You probably won’t be able to memorize anything more than the bare minimum for greetings and stuff.”


  “So? We can just learn while we’re there. Once we land, we’ll be fully immersed whether we like it or not, you know?”


  True—once we were in the Republic, we’d be hearing the language everywhere. All of the signs would be in Alzerian, too. Staying there would be a language lesson in itself.


  “I’m glad you’re so optimistic,” I said. “And I’m not even surprised that your motivation is to make yourself look better.” I rolled onto my side.


  Marie wrinkled her nose at me. “That’s better than being a pessimist who can never do anything unless he’s pressured into it.”


  “I just don’t like to waste effort.”


  “To me, it looks more like you don’t want to try unless you absolutely need to. Oh, right! I was asked to come get you.”


  So why were you babbling this whole time? Reluctantly, I slid off my bed and stood, scratching my head. “Yeah? Is something going on?”


  Marie tilted her head. “I guess there’s a bunch of airships passing by. I don’t see what the big deal is about that, but Miss Deirdre went up to the deck and told me to come get you.”


  “Miss Deirdre did?” I hadn’t thought that she’d call for me again today.


  Maybe she’d noticed something strange; she was perceptive like that. My respect for her had grown and grown lately.


  “I’d better hurry to make sure I don’t leave her waiting and piss her off,” I said.


  “Yeah. Hurry up, Leon!”


  “You know, if you hadn’t wasted my time babbling about being bilingual, I’d already be out there.”


   


  ***


   


  When I stepped out onto the deck, Deirdre was grasping the railing, the wind rustling her long curls. Clarice stood beside her, a hat pulled down over her head, a scarf hiding her mouth. I would’ve preferred that she hide herself completely, but this situation was seemingly more serious than I’d realized; Dan stood beside Clarice with a scarf covering his face, holding binoculars up to his eyes. He was watching some airships heading in the opposite direction of Partner. They were flickering their lights, trying to communicate something to us.


  “Go back,” Dan said, interpreting the signals for us. “It’s dangerous.”


  They were warning us away?


  As I puzzled over what was going on, Clarice spun to face me. “Three ships just passed us, each sending the same kind of signal.”


  Partner was traveling along the official airway designated for airships heading to the Alzer Republic from Holfort Kingdom. Ships heading from Alzer to Holfort generally took a different airway to avoid possible collisions.


  “Three is a lot,” I acknowledged.


  Marie moved closer and set her hands on the railing, staring in the direction of the ship that had signaled us. “I wonder if there’s been an accident? Or maybe there are air pirates along the way?” 


  Since airships were such a common mode of transportation, there were a significant number of air pirates. When it came to air travel, accidents and air pirates were both terrifying possibilities.


  No one could say for sure that Marie’s guesses were wrong, but Clarice seemed skeptical. “I don’t think it’s an accident or air pirates. The weather is calm, and if it were air pirates, they would let us know that specifically.” 


  Without a storm, an airship was unlikely to malfunction and crash, and apparently ships had specific signals for air pirates.


  “It’s rare for three ships to pass by in such a short time,” Clarice continued. “I think they were all coming from the Alzer Republic. Perhaps that means that something’s happening there.”


  For so many ships to flee, it would need to have been something huge, right? Oh, boy. Isn’t this more than I signed up for?


  “How about we abandon this whole investigation thing and go home?” I suggested, naively believing that the people gathered here would understand that I was joking—and maybe, just maybe, approve of my sentiments.


  Clarice pressed a hand to her forehead. Apparently she had a problem with my suggestion.


  Deirdre turned toward me and thrust her closed fan right at my nose. “Fool! We’ve come this far, and you want to return with no information whatsoever? You’d be telling everyone that you’re absolutely useless. Worse, your enemies might start to suspect that you only left so that you’d have an alibi.”


  She was right. If I went back empty-handed, I’d prove myself worthless. And the scariest prospect was people starting to suspect that it was a lie that I’d ever set off for the Alzer Republic. To have a proper alibi, I’d need to bring something back.


  “I don’t give a crap whether they think less of me, but I don’t need them suspecting me,” I said.


  Deirdre pinned me with a cold look. “You have a bad habit of accepting negative labels without a second thought. This is a chance, Leon. We can get accurate information about what’s happening in the Republic.” Where I saw trouble, she saw opportunity.


  “If there’s a civil war going on, though, won’t we get caught up in it?” Dan asked apprehensively.


  Deirdre’s face pinched as she considered that, but the possibility wasn’t enough to dissuade her. “If we raise the Holfort flag, they won’t recklessly attack us. That won’t guarantee that we aren’t caught up in whatever’s happening, though. But if they’re locked in a civil war, I want to at least know what’s happening—who the major players are, which one has the advantage. That sort of thing.”


  She’s still determined to do this despite all these ominous signs? She’s competent—I’ve got to give her that. I had even more respect for Deirdre now.


  Clarice briefly glanced at me, but she snapped her attention back to Deirdre just as quickly. “Why don’t we board the next ship that tries to pass us so that we can ask? Once we have more information, we can decide what we want to do,” she said, proactively offering her opinion.


  Deirdre opened her fan. “Agreed!” she declared.


  Neither Marie nor I seemed to have any say in this.


  Marie grabbed my arm. “Leon, you’re the captain of the investigative team, right? Shouldn’t you be the one to decide what we do?”


  “I’m just a student. Do you seriously think that I’ve got the wisdom, experience, or conviction to make these decisions? Nah—better to leave them to the people who have those qualities.”


  I’d already contributed enough by using Partner for this trip. Possessing memories from my former life didn’t mean that I was equipped to decide how to act when a major power was potentially in crisis. I’d been a normal citizen in my last life, after all.


  Marie frowned at me, as if it bothered her that I was leaving all this to the others. “Have a little pride, why don’t you?”


  “Having pride isn’t going to improve the situation any, is it? I mean, it’s pretty obvious that something’s already gone down. We’re probably too late anyway.” Putting in effort wouldn’t fix whatever was going on.


  “Yeah. I mean, I get that—but still,” Marie grumbled, dissatisfied.


  I sighed quietly. Marie probably wanted me to be more proactive and act as a leader, but I knew better than anyone that I couldn’t keep these personalities in line. The Alzer Republic was the bigger concern anyway. If this was part of the original game, then there were no problems, but if not…


  Chapter 11:
About the Alzer Republic


   


  I DRAGGED MARIE BACK to my cabin and started asking her questions.


  “The Alzer Republic is the setting for the game series’s second installment, right? Assuming that something is going down there, would it be part of the original storyline?”


  I hadn’t even known that the game had a sequel, let alone what happened in it, or any further installments that came afterward. Marie was familiar with all the games, though, which was why I needed her to tell me whether this had been part of the story or not.


  Marie held her head in her hands. “It’s been over a decade since I reincarnated into this world,” she reminded me. “And I played the games years before I died. Maybe even a decade before. The second one didn’t really make much of an impression, either…” She groaned as she racked her brain for memories of the game. “I can’t,” she said, having had no luck dredging anything relevant back up. “I really can’t remember much of anything.”


  “You’re no help.” I sighed.


  Marie scowled at me. “Shut up! Would you remember every detail of a game you played decades ago?”


  “Wh-whoa, my bad, okay? I know I went too far. Calm down.” I apologized quickly, since she had a point.


  Marie crossed her arms and turned her head away in a huff. “What I do remember is that the Alzer Republic’s political power is shared between six major noble families. The game’s protagonist was from the lost seventh noble family.”


  “Their government is an aristocracy, huh? I’m pretty sure we learned that in one of our classes.”


  The Alzer Republic was one of our country’s close neighbors, which meant that our classes went into detail about them. They were best known for possessing an abundance of energy in the form of magic stones. That made them a rich nation. Holfort Kingdom was a major importer of their energy, and the country would face major disruptions if anything happened to the Republic. If Holfort was going to send someone to investigate what was happening, they should’ve sent a more specialized team, but maybe the court wasn’t taking the irregularities there seriously. It was pretty pathetic that they were sending a student like me to check the status of a major ally—unless, maybe, Bernard had insisted that I be sent rather than someone else?


  While I was lost in my own thoughts about our destination, Marie was rambling on about the second installment in the game series.


  “The villainess in the second game was from the most evil of the six Great Noble Houses: the Raults. Oh, speaking of, the leader of the Raults was actually the last boss of the game!”


  “So both father and daughter are villains,” I surmised.


  “Yep! The protagonist worked together with the love interests to defeat the last boss, and then the protagonist’s fallen house, the Lespi-something—I can’t remember what the full name was—was revived.”


  “Why did the protagonist’s house fall, or disappear, or whatever, in the first place?” I asked.


  “The Raults killed them off,” Marie explained.


  “Huh. So the Raults are pure evil.”


  “Of course. They’re the villains.”


  Her explanation of the story was haphazard, but I got the gist. The second installment basically had a hero’s journey-type story.


  “To sum it up, then,” I said, “the protagonist and her group face off against the last boss—the head of House Rault—and war breaks out?”


  In that case, maybe whatever was happening in the Alzer Republic was a result of the protagonist and the last boss facing off. That was my theory, anyway.


  Marie pressed her hand to her chin, looking unconvinced. “I’m not sure. See, the second game came with a special feature. If you completed the first game, you could use that save data for the second game, and the first game’s love interests would make a cameo as exchange students.”


  “But you had to clear the first game to access that feature? That’s a steep hurdle.” Even I had to pay real-life money to beat the game.


  “No kidding!” Marie agreed wholeheartedly. “But the point is that when they come to the Republic on exchange, they’re second-years, and the protagonist is in the same year they are. I guess you could say the second year is basically the series’s midpoint. There’s a bunch of lore dropping and stuff at that point, but I’m pretty sure no major fighting happens until their third year.”


  Basically, if this world was following the game’s storyline, nothing major would be happening right now.


  “Could something have sped up the story?” I suggested.


  “What would make that happen?”


  “Don’t you get it? If we exist in Holfort, why couldn’t other people have reincarnated in the Alzer Republic? And if I hadn’t stopped you, you would’ve tried to romance the love interests.”


  “Look, I told you I feel bad about that. Would you quit bringing it up constantly?!” It sounded like that was a sore spot for Marie, but I was only speaking the truth. She might’ve landed a relationship with a love interest if she’d been luckier. Irritation was plain on her face.


  I met her gaze and continued, “If someone reincarnated there, they might’ve succeeded where you didn’t and changed the whole scenario. You know?”


  My words finally started to sink in for Marie. “Wait—you mean this is happening because of someone like us is in the Alzer Republic?”


  “It’s possible, right? I can’t see why it’d be happening right now otherwise.”


  She still didn’t seem entirely won over. “You think that they’d have such an impact? You have Luxion, so I can see it, but the love interests wouldn’t even give me the time of day.” She didn’t think that an ordinary person who’d reincarnated could have such an effect.


  “Was that just because you weren’t their type?” I asked. Marie instantly balled her fists, and I backtracked. “Uh, sorry! Don’t be mad!” Then I added, “If they have a paid item like Luxion, then they could’ve messed with the scenario, right?”


  “I guess… Yeah, that’s true.”


  We had no idea what was happening in the Alzer Republic—whether it was a civil war, an invasion by a foreign power, or something else. Only I—and now Marie—suspected that it could be the work of someone who’d reincarnated here.


   


  ***


   


  The next morning arrived. For better or worse, no more ships had passed us. We’d had people stationed on the deck overnight to keep a lookout and alert us if there were any.


  Marie and I arrived at the bridge together. Deirdre was already there, sitting primly in the captain’s seat and drinking tea.


  “Oh—you two are here early,” she remarked.


  The sun was just peeking over the horizon, casting the land in an almost mystical amber glow.


  Marie was so beyond exasperated at how early Deirdre had arrived to beat us that she almost sounded impressed as she replied, “Considering that we arrived after you, it almost feels like we got here late.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that,” Deirdre said. “I’ve been here all night.”


  “Wha…? Aren’t you resting at all?”


  “A lady mustn’t reveal her private life, so unfortunately, I can’t tell you.”


  Whatever her excuses, Deirdre obviously thought that this was a serious matter to have stayed up all night.


  I weighed in on her dedication to staying up all night to monitor the situation. “You look obsessed to me. Is there some reason for it?”


  “Ah, that.” Deirdre kept her gaze focused straight ahead as she patiently explained, coming off like a teacher speaking to a completely ignorant student. “I guess you could say that I’m personally interested in this because it’s an opportunity to see history hit a major turning point. I suppose the main reason, though, is that this is happening to the Alzer Republic of all nations.”


  “Do you have some kind of personal grudge against them?”


  “There isn’t a person out there who doesn’t. They’ve made themselves rich off their magic-stone exports, and we’ve faced one-sided negotiations with them time and time again. They’ve also made Holfort suffer on a number of occasions.”


  There was naturally a complex history between Holfort and Alzer, since they were sovereign nations, but that wasn’t the reason for Deirdre’s intense interest.


  “Can you just tell me how you really feel?” I asked.


  “If we can get accurate information on what’s happening in the Alzer Republic, the nobles in the royal court will be over the moon. And since we’re the only ones capable of delivering the latest intel to them, it’ll sell for a ridiculously high price.”


  So that was it. Deirdre could put them in her debt.


  Marie scrunched up her face. “Do real noblewomen have to worry about politics, too? There’s no way I can do that.”


  She wasn’t the only one; I couldn’t do it, either. That was why I admired Deirdre.


  “The two of you are now related to me. You need to get your act together,” Deirdre said, annoyed with the both of us. “You have a golden chance in front of you. You should be rushing to take credit.”


  But I had no political ambitions, so I didn’t much care to claim credit.


  “I’d prefer to live an uneventful life, if it’s all the same to you,” I said.


  “I don’t want to hear the man who cleared an entire dungeon say such pathetic things,” Deirdre shot back at me, lips pursed and frowning.


  I had meant every word, though. I just wanted to live peacefully.


  Marie, meanwhile, took Deirdre’s side. “Leon has no ambition. Can’t you reprimand him more harshly?” she asked.


  “It is a wife’s duty to discipline her husband,” Deirdre responded. “I’ll leave it to you to make him into a better man, Rie.”


  “That’s a tall order—his laziness is bone-deep.”


  I let them continue their discussion without getting involved and glanced out the window. The sky and sea were dyed a strange array of colors as the sun continued its slow ascent. The scene looked like an illusion; the whole world did, in fact, considering that it contained floating islands. Those definitely weren’t something we had in Japan.


  As I stared outside, I noticed smoke rising in the distance. Reaching for the binoculars that hung on the wall and holding them to my eyes, I spotted monsters attacking an airship. The ship didn’t seem to be equipped with any decent weapons to speak of, and smoke rose steadily from it as those white monsters—a type I’d never seen before—swarmed it. I couldn’t tell whether the vessel had been hit, or if their engines had caught fire, but either way they were in dire straits.


  [image: ]


  Hanging the binoculars back up, I sprinted away from the bridge, shouting behind me, “I spotted an airship, but monsters are attacking it! I’ll head out first. You guys prepare to provide them with relief!”


  “Wait, Leon! You’re going alone?!” Marie cried after me.


  “It’s easier that way. Arroganz and I can handle this on our own!”


  Chapter 12:
An Airship from the Republic


   


  “I HAVE EQUIPPED ARROGANZ with a Gatling gun. Please be careful of heat buildup in the barrels from continuous use. Please do not forget to cool the weapon down.” The robotic voice that provided this explanation came from one of Partner’s shipboard cleaning robots, which assisted with maintenance and changing out Arroganz’s weapons.


  “Is it me, or are you guys taking longer than usual to prepare?” I grumbled.


  “In Luxion’s absence, our work efficiency has dropped. Shall we request a new AI supervisor to improve our services?”


  Luxion’s absence seemed to be causing me all kinds of problems. “No,” I said. “I’ll just have to wait for Luxion to come back. I’ll deal with it for now.”


  “Very well. The hatch will soon close. Arroganz will then be placed onto the designated launch spot.”


  The cockpit’s hatch slowly closed, leaving me in complete darkness until the monitors in front of me blinked to life. Partner’s hangar was equipped with a robotic arm on the ceiling for moving supplies; that arm lifted Arroganz and began to move us. In the meantime, I checked Arroganz’s weapons, and saw that—as promised—an enormous Gatling gun had been secured to its right arm. Ammo for the gun was stored in one of the three large containers on Arroganz’s back and fed directly into the gun in a continuous chain.


  “This thing looks like it could cause a lot of casualties.”


  The cleaning robots had selected the Gatling gun because they thought that would be the optimal way to dispense with the swarm of monsters. However, I got the feeling that Luxion wouldn’t have chosen the same weapon.


  The arm on the ceiling slid along a rail system, carrying Arroganz toward the ship’s exterior. The rear hatch opened, and the arm extended, lifting Arroganz out of the hangar. A notification popped up on the screen, alerting me that Arroganz would soon be ready to launch and giving me a countdown.


  Three…


  Two…


  One.


  The arm released us, and Arroganz began to free-fall. I pressed my foot on a pedal beneath me. 


  “Falling like this gives me a floating sensation that reminds me of a roller coaster.” 


  The backpack-shaped engine on Arroganz’s back roared to life; flames shot out and carried Arroganz upward through the air, propelling us toward our destination. The acceleration placed strain on my body, pressing me deeper into the seat.


  “I’m going to rescue you guys, and then you’re going to tell me what the hell is going on in the Republic!”


   


  ***


   


  Leon had already ridden out in Arroganz. But Marie could follow what was happening through the monitors on the bridge.


  “I see how he cleared that dungeon on his own,” Deirdre remarked from behind her. “He always acts like everything is too much work, but when the need arises, he takes charge, and he’s the first to head into battle.”


  Adventurers were most highly respected by Holfort Kingdom’s aristocracy, and that was especially true of the Roseblades.


  Marie kept her back to Deirdre, her expression glum. “He won’t do anything even when I try to push him to, but then he’ll charge off when it’s actually dangerous. I think it’s a terrible habit.” Her face fell further. “What gets me most is that I can’t really do anything for him in these types of situations.”


  Deirdre grinned at that. “Rie, I think you’ll be the perfect partner for him.”


  “Huh?” Marie whipped around, puzzled.


  “You can fill in for each other’s weaknesses. You should focus on the things you can do.”


  “You’re actually pretty kind, aren’t you?”


  “Roseblade women tend to be sentimental.” Deirdre spread her fan, holding it over her mouth. “That said, that vessel definitely appear to be an Alzerian ship. Curiously, I don’t recognize the type of monster attacking it.”


  To Marie, the ship looked like any other, but apparently something about it was telling enough to make Deirdre confident that the ship came from the Republic. She probably knew certain things to look for. In any case, Marie was more interested in the monsters themselves.


  “Isn’t the reason you don’t recognize them just that monsters differ by nation and region?” she asked.


  “I’ve heard that there are minor differences, but I’ve never seen white, insectoid monsters like those,” Deirdre replied. “And there’s so much variety among them.”


  If a person searched, they might find a few different monster species, but this wasn’t a few. The insectoid monsters attacking the Republic ship took dozens of different forms, each hideous.


  “What are Partner’s escort fighters doing?” Deirdre asked a man loyal to the Roseblades who was serving as the flight crew’s captain.


  “We’re rushing to deploy them now,” he replied.


  “Hurry and get them out there. We don’t want the enemy to approach us.” Deirdre trailed off briefly. “If I’d known that this was going to happen, I would’ve brought more men and weapons with us.” 


  Deirdre had used her own connections for recruitment, and for the sake of optics, it appeared as though the Roseblades’ people were the ones serving as Partner’s flight crew. Marie knew better, however. This bridge they were on was really only for looks; the actual bridge was hidden on board and fully computer-controlled.


  The field observer—who had binoculars to his eyes as he monitored the situation—announced: “Arroganz is approaching the Republic ship! It is about to begin battle with the monsters swarming the vessel!”


  Marie turned to look outside as Arroganz began mowing down the insectoid creatures.


   


  ***


   


  Arroganz’s Gatling gun decimated the swarm of monsters. Equipped with multiple barrels that rotated to keep the weapon cool enough to continue firing, it went through ammo like crazy. Empty casings scattered through the air as I fired.


  “I know this thing looks menacing, but using it too often would be a pain.” It was definitely optimal for the current situation, but a little excessive by this world’s usual standards. Machine guns for Armors were already rare enough; people would probably find Gatling guns disturbing.


  “Now I see why Luxion avoided using this.”


  The robots had done their work well; I couldn’t expect them to consider the social ramifications of their decisions or the impact they would have on Marie and me.


  Arroganz slowly turned, its rain of bullets like a broom clearing away garbage. Each monster I hit disappeared in a burst of black smoke—there was so much of it that it clouded the air, making it hard to see. There was a ridiculous number of these monsters. The Gatling gun had reduced the swarm significantly, but now a group of white beelike creatures charged at me from behind. They poked Arroganz’s backpack with their stingers, trying to pierce through.
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  “Ugh, disgusting!” I lifted my finger from the Gatling gun’s trigger and swatted the bees away, then surveyed my progress through the monitors. “I put a huge dent in their numbers, but I don’t have much ammo left.”


  As powerful as the Gatling gun was, it went through bullets fast. I was probably wasting a lot of ammo, too, since I hadn’t been trained ahead of time in using this type of weapon.


  “It doesn’t help that they seem entirely focused on that airship.”


  A few of the monsters had split off from the main swarm to attack me, but most had continued hammering the ship. If I kept going at this rate, I would completely run out of ammo before I could kill them all. I guided Arroganz down to the deck of the Republic ship. The soldiers and Armors fighting there were wary of me, but they continued their battle against the insects. They’d likely decided that I wasn’t an enemy, since I’d helped take down some of the monsters.


  “Guess I should probably introduce myself, huh?” I muttered. Reaching for the switch to turn on my microphone so that they could hear me, I declared, “I am from Holfort Kingdom and have come to assist you.” I was careful to keep a polite tone as I let them know my affiliation.


  The knights and soldiers fighting below were visibly relieved.


  Arroganz’s exterior microphone picked up one knight’s voice: “We appreciate the assistance!”


  I switched my microphone back off to return to the battle. “Once this is over, you guys are going to tell me what the hell is happening in the Republic.” 


  Bracing myself on the deck, I began to fire on the monsters again. The continuous gunfire drowned out the echo of empty casings falling and scattering.


  In my cockpit, I started to realize that something was off about the way the monsters were acting.


  “So they are targeting the ship.”


  I could now feel the full intensity of their assault—more so than when I’d been firing at them from a distance. Was something aboard the ship drawing them in?


  “I’m out of bullets? Crap.” As soon as I’d shot my last round, I purged my Gatling gun and let it drop to the deck with a loud thud. A new weapon popped out of one of the containers on Arroganz’s back. It was a halberd—a spear with an axe at the tip. I’d used it before when we faced off against the Offreys.


  “I’ve gotten rid of most of them,” I noted. “Now it’s time to clean up the stragglers.”


  A monster that resembled a stag beetle shot toward me. I brought the halberd crashing down on it. Apparently I put too much strength behind my swing: I cleaved the beast in two, and the axe’s sharp edge bit into the deck itself.


  “Erk! I hope they don’t bill me for that afterward.” The thought made cold sweat bead on my back. 


  As I continued cutting through the insects like butter, I picked up on a frenetic energy around me. The soldiers and knights were pointing at something, and they seemed to be rushing to prepare their weapons to shoot down whatever had them panicked. I figured it would be another of these monsters. Lifting off from the deck, I turned and scanned to see what it was.


  “Oh, come on. There should be a limit on how big these things can get.”


  Not until I glanced down at the sea’s surface did I see something that absolutely boggled my mind. The beast in question looked like a Japanese centipede, but numerous wings attached to its trunk enabled it to fly. It was hideous as hell. The bigger problem, though, was its sheer size: It was easily longer than Partner. 


  The centipede lifted its head, its sights set on our vessel. Those wings lifted its massive body. It was trying to wrap itself around us. The ship deployed its defense: a magic force field that was supposed to block attacks. Unfortunately, the force field required a massive quantity of energy from the magic stone powering the ship to maintain itself. They couldn’t keep it up forever, and the centipede was already twisting its body around us. It tightened around the barrier with crushing force, starting to pull us toward the ocean.


  “How can this stupid insect be so agile when it’s so huge?!”


  I switched the halberd to my left hand, holding the right hand up as the container on my back cracked open. A rifle came out next. Gripping it, I took aim at the section of the monster directly above me. When I fired, my bullet pierced right through the centipede’s tough exoskeleton, burying itself inside. Reddish-black liquid gushed from the open wound, but the monster was so enormous that it didn’t seem to have much effect.


  “Why the hell is a monster like this all the way out here?” Sweat trickled down my face.


  Gigantic monsters weren’t necessarily unheard of, but alerts were issued to warn people away from the area where one appeared, and a fleet of warships would then be deployed to bring it down. Word of one would spread, too, surely.


  Inside my cockpit, I started searching through the list of weapons in Arroganz’s containers to figure out whether I had anything that could take this beast down. Unfortunately, nothing available was powerful enough.


  “So Arroganz can’t handle this alone,” I murmured to myself as the realization hit. I glanced at the Republic airship, which was slowly losing altitude, as my mind raced to figure out some way to overcome this predicament. Then my eyes landed on Partner, which was approaching us from behind. I immediately opened a transmission line to my ship. “Marie, you there?”


  “Huh? Oh, uh, yeah.” She sounded flustered, likely because she hadn’t expected my voice to suddenly come through, but there was no time to waste pointing that out or bantering about it.


  “Let’s use Partner’s main cannon to blow this thing to pieces,” I said.


  “‘This thing’?” she echoed. “Hold up—you don’t mean that centipede monster wrapped around the Republic airship, do you?! Leon, have you lost your mind? If we fire the cannons on it right now, we’ll catch that Republic airship in the blast!” Marie was primarily worried about all of the people aboard the airship who would no doubt lose their lives if we did that.


  “Who said anything about doing it while that creature’s still attached to their ship? I’m going to use Arroganz to rip it off. When I do, I want you to unleash Partner’s full power on it,” I said.


  “Stop acting like it’s so simple! And wait—can you actually do that?”


  I could easily picture what Marie must look like, wailing at me there on the bridge with Deirdre and the others. My lips twitched at the edges. “That’s our only choice if we’re going to save these people.” Save them, yes—and get intel from them.


  I pressed my foot down on the pedal, zipping through the air to get a better look at this beast and trying to see whether I could spot any weak points.


   


  ***


   


  From the bridge, those aboard Partner could see the way the centipede had wrapped itself around the Republic ship, trying to drag it down toward the ocean. The insect looked sinister and wrong; it was pure white with wings growing out of it. 


  Everyone on the bridge erupted, a cacophony of voices echoing.


  “Does he seriously think that Partner’s main cannon is powerful enough to take down a behemoth of that size?!” Deirdre cried, her voice shrill.


  Her skepticism was understandable. Cannons in this world were less developed than Armors. Since an enemy airship could use their magic stone to deploy a defensive force field to block attacks, manufacturers tended to focus on quantity over quality when it came to weaponry. Cannons were equipped en masse; they’d then be unloaded on enemies from close quarters. Airship development hadn’t reached the point of manufacturers focusing each individual shot’s accuracy and potency. With that in mind, people in this world would think that Partner lacked offensive power, since it had only one cannon—albeit with full mobility—at its prow. That cannon’s barrel was long and narrow, too, which contributed to the impression that it couldn’t fire powerful shots. 


  Partner was an enormous vessel—a full seven hundred meters long—but it only had one tiny cannon on it; no one would consider it a warship. So, naturally, Deirdre deemed Partner’s firepower insufficient for taking on a monster of this size. Marie knew better, however. Partner’s cannon had been installed for emergencies, and it used far more advanced technology than anything else in this world.


  Hold on, Marie thought as the full scope of the situation sank in. I’m the only one who can carry out Leon’s order!


  Leon had made a split-second strategic decision to fire, but if Marie left it up to Deirdre’s men here on the bridge, they wouldn’t be able to use the cannon’s full power. She drew in a breath and steeled herself. These men trusted Deirdre over her; Marie knew that, but if she didn’t make a move herself, the Republic ship would go down.


  “Bring Partner closer to the centipede!” Marie barked at them. “That’s all you need to do. You hear me? Just bring her in close! Partner will take over and do the rest!”


  Her orders weren’t the clearest, admittedly. The crew hesitated to do as she commanded. Perhaps they weren’t sure how far they could trust her judgment, even though she was Leon’s fiancée, and he owned this ship. Their gazes moved to Deirdre.


  Deirdre scrutinized Marie, who was still flustered. “The ship will act on its own?” she asked in order to confirm it. “Are you telling me that those automatons working on board have their own will?” The way she asked it suggested that she hadn’t thought they were that intelligent—that she’d assumed they only did as their input directed them to. Marie could have told Deirdre that they were robots, not automatons, but she doubted that Deirdre would understand the difference.


  “Yes!” Marie said. “Partner is a Lost Item that Leon found. It has serious firepower, trust me!” She was trying to convince the others, but her explanation was so vague that they gave her dubious looks. Ngh?! I’m so bad at this kind of technical conversation. Should I just have Partner move without their help? If I do that, though, they’ll know Partner’s full capabilities, which could cause other issues.


  While Marie was busy waffling back and forth, Deirdre snapped her fan shut. “Very well. Bring Partner in close. Take care to position the ship so that the main cannon can easily target the enemy!”


  “Are you certain about this, my lady?” one of her men asked. The unspoken question was: “Can we really trust Marie?”


  Deirdre nodded. “The two of them insist that it’s possible. Why don’t we try placing our faith in them? If we don’t deal with this monster, it may sink the Republic airship, then come after us next.”


  Panic hit Marie then. She’s right! If Leon fails, we’ll be the next thing that centipede comes after! We can take this stupid insect out, right? You’d better pull this off, Leon! She silently prayed that he would triumph.


   


  ***


   


  As I watched from Arroganz’s cockpit, Partner surged forward. “Good. Now I just need to rip this beast off the ship.”


  The Republic airship had somehow been able to withstand the monster’s assault, but it looked like the force field’s power was waning.


  “We don’t have much time. Guess I’ll just have to wing it!” I put the weapons I’d been holding back into Arroganz’s rear containers, leaving my hands empty. To everyone else, it probably looked as if I was abandoning the battle, but I needed my hands free for what was to come.


  “The best way to take down a behemoth is to crush its head!” So that’s what I was headed off to do. 


  The centipede had its mouth open; it was trying to bite down on the force field it was tangled around. I charged straight toward the head of the beast that had everyone on the deck below terrified out of their minds. My foot pressed down hard on the acceleration pedal, and I thrust Arroganz’s arms out as I approached. Its hands pierced right through the creature’s head. Then I activated the special weapon built into the hands of my Armor.


  “Do it, Arroganz! Unleash your full power!”


  Energy concentrated in both Arroganz’s hands, then released a shock wave. This was its most deadly, special attack.


  “Full Impact!”


  The centipede’s skull exploded, and the shock wave ripped down its trunk, destroying about one third of the creature. Chunks of flesh scattered through the air.


  “Huh—looks like that was enough to finish it!”


  I thought that would mean that the beast disappeared in a cloud of smoke like the others. Yet although it had lost its head, the remaining two thirds of its body showed no sign of dissolving. Worse, in fact, losing its head seemed to have cut off all control of the remainder of the creature’s body, leaving it writhing violently. It was even more dangerous now than it had been before.


  “Should I hit it again?” I wondered. I soon realized, however, that Arroganz’s arms were at their limit. When I tried to power up another Full Impact, a warning blared through the cockpit. Unleashing Arroganz’s complete power had destroyed the internal mechanisms that allowed it to release the shock wave. “Won’t be able to use that again, then, huh? Well, I guess I’ll just have to do what I originally planned.”


  My foot pressed the pedal. Arroganz accelerated, tackling the remaining trunk of the beheaded beast’s body. Using Arroganz’s remaining strength, I peeled the beast off of the Republic’s airship. It was still writhing violently, no longer fixated on the airship now that it had lost its head. Pulling it away was easier than I’d anticipated. 


  I yanked the centipede through the air and turned my head toward Partner, shouting, “Do it now!”


  Whether in response to my voice or not, Partner prepared to fire. The barrel on the bow adjusted to target the beast, and a panel on the afterdeck slid open, unleashing a single missile. The blasts echoed faintly as Partner pelted the centipede’s trunk with shot after shot. Finally, the missile reached the creature, hitting its trunk squarely and swallowing it in a massive explosion.


  The resulting shock wave and violent wind knocked Arroganz away, thrusting me backward through the air. I somehow managed to recover and right myself. The last of the centipede—which had practically been blown to smithereens by this point—dissipated in a puff of black smoke.


  “How do you like that, you stupid insect?! That was the combined power of Arroganz and Partner!” I cackled from my seat in the cockpit.


  “Leon, this is no time for laughing!” Marie barked through the communication line. “The Republic airship isn’t gaining any altitude!”


  “Huh?” I spun around to look, and sure enough, it was actually losing altitude. The ship itself wasn’t falling apart, but its internal systems seemed to be failing. “R-rescue! We need to hurry and rescue them!”


  “That’s what we’re working on right now! Help us out!”


  “Oh. Right. Yes.”


  At Marie’s urging, I snapped back to reality and rushed toward the Republic airship.


  Chapter 13:
Who We Saved


   


  WHAT AN OLD SHIP they decided to use, Deirdre thought as they boarded the Republic vessel, her gaze sweeping across its interior.


  Crew recruited through Roseblade connections bustled around her, trying to evacuate the Alzerians on board from their sinking airship. Some of them were injured. Others seemed to be regular civilians; they appeared to have fled the Republic with scarcely any personal possessions.


  If they had to pull out an old ship like this, the situation was obviously urgent. The question is what happened that required them to flee so quickly? 


  If they were the first to report this situation to the royal palace, that would be a notable achievement for both the Roseblades and Leon. Still, as anxious as she was to accomplish that, Deirdre was beginning to get the sense that the situation’s scope far exceeded what she’d anticipated. It might be something far more major than they could hope to handle on their own.


  The impending danger sent a thrill of heat coursing through her body. This is beyond what we expected. Perfect! If I wasn’t willing to tackle the challenge anyway, I wouldn’t be a Roseblade! She pressed her folding fan over her mouth.


  “My lady, it’s too dangerous here!” said one of the Roseblade crew members. “Please return to Partner immediately!”


  Deirdre made no move to heed that crew member’s urging. “Where is the person overseeing this ship? Bring them quickly. I wish to hear what they have to say.”


  One of the nearby injured parties understood Holfortian; they lifted their head. “You’re looking for Lady Louise,” they said. “This ship used to belong to the Raults… But Lady Louise is injured and barely conscious…”


  “Get Rie—immediately!” Deirdre barked at her men.


   


  ***


   


  “Hang in there!” Marie called to the woman on the stretcher being hauled toward Partner. “You can hear me, can’t you? Answer me!” Her verbal needling was due to the fact that the woman on the stretcher was on the verge of unconsciousness. This woman was apparently the person in charge aboard the Republic ship, and Marie had been put in charge of her care, since she possessed healing magic.


  Marie held her hand over the woman’s wounds, warm light emanating from her palm. The nurses huddled around her were impressed by her skill; healing magic was exceedingly rare.


  “This is incredible for someone of your age.”


  “No wonder his lordship treasures you so much.”


  “With magic this powerful, we might actually be able to save this woman.”


  Despite the way the nurses goggled at her, awed, Marie was sweating as she continued to treat the woman’s injuries. She could tell that the extent of the damage was staggering. Healing magic followed a step-by-step process: analysis, disinfection, and finally restoration. Someone whose injuries were serious enough that they would have been bedridden for months could recover in a short time with the help of a healer, who could support and enhance the body’s natural recovery. Depending on how skilled a healer was, they could even cure otherwise-fatal injuries and illnesses. Unfortunately, it was already too late for the woman on the stretcher.


  Marie panicked, confused by what she was sensing. How is she still alive with injuries like this?!


  The woman in question, who’d sustained substantial damage to her abdomen, had sunny blonde hair. She probably maintained it meticulously most of the time, but she must not have been able to recently; it was filthy. Her violet eyes were glassy, and they showed no indication as to whether the woman was still conscious or not. Her injuries had left her lips dry and chapped, her cheeks gaunt. Still, Marie could tell that she had once been beautiful.


  Marie returned her attention to the injury itself. It was serious enough that this woman should’ve been dead already. Marie still couldn’t figure out how she was hanging on. Through her magic, however, she could feel something else feeding its power into the woman. Her eyes dropped to the back of the woman’s hand, where an emblem was visible on her skin. It glowed so faintly that it looked as though it might disappear at any second.


  “What’s this?” Marie blurted out.


  “It’s a sign of divine protection in the Republic,” explained someone more familiar with Alzer. “Anyone who possesses it would be part of their aristocracy.”


  “Divine protection? So that’s why she’s still alive.”


  Though the woman was beyond saving, this divine protection had kept her from breathing her last. It didn’t look as though it would support her for much longer, however.


  “Leon…” the woman mumbled, her voice so quiet that it was barely audible. “I’m sorry…”


   


  ***


   


  After boarding the Republic ship, I found myself striding through its interior hallway, checking to ensure that no one was left on board. Most of the passengers had already been evacuated to Partner; there were only a few people here and there. In the silence, I could hear the wooden ship creak.


  “Anyone here who hasn’t made it out yet?” I called. When I was met with silence, I mumbled to myself, “I guess they all got out.”


  There hadn’t been many people on board compared with how many people this ship could actually hold. Still, we’d only managed to accommodate them all thanks to Partner’s size. Any other airship would’ve struggled.


  “Wonder what happened in the Republic that these people had to leave in such a hurry. It’s weird that they were attacked by that horde of monsters, too.”


  From what little I had seen of the evacuees, it was clear that they’d fled their homeland in a panic. Something huge had obviously happened in the Republic. The question was what exactly. A natural disaster? A civil war? In any case, it was way over the head of a lone student like myself.


  “I thought this’d be an easy investigation that would help establish me an alibi. Instead it’s grown into a huge headache,” I muttered to myself. As I did, I heard something. “What’s that?” I yanked my gun from its holster, scanning my surroundings as I approached the murmuring voice. My heart hammered in my chest from fear. The halls were dark and shadowed. The voice I heard was a woman’s—and what she was muttering was unsettling.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”


  It sounded as though she was sobbing as she muttered apology after apology. Combined with the atmosphere of the ship, that was terrifying. Praying silently that this wasn’t some kind of phantom, I neared the door where the voice originated. The room past it was bathed in darkness. I shone a flashlight inside.


  A woman sat at the back of the room, hugging her knees. Normally, it would’ve been terrifying to find a woman crying in the dark, but she looked alive. Human. That was a relief. She wasn’t transparent or anything; she looked perfectly real. That was enough.


  “Are you so scared that your legs gave out on you?” I asked her gently. “You should hurry and get off this ship. It’s about to sink completely into the ocean.”


  She didn’t react to my voice—just kept sobbing. “It’s all my fault. If not for me… If I hadn’t messed things up…none of this would ever have happened.”


  The woman had long pink hair tied up in twin tails, its color and style unique. Judging by her face, I guessed that she was about the same age as Marie and me. Perhaps a year or two younger. I’d thought that she might be scared, but she actually seemed deeply remorseful.


  “Did something happen when you left the Republic?” I asked. “Hm—this puts me in a tough spot. Should I just pick you up and take you along?”


  There were other people aboard searching to ensure that everyone had been evacuated, but I wasn’t sure whether there was time to flag one of them down to have them handle this. I’ve got no other choice. I hauled the sobbing woman up onto my back and started out of the room.


  If only Luxion had been with me. He could have scanned the ship and told me whether anyone else was left on board. I wish he’d get his butt here, I thought to myself as I shifted the woman on my back.


  She kept weeping, whispering into my ear, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, everyone…”


   


  ***


   


  After returning to Partner, I passed off the woman I had rescued to someone else and then made my rounds through the ship, checking in on the evacuees. Since Partner was so enormous, we’d had dozens of unused rooms aboard. The evacuees had been escorted to those. They were still terrified from the battle earlier, but they were slowly starting to calm down.


  “We managed to save them all.” I rested a hand on the back of my neck and sighed to myself.


  “Leon!”


  “Miss Cla—err, ahem… Miss,” I corrected myself quickly before accidentally blurting out her name.


  Clarice stood there, covering her mouth with a handkerchief, gloves on both of her hands. The gloves were stained red with blood; she’d most likely been providing aid to the injured. That was nice and all, but she really couldn’t afford to show her face in front of everyone like this.


  “What in the world are you doing here?!” I wanted to tell her to go hide somewhere, but I held my tongue. There were too many people here who didn’t know the situation. I didn’t want to risk anyone getting suspicious.


  “They needed people. I had no choice,” Clarice insisted stubbornly. “In fact, this is perfect timing. Come help!” She grabbed my arm and dragged me along.


  Uh, am I going to be any help? I only know the basics of first aid. “Is it so bad that you need my help, too?” I asked.


  “No—I need your help with something else, not with attending to the injured. Come on. Rie was asking for you!”


  “Marie was?”


  I let Clarice drag me along to the room Marie was presumably inside.


   


  ***


   


  Louise. Louise Sara Rault. That was the name of the woman Marie was treating. A woman who’d been serving Louise shared that information with Marie as tears slid down her cheeks. 


  The sound of sobbing echoed outside the room; other women in filthy maid outfits were waiting there. The oldest of the maids, the head maid, was in her fifties. She stood in front of Louise, crying, as she explained what she knew.


  “The head of the family, Lord Albergue, sent us off in one of the family’s old airships, telling us to flee. We stopped at a harbor on the way out to rescue others who hadn’t managed to escape yet, and that was when those monsters starting coming after us. Then my lady was…” The head maid’s voice hitched, and she trailed off. “Why did this have to happen to her?”


  Continuing to use her healing magic on Louise, Marie told the head maid, “I’m more concerned about the fact that she called out the name ‘Leon’ when she regained consciousness briefly earlier! Can you tell me who she was referring to?”


  The head maid flinched, her head jerking up. “She must have meant Young Master Leon! That was her younger brother. He was the heir to House Rault, but he passed away over a decade ago. To think that even after all this time, that’s who she’s calling out to…” The maid erupted into sobs, unable to contain her emotions.


  Marie glanced at her and gave up on pressing the issue further. She wouldn’t get anything else out of the maid. I thought that she might open her eyes if I could get a family member or someone she cares about to call out to her. If she can’t open her eyes and come back to us, there’ll be no hope for her.


  Marie had brought Louise into the medical bay, which they’d originally decided to seal off while they conducted this investigation. She’d picked it anyway, since it was equipped with so much medical equipment that Louise would be likeliest to survive there. The bed the woman currently occupied was a futuristic-looking capsule, and several tubes connected to her body. Through a combination of Luxion’s basic medical technology and Marie’s healing magic, Louise had managed to pull through so far—but despite everything, Marie was on the verge of giving up.


  That divine protection is fading. Is she seriously going to die if she doesn’t wake up?!


  Just as Marie was about to give into despair, the door cracked open, and Clarice appeared with Leon. He was frowning, partly because he didn’t understand the situation, and also because the med bay they’d specifically sealed off was now in use.


  “Was someone that badly injured?” he asked. Though he didn’t seem too pleased with Marie at first for having made the call to access the med bay on her own, he seemed to sense the gravity of the situation when he saw Louise’s condition.


  As Leon approached, Marie explained, “Sorry. I asked Miss Clarice to bring you because I was hoping that you could pretend to be the person this woman was calling out for. Apparently that person was a child, though.”


  “What’re you talking about?” Leon tilted his head, thoroughly confused.


  Marie was in no mood to explain properly. “The person she called out for was a kid named Leon who died ten years ago!” she snapped. “I heard her say ‘Leon’ earlier, so I got someone to search among the evacuees to see whether anyone else with that name was aboard. There wasn’t, but I figured maybe I could use you instead.”


  “You wanted me to pretend to be another guy with the same name? There’s no way that’d—”


  Before he could finish insisting that the idea was absurd, the head maid—who had dissolved into tears on the floor—suddenly reached up. She grabbed Leon’s arm, her red, puffy eyes going wide. “Leon… Is that really your name? Truly?”


  Leon looked unsettled by the woman’s desperate question. “Uh, yeah. I’m Leon. But I’m not a kid anymore, as you can see.” He was obviously trying to tell her that he couldn’t believably pretend to be this other “Leon.”


  Shaking her head, the maid dragged him closer to Louise. “Please,” she pleaded, “call out to my lady. Call her ‘Big Sis.’ Please, that’s all you need to do!”


  “Uh, look, I don’t think…” Leon appeared visibly uncomfortable, but the head maid’s desperate pleas made him cave. He glanced at Marie. “You’d better explain what the hell all this is about later.” Chances were that he mostly meant the reason she’d decided to access the med bay.


  “Whatever. Hurry up!” Marie said, still concentrating on healing Louise.


  “Okay, okay. Uh…Big Sis? I-It’s me. Leon.” He looked confused, as if he wasn’t sure whether he was saying the right things.


  Louise’s eyes cracked ever so slightly open. Her consciousness had returned, and with it her vitality. The recovery process sped up significantly enough for Marie to take instant notice. 


  We might actually be able to save her!


  It felt like she’d managed to snag an incredible thin thread. If she wasn’t careful, it might slip right through her fingers. Desperate to hang on to that thread, Marie concentrated fully on healing Louise.


  Louise, meanwhile, lifted her right hand toward Leon. “Leon? Is that you? I’m sorry. I’m your big sister, but I couldn’t even…” The light was gone from her eyes. It was impossible to tell whether she could really see at all or not.


  Leon gently held her right hand as it cupped his cheek.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “Everything’s okay now.” 


  Marie could tell that being unable to say anything else to the woman besides that pained Leon. Louise was beautiful, but she was still a complete stranger, yet he showed a surprising amount of emotion toward her. In any other circumstances, Marie might have suspected that he was only being nice to Louise because of her good looks; she would’ve scolded him for it. For now, though, treating Louise came first.


  [image: ]


  I can do this! I can heal her! She gripped that thin thread she’d caught with both hands, hastening Louise’s recovery from her injuries. 


  The magic’s warm light now emanating from her wounded abdomen, Louise continued to speak to Leon. “Everyone died. Father, and even Serge, who betrayed us… If only you’d been there, this never would’ve happened.”


  “It’s over now, Big Sis. Focus on rest and recovery.”


  Louise continued to apologize to Leon before eventually falling fast asleep, consciousness escaping her.


   


  ***


   


  “Hah…hah…hah…” Marie collapsed onto a bench just outside the med bay, breathing hard. She’d pushed herself beyond her limits trying to heal Louise, and exhaustion and fatigue had hit her forcefully.


  I handed her a water bottle. “You did good,” I told her. “Is it just me, or do you seem more wiped out than I am? I was actually out there fighting.”


  She took the bottle and chugged it all down. Once she was finished, she seemed a little more composed. A long sigh slipped out of her mouth. “Not my fault. That noblewoman in there is our ticket to figuring out what the hell happened in the Republic.”


  “Her name is Louise Sara Rault, right? Miss Clarice said that she’s basically the equivalent of a princess.”


  Clarice had disappeared from the med bay at some point; I wasn’t sure when. She’d apparently gone back to treating the other injured.


  Marie launched into a fuller explanation of why Louise was so important. “Our people asked around among the evacuees to see what they could glean, but none of them knew much of anything useful. They all said that those white monsters appeared out of nowhere and started attacking people. That was why they fled. We even heard some reports of what I assume was the Republic’s Sacred Tree supposedly moving or something.”


  There had probably been pure chaos as people fled frantically for their lives. None of the testimony the evacuees had provided us gave us any clue as to what had happened in the Republic.


  “Seriously? That’s the reason you used the med bay? To try to save her?”


  “How can you blame me for that?! It’s not like I could’ve saved her with my healing abilities alone,” Marie retorted.


  “That’s the real reason, huh?”


  It was clear to me that Marie had simply been desperate to save Louise as a person, not because of the woman’s importance or status. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. That’s just how she is. I smiled wryly at her, exasperated.


  Marie glowered at me. “Oh, please. Like you can talk. You were happy to help just because she’s beautiful—is what I’d like to say.” She paused, her face pinching. “Leon, do you know her? The two of you looked awfully close.”


  “Do you seriously think I’ve ever been to the Alzer Republic before? Unfortunately, I’ve always been close to my family, and we’ve only taken domestic trips. I haven’t had any interest in going abroad alone.”


  “Okay, that answer’s kind of weird. But you really don’t know her at all?”


  “No. There’s no way I could…right?” I was at a loss for how to respond.


  I couldn’t possibly know Louise—but for some reason, when I was with her, I got a sense of nostalgia. Maybe I’d gotten too immersed in my role trying to play her little brother.


  “Why don’t you sound certain?”


  “This is such a weird situation that my brain’s a mess!” I replied defensively. “Forget that. The bigger issue is what we’re going to do now. We revealed Partner’s true capabilities to Deirdre and the crew she recruited. Don’t you think she’ll grill us about this?”


  Ahead of this trip, I had significantly underreported Partner’s real capabilities. Now both Deirdre and Clarice knew the truth, and I was stressing out over what kind of excuse I should try to feed them. 


  Marie shifted her gaze away. She clearly didn’t want to be the one in charge of explaining it. “Y-you’re the one who came up with that crazy battle plan,” she said. “Shouldn’t you handle this?”


  “Don’t try to get out of this!” I exclaimed. “You’re the one who used the med bay without asking me! Now that they’ve seen all the medical equipment in there, don’t think for a moment that you can escape culpability!”


  “You’re the ship’s owner!”


  “I don’t want to face Miss Deirdre’s fury alone! You come, too!” I insisted.


  “Don’t pull me into this!”


  As Marie and I snapped at each other, Deirdre made her way toward us.


  “What are you two fussing about?” she demanded. Her voice was carefully controlled, but I heard the restrained anger in it. Her eyes flicked toward the med bay. Perhaps if there hadn’t been someone injured nearby, she would have raised her voice more.


  “Miss Deirdre, it’s not what you think. It’s not like we were hiding anything from you,” Marie began to blabber, hiding behind me.


  Great. She’s screwing us both. Annoyed as I was with Marie, I racked my brain for some kind of excuse I could give Deirdre. 


  Much to my surprise, however, Deirdre wasn’t here to demand an explanation. “If you have time to mess around, then help out,” she directed. “The Republic knights are acting hostile and making everyone uneasy.” She held her folding fan over her mouth as she spoke, an exasperated expression on her face. I wasn’t sure whether it was directed at us or at the knights. Maybe both?


  “What? Are the knights having some kind of squabble with the crew? What’s causing the issue?” I asked, relieved that Deirdre wasn’t pressing the issue of everything we’d hidden from her.


  She frowned. “It has nothing to do with us. The person they’re kicking up a fuss about is some woman from the Republic. They’re brandishing their weapons and threatening to kill her.” She went on to explain that her own house’s knights had interceded to stop the knights from Alzer.


  This was a surprise. I’d figured that they were squabbling with the crew or with Miss Deirdre’s knights. “Think I can go calm them down?” I asked her.


  “You are the owner of this ship, and the one in charge. You need to carry out your duty. If necessary, you can use your authority to drive them from the ship entirely,” Miss Deirdre replied. “Make the choice you must to maintain order aboard the ship.”


  Ugh. I don’t want to have to do this. 


  My emotions must’ve been clear as day on my face. Seeing me hesitate, Deirdre added, “If you don’t want to see the worst-case scenario come to pass, do as I say. You woudn’t to regret sitting on your hands, would you?”


  I didn’t really want to have to drive anyone away after all the trouble I’d gone to saving them. I was considering trying to convince them to stand down instead, or throwing them into Partner’s cells.


  “All right,” I said, marching off. 


  Marie followed behind me. “So, the knights aside, what did this girl do that they want to kill her for?” she asked.


  “Who knows?” Deirdre said. “What I can say is that it doesn’t seem to be a lovers’ issue.”


  Guess we’ll have to find out for ourselves, then. Together, Marie and I headed for the room where the knights were.


  Chapter 14:
The Demon Child of the Lespinasses


   


  “OUT OF MY WAY! I won’t rest until I kill her with my own two hands!” 


  A man with gray hair and a gray beard was trying to burst into a room, sword in hand. He looked to be somewhere in his forties or fifties, and he was covered in bandages. Several other knights were behind him—presumably his subordinates. They were all injured, too. Some looked as though they weren’t finished receiving treatment, yet they radiated murderousness.


  A Roseblade knight stood in front of the door. “I cannot permit you entry. Moreover, you ought to be abiding by our ship’s rules.” He refused them flatly, undaunted by their demands. The only reason he could stay so composed under the circumstances, however, was that the Republic knights still had enough sense not to try attacking him. If they did, it might end in a bloodbath between them and the Roseblade knights.


  When he saw Deirdre arrive with us in tow, the Roseblade knight visibly relaxed.


  “All else aside, we are swamped with all of the refugees we’ve taken in,” he said. “I would ask that you refrain from causing unnecessary trouble. If you have concerns, please discuss them with the person in charge.” His gaze moved to Deirdre. As far as he and the other Roseblade knights were concerned, she was the leader here.


  I guess I can’t blame them. I might own this ship, but she’s the one who’s been taking charge of this situation. I took a step back, retreating, to force her—er, I mean, to cede the floor to her.


  Deirdre grabbed me by the arm. “Leon, he was referring to you.”


  “I think this whole thing would go a lot smoother if you talked to them,” I insisted as Deirdre dragged me in front of the Republic knights. Their hostile gazes turned on me now, and from the way they looked at me, I could see what they were thinking: This little brat is the leader? Are you mocking us?


  The knight leading them froze, however. His eyes widened. “Lord…Leon…”


  His subordinates traded questioning looks when he used that title in front of my name. I was as lost as they were. When the head maid saw me, she’d had a weird reaction, and now this guy was doing likewise.


  I sighed. “I’d like to hear what all this is about. Why don’t we find someplace more comfortable?”


  “As you command,” the leader of the knights said, surprisingly quick to cooperate.


  There was, however, someone who took issue with this: Marie.


  “Huh? Why are you trying to continue this conversation? No one here has finished having their wounds treated! And you’re all brandishing weapons? Are you that intent on dying, after all that effort that was put into saving you? No—we’re finishing your treatment. Return to the first-aid room!” She was furious with the knights for reopening their wounds.


  The knights looked taken aback.


  “H-hey,” I said, trying to assuage her anger, “calm down. I get it. We’ll head back to the first-aid room, and I’ll talk to them there. As long as they’re getting treated, that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”


  “Save the talking for later—treatment comes first! And while we’re at, hand over those weapons! None of you seem to understand how seriously injured you are!”


  While I tried to calm Marie down, the Roseblade knights collected the Republic knights’ weapons. The group was reluctant to hand them over, but the leader among them interjected, “Obey their orders for now.” That was enough to persuade the other knights to comply.


  A second ago, this leader guy was intent on killing a girl. Why the complete about-face? While I pondered this, the Republic knights were led off to the first-aid room.


  Deirdre smiled. “What a surprise. They actually listened. Still, for a young lady to have angered grown men like them that badly… I suppose you can’t judge a book by its cover, can you?”


  Oh, right. We haven’t even checked on the girl in question.


  Marie and I peered inside the room that the knights had been trying to break into. A number of refugees were in there. One young woman sat at the back of the room, her arms hugging her knees to her chest. I recognized her pink pigtails immediately. She was the one I’d saved.


  “That’s the girl I brought onto the ship,” I said.


  “There’s obviously a story there, and it may help us figure out what happened,” said Deirdre. “Let’s have a private room prepared for her. And, of course, we should assign a guard to keep an eye on her.” That would help protect the girl from the Republic knights if she was separated. I also assumed that Deirdre didn’t want to leave the girl by herself because her mental health seemed so unstable.


  “I didn’t think the person I’d saved would be the source of all this fuss…” I murmured. “Marie?” 


  I figured that she’d have some kind of comment; her silence bothered me. When I looked over at her, her eyes were wide, and she was staring at the girl with pink hair.


   


  ***


   


  A less sophisticated med bay had been prepared to fool the people aboard Partner, and that was what we were using for people with serious injuries. Those who could still move around had been gathered in a large room for first-aid treatment; there, Marie was using her healing magic on the Republic knights. She held both hands out toward their wounds, warm light pouring over them, and the wounds slowly began to close up. It was weird to watch, like the natural healing of a wound being sped up several times over.


  “Your healing magic really is as incredible as ever,” I said.


  Marie glanced at me, her brows drawn together. “You don’t have to sound so prickly about it. I worked my butt off and sacrificed my physical growth to achieve this. Of course I’m incredible.”


  Healers were exceedingly rare. Only a select few people had the potential to access healing magic. Marie was lucky enough to be one of them. As she said herself, she’d worked tirelessly to develop that skill and become a proper healer. She was definitely at the top of the field; on a scale of one to ten, she’d be a seven or eight. The problem was that she’d been so young when she trained in healing magic that her physical growth had stopped, leaving her incredibly petite. Knowing what she’d sacrificed, I felt bad for her.


  “Your tragic past makes my eyes mist. I’d rather not hear it. Anyway, I’m glad to see that it looks like you’re finished treating everyone.”


  “If they hadn’t pushed their bodies the way they did, healing them wouldn’t have taken so long.” As she finished bandaging a young knight’s arm, she gave it a light smack as if to punish him for that.


  The young knight let out a small cry of pain.


  “If you do something stupid again, you’ll suffer a lot more than that,” Marie warned him.


  The young knight nodded vigorously, his eyes teary.


  I scanned the room. The other knights seemed to have calmed down, and the leader among them made his way over.


  “I apologize for earlier,” he said. “My name is Oliver Sara Aron. I am the vice captain of the Raults’ knights.”


  I’d figured that he had to be a high-ranking knight, given the quality of his armor and the weapon he’d wielded, but calling him “high-ranking” would actually have been underselling it. He was the vice captain of the Alzer Republic’s most prominent house. In Holfortian terms, he was part of the elite.


  I stood a little straighter. “I’m Leon Fou Bartfort. I’m supposed to be the leader of this investigative team.”


  “Supposed to be?” Oliver eyed me suspiciously.


  “I own this ship. I’m the leader in name only, basically.”


  “Oh. I see.” He didn’t sound entirely convinced, but he seemed to chalk this up to Holfortian politics, moving on quickly to the main topic. “That woman we were trying to kill earlier is the criminal behind this dire situation.” Oliver’s face crumpled with grief. The way he spoke suggested that he had good reason to believe what he said.


  “‘Dire situation’? Can you tell us what exactly happened?” At long last, we were going to get our first insights into what had transpired.


  Oliver pressed a hand over his face, obscuring half of it. He radiated fear and fury. “I think the young lady—Lady Louise, that is—would know more than I do. What I do know is that the girl in question seduced members of the Six Great Houses, triggering a coup d’état.”


  That young girl—no older than Marie and me—had managed to cause a whole revolution? In a major country like the Alzer Republic? I was flabbergasted. Marie gawked at Oliver, disbelief written across her face.


  “Are…are you sure?” she asked. “That young woman seriously brought about a coup?”


  “Yes, it’s true!” Oliver replied, his voice rising. “She started to spread strange beliefs among the people, then she declared war on the whole country! In the beginning, we had the advantage… Then she and one of her companions displayed the crests of the Priestess and the Guardian. We gradually started to lose ground to them… And before we knew it, those monsters had started appearing across the entire nation, and our Sacred Tree transformed.”


  “Priestess”? “Guardian”? I had no idea what those terms meant. Maybe Marie would, since she’d played the second game. I glanced at her, hopeful—but she was frozen there, her mouth hanging open.


  Since I couldn’t count on her, I said, “I don’t really know who this ‘Priestess’ and ‘Guardian’ are. If I’m understanding you right, though, as soon as the rebels gained the advantage, those monsters began infesting your whole country. Correct? And I assume that’s why you fled?”


  “Very few were lucky enough to flee like us,” Oliver responded. “Most of our people were left behind. I pray for their safety, but their odds of survival are slim.” In other words, those without the resources to escape had had no choice but to stay behind.


  “And you’re sure that this young woman is the one responsible?”


  “Most definitely. She’s a survivor of the traitorous Lespinasse family. Noelle Zel Lespinasse, the demon child!” He spoke her name with intense hatred. His hand dropped to his chest, gripping the fabric of his tunic tightly enough to wrinkle it. “Lord Albergue was merciful enough not to take her life, since she was still a child at the time, but he should’ve killed her back then.” Oliver’s wounds hadn’t quite fully healed yet, and the tension in his muscles was enough to open them up again. Blood stained the bandages on his body.


  Marie had been frozen up to that point, but now she immediately came back to herself. “Look—your wounds reopened! You’re injured. You need to rest a little!”


  “What…?” Oliver’s face darkened at first, as if he was furious with her for interrupting him. Then his gaze shifted to me, though, and his whole attitude changed. “Ah, er, my apologies.”


  “Let’s stop the conversation here. I need to check your wounds,” Marie said. She glanced back at me. “Leon, if you have anything else to ask or say, save it for later.”


  I didn’t argue with her about it; if Oliver was all worked up, I wouldn’t get much out of him anyway.


  As I started toward the door, Marie said, “Leon, wait in your cabin. I’ll join you after this and bring some food.”


  “I’ll brew some tea so that it’s ready for you,” I said in turn, excited to finally have an opportunity to use the tea set in my room.


  Marie glanced out the window in the med bay. The sky beyond the glass was already dark. “I’d rather have dinner than tea.”


  I’d had some rations and other easy snacks earlier, but I hadn’t eaten a proper meal yet. I could understand why she wanted a real dinner.


  “I’ll swing by the cafeteria and grab something before I go back to my cabin, then,” I offered.


  “Sounds good.”


  Marie began to heal Oliver while I left for the cafeteria. I could only hope that there would be some food left—otherwise, I might have no choice but to make something.


   


  ***


   


  As soon as Leon left, Oliver asked Marie, “May I ask what your relationship to that young man is, young lady?” He was being surprisingly polite.


  “He’s my fiancé,” Marie answered.


  “Ah—that explains why you two seem so close, then. Gracious of you to explain.”


  Marie was still confused about why Oliver was being so formal with her. “I’m a student,” she told him. “You don’t need to act all subservient. You must be high-ranking yourself, right?”


  Oliver smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I suppose you could say that, since I’m acting as a sort of military leader. That doesn’t mean I can allow myself to show any disrespect to that young man’s future bride, however.”


  It was strange to Marie how the head maid, and now Oliver, treated Leon with special reverence. 


  “Have you met Leon before?” she asked. “Miss Louise’s head maid—at least, I assume that’s what she is—saw Leon, and she seemed shocked. Also, Miss Louise regained consciousness temporarily, and she seemed to think that Leon was someone else—”


  “Her Ladyship woke up?!” Oliver cried.


  When they heard that news, the other knights nearly leaped up from where they’d been resting, a chorus of pained groans erupting as their wounds protested their sudden movements. At that point, Marie realized that she’d neglected to tell them sooner. As she went about readjusting their bandages, she explained, “I got her through the worst of it.”


  “You did?! On behalf of all the knights, allow me to express my gratitude! Thank you, Lady Marie!” Tears streamed down Oliver’s cheeks, a genuine smile now splitting his face.


  Marie felt awkward at the praise. “She hasn’t regained consciousness again since then. It’s too early to let our guards down just yet. Now answer my questions about Leon.”


  Now that he knew that Marie had saved Louise’s life, Oliver seemed more genuinely respectful toward Marie.


  “Ah, yes. About Lord Leon… This may surprise you, but a little over a decade ago, the Raults’ heir passed away. Lord Leon is the spitting image of him,” he answered honestly.


  “The head maid said the same thing. But that doesn’t make any sense, does it? This other Leon was Louise’s younger brother, right? And you say he passed away a little over a decade ago, but the current Leon resembles him? So…how old is Louise? In her late twenties?”


  “N-no. Her Ladyship is in her late teens. Young Master Leon passed away when he was five.”


  This made the situation even more confusing to Marie. It didn’t make sense that Leon would resemble a five-year-old boy.


  “I’ll admit that Leon can be a little immature, but how can you compare him to a five-year-old?” she asked.


  “I-I realize it sounds a little far-fetched, but when I saw him, I instantly observed the resemblance to the young master. The head maid must have thought the same, because she also knew the young master,” Oliver suggested. In other words, the reason the younger knights hadn’t reacted similarly was because they’d never met the young Rault heir before he passed.


  Marie heaved a great sigh. “I think Leon would be furious if he knew that you were comparing him to a child.”


  Oliver smiled awkwardly. “Well…I would feel bad about that.”


   


  ***


   


  By the time Marie arrived at my door, the sandwiches I’d gotten had cooled completely. The chefs in the kitchen had been busy bustling around, but they’d prepared some light food for the crew; that was how I’d obtained these sandwiches. The Roseblades had brought in the chefs, who were at the top of their craft. The bread was toasted on either side, and though it had cooled, it was still delicious. Marie was nibbling on the sandwiches almost like a chipmunk—ironic, since she had the stomach of a behemoth. But maybe she wasn’t inhaling them with her usual enthusiasm because using healing magic had exhausted her.


  I slid a drink toward her. “Well? What brings you all the way to my cabin?”


  If she’d just wanted to have dinner, we could’ve gone to the cafeteria. There was no reason for her to come visit my cabin specifically. Obviously, she wanted to talk about something, and that was why she’d decided to use this space.


  Marie took sips from the tea I provided, washing down bites of cold sandwich before letting out a short breath. Then she launched into the true reason for her visit. “After you left, I talked to Oliver. Remember how he talked about the ‘traitorous’ Lespinasses and called Noelle a demon child?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I can’t really blame him for disparaging her if she was the one behind the coup.”


  What all of that had to do with the monsters that had appeared was still a mystery. After everything he’d been through, though, Oliver probably couldn’t help complaining.


  Marie had a grave expression. “My old memories are coming back, slowly but surely,” she told me. “I think Noelle was the protagonist of the second game.”


  I stared at her, momentarily speechless. “Huh?”


  “I’m certain of it, actually,” Marie went on. “Assuming that girl really is the Noelle Zel Lespinasse, she’s the protagonist. The Lespinasses are the lost seventh family that used to be one of the Great Noble Houses.”


  “Uh, I don’t think an otome game protagonist should be causing a whole revolution…right?” My mental image of an otome game was something lighter and cozier. I definitely didn’t picture the heroine leading a coup.


  To my surprise, Marie didn’t agree. “She could,” she replied. “The head of House Rault was the chairman for the Republic’s assembly, and he destroyed the Lespinasses. They had good reason to take revenge on the Raults.”


  “So they had a motive… Huh. Wait. Didn’t Oliver tell us that Albergue should’ve killed Noelle or something like that?”


  Did that mean that Albergue had purposefully let Noelle live? If that choice had led to all this, I could understand why Oliver lamented it. The final boss hesitated to take the protagonist’s life, and thus, the protagonist proclaimed victory: That was how it was supposed to work. This sounded more like a bad ending than anything, though.


  “And Louise is from House Rault, right?” Marie pressed on.


  “Apparently,” I said.


  “As I told you before, the Rault daughter is the second game’s villainess.”


  “She seems awfully beloved by her people for a vil­lainess.” 


  The term “villainess” made me think of Angelica back in Holfort. She hadn’t looked evil to me, either. But if the way Oliver and the head maid felt about Louise was any indication, her people adored her.


  What the hell does the term “villainess” really mean anyway? I’m getting sick of it. It doesn’t seem to mean anything in this series. “So let me get this straight,” I said. “The protagonist started a revolution in the Alzer Republic, and she not only failed but brought about the destruction of the entire country. That’s…a bad ending, right?”


  Marie’s face tensed, but she nodded. “It’s definitely a bad ending. The bigger problem is that it happened now. It should’ve started once they were third-years—so next year.”


  “The second game had a bad ending, then. This is going to affect Holfort. Beyond that, though, it’s going to have a huge impact on the future,” I said.


  The Alzer Republic was a resource-rich country. They made a large portion of their wealth from exporting magic stones—which necessarily meant that many countries imported those stones, and Holfort was among them. Now the Alzer Republic had fallen, which was going to mess with the economy.


  “Actually, didn’t we have oil crises in our previous life? I feel like I learned about those or something. If Holfort can’t import magic stones like it has been, what’ll happen?” I wondered out loud. Sure hope this won’t mean a recession.


  “That’s not the worst part,” Marie told me. “If the second game had a bad ending, that means the whole world will be annihilated.”


  “Oh. Great.”


  One bad ending, and the whole world had to suffer and go down.


  Chapter 15:
The Chain of Consequences


   


  “BIG SIS, PLEASE! Listen to me!”


  In a corridor of the Principality of Fanoss’s royal castle, Princess Hertrauda Sera Fanoss scrambled after her older sister. Her black hair was tied behind her head; it swayed as she moved. Sunlight spilled in through a large window in the hallway, and a red carpet stretched under them. Hertrauda’s older sister marched ahead, surrounded by maids and knights. She had the same silken black hair as Hertrauda, and she wore her favorite black gown.


  Hertrude Sera Fanoss turned her head to glance back at Rauda. Her eyes—the same crimson color as her younger sister’s—narrowed in a glare. There was no sisterly affection in them.


  “Enough!” Hertrude snapped. “How many times must I repeat myself? I told you already that I don’t consider you family anymore.”


  Since their parents died in an accident, the two sisters had grown up with a close bond. Now, however, Truda was cold toward Rauda. It crushed Rauda’s heart that she was being so cruelly rejected by the sister she knew to be kind and exceptionally talented.


  “B-but I…” Rauda tried to protest.


  Her attempts to cling were met with complete disinterest from Truda.


  “I have an important meeting to attend. I do not have the free time to waste on you.” Truda glanced at her maid, sending her a silent signal. 


  The maid bowed her head in acknowledgment and grabbed Rauda, preventing her from giving chase any further. “Princess Hertrauda, Her Highness has state matters to attend to, so let’s return to your room.”


  Rauda tried to tear herself out of the maid’s grasp. “Big Sis, please! Listen to what I have to say!” She desperately reached a hand out after her sister.


  Truda said nothing further, not even looking back at Rauda. Her hair rustled as if she’d tensed up, but that tension disappeared almost as quickly. Then she was moving briskly away from Rauda.


  [image: ]


  Rauda dissolved into tears. “Why won’t you believe me?”


   


  ***


   


  Two soldiers standing guard outside of a heavy door pushed it open. When Truda entered, there were already nobles waiting inside for her.


  Gelatt was gently stroking his carefully maintained mustache. The moment Truda entered, he said, “It’s wonderful that you decided to arrive just before the meeting time, but when you’re the last person to arrive, I must question whether you understand your position as princess.”


  Rauda was the reason Truda had arrived later than she’d intended, but she decided not to mention that. “I will be more careful in the future,” she said.


  “We would appreciate that,” Gelatt retorted pointedly.


  As the princess, Truda was the highest-ranking person present. However, she was still young, and she couldn’t run the country without the assistance of the people in this room. That put her in a vulnerable spot.


  The other nobles snickered as if they agreed with Gelatt’s passive-aggressive comments. That was another reason Truda’s position was so precarious. There were some among the nobles who didn’t laugh—people who regarded those who did with contempt. That didn’t matter, though. None of them would risk speaking out against Gelatt, not even to protect Truda.


  Save for one.


  “So long as she is on time, the order of arrivals is inconsequential. Why don’t we stop wasting time and begin this meeting?” said a gruff voice. Its owner’s intense eyes fixed on Gelatt. It was the Black Knight Vandel, the hero of Fanoss.


  Although Vandel was older now, he was still so intimidating that the other nobles shrank back. Gelatt, too, was frightened enough to obey.


  “Y-yes, good point,” Gelatt stammered. “Her Highness is here now; we should get started.”


  Truda primly took her seat in the meeting room’s fanciest chair. “I wasn’t told ahead of time about the topic of discussion for this meeting. Could you enlighten me?” She conducted herself with all the grace of a royal.


  Gelatt’s lips cracked into a smile—one that perfectly reflected his hateful personality. It looked sinister in the room’s dim lighting. “We will be discussing our plans for invading Holfort Kingdom, Your Highness.”


  Truda’s brows twitched. “As far as I know, we haven’t recovered our Magic Flute. You don’t honestly intend to invade Holfort Kingdom without that, do you?”


  Fanoss and Holfort had long been in conflict with each other. However, Holfort had the overwhelming advantage, since it had more resources and its own continent. For all of Fanoss’s careful maneuvering, they had never managed to claim any of Holfort’s land. Their ace in the hole was the Magic Flute; unidentified thieves had stolen that, which left Fanoss’s chances of winning slim.


  Gelatt and the other nobles didn’t seem bothered by the Magic Flute’s absence, however.


  “Perhaps you’re unaware of this, Your Highness, but entering the battlefield isn’t the only way to go to war. As we have our issues, so, too, does Holfort.” Gelatt explained this to her mockingly, as though she was too stupid to keep up with them. “Holfort Kingdom will soon experience infighting between its own political factions. I have already taken steps so that we can join one of those sides and ensure that this ‘war’ ends in our favor.”


  “You wish to align yourself with some Holfortian and go to war? Preposterous.”


  Gelatt’s plan implied that there was a noble in Holfort Kingdom willing to cooperate with the enemy to best their political opponents. Hertrude couldn’t believe that anyone would agree to that—she wouldn’t. It was too foolish.


  Gelatt gave her a dry look, as if her innocence and naivety displeased him. “This is politics,” he told her. “That said, I think that we should welcome the victory they’re practically handing us on a silver platter. We will secure territory on the continent for ourselves, which will bring us a step closer to annihilating Holfort for good.”


  Truda wasn’t opposed to his strategy. Her bigger concern was whether it would go as smoothly as he suggested. “Will the party on the other side making these promises to us really keep their word?” she wondered aloud.


  “They don’t care how many of their rural regional lords disappear,” Gelatt replied. “Although I’m sure they think they can acquire our cooperation without offering anything in return.”


  Truda scanned the faces of those gathered. None expressed dissent. “Very well,” she said. “Once they lower their guard completely, we will show them the full extent of our power.”


  Gelatt bowed his head low. “Thank you, Your Highness.”


  That seemed to signal the end of the meeting, but Truda wanted to clarify one more thing. “By the way, who is this person we are aligning ourselves with? I believe that, according to previous reports I’ve received, Duke Redgrave is the dominant player in Holfort’s politics.”


  The Redgraves held the most power. The duke’s daughter was even engaged to the crown prince. Their territory was an enormous floating island, and they possessed their own private military, as befit a dukedom. No one would oppose them—not with the Redgrave’s money and influence.


  Gelatt’s lips pulled into a mocking smile. “Your Highness, I’m afraid that information is a bit outdated. Redgrave’s reign as the dominant player has already come to an end.”


   


  ***


   


  Citizens had gathered in the capital’s main plaza in Holfort Kingdom. Nobles and knights had come as well, awaiting the official announcement from the royal court. This was the same location where they’d attempted to execute Clarice; the guillotine had now been cleared away. This was a much more important occasion. The weather was being cooperative—the skies were clear with only a few clouds—as if celebrating alongside the people below.


  A special stage had been erected. Standing at its edge was Olivia, who wore a mostly white sleeveless dress with gold and silver accessories.


  “It’s a shame that I couldn’t find the necklace,” Olivia remarked as she took in her own appearance. 


  She was referring to one of the three holy relics that functioned as proof of one’s Sainthood. The other two relics were in her possession: She’d found the bracelet in a dungeon, and the temple had carefully preserved the staff. The necklace, however, remained unaccounted for, and thus wasn’t on her person.


  Where could it possibly be? And why isn’t it here? She was annoyed at the copy of herself stored within it, but outwardly, she kept a bashful expression on her face. 


  Frampton and the priest who had confirmed her as the Saint were there as well.


  “It should be the temple’s duty to announce this formally,” the priest said, frowning. “I wonder what the people will think of us making this announcement here, in the capital’s plaza. Especially after everything that happened here not so long ago.” It sounded as though he was trying to say that he didn’t consider the location of Clarice’s attempted execution fit for something this momentous. Beneath that was a deep disappointment with the royal court for failing to see the execution through.


  Frampton kept his smile pasted on his face. “The reason we aren’t announcing this at the royal palace is out of consideration for you and the temple, Father. Or have you forgotten that? And who do you have to thank for your being able to move up the ranks? I can always have you replaced if necessary.”


  The threat was effective. The priest seemed to remember where he stood and dropped his gaze, grimacing.


  Olivia watched the pair. They’re both incorrigible. One is a traitor who thinks that he has all the power, the other is little more than a thug calling himself a priest. This kingdom can’t fall soon enough.


  A young man approached the side of the stage—the crown prince, Julius.


  “Olivia,” he called to her. Closing the distance between them, he slid his arms around her waist, grinning ear to ear. “I couldn’t wait any longer, so I came to see you.”


  Olivia returned his embrace, beaming back at him. “You really didn’t have to come all this way. I planned to go to the palace once this is over.” That much was true; visiting the temple and palace once this official announcement was made was already part of her schedule, and both locations had prepared for their own respective ceremonies.


  Julius had selected his outfit for this occasion carefully. His suit was mostly white, with a blue cloak.


  The crown prince glanced at Frampton. “Shouldn’t I participate in this as well?” he asked. He wanted to be there with Olivia for this moment.


  Frampton considered his proposal and nodded. “Yes, I think that would be fine. It will be an opportunity to display the palace’s authority.”


  “Yes, exactly!” Julius agreed readily.


  “P-please wait just a moment,” the priest cut in. “If she looks too intimate with the palace, there will be backlash from the temple. Please restrain yourself, Your Highness!”


  Julius scowled at the man. He would normally have been calm and composed about this situation, but right now, he was too excited to tamp down his emotions.


  “He has a point,” Olivia said, supporting the priest’s stance. “I wouldn’t feel right inconveniencing the temple. You wouldn’t, either, would you, Marquess Frampton?”


  Frampton breathed a small sigh, seeing that he had no other choice but to comply. “We should abide by Lady Olivia’s decision. You don’t mind terribly, do you, Your Highness?”


  “No,” the crown prince mumbled, disappointed.


  It was almost time.


  “We’ll be going out soon, Julius,” Olivia said, trying to hint to him to be on his way.


  “Of course. I’ll be watching from here, as close as I can be.”


  Olivia smiled but didn’t respond beyond that as she began to walk out onto the stage. She moved from the shadows into the light, and cheers erupted from the crowd. Olivia scanned the faces of those gathered.


  “It’s our Saint!”


  “How many decades has it been since the last one?”


  “A new Saint is born!”


  Holfort’s citizenry gazed up at her with awe and expectation as they called her their Saint. Some had traveled all the way from the edges of the kingdom for this day, and the plaza was packed with bodies. So many people celebrating, hope in their eyes—it made Anne want to barf. She kept a smile on her face, but she honestly felt like launching magic at these fools and erasing them.


  They’re all such mindless idiots. They have no idea what they’re worshipping. You bow before a fake royal family. You don’t deserve to live. 


  Carefully hiding her thirst for vengeance behind a solemn expression, she pressed one fist to her chest and lifted her staff in the air with the other.


  You want to hear my voice? Very well. Hear the words of your true queen!


  “We are blessed to have such sunny weather today. It brings me great joy to be able to stand before all of you like this,” Olivia declaimed, her voice ringing out through the plaza.


  I hate you. I hate you all!


  “I hereby announce that I, Olivia, have been officially recognized by the temple as a Saint!”


  The onlookers’ cheers crescendoed, echoing throughout the plaza.


  Through the sound, Olivia continued to speak. “I will do my utmost to serve as your Saint, to ensure that the faith so many other Saints before me earned through their dedicated service to the people isn’t lost. There will be various trials ahead of us, I’m sure, but we will overcome them together.”


  Hardship was part of life, and that was probably what the people assumed Olivia was referring to. It wasn’t.


  Soon. Soon I will plunge you all into a living hell!


  “I’m still a very inexperienced Saint, but I will do everything I can to live up to your expectations. I hope that you’ll be patient with me.”


  The onlookers shouted her name, celebrating their new Saint.


  Olivia’s gaze was drawn to one specific woman among the crowd members.


  Angelica.


  She was probably cursing her own powerlessness.


   


  ***
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  The crowd screamed Olivia’s name as loudly as possible, celebrating her.


  Meanwhile, Angelica stood there frozen, staring upward blankly. She was too distracted to even feel the pain of those voices booming in her ears.


  How did this happen? Olivia…the scholarship student is the Saint…?


  Her thoughts were scattered. The Saint was an extremely important figure in Holfort Kingdom. Even the royal family had to show proper respect to the Saint. The position had remained vacant for a while, and Angelica had initially been relieved when she heard that a new Saint walked among them. When she heard who’d been chosen, though, she was flabbergasted.


  Angelica could have sworn that Olivia was staring straight at her. The Saint was smiling, but there was something deeply repulsive about the expression, at least in Angelica’s eyes.


  While everyone else cheered for Olivia, Angelica felt the fury inside her grow. She clenched her fists and glared at the other girl. There was something deeply unsettling about all of this. Listening made her rage boil up, turning it into an uncomfortable sensation that built in her chest. She clutched a hand over her breasts, fingers digging into the fabric of her shirt and wrinkling it.


  Stop it. Stop controlling my emotions with that voice!


  Everyone else was eagerly listening to everything Olivia had to say. There were a few odd skeptics here and there amid the crowd members, but her speech had convinced them to cheer for her as well.


  Standing on that stage, Olivia stared down at Angelica, while Angelica could do nothing but stand there and return her gaze from below. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this signaled their current social positions as well. Angelica was a duke’s daughter engaged to the crown prince, but that mattered less than the Saint did. Saints were special.


  “Beware of that scholarship student, Olivia.”


  Only now did Angelica begin to realize that she’d taken Clarice’s warning too lightly. She had been convinced that she was careful enough and wasn’t underestimating Olivia. But seeing Olivia up on that stage, smiling and waving to the crowd, Angelica felt a chill run down her spine. Her face paled. She thought she might faint, but she managed to keep herself upright somehow, glaring at Olivia all the while.


  The one thing she knew for certain was that she couldn’t lose her will to fight.


  “Monster,” Angelica spat out, her voice full of emotion.


  When Olivia first started at the academy, Angelica had thought of her as little more than a pebble on the side of the road. Now she had grown beyond Angelica’s ability to control her. Angelica deeply regretted not taking this threat seriously sooner.


   


  ***


   


  Although Partner had originally been headed for the Alzer Republic, the situation had changed enough that we anchored it on a deserted floating island. We were currently in a meeting room aboard the ship, discussing what we wanted to do after we’d extracted as much information as we could from the refugees. The problem was…


  “It’s already evening.”


  We’d been at it for hours. The sun had already sunk over the horizon.


  Marie gazed out the round window. “I’m hungry,” she said.


  Unlike me and Marie—who were probably a little too laid-back—Deirdre was solemnly discussing the matter with her subordinates. The meeting had started off calm, but now her voice was booming through the room.


  “As I told you,” she shouted, emphasizing each word, “if the Alzer Republic is in crisis, we cannot return home until we find out how serious the situation is! How many times must I repeat myself?!”


  We knew now that an unprecedented disaster had hit the Republic. What we didn’t know was the disaster’s severity. Was its scale small enough that it could be contained within the Republic? Or would it affect neighboring countries? Deirdre was intent on finding out and taking home the most detailed intel possible.


  Her subordinates weren’t on the same page.


  “And how many times have we told you that it’s too dangerous?! From what I’ve heard, the situation is serious. Those monsters have completely infested the land and sky. However capable Partner may be, I simply don’t think that we can safely approach the Republic’s continent! Isn’t it enough for us to take the refugees, and the information they gave us, back to Holfort?”


  That seemed to be the position held by all of Deirdre’s subordinates: We had the refugees, they knew the information, and we didn’t have to risk ourselves to get more.


  In my opinion, both options had merit. Marie and I had no choice but to go to the Republic either way, though.


  We huddled in a corner, whispering to one another.


  “Let me just clarify,” I said. “Since the second game had a bad ending, the whole world is going to end. That’s what you said. Are you sure about that?”


  The first game’s bad endings weren’t that severe. Holfort would fall, but not the whole world. The second game apparently extended that to the entire world, though. It was a crazy shift in scale. Was it selfish of me to think that it was crap—that the Republic shouldn’t bring the rest of us down with them? Just when I thought we’d managed to avert the disaster in the first game, the whole world was now going to end because we’d gotten the second game’s bad ending! 


  This is crap.


  “I have no clue!” Marie snapped back. She was only slightly more informed than me about all of this. “All I know is that the text at the end said ‘Worldwide Annihilation,’ and that monsters started appearing across the entire world. Something like that—the game didn’t actually show it. It was a super-short ending with a black screen that then showed advice on how to avoid getting that bad ending afterward.”


  “And? What was the advice?”


  “To be careful at critical decision points in the game,” she said. “That was it.”


  “That’s useless.”


  I’d thought that maybe, after the bad ending played, there would have been information on how to save the world. Stupid of me to expect anything from that dumb game.


  “So what? Are you just going to leave it?” Marie asked, curious about what my plans were. “Since it’s a world-ending emergency, we could call Luxion to fix it instead.”


  I agreed with her suggestion. The problem was, I’d already tried that. “I actually tried to reach out to him before we came here. Couldn’t get through.”


  “He’s useless when we actually need him,” Marie grumbled.


  We both hung our heads. We were potentially facing the end of the entire world. This might render everything we’d done pointless. This might be the end of our second lives. Last time, I’d died in my twenties; this time, I’d die in my teens. Altogether, I wouldn’t have lived more than forty years.


  I sighed. “I guess we’ve only got one choice. We’ll have to figure this out ourselves somehow.” Having decided that, I started to think about how we’d manage all this by ourselves.


  “‘Somehow’? If this were that easy to fix, we wouldn’t be facing the end of the world in the first place,” Marie said, panicked.


  “The point is, I don’t want to die like this. We should at least go down kicking and screaming,” I told her.


  “How about we wait? Go back, rendezvous with Luxion, and then do something?” she proposed anxiously.


  I knew that made sense, but I also got the feeling that we didn’t have much time. I leaned closer to her and whispered into her ear, “Oliver only told the full details about what happened to me.”


  She studied me. “He does seem to have a soft spot for you. And…?”


  “He doesn’t seem to want this to get around to everyone, but I guess those monsters came from the Sacred Tree itself.”


  “Their holy tree birthed those creatures? Uh, that means the tree is totally evil.”


  “I agree with you there, but the problem is that—left to its own devices—that tree will likely continue to create monsters. Don’t you think that if we take it out as soon as possible, that’ll put an end to the issue?”


  Assuming that Oliver’s information was accurate, ending the Sacred Tree would mean saving the entire world: That was my thinking. It was our only way to nip the problem in the bud before those monsters infested every inch of the planet.


  Marie chewed on her thumbnail. “Why isn’t Luxion here when we need him? If we had him, we could solve this in the blink of an eye!”


  “I’ll make sure to punch him when he comes back. Wait, no. I’d probably break my fist trying to do that.”


  “Then I’ll punch him,” Marie offered. “My right hook is no joke!” She started shadowboxing. The way she did it wasn’t cute or feminine in any way; I could hear the whistle of air with each of her punches. She was swinging like a pro.


  If I actually tried to fight her, she’d kick my ass, I thought. “Punching aside,” I said, trying to get back on topic, “let’s actually start doing something about this situation.”


  Marie glanced at Deirdre and her subordinates, who were still arguing passionately with one another. She tilted her head to the side. “And what are we going to do about them?”


  “I can’t drag them into this, but since they’re already on board, I’ll need to talk to them about it. Let’s just hope that Miss Deirdre behaves herself.” Letting out a little laugh, I started back toward the group.


  As I approached, everyone’s gazed turned. Good. Now I can tell them how it’s going to go down. “I heard all your opinions as I sat in the corner,” I declared. “Now, as the owner of this ship, I’m going to tell you what we’re doing.”


  The way they looked at me said it all: He’s not the actual leader here. How arrogant.


  Ignoring that, I continued. “We’re going to bring Partner as close as possible to the Alzer Republic. Then I’ll set out in Arroganz by myself to investigate. That way, I can see for myself what the situation out there is like.”


  That was a total lie. I was going to arm Arroganz to the teeth and set out to destroy the Sacred Tree. Once the tree was ash, I’d hurry back to Partner.


  Deirdre glared at me. “Do you have any idea how dangerous this strategy of yours is? It looked as though you had difficulty dealing even with that enormous insect. Do you seriously think that you can do this alone?” She was worried.


  Actually, I think she might see right through my lie…


  “Arroganz will have an easier time escaping than Partner would,” I told her.


  “You have a point…but are you being transparent with me?” She had her beloved fan opened and held over her mouth. Her narrowed eyes seemed to pierce right through me. “Men who throw their lives away disgust me. People who gamble their own lives away lightly make me sick. And I absolutely hate people who lie.”


  “Why do you assume I’m lying?” I asked, puzzled.


  Deirdre’s eyes crinkled slightly. “You don’t normally get involved, especially when it looks like a situation will resolve itself. For you to take an active role…could only mean that you don’t think we can take care of this ourselves. Isn’t that right?”


  Guess my usual laziness is coming back to bite me now. “Deviating from habitual behavior is a dead giveaway, huh?” I sighed to myself. Then, resigned, I explained, “If I don’t do something, things will get a whole lot worse. I plan to get rid of the source of those monsters.”


  Deirdre’s eyes widened briefly. “The source, you say?”


  I inwardly apologized to Oliver before spilling the truth. “The source of those monsters is seemingly the Sacred Tree itself. If we don’t deal with it, monsters will keep spilling from it.”


  Murmurs broke out among Deirdre’s subordinates.


  “No one else told us about this!”


  “Who was hiding something this important?!”


  “We need to immediately reinvestigate!”


  As they started to talk over one another, Deirdre’s voice cracked through the air. “Quiet!”


  Everyone snapped their mouths shut and froze.


  Deirdre turned her attention back to me. “It seems that some of the Alzerians are awfully fond of you. I didn’t think that you’d be able to get such confidential information from them.”


  “It doesn’t seem like they really wanted anyone to know that it was their Sacred Tree that caused this problem,” I replied.


  “From their perspective, the Sacred Tree is a pillar of emotional support. I’m sure it has an almost religious meaning to them, so I can see why they wouldn’t easily share that information. But you knew all of this and intended to resolve the situation yourself without saying a word to us?”


  “Bingo!” I said, trying to make a joke out of it.


  No one laughed.


  Feeling awkward, I rubbed the back of my neck and averted my eyes. “At any rate, I’ll handle the problem. You guys just need to stay here on Partner and wait.”


  “You have severely underestimated us,” Deirdre responded, anger seeping into her voice. “You’re implying that the Roseblades are too weak to contribute properly to this—do you realize that?” She was pissed that I was acting like she and the others would only hold me back.


  I sighed at her. “Yeah. I know. But since the situation is what it is, I’m going to be straight with you: You’d only get in my way.”


  Deirdre’s subordinates glared daggers at me, looking almost murderous. I had to commend them for not shouting or trying to punch me; they had incredible self-control.


  Deirdre, however, did not. She snapped her fan shut and began laughing. “We’d only get in your way? Is that what you said? You have some nerve claiming that, when—no. No, this is perfect! Of course—you cleared a whole dungeon yourself. You should have this much confidence!”


  “What…?”


  Deirdre had thrown her arms open wide, and she had an ecstatic look on her face. “It takes bravery to stand before me and the others from my house and say confidently that we’d only get in your way—and it takes real grit to head into certain death in order to accomplish the impossible! You aren’t like the fools who throw their lives away. You’re a true adventurer!”


  I glanced at one of her subordinates. He shook his head. Once she got like this, there was apparently no stopping her.


  “She’s clearly Dorothea’s little sister,” Marie said. She’d snuck up beside me at some point.


  “Yeah. I definitely get the sense that they’re sisters now.”


  Dorothea wore a collar that matched that of her husband, Nicks, a chain connecting them together. At least Deirdre isn’t that bad, right? Nah—both sisters are pretty eccentric in their own way.


  Marching over to me, Deirdre grabbed me by the shoulders and brought her face so close to mine that our noses touched. Her eyes were bloodshot. Oh, crap. This is terrifying!


  “All right,” she said. “I’ll abide by your wishes. But if you survive and return, please—you must tell me every detail of what happened. One of my lifelong dreams has been to hear a real adventurer’s heroic tales directly from that adventurer themselves.”


  “Huh? Uh, sure.” I hesitated. “Also, is it just me, or are you kind of…being weirdly polite with me?” She didn’t quite sound like her normal self, and her intensity seriously unnerved me.


  She finally released me and cleared her throat adorably. “Ahem. Pardon me for that. I wish to show the proper reverence for those deserving of it, regardless of whether they’re younger than me. I, Deirdre Fou Roseblade, have become your fan, Lord Leon Fou Bartfort!”


  A fan? My fan? And a very passionate one at that, it seemed.


  I looked to the others present, hoping that someone would step in and save me from this situation, but Deirdre’s subordinates all averted their gazes. It feels like they’re giving me their condolences.


  Finally, I turned to Marie, who wouldn’t meet my eyes, either. “G-good for you, right?” she said. It sounded like she was genuinely happy for me, since I’d found a fan, but she pitied me because it was Deirdre of all people.


  This wasn’t necessarily a terrible development or anything. I just couldn’t find it in myself to be happy about it.


  “Uh, well, as long as you’re fine with staying, that’s all that matters,” I said. I guess that takes care of that problem?


  Now I could focus on deploying Arroganz and wiping out that Sacred Tree. The only question was whether I could actually do that or not. Well, what next?


  Extra Story:
Marie and Clarice’s Maid Outfits


   


  AS FAR AS I, LEON FOU BARTFORT, was concerned, Clarice was just one of the many students who were a year above me. Or she had been in the past, I guess. After those false accusations, and the execution I’d rescued her from, she probably wasn’t still enrolled at the academy. Once we proved her innocent, she’d surely be able to return, but we had no idea yet when that would be. Thus, she became a normal woman who was a year older than me instead.


  Clarice kept her long orange hair in a careful half-up French-braid crown. She had a perfect figure, supple skin, and a beautiful face. She also came across as more open and tolerant than Deirdre. What I respected most about her was her maturity. Here I was, having lived a total of forty years between two lifetimes, and—with only one lifetime of her own—she was more of an adult than I was. And unlike most of the girls at the academy, she didn’t look down on men. That was a big part of why I respected her. In fact, despite being a rich lady from a noble family, she didn’t keep a personal slave.


  Clarice was the embodiment of a man’s ideal noblewoman. And right now, she was aboard my ship…as my personal maid.


  She was currently dressed in a maid outfit, cleaning my office. She had her back turned to me, wiping down my desk. The way she was bent forward meant that her ass was stuck into the air. That, combined with the fact that she was working as my personal maid, had my control hanging on by a thread. I had to tear my gaze away to distract myself from my own lust.


  “You don’t have to clean this room,” I said. “I don’t use this place much anyway.”


  The cleaning robots Luxion had created came in to dust periodically. They kept the room orderly. That was all the more reason Clarice didn’t have to clean it herself.


  Clarice finally stood up straight and looked back at me. “Even if you don’t usually use it, you should keep it clean. If it’s too filthy to use when the need arises, you’ll be the one to suffer for it.”


  “I have it set up as an office, but I honestly don’t see there ever coming a point when I need to use it,” I said.


  “I don’t see why you don’t,” Clarice argued. “Especially given your status.”


  “My status? I’m not even a captain right now.”


  This room certainly looked like it belonged to the captain of the ship. It was also right beside my cabin. The only reason I had an office at all was that Partner was large enough to have the extra space. As for why Partner was so enormous—well, let’s just say that was because of my own carelessness.


  In a bid to change my bad luck in one fell swoop, I’d ventured out and taken ownership of Luxion, a migratory spaceship. But I’d let that success go to my head a bit and revealed Luxion to a bunch of people. After that, word spread that I had an enormous ship in my possession. Luxion’s capabilities were far too advanced to this world, however, and I decided that it would be too dangerous to keep carelessly exposing that level of technology to the world. Thus, we created another ship that could keep a lower profile.


  It was my fault I’d revealed Luxion to others in the first place. That was why Luxion had to make Partner as large as his own spaceship. Something smaller would’ve been less conspicuous and easier to use in a variety of scenarios. People liked to say that bigger was better, but there was such a thing as too big.


  Clarice pressed a hand to her cheek and sighed. “Having so many Roseblades on board weakens your position. I think that’s a pretty notable issue, don’t you?” She meant, specifically, that those loyal to the Roseblades were looking down on me. Deirdre was aboard with us, and they naturally prioritized her and her decisions over all else. That made sense, really. Deirdre was Earl Roseblade’s daughter; she was also responsible for recruiting them all.


  “It is what it is. Miss Deirdre is the one who gathered all these people,” I said.


  “If you let your guard down like that, she’ll find an excuse to steal your ship from you.”


  “You think she’d go that far?” I asked, the skepticism in my voice clear.


  Clarice seemed to sense that I thought she was being paranoid. An exaggerated sigh spilled out of her mouth. Resting her hands on her hips, she leaned forward, bringing her face closer to mine. “I’m telling you, your ship is worth stealing. The Roseblades would love to get their hands on a Lost Item like this. Especially considering everything Partner is capable of.” Now that they’d boarded the ship, they could see how nice Partner was for themselves, and they probably wanted it desperately.


  “Good point,” I said, nodding. She’d convinced me.


  She pressed her body closer without me noticing. “I understand that you want to trust her, since you’re related now, but you should be more careful. If the circumstances were better, I would’ve supplied people from my own house. Unfortunately, you know why I couldn’t.”


  If too many people from House Atlee came aboard, people would begin to wonder whether I’d been responsible for saving her. That was the one thing I had to avoid.


  “Y-yeah, I know. And I’ll try to be more careful.”


  Clarice was so close that I could have touched her now. My gaze dropped to the swell of her breasts. That was one instance in which bigger really was better. When I looked back up at Clarice, she was smiling.


  “I’ll keep my eye out for you as well,” she said.


  “Th-thanks.”


   


  ***


   


  The door to the office cracked open. Hiding there and peering through the crack was Deirdre, her folding fan covering her mouth.


  “Oh dear. What a bad girl, not heeding my warning.”


  Clarice had managed to snatch the position of Leon’s personal maid for herself in order to sidle up to him, and she was trying to warn him away from the Roseblades while positioning herself as his ally. Deirdre had watched the whole thing play out. 


  Clarice wasn’t completely wrong to warn him. “Anyone would want this ship after seeing what a treasure it really is. I can’t say that I’m not trying to take it.”


  As a Roseblade, Deirdre saw Partner’s appeal. She had, in fact, considered how she might place it under Roseblade ownership. But she wouldn’t go about doing that the way Clarice had described. Her intention was to negotiate for it, or otherwise make Leon part of her house. It infuriated her that Clarice would accuse her of planning to steal it.


  “What a vile claim to make,” Deirdre hissed to herself. “But I can’t make a scene about it, or I’ll only lower his estimation of me… Ah, I know.” An idea had occurred to her. She snapped her fan closed and marched off; there was an almost cheerful melody to the echo of her heels. Once she was a fair distance from the office door, she declared, “You’ll soon discover that I, Deirdre Fou Roseblade, never back down from a fight.”


   


  ***


   


  Deirdre headed straight for Marie. Locating her in the cafeteria, she proceeded to drag Marie to her own cabin. 


  When Deirdre made her proposal, Marie’s face was disgusted. “You want me to wear a maid outfit and look after Leon?” She was careful not to criticize the idea in front of Deirdre, but her reaction made it plain how she felt about the idea.


  “Yes!” Deirdre said emphatically. “He’s been working hard lately. You should take a day, dress as a maid, and look after him.”


  Marie glanced at the maid outfit Deirdre had prepared for her, which had been laid out on the table. It was the type that female nobles often wore while serving in another noble’s house to learn etiquette. Marie didn’t seem to notice that aspect of the outfit, however. Deirdre had selected the cutest design she could find, and that was what had caught Marie’s interest.


  “It is awfully cute. I kind of want to wear it. It brings back memories of culture festivals. But having to look after Leon… That kind of kills it for me,” Marie muttered to herself.


  Deirdre didn’t entirely follow the other girl’s rambling, but that wasn’t the point anyway. “Men like to see women in outfits they don’t normally wear,” she supplied. Culture festival? Is she referring to the festival we hold at the academy?


  Try as she might to persuade Marie, it didn’t seem to be working.


  “Is Leon even interested in maids to begin with?” Marie asked. “It kind of seems like he doesn’t care about the outfit a woman wears, just whether her boobs are big or not.”


  Thinking back to the way Leon had ogled Clarice’s chest, Deirdre had to stop herself from nodding in agreement. “Rie,” she said carefully, “a woman’s breasts aren’t her only appeal.”


  Marie stared directly at Deirdre’s chest. “Coming from someone as well-endowed as you, that’s not exactly convincing.”


  “You have your own charm. You need to focus on enhancing that. If you wear this outfit for him, I bet he’ll blush and see you in a whole new light.”


  Marie paused, seeming to visualize it in her mind’s eye. Her face suddenly lit up with what Deirdre could only assume was excited anticipation. 


  “You’re right,” Marie said. “If I put my heart into it, he’ll fall head over heels for me.”


  “Yes—that’s the spirit!” You’ll soon find that this isn’t going to be as easy as you thought, Clarice.


   


  ***


   


  Once Marie had changed into the maid outfit, Deirdre dragged her to Leon’s room. There, Marie presented herself, completely oblivious to the fact that her outfit was intended for a child.


  “What do you think?! I’ll be your maid for one day—just as a special service!” Marie declared proudly.


  Leon, meanwhile…looked absolutely terrified. 


  “Wh-what for?” He shrank back, a tremor in his voice.


  He was seemingly having an especially difficult time accepting that Marie had dressed as a maid simply to look after him. He was convinced that there was some ulterior motive here.


  “What do you mean?!” Marie exploded at him. “I’m telling you that I’ll work for you for the day. You’re acting like a total weirdo!”


  “Is it cash you’re after? Some spending money? If so, just tell me, and I’ll give it to you! Why are you going about it like this? Are you hiding something from me? Is that it?!”


  “What do you take me for—a gold digger?!” Marie snapped back at him.


  “Considering how you usually are, I think my reaction is pretty normal!”


  “You were so happy when Miss Clarice became your maid!”


  “W-well, that was a little, um…” His voice trailed off.


  Marie stared at him, jealousy burning bright in her eyes.


  Clarice smiled awkwardly. 


  Deirdre, meanwhile, was feeling victorious. Now Rie will see Clarice as a proper rival. She glanced at Clarice. Her real objective hadn’t been for Marie to wear this outfit; it was to start a fight between her and Clarice. If Clarice was going to try to get Leon on her side, then Deirdre would take Marie instead. She had seen the way Leon valued Marie’s opinions on things, despite all his squabbling with her.


  Deirdre gently placed her hands on Marie’s shoulders. “Any man seeing a woman look as cute as Rie does and not acting interested is a little odd to me,” she said pointedly.


  Empowered by having Deirdre as an ally, Marie lifted a fist in the air. “Exactly! I was nice enough to dress up and offer to be your maid. You should be showering me with praise!”


  Leon pressed a hand to his forehead. “If you showed more self-control in your actions on a daily basis, I would take you at your word.” He frowned; he couldn’t be too critical of Marie—not with Deirdre right there supporting her.


  Clarice stepped up beside Leon. As her eyes met Deirdre’s, she said, “Rie already has a tough enough time as it is. She doesn’t need to go out of her way to take on even more work. Rest assured that I’ll look after whatever Leon needs.” Her voice was gentle and kind, but the look she gave Deirdre said “Don’t stick your nose into this.”


  Marie folded her arms. “It’s fine! You wouldn’t know this by looking at me, but I was actually forced to do chores for my family starting when I was a kid. I can clean just fine. This’ll be way easier than having to work from dawn to dusk for my family! In fact, this’ll be like paradise, since I won’t get hit for being a little slow!”


  She’d been doing all kinds of chores for her family since she was a kid…? When Deirdre heard Marie talk about that, her heart ached. I forgot that her family tyrannized her. She’s always so cheerful, but it must’ve been brutal.


  Clarice’s face softened. She had to have heard about how bad Marie’s situation was, too.


  Leon cradled his head in his hands. “I keep telling you, stop making everything gloomy! When most normal people hear about how dark and heavy your past is, it’s enough to cause indigestion!”


  For that one day, Leon found himself with two personal maids.


  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU SO MUCH for purchasing Volume 5 of Trapped in a Dating Sim: Otome Games Are Tough For Us, Too! I’m Yomu Mishima, the author of the series.


  The manga version of this title has ended. I’m thankful to Renji Fukuhara-sensei for drawing the three volumes for it. I think it ends in a nice place. Sensei did a wonderful job of adapting the first two novels. As the author, I hope that anyone curious about where the story goes from there will decide to pick up the novels.


  Now then, let’s talk about this volume. Characters from the Alzer Republic arc finally make their appearance in this book. Those characters were popular in the main series as well, so some of you may really have been looking forward to this—though many more may have been worried about it.


  The basis of this series was as a special reward for people who answered questionnaires from the main series, so the story’s general direction is already set in stone. That said, I changed which characters appeared in this volume and what happened to them. That was partly because I didn’t want it to be exactly like what I wrote originally, and also because I thought readers might enjoy seeing what else happened behind the scenes in the main series.


  This series may be a spin-off from the original, but I write it in part because I want readers to be able to enjoy elements that didn’t appear in the original series. That’s led to a lot of suffering for both Angelica and Olivia. Some people close to me have worried that I’m being a bit too cruel to them (ha ha!). Those two haven’t interacted with Leon much, but I hope you’ll look forward to seeing how their relationship develops in the future.


  If you find this series a bit too angsty, I recommend reading the original—Trapped in a Dating Sim: The World of Otome Games Is Tough for Mobs. It’s finished, and it has a happy ending. Speaking of, there are also audiobooks out for the series. Those interested in reading it for the first time, and those who are thinking about rereading it, should consider checking out the audiobooks.


  I listened to them myself as a reference for this series. Audiobooks are great for listening to while you work, so I highly recommend them. I find that actually sitting down to read helps me digest a book best, but audiobooks are great for when you’re busy.


  Production of the anime is coming along nicely, and I expect that there will be an official announcement about it to the public next year.


  See you again in the next volume!


   


  Yomu Mishima


  To write this volume, I’m going back over the main series, and I’m loving the audiobooks. They’re incredible, because you can listen to them while doing other things. Reading is very important, but when you’re busy, it’s nice to be able to listen.


   


  Illustrator
Moge Tōi


  Volume 5 is out! I’m always so happy each time the draft of a volume comes to me. I loved how the noblewomen this time around were tough, no matter what situation they were thrown into. This volume really had them in their element. The scenes with Deirdre and her antics were standouts! I hope you all enjoy!


  [image: ]


  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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